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					The Setting

				The 5th Worlde stories are set in the medieval worlde of England, its great empire, and especially around its capital London and the mystic Isle of Axholme, which hides in the marshes, on the boarders of Nottinghamshire, Lincolnshire, and Yorkshire, North of the Gap. 

				The timeline is that of a medieval worlde of the Crusades and the Hundred Year War.

				The English monarchy is the head of the greatest empire the worlde has ever seen, yet ‘uneasy lies the head’, for all is not well, especially in the region North of the Gap, where unrest simmers, it is led by the Freethinkers, women of knowledge, and a horde of subversive religious heretics, including the Old Druids.

				The Inquisitors rigorously enforce the king’s laws with constant harrying and it seems that the king will subdue the malcontents, until he goes a step too far and introduces the Cultural Laws.

				During this unrest, the Great Empire continues to expand, like a huge machine, devouring country after country, but it faces constant threats from the unification of the Holy Roman Empire, the rise of old Cathay, the rebellion in the American Colonies, and the old enemies of España and France.

				But maybe the worst threat of them all is from the king’s own cousins and family, who are desperate to grasp the power.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				✪

				A note from the author

				 The 5th Worlde Sagas are not a series of historical novels, and whilst many of the characters have indeed appeared in the history of your worlde, in the 5th Worlde, their histories are completely different, and a substantial amount of imagination has been used to ensure this fact.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				5th Worlde 

				~ The Measurement of Time ~

				Time in Bells

				
					No. of Bells

				

				
					Middle Watch

				

				
					Morning Watch

				

				
					Forenoon

					Watch

				

				
					After-noon

					Watch

				

				
					First Dog Watch

				

				
					Last Dog Watch

				

				
					First Watch

				

				
					One

				

				
					 0:30

				

				
					 4:30

				

				
					 8:30

				

				
					 12:30

				

				
					 16:30

				

				
					 20:30

				

				
					Two
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					 5:00
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					The 5th World Sagas	

					

				Episode 1

				From The Devil We Came

				✪

				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Adventures of Robyn Nudd 

					

				Robyn Nudd and the Sheriff of Nottingham are resting overnight at Camden Lock, London,  NW1 8AF. 

					Prologue	Sunday Morning, Camden Town

				✪

				The Sunday morning sun was rising in London, and indeed in Camden Town but most 

				importantly of all, its golden rays fell gracefully upon the Sheriff of Nottingham, who’s big fat, round bottom was snuggled cozily, drown in slumber, not wishing to relinquish the night. 

				You know how it is when you are still half a sleep. 

				That dream like state between wakefulness, and the moment you are actually conscious of the fact, that you have awoken, well I was somewhere near there. 

				I languidly stretched, and yawned, and moving my arm slowly up to the top of my head, scratched at my brown thatch gently. 

				My tongue felt like newly sanded parchment, and there was a taste in my mouth… and it really was no taste at all. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Well no, that’s not actually true, it tasted, like what I imagined the bottom of the cage, in which a friend of mine lets a strange old magpie called Oda stay, would taste. 

				Yes, that’s what it would taste like. The magpie’s cage, not my friend I mean. 

				What I mean to say is, that my friend, Mistress Yvette, has an odd magpie, who is called Oda and she, Oda the magpie, sometimes likes to stay with her, Yvette, in a wonderfully luxurious cage that my friend, Yvette has had specially constructed for such occasions. 

				Anyway… 

				I lazily opened one eye and blinked softly, as the suns rays floated about the cabin. Af-ter a moment or so, I managed to focus and peered around the small chamber in which I slept, eventually my eye found the porthole, which rocked gently, up and down, just above the water line.

				Another eye looked back at me. 

				It was all black and surrounded by white bloated flesh. 

				Shocked, I heaved my head backwards with such a jerk that it made my brain hurt and then, slowly, I opened my other or second eye, if you will. 

				The eye looking back at me, slid across the porthole and a squashed and broken nose and part of a mouth moved in to view. This was accompanied by a dull echoing thud on the side of the boat.

				It was a truly bizarre moment and holding a scream, silently in my mind, I twisted my body and slipped out of the warm, comfortable bed. Still naked, I moved quickly across to the porthole for a better look. 

				 The view, now a close up, did not improve. The eye was still there. Looking like a cold, fried egg, swimming in a plate of congealed bacon fat, with a bit of tomato smeared around the edges, Huevos Rancheros as it’s called in España.

				It was an eye that had, quite frankly seen better days. Not recently, obviously, but some-where in the very near past.

				Now I know, that you know that I’m a vegetarian… and to one like myself, this was defi-nitely not a good start to the morning. I really do prefer a warm bread roll and some hot coffee.

				 So, I move to the cabin and pulling on some woolen hose and my favourite rough spun chemise, I carefully checked my eyeliner in the glasses reflection, before opening the hatch and leaping on to the stern deck. 

				I took a good long look around the dockside, breathing in deeply and having a healthy 

			

		

	
		
			
				sniff at the fresh, bright, morning air. There was no one about, which was a good sign. In fact, it was a quiet morning and very early, only about the sixth bell of the morning watch. 

				The sun was rising and even the anglers were not about yet. Not that they ever came this close to the lock, it was not a good place for fishing. 

				There where three other boats tied up along the bank, and all was quiet and still. Just the gentle lapping of the water, as a soft breeze blew along the Regent’s canal.

				 I remember thinking that no one from the street could possibly see me this far down the lock.

				So, pulling myself up on to the roof of the boat, I moved quickly and steadily towards the bow. 

				As I went, I collected a pole that was kept near the rail and dropped it down towards the forward porthole. It struck something firm. Leaning my head over the side and look-ing down into the dark murky water, I could just see the body. It was floating next to the barge and bobbing gently in the water, like a cork does in a baby’s bath.

				“Shit.” I murmured to myself. 

				This was serious. 

				What do you do when a body appears next to your boat, first thing on a Sunday morn-ing? There ought to be a law against it.

				Thinking hard, I was sure it wasn’t there last night… but well, you know how it is. To be honest, the beer in The Hawley is rather good and I couldn’t in all honesty swear to the fact.

				“Shit, and double shit.” I repeated.

				It was with the gentlest push, that I thrust the pole against the body and floated it out into the water, out about two lengths from the boat, into the middle of the canal.

				‘The Dibble is going to be all over this.’ I couldn’t help thinking, 

				‘And that is the last thing I needed… And there is no way I can run too. Unless…’

				Sam, the old grey bearded codger, who had his boat The Dancing Queen permanently tied to the moorings at Camden, stuck his scrawny neck up from his hatch. 

				“Morning Robyn,” 

				“What’s that you got?” He asked. 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Looks half like a body to me, let me try and get me eyes focused.”

				“Double shit… with knobs on.” I said under my breath, 

				“It is a body, Sam. Best call for the dibble.”

				“Not me!” Said Sam and disappeared back inside his boat. The hatch slammed shut and I heard a loud bang and a scrape as the bolt slid across.

				“Mornin’.” The angler said as he walked along the towpath. 

				“Excuse me mate. Give the dibble a holler, sharpish like. I just found a mush in the cutt.” 

				The angler turn as pale as a ghost and shaking his head said,

				“Oooo… That will not be good for the fish. They will have had a right nosh up already. I’m off back to me gaff.” And he made a quick about turn.

				“Shit, shit, and double shit.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				 

				Thomas Deveroux is in his rooms above the emporium of Messer’s Camden and Sons, by roy-al warrant and appointment to his gracious majesty Edward II, Royal Astronomers, Astrolo-gers, Cartographers, Chart Makers, Horologist, Navigators, Oikouménê, Scribists, and who are of The Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers and Sporting Bookmakers, which are located in Neal’s Yard, London, WC2H 9DP.

					Chapter 1	A Hard Rain 

				✪

				‘The empire stretched across the worlde map, pink ~ like the blotches on a drunkards face.’

				 My goose feather quill scratched across the bottom of the parchment, leaving a deep black trail in its wake, and I smiled. My smile is large and often on my boyish face.

				 “Yes that is better,” I stated.

				“Is the room growing dim now? Should I spend another candle? Do we have another candle to spend?” I asked, as I dropped the quill from my stiff little fingers. 

				It made a small, insignificant clatter as I let it drop down to the mess-strewn table, and I eased back in the soft, well padded, oval shaped chair, listening to the hard rain, as it pounded against the windowpanes. 

				The rain fell with a rock steady beat, relentless and rhythmic, and outside it left huge pools and rivulets in the yard, and there seemed to be no end to its dance for the foresee-able future. 

				“I love the rain, don’t you?” I asked Anatole, as I watched it, fascinated, almost hypno-tised by a huge goblet that hung ponderously, like an old hags breast, a half pear with a small dark nipple. 

			

		

	
		
			
				It stuck to the windowpane in the grease and the dirt, clinging for dear life but only momentarily before it cascaded downwards and spiraled off and outwards into the dark oblivion of Neal’s Yard, London.

				 

				“Do you ever wonder if the raindrops could represent your life? You know, as if you were falling down to earth, just like the smallest piece of sand that falls downwards through the time glass?” I continued,

				“What I mean is…”

				“I often have the same dream, where I am falling… as if from the grace of the gods… falling from heaven, and I am spiraling down, like a raindrop, ever downwards, into the seventh hell.”

				“Do you think life is really like that?” I asked.

				Sir Anatole de Sourisblanche did not answer. He did not say a word. He just arched one eyebrow and looked at me quizzically, with his sullen dark eyes, shaking his head slowly from side to side, as he stroked his heavy moustache. 

				 He looked like a father regarding a favoured but idiot son.

				“Or maybe, instead, our souls just float, from one world to another, as John says.” 

				For those of you who don’t know John Dee, he is my old teacher and mentor,

				“You don’t know John do you?” I enquired of Sir Anatole. 

				“You know, the druids preach a similar ideology I believe. I think they call it transmi-grating.” 

				 Anatole walked across the room with that quick, quirky little gait he has, and settled on the cushions at the edge of my bed.

				“And…” 

				Ignoring the fact, that he was ignoring me, I continued,

				“And… I often wonder, what if… that one moment’s pause, on the windowpane of the world, was in fact the high point of my life. What would life be worth then?”

				“… John would know.” I sighed,

				“What was that song he sang last week? When we were downing a few tankards in Lon-don towns famous Strangled Cat?” 

			

		

	
		
			
				John, or to give him his proper title, Doctor Dee, is considered to be a handsome man, he is tall and slender, with a very fair, clear sanguine complexion and he has a fine beard, which is as white as milk, and is at least three times longer than my member, even upon the very warmest of days. 

				He spends his days tutoring and counseling the noble and intellectual of the realm; he is a king’s man, without doubt, and many consider him to be the embodiment of the en-lightened man…

				 ‘The soul of his age.’ 

				My mothers’ cousin, Bess Tudor, has been his student since she crawled out of the cra-dle, and is now one to whom he gives his esteemed council upon a daily basis, and I be-lieve that he also has been consulted by that wild brood of Henry FitzEmpress’, the king’s cousins down in Anjou. 

				“Speaking of Anjou,” 

				I said, even though I hadn’t been,

				“Have you heard the story about the old chaps mother?” 

				 “You know that she is Matilda of England of course, the Holy Roman Empress. Well…” 

				I paused, like you do when you’re getting ready to tell a really good tale.

				“Well… it’s about her and the ‘Archer of Salford,’ as they call him. Let’s face it, the Lady is quite the ‘merry little widow,’ so I hear, and how not?”

				“When she was just a mere girl, she was married off to some old grey beard, and she was only twelve years old at the time. And then he died, and she was left a widow at the age of twenty and two.”

				“And her family married her off again, this time to a thirteen year old boy. Can you imagine?”

				“Well that must have had some effect on her because she became simply notorious,” 

				“Oh the tales. But then again, what do you expect from an Angevin?” 

				“Her mother, Adelaide Blanche of Anjou, saw off five husbands you know. She must have simply wore them out I guess.’

				 

				“Anyway, as I was saying, in the evenings, he, John that is, studies the skies, and the paths and movements of the stars and of the planets.”

				“And some people say that he traffics in the dark arts, and by the use of these dark arts, 

			

		

	
		
			
				that he speaks with the engel’s and demons alike.” 

				“To be honest with you, it is not something that he and I have ever really spoken about, but it all sounds rather rummy to me,”

				“What do you think?”

				Anatole picked his nose with the end of his short stubby finger and swallowed the re-sulting prize without a moment’s hesitation, and after only the most cursory of glances.

				 “No… Well I am of the opinion that my friend John, is wise beyond all the years, and as it happens, both of my parents dislike him immensely...” 

				I continued, ignoring my new roommate’s après midnight feast. 

				 “And that makes him perfect in my eyes,”

				“You know, it was at the recommendation of the Earl of Leicester, that John first became my tutor… oh, when I was so much younger and before I was up at Pembroke College in Cambridge, although he himself, is predictably a John’s man,”

				“But my father, have you met father?”

				“No.”

				“Father, is the Earl of Essex you know, well, he soon put and end to that scenario,” 

				“Mother’s dislike of John came later; I’m not sure, but I think it had something to do with cousin Bess, and some disagreement they had about the succession.”

				“However, be that as it may, we have, John and I that is… Not mother and I… we have always been friendly…”

				 “Sometimes to be honest with you, I wonder what it is that he really sees in me, after all, I’m a notoriously fickle, lazy and irrelevant sort of chap, or so my mother claims.”

				“But anyhow, he seems to like the little books that I turn out now and again… just to supplement the hand outs from the mater you know, and he also seems to like the music that I artfully craft in my drunken leisure time… and thankfully he likes my bawdy com-pany too,”

				“Speaking of hand outs, you are aware that the rent is due next week,” I reminded him with a meaningful look. You have to break these new chaps in quickly, nowadays, or they simply take advantage.

				“You know, that occasionally we meet down in the squalor that is Wardour Street, in the heart of dear old Soho, just to hear the various minstrels play.”

			

		

	
		
			
				“He is a very adept performer himself you know and we often drink a tankard or two and on occasion, even more.”

				“Oh yes. I remember the song that he sang, it was one of the old classics, performed by an ensemble called the Stomping Mandolins and entitled ‘Sweet, Sweet Dreams.’”

				 And picking up my lute I started to sing softly to my self, as I sat and looked out of the window into the dark, wet night.

					Sweet, Sweet Dreams

					

					All life is but a fleeting dream, 

					The smallest dram is tempting, 

					So take a swig, 

					When ‘ere ye can, 

					Of death you will have plenty…

					And when the jug is empty,

					We float away and die,

					And when the jug is em- m –pty,

					Sweet… sweet dreams, 

					Will float on by....

				✪

				 Suddenly, all the candles in the room guttered, as a sharp draft of wind, blew down the chimney and swirled about the room, bellowing the hangings and stirring up the parch-ments on the scribing table and scattering the topmost of them in its path, so that they floated up and outwards, across the room. 

				I felt the distinct chill of winter’s breath close on my cheek for the first time this year and I had the strangest sensation, and just for a moment I thought I had caught a glimpse of a jinn, as it darted across the room. Just from the corner of my eye you understand, but when I looked again, it had completely vanished, as they always do.

				And it gave me the strangest feeling of my own mortality, of mine own impending doom, if you like. That is, if I am not being too over dramatic of course.

				“Did you just see that… the Jinn, did you see it too?” I asked Anatole but he just shrugged his shoulders and scratched his cock, and then his ear. 

				The early hours of the morning had crept upon us. A miserable and melancholy time I always find and foolishly or maybe lazily, you may make your own mind up on the point, I am sure the mater could advise you if your stuck, I had let the fire burn down low and 

			

		

	
		
			
				only its last embers remained to warm the room.

				I stretched my hand out slowly, and with my small, ink stained fingers, pulled at my heavy robe, pulling it tighter around my waist. 

				And then lifted it high up on to my shoulders and tugged it snugly around the back of my neck, pulling the cord that fastened it around my still youthful body forcefully, as I eased back a little more in my chair and slowly pushed my woolen clad feet, deep into their soft lambskin slippers. 

				The woolen morning star, which was attached to the top of my nightcap, dangled freely, and bounced against my face and without thinking, I casually chewed at it, as it fell near my mouth. 

				A bad habit I know.

				“Winter, has brought his grace a hard reign,” I quipped to Anatole. 

				“And the stench of war hangs over England’s green and pleasant lands, like a devil be-fouled petrichor.”

				 Sir Anatole de Sourisblanche was silent, sullen, moody, and as unresponsive as ever. 

				What a mardy bum.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise Of Germania ~ Part II.

				The Warlord and his companions, Rembald de Voczon, the brothers Polo, and the holy man, Prester John, and their party, are being pursued across the plains of Great Russia and are lo-cated near the eastern bank of the Volga.

					Chapter 2	Yellow River	

				✪

				It was one of those rare nights, when the forest was quiet and still, and only the sound of our horses disturbed the peace. We exited the darkness of the tree line and emerged into the small clearing.

				The moon hung, just there in the sky, gigantic, red, and staggeringly low. Just there, on the edge of the night and it felt as if you could touch it by simply raising a finger. It filled the night, flooding the worlde with its presence and strange tint and I stared at it and watched as the other riders pass me. 

				Ackus, my faithful mount, breathed heavily as I pulled up and I heard his hooves squelch in the soft, rain drenched ground. 

				The men rode in pairs, each man pulling another two or more horses behind him. Most of the packhorses were heavily laden with large wooden boxes, which were fastened to either side to maintain a balance.

				Prester John and the Templar reined in beside me, as I looked at the moon. The Prester was the first to speak, as the Templar quietly patted the neck of Hades, his pale mare, all the while whispering softly to her. 

				“The sun will turn to darkness, and the moon to blood, before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes.” Said Prester John.

				“Indeed Holy Man?” But is this not also a sign that a great change is coming?’

			

		

	
		
			
				The Prester smiled as he loosened and removed his helm and dragged a cloth square across his sweaty, balding head.

				“Oh friend, the scriptures say that the bloode moon occurs as a sign that the end of days is upon us. There can be no bigger change than that.” He breathed heavily.

				“It is an omen and known for the storms that often accompany it, like the one we en-countered this afternoon.”

				“But we both knew we were damned long ago. Did we not?” He smiled his crooked, 

				yellow-toothed smile at me. 

				He replaced his helm, kicked his horse on to a trot, and followed the men as they re-en-tered the forest at the far side of the clearing.

					

				“In my country it would be considered a good omen. And the gods know how much we needed one,” said the Templar in his matter of fact way.

				I continued to stare at that dark red moon for a few more moments before I flicked my heels on to Ackus’s flanks and urged him onwards, patting his neck as I did so and then I followed the disappearing images of the men.

				Somehow it seemed to take an eternity to cross that clearing under the shadow of the bloode moon. But in reality, after only a few moments, we again entered the dark forest, which stretched along the lowland plain, on the edge of the Yellow river country, and that hid our passage from those eyes that searched after us, the eyes that were hunting us ~ Wu’s eyes.

				And soon, without any given command but by a common urgency, we all began to move a little more quickly, until after only a few heartbeats, we were racing along the dark road under the shade of the pine trees that grew in that forest, as if the devil himself where now chasing after us. 

				Ackus lay his ears up as the wolves howled for the first time that night. 

				The hunt was on again. 

				As I had counted, including myself, there were now only ten and eight of our company left, The Templar, Prester John and their knights, the Italian brothers and Lady Ju who carried the baby.

				 There were twenty and one horses extra and they carried the boxes. But each night we lost another horse and sometimes two, to the wolves or the roots of this eternal dark for-est.

				 

				Initially there had been forty of us and a further twenty and eight horses, when we fled the Celestial Empire of Old Cathay, and in truth it had been a long hard journey and as we 

			

		

	
		
			
				fled we had perished, and we had perished, and we had perished again, but then again I had expected that too. 

				The Empress Wu was not the kind of person who gave up easily, if at all. And whatever the outcome, she would never forgive us. She would never forgive me. 

				No, she was not the type of woman who ever forgave and I knew that her vengeance would be swift. 

				At first, filled with an awesome anger, then, cold and more calculated and deliberate, as she studied how to bring about her revenge, and finally, it would be abominable and terri-ble to behold. 

				And after all, we had stolen a huge treasure from her. A treasure that was more valuable to her, than all the gold in the worlde.

				And in truth, I didn’t care anymore, for I was going home. 

				Once we had passed through the great wall, things had become easier and though I knew that Wu’s men would soon be pursuing us, now the main threat had become the patrols of the Mongol armies that roamed the plains, plundering and raiding the carava-nessari. 

				Passing through the wall had been far easier than I anticipated. A guilty man may think that it was too easy. Of course, I had taken great care with the planning, and we had acted with such speed, that when we reached the gate, no one there was yet aware of our crime, or that a crime had even been committed. 

				And no one had thought to question the warlord’s warrant of office, and the news of our 

				desertion should not reach the wall for many hours, maybe, if we were lucky, several days. 

				If the strategy had run to plan, our crime should not have been discovered for at least a day, maybe two or more. 

				It all depended upon how long the Empress dawdled at the Temple of Beauty, and I was 

				counting on her renowned vanity, to be her downfall. 

				Yet Wu was ever present, not only in the back of my mind, but she also seemed to be hiding in the shadows, her spirit was haunting me in the dark of the night. Her face lived in the very shadows, cursing me as I rode passed, and she was forever dancing through my dreams. 

				I knew that her men were following us, as in time so would she herself. 

				Yes, Wu would follow and her retribution would be something to behold. I shuddered as I thought about it, looking over my shoulder for a glimpse of her.

			

		

	
		
			
				Yet, I had lived with retribution before. And fled from it previously. Last time, I had fled from the west to east but this time it was reversed. 

				Previously, I had sought only to escape with my own life and now… well now I had sto-len the most precious treasure that Wu possessed.

				 Oh yes, she would follow. 

				Her predatory, human hands, cradled the east, manipulating the gods, the nobles, and the peasants of her empire a like. 

				And her reach stretched further west than anyone here realised. 

				And Wu, oh, she hated the gweilo. The white devils she called them, the pale ghosts; and yet she loved me, and she loved to run her fingers over my body and stroke my gweilo skin. 

				But she despised those fools, those that sat upon their island and believed that they con-trolled the world. She laughed at them because they thought a woman was a weak thing, an empty vessel, a trifle to be bargained in politics… and a gift for a marriage bed. And they believed that they had an absolute, gods given right to rule the worlde. 

				And Wu, she had no reason to know of their gods, she had gods of her own. She had al-ways told me, 

				‘They really have no idea of how the east works at all, or what awesome power we can wield.’ 

				And what she meant of course was; what awesome power she, could wield.

				 She believed that it was her destiny, to be the first female ruler of the Orient, the Em-press of the whole of Old Cathay. The whole of the east and she maintained, 

				‘That the sooner that the Normans, those gweilo, learned their lessons, the less harsh their disappointment will taste in their mouths.’ 

				‘They think that they can just take. Take without permission, and without consequence. They do not realise that they were putting their hand into the hornet’s nest.’

				In the east it was said, 

				‘That even the sun, the moon, and the stars, would have been swallowed, long ago, had they ever been so foolish, to have fallen within the empress’s reach.’

				And Wu was no ordinary woman, she was a goddess, and not only a goddess, but also a terrible dark sorceress, and I had been her lover, her warrior, her trusted assassin and now… 

			

		

	
		
			
				Now… she would deem me to be her mortal enemy and worse, a thief… a thief of the worst kind, and she would hate me, as only a woman can.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library:

				The Last Scion 

				Edward of Caernarfon, the prince and his party are returning from a few weeks hunting at the Royal Chase of Hatfield, Yorkshire, North of the Gap. One their way they have stayed for a few days at Nottingham Castle. Piers Gaveston is in the privy chamber of the Prince’s royal apartments with Edward of Caernarfon. 

					Chapter 3	A King in Waiting 

				✪

				“You know Piers, I do hate it when we are away from London for so long. It seems as if there is absolutely nothing for us to do here.” Edward of Caernarfon complained as he drank another cup of wine.

				“Mais oui, mon brave but you ‘ate it when we are in London, aussi.’ I said as I walked over to the window and looked out across the courtyard. 

				It was still early morning, not even two bells of the forenoon and I had been up and dressed for a good few hours now. I looked quickly over the dull courtyard and at the grey skies, and noted that they promised nothing but more rain. 

				I had made my way back to my own chamber earlier, after slipping out through the garderobe and quickly down the secret staircase that led to the floor below, and some say down to the very roots of the castle themselves. And then, after a short, sweet nap, and now fully dressed, I had once again returned to the prince’s chambers, but this time through the reception hall and had made a very grand and public entrance, so that all would know that I had just arrived.

				 

				The whole castle of Nottingham was beautifully decorated but the royal chambers were simply splendid. They were hung with gold and yellow brocade and several long tapes-tries of hunting and religious scenes stretched across the brightly coloured walls. 

				The arched doorway was finished in black and white stones, alternating in the roman fashion, and the walls of the room where painted ochre, with a strange, green, vine-like plants and what, I believe may have been a climbing rose. Anyway, the vines and roses 

			

		

	
		
			
				spread across the walls, holding red, yellow and white flowers every few inches. 

				 The fireplace was so big, that it took up almost one side of the room and large wicker baskets, which were filled with firewood and kindle, had been place to either side of it. 

				But, the huge four-poster bed, dwarfed absolutely everything in the room, it simply dominated all.

				 

				I sat sprightly on a wooden chest place at the foot of the bed, in which Caernarfon kept his clothes and some jewels, and I plucked at a bunch of blood red cherries from a bowl, as he spread himself luxuriously within the silk sheets, as naked as the day he was born. 

				“But Piers, it so… bloody boring…”

				“Ah’ know, but don’t worry your pretty head. Your Perrot is ‘ere.”

				“We will find some amusements. Those puddings, these earls of yours, they will give us much amusements, I am thinking.”

				“Especially, Beauchamp, le noir chien du Ardene, et le monstrueux, De Lacey… The fat ‘Burst Belly’ of Lincoln.” I laughed.

				“Oh Perrot! Please don’t cause any more trouble. Both Warwick and Lincoln would have your head from me… as if I would deem to give it to them, but they both do have father’s ear.”

				“You remember the trouble they caused when we were at Far York?” Caernarfon pleaded as he turned in the bed to lean upwards upon his elbows.

				 “Father nearly pulled out half of my hair, as he dragged me across the room in his rage.”

				“And all because you had given some slight offence to my cousin of Lancaster. I will not have him banish you again!” 

				“No. We don’t want that. We must prepare. We will be leaving here tomorrow.” Finished Caernarfon.

				 

				“Do you think le roi is really ill this time? Ah’ mean, seriously ill?” I asked. 

				“Well the message was pretty clear, urgent almost. And he has sent the good Pembroke to bring me to him. And Pembroke, he does seem concerned. But even so, why should I be called to heal, like an untrained pup, yet again.”

				William Marshal was the Earl Pembroke, The Marshall of England, and he was never far from the king’s side, nor far from the king’s wars. So, his being here at Nottingham must be significant. He had arrive with a heavy guard of Templars, late yesterday afternoon and was determined that we leave the courtiers, servants and the luggage train behind 

			

		

	
		
			
				and ride straight back to the north today. 

				And The Marshall, he was not a man to be messed with. Indeed, he carried the king’s seal, was the headed the council, and was intimate with the Templars and the Knights of Malta, and of St John, and that entire secret ilk. 

				It was often suggested that he, and not the king, was indeed the real ruler, the true force behind the throne, and he was one of the triumvirate that head up the Council of Thir-teen and controlled the Great Empire. 

				His arrival here could only mean one thing. The king really must be dying and my be-loved Ned, he would be the next king. 

				Why else would he be here, in Nottingham, and not with his dear Edward out by the boarders of those Barbaric Highlands? 

				 

				“Come mon cher Ned. It is time you rose and we make le petit déjuner, before les alésages, defoncer le porte.”

				“Then, they will love to drag us, off to these Wilde North’s of yours. They are so cold, and very miserable these Norths.”

				“And Lincoln, he will have us tied to the ‘orses derriére, just for the fun of it!”

				Edward of Caernarfon stretched lazily in the great bed, looking all his twenty and three years, as he lay on his back and raked his left hand across the mass of curled, golden brown hair on his chest, while his right hand, flicked slowly under the covers at his cock.

				“I could do with a hand,” he smiled.

				“Oh, ‘ah can make you raise up, My King!” I said as I walked easily back across the room to the side of the bed.

				I had just reached the bed, when the knocking on the door sounded and without waiting for a command, the door swung open with a bang, and there was Pembroke himself, with fat Lincoln and some more of the ‘puddings’ too.

				“Your Highness, please excuse this interruption… but we have had another rider… just arrived. We must travel north immediately. I fear… I fear that if we do not hurry, we may well be too late. Your father, the king, is desperately ill, and he is calling for you.”

				 

				“Father, is it true then… is he really dying?”

				“I do fear the worse… Your Highness, as I am really sure that we must make all possible haste,” he replied, his eyes making contact with those of the puddings who were in atten-dance.

			

		

	
		
			
				These others, they made those grunting, coughing noises, like old men always do, when they are all in agreement. And then they each looked at me, their eyes asking the question of me, 

				‘By what right are you even here!’ 

				It was obvious that they hated the intimacy that Caernarfon and I shared. They resented me completely and they felt it improper, for me to be here at all, in the prince’s chambers. It was so obvious, but yet, it remained unspoken. For I have great skill with a blade, and I am well muscled and I exercised daily at the pell. And there are courtesies, even on this miserable damp island, that must be observed. 

				Yet, they resentment was so palpable, that each unspoken word echoed off the walls loudly, and I could feel their blind hatred. It was burning there in every eye:

				 ‘These puddings, they hold me in no higher regard than they would a piece of dog shit… la morceau de merde.’ 

				“ ‘Ah will leave you to dress, Ned.” I said, as I bowed to the prince and then backed three paces towards the door. As I turned and faced les gentlemen, I sneered, a mighty sneer, at the fat old fools.

				“If you could … excusez-moi, My Lords.” I bowed my head, 

				“’Ah will need to wash, before le voyage.”

				“Your presence has been denied by the king. His Royal Highness does not wish to see you. You may remain…” Pembroke said sharply.

				“May the gods forbid, that his last image in this life, be of a mocking scoundrel like you,” issued the fat Lincoln. 

				‘You know, I really think that he doth dislike me… quite a lot.’

				“No!” Shouted Caernarfon sitting up in the bed, his naked chest sparkling magnificently. He looked, for all the world, like a true knight, a chivalric son of England, and of France too… a Norman.

				In only a few moments, he had grown in stature, as the realization of the importance of 

				Pembroke’s attendance here and his words had finally dawned upon him.

				 He was now a king in waiting.

				“No, I say,” he continued.

				“We will not travel to the Far North. You, Pembroke and you, Lincoln, will go. I will re-turn to London. If it is so… and my father is really dying... then I am to be the King! And it 

			

		

	
		
			
				is there, in the capital and not in the wastelands of the Far North, that I will be needed.”

				 

				“But… Your Grace, it is your fathers wish. The King’s wish, and maybe his last com-mand.” Said Pembroke and you could hear that he was near to loosing his emotions.

				“I understand, my loyal Pembroke but…” now more gently,

				“I also understand, that he may sadly die before I could possibly get there… is that not so?”

				“Well, yes, Your Grace, I fear that may well be the case.”

				Edward of Caernarfon paused for a moment and it looked as if he was watching the sun-light play across the bed. 

				Then he held his head up high, straightened his broad shoulders, and spoke clearly and with a new found authority, and it was obvious to all that the decision had been made.

				“If that is so and my father is dying, then, it follows that I must take the throne, and quickly, before any volatile element within the realm, or our enemies, should have the chance to take advantage of any instability that his death may bring forth.”

				“A smooth transaction is what the Kingdom and the Throne of Empire requires, is it not my dear William?”

				 Pembroke looked confused and for a heartbeat his fifty years or more hung heavily on his shoulders. He was just about to make a statement when Caernarfon held up his hand and continued,

				“Yes, you who have served him so well, you… you shall be the one to bring my fathers body back to us. It will be your honour alone to escort the king for one last time.”

				He then stood up, on the bed, naked for all to see. A strong and healthy young man, with 

				golden hair and bulging muscles, and he paused before he clapped his hands, dismissing all, as he leapt across the bed and then walked slowly towards the clothes chest.

				“Come Gaveston. And share a kingdom with thy dearest friend.”

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				 

				Thomas Deveroux is in his rooms above the emporium of Messer’s Camden and Sons, by roy-al warrant and appointment to his gracious majesty Edward II, Royal Astronomers, Astrolo-gers, Cartographers, Chart Makers, Horologist, Navigators, Oikouménê, Scribists, and who are of the Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers and Sporting Bookmakers, which are located in Neal’s Yard, London. WC2H 9DP.

					Chapter 4	The call to Deveroux House

				✪

				 

				I rose wearily and making my way across the room, I placed some kindling on the fire, and when it had taken, added a few small and quartered logs in to the flames, and I watched as the tongues of orange, red, and yellow licked around the edges of the wood, and the wood it self, gave off a slight, crackled hiss and spat violently at the night. 

				I sighed heavily as I did so. As usual, I was doing anything, absolutely anything other than that task which I had set my self. That task upon which, I had commenced so many hours ago.

				 My mind, was struggling to deal with the problems, and the questions that I had set it and I just knew, that the smallest, the most meager speck of dust, in this one moment in time, was more interesting, than the total sum of all my creativity combined.

				Or as the other great artists of the day say, I was trying to write!

				“Sometimes I find it so hard to be a genius, more so than at other times.” I said to myself, but also to Sir Anatole. 

				Oh, this too is a symptom of the age. 

				‘Safer by far to speak to yourself, than to another.’ The saying went. 

				The Inquisitors had their spies everywhere and nobody, and I mean absolutely nobody, 

			

		

	
		
			
				no matter how high their birth or well connected at court they may seem, was safe from their malevolent clutches. 

				The Inquisitor’s reach stretched across the country, a bitter, twisted thing, with long sharp talons, that raked at a mans very soul; and their ears and eyes, where hidden in the open, as well as in the deepest, darkest shadows. 

				And they had a habit of enforcing these damned new cultural laws with malice, like ‘Taking a hammer to an olive’, as John had said.

				I don’t know if you remember but I am sharing my rooms above the cartographer’s em-porium and workshop with a new chap, Sir Anatole de Sourisblanche, a small, dark eyed, swarthy creature of a sullen, moody, and unresponsive hue. He is selfish, sulky and preen-ing, and he is forever stroking his whiskers and smoothing down his long, brown matted hair. 

				In all honesty, I’m not sure I really like the fellow at all but… well lodgings in London are hard to find and expensive, and even though the family had its connections, and very good they were too, as I’m sure you will recollect, the money is all my mothers, and she keeps a very tight grasp upon the purse strings, and sits, as they say, firmly upon the old treasure chest; 

				‘Like a mountain, sat upon the plain.’ 

				The mater, who is you will remember, the Countess of Essex, has a way with her. You know how mothers are, when they get to a certain age, and you, you get to another, dif-ferent age, and they seem strangely disappointed, that you actually didn’t die, when that battle axe, nearly took your sword arm, and the sabers rattled your brains from one side of your head to the other, as you spilled your precious life blood, and watched it ooze out, to be greedily swallowed by those dry, desert sands, amid the slaughter that was the Horns of Hattin. 

				‘And why, Thomas Henry Deveroux!’ she would like to know,

				‘Had she paid all that good money to some heathen infidel, in ransom, to secure my re-turn? Did I think she was made of money? Does money grow on trees, because if it does, she wished, she had an orchard or two, forsooth.’ 

				‘Those other heathens, the Germanic tribes, have the right of it… they called it bad influ-ence, and they had it spot on.’ 

				‘Why, oh why, oh why… didn’t she introduce me to an heiress, a nice quiet girl, who was a ward of court, and under the protection of a good friend of hers.’

				‘She is quite a pretty young thing, just of age, pious and modest, with a good soul, and with quite a reasonable income. She has a small castle, about a thousand acres, with vine fields and a mill, and the gift of a parish.’ 

			

		

	
		
			
				‘You know the old provinces are really quite lovely still, if somewhat depleted by the harrying. It really was time I put aside that poor bastard girl and settled down,’

				‘Lets face it, darling boy; there is nothing so bad as a bastard girl. It is so… unfortunate.’

