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Iwas in trouble. I’d been summoned to the tiltyard by His Majesty, King Henry, and I had no idea why.

I charged through the Greenwich Palace gardens, scattering courtiers as I went, and skidded to a halt at the tiltyard gates.

‘Move aside, you clay-brain!’ someone shouted at me. ‘This pageant has to be ready for St George’s Day, not Christmas!’

A band of sweating men came staggering along under a huge model castle. I flattened myself against the gate as they passed.

I wondered what I’d done to anger the King. It wasn’t difficult to upset our monarch. His Majesty’s temper could erupt at the slightest of things. The page who’d brought the message had seemed terrified. Oswyn Drage had given me a very smug look across our scribes’ table when the summons had come. He was always hoping that I’d lose my position at Court. Had he been up to some nasty trick to ensure just that? It wouldn’t be the first time. Or was it to do with my other job, the one that few people knew about, my job as a spy for the King’s most important minister, Thomas Cromwell?

The jousting yard was heaving. Workmen, horses, guards and grooms were getting in each other’s way and musicians in the corner were blasting out a deafening tune. But where was King Henry? He was so tall and so broad he was hard to miss yet I couldn’t see him anywhere. The messenger had told me he was here, rehearsing for his part as St George, the heroic dragon slayer. That probably meant interfering and changing everything and storming about in a bad temper – which didn’t bode well for me!

There was a roar from behind a couple of wooden trees and I heard a deep voice booming across the tiltyard.

‘I ordered a forest. You will see to it before sundown!’

Frightened workmen scarpered out from behind the two trees and made for the gate. I wanted to scarper off with them. But it was too late. King Henry himself came striding into view, his eyes flashing with anger. Then they lighted upon me.

‘Jack Briars!’ he yelled over the sounds of shouting and hammering. ‘About time. Come here immediately.’

My stomach churned as I dodged carpenters, painters and armourers to kneel at King Henry’s feet. I kept my head bowed low, staring at the royal buckles.

‘Where is Robert Aycliffe?’ I heard him demand.

‘Here, my Liege.’ Two booted feet had joined His Majesty’s.

Robert Aycliffe! If I’d been worried before, I was terrified now. I knew very little about Cromwell’s other spies – it was safer for all that way – but I knew Aycliffe was a fellow agent. The summons had to be about my secret job. But what had I done wrong?

‘Take a good look at this boy, Robert,’ said the King. ‘He’s about the right height, don’t you agree?’

‘He is indeed, Sire,’ replied Aycliffe.

I dreaded to think what I was the right height for!

‘Stand up, lad,’ King Henry commanded.

I obeyed, trying not to tremble too much. Then I saw that His Majesty was smiling! But so would a wolf sizing up a tasty lamb.

He clapped a gloved hand on my shoulder which nearly sent me sprawling. ‘You’ll be perfect as the young St George.’

I gawped at him, bewildered.

Aycliffe came to my rescue. ‘His Majesty wants you to take part in the pageant,’ he explained.

The King nodded enthusiastically. ‘The pageant will start with a rousing joust. Then we will tell the story of the life of our patron saint and how he slew the mighty dragon and rescued the fair maid. You’ll be wearing my boyhood armour and portraying St George as a boy.’

I must have looked like the village idiot as I stood there trying to take in King Henry’s words. I wasn’t in trouble. Instead I was being given a great honour!

‘Thank you, my Liege,’ I managed to croak at last.

‘No, you fools!’ the King suddenly bellowed over my head. ‘I said the castle had to be on the other side. How did I come to have such dolts for workmen?’ He grasped me by the shoulders and looked squarely into my face. ‘I know you of all people won’t let me down, Jack.’

‘No, Sire,’ I gulped. ‘I am ever your faithful servant.’

‘Be sure that you are,’ he said. He beamed at me. ‘Now stay, lad. I am about to call forth the beast that I shall fight.’ He gave a command. ‘Michael Dressler. Bring out the dragon!’

I’d nearly seen a dragon when I was little. Brother Matthew, my godfather, had planned to take me to a mystery play in Acton Village in which a fearsome monster was promised. I remembered how my excitement had grown and how disappointed I’d been when Abbot Busbrig had said we couldn’t go. He said that orphan foundlings like me couldn’t expect to enjoy themselves and that I was lucky to have a roof over my head at the abbey. I hadn’t felt lucky. Apart from the kindness of my wise godfather, my chief memory of my twelve years at St Godric’s was of the abbot’s cruelty.

Still reeling from the news of my good luck, I looked towards the gates at the far end of the tiltyard. They were slowly opening. I expected a magnificent, scaly, fire-breathing beast to emerge. Instead, a metal frame on wheels came wobbling towards us. I hoped His Majesty would think that my smile was pure admiration and not because I was trying to stop myself laughing.

