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      Praise for The French Executioner:

      ‘Falling somewhere between the novels of Bernard Cornwell and Wilbur Smith, C. C. Humphreys has fashioned a rollicking good
         yarn that keeps the pages turning from start to finish’
      

      John Daly, Irish Examiner

      ‘A brilliant, brutal and absorbing historical thriller on the real-life figure of Jean Rombaud, the man who beheaded Anne Boleyn … The
         experience of Humphreys as a playwright, fight choreographer and actor are all evident here. It is cut and thrust all the
         way, with dazzling duels, bruising battles and moments of terror following each other at a breathless pace’
      

      Steve Craggs, Northern Echo

      ‘… how he fulfills his mission is told with enormous zest in this splendid, rip-roaring story … a fine addition to the tradition
         of swashbuckling costume romance of which Robert Louis Stevenson is the incomparable master’
      

      George Patrick, Hamilton Examiner

     ‘…an entertaining read – a charming page-turner’

      David Evans, Edmonton Journal

     ‘Lightning paced’

      Barry Forshaw, Publishing News

      ‘There were lots of things to learn in it, historical things which were very well observed. It’s good fun’

      Anna Raeburn’s Pick of the Paperbacks, Open Book, Radio 4
      

      ‘Humphreys has spun a thrilling yarn that gallops across France, Germany and Italy’

      Sally Zigmond, Historical Novels Society Reviews

   
      
      THE FRENCH 
EXECUTIONER


      C.C. HUMPHREYS
      

      [image: image]

      	
      
      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      The idea for this story first came to me as I worked out in a gym in Vancouver, Canada, in 1993. I was doing a shoulder press,
         facing a mirror and studying my form. This internal dialogue followed:
      

      (Lift weight) ‘God, I’ve got a long neck.’

      (Lower) ‘If ever I was to be beheaded, my neck would be a really easy target for an axe.’

      (Lift) ‘Or a sword. Anne Boleyn was executed with a sword.’

      (Lower) ‘Anne Boleyn had six fingers on one hand.’

      The seed was sown, and it soon sprouted. I wrote a short story, a little horror piece that required no research. I worked
         on it for about a week, then abandoned it. I had already written one play which had won a local competition and I was about
         to be commissioned to write another. A third was to follow. I was, just barely, a playwright. No way was I a novelist. That
         was too big a mountain to climb.
      

      Other images came to me over the next few years, other fantasies (I remember yelling ‘Fugger!’ at my surprised wife on an
         island once). We moved to London, England, where I’d grown up. My career as an actor waxed and waned. I toyed with a fourth
         play. Then, in a cottage in Shropshire in the autumn of 1998, I realised why this most recent play wasn’t working. It wasn’t
         the story I needed to tell. I needed to tell the story of Anne Boleyn’s executioner.
      

      I researched for about a month. I’d bought books over the years that I thought would be useful if I ever came to write the
         novel, but had never read them. I read them now. Reformation Europe by G. R. Elton I’d studied before at A level and it gave me the background, along with War and Society in Renaissance Europe 1450–1620 by J. R. Hale. A World Lit Only by Fire by William Manchester was wonderful on mindset and sixteenth-century smells. Religion and the Decline of Magic by Keith Thomas reminded me how very different people’s beliefs were the best part of half a millennium ago, in a world where
         magic was ever present. The Galleys at Lepanto by Jack Beeching taught me battle tactics and slave conditions.
      

      When the month was up I decided that, though I needed to learn a lot more, what I needed most was my characters to start telling
         me their stories. After twenty-three years as an actor I was grounded in Motivation: Why does he want to do this? What stops
         him achieving it? How does he feel then? What does she want now, and who is stopping her getting it? It’s the same writing
         plays – objectives running into obstacles create action.
      

      The great thing about a minor figure in history is that no one knows much about him. I discovered that Anne Boleyn’s executioner
         was named Jean Rombaud, that he lived in St Omer near Calais, that he killed with a sword – far quicker and cleaner than the
         axe, and so the kindest stroke in a brutal world – and that Henry VIII paid a great deal of money to bring him over as a final
         favour to his soon-to-be ex-wife. That was all there was to know about him.
      

      Anne, of course, was different. Many books have been written about her, who she was, what she did. She was important. Without
         her, Elizabeth would never have been born and England might still be a Catholic country. Nearly everyone I asked had heard
         of Anne Boleyn. And nearly half of them knew she had a six-fingered hand.
      

      So I began with a rough cast of characters, ideas of their journeys through the novel, a few images. I love film, the power of a striking visual. As a young reader I always loved epics,
         the more adventurous the better. I decided that since this was my novel I would put into it everything I loved. I have always
         been a storyteller, so many of my characters are too. I was my school’s sabre champion at sixteen; I became an actor so that
         I could leap around with swords. In Canada, I became a fight choreographer in theatre. So I wanted lots of swashbuckling and
         derring-do. Battleaxes and slingshots and scimitars. I like visionaries, kaleidoscopes and altered states of consciousness.
         Fortunately, I found my research dovetailing almost perfectly with these imaginative desires. I was writing an adventure,
         not an historical document, but it all seemed possible. And who really knows what happened back then anyway?
      

      Here are a few examples of my images and ideas coinciding with character and history (and one example where it didn’t quite
         and I kept it in anyway).
      

      The Fuggers They truly were the greatest banking family in Europe. They bought the Emperor-ship for Charles V. And bankers did have their
         hands chopped off by vengeful, bankrupt knights.
      

      Haakon I am half Norwegian and I love the sagas, so I had to have a Viking figure. I have also studied the runes, the Norse system
         of divination. I have one of Haakon’s runes – UR – tattooed, uh, somewhere on my person. And I wore a silver axe around my
         neck for about fifteen years.
      

      Beck I love Shakespeare, women dressed as men. I also played a Jewish zealot in the Biblical-Roman TV epic A.D. – Anno Domini. I am probably the only member of British Actors Equity who knows how to use a slingshot. And since you still
         see them used today, in news footage of riots from Jerusalem, why not in 1536? (I still have my slingshot.)
      

      Giancarlo Cibo Entirely made up, and I’m probably libelling the Archbishop of the time as well as Pope Alexander whose bastard son Cibo
         could not have been. But I needed a debauched, Borgia-like prelate and I always wanted to go to Siena. So, for my second draft I did and rewrote accordingly.
      

      Dancing a galliard The captain of a galley did dance a galliard going into battle, except it happened at Lepanto in 1571.
      

      St Anthony’s Fire I have long been fascinated by this phenomenon. The last recorded instance of this mass hallucination was in the eighteenth
         century – or so I thought. Then I found a book called The Day of St Anthony’s Fire by John G. Fuller which described in detail the hallucinogenic horrors that swept over a town called Pont-Sainte-Esprit in
         France in 1951. The poisoning is caused by ergot, a fungus that grows on rye and from which LSD is derived. Eating ergot-infected
         bread was like taking ten or more doses of LSD.
      

      Kaleidoscopes The idea of a Black Mass within one within a dungeon was a wonderful image. But my editor wishes me to point out that kaleidoscopes
         weren’t invented until 1816. Then again, modern research is showing that Caravaggio must have used camera lenses to paint
         his hyper-realist paintings in 1600, so there!
      

      Finally, a definite example of wrong history. The siege of the Anabaptists in Munster took place in 1535, six months before
         the death of Anne Boleyn. But when I read about Jan Bockelson I remembered watching live on television the tragic events at
         Waco, Texas, in 1993 and learning of the messianic madness of David Koresh. And as they say in journalism, never let the facts
         get in the way of a good story. Their sacred texts and the hymn I quote I got from a religious encyclopedia at the British
         Library. All genuine Munster Anabaptist. Fortunately, they were as obsessed by resurrection as I needed them to be.
      

      There are many more incidents in the novel that come from my fascinations or, in some cases, my experiences. I would be happy
         to answer any questions on them. For now, though, I’d like to end by thanking some people without whom I would not have written
         this novel. All women, strangely. Or perhaps not.
      

      Firstly, there is my wife, Aletha, who encouraged me when I began, pushed me when I faltered and forgave the odd peculiarity
         of behaviour in the name of research. The time when she came home to discover me leaping around the hall with an umbrella
         trying to behead imaginary chickens comes to mind.
      

      Next, my wonderful agent, Anthea Morton-Saner at Curtis Brown, who took me on because of this novel and has proved again and
         again the truth of the old dictum: Get an agent!
      

      I’d also like to thank Jane Wood, publishing director at Orion, who turned my fantasy into reality and made me believe that
         I might have more than one book in me by giving me an advance for two.
      

      Penultimately, there’s Rachel Leyshon, my editor, who not only will drink beer with me but whose penetrating notes and brilliant
         eye guided me on my final edit to help me achieve my true vision, and whose enthusiasm for the story continually reassured
         this self-critical newcomer.
      

      Finally, there’s one person without whom nothing would be possible. Anne Boleyn. She must have been quite extraordinary. I
         hope I’ve done her justice. And whoever it is who places a bunch of white roses on her tombstone in the chapel of St Peter
         ad Vincula in the Tower of London every 19 May, the anniversary of her death, I would like to thank them too.
      

      Hoch! Hoch!