				‘At least a bastard boy can rise high in the worlde.’

				‘Why, dearest son, oh why, do you insist on such an illicit affair? Have you not had your fill of her by now? She surely must be barren, if you have not yet begat her with some bas-tard of your own!’

				‘And a child was important. You must think of the succession…’

				And then more gently;

				‘Was I really so stupid… stupid enough to think the king would give his permission for a union with her? Or the count, or even… that your father would agree?’

				 

				‘And I won’t start to mention that treasonous, traitorous, heretical family of hers.’ She said, obviously going on to mention them in quite some detail.

				‘Look Thomas, I know that it is difficult, with your father. He never was an easy man, and… well, lets face it, he does not think very… very favourably of you. Nor of me ei-ther… to be totally honest.’

				‘And I had hoped that… well the princes is only a few moons older than you…’

				 

				‘And I know that your father has remove you from the line of primogeniture… but I will talk him around. Just give me the time. You will see. We old families, we must stick to-gether, to survive, to prosper and you, you do have your role to play but…’

				 ‘But…’

				‘You must set this girl aside.’

				‘Really Thomas, don’t you see? There actually is no other way.’

				‘You need a nice, quiet marriage, that will re-establish your precedent and in time, your father will come around. I know that I can talk him around.’

				‘Oh. Really. How hopeless can you be? Do you understand the importance of such things?’

				The mater had performed the above soliloquy, at our last meeting, when I had been summoned to Deveroux House, a large half-timbered building, hard off The Strand, be-tween the Temple and the river and obviously not far from the palace. 

			

		

	
		
			
				And what is more, she performed it without taking a single pause for breath. She really should be on the stage you know. I would speak to my friend Marlowe about it. I’m sure he could write a part for her in one of his latest satirical performances. 

				After all, Marlowe’s friend Jonson had already written about my sister, Penelope, using her as a muse in his Masque of Blackness. What a shame it was that women were not actu-ally allowed to perform upon the stage of the theatre.

				The upside of this soliloquy was that I didn’t have the opportunity to respond, or in-deed, the need to give an excuse for not doing so.

				She had concluded by loosing her poison arrow and reminding me in no uncertain terms, that she was the dominant force within the family, and that I had better remem-ber it, my boy. 

				‘You are the forth son. Remember, the forth son.’ She emphasized with a vigorous shake of her finger. 

				‘And you are removed from the line of succession.’

				 

				‘We need to shake you out of this despondency. It’s time you became a whole man again. You have done absolutely nothing since you returned from the crusades.’

				 

				‘Stop being such a lazy shit, and sort yourself out,’

				‘The Templars need book keepers, as well as soldiers, and there is always the church.’

				‘And… I know your Uncle Alexander, the good Roman Catholic, the Bishop of Ferns, is eager for your services. He needs a secretary, to help him with his histories of the con-quest, and I’m sure you would enjoy the work.’

				‘As I am sure you would enjoy Ireland.’

				‘I do hear that County Wexford is a beautiful, peaceful place. He often writes. Such long 

				meandering letters, but he is always firm on this.’

				And she went on to quote,

				‘…A place that must have been built by the very gods themselves.’ Alexander, she said, writes that, 

				 ‘… The rivers are full of fish, which just seem to jump out of the water, on their own accord, and into the nets, and there are golden fields, with orchards and beehives, and the hunting is quite excellent.’

				‘He goes on to say;’

				 ‘That sometimes, it even stops raining for a whole hour or more...’

			

		

	
		
			
				Now that was a poison arrow or should I say three.

				The unfashionable, if not unmentionable, catholic side of the family, the family involve-ment with the Templars, and Wexford, which really is buried deep within Ireland’s pleas-ant hills and vales. 

				And, far, far, far away from my beloved metropolis, and even further away from my dear Yvette.

				This, after all, was my mothers point.

				✪

					

			

		

	
		
			
					Chapter 5	The Lecture Notes of Dr John Dee.

				✪

				A short Introduction to the 5th Worlde.

				In the universe, there are a number of worlde’s in which Man, the Jinn and the Engel’s all breathe. 

				Man’s time in each worlde is but brief. He is fragile and easily led astray, and when he dies; his sole is transmigrated from one worlde unto another. 

				The Jinn are created of smokeless flame, they exist in spirit but can also take physical form and they have mystic powers; the Engel are the envoys and bringers of news. Af-ter an Engel has completed its task, it ceases to exist. Some believe they are the spirits of those who are currently transmigrating.

				 

				However, the 5Th Worlde is in a state of change. It lay on the edge of a new dawn, and some very strange things indeed, have started to happen. Obviously something is seriously wrong with the 5Th Worlde.

				Quite simply, the 5th Worlde is broken. 

				As you will remember, from your studies, the timelines in different worldes merge. They flux, they shift, and they flow. And the further away, from the Primary Worlde, that you get, the more they merge, and flux, and shift, and flow. 

				Now everything of importance that happens in the Primary Worlde also happens in all the other worlde’s too. But, so as not to make our existence boring, and have us live our time over and over, in an exacting, perpetual cycle, the gods, in their wisdom, have made life in each worlde slightly different. 

				Unfortunately, because there is something wrong with the 5th Worlde, life is becoming very different indeed.

			

		

	
		
			
				And after all, the 5th Worlde is far enough away to be different. 

				The 5th Worlde is a worlde of its own. Some may say a better worlde…

				But I am really getting a head of myself.

				There is something wrong with the 5th Worlde… 

				And it began with the Invention of History.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion

				Piers Gaveston is at the meeting of Edward Caernarfon’s council of nobles in the Grand Hall of the White Tower of London. 

				The Barons; De Clare, Badlesmere and De Spencer are sat to one side of the table, while Lan-caster, his brother Derby, and their friend Leicester, who was newly returned from Ireland. De Warenne, Mortimer, De Berkeley and Lincoln sit at the other, Warwick, Essex, and Norfolk, where spread around the end of the table. The Marshall is absent, still fighting insurgents North of the Gap, and Anjou’s chair is empty. 

				Next to Edward is his new wife of five weeks, Isabelle.

					Chapter 6	The Noble Council of Thirteen

				✪

				The two thrones stood at the head of the long table, one slightly off set and to the rear of the other. The new queen Isabelle danced her doll along the arm of the secondary throne and laughed as the dolls wooden legs clattered together. 

				It was a pretty laugh, girlish and full of innocent charm. It was a pretty doll, made of soft silks, with wooden arms and legs and she spoke to it in a singsong voice. 

				I could tell that Caernarfon was getting annoyed with his new wife but then again she was only ten and two years old.

				 “Isabelle darling, please my queen, not so much noise, and you must learn to use En-glish. Always English at the court.”

				Longesprée entered the council chamber and bowed low before the king, before taking a seat next to Blind Hamlin de Warenne. 

				As is usual most of the twenty and two members, of the Council of Thirteen were in at-tendance, and the absence of Anjou had been noted and commented upon.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Your Grace, we have news from Old Gaul… Sire, I fear that the Archbishop has been delayed yet again in his return. It is said that he is plagued with gout and it has left him incapacitated.”

				“He writes that he will not be well enough to travel for some time. He suggests that he should be available by the end of March.”

				“I fear that the coronation must be delayed again… until he is sufficiently well to travel.”

				“The end of March!” Shouted the king. 

				“I will not be further delayed in this matter. It has been seven months all ready,” Caer-narfon express with vehement. 

				“Is this some plot?”

				“Would you leave the realm without a king?” I asked,

				“Is Anjou in this with the Archbishop?” Continued Edward,

				“Do you all want to rule the kingdom with your barons? Anjou on the one side, et vous le noir chien…. Milord de Warwick and you, Lancaster on the other?” I asked them heatedly.

				 “No, I will have no more delays. Pier’s has worked tirelessly to ensure that the day will be perfect. And all I hear from you are delays and more demands,” complained Caernar-fon,

				“If he can’t be here, than we must find some other bishop to perform the ceremony.”

				“Your Grace that would be most unconstitutional. The archbishop has always anointed the Kings of England and of the Crown of Empire. And the Pope, he would not allow such a thing,” Said Lincoln in horror.

				 I walked slowly to the steps of the dais, and sat on the bottom step and my hands gently stoked the bare feet of the unanointed king.

				“Surely my good Burstbelly, if the king would be crowned then it is for his councilors to arrange such a thing. Do you not have another bishop who could perform such a task? In France, the king does not wait upon the bishop. Oh, no.”

				“Yes, Perrot is right. You will tell Canterbury, that if he cannot attend us, then we will make ourselves a new Archbishop. He spends far too much time in his estates in Old Gaul anyway. Should he not be here, tending to his flock?”

				“What about the good Bishop of Winchester?” I asked.

				“Yes. Surely Woodlock would love to put one over that blasted Canterbury fellow.” Caer-

			

		

	
		
			
				narfon grabbed at the idea.

				And turning to me he continued,

				“Father hated him so you know. I bet that is why he is dawdling in Old Gaul… or he is meeting with Anjou… plotting treasons, is he trying to seek revenge on the family. The Pope will be behind this slight. It’s just like the church to be so petty.”

				“Oh Isabelle… in English please and darling… and not so loud. I’m sure dolly is not … not so loud. I know it’s boring, but we do have to deal with these barons and bishops.”

				“Antoinette is only young, she is six this afternoon, it is her birthday, and I am having a par-ty for her. And anyway, she is French, and she cannot speak English. It’s a horrible language,” she said in French.

				“Then we will have Dr Mirabilis teach her… mon petite.”

				 “Yes send for Winchester. It will be a great honour for Winchester to crown the new King of England.”

				“A Party. Oh how wonderful Ned.” I said.

				“I do love parties,” Said Isabelle,

				 “And so does Antoinette. Don’t you… mais oui, mon cher….”

				“Piers, that is brilliant. We will have our own bishop and it will be a great party. A mag-nificent party.”

				 

				The lords looked at each other, several shaking their heads and Lincoln and Warwick stared at me with blind hatred. For once it seemed that they were all in agreement.

				“I will have the service in French. It’s time we showed that Pope, and fat Canterbury, that they cannot rule over a king. It is, after all, my realm. I and only I will decide how these things are done.”

				“It should always be so.” I agreed. 

				“The whole thing in French and not a word of Latin. Ha, the Pope will be simply furi-ous.” Caernarfon laughed.

				“And do lets have some women there. Just for the fun of it. It is so… ennuyeux… with all your tedious barons only,” I suggested.

				 

				“Yes, that would stick it to the Pope. If we were to have women in attendance too, and make it a real party, instead of the usual dreary, solemnity, that Canterbury would be bound to deliver.”

			

		

	
		
			
				“It will be that start of my rule, a golden age, a new Arcadia. And, we will wash away all these stuffy formalities, and traditions. Lets party!”

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Boy With The Third Nipple 

				And the prophecy was written:

					Chapter 7 	The Prophecy

				✪

				 

				One day, a troubled youth was journeying south and needed to cross the great river near the coastline on the edge of Yorkshire, where those lands change from highlands to low moorlands and grow marsh-like and wilde. 

				Here the river ran high and was tidal, as the wilde northern sea roared inland for mile after mile. Some say that when the river ran in the floodtide, the waves would reach to the very city walls of Far York itself, for its current was strong, and the river was deep, turbu-lent and vast.

				On this day many people had boarded the ferryboat on the northern bank and the cable was already untied, and the boat, was bobbing restlessly up and down, ready to depart. 

				At that moment, an elderly man, with a long fine white beard, dressed in a heavy cloak suddenly appeared from the morning fog and mists and he called out to the ferryboat: 

				“Boy, please stay for a moment. I must speak with you… urgently.” 

				His manner was very sincere, and so the boy had no choice but to climb off the ferryboat and to speak with the white bearded man. 

					

				Although they had never met before, the boy talked with him for a long time, and the people on board the ferryboat grew very impatient, waiting for the young boy, and they 

			

		

	
		
			
				shouted for him to hurry up. 

				The tide soon started to pull at the ferryboat, and when the people saw the boy was not 

				returning, even after such a long time, they urged the ferryman to leave, and so he threw the boys travel bag onto the bank, and set off across the river without him.

				The boy was still on the bank talking with the old man, when he turned around and no-ticed the ferryboat had already left. 

				He was very unhappy with the white bearded man, because he had made him miss the boat and he almost shouted at him, but the old man took a long breath, and softly, and gently, and the boy smiled, as he smelled the lavender, and remembered himself and he refrained.

				Suddenly, the wind grew swift, and the waves rose higher, and the river became chop-py, and the sky turned a dark deep purple, as lightning shot down into the water, sizzling along the surface of the waves and whipping them higher still. 

				Then a mighty growl and the thunder roared in the ears of all who were there. 

				The people on the boat became afraid and the women started to scream out loud, and the babies did cry, and they all pleaded with the ferryman to return to the shore.

				The waves rose rapidly, white, and grey and foaming, surging and tossing, and rolling the boat from side to side.

				And from those waves, several dozen hands, human in shape but webbed between the fingers, and coloured grey and green, the hands of the Jinn, reached out of the water, and they grabbed the sides of the boat, and began to rock it violently. 

				The lightning cracked again and the thunder roared, louder, and the world flashed white and black and white again. 

				The storm ceased as suddenly as it had started.

				In the middle of the Great Umber, the boat had capsized, and slowly it vanished, mid-stream under the waves, and those green, grey hands melted softly away, back into the river from which they had risen.

				Everyone on board was lost, drowned in the cold, dark, brown, and grey waters. 

				Of all who had boarded the ferryboat that morning, only the boy was still alive. 

				As he turned around to confront the old man, he watched as the old man became paler, dissolving into air before his very eyes. The bluebells chimed, and old man simply van-ished in a thin wisp of swirling smoke, which faded, and blended together into the early morning mists.

			

		

	
		
			
				And so it happened. 

				The prophecy had been fulfilled.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The Rise Of Germania ~ Part II.

				The Warlord and his companions, Rembald de Voczon, the Brothers Polo, and the holy man Prester John, and their party, are being pursued across the plains of Great Russia and are 

				located near the eastern bank of the Volga.

					Chapter 8	And It Came To Pass	

					

				✪

				We had skirted the main centers of population as much as possible, and they are sparse enough on the Great Plains but in truth it was impossible to cross here, without the knowledge of the tribes. 

				And the Silk Road itself was a treacherous hotbed of rumour and gossip. At each bend, pass, river crossing, and caravanessari along the way, death lay in ambush.

				I had learned of the Mighty Khan’s plans to lead his army north for the summer, with the intention to campaign along the boarders of the Great Russia’s, and this had hastened our own plans, my plans, as the opportunity to pass through the plains unmolested, was far too good to miss.

				And may the gods be praised; we had managed to evade all but a few of his patrols. The one, that we did meet, in the high ridged pass, on the third day of the second week, was led by a grisly old bear of a Mongol. 

				We had come across each other as the sun rose high towards the noon and they, return-ing from their own campaigns, were weighed down with wounded men and as much plunder as we ourselves where, and probably they too, were fearful of raids and attacks from the tribes and road pirates. 

				Their leader looked annoyed and disturbed that he had encountered us without being warned by his scouts.

				I grinned to myself as I saw that thought on his face, for we had left those scouts lying amongst the rocky outcrops, smiling a long red smile or clutching an arrow through their 

			

		

	
		
			
				belly, having been dispatched by our own, more vigilant scouts. 

				The truth was, that my men were far more dangerous than his. Each of them knew that our theft would mean a huge rewards for them, if we escaped, and certain death, if we did not.

				Their leader was travel stained, with the dust of the road lying upon his heavy furs and he wore only a plain leather helm, and carried a small round shield, a curved edged sword, and a re-curved bow that was slung over his shoulder. 

				He halted his horse at the top of the pass, as we, in turned halted at the bottom, and we studied each other for a few moments. 

				The sun passed behind a cloud and then reappeared again seemingly stronger than be-fore, harsher, and with each heartbeat that passed, the sweat on my brow grew heavier. 

				I could see that he had mounted archers in his force. Archers who could draw and shoot three arrows as quickly as a horse could move a dozen lengths, and they were above us… but then again, we were all well armoured and had bigger, stronger, and faster horses. 

				The sun glanced off a puddle of water, high on the left of the trail and reflected back, looking for all the world, like a solid piece of gold half buried in the rocks.

				“We could rush them.” I said to the Templar and Prester John, as they rode up on either side of me.

				“There is no need,” Said Prester John, 

				“See with your eyes, hear with your ears, the gods have given you these gifts. His men are made up of the injured, and the young. The sun is in his eyes. He will want no conflict here.”

				Rembald de Voczon said nothing. He stroked the neck of Hades gently and smiled his crooked smile. Then his fingers loosened his sword in its sheath, and he placed his conical helm over his coif and adjusted it, lowering the nasal stem.

				The Prester caught his glance and announced, 

				“You know my order forbids me to spill blood in combat. I will ride with our lady and give her what protection I can.” 

				I gave the signal to proceed in single line, and taking the head of the column urged Ack-us forward at a slow walk. The Templar followed immediately to my rear and moved easi-ly to my left side.

				The Mongol Captain watched us as me moved on, his keen eyes searching out our intent and knowing full well that, if we charged in a single file, his archers could only take one or 

			

		

	
		
			
				two of us, before we were upon him.

				He nodded his head and urged his horse forward to meet us. His warriors fell in to a sin-gle line behind him.

				And so it was that we drew together in the pass. The Mongols were travelling downhill, and we moving upwards to meet them. Each step that our horses took was a move closer, towards life or death and the very air in the pass became stifled and strained. 

				I watched, peculiarly distracted, fascinated, as a bead of sweat dropped from my nose, on to the neck of Ackus, and I could smell the scent of wilde thyme in the air, and as I pat-ted my horse on the neck, I could feel his warm horsehair, through the soft inner leather part of my mailed gauntlet.

				I was strangely aware of my own solitude in that instant and the young life that I was sworn to protect. And it was only the piercing cry of a hawk, black against the sun, hov-ering high above the pass, that broke the moment, and as the moment shattered, like a wave upon the rock’s, the sound of the horses and their loads, as we creaked and clanked forward towards each other, flooded back into my senses.

				Soon, so very soon, I could see the yellow specks in his dark, soulless eyes and I could smell the reek of wilde garlic on his breath, as we met halfway up the path. 

				He looked straight into my eyes, and I could tell he was studying my face and I saw his look. I could almost hear the cogs whirling, like those I had seen when I had visited Su Song, the Royal Astronomer, and he had shown me his amazing clock tower, which he called the cosmic engine.

				Yes, he had seen. And he was registering my mixed heritage, my strange epicedian eyes of dazzling blue, the long sleek blonde hair, with the thin drooping moustache, and the fact that I wore no beard. And my pale European skin, white but which had turned a deep, tanned reddish brown, during its exposure to the wind and the sun of the plains. And I knew then that his report would dam us forever.

				That, was the moment that I decided he must die. 

				I gave Ackus a swift flick of my heals and pulled the rains to the right and upwards. 

				Ackus knew what to do, he reared and let his hooves rake the breast of the Mongol’s horse, and he screamed loudly, as his yellow and white teeth snapped ferociously at the other horses face. 

				In comparison to our horses, the Mongol’s step bred horses were all far smaller and Ack-us, in particular, was several hands bigger than them. 

				Yet still the captain rode a sturdy beast, it was well trained and it took all of Ackus’s in-herent brutality to scare him. But Ackus did scare him, and eventually the Captain’s horse 

			

		

	
		
			
				reared and pulled to its left in fright. 

				This of course left the Mongol leader with his right shoulder and neck exposed and his sword and shield on the wrong side of his body. Turning Ackus swiftly to the left again, I urged him forward, all the while drawing Empress’s Kiss from its sheath, in one swift, continual movement, like I had done a thousand times before, and continued that single sweep, and slashed right, across my body and at the gap between his head and his shoul-der armour. 

				Empress’s Kiss flashed sharply, drinking deeply and sent a spray of blood upwards in an arc that pumped with every heartbeat from the severed arteries and the Captains head fell, spinning from his shoulders. 

				Plunging Ackus forward, I was on the second man, before the head of the Captain had hit the ground, and thrusting, this time straight, and using the point of my curved sabre. 

				Empress’s Kiss pierced him between the lower helmet guard and the medallion at the top of his chest. She slipped silently and smoothly straight through his neck, leaving a long thin oval cut, which welled, slowly red, as the man drowned in his own blood. 

				I watched more or less abstractedly, as I noticed the Templar, speed passed me on Hades, and saw the Captain’s head as it ricocheted off the wall of the pass, and danced between Hades’s forelocks. 

				Rembald took the third man, and the forth, and Ackus veered left and forward, as the arrow sailed passed, and I felt my blade strike the bone of the archer’s arm, just below the elbow, as he reached to draw his next arrow.

				The middle of the Mongol column was now backing into its own rear guard, and we were on them, and finished them quickly, dropping the last few with arrows, as they abandoned their cargo and fled back up the pass. 

				The hawk circled my head three times and let out another piercing cry, which rang clean and clear, like a bell does, as it reverberated off the high walls of the pass, as if it were an-nouncing the end of combat.

				 

				I dismounted at the top of the pass and looked at the carnage I had sown, and kneeling there in a small ledge-like clearing, said a silent prayer for the dead. 

				We carried the bodies to the top of the pass and cutting a shallow grave placed them their, together. We then started to build a cairn of small boulders and rocks, to cover them and protect them from the wild scavengers. 

				Prester John said the Christian words, and while we worked the Lady Ju held the baby tightly to her breast, as he guzzled greedily, blissfully unaware of the death I had wrought for his sake.

			

		

	
		
			
				We had lost only two men, though in truth, I didn’t like the look of one of our injured, his wounds looked bad to me, and I silently counted him as the third. 

				We had captured eleven of their horses and the men were cheerful, as all soldiers are after an easy victory, as they check the booty that we had gained. 

				The view from the top of the pass was good, and we could see that our way lay clear in all directions, and that we were in no immediate danger, and so we took the time after the burials to take our ease and have a small lunch.

				 Whilst the others ate their lunch of hard cheese and stale bread, I cleaned my sword, with a soft oiled rag that I kept in my saddlebags, and thought of Wu again. 

				Empress’s Kiss was a Chinese blade made by her finest ‘smiths, she was essentially a Dao sword, given to me by the empress as a declaration of our love. 

				She had been specially forged and adapted to my style, a western style of fighting. She was longer than the celestial blades by a third again, and had a broad, sharp blade, with both a double edge and point. She flared in a curve, upwards towards the point, which gave her a vicious, hooked lip, and made the back swing, almost as deadly as the fore. 

				The length of the blade shimmered in the sun and the whole was imbued with magical properties, for she had been bathed in an enchanted acid bath and when withdrawn, had magically been covered with scrolls and symbols. 

				Sometimes, I could see the image of the same ‘Red Dragon’ that Wu’s wizard had tat-tooed upon my right fore arm, and that the men of the tongs, that were controlled by Wu, in the hell like city of Hong Kong, also wore. It was her mark, stamped into my skin, de-claring me to be her belonging.

				 I eased the cloth down the length of the blade, caressing the folds, as I watched the Lady Ju with the babe, and I wondered about Wu. 

				Was it true? Does love eventually fade away and die? 

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				 

				Thomas Deveroux is in his rooms above the emporium of Messer’s Camden and Sons, by roy-al warrant and appointment to his gracious majesty Edward II, Royal Astronomers, Astrolo-gers, Cartographers, Chart Makers, Horologist, Navigators, Oikouménê, Scribists, and who are of the Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers and Sporting Bookmakers, which are located in Neal’s Yard, London. WC2H 9DP.

				 Chapter 9	Morning Glory

				✪

				I threw the letter on to the desk and leaned back in the leather chair. I was in a pensive mood. The letter had disturbed my mind greatly. Restlessly, I picked it up again and be-gan to look it over.

				My Dear Friend, 

				We are in danger and must remain ever vigilant

				 

				A message has arrived, it says,

				On this day, we have discovered and had sight of a letter that our friend Strix has intercepted; it is between Dr John Dee and the princess of the bloode, Elisabeth. 

				It is a strange document in truth, my dear friend, I strongly urge you to read it and right speedily too. 

				It may be the key, which unlocks our struggle. 

				Go Here 

				N. D. IVB. DW. 

				On the first Tuesday after the moon is full.

			

		

	
		
			
				But be Careful I beg of thee. 

				The walls have ears and sometimes they have eyes too.

				Remember,

				Black is the Badge of Hell

					Your fellow pupil,

					The Rakehell of Canterbury 

				Ӝ

				“By all the Gods Teeth.” I cursed under my breath. This, on top of all other... What was going on? I turned the letter over and inspected it again. It was a scrappy piece of parch-ment, roughly edged and obviously torn hurriedly from some bigger manuscript. 

				“Cousin Bess…” My mind raced as I thought of her. She had always been so friendly to-wards me. And Mother like her. Was she in trouble?

				“This was worked in a hurry. That does not bode well. No, that is not good at all.”

				However the seal was clearly displayed in the red wax that was smeared across the back of the parchment and the code had been used. I would have to risk it. I folded it hurriedly and tucked it safely within my robes, as I heard light steps on the stairs and then the door creek as it started to open.

				Sir Anatole entered and looked at me. He stroked his whiskers slyly, as he looked around the room. His beady eye finally surveying a bread roll, as he entered and ignored my greet-ing yet again. I started to explained to him my heart felt predicament, the fact that I was suffering from a lack of imagination, inspiration and how this was affecting my writing, and that Johanssons where pressing me on the matter. 

				“A dead line don’t you know…” I let my voice trail as I slowly sipped at some wine and watched him.

				“They will not give me a moments peace. If I didn’t need the money… I would soon give them short shrift…”

				“Do you have the rent old chap? I’m afraid that the Messer’s Camden are pressing again.”

				He really didn’t seem to care about my troubles or my woes. Worse, he didn’t even take the time to pretend to care. I some times wonder why I let him stay with me at all. 

				He contributed so very little to the household and though I often spoke to him, telling 

			

		

	
		
			
				him all of my troubles, all of my problems and my plans, my hopes and my dreams. It was all for naught. 

				I would even sketch out the odd storylines for him, in order to gain his opinion of them, or sometimes just generally ‘shooting arrows at the clouds’ as I’ve heard Marlowe call it, but it was all to no real avail. 

				As I say, he was a creature of a dark and sullen hue. And he is definitely not the best of companions either, if we are going to get down to the nitty gritty, and the truth is being told at last. 

				Most of the time, he doesn’t even take the trouble to acknowledge my very existence. Quite often he would laze about the place, sluggishly, laying on his back or his side, and chewing a mouthful of anything, and I mean absolutely anything, that he could stuff in to his fat, little cheeks, and all the while he would purposely ignore my every word. 

				 Tonight, he sat lazily looking at my stockings that had fallen off my low bed, which was situated in the far corner of the room. 

				This was one of my favourite places, I should mention. The bed I mean, not the far cor-ner, although to be fair, the far corner itself had nothing to feel ashamed about. 

				No, the bed was definitely one of my favourite places in the whole, as my landlords Messer’s Camden had ably demonstrated, flat worlde. 

				The bed had arrived as a present from another cousin-uncle, Prince Louis, the Count and was from the family seat in Everoux, in the Old Possessions of Gaul and it was a truly magnificent bed. 

				It had large, beautifully carved wooden scrolls that rose up from the legs, like a colossus of old, that had risen from the seas. They supported and in turn, where cushioned by the heavy, goose feather mattress, and the deep furs and thick woolen blankets, that emerged and gently kissed the duck feathered bolster. 

				With the exception of my allowance, and a few sticks of furniture, this bed currently represented my whole worldly wealth, and I loved nothing better than stoking up the fire, with a couple of big logs and crawling in to the old sleeping sack.

				I could stay there for days, pondering, sketching out storylines, deliberating, and phil-osophising and in fact, I had. Four days was actually my current record for such an indul-gence. And some times, if I was extremely lucky, I would not be alone.

				Anyway, as I say, at this moment, Sir Anatole was over by the bed and I strongly suspect-ed that he was looking to steal my best stockings, for his own.

				Lazily, I relocated my nightcap upon my head and scratched myself behind the ear. And then, I stretched and I manfully adjusted the crotch of my warm woolen leggings, having 

			

		

	
		
			
				a vigorous scratch there too, as I re-folded the rich, silk embroidered robe and pulled the ends of the wide waist belt into an even tighter knot.

				 I pointed through the window at the rain and spoke,

				“We live in England; and the king would place a tax even upon the water.” I misquoted and muttering to myself, I slowly turned back towards the mess-strewn table, which I used for all my literary works.

				Sir Anatole stroked his dark brown whiskers and flicked a stunted little finger at a pass-ing dust mite. 

				“I bet your king does not charge you a tax upon your water.” I enquired of him.

				As was usual he was in a grumpy mood. He gave me a look from his narrow squinty eyes and rolled up his mardy little face and then he pissed, long and manfully upon the stock-ings, before storming hurriedly away to some quickly remembered engagement.

				The latest tome, my masterpiece, was taking its own sweet time to unravel itself and I just knew that chapter twenty and one was going to be a pig, even before I had introduced the quill to the inkwell. 

				Slowly, I bent to the fire and swung the hook that held the blackened kettle out and over the flames. Then I strode over to the wooden chest and removed an olive wood pestle and mortar, and a small neat leather pouch. 

				I held the pouch tightly and sniffed at it as I opened it and poured out a hand full of small, dark green and brown, nut shaped pods from it. I dropped them into the mortar and started to break them up, roughly. 

				As I crushed them in to small parts, I smiled with a grim satisfaction. Each time I smashed the pestle down. I could not help but think of my mother, my father, and bloody, Sir, bloody, Anatole, bloody, Souris-bloody-Blanche. 

				Down it went, hard and fast into the bowl, smashing, again, smashing, twisting, grind-ing, and I felt the pods, hard beneath the pestle, as they squashed with the sweetest, soft-est, cracking noise. 

				I thought of the peasants in the shires and North of the Gap and wondered if their bones smelled so sweet, as they too were crushed, under the heavy pestle of the great empire and the royal crown?

				It was then that my eye fell upon the curved steel ottoman sword, Red Feather, a lethal edged scimitar, which was hanging on the wall of my solar and was now a sad, sorry relic of my crusade, that disaster, that ended so badly, for so many and how fortunate, truly fortunate, I had been to survive it at all.

			

		

	
		
			
				I could not help but wonder what had happened to the Templar. Did he survive too? It would be wrong if the knight should die and his squire should survive. I did not know for sure if he had lived or died, and truly, it had not been my choice. 

				I remembered the heat. A pure sweltering heat! That sheering white heat, as the water and even the perspiration, from both man and beast, boiled away and the steam rose from Sir Rembald’s armour. 

				And the sad, poor horses, dropping down to their knees, or just keeling over sideways as we rode. They were unable to continue the journey in to that hell, as their own blood boiled in their veins and their hearts burst.

				The last I saw of the massive Templar, Rembald De Voczon, he stood surrounded by hea-thens, helmetless with his legs apart, swinging his mighty sword, Morena. 

				He sheared through a spearman with one stroke, and with the return stroke, unhorsed a 

				mounted man taking half his arm, and then, well then I saw the infidel to my right and his sabre swinging towards my head. 

				I tried to bring my shield across to block the blow but realised, to late, that it had been hacked to pieces, lost in the battle hours ago and all that remained of it was a sliver of flimsy wood. Then the axe bit into my arm and I felt a heavy blow to my head as some-thing else hit me from behind. 

				And I remember no more.

					Ride through the silent earthquake lands,	Wide as a waste is wide,	Across these days like deserts, when	Pride and a little scratching pen,	Have dried and split the hearts of men,	Heart of the heroes, ride.

				✪

				Slowly there came a dreamlike, distant memory of an Infidel dressed in a white thawb, tending my wounds. And later still, somehow, I was in Acre, and it was cool and peaceful and soon, when I could walk again, I noticed that the stables were strangely silent, lost in their emptiness, as if the ghosts of our horses, now silent too, still inhabited them. 

				The relief party had found me amongst a pile of the dead. My arm was twisted and man-gled, and both my leg and thigh had several arrows sticking out of them, like the feathers on a rooster.

				✪ 

			

		

	
		
			
				And next the fever… then a cool wind, the smell of the sea and the cracking, whip-like noise of the sails, and I was back in the gentle shade of the Mighty Constantinople. 

				My arm was set and healing in its bandages and sling, and the fever was a forgotten thing of the past, and my leg wounds, they too were just a distant memory. 

				Well in truth not quite a memory. Hattin was still a fearsome dream that haunted me in the night and was probably the true reason that I worked into the early mornings and beyond.

				Is it strange that no one ever asks me about Hattin? 

				Nor did anyone explain to me what exactly had happen to my knight, Rembald de Voc-zon, the Order, or the army of the King of Jerusalem, Guy de Lusignan. 

				 It was as if a shadow had fallen over the Templars.

				Surely there must have been more survivors than the few that I had seen?

				And there, that was when I had become seriously addicted to the beans, I recollected.

				The habit had started to grow on me since I was first in the High Gods Guarded City of Mighty Constantinople, back when I first served Sir Rembald, during the Ottoman cam-paign, and before we had sailed for Acre, where we rode like conquerors into the holy city of Jerusalem. 

				My fellow squires and I would make our way through the narrow streets. The tall, stone houses huggled lazily together and led down the hill from the vast castle keep, to the small, smelly and squalid district of the old city. 

				An area called simply, El Tahtakale, which was situated in the poorest part of the city, near the river market. 

				We would sit in the Kiva Han for hours playing backgammon and chess, a pass time newly found amongst the templars, and watch the stewards, sailors, merchants, fish-wives, gypsies, tramps and thieves, mingling in their own sweet mêlée, and we would devour the dark distillation in small clear glasses.

				Of course, back in the homeland, it was frowned upon to drink the dark liqueur, it was still seen as a filthy heathen occupation but in honesty, the beans were as easy to buy in London now, as opium was to buy in Hong Kong. 

				How else, other than war, but through trade in such commodities, could the Far East Company [incorporating India and Siam] and the Great Empire prosper? 

				After all, a profit was always needed, so that the rich could get richer; and the poor… well they could die quietly.

			

		

	
		
			
				Lord Cecil, The Grand Chancellor was always searching for a new way to fill the trea-sury’s coffers; and the king’s taxes were always collected, even on contraband. 

				Such was our world.

				Soon, steam was rising above the kettle as it came to a rolling boil and carefully I emp-tied the mortars contents in to a small wooden bowl, that sat on the serving table and folding my huge ink stained, bell shaped sleeve around the kettle’s handle, I carefully poured the hot water over the crushed beans. 

				An intense aroma permutated the room and I sipped gently from the edge of the wood-en bowl, so as not to burn my mouth. I moved over to the cushioned window seat and watched the sun rise over the eastern docks, and I looked hopefully for the Faerie Rain-bow.

				 “It is a new dawn and yet, sleep, o’ gentle sleep, nature’s soft nurse, thou hath alluded me, again?” I miss quoted and then re-reading the opening chapter again I said, 

				“Yes. That is better.”

				The coffee burnt my tongue a little and so I blew on the top of the bowl and gently leaned, 

				further back still, sliding my fingers down and under the window seat. 

				My fingers found their targets, the hard round, little notches, which where embedded in the wooden tracery, secret and invisible to the eye. I moved the notch slightly to the left and adjusted the volume level of the music. 

				Sipping the coffee, I stared out over Neal’s Yard, one glance through the window showed me all. 

				The braziers still burned brightly, spitting fingers of flame at the hard rain, even though the tapers above the doors had long been extinguished. 

				There in the sky, the sweet forerunner of the goddess of dawn was showing a dark grey smile, low in the morning sky. 

				And I watched, intrigued, as a small magpie, which was obviously a very early riser too, darted from the shadow of the chimney on the roof of the building across the yard, to the eaves of the building next to mine. 

				He sat there hunched up, observing, quietly watching the dawn, as the rain still fell, and Mr. Eddie ‘Clean Head’ Vinson’s saxophone swirled as smoothly as ever and ‘Cherry Red’ floated into the early morning air.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion.

				 A young Thomas Deveroux is with his mother, Lettice, the Countess of Essex, and his broth-ers Robert, Walter, and Francis, along with his sister’s Penelope and Dorothy, as the court 

				assembles at Westminster Abbey.