A tall, muscular man was pushing the dragon from inside. He brought it to a halt in front of the King.

King Henry strode round the structure, inspecting all its joints. ‘My armoury is doing a fine job in creating the monster. You can just imagine how it will be, Jack, when the trumpets sound and the dragon, covered in shining scales, appears from a swirling cloud of smoke!’

‘Indeed, Sire,’ I murmured. ‘Truly terrifying.’

‘Demonstrate the fire,’ King Henry called to Michael Dressler. The man turned a large handle. The metal jaws of the dragon frame slowly opened. He thrust out a long piece of wood, flapped it about and pulled it back in again.

‘When the mouth is arrayed with vicious teeth and the wood covered in bright flames it will strike fear into the sternest heart. What do you think, Jack?’ The King looked like a young boy eager for praise.

‘All those watching will tremble when they see their monarch fighting such a beast,’ I said dutifully.

The man operating the dragon stepped out from the frame and knelt in front of His Majesty.

‘Good work, Michael,’ said the King.

‘I am at your service, Your Majesty,’ said the man. He spoke English but with a German accent.

I didn’t know him but I guessed from his size and nationality that he was an armourer. The King only employed Germans in his beloved Royal Armoury. He maintained that they were the most skilled in Europe.

‘The dragon is being built to my design,’ King Henry explained to me. ‘Tell the lad about it, Michael.’

Michael Dressler rose to his feet. He seemed very eager to list the merits of the dragon. ‘As you can see, it is as high as two men and very wide so we made the frame from steel. Therefore it is strong but light enough for one man to push. We will add green cloth covered in gleaming metal scales and the dragon will be complete.’

‘Excellent,’ said King Henry. ‘And it will of course be ready in time. Two days should be plenty.’

Michael bowed and began to push the dragon away.

I hadn’t imagined the flicker of worry in the man’s eyes although he’d managed to hide it from the King. I wondered what was going on. The beast looked nowhere near ready. Was there a problem in His Majesty’s armoury?
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‘Well what are you standing around for, Jack?’ demanded the King, a smile playing on his lips. ‘Take yourself with haste to the armoury and try the suit on!’

I obeyed! But first I made a quick dash up the gatehouse stairs to the office. Mister Scrope would be wanting to know why I was away so long. Our Chief Scribe was ever quick to complain. Besides, I had to prove to Mark Helston that I wasn’t in trouble. Mark was a good loyal friend who’d looked horror-stricken when I’d been summoned to the King. I knew he’d have been fretting over his copying all this time. And I admit it – I wanted to turn Oswyn’s weaselly face green with envy.

Mark was delighted and terrified when he heard my news.

‘Make sure you learn your part thoroughly,’ he warned. ‘It would be awful if you got it wrong.’

I assured him that I’d try to avoid tripping up the King or being swallowed by the dragon. Unfortunately that just gave Mark more to worry about. He obviously hadn’t thought of those particular catastrophes.

Oswyn kept his head down over his copying. I could see his ears were burning. He was so jealous he was ready to burst. It must have riled him that this lowly abbey foundling had been chosen for such an important role.

Mister Scrope wasn’t impressed either. ‘Just hurry back when you’ve had your fitting,’ he grunted. ‘There’s plenty to be done here.’ Perhaps he feared he might have to do some work himself for once, instead of dozing by the fire.

I bounded down the stairs, taking them three at a time, all the while imagining myself in gleaming armour, wielding my sword and bowing to the delighted cheers of the crowd. As I passed Master Cromwell’s office on the floor below, the door silently opened.

‘A word please, Jack.’

I followed my master into his room, eager to share my good news. As always his office was gloomy, despite the bright April sunshine outside. Just one candle was lit. It stood on his table and its glow gave the chamber an even more mysterious air. My master sat down in his carved wooden chair.

‘I have heard you are to play the part of young St George, Jack,’ he said. ‘This is most fortunate.’

I should have guessed that he’d already know! There was little that escaped His Majesty’s spymaster.

‘Indeed, sir,’ I replied eagerly. ‘I feel very fortunate. I am on my way to try on the armour now. I pray I am worthy of the great honour the King has bestowed …’

‘Spare me the flowery language.’ Cromwell interrupted my dramatic speech. ‘You clearly have little idea of the gravity of your situation.’

‘Sir?’ I gasped, wondering whether I was going to be fed to the dragon.

‘This pageant has tested the King’s patience to its limit,’ said my master. ‘It is his creation and he means to impress the whole of Europe with the spectacle of our patron saint. You must play your part impeccably. You will not let His Majesty down.’

‘I’d never do that,’ I declared.

‘And now to business,’ Cromwell went on. ‘I also have an important job for you.’

My heart leapt at his words. I knew he didn’t mean scribing.

‘I am at your service, sir,’ I said.

