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Prologue

‘A place of ghosts! Soil soaked in blood! Houses and mansions built on the sweat of labourers! Graveyards full of corpses whose souls cry to God for vengeance! A pit of darkness with ground fertile enough to grow a thousand Judas trees!’

This is how the preacher who’d swept into London in the autumn of 1380 described the city.

‘The whore of Babylon!’ he had thundered from the steps of Cheapside. ‘The place of the Great Dragon! Didn’t its citizens see Satan, and all his fallen seraphs, rising like dark clouds, plumes of smoke from the spiritual battlefield, across the skies of London?’

The preacher’s mouth was full of such choice phrases. Nevertheless, his words had little effect upon the citizens they had even less upon the King’s good fleet, fresh from patrolling the Narrow Seas and berthed at the different quays along the Thames. The sailors had swarmed ashore, filling the taverns and the streets with their raucous sounds and revelry.

The preacher, in disgust, took off his sandals, shaking the dust from them, a sign that his task was finished. He would have nothing more to do with the citizens of this new Babylon.

Now he sat in the Lion Heart tavern across the Thames on the outskirts of Southwark.

The preacher had gone down its narrow mean streets, the alleyways and runnels full of filth from the open sewers. He had seen the brothels and the whorehouses, the ale-shops and the taverns. Before dusk he had even stood in front of the pillory and watched a man, his ears pinned to the wood, have to pull those ears away leaving them torn and bloody: a sure sign that the King’s justice had been done while the brand he’d carry all the days of his life.

Ah well, life was full of pain! The preacher had done his task. He’d leave London and go to the Cinque Ports. Some good ladies in Cheapside had given him silver pieces. The preacher had snatched them up only to spit in their faces.

‘Women of London! Will ye not repent!’

He had pointed at their painted faces, plucked eyebrows, ornate headdresses covered in wisps of lawn. He mocked their damask-covered gowns with their narrow waists and brocaded stomachers, cut low to reveal swelling, creamy flesh and fluted swanlike necks, their beauty greatly enhanced by silver and gold collars.

The preacher leaned back against the taproom wall and licked his lips. He’d noticed one, youngish, big-bosomed and broad-hipped, with a naughty look in her eyes and a saucy pout to her lips. Would she be lively and enthusiastic in bed? He closed his eyes. He could just picture her, blonde hair falling down. Not like the common whore he had taken in that meadow near the mud flats.

The preacher felt a flush of excitement and opened his eyes. The young whore sitting across the taproom was ever so pert and comely. In fact, she reminded him of a woman he had glimpsed earlier in the day on Cheapside. The preacher, truly a wicked hypocrite, rubbed his stomach. He had eaten and drunk well. He’d done the Lord’s business. Was this the Lord’s way of rewarding him? Had not King David taken comely young maids to his bed to warm his blood and render him more fitted for the Lord’s work? He clawed back his oily black hair and smiled across at the whore, then lifted his tankard. The whore turned away, glancing flirtatiously at him from the corner of her eye. The preacher studied her intently. He would not be brooked. He noticed her smooth face, the rich brown hair, its tresses piled high. She now took off her threadbare cloak, stretching forward. The preacher glimpsed milk-white breasts, the laces of her bodice half undone, and quietly groaned with pleasure. He took a silver coin out, twirling it between his fingers. Was not every saint tempted, he thought? And how could he know the depths of such sin if he did not plumb them himself? He would repent. He would reflect but, for now, his belly was full and the ale made his blood sing like a harp. The whore came over, her high raised pattens slopping on the floor. She moved rather languidly, submissively, head slightly down, hands hanging by her side.

‘You want more ale, sir?’ Her voice was like the purr of a cat, green eyes studying the preacher from head to toe. ‘You are thirsty, tired and in need of comfort?’

‘I am in need of company,’ the preacher replied.

The young whore perched herself demurely on a stool on the other side of the table. She leaned forward, head tilted, eyes half-closed, affording the preacher a generous view of her bosom and neck. He’s a sailor, she thought, come across the Thames looking for fresh meat. And that silver piece in his hand? He’d be a generous customer, even though he looked rather wild and haggard.

‘I’m thirsty,’ she announced.

The preacher raised his hands as he had seen the young bucks do in the taverns. Mine host, standing near the barrels and tuns, smiled and called for a potboy.

‘It looks as if Prudence is going to be busy tonight,’ he whispered.

The potboy hurried across with two slopping blackjacks of ale.

‘What’s your name?’ The preacher toasted her.

‘Prudence.’

‘Are you a whore, Prudence?’

‘I bear no mark or brand on me,’ she quipped. ‘I have not been whipped in the pillory.’

‘But would you like to be whipped, Prudence?’

‘A little,’ she simpered back, though her hand fell to the small knife in her girdle.

