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PROLOGUE

      


It was his time of the month and Henry was getting hungry.

If only he could find a body in a gibbet, he thought, he could eat that.

Yes. His stomach rumbled at the thought of a freshly gibbeted corpse. One the crows had yet to find, open wounds still oozing blood. Or a livestock thief burnt at the stake then left in a hanging cage. Smoked peasant.

But what a shame that peasants were never fat, he mused. Not like noblemen or clergy. Perhaps he should burn a stout priest at the time of the next full moon and see to it that the remains were displayed close to the palace. He could drag bits of it through the bars of the cage to feast upon.

Henry groaned in pleasure to think of it. Of the charred skin crackling and the tender, bloody flesh beneath, done to perfection: raw, but with that distinctive wood-smoked flavour – a real taste sensation. Positively drooling at the thought.

No, he really was drooling at the thought, he realised. Great, huge threads of it hung from his mouth to the oak floor of his chamber.

Which meant that it was happening. The Change was coming.

He was in his closet in the secret lodgings of his Privy Chamber, a room reserved for reading, contemplation, acts of devotion, and, now, for his transformation. Here was where he’d learnt to come at the time of the full moon. And wait. And hope that the cure had worked: that this time would be different and the beast inside would not emerge, because it would want to hunt.

The walls were lined with timber panelling so the closet was dark apart from light at the window. The light of the full moon. He looked out over the grounds of the Palace of Greenwich and towards the Thames, over which hung the moon like a sacramental wafer. He drank its rays, feeling the pull of it, the all-too-familiar longing. He was breathing heavily now. A scraping sound came from within his own head and all of a sudden he could hear with more clarity – heard the rustling of trees in the grounds, the movement of animals. He had a sense of movement, of running with the pack. He felt something within that was nameless and ancient.

He groaned, knowing what it meant: the metamorphosis had begun in earnest. All of his senses were suddenly heightened. In his nostrils was the scent of earth, of loam, and something else in the room. Fear, he realised. His own.

But it was a feeling that belonged to the old him and he laughed at his own weakness. At the same time his chest expanded and his jerkin burst, while from below came a ripping sound as his hose tore. He shouted in pain at the pricking of a thousand needles as his fur pushed through his skin. He felt movement in his skull, of grating bone as his snout pushed aside his human features. Then there was a cracking sound from within his torso and he grunted, still pushing – pushing his wolfen form through his human skin.

He felt his entire body filling out and his height increasing. He felt his skull pulse and change, his ears growing, forehead lengthening and pulling back; heard the scraping sound of the hair pushing through. There was a rasping sound from the stone floor as his feet bulged and grew and the muscles in his hind legs became firm. He opened his mouth, working the jaw to prepare it for the arrival of his fangs, throwing back his head and grinning to feel his long, sharp incisors push through the gums with a tearing noise that sounded more painful than it felt. He looked down at his chest to see thick, brown hair in place of pink, fragile and easily irritated skin.

And then Henry stood, fully transformed and lupine fresh. He made a tentative sound and yes, it was a growl, deep and low in his throat. His full senses came to him now, too, so that the smell of the burning wood in the hearth was almost overpowering.

And he laughed to think of himself sitting there as he had been, a man, fretting about changing, resisting the inevitable. After all, why deny it? Why fight this, when it was so good? He jumped to the window ledge and then to the Privy Gardens below.

Back went his thoughts to food as he ran across the lawns, feeling the rush of the night, feeling more free than he ever felt as a man, as King, when even here in his Privy Gardens, though shielded from the world by tall hedgerow, he was constantly accompanied by advisers, grooms, pages and yeomen of the guard. But not now. Now he dropped to all fours, speeding up, relishing the sensation of the soft ground beneath his paws, the scent of the wild. Human things, the preoccupations of men, fell away, so that he was aware only of the earth and that which lived upon it. Things he wanted to eat.

He stopped, resting back on his haunches, placing his long forearms to the ground, and feeling the vibrations of the earth beneath him. Around him, hedges cut into the figures of animals silently regarded this new creature in their midst. A low mist bubbled at the grass. Raising his snout he breathed in freezing night air and sniffed, gathering the scent of his prey.

Then: fox.

A wily fox. A cunning fox. His head snapped in the direction of the treeline and he rose to his feet, running until he met the trees. He could smell it more strongly now and there it was, some feet away. Her eyes shone from the undergrowth but she stood her ground, watching him, not moving.


You’re standing there for a reason, aren’t you, clever Mistress Fox? thought Henry.

For a moment or two he and the fox regarded one another, the two beasts sizing each other up. Henry’s stomach rumbled once more. But why wasn’t she moving?

Then another sound and Henry smiled. Of course. What he heard was the sound of cubs mewling for their mother and he twisted to see a pile of knotted tree roots. From within, the sound of the cubs. He turned back to look at the mother, who had tensed, knowing her ploy had been unsuccessful; she had failed to draw the wolfman away from her young.


Bad luck, Mistress Fox. Henry reached to within the roots and scooped out a cub from the burrow, biting into the juicy stomach. Not-so-clever-now Mistress Fox dashed back with a scream to protect her cubs but Henry chortled and grabbed her and tore off her head then finished eating her young.

But the sounds of the killing had cleared the area and Henry stalked the woodland looking for fresh quarry without success. He went to the waterline and found nothing but mud and empty boats on the shore. From further upriver came the sounds of life, of singing and shouting and fighting and sex, but there also were lights and fires, so he avoided those. As he retreated into the trees he chanced upon an unlucky rabbit but it still wasn’t enough. And as he squatted, cleaning the blood and intestines from his coat with his tongue, he found his thoughts going back – back to the palace.

