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Introduction

Every age invents its own mysteries. In this tale, the riddle begins on a winter road
where duty outruns comfort and a lowly official bears a weight fit for a noble’s
shoulders. The king’s coroner—provincial, practical, and painfully aware of the limits of
his office—is summoned to a manor that smells of juniper fires and quiet fear. A lord
has died under suspicious circumstances; the living demand answers, and the dead,
being silent, must be made to speak. What follows is a murder investigation conducted
with the tools of a medieval mind: oaths, neighbors’ memories, the marks a blade
leaves on skin, the colors that creep across a body after breath is gone, and the
stubborn ledger of law.

Though this is a work of fiction, the office at its center is not. The coroner’s task was to
keep the king’s pleas—deaths sudden and strange, crimes that ruptured the realm’s
peace—and to do so in the open, before men of the vill sworn to tell the truth. He
recorded witnesses and wounds onto a parchment roll that would travel farther than
he ever might, up the chain of authority to sheriffs, justices, and the king’s own bench.
It was a job stitched from paradox: at once humble and royal, ceremonial and very
human, steeped in parchment yet spattered by the world. A coroner could not conjure
miracles; he could only gather fragments until a pattern emerged.

You will find no gleaming laboratories here, yet you will meet a practical medicine.
Leechcraft in these pages relies on sight, scent, and touch; on the feel of a broken rib
beneath the skin; on the grain of a blade’s cut; on the residue left by herbs that both
heal and harm. Where knowledge is thin, custom stands in. Where science falters,
habit persists. We will watch as a healer warms a chilled limb to test for life too late to
save, as a cup is rinsed and sniffed, as a stomach’s contents are poured and puzzled
over by firelight. Nothing is certain, and yet, bit by bit, certainty is earned.

Law, too, will show its scaffolding. The sheriff rides with his retinue and his ambitions;
the tithingmen mutter about the hue and cry; the parish priest guards souls and
secrets under the seal; the manor’s steward counts rents with ink-stained fingers that
may themselves be stained with guilt. Jurisdiction is a map drawn by power: shire and
hundred, manor and abbey, forest and fair. Inquests are convened; neighbors take
oaths; a jury forms—twelve good men and true who know too much and too little all at
once. Writs fly, because parchment, unlike men, does not forget.

Politics creep in as surely as cold seeps through a door’s bad latch. The dead man had
friends and enemies; they sit on benches, collect tolls, and host feasts. A coroner who
asks the wrong question can find his horse unsaddled and his purse lightened. Yet the
office confers a peculiar bravery. The king’s peace is not an idea but a promise that
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binds plowman and prince alike, and it is the coroner’'s awkward privilege to remind
the great that the crown’s shadow falls on them too. Justice, here, is not blind; she
squints into smoke and negotiates her way through a crowded hall.

This story aims to entertain first, but it also tries to make sense of how people once
made sense of one another. Each chapter follows a step in the passage from death to
judgment: the first view, the gathering of a jury, the weighing of testimony, the
struggle over which court may claim the case, the grim arithmetic of forfeitures and
fines. You will see how mercy and malice share a bench, how evidence becomes
narrative, and how narrative becomes law. If, along the way, you learn something of
medieval procedure and early forensic practice, that is by design; but the lessons are
baked into bread, not served as lecture.

We begin, then, with a body that refuses to fit the neat pattern of a household’s grief.
The snow outside the manor is trampled by boots that will lie about where they have
been; the hearth is bright enough to hide what lurks in shadow. A coroner climbs a
stair he was not born to climb and steps into a room that will alter the courses of many
lives, his own among them. Truth will come dear. Justice, if it comes at all, will demand
payment in coin no one can spare. And yet the work proceeds—measured, public,
imperfect—because the king’s peace depends upon it.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Summons at Midnight

The frost had a way of gnawing through the stone walls of the coroner’s small house in
Appleby, a persistent, biting cold that even a dying hearth could not fully repel. Sir
John de Marston, a man whose knees gave a rhythmic click with every step and whose
hair had long since retreated to a defensive line behind his ears, lay beneath a
mountain of wool blankets, dreaming of a summer he couldn’t quite remember. It was
the kind of deep, restorative sleep that only visits those who have spent the day
reconciling the accounts of a disinterested shire. Then came the pounding—a heavy,
rhythmic thudding against the oak door that suggested either a man in great haste or
a man with a very sturdy mallet.

