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			Prologue

			Rouen Castle, Normandy

			April 1203

			The hour was late, approaching midnight, and only the echoing footsteps of the men-at-arms on patrol broke the silence in the great fortress. The chamber in which John, king of England and duke of Normandy, was sitting was a small one, situated in the lower reaches of the castle and just above the corner of the undercroft where the prison cells were located. The room was dimly lit, two wall torches and a thick beeswax hour candle on the table providing the only light. William de Briouze, the constable of the castle, stood quietly in the shadows on the far side of the room, waiting to learn the reason he had been summoned.

			Finally John spoke. “Bring the prisoner to me, Briouze. I will make one final attempt to bring him to obedience.”

			The constable, a burly knight with a broad fleshy face, hesitated, regarding John warily. The glimmer of light from the torches and candle reflected off the deep auburn highlights of the king’s dark beard and hair; his features were handsome, but the weighty responsibilities that had fallen on his shoulders since he had been crowned king had furrowed deep and ragged creases on his brow. He had the haggard look of a beleaguered man.

			“Are you sure it is wise to see your nephew so late at night, sire?” Briouze asked, gesturing to the hour candle. It was nearly gone, barely half an inch remaining. “You are tired and the day has been a long one. Would it not be better to wait until morning?”

			John did not answer immediately. He looked down at the table in front of him at the repast he had ordered earlier—a pot of eels preserved in brine, a dish of boiled radish condiment, and a loaf of fine white manchet bread, all neatly laid beside a folded linen napkin and an eating knife. His stomach turned at the thought of tasting it. To such a pass had events finally brought him, so that even his favourite foods no longer held any appeal.

			“It may not be wise, Briouze, but it is necessary,” he finally said. “It has been nine long months since I captured Arthur when he laid siege to my mother at Mirabeau, and still he refuses to reaffirm his allegiance to me, or apologise to his grandmother for his callous treatment. Time grows short; I cannot wait any longer.”

			The constable shook his head in commiseration. Arthur, after renouncing his fealty to John for the province of Brittany, had joined forces with Philip, king of the French, in an attack on Normandy, and had tried to take John’s mother, Arthur’s own grandmother, Eleanor of Aquitaine, hostage, intending to use her as a pawn to force his uncle to acquiesce to Philip’s demand that the province be relinquished to French rule.

			The king reached for his wine goblet and took a sip. “The celebration of Eastertide is about to begin. It may be that contemplation of Our Lord’s suffering on the cross has put Arthur in a more conciliatory frame of mind. That is my hope, small though it may be. But in any event, I will only give him this one last opportunity to submit to my authority. If he does not comply, I will have no recourse but to carry out my threat to punish him. I have no other choice.”

			Reluctantly Briouze went through the door leading down to the prison cells and, a few minutes later, returned with the king’s nephew, Count Arthur of Brittany. The lad was tall and strong-boned for a youth of sixteen years, but even so, he had not yet reached the full strength of manhood. Fair-haired and blue-eyed, he came to stand before his uncle with an insolent sneer on his face.

			“Well, Uncle, once again I am to be favoured with the pleasure of your company,” he said mockingly and with a glance at the laden table. “What, do you have a new wine for me to try, or some delicate morsel you have had prepared for my delectation? But no, I think not,” he added, his tone changing, becoming hard and full of contempt. “It is far more likely you have devised some new argument that you foolishly believe will win me over. If so, you are mistaken. Unless your guilty conscience has finally prompted you to order my release, we have nothing to say to each other, and you are wasting my time.”

			John, his choler rising at Arthur’s arrogance, quashed the impulse to answer in kind. “This is the last time I shall speak to you, Nephew,” he warned quietly. “If you do not agree to end your treacherous ways, you will pay the penalty proscribed by law.”

			Arthur gave a bitter laugh. “My treachery? And what of yours, Uncle? It is I who should be sitting on the throne of England, not you. Will you stand up before your nobles and admit that you stole the kingship from me? Will you cede your crown and place it on my head? My actions were justified; yours are not. It is you who should stand trial, not I.”

			“There will be no more discussion on this subject, Arthur,” John replied tersely. “You know as well as I that your claim has no substance. My brother Richard, as he lay dying, designated me as his heir, and this was attested to by unimpeachable witnesses. I did not steal the monarchy from you; it is mine by right.”

			Arthur leaned forward, placing his fists on the table so that his face was inches away from John’s. “You are a thief and a hypocrite,” he spat. “A cowardly dog born of that scheming witch I have the misfortune to call grandmother. Both you and she played my grandfather false, and now you conspire together to cheat me—the only son of a brother who was older than you—out of his inheritance. I will never again bow my knee before you, no matter how long you keep me in your foul prison.”

			The king looked up into the face of his nephew, so like that of his father, Geoffrey, the brother John had disliked most of all his siblings, and his temper finally snapped.

			Rising from his seat, he pushed the lad roughly in the chest so that Arthur stumbled backwards. “Have a care with your tongue, stripling, else you may find yourself without it.”

			“Ah, yes,” Arthur replied disparagingly. “You have already threatened to blind and castrate me, and now you would render me mute as well. How caring you are to your kin, my fine uncle. It was your betrayal that killed your own father and when Uncle Richard died, you rejoiced at his death—the world would not be surprised if you maimed and tortured a mere nephew.”

			The spiteful allegations, although containing a modicum of truth, enraged John. Turning to Briouze, who had been waiting by the door that led down to the undercroft, he said through gritted teeth, “Take him back to his cell. I was a fool to think I could make him see reason. He is incapable of it.”

			The constable took a step towards Arthur, but before he could take hold of him, the lad leapt forward and, seizing the eating knife that lay on the table, sprang at his uncle. “Let’s see how you fare without your sight, you whoreson,” Arthur cried, the small blade glittering as he thrust it at John’s eyes.

			The king reacted quickly, grasping his nephew’s wrist and wrenching it savagely, so that Arthur was forced to drop the weapon. But the lad continued to struggle and John, furious with his effrontery, raised his other hand and gave his nephew a backhanded slap across the face that sent him reeling. With a violence born of anger, the king upturned the table at which he had been sitting and smashed it into Arthur’s chest, propelling the young nobleman backwards so that he crashed to the floor, his head striking the hard stone tiles with a sickening thud. The thick oaken table teetered for a moment, and then crashed heavily on top of his legs.

			Briouze rushed across the room and knelt beside Arthur’s prone figure, then looked up at the king. “He is unconscious, sire,” he said.

			“For that I am grateful,” John declared, shaken by the incident. “His tongue is silent at last.”

			The constable picked up the small blade that had fallen from Arthur’s hand. The edge was sharp. “He could have done you a grave injury with this. It is fortunate you were able to disarm him.”

			“The malicious pup—I will endure no more of his impertinence,” John proclaimed. “Take him back to his prison and deny him food until he agrees to do my bidding. Mayhap a week without sustenance will render him amenable.”

			Briouze, bending down, lifted the table and saw that one of Arthur’s legs was crooked at an unnatural angle. The constable ran his hands over the limb, but he could not find any injury except at the kneecap, which appeared to have taken the brunt of the blow. Then he noticed a narrow stream of blood trickling slowly and steadily from the back of Arthur’s head. “His pate is bleeding quite badly, sire,” he said to John. “I fear it will take some time for him to recover his senses.”

			“If he is incapable of walking,” John responded angrily, “then carry or drag him back to his cell; I care not which. Just remove him from my presence.”

			The constable did as he was bid and, hefting Arthur aloft in his brawny arms, carried him to the door and left the chamber. John surveyed the disarray the argument had caused. The platter that had been on the table lay overturned on the floor and the food flung against the wall, the pungent smell of the spilled radish condiment filling the room. The hour candle had toppled over and lay, extinguished, amongst the rushes, and the wine John had been drinking had spilled and mingled with the traces of Arthur’s blood. Reaching down, the king picked up his wine cup from the floor and refilled it from a flagon that stood on a small table on the far side of the room. A deep swallow helped to calm him and he began to belatedly regret his display of temper. Despite his threats, he had no real desire to inflict any injury on Arthur, and had truly believed that eventually his nephew would capitulate. But there had been no sign of him weakening; he had been, as always, obdurate and sarcastic, and his arrogance had fuelled John’s frustration to breaking point.

			Damn him, the king thought. These last months had been disastrous—King Philip of France had persuaded not only Arthur but also most of John’s other vassals in the surrounding provinces, to defect to his cause; Philip had then begun to ferociously attack Normandy, taking many of the castles on the border so effectively that John’s Norman nobles had begun to desert him; his treasury was even emptier than it had been at Richard’s death—the litany was long and daunting. Arthur’s continuing defiance was but one more addition to the toll.

			As he stood there ruminating on the impossibility of the situation, the cathedral bells tolled the hour of midnight, signaling the onset of Eastertide. John drew a deep breath and bowed his head in observance of the holy season, praying for heavenly guidance. Little did he realise that the events of that evening would indeed bring about a change in his fortunes, but in a manner he could never have foreseen, nor would have wished.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Canterbury, England

			Early December 1203

			Molly looked around the antechamber to ensure that all was in order for the king’s bath. The shutters were closed, the candles had been lit and the padded tub filled almost to the brim with heated water. She had only to add a few drops of oil of bergamot—King John’s favourite fragrance—to the slightly steaming liquid and all would be ready. She hummed tunelessly to herself as she made the final preparations, a plain, plump woman with brawny forearms, happy to be back in England and, more especially, in Canterbury, the town where she had been born. She shuddered a little as she recalled her recent journey with the king and queen across the Narrow Sea. Shortly after the ship had left Barfleur a winter storm had arisen, with heavy rain and a wind so strong it had whipped the waves into a frenzy. More than once she had thought the boat was going to sink, and it had only been by God’s grace that they had made safe harbour at Dover. Although she had made the trip many times during her long service to the king, this was the first time she had been frightened almost beyond bearing. But she had been proud of John. Even though the vessel had tossed and lunged like a fractious horse, he had remained calm, standing in the driving rain beside the seaman that operated the huge steering rudder and offering words of encouragement. He had set an example for the crew and passengers to follow.

			And Molly was also relieved to have left Normandy. The last few months there had been alarming, what with the king’s nephew, Arthur, disappearing while in John’s custody and the relentless attacks on English lands by the French. But Molly had no doubt of John’s integrity or his courage. She had been his trusted servant since the days of her youth and, despite the scurrilous rumours perpetrated by his enemies that he was a failure as a monarch, she was certain he would prevail, no matter what obstacles were laid in his path.

			Picking up the vial of bergamot, she carefully removed the stopper and took a moment to inhale the sharp citrus aroma, pushing back the coarse linen of her head rail with the back of her hand as she did so. In all the years that she had been John’s washerwoman, she had, at his request, used the same fragrance, even sprinkling a little of it on the smallclothes she washed for him before smoothing them dry with her little pot of heated stones. She hoped that the king would adhere to his usual habit of exchanging a few words with her before his bath attendant arrived to disrobe him. How she treasured those moments when he spoke to her like an old friend and she told him any little tidbits of gossip she had heard. He was always interested in what she had to say and had once remarked to his young wife, in Molly’s hearing, that of all the females in his service, he treasured his washerwoman the most. And tonight, for the first time in a long while, she had something to tell him, something that she was certain was of importance, although in what way she was not sure. She hoped he would soon come out of the bedchamber where he was sharing a cup of wine with the queen while his bath was being prepared.

			As she tipped a few drops of the perfumed oil into the water, she heard the door behind her open and cursed silently in frustration. It must be Guillaume Aquarius, John’s bath attendant, come to see if the bath was ready. Chagrined that he had not waited for her to call him, and had so prevented her from having the opportunity of private conversation with the king, Molly decided to ignore him and did not turn around.

			It took a great effort on her part to prevent herself from voicing her irritation. Guillaume was new to his post, a clerk who had worked under the keeper of the wardrobe in Rouen. He had been included in the small company the king had brought with him to England, a conscientious young man whom John had chosen to be his personal attendant during the journey, primarily because he was familiar with the king’s clothing and had a diffident manner. She supposed it was not surprising Guillaume was eager to attend to his duties—especially since the king changed his bath attendant almost as frequently as he bathed, which was at least once a month—for, if he should please John, the post held opportunities for promotion. She had lost track of how many attendants had held the office during her years of service. John, often unable to remember the name of each new one, called all of them Aquarius, after some stars in the heavens that formed the shape of a water carrier, he said, and now memory of their individual faces had blurred in Molly’s mind with the passage of time. She felt a great degree of gratification that never once, in all of her time with the king, had John suggested she be replaced. She had followed in his train since he had been a young man, through good times and bad, and was certain she would continue to do so until her robust strength faded.

			Replacing the stopper in the vial of oil, she swished her hands through the water to spread the perfume and then reached into the pocket of her gown for a ball of the special soap John had imported from Spain. It was made from olive oil and lime juice and smelt delicious. Just as she was about to place it on the board that spanned the tub, alongside a square of white linen and a small pair of scissors, she heard footsteps close behind her.

			“I am not quite finished, Guillaume,” she said crossly. “You should have waited until I called you—”

			Her words were choked off as she felt a great weight descend on her back and she was thrust violently forward, headfirst into the tub. Water flooded into her mouth and nostrils and, spluttering to clear her airways, she fought as hard as she could to push herself up. But her efforts were in vain, futile against the strong hand that was gripping her shoulder. Suddenly she felt a sharp stinging sensation as a knife slashed across her throat. The pain shocked her into immobility and, after a moment or two of light-headedness in which she saw flashing streaks of bright colour dancing against her vision, blackness engulfed her, and her breath, and her life, departed forevermore. As the murderer made a hasty exit from the room, Molly’s inert body remained hanging over the edge of the tub, blood from her severed neck drifting lazily into the fragrant bathwater, spreading roseate tentacles of gore.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			In the early afternoon of the next day, a company of horsemen escorting Nicolaa de la Haye, hereditary castellan of Lincoln castle, was approaching Canterbury. A diminutive, slightly plump woman of middle age, Nicolaa sat erect on her palfrey, comfortably wrapped in a warm cloak lined with rabbit fur and gazing appreciatively at the view before her. The morning had been frosty, but the sun was now shining brilliantly and sparkled on the roofs of the buildings inside the city walls. Most prominent was the cathedral, towering protectively over all, but the more modest confines of the abbey of St. Augustine could be seen just outside the walls to the southwest. It was a welcome sight, and she was glad to finally reach her destination.

			She and her escort had been travelling for four days since they left Lincoln, stopping for the nights at guesthouses in abbeys and priories along the way. Had it been summertime, she would have enjoyed the trip along Ermine Street—the great thoroughfare built by the Romans that led down from the north to London—and reveled in the greenness of the countryside through which they passed but, at this time of the year, all had been bleak and grey. The muddy condition of the roads had made their passage very slow in some stretches, especially after they had left London yesterday, for the highway to Canterbury was much travelled and had been full of water-filled holes. Added to this difficulty had been the danger of attack by outlaws made desperate by winter starvation, and she knew that the men of her escort—comprising two household knights, Gilles de Laubrec and Miles de Laxton, and half-a-dozen men-at-arms—would be relieved to deliver her safely inside the stout walls of the town.

			The approach to Westgate, the northwest entrance into Canterbury, was thronged with foot traffic and the wains of merchants. As Gilles pushed the bulk of his horse through the congestion to clear a passage, she wondered what awaited her now she had come to the journey’s end. It had been the king who had summoned her here at this dreary time of the year, in a letter sent from Normandy a couple of weeks before, saying that he expected to be in Canterbury in early December and required her to meet with him so they could discuss what he called “a private matter of some urgency,” and nothing more. The missive had been enclosed with another addressed to her husband, Gerard Camville, sheriff of Lincoln. Gerard’s letter had been far more formal, a command to attend a Great Council in Oxford in the new year, a gathering of the nobles of the kingdom to discuss the distressing situation in Normandy, where Philip of France was attacking, and seizing, English castles.

			Not for the first time since she received the summons, she tried to fathom what the “private matter” could be. Both she and Gerard had heard the rumours that abounded in regard to John’s reckless behaviour over the last few months, most of them centering on the fact that he had allowed King Philip to invade his lands without taking any defensive action. This, it was said, was the reason why many of his Norman nobles had withdrawn their support. Whether true or not, there was no doubt about the purpose of the forthcoming convocation in Oxford. John intended to ask his English vassals for their assistance in regaining control of Normandy, which meant they would be required to provide men to swell the army he would need, or money to pay for mercenaries, or both.

			But this did not explain the reason for her own summons. As her husband, it was Gerard who had control over the revenue from their considerable joint estates and he who would say yea or nay to the king’s demand. She hoped John did not wish to enlist her aid in convincing Gerard to support his cause. He and John had been close allies once, during Richard’s reign, but now, and mainly due to the king’s inconstancy, they were estranged. If John expected her to act as intermediary in repairing their relationship, she would have to tell him there was little chance of success. Gerard, when he had received the summons to attend the convocation, had been so incensed that he had scrunched the parchment on which it was written into a ball and thrown it across the room. After it had fallen to the floor and lay amongst the rushes, he had stamped the heel of his boot on the royal waxen seal attached to the bottom, smashing it to pieces.

			Gerard’s temper had not improved when she had told him the contents of her own letter. “Be careful what you promise, wife,” he had growled angrily. “John’s word, like that of his dead brothers, cannot be relied upon. They all betrayed their own father and he will think little of doing to the same to you.”

			What he said was true, even if his opinion was biased by the great regard in which he held the princes’ sire, King Henry. All of the late king’s sons, including John, had played their father false, sometimes in concert with the king who had been Henry’s enemy and had now, ironically, become John’s—Philip of France. She was aware that the king held her own person in special esteem because of the steadfast loyalty she, and her forbears, had always shown to the reigning monarch, but these latest rumours of his dilatory behaviour had jarred her to the core. She had always considered him a man much maligned and had come to his defence on many occasions, not only with her husband but also with various other nobles in the realm. But even though she valued John’s attributes—he was an able administrator and as competent a soldier, when he chose, as his much-lauded dead brother, Richard the Lionheart—she could not deny that his nature was changeable. She fervently hoped the adverse reports circulating about him were untrue or, at the very least, grossly exaggerated.

			But further speculation on the reason for her presence here—and she had pondered much on it since receiving John’s letter—would, she knew, bring her no closer to the answer. She would have to set the matter aside until she met him in person. Looking around her as they approached Westgate, the portal into the town, her glance fell on the two servants she had brought with her from Lincoln—young Gianni, a mute clerk from the scriptorium that would serve as her secretary, and Clare, one of the castle sempstresses that she had chosen to act as her tiring woman while she was away from home. Both seemed unaffected by the rigours of travel and she envied them the hardiness of their youth. It had been many years since she had made such a long journey and her bones felt as though they had been shaken asunder. She would be glad to get inside the city walls.

			When the gateward saw the Haye emblem of a twelve-pointed red star emblazoned on the tunics of her escort, he waved the party through the huge arch, giving a respectful salute to Nicolaa as she rode past. Once inside the city walls, they made their way along St. Peter’s Street and then down Castle Street to the fortress that guarded the town. John’s letter had included the information that accommodation would be provided for her and her retinue at a house within the town, but she was not sure of its location or, indeed, if the king had arrived as planned. Nicholas de Criel, constable of the castle, should be able to inform her about both matters.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The fortress at Canterbury was not as large as the one Nicolaa and her husband held for the king at Lincoln, but it was still impressive. In the bail stood a keep approximately eighty-five feet square and three stories high, a barracks for the garrison, an exercise ground, a smithy and an armoury, the whole protected by an encircling curtain wall with a squat tower at each corner. When Nicolaa and her entourage approached the gate, she was surprised to see two men-at-arms stationed outside, and archers atop the towers that flanked the entrance. This was more men than was necessary in peacetime but could be due, perhaps, to the expected arrival of the king or, if he was already in Canterbury, his presence in the keep.

			When she rode into the bail, a groom ran to take the reins of her horse, and she noticed three men standing a little way apart, conversing together in the middle of the practice ground. One of them she recognised as William Marshal, the earl of Pembroke, who, John had said in his letter, would be accompanying him on his journey to England—so it seemed safe to assume that the king had arrived as planned. The short, stalwart figure of one of the other men was Nicholas de Criel, the constable, but the last of the three was a stranger to her. He was wearing a thick cloak over a rough battle-scarred tunic and, since neither garment bore any trace of a lord’s insignia, appeared to be a mercenary soldier.

			Marshal and Nicolaa were old acquaintances, having met on many occasions over the preceding years, and when he looked up and saw her, he quickly came forward to give her greeting. As he strode across the bail, she noticed he was not much changed since the last time they had met, some five years before. A tall and well-muscled knight in his late fifties, with broad shoulders and a mane of dark brown hair and moustache now liberally sprinkled with grey, he was famed for his youthful exploits as a paladin. His craggy face split into a grin as he came up to her.

			“You are well come, lady, and I am very pleased to meet you once again. Come, let us go inside out of this cold weather so you can drink a measure of wine to take the chill from your bones.”

			Helping her down from her palfrey, Marshal escorted Nicolaa up the steps to the keep and into the hall, a large wooden-raftered chamber at the far end of which sat a massive oaken table on a dais. Leading her to a seat at the table, the earl sent a manservant scurrying for refreshment, while Gilles de Laubrec and Miles de Laxton, following behind them, directed the men-at-arms to help themselves from the ale barrels situated at the back of the room, and then accompanied Clare and Gianni to seats at a table near a capacious fireplace filled with blazing logs.

			The hall had a Spartan atmosphere, bare of any ornamentation, and a staff consisting entirely of menservants. Rushes covered the floor and a couple of large mastiffs sat by the door with ears pricked and watchful eyes. Nicolaa noticed that there were extra men-at-arms on duty here in the hall, one standing at the entrance to each of the corner towers, and two more at the door.

			“I presume, since you are here, that the king landed safely,” she remarked to the earl, “but it would seem that the garrison has been placed on alert. Did you have some trouble from the French during the crossing?”

			“No, we made a safe passage from Rouen to Barfleur with no sight of them at all, and our departure from the port went as planned,” he replied. “The weather was a little rough; a winter storm arose that drove one of the two ships in our company off course in the direction of Plymouth, but our vessel and the other one made a safe landfall at Dover.” He paused for a moment before adding, “It was only after the king arrived in Canterbury that an incident occurred to give cause for alarm.”

			Nicolaa waited for him to explain. “I do not have all of the details of the happening,” he continued, “for I am staying at the guesthouse in the cathedral priory and did not learn of it until I arrived here this morning, but was told that one of John’s servants, a washerwoman, was murdered last night, and in a room adjacent to the chamber that John and Isabella were occupying.”

			“Sweet Jesu,” Nicolaa exclaimed. “Did this happen here in the castle?”

			“No, the king and queen took up residence in the royal townhouse on Stour Street when we arrived two days ago,” Marshal said. “It was there that the woman was killed.”

			Nicolaa knew of the building of which the earl spoke from a time, many years before, when she had come to Canterbury in the company of her father and they had visited the townhouse when it had been occupied by John’s late father, King Henry II. It was a large three-storied building situated on the banks of the Stour, the river which spanned the western side of the city.

			“It was a brutal killing,” Marshal said grimly. “The woman’s throat was cut, and so severely that it nearly decapitated her. She was, apparently, in the midst of preparing the king’s bath when the attack took place.”

			“And was the murderer apprehended?”

			“Unfortunately not,” the earl replied. “There have been guards on watch at the townhouse since John and Isabella arrived—men from the mercenary contingent that accompanied us from Normandy—and they are most insistent that it was not possible for an intruder to have slipped past them. This would imply that the culprit must be someone in the household but, of course, if any of the guards were slacking while on duty, they are not going to admit it, especially as their captain had already felt the full brunt of the king’s wrath for failing to keep a secure watch. So the possibility of an intruder remains.”

			“Is there any indication of the motive for the crime?” Nicolaa asked.

			“The king believes that the washerwoman forestalled an attack on himself and the queen. Fearful for Isabella, he has taken her, and her two attendants, back to Dover, and will leave them there until he feels it is safe for her to return. He told me to expect him back in Canterbury sometime this afternoon.”

			Nicolaa digested the information and then said, “Do you believe John’s premise is valid, William? That the poor woman thwarted an attempt on their lives?”

			Marshal shrugged. “It could be so, I suppose. Many of the king’s nobles are disgruntled with him for the loss of the fiefs they hold in Normandy from King Philip, but I can think of none that are so angry they would stoop to murdering him, or Isabella, especially in such a covert fashion.”

			“The rumours of John’s laxity are true then?” Nicolaa asked.

			Marshal shook his head decisively. “That is a falsehood, a malicious rumour spread by those who wish to justify their betrayal of the king. John has done all that could be expected of him, and more, to keep Normandy secure, but he has been hampered by the disaffection of his vassals and the severely depleted treasury he inherited from his brother. Richard bled his subjects’ purses dry to support his crusade, and then further monies were needed for his ransom after he was captured by Leopold of Austria. Not only does the financial situation leave John hard-pressed to pay for the armaments and supplies he needs to defend his lands, but due to the lack of support from those who should ply their swords on his behalf, he has been forced to hire mercenaries for his personal guard. It is an additional expense he can ill afford.”

			The earl shook his head in disgust. “There are a few barons that have remained loyal but, despite their efforts, many towns have been taken. Conches is lost, and Vaudreuil, and now the French are attacking Château-Gaillard. De Lacy, a stalwart knight, is constable there and trying to hold firm, but the castle is under siege, and it is likely he will eventually be forced to surrender.”

			Château-Gaillard—the “Saucy Castle”—had been built by John’s older brother, Richard. It was only sixty miles from Paris, a fortress intended not only to protect the Duchy of Normandy but also to be a base from which a campaign could be launched to take back the Vexin, a strategic area that was always in dispute between France and England. The late king had been a master of siege warfare and had directed the castle to be erected upon a towering limestone crag—the Rock of Andeli—and the stronghold, with its elliptical inner citadel and curvilinear enclosing wall, was considered impregnable. But there was always the chance that, without outside assistance, de Lacy and his men would be starved into submission. If Château-Gaillard was taken by the French, it would be a blow of major proportions.

			The earl’s glum expression reflected the seriousness of the situation. “I am afraid that Normandy is as good as lost, as are Maine, Anjou and Touraine, but when I ventured to suggest to John that he should try to make peace with Philip, he took umbrage and asked me if I, too, intended to betray him. Although I assured him I did not, and would never do so, the relationship between us is strained.”

			This was indeed dire news and Nicolaa was hard-pressed to understand the king’s attitude towards Marshal, who had proved his loyalty time and again, and had supported John’s claim to the English throne after Richard died. She said as much to the earl, but he shook his head in dismissal. “The king has changed in the last months, lady. Due to the faithlessness of many who swore him fealty, it is understandable that he is full of mistrust, even when there is no foundation for it, but ever since he removed his nephew Arthur from Falaise to a prison cell at Rouen, his attitude has worsened.”

			Nicolaa recalled the rumours that had been circulating about John’s nephew. “I have heard that Arthur has not been seen since Eastertide and, because of the terrible threat John made—that he intended to blind and castrate the boy—it is said he has been murdered by the king. The Bretons are a volatile people and fiercely loyal to their count. If John’s assumption about the servant’s murder is correct, and it took place because she inadvertently foiled an attack on himself, it could be that one of Arthur’s supporters has followed the king to Canterbury intent on taking revenge.”

			Marshal shrugged. “It is possible, I suppose. But I have asked John about Arthur and he assures me the boy is alive and still in confinement. Whatever the truth of the matter, Arthur lost any sympathy I may have had for him when he attempted to take his own grandmother hostage at Mirabeau. Eleanor is a great lady, respected by the entire world; for Arthur to treat her in such a fashion was an outrage that offended all Christendom. But if the king decided to inflict the ultimate penalty on his nephew, it should have been done openly, not in secret.”

			Marshal leaned back in his chair and expelled his breath in exasperation. “If we look for the murderer amongst those whom the king calls enemy, they are legion. Apart from the Bretons, it may be that Philip of France is behind this. It would suit him well if John was dead and the final obstacle to his capture of Normandy removed. Or,” he added, “the motive could be rooted in John’s marriage to Isabella. Hugh of Lusignan was with Arthur at Mirabeau and, like him, taken captive, along with a substantial number of knights who are his liegemen; and recently John, against my advice, released him and so he is at large to wreak further havoc. Lusignan still burns with resentment against John, so it could be that an agent of his is responsible for the woman’s death.”

			Nicolaa thought this last unlikely but, as Marshal said, it was still a possibility. Hugh of Lusignan had been betrothed to Isabella before John made his bid for her hand three years before. The queen’s father, the recently deceased Aymer Taillefer, count of Angoulême, had quickly renounced Lusignan’s suit in favour of John’s, preferring that his only child and heir become a queen rather than the wife of a mere count. Lusignan had, naturally, been incensed at this reversal of his suit and, smarting from the loss of such a wealthy bride, had allied himself with his overlord, Philip of France, in the attack on John’s continental possessions. He was a dangerous and vindictive man, and would not scruple to kill John if the means could be found.

			“Mayhap the washerwoman was murdered for a reason of her own making,” Nicolaa suggested, “and her death is not connected to any political intrigue.”

			“I sincerely hope that is so, lady,” Marshal replied with heartfelt emotion, “and shall pray that heaven grants us such a boon.”

			At that moment, the soldier she had seen in the conversation with Marshal in the bail when she arrived came into the hall and walked towards the dais. As he did so, Nicolaa nodded in his direction. “Is he one of the routiers John brought with him from Normandy?”

			“Yes,” Marshal replied. “His name is Almaric Chacal, a Brabançon from Flanders. He and his small band of men were the ones on duty at the townhouse when the murder took place, and are part of a larger troupe of mercenaries that the king hired to escort him to England, under the command of Godeschal de Socienne.” The earl gave a grim chuckle. “I should imagine Chacal’s ears are still burning from the upbraiding John gave him for failing to keep the premises secure. And it is likely, once Godeschal is told what has happened, that he, too, will add his own fulsome reprimand to the king’s.”

			Nicolaa had heard of Godeschal de Socienne and the fearsome reputation he and his brother had earned as warriors. With the allegiance of his nobles wavering, it was understandable that John would put his trust in mercenaries, even if it was a fidelity that was bought and not earned. By and large, mercenaries were a hard-bitten and arrogant breed, especially those from Flanders—and as Chacal approached, she decided that he fit the image. Despite the rebuke he had recently received from John, he walked with a slight swagger and there was little deference in his voice as he said to Marshal, “You wished to be advised when the king returned, lord. The gateward on the tower reports that his party is approaching.”

			With a brief nod to the mercenary, Marshal rose from his seat and turned to Nicolaa. “Will you accompany me into the bail, lady, to greet John?”

			With a nod of assent, Nicolaa rose from her seat and left the hall with the earl, signing to the two knights of her escort, and Gianni and Clare, to stay where they were until she returned.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The king came thundering through the gate on a snow-white stallion, the hem of his ermine-lined cloak streaming out behind him. At his heels was an escort of half-a-dozen mercenaries, all wearing coats of mail with conical metal helmets and each heavily armed with sword and mace.

			John came to a sliding halt in the middle of the bail, his expression as dark as a storm cloud. It lightened slightly when he saw Nicolaa standing with Marshal at the bottom of the stairs that led up to the keep. After he had dismounted and tossed the reins of his horse to a waiting groom, he came across to where she was standing and greeted her warmly, clasping both of her hands in his. “I am pleased to see you, lady,” he said, “although I would wish the circumstances were different.”

			“As would I,” Nicolaa assured him. “Marshal has told me of the murder of your servant.”

			John nodded, his eyes full of sorrow. “Poor Molly. She did not deserve to die such a terrible death.”

			Abruptly he put aside his grief, and in a brusque tone he said to Marshal, “Has de Cornhill arrived yet? He is sheriff; he should be here to attend me, especially as a crime has been committed in his bailiwick. His continued absence is most displeasing to me.”

			“A letter arrived from him this morning, after you had left for Dover,” the earl replied, his manner equally stiff, the constraint between Marshal and the king obvious. “He is at his estate in Rochester and apologises for his tardiness, but he has been overtaken by a virulent fever and is unable to rise from his bed.”

			“Damnation,” John swore softly.

			“As you requested in the message you left for me, I met with the coroner at the townhouse after you left this morning,” Marshal added. “He has recorded the details of the murder and released the body for burial. The town bailiff came with him and offered his assistance in the search for the murderer, but his resources are limited—he has only the men of the town guard at his disposal—and their expertise is confined to dealing with much smaller crimes, such as robbery and drunkenness. Despite his willingness, I fear his efforts will not meet with much success.”

			“No, the investigation cannot be left in the hands of a town official,” John declared. “Someone of more competence must be found, and quickly, before the trail grows cold. I will give the matter some thought.”

			Turning back to Nicolaa, he apologised for keeping her standing in the cold. “You have had a long journey, lady, and will be anxious to know the reason for my summons. Come, let us go into the keep and I will enlighten you.”

			As he took Nicolaa’s arm and turned towards the stone tower, he added over his shoulder, “It will be best if you come with us, Marshal. You are aware of the subject I wish to raise with Lady Nicolaa, and our conversation will be rendered more expedient if you are present.”

			As John led the way into the hall, Miles and Gilles, as well as Gianni and Clare, rose from their seats and hurriedly made an obeisance, but the king swept past them all, flinging his cloak to a servant and calling for a flagon of wine as he made his way to one of the corner towers. At the top of the winding staircase, he led Nicolaa and Marshal into a room of moderate size, furnished, as was the hall, with only the bare necessities. On one side was a narrow bed and on the other a small table set about with two chairs, a wooden settle and some stools.

			Bidding them both to take a seat, John paced the length of the room before sitting down himself and waving a hand dismissively at their surroundings. “I apologise, Nicolaa, for bringing you to such a comfortless chamber, but ladies do not often come inside the ward, so none of the rooms are kept suitable for their reception.”

			Nicolaa glanced at Marshal. The earl had been correct when he said that John had changed. The king’s habitual smooth urbanity was gone, replaced by a nervous energy, and in the depths of the dark flashing eyes he had inherited from his beautiful mother was a haunted look. Around his neck were gold chains strung with religious medals, and an image of the Virgin Mary was pinned to his fur-lined hat, almost as though he needed to reinforce heaven’s protection.

			At that moment, there was a knock at the door and a servant appeared with a flagon of wine. Once they had all been served with a cup, and the servant departed, the king began to explain his purpose in requesting Nicolaa’s presence.

			“I am sure you are aware, lady, through my summons to your husband, that due to the perilous situation in Normandy I have been forced to summon a convocation of the Great Council at Oxford.”

			At Nicolaa’s confirming nod, he went on. “It is because of this meeting that I have sent for you. My purpose was twofold, and both parts concern the queen. Firstly, I fear for her safety. Earlier this year, in Normandy, minions of Philip tried to take her hostage at Chinon, and I am concerned this may happen again, here in England.”

			John’s trepidation was not without foundation. There were those amongst his English barons who were in agreement with Marshal, especially those who held fiefs in other lands across the Narrow Sea directly from Philip, and felt that the king should cede Normandy to French rule. If, unlike the earl, they were unscrupulous, it was not impossible that they would stoop to seizing Isabella and use the threat of harming her to force the king to their will.

			“While the council at Oxford is in session,” John continued, “I would have the queen in the safekeeping of a person I can trust. I want you, Nicolaa, under the protection of Marshal, to take Isabella to Lincoln and keep her there until it is ended.”

			“Of course, sire,” Nicolaa willingly agreed, grateful that the task John required of her, although heavy with responsibility, was not to be an onerous one. “Do you wish us to depart immediately?”

			John shook his head. “No, and that brings me to the other reason that I asked you to journey here. My original plan was for myself and Isabella to stay in Canterbury, and you with us, until after we had attended the celebration of Our Lord’s nativity at the cathedral. It would have been of great benefit for Isabella to have a woman of the English nobility at her side when she meets with the many nobles, and their wives, who will travel here for Christ’s Mass, especially one who is known and liked by all. Isabella brought only two companions with her from Normandy—one no more than a young girl and the other, although mature, only recently come to her service. Neither is of noble birth and neither is suitable to attend her on the many social occasions that will take place before the end of December.”

			As the king paused, Nicolaa’s heart sank. If she complied with John’s request—and she really had no choice other than to do so—this would be the first Christ’s Mass that she had ever spent away from her home. But even though she would be sorry for it, she had to admit the wisdom of John’s proposal. She had met the queen for the first time in Lincoln, three years before, and had found her to be a pampered and willful young woman sadly lacking in tact. She was also inclined to be condescending—a trait that would not sit well with many of the barons’ wives, especially those of mature years—and was in sore need of an intermediary to smooth any sensibilities she inadvertently ruffled.

			“As I said, Nicolaa, that was my original intention,” John continued, his voice full of frustration, “but this murder has complicated these arrangements. Since the villain who killed my poor washerwoman managed to slip past the mercenaries’ guard, I cannot now be certain, even with their protection, that Isabella will be safe in Canterbury. That is why I have taken her back to Dover. Until the matter is resolved and she is able to return—which I hope will be soon—I would ask that you stay here, in the town, until you can take up the duties I have described.”

			“Of course, sire,” Nicolaa answered. “Do you wish me to reside at the Stour Street townhouse?”

			“No, at the moment I have ordered it sealed off and the staff placed under guard until I am certain none of them is responsible for my servant’s death. I do not intend to stay there myself and, in the interim, shall do as Marshal had done and take up residence at the cathedral priory. But there is another royal townhouse, on Watling Street, that will be suitable for you. It is not as large as the one on Stour Street, but it is still capacious enough for you and your retinue to lodge in reasonable comfort.”

			Nicolaa nodded and, the audience seeming at an end, she waited for John’s dismissal, but instead he returned to the subject of the murder.

			“As I said, I am not content to leave the town bailiff in charge of the investigation and it has occurred to me, Nicolaa, that the last time I was in Lincoln, there was a Templar knight in your household who possessed a remarkable talent for solving crimes of secret murder. His name, I recall, was Bascot de Marins. Is he still in your service?”

			“No, sire. He rejoined the Templar ranks not long after your visit,” Nicolaa replied.

			“A pity,” John said ruefully. “He would have suited the task well.”

			“I have heard of this monk,” Marshal said. “He has solved more than one murder in Lincoln town, has he not, lady?”

			“Yes,” she replied, “and earned my everlasting gratitude for doing so.”

			John had remained silent throughout their exchange, but his expression was thoughtful and he suddenly said, “Was de Marins posted abroad after he rejoined the Order?”

			“No, sire,” Nicolaa replied. “He has been in the Lincoln preceptory ever since, and now holds the office of draper.”

			John smiled with satisfaction. “Excellent. In that case, it may be that all is not lost. The English master of the Templars, Amery St. Maur, is a reasonable man and may be willing—if I offer a donation of substantial size to their cause—to grant me a loan of de Marins’ services for a space.”

			Nicolaa heard the king’s suggestion with mixed feelings. The Templar would not be pleased if John’s request was successful; Bascot had no love for the king and would not welcome secondment to his service. But at the same time, it was also true that the Templar’s rare ability would be an asset. She, as much as John, wished the murder solved, for the duty John had assigned her of keeping company with the queen would be impossible to fulfill while Isabella remained in seclusion at Dover, and to pass the season of Christ’s Mass alone, and without a diversion to keep her thoughts away from her family in Lincoln, would be heartbreaking.

			“I shall send a letter to St. Maur without delay,” John pronounced, “and hope he will grant my petition.”

			After a brief discussion of any other steps that could be taken to discover the identity of the murderer, Nicolaa and William Marshal left the king’s presence, the castellan to go to the accommodations that had been provided for her and her entourage on Watling Street, and the earl to return to the cathedral guesthouse.

			After Nicolaa and Marshal had left, John began once again to pace the small chamber, discarding the pretence of self-assurance he had attempted to maintain while in their company. It was imperative that the identity of this murderer be discovered, and speedily, and not only for the reason he had given, but for another, and one much more menacing, that must remain hidden. There was a risk that this security might be breached if the Templar investigated the death, but John had the glimmer of a stratagem that, if the need arose, would circumvent such an eventuality. John was prepared to hazard the chance—having the loan of de Marins’ quick intelligence was an advantage he could not afford to disregard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The constable of Canterbury castle, Nicholas de Criel, an amiable knight with a genial manner, personally escorted Nicolaa and her small retinue to the townhouse on Watling Street. Although, as John had mentioned, it was of modest proportions, there was ample room to supply comfortable accommodation for herself and her escort, for it included a large storehouse at the rear of the premises where the men-at-arms could lay their pallets.

			As they had ridden through the crowded streets to their destination, Nicolaa’s mind had tumbled over the conversation she had with the king just before leaving the keep and how he had spoken again of his slain servant.

			“Quite apart from the threat implied by her murder,” John had said, “I am sorely grieved at her death. She was a good and faithful servant and I will miss her.” Nicolaa had been surprised to see that John’s eyes were moist as he spoke. “She was the niece of my previous washerwoman, who was also trustworthy,” the king told her. “When her aunt became too elderly to continue her duties, Molly was given the post and has been with me for many years. She could be a bit garrulous at times,” he said fondly, “but, for all that, I knew she was truly loyal. Such devotion is not often found and should be appreciated.” He paused for a moment, and then added, “She had family here, in Canterbury, a sister, I believe, who is married to a tradesman of some sort. I shall ensure she is notified of Molly’s death. It is the least I can do.”

			It was not difficult for Nicolaa to understand why John had placed such a high value on his laundress for she was well aware that, from infancy, he had been surrounded by treachery from within, and without, his family. It was not, therefore, surprising that he would appreciate anyone, even a servant of the lowest standing, in whom he could place his complete trust.

			In the interest of justice, and because it would be to her advantage to have the enquiry into the murder expedited, she had made a suggestion.

			“Sire, I have learned from watching the Templar that it is advisable to examine the corpse and the place where the slaying occurred as quickly as possible to try and discover if the murderer left traces of his identity,” she told him. “Even if the Order gives consent for de Marins to come to your aid, it will be some days before he will arrive. By then vital evidence may be lost. The clerk I brought with me, Gianni, often accompanied the Templar while he carried out enquiries on my behalf, and is familiar with de Marins’ methods. Will you allow him to undertake these initial tasks, and perhaps interview the townhouse staff as well? The information will be useful to whoever is finally given the responsibility of apprehending the culprit, whether it is the Templar or some other. And there is always the chance that Gianni may uncover a vital fact that will enable this mystery to be solved quickly.”

			“Gianni?” John said thoughtfully. “Is he not the servant that the Templar wished to adopt before he decided to rejoin the Order?”

			“The very same, sire,” she replied. “After de Marins left my service, I had the lad trained as a clerk and he has shown great talent, so much so in fact that I brought him with me to Canterbury to act as my secretarius during the visit.”

			Neither of them spoke of the one and only occasion when the king had met Bascot and which she was certain John recalled. Due to Nicolaa mentioning in the king’s presence some three years before that she had tried, and failed, to persuade the Templar to join her retinue on a permanent basis, John, as a favour to her, had tried to tempt him away from his expressed purpose of rejoining the Order. The king had made the generous offer of restoring the fief of the Templar’s dead father to him if he would renounce his vows, and also that he would arrange for Gianni to be made Bascot’s heir. The proffered bribe had caused de Marins much soul-searching as he had tried to choose between his love for the boy and his desire to serve Christ. Finally it had been Gianni himself who, in a flood of self-sacrifice, had convinced his master to follow the dictates of his heart and rejoin the Templars, but Bascot had only done so after Nicolaa had assured him she would place the boy under her personal protection. And she had never been sorry for her agreement to the request. Gianni had proved his worth many times over, and she had come to value him almost as much as the Templar had done.

			“But if I recall correctly, is not the lad a mute?” John had asked with a frown. “How will he be able to question the staff?”

			“I shall send one of my household knights, Miles de Laxton, with him. Miles has some literacy and is intelligent. Gianni can instruct him in the questions that are to be asked by writing them down, and then recording the replies. He and the Templar worked together in just such a fashion.”

			“Very well,” John had said. “It is a step forward, at least, and one that can be taken immediately. Have the lad make a written copy of all the information he gathers and send it to me for scrutiny.”

			Now, as they neared the townhouse, Nicolaa glanced behind her to where Gianni was riding alongside Clare. She knew he would be pleased to hear that the Templar might join them, and would also, she hoped, rise to the challenge she was about to set him. With a wry smile she remembered how, shortly after Bascot had arrived in Lincoln, she had tested the Templar’s mettle in a similar manner and not found him wanting. Indeed, he had greatly surpassed her expectations. It was time to see whether or not Gianni could follow in his former master’s footsteps.

			At the Watling Street townhouse an elderly manservant was waiting for them outside the door, alerted to Nicolaa’s arrival by a man-at-arms that Criel had sent on ahead. As they dismounted, two grooms came running to take their horses, and the manservant, a slightly plump individual with a pleasant smile, came forward and introduced himself as Dauton, steward for the property, and then led her and the rest of the party inside.

