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

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

Paul Doherty
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      For Joseph on the occasion of his 70th birthday
remembering the excitement after the lecture at
St Edmund’s. With much love
         – M.
      

   



            
      
      
      Some historical personages mentioned in this text:

      
      Henry VIII, King of England 1509 – 1547: The Great Beast or Mouldwarp.

      
      Cardinal Thomas Wolsey: Archbishop and Chancellor: Henry VIII’s First Minister.

      
      Catherine of Aragon: Henry VIII’s first wife, Spanish princess, aunt to Charles V.

      
      Charles V: Hapsburg ruler: Holy Roman Emperor. His empire included Spain, the Low Countries, parts of Italy and most of modern
         Germany. He was also ‘Beloved nephew’ of Catherine of Aragon.
      

      
      Anne Boleyn: Second wife of Henry VIII and mother of Elizabeth I, Queen of England.
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      Sir William Cecil: First Minister of Elizabeth I.

      
      Francis Walsingham: Elizabeth I’s spy master.

      
      Thomas Cromwell: Henry VIII’s principal minister after the fall of Wolsey.

      
      Alfred the Great: Anglo-Saxon king of the 9th century, regarded as founder of the British monarchy. A great war leader and
         ruler.
      

      
      Charlemagne, Frankish ruler of the 9th century. First emperor in the West after the fall of Rome. Ruler of France and what
         is now the Low Countries as well as most of Western Germany.
      

   



      
      
      
      Prologue

      
      Oh, the bloody terrors of the night! Oh, Grim Death’s dark shadow! How many times have I, Roger Shallot, Lord of Burpham Manor,
         risen from between my silken sheets, forsaking the warmth of those marvellous twins, Phoebe and Margot, leaving their luscious,
         marble-white limbs sprawled out in wine-soaked sleep? Lovely girls! My satin-skinned bedpans! How many times have I trotted
         across to my chamber, pulled back the drapes and stared out over a garden bathed in the light of a weeping moon? Oh, phantasm!
         Oh, horrors! Oh, the effect of too much claret! I have seen the demons dance in the moonbeams as motes in a shaft of sunlight!
         Oh, the night is the Devil’s black book when I retreat to my cushioned chair and let my memories tumble out!
      

      
      In my soul’s eye I sink down into the Valley of Death where eye-pecking ravens hover above rain-sodden, evil-smelling huts
         in which witches, beldames of Satan, sit mumping their knees against fires of pure ice. I travel on. In the midnight of that
         valley I meet the Lord Satan raking over the bones of long-dead men as a gardener gathers in the rotting leaves of autumn.
         Oh, believe me, I have seen the horrors and heard the chilling chimes at midnight! Corpses piled high like maggots caught
         cold in mouldy cheese! Rivers of blood splashing in torrents! Cities wrapped in the flames of hell which roar up to an implacable
         sky!
      

      
      
      It’s always the same at night. I awaken as if some sanctus bell in my soul tolls away the hours, the minutes, and stirs me
         from my sleep. Oh, I fable not! I have seen visions which would curl your hair and turn you into Medusa. They come at night
         when my pillows become hard and sharp, as if stuffed with thistles. Like Hamlet or Macbeth, (oh, by the way, I had my hand
         in both those plays) I am forced to sit until Satan sweeps into my chamber.
      

      
      ‘Shallot!’ he roars. ‘A man should roast away, not wither up! Look at you, past your ninetieth year and stuffed by the physicians
         with oils and herbs like a cook would stuff a pudding!’
      

      
      The devil casts out his net of silver hooks, and dangles it before my eyes. On each hook hangs a memory of my life. And what
         a life! In my prime I was of medium stature and comely, with a clean-shaven face and curly, black hair and slight squint in
         one eye. A laughing face: a bubbling-hearted boy, full of pranks and subtle mischief! Sharp wits, faster legs and the most
         cowardly of hearts! I have been in all the great fights (well to the back!); in all the great pursuits (firmly in the centre!);
         and in many valiant retreats (at least ten good horse lengths in front of anyone else!). I have diced with kings, especially
         fat, blubbering Henry Tudor, that Prince of Darkness! The Mouldwarp prophesied by Merlin! The Great Beast! The blood-thirsty
         bastard! Henry the Horrible! Henry the Eighth and, if God is good, Henry the last! Mind you, he wasn’t too bad. Well, once
         he was in his old age and his legs turned purple with ulcers and his mind became loose as a leaf in October. I could control
         him then. I used to push him, in his specially constructed chair, around the galleries of Whitehall. Sometimes, just for the
         fun of it, I’d take him to the top of some stairs and threaten to throw him down. Oh, he’d blubber! Oh, he’d plead with a
         wicked, devilish glare in those piggy eyes of his! So I’d change my mind and take him back to his chamber for comfits and a glass of wine. Afterwards he’d paw at my arm.
      

      
      ‘Roger,’ he’d hiss, ‘Roger, my soul mate.’

      
      He would kiss me on the cheek and, when he’d fallen asleep, I’d wash the spot till the skin bleached. Within the hour, the
         fat turd would wake, screaming and yelling like a baby.
      

      
      ‘Light the candles! Light the candles, Roger!’ he’d bawl. ‘Look! Look in the corner! Can’t you see them? The ghosts have come
         to plague my soul.’
      