Prudence was from the countryside but she knew the darkness in men’s hearts and souls. She intended to rise, make her fortune in this city of gold; become the mistress of some merchant. She had seen old whores and drabs with their pitted faces, toothless, drooling mouths, scars and cuts covering their bodies. Prudence knew all the tricks, this man had better not mark her! He certainly liked his ale and, when their bellies were full, men were easier to handle. She emptied her blackjack quickly. The preacher did likewise and ordered some more. He asked about her life. She told the usual mixture of lies about flawed innocence, flirting with her eyes, promising much. The preacher drank on until he could tolerate the tension no longer. He slammed the tankard down and lurched to his feet. Prudence looked up in alarm.

‘Are you leaving now, sir?’

‘If you wish.’

Prudence took his hand and led him out of the door, ignoring the salacious whispers and muted laughter of the other customers. Outside darkness had fallen. The cold night air revived the preacher.

‘Where to now?’ she asked. ‘Do you have a chamber?’

The preacher shook his head. His lust cooled. He did not wish to be caught in some tavern stable and carted back into the city for punishment.

‘Let’s go somewhere,’ he declared thickly.

Prudence pointed down the street to the mouth of the alleyway.

‘In the fields beyond, stands an old, ruined house.’

‘What house?’ the preacher slurred.

‘Simon the miser’s. Burned down it was, killed the old miser. They say it’s haunted but,’ Prudence peered up at him, ‘it’s not. I’ve been there.’

The preacher grasped her hand more tightly. ‘Come on girl!’

Such a place suited him. It was beyond the city in a place where no sheriff’s men, bailiffs or constables would patrol. Slipping and slithering they went down the alleyway; the line of raggle-taggle houses gave way to a stretch of common land. The preacher slipped an arm round Prudence’s waist.

‘It’s black as hell’s pit,’ he hissed. He stopped and fumbled at her breasts. ‘I want to see what I buy.’

‘Oh, you shall,’ she whispered coyly and snuggled closer, a wild scheme already forming in her mind. She recalled how the downstairs parlour of the old miser’s house was littered with thick pieces of wood. A sharp blow to the head and she’d empty this gull’s purse and be away. And what could he do? Report her to the bailiffs?

They went down a gritty trackway across a wooden bridge. The preacher’s eyes had now grown accustomed to the gloom. In the moonlight, the dark, stark outline of a ruined house rose over the brow of a hill. He began to regret his purchase but Prudence was climbing ahead of him.

At last they stood outside the ruined building. Once a magnificent, two-storied mansion, the roof had now fallen in, the windows were empty sockets. She led him through the doorway along a cracked stone passageway. The preacher paused.

‘I heard something! A footfall?’

‘Nonsense!’ Prudence whispered back.

She led him into the parlour and across to a corner where she froze and cursed her fuddled wits. The room was warm, smelling of smoke as if a fire had been lit. She let go of the preacher’s hand and turned. A shadowy outline now blocked the doorway. She heard a tinder scrape, as a candle was lit. Prudence and the preacher stood transfixed. In the pool of light they glimpsed a corpse, eyes open, throat cut, lying on the floor with this hideous figure above it. The preacher was the first to recover.

‘What?’ He stumbled across.

The crossbow bolt struck him full in the chest while Prudence could only stare in terror as the dark figure strode across the room towards her.

If London was regarded as a foulsome place, Newgate Prison, built into the old Roman wall, was the very antechamber of hell, a warren of passageways, pits, filthy chambers and damp dungeons.

Alice Brokestreet surveyed the murky, mildewed cell. Every time she moved, the gyves on her wrists and ankles chafed her skin. The tallow candle she had bought was now burning low on the stone ledge in front of her. Alice, who had definitely seen better days, wrinkled her nose at the fetid smells from the rotting straw and contemplated the bowl of gruel, which consisted of nothing more than slops with pieces of greasy meat and hard rye bread floating on the top. She tried to eat but couldn’t, being so full of terrors. She closed her eyes. If she could blot out the shadows? Close her ears to the squealing and scampering of the rats? All would be well.

She was back in that tavern-cum-brothel, the Merry Pig, which stood on the corner of the Ropery near Pulteneys Inn. She was in the taproom and the customer, a fat-bellied clerk, was lurching towards her, screaming abuse. Alice had grasped a firkin-opener and, before she could think, had plunged it two hands on the hilt, deep into the clerk’s fat chest. He’d collapsed, choking on the blood bubbling in his throat. Alice had expected help from other customers. They just stared hard-eyed back so she fled, out of the tavern along the needle-thin alleyway. Behind her the cries of ‘Harrow! Harrow! Harrow!’ were bellowed as the hue and cry was raised. Alice, not a young woman, had run demented, crazed with fear. In her panic, she’d turned, going down a runnel only to find there was no way out. She had slipped in the sewer and, before she could even rise, hands were grasping at her, tearing at her clothes and hair; her face was pummelled, her body kicked and punched. She had been caught red-handed, guilty of murder, and the bailiffs of the ward had committed her to Newgate.