			“A fire has been lighted in here, lady,” he said, pushing open a door just inside the entryway to show them a small hall containing comfortable chairs and a high-backed settle in front of a capacious fireplace, “and I have ordered heated wine to be brought for your comfort until a meal has been made ready. The main sleeping chamber is above with a small room alongside for your maidservant, and is in readiness for you as soon as should require it. For the knights in your entourage, there are chambers that would be suitable on both the upper and lower floors and all have been aired and laid with clean linen.”

			“It might be best if Miles and I slept on the ground floor, lady,” Gilles suggested. “If this murderer is seeking to harm the king, it might be wise for us to keep guard over your person while you are staying in a house which he might visit. We can alternate in keeping watch at night.”

			“I hope your fear will prove groundless,” Nicolaa replied, “but it is a sensible precaution, nonetheless.” She spoke to Dauton. “Have my knights shown over the premises and accommodate their direction as to sleeping arrangements and the like.”

			The steward nodded and Criel, who had been standing listening to their conversation, now took his leave. “I am at your service, lady,” he said to her. “The castle is not far away. Send for me if you should require my assistance with any matter at all.”

			After the constable left, and Gilles and Miles had gone about their inspection of the rooms, Nicolaa directed Clare to go upstairs and unpack the two small coffers of clothing and personal effects she had brought from Lincoln. She then told Gianni to remain with her. As Dauton hurried away to fetch the promised wine she entered the hall and sank gratefully onto the comfortable padded cushions of the settle, indicating to Gianni that he seat himself on a chair across from her. After the wine had been brought and they were alone, Nicolaa sat for a few moments in contemplation of the lad perched nervously in front of her, a sliver of doubt beginning to assail her. Was Gianni, after all, mature enough to undertake the responsibility she was about to give him? He had often assisted the Templar in previous investigations and she knew that his intelligence was swift, but the leading role she was about to assign him might prove to be too weighty for his young shoulders. She recalled when he had first arrived in Lincoln with de Marins three years before, a malnourished and timorous young lad, in fear of any but the Templar. de Marins had found him begging on a wharf in Palermo as he had made his way back to England from the Holy Land and, to save the child from death by malnutrition, had taken him as his servant, teaching him to read and write as they progressed on the journey. The intervening years of good food and decent shelter had made their impact of the boy’s physical condition. Although he had never grown much in stature—due, perhaps, to a lack of nutrition during the formative years of childhood—he was now of a slim but sturdy build, with a mop of lustrous brown hair and luminous dark eyes. But he was still young. Gianni had not known how old he had been when the Templar found him, but it had been assumed that he was, then, about twelve years of age and, if they were correct in their estimation, would now be in his fifteenth year. She could see the dark shadow of a beard on his cheeks and upper lip where he had recently begun to shave, and although this was a sign of his approaching manhood, it did not signify he would be capable of the task she was about to set him. But she had tested his competence before and not found him wanting, she reminded herself. And so, thrusting her uncertainty aside, she told him the details of the murder, adding that the Templar had been sent for and that it was possible he may be allowed to come to Canterbury and investigate the crime.

			At this information, Gianni’s eyes lit up. He had not seen his former master for some months. Although the lad was happy with his new life in Nicolaa’s service, he missed the Templar’s company and often thought longingly of the time when they had been together.

			“Even if de Marins is given permission, Gianni,” Nicolaa warned, “it will take some days for him to travel to Canterbury. During the intervening time, any telltale traces the murderer may have left could be lost.”

			The boy nodded his understanding. The Templar always carefully examined the place where a murder had been done as quickly after the death as possible, and also carried out a similar inspection of the victim’s body, lest vital clues be inadvertently removed or destroyed by the passage of time.

			“It is imperative that we do not let that happen,” Nicolaa told him. “King John has therefore given me permission to set in motion a preliminary enquiry and has agreed with my suggestion that you undertake it on his behalf.”

			For a moment Gianni was stunned with surprise, but his recovery was quick. After nodding a solemn acceptance of the dictate, his fingers flew to the wax tablet at his belt, the one he used to take dictation before transferring it to parchment, and he raised his eyebrows in question.

			“That is correct,” she told him. “You will take notes of all you see and make a permanent record of your findings for the use of whoever finally investigates the crime, whether the Templar or some other. You are also to make a copy of all of the details and send them to the king for his perusal.”

			Satisfied that the boy now understood the great responsibility that had been placed on him and— by his eager expression—with his willingness to undertake the task, she outlined the initial steps he should take.

			“You have been with de Marins many times during his searches for a murderer. Follow his lead. Go and examine the house where the deed was done. Look in every nook and cranny for some sign that may give a clue to the identity of the killer. You have the king’s authority to question all of the servants—who will be kept under guard at the townhouse pending proof of their innocence or guilt—to determine whether or not any of them can be considered a suspect, or has information that may prove helpful.”

			As she said this she saw consternation cross Gianni’s face and added that she would send Miles de Laxton with him, as she had told the king, and that he was to write down his questions for the knight to ask. “After you have finished at the townhouse, go and examine the corpse. The Earl of Pembroke told me that the body has been taken to the death house in the church of St. Alphege, and I will write a letter for you to give to the priest there explaining that you have royal authority to do whatever you deem necessary.”

			Now true alarm came over Gianni’s countenance, and she smiled reassuringly. “Since the victim was a woman, and it would not be seemly for you to examine the corpse personally, I will direct Clare to accompany you to the church. She is not fainthearted and will, I know, be able to carry out the task under your direction.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			After a hasty meal of hot meat pies and fresh bread provided by Dauton, Gianni and Miles set out for the royal townhouse on Stour Street. Gianni was pleased that it was Miles who would accompany him, for the knight had, on a previous occasion, been with the Templar during the apprehension of a murderer and was full of enthusiasm for their task. In his early thirties, he was an even-tempered knight, with an innately cheerful nature, and Gianni had always found him congenial company.

			The cathedral bells were ringing the hour of None when they started out, and the streets were filled with people—goodwives visiting the open-fronted shops that sold various household items, vendors bearing trays of hot pies in baskets slung around their shoulders, clerics from the cathedral and the many other churches in Canterbury hurrying past and, on almost every corner, the ubiquitous beggars that inhabited any town of reasonable size. There were not many pilgrims at this time of year, and only a few were on the streets, distinctive of notice by the medals depicting an image of the saintly Thomas Becket pinned to the crowns of their broad-brimmed hats.

			As they rode across the town, Miles said to Gianni, “I am looking forward to this duty. While I regret the woman’s death and the threat it poses to the king, I am intrigued to be involved in the mystery that surrounds it. As you know, I was with de Marins when he arrested the man who murdered the clerk in the quarry, and afterwards he took the trouble to explain to me how he had discovered the mistakes the culprit had made. I was fascinated by the insight with which he made his deductions.”

			He looked down at Gianni with a smile. “The Templar also told me that you were of great assistance in untangling the riddles that confronted him, so I will take your lead, youngster, and learn as I go.”

			Gianni lifted his head a little higher as Miles repeated the Templar’s praise, but then he reminded himself not to be caught up in the sin of pride. He must go carefully and ensure he was not blinded by unwarranted confidence and so, with firm resolution, he turned his thoughts to the manner in which they would proceed after they arrived at the townhouse. During the rest of the short journey, and by means of questions from Miles and gestures and nods of agreement or negation from Gianni, they discussed how they would conduct the search for evidence and the questions the servants were to be asked. The knight’s suggestions and comments were perceptive and the lad felt certain that he and Miles would work well together.

			The royal townhouse was a large one, built of stone, and three stories high, with a kitchen at the back and stables and several outbuildings in a large yard. As Nicolaa had said, a guard was stationed outside the premises to keep the servants’ confinement secure, not mercenaries this time, but castle men-at-arms, all wearing the Canterbury badge of three choughs—a member of the crow family—on their tunics alongside the royal insignia. When they went up the steps and Miles told the soldier on guard at the entry the nature of their business, he opened the door and called for the steward of the property to attend them.

			The steward, whose name was Inglis, was a middle-aged man with thinning brown hair and wearing a tunic of rich brown velvet lavishly embroidered at collar and cuff. His attitude was haughty and the complete antithesis of Dauton’s warm civility, as he regarded Miles with a disdainful air and overlooked Gianni completely while waiting for the knight to state the purpose of their visit.

			Miles responded in kind. “I am Miles de Laxton, knight in service to Lady Nicolaa de la Haye of Lincoln and sent by the king to make an enquiry into the death of his servant,” he said aloofly. “I require to be shown the chamber where she was killed and to question all of the servants that are employed here.”

			Mollified by the knight’s status and his commanding tone, Inglis gave a deferential nod of his head and stood aside so that Miles and Gianni could enter the house. The entryway was large, with a number of doors along its length before it debouched into a passage that led to the back of the house. A set of stairs was situated at one side and Inglis, in a slow stately manner, led the way up them. Once the steward’s back was turned, Miles glanced at Gianni with a look of concern, fearful that Inglis, by ignoring his presence, had offended the lad. But Gianni gave him a wide smile. He had not been upset by the incident; being overlooked had, during previous investigations, often worked to his and the Templar’s advantage, enabling him, without notice, to make surreptitious searches for evidence or overhear incriminating words uttered by a suspect who discounted the listening ears of a young, and seemingly unimportant, boy. He was more than willing to allow such an attitude to serve his purpose once again.

			The chamber that Inglis led them to had, by the king’s command, been left as it was when Molly’s corpse was discovered. It was moderate in size and without casements. Using a small taper that had been left burning, the steward lit a few of the candles that stood in holders about the room. The heightened brightness revealed the outlines of a sturdy wooden tub in the middle of the floor. It was still full of water—long since cold—and tinged red with blood. On its surface, small beads of scented oil were floating. A painted board that must have been laid across the tub to hold bathing implements had been knocked from its place and lay askew, one end immersed in the bathwater. On the side of the tub that was facing them, blood was encrusted on the rim and had run in rivulets down the side and onto the sheepskin rug on the floor. Amidst the gory spatters lay a round ball of soap, its pale yellow colour marred by drops of red. The air held a zesty aroma of citrus that, despite its pungency, did not quite overcome the metallic scent of blood.

			Miles knelt and felt the woolly material of the rug. “There are damp patches here,” he said to Inglis. “Is this the spot where the victim was discovered?”

			“Yes,” the steward replied. “It was Aquarius, the king’s bath attendant, who found her. When he came in, she was lying draped over the side of the tub, her throat cut and her head in the water.”

			Miles stood up and gestured to a door on the other side of the chamber. “Does that lead to the royal bedchamber?”

			“It does,” Inglis confirmed.

			With a curt nod, Miles dismissed the steward, telling him to make the household staff ready for questioning. “I wish to interview Aquarius first of all,” he added before Inglis left the room. “Ensure that he is present.”

			The order in which the servants were to be questioned was one of the points the knight had raised as they had ridden to the townhouse, and Gianni had indicated that the person who found the body should be at the top of the list. Miles had agreed that this was a logical premise.

			After the steward shut the door behind him, the knight gave a great guffaw of laughter. “What a pompous ass,” he exclaimed. “I hope you did not mind, youngster, that I allowed the steward to believe it is I who am leading this enquiry. It seemed to me that he would respond with more alacrity to my direction than yours.”

			For answer, Gianni shook his head and parodied Inglis by placing his arms akimbo and taking a few mincing steps with his nose stuck up in the air. “A perfect imitation,” Miles said, chuckling, and then looked around the room. “Now, where do we start?’

			The lad surveyed their surroundings, trying to view the chamber as the Templar would have done, attempting to envision it at the moment the washerwoman had been attacked. Apart from the area around the tub, all was neat and orderly, with no sign of disturbance. In a corner was a small table on which stood a flagon of wine. To one side was a clothes chest with the lid thrown back, revealing a pile of garments within. Above the chest were hooks. An open-fronted gown of soft yellow velvet depended from one of them, no doubt for the king to don after he had finished bathing. Beside the far end of the tub was a padded chair, laid with a pile of smallclothes. There was no indication that any struggle had taken place.

			Gianni walked all around the tub, examining it from every angle and searching with the tips of his fingers behind each of the heavy wooden struts on which it rested. Finally, he came to the sheepskin rug. The surface was scuffed and, as Miles had noticed, damp and stained with spots of blood. Kneeling down, he ran his hand lightly over the inner edge of the mat. There were two round and deep indentations there which could have been made by the washerwoman’s knees as she bent to add oil to the bathwater. He next picked up the soap and examined it, before turning to the tub itself and, pushing up his sleeve, scooping out some items that lay on the bottom, underneath the end of a board that rested half in and half out of the water. A cup, a pair of scissors and a sodden square of linen all emerged from the gory depths. After a moment’s consideration he also removed the board and then placed it across the tub and laid the items he had retrieved along the top of it.

			“That is how everything would have been laid out in preparation for the king’s bath,” Miles opined, and Gianni gave him a nod before picking up the soap and holding it in his hand.

			With a glance at Miles, the lad then knelt in the indentations left by the victim’s knees and bowed his head, moving his free hand in simulation of a swirling gesture over the blood-tinged water.

			“You think she was kneeling with her back to the door, busily engaged in carrying out her duties when the murderer came upon her,” Miles interpreted.

			Gianni nodded at the knight’s correct understanding of his gestures, and then, without warning, opened his eyes wide in surprise and threw out his arms, dropping the soap on the floor and upsetting the board across the tub so that it, and the objects on its surface, fell into the water. He then, using his finger in imitation of a knife, drew it across his throat and slumped forward, allowing his upper torso to rest on the edge of the tub.

			Miles nodded in agreement. “That is the way it must have happened. She would have been unaware that anyone was behind her until it was too late to raise an alarm. It would have been the work of a moment to kill her. Well done, lad,” he added appreciatively. “What is our next step?”

			Gianni removed his wooden tablet from his belt. It had two wooden leaves infilled with soft wax and laced together with leather thongs. The right-hand side he used when Lady Nicolaa gave him dictation, which he took down in an abbreviated form using a method taught to him by an older clerk in the Lincoln scriptorium. The left-hand surface was normally left blank unless he needed to note additional instructions from his mistress or to compute figures associated with his clerical duties. Today he would use this side to communicate with Miles, and the other for recording details. In response to the knight’s question, he quickly wrote down a few phrases, explaining that they must now search the room thoroughly, looking for any trace that the murderer might have left. Miles willingly complied but, by the time an hour had passed, they had found nothing untoward except a clump of mud that must have been left by the passage of a boot, and could have been made by anyone, including the king. They then went into the bedchamber where the royal couple had been ensconced while the murder had taken place.

			It was sumptuously furnished; in the middle of the room was a great feather bed laid with woollen blankets and a wolfskin coverlet and, alongside it, an ornate commode with a decorated lid. Set at various places about the chamber were small tables and padded chairs, and on the walls were richly embroidered tapestries depicting hunting scenes. On the outer wall was a large casement, the shutters closed and securely fastened.

			“I doubt we will find anything of use in here,” Miles said, unbolting the coverings over the window and throwing them open so that light shone into the room through the horn panes. “According to what we have been told, the murderer fled immediately after the killing and never entered this room.”

			Nonetheless, Gianni insisted they inspect it, wiping his wax slate clean and then explaining via another note that after the corpse was discovered and the alarm raised, it was entirely possible that the king or queen or one of the guards had, during the ensuring hubbub, carried a trace of the murderer’s presence into the chamber on their clothing or shoes. Miles grimaced with reluctance to lay his hands on the royal possessions, but he nonetheless assisted Gianni in a close examination of the bedding and chairs, even kneeling down to search the floor underneath the various pieces of furniture. Once again, their efforts were to no avail.

			“I did not realise that hunting down a murderer was such a painstaking task,” Miles said with a grin as they went downstairs to interview the servants. “You have taught me much already, Gianni.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			When the pair went down to the lower floor, they found Inglis waiting for them at the bottom of the stairs.

			“I have assembled the servants, Sir Miles, as you directed,” he said in sonorous tones. “They are waiting in the hall.”

			“How many are there?” Miles asked.

			“Eleven in all,” Inglis replied. “Eight of them are English and serve under me all the year round at the townhouse, and the other three are from Normandy—the bath attendant, Guillaume Aquarius, and two grooms. The king usually has a larger retinue when he visits, but except for the queen’s two female attendants who returned with her to Dover, the rest of his entourage took passage on the ship that became separated from the others during the crossing over the Narrow Sea and have not yet arrived.”

			“Very well,” Miles pronounced, satisfied that the steward had correctly obeyed his instructions. “Show me to a private room where I may interview each member of staff separately.”

			Inglis led them to a small chamber a little way along the passage and they went inside. It was suitable for the purpose, furnished with a table and some comfortable chairs, and with a casement in one wall.

			“You may now send in Aquarius,” Miles said to the steward, as he took a seat behind the table and Gianni went to stand beside him. Inglis disappeared and a few moments later the bath attendant appeared at the door.

			Aquarius was a tall, spare man of about thirty years of age, and he entered the chamber in a diffident manner, pausing awkwardly near the door. His clothes were sober, and his expression anxious. Miles motioned for him to come forward and stand in front of the table.

			“I understand that you were the one who found the body of the murdered woman,” he said, “and I would like to learn how that came about. Where were you just before you went to the antechamber?”

			Aquarius licked his lips before replying, and then said hesitatingly, “I was in the kitchen, waiting for Molly to call me to attend the king while he bathed. She . . . she didn’t like me to be with her while she prepared the bath; I always waited until she sent a servant or came to summon me herself.”

			“And how long were you in the kitchen before you went upstairs?”

			“It must have been almost an hour. Two menservants carried up water for the tub about eight o’clock, and it was near nine when I became concerned at the delay and went to find out why Molly was so long in sending for me.”

			“And when you got to the antechamber?” Miles asked.

			The bath attendant paused, his eyes darkening with remembrance. Finally he said, “I knocked and called out her name, softly, so as not to disturb the king and queen in their bedchamber and, when I received no reply, I pushed the door open and went in. . . .” His voice became hoarse. “Molly was . . . she was lying across the edge of the bath. . . . It was a terrible sight. She was slumped over the tub and there was blood everywhere, in the bathwater and on the floor.”

			“And that was when you raised the alarm?” Miles asked as Aquarius came to a halt.

			“No, it was the king who did that. I must have cried out, or made some noise—I do not really remember—for he came to the door of his bedchamber and gave a great oath when he saw Molly’s body. Then he called for the guards and they came running.”

			“Were there any servants on the stairs when you went up to the chamber?”

			“No. It was late, and most of the staff were finishing up their duties and getting ready to retire.”

			Gianni gave Miles a gentle tap on the shoulder, and the knight looked down at the tablet the lad was holding. It had just three words etched on the surface of the wax—“Ask his background.”

			“You name is a strange one, Aquarius. Where do you come from?”

			A small tic appeared in the bath attendant’s cheek as he gave his answer. “Aquarius is the name that King John bestows on all of those who attend him while he bathes, after the sign of the water bearer in the heavens. My true name is Guillaume Pontorson.”

			“And you are from Normandy, from the town of that name?” Miles asked.

			“I am, yes,” he replied.

			Miles paused. Lady Nicolaa had said that there was a possibility that the murderer had been a Breton who had managed to get into the townhouse, a loyal subject of Arthur who, incensed by the king’s prolonged imprisonment of their count, had been intent on taking John’s life in retaliation. And Pontorson—from whence Aquarius hailed—was a town situated on the border of Brittany, the land that Arthur ruled. It was almost certain, given their geographical closeness, that there was much commerce between the town and the neighboring province—was it possible that Aquarius had ties with Brittany, perhaps relatives who lived there, and his sympathies lay in that direction? Miles glanced at Gianni and raised his eyebrows in query. The lad responded with an almost imperceptible shake of his head. Gianni had guessed the reason for the knight’s interrogative look but the Templar had always been careful never to give a suspect any hint that his story was distrusted until he had made an attempt to find facts that would disprove it and, following his former master’s method, deemed it wiser to wait for a space before pursuing the matter.

			Accepting the boy’s decision, Miles changed the course of his questions. “How long have you held the post of bath attendant to the king?”

			“Only since we left Rouen,” Aquarius replied. “I was a clerk in the castle there, dealing mainly with correspondence for the master of the king’s wardrobe. Just before the king left to come to England he directed that a new body servant be assigned to him, one who had good literacy, to accompany him on the journey, for the man who regularly attended him was to stay in Rouen. Since I was familiar with the items of clothing King John wears, and was also a clerk, I was chosen, and told that my duties would include attending him when he wished to bathe.”

			“And are you pleased with your new post?” Miles asked, trying to detect if the man had any animosity towards John.

			“Oh, yes,” Aquarius replied earnestly. “I had hoped that if my service was satisfactory, and the king impressed with my skill with numeracy, I might look for advancement, perhaps even, one day, be awarded a post in one of the royal counting houses.”

			For a moment, his ambitious dream lit his cadaverous features with animation, but then remembrance of the reason for the interrogation intruded, and he once again became morose. “But now I no longer have any such aspirations,” he said sadly. “Molly’s murder has caused much turmoil and it is most likely the king will overlook me entirely, and forget my existence.” This last sentiment was uttered with seeming sincerity and not a little regret.

			Gianni felt some sympathy for Aquarius as a fellow clerk, but he did not allow it to deter him from the purpose for which they had come. As the person who claimed to have been the last to see the victim alive, he was a foremost suspect, especially as there was a possibility he had ties with Brittany. The commission of the murder would have taken only a few seconds. The bath attendant would have had ample time to kill the washerwoman by coming to the chamber earlier than he claimed and then, when the king came in, told him that the washerwoman had already been dead when he entered the room. With that thought in mind, the lad jotted down a direction for Miles to ask about Aquarius’ relationship with the victim.

			“It would seem that the performance of your duties would require you to be in the company of the washerwoman fairly often,” the knight said. “Not only did she prepare the king’s bath, at which you attended, but she would have laundered his clothes, for which you were responsible.”

			“That is true,” Aquarius replied. “I oversaw the condition of his garments and if there were any stains that required attention, or creases to be smoothed, she would carry out the repairs under my direction.”

			“And did she respond amiably to your supervision?” Miles asked. “She, after all, was a servant of long standing while you were new to your post. Did she resent your authority?”

			“I do not think so,” Aquarius replied carefully. “She could be a little prideful at times for the favour in which the king held her, but she was very skilled at her duties and so I listened carefully to any advice she gave me. I think she appreciated my deference, for cross words never passed between us.”

			Miles nodded thoughtfully, and glanced at Gianni. Aquarius’ answer had been a reasonable one, but was his apparent humbleness merely a pose? Had he, in truth, resented the high-handedness of the washerwoman, so much so that he felt she was a bar to his advancement and decided to remove her? It was difficult to tell.

			The knight went on to his next question. “Do you know if she had a recent quarrel with anyone, one of the other servants perhaps, who may have felt resentment towards her?”

			The bath attendant did not give an immediate answer. After seeming to give some thought to the question, he pursed his thin lips tightly together and then said, “No, lord. She seemed to be on good terms with all. I do not know of anyone who might have wished her dead.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			It took over two hours to question the rest of the staff. After Aquarius had been dismissed, Inglis brought in the two menservants who had carried up the water for the bath. This pair, ostensibly, was the last to have seen Molly alive, for no one else had reason, or claimed, to have gone to the antechamber between the time they left and Aquarius found the body. As such, they, too, were high on Gianni and Miles’ list of suspects, having ample opportunity for one of them, or both together, to commit the murder before they came back downstairs and rejoined the household.

			When the steward ushered them in, he informed Miles that their names were Simon and Alfred before directing them, in an authoritative tone, to go and stand before the knight and answer any questions that were put to them. The older of the pair, Simon, was about thirty years of age, with a sturdy build and a bovine expression. The other, slimmer, but wiry, was not much past twenty years of age, with a shock of tow-coloured hair and bright blue eyes that seemed to hint at a Saxon heritage. Simon, when asked, said that he had been born locally, while Alfred told them he was from London.

			When Miles asked them to tell about the duty they had performed just before Molly was killed, they explained that after bringing the tub and its base into the antechamber from a storeroom on the second floor, they had brought up heated water from a large cauldron in the kitchen, carrying it up the stairs in leather buckets.

			“We had to make two trips, each of us carrying a pair of buckets both times,” Simon replied. “The king likes his bath deep.”

			“And how long was this before the alarm was raised?” Miles asked.

			The two men looked at each other, trying to estimate the time. “Must have been about an ’our,” the Londoner finally said.

			“And was there anyone in the passageway, or on the stairs?”

			“I didn’t see no one,” Simon said and Albert, with a shake of his head, agreed.

			Gianni scribed a few words on his tablet and showed it to Miles. The knight read it and then asked, “Did you leave the antechamber together after you finished your task?”

			“No,” Simon informed him. “I went up first on the last trip, so I was first to go back downstairs. Alfred was still emptyin’ his buckets when I left.”

			“Then it would seem that you, Alfred, were the last person in the company of the victim,” Miles said, regarding the manservant with a degree of speculation.

			The young manservant’s face blanched as he realised the implication. “I ’ope you don’t think as ’ow I snuffed ’er, lord,” he said anxiously, his London accent becoming more pronounced in his agitation. “She wus just fine when I left her. Laughin’ and jokin’, she wus, teasin’ me ’bout one of the maidservants she’d seen me talkin’ to that afternoon and askin’ if I fancied the girl. . . .”

			Miles ignored his protestations and asked both men how long they had been in service in the townhouse.

			“Ten years,” Simon answered, moving a little apart from Alfred as though to remove himself from the suspicion that had begun to taint the Londoner.

			“So you must have met the washerwoman before, on the previous occasions that she came here with the king?”

			Simon nodded.

			“And how did you get along with her?”

			“She was alright,” Simon answered. “But I didn’t have much to do with her apart from carryin’ the water when she needed it for laundering clothes or for the king’s bath, so we never spoke much.”

			The knight nodded and turned to Alfred. “And how long have you been here?”

			“A few months. I was given the post last summer.”

			“And before that?”

			“I wus a lackey for a draper in London.”

			“Why did you leave his service?”

			“He got really sick, and come to Canterbury to pray at St. Thomas’ shrine, to ask the saint to make ’im better. ’Is wife came with ’im, along with me and ’er maidservant, but the draper died just after we got here. Once he wus dead, ’is wife told me she didn’t need me no more and left me ’ere when she took ’is body back ’ome.”

			“That seems a bit harsh,” Miles said. “Why did she not take you back to London before she dismissed you? Had you offended her in some way?”

			“Not really, but she didn’t like me much,” Alfred replied with a shrug.

			“And how did you come to be taken on here, at the townhouse?”

			“I went into an alehouse arter the draper’s wife was gone, to ask the ale keeper if he knew of anyone who might give me work. One of the menservants from the townhouse wus in there havin’ a sup of ale and ’eard me sayin’ as ’ow I needed a job. He told me they wus lookin’ for someone to help out here with the ’eavy work, so I come along and talked to the steward and he took me on.”

			The knight glanced at Gianni. Alfred’s story seemed thin, and it would be difficult to check the truth of it over such a distance with his former employer’s wife. London was a hotbed of intrigue, and notorious for the many criminals that abounded its streets. Was it possible that an enemy of John’s had hired Alfred to assassinate the king? Gianni gave a small shrug of uncertainty. Again, as with Aquarius, there was no proof of culpability. The lad splayed out his fingers slightly, signaling for his companion to wait, and then wrote down an instruction for Miles to ask Alfred the name of his dead employer and where in London his house and business premises were located.

			Alfred answered a bit reluctantly, protesting that his former employer’s widow would have nothing good to say of him, but he finally gave the draper’s name and said that his shop was near a wool market in Lombard Street.

			After putting questions to the pair similar to those that had been asked the bath attendant—if either knew of anyone who wished the washerwoman harm, or if they knew of a recent argument she had been involved in—and receiving the same negative answers, Miles dismissed the two men and they left the chamber with audible sighs of relief.

			***

			The darkness of the winter evening was drawing in by the time Gianni and Miles finished interviewing the remaining servants. Little information had been gleaned by their efforts. Most of the staff had each been in the company of one of the others at the time of the murder—the cook and his assistant cleaning the kitchen before retiring, the maids folding and storing away napery that had been used during the evening meal and the menservants damping down fires and dousing candles. The two grooms that John had brought with him from Normandy had both been in the stables, polishing the trappings and tack worn by the king’s horses, their alibi confirmed by one of the menservants who had been returning from the latrine in the yard when the alarm was raised.

			At last only the steward, Inglis, remained and he, too, was unable to provide any useful facts. In common with the rest of the staff, he claimed not to have seen or heard anything untoward until the king shouted from the top of the stairs. Unlike the others, Inglis had been alone at the time, checking an inventory of the townhouse supplies in the room he used as a bedchamber, but just before the alarm was raised two of the maidservants had come and asked for his permission to retire and so were able to vouch for him.

			All of the servants were shocked and the two maidservants distraught, one so much so that she had burst into tears while being questioned. After spending an anxious night downstairs while the king raged above their heads, it had not been until dawn’s light had risen and King John had left to escort Queen Isabella back to Dover that peace had fallen. Nonetheless, they all appeared to be telling the truth and neither Miles nor Gianni could detect any trace of falsehood in their statements.

			“We do not have much to report,” Miles opined as he and Gianni rode back to Watling Street. “The guards would have been questioned by their captain, so the only other witnesses left to speak to are the two ladies who attend the queen. But I am sure that if they had seen anything untoward, they would have told the king of it before leaving with Isabella to go to Dover. So all that we have learned is that Aquarius and the manservant Alfred might be worthy of further investigation. I had hoped we would be more successful; it is disappointing.”

			The lad gave him a knowing look and waggled his hand back and forth. Miles nodded his understanding. “Yes, I know. It has been only a matter of hours since the deed was done and I am being impatient.”

			After remaining silent for a few moments, he said, “The next step is not one that I relish—viewing the victim’s body.” At Gianni’s commiserative nod, he added, “And once that has been done, we must find out whether or not the dead woman’s sister has been located. If she has, we can ask her if she knows of anyone who had a grudge against the washerwoman. It may be that the motive lies in that direction and has nothing at all to do with the king.”

			Miles gave Gianni a sudden grin, and added, “But first, my young scribe, I must have some sustenance. My belly is gnawing at my backbone.”

			Gianni returned his smile with enthusiasm and rubbed a hand over his own stomach as they rode the last few paces to the Watling Street townhouse.

			***

			In the castle, William Marshal had delayed his departure for the priory while John had a clerk prepare the letter to the Templar Order, wishing it to be sent without delay. Once the task was done, the king had declared, they could make the journey to the cathedral guesthouse together. While he waited, the earl shared a cup of wine in the hall with Nicholas Criel and quizzed the mercenary captain, Almaric Chacal, on the events of the night before.

			“And you are certain it could not have been an intruder that killed the woman?” he asked.

			The mercenary shook his head. “Positive. Two of my men were on guard inside both entrances, there was another at the landing stage by the river and two more kept watch over the stables and the outbuildings. I also made regular patrols of the premises myself every hour. It is impossible that anyone could have entered without being seen.”

			“Then if follows that the culprit must be a member of the household,” Marshal declared.

			Chacal shrugged, his impenetrable flat grey eyes showing little interest beyond exoneration of himself and the soldiers under his command. “That is how it appears to me and, if so, neither I nor my men can be held accountable. I was not given any dictate to keep watch over the servants, or to monitor their movements.”

			The Earl of Pembroke studied the mercenary captain. He knew him only slightly, for Chacal had joined the de Socienne band only a week or two before John left Normandy. He had an aloof manner and seemed a little resentful that the competence of his men was being called into question, but Marshal could understand his attitude. He had been young and penniless himself once and, like Chacal, had found it necessary to ply his sword to earn his livelihood. Poverty was not an easy burden for a man to bear and he could not blame the mercenary for fearing John might dismiss him for incompetence.

			“Well, the matter may soon be resolved,” Marshal said. “The king intends to ask the master of the Templars for the assistance of one of their monks, a man who has considerable experience in investigating such matters. With good fortune, he will be allowed to come and we may hope for a speedy resolution.”

			At that moment, John appeared in the doorway of the tower and, after calling for a servant to bring his cloak, handed the constable his letter to Amery St. Maur. “Arrange for this to be sent with all despatch,” he ordered, “and see that the reply, when it comes, is brought to me immediately at the priory guesthouse.”

			As the king and Marshal walked away, Chacal looked after them thoughtfully and then asked Criel if he was acquainted with the Templar monk of whom the earl had spoken.

			“I have made his acquaintance, but his reputation as an investigator is known to me only from hearsay,” the constable replied. “He is a knight by the name of Bascot de Marins. He has a rare talent, apparently—solved a number of secret murders in Lincoln and gained the esteem of both Lady Nicolaa and the king.”

			“Whether or not he catches the killer is beyond my interest,” Chacal replied dismissively. “I care only that he has enough skill to clear the stain on my reputation by proving it wasn’t an intruder that committed the murder.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			The cathedral bells were tolling Compline when Gianni, Miles and Clare set out for the death house in St. Alphege’s church, the dolorous peals soon joined by the bells of all of the other churches in the city, creating a canopy of rolling noise overhead. St. Alphege’s was some distance from Watling Street, situated in the northwest area of the city near the cathedral, and in the darkness of the winter evening the streets were almost deserted. A bitterly cold wind was blowing and Clare huddled deep into her cloak, trying to summon up enough inner strength to carry out the grisly task that lay ahead. She had encountered secret murder before, and most closely, when the young clerk she had promised to marry had been killed by a poisoner. Because it had been she who had inadvertently served the food containing the lethal dose, her grief had been all the harder to bear. Lady Nicolaa had given her great comfort at the time, and she was resolved not to let her aversion for touching a dead body overcome the need to repay the debt she owed her mistress.

			The short service was over by the time they reached the church, the few parishioners who had attended hurrying home through the gate that led out of the precincts. They found the priest in the vestry, divesting himself of the alb and stole he had worn to conduct the service. He was an elderly cleric with a thin face and pedantic air. He read the letter of authority Nicolaa had given Miles very carefully before granting permission for them to examine the corpse.

			“I trust you will show full respect for the remains of the poor woman,” he said, his almost fleshless lips pursed in disapproval. “Her life was taken against God’s will; it was a heinous crime, and one that should not be compounded by liberties being taken with her body now that she is dead.”

			“I assure you that we shall not infringe on her modesty,” Miles said and gestured towards Clare. “We have brought Lady Nicolaa’s maidservant to perform any intimate inspection that may be necessary, and my companion and I will withdraw while she does so.”

			The priest, not altogether satisfied, but forced by Nicolaa’s writ to give his assent, reluctantly agreed to show them to the death house and led them out of the church. “The dead woman’s sister is with the deceased at the moment,” he informed them as they walked towards a small stone building set alongside the graveyard, “and has brought a neighbour to help with washing and laying out the body. As is to be expected, she is most distraught. I must insist that you have a care for her sensitivity.”

			Surprised, Miles said that he knew it had been King John’s intention to locate the washerwoman’s family, but he had not been aware that a relative had already been found.

			“Maud Cooper is one of my parishioners,” the priest told them, “and I knew she had a sister serving as a laundress in the king’s retinue. When the unfortunate woman’s body was brought here, and I was told she had been King John’s washerwoman, I thought it possible she was Mistress Cooper’s relative. I sent for her to come and view the body and sadly, my supposition was correct.”

			“I shall ask Lady Nicolaa to inform the king that Mistress Cooper has been notified,” Miles told the priest.

			“There is no need,” the priest replied with righteous self-satisfaction. “I sent word that I had identified her to the castle this morning and was most gratified, just an hour ago, to receive a message from King John along with the murdered woman’s belongings and a purse of silver for Mistress Cooper. In his letter the king asked me to convey his personal condolences for her bereavement, which was a great comfort to her.”

			By now, they had reached the door of the death house and the priest opened it and led them inside. The chamber, set with half-a-dozen raised stone slabs resting on squat pillars, was icily cold and beads of moisture dotted the walls. On one of the slabs lay the washerwoman’s corpse, her remains covered with a linen sheet pulled up to the chin to hide the dreadful wound to her neck. Next to the bier stood a small brazier and a bucket, the latter full of water which had sprigs of rosemary floating on the surface. Faint whiffs of the fragrant herb drifted across the room, but the scent was not strong enough to dispel the miasmic odour of death.

			Candles had been lit at each end of the bier and just beyond them, in the shadows, two women were sitting on a bench. One was of middle age and in obvious distress, her eyes red-rimmed and swollen from the tears that were trickling down her cheeks. The other woman, older and more composed, sat close beside her, one hand resting solicitously on her companion’s arm. They both looked up in surprise when Miles, Gianni and Clare followed the priest into the chamber.

			While the cleric was introducing the woman with the tear-stained face as the dead woman’s sister, and her companion as a neighbour, Edith Bottler, Gianni peered intently at the victim. She had a broad and full face that, with life’s vital essence, would have been plump, but was now flaccid and sunken; beneath the thin cloth that covered her she appeared to be of medium height and well-fleshed, with brawny arms and shoulders. A strong woman, Gianni thought, and one who would not be easily overcome in a struggle, especially with another woman. Her attacker must have been a man, he decided, and a powerful one.

			Gianni returned his attention to Maud Cooper as Miles explained the reason they had come. “The injury that took your sister’s life and any other wounds on her body must be examined, in the hope that by doing so we may discover the identity of the person who killed her.”

			His words were met with a look of shock from both of the women. “Neither I nor the lad will be present while the inspection is carried out,” he hastily assured them, motioning to Clare. “Our companion will, for decency’s sake, perform the commission.”

			Maud looked at him with a dazed expression. She was a little younger than her dead sister, perhaps approaching forty years of age, and with a frame that, although plump, was not as muscular as her sibling’s. Her countenance had a rather vacuous quality and she dithered for a moment until, finally realizing that Miles had been sent by the king, she overcame her confusion and agreed to the request. “King John has been most kind,” she said in a tremulous voice, “and is, I think, truly grieved for Molly’s death. It is my duty to obey his command.”

			Edith Bottler now spoke. She was older than Maud and possessed of far more self-assurance. “We have just finished washing and laying out the body ready for wrapping in its shroud, lord,” she said to Miles, “and I can tell you for certain that apart from the terrible wound that took Molly’s life, the only other marks on her flesh are a deep bruise on her spine and a few smaller ones on her shoulder. The rest of her poor body has not been despoiled, thanks be to God.”

			“Then there will be no need for a full disrobing,” Miles said thankfully. Speaking once again to Maud, he added, “But even so, it will still be necessary to view the injuries, and also to examine her clothing.”

			Maud, stifling a sob, gave a brief nod and Miles and Gianni left the room with the priest as Clare, misgiving written large on her face, came forward. As the knight passed her, he whispered softly, “Take courage and remember that Lady Nicolaa is depending on you.”

			Maud, still sobbing, remained seated on the bench, but Edith rose and went to stand on the other side of the bier. She had taken notice of the sempstress’s aversion and gave her a kindly look as she said, “I have laid out many a body in my time and, if you wish, will disrobe Molly for you.”

			Clare accepted the offer gratefully and, as Edith removed the strip of cloth that had been laid across the murdered woman’s neck, felt her gorge rise. The slash across the throat had been a vicious one; it had gone so deep that it had cut through cartilage and muscle, almost severing the spine. Edith, supporting the corpse’s head, gently removed the loose linen headdress that had been placed over Molly’s hair and then, with a hand under the dead woman’s chin to keep the head steady, turned the body on its side. A single braid of thick dark hair fell aside as she did so and Edith pointed to a huge bruise just below the nape of the corpse’s neck. The mark was about the width of a hand wide, and just as long.

			“See there, mistress,” Edith said. “It’s as though someone hit her with a club afore they cut her throat.” She moved her finger to point at some fainter marks on the corpse’s left shoulder. There were only a few of them, round and evenly spaced, as though made by the fingers and thumb of a hand.

			“Maud was told that her sister was found with her head hanging in a tub of water she had been making ready for the king to bathe in,” Edith remarked. “I reckon someone came up behind her as she was going about her duties, hit her on the back with a club of some sort and then held her by the shoulder while he used his knife on her throat. After that, she must have fallen forward into the water.”

			Clare nodded. Edith’s calm assessment steadied her, and as Clare considered it, she thought the explanation made sense, except that it did not look as though a club had been used. If one had been, she thought, the assailant would have been far more likely to have smashed it onto the victim’s head and not her back. Pointing to the bruises on the corpse’s shoulder, she said to the other woman, “Or the bruise could have been made by the pressure of her assailant holding her down with his knee while he grasped her there, to keep her from struggling while he dealt the death blow. She looks to be a strong woman; I do not think she would have been easy to overcome—hence the need to pin her down.”

			“Aye, you’re right,” Edith said with a glance of respect. “I never thought of that. You’re not as fainthearted as you look, mistress.”

			Taking a few deep breaths to steady herself, Clare helped return the body to its original position and then said a prayer for the dead woman’s soul while Edith replaced the headdress and strip of linen. She then moved from the bier and went through the dead woman’s clothing, which was lying in a neat pile on a stool, alongside a cloth sack which Edith told her contained Molly’s few belongings.

			The washerwoman had been wearing a plain grey gown of thickly woven material and a white head-cloth when she died. Both were still damp from contact with the bathwater, especially the head covering, and stained with blood. On the floor underneath the stool was a pair of sturdy boots, large in size and well worn, and a pair of thick knitted leggings which had been neatly rolled up and placed atop the footwear. In the bag that contained Molly’s belongings was another gown of almost the same shade of grey as the other, a spare head-cloth and a comb carved from bone. At the bottom were a few little keepsakes that the washerwoman must have collected over the years—a pewter medal bearing the image of Thomas Becket, a pretty little seashell with an iridescent hue on the inner surface and a brightly coloured peacock feather. Each had been separately, and carefully, wrapped in small squares of white linen. A lump formed in Clare’s throat as she examined them, imagining the pleasure the dead woman must have felt in handling her little mementos, and she reverently replaced the wrappings before laying them aside. She searched once more through the folds of the clothing in case she had missed anything, but still found nothing of significance, not even in the capacious pocket fitted into the skirt of the gown she had been wearing when she was killed, which contained nothing but a tiny sliver of scented soap and two silver pennies.

			After thanking Edith for her assistance and expressing sorrow to Maud for the loss of her sister, Clare left the death house. Miles and Gianni were waiting outside alone, the priest having returned to the church. They listened with full attention as she told them of the bruises she had seen on Molly’s body.

			“If your assumption about the manner in which she was subdued is correct, it is certain to have been a man who killed her,” Miles said. “The washerwoman was strongly built, and I doubt whether another woman, even if she took her by surprise, would have been able to overcome her.” Gianni gave a confirming nod and scribbled something on his tablet for the knight to read.

			Miles read it and then looked at Clare, who was not literate, and said, “We need to ask Mistress Cooper some questions about her sister; whether or not she had any enemies here in Canterbury or mentioned any quarrels she may have had with others in the king’s household. Do you think she is composed enough to speak to us now?”

			“She is very upset at the moment,” Clare replied. “I think it would be best to wait until her wits are clearer. In her present state, she may forget something that is important.”

			“Very well,” Miles said. “I will find the priest and ask him where she lives, and also if he will kindly inform her that we will visit her tomorrow.”

			As Miles and Clare went up the path to find the cleric, Gianni trailed behind, his mind working furiously over what they had learned. It was not much, he had to admit, and although he had admonished Miles for being impatient, he now felt the same way himself. In an attempt to ease his disappointment, he touched the wax tablet at his belt, its wooden cover smooth and familiar under his fingers. Perhaps while he made a written report of today’s findings, he thought, he might discern something that had been missed. He recalled the previous investigations when he had accompanied the Templar and how his former master took plenty of time to mull over the facts. He also remembered that Sir Bascot had always said that it was necessary to ask God for guidance and not to rely on intellect alone. Comforted by the thought, Gianni resolved to follow the Templar’s example and, as he entered the church in Miles and Clare’s wake, he fixed his eyes on the crucifix above the rood screen and sent up an earnest plea for heavenly assistance.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			The Templar knight who was occupying Gianni’s thoughts was in closer proximity than the lad, or anyone else connected to the murder investigation, realised. Two months earlier, Bascot de Marins had been assigned to a temporary post at Temple Ewell, a small preceptory near Dover castle set high on the cliffs overlooking the Narrow Sea, the main function of which was to provide a transit point for Templars being sent overseas. The preceptor of the commandery had broken his leg during a tussle with a fractious stallion, and Bascot had been sent to assist him until his injury healed. That time had now come and although Bascot had enjoyed the busy atmosphere of the coastal enclave, he was looking forward to returning to Lincoln, a town he had come to consider as home. He would also be pleased to again be near Gianni, a lad he loved like a son. Although they did not see each other often, there was a strong bond between them, and Bascot hoped that during the forthcoming season of Christ’s Mass, their respective responsibilities would be eased enough to allow them to attend one of the services in Lincoln cathedral together.

