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            ‘Tell me then,’ Corbett asked, ‘as a priest, a man who has the  power to consecrate the bread and wine into Christ’s body and blood, have you, on solemn oath, ever discussed this with anyone apart from the Lady Adelicia?’

‘Never!’ Brother Cuthbert retorted. ‘Not even with my own confessor.’

‘Is there,’ Ranulf demanded, ‘anything else you know that could help us?’

‘Nothing. I don’t know how Evesham died. I don’t know why he came to Syon. All I can say, and not because Adelicia is his sister, is that I shall go to my grave claiming that Boniface Ippegrave was innocent.’ He leaned forward. ‘And you, Sir Hugh, have our most grateful thanks. If you can see this matter through . . .’

‘If I see this matter through,’ Corbett retorted, ‘I will ensure that a pardon is issued clearing Boniface Ippegrave of any crime, though God knows what good that will do in this vale of tears.’

‘It will help me, Sir Hugh,’ whispered Adelicia. ‘It will show me that God’s justice can be done, even if it is through a King’s clerk . . .’

Parson John came next. He sat composed on the stool fingering a small ring of Ave beads. Corbett asked what he knew about his father’s death. The priest held up a hand. ‘Sir Hugh, nothing, nothing, about his death or his crimes.’

‘Then listen.’ And in short, pithy sentences, Corbett described his conclusions. Parson John sat dull-eyed, mouth gaping. He did not exclaim or cry out, but rocked himself backwards and forwards, face in his hands.

‘Did you know any of this?’ Ranulf demanded.

Parson John took his hands away. ‘For the love of God,’ he  wailed, ‘how could I? I was a mere child when my mother died, then I was sent away. Ippegrave, Waldene, Hubert the Monk, Engleat, who are these to me? Who’d come and tell me the truth, that my father, a leading justice in King’s Bench, was as foul a felon as any strangled at Smithfield, that he’d murdered rivals at Westminster as well as my beloved mother?’

‘You never suspected?’

‘In the name of all that’s holy, why should I suspect anything when the King himself did not know? My mother?’ Parson John fought back the tears. ‘I was told she had been killed in an attack by felons, wolfsheads.’

‘Was mention ever made of a woman named Beatrice, your mother’s maid?’

Parson John screwed up his eyes. ‘Yes, yes, but she disappeared at the time. People did not know what had happened to her. My father mentioned that she’d been abducted. Sir Hugh, my father was so busy about his many affairs that he’d very little time for me. I ask you again, how could I know all this? I knew nothing, I know nothing,’ he added flatly.

‘True, true,’ Corbett replied. ‘And these recent killings?’

Parson John touched the scar on his forehead. ‘Someone, Sir Hugh, who, rightly or wrongly, wages unholy war on my father and all his kin.’

‘Did Fleschner ever discuss your father?’

‘Fleschner was a good but very weak man. Like me he feared my father, but he hardly ever spoke of him.’

‘You know he was guilty of looking the other way regarding your mother’s death.’

‘Yes, so you told me, but that would be Fleschner’s way. He was hardly going to confess such a sin to me, was he?’

Corbett smiled in agreement.

‘I owe Fleschner my life,’ Parson John whispered. ‘He rescued me here in this hideous church.’ He began to mumble, and Corbett dismissed him, eager for Lapwing and his mother, Mistress Isabella, to take their seats. He gestured at this subtle clerk.

‘Master Lapwing, or Master Stephen Escolier, or whatever you like to call yourself, we do have questions about that riot in Newgate.’

‘Which are?’ The reply was impudent, delivered in an arrogant tone.

‘You went there,’ Corbett said, ‘you spread the rumours that one of the gang was to turn King’s Approver and accuse the other. A riot ensued.’ He leaned across the table. ‘No one here gives a fig about such wolfsheads, but they broke out and killed innocents, the King’s loyal, law-abiding subjects.’ He jabbed a finger. ‘You also spun the tale that St Botulph’s would be a secure refuge with a secret passageway to safety. In truth all you did was bring about the total destruction of those felons, as well as the savage murder of innocents, men hacked down, women raped and abused.’

‘If I did what you claim, sir, I was acting on the King’s orders. What these felons did, however, is a matter for their own consciences.’

‘Mistress Isabella,’ Corbett turned to the woman, ‘we were told you were sickly, yet you look comely and healthy enough.’

