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Praise

‘Michael Jecks is the master of the medieval whodunnit’ Robert Low

‘Captivating . . . If you care for a well-researched visit to medieval England, don’t pass this series’ Historical Novels Review

‘Michael Jecks has a way of dipping into the past and giving it that immediacy of a present-day newspaper article . . . He writes . . . with such convincing charm that you expect to walk round a corner in Tavistock and meet some of the characters’ Oxford Times

‘Great characterisation, a detailed sense of place, and a finely honed plot make this a superb medieval historical’ Library Journal

‘Stirring intrigue and a compelling cast of characters will continue to draw accolades’ Publishers Weekly

‘A tortuous and exciting plot . . . The construction of the story and the sense of period are excellent’ Shots

‘This fascinating portrayal of medieval life and the corruption of the Church will not disappoint. With convincing characters whose treacherous acts perfectly combine with a devilishly masterful plot, Jecks transports readers back to this wicked world with ease’ Good Book Guide


About the book


The twenty-first novel in Michael Jecks’s medieval Knights Templar series.

Autumn, 1324: when a man is found dead in the middle of a Dartmouth road, many assume his demise to be the result of a drunken accident. Meanwhile, a ship is found ravaged by pirates out at sea, the crew killed or captured. Could this be the beginning of a new onslaught, or something even more sinister?

Sir Baldwin de Furnshill has been told of spies and messengers being sent to the great traitor Roger Mortimer in France. If this is true, then civil war in England is surely imminent. Together with his friend, Bailiff Simon Puttock, Baldwin is tasked by the most powerful men in the Kingdom with uncovering the truth. Fail, and they will be executed. Succeed, and others may be ready to silence them for ever.


This book is for Webb and Welk.

Good friends for more years than I can remember.
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Cast of Characters






	Sir Baldwin de Furnshill
	The Keeper of the King’s Peace, Sir Baldwin is known as a committed seeker after the truth.



	Simon Puttock
	A stannary bailiff, Puttock has been a friend of Baldwin’s for eight years, since 1316. Recently he was promoted to act as the Keeper of the Port of Dartmouth’s (see Glossary) representative in the town.



	Rob
	A teenaged youth who has been taken on by Simon as his servant while he lives in Dartmouth.



	Stephen
	The latest in a line of clerks to Simon.



	Sir Andrew de Limpsfield
	A man-at-arms in the service of Lord Hugh Despenser.



	Sir Richard de Welles
	Coroner to the King, from Lifton in Devon.



	John Hawley
	One of the four major merchants and shipowners in the town.



	Peter Strete
	Clerk to John Hawley.



	Paul Pyckard
	The second of the leading merchants of the town, Pyckard is suffering from a terminal illness.



	Adam
	Loyal and devoted to Pyckard, his master, Adam is an excellent captain and leader of men.



	Gilbert
	One of Pyckard’s best shipmasters, Gil is a well-known and respected captain.



	Moses
	Pyckard’s closest and most trusted servant, who is like a son to him.



	Danny
	Moses’s younger brother, Danny chose to serve their master by joining his fleet and became a good sailor.



	Philip Kena
	The third local merchant, Kena is eager to advance himself.



	Hilary Beauley
	The fourth of the leading merchants, Beauley is the youngest and most ambitious.



	Hamo
	Cooper to the ships in Dartmouth’s haven.



	Hamund Chugge
	A confessed murderer, Chugge has decided to abjure the realm (see Glossary).



	Ivo le Bel
	Although a sergeant and upholder of the law, Ivo is not known either for his courage or his intelligence.



	Odo
	Vincent’s closest companion, he is a good sailor, albeit a harsh leader.



	Henry Pyket
	Known in Dartmouth as one of the best shipbuilders and wrights.



	Vincent
	Despite his brutality, Vincent is nevertheless respected for his courage and seamanship.



	Alred Paviour
	A notable professional, Alred is a roadmaker, or paver.



	Bill
	Bill has worked with Alred for many years.



	Law
	The youngest of the trio, Law is apprenticed to Alred.



	Cynegils
	An old sailor fallen on hard times.



	Emma
	Cynegil’s daughter.



	Sieur Pierre de Caen
	A French knight who has recently been living in the Queen’s household.



	Bishop Walter II
	Baldwin’s friend, Walter Stapledon, Bishop of Exeter.







Glossary






	Abjurer
	A man who was accused of a felony could agree to ‘abjure the realm’. He would be taken from his sanctuary and led to the gate or stile of the local churchyard, and there made to swear an oath to leave the country. If he deviated from the instruction given by the Coroner, any man could behead him on sight.



	Alaunt
	Large, tenacious hunting dog: a cross between a mastiff and a greyhound.



	Cog
	The basic ship of the medieval English merchant navy, the cog was clinker-built i.e. having a hull constructed with overlapping planks. A strong vessel, it could have castles added fore and aft, when required for war.



	Futtock
	A large framing timber that doesn’t reach as high as the sheer or as low as the keel.



	Halyard
	The main rope used to raise and lower the yard.



	Hulk
	Conjecturally from the Greek holkas – a towed ship or merchantman. The hulk had no keel. Instead, the strakes met at the sheer at the prow and the stern. The hull was uniquely curved as a result.



	Keeper of the Port
	In 1319 the Abbot of Tavistock was made Warden of the Devon Stannaries and Keeper of the Port of Dartmouth for ten years. He had a lease of all revenues for an annual fee of £100. This meant that the Abbot could take all customs from Dartmouth. A good ‘farm’ indeed!



	Ratlines
	Horizontal ropes set to create a ladder up to the yards.



	Sheer, sheerline
	Of a hull, the upper section.



	Sheet
	With square-sailed ships, this was the rope that led to the bottom corners of the sail. Loosening or tightening this rope would change the angle of the sail to the wind.



	Strake
	Each long plank that ran horizontally along the hull, from stem to stern. Usually these overlapped the strake below.



	Thwart
	A plank on which a rower could sit.



	Wale
	A thicker strake than others. When guns were introduced, this led to the stronger strakes being termed ‘gunwales’.



	Yard
	A wooden spar slung from a mast and used for suspending a sail.






Prologue

Late summer 1309, off the Breton Coast.

Danny would remember that night for the rest of his days.

He was heartily sick as the wind came up and a powerful gale started blowing from the south-south-west. Only a boy, he had been put on this ship after his father had died. He was an orphan, along with his older brother Moses. Their mother had been gone these last three years, and their father went down a month ago when his little fishing boat was caught in a storm.

There was a crack, and he felt the ship heel over. The shock was enough to stir him from his bleak mood.