				The nobility of all Europe are in attendance including, his father Walter Deveroux, Earl Es-sex, Blind Hamlin de Warenne, le Comte de Warenne, Earl of Surry. William Longesprée, Red 

				Richard de Clare, 3rd Earl Hereford, 4th Earl of Gloucester, his son Gilbert, known as Strong-bow, and the knights, Sir Falkes de Breauté, Sir Stephen, Sir John and Sir Nicholas Deveroux, with the Lady Nicola De la Haye.

					Chapter 10	The Coronation of Edward Caernarfon

					

				✪

				Deveroux House was packed to the rafters and for once the whole family seemed to be 

				present. Mother, father, great uncles and cousin-uncles, brothers and sisters, cousins and second cousins, and all their servants had been arriving all week. 

				I was currently living with mother, though she seemed to spend more time at court than ever, and I was in disgrace again, having been sent down from Slough Grammar for an incident involving a bishop and a bucket of water. It truly wasn’t my fault, but I’m afraid the bishop didn’t see it that way.

				Mother had been furious and father… well father, who had not said a word to me for several years now, continued to say nothing… but I was left under no illusion that he was not best pleased. 

				The Earl of Leicester, a friend of the family, who was always kind to me, had suggest-ed that a Doctor Dee take over my tuition, and I have to say, that studying with him was amazing. He had a way of making everything seem like fun. 

				We had started on our first day by working out the mathematical equation for balanc-ing a Volume [A] on a small beam called, an Area [B], and adding a force called Velocity [C]. 

			

		

	
		
			
				And do you know what? He explained how the Greeks had worked the whole thing out, years before I even had the idea. 

				There was in fact, no way that, under those conditions, that the water, substance [D], could remain in the container, Bucket [E], when a force, Gravity [F], had been added to the downward motion, Velocity [C]. 

				The resultant Spillage [G] would therefore be directed at the target, Bishop [H]. 

				Quod Erat Demonstrandum

				I had tried to explain this to mother several times but she simply didn’t seem to get the gist of the point.

				 Anyway, here we all were in Deveroux House and as I say, I was in something called ‘A state of disgrace.’ And consequently to save those sudden silences, that occurred when ever I entered a room, from stretching too far, I was keeping myself out of the way most of the time, just nipping down to the kitchen for a bite to eat, and hanging around the sta-bles quite a lot with a chap called Ferdinand.

				 But that didn’t seem to spoil it for everyone else. I can’t remember the last time the whole clan had been gathered under the one roof together… And everyone was in a jolly old mood, and as the day of the coronation drew near, the excitement in the house was building.

				And so we stood, waiting in line, on a cloudy February morning, with a cold, swift wind blowing from the east, the procession made its way along the rough spun, red carpet, that was strewn with early daffodils, yellow and green. 

				They walked slowly in a solemn pageant from the small hall, across the clearing to the Abbey Church and I took particular notice, as I was to write, in Latin, an essay describing the day’s proceedings for Doctor Dee. Here are some of my notes.

				‘The greatest knight in Christendom, William Marshal, led the way bearing the gilded spurs, and on either side and to the rear followed Edward Caernarfon’s brother in law, Earl Hereford, carrying the Royal Sceptre, while his cousin Henry of Lancaster, carried the Royal Rod of office.’ 

				‘The Earls, Thomas of Lancaster, Guy du Beauchamp of Warwick, and Henry du Lacy of 

				Lincoln, came behind them with the Royal Swords.’ 

				‘And they were followed in turn by four knights, Hugh Despenser, Roger Mortim-er, Thomas de Vere and Edward FitzAlan, the Earl of Arundel, and they bore a board of chequered cloth, called the scaccarium, upon which the royal robes were displayed.’

			

		

	
		
			
				 ‘Then came the Keeper of the Great Wardrobe, Walter Reynolds who carried the paten of the chalice of St Edward the Confessor, and then Chancellor, William Cecil with the chalice itself.’ 

				‘And in the high place of honour, immediately preceding the royal couple, holding the Crown of Empire was Piers Gaveston, the new Earl of Cornwall.’ 

				‘He was dress resplendently in purple silks, the colour of the emperor, and his clothes were encrusted with jewels.’

				 His being allowed to carry the Crown of Empire had caused much muttering and indig-nation amongst the nobles, laymen, and the clergy.

				 It was then that I heard one bystander say,

				 “He is so decked out that he more resembles the god Mars than any mere mortal. And purple is a royal colour.” 

				To which another replied,

				 “Fear not, his comeuppance is near due.” 

				 

				‘There were audible sighs of admiration as the royal couple came into sight. The Barons of the Cinque Ports walked astride them, holding a canopy over the royal couples heads as they approach the high alter.’

				‘His Grace, Edward of Caernarfon wore a deep green robe with black silk stocking hoes, and had walked the length from Westminster Hall to the church barefoot. The Lady Is-abelle wore a white silk dress, with small pearls of virginity sown on to her bodice, and Antoinette the doll, was dress the same, and tucked under her arm.’

				I craned my neck, and stood on tiptoe to see the splendour of the eminent people who were gathered there, as the trumpets blared, and a cheer rang along the church, like a wave crashing onto the beach.

				‘Assembled at the high alter where the elite of our and many other realms. The King of France’s brother and Isabelle’s uncle Prince Charles Count de Valois, Alençon and Perche, and his half brother, who was of course the head of our house, Prince Louis, Count of Everoux, along with Isabelle’s Brother Charles of Champagne, and her cousin Amadeus, Count of Savoy.’

				‘His Grace sisters, The Lady Margret, and her husband, who were the Duke and Duchess of Brabant.’

				 ‘The Lady Elizabeth, Countess of Hereford, and The Lady Mary of Woodstock, the young girl nun who had been given to the Benedictine Abbey at the age of seven, and represen-tatives of France, España, Scandia, The Great Russia’s, and many of the smaller principali-

			

		

	
		
			
				ties and the merchant cities, and even an exotic looking envoy from the Celestial Empire.’ 

				 ‘The crush of nobility was so great that suddenly, a wall collapsed and a great cloud of dust flowed across the room. Poor Sir John Bakewell was killed by the falling masonry, setting a gloom over the whole proceedings and causing a delay that seemed to annoy Gaveston immensely.’

				 His attitude was simply appalling and many people started to curse him in the harshest 

				whispers.

				‘Eventually the ceremony was able to proceed, and once at the alter His Grace, Edward and The Lady Isabelle made offerings of a pound of gold which had been cast in the figure of St Edward the Confessor.’

				 

				It was then, if will believe it, that my bishop turned up, apparently he was some chap called Bishop Woodlock of Winchester, 

				‘And the King knelt before the Bishop of Winchester.’

				 I gulped and pulled my head down silently hiding amongst the throng. I felt a sharp rap on the ear as mother hissed at me and steam seemed to shoot from her ears.

				‘The Bishop heard the King’s vow.’

				Which he spoke in French and not Latin, and that caused more consternation and mut-terings within the crowd.’ 

				 ‘The buskins and spurs of honour, where placed on Edward of Caernarfon’s feet by Charles of Valois and William Marshal, while Gaveston after placing a spur on the left buskin, ceremonially handed to the King, Cortana, The Royal Sword of Mercy.’

				 

				‘His Grace stood, and then walked to where the crown rested on a pillar, and handed it himself to the Bishop of Winchester who presided over the ceremony.’ 

				‘The bishop then held it to the four points of the true cross, saying the words,’ 

				‘ “Sire, will you grant and keep, and by your oath confirm, to the people of your realms, the laws and customs, given to them by the previous just and gods-fearing kings, your ancestors, and especially the laws, customs, and liberties, granted to the clergy, and to the people, by the glorious king, the sainted Edward, your royal predecessor?” ’ 

				‘ “I grant and promise them,” Said Caernarfon.’ 

				‘ “Sire, will you in all your judgments, so far as in you lies, preserve to the gods, and to Holy Church, and to the people, and clergy, entire peace, and concord before the gods?” ‘

				‘ “I will so preserve them.” ’

			

		

	
		
			
				‘ “Sire will you, so far as in you lies, cause justice to be rendered rightly, impartially, and wisely, in compassion and in truth?” ’ 

				‘ “I will do so.” ’

				‘ “Sire, do you grant to be held and observed the just laws and customs that the com-munity of your realm shall determine, and will you, so far as in you lies, defend and strengthen them to the honour of the gods?” ‘

				‘ “I grant and promise them.” ’

				‘Then His Grace, King Edward sat upon the Stone of Scone, and then he swore the oath, and was duly anointed with the holy oil, before the crown was placed upon his head, and he was proclaimed; ’ 

				‘ “By the grace of gods, King of England and of Northumbria, of Alba, France, Ireland, Australia, Canada, and of Malta and Naples, and Emperor of India, and of Siam, and of all the colonies, and possessions, and dominions, and other territories beyond the seas, Duke of Normandy, Prince of Chester, Defender of the faith, and of the realm… Edward the sec-ond of that name.” ’

				 ‘The trumpets blared again in an amazing fanfare and then the choir sang Te Deum, while the lords and nobles knelt before the king and gave their vows of fealty.’

				‘Then Lady Isabelle was crowned, and anointed, and having both received the sacra-ment they were led in procession, Gaveston carrying the sword Cortana in place of Lan-caster and receiving many uncouth shouts and black looks, back to the palace and to the feasting hall, which was festooned with great tapestries of the Kings and of Gaveston’s heraldry.’

				 After the ceremony we accompanied the crowd back the Westminster hall where the banquet was to take place. The family was divided between the tables and I sat with mother, so she could keep her eye on me, and young cousin Bess sat with us. We where placed with several other courtiers, that I did not know, and closer to the back of the hall, than to the high table.

				That was when I saw the strange envoy of the Oriental Empire, as she walked passed with steps so small, a babe could have taken them. She was very beautiful to behold, and was dressed, apparently, in the finest silks ever seen at court.

				“Did you see that costume, Your Grace? It was simply beautiful. And she is only an en-voy,” Asked Mother.

				“Yes… I have heard that she has brought some of the strangest looking men with her,” Replied Bess,

				“Some are monsters, covered in colourful painted images, and they wear nothing, save 

			

		

	
		
			
				for their leather breaches, and others, who wear only a strange little chemise and silk breaches and tie their hair in pigtails and plats.”

				“I’ve heard that they are fabulously wealthy though. John Dee, you know John, why of course he is tutoring you now, is he not Thomas?”

				I gulped and coloured red, while mother screwed her eyes, into a hard stare and shot it at me with her eyebrows, that seemed to act like some kind of crossbow.

				“Yes, I am writing this essay for him.” I told her. 

				“And he is teaching me about the cosmos and…”

				“No… I’m afraid my husband has taken a sudden dislike to Doctor Dee, Thomas will be joining the Templars next month.”

				Well this was news to me, and I wondered what problem could have arisen to cause such a change. I had been behaving excellently. Could it be that Doctor Dee disliked me, had he 

				complained about me to father? Would I still have to do this essay… in Latin?

				“Oh what a shame, I think he is such a brilliant man.” Continued Bess,

				“Anyway he told me that; Edward is trying to get a substantial loan from them, the ori-ental empire. And in return, he is offering shipping access to the continents of India and Africa, and negotiating certain opium trade rights.”

				“However the Far East Company is causing a problem for him. Apparently they hold the rights already and don’t want to give them up.”

				“They also seem very interested in the Templars and their activities, but then again who isn’t?” Bess continued talking with mother, I tried to keep up but it was all a little over my head.

				And now I watched excitedly as the king created many a new knight, and Bess could read the dream in my eyes.

				“Your turn will come Thomas,” She said kindly.

				 Cousin Bess is only a year or so older than me, being ten and five or thereabout and I have always called her ‘Cous’, although in truth she is mother’s second cousin and that would make her my cousin-aunt, I think. 

				“Do you really thinks so.” I asked her in awe. 

				“How could it not? If you are to join the Templars soon, maybe you will journey to Jeru-salem on crusade, or to the Orient,” She said excitedly.

			

		

	
		
			
				 “Oh yes, that would be wonderful.”

				“Yes,” Mother interjected, 

				“Your father has made the arrangements. You are to travel with your cousin-uncle, Sir Stephen from here, North of the Gap. You will leave on the morrow. Sir Stephen says there is more trouble with the barons brewing.” 

				“Your father will have you dead before you have a chance to be a man.” 

				“I’m ten and four already, Mother...”

				 

				“Listen to him Bess,” She said more softly as she leaned over me and spitting delicately in to a linen square, she wiped my face, rubbing my skin a bright red.

				“Ten and four and ready to die, before he can ever love a woman.” 

				“All you men ever do is fight. Rushing off at every chance, I’m afraid your father is head-ing straight back to the war in Ireland. The further away from us he can get, the more it suits him. He seems to have picked up a nasty cough though. It’s so damp there.” 

				I had seen father earlier in the day, only from afar you understand, and he had looked resplendent in the procession and now he dined near the king with several other of the barons, at the high tables with Prince Louis, Count of Everoux, not on the dais of course, only the king, the queen, and Gaveston were there. 

				All the other nobles and lords being arranged in a crescent around them, whilst we sat at the long tables that stretch at a right angle to the dais and down the hall towards the end wall. 

				“The queen does look rather forlorn on her own, don’t you think?” Mother continued,

				“It seems as if the king prefers Gaveston’s couch to hers. I hear that he is a total stranger to her bedchamber. I know she is young but… how is a girl to learn the loves skills, if she has no tutor, what?”

				“She is only ten and two, Lettice, not even a woman yet,” Said Bess, who was almost half 

				mother’s age.

				“I know men who have bedded girls at that age.”

				“Yes, We have all met those type of men. But she is a refined gentle woman of royal bloode. I have to admire Edward for his restraint. Not all would hold back. His father was not one to hold back at any opportunity. And I hear the Marshall is to marry the young Pembroke girl. She can’t be a day older than Isabelle.”

				“I know. But there is land and money to be had there.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				“And was not your son Robert married to the Countess of Somerset, the Carr girl… Fran-ces, when he was but thirteen?”

				“Yes but they have always lived separately and no consummation has taken place, al-though she is old enough by now.” Mother replied before asking,

				“Has there been any more talk of your marriage, Your Grace?”

				“No…” Bess blushed, and gave me the strangest look,

				“Ah, there is Leicester… doesn’t he look splendid. Is his wife here? I haven’t seen her in so long,” Bess countered. 

				 

				“Have you seen these dreadful tapestries, Your Grace?” Mother said to Bess. 

				All these sudden subject changes made it difficult for me to keep up with the conversa-tion. 

				“A little bit gauche, don’t you think, Gaveston mingling his own heraldry with the kings. What of the queen’s?” Bess replied,

				“Mind you from what I hear, that is not all they mingle.”

				“I can see that the queen’s uncle’s are not amused. I don’t believe the king has spoken to them at all,” Bess continued changing subject yet again.

				“Jesu, this food is dreadful. This pigeon is off, and the bread must be a week old!” said mother as she tapped a bread roll on the table. It made a dull thud- like sound,

				“Someone should hang the cook.”

				“Ah, excuse me Your Grace, I must need speak with The Earl of Leicester,” And with that 

				mother rose and undulated through the crowds. 

				“Yes, of course you do…” Bess replied, turning her nose up at the pigeon and smiling at me.

				“Maybe they did hang the cook, and that is what were eating, eh Thomas.” 

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Boy With The Third Nipple 

				The Boy with the third nipple is at the ferry crossing of Welton Water, on the north bank of the Great Umber, Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

					Chapter 11	The Long Way Around

					

				✪

				“Wizard!” 

				I gasped as the man flickered there in front of me, his outline shimmering before my very eyes in the hazy morning light. 

				“I know that you surely must be an evil spirit, but I have to thank you for my life.” I said to him.

				 And before I could finish the sentence, he had disappeared, completely vanished into thin air. I stood, turning my head around, each and every way, desperately searching for the old man but he was nowhere to be found. He was gone, like a soft whisper in a strong wind. 

				As I looked across the waters, I could see nothing but the grey coldness, with only the occasional branch or floating log, to break the immense vastness of the Great Umber. The greatest river in the kingdom was rolling past swiftly, on its unstoppable journey out to the storm laden seas. 

				I fell to my knees, bowed my head, and said a prayer to the gods. A prayer to thank them for sparing my life, and I prayed, also for the people on the little ferryboat, though each of them was a stranger to me. 

				It was a simple prayer, for those whose souls had gone onwards to another, a better world. 

				“Almighty Gods, I pray that you may give your mercy to the souls of those who you have just 

			

		

	
		
			
				called back from this earth. I humbly beg and beseech, that the trials they suffered here, may be counted in their favour, and that my prayers to you, most modestly given, may shorten and diminish the penalties, that they still have to suffer in the worlds beyond.”

				Later, while a hundred different questions flooded my simple mind, I felt, rather than heard my stomach rumbling, and I walked slowly back to my travel bag and I quickly knelt and searched out a dark brown sausage, which was hidden beneath my homespun braies. 

				 I sat still on the riverbank, still and quiet, amongst the long grasses, that swayed gently in the breeze and tickled my back occasionally, and I wondered about what had just hap-pened. 

				Who was that old man, and had all those people really just died? And if so, why had the water gods taken them? And not the god’s of men?

				 

				And it troubled me. 

				Abbott Ælred, the grizzled leader of our monastic community, had singled me out for frequent, long, and dreary lectures,

				“About the gods of man, and how they, and only they, were the true gods.” 

				He has said;

				“All others, being the invention of the devil, and these wild heresies, are placed upon the tongues of the sinful, the foolish, and the weak minded, by the very devil himself.”

				He was often beside himself. An expression I have never truly understood, and he would 

				frequently beat me, when I questioned his dogmatic doctrine. The Cistercian discipline was a harsh way of life, for truth, and it was to be interpreted, to the strict literal rules of St Benedict.

				“Chastity, stability, and obedience!” He would reiterate.

				“Maybe,” He had wondered, 

				“Maybe… it is because you are just so tainted… truly, truly tainted, that the devil had placed his visions in your head.”

				And so I thought that maybe I had dreamt the whole incident and that there had been no ferry at all. 

				As I sat on the riverbank, and looked out again, over the grey and brown waters of the estuary, all I could see was the darkening clouds, the quick white heads of the waves, and the gulls, which cried sharply, and darted and danced swiftly, in the air above them.

			

		

	
		
			
				But in my heart, I felt sure that there had been a ferryboat, a ferryman, and all those people… and the wizard.

				And look… here was the pier, and there was the cable. But that was all that was left of the morning’s events and I just wasn’t sure. The cable could have been tied to the pier all along.

				 

				If there really had been a ferryboat, and it wasn’t a devil sent illusion, then, why had I and only I, been saved?

				And who was the old man, the wizard? And how did he know me? And why did he choose me and only me?

				The questions came, rising like the tide itself, and they flooded my mind, like the Great Umber and the wilde northern seas flooded the land around the estuary, from Ravenspur Point up to Barmby-on-the-Marsh, and even as far as Holy Selby.

				Yet here I was, sat on the riverbank peacefully, thinking these thoughts, and eating the sausage, pensively. 

				And I have to say that the sausage tasted very good indeed, its skin was strong and dark, and although it was a bit hard to the tooth, at the first bite, inside it was soft, moist, and sweet. Minced pork with small pieces of apple mixed together with rosemary and hot, dark pepper. 

				I chewed the mouthful quickly and forgetting my manners, burped loudly after I swal-lowed it, and then greedily took another bite, while my eyes searched out the water flag-on. 

				The river flowed past, quick, strong and grey yet strangely peaceful again. 

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak!’ said the magpie as it landed on top of the nearby hawthorn bush.

				“Good morrow, Sir, how is your wife.” I replied, as is the custom in the country when talking to a magpie.

				I bowed my head to him as I spoke, if you can bow, when you are sat on a riverbank. And he hopped down to the ground a few feet away, his tail wagging at a right angle to his body, and his head bobbed sharply up and down, as he walked closer, to look at my travel bag and see if there was anything in there that he could use. 

				The way he moved reminded me so much of Brother Ignatius, walking in the cloisters of Rievaulx Abbey, that I almost choked on my mouth full of sausage, as I laughed. 

				I tore a piece of the sausage off and tossed it to him. He caught it in his beak before it hit the ground, and returning his thanks, gobbled it greedily.

			

		

	
		
			
				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak!’

				“I don’t suppose, Sir, you could explain to me, what just happened?” I asked him.

				“I mean in regards to the ferryboat and all the people who were onboard?”

				 He held his head steady and looked at me with his dark black eyes for a moment, and then blinked.

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak’

				‘Wock, wock, wock a wock, pjur, pjur,’

				“Weer, weer’’

				‘Queg, queg, queg!’

				He explained.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise Of Germania ~ Part II.

				Milo Bauermann; is a man of the warlord and has been newly appointed to the Imperial Guard based at the castle of Hrad Devín, which stands on a rocky precipice, over looking the river Danube, high in the north-eastern Alps, in the heart of the Holy Roman Empire. Though young, he is detailed to protect the boy prince, Rudolf, with his life.

					Chapter 12	Here Comes The Man

				✪

				The huge rider dismounted from his tall, black stallion and hot breath, like steam from a boiling kettle, oozed from the horse’s nostrils. The great beast’s heavy hooves stamped on the cobbles of the bastions’ courtyard as he released a furious stream of piss, that spurted, like a sluice and mixed with the mud, the muck, and the straw.

				Hrad Devín sat solidly on a rocky precipice and over looked the river Danube, high in the 

				Northeastern Alps, the very heart of the Holy Roman Empire. 

				The castle was a wide, low building with high walls that surrounded the inner court-yard of the high bailey and the mighty keep.

				The midnight dark had spread across the land and a fresh mist swirled in the gentle wind, as I waited for the warlord to dismount. 

				He re-adjusted his sword and stroked the neck of the horse, whispering something soft-ly, as he handed the reins to the stable boy.

				 

				“Make sure he is fed well. We leave with the sun!” He said as the lad led Ackus to the sta-bles.

				“Bring me to the Prince. I have news.” He ordered, as Captain Johann and I waited silent-ly for him. And we did.

			

		

	
		
			
				We approached the door at the end of the long dark corridor and the torches flickered, as the wind blew fresh off the mountains and swept through the silks that acted as curtains.

				Two Imperial Guards stood in front of the door. They were both huge blonde warriors, with bulging muscles. They wore only simple ring mail over there leathers and all was covered by their white tabard, upon which, place over the heart, there was a double head-ed black eagle on a field of Gules. Each had a wide, black leather belt wrapped around their waist, and here rested a long sword, and their ever sharp dagger. 

				As they recognised us approaching, the sentinels clasped their spears to their expansive chests and moved them to a vertical position. Then they stood aside to let us pass. 

				The Warlord banged twice upon the door, hardly gentle, then entered without waiting to be asked.

				It was a large chamber, which contained many silk and woven fabrics and all the fur-nishings were of a solid, dark wood. There was a grand sleeping couch, covered with soft furs and all was well lit by candles and torches that were held in metal sconces, mounted high upon the walls. A bright fire roared in the stone chiseled fireplace, which was set in the end wall. 

				There was only one window, but it had a small balcony and looked out across the val-ley and down to the river Danube, that flowed at the bottom of the cliff, almost a league straight down.

				“Highness, your brother has died.” The Warlord said simply.

				The young man was all of seven years and he looked it. He was short for his age and his hair was as black as a ravens, and fell to his shoulders, straight and smooth, not a curl insight. His eyes were dark too, and wide set and there was a slight flatness to the bridge of the nose. And just for a moment, in the half-light of the candles, he looked a little more Russian than truly of High Österreich.

				“Otto… How did he die?”

				“It was a sudden illness, Highness. A flux of the bowel.”

				“That is sad.”

				“Yes, Highness but now we must prepare. All is ready.”

				“Will all of Germania now be mine?” He enquired meekly.

				The Warlord moved over to the map table, his finger moving quickly with purpose,

				“First the west, then the north, after… these, the major principalities… the remaining small states will submit, and willingly too. We will bully some and bribe the others with 

			

		

	
		
			
				land, marriages or money, here and here, they will resist us, at first… for a while… but in the end, victory, it will be inevitable… and finally…” 

				His finger then stabbed at a small group of islands in the wilde northern seas.

				“That which may not wish to be ours, we will take,” The mighty warrior said without hesitation.

				 

				“Come, Highness. It is time to sleep,” he continued, 

				“The High Priest and his acolytes are waiting for us. We leave with the sun. I would have you ride with Milo here, and dress as a simple soldier, in mail and leather. This will pro-vide a disguise for you and hide you from our enemies, and the eunuch spies. It’s a safer way to travel,”

					

				“Tomorrow our venture begins.”

				The young man took one last glance at the map. Nodded his head and together the War-lord, the Captain and I left the room. 

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History. 

				Thomas Deveroux is at the home of Mistress Yvette Waterton, The Watermill, Axholme, in the county of Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

					

					Chapter 13	A Girl from the North Country.

				✪

				Do you know those days when the sun is high at about the sixth bell of the morning watch, and it never seems to want to fall in the sky?

				Well no, to be honest, I’m not that familiar with them either. The fifth bell of the fore-noon is far early enough for Sir Thomas Deveroux. 

				But some how today, I was up and about, dressed in my best doublet with scarlet hose and my knee length boots, with only a stiletto dagger for ornamentation, it was tucked carefully into my broad leather waist-belt, and here I was, making my way through the small market town of Axholme.

				It truly was a glorious day, deep in August and again I was paying a visit to my sweet Yvette.

				 

				Now, I don’t know if you’ve ever been to the country, or for that matter, even to a small market town like Axholme, but if you haven’t, here is as they say, in the tourist guides, the low down. 

				Axholme is a busy little community, nestled in the bottom corner of Yorkshire, on the boarders of Nottinghamshire and Lincolnshire; it has a royal charter for a market, anoth-er for an annual fair, and a third to operate as a small inland port. 

				It is North of the Gap.

				It was once, before the Harrying, land belonging to Roger de Busli and earlier still, part 

			

		

	
		
			
				of the Wapentake, when the Saxon and Vikingr roamed about the shop. 

				The surrounding area is forest. To the south stretches the great Sherwood Forest, be-yond to the north and west is the forest of Barnsdale. East there are a few hills, but north-east and southeast, is mainly lowland marshes and wetlands, as the rivers Don, Trent and Idle and their tributaries, flood regularly, so I gather… but these waterways are also the secret of Axholme’s prosperity, and what makes it an inland port.

				Small ships and large boats are able to navigate here from the wilde northern seas. They 

				progress along the Great Umber and into this small inland port, and from here, the riv-ers and canal networks can reach as far south as London, west to the black country, the industrial zone and to Liverpool, and even west by southwest, as far as the great slave port of Bristol.

				Anyway to sum up, Axholme is now a small and busy market town and inland port, deep in the shires, North of the Gap. 

				There was something else about the region too. And to be honest, though we rarely spoke of the matter, wounds still being fresh as it were, it had to do with Yvette’s family.

				Now, don’t get me wrong, we where both from the highest of families, our families be-ing of the Companions of the Conqueror. 

				I of course am from the great house of Deveroux, and my grandsire is Lord William, son of Richard, Count of Everoux, with his nephew, the head of our family, being none other than His Grace, Prince Louis of Everoux, and a half brother to the King Philip of France. And we can trace our ancestry back to the First Vikingr, Rollo, and Richard The Fearless, ours and the Conqueror’s great grandfather. Whilst mother is of the Boleyn family, and a bloode cousin of Her Grace, Bess Tudor, a princess of the bloode.

				 Yvette’s ancestry is more complicated, she being descended from the houses of Mont-bray and Monte Gomerie, and her grandsire being Geoffrey de Montbray, Bishop of Coutances, and one of King William’s trusted prelates. As the story goes, she can trace her linage from the Vikingr King of Ringerike, Helgi ‘The Sharpe’ Fridleifsson, on the one side and Charlemagne and Swanhild on the other.

				Unfortunately, Yvette had a problematic derivation, and her family had a rebellious na-ture. And let’s face it. No king likes a rebel.

				And as I see it, the problem is that Axholme, which on the surface, really does seem such a nice, quiet, sort of idyllic kind of place, is in reality bang slap in the middle of a hot bed of insurgents, rebels, puritans, freethinkers and heretics.

				Particularly but not limited too, the nearby villages of Scrooby, Misterton and Epworth, in which the Druids thrive, and keep their faith alive, through their off-spring heretics, the Methodists and the Puritans, who between them give the Witchfinder General, and the crown, such a hard time, but as they say, when in the country…

			

		

	
		
			
				“And I must say,” I said, speaking to a small dog that had been walking along with me for a while, 

				“Even more importantly, this little town of yours is right on Ermine Street and there-fore, has an easy journey by road, or indeed river and canal back to the Metropolis.” 

				“Woof, woof!” Answered the dog in agreement. 

				The other thing about Axholme is that the township is often confused with the mythi-cal isle, and it’s easy to understand why. 

				As I said the rivers Don, Trent and Idle and their contributories flood regularly and as the ground around Axholme, is mainly marshlands anyway, the whole area becomes one huge inland sea, and some believed that there, in the mist of all this water is a massive hill. 

				The mystic Isle of Axholme. 

				The fables and songs have it that the Isle, floats around in the marshes and the mists of these boarder regions, and that it is the home of the Druids. 

				That may explain the host of freethinkers, which seem to abound in the area and its sur-rounding environs. 

				Anyway, the people of the town had been about early today and there was a definite spirit of excitement in the air.

				I was very taken by the idea, that ‘North of the Gap’, most things seemed to be freer these days, and I returned the smile that a beautiful young maiden had given me. 

				I remember thinking that she probably wasn’t a maiden at all, but why worry about such a trivial thing, when one so beautiful has chosen to bless me with her smile.

				 Well then, on this glorious day, a Saturday it was, the sun was beaming its broadest smile, down upon myself, and the gods seemed to be promising that the bright morning would turn into a warm August afternoon, the sky was almost clear, with only two fluffy little clouds, sailing on an ocean of light blue, as it where. 

				And so I strode down the high street, through the market place and there she was, standing with some people that I didn’t know and she looked as radiant as a goddess. 

				My Yvette.

				 

				After our customary kiss on both cheeks, we adjourned to a local hostelry, the small but rather quaint tavern of the Three Counties, for a light lunch, of what the landlord de-scribed as, Noisettes D’Agneau Foundantes aux Deux Poivrons, he being, like Yvette and I, of Norman descent.

			

		

	
		
			
				 “I have to say old girl, the food is excellent, quite excellent.” 

				Soon we had eaten our fill and it was time to make our way over to the fete.

				Now, it occurs to me that Yvette was very keen to attend this village fete and when we arrived, we found that the fete was well under way, in only the way that a rural fete can be. 

				Several pavilions were scattered about the village green, if a small market town can have a village green that is, and the local populace was bubbly and frisky, as they mingled around the assorted stalls and tents. 

				A small musical troupe played a rather noisy and slightly off key tune with a huge amount of vigour, whilst the villagers and town folk, both the men and women, cavorted in and out of the beer stalls with each other. 

				I must admit to being quite taken by all the fun and games and the colour of the whole thing but not at all tempted to join in. 

				Especially as it all looked a little too much like hard work and I found the dunking stool, in particular, most frightful. 

				“The very idea of allowing all on sundry, for the price of a halfpenny, to hurl wooden balls at a iron plate, just inches from your head, is one thing, but to then consent to be-ing dropped several feet into a tub of cold water, if they become successful in hitting the plate, is quite another.” I commented to Yvette.

				 

				Fortune, like the lady she is, had decreed thankfully, that I would be spared these offenc-es, as Yvette wanted to attend the church sale of goods.

				As I say Yvette was very fired up about this so called sale. Rather like a courser, who on seeing the hare, can’t wait for the chap with the kerchief, to wave the off, I thought.

				Anyway, we made our way over to the largest pavilion of all. It was at the centre of the green and having taken rather longer over lunch than she would have liked, due to my partaking of second’s of that delicious lamb and two peppers, Yvette was impatient that we make headway.

				 The resident priest was in full swing, blessing left, right, and centre, a host of varied goods and trinkets, which had been generously donated by the local merchants and their wives.

				He kept stressing that all should, and I quote, ‘Dig deep’ and ‘Be not the last in coming forward,’ as all the proceeds would go straight to the fund for the relief of the poor, and towards the restoration of the church steeple, which like its cousin in nearby Chesterfield, is leaning at an angle which many find most alarming.

			

		

	
		
			
				Now, I’m not all together sure about these auction types of sales. I know that the Babylo-nians were fond of them, and they found it a good way to get hold of a new wife. 

				However, it seems to me that neighbour A or shall we say one, gets rid of, or donates, as they say, several unwanted items, that another neighbour, call her neighbour two if you like, has generously purchased or even I’ve heard say, received as unwanted gift’s herself, from neighbour three, and given to the same, neighbour one that is.

				Only for neighbour four, to shell out the hard earned pennies, to purchase them, at what seem to me to be a much-inflated price.

				I’m sure, it would be far simpler for all concerned, if neighbour four, was to wait her turn, so that neighbour one, can give the items to her, upon her birthday, or anniversary, or some such occasion, and then simply make a gift of a few pence say, to the poor fund, or the steeple restoration fund, in church, at vespers of a Sunday. 

				“You always were a wet blanket, Thomas.” Was Yvette’s reply, when I mentioned this to her and of course she is always right.

				The local dignitaries were gathered together in the large striped pavilion, the women in their Sunday best, go to church outfits, with furs… in August.

				 Several of them, the women, noticed that Yvette wore no headdress and made that ‘tût’‘tût’ sound derisively, as she being, over twenty and five now, was far to old to be a maiden.

				The men wore their best leathers, with high boots and short capes. There were also a number of neat, country style, women and several large, red faced, farmer type’s, as well as one or two, rather studious gents of advanced years, and a few more brusque types, who had obviously served in the military at some point.

				“The next lot is a pleasant box,” Said the priest, 

				“I call this the heathen lacquered box.” 

				“Oh, Thomas, you’ve made me late. I nearly miss the very thing that I’ve had my eye upon.”

				“And all because your eyes are bigger than your belly. Though, how that can possibly be, I fail to see. You really should get back into training. You’ve put a little weight on since you returned from Outremer, you know,” 

				“Now, get those stools” She continued,

				 “I really do like the colours in that box. They will go so well, with the old tapestry in the solar. And don’t slouch.”

			

		

	
		
			
				‘Why do women always bully me?’ I asked myself, 

				‘And why do I like it?’

				The priest coughed and raising his voice, shouted for silence and after a moment, when a hush fell over the room, he started off with the usual pleasantries and preamble. 

				“Who will start the bidding? Who will offer me a thruppence for this beautiful inlaid wooden box?” Says the priest hopefully.

				“No, two pennies? Ah, thank you Captain Gordon” he continued and nodded over to one of the rosy cheeked, weather beaten, brusque type of chaps.

				“Any bids on tuppence.” 

				“Three.” Shouted out my dear Yvette.

				“Three and a half.” Inserted a large gent with even rosier cheek’s, who happens to have been stood, standing as it were, near the entrance to the pavilion.

				“Three and a half, now come on My Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen, this really is a most unusual collection, who will give me four? Ah, thank you sir, do I hear five”

				 

				“Five pence.” Stumped up Yvette.

				“Six.” Interjects the large gent with the rosier cheeks.

				“Thank you. That is a silver sixpence from Captain Gordon, oh excellent, most gener-ous,”

				“Do I dare ask for seven?”

				Yvette raises her arm and shouted out;

				“Seven pennies.”

				“Seven pennies, to Mistress Waterton, any more bids.” Asks the priest as he looks around the tent. 

				The crowd looked around with him as seven pennies was one of the higher bids of the afternoon, and as they look around their eyes travel instinctively to Captain Gordon, who shook his head, admitting his defeat. 

				 And so, all eyes now fall on the large gent with the rosier cheeks, who was still standing at the rear. The colour of his left cheek spread and blended perfectly with that of the right cheek, forming a mask of scarlet, right across his face, and he shuffled his leather booted feet in a very awkward manner. 

			

		

	
		
			
				His face took on the aspects of the worlde map, where the empire is highlighted in pink. He reminded me so much of a dear school colleague, old Pug Mosham. The finest inebriate that ever strode down The Strand.

				He is dead now of course. It was that new fad for drinking the leave of the tea that did for him. Poor old Pug, he became so found of the stuff that he was even known to refuse wine or beers. 