      
      Corner! You’d need all of St Paul’s Cathedral to harbour the ghosts waiting for Henry’s soul. Gentle Thomas More, saintly
         Fisher, the monks of Charterhouse, the hundreds that old Jack of Norfolk hung along the Great North Road when he put down
         Aske’s rebellion. And then my pretty ones. Anne Boleyn. Black-eyed Anne! Brave, wanton, as full of courage as a lion! Young
         Catherine Howard, plump and comely; soft of skin with a will of steel. Catherine of Aragon, dusky-faced, holy of mind and
         pure of heart. I talk of her soul rather than her physical organ – when they opened her body, her heart had shrivelled to
         black ash, Henry’s doctors had pumped so much arsenic into her blood.
      

      
      Ah well, enough of Henry. I’ve also diced with other princes. Francis I rotting away with every known love disease under the
         sun – when he died the palace stank for weeks even though they scrubbed every ceiling, wall and floor. Catherine de Medici:
         wicked and wanton, the Queen of the Poison. Charles IX, who never made up his mind whether he was a man or a woman. Selim
         the sot: drunk on hashish, surrounded by his houris and, in the shadows, the stranglers ready to snuff out your life as easily
         as you would a candle flame. And what about Philip of Spain in his dark, gold-encrusted chambers of the Escorial? And we mustn’t
         forget that mad bugger in Moscow, must we? Oh, I have seen the times and Satan knows it. But I am not afeared! Not me! Not Sir Roger Shallot, Lord of Burpham Manor, Knight of the Garter, Justice of the Peace. I give Satan as good as I get! I
         call him a bag pudding, an ice-brained, splay-footed gull. I make the sign of the fig with my little finger. I climb back
         into my bed and cuddle down between my two lovelies. So, you young men, remember, this: whatever nocturnal terrors come, there’s
         nothing that a prayer, a spark of courage, a cup of wine and a lovely girl can’t cure. I can’t vouch for the first two but
         I certainly can for the last!
      

      
      In the morning, as now, when Phoebus rolls his chariot across the ancient sky . . . Lord, what a silly phrase! My little chaplain
         and secretary, that decayed dotard, wants me to use words like that! He sits squirming on his little cushions waiting for
         me to continue my memoirs. Every so often he interrupts to comment on my diction. Why? Because he’s seen too many bloody plays,
         that’s why! He tries to keep out of range of my ash cane – little does he know I have bought a longer one. I have seen his
         fat shoulders shake with mirth at some of my tales – he’s soon recovered from his own tragedy, hasn’t he? He was betrothed
         to a sweet girl, ready to become handfast at the church door. Oh yes, Shakespeare said love is blind and it must be when it
         comes to him. There, there now, he protests.
      

      
      ‘You are always name dropping,’ he blurts out maliciously, envious of my friendship with sweet Will.

      
      Well, look who’s talking! He’s always on about God – indeed, listening to his sermons, you’d think that the good Lord had
         breakfast with him every day. But back to his beloved. Oh, what a tragedy! Oh, the heartbreak! Oh, I laughed till my sides
         hurt! You see his beloved lived some miles away: she was the daughter of a prosperous yeoman. My little chaplain asked me
         to write love letters to her and so I did. I admit, I helped myself to some of Shakespeare’s sonnets but who really cares? Will often comes here to see me and, if you can’t lend a friend a phrase or
         two, then what’s the use of friendship? Anyway, these love notes were given to a young farmer to deliver at her door. But
         the strangest thing happened – she never wrote back! So my little chaplain plucks up courage and goes down to see her and
         – guess what? Oh, the perfidy! – his betrothed had married the farmer who delivered the messages. Mind you, his heart soon
         healed. When he met two sisters, one tall, the other short, he asked me to which one he should pay court. Keeping my face
         straight, I told him that he should go for the shorter girl.
      

      
      ‘Remember your philosophy,’ I declared sonorously. ‘When confronted with two evils, always choose the lesser.’

      
      Mind you, the girl was as innocent as a dove. Of tender years and sweet demeanour. Her mother, a prosperous tenant of mine,
         came all afeared to me because my chaplain had taken her daughter out for a stroll on a balmy summer’s evening. The poor woman
         knows my chaplain. He doesn’t get the straw on his clothing from helping out at harvest time! Indeed, he spends more time
         in my hay loft than he does in the parish church.
      

      
      ‘Oh, please, Sir Roger,’ the poor woman pleaded. ‘Find out what your chaplain did to my daughter last night?’

      
      I had the girl brought by the captain of my guard to where I sit at the centre of my maze, protected by my two great wolf
         hounds.
      

      
      (Oh yes, I may well be past my ninety-fifth year but it is surprising how few people forgive and forget. The secret agents
         of every crowned head of Europe, and a few beyond its borders, would pay good gold to have my old head on the tip of a pike.
         But enough of that for the time being. Soon I’ll come to my story: about the orb of Charlemagne, about the Noctales, the Men
         of the Night, and old Shallot’s desperate fight to stay alive in the blood-chilling days of Henry VIII.)
      

      
      Anyway, pleasant things first. The young girl was as sweet and brown as a nut. I sat her on a chair and gave her a silver
         piece. ‘Tell me, my doucette,’ I began. ‘What did my chaplain teach you last night? Where did he take you?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, he bought me some sweetmeats,’ the little joy replied. ‘And took me by the river bank.’

      
      Oh dear, I thought. ‘And what did you do there?’ I asked.

      
      ‘He took me by the hand.’

      
      ‘And what did you do?’

      
      ‘I laughed.’

      
      ‘And then what?’

      
      ‘He touched me on the breast.’

      
      ‘And what did you do?’

      
      ‘I laughed,’ she replied, eyelids all a flutter.

      
      ‘And then?’

      
      ‘He touched me on the knee.’

      
      ‘And what did you do?’ I asked.

      
      ‘I laughed!’

      
      Now the conversation went on like this for a few minutes until I stopped and said, ‘Sweet one, why did you laugh every time
         my chaplain touched you?’
      

