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History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied.  I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers.  Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more.  You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.

Paul Doherty
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Author’s Note




INTRODUCTION

A savage, cold wind had sprung up just after dark. It stirred and rippled the black water of the Thames, hit the moored ships and sent them moving and straining at their ropes. The decaying corpses of three river pirates twisted and twirled in the wind to the creak of the scaffold overhead. Ghostly dancers grimly turning to macabre music. The wind pierced the alleys and rutted tracks of the city, freezing the mud and ordure, driving deeper into the darkness those human predators of the shadows who might still be hunting for any unfortunate abroad on such a dark and miserable night.

The church of Saint Mary Le Bow stood alone and desolate, its carved brick and woodwork open to the wind. The cemetery which surrounded it whispered and murmured with sound as leaves and branches were scornfully cast around by the wind as it bent and shook the flimsy wooden crosses of the dead. Inside the church, it was cold and dark, the wind slammed close a loose shutter and then continued to play its distant eerie music in the cracks and crevices of the crumbling masonry. The place was deserted and quiet except for the scurrying patter of the occasional rat and the slow dripping of rain water through a tear in the roof as it trickled down the mildewed wall forming a green dank puddle at its base. In the sanctuary, before the high altar, a  man sat bolt upright in the Blessed Chair. His soft, plump hands clutched the carved wood as if he was reassuring himself that as long as he sat in that chair then he had found sanctuary and was protected by all the power, temporal and spiritual, of the Church. Yet he was afraid, his large protuberant eyes stared into the darkness, searching for Them, wondering if They would come. He had sinned grievously in being one of Them, he had sinned grievously in killing one of Them and They would not forget that. Nor would God. The man’s fingers felt the carved letters which ran along the arms of the chair – ‘Hic est terribilis locus’ –  this is a terrible place, the House of God where Angels walked and worshipped before the White Body of Christ. Yet here too, he had sinned, most horribly, committed an abominable act in the hope it would ease his terror and despair. He thought of the knife which had brought him here, it had slipped so easily into the soft throat of the man. Like something from a dream, he remembered it going in soft and smooth like a spoon into cream. He had not meant to do it, yet it was done, and now he was a murderer, a fugitive from the King’s Justice and from something much more terrifying. He jumped as a bird or bat was driven by the wind into one of the long shuttered windows above him. He stared up deep into the dark alcove and then, hearing a faint sound from the far end of the church, he turned his head back slowly, feeling the hair on the nape of his neck rise in horror at what it might be. They had come, standing with a torch spluttering above them. They seemed to have emerged, hooded and cloaked from the darkness. They stood, a group of black evil crows in the pool of light thrown by their torches and then began to move soundlessly towards him. The man moaned in terror and sank deeper into the chair oblivious to the hot wetness between his fat thighs. His hands gripped the wood, his head fast against  the back of the chair as his eyes darted to and fro. There must be, surely, he thought, some way of escape from the hell advancing towards him. He wanted to run but he could not move, perhaps the wine! If only his legs and arms were not so heavy, he could escape the terrors now approaching him.




One

Edward, King of England and Duke of Aquitaine, sat in the small sparse chamber of his palace at Westminster. Few people knew he was in the capital for he had only returned at the urgent insistence of his Chancellor, Robert Burnell, Bishop of Bath and Wells. Exhausted after his journey, Edward crouched over a small, fiery red brazier, his cloak wrapped about him, trying to ignore the cold wind which battered insistently on the wooden shutters. Edward eventually rose and crossed the room to ensure they were closed fast; it was dark outside, the city and river concealed by thick mists, only the moaning of the wind and the howling of some street dog cut through the eerie silence. The King shivered and jumped as a rat rustled the herb-strewn rushes. A room with too many dark corners, the King thought, hidden from the torches flickering in their sconces on the wall. “Shadows everywhere,” Edward muttered to himself and returned to crouch over the brazier and examine the shadowy ghosts who haunted his own soul. First, there was his father, Henry, pleasure-loving, aesthetic, eager to please, only concerned about his own comforts and those of his favourites: soft-skinned, soft-spoken, Henry’s only interest had been the building of his precious abbey here at Westminster.

There were other more threatening figures: the de  Montforts; flaxen-haired Simon and his arrogant, aggressive boys, with their smiling faces and treacherous hearts. Once Simon had been a close friend, Edward had even joined him against his own father, the King, in order to build a better Community of the Realm, but those dreams turned into nightmares. Henry was a poor king but de Montfort and the other barons were tyrants seeking their own good. Simon had been the worst, linked to Satanic covens, with their filthy, secret rites which his damnable family had picked up in the soft, luxurious provinces of southern France. Even dead, Edward morosely thought, de Montfort’s hand stretched from the grave across the years to haunt him. Indeed, the King often wondered if de Montfort was really dead or still alive, leading his secret covens, organizing the assassinations which pursued Edward like some savage, well-trained hunting dogs. Edward looked down at the white furrowed scar on his right hand. “De Montfort must be dead!” he whispered to the brazier, “killed at Evesham years ago.” The King stared into the blazing coals, the red flames reminding him of that fiery, murderous day among the green meadows and apple-strewn fields of Evesham some twenty years before. He and his troops had advanced against Simon with banners snapping and flapping in the breeze. The summer day had quickly died as a thunderstorm suddenly swept the skies, the crashing thunder and flashes of lightning drowning the pounding hooves of his mailed cavalry as they charged the small, trapped rebel army. Edward still remembered, from all the battles he had ever fought in, the moment of impact at Evesham as he crashed through Simon’s troops, drenching his sword in rebel blood. At the end Simon had stood alone, fully clothed in mail armour, he bestrode the corpses of his fallen bodyguard, taunting the royal troops to close with him. Edward had sat and watched the rebel leader  being overborne. At that precise moment the storm had suddenly ended and the rays of a thin sun caught the blood seeping through the gaps of Simon’s armour, making it sparkle like cascading rubies. They hacked Simon’s body to bits. Edward shuddered, slightly fearful at what he had ordered in the heat of battle, for he had instructed his men to feed the battered remains of Simon’s corpse to a pack of starving wolfhounds. “Yes,” Edward muttered. “Simon must be dead.”

The King stared round the deserted chamber. If Simon was dead, he thought despairingly, then his followers were certainly not, organizing covens, plotting to kill him by poison, dagger, sword, mace or arrow through assassins by day or night, at home or abroad. Abroad! Edward gazed into the darkness. He remembered Acre in Palestine where, some eight years after his victory at Evesham, he and his queen, Eleanor, were on crusade trying to impose unity amongst the petty principalities of Outremer. He had thought that at least there he would be safe but the assassins struck. A Christian hermit asked for an audience and Edward had nodded his agreement, his mind on other matters. The man, grovelling and verminous like many of his kind, entered and stood in the shadows of the tent. Edward recalled seeing him take something from his sleeve and only reacted when the sharp stiletto knife came streaking for his heart. Edward had sidestepped, crying out, “Treason!”, his guards burst in and cut the man down but the dagger and its poison were lodged in his arm. If it had not been for Eleanor the poison would have raced for his heart but she had immediately cut the wound and sucked out the poison herself.

Edward rose and poured a cup of wine. Eleanor! He should be with her now, enjoying her silken, warm brown body, not sitting in this deserted chamber brooding over the  past. He sipped the wine. If only the past would die, leave him alone. He had so much to do but de Montfort and his secret societies persistently hounded him. “Go back to your grave, Simon!” he whispered fiercely but the only answer was the darkness and the insistent whine of the wind. Edward rose and peered through the shutters. Beneath the swirling river mist, his capital lay quiet, though Edward knew different. Simon’s followers, the covens with their constant plots and secret plans were gathering there scheming murder, treason and rebellion. Rats scampering about in their holes and runnels of the city Edward thought and, whatever they were plotting, was coming to a head like a boil full with yellow pus. His spies had told him this. Everything pointed to an unavoidable crisis. They had already begun to act; the suicide in Saint Mary Le Bow was, the King reasoned, somehow linked to these rebels, and it was time that Burnell, his wily old Chancellor, flushed these traitors out into the light of day and destroyed them.

There was a knock at the door, it opened and the man Edward had been thinking about waddled into the room. Robert Burnell, Bishop of Bath and Wells and Chancellor of England, sketched the briefest of bows to his monarch and heaved himself into the room’s one and only chair, dabbing his fat, florid face with the voluminous sleeve of his fur-trimmed gown. “God save your Grace,” he almost wheezed, “I cannot understand why you always insist on taking the highest chamber in whatever palace, castle or manor you stay.” Edward smiled affectionately. There was little pomp or courtly graces between himself and his Chancellor. They were old friends united against old enemies. He trusted Burnell as he did his own right arm. The Chancellor, despite his fat pompous appearance, had a brilliantly sharp and cunning brain, whether it be drafting a legal document or searching out the King’s enemies, both at home and abroad.