				One day he was walking through London, when a whole bail fell from a hoist, on to him and broke his neck. 

				Dead. Just like that. 

				And it just goes to show, that no good can come from forsaking wines and beers, for the evil that is tea…

				Anyway, the chap who reminded me of old Pug, lifted his eyes up, to see my dear Yvette staring at him, with what some people would call, a very hard stare. 

				Under that stare, what little courage he had managed to muster, deserted him by the cargo load and he shuffled his feet again.

				“No further bids?” Said the priest rather despondently, 

				“Very well. Going at seven pence, twice at seven pence, sold at seven pence to Mistress 

				Waterton.”

				“Oh, how wonderful, don’t you just love a bargain Thomas,” Said Yvette.

				“Now then, let’s have a look at the refreshment tent.” 

				As it happens, I really have a very cavalier attitude towards the sale of goods, especially the country sale. I can take them or leave them, so to speak but I thought I had better keep stumm about the subject.

				“That’s more like it,” I interjected, 

				“Refreshments.” 

				‘I bet it is a tent full of warm beer and cold women though,’ I thought to myself. 

				And it was.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion

				William Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke is conferring with members of the Council of Thir-teen, at the home of Hamelin the Blind, le Comte de Warenne, Earl of Surry, at the newly re-modeled castle of Conisburgh, Yorkshire. 

				Amongst his large retinue are William Longesprée, Red Richard de Clare, 3rd Earl Hereford, 4th Earl of Gloucester, his son Gilbert known as Strongbow, and the knights, Sir Falkes de Breauté and Sir Nicholas, Sir John and Sir Stephen Deveroux and Sir Stephen’s young cous-in-nephew Thomas, who is serving as a page for him.

					Chapter 14	Conisburgh Castle

					✪ 

				The Marshal banged his fist on the table. And for the smallest moment, everything in the room seemed to lurch into the air; candlesticks, inkpot, seals, maps, scrolls, quills, books, jugs, glasses, platters and half a roast chicken, all leapt in perfect synchronisation and strangely, they all seemed to hold their mid-air positions, for a few seconds longer, than you would think was feasible.

				He cast the scroll he had been reading to one side and shouted. 

				 “Hellfire and damnation!”

				The candlesticks, inkpot, seals, maps, scrolls, quills, books, jugs, glasses, platters and half a roast chicken, all fell back down on to the tabletop, in such a glorious disarray. 

				The inkpot spilled, and it’s contents spread across the maps and the scrolls, and the con-tents of the jugs and glasses, mixed with it, to form a brown, red and black, sea of trou-bles. 

				The half a roast chicken bounced once on the table and fell to the floor. There to be im-mediately snaffled by the dogs, which leapt, and yapped like dogs do, as if the Christmas feast had come early. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The last to fall was the dagger. The quillon dagger was fashion in the style of Old Gaul. It had missed the Marshall by a hairs-breadth, and clattered harmlessly in to the wall of stone behind him.

				 The assassin ran for the staircase. And I surged after him.

				“Take him alive!” Came the shout, as several others of the assembly, also joined the chase. 

				The assassin was already heading down the staircase and he was taking the steps two at a time, when I reached the head of the stairwell.

				To be honest, the taking of him was far easier than I could have imagined. All I really had to do was to leap. As I say, he was already heading down the spiral staircase, which ran along the inside of the walls, and in all reality, he had little or no chance of escape from the castle. 

				And to stop him, all I had to do was to leap. And then hold on to him as tightly as I could. 

				 I had taken my science studies, with Dr Mirabilis, as we called him, in the hexagon tow-er called simply ‘Friar Bacons Study,’ that stands on the north bank of the river Thames, next to the bridge in Oxford.

				And If I recall correctly, it was all laid out in one of the principles of Galileo, or it may have been Aristotle. Either way it’s a famous experiment. You know the one. The one that demonstrated itself, along with some other principles, in what he, Aristotle, called ‘A dashing together.’ 

				That is if I am not dashing the two ideas together myself. I’m afraid that the sciences were always a rather difficult subject for me. 

				No, it was easy, all I had to do was leap, and the collision of our bodies, together with the gravitäiõ, displayed therein, should, accomplish the rest. And do you know what? In fact it did. 

				 We fell in a wonderful mess of feet and arms, our bodies tumbling downwards, to land in front of the startled guards, who stood sentry at the entrance to the second floor hall.

				 

				He was a small boy, about four feet and a half, with lank, dark hair and a mole on his left cheek. I knew him immediately as one of the pages who served for Blind Hamelin de Warenne.

				The guards were quick to pick him up and they roughly manhandled him, accidentally banging his head on the castle wall a time or two, as they dragged him back up the stairs. 

				I followed after them, re-arranging my new doublet as I climbed the stairs. The lords all shouted out my praise as I re-entered the solar and I started to turn a bright pink, as they 

			

		

	
		
			
				roundly hailed me a hero, for my quick thinking and even quicker action.

				 In all truth the slaps on the back, from those who wore their mailed gauntlets, caused me more bruising than my tackle had.

				“Did you learn that tackle at Slough boy?” Asked the Marshall.

				“Yes, My Lord.” I stammered, my blush now turning a deeper mauve and my cheeks sud-denly felt like they were afire.

				 

				“It was well done lad!” The Marshall shouted and all agreed, some of the lords and knights lifting up their drinking glasses and saluted in my direction. 

				“And who would you be?”

				“I am Sir Stephen’s cousin-nephew, My Lord,” I stammered,

				“My father is the Earl Essex.”

				“The lad is with me, My Lord, I’m sorry if he gave offence.” My uncle Sir Stephen inter-jected. 

				“Ah, Lettice must be your mother then.”

				“A damned fine woman your mother. Damn fine. Yes, now I can see you have her eyes, but I can’t say there is much of a resemblance to the rest of your brood though,” he said turning to my cousin-uncles.

				“Damn fine. She is that, and to good for the likes of that damnable Essex.” Exclaimed William Longesprée. 

				Red Richard de Clare echoed his agreement with his son, Strongbow echoing again, as he always did.

				“My pardons, dear Sirs, no offense was meant.” Longesprée said hurriedly, addressing my uncles Sir Nicholas, Sir John, and Sir Stephen.

				John was flushed, and Nicholas placed his hand on his shoulder saying, 

				“Our cousin is a fine man, and he fights nobly in the kings honour, Sire.”

				“Yes, for sure. Again my apologies, Sire’s,” Continued Longesprée, 

				“I meant only to praise the lady, and not to disrespect your kindred, I apologise… I mis-spoke myself.”

				“Well, my thanks to you lad.” The Marshall said breaking the awkward moment.

			

		

	
		
			
				Now there were more cheers and several raised glasses in salute to me. 

				‘What has just occurred?’ I thought to myself.

				I found the situation very strange indeed. After all, my mother was simply just that, my mother. 

				Why should men know of her… or indeed cheer her? And why was father so disliked by some one of royal lineage like Longesprée, a bastard lord of the house of Anjou?

				The Marshall bent and collected up the dagger, which had left a small chip mark in the 

				limestone plaster of the wall of the inner keep.

				“What is your position here?” He asked me.

				“If it please you, My Lord, I am a page to my cousin-uncle, Sir Stephen.’ I said.

				“Not anymore boy, no indeed!”

				“Any boy who can think and act, a swiftly as you have done this morn is what I need about me. Brave and courageous, with just the right amount of stupid enthusiasm, eh.”

				“Aye!” shouted the collected lords and knights at the Marshall; now all laughing and smiling again, the contretemps dismissed, if not forgotten, and my face burned an even brighter red still.

				“Yes, that is what is needed! Have no doubt of it. From now on you will become a squire.”

				“Your training will be at mine own expense!”

				“How does that suit you, young Deveroux? Eh? If that is all right with you of course Sir 

				Stephen?”

				“Oh yes, Sire!” I dropped to one knee. 

				“Yes sire! Yes sire please.” And so it did, and my heart was pounding at the thought of being such a great man’s squire.

				“If it suits you My Lord, then that would suit me very well indeed,” stated Sir Stephen 

				self-consciously.

				“I am sure his mother, and his father will be delighted.” 

				Stephen coughed embarrassingly, looking towards Longesprée. But the Marshall did not seem troubled by the imputed reference and ignored it completely.

				Although now a man of middling years, the Marshall was the one man in all the empire, 

			

		

	
		
			
				who was of worlde renown, and known by every one, simply as:

				 ‘The best knight that had ever lived!’

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise Of Germania ~ Part II.

				Milo Bauermann is with the Warlord and his party, who are journeying west towards Bavar-ia, in the heart of Germania. Milo has been designated to protect the young prince Rudolf, who rides at his side and is dressed as a page.

					Chapter 15	The Priory of Saint Florian

				✪

				It was mid-afternoon and the sun shone on the rain soaked road, its reflection glimmer-ing brightly in the large puddles that had formed in the mire of the hard worn earth. 

				We were a band of twenty and one men, travelling purposefully along the country roads, the hooves of our mounts squelched in the mud, which in turn splashed up the fet-locks of our horses, and stained our heavy cloaks. 

				As we turned the bend, the low sun was dazzling in my eyes, as only an autumn sun can. 

				The forest on the valley floor was not as thick, and here and there, golden fields stretched down and out towards a river, which was just visible to our right, as it flowed quickly down from the mountains to join the growing Danube. 

				Our descent from the mountains had taken two days and was always hard on the men and their mounts, but now the going was easier and the countryside was more gentle and peaceful, there would be a good crop this year, if the rains let up and didn’t ruin the har-vest.

				We had been told that our journey was westward and would take about nine days, and we were travelling light and by means of the back roads, and the small towns and villag-es, avoiding the city of Salzburg entirely.

				We spoke to no one and no one spoke to us, quite the contrary, whenever we came upon a wagon or cart, the merchants and the peasants alike, would scowl and hide their eyes 

			

		

	
		
			
				from us. I smiled to myself knowingly, for I had seen scared people before. 

				Although I was only twenty and two, I was a man of experienced now and had been soldiering for the best part of five years. I had fought my way from Hesse across the Ger-manic Principalities. Oft times I was on the winning side, but it was true that I had been on the losing side a few times too. 

				However, fortune like the lady she is, had continued to smile on me and I had only col-lected a broken arm, a handful of scars and lost no more than half an eyebrow, and a few chunks of my dirty brown hair. 

				And now, I had been chosen by the warlord himself and had joined the Imperial Guard, and I was to ride in the escort of the young prince. Now I knew that my lot in life was im-proving.

				This was a far better life than my brothers had, clearing the forest, ploughing the dark heavy soil, and sowing the sparse crops, that would fail in the heavy rains, and fail in the dry heat of the summer sun, and in the cold of the winter snows. 

				We had been forever chasing the milk cows, and the sheep out across the meadows, and digging the turnips, the parsnips, the swedes and endless bloody cabbages.

				No, there was not enough land for us all and since mother had died, father had strug-gled with the homestead.

				I had been glad when the recruiting sergeant had appeared with his piper, drummer, and standard-bearer, offering ready money, regular meals and adventure.

				Both my brother Ditmar and I had enlisted and we marched out of the valley with pride, after fathers and Osanna, my little sister, had bid us a tearful farewell.

				We had separated after the battle of Bronhöved, where we had won a famous victory but I had been injured, my arm broken by a horses hoof.

				Ditmar, like an excited fool had volunteered, induced by the huge rewards and the promise of his own land. He had been shipped off to fight for the English in the colonies of the new worlde. 

				 

				This was a different life, for truth. Harder perhaps, but better paid, and the girls. Well, all the girls like a scar, and they love a soldier. Especially Freya. 

				I closed my eyes, smiled for a second, and felt Drake’s rhythm jogging me gently, as I envisaged Freya climbing up on top of me again. Big, blonde, and buxom, Freya, she knew how to make a man happy.

				And now, as the warlords’ man, an Imperial Guard, I was someone to be respected. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The brown gelding pulled his bridle and I watched as a flock of birds soared up out of the grove that we passed on the left. They flew low and swift across the field. 

				“Smelt a fox, eh boy. Or is it a boar?” I gently stroke Drake’s neck, as the horse neighed and shook his mane. 

				“Steady now,” I said and patted his neck some more with the soft leather of my inner glove. Ahead I could see the warlord and the Outremer, and I wondered what adventures they were leading me towards. 

				The Outremer was new to the castle, and styled himself Sir Johann von Württemberg. He was a grey, grizzled man, aged somewhere between forty and fifty years, but still firm of body, well muscled and an experience man at arms. 

				His skin was that dark, mahogany brown colour, that is distinctive of all those who have recently returned from the crusades, were he had fought for the famous Grand Master, Sir Henry de Walpot, at Acre and also Sicily, where he had entered King Henry the Lions’ service.

				We moved at a careful pace, faster for a while, then slow for a few leagues, resting the horses, as they needed it. No one had been told of our destination but we had enough pro-visions for nearly two weeks.

				As a company, we carried many weapons, far more than we really needed, enough for fifty men or more, enough for a small war. There where swords, battle axes, morning stars and daggers and the pack horses carried spears, bec de corbin, halberds, crossbows and curved bows, with sheaths of arrows and bundles of bolts, but we all wore only light armour and ring mail and we had with us little or no personal baggage.

				 The Danube was on our right, and we were heading west. 

				I breathed deeply as we sat around the camp fire that evening and inhaling the smell of the rabbit, that was spitted and slowly roasting, rather to close to the flame’s, the conver-sation turned to speculation, as is usual with the common soldier. 

				“I’m no map reader,” 

				“That’s the truth.” Interjected Wilf.

				“…But there is talk of war with the little Prince of Liechtenstein, and that has to be somewhere over this way.”

				 Wilf, the big shaggy Saxon laughingly replied, “Every where is somewhere, Ox Brain!” 

				He always called me that, and he knew that I resented it.

				Dagmar chipped in from behind his shaggy beard, 

			

		

	
		
			
				“It’s those heathen Turks again… or maybe the Mongols.” He said as he slowly rubbed bacon grease into his long blonde hair, that he had spent the last hour carefully platting into two pigtails. 

				“Do all you Danes smell like breakfast, or is that how you get the boys to suck your cock?” Asked Wilf, and we all laughed. 

				Dagmar grinned slowly. His eyes sparkled for a moment and then the grin spread into a smile and he joined in and laughed too. 

				“The boys suck my cock, because it the biggest thing they have ever seen. Here, do you want to look?”

				“It’s bigger than any of your damned sausages.” 

				He continued to laugh as he un-laced his breeches and took out his immense cock, then started to swing it around in a circle, widdershins.

				Dagmar was easily the tallest of all the komrades and even by our standards; he was a massive man, in every sense.

				He was from the kingdom of Danemark, some were in High Norway, or Scandia, the sto-ry changed with every telling, and he too had been at Bronhöved.

				 

				He loved to boast, about all the young men and boys he had captured in battle, and then sexually brutalised, before slitting their throats as he kissed them lovingly, and then he held them in a close embrace, and rocked them as they died. The kiss of death he called it.

				 “We are going west, not east,” I told him.

				 “Put that thing away, I haven’t eaten yet. And I don’t want to get it confused with my supper,” Complained Sir Johann, as he walked up to the fire.

				“Milo, you take the first watch. Wake Wilf at four bells and you…” He nodded at Dagmar, who was hurriedly re-lacing him self. 

				“…You… Vikingr, you can have the middle watch. We ride at dawn. Now turn in and get some sleep.”

				“Yes Sire.” I said as I rose and went to piss on a tree.

				“For tomorrow, there will be blood, and more blood.” Quoted Wilf,

				 

				“It always happens that way.”

				As I stared in to the night, I thought of how my destiny was now tied to this warlord. And what a strange man, for truth he was, and I realized that none of us, really knew any-

			

		

	
		
			
				thing at all about him. 

				To some eyes the warlord was a peculiar man. Silent and brooding, with a temper as sharp as his swords edge, he had a penetrating eye and a lazy half smile, and yet, at times, he could be open, even friendly, and willing to listen to the suggestions of his men. 

				 And still, some how, he didn’t seem to fit in to the world of High Österriech. He has a peculiar habit of shivering, whenever he looks up at the snow-topped mountains in the distant east.

				He looked like a man who had seen the halls of hell, and maybe going back that way again soon. He was a tall and muscular man, with shoulder length dirty blonde hair, which was fading to grey around the temples and he wore a heavy beard, but kept his neck clean shaved. He stood about six and a half feet tall and moved as swiftly as a cat, but the one thing everyone notice was his deep blue eyes, with their strange, epicedian fold.

				His double headed axe, which he called Swift, was never far from his reach, and he car-ried a curved sabre that was covered in runes of a strange type, which he called the Em-press’s Kiss. 

				The blade had a cruel curve, near the centre of the percussion, but closer to the tip, and it was as deadly in the cut and slash of a cavalry charge, as it was in the thrust and stab of close combat. 

				I had been the warlord’s soldier now for five months and that was as long as anyone, even the Outremer, Sir Johann was new to the warlord’s service. 

				 I had learned that no one at the castle had been with him for more than eight months. Not the kitchen girls, nor even the stable lads. 

				And the gossip in the castle said that the lord’s woman, and his child, Yuri, had both died of the same yellow fever that killed my brother Ziggy and which the gods had spread through the lands five or more years ago. Maybe that is what had made him such a soli-tary man. 

				But there is no doubt that he was determined, and had a purpose that the rest of us could only guess at. 

				And it was spoken quietly, that death kept company with him, as the moon and stars, 

				accompany the night.

				It made me wonder, why had the king chosen him to foster the prince. But after all, these were not my problems and I thought again of Freya, wet and squealing with plea-sure, her juices seeping down my shaft, as she bounced up and down on my cock and I felt a half stiffy growing in my breeches. 

			

		

	
		
			
				It was turning cold now, as the dark came on and I could smell that the rain was about to start again. I listen to the night and rubbed my hands together, wishing, and waiting for my watch to end and longing for my bed.

				On the next night, we stayed at the Priory of Saint Florian, which is on the outskirts of the city of Linz, and we ate the same sparse food as the monks. 

				I sat with little Prince Rudolf, and Sir Johann. Further down the same table sat Wilf and Dagmar. They were playing dice with Steinmann, he was a mean, ill-tempered lout from Bavaria, a natural born killer if ever there was one, who grumbled about everything, but seemed happy for once that we were heading towards his homelands. We were taking bets on how long it would be before he deserted or was hanged.

				The warlord sat at a low table, removed from the others. His only companion was a small, strange, and unidentified priest, who was also staying at the priory for the night, taking his rest from his own travels. 

				We all ate the simple mutton stew with large pieces of stone ground brown bread, fol-lowed by ripe pears and a soft cheese, and we drank the monks own brew, a light bier with a bitter sweet taste.

				 And I watched the warlord and the priest as they ate, their heads inclined together but their conversation was far too low for me to overhear, and as hard as we all tried, none of us soldiers, or even the monks, where able to discern what was being said.

				They both talked for a long time after the meal was finished and when the conversation was concluded, they rose and walked the length of the hall. As they passed down the hall the priest was heard to say.

				“…We will be ready to move when we hear from you. Your messenger should deliver this ring to me,” Said the Priest, taking the ring from his finger and passing it over to the war-lord. 

				“When he delivers this, I will understand from whom he has come. Do not use the couri-ers, nor an envoy. The networks are polluted and their spies will be monitoring them,” 

				The warlord reached out and took the ring, and placed it in a pocket, deep within his robes.

				“You will need to be cautious. That eunuch has his spies everywhere, and the Inquisi-tion is penetrating further across Germania than ever before.”

				“Between them, they have infiltrated the whole palace, and I strongly believe that, the spineless Volker and that damned eunuch, who are the real power behind the throne, are plotting a move. This king is addled by his sixty and four years. And he is too slow to die. And the young prince Otto died quickly. Some think it was unnaturally quickly...”

			

		

	
		
			
				The pair passed out of the refectory and on to the terrace. Outside the hall they contin-ued, and walked slowly towards the wooden bridge that crossed the water garden. 

				Here they paused, looking down at the duckweed and sweet flag that grew and floated on the ponds surface, and their conversation was lower still, even though they could nev-er be overheard there.

				The night drew in around them, and the stars had started to appear in the evening sky, before they bowed their heads to each other and went their separate ways, back to the sleeping quarters.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				Thomas Deveroux is at the home of Mistress Yvette Waterton, The Watermill, Axholme, in the county of Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

					Chapter 16	The Smell of War 

				✪

				The miasmatic stench hovered and hung over the land, spreading like a malevolent plague, permeating each and every individual, and everywhere the word was whispered,

				WAR!

				While far away, in the arms of my sweet Yvette, I slumbered. Snug a bed, peaceful, be-atific and sated, having been with her, and with in her, all of the night.

				 I slowly woke, as a beam of sunlight strolled across my boyish face and raising my head, I selected a morsel and began nibbling at a breakfast of warmish bread rolls and soft cheese from the bedside table. 

				In the sun baked mill house, sweet and quiet, we lay in each others arms, watching the mites dance in the sunrays that floated through the window, which looked out over the mill pond.

				For two weeks now I had been lazing around her home, thinking, mulling, pondering, or just walking in the woods and the meadows. Time like the river itself, stood still, as the Idle, a good name that, wove its way passed the mill at the edge of the market town of Axholme, north of the gap, and onwards into the Great Umber and further onwards to the wilde northern seas. 

				But here for me, the worlde held a bliss of it’s own and life was tranquil. I lay back and fed a piece of bread to Oda, Yvette’s strange magpie, who cocked her tail and hopped from the bedpost to the clothes chest. 

				Oda, to me, was a peculiar, mysterious, and sinister bird. She had deep blue slashes on 

			

		

	
		
			
				her body and terrible dark eyes, which showed absolutely no light in them. Still Yvette loved her. I have absolutely no idea why.

				 And it was so, that in my languid bliss that I consequently knew nothing of the condi-tions of the realm. Not a thing outside of my own myopic vision.

				 And a vision she was to mine own eyes. She was tallish, about the same height as me, and she had curves and bumps in all the right places. Her hair was as golden as the new churned butter, and hung down to her waist, and it draped across the perfect summer peach of her buttocks. She had dazzling sapphire like eyes, dark lashes and eyebrows, that arched teasingly, and perfectly pouty lips of a cherry red.

				All this, and an educated mind, that could hold even Dr Dee at an arms length. She was, unfortunately, of an imputed descent but that did not bother me at all, my mother was a different kettle of fish though.

				Our love had reached its eleventh year, and seemed to me, on this bright, early sum-mer’s, morning, as though it would spread through the future, smooth and endless… forever.

				But all good things must end and now, temporarily at least, I was needed elsewhere.

				The summons had been delivered yesterday, by what I can only describe as a collection of dirt and hair, with an aroma of horse, wet dog, and dung. 

				I was unable to comprehend what this urchin was saying, if indeed it was an urchin, all I know for sure is, that in the metropolis, that is what it would be called… but here, in rural Axholme… well you could never be sure. 

				The other thing I was not sure about was the urchin’s gender; in all honesty, it could have been anything. 

				“It seems I am summoned.” 

				“Oh Thom, when do you have to leave?” She looked annoyed, 

				“It’s not your mother is it, how did she find you?” She looked frightened.

				“Not mother, no” I reassured her, 

				“It’s from Strix, and Strix can find anyone.” I took her in my arms and she came willing-ly, knowing that I had to leave.

				And so a day later, mounted on my roan mare, I was travelling back to the metropolis, and as Strawberry and I strode south, the whole worlde began to hum. 

				Softly at first, like a bee on a summer’s afternoon, drifting passed your window on the 

			

		

	
		
			
				day’s soft breeze, but then more insistently, like a mosquito in your bedchamber, after the candle has been extinguished.

				 Here was whispered a word from a fellow traveller. Then a warning from a merchant at the inn, and as the buzz built, somehow a deep feeling within me that I had to return with more haste, also began to build.

				A word; 

				‘The queen had been feathered on the orders of Badlesmere’s wife.’

					

				A whisper;

				‘The queen was dead.’

				A warning;

				‘The southern rebels have risen again.’

				A cry;

				‘War was upon us all.’

				Then it was a swarm of angry hornets.

				A moan;

				‘It’s Lincoln, all over again.’

				And in truth, it was all of the above, and none of them at all. 

				War is not new to the people of the Great Empire. In fact, we are at war constantly. It is the normal way of life for the nobles and their entourage. We where born to war, we where trained for war, we fought in war, and we made our living from war. 

				War was our raison d’être. 

				The whole economic, religious and social structure of the Great Empire was built upon constant expansion, exploitation, theft, booty, and a subjugated manipulation of the re-sultant enforced commerce; And of course, that meant perpetual war. 

				And really, we knew nothing else. The empire has its wars everywhere and has done for as long as anyone could remember. I learned at Cambridge that the war had been waged for over eight hundreds, thirty and one years. 

				Although the great Dr Dee said that;

				‘Time was relevant, irreverent, and wholly in the eye of the beholder.’ 

				But it really was a different thing for the people of the land. They knew about the wars, made goods for them, some went off to fight in the wars, and some came back, and if they 

			

		

	
		
			
				did, they were made-men, they had become men of substance and wealth. 

				However, the people in general, the common man did not usually experience anything of the wars themselves, not at first hand; and this was different, this was a war within the kingdom. 

				‘The barons and the king were at each other’s throats again. 

				But it was the women, who had started it all.’

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Boy with the Third Nipple

				The Boy with the third nipple is near the ferry crossing at Welton Water on the north bank of the Great Umber, Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

				 Chapter 17 The Land at the Edge of Myths

				✪

				I knew that the nearest bridge was many miles away, to the west and it would take me several days out of my way but now there was really no other alternative, now the ferry was gone. I would simply have to walk.

				So, I would have to take the long road around, and standing up straight, I pulled the cowl of my robe up as high over my tonsured head as it would go, to give me as much shelter as possible from the wind and the light rain that had started to fall again.

				I set off, my feet splashing in the puddles, as I made my way along the riverbank, and through the reeds and long grasses that grew there in perfusion. I had my staff in my hand and my travel bag was fastened carefully to my back.

				I headed west, keeping what was visible of the sun, which was totally hidden behind those grey clouds, to my left. Not that it mattered, I realised after I had worked out which way was west, because let’s face it; 

				“There are only two ways to go when you are on a riverbank. And one of those ways leads to the wilde northern seas.” I said speaking to the magpie.

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak’

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak’

				Soon the rain started to fall faster and my foot landed in yet another puddle, as I made my way between some low willow trees. 

				I could hear that my stomach was rumbling again and although I was still hungry, I 

			

		

	
		
			
				knew that I had only the one sausage left, so I decided to push it back into the bag, deep down amongst my clean braies and next to the hard bread and the water. 

				The journey would take at least three or four days longer now, so I had better save some food for later. It was along way to walk along the river, to the first bridge or to find anoth-er ferry, if there were one. 

				And anyway, as Brother Waldef always said,

				‘That fasting was good for the soul. And labour, has it own sweet reward.’

				 The magpie flapped his wings and flew up. Not high but close to the tops of the bushes and then forward, always keeping in front of me and then he waited impatiently for me to catch up, he sat on the branch of a small willow tree, which was growing crookedly out of the river bank, several strides along the path ahead,

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak.’ He said.

				“Are you going the long way around too?” I asked him.

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak.’

				‘Queg, queg, queg…’

				It felt very strange for me to be just walking alone like this. To be walking free. Free of the life of continuous restrains, and the routines that the monastery ran by. To be out and about, far away from the brothers and to be more or less liberated. 

				Oh, and to be at one, with nature and with the landscape. To have no specific object or chore to accomplish, and no need to hurry. Only the journey mattered now. 

				But, the best feeling of all was knowing that none of the brothers were here to tell me off, or to cuff me around the head, for being idle, or being boisterous, and being noisy, or being stupid, or irreligious, or for not completing my chores in time for prayers, and more often than not, for having strange heathen ideas, or for simply… for being a foundling.

				And no matter how I had tried, I always seemed to be asking the wrong questions. But how was I to know that they where the wrong questions. No one told me they where the wrong questions, not until after I had asked them.

					

				According to Brother Waldef, 

				‘Asking the wrong questions was the only thing, other than heresy, at which I truly excelled.’ 

				And so, I was starting to enjoy myself, just walking with the magpie for company. 

				To journey through the landscape, the steady, easy, repetitive labour, of placing one foot 

			

		

	
		
			
				in front of the other, over and over, and over again. Feeling the stones and grass through the thin leather of my sandals and feeling truly free at last.

				It was magnificent, and I could look at the countryside and enjoy the wonders and the beauty that the gods had bestowed upon the earth. 

				And after all, I would arrive at my destination, when I arrived, and not a moment soon-er. And in truth no one cared.

				I had set off three days earlier, and it had been a sad parting from the monastery, the place in which I had spent all my life, and especially from my only friend Brother Ignati-us. 

				It had been a bright morning, after Matins, we had sat down to a breakfast of porridge mixed with honey, and there was fresh warm bread, straight out of the ovens with thick smooth butter, and I had drunk a cup of creamy milk, still warm from the cow.

				It was after breakfast, I was called to see the Abbott.

				I was waiting outside his solar when Brother Waldef opened the door. Brother Waldef is a small, thin, chiseled face man with a strange golden ring on his middle left finger. A snake coiled around a skull. He looked at me with his big sad, pale blue eyes and then, with a twitch of his fingers, he beckoned me inside.

				The room was pleasant, bright, and sunny, as light streamed across the stone flagged floor from the large multicoloured window, which depicted Saint Benedict holding his simple shepherd’s crook staff.

				The Abbott stood at the plain wooden table, upon which were efficiently scattered sever-al parchments, a quill, ink and candles. 

				He had obviously just finished a letter, as he was sealing it with a red wax, which he melted in the candles heat. He took of his ring and pressed it down it to the melted wax. I love that aroma.

				A single, colourful tapestry of our Lord Jesu, hung upon the wall and the good book lay open on the dark brown oak reading lectern, which stood just below the window, so as to catch the light.

				The Abbott, as usual was dressed in his white habit and he had simple leather sandals upon his feet. He replaced the ring he had used to seal the letter on the middle finger of his left hand, and he took hold of a small wooden carving of the saviour upon the cross. He fingered it restlessly, as he contemplated; turning it over and then turning it back again. 

				When he looked at me, I could see a strange longing, deep within his eyes. It was there for a second, and then it was gone but I could feel his eyes searching over me, as if he 

			

		

	
		
			
				could see inside me, see inside my very sole. 

				He said nothing for a while but glanced at the window and then at the open book, the holy book, almost as if he were waiting for a sign.

				When he spoke, it was in his Norman accent, which was mixed with just the tiniest hint of Scot’s, highlighting certain words, like ‘wee’ and ‘cannea’ in a song like lilt. Both he and Brother Waldef had grown up at the Scottish court of the Barbaric Highlands.

				He said simply, 

				“We have consulted, Brother Waldef and I, and my decision of last night will stand. It is time for you to leave us. Collect what you need, and depart us before midday.”

				He handed me the letter. “You will go to Revesby. Give this to Abbott Hugo.”

				And that was that. 

				Oh there was more. Lots more, but those simple words had rocked my worlde to its 

				foundations. 

				 And so, I had commenced my journey before the noonday meal. And strangely you may think, instead of doing as I was told and heading up the steep bank and out towards Hen-derskelfe, the castle of Lord Howard, I had instead turned and walked down the road with its high hedge, behind which lay the pleasant green pastures, with the woodlands on the side of the hills, and the river running steadily down the hill on my left. 

				I was heading down to the river Rye and the valley road, away from Far York and across country. 

				It had felt good to climb the hills, and soon I had forgotten that I was supposed to be feeling miserable, or to feel ashamed of my rejection. 

				No instead, I shrieked, as I ran as fast as I could, down the dips of the hills and for the first time in my life, I had a true sense of freedom. 

				This was what freedom and excitement really taste like, and at last, I was bound on an adventure!

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Adventures of Robyn Nudd. 

				Robyn and the Sheriff of Nottingham are at Camden Lock, Camden Town, London, NW1 8AF

					

					Chapter 18	The Inquisitor

				✪

				Somehow I knew it would not take long now for the king’s ruffs to arrive. So, it was time to move and to move quickly. North of the Gap, we call the Ruffs, the Plod and the Inquis-itors the Dibble, and we hate them more than we do the Templars. They are all Kingsmen and mean, savage, violent bullies. 

				‘The dibble will be all over me in about two minutes,’ I thought, 

				‘Best move this body, and see to my stash.’

				Slowly, using the pole, I pushed the body out as far as I could. It took a lot of effort to get it into the middle of the canal, and breathing out and relaxing for a moment, I stared in disbelief and shook my head, and as I watched, the body floated right back toward me. 

				I put the pole back along the roof top’s starboard rail, and nipping down to the bow, I pulled out my key, which I kept on a lanyard around my neck and opened the bow hatch, then entered the boat from the front, or as we sailors call it, the bow hatch. 

				Glancing around the small forward nook, I quickly checked that all the holds where se-cure. 

				‘The last thing you need is dibble nosing around when you have a boat full of contraband.’

				Once I was happy that everything was as secure as possible, I changed out of my work clothes, a loose, rough spun chemise and shortened hoes, into my best day clothes, a loose, rough spun chemise and shortened hoes. Then I left the boat and lightly jumped ashore.

			

		

	
		
			
				 As I walked down the towpath, the early morning sun started to dance on the waters and the lock tops gleamed a bright white. I headed towards Camden Town, taking the steps two at a time, climbing up from the towpath by the lock and out of the little gate, on to the High Street. I stood and looked around. I was next to the Devil’s Cauldron, the worl-de famous music venue, which had recently had painted across its hoardings the words;

				 ‘Closed by order of the Ministry.’ 

				Just a few meters away from the steps, was the bridge and on the other side of the bridge was the alarm point. 

				These alarm points were new. They where tall, box shaped cubicles, like large… no extra large coffins that stood upright, and they were painted a bright red. 

				During the daytime, the soldiers on duty would stand guard here and monitor the traf-fic on the bridge, as it approached London proper. But at this hour, it was deserted. 

				Just on the inside of the alarm point, near the top was the triangle. It was a large metal triangle, with a beater attached to its side on a length of chain. 

				I felt my stomach turn as I approached. It seemed to me, that I was about to do some-thing that I knew I was going to regret. But I had no choice. At least two people had seen me with the body. And if two people had seen me… well then, that meant that at least ten others could have seen me.

				 ‘In London town, the walls have ears and sometimes they have eyes too!’

				I took the beater in my sweaty, little palm and then taking a deep breath, swung it from side to side, within the triangle. 

				 As the sound of the triangle faded, I could hear the whistles as they sounded shrilly in the morning air, and within a few heartbeats, three ruffs were surrounding me. They pushed me against the wall of the bridge and the first two of them pointed their spears at me, whilst the third held his small crossbow, slung low from the hip. 

				“Name!” 

				“Robyn Mary Nudd. Female. Classified; Unfit for Military Service. Located: North of the Gap. Salford. Industrial Zone. No fixed abode. Bargee.”

				I stated keeping to the usual routine and knowing that deviating, in any fashion, would only cause me pain.

				“Make your report.”

				“There is a body in the canal.” I stated simply. 

			

		

	
		
			
				“An Inquisitor will arrive within moments. Do not move!” 

				“Great, three Plod’s and a Dibble,” I thought and smiled to myself.

				The constables where behind me as I turned. They blocked the path with their heavy bodies and large spears, and they watched me, they were intimidating, as they waited, eagerly, hoping, wishing, that I would make an error.

				 Their eyes floated up and down my body with lust and desire, and the desire was tinged with an edgy, anxious violence. I started to sweat.

				“Place your hands on your head, and kneel.” The largest one said still holding the cross-bow and positioning it close, aimed at my belly. 

				‘A slow wound,’ I thought, 

				‘This one has been trained. Hurt them but don’t kill them too quickly, we need to gather 

				information from them first.’

				I fell to my knees, placed my hands on my head and looked directly at the plod, as the second one, the shorter one of the three, moved to my rear and quickly frisked me.

				“Clean.” He stated.

				“OK, I will take over,” Said the Inquisitor as he arrived on the scene.

				“You wish to make a report?” He said. 

				“Tell me simply. What do you wish to report?”

				“I found a body in the canal,” I replied.

				“Show me.” He responded.