This was an older ship. The decking was loose board to give quick access to the hold beneath, and the open deck was where the crew slept, under heavy canvas awnings, hoping that the weather and spray would not persecute them too much. From all Danny had experienced so far, that was a forlorn hope. At the rear of the ship was a castle, underneath which was the solitary cabin where the ship’s master would normally sleep.

Even though he was so young and on his first voyage, Danny could tell that the ship was suffering greatly. The mast was groaning, the canvas taut and straining, while all the sheets hummed with the wind. At the top of the mast, the great flag snapped and curled like a whip with every change in wind direction. It was reassuring that the older hands like Vincent and Odo were not overly troubled. Or if they were, they didn’t show it.

The men ran to the ratlines, clambering aloft and spreading out over the yards, and when Odo gave the order, they began hauling the sail up, in an attempt to tie it off and stop the hectic wind from ravaging it.

That was when they had the first disaster of the long night. Even as Danny stood, trembling with weakness and nausea, there was a scream, and one of the younger sailors slipped from his position near the mast itself.

The seamen depended on their horny feet maintaining a firm footing on the rope that ran under the yard, bellies hooked over the top as they hauled up the sail. This lad was one of the new young members of the crew; his feet were less hardened, and his foot slipped. As the ship swayed beneath him, he lost his balance and fell. One hand clutching wildly at a rope as he toppled, at last he grasped it. But it was a near-vertical sheet, and as he plummeted to the deck the palm of his hand was rasped away, leaving a smear of blood all down the hemp. There was a scream, followed by a crunch like a lettuce being hit by a mallet. Then, silence.

If the lad hadn’t died, perhaps the men could have reefed the sail, but as they stared in horror, it was too late and disaster struck them all. The sail flapped loose and then tore in half. In moments, the two halves were shredding, and now a tattered medley of flags were curling overhead. Long strips detached themselves and flew off ahead, chased by the wind that drove the ship on – and that was when Danny knew he must soon die. He scarcely noticed the door opening to the master’s cabin. He was staring at the boy’s body as it flopped about on deck with the ship’s roll; in that corpse, he saw himself.

Without a home, or any family apart from Moses, who was nine, the seven year old would have starved, were it not for the charity of the Church and the kindness of his benefactor. Master Paul Pyckard had sometimes used his father as crew on his ships, and when he heard of the two boys’ plight, he had his men seek them out. Before long, Adam, the sailor with the enormous beard, had tracked him down and taken him in, and the lad had been thankful for the offer of a warm cot for the night. To his delight, there was a fire in the morning, and bread and dripping to eat, washed down with as much ale as he could hold. At the time, still weak after the years of famine, and without food for almost three days, other than scraps from the church, young Danny had scoffed so much, he had promptly brought it all back up, but from that day he began to recover. Now, a month later, he was still weakly and feeling alone and vulnerable, but so much better than before.

Adam had become his closest friend. Reliable, always cheerful, he was Pyckard’s most trusted lieutenant, and just as it was only natural that Danny should pay his way by serving on Pyckard’s ships, it was as natural that he should want to serve with Adam. Moses had been taken in to live with Master Pyckard, and was settling in happily, learning the work of a servant.

Usually Adam would not have been on this craft, an older cog of some twenty tuns called the Saint Rumon, but she was strong enough, else Master Pyckard would never have let his most valued possession, his beautiful French wife, travel in her.

Madam Amandine was as sweet as a sister to Danny. He could admire her beauty, with the juvenile appreciation that noted perfection of form without lust. Amandine was slender and pale-skinned, with a slight peach tone to her cheeks. Her eyes were set wide apart under a high, intelligent brow, and her oval face was regular and unmarked with signs of pox or scurvy, so rare in these years of starvation. She was kind and gentle, and Danny worshipped her, as did the other men on board; she was respectful and attentive even with the lowliest sailors. And when, as now, she suffered from the dreadful consequences of a not-strong belly and vomited, the crew fought to take her little tidbits which were ‘guaranteed to settle her gut’ as the men all believed. It had taken some persuasion from Adam to make them leave the poor woman in peace after their ministrations began to make her feel even worse.

Rather than leaning over the sheer with him, she remained in her cabin with a bowl. Even over the wind, he could hear her wretchedly moaning. He joined in, spewing and retching as the ship lurched and rolled, men up at the yard attempting to replace the sail, until it grew clear that they could achieve nothing. It seemed to last the whole night. And then there was another, greater shuddering and wrenching, and men began to scream. Danny could hear the panic in their voices, and in the naked terror in the men’s eyes, he saw death. They would drown. He would drown.

He had no fear. His father too had been killed in a storm. It was the way for a man to die when he spent his life at sea. No, Danny had no fear, but he did think regretfully of the life he would lose, just as he was beginning it with Master Pyckard.

There was another slamming shock and the ship seemed to settle.

‘She’s on the rocks, boys!’

Over the monstrous howling of the wind, Danny could hear a new noise. No, not hear: he could feel it through the soles of his feet. It was the crackle and shriek of a dying vessel as the water poured in through joints and seams, forcing timbers apart. He clung to a set of oaken planks that suddenly reared up from the loose decking, and lay on them as the ship began to break. Adam was at his side, a hand on his shoulder, peering at him with concern, and then he saw men running from the mast to the sides, desperate men who couldn’t swim and who had nothing to cling to. Adam raced to the master’s cabin, but as he went, Danny saw the door burst wide, and then the wall of the cabin fell away; he saw the green sea thundering through it, sweeping table, benches, pots and cots from inside. And in among it all was Amandine, with blood on her hands and legs as the timbers of the dying Saint Rumon flew about her.

And then a giant wave tossed him overboard, and all he knew was the searing pain of saltwater in his lungs and a roaring sound in his ears.


Chapter One

Devon, September 1324

Her tears stayed with him all the long night after he left her, but there was nothing he could do to dry them. Not now. Probably not ever.

Sieur Pierre de Caen would have taken her with him. He longed to. But she would have none of it. She was a woman of honour, and the shame of fleeing the realm with him would have been too much, even if the alternative would cost her life. It was a price worth paying, she said.

No! He had tried to reason with her, to show that she was mad to think of staying, and he toyed with the other possibility, of capturing her with hired men, and taking her away by force . . . but that would have made her hate him, and he couldn’t bear the thought of her reproach.

Escape would have been so much easier from London. He could have joined a ship to leave for France, if there were any vessels from his homeland in port. If not, he had money enough to bribe his way on a small craft . . . But he wasn’t in London. He had been with her in the household at Taunton when they had heard the news.

