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About Roger Ascham and the King’s Lost Girl


In this special prequel to Matthew Reilly’s The Tournament, Roger Ascham, the unorthodox tutor of Princess Elizabeth, is tasked by King Henry VIII with a most unusual and dangerous mission.













It is costly wisdom that is bought by experience.


– ROGER ASCHAM
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ONE


King’s College, Cambridge
February 1546


It was always a celebrated occasion when the king came to visit Cambridge . . . for everyone except Roger Ascham.


The chapel at King’s College, stupendous and imposing at the best of times, had been converted into a colossal audience chamber for King Henry and it was filled to bursting point with academics, students, puffed-up local nobles and the awestruck townsfolk of Cambridge.


The king sat on a high throne that had been placed on a stage at the front of the chapel’s three-hundred-foot-long nave, which was only right, as just two years previously he had paid for the completion of the chapel, in doing so finishing a building project that had been begun almost one hundred years earlier at the command of Henry VI.


Outside, a steady snow fell. It had been a cold and bitter winter. The trees, roads and lawns of Cambridge were covered in white and the river had frozen over.


From his throne, Henry attended to the business of being king—honouring the local noblemen, gifting money, hearing petitions; he even thanked the Earl of Cumberland’s bastard son, a student at the College, for the repair and reconstruction work the young man had carried out on the ruins of Cambridge Castle.


Corpulent yet still commanding, with his heavy bearded jowls and deep voice, the king was by turns charming and frightening. He may have needed wheeled machines to move up and down stairways but he knew how to hold court and he had this one in the palm of his hand.


As the business of the king’s visit was taking place at the front of the great space, sitting quietly at the back, unnoticed by all, were two figures: Roger Ascham and his young royal student.


Ascham sighed inwardly. He knew what was coming. He had endured it before. Still, it was always unnerving to be commanded to report to a king who had renounced the Catholic Church, dissolved its monasteries and ordered the execution of two of his six wives.


Ascham wondered who had complained to the king this time. He guessed it had been Primrose Ponsonby—who had complained to the king about Ascham’s teaching methods on six previous occasions—but it could have been any of a dozen people.


Roger Ascham was thirty years old and a highly regarded professor of Latin and Greek at Cambridge. He was of modest build and he had a thick mop of brown hair that covered his oversized ears. But his eyes were sharp, they took in everything. In addition to his duties at Cambridge he had recently taken on the role of overseeing the education of the third in line to the English throne.


That individual happened to be the twelve-year-old girl sitting quietly by his side—her head bent reading a book, her feet swinging happily, unable to reach the floor—a delightful young lady known to Ascham as Bess but to everyone at court at Elizabeth. Her usually wild curly red hair had been tightly braided for this unexpected visit from her father. Right now, despite the murmuring, movement and general excitement in the great room around her, she was totally absorbed in her book: a history of Cleopatra that Ascham himself had recently translated.


While he waited to be raked over the coals by the famously intemperate king—and he and Bess had been waiting all morning; it looked like Henry had chosen to see them last of all—Ascham examined a most unusual object in his hands: a brass mariner’s quadrant that he had been tinkering with. The quadrant had long been used for celestial navigation at sea, but Ascham was frustrated with its limitations on a rolling ship’s deck, so he had attached a couple of mirrors to the device, plus a sighting tube, which he hoped would make it work better—


‘Excuse me, good sir, but is that a quadrant you have there?’ The voice was cultured, firm, confident.


Ascham looked up.


A young man in his twenties stood before him, a student. A student, Ascham realised, that he knew.


The lad’s name was Timothy Higginbotham but the plainness of his name had not stopped the rumour-mongers at Cambridge—they could smell anyone with blood ties to a title from ten miles away—from figuring out very quickly who he really was: Timothy Higginbotham was the bastard son of the Earl of Cumberland. And he was clearly a beloved son: despite his illegitimacy, the Earl had sent him to Cambridge with a sizeable pension.


Ascham handed the young man the quadrant. ‘Yes, it is but with some modifications of my own design.’


Higginbotham took the device and turned it sideways to look at it more closely.


‘I love to know the inner workings of things,’ he said absently. ‘I like your modifications. They would compensate for the rocking of a ship, allowing you to sight your star and the horizon with greater ease.’


Ascham was both surprised and impressed at the speed with which the young man had assessed the purpose of his adjustments.


‘Why, thank you. You are Cumberland’s boy, are you not? The one who has been repairing the old castle?’


‘I am.’


‘I confess I do not venture to that part of town very often so I have not seen your work at the ruins. You are a student here? What are you studying?’


‘Medicine,’ the lad answered without looking up, still gazing at the quadrant. ‘I want to be a surgeon.’


Ascham nodded. ‘Good for you. That is a fine calling—’


‘MR ROGER ASCHAM AND HER HIGHNESS, THE PRINCESS ELIZABETH!’ the King’s herald’s voice boomed above the din.


Ascham retrieved his quadrant from the lad and, taking Bess’s hand in his, strode down the length of the hall.


The crowd parted like the Red Sea before Moses as Ascham and Bess made their way toward the throne. Ascham caught many a curious glance and even a few pitying ones from members of the throng as he passed them by.


And there, looming at the end of the pathway made by the crowd, sat King Henry VIII, legs spread wide, fists resting on his armrests, staring down at them. Ascham wondered if anyone else saw the irony of a king who had dispossessed the Catholic Church of its riches sitting on a throne in a grand chapel that had been built for that very Church. He doubted it.


