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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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      To My Father, Michael





      
      
      Historical Personages Mentioned in this Text

      
      Richard III – The last Yorkist king, called the Usurper or Pretender. He was defeated by Henry Tudor at Market Bosworth in August 1485.
         He was the wearer of the White Rose, his personal emblem being Le Blanc Sanglier – the White Boar.
      

      
      The Princes in the Tower – Nephews of Richard III, allegedly murdered by their uncle in 1484.
      

      
      Henry Tudor – The Welshman. The victor of Bosworth, founder of the Tudor dynasty and father of Henry VIII and Margaret of Scotland. He
         died in 1509.
      

      
      Henry VIII – Bluff King Hal or the Great Killer, he had six wives and a string of mistresses. He is the Mouldwarp or the Dark One as
         prophesied by Merlin.
      

      
      Catherine of Aragon – A Spanish princess, Henry VIII’s first wife and mother of Mary Tudor.
      

      
      Anne Boleyn – Daughter of Sir Thomas Boleyn: ‘A truly wicked man’. Second wife of Henry VIII and mother of Elizabeth Tudor.
      

      
      Mary Boleyn – Anne’s sister, nicknamed the English Mare at the French court, she had so many lovers. Bessie Blount – One of the more dazzling of Henry VIII’s mistresses.
      

      
      Margaret Tudor – Henry VIII’s sister, married to King James IV of Scotland and later to Gavin Douglas, Earl of Angus: ‘Trouble in petticoats’.
      

      
      Mary Tudor – Daughter of Catherine of Aragon and Henry VIII, nicknamed Bloody Mary because of her persecution of Protestants.
      

      
      Elizabeth I – Queen of England, daughter of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, nicknamed the Virgin Queen though Shallot claims to have had a son by her.
      

      
      Catherine Howard – Henry VIII’s fourth wife. Executed for her extra-marital affairs.
      

      
      Francis I, King of France – Brilliant, dazzling and sex mad.
      

      
      Will Shakespeare – English playwright.
      

      
      Ben Jonson – English playwright.
      

      
      Christopher Marlowe – English playwright and spy killed in a tavern brawl.
      

      
      James IV of Scotland – First husband of Margaret Tudor.
      

      
      Suleiman the Magnificent – Turkish Emperor.
      

      
      Thomas Wolsey – Son of an Ipswich butcher, he went to Oxford and embarked upon a brilliant career. He became Cardinal, Archbishop and First
         Minister of Henry VIII.
      

      
      Mary, Queen of Scots – Granddaughter of Margaret Tudor and mother of James I of England and Scotland.
      

      
      Darnley – Husband of Mary, Queen of Scots.
      

      
      Bothweli – Lover of Mary, Queen of Scots.
      

      
      Thomas More – Humanist, scholar. Minister of Henry VIII, later executed for opposing Henry’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon.
      

      
      Edward VI – Son of Henry VIII and Jane Seymour, a sickly boy who died young.
      

      
      The Earl of Surrey – One of the Howard clan. He fought for Richard III, was pardoned and proved to be Henry VIII’s most capable general.
      





      
      
      Foreword

      
      In 1485 Richard III, the last Yorkist King, was killed at Bosworth by Henry Tudor. Twenty-four years later the Tudor’s son,
         Henry VIII, began his reign: hailed as the ‘golden boy’, he promised to be a dazzling King but soon the dark clouds of conspiracy,
         treason and murder were visible. The bloodletting prophesied by seers and magicians was about to begin, and the world was
         now ready for Roger Shallot.
      





      
      
      Prologue

      
      Murder raps on my door every night. When the sky is dark and a hunter’s moon hides behind the clouds, Murder sweeps up to
         this great manor house to kill my sleep and plunder my dreams with ghosts spat out by Hell and images of bloody and horrible
         death. Oh, yes, I hear them coming in the darkness outside as the wind rises to moan through the trees. I hear the clip-clop
         of spectral hooves on the pebble-strewn path in front of the manor door. I lie awake waiting for them and, at the first ghostly
         moon, I rise and stare through the mullioned glass at men and women from my past whose souls have long since slipped into
         the darkness of eternity.
      

      
      They gather under my window like some ghastly chorus, grey shapes still displaying horrible wounds; the hideous faces of those
         I have worked with, played with, wenched with, dined with – as well as those I have killed. (May I say, always in fair fight.)
         The moon slips between the clouds and bathes their blue-white faces in a silver light. They stare up, black-mouthed and hollow-eyed,
         stridently baying at me, asking why I do not join them. I always smile and wave down at them so their howling increases. They
         slide through the walls and up the great, oak-panelled staircase along the wainscoted gallery and into my chamber to stand,
         an army of silent witnesses, around my bed. Hell has cast them out to bring me back. I just stare, each face a memory, a part
         of my life.
      

      
      My chaplain, the vicar of the manor church, says I eat too much and drink too deeply of the rich claret but what does he know,
         the silly fart? I have seen them, he hasn’t. Doesn’t he believe in demons, sorcerers, ghosts and ghouls? I do. I have lived too long a life with the bastards to reject
         them. A fool once told me about Murder, a little dwarf woman, who dressed in yellow buckram and burgundy-coloured shoes with
         silver buckles. She was the jester at Queen Mary’s court. You know – pale-faced, red-haired Mary, who married Philip of Spain
         and thought he would give her a baby. Her belly grew big though no child was there. Poor, bloody Mary, who liked to put the
         Protestants in iron baskets and turn them to spluttering fat above roaring fires at Smithfield next to the meat shambles.
         Anyway, this jester, God knows I forget her name, she claimed the sky turned red at night because of the blood spilt upon
         the earth since the time of Cain, the first murderer. Another man, a holy vicar (a rare thing indeed!), once wondered whether
         the souls of murdered men and women hung for all eternity between heaven and earth. Do they, he wondered, float in some vast,
         endless, purple-coloured limbo, like the fireflies or will-o’-wisps do above the marshes and swamps down near the river?
      