‘We believe His Majesty may be in danger,’ he told me. ‘Several things have happened that could be thought accidents – a saddle girth cut almost through when the King was to ride to Eltham Palace, a loose slate slipping from a roof, even a plate of poisoned figs. His food taster was very ill as a result.’

‘His Majesty has had some lucky escapes!’ I exclaimed. Luckier than his food taster, I thought to myself.

‘Indeed,’ said Cromwell. ‘Naturally I have had agents investigate since the incidents and although they have prevented any harm coming to His Majesty, they could not discover the perpetrator.’

I wondered for one brief moment whether Cromwell was going to ask me to take over where his other agents had failed!

‘Strangely, since the pageant was announced, the attempts have stopped. What do you make of that, Jack?’ My master was challenging me to think – not so easy when my head was full of the excitement of my role as St George.

I tried to banish the images of my triumphant entrance in shining armour. ‘Well, sir,’ I gabbled, ‘several possibilities come to mind. It could be coincidence, or the perpetrator could be ill, or dead, or has simply changed his mind.’ I must have sounded flippant for my master raised an eyebrow. I reined myself in. ‘Or, if he is determined to harm His Majesty, the announcement of the pageant could have made him decide to bide his time. He may have something very public and spectacular planned for that day.’

My master nodded. ‘We must assume the worst. Therefore I have doubled the surveillance throughout the palace. I have everywhere covered.’

I didn’t doubt this. Cromwell’s army of agents was vast and invisible.

‘But it has proved difficult to keep a close eye on the armoury,’ he went on. ‘I don’t have any German armourer agents. This is where you can be useful, Jack. As the young St George, favoured by the King, you can move in and out of those workshops freely on matters relating to your armour. Your presence there will not be questioned.’

The memory of Michael’s worried expression flashed into my brain.

‘It may be nothing, sir,’ I said. ‘But I had the impression that the armoury is struggling with its work for the pageant. The dragon is still just a bare frame.’

‘That is interesting.’ Cromwell leaned back and pressed his fingers together. ‘It should have been finished by now. Of course it hasn’t helped that the King has changed his mind many times about the form it should take. However, that is His Majesty’s prerogative and he is never wrong. We always work round his wishes.’ He spoke calmly enough, but I imagined that the King’s whims must be taxing his patience more than usual.

‘Do you have any idea who could be behind the accidents?’ I asked.

‘The King always has enemies,’ said Cromwell. He gave a heavy sigh. ‘I am painfully aware that we do not have any information about the origin of this possible threat, nor any hint of a motive. It could come from a foreign power or from some madman working alone. We simply do not know. Find out what you can. It goes without saying that you will report anything you discover straight away. King Henry’s safety must not be at risk.’

‘I will play the young scribe eager to try on his armour and explore the armoury,’ I said.

‘I have the feeling that won’t take much acting,’ said Cromwell wryly.
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When I stepped into the huge armoury workshop the heat hit me like a solid wall and the noise of hammer on metal battered my ears. Half-finished helmets, gauntlets and breastplates covered the workbenches. I almost forgot that I was under orders from Cromwell in the anticipation of seeing my armour.

A team of dark-haired men in leather aprons were striding back and forth round a central fire, heating, beating and shaping pieces of steel, and shouting to one another in German, sweat pouring from under their caps. I didn’t know whether they always wore such grim expressions but most looked ready to snap. I gave an anxious glance about for the Master Armourer. I’d seen David Hartmann around the palace. He was a lion of a man with fierce eyebrows and an even fiercer beard, who often seemed in a temper. Old Brother Jerome back at the abbey had a saying for most things. He would have said that Hartmann was as fiery as his furnace! To my relief, the Master Armourer wasn’t there.

I spotted Michael Dressler. He was standing at a workbench with two other men, shorter than him but looking just as strong. They were wielding shears and cutting sheets of thin metal into large leaf-like shapes. I guessed these would be dragon scales. I went over and tapped Michael on the arm.

He looked at me blankly for a moment. Then my face seemed to fit.

‘You are to be young St George,’ he shouted over the tumult.

‘That’s right,’ I exclaimed, playing the eager young scribe. ‘I’ve come to try on the armour. I can’t wait to see it.’

His companions glanced my way. I wondered if they were expertly sizing me up, just like the King had. The younger man winked at me. His friendly blue eyes twinkled as if he was remembering what it was like to be a boy.

Michael gave a weary laugh. ‘You’ll have to find the armour yourself,’ he said. ‘We’re too busy to look. There is so much to be done what with the dragon and so many in the pageant needing armour – and this morning we’re a man down.’

‘It’s probably in one of the storerooms,’ said the younger man helpfully.

‘It’s unfortunate that you’re a man down,’ I said, hoping no one would question why I hadn’t gone straight off in search of my armour. A missing worker could explain why there was such tension at the armoury. I couldn’t ignore this opportunity to glean information. ‘Is he ill?’