A man had to protect himself, and sometimes, just sometimes, he had to protect those who were dearest to him by leaving them. That was the truth, and he was glad he had chosen to flee. With luck, she would be safe, and he could take news of the King’s actions – or Despenser’s, if the truth be told – with him back to France.

There was a rasping sound behind him, and his heart began to pound. All the long journey here, he had feared betrayal and pursuit. He dared not turn, because to do that would prove to any hunter that the suspicions about their quarry were right. No one could see his face and doubt that he was guilty.

Yes, had he been in London, this journey would have been so much easier and safer, for a man in the Queen’s favour could still, just, gain immunity from the devils who obeyed the King’s advisors, an immunity that was entirely lacking at a distant town like Taunton. There were too many places in the countryside where a man could be waylaid, with no one the wiser as to his name or title, let alone his position as a noble knight from the Queen’s own household. Isabella had little authority in the land now.

There was another noise from behind him – the clatter of a heavy boot slipping over cobbles – and he smiled to himself grimly. It had taken him so long to lose the men he was sure would be following, he hadn’t thought that others could catch up with him again so speedily, but everyone was so fearful of upsetting the King or his favourites that mouths could be opened without bribes. The mere threat of the King’s displeasure was enough to make any peasant confess to what he had seen: a rider clad in dark blue and scarlet, riding a powerful black stallion.

So instead of making for the nearer coast, up to Bristol as they’d have expected, he’d thought it wiser to escape to the south, to Dartmouth.

At the time it had made perfect sense. Better by far to hurry south and seek a quiet little port which had reliable sailings. Dartmouth was not among the largest, where the King’s officers would have too much control and interest in foreigners, but nor was it the smallest, where any stranger would stand out. He had been here before, and knew that the port had a deep haven from which ships could always sail with ease.

It was the delay in Exeter which had given him the problem. While he walked the streets of the old walled city, prayed on the hard stone floor of the Cathedral, or rested in a tavern near the Close, someone had seen him and sold the news of his arrival. Since Exeter, he had been sure that his steps were dogged. Well, it was no surprise. The King was convinced that Pierre was his sworn enemy. All because Pierre had fallen in love.

The shame of it! To know that he had won the heart of a nobleman’s wife, a man to whom he owed his livelihood and fortune, that was appalling. There was no more contemptible crime than petty treason, but now he was guilty of it in his heart. And as soon as the opportunity provided itself, they were guilty of it in fact.

He hurried along the darkened street, then down a side alley, and thence back up to Lower Street and to a second alley. This he bolted down at full speed, hoping against hope to rush the man from behind. He would have managed it, too, if some lazy householder hadn’t left a pile of trash lying in the middle of the alley. He saw it at the last moment and tried to leap it, but his foot caught, and he was sent sprawling. The noise wakened a dog, and he heard it barking furiously. Footsteps hurried towards his alley, and he made a swift decision to go on, racing at full pelt back up to the top road.

At the alley’s entrance, he stood panting, his sword already in his hand as he cautiously set his shoulder to the wall and peered round, but there was nothing.

The silence was broken by rumbustious singing, and he saw a group of tattily dressed sailors half shuffling, half rolling in that curious manner they had when on firm land. They were all plainly more than a little drunk, from the songs they were singing and, as they passed him, Pierre was assailed by a gust of warm, ale-sodden breath. He thrust the sword back in its scabbard and slipped in behind them, trying to copy their gait. As they passed by the entrance to an inn, he left them and walked inside.

It was a poor enough place, with the thin scattering of reeds on the floor barely covering the packed earth. In the middle sat a smoking fire, with a trivet set over it, while at the farther end of the room were five barrels of ale.

Pierre made his way to the host, who stood with a thick apron over his enormous gut, and asked for a pint of ale. While he fingered a few pennies, he enquired whether there was a room available.

These Englishmen were pigs! In France, a man of quality might assume that if an innkeeper had no single room adequate that was free, a lesser fellow would be evicted. Here, he was told, and the man kept a straight face while he said it, there was only one room with two large beds, and all the clients could use them. However much Pierre fiddled with his cash, increasing the sum eventually to a shilling, the response was the same. It was unnerving to find a man like this innkeeper prepared to challenge a knight’s instruction. Heaven forfend that such arrogance could come to the French peasantry!

It was surely a reflection of the trouble between France and England. A war made for bad manners.

He had hoped for a quiet room alone, but if that was impossible, he had other options. He agreed loudly to the room, paid up the full sum and then wandered to a table, his ale in his hand, and waited.

Three men soon entered one after the other. The first, clad in faded green tunic and worn hosen, with a knife hanging from a cord about his neck, was so plainly a sailor, from his horny hands to the weather-beaten face and grizzled beard, that Pierre could disregard him instantly as a spy. A paid assassin, perhaps, but not a spy. The second looked more the part: he was oddly clad in a good red jack over a fine woollen tunic, with a hood sitting far back on his head to show an eye with a devilish squint. Short and hunched, he looked desperate and dangerous, but as Pierre eyed him covertly, the newcomer roared sociably in welcome at a group of men near the bar and was soon engaged in raucous conversation.

The third seemed unlikely to be a spy. He wore a thick leather apron like a joiner or mason, and Pierre heard several men mutter something that sounded like ‘paviour’. He strode past Pierre without a glance in his direction, to a table at which two others sat, one older, one apparently an apprentice.

Pierre was beginning to wonder whether he had been followed at all, for here it was at least thirty miles from Exeter alone, and surely he would have noticed someone on his trail . . . when a fourth man appeared in the doorway. He was an older fellow, and well used to rough living from the look of his shabby hosen and jack.

‘Ho, Cynegils, are you coming in?’ the host called over. ‘You want an ale?’

It was plain enough that the man was a local, and a regular here at this inn, but although he nodded and grunted at the landlord, he remained on the threshold studying the room. When his eyes fell on Pierre, the Frenchman saw the flash of recognition in them, and knew he was lost.

With a poor display of casualness, Cynegils left the room and disappeared, strolling back in a few minutes later with a nonchalance that would not have deceived a blind beggar. He went to the bar with the host and sat down facing Pierre.

If Pierre had entertained any doubts about the man, the way the host peered at the newcomer was enough to dispel them.

‘What you up to, Cyn?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘Nothing. Just get on and serve me, will you?’

There was a hurried discussion, and the landlord shot a confused glance at Pierre, but seeing the Frenchman’s fixed stare, he hurriedly moved away to draw a jug of ale for Cynegils.