“You know, my Lord Burnell,” the King jibed, “why I always stay in the highest chamber. It would be a clever assassin who could scale these walls or bypass the guards on the narrow staircases outside. You have heard from your spy?”

Burnell shook his head. “No,” he replied slowly. “I don’t think I ever will. His body was taken from the Thames this morning. His throat was cut from ear to ear!”

Edward snorted in annoyance. “So, the conspiracies continue!”

“Yes,” Burnell replied. “However, we do know that there are covens here in the city plotting treason and rebellion.”

“And the incident at the church of Saint Mary Le Bow could be part of it?” the King asked.

“Yes,” his Chancellor murmured.

“How was your spy discovered?” enquired Edward.

Burnell shrugged. “It is only supposition on my part,” he answered slowly. “But I suspect that there is a spy at the heart of the very chancery!”

“You mean here?” Edward exclaimed. “A royal clerk involved with the followers of de Montfort, plotting treason against his king?”

Burnell nodded. “That is the only way,” he replied firmly, “my spy could have been discovered. Somebody, one of a few clerks, passed on confidential information he should not have. It may not be that he is a conspirator but simply did it for greed, for a purse of gold. If he is caught,” Burnell concluded bitterly, “then rest assured he will hang just as high as the rest.”

“Then what now?” said the King. “What shall we do now?” He walked over to his Chancellor and patted him on the shoulder.

“Earlier,” Edward said softly, “I compared these conspirators, these rebels, the scum of this city to rats. I see  you, my Lord Bishop, as my rat-catcher. You must run these vermin out into the open.”

The Chancellor coughed and cleared his throat. “I have chosen a man,” he replied, “another clerk who now serves in the Courts of King’s Bench.” Burnell stopped speaking and looked fearfully up at the King. “He is, my Lord, probably our last and only hope!”

“Good,” the King murmured. “But do not inform him of your suspicions that there could be a spy here in the very Palace of Westminster. After all,” he concluded meaningfully, “it could be one of his friends!”

 



They always met here, the charnel house of a deserted London church, a rotten mildewed crypt, secretive, closed, hidden from spies and the eyes of the curious. They had intoned their prayer to Lucifer, the Fallen Morning Star, their hands outstretched above a crude stone altar bearing mystical symbols round an inverted cross. Only one torch spluttered and flared against the cold darkness but this revealed nothing of the thirteen hooded figures, the cowls of their cloaks covering their heads, their faces concealed behind crude leather masks. They did not even know each other, only their leader, the Hooded One, silent as ever, was aware of their identities. They were bound by macabre pacts and bloody oaths to destroy the King and create revolt. This was the essence of their being, the link between each of them and they were here to learn how it was to be achieved.

The figure to the right of the Leader’s chair began to talk raspingly, his voice muffled by the mask, his words, no more than whispers, echoed round the cold, sinister chamber. “So, it is done,” he murmured. “Those who threatened the Grand Design, both the spy and the murderer, are removed,  gone to their appointed place.”

“No other threat exists?” asked another member of the group.

“Yes and no,” the first speaker replied, turning to survey his colleagues one by one. “Our Master,” and he turned to bow to the figure in the chair. “Our Master says that the King and his minions have appointed a clerk to investigate the matter. Our spy in the chancery has warned us to be wary of him.”

“Why?” one of the group interjected. “What danger does this one man pose?”

The Hooded One held up one hand for silence and beckoned into the shadows. An old woman crinkled and bent with age shuffled forward, looking nervously from side to side as she moved to crouch in the centre of the group. She pushed straggly hair from her skull-like face, plunged her hand into a dirty leather bag she carried with her, and drew out a black, silk-plumed cock, who stirred restlessly in her hand but was unable to protest because of the drugged corn it had been fed. The old woman held the bird up in her hands, bowed first toward the Hooded One and then towards the altar, she mumbled a prayer and bit deeply into the fat plump neck of the cock. Its body jerked furiously and lay limp as the old woman, her mouth smeared with blood, raw flesh and feathers, looked up and stared triumphantly around the group, who had watched the scene so impassively. She sprinkled the blood on the dirty floor, in blasphemous parody of a priest who cleanses his congregation with a rod of hyssop before Mass began. The old hag then knelt and carefully studied the pool of blood which had formed, groaning and muttering to herself. She turned towards the Hooded One. “The man the King has chosen,” she croaked, “is indeed dangerous. If he is not stopped, you will not take vengeance on the House of  Plantagenet. The day of deliverance so carefully planned, will never occur. This clerk must be killed!”

The hooded leader listened as if concentrating on something else and bent to whisper to the masked speaker on the right, who turned to address the group. “Let the clerk, whoever he is,” he replied, “flounder about. He is just one man. There are many traps. Rest content. He will be stopped.” His voice rose arrogantly. “The day of deliverance will come. We will cleanse the country of all kings, bishops, priests and others who lord it over us. Rest content with that!”

The group, sensing that the meeting was over, began to disperse one by one, each bowing to the hooded leader before departing. When they had all left, the speaker turned to the Hooded One and pointed to the old crone who still sat as if in a trance on the beaten dirt floor.

“She waits for her reward,” he said. “What shall we give her?”

“She has served her purpose,” came the whispered reply. “Cut her throat!”




Two

Hugh Corbett, clerk to the King’s Justices in King’s Bench, sat huddled in his blankets on the side of his pallet bed. His thin white face under a mass of black wiry hair was strained and pinched with cold. He pulled the blankets around him and then stretched out cold numbed fingers to a small charcoal brazier which was at last beginning to glow, thinning his breath as it hung heavy on the icy air. He was cold and reluctant to wash in the bowl of lukewarm water that a servant had just brought him. He was often teased by his colleagues when they learnt he insisted on washing all his body once a day. He shrugged at the thought, dropped the blankets and, ignoring the cold, began to rub his body with a cloth soaked in the water. A physician, an Arab, who owed a favour, had once informed him that it was a way of limiting infection. He stopped and stared dully at the cloth. Infection! He wondered if anything could have stopped the plague killing his wife and child. A dull ache from long-buried pain sent shivers through his body and he began to dry himself roughly. His wife and child, happy faces, strong healthy bodies, clean-limbed then, in a matter of days, both transformed to stinking, retching shadows as the buboes appeared in pus-filled sores all over their bodies. They were dead almost before he knew it, buried in the quiet churchyard of Alfriston in Sussex.

Ten years, almost ten years, he thought and the pain was still there. He looked down at his body, thin, sinewy and crisscrossed with scars, legacies of his part in King Edward’s wars in Wales. He stretched, then turned his arm to look at the long purple scar which ran from shoulder to wrist. He had received it seven, or was it eight, years ago? He had forgotten except that his family were dead and buried long before it happened. He had volunteered to serve in the royal household during the Welsh expedition, hoping perhaps that Death which had missed him when the plague had struck would find him there. He had gone and been in the thick of the fighting as Edward I’s armies edged their way up the misty treacherous valleys of South Wales, hunting for Llewellyn’s army, frightened of the Welsh who used the misty forlorn marshes and bogs to loose their barbed lethal arrows or spring an ambush. Their wild naked warriors would appear suddenly with their long wicked hunting knives, ready to kill the stragglers or unwary.

One night they had launched a surprise attack on the main English camp looking for the royal pavilion. He had been one of those who had stopped them, fighting desperately outside the very tent of the King, locked in combat with a group of Welsh, whose naked greasy bodies pressed against the line of bodyguards hastily assembled to block their progress. He had stood and scrabbled in the mud, hacking and lashing out, screaming curses until his voice went hoarse. Eventually the Welsh were pushed back and only then had he realized that his left arm was one bloody gash. Of course, the King had been grateful, Edward never forgot a favour or an injury. Hugh’s wounds were tended by a royal physician and when he returned to London, he was not too surprised to find he had been given preferment, being appointed a clerk to the Royal Justices in King’s Bench. He had been there ever since, drawing up the  bills of indenture, filing the conclusions of the court, almost oblivious to the human misery such records contained. Except today. Today would be different and this made him dress hastily while he peered through the cracks in one of the shutters and tried to guess what hour it now was. The bells of a nearby church tolling for Mass had woken him. His appointment was at noon and he believed he still had two hours to make the journey, although the dense fog outside would make the travelling more difficult. He finished dressing, bound a belt with a long leather dagger sheath and small purse around his waist; he drew a thick woollen cloak from the room’s one and only chest and left the chamber to make his way down the long winding wooden stairs. He remembered half way down that he had not locked the door and turned to go back but then shrugged. A small garret with a rush strewn floor, simple bed and an almost empty wooden chest would scarcely tempt the most desperate thief. Corbett turned and made his way down into the street.