      
      Oh, yes, I often think of Murder as I lie between my gold-embroidered, silken sheets with the warm, plump body of Fat Margot
         the laundress lying hot beside me. She shares my bed to keep the juices running though, of course, the vicar objects.
      

      
      ‘You are past your ninetieth summer!’ he wails. ‘Turn to God, give up the lusts of the flesh!’

      
      I notice his lips appear more thick and red whenever he drools on about the lusts of the flesh. (Have you ever observed that?
         Most of the snivel-nosed bastards can tell you more about the lusts of the flesh than I could.) Nevertheless, I keep my vicar
         in line. A good rap across the knuckles with my stick soon diverts his thoughts from the rich, creamy plumpness of Margot’s
         tits. Moreover. I know the Bible as well as he.
      

      
      ‘Haven’t you read the Scriptures?’ I bawl. ‘Even the great King David had a handmaid to sleep with him to keep his body warm at night. And that was Jerusalem which is a damned sight warmer than bloody Surrey!’
      

      
      Oh, yes, the vicar is right on one thing: I am well past ninety. Sir Roger Shallot, Lord of Burpham Manor near Guildford,
         Surrey, master of its meadows, pastures, granges and barns. I own chests and coffers stuffed with gold, silver and costly
         fabrics; plump fallow deer run in my lush woods; clear streams feed my stew ponds stocked full of silver carp and tench. My
         manor has opulent chambers, the walls lined with polished, open wainscoting, carved in the neat linen folds after the French
         fashion. Above them, my servants have hung velvet drapes from the looms of Bruges, Ghent and Lille. My floors are of burnished
         pine wood and covered with woollen rugs from Turkey or the weavers of Lancashire.
      

      
      I am Roger Shallot, Justice of the Peace, Commissioner of Array, Knight of the Garter (there’s a good story behind that) and
         member of the Golden Fleece of Burgundy. I hold medals from the Pope (though I have hidden these); gems from the spider queen,
         Catherine de Medici. (By the way, Catherine was a born poisoner but a most accomplished lover.) I hold pure brown leather
         purses full of clinking gold given to me by the present Queen’s father, Bluff King Hal. Bluff King Hal! A fat, piggy-eyed,
         murdering tub of lard! Do you know, he wasn’t very good in bed? Oh, he often boasted about his exploits between the sheets
         but Anne Boleyn once confided in me, with deep sighs and loving whispers, how with some men, even kings, there is an eternity
         between what they say and what they can do – but that’s another story! Oh, you know, she was a witch? Anne Boleyn, I mean.
         She had an extra teat with which she fed her familiar, and six, not five fingers on her right hand. She tried to cover it
         with a long, laced cuff and started a new style in fashion. God rest her, she died bravely.
      

      
      Oh, yes, I hold all these honours. Even Hal’s daughter, red-haired, cat-eyed Elizabeth, travels from Hampton Court to seek
         my advice. A strange one, Elizabeth! Her hair has all gone now but she wears the best red wig London can sell. It’s a pity about her teeth; her mother’s were a beautiful
         white, very strong if I remember correctly. Now, I am speaking truthfully (you wouldn’t think it, looking at Elizabeth’s white,
         narrow face; she doesn’t smile now, lest the paint crack), she was a bonny girl and a great ruler – though no more a virgin
         than I am. We both know that! When she visits me, we sit in my private chamber downstairs, laugh about the past and wonder
         about our bastard son. Oh, a marvellous bonny girl, Elizabeth . . . those strong, white legs! A great rider but, as I have
         said before, that’s another story.
      

      
      Now where was I? Murder, that’s what I was talking about before my chaplain, the vicar who is writing my memoirs down, distracted
         me by picking his nose and asking stupid questions. I was talking about the undead, those stained with the blood of others.
         How they visit me every night, stand round my bed and mock my titles and the riches I have amassed because they know the truth.
      

      
      ‘Old Shallot!’ they taunt. ‘A liar, a thief and a coward!’

      
      The latter really hurts. What’s wrong in running? I have had to many a time. I thank the good Lord that I was born with the
         quickest wits and fastest legs in Christendom. But that’s in the past. In my chamber I have a portrait of me when I was thirty.
         It’s painted by Holbein and I recommend it as a fair likeness. I often stare at it: the hooded eyes, one with a slight cast
         in it (I told Holbein what I thought of him for that!) and the black, glossy hair falling in ringlets to my shoulders. My
         face is sallow but my lips are free and full, and my eyes, though severe, are ringed with laughter lines and there is a dimple
         in both cheek and chin. God knows I look as holy as a monk but you’ve heard of the old adage: ‘Don’t judge a horse by its
         looks’? I recommend it to you as one of the great eternal truths. I am the biggest sinner who ever prayed in church and I
         confess to having a personal acquaintance with each of the seven deadly sins except one – murder! I have killed no woman or child and those who have died at my hands probably deserved an even more horrible fate. Indeed,
         these are the spectres who come to haunt me after the chimes of midnight.
      

      
      Last night I recognised some of the men and women from my past. This morning their faces are still fresh in my mind as I sit
         at the centre of my maze and bellow for the vicar to bring his writing tray. One face, however, is always missing. Well, one
         in particular: Benjamin, my master, nephew of the great Cardinal Wolsey, one of my few friends. Benjamin with his long, kindly
         face, sharp quill nose and innocent sea grey eyes. Of course, he never comes. I suppose he is walking with the angels, still
         asking his innocent bloody questions. Oh, but I miss him! His eyes still mock me down the years: he was kind, generous, and
         could see the image of Christ in even the most blood-soaked soul.
      

      
      I am of the old faith, you know. Secretly I miss the Mass, the priest offering the bread and wine, the smell of incense. I
         have a secret chapel built into the thick walls of my great hall and keep a blackened statue there which I rescued from Walsingham
         when the soldiers of Protector Somerset vandalised the chapel. I took the statue and every day, when I can, I light a candle
         in front of it for the soul of my dead master. However, let me concentrate on the dreams which come when the night is silent,
         except for the screech of the bat and the ghostly wafting of the feathered owl.
      