In two days’ time she would be taken out of this hell, thrown into a cart and hauled before the justices now sitting in judgement at the Guildhall. But what could she plead? Self-defence? The clerk had been unarmed. She was a woman, so benefit of clergy was denied her.

Alice jumped and screamed as the rats scurried across her bare ankles. She stared pitifully at the grille in the door. The gaoler had offered to stay with her for the night. Alice had refused. She shook her head despairingly. What did it all matter? The jury would find her guilty, the justices condemn her to hang. If only she’d not left the Paradise Tree. Mistress Kathryn Vestler had been kindly enough. The tavern had been clean with spacious gardens and a meadow stretching down to the Thames. From her garret Alice could glimpse the turrets and soaring walls of the Tower.

Oh, she had been happy there! Alice had come from Maidstone in Kent. She had kept herself clean, her appearance good, and been hired as a chambermaid. Mistress Vestler had found her near the Si Quis door of St Paul’s where men and women gathered to be hired. She had worked at the Paradise Tree for three months, cleaning rooms, sometimes helping Mistress Vestler, a widow, in her garden. At night, when the weather was good, she would stroll through Black Meadow, which stretched down to the river, a lonely haunted place. Alice had heard the rumours and gossip; how the tavern was supposedly built on the site of an ancient church, but Alice didn’t know or care about such things. It was only scraps of gossip she had picked up. All had changed when a customer had told Alice how she could earn much more at the Merry Pig. She was comely enough. She could be a chambermaid and even save some coins. She could become a goodwoman. Perhaps a seamstress? In time buy her own alehouse or small tavern? Alice, guiled and tricked, had risen like a fish to the bait. The Merry Pig proved to be nothing more than a whore-shop. Perhaps that was why she had killed the clerk?

Alice closed her eyes as a spurt of anger coursed through her. She had tried to go back to the Paradise Tree but Mistress Vestler had been stony-faced and cold-eyed. Alice sighed. What secrets did she know about Mistress Vestler? Perhaps she could send a message? Ask for some help? The gaoler was uncouth but, in turn for a favour? She started as the key turned in the lock and the heavy door swung open. The gaoler lurched in. Alice’s resolve weakened; he was such a shambling oaf of a man!

‘Go away!’ she hissed.

‘Oh, it’s not me, mistress,’ the gaoler slurred.

He stepped aside. A shadowy, dark-cowled figure stood behind him.

‘This good friar wishes to know if ye want to be shrived?’


Chapter 1

In the parish church of St Erconwald’s in Southwark, Brother Athelstan, Dominican, parish priest and secretarius to the noble Sir John Cranston, coroner of the city, knelt on the steps before the high altar. He was praying that the new week would be uneventful. He tried to concentrate but his mind teemed with all the different goings on: the parish council was soon to meet. Athelstan privately regarded that as an occasion of sin, particularly if Pike the ditcher’s wife decided to hold forth on everything and everyone. Huddle the painter wanted to start a new fresco in the sanctuary but Athelstan was cautious. The projected scene was Noah leading the animals into the ark, yet Huddle couldn’t resist poking fun at his enemies in the parish. Athelstan knew it would be civil war if the two apes bore even the slightest resemblance to Pike and his wife. The Dominican gazed up at the brass crucifix standing on the white linen altar cloth.

‘They are good people,’ he prayed. ‘Poor and dirty while the great ones consider them no more than worms in the earth. So, give me patience.’ Athelstan paused. ‘And good humour in dealing with them.’

Athelstan reflected on the good being done. Watkin the dung-collector and Pike had cleaned the cemetery up; a new death house had been built and the old one was now occupied by the beggarman Godbless and his little pet goat Thaddeus. Athelstan remembered to have a word with Godbless. The beggarman got his nickname because he attended the Mass and, at the kiss of peace, used the occasion to pick pockets. Nothing had happened in St Erconwald’s but other parish priests were reporting how their parishioners were losing coins during the osculum pacis.

‘I am too distracted.’

Athelstan gazed down at his ever-faithful companion, the great, one-eyed tomcat Bonaventure. The cat adored this little friar who provided him with delicious dishes of milk and salted fish. However, if the truth be known, Bonaventure was not sitting so quietly by his master out of any liturgical reverence; Bonaventure, the scourge and terror of the vermin in the alleyways of Southwark, had discovered that a party of church mice had taken up residence. He was now intently watching a far corner of the sanctuary for any sudden movement.

Athelstan rose and crossed himself. He genuflected towards the silver pyx hanging from a gold chain above the altar, put his stole about his neck and walked over to the small cubicle placed in one of the transepts. This was the shriving pew, fashioned out of oak by Crispin the new carpenter.