Outside the morning mist still hung heavy above the noise of the carts. Hugh walked up Thames Street staying in the middle, away from the windows of the overhanging houses from where maids were already dumping the ordure and rubbish of the night so the scavengers or rakers could clear it away. The city fathers had condemned such practices and even appointed surveyors of the streets to fine offenders and kill any animals found rooting in such rubbish. Hugh wrapped his cloak tighter round him and realized such ordinances had been forgotten during the recent revolt. These were dangerous times even during the day, and Hugh’s hand beneath his cloak rested on the handle of the long Welsh dagger he kept stuck in his belt. Lawlessness was rife, ‘roaring boys’, gangs of ruffians roamed the streets and the hue and cry was often raised by horn or voice in a  usually futile attempt to capture some criminal. Certain areas, like the precincts and graveyard of St. Paul’s, were virtually beyond the law and were now the sanctuary for every villain, murderer and thief in the capital.

As Hugh moved out of Queenshithe, the city was coming to life. Eel-sellers, coal-boys, water-sellers and the swarming perceptive beggars appeared to pursue their flourishing trade. The wooden fronts of small shops were brought down and the merchants and tradesmen muffled against the cold began to tout for business. Corbett ignored them all as he made his way down to the windswept, bitter cold river and, at the nearest mooring steps, hired a wherry to take him through the misty, choppy Thames to Westminster Hall. The journey was most unpleasant and, by the time he reached the palace, Corbett almost wished he had walked. He climbed the steps and crossed a rutted track to the main causeway which led to the great gabled Palace of Westminster and the majestic gardens, walls and buildings of the Abbey. He had been taking the same route for years but every day, the awesome Abbey Church with its pillars, arches and towers always caught his breath. A mass of beautifully carved stone seemingly suspended, fairy-like in the misty air.

This morning, however, he kept on walking, pushing his way through the gathering crowds and into the great vaulted hall of the palace. Here, in various corners and alcoves sat the different royal courts, each cordoned off, its red-robed judges, soberly dressed clerks and black-robed lawyers dispensing judgments and justice. This, as well as the buildings and rooms around the hall were the King’s government and Corbett’s usual place of work but, today, it was different. He caught the eye of one of the Chancellor’s clerks, showed him the writ and was then led through the hall and into a small chamber. He immediately dropped to  one knee when he recognized the Chancellor, Robert Burnell, Bishop of Bath and Wells. Small, swathed in red ermine-lined robes, Burnell reminded Hugh of a small cherubim he had seen in a painting in a rich city merchant’s house. Yet there was nothing angelic about the large bald head or the hooked nose above thin lips and firm chin, while the narrow, agate-hard eyes were more like those of a hunting dog. These eyes now studied Hugh for a while and then, in a surprisingly soft deep voice, bade him rise and sit on a stool a harassed clerk had brought across before being summarily dismissed from the room.

Once the clerk was gone, closing the door behind him, Burnell rose and sifted through the documents strewn across the table in front of him. Eventually, with a grunt of pleasure, he plucked one from the pile, rolled it up and tossed it over to Hugh. “Read it,” he ordered. “Read it now!” Hugh nodded and unrolled the vellum which he immediately recognized as cheap and the scrawled, badly penned writing as something certainly not produced by clerks trained in the royal chancery. It was the report of a coroner’s inquest held in Cheapside at the church of Saint Mary Le Bow:

“The findings of Roger Padgett, Coroner called to the church of Saint Mary Le Bow on the morning of 14th January 1284 to view, in the presence of witnesses called from the ward, the body of Lawrence Duket, goldsmith. It was established that the said Lawrence Duket had killed Ralph Crepyn in Cheapside and fled to the church for sanctuary in the Blessed Chair. It was also established that the said Lawrence Duket out of fear of what he had done, took his own life by hanging himself from a bar near a window in the sanctuary of the said church. The coroner decided that the said Lawrence Duket was a suicide and should be treated as such.”

Corbett let the manuscript fall from his fingers on to his lap and stared at the King’s Chancellor. “So, a man has committed suicide, my Lord! What is that to me?” The Chancellor grunted and shuffled his huge bulk as if the stuffed cushions he sat on did not protect his soft arse from discomfort.

“Was it suicide?” he asked. “Or was it murder? Duket,” he continued, not waiting for an answer, “Duket was a goldsmith and vintner. A man of good family and influential friends. He was also a loyal subject of the King and supported His Highness during the recent troubles.” He stopped and looked at Corbett, who knew too well what the “recent troubles” were.

In 1258 almost thirty years ago, civil war had broken out between Simon de Montfort, Earl of Leicester, and Henry III, the present King’s father. Indeed, the Lord Edward had first joined the rebels against his father before seeing the wisdom of fighting for a cause which threatened his own future livelihood, namely the crown of England. Edward had rallied behind his father and, after a long bloody civil war, the rebels had been smashed at the Battle of Evesham in August 1265, de Montfort’s body being hacked to pieces as if he had been a mad dog.

Edward had then turned his wrath on London which had supported de Montfort, declaring itself a commune, a republic free of the crown. The Radicals, or ‘Populares’, had taken over the city, flying the black banner of anarchy. They had hunted down and killed those loyal to the crown. Even Queen Eleanor, Edward’s mother, was attacked as she tried to leave the city for Windsor. The Populares had ambushed her at London Bridge and pelted her cortège with rocks, sticks and the rotting corpses of dead animals, forcing the Queen to seek sanctuary in St. Paul’s Cathedral. Edward never forgave the city for their treatment of his ‘blessed’ mother and, after his victory at Evesham, returned to the  capital to instigate a reign of terror, with all the usual apparatus of spies, torture, prosecutions, quick trials and even more abrupt executions. The city had to forfeit many of its privileges, charters and concessions granted by the Crown during the previous centuries. Edward exacted vengeance and only now, almost twenty years after Evesham, was the King beginning to relax his grip over the city.

The Chancellor had sat and watched Corbett reflect on his words. Burnell was pleased and smiled secretively to himself. He had chosen the right man, a human terrier who would seek the truth, whatever it was and so break the rebellious spirit in the capital. The Chancellor hated untidiness, irregularity and London was all of these. A seething bed of resentment against royal policies and justice where the weeds of rebellion festered and spread. They had to be pulled out by the roots and Corbett would assist in this.

“Well?” Burnell smiled as benevolently as he could, his lips wide displaying a row of rotten blackened stumps.

“Well, Master Corbett, you may ask what this suicide has to do with the troubles faced by His Highness in his governance of this city?” He waited till he caught the deep brooding eyes of the clerk before continuing.

“You know that the King intends to break once and for all the rebellious elements which still fester in the city. The Mayor, Henry Le Waleys, has issued a series of ordinances to bring the city to heel.” The Chancellor began to tick off on his fingers the more recent security measures: “Inns and all their inmates are to be registered: all trades and guilds have to register members, anyone over the age of twelve. A new system of watch in every ward of the city: a curfew after dark and confinement in a new prison, the Tun at Cornhill, for those who break it.”

The Chancellor stopped and stared at Corbett. The clerk was courteous but those hard, dark eyes showed the  Chancellor that he was not subdued. A moment of doubt made Burnell falter. Was Corbett too hard, too thorough? Corbett, however, had no such doubts about himself. He was waiting for the Chancellor to come to the point and, like any good clerk, knew that when he did, it would need all of his attention. The Chancellor grunted and picked up a cup of mulled wine, drained it and leaned back, more comfortable, as the hot liquid warmed his belly and relaxed his aged body, so tense against the cold. He held the still warm cup between his hands and leaned across the table. “I know you, Master Corbett, with your obedient face and watchful eyes. You may well ask what has this suicide got to do with the King or, indeed, the tangled politics of the city. And,” he added, “you are too polite to ask what has it got to do with you, a clerk in the Court of King’s Bench?” He put the cup down slowly and continued speaking: “You know that de Montfort, though dead for almost two decades, still has supporters in the city. Well, Ralph Crepyn, the man Duket killed, was one of these. A commoner.” The Chancellor stopped and smiled.

“I mean no disrespect to you, Master Corbett, but Crepyn was from the gutter. A sewer rat who used his ability to lend money and arrange shady business dealings to rise to high office in the city. His family were Populares, Radicals, supporters of the dead de Montfort but Crepyn survived the crash and even reached the office of alderman. Here, he ran into opposition from Duket, a goldsmith and also a member of the City Council. Duket resented Crepyn but this turned to hatred when Crepyn lent Duket’s sister money at such high interest the silly fool was unable to repay. Crepyn exacted his price. He reduced the loan on one condition, that Duket’s sister sleep with him.”