			Just after Terce on the morning following Gianni and Miles’ visit to St. Alphege’s, Bascot was in the bail of Temple Ewell with the preceptor, Henry Verdun, waiting for a groom to bring out his mount for the return trip to Lincoln, when the two men heard a frantic fluttering of wings overhead. Looking up, they saw a pigeon land in front of a coop built alongside the walkway on the northern palisade and, with a desperate flutter of wings, scuttle inside. In the sky above a hawk circled, but as soon as the pigeon disappeared from view it wheeled away, flying high up into the sky to resume its search for prey.

			“That was a narrow escape,” Verdun exclaimed, “both for the pigeon and the message it carries. The communication must be an urgent one; otherwise, it would have been sent by land. Will you wait here, de Marins, while I see what it is?”

			The preceptor started across the ward, limping slightly on his recently mended leg. The use of pigeons to carry messages—a speedy means of communication learned from the Arabs—was extensive in Outremer, especially when a fortress under attack had need to send an urgent request for support, but was not prevalent in England where the more conventional means of a rider on horseback sufficed for most despatches. Bascot hoped that the message did not contain disastrous news about any of the Templar ships that had recently left the port.

			As Verdun reached the bottom of the ladder that led to the top of the ramparts, one of the guards on the palisade descended, holding the tiny scrap of parchment that had been attached to the pigeon’s leg. He handed it to the preceptor who, after reading it, walked back to where Bascot stood.

			“I think you had better see this,” Verdun said, handing the paper to Bascot. The parchment had been scraped so thin it was almost translucent. On it was a brief message in miniscule writing. “De Marins to report to Canterbury castle immediately to assist King John in murder investigation. Advise progress.” It was signed by Thomas Berard, the London master of the Order.

			As Bascot scanned the message, the Temple Ewell preceptor studied his companion, trying to gauge his reaction to the command. De Marins was a knight in his late thirties, of medium stature and wearing a patch over the socket of his missing right eye, a legacy from the eight years he had spent as a prisoner of the Saracens in Outremer. The preceptor had found him to be taciturn, but not unfriendly, and had come to respect and like him during the short time Bascot had been at the enclave. Verdun had heard, from some of the brothers who had passed through Temple Ewell on the way to the Holy Land, of de Marins’ exceptional ability at finding the perpetrators of secret murder, and it seemed this talent was once again required. But Verdun was also aware that, like many of his confreres, Bascot did not hold King John in high regard, and that secondment to royal service would not be a welcome duty.

			“The king must have sent a request for your assistance to London,” Verdun commented. “Master St. Maur is in Scotland at the moment, so it would have been received by Thomas Berard. I recently wrote to tell him that my leg was almost healed and I would be able to resume my duties soon. That must be why he sent the message in such haste, in the hope it would arrive before you left to return to Lincoln.”

			Amery St. Maur was the master of the Templar Order in England and, as such, held the highest office in the country. Thomas Berard, master of the London enclave, was St. Maur’s second-in-command. While the Templar Order did not owe fealty to John, or to any other earthly monarch, it was within their discretion to aid the king if the cause seemed worthy. It would appear that Master Berard had decided to comply with John’s request.

			Bascot nodded, making no comment, but Verdun could see the aversion in his pale blue eye. But whether the command was to his liking or not, he was duty bound to obey.

			***

			As the Templar started on his journey, completely unaware that Gianni and Nicolaa de la Haye were in Canterbury, John was ensconced in a chamber in the priory guesthouse, a pile of parchment on the table beside him. His accommodations were very comfortable. A wide bed with a soft mattress sat in one corner, and there was a large fireplace filled with blazing logs to ward off the cold and an antechamber fitted with an oaken table, padded chairs and settles. This guesthouse was the most prestigious of the three provided for the comfort of pilgrims and visitors, the other two comprising less salubrious quarters; the one on the eastern side, next to the piscina that provided fresh fish for the refectory table, had smaller living quarters and less bounteous fare at table, and the almonry, in the northwest corner of the precincts, had only one large communal chamber for the accommodation of those of poorer means. At the moment he was the only occupant of this particular guesthouse, for William Marshal, with a perversity that seemed suspicious to John, had elected to stay in the less comfortable one beside the piscina, saying that he had need for no more than a pallet on which to lay his head, and that one of its narrow cells would suit him admirably. John had not been pleased at the earl’s decision to keep apart from his company and decided it might be wise to make an effort to heal the breach between them. The earl was a popular figure with the rest of the nobility and John would need his support at Oxford.

			Pulling his thoughts away from the untenable conjecture that Marshal might be considering defection, John took another sip from his wine cup and glanced once again at the message he had received that morning. It was a letter from Thomas Berard, master of the London Templar preceptory, and in it Berard informed John that permission had been given for Bascot de Marins to assist in the murder investigation and that as he was at present in the Temple Ewell commandery, he should arrive in Canterbury that very day to take up the task.

			John, pleased that his request had been granted, and also to learn that de Marins would be in the town so soon, made a mental note to direct the clerks of his exchequer to send the promised donation to the Order with all despatch, so as to ensure their continuing cooperation.

			Turning next to the other sheaves of parchment that lay underneath the letter, John perused the pages once again. Sent by Nicolaa de la Haye early that morning, they contained a copy of the information that her household knight and young secretarius had gathered from interviewing the townhouse servants and viewing the corpse. The king felt a pang of sorrow as he read the detailed notation of the injuries on Molly’s body, but he agreed with the covering note Nicolaa had appended, that none of the information seemed to give any clue to the identity of the murderer or the motive.

			He rose from his seat and began to pace. It was his hope that this villain had no connection to Arthur and the quarrel John had with his nephew earlier that year. But if it proved otherwise, the murderer must be dealt with quietly and swiftly, for public knowledge of the terrible aftermath of that incident could turn his nobles against him and thereby have a disastrous effect on the forthcoming council at Oxford. He must make every effort to ensure that while the investigation was in progress, any incriminating facts linked to Arthur’s sad fate were kept privily. With de Cornhill, this would have been a simple matter. The sheriff’s vast estates were in John’s gift, and the risk of losing them would have compelled de Cornhill’s cooperation. But de Marins, not bound by the bonds of fealty, and possessed of a rigid moral rectitude, would be impervious to any such coercion. John would have to trust that the risky gambit he had decided upon would overcome this difficulty.

			The king reached for his goblet, took a swallow of wine, and tried to relax. If it was God’s will, he would navigate a safe path through this latest trial. He had not only his own wits to aid him, but also the considerable intelligence of the one man he had taken into his confidence, the wily and formidable Hubert Walter, archbishop of Canterbury and chancellor of England. He prayed that would be enough.

			***

			It was just after Terce that Gianni and Miles left the Watling Street townhouse to go to the home of Molly’s sister, Maud Cooper, hoping she might have some relevant information about the slain woman. They were not disappointed. Barely an hour had passed before they were on their way back to Watling Street in a buoyant mood, eager to tell Lady Nicolaa what they had discovered.

			“Mistress Cooper rarely saw her sister—the last time was two years ago,” Miles informed the castellan. “The washerwoman sometimes sent money to the priest at St. Alphege for presents for her brood of nieces and nephews, but beyond that they had little contact. They were only in each other’s company on the rare occasions when the king’s entourage was in Canterbury and Molly had the opportunity to visit. Mistress Cooper also told us that she has no knowledge of anyone who might have borne the dead woman enmity, and was certain that her sister had never been involved in any entanglements of an amorous nature, so it could not have been a jealous lover who killed her.”

			Nicolaa nodded a brief acceptance of this disappointing news and waited for Miles to continue. She could see, from the eager look on Gianni’s face, that there was more to be told.

			Miles, giving the lad a grin, continued. “Fortunately, Mistress Cooper’s neighbour, Edith Bottler, was in the house when we went there and was present during the interview. She told us that the last time the washerwoman came to visit, a little over two years ago, she had spent some time in gossip with her. On that occasion, Mistress Bottler claimed, Molly boasted that some of the other servants in the king’s retinue were jealous of the esteem in which King John held her, and fearful of the influence she had over him.”

			Miles paused for a moment. “It might only have been braggadocio on the dead woman’s part, an attempt to impress Mistress Bottler with her importance, but Gianni and I thought it might be relevant to her murder. If her claim was true two years ago, there is every likelihood it was still valid when she arrived here, and gives rise to the possibility that one of the servants in the townhouse murdered her because of some personal enmity.”

			Nicolaa gave the supposition a few moments of reflection, and then said, “The king told me that he thought highly of the laundress, so that part of her claim is certainly true, and makes your premise possible. Her return to Canterbury may have caused some old disagreement to resurface, but it seems more likely that if a servant’s squabble is at the root of the crime, it would have been with those who travelled with her from Rouen. She had been in the castle there for some months with John and could easily, during that time, have given one of them cause for umbrage.”

			“In that case, lady, the obvious choice is Aquarius, the bath attendant,” Miles said. “The only other ones who came with the king from Normandy are two grooms, and both were with one of the other servants at the time the washerwoman was killed, and so cannot be deemed culpable.”

			As Miles finished speaking, Gianni shook his head and let his arms hang loose, as though he could not sustain their weight. Nicolaa looked from him to the knight, and Miles had to concede the point the lad was making. “The bath attendant is not a strong man, lady. He is very slim of frame and has hardly any muscle on him. I doubt he would have had the physical prowess to overcome the victim, for she was very powerfully built.”

			“Nonetheless,” Nicolaa objected, “appearances can be deceptive, and he would have had the advantage of surprise. His lack of strength does not completely eliminate him from suspicion.”

			“I think we should also consider one of the servants who carried up the water,” Miles went on enthusiastically. “The Londoner. I do not think he was telling the truth about his background and, if I am correct, there must be a reason for it. The king is often in London when he is in England and it may be that the washerwoman had met the servant before while she was there. If she knew something about him to his disadvantage, and he felt under threat of exposure when she suddenly arrived in Canterbury, he may have decided to kill her before she had a chance to reveal what she knew.”

			Nicolaa agreed. “Very well,” she said. “Continue your investigation into these two men, and see if you can find any tangible evidence to support your theory.” She gave the pair a smile. “You have done well, both of you. I know it will relieve the king’s mind if it is discovered that he was mistaken, and that it was the washerwoman who was the intended victim and not himself or the queen. He will be pleased with your efforts.”

			At that moment there was a knock on the door and Dauton entered, bearing a packet addressed to Nicolaa that had just been brought by royal messenger. The castellan broke the seal and, after reading it, gave Miles and Gianni a look of satisfaction.

			“The king has written to tell me that the Order has given permission for Sir Bascot to come to Canterbury and lead the murder investigation. And it seems he is not in Lincoln as we thought, but close by, at a preceptory near Dover. He is expected to arrive sometime today.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			In the royal townhouse on Stour Street, the steward, Inglis, was indulging in a bout of self-pity. After drinking deeply from his personal flagon of wine during the midday meal he had, once the table was cleared, taken the almost empty flagon and retired to the buttery, shutting the door firmly behind him. The incessant chatter of the other servants at table had been irritating, and he craved solitude. The chamber where the king’s wines were stored would suit his purpose admirably. The rest of the staff knew that they were not allowed into the chamber without his permission and he would not be disturbed there.

			Once alone, and amidst the comforting array of wine kegs imported from France, Spain and Portugal, he allowed his depression to deepen. Although it was not his custom to imbibe heavily, he slumped down onto a stool, tipped the remaining dregs of wine into a cup and then reached for another bottle. But, despite his maudlin mood and slight tipsiness, he stayed his hand. His annual stipend included an allowance of reasonably good wine, not as fine as that kept on hand for the king and his guests, but still robust of taste, and he always kept two flagons in readiness, alternating them in turn, so that each would have at least a day to steep in a flavouring mixture of honey, cinnamon, nutmeg and the juice of pressed mint leaves that the cook prepared for him. If he did not refill the flagon immediately, his ingrained routine would be interrupted, and his precise nature rebelled at the thought.

			Meticulously, if a little unsteadily, he rinsed the empty container in a bucket of water kept ready for the purpose, refilled it with wine from a small keg set apart from the rest, added some of the honey mixture from a pot on a shelf and then sealed the bottle with a wax stopper. Only when this task was completed, and the fresh flagon placed on the floor alongside the one he had prepared the day before, did he allow himself the luxury of replenishing his cup.

			Retaking his seat on the stool he now felt able to resume his morose rumination on the recent turn of events. Aside from his grief for poor Molly, whom he had known for many years, he was badly affronted that he, a trusted royal servant for nearly three decades, should have been treated as a suspect for her murder. It was an even greater insult that he, along with all the servants of lower station, was now being kept confined in the townhouse while her death was investigated.

			His indignation mounting, Inglis drained his cup and poured another. Drinking deeply, he allowed the headiness of the liquor to fuel his troubled thoughts. How dare he be treated in such a fashion after all his years of faithful service? Had it been forgotten that in his time he had served three monarchs—the late King Henry, then Richard and now John—and had been commended by each of them? Was this the manner in which he was repaid for his trustworthiness, for all of the long hours he had stood in attendance, never resting in his efforts to ensure every comfort was provided for them, and the table laden with the foods each of them had most enjoyed? A pretty pass matters have come to, he thought; it was an effrontery beyond bearing.

			Another swallow of wine took his mind back to the early days of his service when the late King Henry had been on the throne and he had been merely a young manservant at the townhouse, eager to advance his station and willing to put his hand to any task in order to gain promotion. It had not taken long for the elderly man who had then been steward to notice his industry and commence grooming Inglis to take his place. That had been during those dreadful days after Thomas Becket had been murdered and the king had been scourged in the cathedral for instigating the killing of the sainted archbishop. King Henry had come to the townhouse after his ordeal and Inglis had waited on him personally, bringing clean binding cloths and cups of wine while one of the royal physicians had tended the bloody stripes on his back. Had he not proved his worth then and in the years that followed, during the ten-year reign of Henry’s son Richard and now, latterly, for John? He shook his head morosely. All his hard work, it seemed, had been for naught and he had been put under guard like a common felon.

			As he mentally reviewed his litany of woes, he drank more of the wine. His palate numbed by the amount he had imbibed, and his mind distracted by resentment, he barely noticed that the vintage from the flagon he had just opened, in comparison with the one he had drunk at table, was slightly bitter in taste and had an aroma that was a little musty. Fleetingly he thought that the cook must have been overzealous with the nutmeg when he compounded the last honey mixture, but other than that, he dismissed the oddity, and began to reflect on yet another cause for pique.

			It was his habit to visit a complaisant widow in the town one night a week for a meal and an evening of bed-sport. Yesterday had been the day for his usual appointment but, because of his confinement in the townhouse, he had been unable to go, and at a time when he had a pressing need to speak to her. Even his request to send her a message had been denied by the guards. How embarrassing for a man of his status, he thought angrily, to be dictated to as though he were a lowly groom.

			He was growing ever more mawkish, and it was not until he reached for the flagon a second—or was it a third?—time that he realised his arms felt weak and his mouth overfull of saliva. Sweat began to trickle down his forehead and from under his arms and when he tried to rise from the stool he found his feet were so numb they would not support him. Then his heart began to beat so rapidly it sounded in his ears like the pounding of a hammer. He tried to cry out, but his tongue was thick and would not form the words. Helpless, he fell to his knees and, as the wine cup dropped from his hand and the contents splashed over his meticulously clean tunic, he became senseless. Within minutes he was dead, his long days of service to the monarchs of England at an end.

			***

			As Inglis was falling to the floor of the buttery, Bascot de Marins arrived at Canterbury castle and was handing his horse into the care of a groom, instructing that the steed be given a brisk rubdown and a full measure of grain. The journey from Dover was not a long one, but the wind from the coast had been biting and he was worried that his mount, a dependable grey gelding he had ridden from Lincoln some weeks before, was suffering from exposure to the cold. As he left the stables, the constable, Nicholas de Criel, came to greet him. He and the Templar had met only once before, and briefly, but they had recognised kindred spirits in each other at that time and Criel’s welcome was a warm one.

			“I am glad to see you, de Marins,” he said. “I hope you can solve the mystery of this murder and put the king’s mind at rest.”

			“I trust it will be so,” Bascot replied noncommittally, not allowing his distaste for the task to reflect in his answer lest it unsettle Criel, a man he liked and respected. “Have instructions been left as to where I am to attend the king?”

			“You do not have to go far, my friend. He is here, in the keep, anxiously awaiting your arrival. And I must warn you that he is not in the best of tempers.”

			Bascot nodded and he and the constable crossed the ward, making for the keep. As they did so, the Templar looked around him and noticed there were more guards than seemed necessary on the walls.

			“You have a heavy complement of men on duty,” Bascot remarked, “and more, I would have thought, than is needed to provide additional security while the king is in residence.”

			“You are right, de Marins,” Criel replied. “That is because of this murder. Until we find out who is responsible for the death, I cannot take any risks with John’s safety. Whenever he is in the ward, I double the watch and have no doubt that de Burgh has done the same at Dover, while the queen is staying there.”

			“I have not been told any details of the crime,” Bascot said. “Was the victim someone close to the king, a person of eminence?”

			Criel shook his head. “No, she was only a servant, John’s washerwoman. It was not her standing, but the place where she was slain that has given cause for alarm.”

			“And that was?” Bascot asked.

			“In an antechamber in the royal townhouse, and done while the king and queen were in the next room.”

			As Criel led Bascot up the stairs to the chamber where John was waiting, the Templar pondered the constable’s words. He had little liking for the king; the last time they had met John had attempted, by means of a bribe, to persuade Bascot to rescind his decision to rejoin the Templar Order and remain in the service of Nicolaa de la Haye. The king had claimed to have done so in the hope of pleasing Lady Nicolaa, of whom John was fond, and that may have been true, but Bascot could not help but remember the relish with which the king had made his offer, and his obvious enjoyment of placing a man who was a monk in a moral quandary, forcing him to choose between his love for another human being and his faith. It indicated an innate maliciousness in John’s personality and was not a trait that could be admired in any man, let alone a monarch.

			When Criel knocked at the door of the chamber and they were bid to enter, Bascot found that John was not alone, but sharing a flagon of wine with a tall knight with a rangy but muscular build. He was not young, being well past his middle years, and wore a badge with a red lion rampant on a field of gold and green on the breast of his tunic. The king gave Bascot a greeting full of seeming bonhomie.

			“I am much indebted to the Order, de Marins, for allowing you to leave your duties and come to my assistance,” he said, motioning him to take a seat and help himself to a cup of wine. Then, gesturing to his companion, he asked, “Are you acquainted with the Earl of Pembroke?”

			“No, sire, I am not,” Bascot replied, giving Marshal a nod of salutation, which was amiably returned.

			“Has Criel apprised you of the events that led to my request for your presence here?” John asked.

			“Briefly, yes. He said that the victim was one of your servants, and slain in a room adjacent to the one you were occupying.”

			“A foul deed, perpetrated by a coward,” John declared with feeling.

			“When did the murder take place?” Bascot enquired.

			“Late in the evening of the day before yesterday,” John replied. “The queen and I arrived from Dover three days ago and had taken up residence in the royal townhouse on Stour Street. All went well until the second day when, after the evening meal, we repaired to our bedchamber and I decided to have a bath before I retired. The servant who was murdered—my washerwoman—was preparing the tub when she was killed.”

			As John went on to explain the details of Molly’s death—the manner in which she had been killed and how she had been found by his bath attendant—the earl studied the Templar knight. The only reason for Marshal’s presence in the chamber was that he had been in the castle keep earlier and when John arrived, he had invited him to share a glass of wine while he waited for the Templar. The king had seemed in a conciliatory mood and, since Marshal was not an intractable man, he had accepted. If John wished to put their recent difference of opinion aside, he was willing to do the same.

			Now, his contribution to the conversation not necessary, he took the opportunity to assess the Templar monk and found that he liked what he saw. Although courteous, de Marins was not diffident towards the king, and the gaze from his one pale blue eye was forthright. In his penurious younger days, the earl’s ability to correctly estimate the character and abilities of an opponent had played a major part in his continued success, and he decided the Templar was not a man he would have welcomed as an adversary. Well muscled in shoulder and neck, he had a tenacious look that implied he would prove difficult to overcome. The earl also sensed, from the slight clenching of the muscles in Bascot’s jaw while he conversed with John, that the monk felt some degree of antipathy towards the king.

			“The sheriff is incapacitated at the moment,” John was saying as Marshal returned his attention to the conversation, “and the town bailiff, while a worthy individual, does not have the resources, or the experience, to carry out a competent investigation into the death. That is why I need your help, de Marins.”

			The Templar gave a brisk nod. “First of all I will need to inspect the chamber where the murder was committed, and then question everyone who was on the premises at the time.”

			John smiled. “I am pleased to tell you that those tasks have already been done, and by one whose competence I am certain you will not doubt.”

			Bascot was both surprised and irritated. The king had just finished telling him that no one was available to conduct the enquiry; who then was he speaking of? And if there was someone of ability already leading the investigation, why had he been sent for?

			John took a moment to consider the man seated in front of him before explaining his statement. He had met the Templar only once before but knew, from that occasion, how much fondness the monk had for the mute Italian boy who was now Nicolaa’s clerk, regarding him as a father would a son. He also judged, by the Templar’s polite but distant manner, that the monk still retained some enmity towards him from their last meeting and that being ordered to investigate this crime was not a welcome duty. But John was sure that once the Templar was aware that the lad was involved, his focus would sharpen.

			“A fortuitous turn of events has dictated that you will not be devoid of all assistance in this matter,” John said smugly. “Lady Nicolaa de la Haye is in Canterbury at the moment and in her company is the young boy you once took under your protection, and who, I am told, often assisted you in previous investigations.”

			John paused for a moment, gratified by Bascot’s startled look. “At Lady Nicolaa’s suggestion, I gave permission for the lad to carry out the initial enquiries into the death, which he has now completed. I am certain the report of his findings will prove useful to you.”

			A wave of pleasure washed over Bascot at the news that Gianni was in Canterbury, but nonetheless, he kept his response to John non-committal, wary of the king’s penchant for manipulation and that he might be attempting, once again, to use the youngster as a pawn in their dealings with each other.

			“I am gratified to learn that such enquires have been made, and by one who has some experience in such matters,” he replied carefully, “especially as it has been over two days since the murder was committed. Vital evidence could have been lost or destroyed in such a space of time.”

			John, annoyed at his failure to breach the Templar’s reserve, stood up, indicating the discussion was at an end. “Nicolaa and her escort are temporarily residing at a townhouse on Watling Street. I shall direct Criel to have one of the castle men-at-arms take you there.”

			“I have been to Canterbury before, sire, and know the location of Watling Street. I am sure I shall be able to find the townhouse without too much trouble,” Bascot replied.

			Marshal, curious as to the source of the antagonism between John and the Templar, volunteered his services as a guide. Doing so would provide an opportunity to speak to him privately and see if he could discover the reason for their dissention. “I am just about to return to the priory,” he said to Bascot, “and it will be no great diversion to ride along with you and show you where it is.”

			Bascot readily accepted the offer. John, not altogether pleased at their easy acceptance of each other, said, “That is settled then. I intend to go to Dover this afternoon, de Marins, to ensure the queen is comfortably settled, but I will return to Canterbury afterwards, most likely on the morrow, and will be staying at the guesthouse in the cathedral priory along with Marshal. You may send reports on your progress to me there.”

			At his wave of dismissal, the pair left. John looked after them thoughtfully, wondering whether a friendship between the two might not prove detrimental to his purpose.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Inglis’ body was not discovered until it was nearly time for the evening meal. None of the other servants noticed his absence until he failed to appear to conduct an inspection of the manner in which the table had been laid—a task he was insistent be performed exactly to his dictates—and so a search of the premises was conducted. Although he had been seen to go in the buttery earlier, no one thought he would still be there until one of the menservants, impatient with hunger, tapped on the door and, receiving no answer, pushed it open. The steward’s prone form was lying on the floor, his neck and jaw already stiffening with the death rictus.

			In the meantime, Marshal and Bascot had left the castle and ridden through the streets of Canterbury to Watling Street. As they had guided their mounts through the press of townsfolk patronizing the shops, Marshal asked Bascot if he had met John on a previous occasion.

			“Only once,” the Templar replied, “when he came to Lincoln three years ago for a meeting with King William of Scotland.”

			Bascot, not wishing to discuss the matter further, changed the course of the conversation by asking Marshal the reason for Nicolaa de la Haye’s presence in Canterbury. The earl, recognizing and accepting the Templar’s disinclination for further discussion about his former association with the king, readily explained the purpose of the castellan’s visit and how it was that she and Gianni had come to be involved in the murder investigation.

			“The youngster has been of some use to you in the past in similar situations, I understand,” he added. “I am sure you will welcome his assistance.”

			“I shall,” Bascot said, then added, “And his company.”

			Marshal came in with Bascot when they arrived at the townhouse and was present at the joyous reunion of the Templar and the lad who had once been his servant. Gianni’s eyes lit up with happiness when he came into the room where his former master was standing. The pair had not seen each other since the time, months earlier, that Bascot had investigated a murder in the castle precincts, and as the Templar clasped the boy gently by the shoulder in a gesture of welcome, the earl could see there was a deep bond of affection between them.

			Nicolaa told Dauton to bring the best wine in the townhouse store and to send for Miles de Laxton and Gilles de Laubrec, who were both acquainted with Bascot and pleased to see him. After the two knights had been introduced to the earl, they had all repaired to the small hall on the ground floor, where the Templar was given the details of the interviews that Miles and Gianni had conducted. Afterwards, they spent a short time in general and pleasant conversation, and Marshal accepted a welcome invitation from Nicolaa to join them for the evening repast. They were halfway through the first course of mutton pottage when a knock sounded on the door and Nicholas de Criel entered.

			“I am sorry to disturb you, lady,” the constable said, his expression grave, “but I have been to the cathedral priory looking for Sir William, and when I learned that he had not yet returned, I thought it possible he might have lingered here.” He turned to Marshal. “Since the king has already left to return to Dover, lord, I have come to you to report a matter of some urgency.”

			“What is it?” Marshal asked, alarmed by Criel’s sober countenance.

			“There has been another murder at the royal townhouse, Sir William. The steward, Inglis, was found dead not more than an hour ago. He has been poisoned.”

			***

			Moments later, horses were brought from the stables and Marshal and Bascot, accompanied by Gianni (with Nicolaa’s permission), were clattering towards the royal townhouse. The streets were empty; the darkness of the winter evening was closing in and most of the vendors had drawn the shutters down over the fronts of their shops. Soon lighted torches would be placed at strategic points along the main thoroughfares, but now the gloom was thick and they made their way cautiously lest an unwary bystander be trampled under the feet of their horses.

			When they reached their destination on Stour Street, they found Chacal, the mercenary captain, standing at the door, his arms akimbo. Some of castle men-at-arms were outside, holding lighted torches and searching through the yard and outbuildings. The captain’s gaze was steady as he watched Marshal and the others approach.

			“So there has been another death while you were on duty,” the earl said to him abruptly. “I doubt whether the king will retain your services after this.”

			“With respect, lord,” Chacal answered tightly, “my men and I left the premises this morning, after standing the night watch. It was the castle men-at-arms that were on duty today. I came because I was told there had been another murder and I wished to know the circumstances. If there is some connection between this death—when I was not responsible for security—and that of the washerwoman, it will prove that neither I nor any of my men were derelict on the night she was killed.”

			Marshal grunted and went into the townhouse, followed by Criel, Bascot and Gianni, with Chacal trailing behind. The Templar glanced around as they went down a stone-flagged passage to the rear of the premises. The dwelling was a large one and no expense had been spared in its building or its maintenance; wooden paneling lined the walls, the banisters alongside the stairs that led to the upper stories were of good solid oak and thick beeswax candles in sconces lit the whole of the interior. He glimpsed the confines of a large hall through an open door, and on the other side of the passage was another, smaller chamber, both rooms fitted with tables, padded chairs and settles, and tapestries adorning the walls.

			Criel led them to a chamber near the end of the passage, outside of which a group of male and female servants, including Aquarius and the two men who had carried up the water for the washerwoman, were silently standing. “It would appear that Inglis died earlier this afternoon,” the constable said. “He used this chamber as a buttery and allowed none of the other servants inside without his permission; that is why he was not found earlier. It wasn’t until he didn’t appear for the evening meal that a search was made and his body discovered.”

			The corpse could be seen from the doorway. Inglis lay curled up in a fetal position, one hand folded over his stomach and the other flung out as though reaching for help. On the floor, amidst a pool of spilled wine, lay an overturned cup and stool. Nearby stood a flagon impressed with a stylised “I” on the side. Another receptacle, similarly inscribed, stood a little way apart, underneath some shelving.

			“What makes you think he was poisoned?” Marshal asked after viewing the body for a few moments. “He does not look to be a young man; it is possible he was taken by a seizure of the heart.”

			Bascot, who had also taken in the details of the scene from where he stood at the earl’s side, pointed to a spot near the body, just at the edge of the puddle of wine. “I would surmise that is the reason, lord,” he said.

			There, lying on its side in the shadows, was a large black rat, mouth agape and all four limbs stiff with death.

			***

			As Bascot moved forward to examine the body more closely, the cook, a rotund little individual dressed in a voluminous apron, spoke up. “That’s right, lord. We saw the rat and knew neither it nor Inglis died natural. We’re always plagued with vermin here, being so close to the river. It must of crept in and taken the same poison as Inglis.”

			While the earl, Criel and Chacal watched from the doorway, Bascot carefully turned the steward over on his back and motioned for Gianni to come forward and take note of the condition of the body. A drool of saliva trailed from the corpse’s mouth and when Bascot gently lifted one of the half-closed eyelids, they could see that the pupil of the eye was dilated. Gianni picked up the flagon and sniffed the contents before handing it to Bascot. The Templar held it to his nose. Overlying the tart tang of grape and the scent of spices and honey was a musty, mouse-like odour. He told Gianni to remove the stopper from the flagon below the shelving. This wine, too, had the same disagreeable smell.

			“It will need an apothecary to confirm my suspicions, but I am certain the wine in these flagons is poisoned,” he said to Marshal. “The keg from which they were poured must have been adulterated.”

			“It is sure to be that one there,” the cook piped up, peeping past the broad shoulders of the earl as he pointed to a small keg in the corner. “That’s the wine Inglis kept for himself. The others”—he waved a hand at the rest of the barrels stacked in neat piles around the room—“are for the king’s use only.”

			The Templar walked over to the keg the cook had indicated and hefted it. It was about a third full. Taking an empty cup from one of the shelves, he poured some and smelt the contents. Apart from the familiar scent of grapes, it held no indication of any additive or, indeed, the musty odour that he had detected in the flagons.

			“This wine is pure,” he declared, “which means that only the flagons are tainted.”

			“But that cannot be,” the astonished cook burst out. Bascot asked him to come forward and explain his assertion. The little man squeezed past Marshal and came farther into the chamber, his head barely level with the Templar’s shoulder. “Inglis always kept his two personal flagons, the ones with his mark on them, filled and ready for use,” he declared. “He flavoured them with a mixture I prepared for him in the kitchen—I always reminded him the spices were not meant for the use of anyone except the king, but he didn’t pay me any heed and had me make it anyway—and after he had finished one flagon, he would fill the other, add the honeyed mixture and then stopper it. Then he would leave each one to sit for a day, in order to give the honeyed concoction time to enhance the flavour. Today, I noticed that the flagon he was drinking from at the midday meal was near on empty, so he would have refilled it after he came in here.”

			The little cook pointed to the one Gianni had just opened. “It’s got to be that one, but I don’t see how it could be poisoned if the wine in the keg is not.”

			The cook’s protestation made sense. If someone had stolen into the buttery and poisoned the wine in the flagon that had been prepared earlier, how did it come about that the fresh one, which Inglis must have refilled from the wine in the keg, was also noxious?

			There could only be one answer and, to confirm his suspicion, Bascot asked the cook, “The honey and spices that Inglis added to his wine, are they kept in the kitchen?”

			“No, lord,” the cook said. “Inglis mixed them himself and kept them in a little pot—’tis over there, alongside the cups on that shelf.”

			Bascot took down the small earthenware jar and lifted the lid. It was nearly empty, but filtering through the heady aroma of spices and honey was the same unpleasant odour as had come from the adulterated wine.

			“The poison was in the mixture,” Bascot said to Marshal, “not in the wine keg. The steward must have come in here, refilled the flagon he had been using at midday, added the mixture and then, as the cook tells us, followed his usual custom of setting it aside to steep. Then he opened the one he had prepared yesterday, and to which he had already added the tainted honey and spice blend, then drank from it and died.”

			William Marshal looked down from his great height and spoke to the cook. “Are you the only one that knew the steward used this mixture?”

			The cook’s rotund face went white. “N-no, lord,” he stammered. “We all did—well, all of us who are on the regular staff.”

			“But not those who came with the king when he arrived from Dover?”

			The cook thought for a moment. “No, I do not think so . . . but wait—yes they did.” His fat cheeks flamed red with embarrassment as he explained. “Inglis was a sour individual and, may God forgive me for saying so, we often used to laugh at his habit of adding the honey concoction to his wine, saying that not all of the sweetness in the world would bring a smile to his face. I had a fresh batch standing on a table to cool when the Norman servants arrived and came into the kitchen for a cup of hot cider after their journey. One of them, I cannot remember which, remarked that it smelt good and was sure the king would appreciate such a tasty confection. I chuckled at the mistaken notion, and so did my scullion, and we explained who it was for.”

			Chacal, who had been standing listening to the conversation, responded to the cook’s declaration with venom. “It is as I said; an intruder did not get past my men on the night the washerwoman was murdered because there wasn’t one. She was killed by one of these servants and that same person has now done the steward to death.”

			At the accusation, the little group of servitors gathered in the hallway cringed back in fear and Bascot held up his hand. “That is the obvious conclusion, Chacal, but it may not be the correct one.”

			The mercenary gave a huff of disagreement but Bascot, ignoring the discourtesy, addressed the cook. “When did you last have a delivery of wine?”

			“There was one earlier in the week, but we also had an additional delivery on the day King John arrived,” the cook replied. “A messenger was sent some days ago to warn us that the king was expected, and Inglis ordered some additional casks of the king’s wine, and some of the delicacies he prefers, such as eels. The victuals came from vendors in the town and were here when the king arrived, but the wine merchant had to procure some of the wine from London, so the delivery was delayed.”

			“And the men who brought the wine, would they have come in here?”

			“Of course,” the cook assured him. “It is part of their job to carry the kegs in and stack them neatly.”

			“Then it would have been possible for one of them to adulterate the mixture while they were delivering it,” Bascot mused.

			“Surely poisoning is a complicated way to go about murdering the steward,” Chacal protested. “If someone from without the household wanted Inglis dead, they could easily have stuck a knife in his ribs while he was out in the town. As I said, it must be one of the servants here in the townhouse, one who held a grudge against both the steward and the washerwoman and decided to kill the pair of them.”

			Although he recognised the routier’s desire to justify the competence of himself and his men, Bascot was tiring of his obstructive comments. “Use your wits, man, and consider the alternatives. The cook has just told us that the servants who arrived from Normandy made the logical assumption that the flavouring mixture was meant for use at John’s table. And so would an assassin think if one managed to get inside the building. It might just as easily have been the king, and not the steward, that the poison was meant to kill.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			As the earl nodded his agreement with Bascot, Chacal glowered. “So you are suggesting that the murderer managed to slip past my guards and slit the washerwoman’s throat, and then steal past the castle men-at-arms to place the poison and, as if that is not enough, was also able get clean away both times without being seen.” The mercenary snorted with derision. “An awesome feat, and completely unbelievable.”

			The Templar held his temper in check and forced himself to answer in a moderate tone. “It is unlikely to have been a servant for two very obvious reasons. In the instance of the washerwoman, all of the household would have heard the clatter of the tub being installed in the antechamber and the water being brought through the house to fill it, and so would have known she was in the chamber preparing the bath. Why, then, would one of them make an attack on the king’s life when they knew that her presence would bar access to his person?

			“Similarly, we have the cook’s evidence that all of the servants were aware that the honey mixture was used by Inglis, and not the king, so why would any of them poison it? It can only have been an outsider, and therefore an intruder, who committed these crimes, not a member of the staff.”

			Despite Bascot’s cogent objection, the mercenary remained mulish. “I still say it was one of the servants. Ever since the king and queen arrived at the townhouse, the lot of them have been traipsing about all over the place, supposedly going about their duties, in one room and out another. There were a multitude of opportunities for any of them to commit either or both murders.”

			“That may be so,” Bascot admitted, “but circumstances indicate otherwise.”

			“Then the circumstances lie,” Chacal spat. “Even if the culprit managed to gain entry without being seen before he killed the washerwoman—and I do not agree that he did—he would never have been able to leave the premises undetected. He would have been caught by myself or one of my men before he had time to escape.”

			“Not if he found a hiding place that you overlooked, and waited until after the house had been searched before he left,” Bascot said. “This is a large building. Are you certain that every chamber, including any rooms not in use at the time, were examined?”

			“We searched them all,” Chacal declared, “and thoroughly, both the rooms that were occupied and those that were not. And we inspected the grounds, and all the outbuildings. We found no one.”

			“What about the undercroft?” Bascot asked.

			Chacal nodded. “I went down there myself, but it was empty. Flooding from the river has made the floor a sea of mud, and there were no traces of anyone’s passage in the mire.” He shrugged. “No one could have gained entrance to it anyway. There is only one way to get down there, and the door was locked with a key that the steward kept on his belt.”

			As the mercenary finished speaking, Bascot noticed the cook glance at him nervously, then down at his feet. “Is there something you have not told us?” he asked the little man.

			“Well, there is another entrance to the undercroft, lord, and . . . it’s one that isn’t kept locked,” the cook replied haltingly. “I have only just remembered it.”

			Chacal grabbed him roughly by the shoulder. “Why was I not told of this earlier?”

			Perspiration began to bead on the chubby little cook’s forehead as he gabbled his excuses, trying to justify his negligence. “Everything was in turmoil, what with the king raging and the guards running about, and it slipped from my mind and, I suppose, from everyone else’s. And we were all in fear of our life in case the murderer attacked us too. . . .”

			As the mercenary tightened his grip on the cook’s shoulder, his face black with anger, Marshal ordered him to desist. “It will do no good to punish him now,” he said dismissively. “The damage has been done.”

			Chacal reluctantly loosened his hold, and the cook edged closer to Marshal, seeking to put as much distance as possible between himself and the furious mercenary. The earl looked down at the cowering servant and asked him to tell them where the other door to the undercroft was located.

			“It’s not a door, lord, but a hatchway,” the cook replied. “It is only a small opening leading down to a drain in the cellar, and was made to give access to clear it when it becomes blocked. But it is an impossible task—the river waters seep in continually and the conduit is always full of silt, so we gave up trying. That is why the hatchway was forgotten, because we never use it.”

			“Show us,” Marshal commanded, and the cook—grabbing a large candle and thrusting it in a holder—led them towards the rear of the townhouse, past the rooms where the servants slept, and into a chamber where large bags of flour, casks of vinegar and jars of mustard were stored.

			“It’s over there,” the cook said, pointing to the sacks of flour piled in a corner. The floor around the stack was covered with a dusting of flour, but at one side, and almost obscured by the leakage from the bags, the edge of a trapdoor could be faintly seen.

			“That cover has not been lifted recently,” Chacal said triumphantly, pointing to the undisturbed layer of flour. “If it had, there would be marks left behind where the sacks had been moved.”

			But Bascot shook his head. “Not if a couple of handfuls of flour were scattered about to make it appear undisturbed. Let us lift the lid and see what is below.”

			Together the Templar and Chacal pulled the bags of flour aside, revealing the complete outline of the cover over the hatchway. A ring was set in one side, and when the mercenary grasped it and pulled it up a rickety ladder fastened to the side and leading downwards was exposed.

			Using the candle that the cook had been holding, the Templar descended into the undercroft, breathing shallowly as a damp miasmic smell assailed his nostrils. Chacal followed behind. When they reached the bottom, Bascot found himself in a small niche that had been cut into the wall, the bottom rung of the ladder resting on a circle of stones ringing a drain choked with mud. The walls of the niche were lined with timbers that had been heavily tarred as protection against moisture—the whole fashioned like a small three-sided cubicle with the remaining side facing out into the large open space of the undercroft. Holding the candle in his left hand, Bascot grasped a rung of the ladder at shoulder height with his right and leaned out into the dank gloom of the cellar, so he could peer into the dimness with his sighted eye. It was much as Chacal had described it, the floor thick with a layer of undisturbed mud that glistened with an oily slickness in the light from the candle. A few decrepit sticks of furniture littered the far side and there were a few shelves piled high with old cracked platters. There was nothing else, not even a rat. Raising the candle aloft, he caught sight of a row of metal grilles set just above the floor line, contrivances that were meant to allow fresh air to enter, but not large enough to do the job adequately. They were all long and narrow; even if the bars of the grids had been removed, the openings into which they were set were far too small for a man to pass through. By leaning out as far as he could, Bascot could just make out, farther along the same wall on which the niche was located, the lower steps of a flight of stairs that must be the ones Chacal had used to search the cellar for an intruder.

			“The mud on the floor is unmarked, as you said,” Bascot remarked, “so it would seem that no one crossed it. I take it you did your inspection from the bottom of the stairs farther along this wall?”

			Chacal gave a surly nod from where he was crouched above the Templar on the ladder. “The steward gave me the key to the door at the top. But there was no trace of footsteps in the mud, so there didn’t seem any need to search further.”

			“And, without having knowledge of this niche, that was a reasonable assumption to make,” Bascot replied, feeling some commiseration for the mercenary’s frustration. “It is a perfect hiding place. If the intruder kept close by the ladder, he would have been impossible to see from those stairs. He had only to wait until you and your guards had finished searching and, once all was quiet, go back upstairs and slip out of the house. You cannot be blamed for any laxity.”

			Mollified by the Templar’s exoneration, Chacal gave a curt nod of agreement and went back up the ladder, Bascot following behind. When they emerged into the storeroom, Bascot told Marshal and Criel what they had found.

			“This place of concealment could have been used more than once,” Marshal said, “and would imply that an intruder was involved in both murders.”

			“It would seem so,” Bascot agreed. “And the most obvious suspect is one of the men who delivered the wine, although it would be a chancy business to use the same ruse twice. Nonetheless, there is a boldness in these crimes that implies the murderer is brazen, and willing to take risks.”

			He turned to the cook. “You said there were two men who carried the kegs in, is that correct?”

			“Aye, lord. There are always three that come with the shipment, but the deliveries are made by river craft, so one of them stays to keep watch over the boat at the loading dock out back while the other two carry the kegs inside.”

			The Templar turned to address the rest of the servants, who had all followed them down to the storeroom and had waited in the passageway in hushed silence while he and Chacal had gone down the hatchway. When Bascot returned and told the earl and Criel that he had found a hiding place, there had been exclamations of surprise and a general shuffling of feet.

			“Did any of you see either of the two delivery men, or both, in the house later, after the wine shipment had been made? Perhaps claiming to have come back on some pretext or other such as bringing a keg of wine that had been missed from the morning’s order?” The Templar, as he spoke, looked searchingly from one anxious face to another to stress the importance of his question.

			All of them met his gaze straightly, if a little timidly, but no answer was forthcoming, and most shook their heads in uncertain denial. “We might not have noticed if they had done, lord,” the cook piped up. “We were all very busy once the king and queen arrived; there were meals to be prepared, tables to be laid and fires to be lit. Everyone was paying attention to his or her own task and wouldn’t have had time to gawk about, or wonder who was doing what, or why.”

			As the rest of the servants nodded in agreement, Bascot turned to the earl. “I think, lord,” he said, “that this wine merchant must be brought in for questioning. Will you sanction his arrest?”

			“Gladly,” Marshal replied.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			After obtaining the name of the wine merchant and the location of his business premises from the cook, Marshal rapped out orders to Criel and Chacal in a manner reminiscent of command on a battlefield. First he told the constable to go to the wine merchant’s home with an escort from the garrison and arrest the vintner and the men that had delivered the wine.

			“Secure them in holding cells and Sir Bascot and I will be along later to question them. Do not give them any information as to why they are being brought in. If one or more of them is party to these crimes, we do not want to give them an opportunity to concoct a plausible alibi. Also, arrange for the coroner to come and record the details of the death so the body can be released for burial. Then send the mixture that the steward used to flavour his wine to be taken to an apothecary with a request that he try to determine which poison was used to adulterate it. Tell him to send his conclusions back to you.”

			As Criel departed to carry out the earl’s instructions, Marshal turned to Chacal. “Stay here and oversee the constable’s men. After the coroner has been here, Inglis’ body can be taken to the death house of the nearest church, but lock the buttery door after the corpse has been removed and put a guard on it, lest the chamber requires further examination. Until I say otherwise, you will keep this townhouse secure. Let no one enter or leave.”