				Standing, I led the way back across the bridge and down the steps to the towpath. The 

				Inquisitor walked next to me and the constables were behind, their crossbows and spears were still in the active position. As they approached the canal, the Inquisitor said:

				“Explain the situation.”

				“The Sheriff of Nottingham was a sleep. I was curled up, kind of lazily and snuggled up close, cosily near her big round bottom,” I explained with a quirky smile. 

				“Then I woke and saw the body through the porthole,” 

				“You spent the night in sin and you admit it!” Said the shocked Inquisitor.

			

		

	
		
			
				“There was no sin. I just slept.” I said simply.

				“Where is this Sheriff?” The Inquisitor demanded.

				“You are standing beside her,” I said and quickly leapt aboard the boat. 

				“Isn’t she beautiful?” And I took a long deep bow.

				The Inquisitor looked along the boat and walk slowly up the gangplank. When he reached the deck, he stepped aboard ‘The Sheriff of Nottingham’ and said,

				“It is dangerous to fool with the Ministry. You are already a ‘Person of Interest’ to us. I will add to your file your tendency towards the unnatural, immoral and illegal relation-ships and, that you find it amusing to play your games with the ministry.”

				“You may live to regret that remark!” He said to me razing his hand and striking me on the head. It was a hard blow, the mail of his gauntlet biting into my skin and knocking me to the floor. 

				He saw the pain in my eyes and a deep smile spread across his thin face.

				“And so have many a witch regretted, as the fires licked their skin and they bu-rn-ed!” 

				He slurred the last word lovingly, stretching it out like a baker does with his morning dough.

				“Search.” He gave the constables a simple, sharp order. 

				One of them rushed on board and down into the boat. He took a kick at me, accidentally on purpose, as he passed. Once inside he started to open draws and cabinets and turn over the furniture as he went.

				“Show me the body,” Said the Inquisitor softly.

				I tugged my forelock and smiled a secret smile, as I spit blood from my mouth, wiping it with the back of my bare arm and thought,

				 ‘That should take their mind off my hidden stash,’

				“Here,” I pointed to the water, as I rubbed the side of my head.

				 

				The body was still bobbing up and down, floating in the water, a few meters away from the barge. It had drifted slowly nearer to the gap between the two barges and again I smiled,

				 ‘Now that looks less suspicious.’

			

		

	
		
			
				The Inquisitor shouted an order to the remaining constables who had followed us and they took the poles as instructed. 

				“Bring the body to the side and get it out of there. I need to look at it properly.”

				“You. Inside.” He told me.

				Once inside the cabin, I stood and watched the constable as he turned out my belong-ings.

				“Explain why you are here,” Said the Inquisitor.

				“I’m here to collect a cargo from the book warehouse. Johansson’s, up stream, through the dock, at the next wharf. There is the parchment.” I replied pointing to a pile of parch-ments that were once on the scribing desk, and now were strewn all over the floor.

				“When did you arrive here?” He asked.

				“Yesterday, about the third bell of the Dog Watch. Dusk,” Was my simple, honest reply.

				“Stay here,” As one of his men shouted him from outside. 

				“Search for contraband.” He barked at the remaining constable, who looked at me and smirked.

				The inquisitor climbed out of the cabin and on to the deck. He mounted the plank and moved swiftly to the bank. 

				Ignoring his instructions I followed, accompanied by the plod, who was obviously curi-ous too.

				The two other plods heaved the body from the water and it lay soggy, wet, bloated, and white on the mud packed path.

				 Small holes, the marks of rodents teeth, showed clearly on the bodies extremities, and the torso showed a pimpling of the skin, and washer-woman’s swelling and wrinkling.

				The inquisitor bent over the body, while I, and the plods crowded around, morbidly curi-ous to see the spectacle.

				The man was small, about my height and he wore dark cotton leggings and a strange silk coat. He had long black hair, and a pigtail plait that had been cut-off at the base of his skull, and I let out a gasp as the dibble turned him over.

				The face was ravaged, and of a pale waxy colouring, the eyes had an epicanthic fold and where dark, well one of them was, the other was missing; only a bit of the sinew re-mained. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The holes in his cheeks, where the rodents had feasted, were a marbled and macerated pulp. 

				A deep scar ran down his cheek to the jaw, and three fingers from the right hand were missing. A red dragon was tattooed above his right wrist, climbing up the arm, its tail wrapped around the wrist.

				The Inquisitor studied the body silently, from top to bottom and back again, returning to the head. He bent low over the face and pushed his fingers into its mouth. Slowly he twisted them around and then extracted a piece of duckweed, as long as my forearm.

				“He was alive when he went in.” Said the Inquisitor, looking up at me and nodding to the plod.

				“Fancy finding weed in Camden Town,” I said, as the spear cracked the base of my skull. 

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				Thomas Deveroux has arrived at the Nellie Dean, which stands on a small corner of Dean Street and Carlisle Street, Soho, London. W1D 3SU

					Chapter 19	The Meeting at the Nellie Dean 

				✪

				It was not until I was in the Nellie Dean, which stands on a small corner of Dean Street and Carlisle street in Soho, later the next day that I got the low down.

				Strix was seated at his usual table, in the corner of the room near the Carlisle street en-trance, with his back to the wall and his eyes on both doors.

				After our perfectly casual, chance encountered greeting, I removed my cloak and loos-ened my sword from its belt and placed it on the stool next to me, letting a good four fin-gers of the blade out and on show from the sheath. 

				I rubbed my horse sore buttocks carefully before I lowered them and sat on a three-legged stool, across the rough-hewn, wooden table from him. 

				 Without any form of preamble, Strix began to explain to me what was happening with my peaceful worlde, and the chaos that had erupted within the realm, whilst I had lay blissfully oblivious in the loving arms of my sweet Yvette.

				“… After the farce of Bannockburn…” Here I pulled a face and held up my hand saying,

				“Please… Strix the memory is still too fresh. I was lucky to escape with my life.”

				“Yes be that as it may… His Grace is making his move now against the Lords Contrari-ants, who let him down so badly over that affair.” Strix explained, 

				“It’s a wild roll of the dice I fear, designed to force casus belli.”

			

		

	
		
			
				He lifted his tankard quickly and drained it to the last drop. 

				“Your serving, I think,” He said as he passed it to me. I ordered for both of us and we were refilled from the jug by a young buxom, freckled faced, blonde, with wild bushy, curly hair, who answering my enquiry, told me her name was Nellie of course, with a wink and a smile.

				I laughed, “I bet their all called Nellie, don’t you Strix.”

				Strix, I know and keep his secret on pain of his life, and probably my own too, ignored me as he took the refilled tankard, and raising it to the roof said loudly. 

				“The King.” 

				And without further preamble, he launched into the meat of the story, as was his way.

				“There has been bad blood between Isabelle, the queen consort and Margaret de Clare, the Baroness Badlesmere for some time. And the king means to use this, and more to his own advantage.”

				 

				“Recently, His Grace’s spies,” He coughed, 

				“ … His Grace’s spies had learned that Badlesmere had relocated the whole of his fortune with in the mighty keep of Leeds Castle, of which he is the custodian for the crown.”

				“The king strongly suspects, and I for one feel he is correct in his suspicions, that this fortune is collected for the sole purpose of funding a rebellion.”

				“For we all know that recently the Baron Badlesmere’s affections have strayed from the king.”

				“And all though he served The Longshanks well and faithfully for years, in both offic-es of the realm and also in the wars in the Old Possessions, the Colonies and against the Scots, I fear that he loves our new king not.” 

				“And further, that he, Badlesmere, whilst letting it be known that he was visiting Ponte-fract and its environs, on the business of his estates, was in reality heading to Oxford, to meet with Lancaster and the Lords Contrariants.”

				“And as for those that say, the that the king eyes this treasure for his own use, they are badly miss-judging him. Though it is obvious that His Grace needs more money for the perpetuation of the Great Empires wars.”

				“War is an expensive business, but the investment will reap huge rewards in the near and the far eastern empire, as well as in the Colonies.”

				“But it is a clever ploy to use the women’s enmity to force their hand. I smell the sod-omite, Piers Gaveston’s hand here. It’s far too bright for the king.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Maybe Isabelle, herself has planned this move?” He said cocking his head to one side.

				“She has a sly cunning for such a young woman, to be sure. She is more of a fox, than a She-wolf, eh?” 

				 “I stated that I would rather not smell Gaveston’s hand, as I could never know whose arse, his fingers had been up.”

				Strix gave me a hard stare and raised an eyebrow, looking, for all the world, like the owl on his seal ring, whilst he ignored my quip entirely.

				Despite my joviality, there was a very serious air to Strix’s demeanour, and for the re-mainder of the conversation we spoke softly, with our heads together, sat there in the darkest corner of the room. It would be too easy for someone to shout ‘treason’ in these strange days. 

				He spoke quietly in a whispered voice, 

				“Quite you fool. The inquisitors are everywhere! Remember; the walls have ears and sometimes they have eyes too.”

				After an awkward moment Strix continued,

				“Isabelle, may the gods bless and deliver her, was progressing to Canterbury, to make pilgrimage to the bones of Thomas, and had decided to break her journey for the night at Leeds Castle.”

				“That is the story anyway. I myself however, have never found Isabelle to be such a de-vote woman.”

				“Apparently, she had not thought to send word ahead of her visit. It is normal practice to do so. Thus, allowing the custodian time to be able to provide her and her retinue, with accommodation, food, and fresh horses.”

				“But then again, as I have said, it is a royal castle and Badlesmere is only the steward and custodian, in His Grace’s name and favour. However to arrive so, without notice, is most discourteous. Even for the queen consort.”

				“This is of course is the clever part of the plan. The women really do hate each other, as only women can. It relates back to a few separate incidents, which I will relate to you.”

				“Primus; The affair between the queen and Richard de Clare. Richard is Margaret’s elder 

				brother and they were close as children, only separated by a few years or so. Of course you know Red Richard, yes he was at the battle of Lincoln with you.”

				“The queen liked to use Richard as her paramour in his time at court, and whilst I am sure he enjoyed their sessions together enormously, for the queen is a woman of a vora-

			

		

	
		
			
				cious appetite, it was only a matter of time before the queens’ eye moved on to another, and when it did, she rejected him outright.”

				“In its self, a woman dominating the sexual dance is something a man never likes to experience but it is also something any man would eventually get over, even a dullard like De Clare, given sufficient time, anyway.” 

				“Unfortunately, the queen wanted to rid herself of him quickly, to avoid any possible embarrassment, upon His Graces unexpectedly hasty return, from his progression of the old possessions and so, she arranged for your father to remove Richard and send him off to the war in Ireland.”

				 

				“This obviously displeased the Baroness Badlesmere, and whilst arguments ensued be-tween the two, it would, given a fresh wind, have all blown over in time;

				‘Like white clouds on a windy day,’ as they say.”

				“Secondo; Baroness Badlesmere, later that year, asked the Queen to appoint her nephew, Bartholomew de Burghersh, to the office of the exchequer, in a purely minor role, but one that would help the lads prospect for a good marriage.”

				“So important you know nowadays,” He said looking at me with sad, thin eyes.

				“The Queen, responded and this in public too, when she made a comment about the lad’s parentage and turned her, the baroness, down flat. Like honey being spread upon bread.”

				He pointed his long, scrawny, thin finger in to the air, looking like every teacher I had ever seen and said;

				 “Tertia; On her way from Caerleon to Oxford, Margret herself, was taken captive by a band of Welshman, led by Owen ap Thomas ap Rhodri, called Owen the Red Hand, a small lord of the Welsh Marches, who claims to be the true Prince of Gwynedd and of Wales.”

					

				“And this Welshman demanded a ransom, as is usual, of a hundred shillings for her re-lease.”

				“She was held prisoner for one night, and they say brutally raped by Owen the Red Hand, who they also say, used her abhorrently in all truth.”

				“But the story which has been spread around the court, is that it was all twenty of the Welshmen, whilst in their cups, that had her; and that she was a most willing participant too.”

					

				“She was rescued the next day by the younger Hugh Despencer, who is married to her cousin.”

				 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Another of Joan of Arce and William Marshal’s offspring, she also being a first cousin to His Grace.”

				“The king ordered the arrest and imprisonment of all twenty of the kidnappers, includ-ing Owen the Red Hand, who had been one of Isabelle’s sister, Catherine of Valois’s lovers.

				“However in less than a month in Caernarfon’s deepest dungeons, they were all par-doned without even a fine, or indeed any compensation payable to the baron, for the use of his wife, other than the one hundred shillings for trespass upon his property.”

				“Isabelle was obviously the power behind the pardons, and I have reliable information that it was she, whom initially inform this Owen the Red Hand, that the Baroness would be in the Marches at this specific time, thus instigating the attack out of malice and spite.”

					

				“But I do not rule out that His Grace may have known in advance, what was to occur, and may even have colluded in the kidnap.” 

				“I can say no more on that subject. You understand?”

				I nodded sheepishly and drank a mouthful of the dark beer.

				“The Queen had also been heard to say to one of her ladies-in-waiting that; 

				‘Such a poor meretrix, has done very well to earn five shillings a head.’”

				“And so”

				“Quartus; the whole was compounded when Richard de Clare was killed at the battle of Dysert O’Dea, in the May just past. Alas, not just Richard perished at the battle but also his son, and also his wife. His line being extinguished by the end of that day.”

				“My informers tell me the battle went so, your father ordered De Clare to take the cas-tle at Bunratty, which he did, but the Irish rallied and offered battle. De Clare divided his force into three columns and began the attack early, around six bells of the morning watch. The first division was headed by de Clare’s son, Gilbert, named after their ancestor, Strongbow, you knew him too I think.

				“Yes I did, a nice enough chap. He too was at Lincoln Fair.”

				“Well they moved quickly to the north, to circle through the morning mists.”

				“The second column travelled southwards, to quell any support that may arrive and to out flank the Irish. While De Clare himself led the main thrust on O’Dea’s centre.”

				“The Irish used their knowledge of the land and their native magic to bring down the mists and make their force look smaller than they really where, and they retreated, slowly drawing the centre of De Clare’s forces into the boggy, mist strewn wet lands.”

			

		

	
		
			
				“The ambush came at about four bells, a fore noon. The Normans were slaughtered, as the Irish fell on them from all sides, appearing as from nowhere, like the Jinn themselves. Hitting hard and then vanishing… back into the heavy mists.”

				“De Clare was felled by an axe, cut clean, diagonally from shoulder to teat. His head at-tached only by the slightest fold of skin.”

				 

				“His son died too, as the fighting became close, his body hacked and knifed by the Irish.”

				“But alas, that’s not the worst of it.”

				“The Irish chieftain then fell upon De Clare’s retinue at Bunratty Castle, and all who were not slain immediately, fell back to the tower keep.”

				“The O’Dea is a hard man, and has no need or resource for a siege or even that of benefit from ransom. No parley took place, nor was parole offered.”

				“It is not there way. They fired the whole tower. De Clare’s wife perished in the flames.”

				“In all, battle and flame, perished eighty and more knights and nobles and some ten and four hundreds mounted and foot.”

				“Strange, the circle of time.” He paused for a few moments, thinking his strange thoughts,

				“I have see in the speculum that De Clare’s wife, also was descended from Joan of Acre, who will die in exactly the same way, by evil deeds and fire.” He continued,

				“How does that make sense?”

				“How does a person’s ancestor, die at some point in the future… and in the same way as that person, who is the ancestors’ descendant?” He shook his head and took another mouthful.

				“Ah, but you must remember that time is relevant, irreverent, and wholly in the eye of the beholder, you old fool,” he continued. 

				I looked around but I couldn’t see anyone who could be this old fool he referred to, so I presumed that Strix was talking to himself again, which after all is not unusual.

				“Who is this Joan of Arc?” I asked, trying to bring the conversation back to something that I could at least pretend to understand. 

				All this talk of his mystic globe, the speculum he had called it, and time, as if time was something that could be held in the hand, was a bit confusing to a dullard like me, and anyway, I had never heard of her, this Joan of Arc.

			

		

	
		
			
				“What…” he looked at me as if I had distracted his thoughts.

				“Oh… Acre. Not Arc. You have been to Acre you fool.”

				 

				And I had. It was part of my disastrous Outremer adventure, my crusade. I rubbed the scar on my right forearm automatically.

				 He place his tankard on the table and shook his head and then said, and I definitely got the feeling here that he was not talking to me at all;

				“No, It’s not explained in the book of Soyga and …  well, and I’m getting a head of myself. It is confusing some times,” 

				 I shook my head and then nodded my agreement.

				“The time lines… they flow and twist. Something is wrong with them you understand. It is something that I’ve seen in the speculum, about a witch and a warrior…”

				“Or a witch and a child… or maybe both.”

				“It really is all very unclear. It changes each time I observe them. And the warrior… Not that there are many witches left...” He paused and shook his head sadly.

				“I have heard said that witches are always stealing children… aren’t they? Or is that the Fairies…” 

				His eyes rested on mine again, and he stared at me very strangely, as if he was contem-plating asking me something, or searching for an answer, to a question, that he did not want to ask. 

				And just for a moment I wondered if the old chap was losing his marbles but then I re-membered that this was Strix, and Strix had always been more than a bit strange.

				“No. She is called Joan of Acre but it can’t be the same person…”

				“Can it… It is a different problem, I’m sure. Nothing to worry your simple head about.”

				Strix coughed and shook his head and shoulders as if a shadow had passed over his grave, and then pulling himself together, he smiled and I watched as Nellie refilled our tankards once again and she asked if we would like bread and cheese too. 

				We agreed and Strix continued sadly:

				“And so what began as slight and envy, then moved to dislike and distrust, has now turned to hatred, enmity and ruin.”

				 We ate lustily of the cheese and bread, which was delivered this time by a dark haired 

			

		

	
		
			
				Nellie, and Strix continued with his story.

				“Isabelle arrived at Leeds Castle when the baron was believed to be absent in his lands north of the gap:

				“But in reality he, the baron, had journey to Oxford to meet the Lords Contrariants as I mentioned and had left the baroness, with a small retinue, in possession of the castle.”

				“To find the castle so weakly defended was unusually good fortune, No?” He asked me,

				“So, Margaret believing, ‘That all this is just a trick to steal mine husbands treasures and goods…’ ordered that,  

				‘The gates be close and barred. The portcullis be brought down, and the bridge drawn up’. 

				“Not a greeting the queen would welcome!” I interjected,

				“The Marshall was sent to have the gates opened, and when he delivered the demand, in the name of Her Grace, received the reply that;

				 ‘The Queen must seek some other lodging, for I would not admit anyone within the castle without an order from my lord husband.’

				“But the Queens men did not withdraw and the Queen herself approached the outer barbican and upon hearing the insult, became madder than a wet hen and ordered an assault on the castle. And the baroness standing in full view, proudly on the battlements, responded by giving the order for arrows to be loosed.”

				“…Nineteen men were feathered, with six dying from their wounds, including a young boy of twelve, the Marshalls squire…”

				“Hey, I was once the Marshall squire!”

				Strix jerked and a spoonful of beer slopped wildly from his tumbler. 

				“Ye gods. I had forgotten that.”

				“Of course… I will need to check that out immediately… Did the Marshall have many squires?” 

				He had gone as pale as Sir Rembald’s white mare.

				‘That was a bit weird, even for you Strix,’ I thought but I answered,

				“Well only the two whilst I was with him, myself and John D’ Erley, who, as everyone knows, has been with the Marshall forever.”

			

		

	
		
			
				“There was me and the Bertrimon boy, I forget his given name, and young Anton Beau-champ, but no one ever really talked about him. Before my time really.” 

				Strix sat for a moment, contemplating, and drank a large mouthful of ale. He eyed me strangely again and looked pensive as he cleared his throat and said, 

				“That may be the break through I have been searching for…”

				“Now where was I…”

				“Yes, and so began the battle of Leeds Castle. The king, of course, raised his banner against such an;

				 ‘Ignoble act, and an insult to his Queen Consort,’ 

				And gathered to him the nobles, including six earls, and all the support of the outraged populace, and with in a day, a very short period of time for all to be made ready, the king’s military expedition set off for Kent, to crush the revolt led by the Lords Contrariants.

				 

				 ‘To avenge the grievous insult delivered to the queen by one of mine subjects.’

				“A relentless siege and numerous assaults took place using ballista’s. Margaret who was expecting the Earl of Lancaster, with his force to arrive and relieve her, held out with her nephew and the small garrison of men,”

				“But after five days it became obvious that no relief would arrive, and she yielded the castle to the king and received a promise of mercy from him.”

				“And so, the king has gained possession of the castle, and more importantly, all the trea-sures within.”

				“He hanged the Seneschal and the twelve men of the garrison from the castle walls.”

				 “A small group of knights, from near by Whitney did arrive to give aid to Margaret but it was too late, and once they saw that the castle was taken anyway, they claimed to have come to support the king.”

				“Baron Badlesmere has fled north of the gap. They say he has sought refuge with his relative, the Bishop of Lincoln at his palace of Stowe Park, and Margaret, with her five chil-dren, and her nephew Bartholomew de Burghersh, were taken to the White Tower.”

				“The captives were made to walk all the way to the tower and crowds of people turned out and harangued and insulted them as they passed for maltreating their queen.” 

				“His Grace has won the first battle. Now we must help him win the war.”

				“We…?” I Stammered.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Yes we.”

				“You young scallywag, it’s time for you to act as the man I know you can be.”

				“I need you in my service.”

				“It will give you the income you so desperately need, and will stand you in good stead with His Grace,”

				“And that, in its turn, will solve the problem of your derivation. In my service and with the gods luck, I think I can set you straight and raise you high.”

					

				I gulped and reddened. It was the first time my derivation had ever been mentioned in public. And mentioned as if it was general knowledge too.

					

				“My Boy.” He coughed embarrassed for me,

				“It’s not your shame… but even the poorest fool knows that a wife… a good wife… does not give forth issue, when her husband is absent from her bed, separated by the Irish sea, for well over the year and more.”

				“No. You have the name but not the inheritance. That is something that only His Grace can change.”

				I hadn’t ever really known, not for truth, but it was plain that father could never stand to look at me. And as a child, we had met en family only a handful of times, and I had been pushed around the relations, like a collection plate. Nobody really wants to, but they all chip in, if you get my meaning.

				It was not until I was a squire in Outremer, that any one had mentioned it, and even then not to my face. But at Cambridge, there had been a nasty storey about mother, and in Jerusalem, King Guy had refused to have me in the room. Saying that;

				 ‘Such as I, was unfit for his presence.’

				Of course I was so young and naïve then, and thought it was because I was not yet a knight. But the look of pity that Sir Rembald gave me was clear, and his shame for me was written across his face.

				 

				“Ah, you know my hidden shame.”

				And there it was. 

				Spoken aloud for the very first time.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion 

				William Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke is conferring with members of the council of thirteen, at the home of Hamelin the Blind, le Comte de Warenne, Earl of Surry, at the newly remod-elled castle of Conisburgh, Yorkshire. 

				Amongst his large retinue are William Longesprée, Red Richard de Clare, 3rd Earl Hereford, 4th Earl of Gloucester, his son Gilbert who is known as Strongbow, and the knights, Sir Falkes de Breauté and Sir Nicholas, Sir John and Sir Stephen Deveroux and Sir Stephen cousin-neph-ew, Thomas, who has just been named a new squire for the Marshall.

					Chapter 20	The Red Herring

				✪

				When the cheering and roaring eventually died down, it was replaced by a chillingly long silence. A silence, which stretch just a little too far, if you know what I mean, it was a silence that filled the room, like rainwater fills up the hoof print of a horse.

				Slowly all eyes turned to the assassin and studied him maliciously.

				As I say, he was a small youth of about four feet and a half tall and he had a thin weasel like appearance, with lank, dark brown hair. 

				He still wore his pages uniform, but it was now dirty and in disarray and a small ‘witch mark’ mole lay on his left cheek, he looked like a bad apple, one which had a been bruised.

				 The Marshall stood by the wall and looked at the small chip mark that the dagger had made, and he slowly ran his fingers up and down the cleft it had left, a bit like a man does, when he is stroking his fingers over his chin.

				 He wore a plain chemise with a chainmail shirt over it, long leather boots and breeches. His white Templar tabard with its large red cross stretched across his massive chest, and a wide leather belt circled his waist, from it hung only a small thin dagger. His hair was long and of a light brown colour, now beginning to be flecked with grey at the temples 

			

		

	
		
			
				and the crown, as was his close trimmed beard, and his eyes were a lively bright blue.

				He stood at least ahead taller than anyone else in the room and was well muscled in both arms and thighs, and he walk briskly for an older man, as he paced back across the room, he bounced the knife up and down in his open palm and then he turned back to study the assassin. 

				 

				 He tapped the knife against his chest and said,

				“There is something strange here. And it is neither fish, fowl nor good red herring!”

				“Take him away but keep him safe. And see to his wounds. Let no harm come to him. No harm… none yet, eh?” He said simply.

				I had now been in the castle for nearly a moons full rotation and was starting to get used to the ways of Blind Hamelin, the Marshall and his retinue, and to be honest, the whole place was starting to feel like a kind of home to me. For once I didn’t feel awkwardly out of place, and no one was giving me those dark sullen stares that were such a feature of De-veroux House.

				I don’t know if you remember, but father had never really taken to me. No matter how I tried, I could not win his acceptance. He would always look askance at me whenever I en-tered the room, and more often than not, if father was in residency, then mother, would find some urgent task that only I could perform, and that would take me away from De-veroux House for a short period. 

				I could only ever remember being alone with him on a handful of occasions. They were always strange, awkward meetings, uncomfortable in the extreme, and whilst he was never actually violent towards me, his dislike was far from concealed.

				Mother does make time for me, when she is able; it was still very awkward for her, being a court so often. And as a result, I have frequently been passed from pillar to post, as they say, and deposited with… well, with whichever relative was willing to take up the chal-lenge.

				Aunts Elisabeth and Celia, my mother’s sisters, were favourites of mine although there was a plethora of others to be sure.

				Things had been fine for most of the last lustrum, as father always seemed to be cam-paigning somewhere, often in Ulster, against the Scots and the Irish. My own schooling had taken up a large part of each year, but even the masters at Slough Grammar needed a break from me at times, and the holidays were always a problem.

				I should mention that before Slough Grammar, I had also attended other schools. The Lincoln School had been the previous establishment to have the honour of my patronage, and that came after Kings in Canterbury, and in between that, private studies with Friar Bacon. And also there had been schooling at Kings in Rochester, Kings, in Ely, and Kings 

			

		

	
		
			
				in Pontefract.

				Anyway after being ‘sent down’ from the Lincoln school for some trivial offence with a knife of mine called Stabbetha, and a boy whose name I have truly forgotten, and his new doublet, which involved a rather overly enthusiastic performance of mine,

				‘Is this a dagger I see before me… Come let me hold you.’ 

				 

				I had moved to Slough and then there was the unfortunate incident with the bishop, which was followed by private tutoring with Doctor Dee.

				It had then been decided by my father, after his sudden and unexplained dislike of Doc-tor Dee had materialised, that a change of tactics, regarding my future education, would be implemented.

				Father had decided that I had received enough schooling for the moment and that may-be I could progress and have a contented life within the Order of the Templars. 

				That is presuming, that I didn’t die of course during said education, and I cant help but wonder, if that was part of fathers reasoning, when he asked my uncle-cousins to make the arrangements for me to be enrolled as a page within the holy order. 

				And so it was as my cousin-uncle Sir Stephen’s page that I had arrived at Conisburgh to meet up with his brothers, more cousin-uncles, Sir Nicholas and Sir John Deveroux.

				I hoped that, as a page, I would eventually be able to progress within the Templars and then with any luck, become a squire and eventually, a novice, before taking the vows and becoming, should the gods so wish it, a Knight of the Order. 

				As you can imagine, I thought this was a glorious idea. Even my elder brothers, Robert, Francis and Walter wanted to be Templars. And dying as a Templar hero, well it couldn’t be that bad, could it? After all, as warriors of Jesu, they were guaranteed direct ascen-dance to heaven.

				Anyway, so here I was at Conisburgh, and I think I need to explain about the place for you to understand the lay out. You see, I think I had a hunch that I knew what the Mar-shall was talking about. The idea or suspicion if you like, had just leapt in to my mind.

				Of course it was impossible for me to say anything, it was far beyond my station to con-verse with these great lords but if you knew the castle, had an understanding of the way it had been designed, you too would catch his meaning about ‘Something being wrong.’

				Let me explain to you about the castle. You see Conisburgh is a unique castle and the De Warenne family has only recently completed its re-construction. 

				The keep is built all of ashlar-faced limestone and at a hundred feet high, it is so very tall, but it stands at the top of a huge motte, and that motte itself is on the top of an as-

			

		

	
		
			
				tonishingly steep hill. 

				The over all effect is that the keep of the castle stands at least a hundred and fifty feet, if not two hundred feet tall. And it commands the valley of the river Don and guards the river crossing completely. 

				The walls of the keep are ten and six feet thick. And even thicker below the ground, and the keep has the unusual feature of a ring of six identical wedge shaped buttresses, that flare outwards at the bottom, giving extra strength, and whose very tops had been con-verted, so that archers could dominate any aspect, what so ever, that may need to be de-fended. 

				The view from the top is breathtaking and Short Stubb, one of My Lord de Warenne’s archers swears, that with a following wind, he can make an arrow fly three hundred and fifty feet. He also claims that,

				 ‘With the keep being so tall, that no advancing enemy, could ever fire at them and hope to hit anything but the walls below his feet.’

				Adjacent to the castle, in a pleasant wooded vale, is the mound, the barrow tomb of the ancient Anglo-Saxon king, Hengist. 

				 

				The only entrance to the keep is on the second floor, twenty feet high and can be ap-proached only by an open wooden staircase, which can be removed or burned, in the case of a siege. 

				Under the turrets, the buttresses have been converted to provide every luxury that a no-ble could require during a siege but also, in day-to-day life. 

				In one corner is a pigeon loft, which provides eggs but the birds also enable communica-tion with the outside worlde, and in other corners, there is a baker’s oven, a very deep-wa-ter cistern, which runs the height of the castle and is fed by the rainwater from the roof. A chapel dedicated to the gods stands in the last corner and faces east.

				 

				Great arched and vaulted cellars, are built in to the lower areas of the keep, were the dark cells are also, and a deep well has been constructed. These cellars are windowless and only accessible by the stairs from above.

				The first floor of the keep is occupied with storage cells, the kitchens, and a small hall, with the curved stairway, which is built in to the wall and leads up to the great hall. 

				On the southern wall is the entrance door. Compared with the rest of the castle, it is relatively small but that too is a design that had been built specifically, to make it difficult for more than one foeman, to enter at a time.

				The great hall is on the floor above here, it has a large pillared and columned window, which is covered with glass and the view from this window takes in the whole of the val-

			

		

	
		
			
				ley, north, east, and south. 

				A massive stone fireplace, again with pillar columns, which are taller than me, I can ac-tually walk across the fireplace, without having to bend at all, has been built in to the wall and it heats the whole of the room. 

				The walls of the hall are covered with rich, colourful tapestries and weapons of all de-scription, and the banners and shields of De Warenne, and of Anjou, and Plantagenet, were heavily featured throughout the castle, even upon the flags a top the tower, that fluttered in the wind. 

				 Hidden behind an intricate wooden screen at one end of the hall, is a room with a sink, that has been built into the walls and which is fed water, from a pump connected to the cisterns. This is called the small kitchen which is used by the servants, for serving and re-warming but not cooking the families meals, and next to it, in the opposite corner is a garderobe, that empties somehow with water, to the outside of the castle and that also has a sink and pump, so that the user may also wash. 

				The top floor is the lord’s privy chamber and it too has arched windows, which are again covered over with glass. It too has a garderobe, like the one below but smaller, this also has a built in sink, and in a different space there is access to a small private chapel, again east facing, and sacristy that has been built in to the buttress.

				The whole keep is topped with a massive wooden platform, that has a sloping roof, and it allows for archers to take up their impressive defensive positions behind the merlons. 

				 

				Outside the immense curtain wall runs around the edge of the hills in a huge ‘D’ shape, and the outer wall contains the blacksmiths, the stables, a cow-byre, and the piggeries.

				The gatehouse stands between the inner and outer wards and is only accessible through a tunnel that runs inside the walls. The tunnel twists and turns, three times, and it has murder holes built into its roof and arrow slots built in to the walls. The tunnel can be sealed with a portcullis at either end and anyone trapped inside would be slaughter by an unseen army.

				The colossal barbican stands above the deep ditch that surrounds the walls and it con-sists of a double bowed tower with arched cross walks, which in turn is protected by a metal portcullis and wooden drawbridge. It is the only entrance to the castle; they’re be-ing no sallyports or postern gate.

				So, now you understand the castles layout, do you see what I mean? And what the Mar-shall was alluding to?

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise Of Germania ~ Part II.

				Milo Bauermann is in the retinue of the warlord and has been designated to protect the young Prince Rudolf, who is dressed as a page. They are leaving the Priory of Saint Florian and heading west again.

					Chapter 21	The Ancient and Holy City of Munich

				✪

					

				The next morning the Priory echoed with the sound of the stable boys rushing about their duties, as the horses snorted and stamped, eager to be off. The men were quickly swallowing the last of their morning beer and complaining, like all soldiers do, swear-ing as usual, about rising with the dawn, as we readied for the journey and mounted the horses in the courtyard.

				 The early morning sunlight was streaming slowly over the outer buildings and you could smell the promise of more rain to come in the air. 

				The warlord was seated on his huge black stallion. Ackus was a reckless, ill-tempered beast, which would bite you more willingly, than it would bite an apple. The warlord shaded his eyes and nodded at old Sir Johann, who bowed his head slightly in return and shouted,

				“Come on you lazy shits, let’s be having you ready, mount up… we are leaving. Anyone who is late will be fined half a day’s pay.” 

				Sir Johann snorted roughly and then spat out a mouth full of snot as he barked the or-ders to mount and make ready to move out. 

				The warlord spurred his great black stallion in to a leap and rode out through the open gate. We followed, riding in pairs, like a small child’s wooden wagon train, pulled by a string. I rode with the prince who looked tired and drawn, as if a cold was beginning to set in.

			

		

	
		
			
				On the early afternoon of the fifth day, after we had left Linz, we eased our pace, as we approached the crest of a hill. 

				Then we reined in and stopped in a place where the road twisted around a cluster of wind swept, bent back trees and soon we had started the long, slow, winding descent to-wards the city that sprawled below across the valley floor. 

				The Ancient and Holy City of Munich was built to be exactly ten square leagues across and took a grid formation, to reflect the rectangular shape of the universe.

				As we surveyed the sight, the afternoon sun glistened on the towers of the Luminous Palace and the golden roof of the Holy Temple of Virtue shone brightly. They say that it is made of solid gold. The river Isar cut the city at an angle and meanders, in a lazy fashion, out towards the eastern gate. 

				 As I rode forward with the prince, I heard the comment, 

				“…This is where we will enter,” the Warlord was speaking, recognising the weak point in the cities defenses and indicating with his finger to Sir Johann.

				“So few Lord… My Lord, as we are, cannot expect to take the Ancient and Holy City of Munich,” Said Old Johann in a nervous voice.

				“There are more ways of taking a city than to storm its walls,” Retorted the Warlord. 

				“Being so few, I hope we have not been recognised as a threat by the emperors spies, or those of his eunuch.”

				“We will keep formation, and simply ride in through the gate. Pass the word to the men, they should keep silent and their weapons must be concealed… but ready.”

				Our column approached the eastern gate, keeping at a steady pace, not fast enough to be threatening to the guards but not indicating that we were preparing to slow down.

				The city guards ran out in front of the gate, to the area between the city wall and the bridge that crossed over the river. They formed into two ranks and presented their spears, grounding the bases against a charge. 

				The Sentinel, in his tower, sent a flare high into the sky. It spluttered and shot out bright red sparks in a large ark across the city.

				The gates behind the guards swung and closed with a heavy resounding bang, which was followed closely by a dull thud, as the bar was dropped and we heard the noise of men struggling with heavy weights, as the wooded braces were put in place across the back of those solid gates.

				After we had crossed the bridge, Sir Johann raised his hand and we eased to a gentle 

			

		

	
		
			
				halt, forming a line of mounted death, just a few paces in front of the guards, maybe twenty feet distance, no more and our horses snorted and stamped, ready to leap in to a charge. 