Burnell stopped to clear his throat. “Crepyn then proclaimed this to the city and the world, adding spicy  details of how Duket’s sister had performed in bed. It was this which led to the meeting in Cheapside and Crepyn’s death.”

The Chancellor shrugged. “We are well rid of Master Crepyn but the King is furious at Duket’s death, yet astute enough to use the incident to investigate Crepyn’s links with secret rebels as well as the professional thugs of the criminal world.”

The Chancellor stopped and passed Corbett a small scroll of vellum tightly bound in the scarlet red ribbon of the royal chancery. “This is your commission, Master Clerk. You are to investigate the circumstances surrounding the death of Duket and report directly to the King through me. You do understand?”

Corbett accepted the scroll and nodded. “Oh,” he remarked, “are there records, manuscripts?”

“What do you mean, Corbett?” Burnell asked.

“Well, both men were merchants. Surely they kept horn books, records of their transactions?”

“No,” the Chancellor firmly replied. “Duket’s records show nothing and Crepyn’s disappeared within hours of his death!” He paused. “Anything else?”

Corbett shook his head.

“Good,” the Chancellor smilingly concluded. “Then we wish you every success.” Burnell would have left it at that but was annoyed at the young clerk’s imperviousness. “It is a dangerous task,” he added warningly. “These are dark pools you search and the mud and weeds could well drag you down and choke you!”




Three

Corbett spent the greater part of the afternoon taking leave of his colleagues in the court of King’s Bench. He knew well that he would not be missed. A stranger, he had many acquaintances but few friends and his temporary referral to a new assignment prompted little or no questioning. It was quite common for clerks to be reassigned to different tasks, a diplomatic mission abroad or, not so popular, an audit of one of the royal manors, or tramping the shires with the King’s Justices in Eyre. Corbett removed certain of his belongings from a small leather trunk he kept in one of the record offices and wrapped them in a bundle; a few coins, the ring belonging to his dead wife, a lock of his child’s hair, a spoon made out of cow’s horn, and certain writing materials.

Burnell had instructed him to begin his assignment immediately and Corbett did not delay. He thought of using his writ to draw monies from the Exchequer but he knew this would be a laborious task. The Exchequer clerks were suspicious of everyone, particularly other clerks. They would make him wait, examine the writ and then sparingly dole out the money. No, he decided, wrapping his cloak round him, he would draw some of his own money from a goldsmith in Cheapside, and then submit his account direct to Burnell. After all, money was no problem to him, he was  paid good fees and the property in Sussex had been sold. Why keep a house when you have no home? Corbett tried to clear the depression from his mind as he left the Palace of Westminster. An hour candle fixed in an iron socket on one of the benches of the court told him it was three in the afternoon. The crowds were dispersing. The litigants with their pile of documents, lawyers elated or depressed, the serjeants, in their multicoloured robes, led lines of prisoners chained together out of the courts to be marched under guard to the Tun, Marshalsea or Newgate Prison.

Corbett threaded his way through them all out of the palace and down to the river bank. He decided to brave the weather and hired a wherry sculled by the ugliest boatman Corbett had ever seen, who insisted on regaling him with the finer parts of his visit to the stews of the city the night before. Eventually, damp and cold, his ears ringing with the waterman’s vivid description of his sex life, Hugh reached Queenshithe Wharf and made his way up towards St. Pauls. It was already dark. The last desperate tradesmen, eel-sellers and water carriers, were trying to squeeze as much trade as possible out of the day. The streets were emptying. Children pulled indoors, apprentices putting up the boards and setting out the horn lanterns, as ordered by the City Fathers to give some poor light to the streets at night.

Corbett felt a gloom over the city and recalled Burnell’s words about old quarrels festering like pus in the streets and alleyways of the city. He bought a penny loaf from a baker’s last batch and snatched mouthfuls of it as he walked up Fish Street, picking his way around the puddles and heaps of rubbish, trying to block out the rank smell from the fish stalls. An empty charcoal wagon clattered past, its driver as black as the devil but evidently pleased at a good day’s trade. Corbett drew in under the porch of a house to let it pass, noticing that across the street, a solitary figure sat locked by  the hands in the stocks, a rotten fish dangling round his neck. Some crafty fishmonger, Corbett thought, caught by his own guild or the ever inquisitive city authorities for selling bad produce and so sentenced to public ridicule.

Corbett walked on and turned into Cheapside, a broad avenue which cut east to west across the city and the focal point of London’s trade. The houses were bigger and grander here. Two or three storeys high, with windows glazed with horn, the wattled daub clean and the timbers and gables brightly painted, most of them displaying the arms of the Guild of Goldsmiths. At one of these houses, Corbett stopped and knocked at the heavy wooden door. There was a rattle of chains and locks and the door swung slightly open on its thick stout leather hinges. A burly porter, carrying a cresset torch of spluttering pitch, brusquely asked Corbett’s business. The clerk curbed his anger at the man’s rudeness and asked to speak with the merchant, John de Guisars. The porter was set to slam the door in Corbett’s face when a small, rotund figure appeared, standing on tiptoe to see him.

“Why,” he exclaimed, almost pushing his retainer aside. “It is Hugh Corbett. Come to deposit more monies, Master Clerk?”

Hugh grinned at the fat, generous face. He had always liked de Guisars, who made little attempt to hide his acquisitiveness.

“No, Master Goldsmith,” he replied. “I have come to check your stewardship and draw monies from you.” The goldsmith’s disappointment was almost laughable. He regarded Corbett as a good customer who always deposited money and rarely drew on his stock. A mysterious man really, the goldsmith thought, looking at the clerk’s dark, gaunt face and hooded eyes. The clerk was quite wealthy but lived sparsely in some garret in Thames Street.

The goldsmith’s shrewd little eyes saw a mystery in the man but he was too polite to ever comment. He sighed, beckoned the clerk into the blackness of the inner shop and ordered the now submissive doorkeeper to light candles and bring his visitor some wine. De Guisars led Corbett by the arm deeper into the house and bade him sit on a small stool. The doorkeeper, taper in hand, lit the tallow and wax candles which stood in iron holders placed judiciously around a room which exuded wealth and comfort. The floor was polished wood, thick, gilt-edged tapestries depicting richly woven scenes from the Bible covered the walls. At the far end was a large oak table, a chair and, above them, racks and shelves full of scrolls or sheaves of parchment all neatly ordered and indexed. On each side of the table were leather and wooden chests reinforced with iron strips and heavily padlocked. The wine was eventually brought, two cups of what Corbett recognized as the best of Gascony, warmed and lightly spiced. He and de Guisars toasted each other and, when the porter withdrew, the goldsmith sat on a trunk opposite Corbett.

“How much?” he asked.

Corbett smiled. “Ten pounds but don’t worry, Master de Guisars, most of it will come back. It’s the King’s business.”

The goldsmith nodded in pleasure. With the cup clasped between his hands he looked like some ancient child. “And the business?” he asked hopefully.

Corbett knew that de Guisars would ask that question and had carefully planned his response. “Well,” he answered slowly. “Yes, I can tell you. It’s Duket. A member of your guild who hanged himself in Saint Mary Le Bow. I have been asked to investigate . . .” His voice trailed off as he noticed de Guisars’s reaction. Fear? Terror? Even guilt? Corbett could not decide but the transformation in the little merchant was astonishing. His face went white and he  became visibly flustered.

De Guisars rose swiftly from his seat and crossed to one of his leather trunks. Within minutes he had counted out Corbett’s money and, crossing over, almost threw it into Corbett’s hand as if anxious to be rid of him. “Your money, Master Clerk.” He opened the door. “It is late and . . .” he waved airily towards the back of his house.

Corbett rose, slid the coins into his purse and moved towards the open door. “Goodnight, Master de Guisars,” he murmured. “Perhaps I will be back.”

In the cold, dark street, Corbett heard the door slam behind him, aware that already his commission had stirred troubled waters. He looked up through the narrow gaps between the projecting houses. The sky was clear, the stars distant and very bright. Corbett knew that the night would be freezing cold and began to walk briskly down the almost deserted Cheapside. He saw shadows move in an alleyway so he drew the long dagger from beneath his cloak and the shadows receded into the darkness. Corbett stopped outside a tavern, its long ale stake and the warmth and light beckoning him in. He was cold and hungry, and he suddenly realized how little he had eaten that day, but he looked down Cheapside to the dark mass of Saint Mary Le Bow and regretfully decided that the tavern would have to wait.