      
      ‘Because the sweetmeats were hidden in the pocket of my cloak all the time.’

      
      Innocent she was and simple so I gave my chaplain strict instructions to keep her that way. He should be cautious of marriage.
         Lust and love go hand in hand and both can wither like apples on a branch. Only the other day I was riding down a lane behind
         a funeral cortege: some poor woman’s coffin being carried to the parish grave. The procession passed a tavern where a man
         sat drinking cheerfully from his tankard. As the coffin passed, I saw him put down his blackjack of ale, doff his cap and go down on his knees. Much touched by this, I rode up.
      

      
      ‘Kind sir,’ I said, leaning down from my horse. ‘You show great respect for the dead?’

      
      The fellow, bleary-eyed, red-faced, his nose burning like a coal in hell, just smiled back.

      
      ‘Why, Lord Roger,’ he slurred. ‘It’s the least I can do after forty years of marriage to her!’

      
      Oh, I see my chaplain shake with laughter. The little noddle! The little sweet bag! My little marmoset!

      
      ‘Come on. Come on.’ He turns in his chair, quill poised. ‘Sir Roger,’ he expostulates. ‘The Queen waits for the next extract
         of your memoirs.’
      

      
      He is referring, of course, to Elizabeth – lovely girl, beauteous queen, my lover, my helpmate, mother of my son, apple of
         my heart.
      

      
      Ah well, I suppose he’s right. Here, as I sit in my chamber, perched on my gold stuffed cushions, at my ease, in the centre
         of my manor, I can revel in its wealth. A veritable palace with its bright red bricks, its master joints picked out in black
         and white; its galleries of flint chequer work. Within, the rooms are decorated with cloth of gold and ermine hangings, the
         works of great master painters, tapestries of silk, chests stuffed full of silver and gold pots. My shelves are lined with
         Italian Majolica, Delft from the Low Countries, Spanish lustre ware. No rushes cover my floor but polished Flemish tiles,
         and my windows are filled with green leaded mullioned glass. Warm stoves heat my kitchens and butteries whilst water is brought
         in along pure elm pipes. Oh, I lead a life of luxury, but it wasn’t always like that. Time’s hand draws back the curtain of
         the past. I sneak a look down the gloomy, vaulted passageway of history, lined with skulls and laced with the blood of those I ate and drank and, God forgive me, sometimes slept with. I must speak clearly so my words do not come
         out like some tangled chain: in doing so, I’ll exorcise the ghosts of my salad days when I was green in judgement yet had
         such horrors to face.
      

      
      I do not have to walk far down the long, dusty passageway of time before I meet Murder squatting there, his silver skin laced
         with scarlet blood, his body riven by gashed stabs, face black and full of gore, eyeballs protruding further out than they
         should in a living man. He has that basilisk stare, ghastly, gasping like a strangled man. His hair is upstanding, his nostrils
         flared with struggling, his hands stretched out like someone tugging for life. That’s Murder! I met him many a time in those
         turbulent days of Henry VIII when I and my great friend, tall, dark, angel-faced Benjamin Daunbey, nephew of Cardinal Thomas
         Wolsey, were hired to hunt subtle murderers and crafty assassins. Let time be my witness, none of these was more cunning,
         more artful, more deceitful than those who planned to steal the Orb of Charlemagne and nearly sent old Roger to a watery grave.
         I cannot remain silent. Murder, though it has no tongue, will speak and I am duty bound to recall it. At Michaelmas the queen
         will come again. She will hear Mass secretly in my hidden chamber and, afterwards, sit at my table to drink claret and pluck
         at golden capon. Great Elizabeth will lean across and tweak my cheek.
      

      
      ‘Come, Roger,’ she’ll whisper. ‘Bring me the next chapter of your memoirs. Let me see those times again!’

      
      And she will! Murder beckons me down time’s sombre gallery, back into the golden, sun-filled, bloody autumn days of 1523 when
         King Henry, that murderous imp, still ruled England and Cardinal Wolsey, his brain teeming more than a boxful of vipers, tried
         to rule the king.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      After that bloody business at the Tower in the summer of 1523, Benjamin Daunbey and I, now released from the services of Cardinal
         Wolsey, returned to our manor outside Ipswich. Benjamin took over the management of the estate and the running of the school
         he had set up for the ungrateful, snotty-nosed imps from the nearby village. I, of course, true to my nature, returned to
         villainy as smoothly as a duck takes to water. I was bred for villainy. I was reared on it. People shouldn’t really object.
         I am not an evil man. I just like mischief as a cat does cream. ‘Ill met by moonlight!’ You could wager your last farthing
         that I was. When Benjamin slept, I’d quietly slip out to meet young Lucy Witherspoon. She was a comely wench who worked some
         time in the White Harte tavern and, at others, as a chamber maid for the Poppleton household across the valley. I have mentioned
         these Poppletons before: spawns of Satan! The family was dominated by a woman I called the Great Mouth, Isabella Poppleton,
         and her cantankerous, flint-faced sons led by Edmund. She hated me and I reciprocated in kind. May her lips rot off!
      

      
      Now Lucy and I would spend those early, balmy autumn nights lying in the cool grass beside the river. Lucy was a lovely lass
         who, when I cradled her in my arms, would whisper, ‘My cup overflows with happiness!’ It was a quotation she’d learnt from
         the wall of the parish church. She said it always tickled her fancy and, I suppose, I did the same. When she left, with my
         sweet words ringing in her ears and a silver piece in her purse, I’d stay to pick mushrooms, herbs and plants. I still had
         a deep, abiding desire to be a great physician and make my fortune with miraculous cures. I’d always be back by dawn, sleeping
         like an angel in my bed, and would awake later in the day to wash, shave, dress and plot fresh mischief.
      