Pierre gave an elaborate yawn, stretched, and drained his pot. Rising, he made his way to the rear door which gave out to the sleeping chamber, so he understood. He stumbled slightly, like a man unused to strong ale, and shut the door before darting along the passageway and out into the inn’s garden. There was an overwhelming stench of piss there, but at the moment Pierre cared nothing for that. He stepped behind the door, waiting.

Soon enough, he heard the door from the hall open quietly, and the sound of steps making their way down the passage, where they stopped.

Pierre debated whether to launch himself in through the door and tackle the man, but decided that if he did so, the fellow might scream to warn his companions, and they would be sure to come to their friend’s defence. This Cynegils was known here. No, better that he wait here until the man had checked the bedchamber, and then hurried out to the garden to see how Pierre had made good his escape. Except he wasn’t going to escape. He would hide here, catch the man and learn who had sent him.

But then suddenly there was a sharp knocking sound, then a rush of feet, and Pierre had to move away in alarm, as two men came barrelling out, a third held between them. The two looked at Pierre. It was the apron-clad workman and his older companion.

The apron-clad man looked Pierre up and down, then hawked and spat. ‘This one was going to knock you on the head, I reckon.’

‘You stopped him?’ There was some doubt in Pierre’s mind. These men had apparently helped him, but perhaps they were good at feigning. There had been a third at their table, he reminded himself. Where was he? Fetching the man who had paid this Cynegils?

‘You want him or not?’ the older man demanded. ‘Personally I couldn’t give a—’

‘Calm down, Bill. He’s just been close to having a blade through his back, and he’s probably wondering about us. That’s fine.’ The man with the apron was eyeing Pierre with a knowing expression.

‘Friends, I owe you my thanks.’

‘Someone’s watching for you,’ the man said speculatively. ‘I’d reckon you should find somewhere safer to stay the night.’

‘I know one man,’ Pierre said. ‘But I don’t know where he lives.’

The other nodded his head towards the back of the garden. ‘If I was you, I’d be out of here now. There’s a big gap in the wall, over there. The landlord’s been trying to persuade me to get it fixed for him on the cheap. You can slip out there easy enough.’

Pierre needed no urging. He ran to the bottom of the garden and found the tumbled section, just as the man had said. Vaulting over it in an instant, he stood debating with himself, fear making him pant, and then he set off quickly but quietly round to the front of the inn again.

Further up the road, he noticed a paviour’s trestles set up. The roadway was being repaved, he guessed, and that was his last thought as the blade settled on his back just behind his kidney.


Chapter Two

The appearance of the cog as she sailed into Dartmouth’s harbour was so peculiar that the men found their eyes drawn away from the corpse at their feet. Even Hamo, who was no sailor, found himself distracted and turned to stare into the haven with all the others.

‘Christ Jesus and all His saints,’ he murmured.

Everyone had seen ships which had been knocked about in foul weather, but from the look of her, this was no simple disaster of wind and wave. Some other fate had overcome her, and Hamo had an idea he knew what it was. The timbers looked more black than pitch alone could have made them; the rigging, even to the cooper’s untutored eye, was odd, as though it was all freshly replaced, and that in a hurry, while the mast was much too short.

In front of the cog was the Christopher, John Hawley’s ship, and the sight of it made Hamo’s lips twist into a grin. Yes, if Hawley had seen a rich prize like this, he would do his best to rescue her, in the hope of being able to keep her. Never a man to turn his nose up at a profit, was John Hawley.

‘Wake up, you churls!’ bawled Ivo le Bel, the local sergeant. ‘Let’s get this over with. Hamo, I know you want to get down there and sell some barrels, but that can wait, by God’s pain! Sweet mother of Christ, look at his head!’

Hamo glanced back at the corpse just as Ivo le Bel clambered out of the hole. The sight made him swallow hard to keep his breakfast down. At his side, the scruffy stranger with his leather apron was making a fuss.

‘What’s he doing here in the road?’ he whined. ‘I just don’t . . . Ach, if a man has to fall and kill himself, why should he wander up the road until he finds my hole and falls into that? Aren’t there enough damned wells around here to fall into?’

Ivo le Bel shot him a look. ‘Shut up, Paviour. There’s nothing to be done about this, least of all whining. We’ll have to get the Coroner here as soon as possible.’

‘Good. Is there one in this borough?’

‘Here?’ Ivo gave a loud chuckle. ‘No, we’ll have to send for one. We’re not big enough to justify our own down here.’

‘Oh, no! I’ve got to get cracking with my work, or I’ll be late. This is going to take days!’

Ivo shrugged. ‘You can do what you want, man. It’s no affair of mine. But if you try to move this body, I’ll tell the Coroner and the Sheriff. There’s no getting away from it. This poor fellow fell into your hole last night and brained himself on the rocks.’

Hamo the cooper peered down again. The trench here was quite deep, it was true. Alred, the paver, was here with his apprentice and labourer to mend several stretches of roadway that had begun to fall apart in the last few years; the burgesses were sick of the complaints from people saying that their carts couldn’t travel up here any more. A sum had been agreed, and this Alred Paviour contacted. The man had travelled all the way down from Exeter. If anyone could mend the roads hereabouts, it was a professional like this Alred.

However, it had to be admitted, he had left the road here in a state last night. The street was in constant use, and yet he’d lifted a large area and left only one wooden trestle at each side to stop people from falling in during the hours of darkness. That was plain foolish, when there were so many taverns along this stretch. Look – the Porpoise was only a matter of yards away!

His eyes went back to the strange ship in the harbour. He saw the enormous splash as the anchor dropped into the water, even as a rowing boat started off from the shore. It headed for the Christopher, at the same time as a boat was launched from John Hawley’s cog. Hamo could hear shouting, for noise always travelled clearly over the water here, but his ears could not discern any words. The little boats rocked on the gentle swell, men discussing the damaged cog, no doubt, and then the Christopher’s rowing boat lurched forward to the shore, while the second began a leisurely perambulation of the strange ship.

‘It’s not my fault,’ the paver was grumbling on. ‘The fool should have seen the barrier.’

‘What barrier?’ Ivo demanded.

‘I had trestles and timber set up to stop anyone falling in – I’m not stupid!’

Ivo glanced about them. ‘There’s only the one trestle, so far as I can see. Where’s the rest of the stuff, if you were so careful to put it all up? Because if you can’t produce it, the Coroner’s going to assume that you are lying, and that you put this man’s life in danger.’

‘Someone must have stolen them!’

‘Really? I wonder if the Coroner’s going to believe that. If no one else saw them, you’ll be fined heavily.’

‘I saw them, Sergeant.’

Ivo snapped his head around, but Hamo was already grinning to himself. He recognised that voice.