‘I wish we knew,’ said Michael. He cut forcefully into his metal sheet, then swore as his blades went too far. He threw the sheet to the floor, kicked it into a pile of scraps and took another.

A worker with a lined face looked up from riveting an elbow joint. ‘Samuel Bohn has gone missing, lad,’ he told me, his accent heavier than the others. ‘I am worried for him. Not one of us has seen him since we settled down to sleep here last night.’ He turned to his companion who was holding the joint in place for him. ‘Did he get up after that, Vincent?’

‘I don’t think he came to bed,’ said Vincent, the man who’d winked when I arrived. ‘I’m nearest the door. I’d have woken if he’d stepped over me.’

Michael slapped down a finished dragon scale. ‘You’re making too much of it, Albert. Samuel’s just shirking when we’ve so much to do. That’s typical of him!’

‘You would see his bad side,’ said Albert. He frowned and his lines grew deeper. ‘And all because he bested you in that fight last month.’ He tutted. ‘The two biggest men in the armoury at each other’s throats.’

‘You’d see his bad side if he’d taken payment for a helmet you’d repaired!’ retorted Michael.

‘Quiet,’ hissed Vincent. His eyes flashed a warning. ‘There’s enough trouble here without adding to it.’

‘Anyway,’ Albert muttered grumpily, ‘I think it is not in Samuel’s character to shirk.’

‘Master Hartmann was angry with him yesterday,’ said Michael. ‘Samuel was shaking in his boots. Perhaps he ran away.’

‘Nicht Samuel,’ protested Albert. ‘He is no coward. Our master can be fearsome when roused.’


‘I agree,’ said Vincent. A look of horror came over his face. ‘You don’t think the ghost had something to do with him disappearing?’

His two companions flashed worried glances at him.

‘What ghost?’ I asked. I knew the palace was meant to be stuffed with phantoms – the most famous being Duke Humphrey. The gruesome details of his death depended on who was telling the tale – he’d been seen everywhere from the privies to the Presence Chamber.

‘Don’t speak of it,’ whispered Michael.

‘The lad will be in and out of the armoury,’ protested Vincent. ‘We have to warn him. And we’d be ready for the pageant by now if we weren’t too scared to work at night.’

A missing man and a spectre that seemed to be spreading fear among the workers. I couldn’t see how this might endanger the King but I made a mental note. My work for Cromwell had taught me not to ignore anything.

‘Do tell me more,’ I urged them. ‘But only so I can take care to avoid it.’ I wasn’t sure how I would do that, as ghosts are apt to pop up unexpectedly, but luckily Albert took this as permission to go on.

‘We did not know that these workshops were haunted until recently,’ said Albert in an awed voice. ‘Then we started to see strange lights and to hear things – after dark fell.’

‘Turns out the workshops were built on the site of an ancient armoury,’ said Michael. ‘An armoury that was here long before the palace.’

‘They say it was haunted by the ghost of a murderous armourer,’ added Vincent. ‘Something has stirred it and it walks again. To see it means certain death.’

‘I heard that in the old King’s day, a fire on this very spot took two lives,’ said Michael. ‘It must have appeared to them.’

‘And in one week alone a worker drowned in the Thames and another fell to his death off the roof when he was fixing loose bricks in the chimney,’ added another armourer, who’d brought Albert a fresh basket of rivets. The man rubbed his red cheeks. His hands were scarred. I noticed that all the armourers bore burn marks from their trade. ‘It can only have been the ghost that caused that.’

‘I remember hearing the story too, Wilhelm,’ said Vincent. ‘It would have been a terrible time, losing workers to a vengeful spirit.’

‘I pray God we none of us set eyes on it,’ muttered Wilhelm, crossing himself.

‘And don’t forget the tale of the thief,’ said Michael. ‘The story goes that a worker at the armoury was found to be stealing and was sentenced to have his hand cut off. He died of his punishment. There’s only one explanation for that, if you ask me. The ghost must have been seen by him too.’

I thought it was most probable that a man could die from losing a hand without the help of a phantom, but I kept my mouth shut.

‘The Master Armourer was the only one of us here then,’ said Albert. ‘We should ask him what happened.’

‘That’s not a good idea,’ warned Vincent. ‘He gets angry at the slightest mention of ghosts.’

‘I wonder what’s woken it,’ I said. ‘It’s an intriguing mystery. Perhaps the older servants remember it.’

‘Don’t speak of it outside of the armoury,’ said Vincent. A worried look flashed across his face. ‘Master Hartmann does not wish the tale to go beyond these walls.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘If the King gets to hear that we are disrupted by this terrible story, he’ll think his pageant is in jeopardy.’

He turned away. The other armourers bent their heads over their work. This ghost was certainly disturbing the preparations for the pageant. It might have nothing to do with my mission, but it would help everyone if it could be laid to rest.