      
      Benjamin. Well, I loved Benjamin deeply – a scholar, a swordsman and a gentle soul – but a slight coldness had grown up between
         us. The cause (isn’t it always?) was a woman: the marvellous Miranda, daughter of Under-sheriff Pelleter in the city of London.
         Oh, what a tangled web, the eternal triangle! Benjamin loved Miranda: Miranda loved Benjamin: Roger loved Miranda: Roger loved
         Benjamin: Benjamin loved Roger. However, here’s the rub! Here’s the soreness! Here’s the canker in my soul, the hatred in
         my heart! Miranda did not love Roger!
      

      
      My little secretary sniggers. The scurvy knave says love’s not a triangle. If he’s not careful I’ll take my sword, prick his
         bum and take him down to the crossroads to my triangular gallows. What does he know of love? The little tick brain! The want
         wit! Monsieur Muckwater! Triangles, squares, rectangles? Love knows no shape. Whatever, I loved Miranda. I loved her hair,
         her eyes, her mouth, her body, her soul, her spirit. Oh, she was kind: ‘Good Roger,’ she called me. ‘My dear friend.’ But
         Miranda’s eyes hungered only for Benjamin. And here’s the second rub. Old Roger Shallot, by some nimble footwork, by playing
         the counterfeit-man, by devious trickery and subtle wit, had arranged for ‘dear’ Benjamin to be sent on an embassy to Italy,
         whilst I, poor Roger, was to stay at home looking after the farm. However, when the time was ripe, I’d foray into London to
         lay siege to Miranda’s heart. Oh villainy! But can you blame me for loving? I, whom few people loved, had a heart bursting with
         that sweet fragrance and all of it was centred upon Miranda.
      

      
      Now Benjamin may have been a scholar but he was no dullard. He spent his days preparing to leave, drawing up instructions,
         yet I would catch him watching me with his dark, soulful eyes.
      

      
      ‘You’ll not go to London?’ Benjamin declared one afternoon when I was helping him place clothing in a chest.

      
      Now I am a born liar but I couldn’t lie to Benjamin. ‘Sometimes, master,’ I replied, turning away.

      
      ‘And you’ll not see Miranda?’

      
      ‘Master, master!’ I knelt down to buckle up some saddlebags, deciding to make light of it. ‘You’ve heard, master, the story
         about Lord Hudson?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Our good king sent him on an embassy to Spain. The old lord did not trust his young, fresh-faced wife so he locked a chastity
         belt about her and gave the key to his best friend. Well—’ I threaded the strap through the buckle. ‘Lord Hudson was at Dover,
         about to climb into a wherry boat to take him out to the waiting ship, when a messenger arrived from his best friend.’ I got
         to my feet, keeping my back to Benjamin. ‘He delivered a note,’ I continued. ‘Lord Hudson opened it. Inside was the key with
         a message: “WRONG KEY”.’
      

      
      My laughter was cut short by a prick of steel just beneath my left ear.

      
      ‘Turn round, Roger.’

      
      I did so. My master was standing, his duelling sword only a few inches away from my eyes, but it wasn’t the sharp point which
         frightened me. (There are some things more terrifying to even old Shallot than cold steel.) Benjamin’s face was white with fury. No gentle eyes now or kind, smiling mouth but a mask,
         fierce and hard.
      

      
      ‘Master!’ I stepped back.

      
      Benjamin followed me.

      
      ‘Master!’ I protested.

      
      ‘Roger, you are my brother and my soul mate. I am your man in peace and war. Yet, I will not, I shall not share Miranda with
         you!’ He laid the point on my chest. ‘If I return, Roger, and find you have, if I suspect that you have crept where I would
         not dream of creeping, I shall kill you because if you do you are no friend of mine and I am no friend of yours!’
      

      
      This was no jest. Benjamin’s eyes brimmed with tears. He was a man of his word. He’d once loved a woman whom another had seduced
         and sent insane. Poor Johanna was in the care of the kind nuns at their convent at Syon on the Thames. Benjamin had killed
         Cavendish, the young nobleman responsible.
      

      
      ‘I have loved once and lost, Roger,’ Benjamin continued as if reading my mind. ‘I shall not love and lose again. Give me your
         word.’
      

      
      I lifted my right hand. ‘On the sacrament,’ I swore.

      
      ‘And on your mother’s soul!’

      
      Benjamin knew me well. Mother had died young but all my memories of her were sweet. God knows I dreamt of her every night
         in some form or other. To me, her memory was sacred.
      

      
      ‘On my mother’s soul!’ I declared.

      
      Benjamin sighed but the sword point didn’t fall.

      
      ‘Oh no, master,’ I joked. ‘Don’t say I have to take an oath not to drink wine or kiss any girl?’

      
      Benjamin smiled thinly. ‘While I am gone, Roger, I will worry. You are back to your medicines, aren’t you? Cures for catarrh;
         to make hair grow where it doesn’t; to make the fat lean and the lean plump.’
      

      
      I swallowed hard.

      
      ‘Roger, you know such trickery will take you to the gallows. I want you, now, to bring all your medicines down here. Go on!’