Between his bedchamber and that of the Queen was a gallery so that they might visit one another at night. He pictured her now, lying in her bed and he found his mouth watering as he thought of her pretty dukkies and imagined sinking his fangs into them, the soft flesh opening, blood squirting like the juice of ripe fruit. He thought of the meat on her thighs and her behind, pictured himself tearing it from the bone with his teeth. He had enjoyed fox and rabbit for a main course, why not a Queen for pudding? He would regret it, he knew, when he changed back, he would regret eating the Queen; but tonight he did not care. Tonight he simply wanted to feast.

Able to stand it no longer, the thought of burying his snout into the warm innards of the Queen finally too much to bear, Henry sat back, howled triumphantly into the night sky, then turned and set off back to the palace . . .

When dawn arrived, Henry was still feasting upon the Queen. As the new day’s light filtered into her chamber, he transformed back into his human self, and, raising his head from his wife’s ravaged stomach saw himself in the mirror, black gore caking his mouth. He looked at the blood on his hands and was consumed with horror and self-disgust at the thing he had become. Once upon a time, long ago, Sir Thomas More had tutored him in the ways of a monarch and he had pledged to be a good king, just and fair. And he had tried, but failed, becoming instead an animal, cruel and savage, drunk on bloodlust.

And nothing would change, he knew. He had lived with the curse for too long. His humanity was gone, he mourned it, and what made it worse somehow was that he knew – he remembered clearly the day that he lost his humanity and he thought back to it now. He’d woken up hungry that day . . .


Part One

THE WOLFEN




I


The court of King Henry VIII, that vast travelling household of over one thousand nobles and servants, was accustomed to moving between residences. The most frequently inhabited were the palaces at Greenwich, Richmond and Westminster, but lately His Majesty seemed to have settled; indeed, the checking of calendars would confirm that they had now been at the Palace of Greenwich for four months. Here, Henry had spent his days hunting and feasting as usual, but even so, it was an unusually long period of time for him to spend in one place. The sharper-minded might have wondered why.

So it was that the household was operating with the complacency bred by uninterrupted routine and this day began as did any other, with Henry yawning, blinking and focusing on the murals of St John that decorated his chamber, rubbing his head, sore from banqueting, and dropping back to his bed to gather his thoughts for the day to come.

It would start with breakfast – his stomach registered its approval at the very thought – then after that some time spent dealing with affairs of state. As little time as possible, he hoped, in order to leave room for plenty of jousting practice in the tiltyard, followed by a hunt and then later a banquet for which he had made great provision. Such special provision, in fact, that he was amused to learn of many who had come to the conclusion that today was their last at Greenwich for the time being; indeed, some were so sure of the fact that they had already begun a little surreptitious packing, convinced they were soon to be on the move. They couldn’t have been more wrong, of course . . .

He smiled to think of it, and closed his eyes. And he was just about to ease back into sleep when there came a knock at the door.

Though Henry’s predecessors had all enjoyed the benefits of private quarters, it was he who had truly developed the idea, so that the Privy Chamber now constituted a household-within-a-household and boasted a staff of its own, many of whom remained within the quarters at all times, playing dice or cards until needed by the monarch.

Mornings commenced when he awoke, which that day was at eight o’clock. For the grooms tasked with warming the chambers, this meant that they had enjoyed an extra hour in the lap of sleep before pulling themselves from their pallets to light fires and wake the more senior staff. They in turn gathered, stifling yawns and scratching their beards, quietly trading gossip of the previous evening, much of it involving the twelve Gentlemen of the Privy Chamber, six of whom were on duty at any given time, and who, at the urging of the page, would have begun assembling. Henry’s Gentlemen were handpicked, and they were the best men in the land; their noble looks were finer, the cloth of their garments more colourful and exotic, the light that danced in their eyes brighter than other men. Between them was a great camaraderie.

They came into his chamber now, and Henry greeted them, then his barber, also in attendance. The barber carried water steaming in a bowl, a cloth over his arm, knives, combs, scissors, all for trimming and dressing the King’s head and beard. Henry liked his hair close cut, his beard neatly trimmed, and he submitted to the man’s scissors as the Gentlemen bustled around them, Henry at the centre, calm and smiling, still very sleepy and a little thick-headed if he was to be honest with himself.

Once the poor put-upon barber had withdrawn, Henry stood and allowed himself to be dressed. Grooms and ushers had prepared garments the previous night, ensuring all his apparel was sufficiently warmed, and were on hand to assist the six Gentlemen as they went about the business of clothing him. Only these six were allowed to lay hands upon the Royal person; no other would ever presume to do so unless given special dispensation, and they worked with great delicacy and sensitivity, dressing him first in a loose silk shirt embroidered with gold, then silk netherhose fastened with a garter, and then trunk hose, also of silk. At his waist the King usually wore a bejewelled dagger and sword, while around his neck hung either a medallion or diamond. His colours were purple, gold, silver and crimson – colours the lower classes were forbidden to wear, even if they could afford such finery – and today he wore purple, the corresponding jerkin brought forth. Next, Sir Edmund Small indicated for an usher, who stepped forward, the light of the bimbling fire behind him, and proffered the doublet that Small slipped over the King’s shoulders then knelt to fasten.

