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            ‘Master Nettler.’ Corbett extended a hand which Nettler, Sheriff of the Wards in the north of the city, clasped, his watery blue eyes alight with pleasure.

‘We expected you, Hugh. The King’s letters arrived last night.’ Nettler glanced at the scriveners and lowered his voice. ‘No man can be trusted,’ he muttered. ‘The killer could be anyone in this room. I am not dealing with it. One of the under-sheriffs will advise you. Come! Come!’

He led them out along the passageway to a small, dusty chamber. A clerk sat at a high desk in the corner, copying letters. Beside him stood a tall, broad-shouldered, prepossessing man whom Nettler introduced as Alexander  Cade, Under-Sheriff of the city. Once the introductions were finished, Nettler brusquely left; the Under-Sheriff completed the letter whilst Corbett studied him. He had heard of Cade, an excellent thief-catcher with an astute eye who could spot a villain across a crowded tavern. The rogues of London’s underworld rightly feared him yet, despite his size, Cade looked like a court fop in his gaudily trimmed gown, high leather riding boots, cambric shirt, and small skull cap which he wore on the back of his thick black hair. His forked beard was neatly trimmed which, together with his sallow features and lazy, good-natured eyes, gave Cade the appearance of a man who enjoyed the good things of life rather than the ruthless pursuit of villains and rogues. He waved Corbett and Ranulf to a window seat whilst he finished the letter. Once done he turned with a flourish.

‘You’re here about the murdered whores?’ Cade made a face. ‘Or should I be honest? Your presence here is not about them but about Lady Somerville’s death as well as that of Father Benedict.’

Cade whispered something to his clerk, who got down from his seat, went over to one of the shelves and brought back a sheaf of documents.

‘Thank you,’ Cade muttered. ‘You may go.’

He waited until the old man closed the door behind him then picked up a stool and sat opposite Corbett.

‘There are three matters which concern me,’ he announced. ‘The deaths of the whores, the deaths of Lady Somerville and Father Benedict, and Puddlicott’s arrival in London.’

Corbett’s jaw dropped in surprise.

‘Oh, yes,’ Cade said. ‘Our friend, that master of disguise, Richard Puddlicott of a dozen names and countless appearances, is back in the city.’ Cade’s eyes  opened wide. ‘This time I want to catch him! I want to see that clever bastard in chains.’

‘How do you know he is here?’

‘Just read these.’ Cade handed the sheaf of documents over. ‘Read them,’ he repeated. ‘Take your time, Master Corbett. Or should I call you Sir Hugh?’ Cade smiled. ‘We have heard the news. Accept our congratulations. The Lady Maeve must be pleased.’

‘Yes. Yes,’ Corbett murmured. ‘She is.’

Cade went over, filled two goblets of wine and handed them to Corbett and Ranulf. ‘I will leave you alone. When you have read them, then we will talk.’

Cade sauntered off, Ranulf turned to stare out of the window at a file of prisoners being led out into the yard below whilst Corbett studied the documents. The first two were letters informing the sheriffs of London how angry the King was that so many bloody murders had been committed in the city; in particular, the grisly death of Lady Somerville and the mysterious circumstances surrounding the fire which had killed Father Benedict. The next document was a memorandum drawn up, apparently by Cade himself, listing the number of women killed and, beside each of them, the date of their deaths. Corbett whistled under his breath. There were sixteen in all, excluding Lady Somerville. All the deaths had occurred within the city limits: as far west as Grays Inn; on the east Portsoken; Whitecross Street in the north; and as far south as the Ropery which bordered the Thames. Corbett also noticed how the murders had begun about eighteen months ago and were regularly spaced once a month, on or around the thirteenth day. The only exceptions were Lady Somerville who had been killed on the eleventh of May and the last victim, the whore found in a church near Greyfriars, murdered only two  days previously. The whore was killed usually in her own chambers, although three, including the last, had been murdered elsewhere. All had died in the same gruesome manner: the neck slashed from ear to ear and the woman’s genitals mutilated and gouged with a knife. Again, the only exception was Lady Somerville who had been killed in Smithfield by a swift slash across the throat. Cade had also written that there was no other mark of violence and each whore’s dress was always neatly rearranged. Corbett stared at the memorandum then looked up.