      
      My chaplain is ready. There he sits on his quilted stool, his little warm bum protected by a cushion, quill in hand, ready
         to shudder with delicious horror at my shocking past. He tut-tuts as I drink my wine. One glass a day, that’s what the little
         sod of a doctor ordered, but it’s not yet noon and time for the Angelus bell and I have already downed six full cups of blood
         red claret. But what do doctors know? No physician can ever be successful. If he was, his patients would never die. I have
         known many a hearty fellow who thoroughly enjoyed life and the most robust health until he fell into the hands of physicians with their secret chants, newtskin medicine, horoscope charts and
         urine jars. Last week the mealy-mouthed hypocrite who proclaims he looks after my health came scuttling in to examine my urine
         so I filled the jar full of cat’s piss. The idiot stood there, holding the jar against the light, before solemnly declaring
         that I should eat more fish and drink less claret. Good Lord, I nearly died laughing! Mind you, doctors are not all bad. If
         you want a real bastard, hire a lawyer. One of these imps of Satan came up from the Middle Temple offering to write out an
         inventory of my goods so I could make a will. ‘After all,’ he commented, looking slyly at me, ‘you have so many offspring.’
         I asked the bastard what he meant? He replied with a knowing leer how many of the young men and women in the surrounding villages
         bear more than a passing resemblance to my goodself. My little fart of a chaplain nods, but I am not ashamed. I have, in many
         ways, been a true father to my people. Anyway, back to the lawyer! I soon wiped the grin off his silly face when I asked him
         if he was a good runner. ‘Swift as a hare,’ he declared.
      

      
      I hope he was. I gave him five minutes’ start and loosed my dogs on him.

      
      Ah, yes, my memoirs . . . If I don’t start soon the chaplain will claim he feels faint from hunger. So you want to hear about
         Murder? So you shall. Bloody, horrible deaths. Murder by the garrotte, by the knife, by poison. Murder at the fullness of
         noon when the devil walks, or in the dark when that sombre angel spreads his eternal black wings. Murder in palaces, Murder
         in rat-infested hovels, in open country and in crowded market places. Murder in dungeons, assassination in church. Oh, Lord,
         I have seen the days! I have seen judicial Murder: those who have died at the hangman’s hands, strung up, cut down half-alive,
         thrown on the butcher’s block and their steaming bodies hacked open. The heart, entrails and the genitals slashed and plucked
         out and the rest, God’s creation, quartered and thrown like cold meat into refuse baskets. I have seen women boiled alive in great black vats,
         and others tied in chains and burnt above roaring fires at Smithfield.
      

      
      The chaplain leans forward. ‘Tell them about the maze,’ he whispers.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ I ask.

      
      ‘Well,’ he squeaks, ‘tell them why you dictate your memoirs in the centre of a maze.’

      
      I’d like to tell him to mind his own bloody business but it’s a fair comment. You see, at Burpham I have laid out the manor
         gardens like those I saw at Fontainebleau when I served as fat Henry’s spy at the court of the lecherous Francis I. Now mazes
         have become very popular, although they weren’t meant to be: you see, years ago, people took a vow to go on a crusade but,
         because of lack of money or time, some never reached Outremer. So Holy Mother Church decreed that they could be released from
         their vows if they travelled a number of times round a subtly devised maze. Of course, what was planned as a penance soon
         became the fashion. Francis I loved mazes. He used to take his young maidens in there and only release them if they succumbed
         to his lustful embraces. When the bastard found out I was a spy, I was led into the centre of the maze, hunting dogs were
         put in and the entrances sealed. You can imagine old Shallot had to use both his wits and legs! (However, that’s another story.)
      

      
      Anyway, I like my maze: it protects me from the importunate pleadings of my brood of children, legion of relatives and all
         the other hangers-on. Oh, yes, there’s another reason – during my days at the court of Europe I became the sworn enemy of
         certain secret societies. I may have grown old but I still guard against the soft footfall of the assassin so I feel safe
         in my maze. No one can get near me and no one can eavesdrop. And if the weather changes and I cannot smell the perfume of
         the roses or listen to the liquid song of the thrush, I shelter in my secret chamber. After all, my memoirs are meant for posterity, not for the listening ear of some secret spy.
      

      
      But don’t worry, I’ll confess all to you. I am going to give you your fill of Murder, but I must get it right. Go back down
         the years to tell my tale. Trust me, I really will try to tell the truth . . .
      





      
      


      
      We went back to Selkirk’s deserted chamber in Broad Arrow Tower . . . Benjamin began to study the walls carefully. Now and
         again he would find a place where the mortar had been chipped away. We poked and probed each of the crevices but found nothing
         except a trickle of sand or a few pebbles. I remembered how tall the dead man had been and, at my insistence, we both climbed
         on the desk and began to examine the holes and gaps high in the wall. After an hour we were successful. We found a gap between
         the bricks and Benjamin drew out a small, yellowing, twisted piece of parchment . . . Decades later I still recall the lines
         of that doggerel verse which contained so many secrets and was responsible for such bloody murder.
      

      
      

         Three less than twelve should it be,

         Or the King, no prince engendered he.

         The lamb did rest

         In the falcon’s nest,

         The Lion cried,

         Even though it died.

         The truth Now Stands,

         In the Sacred Hands,

         Of the place which owns

         Dionysius’ bones.

      



      
      ‘Hell’s teeth, Master!’ I whispered. ‘What does it mean?’

      




      
      Chapter 1

      
      
      I was born, so I tell my family – the offspring of my five wives – at a time of terror when the great Sweating Sickness swept
         into London, moving from the hovels of Southwark to the glories of Westminster Hall. All were culled: the great and the good,
         the noble and the bad, the high and the low. That was in the summer of 1502 when the Great Killer’s father, Henry VII, reigned:
         lean-faced, pinch-mouthed Henry Tudor, the victor of Bosworth, had seven years left to live. I could tell you a few stories
         about him – oh, yes. He killed Richard the Usurper at Bosworth and had his torn, hacked body thrown into a horse trough at
         Leicester before marching on to London and marrying the Usurper’s niece, Elizabeth of York. I once asked the present Queen,
         God bless her duckies, who killed the princes in the Tower? Was it their uncle, the Usurper Richard, or her grandfather Henry
         Tudor when he found them alive in the Tower? She shook her head and raised one bony finger to her lips.
      