‘I was very ill with fever last Advent. Indeed, I feared death was so close I went to receive my Christmas shriving at St Paul’s,  but yes, I am better, particularly now that my son has returned. Sir Hugh, he is a royal clerk, but what do I have to do with this business?’

‘Yes, yes.’ Corbett lowered his head to hide his excitement. He was sure, he was certain. ‘What do you, Mistress Beatrice, have to do with this business?’

‘Nothing!’ The woman’s hand flew to her lips. ‘I am sorry,’ she stammered, ‘you startled me.’

‘Of course I did,’ Corbett replied. ‘Let me see now. Isabella Escolier, so the son, so the mother. You were once called Mathilda? Yes? Or some other name beginning with M, but the one given you at the baptismal font was Beatrice. Twenty years ago you were maid to Emma Evesham, wife to Sir Walter, now deceased. You were with her when she was attacked in the streets. What happened to you afterwards, well, I don’t know the details, but one thing is certain. You became the leman, the mistress, perhaps even the wife of the chancery clerk Boniface Ippegrave, and this,’ Corbett pointed at Lapwing, ‘is your son, the child you had by Boniface.’ His raised voice alerted those clustered further down the nave. Parson John, Brother Cuthbert and Adelicia left their stools and were staring back up the church. Corbett waved at them to sit.

‘Oh yes,’ he insisted, ‘Beatrice who became Mathilda. Boniface was so in love with you, he scrawled the first letter of your new name against his, separated by a heart, the mark of lovers.’

‘I don’t know what you are talking about,’ spluttered Lapwing, all the arrogant certainty drained from his face. ‘Sir Hugh, how can you say that about my mother?’

‘Very easily,’ Sandewic snarled. ‘You and your mother are on  solemn pledge before the King’s commissioners. Lying on oath is perjury, and she can hang for that, as can you, sir.’

‘I’m a clerk.’

‘You’re still a liar,’ taunted Ranulf, hiding his own surprise. Sir Hugh had kept all this well hidden.

‘You’re wondering how I know?’ Corbett asked. ‘Stare around this church, Mistress Beatrice. Name me one person who knew exactly what happened twenty years ago, and I mean exactly. Staunton or Blandeford? They were only spectators. Parson John? A mere child. Brother Cuthbert and Adelicia? Broken by a man you hated deeply.’ Corbett pointed at her. ‘I believe only you know the truth, mistress. Now this is what will happen if you continue to lie. You will be confined to Newgate, and your son will tell you what a foul pit that is. It has a great cobbled yard, the stones of which are particularly sharp and pointed. You will be stretched out on your back and a door will be placed over you, then weights, increasingly heavy, will be loaded on to that. You’ll be pressed until you confess the truth.’

‘I am innocent.’

‘You are not innocent,’ Corbett countered. ‘You know the secrets behind all the murderous frenzy that plagues this church.’

‘I do not.’

‘Or at least some of those secrets,’ Corbett continued remorselessly. ‘One thing is certain, mistress, you are not going to leave this church wiping your mouth on the back of your hand and claiming you know nothing when indeed you do. Moreover, I’ll make careful investigation. Oh, it may take a week, two weeks, a month perhaps, but eventually,’ his voice rose, ‘you will be  depicted as the liar you truly are and your son as the killer he is.’

‘That’s not true!’ Lapwing protested

‘It is, according to the evidence,’ Corbett retorted. ‘Someone in this church knew what happened twenty years ago. Your mother did and she passed that information to you. Take a mirror, Master Lapwing, look into it. I knew your father vaguely. I remember the colour of his hair. You have the same; that’s what made me wonder about young Lapwing flapping like a busy bird around all this. Sir Ralph, call your guards and have Mistress Beatrice taken into custody. She’ll spend the rest of the day in Newgate and be pressed tomorrow morning.’

‘It’s true,’ Lapwing blurted out. ‘It’s true.’ He stilled his mother’s protests with his hand, holding Corbett’s gaze. ‘Mother, I know what he’ll do. He’ll pursue us like some lurcher after a hare. He’ll urge you to confess. He’ll inflict pain. It doesn’t really matter what happens as long as he gets the truth, so tell him I’m no killer, no assassin.’

‘I think you are,’ Corbett retorted, ‘and I shall prove that according to the law, but you’ve saved your mother from being pressed. So, Mistress Beatrice,’ he shifted his gaze, ‘the truth, every morsel of it!’
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‘I was born Beatrice Sturmy,’ she began, ‘a clothier’s daughter. I knew the Lady Emma before her marriage. After she became hand-fast to Sir Walter, she invited me to be her maid. I accepted. She was gracious, kind and sweet-natured. I entered her household.’