			When the routier had left his presence, the earl turned to Bascot. “Come, let us return to the townhouse where Lady Nicolaa is staying and finish the meal that was interrupted while we wait for Criel to take the merchant and his men into custody. I am in need of good food and a cup of wine to take the stink of death out of my mouth.”

			Bascot willingly fell in at the earl’s side and, with Gianni mounted on his pony behind, they all rode back to Watling Street. A chill wind had arisen, gusting against the flames of the torches that had now been lit along the main streets, and bringing with it a few swirling flakes of snow. The warmth of the fire in the townhouse would be more than welcome.

			As they recounted what had passed to Lady Nicolaa, the snow began to fall more heavily and Criel brushed a thin layer of it from his cloak as he dismounted in front of a house located a little over a quarter mile north of the royal townhouse. The premises also backed onto the Stour River, and was where the wine merchant, a man named Martin de Ponte, both resided and operated his business. De Ponte knew the constable well, and when Criel was led by a maidservant into the hall where the merchant was eating his evening meal with his wife and two young sons, de Ponte greeted him with cordiality. Moments later, after he had been told the purpose of the constable’s visit, his attitude underwent an abrupt change.

			“I am to be taken into custody?” de Ponte said in disbelief. “Surely, Sir Nicholas, this is some sort of evil jest.”

			“I am afraid not,” Criel replied. “You are to accompany me to the castle immediately.”

			“Then you must tell me the reason why,” de Ponte challenged.

			“I am under instructions not to do so,” the constable said. “Suffice it to say that the order was issued by the Earl of Pembroke.”

			“You cannot do this,” de Ponte declared angrily. The vintner was a robustly built man of some forty years with a full head of thick red hair, and his florid complexion was now bright with fury. “I would remind you that I have some influence in the town and do not intend to submit to this outrage without protest. The provost shall be informed of your actions.”

			“You can complain all you wish, de Ponte,” Criel said soberly, his usual bluff good-humour absent. “But I do not think that the provost will willingly intercede on your behalf, not against such a powerful noble as William Marshal.”

			Grudgingly admitting the truth of the statement, de Ponte submitted and Criel asked the whereabouts of his employees, saying he was also to take into custody the three men who had made the delivery to the royal townhouse on Stour Street on the day of King John’s arrival.

			“I have five employees that carry out deliveries for me,” de Ponte informed him sullenly. “But two of them use the roads and a horse-driven cart to carry my wares; it will be the others you want. They are in charge of all shipments that go by water, and made the delivery on that day.”

			“And where might I find them?”

			“At this hour, they should be in the wine store taking their evening meal,” de Ponte replied. “Their daily sustenance constitutes part of their salaries. I’ll send a servant to fetch them.”

			“No,” Criel replied, cautious about giving alert to the suspects and having them flee before he could arrest them. “Show me where they are, and I will take them in charge.”

			Shaking his head in bemusement, de Ponte lighted a torch and led the constable and the two men-at-arms he had brought with him out through the back door and into a yard alongside the banks of the river. On one side of a substantial loading quay was a stable for the horses that pulled the merchant’s dray and on the other, adjacent to the house, was a large building where the wine was stored. At the edge of the quay, a broad-beamed skiff rocked gently on the water.

			When they entered the storehouse, de Ponte threaded his way through the tuns and kegs of wine that were piled in orderly rows to the rear of the huge room. There, sitting around a brazier and munching on bread and cheese, were three men. Two of them were fairly young, while the third looked to be approaching middle age. All had brawny arms that swelled with muscle and were clad in thick jerkins and woollen hose and caps with flaps pulled close down over their ears against the cold.

			They all looked up in surprise and rose to their feet when their employer and Criel appeared, casting puzzled glances at the men-at-arms.

			“Master de Ponte,” the older man said, “is something amiss?”

			“I hope not, Ailwin,” de Ponte replied, “but I am afraid that all of you, and myself, must go to the castle.” The merchant held up his hands to ward off the questions he could see in the faces of his employees. “It is no use asking me why, for I do not know.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			While Gianni went upstairs to make a written record of the day’s events, Nicolaa de la Haye and Miles de Laxton sat in the hall of the Watling Street townhouse and listened intently as Bascot and William Marshal related the details of the steward’s death, the discovery of the hiding place in the undercroft and the order that had been given to arrest the wine merchant and his employees. When the pair had finished speaking, the castellan sat for a few moments in silence at the head of the table, her diminutive figure almost engulfed by the depths of the large chair in which she was sitting.

			After some thought, and seeing the vexed look on the Templar’s face, she said, “I would have thought you to be pleased that these suspects have been identified, de Marins, yet you seem dissatisfied. Why so?”

			“Two things trouble me, lady,” the Templar replied. “Firstly, it does not make sense that the vintner, or any of his men, would use such a contrived method to kill the king. They would all have known which of the vintages they delivered were destined for the king’s table. Why not simply adulterate the wine in one of the kegs?”

			“Perhaps they feared that if they did so, it would be too easy to trace the poison back to them,” Miles suggested. “Adding it to the flavouring mixture would be a way of confusing the source from whence it came.”

			Bascot nodded, but still seemed uncertain.

			“You said there were two things, Templar,” Marshal said. “What is the other?”

			“It is difficult to fathom why the two attempts on the king’s life were made so close together,” he replied. “The poison must have been placed in the buttery only hours before the washerwoman was slain—why did the murderer not wait longer to see if his first ploy was successful? Whoever is the culprit, be it one of the men already under arrest or some other intruder, it seems reckless to hazard a second attempt until it was certain there was need for it.”

			“Do you think, then, that John may not have been the target after all?” Nicolaa asked. “That it was the washerwoman and the steward who were meant to be killed all along?”

			“I am not sure,” the Templar said with frustration. “At the moment, and while the motive remains unclear, it is difficult to be certain of anything.”

			“Because so much is unclear,” Bascot added, “and unless the vintner or his men confess or their guilt otherwise proven, there are other lines of enquiry that I feel should be pursued, including an effort to determine if there was some link between the washerwoman and the steward that may be pertinent.”

			“It is certainly worth trying,” Nicolaa agreed. “Perhaps the pair discovered a crime committed by one of the household servants and planned to tell John—such as a theft, for example. That would incur a dire penalty, branding or the loss of a finger, or both. It would be a strong motive for the thief to eliminate them.”

			“The servant from London—I mistrusted his story,” Miles said thoughtfully. “I am sure he is hiding something about himself that is incriminating and it could be just such a crime.”

			“I would also like to interview the bath attendant again,” Bascot added. “He worked closely with the washerwoman; even though he denied it, he may have had some enmity towards her.”

			“I agree,” Nicolaa said. “If it’s as you suspect, de Marins, that the vintner and his men are innocent, then the evidence given by both of these men should be examined more closely.”

			Bascot paused for a moment, and then said, “It might also be worthwhile to speak to the cook. I do not think he can be considered a suspect, even though he had ample opportunity to lace Inglis’ mixture with poison and has some sharp knives in his kitchen that could have been used on the washerwoman. He is far too timorous a creature to do the latter, nor does he have the physical strength it would have required to subdue her, but he seems to have a lot of knowledge about the running of the townhouse and may have information that could prove useful.”

			“We could also ask Mistress Cooper if her murdered sister said anything about the steward that might reveal a connection between the two,” Miles offered, “and her neighbour, Mistress Bottler, who often gossiped with the washerwoman when she visited.”

			Nicolaa nodded. “There is much to be done,” she said decisively and turned to Bascot, “and far too much for you to accomplish on your own, de Marins. If the interrogation of the vintner and his men proves futile, I would suggest that Miles and Gianni visit Mistress Cooper to ask her whether or not the washerwoman ever spoke of her relationship with the steward. They are already known to her and the neighbour, and they might be more willing to speak openly to them than a stranger. That will leave you free to go to the townhouse and speak with the bath attendant and the servant from London.”

			When the Templar gave his agreement, Miles grinned with satisfaction. He was enjoying being part of the investigation and wanted to continue his involvement.

			After a little more discussion, Marshal stood up, stretching his tall frame and suppressing a yawn. “The bells for Compline rang some hours ago and it is time I sought my pallet at the priory guesthouse. I think it would be best if we leave the questioning of the wine merchant and his servants until the morrow, de Marins, when our minds have been refreshed by sleep.” He gave a grin. “Besides, if one, or all, of them are guilty, a night spent behind bars may loosen their tongues.” He turned to Nicolaa. “Would you oblige me by sending one of your men-at-arms to the castle to inform Criel we will not be there until the morning?”

			At Nicolaa’s nod of assent, the Templar also rose from his seat. “To go tomorrow will also suit me well, Sir William. I have yet to report to the warden of the Templar hostel near Northgate and, as you say, it grows late. I had best be on my way.”

			“You are welcome to stay here, de Marins,” Nicolaa offered. “There are empty chambers aplenty where a pallet can be laid.”

			Bascot took only a moment to reflect on her offer before gratefully accepting. “Doing so will give me an opportunity to study the notes Gianni made of the interviews he and Miles conducted,” he said. “It would not have been convenient to do so at the hostel, for I might have disturbed any other brothers sleeping there.”

			Nicolaa smiled. She knew the Templar’s habits of old and that he would not seek any rest until he had apprised himself of every scrap of information. “I will instruct Dauton to give you an ample supply of candles,” she told him.

			***

			In Canterbury castle, Criel and Chacal were standing together in the hall. The constable found himself trying to check his temper; he was not normally a choleric man but the mercenary was taxing his patience. When Chacal’s men had gone to the royal townhouse to relieve the castle men-at-arms for the night shift, the captain had returned to the keep, saying he wished to be present while the prisoners were interrogated. After the constable explained that he had received a message from William Marshal that the prisoners would not be examined until the next morning, Chacal had announced his intention of doing so himself, and right away.

			“I have as much right as Marshal or the Templar to interrogate them,” he had said belligerently when Criel denied him access to the cells. “It is my reputation that has been ruined by these murders, and if one of those bastards is guilty, I don’t intend to wait until tomorrow to find out.”

			“The earl has ordered that no one be allowed to speak to them until he and de Marins arrive,” Criel replied, not hiding his annoyance at the mercenary’s peremptory tone. “You will have to wait.”

			“I take my orders, as you do, from the king, not the Earl of Pembroke,” Chacal declared. “If John were here, he would not deny me access.”

			“Then you will have to wait until the king accommodates you,” Criel rasped, his hand falling to the hilt of his sword. “Until then, Marshal’s order will be obeyed.”

			For one long moment Chacal glared at the constable, his remorseless grey eyes narrowed to slits, considering the challenge. Then suddenly, and without further argument, he swung on his heel and stalked out.

			Criel let out a sigh of irritation. He could understand the mercenary’s desire to prove he had not been incompetent—it was entirely possible that his failure to keep a safe watch would result in dismissal from de Socienne’s band—but he had no intention of disobeying a direct order from the earl. He would be heartily glad when this investigation was over—hopefully with a successful conclusion—and both the king and his band of routiers were gone from Canterbury.

			***

			Fifteen miles away, in Dover castle, another confrontation was in progress, but this one was being conducted in soft tones and with subtlety. King John had just informed his wife that he intended to return to Canterbury in the morning, telling her it was imperative he meet with the archbishop to discuss the forthcoming council in the new year.

			“I shall stay, as before, at the guesthouse in the cathedral priory,” he informed her. “If there is need, you can send a message to me there.”

			“But am I not to go with you, my lord?” Isabella asked, her voice deceptively submissive. “It will be lonely here without your company.”

			“Not yet, my love,” John said gently. “Until this murderer has been caught, Canterbury is not safe.”

			Isabella’s eyes flashed with temper, but she was careful to keep her expression hidden. Although only fifteen years of age, she had been wedded to John for three years now, and was astute enough to understand how his mind worked. With a little guile she was certain she could inveigle him into agreeing with her wishes. The castle at Dover was bitterly cold; the wind blowing across the Narrow Sea and sweeping around the fortress high on the cliff-tops made it impossible for her and her two attendants to venture outside, even swathed in heavy fur-lined cloaks. And as the castle was primarily a military fortification inhabited only by Constable de Burgh and the soldiers of the garrison, there was no entertainment or interesting companions to provide diversion. Despite her husband’s prohibition, she was impatient to return to the town.

			“Could I not stay in the guesthouse of the priory at St. Sepulchre’s?” she asked demurely. “Surely I will be safe enough there with the nuns to watch over me? Please, John. It is close to the town and you will be able to visit me often.”

			The priory was just outside Canterbury and ruled over by a most capable, and formidable, prioress. Many ladies of noble birth, or considerable wealth, sought refuge in a nunnery for one reason or another—to escape being wed to an undesirable suitor, to hide an unwanted pregnancy or for a time of restful solitude in the early days of widowhood—and the accommodations were often luxurious. If Isabella were fortunate, there would be at least one or two highborn ladies in residence whose company would help to while away the dreary hours, and there was also the possibility that, once she was near to Canterbury, she could persuade John to allow her further liberties, such as attending services at the cathedral.

			John blew out his cheeks in exasperation. Even though Isabella could be capricious, he was still enamoured of his young wife and hated to disappoint her. While it was true that his prime reason for seeking her hand in marriage had been to ally himself with the powerful Count of Angoulême, he had also been entranced by her beauty and determined to possess it. After their marriage, it had delighted him to find that she was a willing partner in bed-sport and although he possessed a reputation for being a lecher, he had only, on two or three isolated occasions, felt the desire to be intimate with another woman since the day they had been wed. Now, his inclination to please her warring with his fear that she might be in danger if in close proximity to Canterbury, he tried another tack to dissuade her.

			“My love, you told me your courses were late. If you are enceinte, it would be unwise to put our future heir in jeopardy by taking an unnecessary journey in such foul weather.”

			“Pah,” she exclaimed, waving her hand scornfully and rising to her feet. “How could any child of ours quail at such a minor inconvenience? He will be possessed of the strength of his forbears, yours and mine, not some frail bundle that never dares to venture outside lest the wind blow on him too strongly.”

			As she strode to and fro, she could see, by the uncertainty on her husband’s face, that she was winning the argument. Even though her menses had come upon her that morning and she knew she was not gravid, there was no need to inform John of that fact just yet, and so she continued her diatribe, deciding that a little display of pique might finally persuade him.

			“Any son, or daughter, of ours will inherit the courage and valour of his lineage,” she declared, holding her head high. “Do you dare to infer that such a one might be too puny to withstand a scant few hours on horseback?”

			Faced with the impossibility of admitting such a charge, John had no choice but to agree. “Very well,” he said. “But we will start out very early in the morning. Ensure that you and your ladies are ready by dawn else you will be left behind.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Next morning, Nicolaa was awoken by the cathedral bells ringing the hour of Prime. Her night’s sleep had been a restless one, disturbed by bizarre images of the murdered washerwoman—whom she had never seen—and the dead steward, a person also unknown to her. Their faces had been nothing more than a blur, but their bodies had been contorted in the throes of agonizing death, with the familiar figure of the king pacing in the background. After tossing and turning for some hours, she had finally fallen into a deep slumber and, when the bells rang out the hour, had woken with a feeling of unease, lacking any sense of rejuvenation.

			Glancing around the chamber, she saw that the fire in the hearth had been rekindled and on a small table beside her bed was a cup of mulled herbal posset, the steam still rising from the surface. Alongside was a bowl filled with warm water, a fresh towel and a small square of linen with which to perform her ablutions. Clare must have attended to these comforts and Nicolaa was thankful that the sempstress was, once again, proving her worth. The girl respected her mistress’s penchant for privacy but, at the same time, anticipated her needs and supplied them without intrusion.

			After sluicing her face and hands and donning a warm gown and kirtle, Nicolaa went down to the hall. Miles de Laxton and Gilles de Laubrec were there before her, as was young Gianni and Clare, all breaking their fast on cold mutton and small loaves of white manchet bread. Dauton came quickly to attend her and when she enquired if Sir Bascot had yet arisen, she was informed that he had got up much earlier and had gone to attend Mass at the nearby church of St. Margaret before going to meet the Earl of Pembroke at the castle.

			“With your permission, lady, Gianni and I will now be leaving ourselves to visit Mistress Cooper,” Miles said, finishing the last morsel of bread that lay on his trencher. “Even though the interrogation of the vintner and his men has not yet been carried out, if they should be proved innocent, as de Marins expects, our going now will save wasting time waiting for the result.”

			Nicolaa gave the knight a nod of assent and asked if a report of yesterday’s happenings had been sent to the priory guesthouse to await John’s return from Dover. Miles confirmed that a man-at-arms had been despatched with it at first light. She then addressed de Laubrec. “I intend to go to the cathedral for the morning service, Gilles, and Clare will accompany me. You will come along as escort. Please see that mounts are made ready; it is too cold to go on foot.”

			De Laubrec hurried off to do her bidding, and a short time later they were riding through the streets of Canterbury to the cathedral, their horses’ hooves scuffing through a thin layer of snow. The thoroughfares, for the most part, were uninhabited. The cold weather seemed to be keeping most of the townsfolk inside and only a few goodwives, well wrapped up, were out shopping. It did not take them long to reach the cathedral gate.

			Once she had passed through the massive doors of the west portal into the cathedral and was standing in the nave, Nicolaa felt, with relief, a sense of tranquility descend on her. The soaring roof, gilded statues and sainted remains of Becket, the sweet smell of incense and the sound of a choir of monks reciting the Trina Oratio—a threefold prayer in honour of the Trinity—diminished the uncertainty fostered by the nightmares of a few hours before. With a heartfelt prayer of thanks she knelt with the rest of the sparse congregation to listen as a deacon intoned the words of the service and, once it was over, she rose to her feet with a renewed sense of purpose.

			As she made her way back to the door, de Laubrec and Clare at her heels, a monk clad in the somber black robe of a Benedictine approached her and politely said that he had been sent by Archbishop Walter to ask if she would spare him a few moments of her time.

			Telling Gilles and her maidservant to wait by the entrance, Nicolaa followed the monk along the short length of a side chapel and into a warren of corridors that led to a small chamber above the crypt. As she walked, she wondered why the archbishop wished to see her. After the king—and some said before—Hubert Walter was the most powerful man in England. Not only was he first primate in the land, he was also the chancellor, an office he had been awarded by John for supporting his claim to the throne following the death of King Richard. Although her husband, Gerard, through the demands of his post as sheriff, often had occasion to meet with Walter, she had never before come face-to-face with the man, their only contact through letters involving her role as hereditary castellan of Lincoln castle. As the monk gently knocked on the door, pushed it open and quietly announced her arrival, she took a deep breath and walked into the room.

			***

			The archbishop was a tall man, almost of a height with William Marshal, with a craggy face still retaining a faint yellowish tinge from exposure to the harsh rays of the sun in Outremer when he had accompanied King Richard on crusade a decade before. His eyes were hazel and he had a great beak of a nose, but his mouth was generous and the deep creases alongside suggested that it was often curved in humour. Although dressed in plain robes, the skullcap he wore on his head was heavily encrusted with jeweled embroidery and, as well as the magnificent Episcopal ring inlaid with rubies and pears, other circlets set with precious stones adorned his large-knuckled fingers.

			As Nicolaa entered, the archbishop turned from a brazier where he had been warming his hands and greeted her. Going down on one knee, she kissed his ring of office and received his blessing, after which he bade her be seated on a chair in front of a large oaken desk.

			“I am pleased to finally make your acquaintance, lady,” he said as he took a comfortable padded chair on the other side. “Our meeting has been too long a time in coming.”

			Nicolaa nodded politely and waited for him to tell her of the purpose of his summons. Walter was renowned for his astuteness just as much for, if not more than, his organizational talents and ability in matters of the law. He was a force to be reckoned with and guarded the interest of whichever monarch he served with a passion that was as sincere as it was self-serving. She doubted that his desire to speak to her was related to mundane matters.

			He looked at her and smiled. “I imagine you are wondering why I asked you here.”

			“I am, Your Grace,” Nicolaa replied, glancing as she did so at a pile of parchment that lay near the archbishop’s hand. She recognised Gianni’s neat script on the top piece of paper, and realised that the stack comprised the transcripts of the interviews he and Miles had conducted, and that she had forwarded to John. The one that detailed the murder of the steward was on the top and, since the king was still in Dover, must have been intercepted by the archbishop when it arrived earlier that morning.

			Walter regarded her across the desk, seeing a short-statured woman of middle age with a pair of slightly protuberant blue eyes that looked into his steadily. Her face was calm and her small hands, resting easily in her lap, were still. In his long career as ecclesiastic and statesman, he had dealt with many people—amongst them the Muslim leader Saladin when he had acted as negotiator with the infidel on behalf of King Richard—and deemed himself a good judge of human character. He had been told by John that the hereditary castellan of Lincoln castle was a woman of high principle, both direct and honest, and thought that the king had summed up her character well. It was certain she would detect any attempt at subterfuge, so he decided that candour was the best métier for him to adopt.

			“The matter I wish to discuss with you concerns the investigation into the murder of the king’s washerwoman, and this has become even more urgent now that another servant has been killed,” Walter said quietly. “I arrived back in Canterbury from Westminster on the morning after the first death and, later that day, the king told me what had happened, and has kept me apprised of the course of the investigation and privy to the reports you have sent.” He touched the tips of his fingers briefly on the pile of parchment as he spoke. “John and I have also discussed the various motives that could be behind the perpetration of these murders, including the possibility there is a connection to the imprisonment of his nephew, Arthur.”

			Walter raised his shrewd hazel eyes and gave Nicolaa a piercing look. “It is about this last that I wish to speak to you.”

			Nicolaa felt a frisson of dread as the archbishop leaned back in his chair and, resting his elbows on the arms, steepled his fingers in front of him. “There are certain . . . circumstances about Arthur’s fate,” he said softly, “that, should they become common knowledge, might endanger the security of the realm. It is not only in the interest of the king, but of all of his subjects, that they are kept confidential. It is, therefore, most important that if, during the course of the murder investigation, some fact should arise that compromises that security, steps are taken to see that it is suppressed.”

			“I do not see how this matter concerns me, Your Grace,” Nicolaa replied, trying to forestall him from saying more. Marshal had told her that John had carefully sidestepped revealing the whereabouts of his nephew, or whether he had been tortured, and if that was what the archbishop was about to disclose, she had no wish to know of it. Such knowledge could be dangerous to those that possessed it and, by association, to their families. “It is the Templar who is investigating the murders, not I.”

			Walter leaned forward and poured them both a cup of wine from a flagon on the table. Nicolaa took only a small sip; she wanted to keep all of her wits about her during this conversation.

			“That is true, lady, but de Marins was formerly in your retinue and, since he is staying with you and your entourage at the house on Watling Street, will be more than likely to share any information he garners with the lady whom he once served and, I am told, still holds in great esteem. And therein lies the reason for the favour that the king wishes me to ask of you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			About the same time as Nicolaa was being shown into the archbishop’s presence, William Marshal and Bascot were finishing their interrogation of the wine merchant and his employees in the castle. They had been fetched from the cells by two guards and made to stand in the hall before the earl and Bascot while they were questioned. De Ponte had been vociferous in his protest at their arrest, his red beard bristling with indignation as he had declared that as an influential burgess of the town, and one whose family had lived in Canterbury since a decade after the conquest of England by King William I, he should not have been subjected to such treatment.

			“There are not, and never have been, any lawbreakers in my family,” he had said stoutly, “and I demand to know on what grounds you ordered the incarceration of myself and my men.”

			Marshal had answered him mildly, undisturbed by the outburst. Tapping the note from a local apothecary that Criel had handed him that morning, he said, “Your employees had access to a room in the royal townhouse where a deadly poison was discovered.” His words brought a gasp of dismay from the merchant, and the earl leaned forward and read the words in front of him. “It says here that a flagon of wine—which came from a keg that you supplied, Master de Ponte—contained conium maculatum, commonly known as hemlock, a lethal poison that kills in a very short time. You are very fortunate, Master de Ponte, that it was the steward who died from swallowing it, and not the king, else your handling would have been much harsher.”

			The wine merchant’s face was ashen. “My lord, I had no hand in this, I swear to you, as God is my witness.”

			Marshal leaned forward, his craggy features hard and his voice like granite. “Can you prove that, Master de Ponte? Can you provide a witness that will vouch for your innocence and testify that neither you nor any of your men are responsible for placing this poison in the king’s buttery?”

			“No, no . . . of course not,” de Ponte replied. “How can I verify that an act did not take place? It would be impossible.”

			“Exactly,” Marshal said. “So, merchant, you will cease your bluster and answer my questions without further ado.”

			Terrified, de Ponte had submitted meekly, as had his men. They all swore that they had not known about the mixture Inglis used and could not, therefore, have adulterated it. Ailwin, the eldest of the three employees and the man who was in charge of the boat, claimed that he never left the craft while deliveries were in progress, so could not have committed the crime. The two younger men—Turgot and Eric—were visibly trembling by this time, but found the strength to vigorously deny their involvement.

			Questioned as to their backgrounds, all three of the delivery men claimed, as had de Ponte, that they were from the Canterbury area and had no connection with the king’s household other than to deliver the wine. They had all spoken at one time or another to Inglis, they said, but only while they were engaged in taking their master’s wares into the townhouse; the steward had been brusque, but had never given cause for them to bear enmity. As for the washerwoman, only de Ponte admitted to being acquainted with her, and that only because her family, like his own, were longtime residents of Canterbury, but he claimed not to have spoken to her since she had arrived in town this last time, or have had any reason to wish her death. Additionally, both Turgot and Eric claimed that the steward had been in the buttery all of the time they were delivering the wine, directing them as to the placement of the kegs and so, even if they had known it was there, they had no opportunity to tamper with the honeyed concoction.

			Finally, Marshal had allowed them to go, and as they hastily departed, he turned to Bascot and asked if he believed they had been telling the truth.

			“I am almost certain of it,” the Templar replied thoughtfully. “And mainly for the reasons I mentioned earlier. If one of them had wanted to kill the king, why not just adulterate one of the kegs? And even if they had gone to the complicated lengths of poisoning the mixture, why not wait to see if this stratagem was successful before making a second attempt on John’s life? No, I do not think they are guilty.”

			“I agree,” Marshal declared. “Besides, none of them, even de Ponte, appears to have the mettle for such a venture.”

			“No, they do not,” Bascot concurred. “I fear we must look elsewhere for the murderer.”

			***

			Gianni and Miles de Laxton were not having any greater success than Marshal and Bascot, although they did discover another connection between the two victims. Arriving at Maud Cooper’s house just after Terce, they found the goodwife just about to set off to purchase the family’s daily victuals from the market in Burgate Street. When asked if she could spare them a few minutes of her time, she willingly assented and, at Miles’ request, sent one of the older boys from her numerous brood of children to fetch Edith Bottler from her home.

			When the two women were both comfortably seated on stools in the downstairs room of Mistress Cooper’s home, a sturdily built little house two stories high with a workshop attached where her husband made the barrels he sold, the knight told them of Inglis’ murder and the manner of it. To his surprise, they were already aware that the steward was dead, and since the royal townhouse was virtually sealed off from the rest of the town, Miles asked how they had come by the knowledge so quickly.

			“His body was seen being removed to the death house at All Saint’s church,” Edith Bottler replied and then gave a sad smile. “There’s not much that goes on in Canterbury that can be kept secret, lord,” she said. “’Tis also known that Master de Ponte and some of his servants were taken to the castle gaol, but as to that, ’tis not yet known why.”

			Her last words finished on an interrogative note, hoping that Miles would enlighten her, but the knight sidestepped the subject, saying that he and Gianni had come to try and discover if Molly’s death and the steward’s were connected, and asking if either of them could remember Molly speaking of Inglis or expressing her opinion of him.

			“Aye, lord, she did,” Maud replied and then added, “She said he were a lecher.”

			Both men looked at her in amazement, and Edith Bottler spoke up. “Now that weren’t exactly true, Maud,” she said in admonishment. Turning to Miles, she said, “Molly only said that he was in the habit of bedding a widow woman in the town. ’Tis not quite the same thing as going willy-nilly all about and tumbling a whole multitude of females.”

			“No, it’s not,” Miles replied, trying to suppress a smile. “Do either of you know the name of this woman?”

			Maud nodded. “Her name is Cecily Wattson and she lives in St. Peter’s Street, close to Westgate.”

			As Gianni jotted down the information on his tablet, Miles asked both women if Molly had said anything else about Inglis. “Was she a friend of his, do you think, one with whom she might have exchanged confidences?”

			Maud and her neighbour exchanged glances and then Edith said, “I don’t rightly think they were friends, lord. Molly said the steward was a testy man and often took advantage of his position.”

			Miles waited for her to expand on her statement and, after a moment’s pause, she did so, choosing her words carefully. “I don’t wish to speak ill of one who has been so foully murdered, but Molly told us that Inglis often took victuals from the king’s kitchen to give to the widow when he visited her, and that she took him to task about it on one of her visits to Canterbury. He told her to keep her opinions to herself and look to her own transgressions and leave his alone.”

			Maud’s face blushed with embarrassment and Miles said gently, “Did Molly ever bring you supplies from the king’s store as well, Mistress Cooper?”

			“Only some half-cakes of soap once, lord, and another time she brought me some linen that was worn. ’Twas things that were not good enough for the king and Molly said they would only be thrown away, so I might as well have them.” Her words came out in a rush and then she asked worriedly, “I won’t be charged for thieving, will I, lord? I didn’t take them myself and Molly is dead. . . .”

			“Do not worry, mistress. Your sister was correct. The king put a high value on your sister’s service, and would not begrudge her taking things that were no longer of any use to him,” Miles said soothingly.

			At the look of relief on her face, the knight returned to the subject of Inglis, addressing Edith. “So it would appear that Molly would not have confided in the steward if there was anyone she had reason to fear, or some indiscretion to report?”

			“Well, as to that, lord, I’m not exactly sure. They had both been royal servants for a very long time and Molly might have shared such a confidence with him, especially if it was to do with one of the servants at the townhouse. If she did tell him anything, there’s a chance he repeated it to Cecily Wattson. Inglis had been seeing the widow for nigh on ten years afore he was poisoned, ever since her husband went to his own grave, and if the steward was like most men, he’d of been as likely as not to spill a secret or two to the woman who was sharing his pillow.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Nicolaa had waited in silence, and with some trepidation, for Archbishop Walter to elaborate on the king’s request concerning the Templar. Before he did so, however, he had leaned forward and spoken to her earnestly.

			“You must know that after Richard died, I was not certain that the Earl of Pembroke had the right of it when he urged me to support John’s ascension to England’s throne. I believed then that Arthur, even though young and untried, would be preferable. I even went so far as to tell Marshal that he might live to regret his choice although, in the end, I agreed to uphold it. I now realise that I was in error. Arthur is arrogant and brash. He would have been completely unsuitable as a monarch while John, for all his faults, does take his responsibilities seriously and, for the most part, carries them out well. And that is why I have supported him throughout his short time on the throne, and the reason I am supporting him now. It is important that you understand this, lady, and know that I would not ask for your cooperation if it was not necessary in order to keep John, and his hold on the throne of England, secure.”

			Nicolaa nodded. Despite her reluctance to be involved in whatever plot John and the archbishop were hatching, she could hardly refuse if the situation was as serious as Walter claimed.

			Assured of her willingness to listen, Walter sat back in his chair and spoke in calm, quiet tones. “What I am about to tell you is known to only the few whose inclusion was unavoidable. Arthur, and his well-being, have been the subject of many rumours since John took him prisoner at Mirabeau—that he has been maimed and tortured, or even been put to death by the king. All of them are falsehoods. The truth is that John has not committed any of these heinous acts and Arthur is still alive.” He gave a heavy sigh. “Although, lady, I must say that it might be better if he were, in fact, dead.”

			Shocked by the cruel statement, Nicolaa audibly drew in her breath, and the archbishop gave a wry smile. “Your reaction is understandable, lady, but please hear me out before you pass judgement. I am not as heartless as I may appear.”

			After taking a brief sip of wine, he told her what had happened earlier that year on the eve of Eastertide, and how John had Arthur brought to a private chamber late at night to make one final effort at reconciliation.

			“Only William de Briouze, constable of Rouen castle, was present at the meeting between them and he was the sole witness to a violent argument that broke out between the pair, and which, unfortunately, was heard by a servant passing outside the door of the chamber. It was this servant’s overhearing that probably gave rise to the many rumours, and with the embellishment it is common for most people to add to any exciting event of which they in truth know little, it became a report that the king, in a rage, had murdered Arthur. But even though the lad’s reaction to John’s effort to heal the breach between them was his usual belligerence, castigating his uncle and claiming he was a hypocrite, the king never had any intention of harming the boy. John has assured me of this and I believe him.”

			Walter gave Nicolaa a searching look, and she knew he was about to reveal the truth of the matter. “It is what happened at the end of that confrontation that has been kept hidden, and is in dire need of remaining so,” he said. “It is also the reason for your presence here.”

			At Nicolaa’s nod of understanding, he continued. “The argument was heated, as I said, and realizing the futility of any further discussion, John ordered Briouze to take his nephew back to his cell. But Arthur would not go willingly, and continued to yell insults at the king. Briouze got him as far as the door when one of the hounds that had been in the chamber—a wolfhound that is a favourite of John’s—became very agitated and sprang at Arthur, knocking him backwards, through the open doorway and down the stairs. The steps are steep, and spiral. John and the constable immediately ran to see if he had sustained any injuries. Arthur was unconscious, but they saw that he had struck his head most severely and that one of his legs was twisted unnaturally.”

			Walter’s voice was full of chagrin as he went on. “The king immediately sent for the infirmarian of the Priory of St. Gervais—as I am sure you will know, the priory is not too far distant from the castle. By the time the monk came to examine the lad, he was vomiting and his demeanour was nonsensical—his speech was slurred and he kept rubbing one eye as though his vision was dimmed. The infirmarian’s assessment was daunting. One of Arthur’s kneecaps had been smashed by the fall, but much more serious was the injury he had sustained to his head. It was the infirmarian’s opinion that Arthur’s brain had been severely damaged, and that it might result in permanent cognitive disability or even death. He suggested that the prince be taken to the infirmary so he could be properly cared for. John agreed and Arthur was secretly taken to the priory that night, and has been there ever since. There has been little improvement in his condition over the intervening months. The damage to his knee has mended as well as it ever will, but he is crippled. His vision has not improved and he is now almost blind in one eye. But severe as these injuries are, even worse is his inability to reason. Sometimes he raves unintelligibly and at other times he stares off into space and says not a word. The infirmarian is of the opinion that he will remain in such a state for the rest of his life.”

			Walter paused and took a sip of wine, the tenor of his voice diminished slightly by the recounting. “As I said, Arthur still lives, but in his present state, he could not rule a henhouse, let alone the Duchy of Brittany. And if the infirmarian is correct in his prognosis, he will never be able to do so. There is no alternative but for him to remain where he is, in the care of the monks.”

			Nicolaa was appalled by the tale. “Do you believe this is the truth of what happened?”

			The archbishop looked at her straightly. “The details are muddled, I admit, but I am certain that it was an accident. I contacted the prior of St. Gervais after the king told me of what had passed, and he assures me that the injuries Arthur sustained are consistent with a fall down the stairs.”

			Nicolaa thought of the repercussions of what she had just been told and became angry that John had kept the reason for his nephew’s disappearance from the rest of the world, especially the Bretons. “And is it John’s intent to leave the people of Brittany indefinitely ignorant of their ruler’s fate?” she demanded. “Their present situation is untenable, for there is no one to take Arthur’s place except his sister, Eleanor, and John imprisoned her at Corfe castle after he quelled the rebellion at Mirabeau. Does he intend to release her?”

			Walter shook his head. “The king has deemed it wise to keep her far from the influence of Philip of France, for whom she, like her brother, has much sympathy. She will remain in custody unless, and until, she promises to swear fealty to John, which so far she has refused to do.”

			“Which leaves the people of Brittany with only a young child as claimant to the throne of the Duchy,” Nicolaa protested, referring to Alix, Constance of Brittany’s infant daughter by her third marriage. “Can it be wondered they are furious?”

			The archbishop conceded the point but said, in John’s defence, that the king had little choice in the matter. “Immediately after the incident, John maintained a small hope that his nephew would partially recover or at least regain his reason. By the time it became apparent that he would not, it was too late to reveal what had happened. No one would ever have believed that the injuries were accidental and instead would have been convinced that they were the result of the maiming and torturing John had threatened earlier, and rashly, to inflict on the boy.

			“What else could he do, lady,” the archbishop said in a tone of mild reproach, “but hide the truth until he has had an opportunity to repel the invasion of Philip of France?”

			***

			Nicolaa barely listened as Walter outlined John’s concern that the security of Arthur’s condition may have been breached, perhaps at the priory where he was being cared for, or by one of the two guards that Briouze had bribed to assist in transporting the young count to St. Gervais. Her outrage was building at the clandestine manner in which the incident had been handled and now, her own unwilling involvement in the deception.

			“It is quite possible that Arthur’s wretched state has nothing to do with these murders,” the archbishop added, “but it would be foolish not to take into consideration that if John’s covert action with regard to his nephew has been discovered, and the murderer is taking reprisal on the king because of it, then the whole matter could be revealed when the killer is apprehended. And that must, at all costs, be prevented. Even though many believe Arthur already dead, his fate is still an unproven rumour and, with the passage of many months since his disappearance, his name has begun to dim in people’s memory. Can you imagine the outcry, lady, if it was suddenly revealed that he was alive, and in such a piteous condition? No one would doubt that his injuries had been inflicted by John, and they would revile the king for it. There are already many English nobles who are dissatisfied with John’s rule; it is almost certain they would use his supposed mistreatment of his nephew as an excuse to withdraw their support and encourage others to join in rebellion. And Philip of France would be jubilant; what a coup it would be for him to have his enemy deemed such a villainous knave. It would not take long for John’s cause to be completely undermined.”

			“Deception often has undesirable repercussions,” Nicolaa said acidly. “That is why it is never wise to employ it.”

			“I will not argue that point with you, lady,” Walter said, “but only ask if you are willing to comply with the king’s request.”

			Nicolaa was seething with a fury she was scarcely able to contain. Why had John decided to keep the matter hidden? If Walter’s recounting of the king’s confrontation with his nephew was a true one, Briouze was a witness who could have testified that Arthur’s injury had been an accident and the priory infirmarian could have confirmed that, in all likelihood, the blow to the lad’s head had not been deliberately inflicted. All of this artifice could have been avoided if only John had been honest, and there would have been no need for this conspiracy of silence.

			And she was all too aware that the knowledge she now possessed could be dangerous—that if she did not acquiesce with John’s so-called request, reprisals could follow, not only towards herself and her husband, but also to her son. The threat, if unspoken, was there nonetheless. She felt as though she were a game bird snared in a fowler’s net, and knew it would be futile to struggle against her royal captor. Her regard for John was all but gone, and her confidence in him severely shaken.

			And she need not ask what the fate of the murderer would be if he was caught and John’s fear realised. Both she and Walter knew the answer. He would be swiftly and covertly executed, and never heard of again.

			The archbishop gazed at her with a hint of compassion in his eyes, as she thought how easily she had been gulled into cooperating with the murder investigation. If Sheriff de Cornhill had not been incapacitated there would have been no need for her involvement, but as he was—and she had no doubt he would have been subjected to the same coercion as herself if he had been available—John had chosen her to be the instrument of his deceit. This was the reason he had sent for the Templar, being confident that, through her, de Marins could be manipulated. Unbidden, her husband’s words echoed in her mind—“Be careful what you promise, wife,” Gerard had said. “John’s word cannot be relied on.”

			Good advice but, unfortunately, she had been too tardy in heeding it. Rising stiffly from her seat, she told Walter that she would do as John asked. “But you may tell the king, Your Grace, that since he has left me little choice in the matter, I do so with a heavy heart and much aversion.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Earlier that morning, John and Isabella, along with the queen’s two attendants, three packhorses laden with baggage and an armed escort of mercenaries were just leaving Dover castle on their way to St. Sepulchre’s when a castle man-at-arms could be seen approaching on the road from Canterbury, riding fast. The soldier brought his mount to a hasty stop in front of the king, dismounted and, after giving John a respectful salute, handed him a message from Constable Criel.

			The king read it swiftly and then, after a moment of stunned incredulity, slowly scanned it once more. As he did so, a slow burn of fury engulfed his face.

			Isabella, seeing her husband’s expression, asked what news the message contained.

			“There has been another murder in the royal townhouse,” he said tersely. “Inglis, the steward, has been poisoned. And, once again, it appears that either myself, or you, were the intended victim.”

			Isabella stared at him in disbelief for a moment and then crossed herself. “May God have mercy on his soul.”

			“This reinforces my opinion that it is best to keep you as far away from Canterbury as possible,” John declared. “You will remain here at Dover.”

			Isabella gazed longingly along the road on which they had been preparing to travel. It had taken all her wiles to persuade John to remove her from the cold, gloomy fortress behind them and now she was being ordered to stay. Defiance rose within her, and just as the king was raising his hand to signal Godeschal de Socienne—who was at the head of the troupe of soldiers—to turn the horses around, she spoke sharply to her husband.

			“Wait, John! You have not thought this through. This malefactor must be a man. If he managed to successfully infiltrate the servants at the townhouse without discovery, could he not just as easily do the same here at Dover, disguised as a groom or some other manservant? Surely I would be safer behind the walls of the nunnery in the company of women.”

			“How can you be certain it is a man?” John objected. “Poison is a woman’s weapon.”

			“But it can be just as easily used by a man, my lord. The first murder could not have been done by a female. Your washerwoman was very strong; it would have taken a powerful assailant to kill her so swiftly, overpowering her before she had time to cry out. Only a man could have accomplished such a feat; is it not reasonable to assume that the same villain killed the steward?”

			John considered her premise. There was a grain of truth in what she said. Her safety was of paramount importance to him, especially as she might be carrying his son and heir in her womb, so it might be wise to accede to her wishes.

			Finally, and with some reluctance, he acquiesced. “But you will stay within the walls of St. Sepulchre until I give you leave to depart,” he admonished her, “and I will not countenance any argument for you to do otherwise. Is that understood?”

			Isabella nodded obediently and pulled her fur-lined hood a little closer around her face to conceal a small smile of satisfaction. Her husband was malleable if handled correctly. Although there were times when a display of temper was effective, there were others when it was wise to play the obedient wife.

			***

			At the royal townhouse in Canterbury the atmosphere was oppressive. Guillaume Aquarius, the king’s bath attendant, sat alone in his room and reviled the silence surrounding him. He had been forced to keep to his own company, for the other servants, even the two Norman grooms that had come with the king to England, had all, since the murders, regarded him with disdain. It was as though he had, by discovering Molly’s body, become tainted with the odium of her death. Mealtimes were intolerable; no one spoke to him or displayed the least amiability towards him and, unable to leave the townhouse to seek the company of other people in a church or an alehouse, he was very lonely. He thought he would lose his wits if he had to withstand the atmosphere much longer.

			He had not expected to be treated in such a churlish fashion by the rest of the staff. He had thought they would be morbidly curious, perhaps, or maybe sympathetic, but not that they would shun him. And, after being questioned by the knight, he knew he was one of the foremost suspects for committing Molly’s murder. And now that Inglis had been poisoned, he would probably be blamed for that as well. He shivered when he recalled the glance that had passed between the knight and his young mute companion when he had told them the name of his birthplace. Pontorson was very close to the border of Brittany, and he knew they were speculating as to whether or not he had Breton connections amongst his family and friends. Only a fool would not know what this implied; Arthur, count of Brittany, was rumoured to have been slain by the king, and it was entirely possible that it had been a Breton sympathizer who, attempting to take reprisal on John for the murder of their count, had killed two of his servants in the process. He should have lied about his name, but had been fearful that the king might be told what he had said and recall his true one.

			A cold sheen of sweat appeared on Aquarius’ high domed forehead. He had not expected that this commission in England would be fraught with such dangers. He had severely overestimated his abilities, he thought, and decided to do whatever was necessary to keep himself safe, even if it meant risking the safety of another.

			***

			Miles and Gianni found Cecily Wattson’s home without difficulty by following Edith Bottler’s directions. She had told them that the widow’s deceased husband had been a parchment seller, and had owned quite a lucrative business near the cathedral which, at his death, had been inherited by his two sons. “He also had a large house near Westgate,” she had added, “and it was left to Cecily as her widow’s portion. She still lives there, and supports herself by renting out the rooms on the upper floor as lodgings, mostly to pilgrims. You will find it easy enough; it has a picture of the blessed St. Thomas on the lintel above the door.”

			And so it had proven. The house was of two stories and well-kept with a stone foundation above which rose walls of tarred oak beams infilled with wattle and daub. The sign Edith had mentioned was a garish one, depicting the slain archbishop with a sword cleaving his tonsure and globules of red paint spattered about his pate to represent the blood that had gushed from the terrible wound that had killed him.