      
      ‘There are rooms in the Tower, Roger,’ Queen Elizabeth whispered, ‘which now have no doors or windows. They are bricked up,
         removed from all plans and maps. Men say that in one of these rooms lie the corpses of the two young princes.’
      

      
      (I wondered if she believed she was telling the truth for I once met one of the princes, alive! But that’s another story.)

      
      Well, back to the beginning. I was born near St Botolph’s Wharf which stands close to the river at the end of a rat-infested
         maze of alleyways. The first sound I heard, and one which always takes me back, was the constant cawing of the ever-hungry gulls as they plundered the evil-smelling
         lay stalls near the black glassy Thames. My first memory was the fear of the Sweating Sickness. Beggars huddled in doorways;
         lepers, their heads covered by white sacks, heard of his approach and forgot their miseries. The traders in greasy aprons
         and dirty leggings shuddered and prayed that the sickness would pass them by. Their masters and self-styled betters thought
         they were safe as they sat at table, guzzling delicacy after delicacy – venison and turbot cooked in cream, washed down by
         black Neapolitan wine in jewel-encrusted goblets – but no one was safe.
      

      
      The Sweating Sickness took my father; at least, that’s what my mother said. Someone else claimed his weaving trade collapsed
         and he ran away to be a soldier in the Low Countries. Perhaps the sight of me frightened him! I was the ugliest of children
         and, remembering my fair-haired mother, must have owed my looks to Father. You see, I was born a month late, my head covered
         in bumps, one of my eyes slightly askew from the rough handling of the midwife’s instruments. Oh, Lord, I was so ugly! People
         came up to my cot ready to smile and chuckle, they took one look and walked away mumbling condolences to my poor parents.
         As I grew older and learnt to stagger about, free of my swaddling clothes, the loud-mouthed traders along the wharves used
         to call out to my mother:
      

      
      ‘Here, Mistress, here! A cup of wine for yourself and some fruit for your monkey!’

      
      Well, when Father went, Mother moved on, back to her own family in the rich but boring town of Ipswich. She assumed widow’s
         weeds though I often wondered if my father did flee, swift as a greyhound from the slips as Master Shakespeare would put it.
         (Oh, yes, I have patronised Will and given him what assistance I could in the writing and the staging of his plays.) Anyway,
         when I was seven, Mother became friendly with a local vintner and married him in the parish church – a lovely day. Mother wore a gown of russet over a kirtle of fine worsted and I, in silk-satins, carried the bridal cup before her with a
         sprig of rosemary in it. I was later very sick after stealing some wine and gnawing voraciously at the almond-packed bridal
         cake.
      

      
      My step-father was a kindly man – he must have been to tolerate me. He sent me off to the local grammar school where I learnt
         Maths, Astronomy, Latin, Greek, and read the Chronicles of Fabyani, as well as being lashed, nipped, pinched, caned and strapped along with the other boys. Nevertheless, I was good
         at my studies and, after Mass on Sundays, the master would give my mother such a glowing report that I would be rewarded with
         a silver plate of comfits. I would sit and solemnly eat these whilst plotting fresh mischief against my teacher.
      

      
      One student who was not drawn into these pranks and feats of malice was my future master, Benjamin Daunbey: quiet, studious
         and bookish to a fault. One day I and the other imps of Hell turned against him, placing a pitcher upon a door and crowing
         with delight when its contents, rich brown horse’s piss, soaked him to the skin. He wiped his face and came over to me.
      

      
      ‘Did you enjoy that, Roger?’ he asked softly. ‘Did you really? Does it give you pleasure to see pain in the eyes of others?’

      
      He was not angry. His eyes were curious: clear, childlike in their innocence. I just stammered and turned away. The master
         came in, cloak billowing like bat wings around him. He seized Benjamin by the nape of the neck, roaring at him while he got
         his switch of birch down, ready to give the unfortunate a severe lashing. Benjamin did not utter a word but went like a lamb
         to the slaughter. I felt sorry then, and didn’t know why. My motto has always been: ‘Do unto yourself what should be done
         to your neighbour.’ I have rarely been brave and always believed that volunteers never live to pay day. Perhaps it was the
         meek way Benjamin walked, the cowardly silence of my comrades . . .
      

      
      
      I stepped forward.

      
      ‘Master,’ I declared, ‘Benjamin Daunbey is not to blame!’

      
      ‘Then who is?’ the beast roared back.

      
      I licked my lips nervously and held out my hand.

      
      ‘He is!’ I said, turning to the smallest of my coven. ‘He placed the pitcher over the door!’

      
      Benjamin was saved, someone else got a beating, and I congratulated myself on my own innate cunning. Well, I went from bad
         to worse. At night I would not go to bed. In the morning I would not get up. I did not wash my hands or study my hornbook;
         instead I ran wild. My mother, sickening from a strange humour, just gazed speechlessly at me, hollow-eyed, whilst my step-father’s
         hands beat the air like the wings of some tired, feckless bird. I mocked their advice like the arrogant young fool I was.
         My backside became hardened to the master’s cane and I began to play truant in the fields and apple-laden orchards outside
         the town. Once the master cornered me, asking where I had been.
      

      
      ‘Master,’ I replied, ‘I have been milking the ducks.’

      
      He grabbed me by the ear but I hit him hard under the chin and ran off like a whippet. I didn’t go home – well, not to see
         my parents. I stole some money, packed a linen cloth full of food, and it was down to London where the streets are paved with
         gold. London I loved with its narrow alleyways, teeming Cheapside, many taverns, and, of course, well-stocked brothels. I
         will skirt over my many adventures but, eventually, I joined the household of old Mother Nightbird who ran one of the costliest
         brothels near the Bishop of Winchester’s inn at Stewside close to the bridge in Southwark. I found out more about women in
         a month than some men would in a dozen lifetimes. I became a bully-boy, one of the roaring lads who drank deeply, and paraded
         the streets in a shirt of fine cambric linen, multi-coloured hose, high-stepping riding boots and a monstrous codpiece. I
         swaggered about, armed with hammer and dirk which I prayed I would never use.
      