Everyone had admired it. It was a simple piece of wood, six foot high and fixed on a wooden platform. There was a lattice grille in the centre covered by a purple cloth. On one side was a small prie-dieu for the penitent, on the other a chair for the priest to hear confessions. Athelstan had announced that, every morning this week, in preparation for the Feast of All Saints, he would be here between the hours of nine and midday to hear confessions, shrive penitents and give absolution. The parishioners had all agreed. Athelstan said a quick prayer as he settled in the shriving chair that Sir John Cranston would not come gusting in from the city with news of a hideous murder, some bloody affray which would require their attention.

Bonaventure lay at his feet. Athelstan read his psalter, chanting to himself the divine office for the day. The door opened. He quickly peered round the screen. His parishioners were coming to confess, so Athelstan put the psalter down and rang a silver hand bell. The first penitent took his place.

‘Brother, I’ve done nothing wrong!’

‘Is that true, Crim?’ Athelstan asked his altar boy. ‘Then you are a most fortunate lad. You are good at home?’

‘Oh yes, Brother.’

‘And do you help your parents?’

‘Of course, Brother.’

‘And you’ve stopped making obscene gestures at Pike’s wife?’

‘Only when her back’s turned, Brother.’

‘And you never drink the altar wine?

Crim coughed. ‘Only when I have a sore throat, Brother.’

‘Say a prayer for me,’ Athelstan said as he smiled.

He gave Crim absolution and other penitents followed. Athelstan felt a deep compassion for the litany of sins they confessed. Men and women struggling against terrible poverty and oppressive laws still strove to be good, anxious when they failed.

‘Brother, I think impure thoughts about Cecily the courtesan.’

‘Brother, I drink too much.’

‘Brother, I curse.’

‘Brother, I stole some bread from a stall.’

Athelstan’s responses were the same. ‘God is merciful: His compassion will surprise us. Try to do good. Now I absolve you . . .’

The morning wore on. Athelstan was pleased. Quite a number of parishioners had turned up. Some were honest, others fey-witted. Pernell the Flemish woman, who dyed her hair a range of garish colours, confessed how she had slept with this man and that.

‘Pernell! Pernell!’ Athelstan broke in. ‘You know that’s not the truth. You dream.’

‘I get worried, Brother, just in case I have!’

At last the church fell silent. Athelstan looked down at Bonaventure, glad that no hideous sin had been confessed: murder, sacrilege, dabbling in the black arts.

The church door opened. Athelstan could tell from the cough and the quick, light footsteps that a young woman had entered the church. She knelt on the prie-dieu.

‘Bless me Brother for I have sinned.’ The voice was low and sweet.

‘I bless you.’

‘I was last shriven before the Feast of Corpus Christi. I have been unkind, in thought, word and deed.’

‘It is difficult to be charitable all the time,’ Athelstan murmured. ‘God knows I confess to the same sin.’

‘Do you really, Brother?’

‘I am a sinner like you. A child of God. He knows the heart and soul. Do continue.’

‘Brother, I wish to commit murder!’

Athelstan nearly fell off his chair.

‘I really do! I want to kill a woman, take a knife and drive it into her heart!’

‘That is just anger.’

‘No, I will do it! I swear by God I will do it!’

‘Hush now!’ Athelstan retorted. ‘This is a sacrament in God’s house. Can I pull back the curtains?’

‘There’s no need to, Brother.’

The young woman came round the screen and knelt before him.

‘Why, it’s Eleanor!’

Athelstan grasped her hands and gazed into the thin but very beautiful face of Basil the blacksmith’s eldest daughter, a pale young woman with hair red as fire and the most magnificent green eyes Athelstan had ever seen. A shy girl but strong-willed, Eleanor always reminded Athelstan of what an angel must be: beautiful, modest with a dry sense of humour.

‘Eleanor,’ he pleaded. ‘What is the matter?’

‘Brother, I am in love.’

‘You wouldn’t think it.’

‘No, Brother, I truly am. I deeply love . . .’ she smiled.

‘This is a secret?’ Athelstan asked.

‘Well, we’ve been very . . .’

‘Discreet?’

‘What does that mean, Brother?’

‘Well, secretive, but not sly,’ Athelstan added hastily.

A dreamy look came into the young woman’s eyes.

‘Its Oswald Fitz-Joscelyn.’

Athelstan recalled the eldest son of the owner of the Piebald tavern, his parishioners’ favourite drinking-place.

‘I truly love him, Brother.’

‘How old are you, Eleanor?’

The young woman closed her eyes. ‘This will be my eighteenth yuletide, or so Mother says.’

‘And Oswald?’