			Snow was falling quite heavily when they knocked at the door and it was opened by a middle-aged maidservant wearing a downcast expression. She nodded solemnly when Miles asked her if this was the house of Cecily Wattson.

			When the knight made a request to speak with her mistress, the servant’s reply was not encouraging. “She is not very well at the moment, lord,” she said sadly. “A close friend has just died, and she is sick with grief for his passing.”

			“I take it you are speaking of Inglis, the steward at the royal townhouse,” Miles asked and, when they maid confirmed his assumption, said gently, “His death is the reason we have come. I am here at the behest of William Marshal, the earl of Pembroke, and must, I am afraid, have a few moments of Mistress Wattson’s time.”

			The maid, nodding solemnly, led them down an oak-paneled passage into a comfortably furnished chamber fitted out with padded chairs and settles, and sheepskin rugs scattered about on the floor.

			Cecily Wattson was sitting beside a capacious hearth in which a fire was blazing. She was a tall, amply-fleshed woman, with a snow-white coif covering hair that, judging by the rim that showed just above her forehead, was now grey. About fifty years of age, she had a pleasant face, with a round chin and a pair of handsome dark brown eyes that were red-rimmed from weeping. She looked up with scant attention when the two visitors were shown into the room, but when the maid told her of their errand, she bid them be seated and sent the servant for refreshments.

			“Please forgive my distraction, lord,” she said to Miles. “I have known Inglis for many years and, as I assume you must have been told by the gossips else you would not be here, he was not only my friend but, since my husband died, my paramour.”

			Miles, relieved that she was so forthright about her intimate relationship with the steward, expressed his condolences for her loss and then explained that he and Gianni were in the retinue of Lady Nicolaa de la Haye, hereditary castellan of Lincoln, and had been charged with assisting the investigation into the murders of both her lover and the washerwoman.

			Mistress Wattson listened with solemn attention as he went on. “We have come to ask if you may have any information about Inglis that might lead to discovery of the person who killed him. Did he mention to you, at any time, anyone with whom he had quarreled, a servant perhaps, or someone in the town?

			Cecily gave the matter a few moments’ thought and then slowly shook her head. “Not that I can recall, although he could be fussy at times, and may have argued with someone and not mentioned it to me.”

			Disappointed, Miles asked when she had last seen the steward. “His regular habit was to come each week on Thursday,” she replied, “but he didn’t come this week and, in truth, I had not expected him.”

			“And why was that, mistress?” Miles asked.

			Stifling a sob, she explained. “He and I exchanged cross words on his last visit. He wanted us to marry, you see, and although I loved him, I did not wish to become his wife, nor any other man’s. I am happy with my life as it is; my sons and their families come to visit without the constraint of another husband having replaced their father, the pilgrims that lodge here provide me with good company and I may spend my money as I please. Inglis assured me he would not change any of that, but having been married before I am well aware that it is the husband who has the order of his wife’s ways, and I was not completely certain that Inglis would allow me to go on as I have been.”

			She ceased speaking for a moment, and then, with an appealing look in her tear-stained eyes, said, “But the last time he was here, Inglis pressed his suit yet again, and I lost my patience and took him to task for his persistence. I am afraid we both lost our tempers and had a very acrimonious exchange, with many harsh words said by both of us. I never spoke to him again and, to be truthful, later regretted that I had not been more tactful. It is not surprising that, on the last occasion I saw him, he treated me with disdain and refused to acknowledge my presence.”

			Despite an obvious effort to restrain the emotion she was feeling, tears streamed down her face as she spoke these last words. Trying to distract her, Miles asked if Inglis had ever mentioned Molly, the king’s washerwoman and, if so, what he had said.

			“Since she and Inglis were both murdered in the townhouse,” he told her, “and so near to each other in time, we are trying to discover if there was some link between them that may have been a common cause for their deaths.”

			Blotting her tears dry with a small square of linen, the widow made an attempt to compose herself and, after a moment or two, was able to answer the question.

			“Yes, he did speak of her on one or two occasions.” She gave a wan smile in remembrance. “I think he was a little envious of her, although he never admitted it. You see, although he had been the king’s steward for many years, he rarely saw any of the monarchs he served, for their visits to the townhouse could be many months apart and, even when they came, were usually not of long duration. But Molly, because she travelled with the king, was often in his company, a fact about which she was inclined to boast. I think Inglis believed she felt herself superior to him because of it.”

			“If they did not have the common bond of friendship, it is not likely she would have confided in him about someone who bore her enmity,” Miles reflected regretfully.

			Cecily held up her hand to correct his assumption. “Perhaps I have given you a false impression. Although I have said that Inglis might have been jealous of Molly, I do not think he disliked her. As a matter of fact, I remember him telling me once that they had jested together about the king’s habit of calling all of his bath attendants by the name Aquarius, particularly because the man who was filling the post at the time had eyes that reminded Molly of a fish. She apparently said to Inglis that it would be more appropriate to call him Pisces, after the symbol of that sign. He found the pun hilarious and told me of it. Such familiarity would suggest they shared some degree of comradeship, if only because they had both been royal servants for such a long time.”

			Miles glanced at Gianni, who had scribbled some words on his tablet and handed it to the knight. When he read what the lad had written, the knight realised that he had not, out of consideration for the widow, allowed her to finish her recounting of the last time she had seen the steward.

			“If I understood you correctly, you made mention of one final occasion on which you saw Inglis but did not speak with him,” he said to Cecily. “When was that?”

			“At church,” she replied. “We were both in the habit of attending St. Peter’s for early-morning Mass—it is the closest church to both the royal townhouse and my home—and although we never made any overt sign of our friendship lest it fuel the tongues of the scandalmongers, we would always greet each other courteously as we joined the congregation. But on this occasion—it was the morning of the day that the washerwoman was murdered, I remember—Inglis ignored me. I was hurt, but I could hardly make issue of it, especially as he was deep in conversation with Molly at the time.”

			“Did you hear what they were speaking about?” Miles asked her.

			“No,” she replied. “I was not close enough, but I made certain that I was standing in full view of Inglis so he would take note of my presence, and perhaps give me an opportunity to mend our argument. But, as I said, he ignored me and pretended to be preoccupied with whatever it was that he and Molly were discussing. Their conversation seemed intense and he was shaking his head in a most determined manner at whatever it was that she was saying. Then another man walked up and joined them and, as Inglis turned to greet him, he was forced to look in my direction. But he ignored me, and let his glance slide over me as though I were a stranger. There could be no doubt that his snub was intentional.”

			“I am sorry,” Miles said lamely but with sincerity. Even though he could not understand what it was that she had found attractive about the pompous steward, it was apparent her sorrow was genuine and he truly hoped that, with time, it would be eased. “This other man that joined them, did you know him?”

			“No, I had never seen him before. I assume he was one of the servants that had come with the king from Normandy, for he had a badge bearing the royal insignia stitched on the side of his hat.”

			“Can you describe him to me?” Miles asked.

			“He was tall, and of a clerkly appearance, with a rather large nose and receding chin.”

			Miles and Gianni exchanged glances. The man whom Cecily had described could only be Guillaume Aquarius, the king’s bath attendant. The fact that he had been in conversation with the two people who had, so soon after, been murdered might be of no import, but he would need to be questioned about it all the same. Thanking Cecily for her time, Miles rose from his seat and, with Gianni at his side, took leave of the grief-stricken widow.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			By the time Bascot and William Marshal had finished questioning de Ponte and his employees, snow was falling heavily and beginning to lie thick upon the ground. As they rode out of the bail, the Templar said that before he went to the royal townhouse to conduct further interviews with the servants, he would return to Watling Street to learn the outcome of Miles and Gianni’s visit to Mistress Cooper. The earl decided to accompany him. “Perhaps if I linger long enough,” he said, only half in jest, “Lady Nicolaa will invite me to stay for the midday meal. There are few travellers in the guesthouse at the moment and it will be pleasant to share the company of those who have a degree of bonhomie. The good brothers at the priory show me every courtesy, but are far from mirthful.”

			Giving Bascot a sidelong glance, he added, “I mean no disparagement of your calling, de Marins. The fault is mine. I fear my temperament is not suited to gravity.”

			The Templar smiled and took no offence at the statement. He had a liking for Marshal and welcomed his company.

			Shortly after they arrived at Watling Street, Gianni and Miles came in and joined them in the hall where they were sitting with Nicolaa, Gilles de Laubrec and Clare. Over a cup of mulled wine, Miles related what had passed during their visit to the washerwoman’s sister and how they had been told that Inglis had a paramour. He then went on to relate the details of their interview with Cecily Wattson, and her witness of what appeared to be an argument between her lover and the washerwoman.

			“She also said,” Miles added, “that a man joined the pair during the quarrel and her description fits Guillaume Aquarius, the bath attendant.”

			“If I recall the information in Gianni’s notes correctly,” Bascot said, “did Aquarius not say, during your interview with him, that he had no knowledge of any person with whom the washwoman was at odds?”

			“Yes. It is obvious he is lying, but I cannot fathom why. It could not have been to protect the steward from suspicion, for he, too, has since been murdered.”

			“Nonetheless, there must have been a reason,” Bascot said. “And one that must be found out. I will take the matter up with the bath attendant when I go to the townhouse.”

			At that moment, Dauton entered the chamber and announced that the midday meal was ready to be served. As the earl had hoped, Nicolaa invited him to join them and they all sat down to the repast, Gianni and Clare at the bottom of the table as befit their lower stations.

			All of them ate with relish; there was beef roasted over a spit and glazed with a crispy layer of fat, coney pie and a hearty lamb pottage, accompanied by small loaves of manchet bread and a wheel of creamy cheese. Once they had finished the main course, bowls of winter apples and preserves of apricot, apple and plum followed along with a huge platter of oatmeal griddle cakes. The conversation was lively. Miles encouraged the earl to speak of his younger days, when he had earned his livelihood on the tourney circuit, and there was much merriment as Marshal told of the time he had faced a raw young knight who had been so cack-handed there was a danger of being unseated by virtue of his clumsiness.

			“He sent his squire to me afterwards,” Marshal said, “asking my pardon for his inexperience and offering a purse of silver in recompense. Even though I had already won his saddle and armour, I took it, for he had, it seemed, more money than sense.”

			While the others laughed, Bascot noticed that Lady Nicolaa remained silent and lost in contemplation. In a murmured aside to Gilles, who was sitting next him, he asked if aught had occurred that morning to distract her.

			“Not that I know of,” de Laubrec answered. “She was a little pensive before we attended Mass at the cathedral, but the service seemed to hearten her, and she was in good spirits afterwards. But then she was called to a meeting with Archbishop Walter and her glum mood returned. She has hardly spoken a word since she left him.”

			Just as Marshal proclaimed his intention of returning to the priory, Dauton ushered in a man-at-arms from the castle, who had come with a message for the earl.

			“Constable Criel gives you his greeting, lord, and has sent me to tell you that the king has returned from Dover and requests that you join him at the cathedral guesthouse.” The soldier’s cloak was sodden with a layer of snow and Marshal, noting the fact, said he had better be on his way before the streets became impassable.

			After the earl left, and Miles and Gilles excused themselves, Nicolaa dismissed Clare and Gianni and asked Bascot to remain. Once the tables had been cleared, and Dauton had poured them both a cup of wine, she told the steward to shut the door behind him and ensure that she and the Templar were not disturbed.

			Once they were alone, Nicolaa took a sip of her wine and sat in silence for a moment before speaking. “I have a request to make of you, de Marins, concerning this murder investigation. But before I do so, I must ask you to keep in confidence what I am about to say and reveal it to no one, not even the Earl of Pembroke.”

			The seriousness with which she spoke made Bascot pause before he answered. He had no wish to offend her but could not, in all conscience, pledge to do as she asked, for he was constrained by the rules of the Order. “Lady, I would willingly comply, but you must know that, as a Templar, I am bound to report all of my actions, and any information I learn, to Master Berard in London.”

			Nicolaa ran her fingers around the base of the wine cup, as though the movement would help her to phrase her next words. Finally, she said, “Apart from that proviso, will you give me your word?”

			“I will,” Bascot replied.

			Nicolaa sighed. “I cannot tell you the reason for what I am about to ask you to do; only that it is not of my making, nor to my liking, but that, in loyalty to my oath of fealty, I am duty bound to safeguard certain information. Do you understand?”

			“I think so, lady,” Bascot said. Her phrasing left him in no doubt that the matter was connected to the king.

			“Very well,” Nicolaa replied. “Then I must ask that if, during the course of the investigation, you discover the motive for the slayings, or the identity of the perpetrator, you take no action upon that finding, or share the details with anyone, not even Gianni, until you have first reported to me.”

			“That could prove difficult, lady, if, by so doing, the culprit might escape.”

			“I am aware of that, de Marins, and decry the need to restrain you in such a fashion. Nonetheless, I must ask for your pledge.”

			Bascot studied the castellan for a moment. That she was a woman who held honour as high as any man, he well knew. It was also obvious that the request was distasteful to her and that she would not have made it if there had been any other option. He owed her much, not only for the consideration she had shown him when he had arrived in Lincoln some years before, but also for her benevolent care of Gianni after he rejoined the Order. The very fact that she would never call these debts to account was reason enough to repay her; and if she allowed him to do so within the confines of his Templar oath, he saw no reason not to comply.

			“I will do as you ask, lady,” he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-one

			The snow continued to fall and, by mid-afternoon, was well over a foot in depth. Because the snow had rendered the streets almost impassable, Bascot decided to leave re-interviewing the servants at the royal townhouse until the next day. Not only did he need to reflect on the reason for Nicolaa de la Haye’s request, he also, after learning about the argument Cecily Wattson had overheard between the two victims, and that Aquarius had been there while it was going on, wanted to again review the information that had been compiled about the bath attendant. To that last purpose, he looked for Gianni and, finding him in a small chamber sitting beside Clare while she sewed, asked him to bring the notes he had made. The lad ran to get his writings and returned with eager expectation on his face, presuming his former master would wish to discuss the details as they had been accustomed to do in the past. With a sad heart, and because of Nicolaa’s stricture, the Templar told him that he would see him later, at the evening meal, and dismissed him.

			There was hurt and disappointment in Gianni’s eyes as he left and although Bascot regretted being the cause, he had no other recourse. The lad was too sharp not to sense that something was being kept from him and the Templar could not take the risk of the lad accidentally stumbling across whatever it was that Nicolaa wished kept secret.

			Going to the small room he had been allotted as a bedchamber, Bascot used a tinder box to light a candle, then sat down on the pallet and laid the notes beside him. Removing the leather patch from his sightless eye, he leaned back against the wall and rubbed the distorted folds of flesh in the empty socket. It was an action he did only when alone, but it helped to focus his thoughts, as though the movement would restore his vision to wholeness and enable him to see the world with more clarity.

			He had no doubt the king was behind the limitation Nicolaa had imposed. Her mention of being forced to make her request due to her oath of fealty made that certain. And, with the king’s devious mind, it could be for many purposes; he had made many enemies during his short time on the throne, and not all of them were in the lands across the Narrow Sea.

			As he pondered thus, his eye fell on the pile of notes beside him. The top sheet detailed the interview Miles had held with Aquarius, and included the information that the bath attendant came from a town on the border of Brittany. One of the various motives being considered for the murders was that they had been perpetrated by a Breton taking revenge for the continuing imprisonment of their count, Arthur of Brittany, who was also John’s nephew. Arthur had disappeared some months before and the king had been adamant in his refusal to reveal his whereabouts. Could this secret be linked, in some fashion, to the stricture he had ordered, through Nicolaa, placed on the investigation?

			The Templar pondered on this possibility but could not see any connection. Surely, he thought, after so long a passage of time, there was no danger to John if Arthur’s location was discovered, or even if the Bretons had learned, as was rumoured, that he had killed the lad. Arthur had committed the grave transgression of breaking his oath of fealty and John had the right to punish him as he saw fit. If he had executed the lad, while it might be descried that he had done so covertly, it was still within the realm of justice.

			Bascot continued to speculate, testing one theory after another as to the reason for John’s dictate, even wondering if the two dead servants, because of their long service, had been in the king’s confidence about some important matter that might be revealed while their murders were being looked into, but neither that nor any of the other possibilities he considered seemed likely. Finally, he shook his head in frustration and replaced the leather patch over his eye. All of these meanderings were mere speculation, and brought no profit. With resolution he pushed Nicolaa’s request from his mind and, picking up the notes that lay beside him, began to reread them from the beginning.

			***

			In the cathedral precincts, Archbishop Hubert Walter also felt a need to collect his thoughts and put them in some sort of order. But, unlike the Templar, he wished to escape the confines of the room in which he had just spent the last hour in tense discussion with the king. The harsh snowy weather outside precluded a walk in the cloisters, and so he had left the warmth of the chamber where he had just had a meeting with John—a room situated on a side aisle underneath the monk’s dorter—and threaded his way through the passages that led out into the nave of the cathedral.

			The great space was cold and empty, but the archbishop did not notice the chill. Underneath the heavy white wool of a robe of the Cistercian Order—of which he was a confrater, or associate member—worn for its comforting thickness, were several layers of woollen shirts and a pair of drawers. On his feet were leather buskins, calf-high boots that reached to his knees, that kept his feet well protected from the coldness of the stone slabs on the floor. He welcomed the silence in the nave; due to the harsh weather, none of the townsfolk had attended any services that day, and the monks, at this hour, had all repaired to the frater to partake of their evening meal.

			The king had arrived a little over an hour before, having ridden directly from Dover to St. Sepulchre and, after installing Queen Isabella safely in the nunnery, had continued on to Canterbury. Tired from the journey, and frustrated by the news that yet another of his servants had been murdered, John had immediately sought out the archbishop to discuss the situation.

			Walter, having just attended the service of Vespers, took the king to his private chamber underneath the dorter and had listened while John paced back and forth, raging at the person who had killed his servants. Walter had kept silent throughout the tirade; he knew that John, like his father, needed to vent his fury before he would be calm enough to listen to reason. King Henry, when infuriated, had often reacted violently, hurling himself to the ground and drumming his heels on the floor until his equanimity was restored. And so Walter had listened quietly while John had furiously expounded on the subject, and it had not been until he had threatened to torture all of the servants at the royal townhouse for information that the archbishop had finally spoken.

			“Such an action would outrage the citizens of Canterbury, sire, and might well alienate the nobles whose support you will need at the council in a few weeks’ time.”

			But John chose not to listen to Walter’s objection and had remained intent on carrying out his threat, saying that it was the only way to find out if one of them was guilty of the crimes. It had required all of Walter’s talent for persuasion to convince the king that it was far better to postpone such drastic measures until the investigation had run its course. Would it not be wiser, Walter had pleaded, to treat the whole matter until then in a detached fashion, lest the murderer be made aware of his distress and derive gratification from knowing he had caused it?

			John had finally calmed somewhat as he listened to the archbishop’s sensible counsel and, after receiving the king’s promise to follow his suggestion, Walter had told him about his conversation with Nicolaa de la Haye.

			“She has agreed, then, to my request to screen the information the Templar gathers?” John asked confidently.

			“Yes, sire, but only under strong protest, which she expressed most adamantly,” Walter replied. “It is my feeling that her trust in you has been severely compromised.” The archbishop then related Nicolaa’s exact words.

			John was shocked by her response and became truculent. “Did you not explain to her that what happened to Arthur was an accident, that it was not intentional?”

			“Of course,” Walter replied. “It is not the incident itself that discomforts her, sire, but the fact that you wish to keep the whole matter secret. And I would venture to say that her reaction is typical of any other of your nobles who might discover the truth, especially William Marshal.”

			John sensed the reproach in the archbishop’s words. Walter had been appalled when he had received a letter from John earlier that year relating what had passed and had strongly urged John to make all haste in revealing his nephew’s whereabouts, and to publically declare the nature of his injuries and how they had occurred. When John had refused, Walter’s condemnation of his decision, although unspoken, had been apparent, and the archbishop’s support, like Nicolaa’s, had been given most reluctantly.

			Walter’s reaction to John’s suggestion that the castellan be approached had been to advise against it, pointing out that the fewer people made privy to the secret, the easier it would be to keep it so. But once again, John had perversely remained determined to pursue his own inclinations. Nicolaa could be trusted, he had said; she had always kept faith with him and he was certain she would do so now. It was her steadfastness, he had added, that had prompted him to send for the Templar. Bascot de Marins had reason to be indebted to Nicolaa and would refrain, he was sure, from questioning any direction she gave. But from the expression that appeared on John’s face when Walter told him of Nicolaa’s protest, it was obvious that he had not expected her to judge him so harshly. She and John had been friends since the days of his youth, and he had firmly believed that she would view the quandary in which he had placed himself with a sympathy born of that long association. That she had not had shaken him severely.

			Walter had felt apprehension envelop him. John could be remorseless towards those he suspected might be capable of betraying him, and the archbishop wished he had kept Nicolaa’s objection to himself. Seeking to amend his error, he made an attempt to allay the king’s fears. “I am certain Lady Nicolaa will keep faith with you, sire. She has given her word and, if I judge her rightly, will keep it.”

			John had given him a sad look and said, “And so would I, too, archbishop, had she not voiced her criticism so vociferously. She is not a woman to dissemble, and so I am forced to be wary, especially since I know her husband to be factious. Even the most faithful of hounds can suddenly turn on a master, and a bitch is often more dangerous than the male dog. I shall make an effort to restore amity between us, but if I fail, then I must, with the greatest regret, number her amongst those who might play me false.”

			Walter shuddered inwardly. This was how John had reacted to William Marshal when the earl had dared to venture an opinion that was in opposition to his own. If the king continued along the reckless path he was pursuing, he would alienate more than just these two important vassals.

			They spoke no more on the subject and Walter had given a hearty sigh of relief when John left to return to the guesthouse. Once the door had closed behind him, the archbishop had drunk deep of his wine cup in an effort to still his inner turbulence.

			Now, as he stood in the nave, he gained comfort from the sanctity of his surroundings and breathed deeply of the lingering aroma of incense, hoping it would act as a balm to his troubled thoughts. John had always been unpredictable, and this was one of the reasons Walter had been hesitant about his suitability for kingship after Richard had died. But recently his capriciousness seemed to have intensified, and it was a trait that made the archbishop extremely uncomfortable. The king had begun his reign well and had exhibited many fine qualities—he was intelligent, energetic, cultured, a fine administrator and a more than competent military leader—and his audacity in snatching a rich heiress like Isabella from under the very nose of a dangerous rival had been more than a touch reminiscent of the boldness his father had displayed when he had stolen the affection of Eleanor of Aquitaine from her husband, King Louis of France. But since the disaffection of his liegemen in Normandy, and the disastrous outcome of his efforts to mend the rift with Arthur, John’s erratic nature had worsened.

			The archbishop paced a step or two, feeling the weight of his advancing years, but he forced himself to shake the heaviness off. Much circumspection would be required at the forthcoming council, and these murders could make that task more difficult. He was no stranger to impediments such as these and had, in the past, faced many just as serious, overcoming them by his flair for diplomacy. This ability had enabled him to successfully mediate between King Richard and the Muslim leader, Saladin, and had facilitated in the raising of the huge amount of money needed to pay Richard’s ransom after he had been captured by Leopold of Austria. Walter had been well rewarded by Richard for his efforts, receiving the post of archbishop and justiciar from his hands. John, too, had shown his gratefulness for Walter’s ultimate support of his bid for the throne, and had made him chancellor in appreciation. But these high positions, although they brought wealth and acclaim, also carried great responsibility. He would be more than capable, he felt, of persuading the nobles who would attend the council in Oxford to aid John in retaking control of Normandy; it was the possibility that these murders might result in the secret about Arthur being exposed that was bedeviling him. If that should happen, the opinion of those whose support John so desperately needed could turn against him.

			He glanced towards the north-west transept and the spot where the sainted Thomas Becket had been struck down in this very month, just after the celebration of Christ’s Mass, thirty-three years before. Shortly after the martyr’s death, a fire had gutted the choir and it was now in the process of being rebuilt, along with the erection of a new chapel. Once all was completed, the sainted bones of the murdered archbishop would be removed from behind the altar in the Chapel of Our Lady Undercroft in the crypt and placed inside the chapel. Life was often filled with adversities, such as those that had confronted Becket, but unlike his sainted predecessor, Walter was first and foremost dedicated to the monarch he served. And, just as he had done with Richard on more than one occasion, he would make every effort to successfully steer John safely through this troublesome time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-two

			The snow did not cease falling until late that evening and left behind a thick blanket that covered the town and the surrounding countryside. With dawn, the clouds had cleared and the sun shone brightly, sparkling upon the whiteness. At the Watling Street townhouse, Dauton sent two menservants with long-handled shovels fitted with wide wooden blades to clear paths from the stables and front door. Householders and merchants all over Canterbury were engaged in the same task and, by mid-morning, travel was once more possible, but only on the main thoroughfares.

			Nicolaa had risen late from her bed, her sleep troubled by the ramifications of John’s directive, and when she finally descended to the hall she found the rest of her entourage already assembled in front of a roaring fire. Bascot, just about to don his cloak, informed her that he was going to the royal townhouse to conduct the interviews they had spoken of the night before. She nodded absently as she accepted the cup of warmed and watered wine that Miles handed to her. At that moment, Dauton came in, and told Bascot that the vintner, de Ponte, was at the door asking to speak to him.

			Instructing the steward to show the wine merchant into a side chamber, Bascot went into the room. De Ponte was hesitant, looking nervous and drained of confidence. The Templar had to prompt him a little before he summoned up the courage to state the purpose of his visit.

			“It’s about something one of my men saw, lord,” he said finally. “Not on the day of the king’s arrival when they delivered the wine, but the next one. My men have been discussing the incident between themselves and this morning Ailwin came to tell me something which I thought you, and the earl, should know.”

			He looked down at his hands, which were clenched together in front of him, and added, “I hope you will not think me presumptuous for disturbing you. Since I had heard that King John has returned from Dover and is at the cathedral, I thought it might be unwise to go to the priory, where I understand Sir William is staying, for fear I might prove an unwelcome intrusion, especially if the earl is with the king. And I was reluctant to go to the castle; Constable Criel is a fine man, but after my recent incarceration in the cells, I never want to enter the bail again.”

			“I am more than ready to listen to what you have to say,” Bascot assured him, wishing the merchant would come to the point. “What is it that Ailwin told you?”

			Relieved at the Templar’s receptive manner, de Ponte explained. “Ailwin said he had been quizzing both Turgot and Eric about what they saw when they went into the royal townhouse to deliver the wine. Not that he suspected them of any wrongdoing,” he hastened to add, “for neither Turgot nor Eric are possessed of the wits needed to place the poison in the buttery. It is Ailwin that keeps a record of the destination of the deliveries and sees to the proper accounting of the number of barrels or kegs that are taken in. I hire both of the younger men for their brawn, not their intelligence. It is because of this failing that Ailwin pressed them, hoping, he told me, to find some small incident they had seen or heard and not taken into account.”

			“And I surmise, from your presence here, that he did learn something pertinent?” Bascot asked.

			“I am not sure of its importance, but both Ailwin and I thought it might be worthwhile to mention,” de Ponte replied. “Under Ailwin’s questioning, Eric finally said that the next day, when they were travelling on the river to make another delivery farther downstream and going past the royal townhouse, Inglis had been outside in the yard, close to the jetty.”

			He then explained how it was that Eric came to be in a position to notice the steward. “There is much travel on the river, lord, and often it is necessary to pull into the bank to allow other boats to pass. That is what happened on this morning. Ailwin says there were two large skiffs—one laden with wool, the other with barrels of ale—both vying for position in the middle of the river, and he had to pull my boat in near the quay of the royal townhouse to avoid getting involved in the congestion. It was while they were waiting there that Eric saw Inglis standing in conversation with another man.”

			“And?” Bascot asked.

			“Eric said the steward had what he called ‘a black look’ on his face and appeared to be in some sort of argument with the other person.”

			Bascot’s interest sharpened. De Ponte paused and then said, “As I said, lord, it is only a little thing, but if the steward was at odds with someone, I thought it might have some connection with his death.”

			“You were correct to come and tell me,” the Templar assured him, pleased with the information. “Is Eric able to identify the man Inglis was speaking with?”

			“No, lord, he is not. But he did give me a description of his appearance.”

			As de Ponte related the details of the man’s stature, facial features and what he had been wearing, Bascot felt a thrill of satisfaction. The description matched that given by Cecily Wattson of the person who had joined Inglis and the washerwoman in the churchyard, and there was no doubt in Bascot’s mind that the man both she and de Ponte’s employee had seen could be none other than the bath attendant, Guillaume Aquarius. This was the second occasion on which he had been seen in conversation with Inglis, and this time it would seem there had been a conflict between them. It made his need to question the bath attendant again all the more urgent.

			***

			As the vintner was leaving, Bascot followed him out into the entryway, intending to leave at once for the royal townhouse, but as Dauton opened the door for them both to exit, a messenger wearing the archbishop’s badge on his livery was coming up the path.

			“I have a message from the king for Lady Nicolaa de la Haye and Sir Bascot de Marins,” he said to the steward. “They are both requested to attend him in the priory guesthouse just before Vespers this afternoon.”

			With a polite nod, Dauton said he would relay the summons to his mistress, and Bascot—identifying himself to the messenger—confirmed that he would also attend, and then hurried to the stables to instruct one of the grooms to saddle his horse. While he was waiting for the task to be done, he handed another of the grooms a sealed message and told him to take it with all despatch to the Templar guesthouse near Northgate. The missive was to Master Berard in London, and was a recounting of all that had passed in relation to the investigation, including Nicolaa de la Haye’s request that he make her privy to all information before it was revealed to anyone else. The warden of the Templar house would make sure it was sent to Berard as soon as the road to London was passable. For the first time since he had met her, Bascot was a little unsure of Nicolaa’s motives. While he was certain that her request was, in some way, associated with the king and she saw it as her duty to obey him, he, as a Templar, was not bound by any such obligation. At the end of the missive he had asked Berard for his instruction in dealing with the matter, and hoped he would receive a reply soon.

			He made reasonable time to the royal townhouse on Stour Street. The snow had been cleared from most of the main streets and the warmth of the sun had melted the layer that had covered the refuse channel in the middle of the byways, from which now rose malodorous wisps of steamy moisture.

			As he navigated his horse through a particularly deep patch of snow splaying out at the corner of Castle and Watling streets, he mulled over his relationship with Gianni and how the murder investigation had caused a rift between them. Earlier that day, he had told the lad that he would be going to the townhouse alone and would not require Gianni to come with him and take notes. The hurt in the lad’s eyes was evident.

			“It is not because you lack competence, Gianni,” he had assured the lad, “or that I do not desire your company. There are reasons, of which I cannot tell you, for my decision. You must trust my judgement in this.”

			Gianni had given him a solemn nod of understanding but Bascot knew that the boy, despite the assurances, felt betrayed, and the Templar, not for the first time, cursed King John and his machinations. As he continued on his way, his mood continued to darken and by the time he approached the royal townhouse and caught sight of Chacal, lounging against the doorpost with a truculent expression, his choler was high.

			***

			“Hola, Templar,” the routier said as Bascot dismounted and tied his mount to a post in front of the townhouse. “Have you come to finally admit that I am right, and that one of the king’s servants is responsible for these murders?”

			“That is a sweeping statement, and a safe one,” Bascot replied in a deceptively mild tone. “Excepting the brothers of my Order, are not all within the king’s domain his servants? Including those who take his silver to guard him?”

			The mercenary captain’s face went tight with anger at the implication of the statement but Bascot had dropped his hand to his sword as he uttered the challenge, and Chacal made no further comment.

			Bascot looked around and saw that the guards surrounding the townhouse were from Chacal’s band. “Why are you here?” he asked the mercenary. “I understood that Criel’s men were on duty during the daylight hours.”

			Chacal shrugged. “There is no set routine. We change shifts according to which men are available.”

			Bascot nodded and went into the townhouse. The entryway was empty, but he could hear the faint sound of voices coming from the rear of the building. As he shut the door behind him, a maidservant came running from that direction and, when she saw Bascot, she hastily bobbed in deference and came forward to take his cloak.

			The Templar had decided before he left Watling Street that he would carry out a thorough inspection of the townhouse before speaking to Aquarius or any of the other servants. On the one occasion he had been here, at the time of Inglis’ death, he had only gone into the rooms on the lower floor and down the ladder into the undercroft. It was time to see the chamber where the washerwoman had been killed, and the adjoining ones, and also the yard where the vintner’s men had seen the bath attendant arguing with the steward. He also wanted to check Inglis’ belongings, to see if there was any clue amongst them that might provide information pertaining to his murder.

			Dismissing the maidservant, he went into the rooms on the ground floor that led off the passageway, looking into each. All were tidy and appeared to have been freshly swept and dusted, except for the buttery where Inglis had died, and which had been kept locked. Deciding it would not be necessary to examine that room again, he went upstairs, and into the antechamber where the washerwoman had been preparing John’s bath. It remained as Gianni had described it in his notes, the tub still in the middle of the floor—the water now scummy and malodorous—the rug on the floor in front of the tub now dry, but stiff and stained with blood. After quickly looking into the royal chamber and finding nothing of interest, he went into all of the rooms on the same floor. There were a number of them, most fairly large in size, and each fitted out with beds laid with blankets, tables and small coffers; at the end of the passage were storerooms containing a supply of fresh napery, candles and cups. All of them seemed in order and undisturbed.

			On the floor above the rooms were smaller, most with only a narrow slit of a window to allow light to enter, and more sparsely furnished. One, although tidy, appeared to be occupied, for there was a cloak on a hook behind the door, and a case of writing implements on the floor. Again, there were two more storerooms on this floor, stacked as were the storerooms on the floor below with neat piles of bedding, drinking utensils, rush lights and chamber pots.

			Returning to the passageway, he noticed a ladder that led up to the attic. Taking a tinderbox, candle and holder from a niche set in a wall, he lit the candle and went up the ladder to open a hatchway so he could inspect the space under the eaves. Apart from a thin layer of dust, it was empty. Bending over almost double, he went to each end, looking for traces of an intruder, but there were none, so he went back down the ladder, snuffed out the candle and replaced it where he had found it, and descended to the lower floor.

			When he reached the bottom of the stairs, the passageway was empty except for two maidservants peeping out from behind the door that led to the kitchen, watching him with anxious eyes. Calling to them, he asked them to direct him to the servants’ quarters, which Gianni had noted in his report were located at the back of the house.

			Timidly, they led him down a narrow passage to two large rooms, both fitted with pallets that had been rolled up and neatly stacked against the walls, and an array of hooks on the walls from which hung odd items of clothing—cloaks, hats and the like. “This one is for the women servants,” one of the maids said nervously, indicating the door of the room in front of which they were standing, “t’other for the men.”

			Glancing around both chambers, and finding nothing untoward, he asked if Inglis had slept in the room allotted to the men. The maid shook her head. “He had his own chamber, lord,” she informed him and pointed to a door at the end of the passageway. Going inside, Bascot found a comfortable bed laid with a thick mattress and wool coverlet, a wooden coffer and a table on which stood a candle set in a pewter holder alongside a pile of parchment. On the wall hung a cloak made of good wool and a fur-lined hat. As befitted the steward’s station, his room was far more comfortably furnished than the ones allotted to the other servants.

			Dismissing the two maids, Bascot examined the papers on the table. All of them were concerned with the running of the household—a list of supplies that required ordering, the amount of wages that had been paid to the servants at Michaelmas and an inventory of all the furnishings, right down to the last candle, that were in the townhouse. All had been written in a neat hand and the columns of figures were carefully aligned. It seemed that Inglis had been conscientious in his duties.

			Next Bascot opened the coffer. Clothes were piled neatly on the top, consisting of spare tunics, hose and smallclothes and a pair of soft shoes for house wear. At the very bottom were two rolls of parchment, both tied with a ribbon. After undoing them, Bascot smiled to himself as he read the writings they contained. On both pages a few stanzas of poetry had been meticulously copied down. All of them had been taken from Ars Amatoria, one of the poems by the Roman poet Ovid, and were salacious in content. Miles had described the steward as pompous; it would seem that beneath that arrogant exterior had beat a heart filled with lust.

			There was nothing more of interest in the room and Bascot went out to inspect the yard. In doing so he had to pass by the kitchen, a separate building constructed of stone, and attached to the townhouse by a covered wooden walkway. Smoke was spiraling out of the chimney and from inside he could hear the sound of the cook’s voice issuing orders to his scullion. The Templar walked past the door, the top half of which was open, and into the yard beyond. It was a large space, a privy and stables set on one side, and a couple of outbuildings with locked doors on the other. At the far end was a small wharf jutting out into the river. All was covered with a thick layer of snow, and pathways were being cleared from the stable to the house by two menservants with shovels. Another two men could be seen inside the stables, mucking out soiled straw and carrying buckets of feed. Three of Chacal’s men were on guard duty, one pacing the perimeter of the yard, another checking the locks on the outbuildings and one standing on the wharf, well wrapped in a wolfskin cloak and stamping his feet against the cold. Next to him the Stour flowed sluggishly, empty of sailing craft. There was a clear view over all of the yard from the wharf, so it was reasonable to assume that the claim of the vintner’s employee to have seen Aquarius in argument with Inglis when the boat had been pulled over was a truthful one.

			He turned back towards the house, having seen enough. It was time to begin the interviews. He would start with the chubby little cook.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-three

			When Bascot walked through the door into the kitchen, he was met by a blast of welcome heat. The cook, busy skinning a coney on a table, looked up and started when he saw the Templar, dropping his knife in alarm. The room was a large one, with a great open fireplace where a huge cauldron was suspended over roaring flames, its contents bubbling and emitting a savory smell. From the rafter hung bunches of onions and dried herbs. To one side was a long table set with benches on each side at which two men were sitting and drinking pots of ale. They were both roughly dressed, one of them young and with a thatch of yellow hair. Since he fitted the description Gianni had penned in his notes of the servant that had carried up the water on the night of the washerwoman’s murder and whose story Miles had distrusted, Bascot surmised he was the Londoner, Alfred. In a far corner was a young scullion, washing root vegetables in a bucket of water. When the Templar entered, he dropped the turnip he was holding and hunkered down as close as he could to the floor, trying to make himself as small as possible.

			“I have come to speak to you, cook,” Bascot said to the little man behind the table. “And I want to do so alone.”

			Almost stumbling over his feet, the cook went over and grabbed the scullion by the arm and pushed him out of the kitchen, telling him to wait outside until he was called. As he did so, the two men at the table rose to their feet, and with a hasty nod of deference in Bascot’s direction they followed the cook’s assistant outside, closing both halves of the door behind them.

			Wanting to put the cook at his ease, and recalling from Gianni’s notes that his name was Godwin and that he had been a servant in the townhouse for fifteen years, Bascot spoke to him familiarly, calling him by name, and telling him to be seated on the bench the two menservants had just vacated. The cook did as he was bid, but despite Bascot’s kindly tone he still looked nervous, and the Templar took a seat opposite him so as not to tower over the little man.

			“You have been here a long time, Godwin, and must know much of what goes on, so I have come to question you about a couple of the other servants in the household,” Bascot began.

			The little cook gave an uncertain nod and waited for the Templar to continue.

			“I want you to tell me what you know about a manservant named Alfred, and also any knowledge you may have of Guillaume Aquarius, the bath attendant.”

			“I . . . I don’t know much about either of them,” the cook answered nervously. “Alfred’s only been here a few months, and Aquarius came just a few days ago, with the king.”

			“Nonetheless, I think you are an observant man, and that I can trust your judgement,” Bascot said smoothly. “I am sure you have formed an opinion of both of them and would like to hear what it is.”

			The cook relaxed a little and nodded. “Well, all of the servants eat in here at mealtimes, so I have had a small chance to study them.”

			“Good. Now, Alfred told the knight that questioned the staff earlier that he came to Canterbury from London with his master, a draper, who was seriously ill and hoped that St. Thomas would cure him. But, despite his pilgrimage, the draper died shortly after his arrival, and his wife dismissed Alfred, refusing to take him back to London with her. It was then that he found work here. Is that what he told the rest of the staff?”

			“Yes, lord,” Godwin replied, interested now and losing his fear.

			“It seems very strange that the draper’s wife dismissed Alfred so summarily. Surely, in her grief, she would have welcomed the escort of a manservant on her journey back home even if, as he claimed, she did not like him. Has he ever told anyone here how he came to earn her disfavour?”

			“We all wondered about that ourselves, lord,” Godwin replied confidentially, “and since he once boasted as how he’d been tumbling the draper’s daughter while the poor man was ill, we thought that might be the reason.” The cook looked up at Bascot with a mischievous glint in his eye, now completely relaxed and enjoying himself. “Maybe the widow found out what he’d been doing and didn’t want him near her daughter anymore.”

			Bascot nodded. “Anything else?” he asked.

			“Only that one of the other menservants said Albert had a purse full of silver when he came here; he saw it while they were getting ready to go to bed one night and it clinked when Alfred hid it under his pillow.” Godwin shook his head. “I don’t know how Alfred persuaded Inglis to take him on. I suppose it must have been because he can be very ingratiating when he wants to. I think he must have impressed Inglis with a show of sham humility; I hate to say it, but Inglis was not very perceptive when it came to people, for all his high station.”

			Satisfied now that Miles had been right in his estimation of the Londoner, and that not only had Alfred lied about the reason he was dismissed but it was probable he was also a thief, Bascot moved the topic of the conversation to Aquarius.

			“And what about the bath attendant?” he asked Godwin. “Do you and the other servants find him good company?”

			This time Godwin did not answer with so much surety. “Well, we did, lord, when he first came. He seemed polite and friendly, but since Molly was killed and he was the one who found her, we’ve rather shunned him—but only because we’re fearful he might have had something to do with her death. Besides, he’s foreign, and not one of us, so we’re not rightly sure if we can trust him.”

			“Before Inglis was murdered, was Aquarius friendly with him also?”

			“He seemed so. As Aquarius attended the king personally, Inglis accepted his company more readily than he would have done otherwise. He even asked Aquarius to share a cup of wine with him in the buttery on the night they arrived, and I think they attended Mass at the church together the next morning.”

			“Did you see them when they returned after the service?”

			“No, lord. I was busy in here.”

			Bascot rose from his seat. He didn’t think the cook had any more to tell him, but he told him to search his memory and, if he remembered anything else that he thought might be pertinent, to send a message by one of the guards.

			Godwin was pleased that he had been chosen to share the Templar’s confidence and assured him he would do so, adding, “I hope you catch this murderer soon, lord. We all used to be happy here, despite Inglis being a little overbearing at times. Even though the king wasn’t here often, there was usually some visiting noble or royal official in residence to liven the day, some of them great lords of the realm. But now, with both poor Molly and Inglis murdered right under this roof, and suspicion all around, there’s no joy here anymore.”

			***

			Bascot sent one of the menservants who had been shoveling the snow to find Alfred and bring him to one of the chambers on the ground floor. It was a small room, containing only a narrow table and one chair, and would be suitable for his purpose. When the Londoner came in, Bascot motioned for him to stand in front of the table behind which he was seated. The Templar remained silent while he studied Alfred.

			Alfred was a well-set-up youth, with fresh ruddy skin, startling blue eyes and muscles swelling at the shoulders of his brown woolen tunic. It would not be surprising if women found him attractive. But now, as the Templar let the silence lengthen, gazing steadily at him with his icy blue eye, signs of nervousness began to appear. Small beads of perspiration formed on Alfred’s brow and a tiny tic started to shiver in the muscles of his cheek. Still Bascot said nothing and continued to study him, weaving together the information he had been told by Godwin with the sparse details Miles had extracted, ruminating on the way in which the Londoner could have cozened the draper and his wife.

			Finally, having constructed a likely scenario, he rapped out a question. “How long had you been tupping your master’s daughter before your mistress found out?”

			Alfred flushed red as he sought to find words to answer. “I don’t . . . I didn’t . . . I . . .”

			“Don’t prevaricate, man. You boasted of it to the other servants. You bedded her, did you not?”

			Alfred nodded.

			“Then answer my question. When did your mistress discover you had despoiled her daughter?”

			“Just before we left London to come to Canterbury,” Alfred mumbled.

			“Did she tell your master?”

			“No.”

			“And I presume that was because her husband was so ill she did not wish to upset him?”

			“Yes, lord.”

			“And that was why she dismissed you as soon as he was dead, wasn’t it?”

			Again, Alfred nodded.

			Satisfied that this aspect of his assumptions had been correct, the Templar went on to the money that Alfred had been seen hiding. “And you stole money from you master as well, I think. When did you do that, while he lay on his deathbed?”

			This time the Londoner did not attempt to make a protest against the charge, but hung his head and muttered an almost inaudible no. “It was after he died,” he mumbled, “and my mistress told me to lay him out ready for the death house. He had a purse sewn inside the hem of his cloak and I took it.”