Henry, as he often did, detached himself. All of his life he had been dressed and undressed by others but that didn’t mean he particularly cared for the experience – quite the contrary – and he had learnt to deal with it by taking himself away, mentally, if not physically. Now, he found himself staring from the window, past the gardens, orchards and dormant fountains, luxuriating in the magnificent view of the Thames, with its stone jetties, swans, sailing ships and rowing boats. Sometimes the occupants of the boats would wave at the windows of the palace, little knowing that the King was watching them. He loved to see that; was pleased that he could. After all, it was not so long ago that there was no glass in the windows, and they were covered with thick drapes in order to try to block the icy chill. Now he could stand and admire the river that ran like a vein through his realm . . .

Just then he became aware that his body was being tugged. And pulled. And constricted. And the very breath was being forced out of him until he could stand it no more.

‘Hell’s teeth, Edmund, what’s going on?’ He laughed. ‘Is this some kind of assassination attempt? Should I summon the guard?’

Sir Edmund Small held out a hand for an usher to step forward and help him up. He touched the brim of his hat and bowed, grinning sheepishly at Henry. ‘Your Majesty,’ he said, ‘I can only apologise for the discomfort. It seems we have a problem with the jerkin. As the French might say, a “défaut de fonctionnement de garde-robe”.’

‘A what?’ said the King, relishing the view of Sir Edmund at a loss almost as much as he had been admiring the view of the early-morning river. ‘Say it again, but in English.’

‘That the jerkin . . .’ Sir Edmund could be seen struggling for diplomacy, ‘has, um . . .’ he looked to the Gentlemen of the Privy Chamber who either smirked or found something of interest to see in the fire, ‘. . .  shrunk? Yes, shrunk. That the jerkin has shrunk and we shall be having a terse word with housekeeping, Your Majesty, whose wages shall be docked in accordance with this outrage.’

‘Nonsense,’ laughed the King, and he patted his stomach. ‘It is not housekeeping we should penalise but instead the kitchen we should congratulate. Indeed, shall we send them a case of ale from me? I think we should. In fact, let’s send them two. Your King is getting fat, gentlemen. Sir Edmund?’

‘Yes, Your Majesty?’

‘My compliments on a situation delicately handled.’

‘Thank you, Your Majesty.’

‘Though I’m not sure those in housekeeping would agree.’

The Gentlemen burst into laughter so unusually loud that those outside wondered what commotion was being caused within.

Moments later, the door was opened and out filed the grooms, ushers, and five of the Gentlemen of the Privy Chamber, Sir Edmund Small still shaking his head with mirth as he closed the door behind him.


II


The one Gentleman to remain inside the Chamber was Sir William Compton, the Groom of the Stool and thus the Senior Gentleman of the Privy Chamber. He had a sandy-coloured beard and close-cropped hair the same colour, and though he had amused eyes was more serious than the other gentlemen; had a certain bearing the others lacked. In his presence Henry could finally relax; so he did, letting himself fall into the seat of a large, wooden armchair.

‘Do you think it will be today, William?’ he asked.

‘Well, not being a physician myself, it could be difficult to say, Your Majesty,’ replied Compton. Friend or not, like all subjects, the groom was wary of giving opinions – even when asked for them.

‘They said it could be any day now,’ sighed Henry, ‘as ever they resisted giving me a conclusive answer.’

‘Then perhaps today might be the day, Your Majesty.’

‘Perhaps.’

There was a long pause. Logs in the fire crackled. From outside came the sound of swans on the river.

‘And what of the day, William?’ asked Henry. ‘What does it have in store?’

‘First breakfast . . .’

Henry’s stomach rumbled. ‘And then?’

‘I’m told Sir Anthony Knyvett is keen you should see some sport in the tiltyard.’ At this, Henry brightened. ‘But before that some matters concerning the realm.’

Henry pushed out his bottom lip. ‘Really? Must I?’

Compton chuckled. ‘Sir Thomas More requests an audience.’

‘Oh.’ His old friend and tutor. But even so. ‘I suppose he wants to talk about ghosts and ghoulies.’

‘Today is wolves, I believe.’

Henry groaned. ‘Wolves? Really?’

‘Yes, Your Majesty.’

Henry sighed theatrically. ‘Then there is but one question of great moment.’

‘Majesty?’

‘What is for breakfast?’

Compton laughed. ‘Whatever pleases Your Majesty, though I took the liberty of asking that the kitchen prepare a roasted peacock.’

‘And marzipan?’

‘I can of course see to it that marzipan is an accompaniment.’

‘Perfect.’

Henry chuckled then fell into silence. His eyes were half-closed, a smile upon his face.

‘I dreamt of my lady last night,’ he said.

Compton smiled. ‘Of Queen Katherine?’

‘Of who else would I dream?’ retorted Henry, a little too crossly, as one does in defence of a lie. Because the fact was he had not dreamt of his Spanish love last night.

He was sure he loved her, of course, just . . . he did not dream of her.

As though reading his thoughts, Compton said, ‘Is it not possible to have nocturnal thoughts of another, Your Majesty? A certain maid of honour whom I believe I saw Your Majesty admire a short while ago. Miss Seymour. Most fair, she is, too; I’m sure you wouldn’t mind—’

‘Stop,’ snapped the King, ‘I trust that you are not about to make a lewd joke that involves wanting to “see more” of her?’

‘Um, no, Your Majesty.’

‘Good. And let me tell you that while Miss Seymour is obviously attractive – what was her first name, again?’

‘Jane, Your Majesty.’

‘Quite. Well, I have absolutely no designs on “seeing more” of her. What do you take me for?’