      
      I hastened to obey. I suspected what was coming. I could have wept as I filled my bag with dried cowpate (Shallot’s cure for
         baldness); lambs’ testicles (Shallot’s cure for impotence); dried newt (Shallot’s veritable cure for catarrh); juice of valerian
         (for those who couldn’t sleep); and my latest discovery, dried sunflower seed mixed with pig’s urine and ground dates to make
         a man more virile. Into an old leather bag I piled the phials and potions, saying goodbye to each of them as if they were
         close and bosom friends. I returned downstairs. I looked fearfully at the spade Benjamin held in his hands though, thankfully,
         his sword was now sheathed. He took me out across the meadow to an old and ancient hill that overlooked the mill. I gazed
         tearfully down at the rush-filled riverside, savouring the memory of my sweet nights with Lucy Witherspoon.
      

      
      ‘What are we going to do, master?’ I asked.

      
      Benjamin started digging. I watched with curiosity, hope once again flaring in my wicked heart. Benjamin was interested in
         antiquities: we had dug here before, looking for ruins of an ancient Roman fort, collecting the artifacts left by that ancient
         people.
      

      
      ‘You are searching for something, master?’ I asked expectantly.

      
      ‘No, Roger. Just digging a very deep pit.’

      
      He dug on. I stood woebegone; my sack of miraculous cures in my hand, and then I noticed it. Isn’t it strange, how simple
         things can be a pointer to events yet to come? Benjamin unearthed a spear head, an ancient one, covered in rust but still
         good and hard; beneath the rust and clay, I saw an emblem: the Roman eagle with wings outstretched.
      

      
      ‘You can keep it, Roger.’ Benjamin wiped the sweat from his face and handed the spear to me. ‘A relic from the past.’

      
      Relic! Relic! I tell you this, before I was much older I would come to dread the very mention of relics. That spearhead was
         a pointer, a dark omen of the terrors to come: the prospect of the gallows, the cart and the axe! Of hearts steeped in black
         wickedness and bloody, mysterious murder. Threats from the Great Beast, the parry and thrust of dagger and sword fights, brutal,
         sordid assault and, above all, poor old Shallot in danger of his life. My sweat poured down to soak the earth, my bowels turned
         to water, which they always do when I think even a hair on my precious head is in jeopardy. Oh, believe me, gentle reader,
         if I had known what was coming I would have jumped into that hole and buried myself, taking refuge in the bowels of the earth.
         As it was, I slipped the spearhead into my wallet and watched my master dig. At last he stopped and held his hand out.
      

      
      ‘Give me the sack, Roger.’

      
      I smiled wanly but handed it over. I even thought of brushing a tear from my eyes but I am glad I didn’t. I have studied Richard
         Burbage’s players and, as I have written to the man, some of them do cry overmuch and it spoils the effect. Benjamin took
         the sack and knelt down. He took a small phial of oil from his pocket, poured it over the sack and struck a tinder: the rough,
         dry cloth was soon alight. Benjamin climbed out of the hole and we both watched as the flames roared, turning the sack to
         blackened ash. I must say I was fascinated. Only the good Lord knows what was in those cures. I mean, it’s not often you see
         blue fire! Benjamin took me by the shoulder.
      

      
      ‘It’s the best way, Roger. It will keep you out of villainy. I don’t want you going into London. I don’t want you seeing Miranda. And I don’t want you selling medicines. Do you understand?’

      
      I blinked innocently. Benjamin smiled, shaking his head and, taking his spade, began to fill the hole. I stood and watched,
         fingering that old spearhead in my wallet; already a vague idea was beginning to form but silence is the best counsel to follow
         in such matters.
      

      
      We returned to the manor. Benjamin now seemed light-hearted, and the tension between us had dissipated. I decided to relax
         and enjoy the golden autumn sun. The next day I was supposed to be helping with the early harvest. I forget the precise details.
         Anyway, whilst everyone else was working, I and young Lucy Witherspoon found ourselves on top of a haystack. I was teaching
         her the principles of mathematics and counting, using the laces across her ample bodice as an exemplar. I had just reached
         the last lace when I heard Benjamin call my name. I looked over the haystack, whispering at Lucy to stay there with the wine
         I had brought. Benjamin was staring up at me.
      

      
      ‘Roger, come down. You look tired. You’ve been too long under the sun!’

      
      I just ignored him, my flesh already turning cold at the sight of the visitor standing next to him: Doctor Agrippa! I have
         talked about this creature many a time. Of medium height and cherubic face, Agrippa had twinkling eyes which could, at a drop
         of a coin, turn iron hard. As usual he was dressed in sepulchral black from head to toe, his jovial face almost hidden by
         the broad-brimmed hat. Whatever the weather, he always wore a cloak and black leather gloves on his hands so people couldn’t
         see the strange emblems, bloody crosses on each palm. Warlock? Wizard? I don’t know. He was Wolsey’s familiar. Agrippa claimed
         to have lived when the legions still strutted across Europe and the Barbarians hadn’t yet poured across the great northern rivers.
         A man who had been in Palestine when Christ our Lord was crucified. Agrippa claimed to have seen the Golden Horde led by Genghis
         Khan and been present at Constantinople when the gates were breached and the Turks poured in. A man doomed to live for ever!
         Agrippa had come to England to stop, as he once told me in hushed tones, the river of blood that Henry the Great Beast was
         about to unleash. Agrippa was very worried by Henry. He called him the Mouldwarp, the Dark Prince prophesied by Merlin who
         would turn England from the path of righteousness and unleash horrors for which the kingdom would pay for centuries. He was
         fascinated by me, was our good Doctor, always sidling up to me. I can still recall his strange odour when he was pleased,
         the most fragrant of perfumes, cloying and rich. When he was angry or sad, the smell changed to that of an empty skillet left
         over a roaring fire.
      