      
      I fell in with bad company, one especially, a lank-haired, cunning-eyed weasel of a man called Jack Hogg. We took to breaking
         into houses, taking the costly silks and precious objects back to Mother Nightbird who would always find a seller. Naturally,
         it was not long before we were caught. Two nights in Newgate and up before the Justices at the Guildhall. We were condemned
         to hang but the principal justice of the bench recognised me. I knew a little abut him and made it obvious that if his sexual
         exploits were not to be part of my last confession, I should be given a second chance. Hogg died, swinging at Elms. I was
         given the opportunity of either joining him or enlisting in the King’s Army now being gathered in the fields north of Cripplegate
         to march against the Scots.
      

      
      Strange, isn’t it, that even then the great mysteries of Flodden Field came south, like a mist, and changed my life? I didn’t
         know it then. All I knew was that while King Henry VIII was in France, James IV of Scotland had sent his herald RougeCroix
         south with an insulting challenge to battle. Henry’s Queen, the sallow-faced, lanky Catherine of Aragon, pining for her husband
         and longing to provide him with a lusty heir, accepted the challenge and sent insolent-eyed Surrey north with a huge army.
         Now old Surrey was a bastard. He drank so much the gout stopped him walking and he rode like a farmer in a cart, his orders
         being taken by outriders and scouts. A vicious man, Surrey, but a good general. You know, as a young man, he and his father
         Jack, the ‘Jockey of Norfolk’, fought for the Usurper Richard at Bosworth. Old Norfolk was killed and Surrey taken prisoner
         before Henry Tudor.
      

      
      ‘You fought against your King!’ the Welshman shouted.

      
      Surrey pointed to a fence post.

      
      ‘If Parliament crowned that fence King, I’d fight for it!’ he bellowed back.

      
      The Tudor prince seemed to relish this. Surrey went to the Tower for while but was soon released because of his qualities as a general. He kept good discipline on that march
         to Flodden: he built a huge cart which carried a thirty-foot-high gallows, loudly declaring that if anyone committed a breach
         of camp discipline he would dance at the end of it.
      

      
      Anyway I went north to meet my destiny. The dust of our great baggage train, stirred up by wheels, feet and hooves, hung above
         our forest of lances, almost obscuring the late summer’s sun which struck bright sparks from halberd, sword and shield. In
         the front, old Surrey in his cart, his yellow hair now white, his ageing body held straight in its cuirass of steel. Behind
         him, my goodself among the bowmen in deerskin jacket and iron helmet.
      

      
      Most of us were pressed men: gaol birds, night hawks, roaring boys. I have never seen so many evil-looking villains together
         in one place. We were armed with white bows six feet long, cunningly made from yew, ash or elm and strung with hemp, flax
         or silk. We had deep quivers full of cloth-yard arrows of oak, tipped with burnished steel and ringed with feathers of goose
         and swan. During the day the air was thick with the hum of flies and sour with the stench of marching men. At night we froze
         or shivered in our rough bothies of hay and wood and we cursed the Scots, Surrey and our hard-mouthed captains who urged us
         on.
      

      
      We reached the Scottish Marches and crossed into a land rich in fish, wildfowl, deer, dark woods and great flocks of sheep
         grazing on bottle-green pastures which ringed shimmering lochs. (I won’t keep you long.) Old Surrey met James at Flodden Field
         on Thursday, 8 September. We deployed our cavalry, massed in squadrons of shining helms and hauberks. I remember the creaking
         harness of our great war horses, the bannered lances and emblazoned shields. James, of course, wanted a set piece battle but
         Surrey’s reply was sharp and caustic.
      

      
      ‘I have brought you to the ring, dance if you can!’

      
      The bloody dance began on Friday morning with the Scots massing on Flodden Ridge. All day we stood to arms. I was terrified. We saw thick smoke as the Scots burnt their camp
         refuse and a stormy wind blew the smoke down on us. James used this haze as a screen to launch his attack two hours before
         sunset. First, a steady flow of lowered spears down the slope which soon became a landslide of barefoot men across the rain-soaked
         grass. Thankfully, I was on the wings for the centre became a bloody slaughter house. The Scottish squadrons floundered in
         the marshy ground, mowed down by arrows which dropped upon them like rattling rain until the grassy slope became russet and
         strewn with quilled bodies. The screaming and the shouting was too much for me, especially as a squadron of Scottish cavalry,
         maddened to fury, charged our position. I suddenly remembered valour has its own day, dropped my bow and fled. I hid beneath
         a wagon until the slaughter had finished and came out with the rest of the English Army to claim a great victory.
      

      
      God, it was a shambles! Scots dead carpeted the entire field. We heard that James IV was killed. Indeed, Catherine of Aragon
         sent the corpse’s bloody surcoat to her husband in France as proof of her great victory. She should never have done that!
         Bluff King Hal saw himself as a new Agamemnon and did not relish his wife reaping victories whilst he charged like an ass
         around Tournai. Men say Catherine of Aragon lost her husband because of the dark eyes and sweet duckies of Anne Boleyn. I
         know different. Catherine lost Henry when she won the victory at Flodden Field – but that was in the future, mine as well
         as hers. Little did I know, as we marched back to London, how the ghosts of Flodden Field would follow me south.
      

      
      The army was disbanded and, after tasting the delights of London, I decided to return to Ipswich. I came home, a Hector from
         the wars. I even nicked my face with a knife to give myself a martial air. This brought me many a meal and rich frothing tankards
         of ale but they all tasted sour for my mother was dead. She had gone the previous summer – silently, as in life, without much fuss. I went to the cemetery,
         through the old wicket gate, down to where she would sleep for all eternity beneath the overhanging sombre yew trees. I knelt
         by her grave and, on one of those rare occasions in my life, let the hot tears run scalding down my cheeks as I begged for
         her forgiveness and cursed my own villainy.
      