The church of Saint Mary Le Bow stood in its own ground, behind a low stone wall, a little removed from the main thoroughfare of Cheapside. The chancel, broad and sheer, faced the street, its square tower and entrance at the far end behind which lay the cemetery whilst alongside and parallel to the church was what Corbett took to be the clergy house, a half-timbered building, with a thatched roof. Both buildings wore an aspect of wear, decay and dilapidation. There was an eerie sadness about the place, a feeling of quiet  but baleful menace which curled the hair on the nape of his neck.

Corbett slowly walked round the church. He noted the main entrance in the square tower and a small entrance into the nave which looked as if it had not been used for years. The windows were shuttered and closed, the main door bolted, barred and immovable. He looked up but only the dripping, evil devil-face of a gargoyle stared back. Corbett scuffed the dirt with the toe of his boot and walked over to the clergy house. It looked deserted but, after hammering on the door, he heard the patter of footsteps and the rattle of a bolt being drawn back.

“Who is it?” The voice was harsh but tinged with fear.

“Hugh Corbett, royal clerk, sent down by the King to investigate Lawrence Duket’s death.” The door swung open and a tall, stooped figure carrying a candle drew back to let Corbett enter.

“What is there to investigate?” Corbett looked at the speaker, the thin, emaciated face, glittering eyes, balding head and straggly beard. He immediately disliked this man in his brown, dirty robe but, at the same time, was slightly wary of him.

“I am on the King’s business, not yours,” Corbett snapped back, pleased to see the man’s claw-like hand grip the candle even tighter. “Who are you, anyway?” he continued.

“I am Roger Bellet,” the man replied. “Rector and priest of the church of Saint Mary Le Bow.” His eyes slid from Corbett like those of a cowed child and he moved to light more candles.

Corbett looked around the hall of a house, a large room with a door at the far end which probably led out to further rooms and offices. He looked up at the fire-blackened beams and moved nearer a glowing charcoal brazier.

The place repelled him with its dirt-beaten floor and filthy rushes. Corbett was cold, colder in this priestly home than he had been outside. Bellet pulled a stool across for him and offered wine but Corbett refused. He did not trust the man, instead he stretched out his hands to the warmth and waited for the priest to seat himself at the other side of the brazier.

“How can I help you, Master Clerk?” The voice was now ingratiary, the priest’s lips stretched in a false smile, showing a row of jagged yellow stumps.

“All you know about Lawrence Duket.” Bellet gazed into the glowing heat.

“Very little,” he replied. “On the afternoon of thirteenth January, Lawrence Duket stabbed another merchant, Ralph Crepyn, in Cheapside. He fled to this church seeking sanctuary. Of course, I gave it, the man was confused, exhausted and frightened. I gave him wine, some bread and left him in the sanctuary. I locked the door on the outside, he bolted it from within, and a watch from the local ward mounted a guard. The next morning about Prime, just after dawn, I went back into the church and found that Duket had moved the sanctuary chair over to the window embrasure and hanged himself from an iron bar. I and the watch ward immediately cut the body down and sent for the local coroner who called in witnesses and delivered judgement. The rest you must know.”

Corbett nodded. “Did you lock the church that night? I mean immediately after you left Duket?”

“No, I came back later. Duket was asleep in the chair, only then did I bolt it for the night.” Bellet replied.

“Where did Duket get the rope to hang himself?”

Bellet shrugged. “There is rope in the church,” he answered. “Old rope, new rope. It is constantly being used in the belfry. Duket must have found some and carried out  his terrible self-destruction.”

“The belfry is in the tower?” Corbett asked. “At the far end of the church away from the sanctuary?”

Bellet nodded.

“And Duket?” Corbett continued. “What did he have with him?”

The priest bit his lower lip and leaned back on his stool as if the question really puzzled him. “Not much,” he murmured. “The clothes he fled in, his knife and a purse with some money. Why?”

“Nothing,” Corbett smiled back. “Nothing. I simply wondered. Where is the body?” he asked. The priest stared at him.

“Duket’s body! Where is it?” he demanded again.

The priest shrugged. “Duket was a suicide and was treated as such. The under-sheriff of the city had the body dragged by the heels on a sheet of ox-hide to a place outside the walls and it was buried in the city ditch. The usual fate for anyone who commits such an act.”

“No one,” Corbett interjected. “No one pleaded for the body?”

“Master Clerk,” Bellet replied, staring at him fixedly across the glowing coals. “Duket was a suicide and the church’s teaching on that subject is not a matter for debate!”

Corbett pursed his lips and tried to look baffled about the whole affair. “Can I see inside the church?” The priest pointed out that it was dark and little could be seen. Corbett nodded understandably and promised to return the following day. He then took his leave, glad to be out of that room with its shadowy menace and away from a church which offered little comfort to either the dead or the living.

Corbett wandered back to the tavern that he had passed earlier in the evening and entered its warmth and light. He  sat at a trestle table and drank some beefy broth generously garnished with leeks and garlic, as well as a quart of heady ale. He felt warm, relaxed and decided he could not face the journey home so he hired a blanket from the landlord and a space to sleep on the rush-strewn floor. He lay down exhausted but unable to forget that dark church with its sinister priest. Vague memories stirred about stories he had heard or read about Saint Mary Le Bow. An unhappy building. But why? Where had he learnt that? His tired brain groped for an answer when he suddenly remembered something disturbing. The priest had expected him, almost as if the King always ordered a high-ranking clerk to investigate every suicide in the city. Corbett was still puzzling about that as he fell into a deep sleep.




Four

The next morning Corbett was awakened by one of the tavern slatterns. He felt drowsy and thick-headed after the previous evening. He warmed himself at one of the cooking fires whilst he consumed a breakfast of ale and coarse rye bread. He then picked up his belongings and made his way down Cheapside, calling into the open-fronted stall of a barber who shaved his upper lip and chin with consummate skill and, at Corbett’s gentle questioning, supplied details about the local coroner who carried out the inquest on Lawrence Duket. He was a physician, Roger Padgett, who plied his trade in one of the side alleyways off Cheapside. After he left the barber’s stall, Corbett found the house, a modest two-timbered affair with the huge gilt sign of a bowl and pestle hanging over the door.

Padgett was a garrulous little man inflated with his own self-importance as a doctor and a coroner. A small pretentious figure in his scarlet cloak slashed with blue and lined with taffeta, who carefully inspected Corbett’s warrant before inviting him into the lower room of his house which served as his surgery. Corbett did not trust doctors and saw their secret arts as trickery. He looked around the room and supposed Padgett was no different. There was a Zodiac map on the floor, and along the walls shelves full of clay jars and clearly marked ‘senna’, ‘henbane’, ‘foxglove’ or ‘eel skin’. A  huge wooden bowl stood on the table, full of a fine white dust which made him sneeze and cough until the physician covered it with a damp cloth.

Padgett sat himself on the room’s one and only chair and, ignoring Corbett’s comfort, abruptly asked. “How can I be of assistance, Master Clerk?”

“By telling me about Lawrence Duket, how and where did you find the body?”

The physician slouched in his chair, his fingers clutching the arms while he looked above Corbett’s head and talked as if he was reciting a poem. “Lawrence Duket was found hanged in the church of Saint Mary Le Bow shortly after daybreak on fourteenth January. I believe the Rector, the priest Bellet, found the body.” He looked direct at Corbett. “You have met him?” Corbett nodded and Padgett gave him an odd look before continuing:

“Anyway, Bellet cut the body down, and left it lying in the sanctuary. I and a group of witnesses came to inspect the corpse. There were no marks of violence upon it, no rupture of the skin or any other sign of attack. The only wound was a purple red gash round the neck and a large bruise under the right ear, both of these were caused by the noose and knot of the rope that Duket tied round his throat when he hanged himself. I then investigated the place of death. A large metal bar which juts out from the side of one of the windows in the sanctuary and the Blessed Chair had been pushed under it. Duket apparently used this to stand on, tied the halter around the bar, fastened the noose about his neck and then simply stepped off the chair. The only extraordinary thing were these black silk threads found around the noose.” He handed them over to Corbett, who studied them for a while before slipping them into his own wallet.

The physician then looked at Corbett and grimaced with his small prim mouth. “That is all. There were the usual  signs of a hanged person. The bowels and stomach had emptied, the face had turned a blueish-purple, the tongue was swollen and bitten and the eyes protuberant.”

“Nothing else? No sign whatsoever of any violence?” Corbett impatiently interrupted him.

“It was,” Padgett said slowly, “as I have described for you. I think that Duket killed Crepyn, fled to the church and, through fear or remorse, hanged himself.”