      
      Did he live for ever? Ten summers ago I commissioned my good ship The Witherspoon to go a-pirating on the Spanish Main. My captain put in at a port in Virginia, and was sitting in a bottle shop, when in
         strolled Agrippa. According to my man’s description he wasn’t a day older. He was accompanied by tribesmen with shaven heads
         and painted faces. Agrippa explained he had been out west across the great mountain range but he still remembered Old Shallot
         and asked the captain give me his most tender regards. Only a summer ago, when I was in the Mermaid tavern joking with Ben
         Jonson and lying fit to burst, I saw a man standing in the doorway looking across at me. He smiled, raised a hand and was
         gone. I recognised that face immediately. Doctor Agrippa had returned.
      

      
      Ah well, the passage of time! The crumbling of the flesh! These things were yet to come. On that golden autumn day, with the sweat like silver pearls on my young body, I just stared
         at Agrippa and groaned. Dearest Uncle, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, clad in his purple silk, was about to summon us in to the lair
         of the Great Beast.
      

      
      Agrippa must have read my thoughts. He came to the foot of the ladder and stared up at me.

      
      ‘No, no, Roger,’ he whispered in that gentle parson’s voice of his. ‘You are not for court, my lad. I come to say goodbye
         to Benjamin. I’ve brought tender messages from his sweet uncle as well as the King’s good wishes for both him and you.’
      

      
      ‘Bugger off!’ I snarled. ‘There’s mischief afoot, isn’t there?’

      
      Agrippa just shook his head. ‘Come down, Roger. I’ve also brought a bottle of red wine from Italy; Falernian to wash the mouth
         and clear the stomach. And my boys, my retinue, would love to shake the dice.’
      

      
      His boys! The nicest group of cutthroats you’d ever hope to meet. Villains born and bred. Old Agrippa knew I felt completely
         at home in their company.
      

      
      I came down that ladder as quickly as a rat along a pipe. Little Lucy would have to wait a while before I finished my lesson
         in numbers.
      

      
      Agrippa’s rascals were waiting for me in the yard and fell about my neck like long-lost brothers. I drew my dagger and told
         them to stay away from my purse. They all laughed, slapped me on the back and said what a fine fellow I was and wouldn’t I
         like to play dice? I told them to keep their hands to themselves and that I knew how many chickens we had in the yard. I then
         joined my master and Agrippa in the solar.
      

      
      At first we listened to his chatter about the court and who was in favour and who was not. Later, as we feasted on beef roasted
         in mustard, our silver plates piled high with vegetables served in a mushroom sauce, Agrippa ordered the servants to be dismissed
         and the door closed. For a while he just sat and discussed Benjamin’s forthcoming visit to Venice.
      

      
      ‘You won’t be there long,’ he declared. ‘Deliver some letters, give His Majesty’s felicitations to the Doge and the Council
         and then . . . back to England.’
      

      
      ‘Then why should I go at all?’ Benjamin asked.

      
      Agrippa pulled a face. He doffed his hat and hung it on the back of his chair but he still kept his gloves on. He glanced
         up; his eyes had changed to that fathomless black.
      

      
      ‘You have to go, Master Daunbey. You are the Cardinal’s good nephew. The Doge would see it as a great honour.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Benjamin replied caustically. ‘I suppose the King needs Venetian galleys to watch the coast of France?’

      
      ‘Aye, and to seal the straits of Hercules,’ Agrippa replied.

      
      He fell silent, staring down at the white tablecloth, humming softly, rocking himself gently backwards and forwards. Darkness
         had fallen. The candlelight and the flame of the torches suddenly flared as a cold breeze swept through the room. The silence
         turned eerie. There was no sound except Agrippa’s humming. A shiver ran up my spine. I felt we weren’t alone: as if Agrippa
         was calling upon some dark force, beings who live on the edge of our existence. I glanced into the corner expecting to see
         some sombre shape lurking there. Benjamin too was caught by the spell so he grasped the good doctor’s gloved hand.
      

      
      ‘Master Agrippa!’

      
      Our visitor kept his eyes closed.

      
      ‘Master Agrippa!’ Benjamin shook his hand.

      
      Agrippa opened his eyes. In the candlelight his face had changed: it was younger, the skin smoother, taking on a more olive Italianate look. I had seen such a face upon a Roman fresco that my master had unearthed in a villa outside Norwich.

      
      ‘I am sorry.’ Agrippa shook himself free of his reverie. ‘But it’s beginning . . .’

      
      ‘For God’s sake!’ Benjamin snapped. ‘What is beginning?’

      
      ‘The Mouldwarp, the Prince of Darkness, the Devil’s Dance. The King is determined . . .’

      
      ‘To do what?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Win back English lands in France. Outdo the feats of Henry V. Create an English empire in Europe.’ He paused. ‘And something
         else, secret, that even the Lord Cardinal doesn’t know.’
      

      
      I suppose we should have questioned him on that but Agrippa talked on hurriedly about Fat Henry’s military ambitions. When
         he finished Benjamin groaned, and even I could see the folly of it all. The Great Beast hated Francis I: our King also saw
         himself as a second Alexander, a warrior more puissant than Edward III, The Black Prince or Henry V. Only Calais remained
         in English hands but Fat Henry wanted to change that: annexe Gascony, Normandy, Maine and Anjou. A war which would turn Europe
         into a living hell. Agrippa glanced at Benjamin.
      

      
      ‘That’s why you are off to Venice Master Benjamin. The King will need galleys to transport his troops.’ He grinned at me.
         ‘The King doesn’t want you to go, Master Shallot. He’s frightened that you’ll start a war with Venice.’
      

      
      ‘Tell him—’ I started hotly but bit my tongue.

      
      Agrippa filled his wine glass, which in the flickering light looked like a goblet full of blood. For all I know it probably
         was!
      