Compton chuckled. ‘A man, Majesty. Who showed grace and kindness to Her Majesty Queen Katherine when your brother, her husband, died and she found herself without consort in a foreign land. Who made her his bride. Whose actions were driven by compassion and admiration, certainly. But love . . .?’

‘William.’ Henry gave his groom a sharp, reproving look, which, were he to have given a name, he would have called ‘The Tower of London’.

In response, Compton gave a short bow.

There was silence for a moment. Henry brooded. He watched the flames and thought of love.

‘You’re wrong, William,’ he said at last. ‘I am not a man and I can’t think like one. I am a king and I must behave accordingly. Which is why last night, when I dreamt of my lady, it was Katherine of whom I dreamt. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Your Majesty.’


III


Much later that day, four cardinals crept up the hillside towards Darenth Wood and the lair of the wolfen, murmuring prayers in the half-light of the full moon, their breath freezing in the cold.

Below them was the valley; above them the pasture rose, a mist starting to gather; after that the dark treeline of the wood.

Three of the clerics were armed with an arquebus and a forked staff on which to rest it. Each man had readied his rifle with powder and ball; then, mindful of the environment and the weapon’s tendency to clog, had wrapped it in a blanket, stuffing the muzzle with cloth before lashing it to the staff. On their backs they wore custom leather packs, each made up of a sword in a scabbard, the handle jutting over the shoulder, as well as a quiver in which was stored extra ammunition, an unlit torch and several tapers. Close to their body, dry, warm and folded into their robes, was a tinderbox; in a sheath tight to the calf a spare blade, a knife or dagger. And thus laden they trudged in single file towards their fate. On point was Simonetti; behind him, the commander, Morante, and after him, the big man, Pignatelli – the muscle.

Bringing up the rear was the fourth holy man, Barbato, who also had a blade strapped to his calf, carried a tinderbox and wore a sword. But in place of an arquebus he was armed with a longbow, while the quiver at his back held no torch but arrows in its stead.

And Barbato, like his comrades, was as prepared to die as he was to mete out death.

The four were members of the Protektorate, the elite tactical unit trained to engage unearthly forces and entities. Demon hunters. Appointed by the Pope himself, they had all served at the Vatican before their tour of duty and were now stationed at the Observant Friary adjacent to the Palace of Greenwich, where, in these days of accord between man and inhuman, they existed primarily as a peace-keeping force, a deterrent. As such they rarely ventured forth – except for operations such as this one.

On point, Cardinal Simonetti stopped suddenly, and clenched a fist, signalling the team to halt. His hand went to his waist, making a motion like he was patting the head of an obedient dog and behind him the clerics dropped to one knee, watching their point man as he knelt to the ground as though to anoint it with a kiss. But in fact was listening.

Darkness pressing in. The sound of a breeze in the trees. From somewhere an owl.

Then the point man was straightening, twirling his finger above his head to indicate the squad should turn about. In a harsh whisper saying one word: ‘Horse.’

At the rear, Barbato the bowman shifted around, squinting in the moonlight to look across the valley. His eyes followed the lie of the land and then he saw it – a shape on the other side of the valley. No more than a dark blur but it was making its way downhill, and moving fast, too.

‘I see something,’ he said. It had reached the bottom of the valley and was negotiating the stream. Either it had two riders or one large one . . .

‘Target?’ the commander’s voice came from behind him.

‘Acquired,’ he replied, perhaps a little too loudly. He snatched an arrow and fitted it to the bow, finding his mark. Too dangerous to go for the rider if it turned out there were two. Go for the horse. He adjusted his aim for the front flank of the steed. Behind him the squad had turned and he heard them draw their swords.

Blade in hand, Morante scrambled back to crouch beside Barbato, drawing his robes around him with his free hand.

‘Easy,’ whispered the squad leader in Italian. ‘Easy now. It could be a farmer. A friendly.’

The rider stopped on the hill. Barbato tensed. Yes: there were two men on the horse. Both wore black, hooded capes buttoned up against the cold. One of them, his head bent, was reaching for something that he pulled out and held up. A standard. The Royal standard.

Morante placed a hand to his forearm so Barbato lowered the bow, then the commander stood and waved. The riders turned in their direction and seconds later the horse was upon them, one of the men jumping down and sweeping back his hood to address Morante.

‘Good evening, Your Eminence,’ he said.

‘Sir Thomas,’ replied Morante.‘You gave us quite a fright.’

Sir Thomas More, the King’s secretary and adviser, passed the reins of his mount to the second man, who wore the robes of a minor cleric, and beckoned Morante away from the other cardinals.

‘My deepest apologies if I startled your men, Your Eminence,’ he said to Morante, his voice low. ‘Did you think me a wolfen?’

‘We take no chances,’ whispered Morante in English. Not a language he felt a great affinity for. ‘But what is the meaning of this, Thomas?’

‘I offer most humble apologies, Your Eminence,’ said More, who could speak Italian perfectly, but had chosen not to reveal this fact to the Protektorate, gaining a private and somewhat guilty amusement from their attempts to negotiate his mother tongue. ‘But my mode of transport was chosen for its speed, not its silence, for I bring you a command it is most important to heed. You are to stand down.’

The Cardinals erupted. A moment ago they had been due to attack, hearts and heads prepared for the assault. Now they were denied: boldness replaced by doubt, courage by fear.

As Morante quietened his men, More continued with his instructions. He was to remain with them, he said. It was his responsibility to see to it that they did not commence the operation until a signal had been given.

But the waiting was dangerous, they protested (knowing that to do so was futile), the beast would almost certainly send out patrols; each moment spent in the open increased their risk of discovery. Of death.

