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			‘By St George, you’ll lose your head for that!’

			The angry roar had us all dropping our quills in fright – and woke Mister Scrope from his doze, papers lying forgotten on his lap. Mark looked across the scribes’ table at me.

			‘His Majesty’s injured shoulder is still hurting him then,’ he said, nervously running his hands through his mousy hair. 

			‘And it sounds as if he’s coming up the stairs to our office!’ I said. 

			‘Do you want to kill me, you oaf!’ came the bellowing voice, much closer now. ‘Let go of my arm. I demand that this letter be copied and I will take it to the scribes myself.’

			‘He is coming!’ gulped Mark, frantically trying to tidy himself and the table at the same time. 

			We heard anxious attendants pleading with our monarch.

			‘Then do it!’ shouted the King. ‘I expect the letter before the hour is up.’

			The angry cursing moved out of earshot. Our little office high in the gatehouse at Greenwich Palace was safe from a royal invasion – for the moment.

			‘You’d both be better off getting on with some work,’ hissed Oswyn Drage, acting for all the world as if he was Chief Scribe and not Mister Scrope. 

			Mark went anxiously back to his copying. I held Weasel-face’s sharp-nosed gaze for a few seconds before I returned to the long boring laundry list in front of me.

			The office door was flung open, making us all jump again. But it was only Robert Aycliffe, with another young courtier I didn’t know. Mister Scrope scrambled to his feet to greet the gentlemen.

			‘Good morning, Mister Aycliffe,’ he said, snatching at his spilled papers before they fluttered into the fire. ‘Good morning, Mister Shawe.’

			Aycliffe gave us all a friendly nod.

			I noted that the newcomer was almost as tall as him, with short dark hair and a neat beard like his. His clothes were equally fine and both wore gold rings on each hand. Brother Matthew, my godfather who brought me up in St Godric’s Abbey, had always said I was nosy but now I was turning it to good account. I was training myself to observe and remember these little things. Sometimes the most trivial information could be important. 

			Not that a palace scribe needed particular powers of observation. Those skills were useful for my other job. The job I couldn’t speak about.

			As far as everyone else was concerned, I was simply one of Thomas Cromwell’s scribes. But Master Cromwell, the King’s most trusted minister, ran a secret network of spies – and he’d recruited me to join their number. He refused to call us spies but that’s what we were. We worked to keep King and country safe. 

			Aycliffe was another of his agents, but of course we didn’t acknowledge each other. To other eyes he was just a gentleman of the Court who was training to be a lawyer, and I was just a scribe. Though I had a hunch that His Majesty also knew something of my extra work.

			‘I bring no writs or wills for you today,’ announced Aycliffe. ‘Instead a letter that must be copied at once.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘As you might have heard, the King orders it.’

			Oswyn shot to his feet before Mister Scrope could answer. ‘I will see to it myself,’ he said in his oiliest voice.

			Aycliffe gave him a nod. ‘And we have a challenge for your lads, Mister Scrope.’

			Even Mark sat up straight at that.

			‘Don’t keep them too long from their work,’ said the Chief Scribe. ‘We’ve a mountain of papers here, aside from the King’s letter.’

			‘Listen, boys,’ said Aycliffe. His friend was chuckling by his side. ‘We all know how His Majesty hurt his shoulder while hunting. And as he is normally an active man, the tedium of recuperation has put him into an exceedingly bad temper . . .’

			‘You do not need to tell us,’ Mister Scrope put in. ‘Shame on you and Mister Shawe for making fun of such a terrible event.’ 

			‘Francis and I would never make fun of the King!’ declared Aycliffe. 

			That was true. No one did – unless they had a death wish. 

			‘Quite the opposite,’ said Francis Shawe. ‘We have a plan that we hope will restore our sovereign lord to good humour.’

			‘It seems that King Henry is in such pain that even his fool cannot take his thoughts from his wound,’ said Aycliffe. 

			‘Lord bless us!’ exclaimed Mark. ‘If Will Somers cannot cheer the King then there’s no hope.’ He immediately looked embarrassed to have spoken up in front of courtiers. 

			‘We don’t believe that,’ said Aycliffe. ‘We’re looking for someone who can make our monarch laugh.’ He pulled out a purse and waved it at us. ‘There are five silver sixpences in here for the person who can do it.’ 