‘He loves me too, Brother, more than anything in the world! He bought me,’ she touched the locket on a bronze chain round her neck, ‘he bought me this on the Feast of the Assumption: Oswald said when he was with me, he felt as if he had been taken up into heaven.’

Athelstan hid his smile and nodded. Oswald was a personable young man. His father had already made him a partner in a very prosperous business. Joscelyn had plans to buy a tavern elsewhere, even apply for the membership of the Guild of Victuallers.

‘If this is so,’ Athelstan asked, ‘why do you plot murder?’

‘It’s Imelda!’

‘Oh no!’

Athelstan groaned and closed his eyes: Pike the ditcher’s wife! The self-styled chronicler, herald and fount of all knowledge in the parish.

‘What has she got to do with this?’

‘She saw,’ Eleanor blinked to hide her tears, ‘Oswald and me in the fields beyond the ditch. She went and told Oswald’s father.’

‘And?’

‘That harridan,’ Eleanor spat the words out, ‘maintains that my great-grandmother and Oswald’s great-grandmother were sisters!’ She glimpsed the look of anguish in the priest’s face.

‘And what proof does she have?’

‘You know, Brother, what she is hinting at? She’s never liked me and she blames Joscelyn for Pike’s drinking, but the parish has no blood book.’

Athelstan glanced across the church at Huddle’s paintings on the far wall depicting Lot’s wife being turned into a pillar of salt. He recalled the furious arguments when Huddle had given the woman the same features as Pike the ditcher’s wife.

‘This is serious, isn’t it, Brother?’

‘It is, Eleanor.’ Athelstan stretched a hand out and gently stroked her hair. ‘We have no proper blood book. The last parish priest.’ Athelstan shrugged. ‘Well, you know what he was like?’

‘He dabbled in the black arts, didn’t he?’

‘He not only did that,’ Athelstan said. ‘He either burned or stole every document the parish had. We have no records, Eleanor, but the Church strictly forbids marriage within the bounds of consanguinity.’

‘I’ve heard of that, Brother. What does it mean?’

‘That you and Oswald are related and that your children . . .’

‘Now that I do know,’ Eleanor interrupted heatedly. ‘Imelda said the same. How, in isolated villages, such marriages give birth to monsters!’

‘Now, now. Such tales of terror will not help the present situation. The problem, Eleanor, is that we do have a blood book. I instituted one, using what records and evidence I could collect, but it certainly doesn’t go that far back.’ He sighed. ‘And Pike the ditcher’s wife is sure about what she says?’

‘Brother, you would think she had come straight from the Archbishop of Canterbury.’

Athelstan made a sign of the cross above her.

‘Eleanor, I absolve you from your sins. I am sure God understands your anger but you must not do anything.’

‘I’d love to silence her, Brother! I’d love to shut that clacking tongue! If it wasn’t for her we’d be married at Easter!’ Eleanor put her face in her hands. ‘I do so love him.’ She glanced up. ‘Do you understand that, Brother?’

‘No, Eleanor.’ Athelstan smiled. ‘I don’t. Love can never be understood because it can never be measured, neither the length, the breadth, the height nor its depth.’ Again he grasped her hands. ‘In each of us God has breathed; that breath is our soul: without limit, without end. When we love, Eleanor, we are like God, and that includes Imelda.’ He let go of her hands. ‘Now you may do what you want, I cannot stop you. Or you can leave it to me. But, you must decide now.’

‘Until the Feast of All Saints,’ Eleanor replied tersely.

‘Very well.’ Athelstan sighed. ‘Until the Feast of All Saints.’

Eleanor got to her feet. ‘Thank you, Brother.’

‘Smile!’ Athelstan urged. ‘I am sure, Eleanor, this can be resolved.’ He pointed to the church door. ‘And I’ll meet you and Oswald there to witness your vows.’

He watched the young woman leave then put his face in his hands.

‘Oh, Lord, what have I promised?’

He felt pressure on his leg and looked down. Bonaventure had lifted himself up, two forepaws on his knee; the cat’s little pink tongue came out with a fine display of sharp white teeth.

‘And how shall I forgive you, oh great killer of the alleyways?’ Athelstan asked. ‘Slaughterer on the midden-heap! Scourge of rats! Come on now!’

Bonaventure leapt into the friar’s lap. Athelstan sat there stroking him, half-listening to the tomcat’s deep purr as he reflected on Eleanor’s problems. The new parish blood book didn’t go back far so he would have to depend on verbal testimony. However, if Pike the ditcher’s wife was bent on mischief, she might already have jogged memories in the direction she wanted. On the one hand Athelstan felt angry at such meddling but, on the other, if the ditcher’s wife was correct, he would not sanctify Eleanor’s and Oswald’s marriage. So where could he start? What could he do?

The church door opened with a crash. Athelstan thought it was Sir John Cranston but Luke Bladdersniff the beadle, his bulbous red nose glowing like a piece of fiery charcoal, stumbled into the church.