      
      My step-father was a mere wisp of what he had been, broken in spirit, shuffling and stumbling round his house like a ghost.
         He told me the truth: how mother had been ill of some abscess in her stomach which had bled, turning malignant, but there
         had been hope. Hope, he sighed, his eyes pink-rimmed, the tears pouring down his sagging cheeks; hope which died when the
         physician, John Scawsby, arrived on the scene. Now Scawsby was a well-known doctor and a man of repute. In fact, he was a
         charlatan, responsible for more deaths than the town’s headsman. He had concocted some rare potions and strange elixirs for
         my mother but the situation had worsened and within weeks she was dead. A wise woman, a herbalist who dressed her corpse,
         said the malignancy had not killed her but Scawsby’s elixirs had. My stepfather could do nothing but I lurked in the taprooms
         of Ipswich, plotting my revenge.
      

      
      I studied Scawsby most closely: his great black-and-white-timbered mansion which stood on the edge of town; his stables full
         of plump-haunched horses; his silken sarcenet robes; his ostentatious wealth and sloe-eyed, honey-mouthed, tight-waisted young
         wife. One day I struck, plunging for Scawsby as sure and as certain as a hawk on its prey. Scawsby used to like to dine at
         the Golden Turk, a great tavern which fronts the cobbled market square in Ipswich. He was a lean, sour-faced, avaricious man
         who liked to gobble his food and slurp his wines. He had not read his Chaucer or remembered the Pardoner’s words, ‘Avarice
         is the root of all evil’, and I played on this. I dressed in my finest: a shirt of sheer lawn with embroidered bands at neck and cuffs, a doublet of rich red samite, dark velvet hose and a cloak of pure red
         wool. I also borrowed from my step-father a costly bracelet encrusted with precious stones very similar to one Scawsby wore.
      

      
      At noon on the appointed day, I entered the Golden Turk, and espied Scawsby and a friend sitting beneath the open window conversing
         deeply, as men full of their own self-importance are wont to do. I went over, my clean-shaven face wreathed in a smile of
         flattery, and with kind words and honeyed phrases gazed round-eyed at the great physician Scawsby. My flattery soon won a
         place in his heart and at his table and, raising my hand, I ordered the taverner to bring his best, the costliest wine and
         the most succulent meat of roasted capon. I played Scawsby like a trout, sitting open-mouthed before stories of his great
         medical triumphs. At last, when our cups were empty and our bellies full, I admired the bracelet on his wrist. I compared
         it to the one I wore, cursing how the clasp had broken and saying I wished a goldsmith would fit mine with a similar lock
         to his. Of course, Scawsby seized the bait. I placed ten pounds of silver on the table as guarantee while I borrowed his bracelet
         to take to a nearby goldsmith so he could copy from it when he mended mine. I also gave a ring as surety and, pleading I had
         no horse, asked if I could borrow his from the stable. The old fool promptly agreed and off I went, begging him to stay until
         I returned.
      

      
      I mounted his horse and rode like the devil to Scawsby’s great mansion on the road out of town. His hot-lipped, full-bosomed
         wife was at home and I explained my errand: her husband wished for three hundred pounds in silver to be given to me so I could
         take it back to him in town. Of course, the saucy wench demurred so I plucked out her husband’s bracelet which I said was
         his guarantee of my good faith, as well as pointing out the horse which a groom was now taking round to the stable. After
         that it was as easy as kicking a pig’s bladder. I was taken up to her privy chamber, and given the money in clinking sacks whilst all the time I flattered and teased her. To cut
         a long but merry story short, I soon had her in her shift and we indulged in the most riotous romp on the great four-poster
         bed. After that, a cup of claret and back to the Golden Turk where Doctor Scawsby was even deeper in his cups. I returned
         his bracelet, took back my pledge and walked out of the tavern a much richer and more contented man.
      

      
      I had extracted my revenge and what could the old fool say? If he issued a bill of indictment against me he would become a
         laughing stock – which, of course, he did when I passed the story round the taverns and ale houses of Ipswich. I didn’t give
         a damn. I still grieved for my mother and felt the anger boiling in my heart at Scawsby’s ineptitude and my own neglect of
         her. I thought of my mother more often then; her brown, friendly face, her eyes soft as the breeze on the most beautiful summer
         day. Why is it, I wonder, that the women I have loved I always lose?
      

      
      Naturally, I went back to my evil ways. I spent my ill-gotten gains and turned to poaching. I had forgotten Scawsby and I
         made the mistake of thinking he had forgotten me. In March 1515 I was out on one of my nocturnal excursions, helping myself
         to good fresh meat during the lambing season. I was stopped just after midnight by the bailiff of the local squire who asked
         to see what I was carrying under my cloak. In spite of my indignant reply he found a young lamb. He accused me of stealing
         and ignored my explanation that I had found it wandering by itself and was now looking for its mother. I was thrown in gaol
         and appeared before the local magistrates. I thought I would just be fined but in the gallery I saw Sir John Scawsby’s evil
         mug and a similar face sitting behind the great bench in the Sessions House. Oh, God, I prayed and whimpered.
      

      
      Scawsby’s brother was the principal justice and the full force of the law came to bear on me. I was declared guilty and almost fainted when he placed the black cap on his head and ordered me to be hanged. Lord, I screamed, but Justice Scawsby
         just glared back, his skull-like face an impassive mask of hatred.
      

      
      ‘You are to be hanged!’ he roared. He grinned evilly and looked round the court. ‘Unless someone here can stand maintenance
         for you?’
      

      
      Of course, his words were greeted with a deadly hush. My step-father was now sickly, doddering and senile; and who would bail
         old Shallot and risk the massed fury of the Scawsbys? I gulped and gagged as if the rough hempen necktie was already round
         my throat. Suddenly the Clerk to the Justices, a tall stooped figure dressed in a dark russet gown, rose and addressed the
         bench.
      

      
      ‘I will, My Lord!’ he announced. ‘I will place my bond as surety for Shallot!’