More spread his hands. Sorry, but the order was that they should stay on the hillside and out of sight. Light no fire for warmth or food. They should wait.

Not long later they had seen a fire glow on the horizon, known that the cleric was there. They had moved to the shelter of an old oak tree, the perimeter of the wood perhaps two hundred yards away, and they settled down at the base of the tree as though to absorb its fortitude and wisdom, and they took solace from prayer as they awaited their order.

Which would come from some thirty miles away, at the Palace of Greenwich, from the quill of Cardinal Wolsey.


IV


The King’s Lord Chancellor, Thomas Cardinal Wolsey, was apt to chew upon the handle of his cane when he was beset by nerves, and he was beset by them now, so it was all he could do not to gnaw at it as he strode quickly through the Palace of Greenwich, his chains of office bouncing at his chest, robes billowing about him.


Oh, fuck, he thought. He had a meeting with the Belgian ambassador. A meeting for which he was already late. Oh bloody, bloody hell.


Despite his bulk he moved quickly, his cane clacking on the flagstones, servants stepping out of his way and bowing their heads as he passed. Hurrying with him was one of his many young clerks, Dudley, who was among his most trusted and wore his household’s crimson velvet livery embroidered with a cardinal’s hat. Dudley carried a large wood-carved writing board, worn on his back – so heavy he was almost bent double beneath it – and fastened to his body with large straps that criss-crossed across his chest. In his hands a silver tray on which was a quill and inkpot, and a rolled-up sheet of parchment.

They reached the Long Gallery heading towards the Great Hall. Wolsey was used to seeing it in the daytime when members of court used it for exercise, couples walked together, and servants exercised dogs. Tonight, however, there were celebrations in the palace and several of those unable to take the rambunctious pace had found their way out into the gallery and collapsed there, snoring on the wooden floors so that Wolsey and Dudley were forced to step over them, the noise of the party growing louder as they approached the hall.

Wolsey would rather have avoided it, of course, being keen not to see the King, who would no doubt insist he join the festivities. But through the hall was the most direct avenue to the chambers in which he had arranged to meet the ambassador. Other corridors might be unlit and they would definitely be wet and cold and Wolsey did not like the idea of feeling his way along damp, lichen-covered walls while the ambassador waited.

No, the only way to be sure was to go through the centre of the palace. He would have to bank on His Majesty being so caught up in the moment that his passage went unnoticed.

Then they were inside and moving between the great hanging tapestries and the long banqueting tables that lined either side of the hall.

Servants attempted to clear the remains of what had obviously been a magnificent feast. Some guests had remained in their seats, where they conducted loud conversations or gossiped scurrilously, in which case they leant to whisper in each other’s ears, feathers from hats tickling their noses; some had adjourned upstairs, where they lingered on balconies or in the galleries overlooking the Great Hall, figures cloaked in darkness, gathered among the yellow ochre beams; most, though, had congregated in the middle of the hall, laughing, flirting and dancing. Among them moved minstrels creating an infernal racket that caused Wolsey such vexation. The noise of it was almost deafening.

Now he was adopting his well-practised smile as he picked his way through revellers, some masked, some not. All, it seemed, in a state of great intoxication. It was his court smile, the one he always wore in the face of such celebrations. As though he did not find the festivities tiresome, self-indulgent, trivial and repetitive, and think the sound of the lute redolent of lax morals and the relentless high-pitched recorder pestilential beyond description. But thought they were joyous. Why, the very fabric from which life was woven.

The cardinal wore his smile well. For there were those – naming no names Thomas Boleyn and Thomas Howard, the Duke of Norfolk – who would be watching assiduously, who would be more than happy to report any sign of displeasure to His Majesty; say anything to weaken his standing with the King. Norfolk’s beard was black, Boleyn’s ginger. Otherwise there was little to differentiate them; they were both as conniving and ambitious as each other. Thomas Cromwell, his erstwhile assistant, would be around somewhere, too. Cromwell was more discreet about his ambition than the other two, which probably made him even more dangerous. Wolsey did not stop to seek them out as he moved through the hall. But they would be there, he knew, in a gallery or dark recess, in the flickering shadows; they would watch him with drunken, resentful, heavy-lidded eyes; and they would talk behind their hands so that his clerks were unable to read their lips.

So his smile stayed fixed. Even when he was brought up short by a leering young man in a colourful slashed doublet who staggered into his path, swigging from a leather bottle of wine. Oblivious to the cardinal, the partygoer lurched away, grabbing a young woman by the waist and pushing his face into her cleavage, which she greeted not with a gasp of horror but with a scream of laughter, her head thrown back in delight. The young man pulled away, raising his leather bottle and calling, ‘Hypocras. More Hypocras.’


Good God, thought Wolsey, the revelry is even more Bacchanalian than usual! And had he paused to consider why this might be, he might have come to the conclusion that the King was toasting a particularly successful day’s hunting, or perhaps celebrating in honour of Queen Katherine, who must have been the most regularly and lavishly honoured woman in the entire kingdom, for these were the usual reasons given to excuse the palace’s descent into debauchery. But Wolsey did not wonder. Instead he concentrated on moving onwards, on avoiding the King and on the suppression of his nerves. To chew upon his cane in public, like a famished dog at a sun-bleached femur, would be most unbecoming for the man they called alter rex, the ‘other king’, upon whom rested all of the great responsibility of power.

The Lord Chancellor was not of noble birth. The son of an Ipswich grazier he had risen through the ranks of the church and then court, having gained favour with the father, Henry VII, then the son, whose confidence he enjoyed and who relied upon the cardinal in almost all matters, ceding complete authority to him.