‘Ah. Morning, Bailiff,’ Ivo said warily.

The Saint John was sound at the waterline and below. That much was clear enough. The flames hadn’t caught hold completely.

Henry Pyket was a good shipwright, and he had experience of rescuing cogs which had been badly damaged either in battle or foul weather. First, and most important, was to view the exterior and see whether the vessel was still seaworthy. His concern was to have her beached quickly for safety if necessary, but if she was not too badly damaged, and he could have her looked over at leisure, then so much the better. He was busy with other work to complete just now.

Henry was the first shipwright on the scene, by good fortune. As soon as the ship had started up the river towards the haven, one of his carpenters had called him to look at her, and he had realised that there could be money in a job with this one. He’d shouted for a rowing boat and two men and was leaving the jetty even as Hawley’s cog, the Christopher, dropped anchor.

Hawley was in his own boat and on his way to meet Henry in a few moments. As soon as they were within hailing, Hawley gave a shout and his four oarsmen lifted their oars and drifted. The nearer man glanced over his shoulder to gauge the distance, and then let his oar drop to push Henry’s boat gently away before they could collide.

‘We found this cog floating without a crew,’ Hawley called. ‘Can you give her a good look-over? I don’t want the cargo lost.’

‘At once.’

If there was any risk of her sinking, Henry needed to get the ship out of the water as soon as possible so the cargo could be saved. On a cog this size, there could be enough to make a good profit for all involved in the salvage.

From this initial glimpse, he reckoned that she was safe enough. The smell of burned pitch and scorched wood was very strong, though, and he wrinkled his nose as well as his brow as he rubbed his chin reflectively. ‘Take us nearer.’

As the oarsmen heaved, Henry opened his jack. The breeze was cool, fresh off the sea, but the sun was blazing down on them from between the clouds, and he was feeling hot. He pulled off his cowl and scratched at his thin, lank hair, idly pushing his head into his cowl again as they slowly encircled the ship and he could see her from every angle, until he snapped an order, and they rowed in to the ship’s sides. There, he studied the strakes closely, peering at the caulking, reaching out and feeling for himself how well she was coping. When he nodded to himself, he heard a snigger from behind him.

‘You concentrate on your oars, Jankin.’

‘She’s riding low. Must have a good cargo aboard,’ Jankin said, ignoring him.

‘Perhaps.’ Henry couldn’t be bothered to argue with his son today. Better that he should concentrate on the cog herself.

A small ship, this. But then few ships in this part of England were large. There were none of the great vessels which a man could see down south in Castile or even over in Yarmouth on the east coast. Some there were at least 200 tuns, using the standard measure. All ships were assessed in terms of how many standard Gascon ‘tuns’ they could carry. Each of the enormous wine barrels weighed somewhere in the region of a ton, and they provided a handy measure against which to assess ships.

From the look of her, this ship would hold twenty or so tuns. Master Hawley’s ships were all about forty tuns, like the Christopher here, but Master Pyckard, another local merchant and shipowner, liked smaller ones that could navigate the smaller ports, saying that they could hurry over the seas, empty themselves speedily, and return. He had three of them, the Saint John, the Saint Simon, and the Saint Denis. There had been one more, the Saint Rumon, but she had sunk some fifteen years ago, when there had been a sudden squall.

Poor old Paul – he had lost his treasure, his beautiful young wife Amandine, in that freak storm. Never been the same again since, really.

‘Master Hawley did say she was carrying a lot,’ Jankin persisted. ‘Look how low she is in the water, Father.’

The young man’s voice held that hint of greed familiar to all those who eked a living at the coast. While they lived in fear of the sea, they depended upon it too, and although sometimes it could rise up and destroy them, at other times it would bring them a generous harvest. A single shipwreck could supply enough to maintain an entire community for months. Here, safe in the haven, they rarely found wrecks from the sea, but when a good seaman like John Hawley captured a prize, the effects would ripple through the town.

‘I heard him. Let’s just make sure she’s safe first,’ Henry said, eyeing the sheer above his head and shaking his head. It made no sense that a man would attack a ship, kill the crew, and then leave the valuable craft with all her cargo aboard. What kind of a fool would do that?

Henry Pyket was a heavy-set man of almost forty, with a great pot-belly, his tanned face square and kindly, with oddly gentle eyes. Few men in charge of a good-sized shipbuilding business were known for their generosity and charity, but Henry had always been different.

Taking a grappling iron, he swung it contemplatively in his right hand, the one which was missing two fingers, before hurling it aloft. It snagged, and he tugged, but it came free and rattled over the decking, from the sound of it, until he saw the top spike appear over the sheer. Then it gripped as he put his weight on the rope, and he nodded to the oarsmen as he stepped forward, and hauled himself upwards, his legs walking him up the strakes to the sheerline.

Once there, he clambered over with the ease and skill of a sailor, standing on the blackened decking and gazing about him.

‘Begin at the bottom,’ he muttered to himself. That was the rule which his master had always stressed when he was still an apprentice, and he was strongly reminded of it now. Then, he and his master had been surveying a French hulk, and although they did not know it at the time, the hull was sorely stressed and damaged. From above, it looked fine: the line of the decking was straight enough, the mast stood firm in her rigging, and she rode high enough in the water, but when they went into the hold and saw the water slopping about, they understood that the strakes were dangerously loosened, and that they must either stabilise the leaks or evacuate her quickly.

This one was riding smoothly enough, just rising gently on the swell, and he felt hopeful that they would not have to do too much to keep her cargo secure. He walked to the coaming before the hold, and glanced over the edge. Barrels and bales moved about, and he could hear the sloshing of water, but there was no great invasion, so far as he could see. It was only the very bottom that was truly wet. Still, best to be sure.

There was a ladder, and he gripped it firmly, looking around. All about him up here was blackened. Much of the decking would need to be ripped up and replaced. He wasn’t sure if the damaged mast would survive a strong blast. Best replace that too, just in case. In the prow lay a filthy mess of blackened canvas, and thin wisps floated about every so often as the wind caught them: burned sails. There were metal rivets and shreds of leather about the place, too. It was almost as though . . . but that would make no sense.

Reluctantly, for Pyket was never happy on ladders – give him a strong hempen cable for preference, he swung himself over the coaming, and let himself down into the dark depths.

Here he was shin-deep in cold seawater. As he stood there, sniffing, listening, he could feel the movement of the ship through his bare feet. The creaking and groaning of moving strakes was deafening, and the steady lapping of water in the bilge and at her sides was magnified until it sounded as though waves were hammering at her. More troubling were the five barrels which had been dislodged from their moorings and now floated about, threatening to crush him if he was careless. The great bales were massive; he felt sure from the smell that they were full of cloth. An experienced seaman could recognise the odour of different cargoes without difficulty.