‘I mustn’t forget my orders from the King!’ I said brightly. ‘Does anyone know where his boyhood armour is kept?’

‘It was in here only yesterday,’ said Albert, hammering another rivet. ‘Samuel was polishing it.’ He looked me up and down. ‘It will be a good fit, I think.’

Vincent gestured towards a passageway leading from the workshop. ‘Try one of the storerooms,’ he suggested, putting a candle into my hand and giving me an encouraging pat on the back. ‘But don’t go to the far end.’

‘Why not?’ I asked.

‘That’s where the ghost walks,’ Michael whispered.

‘And it is where the lights come from,’ added Albert. ‘And the sounds also.’

Vincent nodded. ‘Unearthly sounds.’

In spite of my eagerness to see my armour, their fear made me shiver. I set off, glad of the candle’s light in the long, gloomy passageway. The other end was in deep shadow.

The first room held sheets of unworked metal. It felt very cold after the heat of the workshop. For a second I wondered if the ghost was making its awful presence felt. Then I noted that there was no fire here, and that a breeze was blowing through a cracked window. I hunted in vain for my armour. I remembered to cast an eye over the room for anything that might arouse my suspicions. Brother Matthew had channelled my natural nosiness into a keen sense of observation, and I examined every nook and cranny. I found nothing. I broke off from my examination of the second storeroom to gaze at the swords and shields and magnificent suits of men’s armour that stood like soldiers on their stands. But as none of them was small enough to be the one I was searching for I left – reluctantly.

The next door was firmly padlocked. I peered along the passage. The end was in darkness. I felt a shiver. There was the room where the ghost was said to walk. I hoped my search wouldn’t take me that far.

I opened the fourth door to find a flight of steps leading to a sort of cellar.

I stopped halfway down. Pale wax legs stood in eerie rows on a workbench along the edge of the room. Mark had told me that some courtiers would send exact models of their legs to the armoury to save themselves the trouble of coming to be fitted.

I turned to leave and my candlelight caught a leg that had fallen to the ground. I decided to be helpful and return it to its place on the bench.

The next instant I was reeling back in horror. The leg was not a model. It belonged to a man – a man wearing a shirt and breeches and lying motionless on his front, head to one side. I put my candle on the floor and felt for a pulse of blood. But there was no beat in the stone cold flesh.
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Iscrambled up the stairs, yelling for someone to come. Footsteps thundered towards me. Albert and Vincent appeared, looking frightened.

‘Did you see the ghost?’ quavered Albert, casting his eyes around as if he might glimpse it at any moment.

I shook my head. ‘I’ve found a body.’

Vincent went slowly down the steps. ‘Samuel!’ he said, hoarse with shock. ‘Dead.’

Albert shouted to the workshop for help.

There were more footsteps as the other armourers came running. They took in the scene below and hurried to join us but Michael hung back, his huge frame filling the doorway.

Albert rounded on him. ‘The poor soul has been lying here all the time while you were speaking ill of him.’

‘Ruhig sein, Albert!’ muttered Michael.

‘Do not tell me to be quiet,’ snapped Albert. ‘You cannot pretend that you are sorry.’

Michael gulped and wiped a hand over his forehead.

‘Poor Samuel,’ said Vincent. ‘I wonder how it happened.’

‘Perhaps he was visiting the jakes before going to his bed—’ said Albert.

‘And he saw the ghost,’ put in Wilhelm. ‘And when he tried to flee, he fell and broke his neck.’

Wilhelm bent to close Samuel’s eyelids, but the body was stiff with rigor mortis. I noted this. Samuel must have died hours ago.

‘Do not talk of phantoms,’ declared Albert hurriedly. ‘Samuel simply missed his step.’

‘It’s possible.’ Vincent didn’t sound as if he believed this theory. ‘But what reason would he have to be here late at night? It’s nowhere near the jakes. No, I agree with Wilhelm. This is the work of the ghost.’

I stared down at the body while they argued about the armourer’s last moments. Something jarred in my head, like the lid of a chest that won’t shut properly. I had a sudden image of the old bell ringer back in Acton Village when I was a small boy. He’d taken too much ale, gone to ring the bell for evensong and tumbled down the church belfry to his death. Brother Matthew had been called from the abbey to help lay out the body and I’d gone with him. The poor bell ringer was covered in cuts and bruises. Samuel had none, although the stairs in the storeroom were every bit as hard as the ones in the belfry.

A bellow from the top of the stairs made us jump. The Master Armourer came storming down.

He looked from one worker to the next, his eyes blazing under his fearsome eyebrows.