Oh, the King pretended, of course, being wily enough to know that he should be seen as being at the seat of power. ‘If my cap knew my counsel I would throw it in the fire,’ he once declared during Privy Council, much to the private amusement of Wolsey who had been watching His Majesty slowly lose a battle against sleep.

No, despite his disingenuous proclamations, the King was a sybarite. It was Wolsey who would sit at his writing desk for days at a time, his concentration on the King’s matters so complete that he stopped not even to piss; Wolsey who, after the King, was the most powerful human being at court, and thus in the land. Wolsey who was the power behind the throne.

Wolsey who was now tasked with the problem of the wolfen.

No wonder he ached to chew upon the cane.

Earlier an envoy had come to Wolsey’s chambers bearing the Vatican seal, a response to Wolsey’s petition to Rome, in which Wolsey had explained the situation to His Holiness: that in Kent local people had been disappearing, presumed murdered; that a local had reported seeing a woman borne off by a wolfman.

Usually such sightings tended to excite the local populace but merely titillate those further afield. However, Protektorate intelligence believed the locals were correct; that a wolfen cell led by the renegade Malchek was responsible for the disappearances – Malchek, who had vowed never to abide by the treaty, a sworn enemy of humans and a diplomatic embarrassment for demonkind.

Using the locations of the disappearances as a guide, they had narrowed down the area in which Malchek might be found. They conducted extensive reconnaissance and surveillance, eventually reaching the conclusion that he and his accomplices were holed up in a disused church inside Darenth Wood.

Wolsey’s proposition was that they launch an assault on the hideout. Wipe the insurgents off the face of the earth.

He knew, of course, that the Pope’s blessing for this endeavour was not a foregone conclusion. Wolsey did not like the idea of rogue wolves at large on what he considered to be his territory. The Pope, on the other hand, was of the opinion that occasional demonic activity was to be tolerated. Tales of beasts, possessions, witches and werewolves frightened the people. And frightened people attended church.

Mindful of the Holy Father’s views, Wolsey had ended his petition by reminding His Holiness that the last thing they wanted was for locals to take matters into their own hands. The message was sent, and Wolsey awaited his reply.

And waited.

Until he could wait no more so had dispatched the force that morning, Thomas having gained the King’s permission.

Shortly afterwards, of course, a messenger had come to Wolsey’s chambers. A boy who was the bearer of bad news. For it came back that the blessing was to be given on one condition. That Wolsey met with the Belgian ambassador and gained his approval for the attack.

More had been despatched to stop the cadre before the assault. They were dug in outside Darenth Wood, so he’d been told, where they awaited his command to attack. Meantime, he had set up a meeting with the ambassador and cursed the delay, hoping against hope that villagers weren’t, even now, taking up cudgels, pitchforks and stout staffs against the wolf.


V


Master Gregory Hoblet and his wife Agatha were on the trail to Darenth that evening when three men stepped into their path: a collection of labourers bearing pitchforks and stout staffs.

Agatha rode on a horse, but she insisted that Hob, as Witchfinder General, ride on an ass. This, she said, was how Jesus used to travel. And like Jesus it was their job to roam the countryside doing God’s will – though by torturing and burning young women rather than distributing fish or healing the sick.

Moreover, just as Jesus Christ had a humble ass, Hob’s was similarly lowly. Literally so; it sat much lower than Agatha’s horse, and he would often find himself being flicked in the face by its tail, plus he had a greater familiarity with the stallion’s lower anatomy than he would have preferred, being in closer proximity. But worst of all his ass was bony and hard and not at all pleasant to sit upon, especially over long distances.

‘Perhaps we should exchange mounts for a few miles,’ he’d suggested earlier, the very thought a triumph of hope over experience.

She cackled, hawked and spat. ‘Oh, but what if someone were to see, Hoblet,’ she rasped derisively. ‘It wouldn’t do for the Witchfinder General’s wife to be getting ideas above her station now, would it?’

He sighed. ‘Look, Agatha, why don’t you just be the Witchfinder General from now on? It’s really more your sort of thing than mine anyway.’ He imagined himself back at the farmhouse, tending to the garden and looking after his bees . . .

‘Nobody would be happier about that than me,’ she said haughtily, ‘only we seem to be stuck in the dark ages when it comes to us women round here. I would be more than happy to take on the title of Witchfinder General; it would only be fitting and right seeing as it’s me what does most of the work. Oh, but our enlightened society dictates that witchfinding be left to the men. And seeing as you’re the only man around here, and you do have the beard for the task, and a certain bearing, I’ll give you that much, then that makes you the Witchfinder General. So stop moaning about your ass. And remember to talk right an’ all.’

‘Yes, dear,’ Hob had said, gazing over the fields and to the huge mass of Darenth Wood.

Then: ‘Look sharp,’ Agatha muttered. ‘There’s folk up ahead. From Darenth village if I’m not very much mistaken.’

Sure enough, and now the village people were clustered around them, one of whom stepped forward, spat and wiped his mouth. ‘Would you be the Witchfinder and his wife?’ he asked, voice like a rusty saw.

Agatha removed her pipe. ‘Aye, that we be, countryman.’

‘And you have come to question the wolfman?’

By his wife’s side, Hob had been trying to look sinister and impassive, which was not at all easy given that Agatha’s horse was flicking its tail enthusiastically, awarding him the occasional faceful of dung-scented horsehair. He hid his true thoughts, his happy thoughts of his garden and his hives. And for that reason it took a second or so for the word to register. What Hob had been expecting to hear did indeed begin with ‘W’, but it ended in ‘-itch’, just as he had been led to think it would by his wife. They were, after all, witchfinders. So, for that second, his brain, still in the garden at the farmhouse, struggled to comprehend this new, unfamiliar word: wolfman.