      
      Old Scawsby nearly exploded with apoplexy, so surprised he fixed the bond much lower than his own malice should have allowed:
         a hundred pounds, to be redeemed by the following Martinmas. I gripped the iron rail and stared in utter disbelief at my saviour:
         his long solemn face, hooked nose and calm grey eyes. Benjamin Daunbey had saved me from a hanging.
      

      
      It’s hard to define our relationship. Master and servant, close bosom friends, rivals and allies . . . do you know, after
         seventy years I still can’t describe it. All I remember was that I was saved and walked free from the Sessions House. Other
         felons, not so lucky as I, were put in the stocks, tied to the triangle for a whipping or placed in the pillory, their ears
         nailed to the block until they either tore themself free or plucked up enough courage to cut them off.
      

      
      In time I moved house, joining Benjamin in his narrow, dark tenement in Pig Pen Alley behind the butchers’ shambles near Ipswich
         Market – a pleasant enough place inside with its low-ceilinged rooms, buttery, kitchen, small hall and white-washed chambers
         above. Behind it, however, Benjamin cultivated a paradise of a garden, laid out in rectangular plots, each protected by a low hedge of lavender. Some contained herbs – balm and basil, hyssop, calamine
         and wormwood – others flowers: marigolds, violets, lilies of the valley. There were stunted apple and pear trees as well as
         pot herbs growing along the wall to season the meat in winter. Benjamin, taciturn at the best of times, always used this garden
         as the setting in which to share his deepest thoughts. My master never explained why he intervened to save my life so I never
         asked him. One day he just sat in the garden and declared: ‘Roger, you can be my servant, my apprentice. You have broken so
         many laws, you are probably more of an expert on justice than I am. However,’ he wagged one bony finger at me, ‘if you appear
         before Scawsby again, you will undoubtedly hang!’
      

      
      I never did but Scawsby had not seen the last of me. Benjamin intrigued me, though he never discussed his early life.

      
      ‘A closed book, Roger.’ He smiled.

      
      ‘Why haven’t you married?’ I asked. ‘Don’t you like women?’

      
      ‘Passing fancies, my dear Roger,’ he replied, and remained assiduous in his pursuit of his duties, even persuading me to join
         the choir at the local church, my bass an excellent foil to his tenor. I lustily bawled out the hymns whilst watching the
         heaving breasts of our female companions. Since then I’ve always had a soft spot for choirs.
      

      
      At first, life was plain sailing. I kept my head down, doing the occasional errand, staying away from those areas where the
         powerful Scawsby family had a measure of influence. I feared for my master but one thing I had forgotten though Scawsby knew
         it well: Benjamin was a nephew of the great Lord Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, Bluff Hal’s principal minister. Now the Lord Cardinal
         was a hard man, not known for his generosity. A butcher’s son from Ipswich, he had not forgotten his obscure beginnings but
         was equally determined that none of his relatives should remind him of them. When the rest of his large family came begging for favours, they were whipped
         off like a pack of hounds but Benjamin, the son of his favourite aunt, was cossetted and protected. My Lord Cardinal was determined
         that if he could be saved from the shambles of Ipswich and rise to be a royal favourite, Archbishop of York, Lord Chancellor
         and a Cardinal of the Roman Church, so could Benjamin.
      

      
      Well, we all know about Wolsey. I was there when he died, in the Cathedral House at Lincoln, his great, fat fingers scrabbling
         at the bed clothes as he whispered, ‘Roger, Roger, if I had served my God as well as I have served my King, he would not leave
         me to die like this!’
      

      
      Now, old Wolsey fell when he failed to secure Bluff Hal’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon and place him between the sheets
         with the hot-limbed, long-legged Anne Boleyn. I never told Benjamin this (indeed very few people knew it) but the Lord Cardinal
         did not die by natural causes – he was murdered by a subtle, deadly poison. However, that’s another story for the future.
         In 1516, by subtle fetches, Wolsey had crept into the ear of the King. A brilliant scholar, Wolsey had gone to Magdalen College,
         Oxford, where he became fellow and bursar until his hand was found dipping in the money bags. Anyway, with his crafty mind
         he soon became chaplain to long-faced Henry VII, buying a house in St Bride’s parish in Fleet Street. When Henry VII went
         mad and died, our new young King, the golden boy, Bluff Hal, saw the craftiness in Wolsey and raised him high. He bought a
         house near London Stone in the Walbrook, becoming Almoner, Chancellor and Archbishop until all power rested in his great fat
         hands. Some people said Wolsey was the King’s bawd, others his pimp, alleging he kept young ladies in a tower built in a pleasaunce
         near Sheen for the King’s entertainment. Others claimed Wolsey practised the Black Arts and communed with Satan who appeared
         to him in the form of a monstrous cat. A great man, Wolsey! He built Hampton Court, his servants went round in liveries of scarlet and gold with the escutcheon ‘T.C.’ on their back and front – ‘Thomas Cardinalis’. And, all the
         time, the Lord Cardinal never forgot his favourite kinsman, young Benjamin.
      

      
      My Lord Cardinal did not give Benjamin actual honours but rather money, as well as opening the occasional door to preferment
         and advancement. At least that was the Cardinal’s plan though it came to involve treason, conspiracy, murder and executions
         . . . but that was for the future. If I had known the end of the business at the beginning, I would have run like the fleetest
         hare. There, I speak as lucidly and clearly as any honest man!
      

      
      Benjamin was twenty when I met him again as Clerk to the Justices. I was two years younger and quickly learnt to play the
         role of the clever, astute servant, ever ready to help his guileless master. Well, at least I thought him guileless but there
         was a deeper, darker side to Benjamin. I did hear a few rumours about his past but dismissed them as scurrilous (I never really
         did decide whether he was an innocent, or subtle and wise). Do you know, I once met him in a tavern where he sat clutching
         a small wooden horse to his chest, gazing at it raptly, his eyes full of religious fervour. Now the toy was nothing much,
         any child would play with it. This particular one looked rather old and battered.
      

      
      ‘Master, what is it?’ I asked.

      
      Benjamin smiled like the silly saint he was.

      
      ‘It’s a relic, Roger,’ he whispered.

      
      Oh, God, I thought, and could have hit him over the head with a tankard.

      
      ‘A relic of what, Master?’