      
      ‘There’s more as well,’ Agrippa continued. ‘The King wants a great alliance with Emperor Charles V of Germany. In return the
         Emperor has asked for the return of the Orb of Charlemagne.’
      

      
      
      ‘The what?’ I asked.

      
      ‘The Orb of Charlemagne,’ Agrippa explained. ‘It’s hidden away, kept in a locked coffer in a secret chamber in the Tower.
         It’s a gold ball studded with gems and surmounted by a silver cross and a large amethyst. Now, according to legend, this Orb
         was sent by Charlemagne to Alfred the Great, not as a gift, but as a symbol of friendship.’
      

      
      ‘And the English never returned it?’

      
      ‘Precisely. Now Charles V claims it back. Henry has conceded that the Orb is in England and, in return for Hapsburg gold and
         troops, the Orb will be returned.’
      

      
      (I could just imagine that. Long-jawed Charles Hapsburg constantly worried about his soul. He was the ruler of Spain, the
         Netherlands and most of Germany, and had no difficulty in thinking he was God’s Vice-Regent on earth, the reincarnation of
         the great Emperor Charlemagne. At times, old Charley-boy with his big jaw was like an old woman. Once he wanted something,
         it was nag, nag, nag until he got it. Catherine of Aragon was his aunt and Charles knew how to apply pressure on Henry. The
         English treasury was bankrupt. Henry loved his feasts and banquets but they all cost money.)
      

      
      ‘The Orb,’ Agrippa continued, ‘is precious not only to the House of Hapsburg but also to France and the Papacy. Inside this
         orb are said to be miraculous relics of great power: some of the Virgin Mary’s hair and a phial of Mary Magdalene’s blood.’
         He glanced at Benjamin. ‘You’ve heard the story?’
      

      
      ‘Some of it,’ Benjamin replied.

      
      ‘Well, according to legend,’ Agrippa continued, addressing me, ‘Mary Magdalene, after the Resurrection of Christ, allegedly
         fled Palestine and took ship to Marseilles. She was accompanied by Lazarus and others who had known Christ during his lifetime.
         Well, to cut a long story short, the legend says that Mary Magdalene married and from her line sprang the Merovingians, the
         sacred, long-haired kings of France who fashioned the Orb.’ Agrippa sipped from his goblet. ‘So we now have a pretty little
         potage. The Emperor’s men are in London led by their ambassador the Count of Egremont. He is assisted by those they call the
         Men of the Night, the Noctales.’
      

      
      ‘And the French?’ I asked.

      
      ‘They’re here too, not to mention the Pope’s envoys, all vying to buy the Orb.’

      
      ‘And the King?’

      
      ‘Oh, he’s loving every minute of it, like a young maid being courted. First he favours one side, and then another, simpering
         and pouting.’
      

      
      (I could just imagine it. Henry liked to see himself as the warrior, the huntsman, the great lover. Well, if the truth be
         known, as a warrior he could just about swing a sword. And as a lover? Alas, let’s put it this way, he wasn’t well endowed.
         Rather small like a little pig. You don’t believe me? Well, I’m a man who has slept with Anne Boleyn and what she told me,
         between giggles, is not worth repeating, particularly if there are ladies about. My little clerk shakes his head in disbelief.
         I rap him across the wrist with my ash cane. Go down to the muniment room in the Tower, says I, and search out the last letter
         poor Anne sent to Henry whilst she lay in the Tower. She makes no bones about it then. What I really want to say is that I
         sometimes suspect Henry would have loved to have been a woman. He certainly liked to be pursued. He liked to simper and be
         coy and – no, don’t think it’s the time to tell you about the occasion I found him dressed in one of Anne of Cleve’s gowns!)
      

      
      ‘But Henry will give it to the Germans?’ Benjamin asked.

      
      
      ‘Yes, yes, I think he will. He’s just baiting France and the Papacy.’

      
      ‘But it doesn’t concern us, does it?’ I asked.

      
      ‘No, I don’t think it will,’ Agrippa replied slowly. ‘The Orb will be removed from the Tower – it needs re-burnishing – and
         then passed over to Egremont to verify that it’s no forgery.’
      

      
      (A wise man, Egremont, I wouldn’t have trusted Henry as far as I could spit.)

      
      ‘But it doesn’t concern us?’ I repeated, fearful lest the Great Beast invited us into his lair.

      
      ‘I’ve told you I don’t think it will,’ Agrippa replied. He drummed gloved fingers on the table. ‘Yet the King is a fool, he
         is playing with fire. The orb is no bigger than a tennis ball. It could be replicated, it could be stolen. Every footpad and
         counterfeit-man in London will hear of it. They’ll smack their lips, narrow their eyes and speculate on what a fortune they
         could make.’ Agrippa tapped his knife against the wine glass, the sound tinkling through the room like a fairy bell. ‘There’ll
         be trouble,’ he declared. ‘The Orb of Charlemagne is unlucky. Harold insisted on carrying it, and he was killed at Hastings.
         Rufus treated it like a bauble and he was mysteriously shot by an arrow in the New Forest. Edward II gave it to his catamite
         Piers Gaveston as a present and both were murdered.’ He scratched his chin, a faraway look in his eyes. ‘And I remember Richard
         II, that golden-haired boy. You have seen the Wilton diptych showing Richard between two white harts? In his hand he carries
         the Orb of Charlemagne. He was deposed and murdered.’
      

      
      ‘In which case,’ I retorted, ‘Henry must be glad to see the back of it!’