Hoblet craned his neck to stare at his wife in astonishment as she continued. ‘We hear tell of an animal stalking the region. That he has been taking folk from the land and visiting upon them the foulest of atrocities, such as could not be spoken of, for to even hear of such deeds would be to darken the soul beyond repair. And that in your village a man stands accused of these crimes and of the crime of . . .’ she paused, removing the pipe from her mouth and leaning forward in the saddle so that the wart on her chin was only inches from the face of the nearest villager ‘. . .  lycanthropy.’

Obligingly, a bird chose that moment to make a sudden commotion in the branches of a nearby tree, and as one the countryfolk jumped in fear, the witchfinder’s wife sitting back in her saddle and chuckling to herself, puffing on her pipe.

When the villagers had settled she said, ‘Now perhaps you would be so kind as to show us to our accommodation. We have ridden many miles and Master Hoblet needs his rest in order to conserve his strength for tomorrow’s questioning.’ She widened her eyes, looking from one man to the next. ‘Which is sure to be both harrowing and horrifying. Isn’t that right, Master Hoblet?’ She looked at him enquiringly.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ said Hob.

She narrowed her eyes at him. Inwardly he sighed. He hated having to talk like a yokel.

‘Aye, that it be, Mistress Hoblet,’ he growled obediently. ‘Most harrowing. Most harrowing it be.’

Later, they were installed in rooms above a tavern, much to Agatha’s disgust, she being more accustomed, so she said, to manor house accommodation, when Hob questioned her about the nature of their assignation, choosing his words carefully so as not to enrage her.

‘Agatha,’ he said, ‘my love, my light at the end of the tunnel—’

‘Don’t be calling me that,’ she growled. ‘Just spit it out you – what you want?’

‘It’s just that . . . wolfmen?’

Exasperated, she threw up her hands. ‘There’s no bloody pleasing you, is there, Hoblet? It was you who said you was tired of burning witches. What about all those nightmares you were having. I thought burning a wolf might make a nice change. Help you with that tender conscience of yours.’

‘It’s not a tender conscience, Agatha. It’s just a conscience.’

‘Whatever.’

‘But, look, that’s not the point. The point is . . . what do we know about wolfmen, for God’s sake?’

She sighed and closed her eyes as though gathering the strength to speak to a particularly stupid clergyman. ‘Listen here, Hoblet, ours is the business of fear, and the fear business is changing. People ain’t afraid of witches no more, that’s the sad fact of it; they’re afraid of wolfmen now. And if we want to keep a roof over our heads we can’t go on clinging to the old ways. Witches are last year, they’re over. If the public want to see lycanthropes put to death, then that’s what we’ve got to give them. Cos if we don’t someone else will. And afore you know it, it’ll be Fred Bloggs the Wolffinder General, and do you want that?’

‘No, dear,’ he said, but if Hob knew his wife she was thinking of her chimney. Their farmhouse was little more than a yeoman’s abode, but Agatha had grand plans for the chimney. It had a spiral, twisted design and chequered brickwork, so that their builder, Master Brookes, would stand and scratch his beard and say, ‘Chequered brickwork? Now you’re asking, Mistress Hoblet . . .’ and quote them ever-increasing figures for its construction – money that had to be found from witchfinding. And when one night, Hob had drily remarked on the irony of burning witches in order to pay for a chimney, Agatha had been moved to fury and threatened him with a hand axe. Because new accusations were infrequent, the chimney remained unfinished. And every day Agatha would stand in the yard, one hand on her hip and the other shielding her eyes, scanning the horizon for sight of a messenger who would have travelled from one of the villages in the area and who would tell of a woman accused of witchcraft – an unmarried woman more often than not – witnessed talking with her familiar, usually a cat, sometimes a stoat, even a grasshopper once. She would have been imprisoned, this accused witch, she and others who had fallen under suspicion because they were unmarried women and were known to have associated with the accused, or had been witnessed speaking in tongues. And fearing the spread of these satanic crimes the magistrate had sent for the Witchfinder General: he who was licensed by parliament and the King (which was what Agatha told folk, though it was not strictly speaking accurate or, in fact, true at all) to rid the region of the abomination of witchcraft.

And Agatha would get all excited. With bright eyes and a spring in her step, she would see to it that Hob donned his robes and hat and that his white beard was trimmed, and she’d brush his eyebrows into menacing points. She herself would dress in her very best apron and cap, and from the wall she would take her collection of pricking irons wrapped in a leather case. She would fetch their mounts and, giving Hob’s ass a hearty slap, they would set off for the village. Arriving, they would find the villagers hard at work building a fire in the village square, a sense of anticipation in the air.

Agatha did not disappoint. You had to hand it to her, for as night replaced day, when Agatha Hoblet questioned a witch, a confession would surely follow. Along with home improvement, torture was something for which she had a genuine creative flair. Her favourite form of persuasion was the strappado, which involved taking a length of rope, using one end of it to tie the victim’s hands behind her back, and feeding the other through a pulley until the accused was suspended in excruciating pain that increased as weights were added to the legs. Hob had seen more limbs wrenched and dislocated than any man should. Luckily, Agatha was expert at returning them to their sockets with a brisk pop. So that the screaming could begin again.