      
      Benjamin swallowed, trying hard to hide his pleasure.

      
      ‘I had it from a man from Outremer, a holy pilgrim who has visited Palestine and the house Mary kept in Nazareth. This,’ he
         lifted it up, eyes glowing as if he was Arthur holding the Holy Grail, ‘was once touched and played with by the infant Christ
         and his cousin, John the Baptist.’
      

      
      
      Well, what can you say to that? If I’d had my way, I’d have smashed the toy over the silly pedlar’s head but my master was
         one of those childlike men: he always spoke the truth and so he believed that everyone else did. After that I decided to take
         him in hand and help him make full use of the Lord Cardinal’s favours. In the spring of 1517, Wolsey granted Benjamin a farm,
         a smallholding in Norfolk on which to raise sheep, and my master gave me gold to buy the stock. In an attempt to save money
         I bought the sheep from a worried-looking farmer who pocketed my silver at Smithfield, handed over the entire flock and ran
         like the wind. No sooner had I returned these animals to my master’s holding than they all died of murrain which explained
         the farmer’s sudden departure. Of course, I did not tell my master about their former owner or how I had kept the difference
         between what he gave me and what I had spent. I am not a thief, I simply salted the money away with a goldsmith in Holborn
         in case Benjamin made further mistakes.
      

      
      Cardinal Wolsey’s rage can be better imagined than described. He angrily despatched his nephew to serve Sir Thomas Boleyn,
         a great landowner in Kent. You have heard of the Boleyns? Yes, the same family which produced the dark-eyed enchantress, Anne.
         Now she may have been a bitch, but once you met her father, you knew the reason why! Lord Thomas was a really wicked man who
         would do anything to advance his own favour with the King – and I mean anything. Of course, like all the arrogant lords of
         the soil, he hated Cardinal Wolsey and plotted with the other great ones to bring the proud prelate low. Although a powerful
         landowner, Lord Thomas had still married above himself, one of the Howards, the kin of my old general the Earl of Surrey who
         slaughtered the Scots at Flodden Field. Now Boleyn’s wife, Lady Frances Howard, was the proverbial drawbridge, going down
         for anyone who asked her. Bluff King Hal’s hands had been under her skirts and well above her garter many a time. The same
         is true of her eldest daughter, Mary, who had the morals of an alley cat. She bore Bluff Hal an illegitimate child but even he had grave doubts about its parentage and
         locked it away in the convent at Sheen. Mary and her sister Anne were sent as maids of honour to the French court. That’s
         a gauge of Lord Thomas Boleyn’s stupidity – it was like putting two plump capons down a fox hole.
      

      
      King Henry may have been lecherous but King Francis I of France was the devil incarnate when it came to lewdery. Well, he
         was in his younger days. I met him later on when he had lost all his teeth and suffered from great abscesses in his groin
         as his whole body rotted away with syphilis. In his youth, Francis brought the best and the worst of Italy to Paris: Italian
         painters, Italian tapestries and Italian morals.
      

      
      In his heyday he was tall, sardonic in looks and temperament, high-spirited, a virile devil with a grand air, smiling, insouciant,
         glittering in his gem-encrusted doublets and shirts dripping with lace. He was surrounded by women, in particular three voluptuous
         brunettes who formed his little band of favourite bedfellows. He was always most anxious to know about the love affairs of
         his ladies, being especially intrigued to hear of their actual joustings or any fine airs the ladies might assume when at
         those frolics, the positions they adopted, the expressions on their faces, the words they used. Frances even had a favourite
         goblet, the inside of which was engraved with copulating animals but, as the drinker drained it, he or she saw in its depths
         a man and woman making love. Francis used to give this cup to his female guests and watch them blush.
      

      
      Now Anne Boleyn kept to herself but Mary took to this lechery like a duck to water, even acquiring the nickname of the English
         Mare, so many men had ridden her! Nothing abashed her, not even when Francis’s fiery young courtiers played evil jokes by
         placing the corpses of hanged men in her bed.
      

      
      Now, I told all this to my master, giving him a detailed description of the morals and habits of the Boleyn women, and what does he do? One night at supper he innocently turns and
         asks Lord Thomas if my tales had any truth in them? An hour later we left Hever Castle, and the world-weary Lord Cardinal,
         hearing of the incident, decided his nephew needed further education. We were despatched to the halls of Cambridge. However,
         a year later, when my master came to give his dissertation in the Schools, a parchment was found in his wallet containing
         quotations from the Scriptures, St Cyprian as well as the other fathers of the Eastern church. Benjamin was accused of cheating
         and promptly sent down. I never confessed that I put it there in an attempt to help him. The Lord Cardinal, so Benjamin reported
         later, informed him, in language more suitable to a butcher in a shambles than to a man of God, exactly what he thought of
         him, and we were dismissed to our own devices at Ipswich. Suffice to relate, many was the occasion when my master would grasp
         me by the hand.
      

      
      ‘Roger,’ he would declare proudly, ‘God is my witness. I don’t know what I would do without you!’

      
      In away I am sure he was right and I constantly prayed for an upturn in our fortunes. My step-father died but his house and
         possessions went to others and I became rather worried because Benjamin had given up his place as Clerk to the Justices and
         Scawsby would scarcely hand it back. Moreover, he must have listened to the tittle-tattle of the court and realised Uncle
         Wolsey was now not so sweet on his blessed nephew. Nevertheless, in the late summer of 1517 my prayers in the Chantry chapel
         of St Mary the Elms were answered. The great Cardinal, in one of his many pilgrimages to Our Lady’s shrine at Walsingham,
         decided to stop at the Guildhall in Ipswich on his way home. He arrived in the town in an aura of splendid pomp, flaunting
         his purple cardinal’s robes, his tall, silver crosses and heavy gold pillars carried aloft before him. A vast army of gentlemen
         and yeoman tenants arrayed themselves on either side of him. His arrival was heralded by criers wearing splendid livery who parted the crowds in the streets shouting, ‘Make way! Make way
         for Thomas – Cardinal, Archbishop of York and Chancellor of England!’
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