			“You are despicable,” Bascot said tersely. “A lecher, a liar and a thief. Is that why you killed the washerwoman, because she found out about your crime and threatened to have you dismissed?”

			Now Alfred went white and fell to his knees. “I never murdered her, lord, and that’s the Gawd’s truth. She was whole and ’earty when I left the antechamber—I swear it on my life.”

			“It is your life that will be forfeit if you are lying,” Bascot grated. “What about Inglis, did you kill him because he discovered your duplicity?”

			“No, lord, I didn’t,” Alfred replied hoarsely and with tears running down his cheeks. “I never ’armed so much as an ’air on the ’ead of either of them. I may be all the things you accuse me of, but I’m not a murderer.”

			The Templar looked at the abject manservant, still on his knees and wringing his hands in front of him; he was the image of despair. Bascot was half inclined to believe his denial. As far as the murder of the washerwoman was concerned, he could imagine Alfred carrying out the deed. He was a wretched and cowardly man, a chancer who would seize the opportunity of any moment that presented itself and, if she had threatened to expose him, might have killed her in sudden desperation. But he could not see him as possessing the craftiness, or the courage, to obtain poison and place it in the buttery to despatch the steward. The methodical planning the deed would have required did not, the Templar deemed, accord with Alfred’s impulsive character. Nonetheless, he had to be placed under arrest. Even if he was innocent of murder, and of that Bascot could not yet be certain, he had committed theft, and would pay the penalty for it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-four

			Bascot took Alfred outside and gave him into Chacal’s custody, saying he was to be taken to the castle gaol and placed in a holding cell.

			“I told you one of the servants was the murderer, didn’t I, Templar?” the mercenary declared with a grin of triumph. “Come here, you bastard,” he said to Alfred, grabbing the manservant so roughly that he fell to his knees with a squeal of pain.

			“As ever, Chacal, you are too quick in your judgement,” Bascot said harshly. “There is no proof of murder against him, not yet. And if I find he is not fit to withstand further questioning when I return to the keep, I will hold you personally responsible.”

			Chacal gave the Templar a hostile glare, but he released Alfred’s arm and, with a rough shove, thrust the prisoner towards one of his men, muttering an order to keep him under guard until they returned to the castle at the end of their shift of duty.

			Bascot went back into the house and spoke to one of the maidservants who had been standing by the door watching, with avid interest, as Alfred was taken under arrest. “Where is the servant named Aquarius?” he asked her. Throughout his earlier inspection of the house he had seen no sign of the bath attendant, and wondered where he had taken refuge.

			“He’s in his room upstairs, lord,” she replied. “He went out to the privy when you arrived and came back into the house while you was talkin’ to Alfred.”

			“Send him to me,” Bascot ordered. Aquarius must be the one occupying the chamber where he had seen the writing implements and cloak.

			As the maid ran towards the stairs, he went back into the room where he had questioned Alfred. A few moments later, the bath attendant appeared, and Bascot gestured for him to come forward and stand in front of the table.

			As he did so, the Templar took in his appearance, remembering him as being amongst the crowd of household staff that had gathered in the passageway on the day Inglis’ body had been found. The descriptions given by Mistress Wattson and de Ponte’s employee had been accurate. Tall and thin with a prominent nose, and ink-stained fingers; there could be no mistaking that this was the man they had seen. As he stood in front of the Templar, his hands were in constant movement, first straightening the cuffs on his tunic, and then plucking distractedly at his belt. His eyes, set close together, were dark, and had an intelligent gleam.

			“I want to ask you about your relationship with Inglis,” Bascot said, “and whether or not you were complaisant with him.”

			Aquarius was startled by the question and stammered a little before he answered. “Reasonably so, lord,” he replied. “I only met him a couple of days before he died, but during that short time, he treated me with courtesy.”

			“Then how is it that you were seen in argument with him?” Bascot asked accusingly.

			“Argument, lord?” the bath attendant replied with what appeared to be genuine confusion. “I did not have any argument with him. Your witness must be mistaken.”

			“I have reason to believe that is not so,” Bascot declared.

			Aquarius’ fingers ceased their restless fidgeting as he clenched his hands together in front of him, the knuckles white with tension. “I swear to you, lord, that I am not lying,” he said desperately. “I did not, at any time since I arrived here, have a disagreement with Inglis.”

			The Templar leaned back in his chair and gave a sigh of irritation. “On the day before Inglis was poisoned, you had a confrontation with him in the yard. There is no purpose in denying it; you were seen by a person who has no reason to lie. If you do not tell me what it was about, you will be taken to the castle gaol and charged with his murder.”

			Aquarius’ sallow features went ashen. “As God is my judge, I was never in argument with Inglis, nor did I harm him. . . .”

			Bascot began to rise from his seat, and as he did so the bath attendant took a step back, continuing his frantic protestations. Suddenly, as the Templar was about to take hold of him, his face cleared. “Lord, I have just remembered what the witness must have seen,” he said hurriedly. “But it was Molly that Inglis was angry with, not me.”

			“Explain yourself,” Bascot commanded.

			“I was asking him about something that had occurred between him and Molly earlier that day,” he said eagerly, “when I went to St. Peter’s to attend the early service. Inglis had arrived before me, and was outside in the churchyard talking with Molly. When I walked up to join them, I noticed Inglis looked annoyed, and was in the process of discounting something she was telling him, saying it was not worthy of his attention. Molly gave him a rude reply and flounced off into the church. When we went inside, she made a point of standing apart from him and refused his offer to accompany her back to the townhouse. Because I had to work closely with Molly and feared her ill temper might extend itself to me, I asked Inglis about it out in the yard lest she hear me if I did so when we came into the house. And it is true that his face clouded over when I spoke to him, and he might have seemed annoyed with me to anyone who saw us speaking together. That is what your witness must have seen.”

			The Templar considered the tale. It confirmed Mistress Wattson’s sighting of Inglis and the washerwoman in the churchyard, and that they had seemed to be in an intense conversation when a person fitting Aquarius’ description had joined them. Since the bath attendant had no way of knowing that these actions had been witnessed, the truth of this part of his story was substantiated. But Bascot was also interested in the fact that, according to Aquarius, Inglis and Molly had been at odds with one another. Could the cause of their disagreement have anything to do with why they had both been murdered?

			“And what did the steward tell you when you asked about this argument?”

			“Very little,” Aquarius replied, “and he did not tell me the cause of it. All he said was that Molly, like most of her gender, was frivolous and enjoyed gossip more than was seemly.” He paused, trying to frame words that would convince the Templar he was telling the truth. “I vow to you, lord, that is all that passed between us. Inglis was annoyed by the incident—and looked it—when I spoke to him, but not with me.”

			Bascot studied the man seated in front of him. His manner seemed sincere, but he had come to learn that those who committed secret murder could be very artful when they chose. Besides, the story lacked substance; there may not have been any quarrel between the washerwoman and Inglis at all—they may have merely been speaking casually together and Aquarius had used their conversation as a means of concealing his own conflict with the steward.

			“Can you prove your claim?” Bascot asked. “Did anyone else, either at the church or out in the yard, overhear what was said between you and the steward?”

			Aquarius looked down at the floor, crestfallen. “Not to my knowledge.”

			Bascot tapped his fingers on the table in front of him in impatience. “Your defence is nebulous. You claim there was a disagreement between two people who were murdered shortly after this supposed confrontation, yet you cannot tell me what it was about, and have no witness except yourself. Why should I believe you?”

			“I can only tell you what I know,” Aquarius replied miserably. “And that is that they were in dispute with one another, even if it was only mildly so, but I never learned the reason. All I heard as I walked up to them in the churchyard were a few of the words Molly said before Inglis told her she was being foolish. And they made no sense to me.”

			The Templar felt a stir of interest. “Tell me what she said.”

			“She was asking Inglis why someone would use oc instead of oïl if they did not come from southern France,” Aquarius replied in a defeated monotone. “Inglis told her that her question was fatuous, and she was just using it as an excuse to relate more of her tittle-tattle to the king. Molly’s face became red when he said that and she told him he was an ignorant old fool, then stalked off into the church. That is all. As I said, it was unintelligible.”

			Bascot made no further comment as he pondered this information. Oc was the word for yes, and used only, as Molly had said, in certain regions in the south of France—such as Angoulême, where Queen Isabella came from. Oïl was used in the rest of the country or sometimes, in the environs of Paris, oui. All three words meant yes, but such was the distinction of the southern dialect, which included many more words of a different intonation and spelling, that it had been called langue d’oc in contrast to langue d’oïl, the name given to the dialect spoken throughout the rest of France. Langue d’oc had a very mellow sound and was favoured by troubadours, but outside of that it had not been adopted in general usage and was only spoken in the southern provinces.

			“I am surprised that a washerwoman would know the difference,” Bascot remarked. “Was she conversant with the French language?” Most of the common people in England spoke only English; French was the language of the nobles and also used by clerics and royal officials, but they all, without exception, spoke langue d’oïl.

			“A little,” Aquarius replied in answer to the question, “a rough patois that I heard her speaking to the Norman servants in Rouen castle. But she understood it well. When I joined the king’s entourage, I asked her how she had come by her knowledge and she told me that she had been forced to pick up a smattering of French during her travels with the king. If she had not, she said, she would never have been able to understand what the servants were saying in the places that she went with him. She would certainly know that oc was said for yes instead of oïl in southern parts, because the queen often speaks to her companions in her own dialect and would most likely have used the word in front of Molly.”

			Bascot nodded in acceptance. “Did she mention the name of the person she had heard saying this word during the bit of conversation you overheard between her and Inglis?”

			“No,” Aquarius replied.

			Molly’s quarrelsome insistence in pursuing such a seemingly trivial subject might appear odd unless one remembered that not only did the queen come from a land where langue d’oc was spoken, but so also did Hugh de Lusignan, John’s sworn enemy and the man who had accompanied the king’s nephew, Arthur, when he had tried to take Queen Eleanor hostage at Mirabeau. Was that why Molly, a woman who would have been well aware of the enmity between them, found the incident troublesome? Had she feared that Lusignan had placed a spy in the king’s household and, wishing to discuss the matter with someone she could trust, had brought her concern to Inglis, a man she had known for many years and of whose loyalty she had no doubt?

			Bascot paused for a moment in his ruminations and looked at the bath attendant cum clerk, studying the resigned expression in his dark brown eyes. The whole tale seemed fanciful. Was it all prevarication, an attempt to detract Bascot from his own argument with the steward, or was it the truth? For the moment, Bascot decided, he would give him the benefit of the doubt; or at least until, as he had promised Nicolaa, he gave her a report of what Aquarius had said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-five

			Isabella and her attendants were quite comfortable in the guesthouse at the Priory of St. Sepulchre. In common with most religious establishments, the accommodations for travellers included separate quarters for those of higher station. Two rooms had been allotted to the queen, one a bedchamber with a comfortable bed for her and ample space for her two companions to lay their pallets on the floor, and the other fitted with a small table, chairs and a settle, comprising a small sitting room that could be used either for leisure or entertaining guests. The food was served in a small communal hall and was delicious, the table laid with pewter plates, fine linen napkins and an ample supply of sweet wine. Unfortunately there were no ladies of noble rank in the guesthouse at that time, and Isabella had elected to eat in the sitting room where a roaring fire was kept burning. Even though the nunnery was secluded, she found it far preferable to the gloomy fortress at Dover.

			The Priory had been established in 1100 by Archbishop Anselm, and the Benedictine nuns that inhabited it were extremely pious; their daily fare, in contrast to that provided for their guests, was meager, and their regime strict, allowing conversation only when necessary and during the short time after Compline when communal interchange was allowed. Isabella and her ladies were hardly aware of the presence of the nuns; the only ones they came into contact with were the sister who was in charge of the guesthouse and a young novice that brought their food at mealtimes.

			The journey from Dover, through bitter wind and gusting snowflakes, had tired all three women and by the time they reached their destination, they wanted no more than to throw off their heavy cloaks and rest. Now, however, they were all refreshed and beginning to become restless. The snow lay thick upon the ground and, although pathways had been cleared within the walls of the nunnery, there was nowhere for them to take any exercise. John had given Isabella strict instructions that she was not to stray outside the convent, and had left some mercenary soldiers to stand on guard outside, not only for her protection but also to ensure she did not disobey him.

			The queen, sitting by the fire in a fur-lined gown, glanced across at her two attendants. They, like herself, were from the temperate lands in the south of France and finding the inclement weather extremely dreary. Yvette, the younger of the two companions, picked up her citole—a small musical instrument with four strings—and began to strum it in a desultory fashion. She was the daughter of a troubadour that had played in the court of Isabella’s father and was very skilled in the art of music. As she strummed the opening bars of Can vei la lauzeta mover, a song made popular by the troubadour Bernart de Ventadorn, and began to sing in her high clear voice the melancholy plaint of a thwarted lover’s sadness, moisture stung Isabella’s eyes and Marie, the more staid of the two attendants, also became tearful. The song reminded them of home—the bright blue sky, the dusty fields of grain and the hot scent of the honeysuckle that grew everywhere in wild profusion during the summer.

			Isabella turned to stare into the flames of the fire. The music reminded her not only of Angoulême but also of Hugh de Lusignan, the man to whom she had been promised before John, in agreement with Isabella’s father, had succeeded in persuading her that becoming queen of England would be far more desirable than marriage to Hugh. She wondered now if that decision had been a mistake. At first, her life as John’s consort had been exciting and she had congratulated herself on the choice she had made. John had proved himself a handsome and attentive lover, her crowning in Westminster Abbey had been a display of much splendour and, to her gratification, she had received many compliments on her beauty and youthful grace. But then the problems with Arthur had arisen, and the attack on his grandmother at Mirabeau, a raid in which Arthur’s allies had been her former suitor Hugh of Lusignan and Hugh’s uncle, Geoffrey. She had been so proud of the way that John had immediately ridden to Eleanor’s defence and the military expertise he had shown in capturing Arthur and his allies. But her admiration had lately been replaced by resentment. Just a few months before they had journeyed to England, John had left her at Chinon in Touraine while he travelled south to assess the strength of his fortifications in that area, and his enemies had taken advantage of his absence to attack the castle in which she was staying. She had fully expected John to ride swiftly to her rescue—as he had done for his mother—but when he had been informed of her plight, he had sent a detachment of mercenaries to relieve her instead. For that she could not forgive him. If, as he said, he loved her beyond all else, he could at least have displayed the same devotion to her as he had shown to his dam.

			Although Isabella, under the tutelage of her father, had been trained in statesmanship, she was not yet old enough to have outgrown, in her heart, the romantic inclinations of a young girl. Since the days of her infancy, she had listened to the minstrels in her father’s court sing of chivalry, and the lengths to which a lover would go to protect the well-being of the woman he admired, even if it meant sacrificing his own life. And yet John had relegated the safety of her person to a band of paid soldiers. Was this the action of the ardent lover he professed to be? She was certain that Hugh of Lusignan would not have treated her so shabbily.

			She had also been discontented by the air of confusion that had taken place during the last months she and John had spent in Rouen, when the French king had attacked Normandy and many of her husband’s vassals had deserted him. John had railed against them, but to no avail, and had been moody and despondent ever since. And then there had been the rumours circulating about Arthur. She had heard what was being said about John’s treatment of his nephew—that he had tortured and murdered the lad—but when she had asked John about the truth of the tales, his reply had been terse, and he had merely said that Arthur was alive and that she was not, in future, to pay any attention to scurrilous gossip. She was hurt by his cursory dismissal, especially after she had read a letter from John’s mother that he had left lying in their bedchamber. In it, Queen Eleanor, after suggesting certain military strategies to use against the encroachment of the French, had made a reference to her grandson. Cryptically, she had written, “With regard to Arthur, be very careful and do not allow your thoughts to bedevil you.” It was obvious John had confided the problems he was having with his nephew to his mother; why had he not accorded the same deference to her, his wife?

			And now these dreary murders had been committed. Isabella wrinkled her nose in distaste as she remembered her brief glimpse of the washerwoman’s dead body. She had never approved of John’s familiarity with this coarse servant and disagreed with his opinion that the killing, in some fashion, constituted a threat to him or herself. It was far more likely that the washerwoman’s death and the subsequent slaying of the steward had been the result of some sexual liaison between them, possibly perpetrated by a jealous lover. Although, she reflected, since the washerwoman had been fat and ugly, and the steward an elderly man, it was difficult to give much credence to this eventuality. But then, she decided, the common people of England had a strange affection for stodgy food; it would not be surprising if they also liked their women encased in lard.

			She did not look forward, either, to the journey she was soon to make to Lincoln, even though she would be in the company of Nicolaa de la Haye, whose dry but acerbic wit she found entertaining. In this bitter weather, it would be not be a pleasant trek, and was one she would rather forego.

			At that moment, Isabella was distracted from her moody reflections by Marie, who came forward with some sugared almonds that she had, she said, managed to coax the timid novice who brought their meals to fetch from the store of special foods kept aside for guests.

			As Isabella, delighted, reached greedily for the comfits, Marie turned and spoke to the younger companion. “Play a more lively tune, Yvette,” she said. “Something that will cheer the queen out of the doldrums this dismal country is forcing upon her.”

			The queen gave Marie a grateful look. The woman had not been long in her service, only since a few months before when, while they were in Rouen, Isabella’s previous attendant—an elderly woman who had looked after her since infancy—had succumbed to a wasting sickness and died. Casting her eyes over the maidservants in the castle for a suitable replacement, she had learned that Marie was from a small town in the south of Angoulême and had taken her into service. She was very glad she had done so. While the queen bore much love for little Yvette, her companion since the days of both their childhoods, the girl was naïve and could be giddy at times. Marie, with the wisdom of her more mature years, provided the stability that Isabella had been missing since her elderly companion had been taken from her, and gave the queen great solace with her sensible counsel. The queen also sensed in her a latent sensuousness, a passion that accorded with her own ardent nature, and which provided a welcome foil to Yvette’s youthful innocence.

			“I beg you not to be disconsolate, lady,” Marie said to the queen. “I am certain that soon you will be released from the confines of this nunnery and residing in the comfort that is your right. And, if all goes well, you may, by spring, even be able to visit Angoulême.”

			“I trust you are right, Marie,” Isabella replied. “I would most heartily welcome a sojourn in my own court.”

			And, she thought, the chance to see Hugh again. She brought up his image in her mind, his dark hair and beard and flashing eyes. Hugh le Brun, he was called, and fittingly so. She wondered if it was he, as was suspected, who had sent an agent to murder John, and the slaying of the two servants had been connected to that commission. She shrugged. If that was so, she knew that she was in no danger, for Hugh would never allow her to be harmed. Just after her marriage to John he had sent her a secret message, declaring his undying love for her, and telling her that even though she was wed to another, he would find a way to make her his wife one day. A lascivious thrill of desire coursed through her loins as she remembered her former suitor’s boldness. Was that what Hugh was doing now—attempting to make her a widow so he could claim her for his bride? It could be so, she thought, and despite the knowledge that it was wicked, the notion did not displease her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-six

			In the Watling Street townhouse, Gianni was sitting in the hall, enveloped in a cloud of dejection. When the Templar had returned from the royal townhouse he had, without a word to Gianni, gone directly to speak with Lady Nicolaa. They had been closeted together now for more than an hour. Soon, the lad knew, the pair would be going to meet with the king at the cathedral priory, so it was obvious that Bascot had no intention of sharing the results of his visit to the royal townhouse that morning with anyone other than the castellan. In every other previous investigation of secret murder his former master had always discussed any information he had learned with Gianni. Why was he not doing so now?

			For the first time since the Templar had rescued him from starvation, Gianni felt alone. After Bascot had rejoined the ranks of the Order, he had been comforted by the presence of those in Lincoln castle—John Blund, Lady Nicolaa’s elderly secretarius; Lambert, the other clerk in the scriptorium; and Ernulf, the crusty serjeant of the castle garrison. Now he sorely missed their presence, and wished that his mistress had left him behind when she journeyed to Canterbury.

			A manservant came into the hall and, after tending to the fire in the hearth, laid out jugs of small ale and a selection of cheeses for any that wished to partake of refreshment. But for once the lad’s prodigious appetite failed him. He could not summon up any interest in food, and did not have any tasks to attend to. Earlier Lady Nicolaa had dictated a letter to him addressed to her husband, but after he had made a fair copy of the missive, she had dismissed him, saying she would arrange for it to be taken to the castle herself so that it could be forwarded by messenger to Lincoln. Now, at a loose end, and without any further involvement in the murder investigation to occupy his time, he had little to do but ponder on his misery.

			At that moment, Miles came into the chamber and picked up some of the cheese, eating it while standing. The knight was cloaked and had a pair of gloves tucked in his belt, so Gianni presumed he was about to go to the castle and take Lady Nicolaa’s letter to Constable Criel for forwarding.

			“Greetings, Gianni,” Miles said, walking over to the lad. “What are you doing here sitting in idleness? Have you no duties to attend to?”

			Dolefully, Gianni gave a shake of his head. Miles regarded the boy for a moment, knowing that the cause of his discontent lay in the Templar’s dismissal of his services. The knight felt some degree of empathy for the young clerk. Miles, too, had been disappointed when his mistress had suddenly told him that he was no longer to be involved in the investigation. It had been an interesting experience, one that exercised the mind and stretched the imagination, and he would miss it. He had no doubt that Gianni, accustomed to being in the Templar’s confidence, was feeling the rejection much more strongly.

			“Why not come with me to the castle?” Miles asked, attempting to find a way to lift the lad’s spirits. “It will do you good to get out in the fresh air, even if the weather is foul. And I would welcome your company,” he added sincerely. He had become fond of the young Sicilian, with his ready grin and sharp intelligence, and could understand why Bascot valued him so highly.

			Gianni, glad of an excuse to leave the solitary confines of the hall, gave him a relieved nod of agreement and then ran to the entryway to don his cloak and furred hat.

			***

			The streets of Canterbury were littered with mounds of snow. Although the weather had remained clear, it was still very cold and there was a shiny crust of ice on the cobbles, making their passage slow. When they reached the intersection of Watling and Castle streets and turned in the direction of the castle, they could see a band of soldiers riding just ahead of them, also headed for the bail. All of the men-at-arms wore coats of mail and had an assortment of weapons hanging from their belts. At the head of the group was Chacal, spurring his mount along the street with little regard for any of the passersby on the thoroughfare, forcing them to step aside quickly if they wished to avoid being trodden under his horse’s hooves. Then they saw that one of the routiers was dragging a prisoner behind him, tied at the wrists by a leading rope and slipping and sliding over the icy ground as he fought to remain upright.

			“That man Chacal has in tow,” Miles exclaimed, “that is Alfred, the manservant we suspected of lying. Come, lad, let us hurry and see why he has been arrested.”

			When they reached the fortress, they left their horses at the stable and went up the forecastle steps and into the hall. The prisoner was nowhere in sight, and the mercenary band was already inside and helping themselves to mugs of ale from barrels at the back of the hall. The routiers were a rough crew, their accents harsh and larded with lewd oaths, and many of them bore the scars of their trade on their bodies—an unnatural twist of a nose that had been broken, missing teeth and hands that were gnarled and calloused. They reminded Gianni of the crew of a pirate ship that had once docked on the wharf in Palermo, violent men who had terrorised the other sailors in the port and the merchants that traded there. Chacal, his expression aloof, stood apart from the rest, his mouth twisted in a grim smile.

			Criel was seated at the table on the dais in conversation with a knight who was a stranger to Gianni. When the constable saw Miles, he hailed him and asked him to join them for a cup of wine. As the knight went up to the dais, taking Lady Nicolaa’s letter from the breast of his tunic and handing it to Criel before sitting down, the constable introduced him to the knight, naming him as Godeschal de Socienne, the leader of the mercenary band employed by King John, and said that he had just arrived after escorting the king and queen back from Dover, installing Isabella at St. Sepulchre’s on the way and leaving some of his men to guard her. Gianni took up an unobtrusive position near the fireplace, and listened to the conversation as Miles asked Criel about the prisoner they had seen with Chacal.

			“Is he the murderer?” Miles asked.

			The constable shook his head. “It is not certain. Chacal told me that the Templar said only that he is to be held for further questioning, so I’ve had him put in a cell.”

			“Well, I hope he is found to be guilty of the murders,” Godeschal said. “These killings have put John in a blazing temper, and Isabella as well. While this miscreant is on the loose, it makes my duty a difficult one; the king is starting at shadows for fear harm will come to the queen.”

			Gianni glanced at de Socienne. He was a heavily built man, hard muscled and with a sword slash running across his chin that reminded the lad of Roget, the captain of Sir Gerard’s town guard in Lincoln, who had a similar scar on his visage, and whom Gianni was pleased to call a friend. Roget had once been a mercenary as well, fighting under the leadership of Mercadier, the captain of the band of paid soldiers that King Richard had taken with him on crusade. But despite the dangerous trade he had followed, Roget had his own code of honour, and a streak of pity in his heart for those who were weaker than himself. Godeschal de Socienne did not have the same air about him, and from the hard glint in his eyes he seemed rather to be a man who looked on the world with cynicism and little charity.

			“Yes, the king can be choleric when aroused,” Criel agreed. “If this manservant is found not to be guilty of the crimes, I have no doubt John will look amongst the other household servants for the villain, and I do not think he will treat them gently.”

			Miles lifted an eyebrow. “Torture, you mean?”

			“Aye, likely so,” Criel replied morosely. “If that happens, it will create a touchy situation. Nearly all of the servants at the royal townhouse are from the Canterbury area and have many friends and family in the town. There is sure to be a strong protest if they are put to the test. And I have no fancy for being caught in the middle of it, nor of inflicting pain on any who may be innocent.”

			“Such a task would not be troublesome to Chacal and his Brabançons,” de Socienne said with a sardonic chuckle. “They are angry at the accusation they allowed an intruder to get past them and would be eager for a chance to prove it was one of the servants. If John calls on me to provide men to carry out the examinations, I will assign it to them.”

			As the conversation continued, Gianni’s gaze drifted back to Chacal, who had removed his helm, revealing dark hair pulled sleekly back against his scalp and tied at the nape with a leather thong. His pale flat eyes looked merciless. Gianni shivered, and fervently hoped the king would not give an order for the servants to be tried by torture. There would not be any mercy in such a man.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-seven

			In the cathedral guesthouse on the west side of the precincts, the king and Hubert Walter were seated at the oak table in the sitting room, drinking wine and waiting for Bascot and Nicolaa to arrive.

			The archbishop picked up his cup of chased silver and took a sip before saying cautiously, “Do you not think this meeting with Lady Nicolaa might be precipitous, sire? Would it not be wiser to let her indignation cool a little before commanding her to your presence?”

			John shook his head. “You have made her acquaintance only recently, Hubert, while I have known her for many years. Once she is set on a course, she will not swerve from it, no matter how much time passes. For the sake of our long friendship, I will try to heal the breach between us this afternoon, but,” he added darkly, “if she continues to be persistent in her disapproval, then I will have no choice but to view her with distrust.”

			“She does not seem to be a woman who would break her word,” Walter opined.

			“Up until now, I would have agreed,” John replied, “but her recent intransigence has made me uncertain and I need to test her loyalty.”

			“And how will you do that?” the archbishop asked.

			“The Templar is a man of high principle; if she has told him the reason for my caution, I am certain he will not be able to dissemble, which is, my dear archbishop, the reason I requested that they both be present today. De Marins’ reaction to any questions I put to him will soon tell me if Nicolaa has betrayed my confidence, and whether or not I can still rely on her.”

			Hubert Walter made no comment. The convoluted machinations of John’s mind seemed to be endless and marked the difference between himself and the king. The diplomacy the archbishop often employed was a useful tool; John’s devious manipulation was not. And, to his sorrow, he believed that the king was unable to recognise the difference between them.

			***

			As Bascot and Nicolaa were riding towards the cathedral, the Templar asked her if she knew the reason for the king’s summons.

			“No. He has not deemed it necessary to apprise me,” she replied with a flicker of irritation. “But whatever John’s purpose,” she continued in a less abrasive tone, “it will be an opportune moment to tell him of Alfred’s arrest and, more importantly, of the new information revealed by the bath attendant.”

			Bascot nodded. “And to ask that I be allowed to interview the queen and her companions.”

			“Indeed,” she replied. “It is imperative that you find out if they know of anyone in the royal entourage, other than themselves, that speak langue d’oc. If they do, that person must immediately be taken into custody for interrogation.”

			A tinge of hopefulness had crept into her voice as she finished speaking and it reminded the Templar that earlier, when he had related what Aquarius had told him and had suggested that if such a person existed it was possible they were in the pay of Hugh of Lusignan, she had seemed relieved and more than willing to accept his premise. It could well be that Lusignan was behind these attacks, she had agreed, for John had not only snatched away Isabella, the wealthy bride that had been promised to him, but had also, after taking Hugh captive at Mirabeau, weighed him down with chains and dragged him through the streets of the town. Such a public humiliation would most certainly have fuelled Lusignan’s thirst for vengeance. It would therefore not be surprising, she had surmised, if Hugh, who had recently been released from prison, had sent an assassin to murder the king.

			“It is a likely scenario,” Bascot had opined. “And would provide a motive for the slaying of the washerwoman. If Lusignan’s agent feared she had become a threat to him, killing her would be the surest way to prevent her from telling John of her suspicions. That would also apply to Inglis, in case she had made him privy to her conjectures.”

			Nicolaa had nodded. “You must certainly follow up this line of enquiry, de Marins, and the obvious place to start is by interviewing the queen and her two ladies. But you must have John’s sanction first. He is very protective of her and you will never gain access to her presence otherwise.”

			Now, as they approached the entrance to the cathedral grounds on Burgate Street, Bascot said to her, “I am certain John will make no demur about giving his permission. It is the most logical way to proceed.”

			“I concur,” Nicolaa replied crisply, and then added, in a tone that caused Bascot to glance at her in surprise, “But I have learned that when one is dealing with the king it is best not to make assumptions.”

			***

			On their arrival they were taken by the hosteler, the monk in charge of the guesthouse, to the room where John was ensconced. After being ushered into the chamber, they found cups of mulled wine awaiting them, and a warm welcome from the king.

			As soon as they entered, John rose from his seat and came forward to where Nicolaa was standing, telling her he was most pleased to be sharing her company once again, and bidding her to take the seat beside him as he filled her wine goblet with his own hands. The castellan was polite, but distant, and confirmed Bascot’s opinion that her recent mood of distraction was linked to the king. A glance at Hubert Walter, who was looking distinctly uncomfortable as he nodded genially in their direction, gave evidence that he, as well as Nicolaa, was not pleased to be at this meeting.

			Once all of them were seated, and with wine cups in their hands, John said smoothly, “I have summoned both of you here to discuss the progress of the investigation. For her safety, I have been forced to leave Queen Isabella at the nunnery of St. Sepulchre and she chafes at the restriction, as do I. In your opinion, de Marins, do you think you are making any progress towards identifying the murderer?”

			John was at his most charming, and attired to suit his royal station. His short dark beard had been smoothed with scented oil and he wore an elegant combination of a fur-lined surcote of dark red overtop a deep blue tunic of the finest wool. His hands were adorned with a number of rings and a large ruby hung from a gold chain about his neck. He touched the gem as he spoke and the candlelight caught and reflected its deep fire. He looked every inch a handsome and benevolent king.

			“Today I ordered, in your name, sire, that one of the menservants at the townhouse be incarcerated to await further questioning,” Bascot said. “He has admitted to thievery from his former master, and there is a possibility that if your laundress discovered his crime, he may have killed her to prevent her reporting it to you.”

			John leaned forward eagerly. “Yes, Molly was most protective of my interests and would have wasted no time in telling me if she suspected one of the other servants was a thief. The bastard! He will suffer for her death, of that you can be certain.”

			The Templar hastened to prevent John taking such a precipitate action. “There is no proof of his guilt as yet, sire. He had the opportunity, it is true, when he was alone with her after he and another servant brought up the water for your bath, and there is a possible motive, but what puzzles me is, if he killed her, why did he not leave the townhouse immediately after he had done so? He must have known he would be under suspicion as the last person in her company, yet he did not try to escape before her body was found. Also, I have my doubts that he is responsible for the death of your steward. The manner of it suggests a person with a knowledge of poisons and the patience to wait for it to work. He has neither.”

			“So, if he is innocent of both crimes, we are no farther forward,” John said shortly.

			“Not yet, I am afraid,” the Templar admitted, “but I was given some information today that, if confirmed, may bring us closer to a resolution, or at least narrow the field of suspects.”

			John, his senses alerted, said warily, “And what is the nature of this information, de Marins?”

			As Bascot gave the details of his interrogation of Aquarius and then said that, in his opinion, there was the possibility that the murders had been perpetrated to prevent the discovery of an agent sent by Hugh de Lusignan. The king was quick to agree.

			“Molly was with me on many occasions while I was in the south of France, and often heard langue d’oc spoken,” he said. “And she was very observant. If someone who claimed to come from another part of the country had answered her with oc instead of oïl, she would have been quick to take note of it. If nothing else, it would have made her curious, and was the sort of thing that she would have mentioned to me, knowing, as she did, that I have many enemies in that land. And if this person is an agent of Lusignan and became aware of her interest, she could have been killed to prevent her doing so. And if, as Aquarius claims, she told the steward of it, it could also have been the reason for his death.”

			Bascot was quick to note the eagerness with which John received the premise that Lusignan was at the root of the crimes and that a look of relief, similar to Nicolaa’s when he had expounded the same theory to her, crossed the face of the archbishop. What was it, he wondered, that the three of them were hiding?

			“In view of this development, sire, it is fortunate that the queen and her attendants are nearby,” Bascot said, “for they may be able to help us identify the person about whom your washerwoman was speaking. And even if they cannot,” he added, “it might be profitable to ask them if they saw or heard anything untoward on the night your laundress was killed. Since they returned to Dover immediately after her body was discovered, there has been no opportunity to interview them. It may be that one of the queen’s companions, or even the queen herself, has, albeit unwittingly, observed or heard something that might prove helpful.”

			John took a moment to consider the request, his glance darting from the Templar to Nicolaa and back again as he did so. Bascot had the feeling he was appraising both of them in some way, and a glance at the castellan’s rigid countenance confirmed his assumption.

			Seemingly satisfied with their demeanour, John answered in an affable tone. “A wise suggestion, de Marins,” he agreed. “And one that should be acted upon at once. We shall go to St. Sepulchre’s early tomorrow morning; I will meet you at Ridingate an hour after Terce and accompany you to the nunnery.”

			As Bascot gave his agreement to the arrangement, the king turned to Nicolaa. “I think my wife would welcome a visit from you, lady. Can you be persuaded to come with us?”

			That John had issued an invitation for Nicolaa’s presence rather than commanded it was an indication that the king was making every effort to be conciliatory, Bascot thought, but as she politely murmured her assent, he observed that her seemingly dutiful compliance was deceptive. The Templar, sitting on the side of Nicolaa that was not facing the king, saw the fingers of her left hand, which was lying in her lap, clench inward until the knuckles were white. It had cost her dear to be so submissive. John, however, was gratified by her response and spoke again to Bascot.

			“How much credence do you put in Aquarius’ tale?” he asked

			“None, sire, until—or unless—I can find a witness that will confirm what he claims,” the Templar replied. “He could be telling the truth, or merely employing a ruse to detract us from his own involvement.”

			John mused for a moment. “If the murderer is an agent in the employ of Lusignan then it is reasonable to suppose he is not English. And since most of the servants I brought with me from Normandy were on the other vessel that was forced to land at Portsmouth, there is only Aquarius and, I believe, a couple of grooms that were in Canterbury at the time the murders were committed. I shall have Criel incarcerate the three of them until it is determined whether or not they can be deemed suspect.”

			John’s words had an ominous ring, but despite his unease, Bascot did not have any way of forestalling the king from imprisoning men that might be innocent, and so he made no comment. A few moments later, John dismissed them and the Templar and Nicolaa left the guesthouse.

			The castellan was silent throughout nearly all the journey back to Watling Street and it was not until they had almost arrived at their destination that she suddenly turned to Bascot and said, “I have decided that Miles and Gilles, along with the men-at-arms in my retinue, will accompany us on our journey to the nunnery tomorrow.”

			Her declaration took the Templar by surprise. It was only a short distance to St. Sepulchre’s, and he had no doubt that John would bring an armed escort with him.

			“Are you expecting some trouble en route, lady, that you feel a need to bring your own guard?” he asked.

			“Recent events have taught me a valuable lesson about the vagaries of fidelity, de Marins,” Nicolaa replied tersely, “and I intend to take heed of it. Until I am safe back in Lincoln, I shall keep my own retainers about me at all times.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-eight

			The next morning was gloomy and overcast, heralding another fall of snow. In the castle holding cell, the feeble rays of light creeping through the small metal grille in the door were welcoming to Guillaume Aquarius, dim though they were. He and the two grooms, Andri and Denis, had been arrested the evening before, when two of the castle men-at-arms had come to the royal townhouse and escorted them to the bail. Once there, they had been locked in a cell and left to spend the night on rough straw pallets without light, food or drink to fortify them.

			His two companions were sitting on the floor on the other side of the cell and, when they thought he was not observing them, kept glancing at him surreptitiously. He had been unable to sleep and neither, he thought, had they, for he had heard them whispering to one another throughout the long night. Neither of them had spoken to Aquarius since they had been arrested. He could feel distrust emanating from them, and their suspicion that it was he who was responsible for their incarceration.

			And, he reflected, their distrust was to some extent justified. When the guards had come for them the night before, Aquarius had asked the reason for their arrest. The only reply had been a gruff, “It’s the king’s orders,” with no other explanation offered. After his interview with the Templar, and being told that a witness had seen him involved in an argument with Inglis, he had expected that he might be taken into custody at any time, but the seizure of the two grooms had come as a surprise until he remembered that they, along with him, were the only Norman servants in the royal townhouse. Regretfully, he cursed himself for telling the Templar that he had overheard Molly expressing her concern to Inglis that one of the servants in the household had said oc instead of oïl. That had been a mistake, and all he had accomplished was to direct suspicion towards himself and the two grooms, the only non-English servants in the royal townhouse, and so the only ones who might possibly be expected to use the term. But his words could not be undone, no matter how much he wanted it so, and he would have to accept that he was the one who was responsible for the result. He had always prided himself that although he was not possessed of great physical strength, he had been blessed with intelligence. But now, he realised, he was not as clever as he believed.

			As the light of day ventured farther into the room, it illuminated the reaches of their prison. The cell was stark—bare stone walls, a dirt floor and a sour-smelling slop bucket in one corner. Ringed metal bolts from which depended lengths of chain fitted with manacles projected at intervals along the wall and he felt a thrill of despair. He was not a brave man and knew he would never be able to withstand torture. The two grooms were both robust men, with muscles swelling at their shoulders and hands calloused by the rough work of caring for the king’s horses. But their brawny strength would not make them impervious to pain and so it was entirely conceivable that, if they were put to the test, either or both of them would, out of desperation, point the finger of accusation at him. He had envisioned such a glorious future from this trip to England—advancement, monetary reward and esteem. Had he ruined it all through his own stupidity? He looked up at the ceiling, which loomed about eight feet above him. It was covered in grime, and spiders had spun their webs in each of the corners. In the center, affixed to a thick wooden beam, was another large ring bolt. Aquarius shuddered. It was just the right height to affix a man by the wrists and let him dangle helplessly while he was subjected to all manner of hideous and painful torture.

			At that moment, the door opened and one of the castle men-at-arms came in carrying a jug of thin ale and a sack of stale bread. These he placed on the floor and then, without a word, went out of the cell, slamming the door shut behind him.

			The two grooms fell on the food—none of them had eaten or drunk since the afternoon before—but, belatedly remembering Aquarius’ higher station, they sat back on their haunches and, with a surly expression, waited for him to take his portion of ale and bread. Leaning forward and taking just a sip of the ale to moisten his mouth and a small crust from one of the loaves, he gestured for them to eat what remained. His stomach was churning too violently to be receptive to food and, as his two companions wolfed down the fare, he shut his eyes and leaned back against the wall, whispering a fervent prayer of earnest supplication for God’s mercy.

			***

			At precisely one hour after Terce, Bascot and Nicolaa, and her escort, were waiting for the king at Ridingate, the exit that led out from Canterbury onto the Dover Road. St. Sepulchre’s was but a short distance—barely half of a mile—from the city gate.

			The king arrived flanked by guards from the archbishop’s retinue, experienced soldiers that undertook the task of escorting Hubert Walter on his peregrinations to London and other places in the kingdom. John looked askance at Nicolaa’s escort, but made no comment beyond giving her a searching look, merely spurring his horse to the head of the column and leading the party the short distance to the nunnery, the archbishop’s guard riding foursquare around him. Nicolaa and Bascot followed, with Gianni riding between Miles and Gilles at the rear, the men-at-arms behind them.

			Gianni was overjoyed to be included in the group; last night Nicolaa had called him to her and said that he was to accompany them the next day as her secretarius, and even though she had not given any explanation for his sudden re-inclusion in the murder investigation, he had hardly been able to contain his excitement. Once more he was at the Templar’s side, even if only metaphorically, and that pleased him immensely.

			When they arrived at St. Sepulchre’s, the mercenary soldiers of Godeschal de Socienne’s troop that had been left to guard the queen were ranged around the priory walls, all well wrapped in warm cloaks and vigilantly pacing a circuit of the walls. At John’s approach, one of them rang the bell over the gateway to summon the elderly nun who acted as porteress, and after she had peered through the small grille in the door and recognised the king, she opened the gate and John rode through, followed by Nicolaa, Bascot and Gianni. The king had raised his eyebrow quizzically at the castellan when she had told the lad to accompany them, but she had quietly explained that she had thought it would be worthwhile to have a record of the interview. She had instructed the lad to make his commission of the task unobtrusive lest is disturb the queen. John, shrugging his shoulders, had made no further objection. For this Nicolaa was thankful. She wanted this murder solved, and quickly, so that she could be free of the restraint John had imposed upon her, and she hoped that a written transcript of the forthcoming interview would be helpful in speeding matters towards that end. The men of the archbishop’s guard, along with Nicolaa’s escort, stayed outside the walls with the mercenary soldiers.

			Once inside the enclave, the porteress politely asked the king to wait while she summoned the nun in charge of the guesthouse. A little impatiently, John agreed, and she hurried off in the direction of a long single-storied building set in the northeast corner of the enclave, which the king said was the guesthouse where the queen was staying. As the horses began to stamp restlessly while they waited, steam rising from their flanks in the cold air, Gianni took the opportunity to look about him. He had been inside the Templar preceptory in Lincoln, but had never, of course, visited a nunnery, and was curious about the places where pious women lived.

			St. Sepulchre’s was not an extensive establishment and the guesthouse was the largest building there. To the northwest was a small church with a two-storied extension attached to it which, presumably, contained the refectory and dorter where the nuns ate and slept. There was a small building with a chimney which Gianni surmised was the kitchen. The stables were located at the western wall; outside the large double door was a pile of manure and a young novice scattering sand on the icy ground. There was also a barn that would be used for storing grain and root vegetables, and just behind it on the other side of the wall the top branches of fruit trees could be seen, the limbs bare and snow-laden, indicating the presence of an orchard. There was also, no doubt, a herb garden and vegetable plot somewhere out of sight. Apart from the novice in front of the stable, no other sisters were to be seen, but it was likely that in this snowy weather, they all stayed inside as much as their duties allowed. It seemed to be an orderly and well-maintained enclave and, Gianni thought, must be a pleasant abode for the nuns who lived there.

			The porteress was gone some time, and just as it seemed that the king’s patience would snap, the door into the guesthouse opened and she emerged, followed by a much taller nun with an erect posture and serene unlined face. The latter wore no cloak, but did not seem distressed by the cold as she walked slowly up to the king, her hands hidden in the folds of her sleeves, and bid him welcome.

			“Queen Isabella will be pleased to see you, sire,” she said in measured tones that bore a slight trace of a Scottish accent. “She has confided in me that she finds the solitude here tedious and that your visit is exceedingly welcome. If you will follow me, I will take you to her and have wine brought for your refreshment.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-nine

			When they were shown into the sitting room of the queen’s apartment in the guesthouse, Isabella was effusive in greeting her husband, expecting that he had come to take her back to Canterbury. When told that he had not, it was plain to see that she was disappointed, and that it took effort to keep a courteous smile on her face as she welcomed Nicolaa and was introduced to Bascot.

			“What then, my lord, is the purpose of your visit?” she asked as she and John seated themselves on the high-backed settle near the fire and Nicolaa and the Templar took chairs facing them. The Scottish nun came in quietly as they did so, accompanied by another sister, and placed a flagon of wine and cups on a small table in front of the royal pair before gliding silently from the room. Isabella’s two attendants were standing quietly to one side, and at the queen’s bidding, the youngest of them, whom Isabella called Yvette, came forward and poured cups of wine for the king and her guests.