‘Murder!’ he screamed. ‘Oh horrors! Murder most terrible!’

‘In God’s name Bladdersniff, what’s the matter?’

‘Murder!’ the beadle shrieked. ‘Come, Brother!’

Athelstan followed him out on to the porch. The day was fine, the sun shone strong. He could see nothing except Bladdersniff’s large handcart in the mouth of the alleyway. Pike and Watkin were guarding it as if it held the royal treasure. Then Athelstan went cold as he glimpsed a bare foot, a hand sticking out from beneath the dirty sheet.

‘In God’s name!’ he breathed. ‘How many?’

‘Three, Brother.’

Athelstan knew what Bladdersniff would say next.

‘I brought them here because they were found in the parish. I do not recognise them, they are the corpses of strangers. According to the law, such relicts must be displayed outside the parish church for a day and a night.’

Athelstan inhaled deeply. ‘Bring them forward, Bladdersniff!’

The beadle gestured. Watkin and Pike trundled the handcart across, Bladdersniff dramatically removed the canvas sheet and the friar flinched. He was used to death in all its forms, to gruesome murder, to stiff, ice-cold cadavers, hanged, hacked, stabbed, drowned, burned, crushed and mangled. These three corpses, however, had a pathos all of their own. The young girl looked as if she was asleep, except her face was blue-white and a terrible wound gaped in her throat. The dark-skinned, black-haired stranger looked like a sailor, his eyes still popping at the horror he must have experienced as the crossbow bolt took him deep in the heart. Athelstan inspected the feathers of the stout quarrel.

‘This must have been loosed at close range,’ he observed. ‘No more than two yards.’

The third man was young, no older than his twenty-fourth or twenty-fifth summer, with close-cropped hair over a thin face rendered awful by death. Athelstan murmured a prayer and stepped back. The cart moved and the corpse of the young man rolled slightly so that his head fell back, showing the gaping wound in his throat, blue-black, ragged skin, half-closed red-rimmed eyes, his lips and nose laced with blood. Athelstan made a sign of the cross as he whispered the words of absolution. He felt his stomach pitch in disgust at such terrible deaths and the shock they caused. He had been in his church then murder, in all its hideous forms, had been thrust upon him. He sat down on the steps.

‘God have mercy on them!’ Athelstan prayed.

He tried to calm his racing mind. If only Sir Jack were here! He would know what to do. Athelstan prayed quietly for strength and glanced at his three companions. Only then did he notice that Bladdersniff must have vomited; his chin and jerkin were still stained. Watkin and Pike were burly fellows but their faces were pallid, and they were already distancing themselves from the cart’s gruesome burdens.

‘Where were they found?’ Athelstan asked.

‘In Simon the miser’s house. I wager they had been there since at least last night.’

Athelstan studied the corpses.

‘Where in the house? Who discovered them?’

‘In the parlour downstairs,’ Bladdersniff replied. ‘Two children in the field nearby, chasing their dog. They went in and ran out screaming; their mother sent for me’.

‘Do you recognise the corpses?’

Bladdersniff shook his head but Athelstan glimpsed the look of guilt which flitted across Pike’s pallid face.

‘Pike!’ he shouted. ‘Do you know anything?’

The ditcher shuffled his mud-caked boots, wiping the sweat from his hands on his shabby jerkin.

‘I want to see you about a number of things, Pike, but, first, do you know anything about this young woman?’

‘She may have been a whore, Brother. I am not too sure. I’ll have to rack my memory.’

‘Rack it!’ Athelstan snapped.

He felt stronger and got to his feet. He studied the corpses more closely. The black-haired, sunburned man looked like a sailor with his shaggy, matted hair and beard but he was dressed in a gown and cloak rather than tunic and leggings. On his feet were stout walking boots though the brown leather was scuffed and scratched. The young woman was definitely comely. She wore a linen smock with petticoats beneath, pattens of good leather on her bare feet. A cheap bracelet still dangled round her left wrist. Athelstan went and pulled back the cloak of the dark-skinned man and tapped the wallet. It was empty, as was the purse on the cheap brocaded belt the young woman wore. He held out his hand.

‘The money, Bladdersniff?’

The beadle coloured.

‘Bladdersniff, you are my friend as well as my parishioner. I do not know the hearts and souls of murderers but I believe these people were killed, not for gain but for some other, more subtle, evil.’ He paused. ‘To rob the dead is a grievous sin.’

‘I didn’t rob them, Brother, I was just holding it.’

Bladdersniff dug deep into his own purse. He took out a handful of bronze and silver coins and thrust these into Athelstan’s hand.

‘Anything else?’ the friar demanded.

The beadle was about to refuse but three more coins appeared from his purse.

‘If I march you up the church, master beadle, and put your hands on the sanctuary stone, would you say, “That’s all”?’