			‘Which I will equal,’ added Shawe. ‘A whole crown’s worth to whoever succeeds. And Master Cromwell will give them thanks. When we were in the Presence Chamber earlier you’d have thought it was Cromwell’s fault that the King’s horse stumbled and threw him.’

			I could see Oswyn’s eyes looking greedily at the purse that Aycliffe was tossing in his hand as they left. He wanted to win it. So did I. I’d never had any money. My uniform, food and a space on the floor came with my job. My first payday was more than eleven months away. It seemed as near to me as the moon. But more important than that, I wanted to keep proving my worth to Thomas Cromwell. He’d taken a leap of faith when he recruited an abbey foundling. 

			I was determined to win the bet.
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			As I listed the endless number of smalls that had graced the palace laundry tub, I began to think of ways to make the King laugh. I’d done it once before, but last time it had been an accident with pigeon pies. I’d need something better this time. Something guaranteed not to go wrong. When His Majesty was in this mood he was like a bear with a sore head and might turn on anyone who annoyed him. I racked my brains for a joke that would suit a monarch. I drifted into a daydream in which the King practically fell off his throne with laughter at my witty remarks, clever card tricks and comical capering. 

			‘This letter must go to the King straight away.’ The Chief Scribe’s voice broke into my thoughts. ‘Who will take it?’

			I got to my feet. ‘I’ll go . . .’ I began. The letter was a perfect excuse to get to King Henry. I’d think of something as I went to find him.

			But Oswyn sprang up at the same time. ‘No, I am the one to take it,’ he said, flinging back his chair and rushing over to Mister Scrope. ‘I wrote it after all.’

			The clock in the Inner Court came to my rescue. It struck twelve.

			‘But Oswyn,’ I said helpfully, ‘it will be lunchtime before you get back. You don’t want to be late for a meal, do you?’ 

			I took advantage of his hesitation, grabbed the letter and made for the door. 

			‘That’s very thoughtful of you, Jack,’ said Mister Scrope. 

			Oswyn was glaring at me, his face a picture – if the artist had painted sour milk! He didn’t dare contradict Mister Scrope – even when the foundling from the abbey had got the better of him.

			‘Oh dear,’ whispered Mark, as I passed. ‘Now you will be late for lunch. You might even be too late. It’s very bad to miss meals.’

			He didn’t need to tell me that. My stomach would let me know soon enough.

			‘I heard of a boy who missed too many meals,’ Mark went on, ‘and he got so thin he fell down a rabbit hole.’

			‘I wouldn’t want to share that fate,’ I said solemnly. Mark was my friend and I wasn’t going to mock his beliefs, no matter how farfetched. ‘Perhaps you can save me something.’

			Mark nodded earnestly. ‘A sensible idea.’

			I hurried down the gatehouse stairs to the first floor and past Master Cromwell’s rooms. Greenwich Palace wasn’t as huge and rambling as Whitehall, where I’d started my employment, but it was still big. Luckily for me my godfather, Brother Matthew, had trained my mind well and I’d memorised the way to the Presence Chamber. That was where the King would be. I was sure it wouldn’t be the only time I’d need my memory skills. King Henry seemed to change palaces at a whim. 

			I reached the long gallery. I’d started practising a silly, lolloping walk I’d seen Will Somers do for the King, when I realised I wasn’t alone. An old lady with white hair was coming up the stairs ahead. She took one look at me and her eyes grew wide with concern. 

			‘Jack!’ she yelped. ‘You’ve got a shocking limp. What in the name of mercy have you done to yourself?’ 

			Mrs Pennycod, the pastry cook, was a kind soul who looked out for my welfare. I’d first met her under the table in the kitchens at Whitehall. At least, I’d been under the table hiding from a yeoman guard and she’d slipped me a chicken leg. I think she took to me because I reminded her of her niece’s boy who lived far away. She usually thought I was starving. I believe she thought I was dying now! 

			‘I’m all right, Mrs Pennycod,’ I began. ‘I was just . . .’ 

			‘Come here, my little Jackanapes,’ Mrs Pennycod interrupted. She grabbed my arm and made me sit down on the stairs. ‘Let’s have a look at that leg.’

			I tried again. ‘There’s nothing wrong with it . . .’ 

			‘You don’t have to act all brave in front of me,’ tutted Mrs Pennycod. ‘I know what you need.’ 