				The warlord guided his mount forward until he was only a stride away from the guards.

				The captain of the guard advanced and with a firm manor demanded, 

				“Declare yourself!”

				“You know who I am,” Snarled the Warlord. 

				“Why do you enter the Ancient and Holy City of Munich without being announced and so, escorted by an armed force?” Demanded the Captain of the Guard.

				“I come to pay my respects to the King,” Replied the Warlord, 

				“Would you have me travel unprotected in such an unsettled time?”

				The captain looked about and said, “You will wait here until the Watch Commander comes.” 

				“You would dare to keep one of the king’s councillors waiting?” Screamed the Warlord.

				The captain shrank visibly under the onslaught and many of the guard were seen to take a backward step.

				“These are my orders, My Lord,” Said the Captain, swallowing hard and hoping he would still be a captain when the sun went down.

				Fortunately for him, before any further escalation could take place, the watch com-mander arrived and shouted from the wall above the gate. 

				The guard snapped to attention and the captain rushed to the walls to speak with him. After the briefest of conversations and a short pause, the gates were again opened and the commander appeared before them, mounted on a brown mare. 

				He advanced to the warlord and bowing his head very deeply, he removed his gaunt-let and holding it in his left hand, lazily tugged at his left ear with his right hand. Then scratched his nose before tugging on the left ear, whilst all the time watching the warlord and then he said,

				“Please excuse our Captain. He is only following his orders. We are at a high security lev-el and everyone, with out exception, is being held at the gates.”

				He paused and edged his horse forward a few steps. And lowering his voice, spoke softly so only those close by could hear.

			

		

	
		
			
				“I am Sir Lother, My Lord. Please forgive my tardiness, and this reception. Please be as-sured that no disrespect is meant, for I too search for the lost symbol. Please let me escort you. Do you desire to see the chamber of reflection?” 

				“Why is the security so high?” The Warlord lazily scratched his nose with his left hand and then patted his chest before checking his sword was loosed.

				 

				“Because the king has insisted,” Sir Lother replied simply.

				“However, we will be please to allow you to pass.”

				“Unfortunately, you will only be able to bring a small bodyguard of two men with you. The rest of your men can stay at the barracks or find rooms in the outer city, back across the river.”

				 

				“No bodyguard will be necessary.” 

				The warlord turned on his horse and shouted his orders to Sir Johann. 

				We wheeled our horses and rode proudly back over the bridge and towards the outer city to find some lodgings, and I watched as the warlord spurred his horse and headed through the now open gates. 

				The watch commander rode swiftly after him.

				✪ 

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				Thomas Deveroux is at the home of Mistress Yvette Waterton, The Watermill, on the out-skirts of the market town of Axholme, in the county of Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

					Chapter 22	Dead Man’s Chest

				✪

				It was later that evening, after dinner. A nice piece of salmon in a dill sauce, served with sliced leeks and wilde mushrooms, which I had prepared for us, that we were strolling down to the mill pond at the bottom of the vegetable garden. The great wooden wheel of the mill creaked pleasantly and the canvas of the wind sails flapped in the evening’s gen-tle breeze. 

				It was about then that Nosher, the scruffy urchin of our previous acquaintance, who was clad in a cloth jerkin and leggings, with dung on his feet, and straw in his hair, ap-peared. He was delivering the box, with the aid of a beaten up old dogcart, which was pulled by the sorriest nag that I have ever seen.

				The watermill, which is Yvette’s home, is a rambling detached residence with lots of wil-de flowers, an orchard, a kitchen garden and a beautiful meadow with a truly enormous oak tree. The mill stands at the bottom of the hill at the edge of the small market town. The river runs down passed it and on to the Great Umber and the wilde northern seas.

				In fact, just across the bridge further down the road, back towards the village stood the small country house which once belonged to the now disgraced local knight, Sir Roger De Busli, a wood and lime brick building with the address of No. 1, Yorkshire. 

				One of only three such address’s in the whole of England, the others being; No. 1 London and No. 1 Scotland. I couldn’t help be impressed by that, most impressed, I wonder what ever happened to No. 2.

				“You know, the box must be worth more than the delivery boy’s cart and nag,” And I dug into the pocket of my travel cloak that Yorick, the skeleton who acted as Yvette’s hat 

			

		

	
		
			
				stand, and stood in the corner of the kitchen, near the back door, was holding politely for me. I gave a coin to Yvette.

				“Oh you are such an insufferable snob” she replied, or some such and that I should bring what was left of the wine, a really nice Nuis St George, from my grandsire’s vines, and help her examine the contents. 

				“Of the decanter or the box?” And she laughed heartily.

				As I returned, Yvette was thanking the urchin and giving him the halfpenny for his trouble. I twisted my nose, as the boy placed the box on the kitchen table and returned to his vehicle.

				It was then that I heard the most appalling noise. It seemed to emanate from the cart’s obviously illegal sound system. He started off down the path. The old nag using a turn of speed that was unbelievable, scattering pebbles left and right, as he headed out of the gate.

				“I will put a wager on that beast at the next tourney,” 

				“That youth will go deaf. But only if the inquisitors don’t get him first…”

				“Oh, what a beauty, excellent, excellent. It’s a real celestial inlaid wooden box, lets open it up, Yvette my dear.”

				Yvette opened the box and we took the contents out slowly. They were all wrapped in soft cloths, which she un-wrapped and placed each of them down on to the kitchen table in front of the cooking range. 

				The box was obviously of a celestial design and intricately inlaid with ivory and jade. A hardwood, with polished brass hinges and lock, and it contained, a small dented brass plate, a delicate celestial vase with a chunk missing, a carved wooden bowl and a broken bracelet with characters dangling from it, that I have heard people call charms. The ivory and jade carving on the lid displayed a red dragon in full flight.

				Not much to make such a fuss about you may think but I could see why Yvette liked the box. It was about a stride long and a foot and a half high and was finely detailed, and in-layed with mother of pearl in a Celestial design.

				“Look, there are symbols on the bowl, and there is one on the plate too.” Commented Yvette.

				“Yes,” I replied, taking the bowl and holding it nearer to the candlelight, so as to see the symbols in more detail.

				“The symbols for the cross and the crown, the scimitar, and the crescent moon, a pyra-mid, and a five sided star. Excellent. Excellent.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Oh, how clever you are Thom and look, the vase has this one.” 

				“That’s a white lotus,” I informed her, 

				“And here on the box itself, is the small equal armed cross, and upon the bracelet are the charms and symbols for the Earth, Fire, Water, Sun and Moon.”

				It was about this time that Oda appeared at the window and tapped furiously upon the pain, with a rhythmic beat that surprised me, and then, but a few moments later the dogs began to bark, accompanied by the sound of horses. This was followed shortly by a hefty banging upon the front door. 

				Yvette rushed over to the window and peaked through the shutters. 

				 

				“Thom, it’s the dibble!”

				“The Sheriff, at this time of night. Yvette my dear, what have you been doing.” 

				I gasped as I joined her and saw three men with torches brandishing in the night air.

				Yvette came into my arms and kissed me gently,

				“What me, I have done nothing I should be ashamed of. Not yet anyway…” She smiled slyly, squeezing my inner thigh.

				 I look nervously at the door, as the banging came again.

				“Doesn’t little Thomikin’s want to stay then,” She said in what I can only describe as a most seductive voice. Her lips turned from a pout, to a smile and she laughed, as I just stuttered and turned red.

				“I’m only teasing you, silly,” Then as she patted my head, rather like she would have done to a little boy, or a favoured dog.

				“You really must go darling... I still have so much to do… and… well they must not catch you here with me. These new Cultural Laws, I am breaking at least a dozen of them. And Strix… Well he needs you to be free and active…” 

				“I know darling… but don’t be foolish. I am in no danger … not yet. And you will only cause more trouble than either of us need. Best if I deal with these unwanted visitors my-self,” She hesitated,

				“They have been watching me for the last month at least. So, quickly now away with you! Out of the backdoor and up the hill. Follow the tree line and then across the mead-ow, and head for the Great North Road. Strawberry is waiting. Follow Oda, she knows the way.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Are you really sure. I can take them easily. There’s only the three of them.”

				 

				She stamped her foot and pointed to the door.

				“Yes… Well, thank you for an excellent stay. I love you… always. Will you be safe on your own,” I asked as I kissed her again.

				“I am far from defenseless… and Thom… Oh darling, please be careful, you are in far more danger than me. Go… please, I beg of you.”

				Yvette pushed me towards the back door, as I stole one last glance at the box and its contents, and felt my heart yearning; I wanted to spend more time with Yvette and with them. But the banning began again and I heard Yvette shout as she headed down the short corridor,

				“Who the hell are you to breakdown an honest woman’s door in the middle of the night. Declare yourselves, or I will have the dogs on you!”

				A smile was on my face, and I feared for the Sheriff, as I heaved my getaway bag on to my shoulder, and headed for the floury inners of the Mill. 

				Strawberry was waiting under the oak, and tied to her saddle was a bag of food and a skin of wine. 

				The same urchin who had brought the box stood there, smiling, and Oda sat on a low branch, her head bobbing up and down like a magpies’ head will do.

				“Here’s Nosher… with Strawberry.” 

				The collection of dust, dung and straw stated mysteriously, and blinking his bright green eyes, waved me farewell with a flick of his hat, as the horse pulled away, along the tree lined path and south towards Nottingham.

				It must have been an hour later before it even crossed my mind to wonder how Yvette had known to have my horse ready and waiting, or that I would need food. 

				And who exactly is this Nosher?

				But then she always did surprise me.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion

				William Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke is conferring with members of the council of thirteen, at the home of Hamelin the Blind, le Comte de Warenne, Earl of Surry, at the newly remod-elled castle of Conisburgh, Yorkshire.

				Amongst his large retinue are William Longesprée, Red Richard de Clare, 3rd Earl Hereford, 4th Earl of Gloucester, his son Gilbert known as Strongbow, and the knights, Sir Falkes de Breauté and Sir Nicholas, Sir John and Sir Stephen Deveroux, who’s cousin-nephew, Thomas, has been made a squire for the Marshall.

					Chapter 23	The Assassin

				✪

					

				After the lords had finished their evening repast, I was set to help the servers. I was clearing away some of the platters and had just returned to the great hall to continue my duties, when the assassin was brought in front of the Marshall again.

				 

				He was manacled at both the wrist and the feet and the manacles were joined feet to hands, so that he could only walk with short steps and in a stooped manner. The guards where accompanied by the man Nort, who placed a low wooden stool in front of the fire, and the prisoner who was roughly handled was made to sit. 

				The stool was placed so that it was too close to the fire for it to be comfortable, and with-in moments the prisoner was fidgeting and beads of sweat had started to appear on his brow.

				 The stool was so low and the Marshall was so very tall, and he loomed over the assassin like a colossus.

				I have to say, that now that I was looking properly at the assassin, he looked totally dif-ferent to me, I mean, that he looked different to how I remembered him. The physician had bandaged his head and his arm but it was more than just that.

			

		

	
		
			
				 In fact, I found it difficult to see the boy as I had seen him before at all, or to remember him as he was before the attempted murder.

				He looked weak and frightened, and so he should be, for the Marshall was known as a man who got things done.

				The Marshall walked about the hall impatiently while Blind Hamelin, sat at the benches of the table with Longesprée, Red Richard de Clare, and Strongbow at his side. 

				I was across the room stood between the stairwell and the serving cabinet in which the wine was kept. At Richard’s nod, I went over and poured for them.

				Nort, who is a dark thin man, and the two guards returned to stand near the head of the stairwell. Nort leaned lazily of the wall cleaning his finger nails with his dirk and the guards took up rather sloppy sentinel positions to either side.

				“There is some thing wrong here. Something wrong with you.” Said the Marshall softly, as he pace the room and threw long piercing glances at the would-be assassin. 

				He paced from the table to the far wall and then back, across to where the chip had been dislodged by the knife’s blade. And then he stood, towering over the boy.

				 “Yes, something that is neither fish, fowl nor good red herring.”

				 “So assassin, whose sodomite are you, eh?”

				 “Louis, Edward’s, or Henry’s?” He asked plainly enough.

				The assassin remained silent, furiously shaking his head. His dark eyes were wide with fear, as they darted around the room, seeking, searching for any escape.

				“Fine, we will start with an easy question.”

				“What’s your name?” Demanded the Marshall.

				“Yes sire,” The assassin answered meekly.

				“Oh! Being sharp now eh?”

				“Why… yes sire,” he responded looking surprised.

				“Hellfire and damnation!” Shouted the Marshall, and he struck the boy with the back of his hand. The blow was not overly forceful but it was enough to send the assassin flying from the stool and leave him sprawled across the chamber floor, with blood flowing from his nose.

				“Sire!” The assassin and Bind Hamelin shouted at the same time.

			

		

	
		
			
				The Marshall soon gained control of himself and strode back to the chipped wall.

				“Sire.” Blind Hamelin pleaded, 

				“The lads name is Wat... Wat Sharpe… Walter Sharpe.”

				“What.” exclaimed the Marshall in bewilderment?

				“Yes,” Answered the assassin, and Blind Hamelin together.

				“Hellfire and damnation!”

				“I have no taste for this work. Nort, you take him down to the dark cells and loosen that tongue of his.”

				The guards dragged the scared boy off the floor and hauled him to the stairwell. Nort nodded to the Marshall and followed them down. 

				As they carried him out of the room, I caught the look of terror in his eyes. It stated sim-ply, 

				‘This will be the day that I die.’

				I replied with mine own eyes. 

				‘I tell you what, Wat. You know what’s what.’

				“A cup of wine if it please you Thomas,” The Marshall said to me.

				“Look at the size of me, gods you would have to be blind, not to see that something is wrong here?” 

				“Sire, I hope you do not think that I, or mine were involved in this stew.” Replied Blind Hamelin, standing up straight and knocking his wine over.

				The Marshall looked about and put his hands in his head. Then after a moment, he walked over to the bench where Blind Hamelin stood, and Longesprée and Strongbow sat, and he held Hamlin. 

				Red Richard de Clare followed him and sat opposite. They indicated to me that I should pour again. I did and I started to clean up the spillage, with a grey, rough spun, woollen cloth that I had draped over my belt.

				The Marshall place his arm around the shoulders of Blind Hamelin and helped him back into his seat.

				“My dear De Warenne… Prince... Forgive me. This whole matter has me in knots.”

			

		

	
		
			
				“I know that you and yours are not involved in this stew, but… the gods know that someone has gone out of their way to make it look so.”

				“What I had meant to say was… that any man who looks at me plainly would be able to see, that something is wrong… so wrong with this whole plan.”

				“I was not born blind, Sire. And I do remember, as we both were in Normandy, when we fought against those armies from Flanders, at the battle of Neufchatel. Some ten and one years ago it was, after that injury, sire, that I took in the battle, it was then, that mine eye sight, did first start to fade.”

				“Ah good Hamelin! Then you will recall that I am tall and that mine chest is a large as a barrel.”

				“It’s true my lord.” Red Richard declared, and Strongbow and Longesprée both grunted their agreement, as usual.

				“I do so recall,” Added Blind Hamelin.

				“And so, we come to that… that, which is tying my mind in to a knot.”

				“When you hire a man as an assassin and persuade him to strike at your foe, what plan would you have in mind?”

				“Would the assassin not need to escape?” He continued,

				“Yet, here we are… in the very heart of the grand, newly re-modelled castle of Hamelin de Warenne. Built with all that is best, and of modern thought… all the best of equipment and materials that are available, and where money has been no objection, for you have a very rich wife my lord.” He laughed and his smile lit up the room.

				“And so, your newly remodelled castle has only one entrance and the same route for es-cape available. Why the assassin would have to pass what… eight guard posts?”

				“Aye. And a portcullis and drawbridge!” Red Richard chipped in.

				 

				“No, this is no professional assassin!” 

				“Just look at the size of me,” Continued the Marshall,

				“Six foot and a half tall, three feet and a half wide and covered from neck to foot in chain mail.”

				“And does this assassin sneak up and stab me in the back?”

				“Does he kill me in my sleep or slice me across the throat?”

			

		

	
		
			
				“No, he stands twelve strides away, across the whole width of the hall and throws a quil-lon. A quillon dagger in the design of Old Gaul!”

				“What are the chances that you could take me in the neck with a dagger throw? Eh Red? Or you Longesprée?” 

				“What are the chances you could hit that beam from here Strongbow or you boy?” He said asking me and before I could answer, he passed me the dagger and said,

				“Go on. I lay you ten shillings that you shall miss.”

				 “Sire… where would I find ten shillings?” 

				I replied, because, and here you will have to believe me, ten shillings is a fortune to one in my position. They all laughed together at my remark.

				“Aye, it’s a tricky shot and true.” Red Richard agreed, running his hand through the mass of red and grey hair that sprouted from his head, face, nose, eyebrows, and ears.

				“No, this is no professional assassin. Not one who would plot an ambush and after his kill, make good his escape. No, this is a boy…. A boy only.” The Marshall continued,

				“A boy who somehow, has been coerced in to this plot, forced in some manner or other. That… or he is one, who simply wishes to make an name for himself.”

				“But if so, why not use a poison, and slip quietly away in the night?” Asked Longesprée.

				“Mayhap, some one wanted the attempt to fail… Sire?” I stammered.

				All five heads turn towards me and I swallowed hard, turning a brilliant crimson in co-lour, 

				“I’m sorry S-Sire….”

				“It was not my place to speak… I…” I bowed my head and started to retreat,

				“Ha. Thomas. You have a mind and a tongue eh? Quick, and sharp like your dear moth-ers. No, it was not your place to speak. But I think you speak the truth of it, eh?”

				“Aye!” Blind Hamelin, Longesprée, Strongbow, and Red Richard shouted together.

				I poured more wine for them and then walked over to the serving cabinet, next to the stairwell and suffered in my embarrassment.

				 ‘Jesu, what the devil had gotten into me?’

				I decided to stay at the cabinet and keep my mouth shut and my eyes averted. I could 

			

		

	
		
			
				hear the occasional sentence but I really tried not to listen. 

				Then, when there was no more wine left in the jug, I swiftly headed down the stairs to find the kitchens, and new supplies.

				‘Who would want to make an attempt of the life of a man, as great as the Marshall and to have that attempt fail?’

				‘What possible gain could they make?’

				Try as I may, I could not get the questions out of my head.

				“… Only Old Gaul or France in truth,” Blind Hamelin replied to the question that I had not heard asked, as I returned to the room,

				 “Yet, I do not see my nephew’s hand in this, or his brood of cubs… and that leaves Louis, 

				Edward or the Tudors and what would it gain them?” His blind eyes looked about.

				“Aye.” Agreed Red Richard and then seeing me enter, he held up his cup for me to fill.

				 

				It seemed to me that Red Richard de Clare said ‘Aye’ to everything that either of the oth-ers said, unless, of course they said ‘Nay.’ 

				It also seemed too obvious to lay the blame at the feet of Old Gaul. After all, we were gathering here, before setting off to meet the Barons, who also were gathered in Newark and together or two forces would join and head to Lincoln, to do battle with the invading armies of France and bring relief to the siege of Lincoln.

				“Well Nort, what did the boy say?” The Marshall asked as Nort appeared at the top of the 

				stairwell and waited quietly.

				“Naught more than this, M’Lord.” Replied the swarthy ruff. 

				“He says he was given the dagger by a ‘Man of the Green Hood, and they hold his mother 

				captive, in the forests close by, and will release her, only when the news of the attempt, that has been made, is abroad.” 

				“Are those his exact words… When news of the attempt?” Asked Longesprée.

				“Why, yes M’Lord.”

				The five peers of the realm looked at each other in agreement.

				“Maybe it is more than we realise… could it be an enemy of the Empire, who wishes to strike at our moment of weakness… or even one who would be against the Temple?” The Marshall emptied his cup and held it out for me to refill.

			

		

	
		
			
				“That would bring us back to the Pope and France again,” Blind Hamelin said.

				“What of these ‘Men of the Green Hood,’ do we need to deal with them too?” Asked Red Richard.

				“Who are they?” Enquired the Marshall.

				“They are men, some of good standing, others just robbers and cutthroats, who either way, have found themselves on the wrong side of these ‘Black Laws’ that the king has im-posed,”

				“And now they must starve, or risk hunting in the forests… and should they hunt in the kings forests, or even be accused by another, of doing so, and if they be caught, then they will be hanged, for the killing of a deer, or even a royal rabbit.”

				 “And so they hide and infest the forests, from here to Wentworth and Sprotburgh, north to Wakefield, Pontefract and to Barnsdale, and some say even further, and south to Axholme and Tickhill, and further south too, even to the very gates of Nottingham itself,” 

				“I fear they will need to be dealt with soon,” Explained Blind Hamelin.

				“Hellfire and damnation!”

				“How did the realm ever get into such a mess?” 

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				 

				Thomas Deveroux is in his rooms above the emporium of Messer’s Camden and Sons, by roy-al warrant and appointment to his gracious majesty Edward II, Royal Astronomers, Astrolo-gers, Cartographers, Chart Makers, Horologist, Navigators, Oikouménê, Scribists, and who are of the Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers and Sporting Bookmakers, which is situated in Neal’s Yard, London. NC2H 9DP

					

					Chapter 24	Messer’s Camden’s Party

				✪

				As I laced up my doublet I could already hear the soft strains of music floating upwards through the wooden flooring, it mixed easily with the gentle booming of male voices, and the occasional laughter.

				Only a week had passed since I had returned to the metropolis, and tonight I was start-ing to feel that slight unease that I always get just before I have to commit to any form of engagement that involves leaving the homestead and meeting other people. 

				I’m not sure that shyness is one of my problems, but after my crusade, and Hattin in particular, I just feel more comfortable on my own, at home or with my dear Yvette.

				But I couldn’t let the Camden brothers down, could I? 

				I was just thinking of some way of weaselling out when, Anatole staggered in to the room. He collided with the table, and then knocked over a stool, before falling face down-wards on the floor in a saggy, drunken pile. 

				 It was that which really made my mind up. The very idea of spending an evening with his rotting corpse was really beyond the pale and so, checking my reflection in the tar-nished copper kettle, I strode manfully down the stairs that led to the yard, and within three strides I was at the front door of their emporium.

				 

				As you will remember, Messer’s Camden and sons own the building of which the upper 

			

		

	
		
			
				story is occupied by yours truly, and which is situated in Neal’s Yard, London. 

				 

				They held these little soirees of theirs from time to time, usually when they had some impressive new map to unveil to the worlde in general, and the invited guests ranged from the high and mighty of the realm, to the notable of the scientific community. 

				I always had the feeling that I was only invited because I was behind with the rent, and it gave them the opportunity to keep their collective eye on me.

				A man, obviously not a butler, but definitely some one who does-for, met me at the door and asked;

				“What name is it, Sire?” And on my reply said, 

				“The master is expecting you M’Lord, please follow me into the small library.” 

				I did, and he announced me with ringing tones. Of course he got it all wrong, the correct form of address was actually ‘Sir’… I’m not and never shall be a Lord.

				Mister Sampson Camden, the senior of the brothers, rushed forward to greet me.

				“My dear chap, how wonderful of you to come… Such an honour… Please let me provide you with a sweet sherry that we have specially,” He coughed, 

				“Imported from Porto… most fine… I believe you know Doctor Sopenhiemer, the judge…” 

				He left me with an awful sherry, and a small fat man.

				“Hello Soapy, how the devil are you. I see you have been feasting again.” I said to Soapy.

				“Dev my dear man, are you still charging around the country in chain mail? I thought you might have had enough of that palaver; it’s not good for the health you know. Just look at De Clare. They chopped him into little pieces, they did, his wife, and son too.”

				“No, if I were you I would concentrate on finding yourself a wife.” 

				He launched into his spiel about a wife being a good thing for a man, and I swallowed it, and washed it down with the sherry.

				“Let me ditch this poison and see if anything more suitable is available.”

				To which Soapy replied,

				“Good idea Dev old chap.”

				For those of you who are new to my society, you may not have met Soapy before, but 

			

		

	
		
			
				Soapy, Sudsy, Joe the Soap, or to give him his correct title, Doctor Joseph Sopenhiemer, Kings Councillor, Doctor of Philosophy, Master of Arts, is an old friend of mine and of the family. I have known him from the distant school days of yester year. 

				Way back in the cradle of our youth, we had terrorised quite a few of the smaller villages of middle England with our wild antics. 

				Now of course Soapy is the youngest of the Kings Councillors, and acts as an advisor to his uncle who is a royal judge. He is quite a success apparently, which is something moth-er points out on a regular basis.

				Of course when I knew him best he was just a spotty oik from London Town, whose fa-ther was something in the ministry. 

				“Are you still lazing about the place, pretending to write, and slipping your hand into your mother’s purse on a weekly basis?” 

				He asked me as I handed him a glass of Irish whiskey, newly smuggled from Dublin to Bristol, and down the Avon and Kennet canal.

				“Why yes, and are you still clerking for your uncle?”

				These things always go the same way, after you belittle each other for a while you move on to reminisce about the good old school days, which we all hated, and then you move on again, to old acquaintances, who are not present, and belittle them in turn. We were just reaching that stage when who should turn up?

				 Well you will never believe it, but none other than Bonzo.

				 You know Bonzo? Everyone knows Bonzo. About six foot and a half tall and so thin that he weighs absolutely nothing, even when sopping wet, he has long greasy hair, a face full of spots and a small moustache, and if he turns sideways he absolutely disappears from view. 

				He claims, as a matter of fact, that this skill once saved his life in battle. The French ar-chers being unable to distinguish between him, and the rain, as it fell in straight lines. 

				Anyway, Bonzo is always immaculately dressed, and tonight was no exception. He was entirely in rich red silks, a doublet, and hose combination, with a racy shoulder cape, knee length black leather boots, and the biggest hat I had seen outside of a racecourse on ladies day. He looked like a demented toadstool.

				During our formative years, Bonzo and I had indulged, often rather heavily, in the bet-ter things that life has to offer. You know the kind of thing I mean. Too many late nights, wine, a good play, a bad play, more wine, the odd race card here and there, the tourneys of course and once or twice a rollicking good concert. 

			

		

	
		
			
				In fact, it was often said, that,

				‘Where one of us went, the other was bound to be.’ 

				And so it was often proved. Well that was in our youth, and is a story that we can save for another day.

				Nowadays, Bonzo is Professor Barrington Browne of St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. What followed in the way of conversation went something like this. 

				“Well bless my sole, if its not old Dev!

				On the one part, followed swiftly by, “As I live and breathe, Bonzo Barrington Browne.” on the other.

				Along with lots of hand shaking, back slapping and general, 

				“Well I never… God bless me... and who would have thought’s...”

				Once these pleasantries where over, we slapped each other on the back again and I sug-gested that we head to the table in the corner, where the alcohol was stored and which seemed to be the centre of social attention.

				 

				Of course Bonzo knows Soapy, everyone knowing everyone in England, I mean, after all, the Companions of the Conqueror, and all that. 

				The thing is that in England these days, there is a section of the population of which Soapy, Bonzo and myself, along with several hundred other young chaps belong.

				We are the sons that nobody knows what to do with. We are the leftovers after the feast. 

				You see what a member of the aristocracy really needs is an heir. Yes, an heir is impera-tive for the continuation of the line. 

				Then, a second son is fine, just in case the first happens to get killed in a tourney or hunting accident or some such, after that you simply fill the place up with a few girls, who you intend to marry off to good advantage and that is it, your family life is all sorted out.

				Unfortunately we are the third and forth sons and a bit of a problem. 

				You see there is no land available for us and it is unlikely, unless we get a good marriage that we will ever amount to much. 

				Still they can’t just ignore us entirely. 

				So they send us off to school, and then they normally stick us into the army, hoping we 

			

		

	
		
			
				will be killed off at the end of act one, as I’ve heard Marlowe put it. 

				If the chap has a brain of any sorts there are always the universities, and if not the church. 

				Failing that, they are more or less stuck with a young man hanging around the place all day, taking up space that could be used for something better, forever dipping their sticky fingers in to the old treasure chest and generally eating everyone out of house and home.

				 If you ask me frankly, that is why the mater and pater where so keen on the idea of the crusade. And then there was Bannockburn. I mean, what are the odds of a chap returning from that fiasco, eh? I suppose the Messer’s Camden would know.

				 Still we struggle along and so here we all where Bonzo, Soapy, and myself and we were shooting arrows at the clouds as we always do, when I asked Bonzo,

				“What the devil are you doing here? Awfully nice to see you and all that but a bit of a surprise.”

				Well, the long and short of it is, after it all has been boiled down, it turned out, that Bon-zo had been invited to look at some of the good Camden Brothers maps, and they had very kindly asked him;

				‘If he had nothing better to do, why not pop along about eight bells of the last dog watch, for-mal dress to our soiree, this very evening.’ 

				 

				And here we were, as the evening began to stretch out before us. We had settled down to devour old Camden’s Irish imports, and a good time was in the offing when… 

				That was when it happened, just, as it always does, and against all the codes of good be-haviour, some old decrepit butts in to our conversation.

				“Please forgive my interruption,” Says he, and without waiting for a reply continues, 

				“But, did I here you correctly. You did mention that you had a Chinese lacquered box from the T’Ang dynasty.” 

				Bonzo unfortunately, being socially insecure, has not yet developed the skills that we of the old guard have over the years perfected, which allow us to totally ignore a fellow, without hardly being rude at all. Well maybe just a smidgen’. Just for the hell of it. And so it was he, who replied,

				“Yes, that’s right… it belongs to my good friend here. We think that it maybe from the T’Ang dynasty but we don’t really know.”

				“I know,” I stated, 

			

		

	
		
			
				“That both the box and vase are of the T’Ang dynasty.” 

				“Good, good,” Said the decrepit one, 

				“You may not know it but I have been studying the T’Ang dynasty for some twenty and more years now,” And he paused, to slurp some more sherry from his glass. 

				“I’m always delighted when I come a cross anything that is related to the period. I’ve been writing a book on the subject, I seem to have been at it, forever… Alas.” He shook his head,

				“Johanssons, the publishers you know, are giving me hell because it’s missed another deadline, or something. I just can’t seem to get to the end of it.”

				I know how he feels I thought, but the mention of Johanssons began to thaw my heart, they being my own publishers, and this making him as near a brother to me, as he was ever likely to get.

				“I don’t suppose that you have this vase with you, do you, eh?” He continued.

				“No,” I answered simply, 

				“The vase is in my apartment.”

				“Such a shame, I would love to see it sometime.” The eavesdropper said pleadingly.

				“Your rooms are only upstairs,” Interjected Bonzo, in his thickheaded kind of way.

				“Oh good, let’s take a look at it then,” The decrepit one insisted.

				“You don’t mean now, this instant?” I replied.

				“Oh, yes. The sooner the better.” Came the answer.

				“It’s OK,” Bonzo commented, 

				“Professor Witherspoon is up at ‘Catz’ with me. I can take him along if you like.” 

				I couldn’t help but smile as the decrepit one took hold of Bonzo’s arm and pulling him rather too close, lead him away.

				“Good, Good…” I heard him say.

				I wondered over to the drinks table and there found the Messer’s Camden but before I could say anything the younger brother, Manoah said,

				“I see old Witherspoon collared you.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				He raised his glass and beamed,

				 “Ah, Witherspoon leaving us so soon, I do hope you have enjoyed yourself.”

				“Absolutely wonderful, my dear chap. Wonderful… but it appears that this splendid, strapping, handsome, young man has a vase for me to examine. Please excuse us… Good-bye,” said the decrepit one, as he shuffled Bonzo through the door.

				Bonzo had started to look uncomfortable but was out of the door before I could com-ment further. Only his look shouted out, gods help me!

				“I say… I do hope your young friend will be all right with Witherspoon, if you know what I mean. He’s a bit of a one for the young chaps.”

				“Oh, I’m sure Bonzo can handle him all right.” I replied swallowing more whiskey.

				 

				“Yes, that’s what I was worried about! That could be exactly what Witherspoon is ex-pecting,” Smiled the younger of the Messer’s Camden brothers.

				✪

				 

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Boy With The Third Nipple

				The Boy With The Third Nipple is journeying from the ferry crossing at Welton Water along the north bank of the Great Umber, Yorkshire, North of the Gap

				 Chapter 25	The Tallest Building in the Worlde

				✪

				I know that I had felt sad at first, when the gates closed behind me and I saw Brother Ignatius with his gloomy smile and the sharp, quick wave of his hand. Almost as if he where trying to ensure that no one else saw it, but soon that feeling had left me and as I walked I felt strangely happy.

				 I had set off from Rievaulx’s peaceful, sheltered valley, high by the northern moors which where enclosed by their sharp ridges, and left its pleasant sheep filled meadows with their wooden pens. And journeyed out over the hills, and through the fields where the knee length grasses danced and rippled in the breeze, and then down, down hill, to the distant estuary of the Great Umber, which sat shimmering in the sun like silver. 

				And there to the east and far away in the distance was the town of Ravenspur, sitting like an island in the wilde northern sea.

				I had never seen anything so vast. 

				‘How do I get across that?’ I asked myself.

				There where two magpies accompanying me today. They flit together from branch to branch, always just ahead of me, as if they were playing some intricate game of tag, and they screeched at the world in a language that I struggled to understand,

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak’

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak!’

				I smiled as I realised that for the first time in my life I was free. I was free of the rigours 

			

		

	
		
			
				of my monastic upbringing, and I would have the freedom to breathe god’s fresh clean air, and wonder at the beauty of the world he had created.

				Still I had got to travel thirty and five leagues or more, and I had never been more that five leagues from the abbey in my life. 

				Well that is not exactly true. Twice, I had travelled with brother Ignatius, the brew mas-ter, to Far York to deliver the ale. That was a crowded place, with more people than I had ever seen at one time, and the stink, gods the stench of that city. 

				The smells and the noise, the clatter of the carts, the whining of the wheels on there axels, which were not properly greased, and the cries, shouts, bawls and screams of the people there.

				Oh, it had been a true assault upon all my senses. 

				No, I had been raised, if not quite born, in the pleasant, quiet green worlde of the valley of the abbey, and for me the feel of the grass on my toes, and to hear the songs of the sky-larks and the chirp of the blackbirds… oh yes, that was truly heavenly.

				I suddenly felt a real connection with the gods and could completely understand why blessed Saint Francis had been so enamoured with all the creatures that the gods had cre-ated.

				In all it was going to take me seven, eight or maybe more days to travel to the daughter abbey at Revesby.

				South, following the river Rye down hill to the Great Umber and then across the ferry at Walton Water to Winteringham, on the far bank, then up the ridge of the Woulds and onward to Ermine Street and Lincoln. 

				Somewhere on my right, on the fourth day or so, I should see the marshes. And some-where in the marshes, there would be the Sacred Isle. 

				But I would head on south, passing the Isle, and in all probability not even see it at all, if any of the tales that I had heard where true, and the mystic isle did really float in those magic waters, hidden among the marshes and the mists.

				No, I would go onwards down Ermine Street towards Lincoln, for a least a further day and then just at Lincoln, before the Bail Gate, I would turn east by southeast again and through the wetland paths, towards the coast and the remote abbey at Revesby. 

				That at least that was my plan. Unless… unless I could take this chance, and visit the great new cathedral of Lincoln itself. 

				The gods could not blame me for that, could they? After all, it is our duty to make the pilgrimage to the holy shrines. Brother Waldef had said so a hundred times or more and 

			

		

	
		
			
				the Abbott agreed. I’m sure he did. And Lincoln, well Lincoln was the newest of all the holy shrines.

				Yes, I decided, it would be sinful to simply walk past the greatest cathedral ever built, the tallest building in the world, when I would be almost within touching distance of it, and not stop to pray there. 

				To not stop and offer my soul before the high alter, oh, that would truly be a sin. Yes, I would kneel in front of the great alter of the Holy Sepulchre, and pray for Brother Igna-tius, and for Brother Waldef, and even for Abbot Ælred. I would ask for their forgiveness and pray to be a more devout novice, and to be less heretical. 

				Yes, I agreed that has to be a holy thing to do.

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak’

				‘Queg, queg, queg’ Agreed the magpies.

				“It is the tallest building in the world, you know,” Brother Ignatius had told me as we journeyed to Far York, 

				“With a wonderful, coloured, stone chiselled frieze that depicts all the saints, and all the kings, and it stretches right across the great holy entrance, above the doors.”