‘I’ll take the oath now, Brother.’

‘Good!’

Athelstan sifted the coins of gold, silver and copper. He picked up a rather shabby medal on the side of which was a cross, on the reverse what looked like an angel with outstretched wings.

‘Who had this?’

Bladdersniff pointed to the black-haired corpse.

The Dominican slipped the coins into his own wallet.

‘If I remember the law, the goods and chattels of such murdered victims belong to the parish until they are claimed. These will go into the common fund.’

Athelstan studied the corpse of the younger man. He was dressed only in chemise and leggings.

‘The shirt is of good linen,’ Athelstan remarked. ‘Leggings of blue kersey but where’s his jerkin, his cloak, his boots and belt?’

‘Brother, I assure you,’ Bladdersniff protested, ‘and Pike and Watkin are my witnesses, that’s how we found him.’

Athelstan sat down on the steps and brought his hands together in prayer.

‘Oh my Lord!’

He looked sharply to the left. Benedicta had come out of the cemetery and now stopped, mouth gaping, hands half-raised at this terrible sight. She walked forward like a dream wanderer, her dark hair peeping out from beneath the blue veil, her olive-skinned face pale. The beautiful dark eyes of the widow woman studied the three corpses.

‘You shouldn’t be here, Benedicta,’ Athelstan said.

‘No, no.’

Benedicta came over and sat beside him on the steps. She pulled her brown cloak more firmly about her as if the sight of these corpses chilled her blood, blotted out the light and warmth of the sun. Athelstan caught a faint whiff of the perfume she wore, distilled herbs, sweet and light, a welcome contrast to the horrors before him. He felt her close beside him and drew strength from her warmth, her quiet support. He smiled to himself. For a moment he felt like a man being joined by his loving wife.

‘You shouldn’t be here,’ he repeated.

‘Brother, I feel the way you look.’ She half-smiled.

‘Three corpses,’ Athelstan explained. ‘Found in the old miser’s house in the fields at the end of the parish.’ He pointed to the man with the crossbow bolt buried deep in his chest. ‘He looks like a sailor or some wandering minstrel. The young woman? Pike thinks she may be a whore but this young man troubles me.’

‘Why?’ Benedicta asked.

‘The other two appear to have been killed immediately: first the man by the crossbow bolt, then the young woman’s throat was probably slit soon afterwards. She’s light, rather thin. If the assassin was a man, she would pose no real problem. However, this other one.’

Athelstan got up and crouched beside the cart. He carefully examined the young man’s head and noticed how the hair was matted with blood, masking a blow to the back of the head.

‘Now, this victim was struck on the back of the head. He fell to the ground and his throat was cut: unlike the others, he’s had his belt, jerkin, cloak and boots removed.’

‘A thief?’

‘But if it was a thief,’ Athelstan continued, ‘why didn’t he steal the young woman’s bracelet, or empty their purses?’

‘So?’

‘It’s only a guess.’

Athelstan paused as Pike abruptly lurched back into the alleyway to be sick.

‘He never did have much of a stomach,’ Watkin growled. ‘When Widow Trimple’s cat was crushed under a cart and its belly split . . .’

‘Yes, yes,’ Athelstan interrupted, ‘there’s no need to continue, Watkin: Bonaventure might hear you.’

‘You were saying about the young man?’ Bladdersniff asked.

He looked longingly over his shoulder at the alleyway. The beadle wanted to head like an arrow direct to the Piebald and down as many blackjacks of ale as his belly could take.

‘I believe,’ Athelstan continued, ‘the assassin attacked this young man in that deserted house. He knocked him on the head, cut his throat and was busy stripping him of any identification when he was surprised by these two. The young woman was a whore, the other man was one of her customers. God forgive them, they both died in their sins.’ He got to his feet, fished in his purse and thrust a coin into Bladdersniff’s hands. ‘The labourer is worthy of his hire, master bailiff. The bodies will stay here for twenty-four hours, yes?’

Bladdersniff nodded.

‘Watkin! Pike!’

The ditcher wandered back.

‘You will take turns guarding the corpse. Hig the pigman, Mugwort the bell clerk, can all stand vigil!’ He thrust another silver piece into Bladdersniff’s hand. ‘Each man of the parish who stands guard will be bought two quarts of ale by our venerable bailiff.’

Bladdersniff’s red, chapped face glowed with pleasure. He blinked his bleary, water-filled eyes.

‘Why, Brother, that’s very generous of you.’

‘On one condition,’ Athelstan added sharply. ‘When you stand guard you are sober. Now, Bladdersniff, show me where the corpses were found.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Benedicta offered. She rose unsteadily to her feet.