			She rummaged in her apron pocket and produced a huge chunk of crumbling gooseberry pie. ‘I’ve been carrying this around in case I saw you. You may be wounded, but I’ll not have you starving.’

			I took it gratefully. As soon as I’d finished I sprang to my feet.

			‘God in heaven, it’s a miracle,’ exclaimed Mrs Pennycod. ‘You’re cured!’ 

			‘Gooseberries have wonderful healing properties,’ I said with a grin. ‘And no one makes a pie as well as you.’ I made her a bow. ‘Now I must be off to entertain the King.’

			‘Going to win that bet?’ said the old lady, beaming at me from under her cap. She reached up and pinched my cheek. ‘If anyone can, then it’ll be you, my Jackanapes.’

			She bustled off. I decided that capering for His Majesty was best left to Will Somers. 

			I opened the door of the Presence Chamber. This was my first look inside. It was huge, with a high-vaulted ceiling and King Henry’s arms depicted in the stained-glass windows. The three lions on his shields looked about as angry as the King himself since his accident. I slipped inside and closed the door behind me.

			Hundreds of courtiers were squashed onto long benches, with servants scurrying backwards and forwards carrying platters of food. Mark had explained that everyone wanted to be close to their monarch. So when he moved palaces, they all swarmed off with him. 

			But they were unlucky today, and so was I. The King wasn’t there. I should have realised. There were no yeomen guarding the door. Then I spotted Master Cromwell sitting at a table with a platter of food in front of him. I was surprised – he usually took lunch in his room while he worked. However, there he was, large as life in his fur-lined robes. If I knew anything about him, he wouldn’t be there for a social chat. His companions were all talking, apart from a small, thin man who was writing intently on a piece of parchment. Cromwell wasn’t joining in the chatter either. His hooded eyes were on his plate but I guessed his thoughts weren’t on food. There must be a good reason why he was among the courtiers today. I’d warrant he was listening for some snippet of information dropped by a careless tongue. There must be something serious going on. Something secret that was threatening the King. 

			I was approaching him to ask where the King might be found when the doors of the Presence Chamber were flung open, nearly flattening a poor page against the wall. A maidservant ran in, making a beeline for a stout lady sitting nearby. She bowed briefly, her eyes wide with shock.

			‘Lady Gooldsbury,’ she cried in alarm. ‘Such villainy. You’ve been robbed.’

			Her mistress let out a shrill scream and toppled backwards off her bench in a faint.

			‘Tend to Lady Gooldsbury,’ commanded Cromwell and two servants ran forwards to do his bidding. The maidservant went to join them, but Cromwell beckoned to her. ‘Tell me the whole,’ he said calmly.

			‘It’s her favourite French hood, sir,’ began the servant, ‘purloined from its stand.’

			‘Forgive me for suggesting it, but could it be lost and not stolen?’ asked Cromwell. ‘Your mistress does suffer from . . . absentmindedness.’

			‘That’s true, sir,’ agreed the woman. ‘Only last week she had us searching for a pair of gloves she’d got in her hand all along, but this is different. It was there one moment and gone the next.’

			‘Strange indeed,’ he said. ‘Now go to her ladyship. I will sort the matter.’

			‘Thank you, sir,’ said the servant and she ran to help the two young boys who were flapping napkins uselessly at Lady Gooldsbury. All the diners were gossiping loudly about the theft, except for the small thin man who was humming to himself and writing musical notes on his page. 

			I was just wondering how he was managing to concentrate when I realised my master was calling me over. 

			‘Is that something I have to deal with?’ he asked, indicating the letter in my hand. 

			I’d forgotten all about it in the uproar. ‘No, sir,’ I said. ‘It’s a letter His Majesty wanted copying. Where can he be found?’

			‘Deliver it to his Privy Chambers.’ I bowed and went to go but he stood and put a hand, heavy with rings, on my arm. ‘Let me check it first, boy,’ he said. ‘Come.’

			He took the letter over to the window as if to read it by the light. I followed. ‘Well, Jack,’ he said in a low voice, ‘it seems a petty matter, the mislaying of a French hood.’

			‘Yes, sir,’ I said. There was more to come, I was sure of it. He was going to involve me in whatever grave business had brought him to sit among the chattering courtiers. His next words dashed my hopes.