Ascham and Bess stopped before the king, holding hands, and for a horrifying moment the hall went silent. The king’s frown was even more severe than usual.


And then his face broke into a broad grin. ‘Come here, my gorgeous little princess!’


Bess walked toward her father, shoulders hunched and head bent, blushing.


In so many ways, Ascham thought, she was beyond her years—but in the presence of her father she became a little girl again. So confident and assured in private, now she moved with the stilted awkwardness of every twelve-year-old girl. Ascham’s heart went out to her.


The king took her hand gently in his and suddenly became the doting parent. ‘Are you doing your sums, little one?’


‘Yes, Father.’


‘And your Greek? I am told it is improving.’


‘Oh, it is, Father. Mr Ascham is frightfully good at the ancient languages.’


At the mention of Ascham’s name, Henry cast a glance at him. ‘And how is your chess, Elizabeth? Have you beaten your teacher yet?’


‘No,’ Bess said sadly. ‘He continues to get the better of me. But I am improving, Father, and I shall beat him one day. I am determined to.’


Ascham offered the king an apologetic half-smile. His crushing victories over Bess at chess had been the subject of their last meeting.


Henry kept his eyes on Ascham as he spoke. ‘If your teacher is equipping you with determination, then I approve of those lessons. It is a worthy virtue to possess. Now, run along, my sweetling, I have matters to discuss with your schoolmaster. Master Rusting, please take my delightful daughter to the kitchen and find her something sweet and tasty.’


Bess was whisked away by the king’s usher.


No sooner was she out of the room than the king rounded on Ascham.


‘Ascham, what in fucking hell were you fucking thinking when you took my fucking daughter to a fucking slaughterhouse last month?’


Ascham stood his ground. So that was it.


‘Your Majesty, I merely wished for Bess to learn where her food comes from,’ he replied evenly. ‘Every common farmer’s child knows how a leg of beef arrives at their table, but Bess did not. I felt that a potential future Queen of England—’


The crowd tittered. Elizabeth was third in line to the throne and if her half-brother ascended to that throne, married and had children, she would be shunted further down the line of succession. Her chances of becoming queen were wildly remote and the whole room knew it.


Ascham went on, heedless of their mocking. ‘—I felt that a potential future Queen of England should know this.’


Henry stared at Ascham for a long moment, not speaking.


The hall fell silent again.


Then the king spat, ‘Hell and fucking damnation, Ascham. Just don’t do it again. I’m sick of getting fucking complaints about your fucking teaching methods. That is all. Now, clear this hall!’


The king’s guards began herding the crowd out of the vast chapel. His humiliation over, Ascham was making to leave as well when the king called, ‘Not you, Ascham! You will stay!’


And that was a something Roger Ascham had not expected.


Moments later, the great hall was empty, save for Ascham, the king and the king’s chief aide, Sir Harold Rigby.


‘Ascham,’ the king said in a very different tone. ‘A most . . . unusual . . . matter has arisen and I require your assistance.’


‘My assistance, Your Majesty?’ Ascham did not know where this was going.


‘When I come to Cambridge, I enjoy the, ah, ministrations of a young lady at Napier’s establishment, an Italian girl by the named of Isabella. She is a most beautiful thing and she has talents that I have found in no other lady in England.’


Ascham said nothing. The king’s visits to Napier’s brothel while in Cambridge were well known.


The king went on: ‘You will, therefore, understand the frustration I felt when I arrived here this week to discover that the girl is not at Napier’s.’


‘She no longer works as a prostitute?’ Ascham asked.


‘No,’ Sir Harold Rigby interjected. ‘The girl is missing and your king would like her found.’













TWO


Ascham blinked.


‘Your Majesty, I am flattered to be asked to find this girl for you, but I am at a loss. Surely you have a half-dozen men better suited to this task than I. Men more at home visiting dens of, ahem, pleasure, or trackers or hunters, like Sir Roderick of York. He is an unmatched hunter, surely he would be a fine tracker of a missing girl.’


Henry stared directly at Ascham. ‘I dispatched Sir Roderick three days ago on exactly this mission. Come with me.’


Henry and Rigby led Ascham to a small stable behind the great chapel. Snowflakes drifted down all around them. Mounds of snow lay heaped against the stable’s outer wall. Henry pushed open its doors and Ascham beheld a man’s body lying inside a stall.


Henry said, ‘As I said, I dispatched Sir Roderick on this mission three days ago. His body was found lying face-down in the snow in the woods near Vicar’s Brook on the south side of town this morning.’


Ascham stared at the corpse, swallowing hard. Sir Roderick had been a big man, powerful, a warrior’s warrior. Now his body lay in the freezing horse stall like a pale slab of meat.


Henry stepped up beside Ascham, also gazing at the body of the hunter.


‘Roderick was a fine knight and an exceptional huntsman. It is hard to imagine any man getting the better of him,’ the king said. ‘Whoever killed him is formidable, Mr Ascham. My favourite girl is missing and my best man, sent in pursuit of her, is dead. I want to know what is going on. You’re a most peculiar fellow, Ascham, I won’t deny it, but there is always a logic to your madness, a shrewd logic that I do not see often, which is why I tolerate your occasionally bizarre lessons with my sweet Elizabeth. You think outside the usual. You see beyond the normal. This situation is beyond the normal. I want my girl found and I want to know who took her so that I may torture him myself before I cut off his fucking head and mount it on a fucking stake.’
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