‘I’d love your company.’ Athelstan smiled, grasping her fingers and rubbing them between his. ‘But, if you could clear the shriving pew, put my stole back, feed Bonaventure. Oh, and Philomel will need more oats,’ he added, referring to his old war horse who spent most of his life eating or sleeping.

‘Heaven forfend!’

Athelstan turned as Godbless the beggarman, with little Thaddeus the goat in tow, came out of the cemetery rubbing his eyes.

‘Benedicta, you deal with him! Bladdersniff.’ Athelstan grasped the beadle by the arm. ‘If we stay here much longer we’ll have the entire parish around us.’

He marched Bladdersniff across the open space and along the alleyway leading down to the main thoroughfare. Although he was of short stature, Athelstan moved briskly, keeping his eye on the water-filled sewer down the centre while trying to avoid the gaze of many of his parishioners.

‘God bless you Brother!’ a girlish voice shouted.

Cecily the courtesan was standing in the entrance to the Piebald tavern. Athelstan glared at her. She had her arm round Ronald, elder son of Ranulf the rat-catcher. On a bench beside her, Ursula the pig woman was sharing a tankard of ale with her big, fat sow. The pig snorted with pleasure. Athelstan bared his teeth at this great plunderer of his vegetable patch. Tab the tinker, Huddle the painter, Manger the hangman and Moleskin the boatman stood further down the thoroughfare grouped round Tab’s stall.

‘Is anything wrong?’ Huddle called, flicking his long hair back.

Athelstan stopped. ‘I need your help at the church,’ he said sweetly. ‘Go back there. Watkin will tell you everything. There’s a quart of ale for each of you.’ He held up a warning hand so Bladdersniff wouldn’t add any gory details. ‘For all who help.’

The whole group set off like greyhounds from the slips, eager to see what work would earn such a bountiful reward.

Athelstan pressed on. It was now early afternoon and the denizens of Southwark were out looking for mischief: pickpockets, foists, those shadowy inhabitants of the underworld eager for petty profit before darkness fell. Some avoided his eye; others raised their hands in salutation or shouted abuse about Bladdersniff and his fiery red nose.

At last they entered an alleyway which led down to the fields. They crossed the narrow wooden bridge which spanned the brook and went up the great meadow to the brow of the hill where the ruins of Simon the miser’s house stood gaunt and open to the sky. Some children played at the far end of the meadow. A woman sat there keeping them busy plaiting garlands of grass. Athelstan raised his hand in benediction.

‘Thank you!’ he shouted across. ‘Keep the children well away!’

Bladdersniff led him through the ruined front door, along a hollow passageway and into a dark, smelly parlour where the air reeked of animal urine and excrement. The walls were mildewed, the stone floor cracked and weeds now thrust themselves up through the gaps.

‘A terrible place to die,’ Athelstan noted. ‘At night this place must be dark as . . .’

‘Hell’s window,’ Bladdersniff offered hopefully.

‘Aye, hell’s window.’

At first Athelstan could see nothing untoward until he noticed the remains of a fire. He crouched down to examine it more carefully.

‘A few twigs. But the nights aren’t cold; this was lit to provide light rather than warmth.’

He crawled across the floor and noticed two pools of sticky blood.

‘These belong to the young whore and her customer.’ Athelstan pointed back to the doorway. ‘Only God knows what happened but I believe this dreadful room witnessed hideous murder. The young man was either lured here and killed, or murdered elsewhere, and his corpse brought here to be stripped of any mark of recognition. The assassin lights a fire to provide some light as he carries out his grisly task.’

Athelstan went over and stood by the door.

‘Suddenly,’ he explained to the gaping Bladdersniff, ‘the assassin hears voices: a young whore is bringing one of her customers in. He hurriedly stamps out the fire, takes an arbalest and allows his next victims into the room. He releases the catch, the man dies. The young woman stands terrified.’ Athelstan strode across the room. ‘She’s like a rabbit before a stoat. Before she can recover, he’s across, knife out, her throat is slashed and the assassin leaves.’

‘By all that’s holy!’ Bladdersniff coughed. ‘Brother, you must have the second sight.’

‘No, I had Father Anselm.’ Athelstan grinned. ‘He owned a very hard ferrule.’ He rubbed his fingers. ‘Father Anselm believed in teaching logic through the knuckles. It’s a marvellous way of concentrating the mind.’

‘Athelstan! Athelstan!’

The friar lifted his head.

‘All things conspire together,’ he said to himself. He walked across to the doorway. ‘Sir Jack, I’m in here!’

Bladdersniff cringed against the wall as Sir John Cranston, the most august coroner of the city of London, red face beaming, white moustache and beard bristling, strode like an angel come to judgement into this gloomy room of murder.

‘Well! Well! Well!’ Sir John stood, legs apart, thumb tucked into the belt from which hung the miraculous wineskin. ‘Heaven bless my poppets! There’s murder all around, Athelstan, and I need you in the city!’
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