“There were no other signs, no marks on the body?” Corbett persisted and raised a hand to placate the physician’s evident annoyance, before continuing: “Of course, your report was very complete. The Lord Chancellor himself commented on that but, was there anything that your professional eye noted but dismissed as having nothing to do with the death?”

“Only one thing,” came the quick smug reply. “Duket had bruises on the upper arms but they were probably only bruises, nothing else.”

Corbett smiled. “Thank you, Master Padgett, and if you remember anything please send it to the chancery.” Before the bemused physician could answer, Corbett was through the door striding up the street back towards Cheapside.

A pale sun had broken through a cloudy sky drawing the usual crowds into Cheapside. Scriveners with their portable trays were ready for business. The stalls were up, the shop fronts down and business was very brisk. There were merchants in Flemish beaver hats and leather boots, lawyers with scrolls under their arms, apprentices in surcoats and hose, women of all kinds and every profession. Haughty ladies in their heavy folded dresses, girdled by low-slung, jewelled belts, their heads adorned with linen wimples and their soft bodies protected by their fur-lined cloaks.

The noise and clamour of the street were all the more strident to Corbett, so used to the quiet serenity of the  chancery. Merchants and drapers tried to interest him in velvet, silks or lawn. Food stall-owners and bakers offered hot spiced ribs of beef, eel and meat pies garnished with leeks and onions. Two stall-holders fought over a pile of pewter pots. Corbett saw two pockets picked and held his own purse tightly under his cloak, ever vigilant against the legion of thieves in the capital. A string of hapless, convicted felons were led through the crowd by a group of constables taking them from the Tun to Newgate, and these unfortunates were subject to every abuse possible by those who considered themselves lucky not to be one of them. There were two bawds, naked except for their petticoats, doing penance though their bold eyes, saucy looks, as well as the lewd sniggers of some of the spectators, made it obvious they would soon be back at their trade.

At one time the press of people was so great that Corbett panicked for a while, remembering that fatal press of bodies before the royal pavilion in Wales so many years before. The moment, however, passed and he was through, standing once more before the gate leading to Saint Mary Le Bow. Once again he sensed that feeling of desolation and dread that he had experienced before and tried to remember what he knew about the church but the memory escaped him. The place was deserted except for a few gawking onlookers who promptly disappeared as the black-gowned figure of Bellet strode across to meet Corbett. “Ah, Master Clerk,” the priest proffered a bony hand which Corbett clasped, aware that the priest’s white gaunt features and sombre dress only enhanced the sinister fear he had experienced on the previous night.

“I have come to view the church,” Corbett announced more abruptly than he had intended. “Now, in the light of day.”

“All will be revealed!” the priest quietly retorted and  Corbett thought Bellet was more confident than he had sounded the night before but he only nodded his assent and allowed Bellet to escort him up to the main door in the church.

Inside, the entrance was dark and smelt of must and damp. Corbett stopped and looked around, his attention was caught by a narrow iron-studded door on his left. He ignored all else and moved across to open it. “It’s locked,” Bellet smugly commented. “It has been for months. It leads up to the belfry and the tower roof but, if you want . . .” His voice trailed off as if he was bored.

“Yes,” Corbett replied testily, “I want. Open it!”

The priest, his lips pursed in a half-smile, fumbled with a heavy bunch of keys which swung from his belt and eventually he unlocked the door. It creaked open, protesting loudly on its rusty hinges. Corbett brushed past the priest and began to climb the wet, mildewed spiral staircase. The belfry was at the top, its great bronze bells now hanging silent. Corbett gave them a cursory glance and, pulling back the heavy iron bolts, began to push and heave at the thick wooden trapdoor above him until it began to creak and lift upwards.

The wind whipped Corbett’s face as he emerged from the trapdoor and stood on the tower roof. He approached the short crenellated wall and stared down to where Cheapside lay dizzily small beneath him. The city stretched out on either side, a row of roofs and houses to the south and the brown soil and snow-covered fields to the north beyond Newgate and the old city wall. Corbett looked round the tower. Someone could have lurked there and made their way down into the church itself but the trapdoor, as well as the door to the tower, looked as if they had not been used for years and any intruder who used them would have roused Duket, the ward watch and half of Cheapside.  Corbett shook his head and made his way down to where the priest was waiting for him, a sardonic grin on his sallow features.

“Did you find anything, Master Clerk?” Corbett ignored the sarcasm in his voice and stared round the porch. In one corner, bell ropes dangled down from a small aperture in the ceiling; beneath them, coiled in rough heaps, were other pieces of rope. Some of them new, some old and frayed.

“This was where Duket took the rope from?”

The priest nodded. “Yes,” he replied, “he must have come down here to collect the rope and then gone back to the sanctuary.”

“In the dark?” Corbett asked.

“What do you mean?” was the surly reply.

“I mean,” Corbett said slowly, “that Duket sat here in the sanctuary in the dark and then quietly made his way down into the gloom to collect a piece of rope to kill himself?”

“He had a candle,” the priest answered quickly.

“If he did,” Corbett commented, waving his hand round the porch, “then he did not use it. There is no trace of fresh wax on the floor!” He looked at Bellet, pleased to see the sardonic grin disappear from his face. “An agitated man,” Corbett continued, “carrying a candle, stumbling around in the dark. His hand would shake.” Corbett scuffed the floor with the toe of his boot. “There would be more wax here than dirt!”

Corbett turned and walked into the nave of the church, a large paved area which stretched down to the rood screen, a wooden trellised partition with a huge door in the centre which led into the sanctuary and the stairs to the high altar. There was a row of stout squat pillars down either side of the nave. Each of the transepts looked black and empty except for the stacked wooden benches and the faded frescoes on the dirty whitewashed walls. High above each transept was a  row of small oval-shaped windows. Corbett stared up at them, they were all firmly shuttered both inside and out except for one where the shutters hung loose, though still too small for any man to get through unnoticed by either Duket or the ward watch.

Corbett pulled his cloak around him and walked further down the nave, noting even how his leather-soled boots echoed like drumbeats round the church. He could hear the priest slithering behind him like some rat creeping along a pipe. Corbett walked into the sanctuary. The Blessed Chair, thick heavy and wooden, sat like a throne at the bottom of the white stone altar. There was nothing to see, though Corbett realized that he had never been in such a stark, lonely sanctuary. The high altar rose above him, lonely and impassive, its marble ledge unadorned by flowers or linen cloths. Behind it was a reredos, a blank screen with a faded fresco and above it a lonely red sanctuary lamp gleamed and winked in the gloom. There were benches at either side. Corbett turned and looked up, there was a trefoil window meshed with wire and horn above the high altar, which provided most of the light, flanked by a row of shuttered windows as in the rest of the church.

He walked over to the right of the sanctuary and looked up at the iron bar jutting out beside the large, wooden shuttered window. “Is that the bar?”

The priest, standing behind him, one hand on the arm of the Blessed Chair, nodded. “Yes,” he replied slowly. “The chair had been moved by Duket. He must have used it to fasten the rope round the bar.”

Corbett turned, looked directly at Bellet and shook his head. “I would not be too sure about that,” he replied and, not waiting for a reply, walked back down the nave of the church.

Corbett left the church and turned into the area below  Friday Street occupied by foreign tanners. The place was now a scene of frenetic building activity as workmen were engaged in constructing a huge cistern or conduit which would hold water run through elm pipes from the Tyburn Stream. It was also the gallows ground and two bodies, fresh carrion by the look of them, hung twirling by their necks from the crude crossbeam of the scaffold. At any other time Corbett would have quickly passed such a scene but now, with the image of Lawrence Duket hanging by his neck at Saint Mary Le Bow fresh in his mind, Corbett went up and closely studied the bodies. Impervious to the smell and the horror of the grisly corpses, Corbett stayed till he was satisfied and then moved away to ask the whereabouts of Duket’s house. His enquiries usually drew dark looks or blank stares but at last he was directed to a house on the corner of Bread Street.

A modest, two-storeyed building, Corbett thought it was deserted for the front door was secured tightly as were all the shutters. Corbett, however, pounded on the door, shouting for it to be opened “on the King’s business”. He heard footsteps, the bolts drawn and the door was opened by a small slim woman of medium height with auburn hair caught up in a wimple, the air of sobriety and mourning completed by a long, black dress. The only concession to fashion was a filigree gold chain round her waist and fresh white lace round the cuffs and long slim neck. Her face was severe with petulant lips and arrogant grey eyes. Corbett offered his warrant, the woman took it and read it quietly, her lips moving slowly over the words, she returned it and beckoned Corbett into the lower room, opening the shutters to allow in some air and light. The place was bereft of furniture except for leather trunks and heaps of clothing.