John groaned, the sound muffled by his pillow. He waited, hoping it was merely a local
drunkard seeking a tavern that had been closed for hours, but the pounding persisted,
accompanied now by a frantic shouting of his name. With a sigh that carried the
weight of his fifty years, he swung his legs out from under the covers. The floorboards
were like ice under his bare feet. He fumbled for his tunic and a thick cloak, his fingers
stiff. The office of the king’s coroner was many things—prestigious in the eyes of the
law, burdensome in the eyes of the treasury—but tonight, it felt mostly like a physical
assault upon his constitution.

"Peace, man!" John shouted as he descended the narrow stairs, his voice raspy from
sleep. "Unless the devil himself is at the door, there is no need to split the wood."

He lifted the heavy iron bar and pulled the door open. A blast of winter air rushed in,
carrying the scent of wet pine and horse sweat. Standing on the threshold was a
young lad, no more than twenty, wrapped in a mantle that bore the heraldry of the de
Braose family—a lion rampant, now somewhat obscured by mud. The boy was
shivering violently, his face pale in the moonlight. Behind him, a horse stood with its
head low, steam rising in thick clouds from its nostrils.

"The King’s Coroner?" the lad gasped, his teeth clattering like pebbles in a tin cup. "l
am Thomas, page to the Lady de Braose. You are required at the manor of Thornegh,
sir. My master, Lord William... he is dead. And it is said the death is not of God's
making."

John felt the last remnants of sleep vanish, replaced by a cold, sharp clarity. Lord
William de Braose was not merely a noble; he was a man of significant lands and even
more significant temper, a pillar of the local aristocracy whose influence reached as
far as the King’s Bench in Westminster. A death in such a house was never a simple
affair. If the lad was right and the death was "not of God's making"—a polite
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euphemism for murder, suicide, or some other violent rupture of the King’s Peace—the
legal machinery of the realm was about to grind into motion, and John was the man
tasked with turning the first crank.

"How did he die?" John asked, already turning back into the room to find his boots and
his satchel.

"In his solar, sir," the page replied, stepping into the warmth of the doorway but
refusing to sit. "The steward found him. He says there is blood where there should be
none, and the window was unlatched against the gale. The Lady is... she is in a state
of great distress. She demands the Crown’s man at once."

John pulled on his leather boots, lacing them tight. He reached for his belt, from which
hung a sturdy knife and a small leather pouch containing his inkpot and several dry
quills. Most importantly, he fetched his satchel of parchment. The coroner’s primary
duty was not to catch the killer—that was, in theory, the sheriff's task—but to record.
Every wound, every witness, every penny’s worth of property belonging to the
deceased had to be documented on the Coroner’s Roll. In the eyes of the law, if it was
not on the parchment, it did not happen.

"I must wake my clerk," John muttered, more to himself than the boy. "And we shall
need a lantern. The road to Thornegh is treacherous in the best of seasons, and in this
dark, it is a trap for the unwary."

Ten minutes later, John's clerk, a spindly, nervous man named Peter who had been
plucked from a local monastery for his beautiful handwriting and his even more
beautiful lack of ambition, was standing in the street. Peter looked as though he were
facing his own execution. He clutched a bundle of scrolls to his chest as if they were a
holy relic. Together, the three men set out, the page leading the way on his exhausted
mount while John and Peter followed on the coroner’s sturdy, if unimaginative, pony.

As they rode through the sleeping town and out into the open countryside, John felt
the familiar itch of professional curiosity. The office of coroner had been established
some decades ago, primarily to ensure that the King received his due. When a man
died violently, his goods and chattels were often forfeited to the Crown, and the
coroner was the one who appraised the value of every pig, plow, and pewter plate. But
over time, the role had evolved. They were the keepers of the pleas of the Crown, the
frontline of a justice system that relied on the testimony of neighbors and the physical
evidence of the body itself.