      C. C. Humphreys

      London, February 2001

   
      
      

      For Aletha

   
      
      PART ONE

      
THE VOW


   
      
      ONE

      
      THE GIBBET

      
      It was unseasonably cold for a late May night, but the gibbet’s former occupant was too dead to care and his replacement too
         unconscious. It was the three men-at-arms who grumbled about it, and though the removal of the skeleton from the torso-shaped
         cage required some strenuous snapping and pulling, they were not grateful for the warmth of the exercise. With their prisoner
         finally wedged in and the cage’s key replaced on its hook, they returned to their horses. Pressing themselves against the
         warm flanks, the soldiers brushed the gibbet’s leavings from their cloaks, and grumbled still.
      

      
      ‘Such a beautiful night.’ The voice came silky and warm from beneath folds of cloak and fur, the breath a steady stream into
         the frosty air. ‘Look, a comet! In Siena we’d say: there’s another virginity gone.’
      

      
      There was a laugh, as silken as the voice, followed by a cough. A piece of red cloth dabbed at the lips.

      
      Heinrich von Solingen turned towards the man who had just spoken, the man whose every command he obeyed. Heinrich was confused.
         He liked things ordered and simple. They had got what His Holiness wanted. Wrapped in velvet, it rested now in His Holiness’s
         saddle bags. Confusion made him angry and bold enough to question.
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why we are here, my Lord. Why didn’t we just kill the Frenchman back at the inn?’

      
      ‘I think you tried, didn’t you?’
      

      
      ‘I mean after, when he was unconscious.’

      
      The smaller figure shifted in his saddle. Moonlight fell on a sharp forehead, a long straight nose, fleshy lips. There was
         a touch of something sad in the silkiness now.
      

      
      ‘Really, after what he did, we should have tried him as a heretic then given him to God’s redeeming fire. Alas, the time is
         not right for his story to be told abroad. So we give him here, into God’s hands.’
      

      
      ‘But my Lord Archbishop—’

      
      The blow surprised Heinrich because the Italian was neither young nor, he thought, especially strong. Pain contradicted that
         impression.
      

      
      ‘I’ve warned you about using my title in a public place.’

      
      ‘I am sorry, my Lord, but there is only the prisoner and my men—’

      
      The hand emerged again from within the cloak and moonlight glinted on heavy rings, which explained the blood now running down
         Heinrich’s chin.
      

      
      ‘Enough! You are a fool and I another to let you question me. There may be a gibbet keeper nearby who would recognise the
         rank. And your men did not know it till now. I must think. Get them to find the keeper.’
      

      
      A curt command and the three soldiers began to search where they could, yet there was little there: a bare crossroads a league
         beyond a village with neither tree nor bush nearby. Little for the full moon to shine upon but the dangling, vaguely human
         iron form, the cross-beamed support and the midden of gibbet filth on which, in six parts now, sprawled the cage’s last tenant.
      

      
      The men reported their failure.

      
      ‘Very well.’ The Italian coughed, a gout of blood caught in the swiftly raised cloth. There was little he could do now; and
         even if the keeper did lurk and had somehow heard Heinrich’s indiscretion … Well, how could a creature of such an occupation
         threaten a Prince of the Holy Church?
      

      
      Giancarlo Cibo, Archbishop of Siena, decided he could take the risk. He didn’t take many – it was how he survived the hurly-burly
         of life back in Italy after all. He wouldn’t take another with Heinrich’s men. Heinrich would have to deal with them himself,
         later, a fitting punishment for his indiscretion. Perhaps incorporating some unusual methods. The Archbishop would like to
         see that. It would truly upset the surly German. The Archbishop would like to see that too.
      

      
      ‘Put double the usual coins in the offertory. Let’s pay the keeper well,’ he said, all silk and smoothness again.

      
      Ducats were dropped into a small box at the base of the gibbet, and Heinrich went back to join his men. There he listened
         to his blood drip onto the pommel of his saddle, kept his silence, and watched from a distance as the Archbishop pushed his
         horse right up to the gibbet.
      

      
      The Italian leant forward until it looked as if he was almost kissing the cage’s iron-slatted face. Until he could feel the
         breath of the man inside on his own lips. The man’s breathing was erratic; Heinrich’s men had beaten him badly when they finally
         felled him. Not surprising, as the Frenchman had killed two of their number and incapacitated two more, his strange, square-headed
         sword dancing graceful and deadly among the suddenly leaden-footed Germans. Heinrich had said it was an executioner’s sword,
         much favoured in France as a more humane way of despatching traitors, if their rank and purses deserved it. The sword would
         make a fine trophy on his palace wall, for he knew just whose neck had last been severed with it. A neck and something far
         more unusual – a six-fingered hand.
      

      
      ‘Why did you do it, Jean?’ Cibo whispered into the cage. ‘A belief that it could heal, like the bones of St Agnes? Is that
         what you thought she was, Jean, a saint and martyr for the new religion? Or was it gold? The most powerful relic in the world
         would have fetched more than you could have earned in a lifetime of headtaking.’
      

      
      The unconscious man had no answer for him, beyond his shallow breaths. The Archbishop studied the face before him. Features somewhat finer than was common among the French, a smaller
         nose, thick black hair now slick with the blood and sweat of the fight. It was ordinary. He was always surprised when ordinary
         men did extraordinary things.
      

      
      ‘I do wonder about you, Jean. Sadly, I will never know. But it’s mine now, a greater weapon than any executioner’s sword for
         myself and for Mother Church. We’ll have to see how best we two can use it.’
      

      
      And with that, Cibo turned his horse and broke straight into a gallop. He was proud of his horsemanship and his steeds were
         trained to respond to his instant whim. The Germans were surprised and, with Heinrich bellowing orders, followed as swiftly
         as they were able.
      

      
      Such was the speed of their departure, such their pleasure in forsaking that dismal place, that no one even glanced back at
         the gibbet cage and its new occupant. If they had, they would have seen that the first effects of their beating had worn off.
      

      
      Jean Rombaud, master executioner and recent slayer of Anne Boleyn, had woken up.

   
      
      TWO

      
      THE FUGGER

      
      The first thing to be done, he knew, before opening his eyes, was to tally the injuries. He had learnt on a battlefield to
         take stock blind, because moving without knowing who’s around you could mean ending up worse off.
      

      
      Begin with the chest, breathe a little deeper. Christ preserve me, there’s pain, maybe a rib broken, others bruised. The taste
         of iron. Probe with the tongue. No, shit! Two more gone. Worse than the ribs, that. Ribs heal, but teeth left on battlefields
         across Europe made it harder each day to chew meat. One leg curled up under – the pain of constriction, or a break? Among
         the many blows, a memory of being kicked on the shin. Kicked hard.
      

      
      Trace the body, look for wounds. Head? Battered yet intact. Guts? There was always that smell when they were pierced. Groin?
         Seemingly unswollen. And he’d have remembered the entrance of metal anywhere. He’d felt it before, after all. It was a distinct
         sensation.
      

      
      All in all, and considering the odds, he wasn’t doing too badly. So now, fall to listening. Anyone breathing out there? Anyone
         watching him for a trace of life, blade poised, waiting to snuff it out? No? Then open the eyes.
      

      
      No. Close them again, dismiss what they’ve seen. There has to be another explanation. Move the hands, shift the legs, measure
         the space. No. It can’t be.
      

      
      ‘Jesus!’ Jean Rombaud blasphemed solidly for a minute. He was imprisoned. Worse, far worse, he was in a gibbet cage. Hung up like a common thief, left to rot and die. It wasn’t
         possible, he was still unconscious, dreaming …
      

      
      The cage was swinging wildly now in his panic, grating, screeching. That would do him no good. The last thing he needed was
         to draw attention to his position. He was outside the village but he didn’t know how near it was. He did know how the villagers
         would treat him if they found him. At best jeer, pelt him with muck, make bets on his endurance; at worst … well, it had been
         a hard winter, and the salted mutton would be running out.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he said again, firmly, and managed to still the lurching cage. He had been put there silently by men who did not want
         witnesses. There was time to think, in these few hours before dawn. This could not be his destiny, to die from torment or
         starvation, or more likely from a cannibal’s knife, in a cage in the middle of France.
      

      
      He used his limited movements again to explore his confines, glad he was slightly smaller than most men, for he had little
         enough room, none to raise his arms above his head to where the lock held the front and back of the cage together. Yet even
         if he could twist himself to get a hand through the slats and up, the lock looked rusted but solid.
      

      
      He bit down on his despair. This couldn’t happen. He wasn’t a man who gave much thought to death, it would come when it must.
         But swifter, surely? Not like this, not when …
      

      
      Then the memory of what had led him to this place came scrabbling back and, cursing again, he reached out to squeeze the slats,
         find their weakness, force himself through them. These men had stolen from him, and thus from Anne Boleyn, the most precious
         part of herself, bound by sacred vow to the care of Jean Rombaud. His oath to his Queen would surely give him the strength
         to snap mere metal!
      

      
      Long after the certainty that it was futile, he squeezed and pushed and beat upon the unyielding iron, till the blood ran
         from his fingers. As his struggles became weaker, the executioner did something he’d not done since the day he’d laid his
         wife and child in the plague pit, picked up his sword and took again to the mercenary’s road. He wept. His tears fell from
         the cage, splashing droplets onto the gibbet midden below.
      