The woman watched Corbett for a while. “I am Jean Duket,” she said softly. “What do you want with me?” The  words had a faint suggestive tone which Corbett ignored as he described his interest in Lawrence Duket’s death. Although the woman was in mourning weeds, she seemed little disturbed by her brother’s death. Only when Corbett mentioned Crepyn’s name did Jean’s eyes narrow, the colour rising in her cheeks.

“I did not like Crepyn, Master Clerk,” she snapped. “He was,” she searched for words.

“A blackmailer?” Corbett prompted her.

“Yes, Master Corbett, a blackmailer, a nothing, a fornicator and despoiler of women!”

“So, the story is true?” Corbett queried. Jean did not answer but turned and nodded her head vigorously.

“Is that why Lawrence killed him?” Corbett persisted.

Jean turned and laughed, almost hysterical. “Master Clerk, my brother and I, though we shared the same womb and later the same house, did not love each other.” She laughed nervously. “My brother did not kill for me. There were other things!” She looked quickly at Corbett. “I do not know, but the Bitch will know!”

“Who is this Bitch, Madam?”

“Alice atte Bowe, she keeps a tavern in St. Mark’s Lane, the haunt of others of her coven or company. Reginald de Lanfer, Robert Pinnot, Paul Stubberhead, Thomas Coroner . . .?” Her voice trailed off and she stood twisting her waist chain in her fingers. “She was Crepyn’s mistress. An evil whore!” She almost spat the words out of her mouth. “Crepyn forced me to sleep with him, to strip and pose, and then he told her and others what had happened.” Jean slumped on to one of the trunks, her head in her hands.

Corbett just stood and watched for a while. “Was Lawrence Alice’s lover as well?” he asked.

Jean lifted her head back and laughed loudly. “My brother, Master Clerk, did not like women. As to the real  cause of his quarrel with Crepyn,” she looked directly at Corbett. “I do not know, I do not care and, in days, I will be free of here. I have relatives in Oxford. I shall go there.” She rose and smoothed the folds of her dress. “That is all, Master Corbett. I wish you well.” She opened the door and stood aside to let Corbett pass through into the street.

Outside Corbett suddenly felt tired and hungry and eager for his own bed. He bought a pie from a nearby stall and ate it as he walked, quite determined to stay away from the taverns and their heady drink, at least for one night. He had begun his task as a good clerk should by collecting facts and information and, now was trying to organize it into some recognizable pattern. Yet there were items which confused and perplexed him and he knew his chancery-trained mind would give him no rest until everything was in order.

He turned off Cheapside down Paternoster Row and eventually arrived outside his lodgings in Thames Street just as darkness fell. He entered the house, ordered a lighted brazier from the owner, the sulky wife of a merchant, and climbed the rickety stairs to his garret. For a while he lay on his bed, swathed in his cloak as he recalled all he had seen, heard or said. Gradually, a pattern began to emerge in his mind and, having lit candles, he undid his bundle and, picking out his writing tray, slowly began to write on a piece of used parchment the facts now so clear in his mind.




Five

Corbett slept late that morning and, when he awoke, returned to the document he had drawn up the previous evening, studying it carefully and making corrections until he was satisfied. He then washed, dressed and, after a quick meal, took his cloak and left his lodgings to walk briskly towards the river. A bright winter sun seemed to add to his mood of quiet expectancy about his mission. He was quite confident about what had happened in the church of Saint Mary Le Bow, though he was baffled as to why and how. These questions perplexed him throughout his short walk to the east Watergate where he hired a boat to take him to Westminster. The journey was cold, quick and noisome. At Westminster he disembarked, pulled the hood of his cloak over his head to avoid recognition and pushed through the crowds, taking a path around the Great Hall to the buildings beyond. Here he went towards one of the small outbuildings, knocked on the door and demanded entrance. When a querulous voice told him to go away, he knocked again and eventually the door swung open to reveal a tall, ascetic man dressed in a long brown robe. His face was pale, long and lined, and his watery eyes squinted at the daylight. “Master Couville. It is I, Hugh Corbett. Are you so blind you cannot see me or just so senile you cannot recognize me?” The old man’s drawn face broke into a smile and thin  blue-veined hands clasped Corbett by the arms.

“Only you, Hugh, would dare insult me,” he murmured. “My best pupil! Come in. Come in. It’s cold outside.”

Hugh entered the room, the light was poor and the air was musty with the smell of tallow, charcoal and the lingering perfume of leather and old parchment. There was a trestle table and a huge stool, the rest of the room being taken up with leather and wooden chests of all sizes. Some were open with rolls of parchment spilling out onto the floor; around the walls on shelves stretching up to the blackened ceiling were more rolls of parchment. It all looked very disorganized but Corbett knew that Couville could accurately pick out any manuscript he wanted. This was part of the records office of the Chancery and Exchequer dating back centuries. If a document was issued or received, it would be filed in the appropriate place and this was Nigel Couville’s kingdom. Once a principal clerk in the Chancery, he had been given this assignment as a benefice or sinecure, a reward for long faithful service to the Crown. Couville had been Corbett’s master and mentor when Hugh first became a clerk and, despite the gap of years and experience, they became close friends.

There were questions, comments, but Corbett deftly fended off the old man’s solicitous enquiries until Couville laughed. “Come, Hugh,” he asked. “What do you want? You’re here for a purpose besides teasing an old man?” Corbett grinned, nodded and described his mission as quickly as he could and detailed what he was looking for. The old man sat and listened patiently. When Corbett finished, Couville rose and, one hand covering his mouth, stared around the room, his eyes flickering from one chest to another. He shook his head. “I am sorry, Hugh. I cannot help you here. What you are looking for will be in one of the depository rooms at the Tower.” Corbett’s heart sank at the  prospect of another long journey and days, even weeks, searching through the thousands of records at the Tower under the watchful if obstructive eye of some strange clerk. Couville sensed the young man’s bitter disappointment. He put one scrawny hand on his young friend’s shoulder. “Do not worry, Hugh. I will get what you want. I still have some authority. It may take a day or even two but I will get it and send it to you.”

Corbett embraced the old man. “Thank you,” he said. “That will at least be part reparation for being such a hard taskmaster!” He turned and left with the old man shouting affectionate abuse and insisting that Corbett’s next visit be longer.

Corbett, however, was already striding through the mud, muffled and hooded, slightly disappointed with his visit to Couville but determined to get to St. Mark’s Lane and the tavern of Alice atte Bowe. He knew the area well, a small lane off Paternoster Row near the Cathedral Church of St. Paul’s. Corbett walked some of the way but then hitched a lift from a carter on Fleet Street who was taking produce in from the country to the stalls and markets of the city. Along Paternoster Row, Corbett left the carter and went down Ivy Lane into the square bounded by the monastery of Greyfriars at one end and the soaring church of St. Paul’s at another. There were more stalls and shops here and, though late afternoon, it was still very busy. Corbett, however, was cautious, securing his purse and keeping his hand on his dagger as he passed through the great west gate into the church of St. Paul’s. The area was a well-known haunt of ‘Wolfsheads’, outlaws and members of the city’s murky underworld, who lived in and around the church ready to bolt for sanctuary should the forces of the law appear.

Corbett walked through the main door of St. Paul’s into the main meeting place under its vaulting nave. It was still  busy. At the west end sat twelve scribes ready to prepare documents, indentures, letters, bonds for anyone willing to hire their services. Serjeants-at-law in their ermine-lined robes stood in the aisles, meeting clients or discussing the finer points of law with each other, while around one pillar, anxious serving-men waited to be hired. Corbett searched about until he saw the person he was looking for, a scrivener with his writing trays seated on a stool in a small alcove. He looked almost like a human bird, fine small claw-like hands and a small round head tilted to one side with a cheerful ruddy face under a shock of white hair. Corbett walked over.

“Matthew!” he called out. “How’s business?”

The scribe looked up, spread his hands and shrugged. “Fair, it comes and goes. But what can I do for you?”

“Alice atte Bowe,” Corbett replied. “She owns a tavern in St. Mark’s Lane. Which one and what do you know of her?”

Corbett knew that Matthew was an incorrigible gossip with a genius for picking up the scandal of the city. He was surprised to see the man’s eyes flicker sideways and the fear emanate from him like a perfume. Matthew looked nervously around and beckoned Corbett to crouch beside him.

“Is this about Crepyn’s death and Duket’s suicide at Saint Mary Le Bow?” he asked. Corbett nodded and Matthew bit his lower lip nervously.

“Be careful,” he whispered. “They say that Alice is a dangerous woman. She was, according to common report, Crepyn’s mistress. She has connections with the powerful Lanfor family. She married a vintner, Thomas atte Bowe, an old man who died soon after the marriage leaving her the family business. The tavern she owns is called The Mitre. It is a large place. It is also a dangerous one. Now, please go.”