The road to Thornegh wound through a thicket of ancient oaks, their bare branches
reaching out like skeletal fingers against the grey-black sky. John kept his eyes on the
path, his mind racing through the legal requirements of the coming hours. First, the
view of the body—the visus corporis. He could not hold an inquest until he had seen
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the corpse exactly where it had fallen, or at least where it had been discovered.
Second, the summoning of the jury from the four neighboring vills. These were the
men who would officially "find" the facts of the case, though their findings were often
guided by whatever the coroner chose to show them.

"Sir John," Peter called out over the whistling wind, his voice thin. "If it is indeed Lord
William, the Sheriff will be there by dawn. You know how he is about jurisdiction. He
will claim the right to lead the inquiry."

"The Sheriff of Westmorland can claim the moon for all | care," John shouted back.
"But the law is clear. In matters of sudden death, the coroner takes precedence. The
body belongs to the King until | say otherwise. Besides, the Sheriff is likely tucked into
a warm bed with a flagon of spiced wine. He won't risk his horse’s legs on these roads
until the sun is up."

Yet John knew Peter was right to be worried. The line between administrative duty and
political suicide was often as thin as the parchment they wrote on. Lord William had
been a man with enemies, certainly, but he also had powerful friends. If John’s
investigation pointed toward a culprit who enjoyed royal favor, his own career—and
perhaps his neck—might be in jeopardy. Conversely, if he overlooked a crime to
please the powerful, he would be failing his oath to the King. It was a delicate dance
performed on a floor slick with blood.

They reached the gates of Thornegh Manor two hours before dawn. The house was a
sprawling stone edifice, more a fortress than a home, sitting atop a slight rise that
commanded a view of the surrounding valley. Torches flickered in the iron cressets
flanking the main gate, casting long, dancing shadows across the snow. As they
approached, the heavy gates groaned open, and a groom ran out to take their horses.
The air inside the courtyard was thick with the smell of woodsmoke and the nervous
energy of a household that had been shocked into wakefulness.

The steward met them at the great hall’s entrance. He was an older man, dressed in a
heavy fur-lined robe that did little to hide the fact that he was trembling. His name
was Hamo, and John had dealt with him before on matters of taxation and land
boundaries. Usually, Hamo was the picture of officious calm, a man who found comfort
in the order of his ledgers. Tonight, his eyes were wide and darting, his hands buried
deep in his sleeves.

"Sir John, thank God," Hamo whispered, his voice cracking. "The Lady is in the chapel,
praying. We have left everything as it was. No one has entered the solar since I... since

| found him."

"You did well, Hamo," John said, stepping into the hall. The fire in the great hearth had
been piled high, but the room felt cavernous and cold. "Tell me exactly what you saw.
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And keep nothing back. The King’s Peace has been broken this night, and the truth is
the only thing that can mend it."

Hamo swallowed hard. "He had retired early. He complained of a heaviness in his
chest, which we attributed to the rich venison served at dinner. When | went to wake
him for the midnight vigils, he did not answer. | pushed the door open. He was... he
was slumped across his writing desk. There was a spilled inkwell, but also a spilled
goblet. And the blood, Sir John. There was blood on his lips, and his eyes were open,
staring at the window as if he had seen the Great Enemy himself."

John nodded, absorbing the details. A spilled goblet suggested poison, but blood on
the lips could mean a dozen things—a fall, a blow, or perhaps a lung-rot that had
finally claimed its prize. The unlatched window was the most troubling detail. In this
weather, no sane man would leave a window open, unless he was trying to let
someone in, or someone had used it to get out.

"Take me to him," John commanded.

They climbed a winding stone staircase, the light from their lanterns splashing against
the cold walls. Peter followed behind, his breathing heavy, clutching his inkpot as if it
were a shield. At the top of the stairs, a heavy oak door stood slightly ajar. Two
guardsmen stood nearby, their spears held loosely, their expressions a mix of
boredom and suppressed terror. They stepped aside as the coroner approached.