‘Mein Gott!’ he shouted, his face purple with fury. ‘What are you all doing standing around there? You’re supposed to be working, or have you forgotten we’ve got a pageant to prepare for and my neck will be on the block if we’re not ready?’ He pushed through the huddle of workers. ‘Now Samuel’s run off and that fool of an artist is sure to demand some more ridiculous new engravings for the King’s armour and …’

The men turned, heads bowed, and parted silently. Master Hartmann’s eyes widened with horror as he saw the body. The next minute he was on his knees in front of it.

‘Samuel!’ he cried. ‘How could this have happened?’

‘He must have fallen,’ said Michael. Fear flickered in his eyes. ‘Fleeing from the ghost,’ he muttered under his breath.

The Master Armourer put his head in his hands. ‘A fine worker. I cannot believe it.’

He looked up, tears in his eyes, and seemed to see me for the first time. Again his mood changed abruptly. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded, with a piercing gaze. ‘And what are you doing here?’

I explained my orders from the King.

‘Very well,’ growled Hartmann. ‘You’d better go to the workshop and wait until we can deal with your request. Who knows when it will be,’ he added. ‘We have enough to do without that.’ Suddenly he leapt to his feet. ‘And as for the rest of you – on with your tasks. I’ll get someone to see to Samuel.’

I made sure I was last to leave. I let my livery cap fall to the ground next to the body and caught up with the armourers. As we got to the workshop I gave a loud curse. Vincent and Wilhelm turned to me.

I clapped the top of my head. ‘I’ve lost my cap. It must be in the storeroom. I know I had it before.’ Candle sputtering, I turned to retrace my steps. ‘I have to find it,’ I called over my shoulder. ‘I’ll be beaten if I lose it again!’

Alone in the storeroom, I was suddenly aware of the regimented rows of wax legs around me. Motionless, of course. But they made me uneasy. I shook myself, stuck my cap on my head and looked hard at the dead man. I didn’t have long. Any moment now, the Master Armourer was going to send someone to deal with Samuel’s body. I got on with my examination, checking the arms, face and legs. There didn’t seem to be a wound of any kind. However I couldn’t throw off the niggling feeling that something was wrong.

Carefully I lifted up Samuel’s shirt. I didn’t need to bring the candle closer to see the huge bluey-purple bruise that spread right across his back. I’d been wrong. Here was an injury that might have been caused by a fall.

I had another sudden memory of the bell ringer. I’d been helping Brother Matthew prepare the body for burial. There’d been a bruise like this on his back too. I remember being shocked, it was so large and dark. My godfather told me that it was a normal occurrence on a corpse. The bell ringer had not been found for many hours. If a body was left lying in one position for a while, then the blood would sink to the lowest point, he said. It would make a large, even bruise like the one I was looking at, but always after death.

That was all well and good but for one thing.

Samuel was lying on his front.

It wasn’t a fall that had killed him. He’d died some other way and been left on his back – long enough for the blood to pool. Then he’d been placed in this position to make it appear that he’d fallen down the steps.

I hoped the men in the armoury were too busy to have noticed my long absence. I had to stay and discover more while I had the chance. I checked for any other indication of how Samuel had met his end. Keeping a keen ear open for approaching footsteps, I put the candle down and heaved him over. It wasn’t easy. The armourer had been a tall, muscular man and now I was getting the full meaning of a dead weight. The rigidity of his body made moving him even harder.

His eyes stared as if in shock. I tried not to look at them, concentrating on his neck instead. There was no sign of a rope burn. He hadn’t been strangled.

I pulled up his shirt. There was a small mark in the centre of his belly. At first I thought it was an old scar and went to pull the shirt down again. But something made me look closer. I held the candle near. The mark was open and seemed deep. If this was how Samuel had died, then the wound had been made by a thin blade of some sort – a blade no wider than my little finger. And yet to have killed him, it must have been long enough to plunge deep into his body.

But the scene still wasn’t right. There was no blood – not on his skin nor on his shirt. And not a drop on the floor. And a dead man doesn’t move his own body and rearrange it in another room.

Someone had stabbed Samuel and cleaned every speck of blood away while he lay on his back. The killer had changed his victim’s shirt which no doubt had been bloodstained and perhaps even torn from the knife. Then, after some time, he’d moved him and placed him here to make it look like an accident. I checked the man’s hands and arms. They were unharmed so there hadn’t been a fight. In fact there was no sign that he’d defended himself at all. Had he been killed in his sleep perhaps? But Vincent had said that Samuel had not come to his bed last night.

One thing I was certain of – Samuel Bohn had not died from fright running from a ghost.

I heaved the body over to lie as I’d discovered it. I had no idea if this murder was related to the accidents close to the King but I had to report it to my master immediately.

A blast of trumpets reached my ears. I’d have recognised King Henry’s harbingers anywhere. His Majesty was on his way!