				“And the twin towers reach up high, higher than a man can see, to the very gates of heaven itself.”

				 He made it sounds as if the Engels themselves had built it.

				“But there are also the Jinn in the form of skeletons and the infamous Lincoln imp who lurks there. They hide amongst the gargoyles of the towers, watching, and waiting, ready to grab the very souls of the unwary, and drag them down to hell.’

					

				As I walked, I thought again about what Abbot Ælred had said to me, when he delivered the news that I was to be sent to the remote daughter abbey of Revesby.

				“Ungrateful, irreligious and ever unruly. Boisterous, noise some and forever slacking of to swim in the fish ponds, and running around wet and naked!”

				 He shook his head and his dry tongue flicked quickly, like a toad that I had seen in those very ponds, across his lips.

				“It is time… time for you to be gone! We can do no more with you!”

				“You tempt our very souls!” said Abbott Ælred. 

				The Abbott was a fierce man, grey, and grizzled with dark eyes, that never smiled and 

			

		

	
		
			
				his belly was slung low in a heavy paunch. He was famous and well known for his Scot-tish connections, he, like Brother Waldef, had been raised at the court of King David of Scotland, was a cousin of the Balliol’s and he was also, probably more importantly, a friend of the Pope.

				But no, he was not what I would call a happy man. He was tortured in some way, a way I didn’t understand and when at dinner on that last evening, I had asked him about his own torture, knowing that it is good to share ones torments, and thus make less of them, he flushed red. 

				Redder than a radish, and he balled ferociously at me.

				“Get thee from this house of God! Get thee to where thy heathen ideology will serve thee better! Get thee hence to the Abbey of Revesby. Take nothing! For that is what you came to us with. Nothing!” 

				He paused as if for more breath and continued,

				“Get thee to that stinking, evil hell, hard by those purgatory mists. And if on the way, the heathens from that accursed isle should reach out their hand and capture you, so be it! Let them take thee. At least there, they may suffer you and these heresies of yours may-be tolerated.”

				Brother Ignatius looked on, his face white and his eyes misting up with tears,

				“But Father, maybe the lad is young and has fanciful ideas… but surely we can teach him the error of his ways?”

				“Teach him what?” questioned Brother Waldef whom was himself, the stepbrother of the Scottish King, David. 

				“Bah!’’ Erupted the Abbott, 

				“The gods know we have tried to teach him, and what do we get. Eh… No! I have made my decision. He will depart on the morrow.”

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Adventures of Robyn Nudd

				Robyn and the Sheriff of Nottingham are journeying northwest from London and are on the Paddington Arm of the Grand Union Canal, North London, W1 9EH.

					Chapter 26	Hitchin’ A Ride

				✪

				The deep water swirled darkly around the Sheriff of Nottingham, as she settled within the lock. Leaping nimbly a shore, I took the lock key and prepared to open the upper gate. 

				The Sheriff slowly floated upwards as the water filled the lock, swirling wildly but con-tained by the huge wooden gates. Once that operation was complete, I placed my back on the gates arm and heaving with all my might, my feet resting on the raised stone steps built into the head of the lock, what we call the ladder, I pushed, and pushed.

				The lock gate moved in the water,

				 “Like a soul floating from one worlde to another” I said to myself.

				 Then as I pulled on the guide rope, the Sheriff drifted in to the key side. Quickly, I un-tied the forward line and coiling it, threw it on to the deck and rushing swiftly to the back of the vessel, repeated the operation with the aft line. 

				Once this was free, I held the line taut and pulling again brought the Sheriff forward a few feet. She slipped through the murky waters easily. 

				Then coiling the line in, I stepped on to the aft deck, dropping the rope to the floor and gently slipped the gear lever in to the forward position. 

				The Sheriff’s Perkins steam engine coughs slightly. But she never fails me. The steam en-gine has a dual powered system and can be run from the wood burner or from the batter-ies, which in turn are charged by the solar panels along her roof, and also from the gener-ator of the steam engine. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Of course there is also the Major. The Major is a massive grey. He is getting on in years now, so he is not always with me on the boat trips but when he is, the year’s fall away and he pulls her along the tow path with ease. 

				The Sheriff also has a mast with a short-rigged sail but I rarely used that, unless I am on the tidal part of one of the big rivers.

				So, resting for a moment I gave a swift, sweet toot on the whistle and we moved grace-fully out of the lock and upstream.

				It took ten more minutes to moor up next to the lock, tie-up, and then closed the gate.

				Then I looked at the sky and made the quick decision to secure the mooring, and stay put for the night.

				I whistled, and Ferdinand looked up from where he lay on the roof and leaped off the boat, landing easily on the shore. 

				Stooping down to collect a small sharp hatchet and a large wicker basket, that also held a short blade, Ferdinand and I strolled away from the lock and down the towpath, slightly off to the left, in the direction of a small coppice.

				The wood was a thin thing, and I asked the gods of the trees to forgive me, and let them know that the axe was only to divide the fallen, and wind broken branches.

				It took only a short time and soon we had collected enough wood to keep the Sheriff’s fires burning for a few days, and then we stopped to pick some wilde mushrooms, garlic, and chives.

				 

				The tree gods seemed to smile on me and for once we came away without even a scratch from the brambles, or a burr in our hair.

				Once back aboard the boat I dropped lazily on to the bench and watched the skyline, as the sun started to drop lower in the sky.

				Tossing Ferdinand a piece of cheese, which he caught mid-air and wolfed greedily, I fol-lowed suit, eating a morsel myself. 

				I took a glass of the strong red wine to the aft bench, a sample that Jacqui Feather Ear had brought over to the lock at Camden for me, and began chewing on an apple as I said to Ferdinand,

				“She said she got the wine from some parson, out Wells on Sea way,” 

				 

				“This is wonderful init Ferdi? Not a soul in sight, and a beautiful early summer evening to look forward to.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Ferdinand nodded and showed his agreement by caressing my leg gently.

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion.

				William Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke and his retinue, have met with the Barons forces at the Bishops Palace in Stowe-in-Lindsey, on the high ridge of Ermine Street, to the north of Lin-coln.

					Chapter 27	The Siege of Lincoln 

				✪

				The barons were assembled around a table in the hall of the Bishop’s Palace, and the Marshall was listening to the ideas that they had to put forward, while I poured the wine for those that wanted refreshment. 

				The barons were discussing the dispersal of the enemy. It was decided that on the mor-row, just before dawn, the relief of the siege would begin.

				The Marshall had arranged for our forces which where gathered from the nearby cas-tles of Sheffield, Pontefract, Wakefield, and Tickhill to merge with those of the lords from Northumberland and Far York, and for all to be to the north of the city, aligned along Er-mine street. 

				While the forces of the baron’s, under the joint leadership of Peter the Warlike Bishop of Winchester, and of Ranulf de Blondeville, Earl of Chester, were to the east along the Fosse Way, with some units remaining south again along Ermine street, cutting off the retreat to Saint Albans and London. 

				“…And thus, we will besiege the besiegers.” Concluded the Marshall,

				“Those that do not yield, will die, and the rest… The rest will flee south and be hewn, hacked and sliced, in innumerable ambushes, as they flee back to London… or we will drive them east, and trapped them here,” he pointed,

				“Against the Wolds, were our forces of mounted knights will destroy them en masse.” 

				Our army encompassed four hundreds of knights, with their retinues of armed men and 

			

		

	
		
			
				squires, both a horse, and on foot, and an assembly of freemen, skirmishers and Irish gal-lowglass of three hundreds and more, a total of five thousand men.

				“Thank you all My Lords, we will meet on the field tomorrow and if the gods are with us, we will drink to our victory in the evening. De Breauté… please stay a while.”

				The lords and barons filed out of the room and I refilled his tumbler for Falkes de Breauté.

				“My dear Falkes, I have a special mission for you and your men. I need you to relieve Nicola de la Haye. She is a formidable woman and will continue to hold, but I want to change the situation. I have an idea that a small force could gain access to the keep with the Castilian’s help, and then, once you open the gates, we will poor in and through, leav-ing by the southern gate, bypassing the French defenses completely. It is most imperative that we put the French on the back foot.”

				“I want you to take a force of two hundreds and fifty crossbowmen and enter here…. I will arrange for the gates to be open.”

				“My Lord… How will you perform such… a miracle?”

				The Marshall winked at me and said, 

				“Have you not heard that I have the luck of the devil, and that I am an intimate friend of the Lincoln Imp?”

				“You just be here,” He pointed to the tabletop map, 

				“Ready, at the forth bell of the morning watch. Leave the rest to me.” He smiled his crooked smile.

				De Breauté looked puzzled but knew the Marshall well enough to understand that the consultation was over. He simply said,

				“It will be as M’Lord says, we will be there, and ready for your signal.” 

				We had travelled on the first day from Conisburgh via Tickhill castle, and then onwards to the small market town of Axholme, which stands on the Yorkshire, Nottinghamshire, and Lincolnshire boarders, and camped on the second night at the high beacon in Gring-ley on the Hill.

				And then, in the morning, we moved down from the hill to the marshes of Lound, which spread around the country there, near the Isle of Axholme, which, to my abject dis-appointment, remained shrouded in mist, hidden from our view. 

				Then we headed for the roman road of Old Street, which led us to the ford that crossed the River Trent, and we moved swiftly onward to Ermine Street and hence to Stowe. 

			

		

	
		
			
				At Stowe we had commandeered the rebel Bishop of Lincoln’s palace, and we took great sport, hunting, and feasting upon his deer, taking nearly half his herd to feed the men, and the Bishop’s small folk joined in and helped empty his wine cellar too.

				The bulk of the army had moved up from Newark and they took up their positions, building a vast encampment on the south of the city, at Barcecliff Heath, on top of the great Lincoln Cliff, only a mile or so from the river Witham. They were well drilled and refreshed, having rested at Newark for three days and more. 

				The Marshall, the commanders, and many of the knights met at Broadholme Priory, in the western vale below Lincoln, on that evening to give thanks to the gods. 

				And the Butterfly Bishop of Winchester took their confessions, while the brothers of the priory collected their wills and their letters that would be delivered to their loved ones, if the occasion called for it, and they were not collected in person.

				 Peter the Warlike, known as the Butterfly Bishop was the papal legate and he gave a rousing speech, encouraging all to battle. His vow forbad that him the use of a blade but allowed that he carried a massive war hammer.

				 He spoke of how just our cause was, and of how the forces of Prince Louis of France were,

				 ‘Nothing more than an immoral pack of dogs and worse!’ 

				Then he performed an excommunication of Louis the King of France, of the Bishop of Lincoln, and of all the Barons aligned with him, expelling them all from the sight of the gods, and the hope of eternal life, and of heavens mercy. 

				After the mass, I stood to the side, while the great nobles talked softly and said their farewells. 

				It was twilight when we travelled back to Stowe, the whole of the company made the journey in silence, and we passed through the night camps, as the men settled down for a sleepless night before the battle. 

				The tents and the pavilions rippled slightly in the wind and my ears were filled with the sound of the night. The simple sounds of horses, the birds evening chorus, and the hun-dreds of campfires with their clanking of men in their armour, the banging together of kettles and cook pots, and the creaking of wagons, and ropes and of the tree branches. 

				 And all the while the smell of cooking and smoking fires, of wet dogs, wet horses and wet grass, and dung, filled my nose.

				Later the Marshall appeared from the palace to see the night stars and look at the moon, which hung just there, massively in the sky. 

			

		

	
		
			
				It was a terrible dark, deep red moon and it looked as if it where only a finger’s poke away. 

				As if it had taken a moment, to stop and study the worlde. After a few heartbeats the Marshall noticed me, as I too watched the stars and he said,

				“Hellfire and damnation, what a devil sent moon. It’s a sign from the gods I’m thinking. A war moon, a bloode moon, a killing moon if ever there was one… it is as if the blood of our enemies has already stained the face of the heavens.”

				“Are you scared Thomas?”

				“Yes, My Lord, I feel… nervous. I fear I have the collywobbles.”

				He laughed a little and said,

				“Collywobbles, eh. Me too. Does that surprise you lad?”

				“Yes, My Lord.” I answered meekly.

				“Any man who does not fear his mortality, is either a fool… or dead already.” He contin-ued,

				“To me lad,” 

				He placed his hand on my shoulder, and led me back to the palace.

				“There remains but one last task for the evening. Do you have your letters? How good is your hand Thomas?”

				“Yes, I do Sire, It’s fair, but not exactly neat. My old tutor, Dr Dee, said it looks rather as if a spider had stepped into the inkwell, before dancing across the parchment.” 

				“Good.” He laughed, 

				“That is exactly what we need. The more obscure the message, the safer it will be. Here… let us go write us a love note.”

				We re-entered the palace and made for the small solar, and there approached the table. As was usual with the Marshall, his things were strewn all about, and maps and parch-ments of all kinds, were spread across the table in a fine mess. 

				He bid me to sit at a stool and he pointed to the ink well and the parchment. I took a hold of the quill and curled my left arm around the parchment as I bent my head to the work. 

				The palace had only a few candles still burning and their flames flickered gently as the night’s breeze drifted through the opened windows. I waited with my hand poised over 

			

		

	
		
			
				the small piece of parchment for the Marshall to begin. 

				“Write this Thomas, write it as small as you can and exactly as I say it… please, exactly.”

					To My Dear Love

					‘The Key to my soul

					Will Open,

					Sal’s Door,

					My love I shall Keep,

					Four the Morning.’

					‘And when the Bells Toll,

					Not One!

					But a’ Four,

				 My love I shall Meet,

				 In the Morning,’

					‘Soon, we will be Whole,

					Sun light, 

					Eastern Dawns,

					My love I shall Greet,

					In the Morning’

					I promise that we will be together again soon,

					Your true love,

					Thomas

					xxx

				 

				He took the parchment and began to read it out aloud.

				“Well what do you think, eh lad?”

				“I feel sure that the lady will be most happy to receive your love… My Lord.”

				I said blushing a little, and wondering if you really had to write such tosh to a girl to get them to marry you. 

				And anyway, who had the Marshall got in Lincoln? I was sure cousin Bess had men-tioned that he had a new wife already in Pembroke. Maybe it was this Lady de la Haye.

				 

				“Good, I think we may send two messages just in case the Lincoln Imp gets hold of one, eh?”

			

		

	
		
			
				“Please copy it out again. Exactly as it is, mistakes and all!”

				 

				“But don’t you think I should correct the mistakes, Sire.”

				“No lad, it’s fine. You wrote it just as I spoke the words, and that is how I wanted it to be.” He smiled at me and continued,

				 “Do you know what? I think that maybe you should send this message. It maybe some-thing that will change the whole of your life…”

				 

				He laughed loudly, just like someone who knew a secret that you didn’t, as he walked over to the willow cage that the pigeons were kept in.

				‘I think My Lord has taken to much wine this evening,’ 

				Perhaps it is for the best. I had seen a lot of knights passing the wine around the camp-fires this evening. Maybe it is because they know the battle is coming… 

				 ‘… In the morning.’ The song rang in my head.

				I watched the Marshall, whilst he sanded the parchments and then he rolled each mes-sage tightly in to a tube shape, before sealing the ends with hot wax. 

				He took two pigeons from the cage and kissed each one lightly on the head, then passed them both to me to hold. 

				The birds squirmed gently in my hands as he took the messages and carefully bound one, to the small leg of each bird. 

				We moved again out into the night, the camp had settled and only those noises that are always heard within a camp at night, stirred in the sullen air.

				It was hard to realise, that several thousand men were sleeping their last sleep, before a battle. I felt a little like I did before the great Christmas feasts, a kind of nervous feeling in my tummy… but excited too. The collywobbles.

				“Here you go Thomas. Send a message to the Blessed Virgin of Lincoln…” 

				I lifted my hands to the night and let the birds fly, tossing them one by one, high up to the black sky and watched, as they swiftly headed south, across that terrible red moon, towards the mighty cathedral.

				“Tell her of our love, and that we are coming to free her.”

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise of Germania ~ Part II.

				The Warlord is in the Great and Holy City of Munich, awaiting his meeting with King Henry, the Lion of Bavaria, and with the High Priest.

					Chapter 28	The Warlords Message

				✪

				I could still smell the fear, a heavy deep sweat that clung to the commander even though Sir Lother had declared himself to me. 

				I gentled Ackus, as he led us through the streets, deep into the city and eventually to the inner courtyard of the lower bailey, where several eunuchs waited to show me to an apartment kept in readiness for guests and where I was to await for the call from the king. 

				This Sir Lother was a slight man, with too many teeth for his small, thin-lipped mouth and he chatted inanely, as we rode through the city, answering his own questions, like some men who think of themselves as important often do.

				“…How where the roads? Muddy eh… Always are, this time of year…”

				“Still, I hear there has been a good crop and the harvests will begin in a week or so… The rain should hold off, don’t you think? Yes I’m sure it will…”

				“Did you encounter any trouble journeying? No, not with your excellent troops… I can tell a good squad of men when I see them…”

				“The priest told me to watch out for you… good man that priest. Have you know him long? No I suppose not, he is a secretive man and new in the kings service…”

				“And you have been… travelling. No… Yes, I know of your travels…”

				“And so I made sure I had the watch command. Of course, it’s not my usual duty… No indeed, for I am high in the kings favour… And the bishops too…”

			

		

	
		
			
				 Once inside the apartments, I removed my armour and washed my hands and face, be-fore changing my chemise. And then sitting at the scribing desk, I took a quill and stroked the feather down my cheek as I thought. 

				Slowly I dipped it in the dark black ink and then quickly scratched it across the parch-ment, as I wrote a note in my best hand.

				The note read simply, 

					‘Your Holiness, I am here in the city 

					to pay homage to the King.

					I must leave as soon as my audience is over. 

					And continue my king’s work.

					But would crave an interview with you.

					~ȽɃ~ 

				 

				I carefully scraped my signature across the bottom of the parchment and warmed the small wax stick over the flame of the candle, then watched as it dripped, forming into a dark, midnight black pool on the fold.

				And placing the ring that the priest had given me into the wax, I pressed down hard with a satisfying smile. It made a clean impression and so the note was sealed with the priest symbol of a snake coiled around a skull.

				‘Some times the old ways serve us better,’

				I said to myself, as I placed the note on a tray and rang a small silver bell that was sitting silently on the scribing desk.

				The servant left the apartment to deliver the note, and I knew he would take the note directly to the Head Eunuchs office. 

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion

				William Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke and his retinue are at the Bishops Palace in Stowe-in-Lindsey, on the high ridge of Ermine Street, to the north of Lincoln.

					Chapter 29	The Battle of Lincoln Fair

				✪

				And so, on the Saturday of the Whitsun week we were mounted in the fields north of Lincoln city. My horse, Strawberry, was to the rear of the Marshall’s as I sat proudly hold-ing his colours high, per Pale, Or and Vert with a charge, lion Gules, mounted sinister. 

				It was still very early, only the second bell of the morning watch and the sky was grey, and not yet ready for the sun to light up my shiny new armour. 

				My new sword hung at my side, I had named it Red Feather and it had been blessed by none other than the legendary Peter des Roches himself. 

				Called ‘Peter the Warlike’ by some, he was the famous Butterfly Bishop of Winchester, and I imagined myself as the great hero, Hyacinthus.

				The Bishop was notorious when ‘in his cups’ for retelling the miracle that had blessed his life. Last evening, he had retold all present the story… 

				“I was riding in the good lord Jesu’s blessed lands.” He had told us, 

				“When I met a fellow traveller mounted on a great black stallion, in a clearing by a small stream. After our courteous greetings, we dismounted and decided to share a small lunch of bread and cheese together, and we enjoyed our ease with a little wine that I had upon me.”

				“The warrior turned out to be non other than the legendary King Arthur of the Britons, and a fine and chivalrous knight he was too.”

				“We talked of all the problems in the world and the king was truly enamoured of my di-

			

		

	
		
			
				vine calling and profound wisdom.”

				“After our repast we decided to have a friendly bout with the swords, and so impressed with my prowess was the legendary king, that he declared that none other than Lancelot himself, would have been able to beat me upon that day.”

				“Soon however, the sun was falling and we both had to depart to reach our journeys end before evensong, and so I asked a boon of the king.” 

				“I asked that he give me a sign, one that could be presented to others, to tell of our meet-ing. He bade me kneel and cup my hands together in prayer and he did like wise, facing me, with his hands cupped around mine, and he led us in a prayer to the gods.”

				“And when our prayers were complete, he took his hands from mine and rose saying,”

				“From this day forth, all men shall know you for the great man that you are and this will be thy holy symbol.”

				“And with that he faded into a mist and was gone…”

				“I looked all around but there was no sign of him, and then I felt a brush of something, 

				something lightly touching my palm, and carefully opened my hands out.”

				“A beautiful butterfly. All blue and yellow and black, fluttered out and circled my head three times, before floating over to where the king had left his accoutrements, and as the butterfly skipped, from item to item, a long sword called Caliburn, a shield of three crowns of Or, on a field of Azure, called Pridwen, and a straight sharp lance called Ron. It landed on each in turn and they too faded like the early morning mist, even the great black stallion, Hengroen.”

				“And then a strange old magpie appeared, and nodded its head at me, watching me from a branch halfway up a tree.” 

				“A truer sign from the gods I have never witnessed.” He had concluded. 

				And from that day on the Butterfly was painted brightly upon his shield.

				And so it was just before sunrise when I rode with the Marshall to the head of the army, which had been roused, and fed, and was now arranged into seven well formed and well positioned battalions, across the plains of the ridge. The vale of Lincoln spread out to the right and down to the river.

				The city lay in front of us, and as we moved forward the new twin towers of the cathe-dral, the highest building in the world, rose from the early morning mists, to the very clouds themselves, as if greeting us.

				We were to attack the north gate, whilst the crossbow men, under the command of Sir 

			

		

	
		
			
				Falkes du Breauté, moved out in front of the battalions heading east along the outline of the city, and they soon disappeared from my sight amongst the low buildings of the city outskirts.

				Bishop Peter would take the west gate and De Blondeville would sweep south and crush them at the river. 

				 

				The Marshall had repeated his instructions to the leaders but now spoke aloud for all the men to hear.

				And the orders were relayed back through the ranks.

				 “The orders given are to accept the surrender of any Englishman, noble, knight, or yeo-man who will yield… for we will need to win the peace also.” 

				“But any Englishman of what ever rank, who will not yield, is to be killed… outright.”

				“All French men, without exception, are to be killed outright. It will teach them never to invade our fair lands again. No quarter is to be given. We ride under the black flag.”

				“No surrender is to be accepted from those dogs.” 

				Bishop Peter said that the gods expected,

				“That the people of the city, especially those merchants and bureaucrats, should suffer too… for they had given much sustenance and support to the devil ridden Louis and his armies…”

				“…And what ever plunder we do find, shall be divided amongst you all…”

				The Bishop had finished the Marshall’s address, with a prayer, and then to huge cheers and strange shouts of huzzah, a Turkish battle cry that was newly brought from the Otto-man crusades.

				 I sat on Strawberry and watched as the faint promise of sunrise began to twinkle and the dark night faded on the horizon, and then I heard the great bells of the cathedral as they began to toll, many times, just at the fourth bell of the morning watch.

				“I see your lover got your note, eh Thomas” Smiled the Marshall,

				“Let us go and greet her with a kiss.”

				And all of a sudden, it had begun. 

				Chaos surged around the eastern side of the city, with crossbow men shooting from the roofs of the houses there, and we rode to attack the northern gate. 

			

		

	
		
			
				I felt the force of an arrow as it flashed passed my cheek, and heard the squelching thud, as it hit the man behind me. I saw him fall from his horse, as Strawberry reared up and leapt forward, for the chaos of war had surrounded me. 

				Holding his banner firmly in my left hand, as it streamed in the soft grey light of the nearly 

				morning, I followed the Marshall, as the shafts of the rising sun broke through and spar-kled on my armour. 

				Then a yeoman rushed at me, screaming something that I could not understand and I turned Strawberry into him and slashed downwards, with my new, innocent sword.

				I felt Red Feather bite as the stroke swept downwards into his neck and he stopped in his stride, his eyes rolling to look at his shoulder and Strawberry rode over him, and he fell as we made for the gate.

				The French, despite their fore knowledge of our positions, were taken by surprise, or at the very least, were a might slow to react, and then the great northern gates open to us before the ram was anywhere near them.

				Falkes de Breauté bowed low and smiled at the Marshall as we approached.

				“The castle and the city are ours M’Lord. All we need to do is tell the enemy.” He laughed and raced off and out of the southern gate and across the Castle Hill towards the cathe-dral.

				The rest was blood and butchery.

				Before the bells had stopped ringing, we were out of the southern gate and heading to the Cathedral Yard, where the French had decided to make a stand. 

				Their leader, Thomas, Le Comte Du Perche, had been interrupted whilst breaking his fast. He had been eating a small pigeon and reading some ‘Gods awful English love poem’, and he refused to surrender.

				And so the fighting grew bitter and gruesome. And it became even more so, when De Breauté’s men attacked the French in the rear.

				And they died there, at the edge of the Cathedral Yard, as the Marshall charged their ranks, simply riding over those not quick enough in their fleeing. 

				Le Comte led his men back, and in to the town, down Castle Hill and towards the river, which was the only way he could go.

				And we followed.

				Down Steep Hill, the speed of our mounted knights, and the shear weight of the impact, 

			

		

	
		
			
				smashed the French at the Deans Gate. 

				It was a crushing rout. 

				Le Comte du Perche, died bravely, leading his men, but fell in a melee as my uncle Nicho-las and several others, surged over him.

				 Upon his death, the spirit of his men was crushed and they turned and ran, and once they had started to flee there was no stopping them.

				But I learned that day that you cannot flee death. 

				It stalks after you. Slow, unstoppable, regardless of rank or title.

				They fled down the hill, casting aside their weapons, while their horses slipped on the blood soaked cobbles. The road led them down, down to the river, and we followed them. 

				The Marshall’s knights rode down all who turned and stood, and the Butterfly Bishop’s men, on the one side and de Blondeville’s men on the other, trapped many more at the barricades. 

				The French continued to flee down Steep Hill and so steep is that hill, that the momen-tum that they had gained, became a force of death itself, as they hit the barricades. 

				Their horses reared but could not stop, and the French knights were thrown and im-paled on any piece of wood or iron that protruded there, or they smashed their bodies against the stone walls, and fell hard to the ground, bleeding and broken.

				The common soldiers, upon seeing such slaughter, dropped their weapons and fled the 

				carnage, leaving even their food and booty in a desperate effort to save there own lives.

				They fled and they fled.

				And as they fled, they were ambushed and battered, beaten and slaughtered, all down the long steep slope of a hill, as they made their way to the river. 

				Some hundred or so tried to make a stand at the church of St. Mary le Wigford on the river bank, which stands hard by the burial stone of the old roman, Sacer of Gaul. And used Eirtrig’s tower there, to some good effect.

				The Marshall pulled his reins hard and said to me,

				“They make a stand at last, but it is all in vain, they are to few, and not well enough sup-plied. We will finish them with arrows and fire.”

				He turned his horse. I followed close behind him, feeling suddenly as tired as the devil himself, and I shuddered as I looked upwards at the climb we had to make. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The remnants of the rebel army crossed the river there and they fled over the muddy fields and south back down Ermine street. 

				And they fled for a week. 

				Many died in the hedgerows or they were captured and slain by the local militias, and in the end, ten days later, at St Albans, most were slaughter by the loyalist forces that waited there in ambush for them.

				It had all gone just as the Marshall had planned.

				 

				At the Jew House, near the junction of Steep Hill and The Strait, we paused for a rest and as he spoke with the Butterfly Bishop, whose beautiful shield was now dented and smeared with blood, I watered the horses, and I overheard them saying something about, 

				‘…St Mary’s is your and your gods problem… best left in your hands Peter… for if it were me I would burn it and save the arrows.’ before we turned and continued the slow climb, back and upwards to the castle.

				“It’s not called Steep Hill for nothing.” I commented and the Marshall laughed. 

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				Thomas Deveroux is in his rooms above the emporium of Messer’s Camden and Sons, by royal warrant and appointment to his gracious majesty Edward II, Royal Astronomers, Astrologers, Cartographers, Chart Makers, Horologist, Navigators, Oikouménê, Scribists, and who are of the Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers and Sporting Bookmakers, which is situated in Neal’s Yard, London. WC2H 9DP

					Chapter 30	The Professor of Sinology 

				✪

				Well about two weeks or so later. I was at the homestead and as is usual for me, I was up and about quite early. It was precisely the stroke of the fifth bell, of the forenoon watch. 

				I was pottering around the kitchen and having already made the coffee, debating with myself whether to have toast and strawberry jam, or to nip down to Neal’s Yard and get in some croissants. I decided on the toast and strawberry jam, as I was too lazy to dress. 

				And so, it was with toast in hand and coffee in cup, that I sat in the window seat and watched the morning unfold. It was then, that I spotted the week old pamphlet that Ana-tole must have brought home with him from one of his outings. I picked it up and started to peruse its pages in search of the sporting news. 

				 There was an article on the famous Haxey Hood, which had been run across the Isle of 

				Axholme at the New Year celebrations. 

				Yvette had introduced me to the sport and once, just once, she had persuaded me to enter on the Epworth Tap’s team. Well of course, as a man newly knighted, and recently returned from the crusade, it would have seemed cowardly to refuse. 

				What she had failed to tell me was that the Hood was run across ten and three miles of open countryside from the Mowbray Stone, outside the local church, and that each near-by hostelry entered a team, comprising of all the local able body men… hundreds of them. 

				The aim of the game was to capture the hood, and return it to your own hostelry.

			

		

	
		
			
				And there are a lot of hostelries. And so in total, several hundred men, a small army in truth, turned out and struggled in the winter mud for six or more hours to win the hon-ours. 

				There is only one rule, 

				No weapons were allowed. 

				That didn’t stop me getting a broken collarbone, and eight men being killed in the crush though.

				 

				Anyway this year it had been a close run thing with the Duke William, the Kings Arms, the Red Lion, the White Bear, the Carpenters Arms, the Fighting Cock, the Black Bull, the White Swan, the Mowbray Arms, The Crown, the Three Horse Shoes, the Reindeer Inn and the White Hart all vying for the honours.

				 The article explained that the tradition stretched back to the first Lady de Mowbray, one of Yvette’s ancestors, who had lost her riding hood to the strong winds. A few sons of the soil chased after it, fighting for the honour and the reward of returning it to her.

				Why they had to ‘smoke the fool’ by hanging him over a bonfire, until he passed out, was never properly explained to me, but apparently he was allowed to kiss every girl he met that day. So, not a bad job really.

				Still as an ex-combatant and loyal member of the Epworth team, I took a keen interest in the article.

				Now, when I’m at home, taking my leisure, it is my choice to have about me as much noise or as little noise as I like. 

				My choice today was noise. The ministry approved, new fangled clockwork sound unit was playing in the entrance hall; some racket by a bloke who was whistling, and singing about ‘his old home town,’ whilst behind closed doors, and unheard by the public, my se-cret, wax cylinder sound system, was joining in the general cacophony, being situated in the solar, with a nice piece of my favourite, Mr. Eddie “Cleanhead” Vinson. 

				The Culture Laws are rather restrictive in their aim to control the population. And the section on music and performance is particularly irksome, and somewhat severely en-forced by the ministry, but we all ignored it at every opportunity and for those in the know, you could always attend a secret underground performance, which were occurring with a growing frequency.

				So it was to the wholly illicit ‘Kidney Stew’ by the honourable Sir, that I sat and perused the news of the last week or so. 

				After the sports pages, I usually turn to the front of the pamphlet and work my way through to the crossword. Sometimes I don’t though and for some reason, today was one 

			

		

	
		
			
				of those days.

				I was working my way backwards through the pamphlet and was moving from the clas-sified small ads, to the “what’s on” section, and back further to the local news. 

				The bigger items of the current news had been splashed, as they say, on page’s one to four, at the front.

				Well, here I was on page six, reading an article about a distinguished Professor of Sinolo-gy, and just as Eddie “Cleanhead” Vinson sang, 

				“She ain’t the caviar kind, just plain ol’ kidney stew.” 

				Bells started to ring.

				Not on the wax cylinder you understand, as next comes the saxophone solo. 

				Nor, I should say, out across Neal’s Yard… but here inside the old noggin’. 

				Alarm bells… Bloody great big bells! As big as Big Ben, the newly cast giant bell of 

				Westminster Cathedral.

				How many professors of Sinology called Witherspoon can there be? 

				And how many of them could be found dead in Cambridge? 

				These were the questions that had immediately sprung into my mind. 

				 Dressing hastily, I rushed down the stairs that lead to the street and into Messer’s Cam-den and Sons emporium, as they are always far more cognizant of the facts and would probably have a more recent pamphlet to hand.

				“Good Morning Sire” said old Sam Camden,

				“Can we be of assistance? You wouldn’t have come to pay the rent would you?”

				“No, off course not, please excuse my being indelicate… I’m sure Her Grace will oblige in due course…”

				 “He’s copped it,” I stated simply,

				 “Right across the noggin’.”

				“A poker the Investigator chap reckons, I can’t fathom it myself. Why old Withers’? Harmless enough.”

				“The Investigator chap thinks there may be a scandal. A love triangle he says, there interrogating some one called Garce Holdem-Downe. One of Witherspoon’s young sod-

			

		

	
		
			
				omites, it appears.” 

				 And I pushed the pamphlet in to old Sam’s face.

				“My goodness… yes we had the news a few days ago. Most incommodité. I do hope the gentleman friend of yours, the Honourable Cedric Barrington Browne has not been in-jured.” Responded old Sampson Camden in his overly polite manner as he backed a way a few steps.

				“Bonzo? I had forgotten about Bonzo.” And in truth I had.

				“Well it sounds to me as if I had better take a look-see and speak to this Investigator chap?” 

				After I had dressed in a good doublet and hose with my best boots and cape, I set off to see if I could find Bonzo. I headed to Charring Cross, up to Old Crompton Street and into Wardour Street and there, in the Intrepid Fox, I found him.

				And here I got my second surprise of the day, for Bonzo was talking with Strix, and I didn’t know they new each other. 

				Well I did… Obviously, but I didn’t know if Bonzo new that… He was Strix too.

				Strix and Bonzo both looked at me as I made my hurried entrance and Bonzo stood and said simply,

				“Not now Dev old chap… Sorry, I have to flee.”

				 And he did, out of the Peter Street entrance, leaving Strix seated at the table, in the cor-ner of the room, with his back to the wall and his eyes on both doors.

				 

				He motioned that I should join him with a simple wave of his hand and upturned palm.

				“Well met young Deveroux.” He smiled,

				“Most opportune… I take it you are seeking information with regard to the late Profes-sor Witherspoon. I was just gathering some of the relevant facts from your dear friend, the Honourable Barrington Browne. Yes...” 

				Despite the fact that he could plainly see that I was bubbling over with questions, Strix held his finger up, indicating that I should remain silent for a few more moments and then continued, 

				“The Honourable gentleman and I have been acquaintances since you were both up at Cambridge, and … if you recall… I have a Carte Blanche to gather information from whom so ever, that I may deem it necessary … in the cause of the king, naturally.”

			

		

	
		
			
				“The Honourable gentleman has been helping me with some of my inquiries, re a cer-tain foreign dignitary, who has been in the kingdom now for a good six turns of the moon, and during that time, there have been a number of bizarre incidents, that could conceivably be connected to her, in one way and another. You, also yourself, being one of the factors of my inquiry.”

				“Wha…” I bubbled but Strix continued to talk over me.

				 “You may recall the body I had you investigate in the Camden Lock.”

				“What you may not be aware of is the recent discovery of yet another body, which has been found in the Thames, with exacting similarities, and we feel… I feel… that is, that these incidents are all linked to the same person or organisation… And all are potential threats to the realm and to the empire.”

				 “Tell me Thomas, What do you recall of the vase that your…” And he coughed here,

				“Friend... Mistress Waterton acquired?”

				 

				 

				✪

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion

				William Marshal, 1st Earl of Pembroke has recaptured Lincoln from the forces of the French and those of the rebellious barons. His squire the young Thomas Deveroux is regarding the de-struction from the city walls.