‘A death every month,’ he murmured. ‘On or around the thirteenth.’

‘What’s that, Master?’

‘The whores: they were all killed around the same date, their throats slashed, their genitals mutilated.’

Ranulf made a rude sound with his lips. ‘What do you think, Master?’

‘Firstly, it could be some madman who just likes to kill women – whores especially. Secondly, it could be someone searching for a particular whore or—’

‘Or, what?’

‘Some practitioner of the black arts – magicians always like blood.’

Ranulf shivered and looked away. From his window he could see the towering mass of St Mary Le Bow, where Corbett had struggled and fought against a coven of witches led by the beautiful murderess Alice Atte-Bowe.

‘I don’t know,’ Corbett murmured and went on to read the memorandum on the death of Father Benedict: a short, caustic report from the coroner’s clerk. According to this, on the night of the twelfth of May, the monks at Westminster had been woken by the roar of flames and had rushed out to see Father Benedict’s house, which stood in a lonely part of the abbey grounds, engulfed  in flames. The brothers, organised by William Senche, steward of the nearby Palace of Westminster, had tried to douse the flames with water from a nearby well but their efforts had been fruitless. The building was gutted except for the walls, and inside they found the half-burned corpse of Father Benedict slumped near the door, key in hand and, beside him, the remains of his pet cat.

There was no apparent cause of the fire. The shuttered window high in the wall had been open and a light breeze may have fanned the blaze caused by some spark from the fire or candle flame.

Corbett looked up. ‘Strange!’ he exclaimed.

Ranulf, half-watching the line of felons being manacled in the courtyard below, jumped.

‘What is, Master?’

‘Father Benedict’s death. The priest was an old man, Ranulf, and therefore a light sleeper. He gets up in the middle of the night, disturbed by a fire which has mysteriously started. He’s too old to climb out of the window so he grabs the key, reaches the door but never opens it. What is stranger still, is that his cat dies with him. Now, a dog might stay with his master but a cat would leave, jump out, especially as the window was open, yet the cat also dies.’

‘It could have been overcome by smoke,’ Ranulf suggested.

‘No.’ Corbett shook his head. ‘I can’t understand how a man could reach the door, have the key in his hand, yet not struggle for a few seconds more to insert the key and turn it. Yet, it’s the cat which really puzzles me more. The few I have known remind me of you, Ranulf. They have a keen sense of their own survival and a particular horror of fire.’

Ranulf looked away and pulled a face. Corbett went  back and studied Cade’s scribbles on the bottom of the memorandum. According to the under-sheriff, earlier on the day he died Father Benedict had sent a short letter to the sheriff saying that he knew something terrible and blasphemous was about to happen but that no further details were available. Corbett shook his head and looked at the last, greasy, tiny scrap of parchment. A short report from a government informer about rumours of the master counterfeiter, Richard Puddlicott, being seen in Bride Lane near the Bishop of Salisbury’s inn. Corbett tapped the parchment against his knee and stared at the dirty rushes on the floor. So many mysteries, he wondered, but Puddlicott really intrigued him. The King’s messengers had been pursuing the villain all over Europe, so what was he doing in England? Was his presence linked to these deaths? Or was he in London for some other nefarious purpose? Either for his own or for Amaury de Craon’s? Corbett sat lost in his own thoughts, sipping his wine until Cade returned.

‘Did you find the papers interesting, Corbett?’

‘Yes, I did. You have no clues to the murderer of the whores?’

‘None whatsoever.’

‘And Lady Somerville?’

‘She was returning with a companion from a meeting of the Sisters of St Martha at Westminster. They went along Holborn and stopped for a while at St Bartholomew’s Hospital. Lady Somerville then announced she would slip across Smithfield to her house near the Barbican. Her companion objected but Lady Somerville just laughed. She said she was old and, being involved in her good works, was well known to all the rogues of the underworld who, therefore, would not accost her.’ Cade shrugged. ‘Lady Somerville had one son who had been out roistering with  friends. He returned in the early hours, discovered his mother had failed to return and organised a search. His servants found her body near the gallows in Smithfield, her throat cut from ear to ear.’

‘But no other mutilations on the corpse?’