			‘But it is the sort of petty matter that could annoy the King and his temper does not need stirring at this time! The thief must be caught before His Majesty hears of it.’

			‘You wish me to investigate, sir?’ I asked, trying not to sound too disappointed.

			He nodded. ‘Begin directly. You can tell Mister Scrope that I need you for a small errand.’ 

			Oh well, I thought. It beats copying out laundry lists.

			He tapped his ring on the nearest table. It was a tiny sound in all the hubbub but it worked. Everyone fell silent and turned to him – even the small, thin man.

			‘The King is to hear not one whit of this theft,’ Cromwell announced. ‘We do not wish to upset him any further.’

			Everyone could see the wisdom in that. There was a frantic nodding of heads.

			He turned back to me. ‘I will take the King’s letter to him.’

			I handed it over and took my leave as a gaggle of servants tried to heave Lady Gooldsbury off the floor.

			The other scribes were coming back from lunch when I got to our door. Mister Scrope sighed heavily when he heard my message from Cromwell. 

			‘You must do as our master bids,’ he said. ‘Though there’s much to be done here.’

			He ambled into the office. I guessed that he was going to be very busy, sleeping off his lunch in front of the fire!

			Mark nudged my arm and slipped some manchet bread from his sleeve into my hand. 

			‘Thanks,’ I whispered. 

			I turned to go and start my investigation. Oswyn stepped into my path.

			‘Running off, as usual?’ he said coldly. ‘What are you up to this time?’ 

			‘Working hard,’ I replied. ‘For our master.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Oswyn looked at me with a faint smile. It held an unspoken threat. ‘Master Cromwell has never bothered much with us scribes before. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think there was something strange going on.’
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			My first instinct was to thump Oswyn Drage. That would make him forget about doing any ‘thinking’ for a while. But I stopped myself. Mark had warned me how Oswyn had managed to cause previous scribes to lose their jobs. Weasel-face had a younger brother and he wanted a position for him. 

			My scribing was the perfect cover for my secret work for Cromwell. If I lost one job I’d certainly lose the other. Anyway, I told myself, I had more important things to think about than his silly taunts, although my fist was itching to knock the stuffing out of him.

			I’d begin my investigation by talking to Lady Gooldsbury’s maid. I was sure to find her in her mistress’s bedchamber. Lady Gooldsbury might be the size of the abbey sow, but I took a chance that the servants had managed to deliver her to her room by the time I got there.

			I had no idea where that room was, so I decided to ask Mark. But I had to get the information without telling him about the theft.

			‘Master Cromwell has ordered me to enquire after Lady Gooldsbury’s health,’ I told him quietly.

			Mark looked worried. ‘What’s wrong with her?’ 

			‘She fainted at lunch,’ I told him. That was true. 

			‘Do you think it was something in her food?’ said Mark. ‘Only I heard of someone who ate a maggot and passed out in his potage. He would have drowned if his friend hadn’t rescued him.’

			‘I don’t think it was the food,’ I said, keeping a straight face. ‘Master Cromwell wants to know how she is. Where’s her chamber?’

			‘Go down one flight of stairs and turn left by the marble Adam and Eve. Follow that gallery, past the nymphs sitting on a bronze unicorn, then, when you get to the statue of Apollo with no arms, turn right. Lady Gooldsbury’s room is the last one along that corridor.’ 

			‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I’ll be off then.’

			‘I haven’t finished,’ said Mark anxiously. ‘If you turn the corner and go along the gallery that looks over the river and reach the big gold doors with yeomen barring your way – you’ve gone too far.’ He gulped. ‘That’s the King’s apartments, although I’ve never been along there so I can’t tell you exactly where they are. It might not be the first door you come to, you see.’ 

			‘Don’t worry . . .’ I began. 

			‘But I shall!’ whispered Mark. ‘It would be so easy to make a mistake.’ 

			‘I’ll be very careful,’ I assured him, and escaped. 

			There were servants in the corridor, scrubbing the floor, dusting the portraits of long dead kings and polishing the many statues. King Henry had surprised everyone with his sudden move to Greenwich and now the servants were trying to get it clean for him. I darted round them, munching my bread as I went.

			Just as I’d got to a stone archer with a big nose, someone called my name. 

			‘Jack!’ Cat Thimblebee came hurrying towards me, carrying a basket of linen. Her red hair was escaping from under her cap and her eyes were sparkling with curiosity. 