‘And the marriage?’

‘Lady Emma seemed happy enough. She became pregnant and bore Sir Walter a son.’

‘Did you know about Evesham’s secret life, his nefarious activities under the cloak of night?’

‘Sir Hugh, I knew very little. Sir Walter was always smiling, though I would use the word smirking. He could be free with his hands. I often glimpsed him staring hotly at me. On one occasion he tried to seduce me, but I pushed him away. I threatened to tell his wife but I never did, I hadn’t the heart. She seemed happy enough. Sir Walter always gave the impression that he’d married beneath him, but that was part of his sneering attitude. He liked to show how clever and subtle he was, how highly regarded in the chancery at Westminster.

‘Lady Emma and I were often invited to this banquet or that, and it was at one of these that I met Boniface Ippegrave. He was a good clerk, Sir Hugh; who knows, he may have risen to the same high position as yourself. He was clever, industrious, witty and kind. He had a passion for gambling, but he was good at it. On one occasion he took me aside and showed me his winnings, a heavy purse of gold.’

‘And you believed him?’

‘Yes, I did, as I have always believed that he was no killer. I knew Boniface Ippegrave. I slept with him. He had a good heart and a pure soul; he was a man of honour, someone dedicated to the truth. That is why I am confessing now, not because I am frightened of pain or disgrace.’ She leaned over and squeezed her son’s arm. ‘It is also the time for the truth. I made one hideous mistake, as did the Lady Emma. We never really understood the depths of Evesham’s wickedness. Oh, I wondered about him, but I always put it down to chancery business, why he would slip out after dark for this secret meeting or that, why night-walkers visited the house.’

‘You mean the likes of Giles Waldene and Hubert the Monk?’

‘Yes, on a number of occasions I saw them in his company. I wasn’t supposed to, but after his attempted seduction, I kept a very sharp eye on Evesham and all his doings.’

‘But you never knew his true relationship with them?’

‘Never! Don’t you, sir,’ she asked archly, ‘have your own confidants amongst the wolfsheads and outlaws of Westminster? I thought Walter Evesham had the same.’

‘Until when?’

‘Until the day my mistress was killed. We went to visit an almshouse. As I said, Lady Emma had a kind heart. She always protested that she had more than enough and was ever prepared to share the rest with the poor. Darkness was falling, a mist-hung evening. We were hurrying along a runnel when I heard Lady Evesham’s name called. She turned, pushing back her hood, then they were on us, daggers flashing. They were cowled and visored, but I recognised the bottom half of Hubert the Monk’s ugly face.’

‘How did you escape?’

‘Because of Lady Emma. I was surprised, Sir Hugh. I knew she was kind, but on that evening she also showed her brave heart. She told me to flee, and God forgive me, I did, a sin that has always haunted me. My mistress was kneeling down, and both men were standing over her. As I said, it was misty, the light was poor. I was only a slip of a girl. I panicked and fled into the night.’ She paused. ‘Even as I ran, I realised Evesham might have had a hand in that attack; those men were waiting for us. I had some silver on me, I took a wherry downriver to Westminster. Boniface was there. I told him what had happened. At first he refused to believe me, but when the news seeped through of Lady Evesham’s death, he hid me away and our relationship began. Boniface was just and true. At first I thought I could hide until Evesham forgot me. Then the Mysterium emerged and the murders began. Boniface would come home and discuss the problem with me. He believed the assassin must be a high-ranking clerk, someone who sifted the gossip of the city. He cast his net wide and far.’ She smiled thinly. ‘Do you know, Sir Hugh, he even mentioned you. He called you the silent one,  who always watched and said very little, a junior clerk with great promise.’

‘I served then in the Chancery of the Green Wax. Mistress, do continue.’

‘Boniface brought Evesham under close scrutiny. He was clever; he would slip out at night and began to see and hear things about Evesham. Yet strange as it is, he had a liking for the man. Engleat, though, he called an evil presence, Evesham’s malevolent shadow.’ She paused.

‘Mistress?’

‘God forgive me. I encouraged him in such thoughts. When I served Lady Emma, Engleat was like a malignant shadow forever hovering about. A viper of a man who seemed to have no love for women except, according to household rumour, the costliest strumpets in Cheapside.’
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