      
      Salt-blinded as he was, he didn’t notice the first stirrings amid that filth, of something beginning to work its way up from
         within, from the very depths of muck, rotting clothes and bones picked clean, didn’t see what looked like a worm break through
         the crust, to be followed by another worm, then a third, then five. Fingers they were, joined to a hand, an arm, a shoulder.
         Then a head burst out of the earth and a voice, mud ridden and muck-choked cried out, ‘DAEMON!’
      

      
      Jean set the cage swinging again, his face turned from this vision spewed from hell. He’d long since forsaken the Church he
         was baptised in, disgusted by what he’d seen done in the name of God on battlefields and in the palaces of the Princes of
         Religion. Tales to frighten children he’d called their stories, their rules and penalties. Well, he was no child and he was
         terrified now.
      

      
      The demon worked its shoulders clear, then, resting a moment to glance up at Jean, threw back its head and shrieked: ‘He’s
         got my legs! I’m trapped. The foul fiend nips my ankles. Help me! Help! Pull me up, why can’t you? Ohhh!’ It gave a piteous
         wail and cried ‘Dae-mon!’ once again.
      

      
      As if answering a summons a raven, a blue-black brute, flew down and circled the gibbet, cawing a series of short cries, descending
         in darting runs to flap round the head of the embedded demon. The two of them made hideous harmony, alternating in pitch and
         volume, and Jean suddenly, forcefully, realised that all the tales he’d denied, all the visions that had merely troubled a
         few sleeps since his priest-ridden childhood, they were all true. There was a hell, and he was descending into it.
      

      
      Then the demon ceased its wailing. The raven stopped screeching and landed on its shoulder. The two of them tipped their heads to one side and four eyes regarded Jean. Then, like
         a cork from a bottle, the whole hideous shape popped out of the hole in the ground and stood, feet splayed, upon the midden.
         The skull of the gibbet’s former occupant, which had perched precariously atop the midden, now rolled down and lodged between
         the creature’s ankles, seeming to make a third set of eyes to gaze upon the prisoner.
      

      
      ‘Well, well, well,’ said the demon, after a moment and in quite a reasonable tone, ‘and who is our guest for tonight, Daemon?’

      
      A mud creature stood there, black with filth, its eyes reflecting the moon the only flicker of light. Garbed in some sort
         of tattered dress, a shapeless sack hanging from shoulder to ankle, one arm bare and one encased. Wild, spiralling locks hung
         from the encrusted head, falling in shanks down to the shoulders to meld with a rat’s nest of a beard. The bird was as clean
         as its perch was filthy.
      

      
      In the silence of their stares, Jean regained his defiance.

      
      ‘Be gone and torment me not. I am not for you yet.’

      
      The two heads swivelled to look at each other, then back to him. The raven gave a cry and took to the air, while the mud beast
         leant forward and spat.
      

      
      ‘Do you hear that, Daemon? Orpheus tells Charon when he chooses to cross the Styx!’ It threw its head back and laughed, a
         ghastly rattle. It then reached up to the cage and said, in its formerly reasonable tone, ‘It’s for me to decide, you know.
         Daemon and me’ – it bent down to pick up the skull – ‘and my friend Felix here makes three. What shall we do with him?’ Fingers
         moved the fleshless jaw up and down as if in answer.
      

      
      Bowing to the skull, the creature began a strange shuffling that Jean realised was a dance, of sorts. Humming a tune, it moved
         across the midden, back and forth, words and laughter emerging.
      

      
      ‘He wants to be left alone. But that can’t be. Such a long time since we had a visitor! Last one was you, dear Felix, and how boring were you? They did for you before you arrived, few
         breaths, no stories to pass your passing. I like a story with my supper, and if I can’t have one at least I can have … but
         this one looks healthy, this one looks good, he won’t be leaving till I tell him he should! A rhyme. A rhyme! I still have
         the gift, oh yes. Papa would be proud.’
      

      
      Jean listened and calculated as he did. The creature was mad, that much was sure, but there were bits of sense within the
         ramblings, even a way of speaking that sounded less than brutish.
      

      
      ‘You dance well,’ he called down, ‘but your partner lacks something in the leg.’ The creature had stopped its swaying to listen.
         ‘Why don’t you let me down? I can cut a finer caper than your Felix.’
      

      
      The creature dashed the skull to the ground then rose up next to the gibbet and hissed, in a whisper as devoid of mirth as
         its dance had been full of it, ‘Death is all you have coming. The time is God’s to choose. I am God’s helper. I keep his clock.
         Tick tock. Tick tock. Tick … tock.’
      

      
      The creature sank silently back down to the midden and began to collect up the bones that lay there.

      
      Jean knew now he was at the mercy of no demon, but one who sinks as low as any human can. To be a gibbet keeper was to survive
         on scraps dogs would shun, with an occasional coin thrown from a justice’s hand or prised from a victim’s family to swiftly
         end a loved one’s suffering. It was life, but barely, and Jean knew the best he could expect was that same swift slitting
         of his own throat.
      

      
      And yet, how could he accept such a death? Was this a fitting end to his career, a last cruel joke in a life that had witnessed
         many? No. While he had breath, and a tongue in his head, there was hope.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing with those bones?’

      
      The keeper started, as if he’d forgotten his prisoner was there.

      
      ‘Soup,’ he muttered without turning around. ‘Do you believe me?’
      

      
      ‘No.’ Jean shifted in the cage. ‘Why would you want old bone soup when you have such fresh meat hanging by?’

      
      The keeper made a snuffling sound that Jean realised was laughter.

      
      ‘Is that what you want? A swift release provided by my little trusty here?’ He patted a small scabbard at his side. ‘But that
         would be a sin – isn’t that what your friend the Archbishop would say? Ooh …’ He broke off and gazed up at Jean. ‘An archbishop,
         eh? What illustrious senders-off you had. We don’t usually get such company here. Why should you interest His Holiness, I
         wonder?’
      

      
      Affecting calm, Jean said, ‘Why were they interested in me? Oh, now there’s a story.’

      
      The keeper stopped scrabbling and tipped his head to one side, bones and skull cradled in his arms.

      
      ‘A story?’

      
      ‘Aye. I heard you say you like a story over supper. Well, there’s a tale in me, if you choose to hear it.’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, we do like stories, Daemon and I. Do you speak any Raven? No matter, he speaks some French and, of course, German.
         Don’t you, beloved?’
      

      
      The raven swooped down upon the crossbeam, opened its beak and said, ‘Save the eyes! Save the eyes!’

      
      ‘You see! And I can translate the rest. We would like to hear your tale.’

      
      Jean forced a smile. ‘And what price do you offer for this night’s entertainment?’

      
      ‘Some food, some wine, and a swift good night if you so choose. But only if your tale pleases us.’

      
      ‘I do not drink bone soup.’

      
      ‘And neither do we,’ the keeper cried. ‘Do you think the Fugger has lost all his civility? I have eaten off silver trenchers
         in my time. And now I have cold root stew. I have wine. I may even have some old, old bread.’
      

      
      ‘A meal, then a swift passage from one hell to another? That is not a fair return for this story.’
      

      
      ‘And what would young Orpheus want? Nothing less than your lover back from Hades, I presume?’

      
      ‘Oh no, nothing like that.’ Jean leant his face against the slats. ‘Only the chance to carry on the story.’

      
      White eyes flashed at him from the darkness.

      
      ‘You mean, this story has no ending? The Fugger hates stories that don’t end. Hates them! All stories must have an ending,
         and all endings must be sad.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that will be for you to judge. You can make it end the way you want. For you are in it, and Daemon too.’

      
      ‘You hear that, Daemon? A story that includes us. This we must hear.’

      
      ‘A bargain, then. If my story pleases, you will set me free to continue it, for this story is so powerful it cannot be allowed
         to die here with me. If it does not … well, maybe I’ll take some of your wine and a little relief from that friend you keep
         at your side. Is it a bargain?’
      

      
      The Fugger leapt up from a squat, grabbed the cage and thrust an arm through the bars to support himself. He hung there, swinging,
         causing the metal hook to grate in its socket. His face was matted with filth, but within that grime eyes shone out in the
         moonlight. They fixed on Jean now, and a whisper came.
      

      
      ‘A bargain made! But know this, young Orpheus. Daemon and I, we have heard all the tragedies, yes we have, seen a hundred
         men and more wedged in where you are now. Every one with a story of love lost, murder unavenged, maidenheads plundered, and
         not one has ever gone free. Not a single one. Daemon thinks I would listen to his tale from our Lord’s own mouth and, like
         Pilate, wash my hands.’ The eyes lowered and he continued softly, ‘Maybe he’s right. So far am I sunk in sin, so great my
         degradation.’
      

      
      He dropped down then and crouched, muttering, on the midden, reaching into its filth and scrabbling around until there emerged from within it an encrusted flagon and a sack. He uncorked the bottle with his teeth, drank, spat out something,
         drank again.
      

      
      ‘So sing us your song, young Orpheus, pluck at our hearts. But beware! We like a story with a beginning, a middle and an end.
         A proper story. And then, who knows? Do you understand the challenge?’
      