John paused at the threshold. He took a deep breath, steadying his nerves. He had
seen many bodies in his time—suicides hanging from rafters, brawlers gutted in tavern
yards, infants taken by the cough. But a lord in his own solar was a different matter.
Here, the death was not just a tragedy; it was a political event. He stepped into the
room, his boots clicking softly on the rushes that covered the floor.

The solar was a well-appointed room, draped in heavy tapestries that depicted hunting
scenes. A large bed with velvet hangings occupied one corner, undisturbed. In the
center of the room stood a massive oak desk, and there, as Hamo had described, sat
Lord William de Braose. He was a large man, even in death, his shoulders broad and
his face weathered by years of campaigning. His head was turned toward the window,
his features frozen in a grimace of startled agony.

John approached the desk, his eyes scanning the scene with the practiced neutrality of
a man who dealt in facts. He saw the spilled wine, a dark stain spreading across the
expensive vellum of a half-finished letter. He saw the silver goblet lying on its side.
And then he saw it—a small, dark bruise on the side of the lord’s neck, just below the
jawline. It was faint, almost invisible in the flickering light, but it was there.

"Peter," John said softly, without looking back. "Get your parchment ready. We begin
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the record. Write: In the year of our Lord twelve hundred and ninety, on the feast of
Saint Agnes, I, John de Marston, coroner, was summoned to the manor of Thornegh..."

The clerk’s quill began to scratch, a dry, frantic sound in the silence of the room. John
leaned closer to the body, ignoring the faint, sweet smell of decay that was already
beginning to assert itself. He reached out and gently touched the dead man’s hand. It
was cold, the joints already stiffening. Rigor mortis was setting in, which meant death
had occurred several hours ago, likely shortly after he had retired.

As John examined the room, his eyes caught a glint of something on the floor near the
open window. He moved toward it, kneeling in the rushes. It was a small piece of
metal, a broken spur-rowel, fashioned from silver and intricately carved. It was not the
kind of thing a lord would drop in his own solar, and it certainly didn't match the
heavy, utilitarian gear Lord William favored.

"A mark upon the throat and a silver spur in the rushes," John muttered to himself.
"The mystery begins before the sun is even up."

He stood and looked out the open window. Below, the ground was a white sheet of
undisturbed snow, save for a single set of tracks leading away from the base of the
tower toward the treeline. The tracks were filling fast as the wind whipped the drifts,
but they were still visible. Someone had left this room in a hurry, and they hadn't used
the stairs.

"Hamo," John called out, his voice echoing in the small room. "Who else was in the
house tonight? Any guests? Any travelers seeking shelter from the storm?"

The steward stepped into the room, keeping his eyes averted from his master’s
corpse. "Only the family, sir. And a friar from the abbey at Shap who arrived late. He is
sleeping in the guest quarters. Oh, and a messenger from the Earl of Lancaster who
arrived yesterday with letters."

"A messenger and a friar," John said, rubbing his chin. "A holy man and a man of
business. And yet we have a silver spur and a dead lord. Peter, make a note of the
tracks. We shall need to measure them before they vanish entirely."

The investigation was now officially underway. Under the laws of the realm, John had
to remain with the body until the jury arrived. He would spend the remaining hours of
the night in this cold room, surrounded by the ghosts of the de Braose family and the
very real threat of a murderer who might still be within the manor’s walls. He looked
at Lord William once more. The dead man offered no answers, only the silent
testimony of his broken body.

"The King’s Peace," John whispered, a tired smile touching his lips. "It is a heavy thing
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to keep, William. | hope you made your peace with the other King before you went, for
the one | serve will want a full accounting of your departure."

As the first grey light of dawn began to bleed through the window, the sound of
hoofbeats echoed in the courtyard below. The neighbors were arriving—the men of the
vill, the witnesses to history, the reluctant participants in the King's justice. The long
night was ending, but for Sir John de Marston, the work was only just beginning. He
straightened his cloak, adjusted his belt, and prepared to face the living, for the dead
had already told him all they could for now. There would be oaths to swear, wounds to
measure, and a web of lies to untangle before the sun set again. And in the center of it
all sat the coroner, the man who stood between the silence of the grave and the roar
of the court.
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