She enjoyed force-feeding the accused large amounts of water until their stomachs were so bloated and distended as to be almost transparent, and they would be shrieking in agony.

She liked pulling out their fingernails with hot pincers, or filling their noses with lime and water, so that it burnt holes in the nostrils. She had chopped off ears, fingers, noses, toes, even labia.

She relished gouging out eyes and holding them up for the appreciation of the crowd, burning brandy or sulphur over their prone bodies, strapping them to tables lined with hawthorn, forcing spiked rollers on their spines . . .

In short, there was no end to her invention when it came to exposing witches, and she had the success rate to match. Because if the accused died during questioning, then it was a sure sign of witchcraft; if she displayed taciturnity, then it was a sure sign of witchcraft; if she passed out, then it was the devil putting her out of her misery, and a sure sign of witchcraft; if she would not admit her abominations, then the tortures would be increased until such a time as she did. And if the accused confessed to witchcraft, then that was a sure sign of witchcraft, too.

Confession extracted, Agatha would turn her attention to execution, by hanging, burning or drowning, and leaving any remains to act as a warning to others tempted to consort with the devil. Then they would collect the money – for the Good Lord paid in silver for every witch delivered unto him, as Agatha was fond of saying – before returning home, where Agatha would brood and moan and make life a misery for Hob and Brookes the builder . . .

Now, Hob watched his wife place her leather wrap of pricking irons on the bed and he wondered what other methods of persuasion she had in store for the wolfman. He stared through the wooden slats of the window and into the village square below. It was calm now, quiet, but he knew how that would change when news of a burning was in the air.


VI


‘Thomas!’


The King’s voice, as magisterial as his bearing, seemed to cut through the merrymaking and Wolsey came to a halt so suddenly that Dudley almost collided with him. The cardinal restrained himself from chewing upon his cane.

‘Thomas,’ repeated the King. Then he was clasping the cardinal in a bear hug, bringing with him a magnificent cloud of sovereignty, and the fumes of fine wines.

From the looks of the King he had been imbibing it in even greater quantities than usual. Not only was his affection conveyed with extra vigour but his cheeks were ruddy and his eyes gleamed happily. His gown had been cast aside, so that he wore just his doublet over a shirt with a drawstring at the neck, black velvet hose and an ornate codpiece. His short hair was in disarray and his beard glistened. Next he appeared to do what was a little jig, whirling to finish and flinging out his arms in the manner of a showman making an introduction of the great capering at his back.


‘Welcome,’ he said. And though Wolsey was larger than the King he still marvelled at the size of the man. Famously athletic and well built, which he had no excuse not to be considering his daytime pursuits of hunting, hawking and jousting, the King would habitually negotiate the night with a great feast, each a minimum of three courses, each course made up of at least twenty dishes: meats roasted on a spit, pies with decorative tops, exotic fruits, songbirds, sea otters, dolphin. All of it caked in spice. Oh, and marzipan. He loved marzipan. Those who said he ate and drank more than was healthy had no feel for the energy of the man, no idea of the sheer size of the palaces in which he lived, and how cold they always were. All that food he consumed – he needed it. For his mind, body and spirit. For life.

Wolsey smiled in reply to the King’s dance. ‘Very good, Majesty,’ he said, raising his voice to make himself heard. The fire roasted his back.

‘It’s good to see you at court, Thomas,’ grinned Henry, ‘we don’t see enough of you.’

Wolsey bowed his head in a gesture that he hoped conveyed his deep regret at not visiting court more often. ‘I trust my dispatches keep Your Majesty informed,’ he said. These would be taken from his home to court – where, Wolsey was sure, the King ignored them altogether.

‘Oh yes,’ replied the King. ‘I mean, I’m a little behind, of course, you know how it is. Now, won’t you tarry a while? Come take a drink.’ He indicated to the huge top table piled high with uneaten food. Of Her Majesty, Queen Katherine of Aragon, there was no sign and Wolsey briefly wondered when he had last clapped eyes on her.

‘Come, please, come,’ urged the King, and with reluctance, Wolsey followed him to the top table where a line of servants stood, Sir William Compton in charge of them.

Their eyes met. Compton waited a moment, no more than the strike of a drum but enough for Wolsey to register the slight. Then Compton indicated to two of the servants, who seated Wolsey and placed a goblet before him.

In front of them, the party continued. Perhaps this was all the King required, hoped Wolsey: simply for him to show enthusiasm for the festivities. And as the King threw up a hand to whip the players into greater volume, Wolsey increased the intensity of his smile, nodding his head in time to the music as though the musicians delighted him, not that he’d like to see the fuckers thrown on the fire.

 ‘How about a rendition of “Pastime with Good Company”, Thomas?’ yelled the King into the face of Wolsey who recoiled a little, the King adding, ‘Oh God, sorry, did I just breathe fumes all over you?’

‘Oh, no, Your Majesty.’

‘No to the fumes or no to the song?’

He really was quite merry, thought Wolsey. ‘Er, no to the fumes, yes to the song. The song would please me very much.’

Wolsey was fibbing, of course. He loathed the song. It had been composed by the King himself in yet another tribute to the Queen, and was by far the worst song Wolsey had ever heard.

Before he knew it the King was rising from his seat. ‘Godfrey,’ he called to one of the players, beckoning him over, and Wolsey had to restrain himself from pulling away as Godfrey and his accursed lute came closer. As if the sound were not bad enough, the man had an ingratiating posture and a particularly despicable beard. First bowing his head obsequiously, he then smiled at the King and his eyes flicked momentarily over the King’s shoulder as he inclined his head to hear his instructions.
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