      
      ‘I do,’ Jean replied. ‘And if I finish my tale and the key is not in the lock a moment later, may God have mercy on both our
         souls.’
      

      
      ‘Amen,’ sighed the Fugger, stretching out on the midden, settling himself into the soft earth to hear the tale.

      
      But how to tell it? Jean thought, hopelessness growing within him with the creeping dawn light. A story told to a madman and
         his bird through the bars of an iron coffin, an impossible tale of the killing of a queen and a last request to her killer
         to do an impossible thing. A sane audience would think him mad; a mad audience … well, perhaps it was the only one that could
         think him sane.
      

      
      He wondered where to begin. At his lodgings in St Omer, stubbornly sober despite the endless wine, receiving the summons?
         With an explanation of why he was chosen, his skill with the executioner’s sword?
      

      
      He was not good with words, his trade rarely required them. But then, suddenly, it came to him. Once upon a happy time he’d
         lulled his precious daughter, Ariel, to sleep with little stories. She’d always liked them best when they were simple and
         true in the telling. So, taking a deep breath, he began.
      

      
      



      THREE


      

      THE EXECUTION


      

     Mist encased the small boat and, along with water like spoiled milk, seemed to force against the bow, preventing swift progress

         to their landing. The boatman was as reluctant as his vessel, muttering warding words against the witching hour and this midnight

         mission. Jean thought limbo must feel this way: body and will suspended, approaching a place one could never quite reach.

      


      

      When they did, even he, who rarely made the gesture, aped the boatman and crossed himself. He had spent much of his life in

         such places, his trade demanded it: prisons and the cells within them where light never reached, where there was only the

         stench of the doomed, the cries of the despairing. But this fortress! All the evil and unhealth of a realm seemed to be lodged

         within it. It squatted over the water like some giant, venomous toad, and as they passed under the walls Jean felt he was

         being sucked into its maw.

      


      

      ‘The Bloody Tower!’ the boatman muttered, crossing himself again. Languages were useful to a mercenary and Jean had picked

         up enough English on campaign to understand both meanings.

      


      

      The boat, entering under a portcullis raised slowly ahead of them, scraped against a wooden dock where the boatman paused

         just long enough for Jean and his meagre baggage to be placed ashore before pushing off, eagerly seeking the open water, never

         looking back. Unseen hands had raised the iron grille and now let it drop. Jean knew he was expected, but he was still left there long enough for a deeper chill to settle

         within him, while the water lapped against the dock, seeming to speak in various tongues, echoing in the low roof overhead.

      


      

      Eventually, there were heavy boots on stone, metal jangled, and flickering light barely pierced the gloom.


      

      ‘Rombaud?’


      

      ‘Monsieur.’


      

      ‘Follow me.’


      

      The phantom officer led Jean through a maze of passages and finally up a long spiral staircase. The room at the top dazzled

         with its sudden light, its warmth. He’d been expecting no more luxury than a palliasse in the corner of a cell or a nest under

         the scaffold. Here there was a truckle bed, a good fire snapping in the grate and a sheepskin on the stone floor, even some

         wine, bread and cheese on a table.

      


      

      ‘I am grateful, Monsieur,’ he said to the officer he now saw to be a tall, sandy-haired Englishman whose voice had seemed

         to come from someone far older.

      


      

      ‘Tucknell is my name and all this is not my doing,’ the man replied in that French the English always seemed to use, entirely

         without song. ‘You may thank the Queen—’ He broke off and flushed in a way that revealed his youth still more. ‘I mean, Anne,

         your … she’s no longer Queen, of course, as you know, or you wouldn’t be …’ He paused, then looked down and added, ‘Wouldn’t

         be here, I suppose.’

      


      

      Caught out by this unexpected emotion – he really was no more than a boy – the officer made to leave. Jean stopped him with

         a raised hand.

      


      

      ‘Monsieur, would you be so kind – when am I to meet my client?’


      

      Startled by the word, Tucknell looked at the executioner as if for the first time.


      

      ‘In the morning, after her prayers. It is … you will do your work the morning after.’


      

      A nod, and he was gone.

      


      

      Jean ate and drank. The wine was excellent – it had been heated and flavoured with honey and some unknown herb. The sheepskin

         rug was more comfortable than the bed and it could be pulled closer to the fire. Wrapped in his cloak, surprised by this good

         fortune, he swiftly fell into a deep sleep. It was largely dreamless until near dawn, when someone seemed to be dragging him

         down a dank corridor. There was something unsettling in the grip and when he awoke the hand he’d been pulled by ached.

      


      

      Tucknell brought him some food and small beer soon after, then returned to lead him back down those twisting stairs and out

         into the light.

      


      

      It was the laughter he heard first. Then he saw her, in a patch of bright sunlight, emerging from a chapel, leaning on the

         arm of a priest, four ladies in attendance. It was no distance across the small lawn and Jean’s reaction, as always in this

         situation, was practical. He studied her neck, clearly visible in the low-cut dress she wore.

      


      

      Long, slender, no trouble there, of a strength that would almost have suited a man better. Her hair was thick, a horse’s mane

         of it barely tamed by the French hood that held it. It was of a lustrous black, though with silver threaded through like filigree.

         Its length would be a problem for his sword and he reminded himself to suggest a coif.

      


      

      So far, he had allowed his professionalism to rule, but now curiosity overcame him. This was a queen, after all, who had gathered

         legends about her even Jean Rombaud of St Omer had heard. Ballads were sung of her beauty, of eyes that could melt the stone

         of statues and a body to make angels yearn for earthly life. Yet to Jean, across the green was a tall, thin woman with greying

         hair who showed her more than thirty years and the toll they’d taken, the daughter she’d given birth to and those babes she’d

         lost in her struggle to produce a male heir for her King and husband.

      


      

      So this is the temptress who has led a good Catholic prince to break with the Church he loved? Jean thought. This, the second Eve who has caused such a schism between heaven and earth?


      

      He felt a slight itch of disappointment, then remembered: he was there to do a job, nothing more. A swift introduction, the

         usual mix of terror and embarrassment, a swifter dismissal. He would see her only once more, through the slits of a headsman’s

         mask. He would do well what he was well paid to do and he would be gone on the next flood tide. His reputation enhanced by

         the quality of the head he had taken, he would be able to up his fees, future clients flattered at the attentions of the Queen’s

         Own Executioner.

      


      

      And what will you do with all the extra gold? he asked himself briefly as the entourage approached across a lawn suddenly cooler with the disappearance of the sun. She

         was still leaning on the arm of her confessor, who was trying to look solemn but failing, walking with him across to where

         Jean and Tucknell waited.

      


      

      When she turned to them, even as Jean was bending his knee, he glanced up and saw them! Eyes of such intensity, pools of immaculate

         blackness, sinking to unimaginable depths. Within the deeper darkness of one of them the pupil was slightly offset, as if

         there were a question there, while an answer awaited in the other. All this he saw in one brief glimpse, a lightning blast

         so powerful he faltered as he sank and was grateful for the knee pressed to the damp turf.

      


      

      Beside him, Tucknell knelt and then rose, stuttering Jean’s name in his flat French, failing to find the correct title, dubbing

         him ‘Slaughterer’ as if his trade was in cattle. Laughter vanished as the sun had and Jean waited, head bent, for them to

         quell their emotions while he tried to quell his. He knew this moment well, was used to waiting some time. Yet he was to be

         surprised again. Firstly by the voice, the deep richness of it, like cream clotting in the pails on his father’s farm.

      


      

      ‘Oh no,’ said Anne Boleyn, ‘his title is Doctor, for he has come to spare me pain. Honour him as you would every man of science.’ The French was as flawless as the sentiment.

      


      

      A hand reached out. Jean took it and bent his head to kiss it. A hand much like any other noble lady’s. Delicate, flushed

         like a musk rose, nails like perfect half moons, with neither blemish nor wrinkle, mole nor scar to disfigure the beauty of

         it. It also had six fingers. He had forgotten this one legend among her many. And because he had forgotten he was startled,

         and reacted with an oath from his native valley, an obscure one concerning the unusual habits of farmers and their pigs.

      


      

      Silence again, with Jean aghast. His meetings with his clients were usually brief, formal; they were embarrassed or defiant,

         he was polite, calming. Here, he had acted improperly and he coloured with the shame of it. Dismissal awaited. Disgrace.

      


      

      But this silence was short-lived because into it came a laugh from the belly. ‘I have not heard that … phrase in a very long

         time,’ she said, her laughter seeming to draw the sun back from behind the clouds. ‘I … oh, forgive me! I spent many, many

         happy summers in the Loire, is that not where you are from?’

      


      

      Jean nodded, still too distracted to speak.


      

      ‘Not from Calais, then?’


      

      Jean cleared his throat, spoke without looking up. ‘I live in St Omer, Majesty, in the Pas de Calais. But I grew up in the

         Loire.’

      


      

      She studied him for a long moment. He kept his eyes lowered.


      

      ‘Well then, we do have a lot to talk about, dear Doctor. Will you honour me with your conversation if I promise no more little jokes? You would

         have thought I would be tired of that one by now, but it’s not often I find someone who can still be tricked by it. Ah well!

         Please, forgive me and walk with me?’

      


      

      Sometimes, rarely, this happened – a client wanting more from him, almost befriending him. He had often noticed, in the time just before or just after death, how words would flow.

         As if those about to die could anchor their place in this world with the tale of their life. Or the bereaved, how they would

         talk, as Jean had talked after he laid his wife and child in the ground. Waves of words, weeks of them, seeking to hold them

         in his life with his recollections. And when he realised he couldn’t, when he knew nothing he had done or said or prayed had

         saved them, he had stopped talking, and the great silence had fallen on him. He’d barely had a conversation in the five years

         since.

      


      

      But he was to have one now. Anne Boleyn dismissed her ladies and her confessor, only the moon-faced Tucknell and one maid

         trailing at a discreet distance. Around and around the green she led Jean, showing her delight when the ravens swooped down

         on them if they passed too near hidden caches of food, telling him the history of the Tower as if he were some gawping visitor

         and not the man who had come to take her life. She talked of her childhood in France, of the times spent in happiness in those

         same vine-clad valleys that had been his childhood home.

      


      

      They fell into an even pace. She talked, he listened and asked no questions, for there was no need, his task was clear before

         him. He had seen the lords who spoke so bravely only to blubber and sway so much on his scaffold he had to have them bound

         and blindfolded. Or the drunk ones who couldn’t keep upright. But he looked at Anne Boleyn and knew she would kneel as calm

         and erect on his scaffold as ever she had before the thrones of France and England.

      


      

      They had taken a dozen turns about the small green when she stopped and said, ‘And you? What of you, Jean Rom-baud? Tell me

         of the roads you have taken from the Loire to bring you to this place.’

      


      

      It was rare that clients asked anything of him, so concerned were they with their own mortality. Yet Anne Boleyn was unlike

         any client he had met, for the curiosity in her offset eyes was genuine, and after his blunder he was prepared to do anything to please her. So he talked, his voice at first hesitant

         from disuse, growing stronger in the quality of her attention. She listened, prompting occasionally, her strange hand now

         and again drifting to press his arm in a six-fingered grasp, lingering there and then moving just before he could grow uncomfortable.

      


      

      The chapel bell sounded ten and to his surprise Jean realised two hours had passed in this exchange of histories, an exchange

         that had become curiously one-sided. She went once more to her prayers, but not without extracting his word, gladly given,

         that they would meet again at sunset.

      


      

      His quarters were warm enough, and there was food and wine laid out. He ate and drank sparingly, then slept surprisingly long

         and well. When he awoke, there was only a little he could do while he waited, but he could do that little. He took the sword,

         the whetstone and the oil from his bag. Settling in a patch of sunlight at the entrance to his tower, he drew his treasure

         out, for treasure it was to him, his fortune and the maker of such reputation as he had.

      


      

      Longer, just, than the length of his arm, thus shorter than most swords then in fashion, its blade doubled their width and

         weight. A craftsman in Toledo had folded the metal over and over Jean could not tell how many times, such was its weight,

         while its counter-balance was perfection, residing within the double-handed grip Jean re-tied in green leather each time,

         and within the apple-sized pommel. A handspan from its square tip, and no more than a handspan in length, lay the killing

         zone. Though its entire length on both sides was of an equal and extraordinary sharpness, it was this neck-wide section that

         divided life from death, became the focus of his swing and timing. The rest was a reminder of battle, where a back edge and

         a sudden cut could, and had, saved him more than once.

      


      

      He swung it above his head and around his body, letting the weight of it pull and stretch his shoulders. It was their sudden uncoiling which produced the single killing stroke that

         was his speciality, that had spread his fame. The condemned would pay well for that skill rather than submit to the crudeness

         of axe and block, trussed and bent over, rump in air, neck a scrunched target for an often drunk butcher to hack away at.

         There was no such indignity on his scaffold. His clients knelt upright, hands and eyes free if they so chose.

      


      

      Henry of England obviously still cares enough for his soon-to-be former wife to give her this farewell, Jean thought. Yet remembering the woman he’d met that morning, the thought did not make him smile.

      


      

      The sword was a tool, practical, deadly, and Jean rarely considered it beyond that. But today, with the spring sun glittering

         off its facets, it seemed to him again like a doorway, a swift conduit to another world. Jean had long since lost track of

         the numbers because so many had gone under the blade during the wars. Yet the sword seemed to him to carry a memory of all

         it had done, of every person it had moved on, connecting their last look at this world with their first glimpse of the next,

         retaining in its planes something of their fevered prayers, their shouted curses.

      


      

      He had been dipping the whetstone in water and moving it with angled, sharp strokes down the length of both sides for some

         time when a shadow took the sunlight away.

      


      

      ‘Do you have everything you need?’ Tucknell was staring at the sword on the Frenchman’s lap.


      

      ‘Everything I could wish for,’ Jean replied and slipped the weapon back into its soft leather sheath. ‘Is it time?’


      

      ‘Time?’ Tucknell looked startled.


      

      ‘For my second meeting with the Queen.’ Jean spoke gently. ‘She asked for me near sunset.’


      

      ‘Yes. It is. You are to follow me.’ The officer made no move to leave, just kept gazing at the sword. Jean waited. There was

         always someone who needed to talk to him about what he was to do. More often than not a relative, sometimes a servant or friend. ‘But I told you, she’s no longer a queen.

         The King stripped her of the title yesterday.’ The voice’s attempt to be calm betrayed the opposite.

      


      

      ‘It is often the way,’ Jean said. ‘Reducing an enemy to a commoner makes them—’


      

      ‘She is no commoner,’ Tucknell burst out. ‘She is noble beyond estimation, beautiful beyond all reckoning, and he …’ He turned

         away, struggling to pull back the anger and the pain that distorted his face. In a voice like a little boy’s, he said, ‘I

         would give my life for hers, gladly.’

      


      

      ‘I don’t think the exchange would be accepted.’ Jean gently laid his hand on Tucknell’s arm. It was immediately pulled away.

         Pity was the quickest way to harden most men, Jean had always found.

      


      

      ‘Do your job well, Frenchman,’ Tucknell growled. He turned and, once Jean had put the sword away, led him back to the green.


      

      She was waiting there with two of her ladies. They broke off their conversation as soon as she saw him.


      

      ‘Monsieur Rombaud, I hope my gallant Tucknell is treating you well.’


      

      ‘Excellently, Majesty,’ he replied, at which she raised a six-fingered hand.


      

      ‘I am not to be addressed as such. The King has ordained it so and he is not a man to anger, or disappoint.’ She glanced around

         at the embarrassed, averted faces. ‘Why are you all so glum? Do you not know the relief it is to be a woman again after a

         thousand days of woe as Queen? My head is lighter for the loss of a crown and soon my shoulders will be lighter—’ She broke

         off. ‘I am sorry, Monsieur Jean, dear Doctor, my Englishness shows most in my terrible habit of joking in the face of all

         adversity, which may do for me but not for those who care about me. Forgive me,’ she said to them all. ‘Yet we still have

         this problem of titles. If I am not a queen I am still perhaps a lady? Lady Anne – sounds now like the heroine of some terrible ballad, which I have been, of course. What about plain old Anne Bullen? They call me that in my native Norfolk,

         where they don’t hold with airs and graces. No? Well, what did you call your love, Jean Rombaud, your childhood sweetheart

         from the Loire valley? Maybe I could steal her name, since I am to steal a last caress from her love.’

      


      

      She laughed at that, even if the others didn’t, and in the laugh Jean heard something that reminded him of Lysette, of the

         first time he’d seen her chasing chickens in her father’s yard, aged ten. Or again at fourteen when he’d kissed her on the

         riverbank, or at sixteen with the betrothal wreath in her hair, or at twenty-five when he’d been gone to war so long and she’d

         waited, though many considered her an old maid by then. And their last five wondrous years together.

      


      

      He’d closed his eyes momentarily, and when he opened them again he was plunged straight into the depths of hers, for she had

         stepped close. She spoke, but her lips seemed not to move, the words instead sounding directly inside his head.

      


      

      ‘Lysette? It is a beautiful name. Yet too precious to borrow, I think.’


      

      Once more he felt himself unsteady, for he was sure he had not spoken aloud; yet this woman had read his mind as easily as

         he could tell the approach of rain. She had plucked the thought from him. Him, the faceless, the masked man, exposed.

      


      

      ‘Walk with me,’ Anne Boleyn said. ‘We will discuss names and titles later, I think.’


      

      They circled the green again and again, long after the sun had set and a chill reclaimed the Tower. He did not seem to feel

         the cold, it was outside them, for they spoke again of a warmer place removed in time and distance, of days of endless summer

         beside a river, of the taste of the young wine made in the Loire as nowhere else, of festivals and frolics and the adventures

         of being young. Hers had been a very different world. She was of the court that often stayed there, he of the fields and the

         village even if his father had grown from mere peasant to landowner, innkeeper, army supplier. The memory of the land though, that they could share – the quality of its

         light, the colour of its earth.

      


      

      He found himself telling her things he had never spoken of before, of his wife and daughter, their sudden deaths of the plague.

         In turn, he was at first disconcerted, then fascinated by tales of her life at the French and English courts he only, rarely,

         came into contact with. She was funny, indiscreet, occasionally shockingly coarse. And when she gave that deep belly laugh,

         bent over in her glee, he’d laugh too, then look at her and remember she was to die the next day. He had come to take her

         life. To spare her pain and give her some dignity, undoubtedly, but to kill her nonetheless. And remembering, he was confused.

         He’d had noble clients who seemed to want to befriend him before the end, who had revealed more intimate things than are often

         heard in the confessional. Yet this was different; Anne Boleyn sought to achieve an intimacy and succeeded. There had to be

         a reason, but he could not think of it.

      


      

      Some hours passed before Tucknell came to lead her away, and in that time Jean had learnt precisely why a king had overthrown

         his beloved Church for this woman, for she deserved no less than the uproar of heaven and earth. It was not a beauty of face

         or body. What he felt was not desire as such, though she was seductive beyond the price of paradise. It was something he’d

         never known before, something of the spirit and holier than anything he’d ever met in a church.

      


      

      Back in his quarters, good food and delicious wine were again laid out but Jean had an appetite for neither. He was disturbed,

         angry with himself. Clients were not meant to evoke feelings. He did not think it would make his job harder, he knew his duty

         and the only kindness he could show lay in the precise performance of his duties. Usually, though, his thoughts on an execution’s

         eve were his own, easy ones that allowed him to sleep. He felt he would get none of that relief tonight.

      


      

      He was wrong. He did sleep, but fitfully, spirits his companions, dying clients, dead lovers and a six-fingered woman lingering

         there long after his eyes were open to dismiss them. It took him several moments to realise the hand shaking his shoulder

         was real, that Tucknell was bidding him rise. It was long before his time – no hint of dawn in the sky – but he threw a cloak

         over his shoulders and followed the impatient Englishman down the stairs and then along unfamiliar grey stone corridors.

      


      

      Suddenly they plunged into a dead-end passage where Tucknell disappeared into the rock. Jean stood, shocked, till a gauntlet

         materialised and pulled him into the niche and on into the darkness of a narrow stairwell, boots splashing through fetid puddles.

         Half blind, he slammed into the officer’s back as Tucknell cursed and fumbled at something ahead of them. There was a chink

         of light, a doorway, and then he was standing in a sparse bedroom with Anne Boleyn before him. Alone, for Tucknell had vanished

         again.

      


      

      She simply looked at him for some moments while he stood, off balance once again, as if she were the executioner, he the client.

         At last, she spoke.

      


      

      ‘Jean Rombaud, when I heard Henry had granted me the last favour of a French swordsman’s death, it was the first good news

         I had received in many a day. It was not that you were coming to spare me pain, though I do not doubt your skill. No, my tiny

         hope was that you would be the man you are, a man of honour. That you also come from the Loire is beyond anything I could

         have hoped or prayed for. Because it was there, in the land we share, that I learnt to be who I am. Not a queen. No, not even

         the daughter of a noble house.’

      


      

      She poured some wine into a goblet, brought it across to him. It was similar to the wine from his chamber: hot, redolent of

         herbs, honey-sweet, heady. He drank, then passed the cup back to her.

      


      

      She drank too, spoke again.

      


      

      ‘For it was there, in your groves, in your fields, by your river, that I learnt to believe in something older even than this.’

         She gestured to a crucifix on the wall behind her. ‘And something just as holy.’

      


      

      She refilled the one goblet with the honeyed wine and each drank before she continued.


      

      ‘I tell you this because I need your help and, if you will give it, a vow sworn on whatever you believe to be sacred that

         you will do as I bid you. There will be gold enough, but gold will not buy what I ask of you now.’

      


      

      ‘Ask,’ Jean said softly.


      

      ‘You have heard the stories. Anne Boleyn, Witch, the Six-Fingered Hag. Well, there’s a truth hidden there, though not in the

         way people fear, consigning all to the shadows where they keep their supposed sins. I am of both light and dark, of earth

         and fire, air and water. My so-called witchery lies fully, and only, in them. Do you understand, Jean Rombaud?’

      


      

      ‘I understand.’


      

      ‘Very well.’


      

      She smiled then, and looked away, and there was something terrible, beautiful, so sad in that smile. The wine was affecting

         his vision, not making him drowsy but altering the light, making shapes of the shadows cast by the fireplace. He would have

         liked to lean back and study those shapes. Yet when she raised her hand, her six-fingered hand, it pulsed, drawing in the

         light of the reed torch, harnessing its flame. It commanded his eyes. He could look nowhere else, could only listen.

      


      

      ‘When you have struck my head from my shoulders, you must strike again, once and secretly. You must cut off this hand.’


      

      He stumbled forward then, towards her. He had not expected this, of all the things she could ask.


      

      Her eyes never lost his.


      

      ‘You must cut it off, then take it to the Loire, to our land. There is a village called Pont St Just, near Tours. To the south of it lies a crossroads. There, at the next full moon, bury

         my hand at the exact point where the four roads meet.’ She smiled. ‘That is all I ask of you. It is much, and it is dangerous

         beyond your imaginings, for there are those who will hazard all to stop you. Will you do this for me?’

      


      

      Jean was unable to speak, to breathe. The cell vanished, he was floating on smoke, nothing in his sight but six fingers and

         two eyes, black pools of immeasurable depth. Something stirring within them, another pair, then another, an infinity of eyes

         stretching back in an unbroken line to a time before, on and on, generations of women looking out at him, dark-eyed, six-fingered.

         He was exposed, naked, waiting to be born. Needing a word for that, to come back into the world. One simple word.

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ he said.


      

      ‘And will you swear it? On what could you swear such an oath?’


      

      He did not know. He was not a religious man, the faith he’d been baptised in long since ripped away by the desecrations of

         war and his terrible loss. He knew a lot about death, and maybe once, for a time, a little about love. Maybe enough.

      


      

      ‘I will swear it on love. On that love I had – have – for my Lysette and my little Ariel. On their blessed eyes I vow: I will

         do what you ask of me.’

      


      

      She stepped close and his knees wavered under him as, silently, she measured the depths that gave birth to such a promise.

         Then suddenly she smiled, a smile of such joy, such radiance.

      


      

      ‘I did not fear my death except in this, the harm I could do after I passed over were this vow not spoken. And I could not

         offer anything to buy this of you. But now it is freely pledged, there is something I can give.’

      


      

      She reached up, touched him on either side of his head, held him with those strange, uneven hands – with her uneven eyes the only reason he was still standing. She whispered, ‘Be ready. For your reward will come the moment your sword sets me free.’

         And then she kissed him, a kiss which burnt onto his lips and through them to what he could only call his soul. A kiss that

         turned all memory to mist, in a room drowsy with reed-torch smoke and wine heavy with secret herbs.

      


      

      When he woke, the hand on his shoulder was a man’s, shaking him roughly awake. Anne was gone, light was in the sky and Tucknell

         had returned to lead him back to his chambers. There was not much time to wait.

      


      

      He saw her again not an hour later as she mounted the scaffold with a step that seemed to spring, a smile on the lips whose

         kiss yet burnt him. Her serenity calmed a restless mob, and if she were not a beauty, she had a light that caused all to gasp.

         A weeping maid took off her French hood, the hair under it prettily coiled into a white linen coif. Her robe was of grey damask

         trimmed with fur with a low, square neck, as simple as the speech that followed. She blamed no one, admitted nothing, put

         her faith in God and asked all present to pray for her.

      


      

      Through the slits of his leather mask, Jean looked out at the small, eager crowd. King Henry was not going to risk a public

         riot beyond the walls on Tower Hill. He needed this act, this state-sanctioned murder, to be hidden away, as so many had been

         within this evil place. All those drawn from the inner court that were there had schemed, begged and bribed to be at this

         most fashionable of occasions. Courtiers who had bent before her to kiss what they saw only as her deformity, gallants who

         had flirted and composed odes to her beauty, ladies who had fawned while they seethed at her rise and rejoiced in her fall

         – all had gathered now to share in the ritual of her destruction.

      


      

      His problem lay there, in those hundreds of ecstatic eyes, for they would follow his every gesture. However distracting the

         sight of her head separating from her shoulders, however swift his stroke, someone would note the second rise and fall of the blade that took the hand.

      


      

      Before Anne now knelt the confessor, urging her to join him on her knees, to make one last atonement. Yet she was more concerned

         with feeling the breeze on her face, standing there, eyes shut, palms spread wide. Jean watched the man raise his own clasped

         hands to his face … and saw, in that instant, what must be done.

      


      

      He stepped before her, his shadow falling on the priest who started, crossed himself and moved away. Taking his place, Jean

         knelt and publicly began the penultimate stage of the ritual.

      


      

      ‘Forgive me for what I must do.’


      

      Anne’s eyes opened at his voice and a smile came into them.


      

      ‘I forgive you all, Master, and I thank you.’


      

      The weeping maid handed her the fee and she held it out to him. He grasped but did not take it, and they were joined across

         that velvet purse while the promise and the memory coalesced in her eyes.

      


      

      He whispered, ‘At the last, raise your hands to pray.’


      

      ‘But why?’


      

      ‘Raise them, my lady. And when I say “now” leave just the one there, the thumb resting upon your chin. Do you understand?’


      

      ‘Ah, yes. Yes, I do.’


      

      ‘And so … goodbye.’


      

      He made to take the purse, but now she held it, held his eyes.


      

      ‘Not goodbye, Jean Rombaud. Au revoir. For if there is one thing certain in this world, it is that we two shall meet again.’


      

      She let go of the purse, and the shock of her words, of no longer being joined to her, left him breathless. He stood, she

         knelt, looking up into the sky for a last time before accepting the blindfold. Then she raised her hands to her face, her

         lips moving in prayer.

      


      

      Jean reached for his sword, hidden behind him under his cloak. He swung it back, feeling its beautiful weight, its perfect

         balance. He bent at the knees, inhaled and, as he coiled his arms still further, said, ‘Now.’

      


      

      One hand dropped away as he released his shoulders, the blade gliding perfectly flat towards that perfect neck, gliding through

         with not a second’s pause to mark the border crossed between life and death. Through to the other side and through the hand,

         though it seemed to all there as if he had touched neither.

      


      

      All was frozen – faces on the scaffold, faces in the crowd, caught in joy or horror – and in that frozen moment the sun broke

         from its cloud prison, dazzling everyone, shimmering off the sword resting at the end of its swing. To Jean it was a weapon

         no more but a key, unlocking the door between this sphere and the next. And in its glittering planes he saw two figures.

      


      

      A shard of exquisite pain, a tremor of indescribable happiness, surged through him. For there, lit by celestial light, were

         his Lysette and his little Ariel. Jean saw faces so calm, so at peace, that he felt a near irresistible urge to join them

         in their bliss. It seemed they saw him too, for they smiled and then, hand in hand, they turned away.

      


      

      He had the reward she had promised. But he only had time to say thank you before the door closed gently upon them. A thin

         red line had appeared at Anne Boleyn’s throat and wrist and the voice of the crowd, suspended for those seemingly eternal

         moments, returned now in full roar.

      


      

      It seemed that a world starved of air suddenly breathed as Tucknell stepped forward and pulled Anne’s head from her shoulders

         by the hair. All eyes looked to its rising, the blood spurting at last in a high arc out over the crowd. The body fell sideways,

         the severed hand dropped at Jean’s feet and Tucknell, tears flowing into his beard, in a voice thick with grief, cried, ‘Behold

         the head of a traitor! God save the King!’

      


      

      The crowd surged forward then, shrieking, and as they did Jean bent down and scooped up hand and purse together, slipping the one into the other, bending over the body to wrap it swiftly

         in his cloak, binding it tightly. He thrust the purse under his executioner’s apron, sheathed his sword and pushed his way

         off the back of the scaffold, away from the civilised courtiers and decorous ladies transformed into snarling animals in their

         struggle to soak their handkerchiefs in a dead queen’s blood. His departure was unimpeded.

      


      

      And nearly unnoticed. For one pair of eyes must not have been drawn by the head’s bloody rise as Jean, wedged in the gibbet

         cage, now knew. One pair of eyes had followed the progress of the hand from scaffold to purse to apron, then followed it all

         the way to a crossroads in the Loire. There the possessor of such keen sight had left Jean hanging from a gibbet to die, his

         only hope of salvation the tale he’d just told to a madman by the light of a waning full moon.

      


   
      
      FOUR

      
      JUDGEMENT

      
      Jean, who had kept his eyes closed while he concentrated on his story, opened them now and struggled to turn in the cage to
         see his audience below.
      

      
      ‘The wretched creature is asleep!’ he cried, the sound choking in his throat. To have told that tale, to have relived it again,
         all for nothing? Such little hope had burnt within him, and even that was now extinguished. I will die here. My vow to Anne Boleyn is broken.

      
      He eyed the Fugger in despair.

      
      Then the Fugger stirred beneath him. A flick of the right arm knocked Felix’s skull down the midden’s slopes. Shaking spread
         through his body until all was a-twitch – arms, legs, head. With a leap, the Fugger was on his feet and whirling. All the
         while sounds poured from his mouth, words in a multitude of tongues, shrieks, moans and gibbers.
      

      
      With a mighty croak, the raven rose to circle above, adding its harsh voice to the cacophony. Slowly, slowly, the din died,
         the caws of man and bird became muted, the caperings eased. When it had come down to a mere shuddering, the Fugger suddenly
         leapt up to the cage, thrust his left hand through the bars and, swinging there, fixed Jean with a maddened stare.
      

      
      ‘Who told you?’ he shrieked. ‘Heh? Come on, come on, someone has sent you to torment me, told you my life, given you this
         weapon to use against me.’
      

      
      ‘I do not know—’ Jean began, but the Fugger began swinging the cage hard.
      

      
      ‘Then you saw!’ he yelled. ‘You saw, then fashioned your story, so clever. Admit it and it will go easier for you, I will
         give you a swift end. Your story was all lies! Lies, lies!’
      

      
      ‘Monsieur,’ Jean said as calmly as he could, ‘I know nothing of your life. I have told you the truth of mine. That is all.’

      
      The Fugger swayed there, staring at Jean for a moment longer. Then he cried out, ‘Tell me you didn’t know about this!’ And
         he thrust his right arm into Jean’s face. It ended in a stump.
      

      
      A moment of choice for the caged man. The Fugger in reach of his cramped arms. Grab, twist, hurt, force him to swing the cage
         over to the crossbar, force him to grab the key. Decisive actions, and the seizing of a chance, any chance, had meant survival
         on a score of battlefields.
      

      
      Come, thought Jean, seize another now.

      
      And yet, in that moment’s hesitation he remembered another savaged wrist, transforming the one before him now; and seeing
         it somehow made him recognise, deep within the maddened, moon-bright eyes of the Fugger, the same pain, the same appeal he
         had seen just a week before in the Tower of London.
      

      
      Slowly, Jean closed his fingers on the tortured flesh before him, held it gently for a moment. It was the nearest thing to
         a caress he could manage. The Fugger fell back as if struck and lay again on the midden. There was no movement save for the
         tears cascading down his face.
      

      
      In the long silence that followed, broken only by the Fugger’s crying, Jean wondered if he’d just let his one chance of freedom
         fall from the cage. To put his trust in the humanity of a madman? What had he been thinking? And he was not reassured when
         the sounds below him changed from muffled weeping to a rasping, crackling sound that he came to realise could only be laughter.
      

      
      ‘Oh Daemon, dear,’ laughed the Fugger. ‘It really is such a good story. And so unbelievable that it could only be true.’
      

      
      As suddenly as the laughter had begun, it stopped. The Fugger sat up, wiped a grimy sleeve across his face and said, ‘These
         men who put you here. They have taken the hand of the Queen?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘I do not know. It is said there is power in relics. If so, there must be a great power in this one.’

      
      ‘And who has stolen it?’

      
      ‘You said before one was called “the Archbishop”. She warned me there would be those who sought to use her after death for
         their own ends.’
      

      
      ‘He was called “Archbishop” by the other. It made him very angry. Such illustrious visitors, I thought. That’s when I knew
         you were special.’
      

      
      ‘An archbishop makes sense. Do you know where from?’

      
      ‘No. But I heard him talk of Siena.’

      
      ‘And this other, the soldier?’ asked Jean.

      
      ‘I didn’t see him. But from his voice I could tell he was a countryman of mine. German. But from the south. One of those accursed
         Bavarians, for certain.’
      

      
      ‘Well.’ Jean stared through the slats along the road the horsemen had taken. ‘I begin to know my enemy.’

      
      ‘And I know mine,’ said the Fugger. He jumped up, thrusting his good arm through the bars again. ‘What will you give me if
         I free you now?’
      

      
      ‘I gave you the story. Was not that my part of the bargain?’

      
      The Fugger let out that strange, crackling laugh, like sheets of rough parchment rubbed together.

      
      ‘Only if it pleased me, you said. It does. But I want something more.’

      
      ‘I have nothing more. I never had much and they have taken everything. Even my sword – which is the first thing I plan to
         get back. I have no gold.’
      

      
      ‘Gold?’ The Fugger turned and spat on the midden heap. ‘As a banker’s son my life was all gold before, and look where that
         has led me.’ Before Jean could question him, the Fugger went on. ‘No, a duke’s ransom would not free you from this cage. I
         ask for the one thing you are able to give me – another vow.’
      

      
      ‘And that is?’

      
      ‘That you will let me help you fulfil yours.’

      
      ‘By setting me free, you help me.’

      
      ‘No. I want to help you regain what is taken from you. You see, I too have lost a hand. It seems fitting that I find another.’

      
      Jean looked into the Fugger’s crazed eyes and thought, All I have seen so far is his madness. I have not seen the person at all. Now I see both the man and his need. A need as great
            as mine, perhaps.

      
      Still, he said, ‘I will not lie to you. My promise to my Queen is all to me. Help me and somehow I think you will be blessed
         for it. Cross me, and I’ll abandon you in an instant.’ It was a brave speech for a man swaying on a gibbet. Which the other
         recognised.
      

      
      ‘You drive a hard bargain. And from such a strong position,’ laughed the Fugger. ‘I accept.’

      
      One leap fetched the key from the crossbeam and the Fugger turned it in the lock. With a scream of metal, the iron cage opened
         and Jean tumbled out. The raven set up a loud croaking.
      

      
      ‘Oh yes, how could I forget? Daemon comes too! What a force we will make, the three of us. Let the quest begin!’ And the Fugger
         started his strange, twitching dance.
      

      
      As Jean lay on his back on the midden heap, fire rushing through his cramped, bruised limbs, he watched the caperings of a
         madman and the cawing swoops of a raven.
      

      
      ‘God help us,’ he groaned.

      
      ‘Amen!’ yelled the Fugger, whirling round and round.

   
      
      FIVE

      
      TO THE VICTOR, THE SPOILS

      
      To the innkeeper of the village of Pont St Just, it was very clear: the Germans had made a mess of his inn when capturing
         their quarry and they had not paid a sou for it. Furthermore, the two wounded comrades they had left behind in his barn for
         his wife to tend on the promise of recompense when the rest returned had, shortly after dawn, suddenly, simultaneously and
         mysteriously died. This was not his fault, but he now had to deal with the bodies, scrub away the stains on floor and palliasse,
         repair or replace the furniture and pots smashed in the mêleé … and then there was the waste of the wine spilled and the stew
         now feeding the cats among the floor reeds!
      

      
      ‘And so, my sweetness,’ Guillaume Roche declared to his wife, his sausage fingers fluttering under his fat chin, ‘since they
         have not returned to pay, by ancient right their goods are forfeit.’
      

      
      ‘Oh good!’ said his equally plump wife. ‘More prize weapons to rust on our walls, more big boots to use on our fire. If you
         stood more by cash up front and less by “ancient rights”, we might have something worthwhile now. How many times must I tell
         you?’
      

      
      Guillaume sighed, nodded and agreed, but remembered the shock of a group of large, exotically dressed Germans at his tables
         demanding food and wine. There hadn’t seemed to be a moment to ask before. And he assured his wife that they were just about to reach into their purses, they truly were. But then the stranger had walked in.
      

      
      ‘It must have just slipped their minds afterwards,’ he reasoned, and his wife snorted and walked away, leaving him, broom
         in hand, to contemplate the damage.
      

      
      One man against eight – you’d have thought it would have been over much quicker, with a lot less fuss. Guillaume would gamble
         on anything, from the quickness of rats to logs burning in a fire, so when the man with the square-tipped sword had reduced
         his enemies by half within seconds, well, he’d have given quite good odds on him finishing them all off. And he would have
         done too had it not been for that plate of stew and a misplaced foot, a moment off balance.
      

      
      Once down, a search of the loser’s possessions had yielded a purse from the saddle bags, heavy with coin; but the real yell
         of triumph came when they found a velvet bag, shouts which stopped abruptly at the upraised hand of a figure as slight and
         drab as the Germans were bulky and colourful, dressed in a cloak that had a monastic air until one noticed the richness of
         its cloth, the lush fur around the hood. This hand had silenced all except the two wounded men, though even their groans subsided
         a little. And when it felt what was in the bag, the slight figure gave out a moan that was … well, the memory still made Guillaume
         shudder, for it had reminded him of love-making and death at the same time.
      

      
      He assessed his limited haul. The bag of the vanquished stranger had yielded a spare set of clothes, a complete barber’s set
         of scissors, combs and knives, and a leather mask. All this might fetch a few sous in the market in Tours at month’s end.
         The clothes from the four dead Germans were more of a problem, though. Not only were they somewhat stained with blood, they
         were also of the type worn by mercenaries the world over.
      

      
      ‘Peacocks!’ Guillaume spat, raising one scarlet and blue jacket by its puffed, blistered and slashed sleeve, eyeing with distaste
         the clashing interior lining, pulled through the cuttes, of vivid yellow. The breeches were golden, a horrible contrast to the black-and-orange hose stocking that rose through them.
         Aside from these fripperies, there were two huge Landsknecht swords (conversion to ploughshares possible), two pairs of very
         large boots (use the leather again or burn them as fuel), some serviceable cloaks and shirts, and two hats which, when stripped
         of their ostentatious plumes, might suit a farmer.
      

      
      ‘Twenty sous, the lot,’ he grumbled. Hardly worth the trip to town. Probably wouldn’t even cover the damage. His wife, annoyingly,
         was correct. So much for ancient rights!
      

      
      Then he realised what he could do with these items, and the thought made him beam. It was Sunday, the priest was adamant about
         Sabbath rest, and many in the village would be around with nothing to do. If he could offer them some entertainment such as
         an auction, he could barter these goods away and sell some extra wine and beer into the bargain.
      

      
      Much cheered, he went round the back to water down both immediately.

      
      The sight that greeted Jean when he limped into the inn was one of frenzied bidding. He had spent the morning binding his
         ribs – bruised but not broken – and shin, tending the nasty sword slash to it, eating such food as the Fugger could provide,
         resting and thinking. His impulse was to run in the direction the Germans and the Archbishop had ridden, but the feeling soon
         passed. He had campaigned long enough to know that an attack in haste and in a weakened state always failed. He needed supplies
         and a weapon, and to regain some strength.
      

      
      Walking into the inn, he doubted his enemies would have left his possessions, certainly not the hefty fee he’d earned the
         week before in London. But they might have left some clue as to their identity and their next destination.
      

      
      The Fugger was waiting on the edge of the village. Once his euphoria had passed, the strange man had become very upset, tearful even, at the thought of leaving the kingdom he ruled and returning to the world that had taken so much from him, including
         his hand. It had only been Jean’s determined strides away from the crossroads that finally prised him loose, although he darted
         back to pick up some little trinket, a scrap of food and, fortunately, the coins Jean’s assailants had left in the offertory
         box. When they reached the village, the Fugger had slunk away into the shadows. He would not enter the inn, for he looked
         like what he was, the gibbet keeper, reeking of his trade, an offence to nose and eyes, body parts thrust through his gaping
         rags, hair and beard a nest of lice, a now silent raven perched on his shoulder. As he contemplated him, Jean feared he would
         have cause to curse this latest vow of his many times.
      

      
      ‘Two sous … and a cockerel!’ someone yelled as Jean stepped quietly through the partly open door. There was much cheering
         at the bid, some oaths, tankards raised and clinked loudly.
      

      
      ‘Come come, Messieurs.’ Guillaume waved the sword above the heads of those nearest him. ‘Two sous for such a fine piece of
         weaponry?’
      

      
      ‘And a cockerel!’ the bidder reminded the landlord and began to crow in imitation of his bid.

      
      A slight man with rat-like eyes caught Guillaume’s attention and declared, ‘Three sous!’

      
      ‘Three sous is bid. I say, three sous,’ called the landlord. ‘Come, come gentlemen, surely one of you has a son who wants
         to go a-warring, to bring back honour and loot from foreign scum? Why not give him the advantages of this fine German weapon?
         Look at its length, its keen blade, its superb balance. I’ll even throw in a Landsknecht jacket to give the little master
         strut. Or if warring’s not to your taste, think of the ploughing! A little hammering at the forge at La Fontiane and your
         furrows will be deeper and straighter even than Gaston’s here.’ A derisory yell went up. ‘Who will give me five sous?’
      

      
      Guillaume was enjoying himself. It wasn’t often he got to use his city wiles on these peasants. Seven years as an apprentice
         to that brewer in Beaune had not been wasted time.
      

      
      It was then that he saw the stranger, and the moment their eyes met, Jean began to move through the crowd. Guillaume knew
         he’d seen the fellow before and recently, but for a fateful second’s delay he didn’t recognise him, so completely had he dismissed
         the idea that the Germans’ victim could still be alive. By the time he remembered, Jean was in front of him, one of his hands
         resting beside the landlord’s on the hilt of the sword.
      

      
      ‘May I?’ he said quietly, his eyes never leaving Guillaume’s, and he lifted the sword away.

      
      ‘Hey,’ said the rat-eyed man, ‘that’s mine.’

      
      ‘I don’t think so.’ Jean was still looking at the landlord. ‘You know who I am. Tell them.’

      
      ‘But Monsieur,’ the big man stuttered, ‘they left without paying. By ancient right—’

      
      ‘By ancient right the man they robbed and tried to kill is entitled to restitution.’

      
      ‘Ancient right be damned!’ The frustrated bidder had risen and turned to his friends. ‘I put in the highest bid. Are we to
         let a stranger cheat us of what’s ours? Let us—’
      

      
      He’d got that far when the flat of the blade caught him just above the ear. Only a short backswing followed by a sharp pull,
         but it was enough to tweak Jean’s sore ribs and he uttered a small prayer to St Vincent that it would suffice. They may have
         been peasants but there were ten of them, on their own ground and full of cheap wine. Each was sure to have a cudgel about
         him somewhere.
      

      
      It was enough. Caught in mid-sentence, the man hung in the air a second longer than his words, then suddenly sat down on the
         floor. As he sat down, Jean swung the sword back to rest on his shoulder.
      

      
      ‘I am not here for trouble,’ he said evenly. ‘The landlord will tell you how I was wronged. If you will join me in a flagon to toast the miracle of my survival and the recovery of my
         possessions, we may all part friends.’
      

      
      They didn’t care for strangers in Pont St Just. Even if this one held a weapon, they were still ten against one.
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