It was not that smell that made him scowl, though. No, it was the overwhelming stench of oil. And the atmosphere of terror that even to his stolid mind seemed to pervade the vessel.

Bailiff Simon Puttock smiled, and Ivo le Bel quailed.

The Bailiff was a tall man with calm grey eyes in a slightly pale face. In the past, when he had been Bailiff to the Stannaries of Dartmoor, he had been responsible for maintaining the King’s Peace over the wild lands, and he had travelled widely, his features burned to the colour of old oak. Since he had been promoted to this new position at Dartmouth, he had been forced to remain indoors more often, which he deplored. For him, far better that he should be able to wander the open moors, free of concerns and God-damned figures. He couldn’t return yet, though. Not for a while.

For all that Simon would prefer to be at home in Lydford, there was something attractive about the noises of this busy, industrial port. The slow, steady creaking of timbers as ships rolled from side to side, the trickle and slap of small waves, the howl of the wind on a cold evening when a man was already in a warm house by his fire, all were welcome. The assault on the nostrils was less so, though. There was a permanent stench of fish from the salting yards where they were gutted, spread and dried, and it was not enhanced by the odour of rotting flesh where the fishguts lay in the middens, to be dug over by the great seagulls. Tar and seaweed, hemp and coal smoke, all smothered the town like an unwholesome blanket, and at the same time there was the perpetual din of the smiths, carpenters, shipwrights and others, all of whom seemed to delight in as much clattering and crashing of metal and wood as possible.

‘Sir Bailiff, I hadn’t seen you there.’

‘I’m no knight, Ivo – you know that. Why are you in charge? Did you find the body?’

‘This is my tithing, Bailiff. I am responsible to the Coroner when he arrives.’

‘Fine. What happened?’

‘This fellow says he put up boards to protect people, but the victim still fell in. He must have struck his head – look.’

Simon winced at the sight. The man’s head was a mess: he had fallen forwards, clearly, and his left temple was a bloody, blackened wound.

‘As I said, I watched the paver here put up his warnings. Some thieving bastard must have stolen them, leading to this accident.’

The man lay in the hole with his head at a curious angle, his legs twisted together. The left arm was under his body, while the right was flung out into the middle of the hole. His head was resting near the wall, the wound right by a rock which had been smeared with his gore.

Simon asked, ‘Does anyone know him?’

There was a ripple as all shook their heads.

‘Ivo, have you sent for the Coroner?’

‘I was about to.’

‘Hurry, then,’ Simon said, and he set off for the pie shop down near his chamber, where his clerk would be waiting for him.

As he crossed the street, he saw old Will the gaoler – a tatty, degenerate-looking man with a paunch like a bishop and a threadbare white beard – walking up to the gaol in the market square. There was no one there so far as Simon remembered, but Will was a dedicated man. The gaoler was generally amiable, and called ‘old Widecombe Will’ because he had been the youngest son of a farmer from that little vill. Bored with prodding cattle to pull the plough, he had preferred to run away to sea. At least, that was his tale.

It was not entirely true. He had been a farmer’s boy, although the legitimacy of his birth left a little to be desired. Also, rather than leaving his home from boredom, there was the matter of Millicent, the maid from the neighbouring hamlet, who had grown suddenly large with child. Still, in essence he had not lied. Now the father of six other (legal) children, and four grandchildren, he had a certain position in the town, and he was immensely proud of it. And part of his responsibilities for this year was the maintenance of the simple gaol.

The Bailiff sighed. Another day of numbers and reports lay ahead. Oh well. He knew he must remain patient. Before long, with fortune, he would be able to go back to Lydford. To his home, his beautiful wife Meg and their children. They would be missing him, as he missed them. He was needed there.

At the door to the pie shop, he hesitated, recalling that body in the hole. There were some details that looked out of place. Surely . . . but no. The fool of a sergeant must have moved him; there was nothing to worry about. Yet the scene stuck in his head, even as he entered and chose a good beef pie.

Henry splashed through the water, running his hands over the strakes. There was no apparent leaking, and as he passed down the hull, he began to relax. All about him was the constant noise of running water, trickling, dripping, slopping about, but that was the normal sound of a working ship. The important thing was, he could see no holes or broken strakes, and by the time he had reached the stern, and had stumbled only once over a rib, he was feeling much happier. The second side of the ship appeared to be as safe, but he was nothing if not assiduous.

It was as he stepped over the rib, planting his foot carefully down in the water, that he felt something brush against him. He screamed shrilly as he took in the sight of the corpse under the water, with its gaping mouth, pale, dead eyes and the hand that moved gently as though beckoning Henry to join him in death.


Chapter Three

By the time Simon had entered his little counting-house, his latest clerk was already sitting at the trestle table, an anxious frown marring his brow as he added figures from a row of tally-sticks. Seeing Simon, he looked up and his mouth moved into a smile of welcome which somehow didn’t touch his eyes.

‘Bailiff – oh, right. Good. We’ve a lot to get through today. There’s a new ship come in.’

‘The burned one?’ Simon asked, crossing the room. At the far side there was a broad window which was shuttered most of the winter, but now in the late-summer was more often opened. He pulled up the heavy bar and set it on the floor, then pushed the shutters wide on their hinges. ‘It is one of the few advantages of this job, you know, that I have this marvellous view. And you, Stephen, persist in closing the shutters at every opportunity!’

Stephen, a thin young man of two-and-twenty, smiled nervously. ‘I feel the chill so much, Master Bailiff, and—’

‘Chill? Look out there at the sun,’ Simon scoffed. ‘It’s a beautiful day, perfect weather. You could ride across the whole forest of Dartmoor to South Zeal market and back today.’

‘As you wish, sir,’ Stephen said. ‘Yet the open window will let in every gust and gale, and it blows my parchments all about the place.’

‘Use a stone to weight them down, then,’ Simon said unsympathetically, leaning against the window’s frame and listening. The hammering was continual down here, near some of the shipbuilders. At first he had hated the din, longing for the peace and tranquillity of the moors, but now he had grown accustomed to it, and when the men stopped working in the evening, he rather missed it.

Stephen, he saw, was hunched a little more at his work. It was unkind of Simon to insist on having the shutter open, he knew, but he couldn’t help it. He needed the air. It was just a shame that no clerk seemed able to cope with it.

His experience of clerks was not extensive, and less than positive, but he was gaining an insight into them and their work.