Corbett obeyed the scribe, surprised at his reaction and concerned that this gregarious scrivener should be frightened of a mere name.

Corbett found The Mitre tavern in St. Mark’s Lane, an elaborate two-storeyed affair with the upper floor jutting out over the central door. A large ale stake, and the sign of a bishop’s mitre against a black background, made it the most obvious building in the street. As he entered, Corbett noted the bishop’s face on the sign was a mocking caricature of a churchman, pompous, cruel and greedy. Inside, it was dark but comfortable, much cleaner than many such establishments. A long room with whitewashed walls, clean rushes on the floor sprinkled with crushed herbs. The ceiling was quite high with timbered rafters black from the hearth in the centre of the room with a flue above it to allow the smoke to escape. Along the walls there were stools, rough benches and trestle tables.

A huge, bald-headed man stood before the hearth, his small piggy eyes scrutinized Corbett before sliding away to look at the customers scattered round the room. There were the usual drunks, fast asleep at the tables, a few solitary individuals totally involved in their own thoughts or cups and a group of men lazily tossing dice watched by a bawd in a scarlet gown and head-dress. Pot-boys and drawers served the groups, both with wine and ale under the severe scrutiny of the bald-headed giant. No one else noticed Corbett’s entrance except for a small group of men in the far corner who studied him for a while and then turned back to their own conversation.

Corbett sat at one table and ordered wine and food from one of the tapsters. He ate his meal slowly while he took in his surroundings. Somehow he was aware that he was recognized, almost expected, and that what he was seeing was a tableau, something staged for his own benefit. After a while Corbett beckoned the huge bald-headed man over to his table. The man saw his gesture but studiously ignored him for a time and then, after biting his nail and spitting  into the fire, moved across to him.

“Sir?” The voice was rather high for such a big man.

“My name is Hugh Corbett, clerk in the King’s Bench. I am here on the King’s business. I have a warrant which proves this and I would like to speak to Mistress Alice atte Bowe.”

His words like stones thrown into a pool spread ripples, circles of silence around the tavern. The conversation dropped to a low hum, the dice rolled, heads did not turn but he was aware of ears straining to hear him. The large man simply looked at him with his small pebble-black eyes and then, beckoning to Corbett, turned and walked to the far end of the tavern. Corbett followed him into a second room at the back which served as a kitchen. A small whitewashed place with a long table covered in pewter and earthenware pots. At the far end was a fire with a roast on a spit and, above it, a row of iron flesh hooks.

The place was clean and smelt of the crushed herbs and spices which were packed in pots on shelves around the room. At the far end of the table, almost unnoticed, was the small, slim figure of a woman studying a piece of parchment. At Corbett’s entrance, she looked up and slipped the parchment beneath the table. Corbett had never seen such beauty, a Flemish white-laced head-dress framed a small olive face, large dark eyes, perfectly chiselled nose and lips which would have tempted the holiest hermit. A lock of black hair had escaped from under her head-dress to lie on a perfect cheek. She was small, petite, but the green gown and gold waist belt emphasized, not hid her beautiful body with its swelling breasts and slim waist. Corbett could only stare as the giant introduced him. The woman gazed at him with eyes full of laughter and a smile which showed her perfect teeth as well as her pleasure at meeting him.

“So, Master Corbett, what can we do for you?” The voice  was low and surprisingly deep. Corbett thought she was laughing at him and could only stand and shuffle his feet like some country bumpkin. The woman turned to the giant still standing threateningly close to Corbett. “Peter,” she said. “You can go. I do not think that Master Corbett is here to arrest me. I think I am perfectly safe though I suspect that Master Corbett may not feel so secure!”

Her gentle mockery jolted Corbett into some form of self-assurance. “Madam,” he said, “I am here to ask you a few questions. I am here on the King’s commission!” He looked at the mocking laughter in her eyes and his voice trailed off into silence.

Alice beckoned to a place near her on one of the benches which ran the length of the huge table. He sat, aware that Peter the giant was being silently dismissed back into the front room of the tavern. Corbett looked at the fine-grained table top. He felt shy and tongue-tied, wanting to gaze again into those wide dark eyes. He was drawn to this woman like a deer, hunted and thirsty, is drawn to a clear babbling spring of water. He heard the retreating giant’s footsteps and looked up. Her eyes were not dark, he realized but a deep blue, surrounded by laughter lines.

“Mistress Alice,” he blurted out. “What do you know about the death of Lawrence Duket?”

Alice stared at him, lips pursed deep in thought. “What should I know, Master Clerk?” she replied. “I can guess you know that I knew both Duket and Crepyn. But I had nothing to do with the deaths of either man.”

Corbett could feel the cool, calm superiority of the woman and decided to reassert himself in a mood of official brusqueness. After all, who was this woman but a tavern-keeper? “Mistress Bowe,” he snapped, “common report has it that you were Crepyn’s mistress and that the fatal quarrel between him and Duket was caused by you.”

Mistress Bowe simply stared at Corbett, then broke into peals of laughter which burst out like pearls cascading from a chest. “Master Corbett, I was Crepyn’s friend but not his mistress and Duket certainly did not like me or any woman.”

Her words jolted Corbett back to reality. He remembered similar words on the lips of Jean Duket. Alice, studiously watching him, seemed to sense his mood and the danger of this inquisitive man breaking free of the spell she had so cleverly spun. She placed one lace-framed hand on Corbett’s wrist and only then did he notice that both her hands were covered in soft, fine, black silk gloves. She noticed his curiosity and laughed. “Master Corbett, do not be surprised. I am a lady and these gloves protect my hands. A lady’s hands should be as soft and smooth as shot-silk. Should they not?”

Corbett nodded. “Nevertheless Madam,” he replied without thinking, “like the truth they should be seen.” He could feel her hand on his as if it was a hot, glowing coal searing into his flesh. Suddenly, he felt afraid, like a swimmer out of his depth who wanted to give way to a strong current and be carried wherever it wished.

He abruptly removed her hand. “Madam, do you know anything about the deaths of either man?”

She bent her head and smoothed the polished top of the table with her gloved hands. “Of course I did,” she replied in a matter-of-fact tone of voice. “Both men supped and drank here many times. I was friendly with both, lover to neither.”

“Why did you say Duket was never attracted to women?” Corbett continued.

She shrugged. “He was like that,” she replied. “He never complimented me, unlike other men, and I never saw him with a woman.”

“Was he a sodomite?” Corbett asked.

“No, Master Corbett. I think not. Why, are you?” The pert question angered him and he felt the blood surge from his heart and the heat enter his cheeks and eyes.

“Madam,” he snapped. “You forget yourself!”

“Sir,” she replied, her eyes now bright and brittle with temper. “You come into my house and suggest that I am a whore, the mistress of one man and the possible cause of the death of two. It is you, sir, who forget yourself!”

Corbett rose, the bench falling behind him with a crash. “Madam,” he bowed and turned to go but she too rose, her eyes now pleading, a soft hand on his arm.

“Master Clerk,” she said softly. “I am sorry!”

Corbett turned to pick up the fallen bench, he stumbled, hit his back on the table and almost fell. He turned, face flushed, and noticed she was now stifling the laughter. He grinned, shuffled his feet, picked up the bench and sat down again. The giant, Peter, reappeared, drawn by the crash of the bench and the raised voices, but Alice dismissed him with a wave of her gloved hand and, touching Corbett lightly on the shoulder, moved to another part of the kitchen and brought back two brimming goblets of wine. “The best Bordeaux,” she said. “Please. Drink. I’m sorry I offended you.”

Corbett toasted her with his cup and drank slowly. The wine was good, its sweetness filling his mouth and throat while he listened to her speak. She described her marriage, widowhood, the management of the tavern and the nature of her relationship with the two dead men. “I knew both men,” she repeated, “but only because they came here.”

“Jean Duket called you a whore and Crepyn’s mistress,” Corbett replied. “Why?”

She grinned. “Jean was a stupid, malicious woman with a tongue like the clapper of a bell. She can say what she likes  but her words are the fruit of anger and envy.”

“Do you know why Crepyn and Duket argued?” Corbett enquired.

“No, I do not.”

“Or why Duket should commit suicide?”

“No,” Alice replied. “But he was always a timid man. Fearful of his own shadow!”

“What was Crepyn involved in?”

Alice sat and thought, the doubt and perplexity visible in her beautiful eyes and face. “He was a money-lender,” she replied slowly. “A man who rose high in city politics. A man of the Populares who was loyal enough to the Crown but still supported the radical politics of the great . . .” she stammered, “of de Montfort.”
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