I could not be found lurking round a dead body.
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Ihurried back to the workshop and joined the armourers. We all fell to our knees as His Majesty swept in, flanked by his yeomen guard. Behind him came Robert Aycliffe and Thomas Cromwell. As usual when we met in public, my master gave no sign that I was anything more than a lowly scribe. I was desperate to report what I’d found but this was not the time.

The last to enter was a thin, arrogant man who curled his lip as his eyes fell on Hartmann. I noted that the Master Armourer had tried to tame his wild hair before the King’s arrival. He still looked fierce.

I knew well enough who the thin man was. King Henry had commissioned an artist to make a visual record of the pageant. Ever since Giles Thorpe had arrived at Greenwich Palace to paint the St George portrait, he’d been wafting about the place as if he owned it. Mark had noted his rich clothes and lengths of gold chains and worried that he would spoil them by getting paint on them. I tried to allay Mark’s fears by saying that although the man was a strutting peacock in public, he would surely change before he worked on the portrait. There certainly wasn’t a speck on the fine white cuffs and velvet doublet.

Thorpe immediately stepped up to the King, gave him an elaborate bow and began to talk about breastplate engravings.

‘We always shudder when that Mister Thorpe comes here,’ Vincent whispered to me. ‘He puts our master into an even worse temper. As well as doing the portrait, the King asked him to draw up designs for Master Hartmann to engrave on the new royal armour. The trouble is, Thorpe keeps proposing more patterns every day, or so it seems. He’s run our poor master ragged with his unreasonable demands. To tell you the truth, it makes his blood boil and he’s not been slow in telling Thorpe what he thinks.’

Now I understood the sneering glance the artist had given Hartmann. And I imagined the armourers had borne the brunt of Hartmann’s temper. It wasn’t as if he could take it out on the artist, a man chosen by King Henry himself.

‘By the stars, it’s Jack Briars!’ The King had spotted me. ‘This is most fortunate. Come here, lad. How did you like your costume for the pageant? I trust it was a good fit.’

With a sudden jolt I remembered why I’d come to the armoury in the first place! King Henry was beaming, fully expecting me to say that of course the suit fitted me perfectly, and to add fulsome praise about the wonders of its construction and how impressive it would be in the pageant.

Around me, every armourer held their breath. They must have been hoping I wouldn’t mention the dead body.

‘Forgive me, Sire,’ I said. ‘I was so lost in amazement at Your Majesty’s Royal Armoury that I have not yet tried the suit.’

Cromwell’s piercing eyes were on me. He often seemed to be able to read my thoughts and I wondered if he knew that I was hiding something.

There was relief on the faces of the workers as I made my excuse. Vincent squeezed my arm in thanks.

The King guffawed at my words. ‘I understand, Jack. You will not find such another marvel in the world!’ He waved his gloved hand at Master Hartmann. ‘Let me see my new armour,’ he commanded. ‘Where is it?’

‘As ever, it is safely under lock and key in my workshop, Sire,’ replied Master Hartmann.

We bowed as he led the party away down the passage, towards the room where Samuel lay. He stopped at the locked door before it.

Hartmann opened the padlock and stood back for the King to enter.

Cromwell, Mountford and Aycliffe followed His Majesty. Thorpe made sure he wasn’t left behind. Hartmann went after them.

‘Where is Jack Briars?’ we heard King Henry call. ‘Come, boy. I warrant the young St George is keen to see my suit.’

Keeping my eyes averted from the fearful room at the end, I shot along the passage and was through the door before His Majesty could change his mind. The chamber was small, and even hotter than the main workshop, thanks to the fire crackling away in the corner.

Something tall and bulky stood in the centre, covered in a silk cloth. Hartmann pulled the cloth away.

I couldn’t help gasping at the sight before us. The armour was magnificent. Each section of the suit was edged with bands of black and gold, and the steel shone in the light of the forge flames. Three lions, identical to those on the King’s coat of arms, flashed their claws on the helmet. A pattern of falcons entwined with lilies covered the elbows and arms. The falcon was the Boleyn Family symbol, added no doubt in honour of the King’s beloved – Lady Anne Boleyn.

I had never seen anything like the breastplate. Instead of being rounded, it came to a point just below the middle, sticking out as if it was a big fat belly! A Tudor rose emblem adorned the raised centre. The King ran his hand admiringly over it.

‘I am most content with the new shape you have devised for this breastplate, Master Armourer,’ he said.

‘Thank you, my Liege,’ said the Master Armourer proudly.

I stole a glance at the artist. If he’d been a dog, his hackles would have risen.

‘Look Thomas,’ declared the King, turning to Cromwell. ‘See the double layer of steel that I told you about. It gives extra protection. There is not another such in the whole of Europe. Let me try it on.’

‘Of course, my Liege,’ said Hartmann, bowing deeply.

The King took up a stance in the middle of the workshop, his arms wide, while Aycliffe and Mountford helped him take off his coat and doublet. Before the Master Armourer could move, Giles Thorpe had snatched up the padded lining that lay ready, and was simpering round the King as he helped him to put it on.