The first, Andrew, had been a whining pest; the next had been a weedy, frail man, little better than a boy, really, who’d been sent back when his coughing had grown so insistent that Simon could not concentrate. He secretly believed the lad was faking illness to shirk his work, but the abbot had assured him that the fellow had been sent away to recuperate as soon as he returned because he was ravaged with a fever; the third had been wealthy, and clearly a great deal more fit. He had been sent back to Tavistock when Simon encountered him in a tavern’s bedroom with two women.

This Stephen was more pleasant than any of the others. Less cocky (in both meanings of the word) than his immediate predecessor, he managed to look ascetic, while still reserving some spirit. Simon’s occasional irritable outbursts could reduce a weaker man to tears in a moment, but Stephen would listen, and if there was a rational cause to the explosion, would sometimes offer useful advice. If there was no good reason, however, he would just sit back with a puzzled expression that was somehow amused and condescending at the same time. At first this had made Simon ashamed, then it infuriated him, and now, after some weeks, it actually soothed him.

The fact was, there were many frustrations to this job. As well as Simon’s anger at being removed from the job he knew and loved, he missed his family. Especially after the return of his old servant, Hugh. And now, of course, he wanted to be nearer home and Tavistock since the death of his patron, Abbot Robert.

Abbot Robert. There was a man who would be sorely missed. Simon had all but idolised him. To those who knew him, he was a powerful force for good. For those who did not, it was hard to know where to start to describe him: kind, generous, worldly, and a man of business like no other Simon had ever met. He had taken on Tavistock Abbey when it was in a terrible state, and had been forced to borrow heavily to keep the institution afloat. That was many years ago, forty-odd, and in the time since, he had built Tavistock up to become one of the most effective and wealthiest convents in the whole of Devon and Cornwall. Simon had respected him hugely . . . and loved him. Abbot Robert had replaced the father who had died some years ago, and Simon felt the loss sorely.

Without a spiritual and businesslike head, the abbey was marking time, and all could feel it. Stephen here was in a similar position to Simon. Both knew full well that their position would be discussed at the highest level, as soon as the new abbot was confirmed in his post, but neither could influence the outcome. It left a man feeling peculiarly isolated.

If Stephen was not wearing the cloth, Simon could easily believe that his slender frame, large blue eyes and fair hair could be a sore temptation to many of the women about the town. From what he had seen of other clerks, not even the cloth itself would protect them from womanly ways. Not that Stephen’s predecessor had needed much tempting . . .

Ach! It was no good. There was too much on his mind to keep him concentrating on his work.

‘The ship, master,’ Stephen prompted him now. ‘She was found on the sea some miles out, just over the horizon.’

‘Yes – and?’

It wasn’t only his work, either. He had his daughter Edith to worry about, and her impending marriage, long-threatened and now imminent. Well, she was old enough, and her young man, Peter, was bright enough. Simon had persuaded her not to marry, though, until Peter had completed his apprenticeship to Master Harold, the merchant. Better not to have the expense and worry of a woman to support when he wasn’t his own man yet. Except that now Peter had succeeded in winning his position, Simon was still anxious. For some reason he could not accept that his little girl was old enough to be wed. Well, he would have to grow accustomed to the thought, and that was an end to it!

‘She is fully loaded,’ the clerk went on, ‘but there’s no one alive on board.’

‘What do you mean? She must have had a crew of ten or more!’

‘Eleven, Bailiff.’ Stephen shook his head a little, and then tilted it. ‘Let me send for the master of the ship that found her.’

Master Hilary Beauley called an order, gripping the nearest shroud as he peered ahead. He shouted again, and felt the ship begin to slow. Until now she had been racing ahead while he kept his eyes on the far distance, but now he was near enough, and he bellowed a third command down to the men at the halyards and up on the sail itself. Soon the great sail was rising as the men reefed it in, clutching great handfuls and hauling it up until only a tiny fraction of the canvas was catching the wind. The ship slowed in her majestic progress, and he could feel her begin to level out.

‘Get my boat ready!’ he bawled down.

This delay would hold up all those in the convoy. His was the first ship to return, but just behind him, he knew, were the others. The law said all ships were to travel in convoy, to protect them from raiders, but this particular convoy had not started out that way.

Pyckard’s ship had been first to leave the port. His little vessel had careered away, and it was only when it was already gone that the others realised what a march he had stolen on them. Beauley had set off immediately with his own ship, with Hawley, so he felt sure, a short way after him. From that moment, time was critical. If Pyckard’s ship reached France a long time before they did, Pyckard’s merchants could make their own prices, and when the others arrived, their own cargoes would be less attractive.

Hawley had one of the fastest and best ships available, and since the concept of the convoy was already rent asunder, it was every man for himself. Each master knew that. Beauley could make good speed, but he must be overtaken by Hawley in the end.

So when Pyckard had gone, he quickly followed, desperate to beat his competitors. If he was to make his profit, he would have to be as quick and seamanlike as he ever had been.

‘Boat’s away!’

Beauley swung down and stepped lightly across the decking. He sprang up to the wale, the thickest strake at the top of the ship’s side, and let himself down the ladder into the boat. ‘Haul away!’

Sitting here in the rear of the boat, he felt a thrill of anticipation, which was only dulled by the lousy oar-strokes of the man in front of him. ‘Stop trying to look through the back of your head, man,’ he snapped. ‘I’ll tell you when to ship oars.’

Alred Paviour kicked at a pebble and glowered down at the body. This was one job he should have refused. A simple hole in the road, and a few other repairs, and he’d thought he couldn’t possibly lose; they were offering a fixed contract and it had seemed too good to turn down. But he’d always had a thing about sailors, and this damn town was absolutely full of them: great horny-handed, hairy-arsed, swearing sailors reeking of fish and seaweed and other things he’d prefer not to guess at.

‘You might as well go to the tavern, master. There’s no point waiting here.’

Glaring at the watchman standing guard over his hole, Alred swore softly. ‘You know how much this is costing me?’

Aye. And every time he entered the tavern alone, it went quiet. People didn’t like strangers down here, and when you saw that almost all the men in the taverns were sailors, who’d be willing to cut your throat as soon as look at you, you realised that this was a very dangerous place. Never trust a matelot, that was the paver’s rule.

The watchman was sympathetic. ‘Nothing you can do about it. The Coroner’s been sent for. If you’re lucky, he’ll be only a couple of days.’

‘Even if he is, he’ll need a day to arrange his inquest,’ Alred grumbled. ‘I’ve seen them in Exeter. Bloody fools take a good time over their inquests, and all the while poor workers suffer.’