‘None whatsoever.’

‘Before her death was Lady Somerville distressed or anxious?’

‘No, not really.’

‘Exactly, Master Cade.’

The under-sheriff hid his irritation. ‘Well, one of her companions claimed she was withdrawn and kept muttering a certain proverb.’

‘Which is?’

‘
Cacullus non facit monachum
; the cowl doesn’t make the monk.’

‘What did she mean by that?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps it was a reference to another of her charitable duties.’

‘Which was?’

‘She often laundered the robes of the monks at Westminster. You see their abbot, Walter Wenlock, is ill. The prior is dead so Lady Somerville often supervised the abbey laundry.’

Corbett handed back the sheaf of parchments.

‘And Father Benedict’s death?’

‘You know what we did.’

‘Strange, he didn’t unlock the door?’

‘Perhaps he was overcome by the smoke, or his robe caught fire?’

‘And the cat?’

Cade leaned against the wall and tapped his foot on the floor. ‘Master Corbett, we have corpses all over London and you ask me about a cat?’

Corbett smiled. ‘I just can’t see why the cat couldn’t escape through the open window?’

Cade raised his eyebrows then narrowed his eyes.

‘Of course,’ he murmured. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘I would like to see the house or what remains of it. And the message Father Benedict sent to you?’

‘We don’t know what it meant, it could be anything. You know the scandals which can plague the lives of priests and monks. Perhaps it was something like that or it could be connected with Westminster.’

‘In what way?’

‘Well, the abbey and palace are deserted. All building work has come to a sudden halt because the King cannot pay his masons. The Exchequer and Treasurer now travel with the King, so the court has not been there for years. Wenlock the Abbot is ill and the community rather lax. Indeed, the only importance about Westminster is that the King has moved a great deal of his treasury to the crypt beneath the Chapter House.’

Corbett looked up startled. ‘Why?’

‘Because of the building work at the Tower. Most of the rooms there are now unsafe. The crypt at Westminster Abbey, however, is probably the safest place in London.’

‘You are sure the treasury is safe?’

‘Yes, on the very day Father Benedict died I went down to see him but he was absent so I checked on the treasury. The seals of the door were unbroken so I knew it was safe. You see, there is only one entrance to the crypt, the sealed door. Moreover, even if someone got in, the narrow flight of stairs down to the crypt have been deliberately smashed and the rest of the building protected by the thickest walls I’ve ever seen.’

‘And Master Puddlicott?’

‘All I can say,’ Cade replied, ‘is that the bastard has  been sighted in London, albeit the sighting is secondhand.’

‘He must be here for mischief!’

Cade laughed drily. ‘Of course, but what?’

Corbett nudged the now dozing Ranulf awake.

‘Look, Master Cade, you know the French envoy, de Craon, and his companion, de Nevers, are in London? They are ostensibly here bearing friendly messages from their master to our King, but there’s no real reason for their presence.’

‘Are you saying they could be connected with Puddlicott?’

‘It’s possible. Puddlicott has been seen in the company of Master William Nogaret, Philip IV’s Keeper of Secrets.’

Cade went across and filled a goblet of wine for himself, to which he added a generous drop of water.

‘Oh, yes,’ he replied. ‘We know de Craon is in London. He attended a civic reception and presented his letters of accreditation to the Mayor. Since then, we have kept a quiet watch on his house in Gracechurch Street but we are now bored with him. He has done nothing untoward, apparently, being more interested in our shipping along the Thames than anything else. And, as there’s no war with France, there’s no crime in him doing that.’

Corbett rose and stretched. ‘So,’ he sighed. ‘Where shall we begin?’

The under-sheriff spread his large hands. ‘As my master said, I am at your service.’

‘Then let’s follow Master Cicero,
Et respice corpus
?’

‘I beg your pardon, Master Corbett!’

‘Let’s look at the corpse.’ Corbett picked up his own cloak. ‘May I borrow the list of names of the women killed?’

Cade handed it over.

‘This last victim, is she already buried?’

‘No, she lies in the charnel house of St Lawrence Jewry.’ Cade drained his cup and strapped on his sword-belt. ‘If you wish to look at her, you must hurry. The good priest intends to bury her next to the others later this morning.’
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