      
      ‘Ah, no.’ Agrippa sipped from the goblet. ‘If the Orb falls into the wrong hands, which so the legend goes are those who do
         not have a pure heart –’ he winked at me – ‘and if it is not treated with respect, then its power is unleashed. But for those
         who treat it with awe and reverence, it brings its own rewards. Anyway—’ He scraped back his chair. Time for sleep. Tomorrow,
         Benjamin, we’re for Harwich: the King’s ship will take us down to London.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t say you are tired, Doctor Agrippa,’ I teased.

      
      ‘No, Roger.’ He got up, shifting back the chair. ‘I just want to sleep, perchance to dream.’

      
      (Yes, that’s where Will Shakespeare’s Hamlet got it from!)

      
      ‘Of what?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Of golden sands by blue seas. Of galleys laden with exotic perfumes. Well away from this cold Island and its vengeful King.’

      
      In retrospect Agrippa was a prophet. Sometimes I wished I’d sailed to Italy and stayed there but, ah, the foolishness of youth!
         The next morning we woke well before dawn. Benjamin’s bags were loaded on to sumpter ponies. He drew up letters, left me money
         and gave me hurried snippets of advice. And then we left in a cloud of dust, Agrippa’s retainers fanning out before us, making
         fair speed to the port of Harwich. I won’t describe the scene to you and make your gentle eyes weep. I embraced Benjamin and
         told him not to tarry long. I clasped Agrippa’s hand, gave the most obscene gestures to the good doctor’s retainers, and headed
         like an arrow to the nearest tavern to drown my sorrows.
      

      
      Now I am not a hypocrite. I sat drinking and soon recovered my good spirits. Benjamin was an able, young man, well protected.
         He’d travel to Venice and then return, so whilst the cat’s away . . . Nevertheless, I hadn’t forgotten my master’s look when
         he forced me to take that oath. No London! No Miranda!
      

      
      A group of sailors came in, lusty men everyone a charlatan or swaggerer, so I spent the rest of the day carousing and quaffing with the best of them. I remember a young tavern wench, golden
         and ripe as an apple, and us bouncing like fleas on her bed at the back of the tavern. Golden times! We giggled and we kissed
         all night long. The next morning I rose, bent on mischief and of course I found it. Yet, on reflection, life is strange and
         full of the most deadly coincidences. If I hadn’t stayed at that particular tavern, and if I hadn’t left it at that hour . . . but, isn’t that the mystery of life? Out of the frying pan and into the fire!
      

      
      I’d collected my horse and was halfway across the market square when I glimpsed the relic-seller, dressed in a colourful motley
         of rags, laying out his wares on the steps of the market cross. He was tall, and singular looking; his skin burnt brown by
         the sun, with clear blue eyes and lank, black, greasy hair. Now, one thing about being a rogue (and it’s old Shallot’s rule)
         is that you can recognise a good man when you meet one, whilst you can sniff a kindred spirit half a mile away. He introduced
         himself as Nathaniel Ludgate, and his villainy was as thick as clotted cream. I told him to hold my horse’s reins, then walked
         backwards into the tavern to get us each a pot of ale. I kept my eye on the rogue, a grand idea forming in my mind. He stood
         grinning at me and, when I returned with the ale, toasted me, his eyes dancing with mischief.
      

      
      ‘You are interested in relics?’

      
      ‘Oh yes,’ I replied airily. ‘I’ve even seen the Orb of Charlemagne.’

      
      Well, you should have seen the fellow’s face. Eyes popping, jaw slack.

      
      ‘The Orb of Charlemagne!’ he whispered. ‘Men would kill for that. Indeed they have.’ He scratched his black, pointed heard.
         ‘But, there again, it can bring ill fortune.’
      

      
      
      ‘Are they your work?’ I taunted, pointing to the relics he had laid out.

      
      ‘No, no, sir.’ His voice rose to a chant as he recognised a prospective customer. ‘Genuine relics, sir, every one!’ He described
         each one.
      

      
      And what a bag of tipple!

      
      Ringlets from Samson’s head, before Delilah shaved it. A thorn from the crown which the Romans put on our Saviour’s head.
         One of Mary Magdalene’s perfume clasps. A feather from the wing of the Angel Gabriel. A wooden hammer once owned by St Joseph.
         A piece of iron, supposedly from the griddle on which St Lawrence had been burnt. Two pieces of the true cross. A napkin used
         by Our Lady. Pontius Pilate’s wife’s earring. A portion of Herod the Great’s foreskin. Five pieces of the good thief’s loincloth.
         A battered cup once owned by St Ursula. Strands of hair from each of the ten thousand virgins executed by the Romans in Germany.
      

      
      ‘All collected by me,’ Ludgate declared. ‘I have travelled, sir, beyond the Golden Horn. I have seen the devil’s wings over
         Arabia and faced many dangers collecting these. A priceless fortune blessed by the Holy Father!’ He clapped me on the shoulder,
         all manly and honest, and looked me straight in the eye. ‘Take these to London,’ he urged. ‘Go to the tavern, the Flickering
         Lamp near Whitefriars. Boscombe, the taverner, will let you sell them in the surrounding alleys and streets. A good site,
         where the faithful stream by to the London churches.’
      

      
      (Now you young people, children of the reformed faith, don’t realise that in the days of relic-selling, a trader had to have
         a domicile before he could sell relics: taverners, in return for a fee, often provided this.)
      

      
      I gestured at the collection. ‘How much is it all worth?’

      
      
      ‘Fifteen pounds sterling, good silver.’

      
      ‘Twelve.’ I replied.

      
      ‘Thirteen,’ he countered.

      
      We spat and clasped hands and I returned home, one of the great relic-sellers of Europe.
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