‘We don’t take so long here,’ the watchman said with a chuckle. ‘This isn’t some borough in the middle of a city where they can bugger about for days. We’ve got work to be getting on with down here. You wait and see.’

Alred nodded bitterly. A man of middle height, with grizzled hair and beard, his eyes were more used to laughter, but today there was nothing to laugh about. He glanced down at the corpse, shaking his head. This fellow must have been a lover, a son, a father, perhaps . . . and now all he had become was sport for others to gawp at.

There were plenty who kept coming to take a look. Two youngsters, a boy and girl of ten or so, were standing up at the edge of the hole even now, their mother or nurse with them, all three peering down, wide-eyed, at the dead man. Well, it was best that everyone who could might see him, so that someone could identify him when the Coroner arrived.

Turning, he made his way to the Porpoise further down Higher Street. It was a small alehouse of the sort he would normally avoid in Exeter, but here . . . where else would a body go? Blasted place was hopeless. In Exeter, there were attractions all the time: you could watch the baiting, see a duel, or go and watch the jugglers and fools at the market square. Ah, how he missed Exeter.

The alehouse did have one advantage, though: it was cheap. He walked in, stooping under the low lintel, and looked about him for the others.

‘That bloke said the Coroner should be here in two days, and he may be quick to come to a conclusion,’ he said when he had joined them.

Bill and Law were his helpers. Bill was a taller man, his eyes a pale blue, his features wrinkled from laughter and sunburned in a round face. Law was darker, with steady brown eyes set in a narrow face, and he was much shorter. Only sixteen, he had been apprenticed to Alred for two years now, and was bright and quick, if not strong enough yet to do much of the heavier work.

‘Two days? What do we do now, then?’ Law asked.

‘Wait until we hear, I suppose. We can’t go and do anything until we’re allowed. Oh, God’s ballocks! What a mess! Why did we ever come here to this miserable midden?’

Law shrugged. His real name was Lawrence, but Bill and Alred had agreed early on that the shortarse didn’t justify so long a name. Now he leaned forward eagerly. ‘See that girl over there? She’s been making eyes at me for the last while. Reckon she fancies me!’

‘Law, she’d be more likely to fancy a hog,’ Alred sighed. ‘Your face looks like you’ve been rolled in a bed of nettles.’

‘It’s not that bad!’ Law protested, a hand going to his volcanic chin.

‘Don’t be too hard on the lad,’ Bill said. ‘It might just be that she’s got lousy eyesight.’ He burst out laughing.

‘There are many eye me up, I’ll have you know,’ Law said sulkily.

‘They’re desperate in a town like this,’ Alred chuckled, then sighed. ‘What are we going to do for money if we get held up? Christ’s pain! what made me take this job in the first place?’

Bill smiled, showing his uneven teeth. ‘Because you said we’d clean up in a little place like this. You said we’d charge them through the nose for everything they needed done and we’d live the high life when we got home again. You said the locals down here never saw anyone from the real world and had less sense than a peasant from—’

‘Yes, yes! All right!’ Alred said hastily, aware of all the eyes in the place going to him and his friends. Bill’s voice was penetrating. ‘But in the meantime we’re losing money. That road has to be repaved, and I agreed a fixed price for the job. If we’re held up, we won’t make a penny profit.’

‘You agreed a price for the job?’ Law burst out. ‘You always taught me that a fixed price was daft, that you’d never know if something was going to go wrong, and that you always need to be flexible in case of problems.’

‘Yes, well – this proves I was right, doesn’t it?’ Alred snapped, adding nastily, ‘And it was you supposed to put up the barriers, wasn’t it?’

‘I did! You know I did!’

‘They weren’t there this morning, were they? How do I know you put them up right? If it was that easy for some thieving scrote to nick them, you can’t have fixed them in place all that well, can you?’ He sank his face in his cup of ale.

‘It’s not my fault all this happened, as you well know!’

Alred grimaced, then: ‘No, it isn’t.’

Law grinned. ‘Come on, Alred. What are we?’

‘Don’t. Just don’t say it.’

‘What are we, eh, Bill?’

‘We’re paviours, Law. We keep people moving.’

‘What are we, Alred?’

‘Yes, yes, yes. We’re bleeding paviours. But that isn’t going to help us when . . .’

‘Hey! Is the paver in here?’ It was Stephen, the clerk.

Alred closed his eyes and screwed up his face. ‘See?’ he hissed. ‘And now I’m going to go and get stuffed for finding a stiff. I hope you’re pleased with your work, lad! Yes – I’m here.’

‘Come with me. The Port Reeve wants a word with you.’

Hamo the cooper was at his bench outside when he heard the boat returning to the shore. It scraped along the piles of empty clam and oyster shells that shingled the beach, and the men inside jumped out, hauling her up the slope to lie out of the water. Hamo watched idly as Jankin took the great stone anchor and thrust the rope from the boat through the hole bored in it, and then Hamo returned to his work, shaving a stave to fit a broken barrel. Much of his work involved mending damaged vessels. He didn’t know what he’d do if sailors were more careful!

‘Come on, Henry, let’s be getting you out of there,’ a man called.

Hamo noticed that Henry Pyket was still seated on the thwart, his face in his hands.

‘Come on, Dad, eh?’

Jankin was a steady fellow, sound and as hard as oak in a fight, and Hamo was oddly affected to see how he went to the older man and placed an arm about his neck comfortingly.

‘Hey, Jankin, you want some help there, boy?’ he shouted.

‘We’re fine, I think, Master Hamo,’ Jankin responded, but he didn’t sound it.

‘Let’s help him out of there, eh?’ Hamo went over and said gently, ‘Henry, have you hurt yourself, man? Hit your head on a beam?’

‘We’ve all seen them, haven’t we,’ Henry said dully. ‘You’ve seen your share of dead men, I daresay, Hamo?’

‘We all have, aye. There isn’t the year we don’t see enough washed up on the beaches.’

‘But have you ever been touched by one?’ Henry gave a shudder of horror. ‘He was in there, he was, poor Danny, and a-wavin’ like he was asking me to join him. It turned my stomach, it did!’

‘Danny? What was he doing in there?’ Hamo asked, bewildered.

‘He’s dead, Hamo. Murdered, like all the others.’

‘God’s teeth, you mean that’s the Saint John?’

‘There’s no one on board, I swear. Only Danny down in the hold, and he’s dead. All the other men have gone,’ Henry said with another shiver. ‘The ship’s cursed, Hamo. It must be. Sweet Jesus! It’s like the devil came up and took ’em all. Took ’em all down into the sea with him.’
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