			‘What are you doing near the bedchambers?’ she demanded. For a second I’d been pleased to see Cat – before she started sticking her nose into my business!

			Before I could open my mouth to reply she put the basket down – on my foot – and folded her arms. ‘I haven’t seen you since we arrived. I’ve been that busy. You wouldn’t credit how many courtiers need their clothes mending after one short trip from Whitehall to Greenwich. You’d think they’d rowed themselves down the Thames!’ She looked about to make sure no one was in earshot. ‘I expect you want to arrange another riding lesson. God knows you need it!’ 

			I ignored the last comment. It was true that I wasn’t exactly an expert horseman yet. The secret lessons Cat had given me at Whitehall were proving that there was a lot more to staying on a horse than I’d realised. In fact all I could do so far was bounce about helplessly in the saddle, getting a sore bum and being laughed at by my irritating instructor. The trouble was, I really needed to learn. Master Cromwell seemed to think I could already ride. This may have been because that’s what I’d told him! 

			‘When can I have another lesson then?’ I asked.

			‘Hmmm,’ said Cat, scratching her chin as if she was thinking hard. ‘It’s going to be difficult to fit you in. A skilled seamstress like me is given such a lot of mending to do.’ She nodded towards her basket. 

			‘If you’re too busy I’ll find someone else . . .’ I began, calling her bluff.

			‘No need,’ said Cat airily. ‘Come to the park at dawn tomorrow. I’ll meet you at the top of the hill behind the palace. We won’t be seen.’ 

			‘Are you sure you’ll be able to borrow a horse here at Greenwich?’

			‘Greenwich, Whitehall, Hampton Court, wherever we are I can always sneak one out of the stables when I want to. No one’s caught me yet. And I’m doing them a favour. The horses need exercising.’

			‘Very well then,’ I said. ‘As long as it’s not Diablo the devil stallion.’

			‘You’ll get what you’re given!’ laughed Cat.

			‘Now I must go,’ I said, shifting her basket off my foot.

			But Cat stood in my way. ‘Wait a minute,’ she said, peering intently into my face. ‘You’re up to something, Jack Briars.’

			‘Well . . .’ I began, wondering if she would ever let me get on.

			‘I knew it!’ said Cat in delight. She lowered her voice as a servant walked by. ‘You’ve got a special job to do, haven’t you?’

			I hesitated. I was supposed to keep my extra work for Master Cromwell a secret. And indeed I’d started off by not telling a soul, until somehow Cat had made herself my partner in my investigations. 

			I decided to let her in on my mission. I had to admit, though certainly not to her, that she’d been very useful in the past. But before I could open my mouth she’d started up again.

			‘It’s about the theft!’ she cried. ‘Lady Gooldsbury’s French hood!’ 

			‘Not so loud,’ I hissed. ‘The King mustn’t know anything about it – and no one must know that I’m investigating. How did you hear of it?’ 

			‘Meg, that’s her maidservant, found the hood had gone and went running out into the passage, screaming her head off,’ said Cat. ‘That’s typical of her. She’d make a mountain out of a dung heap. Ned the log boy heard her as he was delivering kindling for the fires along here and he told Mister Sorrel in the kitchen and Mister Sorrel told me.’

			I might have known. The servants’ gossip machine was always well oiled. 

			‘It must not come to the ears of the King,’ I said. ‘Make sure you pass that around. Master Cromwell’s orders.’

			‘Very well.’ Cat sniffed. ‘It’s not exactly life or death though, is it!’

			I chose to ignore that stinging remark.

			‘Then you won’t want to hear any more about it,’ I answered with a shrug.

			‘I certainly do,’ exclaimed Cat. ‘You’ll be sure to need my help. ’ 

			‘Come with me,’ I ordered, heading off down the corridor, determined to show her I was in charge. She scooped up her basket and trotted along beside me. ‘Mister Cromwell wants it all sorted quickly.’ 

			‘Then it’s lucky you found me,’ said Cat. ‘Four eyes are better than two.’

			God’s teeth, she always got the last word!
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			Cat seemed to know every servant we passed. 

			‘That’s Dickon,’ she said, nodding to a man who was rubbing a tapestry with a hunk of bread. 

			‘What’s he doing?’ I whispered. 
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