			Gianni, standing unobtrusively behind the castellan’s chair, stared at the girl, filled with admiration for her loveliness. About his own age, she reminded him of the women of his homeland, with a rosy-tinted olive complexion and laughing brown eyes. Her lips curved sweetly as she gave Nicolaa a smile while filling her cup. It took all of his concentration to turn his gaze away from her so that he could follow the instructions that his mistress had given him—that he was not to take notes while in the presence of the king and queen, but to listen attentively to all of the conversation at the meeting and commit it as best he could to memory and record it later. Resolutely he avoided looking again at Yvette as the king told his wife that besides wishing the pleasure of her company, he had brought the Templar with him to put some questions to her and her ladies about the night the washerwoman had been killed, in the hope that they had seen or heard something that might help identify her murderer.

			“It may be some small incident you did not consider of enough importance to mention to me, Isabella,” John added. “A detail that is incriminating but did not, at the time, seem so.”

			As Isabella gave some thought to the matter, Nicolaa could sense the Templar’s frustration with the roundabout way in which John was explaining the purpose of their visit to the queen. Before they had come into the guesthouse, and while they were outside in the yard waiting for admission to the queen’s quarters, the king had told Bascot to take an oblique approach in asking whether either of Isabella’s companions knew of anyone in the royal retinue, beside themselves, that spoke langue d’oc. “They are both from Angoulême,” he had said, “and fiercely loyal to my wife and her country. For this reason they might feel they are betraying her if they point the finger of suspicion at a fellow countryman, especially if they are convinced he is innocent of any wrongdoing. Pose the question, but lead up to it in a fashion that makes it seem innocuous.”

			Bascot was unhappy with the deceit, but since he had never met the attendants and John was, presumably, well acquainted with them, he agreed to comply, hoping the restraint did not prove obstructive.

			“I do not believe I saw anything untoward,” Isabella said in response to her husband’s query, but directing her answer to Bascot. “The king and I went to our bedchamber immediately after the evening meal and were sharing a cup of wine in our bedchamber when the washerwoman was murdered. . . .” She gave a tiny shiver. “It was a terrible sight—her throat had been slashed and the water in the tub was red with blood. . . .” She paused for a moment and took a deep breath before continuing. “My husband, concerned for my safety, ordered one of the guards to take me to the bedchamber Yvette and Marie were sharing and keep watch in there over all three of us while the house was searched. We stayed in the room all night until morning came, and then went back to Dover. So none of us, you see, could have seen or heard anything that may help you.”

			Bascot glanced at the queen’s attendants. “But it could be possible, could it not, that one of your attendants might have noticed something untoward before the murder took place? They were in another part of the house from yourself and may have seen a servant somewhere he or she should not have been or, perhaps, heard a noise that was unusual, without realizing it was connected to the killing.”

			Isabella gave a shrug. “I suppose so, although I think it unlikely.”

			“All the same, Your Majesty, may I have your permission to question them?”

			Isabella inclined her head in assent and bid her two women come forward. “Tell Sir Bascot what he wishes to know,” she directed. “The sooner this villain is discovered, the quicker I will be able to return to Canterbury, so search your memories well before you answer.”

			The Templar spoke first to Yvette, pursuing the question of her movements within the townhouse, hoping that, while doing so, he would be able to introduce the subject of a servant in the townhouse speaking langue d’oc. “Let us start with the day you arrived at the townhouse with your mistress. Did you keep apart from the other servants, or join in their company?”

			“We spoke to some of them, but not all,” Yvette replied. “When we first came, one of the maids took Marie and me up to the room in which we were to sleep and then to another chamber where the queen’s clothes were to be kept so we could unpack them. She was most helpful and offered her assistance, but no one is allowed to touch my mistress’s clothing except ourselves, so she left. I do not remember seeing her again. There was also a manservant that came to light the brazier in our room. He told us his name—I cannot remember it now—and said to call him if we should require anything further.” She stopped for a moment in thought and then said, “Oh, and after we had finished unpacking the coffers, we went to the kitchen and spoke to the cook. I went with Marie to give him instructions on how to prepare the dishes our mistress prefers. But apart from that, neither of us had much congress with the rest of the household, for we were always with the queen, or in our bedchamber or the little room on the lower floor where we ate our meals together. A maidservant brought the food to us there, but we never had a conversation with her.” She looked uncertainly at the Templar. “Is that what you wish to know?”

			Bascot nodded. “And you are certain you spoke to no one else?”

			Yvette began to shake her head, and then stopped. “Well, I did exchange a few words with the steward,” she said, “but not many. He was un homme sévère, that one, and he frightened me.”

			“Why?” Bascot asked, surprised.

			“He was very annoyed with Marie for going into one of the rooms without his permission when she went to look for a clean pot de chambre for our mistress. I was just coming down the stairs when he was reprimanding her, and I ran back up to our bedchamber lest he become angry with me, too.”

			The Templar turned to the other companion, who was standing alongside the younger girl. She was older, and had far less mobile features than Yvette. Her face had a faded attractiveness that might have been called beauty when she was younger, but now her skin was sallow and her eyes, of a muddy hazel colour, had numerous creases radiating from the corners.

			“This altercation you had with the steward—when was it and which was the room that you went into?” Bascot asked. He had been told that Inglis did not allow anyone into the chamber where the wine was stored without his permission, so if that was the one she had entered, and at the right time, there was a chance she might have seen the person who had placed the poison in the flavouring mixture.

			“It was on the second day after we arrived, the one on which the woman servant was murdered,” Marie replied. “As to which room . . .” She shrugged. “I went into two or three of them looking for the pot before the steward came upon me. I do not remember exactly which ones they were. I was unfamiliar with the townhouse, and had yet to get my bearings as to how the rooms were situated.”

			This older attendant was much less animated than Yvette and did not seem much interested in answering Bascot’s questions, but since she could be possessed of important information he pressed her.

			“Do you recall if one of the rooms held a store of wine?”

			Again, Marie gave a Gallic twist of her shoulders. “It is possible.”

			“Was there anyone else in any of the chambers you went into—one of the servants, perhaps, or a person you had not seen before?”

			“Non,” she replied.

			Isabella was growing restless at the seeming pointlessness of the interviews, tapping the tip of one tiny slippered foot on the floor in an impatient cadence, so Bascot felt it would not be wise to wait any longer to ask the women if they knew of any other person in the household that spoke their dialect.

			“You and Marie must miss being able to converse with those who speak the language of your homeland,” he said to Yvette, “or are any others of the king’s servants familiar with it?”

			To Nicolaa’s surprise, it was the seemingly taciturn Marie who answered his question.

			“Unfortunately, there are no others in the household from Angoulême. But we speak in our own tongue with our mistress and that gives us much comfort.”

			The queen’s impatience was rising even further; she could not see the purpose of his questions. As far as she was concerned, they seemed to have no relevance as to whether or not either of her women had noticed anything that might be helpful in apprehending the murderer. Bascot knew it would not be long before she decided to end the interviews and, unwilling to leave before he had fulfilled his purpose, made his next question a direct one.

			“Are you quite certain that is true?” he said to Marie. “We have been told that at least one other in the townhouse is familiar with langue d’oc, and it seems strange that such a person would have escaped your notice.”

			Isabella frowned at the implication Marie was lying and, before the attendant had a chance to respond, demanded, “Who is this other servant of whom you speak?”

			“I do not know his identity, lady,” the Templar answered quietly. “That is what I am trying to find out.”

			“Then why did you not ask forthrightly?” Her tone was imperious. “There was no need for this circumlocution.”

			Bascot made no answer, merely looked at the king, who after a moment said in a conciliatory manner, “There is a possibility, Isabella, that this man is the one who committed the murders, and if he is, it is equally possible that he comes from Angoulême. Until we can be certain, I did not want to place your attendants in the unenviable position of naming one of your countrymen a suspect.”

			Isabella stamped her foot in anger. “As ever, John, you choose the devious course instead of the direct one. You had only to ask openly; I can assure you that neither of my attendants has anything to hide.”

			The queen looked towards the two women and gave a stiff nod. “Marie, Yvette, tell Sir Bascot what he wishes to know,” she commanded.

			Marie was the first to speak. “To my knowledge, none of the servants in the royal household is from Angoulême or speaks our dialect. Had there been any, I would have mentioned it to the queen.”

			Isabella gave a brief nod of satisfaction and then looked to Yvette. The younger maid vacillated for a moment but, after flashing a quick glance at Marie, and with the suggestion of a frown on her smooth young brow, she confirmed the other companion’s claim. “The only other person I have spoken to besides my mistress and Marie in langue d’oc during the last few months was a troubadour in the court in Rouen and, as far as I know, he is still there. Apart from him, there has been no one else.”

			Bascot thought he saw a flash of confusion on the girl’s merry little face as she made her statement, but Isabella, once the girl had finished speaking, turned to her husband and, with exultation in her voice, declared, “You see how easy it is to get at the truth, John? There was no need for artifice.”

			She paused for a moment and took a deep breath, her colour high. “I suspect you believe this murderer was sent by Hugh of Lusignan,” she said, having made an astute assumption about the true reason behind Bascot’s questions. “If so, then I sincerely hope your reluctance to ask these questions straightly is not because you doubt my loyalty.”

			Isabella’s tone was full of prideful disdain, and Bascot suspected she was enjoying the opportunity to chastise her husband. Unfortunately, however, she had misgauged the extent of John’s forbearance. After an initial moment of shock at her effrontery, John’s face clouded with anger and he stood up, his demeanour regal and forbidding, and fully reminiscent of the Plantagenet line from which he was descended.

			“If I have unwittingly given you offence, Isabella, I apologise, but I would advise you to curb your tongue in future.” His voice was quiet, but chilling. “The men of my family do not easily suffer impertinence from their wives.”

			The threat was obvious, for it was well known that John’s father, Henry, had kept Eleanor of Aquitaine immured behind stout castle walls for many years because of her defiance. Isabella went rigid at the menacing words, her beautiful eyes widening with incredulity as her husband swung away from her and left the chamber, motioning for Nicolaa and Bascot to follow. As the Templar rose from his seat, he saw a look of loathing on Marie’s face, directed at the king’s back. The expression was intense, and deeply hateful, and only disappeared when a shaken Isabella called for her to come and fetch a cup of wine.

			As the furious king led the party back to Canterbury, Bascot, riding beside Nicolaa, remarked quietly, “I am not satisfied that Isabella’s ladies are telling the complete truth. Yvette’s statement could be construed as ambiguous. She did not state outright that none of the other servants spoke the langue d’oc dialect, only that she, herself, had not had a conversation with any.”

			“I agree,” the castellan responded. “But if she is lying by omission, it is hard to determine why. Did she do so in order to avoid contradicting the queen, or was it because she did not want to betray a falsehood told by the other attendant?”

			“It might be advantageous to question the girl away from the company of Isabella and Marie, but after John’s confrontation with the queen, I doubt we will be allowed to do so.”

			“Leave it with me,” Nicolaa said after a moment’s thought. “I shall invent an excuse to visit the nunnery again—under the guise of a social visit, perhaps—and try to find an opportunity to speak to Yvette alone.”

			Bascot nodded and said no more as they drew up close behind the king and his escort and they all passed through Ridingate. Once on the other side, and nearing the townhouse on Watling Street where Nicolaa and her entourage were staying, John gave a curt wave of dismissal and continued on his way back to the cathedral guesthouse, ignoring the few townspeople on the street that made an obeisance as he passed. But Marie’s attitude towards the king lingered on the periphery of Bascot’s thoughts and, as they came to a halt in front of the townhouse, he asked Nicolaa if she knew anything about her background.

			“Very little, I am afraid,” she replied. “John only mentioned her in passing, saying she had recently been appointed to her post, and that is all. Why do you ask?”

			“I do not believe she has much love for the king,” he replied, and told her of the look of repugnance he had seen on Marie’s face.

			“It could have been fostered by John’s chastisement of the queen,” Nicolaa suggested. “It is obvious that both of the women have a great affection for Isabella.”

			“Perhaps so,” Bascot agreed, but the incident still bothered him and he did not dismiss it from his mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			The warmth inside the townhouse was welcoming, as was the mulled wine awaiting Nicolaa and the knights in the hall. As the others went to partake of the refreshment, Bascot followed Gianni up the stairs to the lad’s chamber where, the lad announced by a series of hand gestures, it was his intention to write up a record of the interviews that had taken place at St. Sepulchre’s while the conversations were still fresh in his mind. The Templar, extremely disappointed by their failure to establish the truth or falsity of Aquarius’ statement at the nunnery, and with a sense of urgency, wanted to go through all the notes pertaining to the investigation again. Nicolaa de la Haye was under some kind of threat until this mystery was solved and, in addition, the three Norman servants that were in prison would remain there, daily suffering the threat of imminent torture until their guilt or innocence was proven.

			He followed Gianni up to the chamber the youngster had been allotted, a high-ceilinged small room containing only a narrow bed, a table for use as a desk and two three-legged stools. On one side was a small brazier that had been left alight to take the chill from the room. Above it, on the outer wall, was a small casement fitted with shutters, one of which had been left slightly ajar to allow the draught to dispel the fumes of the burning charcoal. The Templar paused at the door and stood watching Gianni set about his task. Lighting a candle, he placed it on the desk; laid out two or three pages of ruled parchment, some sharpened reed pens and a small pot containing ink; and then sat down to work. His movements were smooth and practiced; the competence of his actions made Bascot realise how far the lad had progressed in the short few years since they had arrived in Lincoln. A vivid picture came to his mind of the early days after their arrival at the castle, when Gianni had sat on the floor of the chamber they had shared in the older of the two keeps within the ward, struggling to copy out a few phrases the Templar had written on scraps of well-worn vellum. The boy had not been much more than skin and bone at the time, but tenacity had been strong within him and he had learned his lessons well, so much so that he had achieved his aim of becoming a clerk, and one in the employ of no less a personage than Lady Nicolaa de la Haye, the hereditary castellan of Lincoln castle. A surge of affection swelled in Bascot’s heart; although he would never have a son of his own loins, he did not feel the loss. Gianni more than filled the gap.

			As the lad moved his pen across the page in confident strokes, Bascot sat down on the other stool and took up the pile of notes that contained transcripts of previous interviews. They included the one Gianni had prepared the night before when, at Nicolaa’s direction, the Templar had given him the details of his conversation with the cook, Alfred and Aquarius. Starting at the beginning, with the interviews that had been conducted the day after the murder, he carefully began to read, but soon found his concentration flagging, distracted by his inability to discover a motive for the crimes. Had both victims been killed because they had inadvertently foiled attempts on the king’s life, or were their deaths due to a personal enmity? None of the evidence seemed to confirm either premise with any surety. And even if one of these possibilities was correct, he had still not been able to establish whether he should be looking for an intruder or instead, as Chacal kept insisting, be searching amongst the household staff. Until he knew which direction to take, it was impossible to discern which trail to follow.

			Laying the transcripts aside, he leaned his shoulder against the wall and mentally recited a paternoster, hoping the familiar regime would bring some order to his mind. As he did so, Gianni glanced up at him and, noticing the furrows of vexation on his former master’s face, leant forward and touched him gently on the arm. When the Templar looked towards him, the lad moved his hands to mime drinking from a cup, asking if he should bring some wine.

			Gratefully, Bascot nodded and, as Gianni hurried out of the room, walked over to the casement. Releasing the hook on the shutters, he threw them wide open. A blast of cold air entered the room, but he welcomed the shock to his senses, hoping it would clarify his thoughts. Resting his elbows on the bottom ledge of the casement, he looked out over the town. From his vantage point on the upper storey of the townhouse, he could see overtop the houses on the other side of Watling Street. Directly in his line of vision, and just outside the city walls to the northeast, stood the abbey of St. Augustine and, a little farther north, the spires of the cathedral. Snow was encrusted on all the roof tiles and piled slantwise against chimneys. Overhead the sky had a smoke-like darkness, a dull and misty grey that promised further snow was on the way.

			Canterbury was the most hallowed city in England, he thought, and yet, despite the city’s reputation for sanctity, secret murder still crept within its walls, casting deceit and treachery over all. Bascot felt drained of energy; if God intended him to discover the identity of the miscreant, he must summon up the vigor to continue the pursuit. Murmuring a prayer for guidance, he took a deep breath of the frosty air, and, pulling the shutters back to their original position, returned to his task.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-one

			When John had returned to the cathedral precincts after the appalling confrontation with his wife, he had dismissed his guards with an impatient growl and gone to the guesthouse, imperiously waving aside the hosteler hovering outside the door. Once alone in the luxurious chambers, he had poured himself a cup of wine and begun to pace. First Nicolaa’s cold disapproval and now Isabella’s defiance; it was not to be borne, and anger churned in his gut at their impudence. All about him was perfidy, he thought, his peregrinations up and down the chamber setting the candles flickering wildly in the wake of his furious passage. And it had been that way ever since a time he was young enough to remember. His mother instigating defiance of his father amongstst her children, his brothers vying with each other as they struggled to gain more than their fair share of apportionment; even his sisters had entered the fray, siding first with one sibling and then another as the whim took them. And even though, of his original family, most were now dead—only his mother and one of his sisters, Eleanor, married to the king of Castile, were still living—the duplicity remained, swirling about him in a miasmic cloud.

			Slowly he stopped pacing and, willing himself to calmness, seated himself on a comfortable chair at the head of the table. These morbid reflections were not serving any useful purpose; if he was to negotiate his way through this latest morass of betrayal he must maintain a clear head. His prime objective was to raise an army and drive Philip out of Normandy, and to do that he must have the support of his English nobles and their agreement to give him the necessary funds to pay for the additional mercenaries he would need. But in order to maintain the confidence of his liegemen, Arthur’s whereabouts and condition must remain hidden, at least until Normandy was secure. After that, it would matter little whether the truth came out. Once he was victorious, no one would dare gainsay John’s account of what had happened to his nephew, and would be forced to accept the lie he had told the archbishop, that one of his hounds had attacked Arthur and caused his injuries.

			But until the council at Oxford had taken place, the secret must remain secure. As far as he could judge, Nicolaa had kept faith with her promise, even if she had done so reluctantly, and John was fairly certain she had not revealed it to the Templar. It would suit him admirably if de Marins proved these murders had been committed at the instigation of Hugh of Lusignan. The discovery might even be a spur to gaining the support of his nobles. Not many would welcome the thought that one of King Philip’s minions had infiltrated England and attempted to slay their king. Yes, John thought, his composure rapidly returning, the wisest course was to wait—and be ready to take preventative measures if, and when, they were warranted.

			***

			After Gianni had collected the wine and returned to his chamber, he found Bascot rereading the records of the interviews. When the lad handed him a cup filled to the brim, the Templar took it gratefully and swallowed a deep draught.

			“There is nothing in these statements that leads to the identity of the killer,” he said, his tone heavy. “At the time of the washerwoman’s death, all of the servants were overlooked by another, and as for the steward, there was ample opportunity for any of the people in the townhouse to place the poison in the buttery without being seen. And there is no evidence to support the supposition that both of these acts were committed by an intruder. Whoever this villain is, he has covered his tracks well.”

			He looked at Gianni, his expression full of chagrin. “And because he remains undetected, and there seems to be no hope of verifying Aquarius’ statement, the king may, at any time, order the torture of the prisoners in the castle gaol. Three men, Gianni, all of whom will most likely admit to any crime if enough pain is inflicted on them, whether they are guilty or not.”

			The Templar looked towards the window and the charcoal glowing in the brazier. The burning embers reminded him of when he had been held captive by the Saracens in Outremer and his eye had been put out by the red-hot tip of an iron bar. He could still recall his fear as the metal had been heated in a fire much larger and fiercer than the one burning in the brazier, how every muscle in his body had stiffened in apprehension as he had watched it being prepared, and the moment of excruciating agony when the burning metal had been thrust into his eye. Anger flooded through him at the thought the prisoners might be put to a similar test, and perhaps unjustly.

			Gianni recognised the expression on his former master’s face. He knew the Templar’s ways, and how his conscience plagued him if he could not save an innocent person from wrongful persecution. It was the same sentiment that made him so successful in apprehending a murderer; he engaged with the villain just as though he were on the battlefield, plying his mind on behalf of the victim just as he would wield his sword against an enemy of Christ, thrusting and probing until he found a weakness that would lead him to victory.

			Picking up the notes that lay on the table, Gianni found the record of what Bascot had told him of his recent interrogation of Aquarius and scanned it once again, hoping desperately that he would discover something that had been missed. His whole concentration on the task, he read the words slowly and carefully, his head bowed.

			For some moments, the pair remained immobile, the Templar staring at the brazier and Gianni reading. Only the muffled yelp of a dog in the street below broke the silence until finally the lad looked up with a glimmer of hope in his eyes, and proffered the paper for Bascot’s inspection.

			The Templar looked down at the parchment and saw it was the transcript the lad had made the night before, the one that included the outline of the few words Aquarius claimed to have overheard the washerwoman say to Inglis in the churchyard. Mystified, the Templar read aloud the portion to which Gianni was pointing. “‘She was asking Inglis why someone would use oc instead of oïl if they were not from the region where that dialect is spoken.’” Bascot shook his head. “I do not understand. Efforts have already been made to substantiate this piece of evidence and failed. Why do you refer to it again?”

			Gianni embarked on a flurry of hand gestures, first pointing to the “someone” in the statement and then to himself and Bascot as though they were in conversation. Then he shook his head, and pointing away, he cupped his hand about his ear as though he were listening. It took the Templar only a moment to realise what the lad was trying to impart.

			“Of course—Aquarius did not hear all that the washerwoman said to Inglis,” Bascot said, “only that she had been telling him of someone who used, rather than said, oc instead of oïl, and he could have been mistaken in believing that the word was spoken to her directly. It may not have been. She could just as easily have been referring to overhearing two people conversing with each other, and speaking in the dialect which she called simply ‘oc.’ And if that is so, then her suspicion of only one of them would imply that she expected the other person to be conversant in it.”

			Revitalised, the Templar rose from his seat and took a few slow steps to the casement and back, speaking his thoughts aloud. “There are only three people in the royal household whose native tongue is langue d’oc—the queen, Yvette and Marie. I think we can dismiss Isabella from suspicion—her effrontery when she accused the king of losing confidence in her seemed genuine to me. As for Yvette—she is far too naïve for involvement in the complicated machinations these murders required. Her guileless face would betray her in an instant. That leaves only Marie, a much more likely prospect, and one about whom I already had reservations.”

			Bascot continued to pace. All along they had been searching for one murderer, but Gianni’s interpretation of the washerwoman’s words made him consider, for the first time, that there were two assassins working in concert, and that Marie was one of them. If that was so, the other must be the one the washerwoman had overheard in conversation with Marie and had, by having fluency in a language that he or she should not have been familiar with, aroused her suspicions. It also implied that Molly and Inglis had been the intended victims all along, slain because of the knowledge Molly had accidentally discovered, and then related to the steward.

			His thoughts raced, tumbling over one another, but this time with lucidity. He cast his mind back to what was known about Marie and why such a seemingly innocuous secret as hiding the country a person hailed from would be deemed dangerous if it was revealed. It could only be because the guise was concealing some nefarious purpose, and the usual reason for such a ruse was espionage. And because Marie had knowledge of it, it would imply that not only was her companion pretending to be someone they were not, but that she was also. Nicolaa de la Haye had said Marie had only been in Rouen for a few months before being taken into Isabella’s service. Were she and her cohort spies in the employ of the French? Had she come to the castle with the express purpose of gleaning all she could about John’s strategies for the defence of Normandy and relaying it back to her paymaster? Given the state of the king’s affairs across the Narrow Sea, it seemed a logical assumption to make, even if there was not yet any proof of its veracity.

			Satisfied that this premise was a viable one, the Templar turned to consideration of who might be her accomplice. She had arrived in Canterbury just a couple of days before the washerwoman was murdered, so her confederate must have been known to her before she came to England, for there had not been enough time to forge such an alliance during her short time in the country. Was this person another agent who had accompanied her to Rouen when she first went there, or someone she had hired in Normandy after she learned of John’s plan to leave for England? It had to be someone claiming to be from a country far from the south of France—most likely England or Normandy—to keep secret his true origins, for this was the falsehood that the washerwoman had recognised.

			Mentally he ran over the list of suspects they had considered so far—the wine merchant de Ponte, the manservant Alfred and Aquarius, the bath attendant. The first two could have travelled to the continent—the vintner on trips to buy wine, and the manservant accompanying his master, the draper, on visits to cloth fairs—and met Marie by chance, or design, when they did so. Was it possible that, on such an occasion, she had engaged one of them to help her in her undertaking? The Templar pondered both men for a moment, and then dismissed them. Both were truly English and if Molly had heard either of them speaking in langue d’oc, she would have merely assumed they had become conversant in the dialect during their travels. It was highly unlikely she would have accused either of misrepresenting their birthplace, much less related her fear to Inglis.

			Aquarius was a different matter altogether—and there had been something about his story that had not rung true. He had been in Rouen castle when Marie went there, and although he claimed to be a Norman, he could, in truth, hail from the south of France. He had been in the right place (Rouen castle) and at the right time (when she had arrived there earlier in the year) for him to be either the person she had been told to contact and take orders from, or to have been enlisted by her to join in the enterprise. But if that was so, why had he given information that might reveal his involvement?

			Mentally he reviewed the notes he had read as he paced back and forth across the room, every word of the transcripts now familiar from his constant examinations of them. Juggling and sorting each statement, he recalled each of the people in the townhouse and their whereabouts at the time of Molly’s death, searching for any other that might be culpable. Suddenly a name came to him and he slowed his steps. There was only one other person, a man that had so far never been regarded as a suspect but fit the criteria of a candidate for Marie’s accomplice just as snugly as Aquarius, and without any attendant objection. As he reflected on it further, a smile crossed his face. Although he had no proof, he was certain he had discovered the identity of the other murderer.

			Turning to Gianni, he gripped the lad’s shoulder in commendation. “Well done. Your insight has led to the solving of this riddle. Come, let us go downstairs and tell Lady Nicolaa.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-two

			“So you believe there are two murderers, working in concert?” the castellan exclaimed after Bascot told her of the conclusion he had reached.

			“Yes, lady, although I only have supposition as to the motive, I am certain there were two people involved in the killings, and that one of them is the queen’s attendant, Marie.”

			Nicolaa had been sitting alone in the hall when the Templar and Gianni had entered, staring meditatively into the fire, a goblet of hot cider on a table at her elbow, the contents untouched. She had looked immensely weary, and Bascot had hesitated for a moment before disturbing her, recalling the king’s restriction and wondering if he should send Gianni back upstairs. But he decided not to; it had been the lad’s intelligence that had led him to the solution and he deserved to be present while it was explained to his mistress.

			When he told Nicolaa that he believed Marie was involved in the crimes, her expression lightened, and was replaced by a resurgence of the determination that was an integral part of her personality. She leaned forward expectantly as he related how Gianni’s fresh perspective had led him to realise that their previous interpretation of Molly’s words had been too limited in scope.

			“If we consider as valid the premise that the washerwoman heard two people speaking in langue d’oc, then not only does it confirm the tale the bath attendant told us, but also our impression that Marie was lying when she claimed that she knew of no one else in the royal household that spoke the dialect.”

			Nicolaa nodded. “I remember that the young girl, Yvette, seemed puzzled by Marie’s answer. She, like the washerwoman, must have overheard her using it in conversation with someone else.”

			The castellan leaned back, reflecting on the information. “And there is also the fact that Yvette saw Marie going into one of the rooms on the ground floor about the time when the poison was added to the flavouring mixture. Yes, de Marins,” Nicolaa agreed, “you have convinced me that Marie could be responsible for the death of Inglis. But as to her accomplice—do you suspect that she aided an intruder to enter the house?”

			“No, lady. That possibility is ruled out by the fact that the person Marie was speaking to must have been known to the washerwoman, else she would not have taken note of the conversation. It has to be someone in the household.”

			He paused, and then related to her the steps, with Gianni’s help, that had led him to the identity of Marie’s accomplice, and his name.

			The castellan listened intently, and when he was finished she looked shocked. “May God forfend us, de Marins, you are right. But unfortunately, there is no firm evidence, only supposition. The king will want proof.”

			“I know, lady, and I fear I have little chance of getting any unless one of the two grooms that are in the castle gaol can help us. They have not yet been questioned as to whether or not they overheard anyone, besides the queen and her two companions, speaking langue d’oc. Because their native tongue is French, they are far more likely than any of the English-speaking servants in the royal household to recognise the dialect and, if it was used it in their hearing, might have noticed it. But even if they cannot help, I feel the suspect should be questioned, and if his answers are not satisfactory it may convince the king to look further into his culpability.”

			The castellan stood up, her expression grim. “Yes, it will, but if you need to take him into custody to do so, you will need a weightier authority than mine to sanction his arrest.”

			She pondered on the matter for a moment and then said, “I would prefer not to inform the king of our suspicions until every effort has been made to find evidence to substantiate them, so I will send Miles to William Marshal at the cathedral guesthouse with a request that he come to the castle bail directly. The earl has the power to authorise whatever action you deem necessary and will, I am certain, understand the reason we have asked for his help.”

			“And Marie?” the Templar asked. “She also needs to be detained, and as soon as possible. Remember that the younger companion, Yvette, might have proof of her culpability with regard to the lie she told to us at the nunnery, when she claimed not to have spoken to anyone else in langue d’oc. If Marie discovers we have arrested her accomplice, the girl could be in danger.”

			Gianni’s face went white at the thought that the pretty young maid might be harmed, and his fear was not allayed when Nicolaa shook her head.

			“That might not prove such an easy matter. The queen is too protective of both her attendants to take heed of a warrant issued by Marshal, and she has the power to overrule it. We must wait until after the suspect has been questioned in the hope that he will reveal some detail of Marie’s involvement, something Isabella cannot refute. I will instruct Miles to accompany the earl when he goes to the bail and await the outcome of your actions. If you find any evidence against Marie, he can then return to the cathedral guesthouse and tell John, so that the king can issue a writ for her arrest. He is the only one that Isabella will not dare to disobey.”

			After giving a brief nod of his acceptance of the arrangements, Bascot departed. As Gianni hurried away to find Miles de Laxton, Nicolaa sank back in her chair, firmly suppressing the quaver of apprehension that assailed her. Even though she believed Bascot’s identification of the murderers to be the correct one, he had, as yet, not been able to discern their motive with any certainty. It was most likely that, as he surmised, they were agents for King Philip, and her fear that the reason for the crimes might be connected to Arthur was groundless. But until it was proven otherwise, she would not rest easy, and was fearful of the consequences to herself and her family if John’s dark secret should be revealed. As these murders so aptly portrayed, one secret often led to another, and could become a snare of intrigue that was both dangerous and repellant.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-three

			The colour of the sky was a louring grey as Bascot rode along Watling Street towards the castle, and as he turned down Castle Street, a drizzling mist of rain mixed with snow began to fall. When he rode into the castle ward he found it filled with an air of disgruntlement. Near the gate seven or eight men-at-arms from the castle garrison were standing in a sullen group, watching grooms bring horses out from the stable. On the other side of the bail, Chacal, stony-faced and arms akimbo, was overseeing the men of his band as they ran continuous circuits of the training ground in full armour. Criel, in company with his serjeant—a veteran soldier in his mid-forties with hands as large as horses’ hooves—stood at the foot of the steps leading up into the keep, their faces dark with irritation.

			Bascot walked over to the constable. “Punishment duty?” he asked, gesturing towards the soldiers at the gate and the sweating mercenaries.

			Criel nodded in disgust. “There are too many troops in the ward at the moment, what with Chacal’s mercenaries bunking in alongside my men. Last night, in the barracks, a couple of them got into an argument over a dice game and started brawling, and the rest joined in. If it hadn’t been for my serjeant’s intervention, blood would have been spilled.”

			Nodding towards the soldiers at the gate, who were now shuffling into a queue behind the horses, he said, “Those are the worst offenders amongst my own men. They will march behind the horses while they go for their daily exercise, and I’ve told the grooms to keep up a good pace. By the time those troublemakers have waded through a few miles of snow and horse shit, they’ll be too tired to argue with anyone. And Chacal will keep his band at drill until they, too, are ready to drop. If any of the bastards so much as looks crosswise at each other after this, the skin will be taken off their backs, and they know it.”

			The Templar gave a murmur of commiseration and stood beside Criel as the horses set out through the gate at a trot, the disgraced men-at-arms shambling behind. After they had disappeared from view, the constable turned to Bascot and asked if he had come to put more questions to the prisoners, nodding towards the row of cells on the other side of the ward.

			Bascot had given the questioning of the two grooms some thought on his ride to the ward and, finding that he still did not completely trust Aquarius, asked Criel if he would remove the bath attendant to a separate cell while he spoke to them.

			“Of course,” the constable replied, and instructed his serjeant to do as the Templar had asked. As the soldier moved across the ward to carry out the order, Bascot spoke again to Criel.

			“I am expecting the Earl of Pembroke to be here shortly. If he arrives while I am still with the prisoners, would you ask him to wait until I am done?”

			Criel assured him he would, and Bascot walked over to the cell where the grooms were imprisoned and went inside. The two men, huddled on the floor and shivering in the dank chill, looked up fearfully as he came in. They were not manacled, Bascot noticed, a mercy that was more likely due to Criel’s consideration than the king’s. The Templar surveyed them for a moment before he spoke, recalling that their names were Andri and Denis, and then said, “I have come to ask you some more questions relating to the murders of the king’s washerwoman and his steward—”

			Before he could complete the sentence, both men fell to their knees in front of him and the older of the two, Andri, burst into hasty speech. “We did not kill anyone, maître,” he declared. “We liked Molly; she was kind to us. She repaired Denis’ tunic when it was ripped and another time she brought us pain blanc from the kitchen. I swear to you before God that we never harmed her.”

			“And never once did we speak to the steward,” Denis added in a rush. “We did not know him at all.”

			Bascot held up his hand to stem their flood of protestations. Because any witness they gave might be distorted by eagerness to prove their innocence, he gave only a broad explanation for his presence. “I am not come to accuse, but to ask if you heard something that may be related to their deaths.”

			“But we already told all that we know, maître,” Andri said uncertainly, “to the other chevalier that came to the townhouse.”

			“I am aware of that,” Bascot said patiently, “but there is a question that he did not ask and that I now put to you. Are either of you familiar with the dialect spoken in the south of France, called langue d’oc?”

			Both were bemused by the question and glanced at each other in perplexity. “I do not speak it, lord,” Andri said finally, “but I have an understanding of some of the words.”

			“And you Denis?” Bascot asked.

			The other groom shook his head. “Only that they say oc instead of oïl, as we do in Rouen—that is all.”

			“If either of you were to hear it spoken, would you be able to distinguish it from another dialect or patois?” Bascot pressed.

			Andri gave a nod of affirmation, but Denis said he was not sure, but thought he might be able to because, he said, “They say some of the words like they are singing a song.”

			The Templar, reasonably certain now that he could depend on their truthfulness, went on with his questions. “I want you to think back over the time since you joined the king retinue,” he said to them. “Have you heard anyone in the company, apart from the queen and her two ladies, speak in that language, either during the journey from Rouen or since you arrived in England?”

			Both of the grooms pondered his question for a few moments and then, as Denis began to shake his head in negation, Andri nudged him impatiently. “Yes, imbécile, do you not remember? It was when we were on the boat crossing over the Narrow Sea and Molly came to help you while you were sick.”

			Still Denis’ expression remained blank and Andri, with an impatient shrug, said, “He was very ill, maître, and perhaps did not notice.”

			Bascot felt a surge of hope when the washerwoman’s name was mentioned and instructed the groom to tell him what he had heard, and when.

			“It was while we were on the boat crossing over to England. The weather was very rough and Denis became sick with mal de mer. The king’s horses—three of them, a gelding and two mares—were penned inside hurdles in the middle of the ship and they, too, did not much like the storm and started to kick and bite each other. Denis tried to help me with them, but he was vomiting badly and went to hang over the ship’s rail so he would not foul the horses’ stall. He was leaning over so far I feared he would tumble into the sea, but I could not leave the horses to come to his aid. Molly, who had been sitting a little way from us, saw what was happening and came running to help. She was une femme très robuste, that one, and held on to Denis all the way to England, never once letting him go, and wiped his face with the hem of her skirt most tenderly.

			“It was while she was doing this that we heard one of the queen’s ladies—the old one with a face like un citron—talking to someone on the other side of the hurdles. We could not see them, nor they us, because there were bales of hay piled up on that side of the pen, but we could hear them, and they were speaking in langue d’oc. I did not listen to much of what they were saying for I was too busy with the horses, but Molly, she did, and got very upset. She said to me afterwards that the man with the queen’s attendant was un menteur—a liar—and she was going to tell the king about him.”

			“Do you know the identity of the man the washerwoman was speaking about?” Bascot asked, his pulse quickening.

			“Oïl,” Andri replied. “I could not see him because he was behind the pile of hay, but I heard Molly speak his name when she told someone else about the conversation after we docked at Dover.”

			A thrill of satisfaction ran through Bascot when Andri named the person he had suspected, but it was mingled with consternation at the groom’s claim there was another person besides themselves privy to the information. “Are you certain that she spoke to someone else about this?” he asked sternly.

			“Mais oïl,” Andri replied. “I heard her myself, as we were going into the castle with the horses, when she and the other man were walking behind us.”

			“Who was it?” Bascot asked.

			“Le attaché de bain, Guillaume Aquarius.”

			***

			After promising the two grooms they would soon be released, and receiving their grateful thanks, the Templar went into the cell where Criel’s serjeant had put Aquarius, which was adjacent to the one he had just left. The bath attendant was sitting on a stool in the corner and did not look well. His thin face had taken on a sallow hue and his prominent nose was blue with cold. But the Templar was angry, and squashed any pity he might have felt.

			“You lied to me, clerk,” Bascot growled. “You knew all along who killed the washerwoman. Why did you not say so before?”

			Aquarius looked up at him with an air of resignation. “That was foolish, I know, lord. But at the time I was frightened. I thought that if he found out I had given you his name, he would murder me, too, like he did Molly. And then, afterwards, it was too late to tell you, for it would look as though I was lying to protect myself. All I could do was to give you a little of what I knew, and hope you would piece it together.”

			“If the truth had remained hidden, you would have paid a heavy price for your cowardice and so would the two grooms, who are completely innocent of any wrongdoing,” Bascot said harshly.

			Aquarius hung his head, and made no attempt to defend his actions.

			“Is there anything else you have not told?” the Templar asked. “Any further incriminating evidence against him?”

			“Only that he came running from one of the empty chambers on the same floor as the antechamber when I raised the alarm,” the bath attendant replied. “He must have gone in there after he killed Molly, and then waited for her body to be discovered before he reappeared. I did not realise he had done so at that moment, but afterwards, during the hours the guards were searching and no intruder was found, I knew that it could only have been him who murdered her, and that he had done so to stop her telling the king about his conversation with the queen’s companion.”

			“Do you know why he considered that a threat?” Bascot pressed. “Did the washerwoman understand the language enough to hear them speaking of some matter that threatened the king?”

			“She knew a few words and that is all, but was sufficiently familiar with the sound of langue d’oc to recognise that his speech was very fluent and also to note that he used the familiar tu while speaking to Marie. And that was why she was suspicious. Not only did he claim to be from Flanders where the language is practically unknown, but she had seen him and Marie, in Rouen, pass each other by without any sign of recognition. From their conversation together she knew this must have been a pretence. She was an observant woman, Molly, and very protective of the king. Why the pair wanted to keep their liaison a secret, she did not know—and nor do I—but even though Inglis disagreed with her and thought her conjecture foolish, she still felt it was worthy of mention and intended to do so the next time she had an opportunity to speak to the king.”

			“And the day you were seen arguing in the townhouse yard with the steward—did you lie about that, too?”

			“Only a little,” the bath attendant admitted. “I told the truth when I said we were not at odds with each other, but I did not when I related the subject of our discussion. Inglis was irritated with Molly for her persistence in saying that the king should be told of it—that is why he looked angry—and I was trying to pacify him and reconcile the breach between them, that is all.”

			As Aquarius finished speaking, they heard the gateward call out and Bascot looked out into the bail through the grille in the cell door. William Marshal and Miles de Laxton had arrived and were dismounting from their horses. With them was Gilles de Laubrec. After handing their mounts into the care of a groom, they all walked over to where Criel was standing at the bottom of the steps leading up into the keep. The misty rain was still falling and all of them were well wrapped up in heavy cloaks and close-fitting quilted arming caps. Leaving the abject clerk to his self-made misery, the Templar pulled his own cloak close around him and went to join them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-four

			As Bascot approached, Marshal did not waste any time on words of greeting. “De Laxton has told me of your suspicions,” he said tersely. “Have you been able to validate them?”

			“With regard to the suspect for the washerwoman’s murder, yes,” Bascot replied and related what he had been told by the two grooms and Aquarius.

			“And the queen’s attendant?” Marshal asked.

			“I am fairly certain she is responsible for the steward’s death and that the other companion, Yvette, may have witnessed something that will prove it. Marie should be taken into custody as soon as possible so that she does not harm the young girl to prevent her telling what she knows.”

			Marshal turned to Gilles. “Go to the cathedral guesthouse and inform the king. Tell him that he should arrange for her arrest with all haste.”

			The tall knight nodded and went to retrieve his horse from the groom who had taken it into the stables. Within a few minutes, he was riding out of the bail.

			After he had done so, Marshal looked over to the far side of the compound where Chacal continued to oversee his men’s punishment, then flicked his gaze around the empty bail and up to the parapets, where two lone men-at-arms were pacing on sentry duty. “The garrison seems depleted of men,” he said to Criel.

			“Some of them are without the ward on punishment duty,” the constable replied.

			Marshal gave a grim smile. “Then we must be prepared for a battle.” There was an expectant gleam in the earl’s eye as the spoke, and it was evident that he relished the thought of conflict, despite his advanced years.

			Loosening his sword in its scabbard, Marshal turned to Bascot. “You are the one that tracked the quarry, de Marins. To you must go the privilege of his capture. The rest of us will guard your back.”

			At Bascot’s nod, the earl turned to Criel and rapped out an order. “Instruct your gateward to close and bar the gate.”

			Criel called out an order and the huge double doors of the entrance were slammed shut and barred. The movement attracted the attention of the mercenary band and they paused in their circuit of the training ground, sweat pouring down their faces. Chacal, also alerted by the noise, whirled around, his hand dropping to the sword at his belt. Bascot removed his cloak, handed it to Miles and, sword in hand, walked towards the mercenary.

			“You are under arrest, Chacal, on a charge of murder,” he said as he approached. “If you are wise, you will submit quietly.”

			The mercenary made no attempt to deny the charge, merely shifted his stance so that his feet were slightly apart and his body turned to one side. “So, Templar, you have found me out,” he declared with an ironic chuckle. “But in answer to your excellent counsel, wisdom has never been amongst my strengths. I prefer to depend on my sword.”

			As he spoke, he pulled his blade from its scabbard. His band, alarmed by the challenge to their leader, drew their short swords and closed up behind him, and the Templar could hear Marshal, Miles and Criel respond by readying their own weapons and moving forward. But Chacal forestalled the imminent clash by calling out for his men to hold.

			“None of my band were involved in this matter,” he said to Bascot, “or privy to its commission. Will you give them pardon?”

			Bascot surveyed the half-dozen men of the mercenary band. Despite their willingness to defend their captain, he could see confusion in their expressions. It appeared that Chacal was telling the truth.

			“Order them to discard their weapons and submit to Criel’s restraint, and no charges will be laid against them,” he said quietly.

			Chacal gave a nod and with a gesture of his hand, his men drew back to the shelter of the castle walls and lay their swords at their feet, leaving their captain and Bascot alone in the middle of the ward.

			“I must warn you, Templar,” Chacal said, “that I do not intend to be taken. I would rather die than be left to the mercy of your dishonourable king.” He hawked and spat on the ground. “He is a cowardly cochon. I should have killed him when I had the chance.”

			Bascot made no reply and the two men met in a clash of steel. Neither wore mail or helm, both clad only in thick leather jerkins and quilted arming caps. One stroke from the heavy blades would easily cut through the meager protection and into the flesh beneath. Bascot circled to keep his sighted side towards his adversary, cursing the drizzling fall of rain that was obscuring his vision. The hard beaten earth of the bail was treacherously slick, and both men placed their feet cautiously. Even so, it only took the Templar a moment to realise that although Chacal was quick, he was also reckless, and prone to press his advantage before the time was ripe. After they circled each other two or three times, the mercenary leapt forward in a precipitous attempt to strike Bascot’s sword arm and, after sidestepping the blow, the Templar retaliated by slicing his blade into the upper portion of Chacal’s thigh.

			Blood immediately began to ooze, and the mercenary reeled for a moment before giving Bascot an approving glance. “First stroke to you, Templar, but it will be your last.”