I saw an angry vein throbbing in Hartmann’s temple.

Soon the King was encased in the breastplate.

‘You have done a fine job, Master Hartmann,’ said Cromwell, as the Master Armourer made the final adjustments to the buckles on the shoulders and sides.

‘Aye, it fits to perfection,’ beamed the King. ‘But we must give it a test.’ He turned to Aycliffe. ‘What better than the moment in the pageant when the dragon strikes me with its fire?’

‘An excellent idea, Your Majesty,’ said Robert Aycliffe.

‘Fetch a sword,’ instructed the King. ‘That will serve as well as the wooden flames. For I doubt you have a fierce dragon to hand, Master Hartmann.’

He chuckled at his own joke and we all joined in dutifully.

‘Jack Briars will be the one to wield the sword. On the Tudor rose, boy. That’s where the dragon’s fire will strike.’

‘Yes, Sire,’ I gulped, feeling equal parts of pride and terror at being chosen.

Hartmann brought out a sword from a chest and wrapped the blade in a thick cloth.

‘To keep the breastplate unmarked for the pageant,’ Aycliffe told me.

I took the sword and faced the King.

‘Have at me!’ he ordered.

I gently waved the sword at him. There was a muffled thud as I tapped the rose.

‘Have at me, I said!’ boomed His Majesty. ‘The armour needs a good test. Imagine you are a deadly dragon, Jack, not a feeble measle.’

I swung the sword and slammed it onto the central emblem. I was not prepared for what happened next. To my horror, the King staggered back. Arms flailing, he swung round to clutch at a workbench but missed and collapsed to the floor.

I felt as if the ground had opened up beneath me. What had I done to the King of England?

‘Your Majesty,’ I gasped, rushing forward to help him. ‘I am deeply sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you so hard.’

I was astonished to see King Henry leap to his feet! ‘You did nothing wrong, young scribe.’ His eyes were dancing with merriment. ‘I was playacting.’

I heaved a sigh of relief. Yeoman Mountford gave me a reassuring wink.

‘I was rehearsing the dramatic moment when the dragon seems to have the better of St George,’ the King went on. ‘It worked well, don’t you think so, Thomas?’

‘Very impressive, Sire,’ said Cromwell. Even my master was almost smiling.

‘It was a superb piece of acting, my Liege,’ said Robert Aycliffe. ‘The ladies will swoon to see you fall.’

‘And nobody is to whisper a word of what they have seen,’ said King Henry. ‘Those watching the spectacle will believe St George is doomed to a fiery death. I shall be lying, a broken man, with the dragon looming over me. All will look lost. Then at the last I shall rally and kill the beast.’

Everyone clapped. And of course no one pointed out that he would be changing the legend if the dragon won!

‘The breastplate is strong as well as unique in design, my Master Armourer,’ the King went on. ‘I scarcely felt the boy’s blow though it was a fine one.’

Giles Thorpe stood sulkily in the corner. He reminded me of a child who wanted all the attention.

However, as soon as the King was back in his finery, he waved the artist over. ‘Mister Thorpe, I thank you for your wonderful engraving designs.’

‘I am honoured, Sire.’ The man lowered himself into a toadying bow. ‘Might I be so bold as to show Your Majesty more of them? Images that will add to the glory of your magnificent breastplate. Master Hartmann has done a good job with my ideas, I suppose, but I have a suggestion that will make it great. I’m sure that the Master Armourer will be happy to carry out any further engraving that may be required …’

David Hartmann started at this and I saw his look of horror at the thought of the extra work.

Cromwell caught his expression and began to speak. ‘My Liege, the armoury has so much to do that …’

‘Nonsense, Thomas!’ chortled the King, waving away his objections. ‘My armourers have never let me down yet. Pray show us your ideas, Mister Thorpe.’

Giles Thorpe produced a large roll of parchment from his bag. He opened it with a flourish and laid it out on the nearest workbench. ‘Sire, other parts of this suit may have been embellished, but surely the front should be the most majestic. My idea is to add a bold engraving to the centre of the breastplate. Here, around the Tudor rose. I could never hope to reflect the true magnificence of my King, for that is something beyond any man’s ability…’ His Majesty nodded in delight at the flattery. ‘… yet I wish to try, in my humble way, to exemplify the splendour of our esteemed monarch.’


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
BURCHETT SPY VOG LER

0000 ).
| =

‘AN .

L ”.,.:.:5',-’v
SILENT ENEMY @
THE WALK OF DEATH





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
SPY
MASfER

THE WALK OF DEATH

JAN BURCHETT & SARA VOGLER

Orion
Children’s Books





OEBPS/images/bullet.jpg





OEBPS/images/icon.jpg





OEBPS/images/p7.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEE





