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      Some Historical
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      ELIZABETH WOODVILLE: his Queen.

      
      EDWARD and RICHARD: Children of the above (the Princes in the Tower).

      
      RICHARD OF GLOUCESTER (later RICHARD III): Edward IV’s brother. He usurped the throne in 1483 from his nephews.

      
      ROBERT BRACKENBURY: constable of the Tower under Richard III.

      
      SIR JAMES TYRRELL: one of Richard III’s henchmen.

      
      DIGHTON and GREENE: two shadowy characters, charged with the responsibility of the young Princes.

      
      HENRY VIII, King of England, the ‘Great Beast’.

      
      CARDINAL THOMAS WOLSEY: Archbishop and Chancellor; Henry’s minister.

      
      SIR THOMAS MORE: lawyer, humanist, Chancellor under Henry VIII, author of a book on the reign of Richard III.

      
      SIR FRANCIS LOVELL: henchman of Richard III.

      





      
      
      Prologue

      
      Black-hearted, red-eyed murder! Like the mist which hangs above the marshes of Burpham Manor then spreads its tendrils out
         around the oak, sycamore and ash which fringe the far side of the lawn, so murder seeps up from my past. It plagues my sleep
         and jolts the enjoyment of my waking days. I lie in bed at night (between the lovely Phoebe and Margot) and stare up at the
         ceiling. Always the past! It’s ever around me!
      

      
      Two weeks ago, just before midsummer, the great Elizabeth came to Burpham as my guest. She sat and giggled in my private chamber.
         In that room there are no gaps between wainscoting and wall. No peepholes, no squints for any spy or eavesdropper like my
         little chaplain. Yes, that horrid little man, that viper vile, my sweet little tittle-brain is not above listening at keyholes.
         Oh, the little, noddle-pated fool, that greasy tallow-catch should be more careful of our Queen. Elizabeth once threw her
         slipper at old Walsingham, her master spy, and scarred him for life. On another occasion she wrote such a fierce letter to
         the Earl of Essex that he fainted, his body becoming so swollen that all the buttons on his doublet popped off as if cut away
         by a dagger.
      

      
      Anyway, on this latest occasion, Elizabeth and I sat in my damask-draped chamber eating comfits and drinking sweet wine. The
         Queen looked magnificent, even though she’s well past her sixty-fifth year. Her nose is a little more hooked, her teeth all black, her hair is false and she still insists on wearing very high-heeled shoes to make her appear
         more majestic. Not that she needs it. Her face is oblong and fair and those small eyes, dark pools of nothingness, still arouse
         in me a pleasant smile. We giggled as we talked, remembering this and recalling that. Abruptly Elizabeth put her glass down,
         the smile fading from her face. Only a small smile! You see her face is covered by so much white paint it cracks if her lips
         gape too widely.
      

      
      ‘Before I leave, Roger,’ she’d declared on a previous visit, ‘I’ll need your fairest mirror and, for every crack I see in
         my face-paint, I’ll fine you ten pounds sterling. In gold!’ she added, rolling her tongue round her carmine-painted lips.
      

      
      Of course I paid. That’s one thing about Elizabeth, never mind about ‘fair heart in a woman’s breast’. She’s as hard as flint
         when it comes to money! Mind you, a great girl! Lovely lass! My Queen, my lord, my monarch, my mistress, and mother of our
         dear bastard son. God knows where that rogue is! Last time I heard he was in Spain trying to sell that noddle-pate, the Spanish
         King, a map of Eldorado, the silver city of the Aztecs.
      

      
      Ah well, back to the story. On her last visit, Elizabeth looked in the mirror counting the cracks. She stared at me standing
         behind her.
      

      
      ‘You owe me more this time, Roger!’ she exclaimed. ‘However, promise to bring me the other mirror and I’ll cancel the debt.’

      
      I just shook my head. ‘Madam, I do not know what you mean.’

      
      Elizabeth turned, those eyes, black pebbles in her white, snowy face. She seized my wrist and pinched the skin most cruelly.
         ‘You know what I mean, Roger!’ she hissed.
      

      
      I’d just smile back and shake my head. She may well be my mistress, the daughter of Anne Boleyn, the greatest Queen in all the world, but I will not show her that mirror! That’s kept in my secret storeroom in a coffer secured
         by seven locks. A terrible mirror! The one Catherine de’ Medici used in her Chamber of the Black Arts at Blois. Nostradamus
         gave it to her. You know, the man who could prophesy the future and see terrible, burning things falling from the sky. Once
         in Blois, pursued by an insane assassin, I fled to that chamber. I killed the assassin and stole the mirror. I saw the real
         power of that mirror. I shall not tell you what I glimpsed there. Those sinister secrets which swam out of a black mist, dreadful
         scenes from the future!
      

      
      I dashed the candle to the ground and drove the warlock from my manor, screaming that if I saw him again I’d hang him from
         the highest branch. I never showed Elizabeth that mirror, but somehow she knew I had it. Anyway, I digress . . . On that day
         Elizabeth just smiled and turned in her chair. I could tell from her eyes she’d leave the magic mirror to another day.
      

      
      ‘If not the future, Roger,’ she whispered, ‘do you remember the past? What you once told me about the Tower? Well, I have
         been there again!’
      

      
      At the time I just looked askance. I did not know what she meant but, when she left and I lay on my great four-poster bed,
         I suddenly remembered. Now listen, I am well past my ninety-third year. I have lived a life full of mischief. I have met murder
         in the silken boudoirs of courtesans, the sewers of Rome, the perfume-filled gardens of Istanbul. I have been pursued through
         icy forests and fought for my life in the ruins of burning cities; but I never forgot the Tower! That narrow, bloody palace
         of secrets with its stone-walled chambers, secret passageways and hidden rooms! The execution ground of the Great Beast, the
         mouldwarp, that imp of Satan, His most diabolical Majesty, King Henry VIII of England!
      

      
      Oh yes, I remember the Tower and how, so many years ago, in the summer of 1523, I and my master Benjamin Daunbey, gentle, dark-haired, serene-faced Benjamin, nephew to the great
         Cardinal Wolsey, probed its secrets. Oh, that dreadful hot summer when the sweating sickness raged in London and the most
         cunning of murderers was on the loose! Now I sit here, at the centre of my maze, squeezing the tits of Margot and Phoebe,
         sipping the finest claret as I prepare to dictate my memoirs. My chaplain is impatient to begin. He always hates these diversions.
         Oh yes, he does, the little tickle-bum! I also know he is sitting there trying to pluck up enough courage to ask me permission
         to name his marriage day. Oh, I have met his betrothed: face like an angel she has. Eyes as round as saucers, they suit her
         nature! I wager she has been in more laps than a napkin. Or, to misquote the good book, ‘She has been tried and found wanton’.
         No, no, I tease him. I have seen him walking her through the trees.
      

      
      ‘Why do you do that?’ I asked. ‘Is she a flower which grows wild in the woods?’

      
      ‘You can never tell about a woman,’ my chaplain quips back.

      
      ‘In her case,’ I retort, ‘it’s charitable not to.’

      
      Oh, I tease. I am sure she’s a delightful maid and I have fixed the marriage date for Michaelmas. See how excited he grows!
         His little bottom twitching! His shoulders shaking! The little bugger had better not be laughing at me. He stares innocently
         over his shoulder but I know him for what he is. Any man who has two chins must have two faces! No, no, I am cruel to my little
         chaplain. If he left me, I’d miss him, particularly his sermons on Sunday.
      

      
      Now, I’ll be honest, I don’t belong to the Reformed Faith. I am still a Catholic and hear Mass secretly in my private chamber.
         There I hide the statue that I rescued from Walsingham, carved in ancient wood, the Mother of God holding her child. I make
         sure candles burn constantly before it. Anyway, as the law says, I have to attend Sunday morning service in the manor church, so I trot
         along. I sit in my pew in front of the pulpit and spend most of my time smiling at any pretty face. I’m always armed with
         a catapult and try to take care of the rats which, every so often, try to scurry across the sanctuary floor. You see, the
         little bastards live in the church, feasting on the candlewax. Now my theory is that usually they hide, but my chaplain is
         such a windbag and his sermons so long that the rats give up all hope that he’ll ever shut up, and so take their chances out
         in the open against my catapult. As soon as one pops out, a small black pebble goes whirling through the air. The congregation
         love it. My chaplain never notices.
      

      
      Indeed, I have tried everything. Once I fired my pistol and the silly bugger still droned on, so I tried a different ruse.
         Now, some of these prating parsons begin their sermons with a text or a sermon: my chaplain’s no different. I thought I should
         indulge in a little audience participation. You know, the same sort of thing we do at the Globe, when Will Shakespeare’s Macbeth
         appears, the lean-faced villain. I love going to see him and take all the rotten fruit I can, then, with the rest of the audience,
         throw it at the murderous rogue. Marvellous occasions! Last time I did it, Macbeth picked up the fruit and threw it back!
         Journeying home afterwards, I had a sweet thought: my chaplain’s sermons are no shorter than any of Will Shakespeare’s plays,
         so why shouldn’t the audience be allowed to join in?
      

      
      The next Sunday, up he gets, straight as a pole in the pulpit. ‘Why?’ he began lugubriously, ‘do people call me a Christian?’

      
      ‘Because they know sweet bugger-all about you!’ I shouted back.

      
      It made little difference, so I sat in my pew, arms crossed, glaring at him. An hour must have passed. I slept for a while,
         drank a little of the wine I always take with me, and suddenly saw a fresh opportunity.
      

      
      ‘Dear Brethren,’ my chaplain intoned, ‘I ask you solemnly: reflect on the Gospels and ask yourselves, would you be in the
         light with five wise virgins, or in the dark with five foolish virgins?’
      

      
      ‘Ask a daft question,’ I bawled back, ‘and you’ll get a daft answer!’

      
      The congregation collapsed in laughter. Oh, my lovely, lovely chaplain. I hope he knows what he is doing by getting married.
         I once asked for forgiveness from one of my wives as she lay dying. I murmured, ‘You must have thought many a time, of asking
         for a divorce?’
      

      
      The sweet woman turned to me and smiled. She weakly grasped my hand and whispered something to herself.

      
      ‘What’s that?’ I asked.

      
      She turned her face towards me. ‘Roger, in all the time I have been married to you, divorce has never crossed my mind. Murder
         has, but never divorce.’
      

      
      Ah well, the poor woman died. A happy relief. She was always ill with this complaint or that. You can see her tombstone in
         the church: her name, her age, her virtue. Underneath, I wrote her epitaph: ‘I told you I was ill.’
      

      
      My chaplain is now glaring at me, though I can see the laughter bubbling within him. He knows I lie. I loved all my wives
         more dearly than life itself. Old Roger can only deal with tragedy by turning it into a joke; that’s how I survive, that’s
         how I sleep when all those ghosts swarm round my bed. Henry, the Great Beast, glaring at me with his red, mad, piggy eyes.
         Beside him Wolsey with his olive, Italianate face. The men I have killed; the murderers I have trapped. I always close my
         eyes and summon up a face that’s never there: long and dark, gentle-eyed and merry-mouthed, my eternal friend, Benjamin Daunbey.
         So, I go back, searching for his soul down the long, dusty corridors of the years when Henry the Great Beast terrorised England and Wolsey ruled both Church and State. When London was all a-bubble with sickness, and
         murder, in all its horror, made its bloody hand felt.
      

      




      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      The year of 1523 was sharp and cruel. A violent, snarling time when princes dreamed of war; all of Europe teetered on the
         brink of a great precipice, ready to tear itself apart over divisions in religion. In Denmark, Christian II had been deposed
         for cruelty. In Switzerland, Zwingli attacked the Pope and called him the Antichrist, whilst in Brussels, two of Martin Luther’s
         adherents were burnt alive in roaring flames. Across the Narrow Seas, Francis II dreamed of being another Charlemagne, whilst
         long-jawed Charles V, the Hapsburg Emperor, planned on finding rivers of gold in the distant Americas.
      

      
      In England, however, little had changed . . . thus far. Henry VIII, the fat bastard, the mouldwarp of Merlin’s prophecies,
         still clung to sanity. So far he had not shown, except to me, that cruel streak of venomous temper which would drench his
         kingdom in rivers of blood: that was still a few years off. Henry was more concerned about his pleasures. He wanted to be
         a great wrestler, the keenest of archers, the best dancer, the most ferocious jouster. Henry believed he was a fairy-tale
         prince, and those who danced with him little suspected that the nightmare would soon begin. By 1523, the worms were eating
         their way into the marrow of his soul. Henry’s wife – plump, sallow-faced Catherine of Aragon – had not produced a living
         male heir, and the gossips were beginning to titter and chatter behind their hands. Some said Henry’s seed was rotten (they were probably right). Others uttered darker words, that Henry was a Tudor:
         his father might have been a Welsh prince but his grandfather was a Welsh farmer, so what right did he have to the Crown and
         Empire of England? Henry heard them and, worst of all, Henry was growing old. I suppose Shakespeare was right when he wrote, ‘Golden
         lads and girls all must, as chimney-sweepers, come to dust.’ Henry’s body was beginning to betray him. An open ulcer on his leg,
         a belly like a beer-barrel. Phlegm stuck in his throat and nose, so thick and hard it turned him deaf. Henry himself was growing
         concerned. Oh, he had a daughter, pale-faced Spanish Mary, as well as the bastard offspring of golden-haired Bessie Blount.
         Nevertheless, in his bed at night (or so the Beast later told me), Henry began to wonder if God had turned his hand against
         him.
      

      
      Nobody in the palaces of Whitehall, Windsor, Hampton Court or Sheen could guess what was coming. It was like one of those
         masques, so beloved of Will Shakespeare nowadays, when all the players gather on the stage. (Like his most recent one, Othello, about the blackamoor general hired by Venice.) Everything is colour and light. Beautiful people sweeping backwards and forwards,
         glorious speeches about fame, honour, glory and love. Nonetheless, the audience holds its breath and waits for black-hearted
         Iago to slip amongst them and bring it all crashing down with rape and horrible murder.
      

      
      Henry’s Iago had yet to appear: Anne Boleyn, more bewitching than beautiful; petite Anne with her long dark hair and fiery
         eyes. Trained at the court of France, a consummate lover, she would ensnare Henry’s heart. Of course, poor Anne did not survive
         long. One daughter (the great Elizabeth), three miscarriages, and one stillborn son and she was finished. They accused her
         of having three teats (and she did have). Men cursed Anne but I found her dark, fiery eyes irresistible. Do you know, when Anne was executed she refused to be blindfolded? The executioner
         found her eyes so disarming that he got someone to distract her whilst he took off his shoes and stole up behind her to cut
         off her head. I was there. He did a good job! Anne asked me to be present to make sure he did. She had hired an executioner
         specially from Calais and, on her last night in the Tower, asked me one favour.
      

      
      ‘Roger, make sure the sword is sharp!’

      
      Oh yes, the Tower. I will come to that by and by, and the horrid scenes enacted there, long before Anne Boleyn took her final
         morning walk to the execution block.
      

      
      Now, as I said, old Tom Wolsey, Cardinal Archbishop and Chancellor of England, ruled the kingdom. Everything in the garden
         was still rosy. Henry played Robin Hood, or King Arthur of the Round Table, whilst the real power lay in Wolsey’s hands. The
         Cardinal’s cronies whispered how Wolsey controlled the King through a witch Mathilda Brigge: they claimed Wolsey had hired
         her and, in return for gold, Brigge fasted from all food and drink for three days a week and summoned up demons to do her
         will.
      

      
      Now there was little in life Wolsey really loved, except for his beloved nephew Benjamin Daunbey. However, in the summer of
         1523, the Cardinal left us alone to enjoy our golden youth in the manor he had given us at Ipswich. Our youth might have been
         golden; we were not. Benjamin was tall, rather swarthy, a good-looking young man with a wise face and the heart of a lamb.
         And old Shallot? Well, I suppose I was comely enough: black, tousled hair, sunburnt skin, generous-mouthed (or so the ladies
         told me). Oh and a slight squint in one eye. You have probably seen my portrait. I am quite proud of it. I’ve heard others
         whisper they’ve seen better faces in the death-cart going to Tyburn. But who gives a toss about them? They have all gone and
         I am now Sir Roger Shallot, Lord of Burpham Manor, Knight of the Garter, Knight of the Bath, Lord of the Golden Fleece, etc, etc.
      

      
      Well, nonny no, back in the summer of 1523, we had just returned from Florence, where Benjamin and I had trapped the cruellest
         of murderers. Richly rewarded by the Cardinal, we had gone home to Ipswich. Benjamin once more became involved in his good
         works, particularly his school at our manor for those little imps of hell from the village. Now Benjamin, God bless his kind
         heart, tried to persuade me to participate in this.
      

      
      ‘Roger, you have a gift for words,’ he declared. ‘A sense of the dramatic. The children love you, you make them laugh.’

      
      I wouldn’t be flattered. ‘They laugh at me, Master,’ I replied. ‘And a teacher should be serious. After five minutes with
         their horn books, I’d have them out in the fields and meadows.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, yes.’ Benjamin glanced away.

      
      He was tactful enough not to refer to the time I’d taken the children out to re-enact the fall of Troy. Well, how was I to
         know that, when I told them how the Greek soldiers massacred the men and raped the women of Troy, poltroon Simpkins Threebottle
         would take my words literally and launch himself upon poor Maude Rossingham!
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to be a teacher,’ I answered defiantly.

      
      ‘Well, you should,’ Benjamin replied, but chose not to pursue the matter any further.

      
      So I was left to my own devices, wandering hither and thither pursuing one wench after another. My wits grew idle and, of
         course, I turned to mischief. Now, as you know from my former journals, I have always cursed doctors. I don’t call them liars.
         I only wish I had their money. Have you noticed how everyone is deeply interested in their own health? My last wife was a
         good example. She called in a physician, when all she really wanted was an audience. My dear little chaplain not only complains of diseases for which there are no cures, but of some for
         which there are no names. At the same time, you can’t heap all the blame on physicians. They come with their zodiac charts
         and urine bottles, boxes of pills and powders. They scratch their heads and know they won’t be able to leave, or charge their
         patients, until they have pronounced sentence and produced a cure. Anything, be it the balls of boiled dogs or the juice of
         the acorn. So you can appreciate my deep interest in medicine. Why should I be a teacher? (What I didn’t tell Benjamin is
         that I never forgot the ruffian who taught me when I was a boy. On a winter morning, the bastard would whip us for no other
         reason but to warm himself up. On another occasion he would beat us for swearing and, as he did so, swore the most horrible
         oaths.)
      

      
      Benjamin however, knew of my interest in physic and tried to advise me. ‘Remember Vicar Doggerell? You gave him a cow-pat
         to cure his baldness.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but I didn’t tell the silly bastard to smear it on his head on Sunday morning and stink the church out,’ I retorted.

      
      Benjamin smiled and shook his head.

      
      My ambition to make a fortune in the world of medicine received further encouragement when I received a letter from my old
         friend Dr Quicksilver: a true charlatan who pretended to be the greatest physician on earth but who lived his life in the
         slums around Whitefriars. He wanted more elixirs, and who was I to refuse him? So I went back to my games. Oh no, nothing
         dangerous: the mixing of thyme, camomile and hyssop as an aid to rheumatism. (It actually worked!) Or the skull of a hare
         and the grease of a fox, crushed and warmed, to be rubbed in the ear to cure deafness. I loved distilling these concoctions.
         One day Benjamin called me into his private chamber. He sat behind his desk which was piled high with horn books.
      

      
      
      ‘Roger, my dear friend.’

      
      ‘Yes, Master?’ I asked innocently.

      
      ‘If you must involve yourself in physic . . .’ Benjamin hitched his furred gown further up his shoulders. The lattice window
         was open and the morning breeze rather chilling. ‘. . . If you must have your physic then, I beseech you, do not work in your
         chamber and make the house stink like a stableyard. I shall provide a special room for your experiments.’
      

      
      Well, I took to it like a duck to water and, for the next few weeks, locked myself in a secret room high in the manor house,
         shrouding myself in a cloud of strange smells. I filled jars with the dried corpses of frogs and newts. I even managed to
         buy the skin of a donkey and concocted a sneezing powder to clear the head. I sent some to Quicksilver. Then, heigh nonny
         no, I packed all my medicines on a sumpter pony and trotted off to Ipswich market. I put the donkey in a stable and became
         a huckster. I bought a tray and created my own stall. Of course, I had to move, and did so briskly, when officials of the
         pie-and-powder court, those tyrants who man the tribunal which governs market affairs, came looking for me. Oh, but I enjoyed
         it: the shouting, the bargaining, the bartering, the recitation of the most incredible stories whilst keeping my face straight.
         No, I wasn’t a trickster but a trader. None of my potions were dangerous, indeed many of them were quite helpful. No bailiff
         ever came looking for me with a warrant in his hand. However, as they teach in geometry, like is attracted to like, and I
         was soon on first-name terms with every rogue in Suffolk.
      

      
      Once the day’s business was done, I’d head straight for some boozing den, my bun full of money, rubbing shoulders with the
         priggers, the prancers, the dummerers, the riflers and rufflers, the foists, the naps, the morts, strumpets and whores. All
         lovely people! Most of them would have sold their mother’s knuckle-bones for dice. They lived on a knife-edge, fearful of the chatts, their slang term for the gallows, yet ever ready for a free peck
         or meal, their fingers itching to cut a purse or rob a shop. I laughed, drank and gambled with the best of them. They conned
         me, I conned them. One little foist, who cheated me at cards, I treated free, giving him live spiders to eat, covered in butter
         to help his cough. Another who boasted about ill-treating a poor widow, was told to mix blood from a black cat’s tail with
         cream from a slaughtered cow and drink it to cure the pox. (The stupid bugger did, but still scratched his private parts.)
         To honest folk I tried to be honest. The taverner who gave me a free drink was told that, to gather the fleas of a chamber
         into one place, he should put a staff on the floor covered with the grease of a fox or hedgehog, and all the fleas would gather
         on it. And, if that didn’t work, to fill a dish with goat’s blood, put it by the bed, and every flea in the tavern would drink
         and drown itself there. (By the way, this worked, you should try it!)
      

      
      When the day’s work and enjoyment were done, I travelled back to the manor and supped with Benjamin in our dark oak-panelled
         hall, decorated with banners and tapestries, and with large wooden shields bearing the devices of Daunbey and Shallot which
         had been devised and painted by me. Of course, I’d always return a little fearful. After all, here we were enjoying the idylls
         of life, but London was not very far away and Wolsey never forgot us. When the Cardinal turned and snapped his fingers for
         us to come running, he’d always send that strange creature – black-garbed, sinister Dr Agrippa – to collect us.
      

      
      I have mentioned Agrippa before. He was Wolsey’s familiar. A magus, a warlock, a man who never grew old or died. No, no, my
         wits aren’t wandering. Agrippa, with his cherubic face and soulless eyes, lived and lurked in the shadow of Wolsey; yet I
         have met those who will swear on oath that Agrippa was with Richard III at Bosworth Field. According to these old men, Agrippa advised that cruel prince to make the dreadful charge which ensnared him
         in a marsh, and so Richard lost his life, his crown and the kingdom. And there are others, even as I am now past my ninetieth
         year, who have made their way to Burpham Manor to tell me how they met Agrippa in the dark green woods of Virginia outside
         Jamestown, in the sun-scorched streets of Constantinople, or even in the snowy, icy wastes outside Moscow. They always tell
         the same tale: dressed in black, Agrippa hadn’t grown a day older than when I knew him in those blood-drenched days of Henry
         VIII.
      

      
      Agrippa would come, but on those evenings when I found the stables empty and my master waiting alone for me in the hall, I’d
         heave a sigh of relief. Tonight, at least, I’d sleep the sleep of the just. We would sup and I would listen to Benjamin chatter
         about his school, though keeping one eye on a young, buxom chambermaid who, when she served my meal, dipped her generous bosom
         to show both her glories.
      

      
      Oh, I confess, our life at our manor was a veritable Eden, but every paradise has its serpent. Eventually ours appeared in
         the shape of a plump, well-fed matron, Isabella Poppleton. Goodwoman Poppleton and her sneering sons lived on the other side
         of the valley and deeply resented my master’s good fortune. The sons were bloated bags of wind, but Isabella was a veritable
         viper in petticoats. If she had bitten an adder it would have died of poisoning. She had a tongue which would clip a hedge
         and could shovel dirt faster than a gravedigger. Her tongue was a sharpened sword and she made sure it never went rusty. I
         called her the ‘Great Mouth’.
      

      
      Trouble first appeared one Sunday morning as Benjamin and I left Mass. We were out of the porch, walking towards the lychgate,
         when I saw Goodwoman Poppleton standing amongst the gravestones with a gaggle of gossips who hung on her every word. As we
         passed they fell silent, but Isabella’s eyes, bleak and hateful, bored into my master. I quietly made an obscene gesture with my middle finger. However, the bitch hadn’t been to
         Italy, so she didn’t know what it meant, though she must have understood the spirit in which it was intended. Now such hate
         worried me. I tried to talk to my master. He just shook his head and refused to listen, so I wandered down to the White Hart
         tavern in the village where, after Mass, all the gossips gathered to tear their neighbours to pieces. When I entered the taproom,
         a group of young bloods sitting in the corner looked up, sniggering behind their hands. I recognised one of them as Edmund
         Poppleton, the elder of the Great Mouth’s sons.
      

      
      ‘What’s the joke?’ I asked.

      
      The landlord, a goodly man who served me a tankard of ale and a beef stew pie, glanced sadly at me and shook his head. The
         gigglers returned to their whispering, so I drank my ale, broke my fast and returned to the manor.
      

      
      The next morning, Benjamin came into my chamber where I was concocting a new remedy to cure catarrh: powdered goose bones
         mixed with garlic and salt. It was making me cough and sneeze so I judged it to be a good cure of the rheums. Benjamin sat
         down on a stool on the other side of the table. I babbled away about what I was doing. He remained silent but, when I looked
         up, his eyes were sad, pricked with tears.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter, Master?’

      
      ‘This morning young Tom the miller’s son told me about the rumours going around the village,’ he replied. He swallowed hard.
         ‘That I only started the school because I like young boys.’
      

      
      I dropped the knife I was holding.

      
      ‘You, Master, an apple-squire? A bum-boy? And did Tom believe it?’

      
      Benjamin shook his head. ‘He was very angry. He claimed the Poppletons were behind such dreadful rumours.’

      
      I cursed the Great Mouth with every filthy word I could muster. Benjamin shook his head and got up but, even as he left, I glimpsed the tears trickling down his face. The first
         time I had ever seen him cry! I’d often accompanied him along the Thames to Syon where Johanna, his betrothed, who had lost
         her wits after being evilly seduced by a nobleman, was cared for by the good nuns. Never once did I see him weep. Now he sobbed;
         I felt like killing the Poppletons.
      

      
      Later the same day, I sought my master out to reassure him, but he smiled wanly and I went cold with rage. Now I am not an
         evil man, nor vindictive: my chaplain will tell you that. Even when he steals my claret I only tell him off and shake my cane.
         I’ve never really beaten him. At least, not yet! Ah well, ‘Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.’ Yet, it’s also
         written, ‘The gods help them that help themselves.’ And since revenge is a dish best served cold, so I bided my time and plotted,
         even as the rumours grew as thick and fast as weeds in a dunghill.
      

      
      At last, I, Roger Shallot, made my power felt. I won’t bore you with the details. First I disguised myself and secured entry
         to the Poppleton household as a labourer. Now people like the Poppletons never even deign to look at a servant. I was employed
         to clean the cesspits and latrines, which gave me every right to wander down the galleries and passageways of the house. In
         their large dining room, or hall as the Great Mouth liked to call it, the Poppletons had a tun of wine: a small cask with
         a bung in it which the steward would remove whenever the Great Mouth and her family dined. Now, that’s one thing servants
         will not steal. Everything else they can lay their hands on, but never the master’s wine, at least not from a barrel which
         has been broached. So, one fine morning when everyone was elsewhere, I tipped the cask on its side and removed the bung. I
         then poured a specially prepared powder containing the most powerful of purgatives and a few secret ingredients of my own.
         I replaced the bung, dropped the bucket of shit I was carrying, and fled like the wind.
      

      
      The next day I travelled to Castle Acre and called at the Willow, a dingy tavern where my good friend Dr Quicksilver, whom
         I had summoned from London, had taken chambers. Now Quicksilver was villainy incarnate. A consummate actor, a born liar, a
         cunning man who knew every trick of the fair. Thin as a beanpole, with long, straggling grey hair, Quicksilver had the face
         of an ascetic and a skill even the great physicians of Salerno would have envied. His eyes were innocent, the soft skin of
         his face freshly shaven, and his lips always twisted into a most benevolent smile. You know the sort, often seen on the faces
         of vicars and chaplains, especially when they’re giving unctuous advice to one of their underlings. Quicksilver also dressed
         the part. He wore a jacket with a round neck, edged with precious fur, the sleeves gathered at the shoulders into thick pads
         which made him look broader. Underneath was a waist-length doublet, tight and padded; on his spindly legs were hose of the
         same colour. On his head he wore a broad-brimmed hat which further increased his air of respectability and grandeur. One thing
         I noticed: his hands and wrists were always hidden under ornate cuffs.
      

      
      He met me in the Willow taproom.

      
      ‘Roger, my dearest, dearest, dearest boy.’

      
      Quicksilver grasped my hand and shook it warmly. I smiled and told the bastard to give me the ring he had just taken off my
         finger. The charlatan smiled and passed it back.
      

      
      ‘And keep your hands well away from my purse,’ I growled. ‘And none of your games, Quicksilver. Don’t start running up bills
         to send for me to pay.’ I placed two gold coins before him. ‘These are for now, and three more when you’ve finished.’
      

      
      The coins disappeared in a blink of an eye: hence the fellow’s name.

      
      
      He sat down, hailing the landlord, and grandly ordered the best the house could offer. Although thin and scrawny, and at least
         sixty years of age, Quicksilver ate like a horse and all the time asked me questions. Why had I summoned him? Did I have new
         medicines? What was he to do?
      

      
      I told him all about the Great Mouth and the Poppletons. Quicksilver listened intently, then sat back, rocking with laughter.
         ‘Lord above, Shallot, they’ll spend all their time on the jakes. And you put aniseed powder in as well? Their skins will be
         peppered with pustules.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know that?’ I retorted. ‘You are a quack.’

      
      Quicksilver’s face suddenly went stern. For a brief moment I saw another man behind those eyes. Do you know, I suddenly realised
         I knew nothing about Quicksilver: who he really was or where he came from.
      

      
      ‘Roger, Roger.’ He waggled a finger at me. ‘I have never insulted you. I am not what I appear to be.’

      
      ‘Most men aren’t,’ I quipped. I glimpsed the anger in his eyes. ‘I am sorry,’ I apologised, and gave him my most winning smile.
         ‘I truly am and, when you have finished, most learned of physicians, there will be four, not three coins.’
      

      
      I must have stirred memories in Quicksilver’s soul: he leaned forward and hissed, ‘I have heard of you, Shallot, and your
         doings at court for the great Wolsey.’ He gave an icy smile. ‘I, too, once worked in the shadows of the great ones: summoned
         at the dead of night to the Tower; taken to secret rooms to sit by the beds of princes to hear their confessions.’ He drew
         back, as if he had said too much. ‘But,’ he shrugged, ‘that’s in the past.’
      

      
      I never questioned him further. If you live in the shadowy world, as I do, you never ask questions. Take poor Kit Marlowe,
         killed over a meal. Kit, with his angelic face, mocking mouth and merry eyes. He’d never tell you who he really was. He’s
         twenty years in his grave and already the debate has begun. Was Marlowe a spy? An assassin? Was he an atheist, a Lutheran or a Papist? God knows. The same is true of Will Shakespeare: he’s dabbled
         in enough secrets to provide matter for a thousand plays.
      

      
      Old Quicksilver’s manner had now changed. Eager for mischief, he waited for my orders. After I whispered to him the plot,
         he crowed with laughter, clapped his hands and solemnly promised that, by tomorrow, he’d be taking chambers at the White Hart.
      

      
      The next day, just before sunset, I walked into our village tavern. I looked around but there was no sign of Quicksilver.
         I cursed and hoped the thieving bugger hadn’t taken my gold and hopped back to London as fast as he could. I sat by the inglenook
         with my pot of ale, then in comes the Great Mouth’s steward
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