			Chacal was now more cautious in his approach and, favouring his wounded leg, circled to the left, on Bascot’s unsighted side. For some moments, each of them sought an opening in the other’s defence until, with a sudden lunge, the mercenary caught Bascot high on his left arm with the point of his sword. The blow sliced through the Templar’s tunic and into his bicep. With a quick counter-stroke, Bascot aimed his blade low, and another wound appeared on Chacal’s leg, just beneath the first injury, which was now bleeding profusely.

			Around them, the bail was deathly silent, the only noise that of their swishing blades and the raucous overhead cry of a circling seagull that must have strayed inland from the coast. Marshal, Criel and de Laxton stood with watchful eyes, not only on the combatants but also on the mercenary band, whose attention was riveted to the conflict in front of them. Suddenly the rain ceased to fall and, as it did so, tiny flakes of snow began to drift lazily down, settling on the shoulders of the two men in the center of the compound and on the cloaks of the spectators.

			Bascot began to abandon all hope of arresting Chacal without inflicting further injury. The mercenary had declared his intent not to be taken alive and it was obvious, by the determination in his flat pale eyes, that he meant this struggle to be his final one. Even if Bascot was himself overcome, Chacal would continue to defy any subsequent effort to arrest him, and face Marshal, Criel or Miles with the same determined resolution, until he forced one of them to deal the death blow. The Templar could not, with honesty, fault the mercenary’s logic. John would be merciless in his revenge; drawing, hanging and quartering would be the mercenary’s certain end if he was taken. But it was a punishment he deserved, and Bascot did not intend to allow his adversary to avoid it if he could find a way to forestall him. With a surge of anger, he renewed his attack.

			Chacal stumbled back as Bascot’s blade came in low under his guard. Surprise flared in his eyes, but only for a moment, and he made a fierce retaliation. Their blades struck sparks as they met and locked, the two metal shafts slithering down each to the hilts until the pair stood breast to breast, straining against the other. Bascot could feel Chacal’s breath hot against his cheek as he murmured, “Jusqu’à la dernière extrémité, religieux.”

			And a bitter end it proved to be. Bascot twisted, and with a powerful thrust of his shoulder, threw Chacal backwards. The mercenary staggered on his injured leg and almost fell, desperately trying to raise his sword to defend himself. But it was to no avail. The Templar’s blade took him directly in the upper portion of his sword arm, cleaving through the muscle and slicing into the bone beneath. Blood spurted from the wound, and Chacal’s blade fell from his hand as he dropped to his knees, his arm hanging uselessly by his side.

			“Grant me a quick death, Templar, I beg of you,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Deliver the coup de grâce and end this.”

			“No, Chacal, I will not,” Bascot declared. “You have forfeited your right to such a courtesy.”

			The mercenary gave a resigned nod. “So be it,” he replied.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-five

			After Chacal had been incarcerated in a holding cell, Bascot went into the hall and Miles attended to the wound in his arm, binding it up with strips of linen. Although the mercenary’s sword had sliced open his flesh from shoulder to elbow, it had not, fortunately, penetrated too deeply.

			As Miles completed the task, the king and Archbishop Walter walked into the hall, the Earl of Pembroke and Criel just behind. John strode up to the stool on which Bascot was seated.

			“Congratulations, de Marins,” the king said to him as the Templar rose in deference to the monarch’s presence. “Once again you have tracked down a murderer. I am pleased to hear Chacal is under lock and key, but by the look of your arm, he did not come willingly.”

			“No, he did not,” Bascot confirmed.

			“And has he revealed the reason for his crimes?” John asked.

			“No. Beyond an admission that he is guilty of murder,” the Templar replied, “he will say nothing. I questioned him after he was taken to a cell, but he would not reveal if he had an accomplice, nor tell why he conspired in the killing of your two servants. He is adamant in his refusal to give any information.”

			“The bastard!” John exclaimed, but Bascot thought he saw a look of relief in his eyes, even as he denounced the man who had betrayed him. “I will question him myself and see if he is more forthcoming.”

			“I think it would be best to wait until his wounds are attended to before doing so, sire. At the moment, he is near to unconsciousness from loss of blood and his senses are somewhat mazed.”

			“I have sent for a barber-surgeon to treat his wounds,” Criel informed the king, and then added that the mercenaries of Chacal’s band had not been privy to their captain’s crimes and that he had sent for Godeschal de Socienne—who was taking a turn keeping watch at the royal townhouse with some of his men—to come to the bail and take charge of them.

			As he finished speaking, Nicolaa de la Haye and Gianni, escorted by Gilles de Laubrec, came into the hall. Gianni, seeing the bandage on Bascot’s arm, started to run towards him, but Miles, who had moved to one side of the hall at John’s entrance, grasped the lad’s arm and assured him in quiet tones that the Templar’s injury was not serious. In the meantime, Nicolaa approached the king, who was still standing beside Bascot in front of the table on the dais, with the archbishop, William Marshal and Criel by his side. As the castellan began to come forward, there was a commotion at the door, and Isabella rushed into the room, flushed with agitation. Behind her came Yvette, white-faced and biting her lips, along with two men of the archbishop’s episcopal guard. The soldiers stood aside as Isabella, eyes ablaze with fury, sped across the hall to where her husband stood.

			“How dare you order the arrest of my companion without asking my permission,” she shouted at John, and then flung a hand out towards the archbishop’s men-at-arms. “Even though I ordered them not to, these minions of yours have taken her to a cell and put her in chains. You presume too much, husband. I am your queen, and will not suffer myself, or my servants, to be treated in such a fashion.”

			John’s eyes grew hard. “You have only yourself to blame, Isabella,” he said to his wife. “Until such a time as you have learned to comport yourself with the dignity of the rank to which I have raised you, I have no choice but to leave you outside my confidence.”

			The king’s answer rendered Isabella speechless, but only for a moment. As the rest of the company tried to hide their embarrassment at the burgeoning royal argument, and the queen started to frame a sharp retort to her husband’s rebuke, Archbishop Walter made haste to intervene.

			“It was not the king’s order that the guards were following, lady, but mine,” he said, his tone suitably contrite. “I suggested to his majesty that since the woman is suspected of a serious crime, it might be dangerous to your person if she was not taken without delay. I hasten to assure you that my concern was only for your well-being and that I meant no disrespect. If you find it so, please accept my apologies.”

			Walter’s words, spoken in an attitude of deference, mollified Isabella a little, and she pursed her lips and gave a small nod in acceptance of his apology, before turning to John and addressing him again. “Then, husband, I demand to know now what I would have asked if I had been made privy to your intentions earlier. What is this crime of which you believe Marie is guilty?”

			“Collaborating to commit the murders of my washerwoman and steward,” John replied shortly. “The mercenary captain, Chacal, has already admitted his culpability and there is evidence to show that Marie was his accomplice. That is why she has been incarcerated.”

			Isabella quickly seized on the weakness in his statement. “Did Chacal name Marie as his confederate?”

			When the king gave a reluctant shake of his head, the queen gave a smile of satisfaction. “I knew it; this is all supposition. You have no proof of her guilt.”

			Again Archbishop Walter intervened. “We now have evidence that your companion was seen to be on friendly terms with the mercenary, lady, and speaking to him in langue d’oc, a fact she previously denied. That in itself gives cause for suspicion.”

			Isabella waved the objection aside. “Marie always conversed with myself and Yvette in our dialect and would answer any remark put to her, by the mercenary or anyone else, in that language instinctively, not for sinister purposes. That is what must have happened and your witness was mistaken. When you asked her about it that day at the nunnery, it is only natural that she would have forgotten such a trifling incident.”

			Bascot glanced at Yvette, who was standing just behind the queen, and again saw the same look of uncertainty on the young girl’s face as had been there on the day he and Nicolaa had gone to the nunnery. Now that she understood the seriousness of the matter, it was time to try and convince her to tell what she was concealing.

			“The day that myself and Lady Nicolaa came with the king to St. Sepulchre’s,” he said to her, “you told us that you had never spoken to anyone other than your mistress and Marie in the language of your homeland, and I am sure that is true. But you were not asked if you had heard Marie converse with another person in that tongue, so I will now ask you that question. Did you, at any time, hear her speak to someone other than yourself and the queen in langue d’oc?”

			Reluctantly the girl nodded, and Isabella whirled on her. “What is this, Yvette? Why did you not tell me?”

			“I did not think it of any importance, lady,” Yvette said haltingly.

			Ignoring the queen’s interruption, Bascot pressed the girl. “With whom was she conversing?”

			Shamefaced, Yvette admitted it was Chacal. “But nothing they said was about the two murdered servants,” Yvette quickly added. “I asked Marie about it later and she told me she was asking the mercenary about the security arrangements for our mistress, and giving him an instruction that he was to ensure that his men, who were all very uncouth in appearance,” she interjected with a moue of distaste, “did not intrude on the queen’s privacy while we were staying in the townhouse.”

			Murmuring a silent prayer of thanks that Marie had been arrested before Yvette could betray her knowledge, he asked the girl when she had heard their conversation and what they had said to each other.

			Yvette’s youthful brow wrinkled in concentration. “It was in the early afternoon of the day the washerwoman was killed. Some of the parchment on which my music is written had become wet with seawater while we were crossing the Narrow Sea, and I asked the steward if there was a place where I could lay them out to dry. He told me to go to a little room just off the entryway—it was small and only used, I think, for storing the servants’ cloaks because there were mantles hanging on hooks around the walls—but it had a little table in the middle that he said I could use for my purpose. I had not shut the door firmly and it was just as I was spreading the parchment on the table to dry that I heard Marie speaking to someone in langue d’oc in the hallway.”

			Bascot prompted her to repeat what she remembered of the conversation, and as Yvette went on, he noticed an uneasy glance pass between John and the archbishop as she began to relate what she had heard.

			“They did not say much. The mercenary asked Marie if she had found a way to take care of the matter they had discussed and she said that she had. Then she said that she would leave it to him to resolve the rest of the problem.”

			Yvette now directed her words to the king, explaining why she had not reported the conversation earlier. “As I said, my lord, I asked Marie about it later and she told me she was concerned that one of those loutish guards would trespass upon the queen’s, or mine and Marie’s, privacy under the guise of watching over our safety. They were always leering at the maidservants and passing ribald remarks, so I thought she was right to make it clear that their behaviour was not acceptable.”

			As Yvette finished speaking, Bascot and Nicolaa exchanged a glance. The words Yvette had heard were ambiguous and could be taken in another way than the one Marie had ascribed. The pair could just as easily have been speaking about the arrangements for the murders—that Marie had managed to place the poison in the flavouring mixture and was confirming that Chacal would take the necessary steps to despatch the washerwoman. But there was one further point that needed to be clarified before they could assume this was so. To that end, the Templar asked the girl another question.

			“Yvette, you told us that you had seen Marie coming out of one of the rooms in the townhouse and heard the steward, Inglis, reproaching her for having gone in there without his permission. Do you remember at what time of day this was and which chamber she entered?”

			A frown of bemusement passed over the girl’s face, but after giving the question some moments’ thought, she answered readily enough. “It was before I went into the little room to try and repair the damage that had been done to my music—perhaps an hour before, I think, or maybe a little more. As to which chamber it was, I cannot be certain, but as the steward was speaking so roughly to Marie some men came with kegs of wine and Inglis walked away from her to show them into the room he had seen her coming from, so I think it must have been the buttery.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-six

			“That is proof enough for me of the woman’s guilt,” Marshal exclaimed, banging the flat of his hand down with a thump onto the surface of the table on the dais. The rest of the company nodded in solemn agreement. Criel flinched as the reason Chacal had been so insistent about questioning the vintner and his men after their incarceration, and before Bascot and the earl arrived, dawned on him. It could only have been because he had wanted to determine whether or not the two delivery men had overheard Inglis reprimanding Marie for being in the room where the wine was kept. If they had, the constable had no doubt that Chacal would either have made certain of their silence by killing them or have fled with his accomplice. The constable was relieved that he had denied the mercenary admittance to the questioning.

			From her demeanour, it was obvious that Yvette had not been told the details surrounding the steward’s death. She was completely unaware that the poison had been introduced into a honey mixture that was kept in the buttery, and an astonished look came over her face at the company’s reaction to her statement. She turned towards her mistress, seeking an explanation, but Isabella was standing quiet and still, two high spots of colour on her cheeks.

			“Do you still say, wife, that your companion is innocent?” John demanded of Isabella.

			The queen, an expression of defeat on her face, now comported herself with the dignity her husband had accused her of lacking. Drawing herself up to her full small height, she spoke in even tones. “I admit that this evidence gives room for doubt, my lord, but nonetheless, I must protest that it is still circumstantial and her guilt not proven.”

			“Do you wish me to have the woman brought before you for questioning, sire?” Criel asked the king.

			This was the moment John had dreaded. Until he knew for certain why the pair had murdered his servants, he could not let them be interrogated publically. Even though neither prisoner was purported to be a Breton, that did not allay his fear. Chacal, as a mercenary, could be hired by anyone, and might be in the pay of the nobles of Brittany; and the woman, what was known of her before she had appeared in Rouen castle a few months ago? Nothing. Her claim to be from Angoulême might be a complete fabrication. She, too, might have Breton connections that were not known as yet. There was only one way to be certain, and that was to dispose of both of them before they could be questioned before witnesses. In order to do that, he must have time, and the space of one night would suffice.

			With a glance at the archbishop, John made a careful reply to Criel’s enquiry. “No, I think not. The day has been a long one and her examination will keep until the morning. Now that both culprits are safely under lock and key, my wife and I can return to the royal townhouse and take some rest.” Turning to his wife, he said, “You may go there now, Isabella. I will be along shortly.”

			But the queen was not to be so easily dismissed. “You cannot leave Marie in that dreadful cell overnight, John,” she declared stoutly. “I will not have it while her guilt is still in doubt. I demand that she receives better treatment.”

			“You ask too much, wife,” the king said impatiently. “It is almost certain that she is a murderess and, more importantly, that she has connived in treason. She will remain where she is until I say otherwise.”

			Isabella’s eyes flashed with stubbornness and she continued to argue on behalf of her attendant. As she did so, Nicolaa’s mind was racing. John now had both of the people he was sure were responsible for the murders in his clutches. The only fact of which he was not certain was whether or not the slayings were connected to his treatment of Arthur. She knew he dare not question either Chacal or Marie in an open court where the motive he dreaded might come to light, and she was certain this was the reason he had announced his intention of delaying Marie’s interrogation until the morning. Whether or not the pair had committed the murders for the reason John feared, she was certain that neither of them would survive the night. It could easily be proclaimed that Chacal had died from his injuries—which Miles had told her were extensive—and as for Marie, it could be said that she had hung herself rather than face the dreadful punishment that awaited her. There were mercenaries aplenty in the bail who would carry out the tasks for a bag of silver, especially the members of Chacal’s band, whose leader’s betrayal of their royal paymaster had placed their livelihood in jeopardy.

			This was the outcome she had hoped would not materialise. She had fervently prayed that Chacal and Marie would, once they were apprehended, admit to being in the pay of Philip of France, or perhaps Hugh of Lusignan, and the threat that they were privy to John’s secret about Arthur be negated.

			She took a deep breath, her pulse racing. She looked around the company; except for Hubert Walter, she was the only one privy to the king’s secret and, from the consternation on the archbishop’s face, she knew that he, too, was perturbed. They were both aware that if Marie and Chacal were found dead before they could be questioned before witnesses, no one would bother to ponder on the manner in which they had died, for it would be felt they had met a just fate. Her hackles rose at the moral dilemma John was forcing upon her. Even though there was proof that the pair were murderers and deserved to die, if they were Bretons seeking vengeance for a grievous wrong done to their liege lord, did they deserve, in all honour, to suffer such an ignominious death? She had no answer, but of one thing she was certain, that she could not be party to such a deed.

			As John, exasperated and out of patience with his recalcitrant wife, began to order her to depart for the royal townhouse without further delay, Nicolaa stepped forward, her heart pounding. If she could keep one of the prisoners from harm, the other would be safe. “If I may be so bold, sire,” she said to the king, “I would suggest a solution that may allay the queen’s concern.”

			The king’s eyes narrowed with annoyance. “Do you so, lady?” he said in a sarcastic tone. “And what might that be?”

			“That the female prisoner be incarcerated overnight at the townhouse where I am staying,” Nicolaa replied. “There is an empty room on the uppermost floor that would be admirable for the purpose and my own men-at-arms can stand guard over her. I will undertake responsibility for her security.”

			John shook his head. “No, that is out of the question. If this woman is guilty, she is very dangerous and I will not allow you to put your own person at risk with such a commission.”

			But, as Nicolaa had hoped, Isabella thought the idea an excellent one and said so, and began entreating her husband to accept the offer. As she did so, Bascot wondered at the purpose of Nicolaa’s intervention. Why did she not wish Marie to remain in the castle cell overnight? He thought of John’s seeming gratification when he had been told that Chacal had not admitted to the reason for his and Marie’s crimes. And then there was the restriction that had been placed on the information Bascot had gathered. Could it be that John feared their motive was one that implicated him in some nefarious action, one so grave he did not wish it to be revealed before witnesses? Was that what Nicolaa feared—that if both of the prisoners were left in the cells overnight, they would not survive until morning, and so could not give evidence that might be damaging to the king’s reputation?

			The Templar glanced at John, saw the obdurate look on his face and knew he would not be diverted from his purpose. Bascot had been acquainted with Nicolaa long enough to know that she would not hazard incurring John’s enmity without good reason. But he held no writ of loyalty to the king, and was becoming impatient with the undercurrents of subterfuge. As Isabella continued to argue with her husband, the Templar moved quietly to the rear of the hall and slipped out the door.

			***

			The hard-packed earth of the bail was now laden with snow, and castle menservants were clearing pathways through it with broad wooden shovels. In front of the barracks, Godeschal de Socienne was standing with Chacal’s band, reassuring them that they would not be punished for their leader’s crimes. Nearby, the men-at-arms who had returned from punishment duty were plying the gateward and the two sentries who had been up on the parapets for details of the armed confrontation that had taken place in their absence. Nobody noticed as the Templar made his way quietly down the steps from the keep and walked across to the gaol cells. Aquarius and the two grooms had been released and the new prisoners were now housed separately in the ones the servants had occupied earlier that morning, a man-at-arms outside each one. Since he knew which cell the mercenary was in, having spoken to him after he had been taken to it earlier, he walked over to the other one, knowing Marie must be inside.

			The guard made no demur when Bascot requested admission, and readily unbarred the door so he could enter. Inside, the Templar found the queen’s attendant seated on a low stool, one wrist secured to the wall by a manacle. A thick blanket was wrapped around her shoulders and a candle burned in one corner of the room, amenities that must have been provided at Isabella’s insistence.

			As Bascot stepped through the door, Marie glanced up, but her face evinced no surprise; she wore the same stoic look of non-committal that she had displayed at the nunnery as, with a sneer, she said, “Well, monk, have you come to tell me why that English scum you serve as king has ordered my arrest?”

			“I serve no earthly prince, mistress, English or otherwise,” Bascot quietly corrected her. “My liege lord is Christ, the king of heaven. As to why I am here, it is at my own behest, to try and convince you to tell me the reason you conspired to murder the king’s servants.”

			She looked at him scornfully. “You waste your breath, Templar. I am innocent of the charge.”

			“There is evidence that says otherwise, mistress,” Bascot said to her. “We have proof that you, together with Chacal, arranged their deaths, so it is useless to make false protestations. The mercenary has already been taken into custody, and is in the cell next to this one.”

			At mention of Chacal’s name, and for the first time since Bascot had been in her company, a flicker of animation passed across Marie’s face. Her eyes flicked to the bandage wrapped around the Templar’s upper arm. “Almaric would never submit meekly,” she said softly. “Was it you who arrested him?”

			At Bascot’s nod, she looked up at him, her gaze sorrowful. “From the day you first arrived in Canterbury, Templar, he feared you would be our undoing. It would seem his apprehension was justified. Is he sore wounded?”

			“Yes, but whether or not his injuries will prove fatal cannot yet be determined,” Bascot replied.

			Marie turned away and gave a mirthless laugh. “You mean that he might just live long enough to be executed,” she said dryly.

			“And that event may come sooner than you think,” Bascot replied.

			Marie swung her head in his direction, alarm flaring in her eyes. “What do you mean?”

			“It is within the king’s power to put both you and Chacal to the test to discover the reason for your crimes. That will most certainly happen tonight and, I think, it would not be surprising if neither of you survived the ordeal.”

			Her face went white, but she struggled to maintain her rigid composure as she said, “I am not surprised. I know only too well how the king treats his prisoners, and that is shamefully.”

			“There may be a way to forestall your fate, mistress,” Bascot said, “even if it is only for a short space. That is why I am come, to try and persuade you to tell me why you committed the murders. Doing so will not buy either you or Chacal your lives, but it may afford you an opportunity to air your grievance against the king, if that is your wish. The choice is up to you.”

			She remained silent for a moment, pondering his words, and then said, “You, I think, are an honourable man, Templar, and seek only justice. Even if my confession should reach no further than these prison walls, it will be a comfort to know that I have made at least one other person aware of your king’s dishonour.”

			She paused for a moment and Bascot said nothing, waiting for her to continue. Finally she took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. “Yes,” she said, “you are correct. Almaric and I killed the two servants. I poisoned the steward and Almaric despatched the woman. But it would not have been necessary if that fat laundress had kept her prying nose away from us. Our purpose was to take the king’s life, and his only.”

			“But why did you want to kill John?” Bascot asked, pressing her to reveal the crux of the matter. It would not be long before his absence from the keep would be noted. If John discovered that he was questioning Marie without permission, it was a certainty he would be ordered to desist.

			“You must tell me quickly, mistress,” he added urgently as she hesitated, “lest I am forced to leave before you can do so.”

			Marie looked up at him, and he saw a glimmer of tears in her eyes. “It was because of my son,” she said softly. “John murdered him—for no just cause and with malicious intent. It was for this reason that Almaric and I decided that his life must be taken in forfeit.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-seven

			A short time later Bascot returned to the keep. Isabella, having lost her argument with the king to place Marie in Nicolaa’s custody for the night, was on the point of making her departure, her fur-lined cloak wrapped close about her and her expression bleak. Yvette was at her side, wan-faced and trembling. The Templar made no attempt to slip back into the company unnoticed; he walked towards the table where John was sitting, Marie behind him, her hands chained together and a man-at-arms on either side of her.

			All of the company turned as the Templar strode forward, surprise on their faces. John, as soon as he caught sight of the prisoner, leapt to his feet, his face suffused with wrath.

			“Why is that woman here?” he demanded. “I gave no permission for her to be removed from her cell.”

			“The guards are following my orders, sire,” Bascot told him evenly. “She has confessed to her complicity in the murders.”

			At this pronouncement, Isabella burst into tears, as did Yvette. William Marshal rose to his feet, and so did the archbishop. The earl wore a look of satisfaction, but Walter was apprehensive. Bascot did not look towards Nicolaa, but her sigh of relief was audible.

			“You overstep your authority, Templar,” John declared heatedly. “I did not give you leave to interrogate the prisoner.”

			“That is so, lord, but I am duty bound to obey the instructions given me by my superior officer, Master Berard, which was to aid you in discovering the identities of the murderers and confirming their guilt. And that is what I have done.”

			Bascot had framed his words deliberately, reminding John that, as a Templar, he owed the king no allegiance and was not his to command. He expected an angry diatribe from John but, to his surprise, the king remained silent, the fury slowly draining from his face. Finally, he gave Bascot a look of respect, then touched the ruby-encrusted crucifix that depended from a gold chain round his neck. “It is as you say, de Marins,” he said, “and I cannot fault your action. Even I, a king, must answer to a higher judge.”

			The archbishop started to speak as John sat back down in his chair, but the king stayed him with a wave of his hand. “Let it be, Walter. It shall be as God wills.” Turning back to Bascot, he asked if the prisoner had revealed the motive for the crimes.

			“She has, sire,” Bascot answered, wondering at the king’s sudden change of demeanour. Whatever secret John held, and had shared with Nicolaa and the archbishop, it seemed he was now resigned to its revelation. In that moment, the Templar felt an unexpected stab of pity for John. The responsibilities of a monarch were onerous; it was obvious that this youngest son of old King Henry took them seriously and was trying to carry them out to the best of his ability, but was realising, as had many who had worn the crown before him, that his objectives were often confounded.

			Recalling John’s scheming nature, Bascot had no difficulty in stifling his momentary compassion, and said, “Your servant, the washerwoman, overheard a conversation in langue d’oc between Chacal and the queen’s attendant. Since she knew that the mercenary was believed to come from Flanders, she thought his knowledge of the dialect strange and also that he was speaking in it so familiarly with one of the queen’s companions, a woman he had formerly professed not to be acquainted with. She mentioned her concern to your steward, Inglis, and also told him of her intention to speak to you about it, an intention which, unfortunately, Chacal and Marie discovered. And that is why they murdered your two servants, because they feared you would ask questions, questions that might reveal their true identities and so lead to the discovery that they intended to kill you.”

			Marshal uttered an oath, and the other knights followed suit, but John remained silent and tense, as did Hubert Walter, until the king said quietly, “And has she told you the reason they wished my death?”

			“It is because she believes you were responsible for the death of her baseborn son,” Bascot continued. “This son was a liegeman of Hugh of Lusignan and was taken prisoner with his lord at Mirabeau. He was also one of the captured knights that you had transferred to Corfe castle for imprisonment. It was there that he died. The mercenary, Chacal, is a legitimate offspring of her son’s father, and so is half-brother to her dead child. Together they conspired to take vengeance upon you for his death.”

			“And her son’s name?” John asked.

			“Hugo of Melle.”

			John frowned, but even as he did so, Bascot noticed an easing of the tension in his shoulders as, with a relieved glance at the archbishop, he sat back in his chair. Melle was a small town near Niort and held from King Philip of France by Hugh of Lusignan, but the king had taken almost two hundred enemy knights captive at Mirabeau; it would not be surprising if he did not recall the names of those of lesser importance and who had, for the main part, later been sent to Corfe.

			“I do not recall any such prisoner,” John said, “or the ordering of his execution. What maggot in this woman’s brain makes her think me responsible for his death?”

			Behind Bascot the rest of the company had fallen silent while he conversed with the king, with only the soft sound of Yvette’s weeping breaking the hush. When John voiced his question, however, Marie’s voice rang out from where she stood between the guards, her tone strident and accusing.

			“You lie! Do you sign so many writs of execution that you no longer remember all the names of the victims? I do not believe it. You starved my son, you devil, until he died, and now, for shame, will not admit it. And I wish you damned for it! Even though my Hugo was a man of honour, and of knight’s rank, you meted out a punishment to him fit only for the lowliest of felons.”

			The accusation hung in the air for a moment, as did the shocked expression on the faces of all who heard her. Criel was already moving forward to remove Marie from the hall before she had a chance to continue her bitter tirade, when William Marshal’s voice rose in protest of her allegations.

			“I do not know how you learned of the manner of your son’s passing, mistress, but you have obviously been misinformed,” he said. “There were some deaths at Corfe from starvation, yes, but it was due to their own actions, not the king’s.”

			“No, it cannot be so,” Marie insisted loudly. “I was told, by an Angoulême knight who managed to escape from that foul prison, how Hugo was killed. He was there and saw it done. It is the truth, I tell you.”

			“It is not,” Marshal told her, his voice losing a little of its harshness as he saw the naked pain in her eyes. “Those who died from starvation did so after they made an attempt to escape and, when it was unsuccessful, and after killing several guards, barricaded themselves in the keep. In an attempt to make them surrender, their gaolers denied them food, but it was many days before they finally capitulated and, in that time, a few of them, especially those that had sustained wounds at Mirabeau, were dead from lack of sustenance. If your son was one of those who expired, it is not the king you should blame, but the rebelliousness of your offspring.”

			Marie’s face blanched at the earl’s statement. Either she had not been aware of the circumstances surrounding her son’s death or she had discounted them as being of no importance. Shocked into silence, she said nothing as John, leaning forward, spoke to her with a rancour that matched her own.

			“You prate of honour, mistress, but neither you nor your traitorous accomplice know the meaning of the word. What mercy did you show either of my two servants, guilty of no crime except loyalty to their monarch? Two innocent souls that you killed without remorse. If any here should stand accused of baseness, it is you and Chacal, not I.”

			When the king finished speaking, he turned to Criel and barked out an order. “Take this woman out of my sight, constable, lest I slay her where she stands.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-eight

			Later that evening, at the Watling Street townhouse, Nicolaa de la Haye, William Marshal, Gianni and the two knights Miles de Laxton and Gilles de Laubrec, sat listening to Bascot as he told them of his conversation with Marie prior to bringing her into the hall. After having done this, he then related how he had, before leaving the castle and with the king’s permission, gone to the holding cell where Chacal was incarcerated to ask if he would confirm the details of her story.

			“The mercenary was very weak,” Bascot said, “but once he learned that Marie had confessed to the crimes, and had told the king about her son, he spoke quite freely, and said that what she had told me was true.”

			“So they really did believe that the king had intentionally starved Marie’s son to death?” Nicolaa said.

			“Yes,” Bascot replied. “Although it is quite possible that the Angoulême knight who told her of Hugo’s death did not know the exact circumstances, or chose not to relate them to her for some reason—mayhap because he wished to ascribe the worst character possible to the king who had imprisoned him.”

			The Templar paused for a moment, marshalling the details into a coherent account. “After she was told this tale, and full of a need for vengeance, she went to Rouen and found employment as a maidservant in the castle kitchen, intending to use her skill with herbs to concoct a lethal poison that could be placed in the king’s food. But from the outset, her intention failed, for all of the victuals prepared by the cook were also served to Isabella, and Marie had no wish to kill a woman who was not only a compatriot but for whom, from a distance, she had always held great admiration.

			“When Isabella’s elderly companion died, Marie managed to persuade the steward of the castle to put her forward as a replacement, believing that she would find it easier to poison John if she was in close company with him, but unfortunately for her—but not, of course, for the king—she did not find it to be as easy as she had envisioned. The king and queen continued to share a common board at mealtimes, and if they were apart, Marie was confined to the company of Isabella, and since she was no longer in the kitchen had no access the food that John ate. This situation, which lasted for some months, remained the same until Chacal and his men, included in the band that Godeschal de Socienne brought with him to guard John while he travelled to England, arrived in Rouen. It was then that Marie told Chacal about his half-brother’s death and how it had come about and, his outrage as passionate as hers, he willingly agreed to aid her in her plot to kill John.

			“It is fortunate for the king, if not for the victims, that the washerwoman became suspicious of the pair,” Bascot added heavily. “The mercenary said that since no opportunity to despatch John had presented itself before they arrived in England—and they needed a situation where one of them could kill him and remain undetected—he and Marie had decided that it would be best to wait until the king went to the council at Oxford. Once there he would be surrounded by many vassals who were angry with him, and a quick sword thrust when Chacal could find him alone for a moment would be ascribed to one of them. I have no doubt they would have accomplished their aim if the murders here in Canterbury had not forestalled them.”

			The Templar then related what Marie had said about her son. “As would be expected of any mother, she claimed that Hugo was a parfait knight, charming and exuberant, and with a naïve honesty that never failed to enchant those who met him. She said that he had been raised by his father as though he were his legitimate offspring, trained in the ways of knighthood just as John of Melle’s other sons had been. Melle’s fief, being small, owed only a quota of one knight to Lusignan when the call to arms was raised for the attack on Mirabeau, and Hugo begged to be allowed to go, claiming that his sire’s other sons were all married and with responsibilities, or absent, like Chacal, and that he would be honoured to serve not only his lord, but his father, in the forthcoming battle.”

			Bascot paused for a moment. “It was understandable that Marie would praise her only child in this way, and so I asked Chacal for his opinion of his half-brother.”

			“And did he confirm it?” Nicolaa asked.

			“Yes, he did. He had not seen Hugo for many years—at the time he left Melle the lad had not yet reached manhood—but he told me that her description was just as he remembered him, and that was why both he and Marie had been so grieved at the manner of his death.” Bascot took a sip of wine, and then added, “It is not uncommon for relatives to assign favourable attributes to members of their family, or friends, after they have died, but in this instance, and as Chacal strikes me as a dispassionate man not inclined to ascribe honour where it is not merited, I believed him.”

			Marshal nodded in agreement. “Many a young knight has lofty ideals until he has gained some experience of warfare. It may be that if Hugo had survived, his character would have been tempered by reality, and become more hardened.”

			Bascot picked up the tale where he had left it, at Chacal and Marie’s agreement in Rouen to devise a plan to kill John. “Once they were set on their course, they decided it would be best if they kept secret the name of the town from which they came, and their relationship to Hugo and each other,” Bascot continued, “lest the king recognise—and they truly believed he would remember the name—that they were closely affiliated with a man he had ordered put to death. Anticipating that her connection with Melle might be discovered, Marie had already told the queen that she came from another town in Isabella’s domain and, as Chacal was commonly believed to be a Brabançon, he continued with this misconception.”

			“But surely the Brabançons of his band knew he was not from their homeland?” Marshal said.

			“No, they did not,” Bascot replied. “When he left Melle many years before to ply the trade of mercenary, he entered the service of the Duke of Brabant, and had been with the duke up until the time he and his band joined the de Socienne troupe. After so many years, all of the older men that remembered his coming and knew of his origins had either been killed or left the duke’s employ. The rest were young, and believed him to be, like themselves, from the Brabant. This was an impression he had taken care not to dispel, for it forged their bonds of loyalty to him more strongly.

			“Unfortunately, however,” Bascot added, “there was one person to whom, and only in passing, he had told the truth of his origins and that was Godeschal de Socienne. Chacal and Marie both feared that if Molly mentioned to John the oddity of a supposedly Brabançon knight having the ability to speak fluent langue d’oc, the king would question de Socienne about Chacal’s background and the truth would come out.”

			“It must have been a shock to both of them when John did not even recognise the bastard son’s name and you, Marshal, revealed that the king had not been the cause of his death,” Nicolaa opined. “All of their subterfuge, and the two murders, had been for naught.”

			The earl shook his leonine head. “It is sad indeed. From one small mistaken notion, a tragedy has ensued and two innocent souls have lost their lives.”

			“But there is still one part in all of this that I do not understand,” Nicolaa said to Bascot. “How did Chacal and Marie learn that Molly had overheard them speaking together? Did the washerwoman challenge the mercenary directly?”

			“No, it was Inglis who did that,” the Templar informed her. “The conversation Aquarius overheard between the steward and Molly in the churchyard appears not to have been the first time they had spoken of the matter for, during the evening of the day that the king’s party arrived, Inglis asked the mercenary if he had ever been in the south of France, and spoke the dialect that was used there. Chacal told him that he had not.

			“But even though Inglis accepted his denial,” Bascot continued, “Molly was not inclined to do so, and their argument over the matter ensued. And it was also through the steward that Chacal and Marie learned that it was Molly who had been the reason for Inglis’ enquiry. After the mercenary had assured him he was not familiar with the southern regions of France, or their dialect, he asked Inglis the reason for his question and the steward told him that Molly thought she had overheard him conversing in that language with one of the queen’s ladies while on the boat crossing the Narrow Sea. Chacal laughed it off, saying she must have been mistaken, that he had been born in the Brabant and had never been to Angoulême, or any other southern province, in his life. This, the mercenary says, was a mistake on his part. He should have spun the steward some tale about picking up a smattering of langue d’oc while serving alongside mercenaries that hailed from the south, and had used the few words he knew in order to show politeness towards one of the ladies that served the queen. But once he had denied it, it was impossible to retract, and the die was cast. But even though the steward appeared to accept his word, he soon discovered that Molly had not, for the very next morning, Chacal heard Aquarius and Inglis speaking together out in the yard about her insistence in pursuing the matter. It was then that he and Marie realised Molly was not inclined to let the matter rest, and decided that she, and the steward, must be killed. He told me they also intended to despatch Aquarius but, with Marie at Dover, and the bath attendant being careful to lock the door to his room so that Chacal could not gain entry without rousing the guards stationed in the townhouse, an opportunity never arose to take his life.”

			After a moment’s reflection on what she had been told, Nicolaa asked if it was likely that the mercenary would recover from his wounds, and live to face trial at the assize.

			“Whether he does or not is, I think, a matter of complete indifference to him,” the Templar replied. “He is resigned to his fate. He even found it amusing to remind me that he had never, throughout the course of the investigation, lied to me, for he had always claimed that one of the servants in the royal townhouse was responsible for Molly’s death, and so it proved to be. He also said he had been overjoyed when I found a possible hiding place in the undercroft that could have been used by an intruder, for he hoped it would send me off on a chase for a non-existent interloper. No, Chacal’s only regret is that Marie’s part in the crimes was discovered; it was to protect her that he refused to give me any information after he was injured, for he holds her in high regard.”

			“How so?” Nicolaa asked. “She is no family of his except that she bore a son to his father, and he has been gone from Melle for many years.”

			“Apparently she was a faithful companion and friend to his mother—who died when Chacal was very young—and looked after his dam most tenderly while she was suffering from the sickness which took her life,” the Templar replied. “He also said that she cared for himself and his brothers with great kindness after their mother was dead, so much so that they all came to love her. And that is why he so readily agreed to aid her; to him she stood in the place of a mother.”

			***

			Shortly afterwards, William Marshal left the townhouse to seek his pallet at the cathedral priory and Bascot, before retiring to his own bed in an upper chamber, told Nicolaa that now his commission for the king had been completed, it was his intention to leave early the next morning to return to Lincoln. She watched after him thoughtfully as he left her presence, ruminating on how she could find a way to protect her family if John should decide to take steps to prevent her from revealing his secret.

			Remaining in her seat in the hall, she sipped from her almost empty cup of hot cider, deep in thought. Finally, just as the hour was growing very late, she rang a small bell on the table beside her and Dauton answered her summons.

			“Bring me some parchment, ink, a quill and some sealing wax,” she instructed. “After you have done that, you may retire.”

			Once the implements were placed before her, she wrote steadily for the better part of an hour and then folded the missive and sealed it securely, impressing into the soft wax the de la Haye insignia of a twelve-pointed star, which was engraved on top of a ring she wore. Her task finished, she then left the room to go to her bedchamber, taking what she had written with her, safely tucked into the bodice of her gown.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-nine

			Bascot rose early the next morning to attend the service of Prime at the nearby church of St. John’s before returning to the Watling Street townhouse to take his leave of Nicolaa, Gianni and the two knights of her escort. They were all seated at the table in the hall, breaking their fast, when he entered. After bidding Miles and Gilles farewell and expressing his hope that the rest of their stay in Canterbury would be less eventful, the Templar turned to say goodbye to Gianni. He had been dreading this moment; once more he would have to leave the lad he loved like a son, not knowing when, if ever, they would meet again. The bond between them was so strong that it could not be broken by absence, but parting was nonetheless filled with sadness.

			Placing his hand on the lad’s shoulder, Bascot said, “You have once again made me proud, Gianni. May God be with you and keep you safe from harm.”

			Gianni looked up at him, his liquid brown eyes awash with unspilled tears. Raising his hand, he placed the tips of his fingers to his chest, over his heart, and then touched them to Bascot’s breast, a mute declaration of filial love for the man who had been as a father to him. A tremulous smile accompanied the lad’s gesture, and not only did the Templar’s own eye fill with moisture in response, but similarly affected were all of those who were witness to the show of tenderness. Although the lad could not speak, his deep affection for his former master had been made more evident by that simple action than words could ever express.

			Choked with emotion, Bascot turned away and found Nicolaa standing beside him, commiseration on her face. “Come, Templar,” she said softly. “For Gianni’s sake, and your own, a swift parting now is best.”

			Recognising the wisdom of her words, and with one last fond glance at Gianni, Bascot followed her diminutive figure across the hall and out into the passage. As he prepared to take his leave of her, she forestalled him. “I would have you delay your journey for a few moments, de Marins. I need to speak with you privily before you go.”

			Giving a nod of assent, he followed her into a small chamber close by to where they stood. Once the door was closed behind them, Nicolaa took a few slow steps across the room and then turned towards him, her expression strained. “Will you be going straight back to Lincoln, de Marins, or are you stopping in London on the way?”

			Surprised that his itinerary should be of interest to her, Bascot said, “I go first to London, lady. Not only do I have to give Master Berard a report on the outcome of the murder investigation, but there is also the possibility that my orders have changed since I was last in contact with him. I need to confirm that I am still to return to Lincoln and not travel to another posting elsewhere.”

			Nicolaa gave a brief nod and then handed him the sealed letter. “I would have you keep this by you until I return to Lincoln myself,” she said. “If, by some chance, you are sent to another preceptory, please give it to Master Berard and ask him to hold it until I send word that he is to return it to me.”

			She looked up at him, her face drawn and tight, as she added, “Should any harm befall me before I return home, you may open the letter and read the contents and then take such action as you deem necessary. If you have to leave the letter with Master Berard, please convey this instruction to him as well.”

			Bascot took the package from her and carefully stowed it in his tunic. As she had expected, he made no query about her strange request other than to give her a searching look, and a promise to do as she asked.

			When, a short time later, the Templar left, Nicolaa breathed a sigh of relief. While she could not be certain of the lengths to which John would go to ensure her silence about what had befallen his nephew, it was best to be prepared for any eventuality. The missive she had given the Templar contained all that the archbishop had told her about Arthur’s sad fate. Even if it did not save her own life, the threat of exposure by such a powerful faction as the Templar Order might keep her family safe.

			***

			As Bascot rode out of Westgate towards the London road, Nicolaa’s missive weighed heavy against his chest. He had a great respect, and personal liking, for the castellan; and since she was not a woman that was easily cowed, he hoped that the threat she had hinted at would not turn into a reality.

			As he turned onto the broad highway that led to London, a light rain began to fall and he pulled his cloak closer around him. The countryside through which he travelled was still blanketed with snow, but the surface of the road was bare, having been trampled clear by the traffic that had passed over it since the recent snowfall. The sky overhead was the colour of pewter, but in the distance he could see the light of a pale sun beginning to pierce the gloom. He hoped it was a fortuitous omen and that the letter he carried would never need to be opened.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Late December 1203

			John was sitting alone in the hall of the royal townhouse on Stour Street, in his hand a letter he had just received from the prior of St. Gervais in Rouen. Slowly his chin sunk onto his chest as the parchment dropped from his hand and fluttered to the floor. Arthur was dead, having finally succumbed to an intermittent fever that had been oppressing him for some weeks. The letter had been written on the twenty-third of December, John’s natal day, the thirty-seventh anniversary of his birth, and informed him that his nephew had died that very day. What a heavenly irony God had given him; never again would he celebrate the day of his birth without remembering it coincided with the death of his brother’s son, a death he had caused through his own violent temper.

			He stared into the fire blazing in the hearth and wished, with all his heart, that he could recall the moment when he had struck Arthur. How rightly anger was numbered amongst the seven deadly sins; through it his father had caused the murder of Thomas Becket, and now he had, by the same instrument, killed his own blood kin. Henry had paid for his crime in public penance, but that was a luxury denied to John for, except for Briouze, no one knew the truth. Taking hold of the jewel-encrusted crucifix that he now wore constantly around his neck, he raised it to his lips and kissed it. He would have to atone for his terrible crime some day, he knew, but, please God, not until after he had secured Normandy.

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			The setting for The Canterbury Murders is an authentic one. Just before the season of Christ’s Mass in 1203, John and Isabella, along with William Marshal, left Rouen to go to Canterbury from whence, in the new year, they travelled to Oxford to attend the convocation of English nobles that the king had called to garner support for the defence of Normandy. Also, Nicolaa de la Haye is an historical figure and was hereditary castellan of Lincoln castle during this period, and her husband, Gerard Camville, sheriff of Lincoln. It might also interest the reader to learn that a servant by the name of Aquarius is recorded in the annals as having been John’s bath attendant.

			The historical mystery of Arthur of Brittany’s disappearance has never been solved. It is generally accepted that he was murdered by John during an argument between them, and behind closed doors, at Rouen castle in April of 1203, but this has not been proven. In The Canterbury Murders, I offer an alternative, but still hypothetical, solution, one that was suggested to me by John’s treatment of William de Briouze a few years later when the baron fell out of royal favour. Briouze was exiled and it is recorded by Roger of Wendover, a contemporary chronicler, that after this event Briouze’s wife, Matilda, publically accused John of murdering his nephew. The king promptly imprisoned her and her son and starved them to death.

			For details of the characters and period, I am much indebted to the following:

			John, King of England by John T. Appleby (Alfred A. Knopf)

			King John by W. L. Warren (University of California Press)

			William Marshal by Sidney Painter (University of Toronto Press)

			Medieval Lincoln by J. W. F. Hill (Cambridge University Press)

		

	
		
			Maureen Ash was born in London, England, and has had a lifelong interest in British medieval history. Visits to castle ruins and old churches have provided the inspiration for her novels. She enjoys Celtic music, browsing in bookstores and Belgian chocolate.
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