					Chapter 31	The Great Earthquake of Lincoln

				✪

				Inside the great castle we were met by the castellan, Lady Nicola de la Haye. She knelt before us at the base of the steps to the new Lucy Tower and kissed the hand of the Mar-shall, handed him the keys to the castle and then smiling, escorted him inside. 

				Later, as I looked out over the castle walls, I could see the whole of the sad city as smoke 

				spiralled upwards. The vale of Lincoln stretched out before me strangely peaceful. 

				In the city the celebrations had started, though fighting was still taking place by the river. 

				Already the pillage had begun, and the cheers of the victors mixed with the cries of the raped and the pleas of the soon to be dead.

				It was there that a young girl approached me. 

				She was tall and slim. A similar build to myself but with more curves, and with a heart shaped face and long golden hair, the colour of new churned butter, she had the most daz-zling blue eyes with dark, heavy lashes, and delicate arched eyebrows that danced mock-ingly. 

				She looked at me, with those big blue eyes, and said;

				 “I knew the Marshall would succeed and effect our rescue.”

			

		

	
		
			
				 “Oh, don’t look so surprised. I got your message; all though I saw that one bird was brought down,” 

				“Your quite presumptuous aren’t you. I mean… we have never been properly intro-duced. I will have to get my ward to approve you of course, and the king will probably need to give his consent also.”

				“But, I’ve decided to accept you as my lover. We will have to wait a few years of course, as I’m still a maid and it will be a year or more before I can wed.” 

				She started to talk to me as if she had known me all her life.

				“I managed to opened the sally port for you. Are you really going to carry me away on your white charger?” She laughed at the thought. 

				‘…It was the first time I had thought of Strawberry as a charger but now she was battle hard-ened…’

				 Her laughter sounded like small silver bells to mine ears and she continued speaking in her soft velvet like voice.

				“I am so glad that you did not die in the fighting. It would have been a shame. I don’t look good in black. It makes me look like a witch.” She laughed again.

				She stood right next to me and entwined her arm around mine, pulling our bodies more closely together still.

				“Oh, I do remember you too. You were at our school of course, before you were sent down that is.’

				“You… yes you were a real horror, you know. Oh, yes I remember you all right. You cut that creepy Garce Holdem-Downe’s doublet with that silly little knife of yours.”

				“You do look very different now that you’re a real man though, and I really do like you in your armour, it suits you. You look so very handsome and heroic. Just like Hector.”

				“Is that your own blood, or did you kill someone in the fighting?”

				 

				I looked down at myself and noticed for the first time the blood splattered across my chest, my arms and legs and thought that it was probably on my face too. It made me feel odd to have another mans blood on me.

				She leaned her head back for a moment, as if gazing at the sky and then continued, 

				“Yes, I guess that Thomas is a fine name for my lover. Tell me about your house and sta-tion? Are you a Templar yet?” And before I could say a word she continued,

			

		

	
		
			
				“I am of course, in case you have forgotten, the Lady Yvette Waterton, the ward of Lady Nicola de la Haye, the Castellan of Lincoln.”

				“I’m afraid that my uncles, William, John and Roger, were on the wrong side in this bat-tle.”

				“I wonder if they’re dead or just prisoners, taken for ransom. They should be very highly 

				regarded prisoners you know, as grandfather was a companion of the Conqueror, and they do hold vast lands, but I suppose those will be forfeit now.”

				 

				“Will you mind that I have no dowry or lands?”

				 And before I could reply, she leaned forward, pulling me towards her and then kissed me slowly, full on the lips.

				The towers of the cathedral swayed and the bells rang clamorously, and my world shook, and the earth beneath my feet quaked, and a mighty roar bellowed in my ears, as the ground heaved, like my heart, and the great transept of the cathedral split from top to bottom as the towers fell in ruin, and even more chaos burst throughout the city of Lin-coln. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History 

				Thomas Deveroux is with Strix at the Intrepid Fox on Wardour Street, Soho, London, W1D 6QF.

					Chapter 32	The Elgin Rooms

				✪

				“I need you to locate the bargee that you interviewed. I believe that you are on the right track. This interest of yours in tattoos is most fortunate, yes most fortunate indeed.” Strix told me.

				“I will also arrange for you to visit Witherspoon’s apartments in Cambridge, I don’t expect that you will find much of interest… but it maybe worthwhile… No, on second thoughts the bargee is definitely your first port of call, if you will excuse the pun. And have a word with Johanssons will you?”

				“Yes… the Professor wrote for their publication you know, The Sinologist.” He conclud-ed.

				I knew that Strix meant that I was to send a message to a gentleman of my acquain-tance, deep in the east of London town. Bethnal Green to be precise, Arnold Circus, E2 to be exact. And that is what I did. 

				Whilst I waited for Strawberry to be made ready for my journey to Camden Lock, and beyond, I scribbled a quick note to Johanssons, which I gave with a few pence to a runner, who was doing precisely the opposite, as he lazed around the stables. 

				More money changed hands at Camden and I was informed, by an old man who kept his boat permanently moored there, that a bargee called Robyn had set off for Oxford not two days passed. 

				“Well barges can only go where the canal takes them, and they don’t travel very fast,” I 

			

		

	
		
			
				said to Strawberry, “And so I’ve decided that we will be popping up to Cambridge, to see Bonzo. Yes that would be the best bet.”

				“After all, we can catch up with the barge later.” I said stroking Strawberry’s neck softly. 

				It was good to be back in the saddle again and the very next morning I was at With-erspoon’s apartment. It was in a rather nice, half-timbered building called Elgin, and it stood in the midst of the grey stone and ivy that is typical of the College’s of Cambridge.

				A plod was on duty outside the entrance, 

				“Sorry sir. You can’t go in there!” He said holding his spear towards me as I approached.

				“Certainly, Constable but of course. I would not dream of intruding, it’s just that the In-quisitor, a chap with the unlikely name of Topcliffe, suggested that I should pop along.”

				“He seemed to think that, I might be helpful to your cause. And if I was able to spend a few moments in the room, that I would no doubt, be able to provide yourselves with both the motive and the description of the person who committed this evil act. As these facts would obviously present themselves to me in due course.” 

				“Are you Sir Devereux, Sire?”

				“Forgive me, for not introducing myself Constable.”

				“The High Investigator said that you would be coming. Please go in. The other gentle-man is here already.”

				And with that, he opened the door to old Wither’s apartment.

				The room was neither small nor large but sort of all right-ish, if you follow.

				“Not very tidy, old Withers” I said.

				“Sorry Sir,” Said the Constable, 

				“The Inquisitors have been all over everything.” He cautioned me to be careful and to avoid touching anything.

				“Thank you, Constable.” I said as I quietly shut the door on his inanely smiling face.

				The place was quite a mess with academia strewn left right and centre and I took a gen-tle stroll around the apartment, picking up an item here and there with my dagger. I felt the gaze from a painting on the wall, as it followed me across the room. I picked up and put down objects that I found of interest. A globe designed by Messer’s Camden and Sons, a magnifying lens, and quite a number of books on the orient.

			

		

	
		
			
				“It’s quite a mess.” I declared.

				“Hello Dev old chap.” Said Bonzo,

				“I’m sorry about yesterday… I was in such a flap and I wasn’t sure what to say. Strix has cleared everything though… and said that I should help you… You know, let you know anything that you feel is relevant. You know… that may help you.”

				I really was not surprised to see him there, as he hadn’t been at his lodgings and he ob-viously would be interested in the situation. I started talking, just to break the awkward silence that was growing between us.

				“I’ve never been able to get over that feeling of intruding, you know, as from time to time, in the course of my career you understand, I have intruded into other peoples be-longings.”

				“The feeling is especially strong when the owner of the belongings is deceased. And stronger still when the deceased owner, or ex-owner should I say, is or was, someone whom I had known.”

				I took a peak in to the room off. It turned out to be a bedroom with a solid oak bed and several other pieces of furniture. 

				“I bet they had a good time removing old Witherspoon’s collection of bondage accoutre-ments, I said, smiling as I notice the hooks in the wooden beam that stretched over the bed.”

				I closed the door and said to myself, ‘Damn’ as I saw old Bonzo flush a scarlet colour.

				“What gets me is that there is really nothing in the whole apartment. Nothing other than the mess left by those inquisitor chaps. Nothing at all that could possibly warrant the interest of even the nosiest of burglars, or that would induce anyone, to believe that a stroll through old Witherspoon’s apartment would liven up a Saturday night. Least of all for the same crazed offender, to then decide to further his criminal activities by commit-ting murder, unless...”

				I left the ending of my sentence open, as I always like to give the impression that I’m on to something when I’m doing my detection work for old Strix. 

				Anyway, in all events, the room was rather messed about, and nothing seemed to be of enough importance to warrant the crime that had taken place, actually to have taken place at all. I suppose that it doesn’t help that the Inquisitors have been in and taken all the clues away.

				“I have to admit that I am rather stumped.”

				“Perhaps it is a crime of passion, as the Messer’s Camden suggested after all?” I said 

			

		

	
		
			
				somewhat despondently. 

				 “Do you see anything unusual Bonzo?” I asked, 

				“After all you have been here before.” Damn again.

				Now whilst I had been spending my time perusing the place, young Bonzo had been stood, rather stiffly, more or less at the entrance, looking as if he was trying to decide when it would be alright for him to flee. He performed the occasional soft shuffle with his feet but nothing too pronounced.

				“Well not that I would know what I would be looking for... but as you say, there doesn’t appear to be anything unusual.” He replied.

				“Tell me what happened the night that you and Wither’s left the Camden’s party early, would you Bonzo?” I asked approaching the awkward subject head on.

				Bonzo turned a brighter red than ever, almost approaching vermillion and stammered.

				“Well, you know. Professor Witherspoon was in to Sinology.”

				I couldn’t help but insert in to the conversation the remark 

				“That, he was in to one or two other leisure activities also!”

				Quite wrong of me I know but one simply must smile at life’s opportunities, as one pass-es through the duller moments.

				“And he wanted to see the vase, the one Yvette gave to you.“ Bonzo continued, ignoring quite correctly my facetious remarks.

				“So, I nipped off with him, and showed it him and then about ten minutes later went back to the party.” 

				Bonzo looked embarrassed and stammered on, stammering…

				“Well, you know his reputation, I suppose.”

				 I nodded and Bonzo seeming somewhat relieved continued.

				“I thought that I had better not encourage him, so I decided to decline the offer of wine at his club, and instead gave him the vase to inspect.”

				I just smiled to myself and thought I bet he was disappointed. Withers I mean.

				“Any way, after a while the professor seemed to forget that I was there at all, and he started to talk to himself. He talked all about the vase. Well after a minute or two he was 

			

		

	
		
			
				almost ranting. He was so excited. Well putting it into a nutshell, he was thrilled.”

				“He said that the vase was most unusual in its design. In so much that most of the sym-bolisms employed within the design were of an age, far earlier than that of the pattern, in which they where hidden.”

				“They were, and he presumed here that I knew of the T’Ang dynasty, not at all contem-porary with the main story of the vase, which could have been at least three hundred years later… earlier… before… before the T’Ang.”

				“He called it a memorial vase, which he said very rarely falsified the facts, but often ob-scured the real meanings of them.”

				“What I mean is, that there seemed to be a sub-text to the general story, well at least that’s what I thought the old sod meant.”

				“The professor wanted to study the vase further and asked if I would mind leaving it with him for a while, so that he could spend some time researching the symbolism. And I thought that you wouldn’t mind, so…”

				“He was particularly interested in one symbol, which he said defined an oyster, or more 

				correctly…. the pearl within the oyster.”

				“I can’t forget how really excited he had become. It was quite lucky really, since it seems to have distracted him from other pleasures, that I fear he may have had on his mind, when I first entered your room…”

				 “You do know that... that chap Anatole was sleeping on your bed don’t you…”

				“Most interesting, young Bonzo” Said I. 

				“What happened then?”

				“Well, about a week later, no, five days or so. I got a message asking me to attend one of the lectures that Witherspoon was giving. Quite mysterious really, but since he was one of my colleagues…”

				“Anyway, I popped along to the hall and was pleasantly surprised to find that the subject of his lecture was the vase. Didn’t he invite you? No…”

				“Well, that’s the juice of the story. He did say that he was very pleased and that the Sinol-ogist Society was going to publish his theory in their next quarterly broadsheet.”

				“So what did he say about the vase,” I asked.

				I was really becoming intrigued, and little white clouds, where replacing the grey ones, that normally float along in my minds eye and small, very small rays of sunlight were be-

			

		

	
		
			
				ginning to appear. 

				Rather like one of those paintings by the great masters. Oh, you know the ones, those painting chaps who produce the massive biblical scenes, Poussin, or some such.

				I know how annoying it is, when someone who is telling a story heads off in a different direction, and that you just want to get on with the story but I must say that when I pro-duce one of my master pieces, I never seem to be able to achieve the same effect with the light, like that which the old masters seem to be able to conjure up. Everything ends up just being brown.

				Anyway my stomach rumbled as Bonzo continued,

				“Well, it turns out, the Professor had explained, the tradition of painting stories on to vases in the T’Ang dynasty, with the use of symbolism to tell the story, had been well known for some time.”

				“However, the Professor had been researching the fact that certain of these well known vase stories had a secret subtext. And that these subtexts had been painted into the exist-ing patterns and designs.”

				“That the vases did not exactly falsify the facts but truly made them more obscure.”

				“It seems that by using the wrong symbols, older symbols, from the previous dynasty…’

				“Symbols that to the every day Chinese chap are very similar to the traditional ones. But these symbols employed subtle differences, very subtle differences it seems. Differences, which you’re every day Chinese chap would say were small errors, if they should happen to notice them at all, underneath all that din sum.”

				“Anyway” Bonzo continued, 

				“These slightly altered or different symbols, where indeed an ancient language, and that they had been placed within the existing pattern, in order to conceal its true identity.”

				“The Professor had managed to decipher part of the secret message and he said he would publish the full results of his research in the next quarterly issue of The Sinologist.”

				“That was all there was too it really.” Bonzo concluded,

				“After the lecture, I met with the Professor and he asked if he could possibly take me to dinner, of course I declined and made a hasty retreat. A bit like we did at the Fall of Acre.”

				“Please Bonzo don’t mention the Holy Lands, the wounds are still fresh. The ransom hurt mother’s pocket deeply, and she will never let me forget it. And Bannockburn was even worse if that is possible, though you managed to duck out of that one some how.” I told him as I rubbed my thigh.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Yes, the old teaching wease got me off that. Still…”

				“Did Witherspoon explain to you what the story was about?”

				“Well no, not really. And I can tell you that I was quite miffed by that. After all...”

				“Mmmm…” I said, as the sun leaped clear of the little grey clouds in the painting by Poussin, and started to smile across the picture of “Les Shepherds in Greece” on the walls of my mind. 

				“Most intriguing,” Said I,

				“Time for dinner,” I continued, 

				“Three courses with wine and cheese?” I asked, my treat.

				“Let us say our fair ye well’s to the constable and retire.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Boy With The Third Nipple

				The Boy with the third nipple is near the ferry crossing at Welton Water, on the north bank of the Great Umber, Yorkshire, North of the Gap

				 Chapter 33	The Mark of the Devil

				✪

				And so now here I was and my legs brushed the damp grass as I walked. The early morn-ing mist clung to the hedgerows and the grass was damp to the touch, even though the sun was high and heading towards noon.

				 And as I made my way, I pondered on the wizard. Who was the stranger who had saved me, and why only me. Why had I alone been spared? But answer came there none.

				As foot, followed foot, and day, followed day, I was journeying west, then south, and then south by east.

				“Soon, I will begin my new life. If I have not begun it already.” I laughed as I spoke to the magpies. They had become my firm friends and would stoop and take the bread from my hand.

				“Later this afternoon, or maybe tomorrow, we should see the low estuary lands, and so be heading towards the hills, that keep the marshes trapped down there in the valley.” I said to them. 

				I would pass by the Isle of Axholme and my mind raced at the thought. Was there really such a place? 

				A land of mystery, surrounded by a strange inland sea, and shrouded in fog, covered in the holy mist. A mist that rolled, and floated, almost at its own will, a mist that protected the isle from every angle. Even the Romans had not managed to conquer the Sacred Isle of 

			

		

	
		
			
				Axholme. 

				The legend said that the Isle floated in the inland marshes, hidden, like its sister the isle of Avalon. And it was written, that time itself moved at a different pace there. It was said to be a place of evil, a place of magic, and the home of the fairies and the heathen gods. The old gods, still, it was not something I ever expected to see, it was after all only a dream.

				 And so on the sixth day of my journey, I turned the corner in the road and was ap-proaching a small settlement, a market town. 

				This was Axholme proper, just a small market town on the Great North Road and hard by the river, with boats and barges, carrying goods to and from the ports on the Great Umber. 

				There, eastwards, on the hill was an old windmill and here at the corner, a neat water-mill, with its yellow canvas sails on its roof. A huge, wooden wheel creaked and turned lazily in the still of the noonday.

				 

				I stopped at the gate of the mill house and looking along the lane saw a woman bending down amongst the vegetables. Two dogs ran towards me barking and making enough noise to raise the devil himself. And then some hounds that had been slumbering down by the stables, joined in the cacophony. 

				With all this noise the woman could hardly not look in my direction, and so shading her eyes from the sunlight to get a better view, she stood slowly and gave me a long hard look.

				She was older than me, but then everyone I had ever known had been older than me, so that was nothing new, as I had always been the youngest of the monks and novices at the Abbey, and they, in their turn, had always been old men, so I really did not know how to judge other peoples ages very well at all. And as I had been acquainted with so few wom-en, I was even worse at guessing their ages. 

				Yes, she was older but was she old enough to have been a mother? Probably, I thought. She was a woman, and now I saw her more clearly, a young woman, to be fair, but not a girl anymore. But she was definitely not an old woman and I don’t know why I had thought that. It was a strange thing for me to think.

				 She was of middle height, a little shorter than me and her hair was golden. Yes, like the new churned butter, I thought, and she wore it tied back, behind her head. 

				As she approached me, I saw that she had nice blue eyes, with long dark lashes and eye-brows that arched questioningly. And her face was heart shaped. I thought her pretty.

				Her dress was knee length, wide and home made in light cotton, with a low cut neck, and it had small embroidered blue flowers round the top, and she wore it tucked up at the front into a thick belt, and had filled the resulting pouch with vegetables. 

			

		

	
		
			
				And I felt an arousing, as I noticed how her bare legs sparkled in the sun, as they stretched above her soft leather, working boots that only reached halfway up her calf.

				Sometimes during the nights in the monastery, I would dream of having a mother, and a father too. But it was only a dream. One that faded with the sunlight, and these were not thoughts that bothered my waking hours. 

				Whenever I saw a woman though, I couldn’t help compare her to the images I had in my head. I had never known my mother, so she was a mystery to me, but I had a vision in mind, an image. It was a mix between the Virgin Mary and Mistress Allea, the pretty farmers wife, who I had seen often and who lived near the Abbey. Strangely Mistress Allea haunted my dreams in another way entirely.

				Some times I would dream of having a lover. They were more problematic dreams and I had spent many hours in repentance asking for forgiveness.

				I shook my head to clear my thoughts, and watched as the woman walked towards me. She looked at me and smiled, a kindly smile and she shouted at the dogs, which ran obedi-ently back to her.

				“Andromeda! Perseus! Here. Here!”

				“Sit now, sit!” She said as I stood there watching. The dogs sat obediently at her feet, and 

				started to lick at her boots, showing their large brown eyes and their long pink tongues.

				“Hello stranger. Are you travelling far?” She asked me,

				“Would you like some food or water?”

				“I am The Boy.” I said simply, 

				“I can offer you my labour to pay for the food.” I continued.

				“Lets not worry about that just yet,” Said the woman. 

				“I am Mistress Waterton. You can call me Mistress Yvette. Come, it’s nearly lunch time anyway.”

				“Yes Mistress.”

				Mistress Yvette led the way down the lane, past the vegetable garden and towards the mill house. It was a big spacious place and had the most wonderful gardens. She moved through the garden to the back door, stopping to wash her hands at the pump, and then she walked through an open door and in to the big old kitchen with its huge wooden beams.

				 

				Surprisingly, I noticed that once you where inside the house you could hardly hear the 

			

		

	
		
			
				noise from the mill wheel at all.

				 The kitchen was large with a huge cooking range and a wooden refectory style table, along which ran two long benches, and near the fire was a cross framed chair, with a leather back and soft cushions. I immediately felt at home.

				 “This is very like the abbey kitchen,” I said. 

				“But smaller of scale of course. But the abbey kitchen doesn’t have a skeleton standing in the corner.”

				“Oh that’s Sir Yorick, he helps me look after the place,” She laughed.

				“The abbey? Now which abbey would that be I wonder?” 

				“I am a novice from Rievaulx Abbey. But I failed to give satisfaction and have been ban-ished for my heresies.” I answered honestly. 

				“Heresies eh?” Stated Mistress Yvette, raising a dark eyebrow with a puzzled smile, 

				“And where is it your heading to now?” She asked a she started to gather some platters from a side range.

				“I journey to the sister Abbey of Revesby, so that my heresies may be tamed. Do you know it? Is it far from here?”

				“It’s not far, and it is all the distance in the world.” She simply stated.

				 Mistress Yvette looked at me. She scrutinized me from head to toe. There was some-thing familiar about her, and I felt warm and safe in her company. 

				She told me to sit, and she took a loaf from the range, it was still warm and she cut a big wedge of bread and handed it to me, whilst pointing to a wheel of cheese on the table, next to a bowl of red apples. And she handed me a knife and a platter.

				 “I can give you ale or milk, which would you prefer?” She asked.

				 “I think milk will be the best choice,” I said after slow consideration; to be honest I had never been given a choice before and I was having too ‘think on my feet’ as Brother Wal-def often said.

				“I have never partaken of the ale, although the monks are excellent master brewers. It was frowned upon for all but the highest to partake. Although… Brother Ignatius, the Brew Master, was renown for his indulgences.” I laughed with a huge grin.

				“Where you at the abbey long?” Asked Yvette.

				 

			

		

	
		
			
				“All my life” I replied. 

				“And I expected to stay, and take the holy orders or maybe even join the Templar’s, but I am alas, accursed!”

				“Accursed, banished, and you so young.” 

				“You certainly have started a big adventure haven’t you?” 

				“And after all, entirely the most important thing about an adventure, is to get it started.” 

				“So have you always been called The Boy?” Mistress Yvette asked as she pored some milk in to the pot for me.

				 

				“Yes. I was a foundling. I was delivered to the gates of the abbey and left there for the monks to bring up in the sight of the gods. I am not to be named until I take the holy vows.”

				Here Mistress Yvette studied me with a strange look on her face,

				“Foundlings are rare nowadays.” She commented. 

				“How old are you?”

				“I am of eleven years or close to that, and was to take the vow this spring. On Saint Bene-dict’s day, in early March.”

				Mistress Yvette accidently dropped the pot of milk. It spilled all over the floor and she fussed about cleaning it, while she recovered her composure.

				 “So Boy, the foundling heretic. What makes you so accursed?” She asked and her voice shook with anticipation.

				“I have the mark of the devil.” I stated simply.

				 “The abbot had hoped to cleanse me of the sin, and lessen the marks attraction to the evil one but it seems that I am beyond even his esteemed help.”

				“And what mark could be so great a sin, as to be beyond the help of the great Abbott of 

				Rievaulx?”

				“I have an extra nipple. The devils own nipple! When he comes for my soul, it is there, that he will suckle upon my breast.”

				“A third nipple. It is a sure sign of the evil within me.”

				Mistress Yvette dropped the plate she was holding.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Goodness, I am a nervous cat today. Please forgive me. I must just see to something.” She said as she left the room in a hurry.

				She looked frightened, scared, excited, and horrified, all in the moment.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise of Germania ~ Part II.

				Matilda of England, the Anointed Holy Roman Empress, the Queen of the Romans, Queen of Bavaria, Duchess of Saxony and the Daughter of a King, the Sister of Kings, and of Dukes, from across the worlde and the true Queen of England, and all its empire, and the fairest in the land; is closeted in her solar with the Head Eunuch and Volker, the Chancellor.

					Chapter 34	The Secret Plan of the Head Eunuch

				✪

				The Head Eunuch eased an extremely sharp, thin bladed dagger between the wax seal and the parchment and using all his skills separated the seal from the note. 

				He read it carefully, twice and handed it to, Volker, the king’s chancellor, and advisor. I tapped my foot on the floor and scowled as I waited for the note to be passed to me.

				Between us, we now ruled the Ten Kingdoms and held the fifty and eight little Principal-ities in the palm of our collective hand. 

				It had taken me some years to gain this control and I intended to keep it for as long as I could manipulate every aspect of the life of the puppet, mine old and now infirm hus-band, King Henry, the Lion of Bavaria.

				And the more power I had, the more power I realised that I could take, for these men were such fools, weak, self-serving fools. Oh, why was I born a woman in a man’s worlde?

				“Do we search for something that is not there? Has he brought the prince, my son, with him? What king’s work? What lost symbol?” I asked my fellow conspirators.

				“It maybe a secret communication. A code.” Replied the Chancellor.

				“The warlord and that damned priest are up to something!” I said to the Head Eunuch.

				 

				“Yes, but what can one man do.” The Chancellor questioned the air.

			

		

	
		
			
				“I would like to kill them both!” I said and crunched up the parchment between my deli-cate fingers.

				“That would be a dangerous thing to do, Your Grace. And without the prince in our pos-session, within our power.”

				“Dare we. It would not be easy to achieve such a thing?” Replied the Chancellor.

				“Yes. But if it could be achieved,” I paused. 

				‘Come on boys, take the bait,’ I thought to myself.

				 My poor mothers heart was pounding at the thought of seeing my son again. It had been five years since the king had decided to foster him, a child barely old enough to walk and against all my wishes and all my pleas. 

				He had arranged for him to be with his cousin Frederick, the Duke of Swabia but then they had a falling out and instead, the high priest had recommended this warlord, who had found such favour, so recently, by his might and fiercely won battles in the kings name.

				Most of the court had known very little of this warlord but he stood high in the kings favour, and so when the yellow fever spread across the kingdom, killing hundreds every day, it was swiftly decided that Rudolf would be far safer away from the disease, their in the warlord’s castle amongst the mountains of High Österreich.

				He was not yet two years of age when they prised him from my bosom. He had been a small, weak boy, with soft, dark hair that curled around his ears.

				 I had seen him only twice since then, and in fairness, he had grown well and his hair had grown in darker, almost to a black but he had lost those lovely curls of his.

				“Surely, if we hold the warlord, then I’m confident you could manipulate a position, where by the prince would be delivered safely to the king, and so to us,” I told them.

				“If we let them meet… even encouraged them to meet. A secret meeting, one upon which we can spy and then…” 

				I let the sentence hang. 

				‘It is time for you two clowns to perform your own parts in this little play.’ 

				“We can have the palace guards arrest them,” Finished the Head Eunuch.

				“We would then have our proof and can accuse them of treason. Of planning an uprising against the king.” Replied the Chancellor.

			

		

	
		
			
				“It is a daring plan. I’m not sure we should…” I said, letting the tension hang in the air, palpable and teasing. 

				“But would we be believed? The high priest is a powerful man?” I asked, nudging the plan along, slowly, like icing sugar, spelling out the name on a cake. 

				‘Jesu! You stupid weak men, must I lead you by the hand?’

				“And the warlord is a dangerous and a deadly one.” I concluded.

				“Yes, I agree. But, we can plant the evidence in the Warlords apartments, after he leaves for the meeting. We would have unassailable proof that they are both traitors, this would use the same arrow to kill two birds.” The Head Eunuch said.

				“Daring… brilliantly so, Your Grace.” Said the Chancellor, wringing his hands, like some demon in a street theatre production. 

				Sometimes I was bewildered by these two. How on earth had they ever managed to get 

				themselves into a position where they could control the king? I mean to say. They were stupid men, weak idiots. 

				Well not stupid, no, they were clever, in that mean, common, street life sort of way... but not the brilliant minds that I would need once I had the power I realised.

				“What can we loose if they confront us? After all, we have the best interests of our king at heart. We carry out only his wishes.”

				They both smiled and took some wine, that a slave offered from the tray he held above is head, as he knelt before us.

				I nodded, 

				‘And I was never here,’ I thought.

				“So be it. Here’s to their meeting.” I said.

				The Eunuch gently raised his glass and touched it to that of the Chancellors and mine.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				Thomas Deveroux is in Cambridge investigating the death of Professor Witherspoon.

					Chapter 35	The Sinologist Society

				✪

				Something within my deeper self was bussing around like a bee. My mind was a hive of activity. You know when you have a little idea, that someday it will grow like the acorn does, in to a mighty oak, but as yet it may still be the smallest of seeds. That is where my mind was at… and I was restless.

				 

				Now I have told you about my habits first thing in the mornings. At the old residence, I am more or less my own master, but here in the environs of academia, one has to conform to a kind of timetable. Most annoying of course but there it is.

				I took breakfast with Bonzo, nothing lavish, just bacon and eggs with fried tomatoes, after which we walked up to the college where Bonzo taught. 

				As we reach the Kings Parade, I said my good days and fare-ye-wells and leaving Bonzo, I made my way to the library and the solar of the clerk, where a fair young thing of about twenty, bounced around in a very tight bodice and delivered the missive that had arrived for me. 

				She reminded me of a musical ensemble that I quite liked, now defunct I believe, sup-pressed and convicted by the ministry and their Investigators for breaches to the Cultural Laws. 

				However I remember the lyrics of one ballad of theirs particularly, it was one of their classics, in which they express the opinion; ‘If you wear that dress, it will show where you sweat’ or some thing very similar. 

			

		

	
		
			
				And seeing this young lady, I understand exactly what the writer had in mind, when he penned such poignant lyrics, and I yearned for my sweet Yvette.

				The message from Bethnal Green had arrived over night by the king’s messenger service and it gave me the information that I required. 

				Yes, they did employ several bargees to deliver their stock to various outlets. And indeed a barge named The Sheriff of Nottingham and operated by a Miss Robyn Mary Nudd had recently left their Lime Wharf warehouse, headed for Oxford with a delivery of parch-ment and books for the Universities there.

				It appears that Johanssons the publishers, did publish a quarterly broadsheet named The Sinologist, and that the next issue would contain an article from Professor Wither-spoon, who it seemed was an old, regular, and well-respected contributor.

				It also told me that they, Johansson’s, had forwarded to The Sinologist Society, the the-sis, along with some etched sketches of a vase from the T’Ang Dynasty.

				These prints, where to be on display at an informal luncheon and lecture next week at the British Library, which would be held by the society. 

				They were unable to say as to who the guest speaker would be, as the recent demise of the Professor was likely to cause some slight problem in that area.

				How un- thoughtful of old Wither’s I reflected.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Daughter of Heaven

				The Yang family’s only daughter Mei is at their townhouse in the city of Chengdu, which is 

				situated in the province of Sichuan, Old Cathay.

					Chapter 36	Little China Doll

				✪

				Two swollen magpies soared happily in the dawn of a new morning and their raucous voices filled the air. They were half black and half white birds with a quick flash of blue, which could swiftly change to a vivid purple, if the light caught it in just the right way. 

				The birds were hurriedly pulling down their wings from their tails, as they flit across the roofs of the buildings, just as the golden sun was rising, large and yellow in the east-ern sky. 

				And I watched, as its light flooded the small courtyard of our town house and chased the shadows of night into the very corners of the world. 

				As those magpies did themselves.

				The city horn blew as the sun rose, and in the distance I could hear the guards opening the great wooden gates for the day. They would stay open until the sun went down. The sound of the horn, made the magpies shoot up again to the rooftops with a raucous,

				‘Pica pica pica quok’

				‘Pica pica pica quok’

				And as I watched the birds, two of the servants appeared and scuttled across the in-ner courtyard. They were carrying large woven baskets full of fresh bread, ready for the morning meal, hot and soft straight from the kitchens ovens.

			

		

	
		
			
				They chatted happily to each other as they crossed the yard, issuing one long constant barrage of noise. They reminded me so much of the happy magpies, that I laughed out loud. They even looked the same, dressed in their black jackets and white cotton haka-mas. 

				Well, to be totally honest with you, the barrage was really a solo effort, the source of it being Yi Lea. While Yu long, who always managed to look down trodden, was just nod-ding her head in agreement. You could tell she feared it would be another long day.

				Mother always said we were lucky with our servants, 

				‘They worked as hard as we could expect; and they were as loyal, as we can expect.’ She 

				frequently said, 

					

				‘And, they are country mice and not addicted to the poppy! Unlike the town mice; which is such a problem now in the cities.’

				And I suppose she was right. Though to be honest I could not understand why anyone would be addicted to a flower. Flowers are very nice. Perhaps, they are addicted to the smell. But then I am still so young; though a woman fully grown now, and if the truth were told, I was still very naïve. 

				But today was my thirteenth birthday.

				The wizard had said there would be a bloode moon this evening. And that was such an important sign from the gods. It was a sign of great changes to come, the death of the old worlde and the birth of the new. For we arrive in this worlde as babes, covered in bloode and we leave this life in death and more bloode. 

				This deep red moon would have a great impact upon my worlde, and it truly shows that I am chosen and favoured by the gods, and that my life is already scripted by the fates. It was nothing less than the egg of the red dragon and the symbol of my life. I was so excit-ed.

				 

				I have to say that I didn’t really understand the wizards meaning. 

				I spend my whole life with the family, just moving from the country estate, to the town house and then back again. I’m never allowed to go anywhere on my own and mother… mother will insist that I always behave, as a lady should. 

				My brothers, of course, don’t have the same problem. They are always fighting, and rid-ing off to have adventures in the villages. They do get into so much trouble though, those two, and it always makes me laugh. 

				Of course they are not really my brothers, they are my stepbrothers and grown men now. Their mother died before I was even born. 

			

		

	
		
			
				I remember one time, when I took some clothes from the stable boy’s room, of course these where his clean clothes, and I didn’t steal them really, I just borrowed them for the afternoon, so that I could disguise myself, and follow my brothers as they went out to have one of their adventures.

				 I followed them into the town, and I was watching them as they showed off to a bunch of silly girls, who stood around out side a bath house, giggling and waving their fans, they looked like demented flags, tied to scrawny little bamboo poles. I was so disappointed that I came straight back home. Ha! Adventures should be more fun than that.

				“Mei!” Shouted Lady Yang. 

				“Mei, help me get your father ready.”

				“Yes Mother,” I replied as I rose quickly and smoothed down my silk gown. 

				“Just a moment.”

				I ran back to my room. And waited while Ju, my hand-maiden, had finished powder-ing my face and tidying my hair, which today I wore tied high up on my head with buns, placed above and behind each of my ears, once they were in place she carefully inserted the kazashi, a long jade pin which would hold my hair steady. 

				I was so proud that I was now able to wear the kazashi, a jade tasselled pin. It is an im-portant moment in a young girls life and it illustrated that I was now a true, grown wom-an. 

				A woman, who was in harmony with the yin, it confirmed the opening of my gates, and it illustrated my worthiness for motherhood, as proven by my oceans flood.

				Today the whole house was in a state of pandemonium, and mother was running around rather like a headless chicken, shouting orders to all, in an attempt to prepare for the emperors visit.

				As usual, Hui had everything prepared. Even I, as the mere child that I had been, knew that Hui ran the world, well our world at least, my world, as it was, and as it was to be-come.

				Father was the fountainhead of our family river; mother was the power, but Hui… Hui was the gate that controlled the flow of both.

				He was my father’s rock and the source of his wisdom. It was Hui’s authority that con-trolled the servants, organised the households, both in the country, and the city, and help to run the family businesses of timber and silk.

				“Mei!” Shouted my mother.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Coming Mother dear,” I shouted back, as I ran across the tiled marble floor of my cham-ber, towards my father’s rooms on the other side of the courtyard.

				As I entered the chamber, I could see my father being prepared by Kun, his personal servant, under Hui’s stringent direction. He was looking regal enough to be the emperor himself, and mother looked equally resplendent. She was radiant in her finest komodo.

				Mother was the other pillar that supported our house, and the stream, which connected our family to the emperor. 

				As Lady Yang, she and her family interconnected with the whole world, but specifically with the first families of the T’Ang.

				She was the cousin of the emperor, and had been his favourite concubine, that was when she was young of course and before he, the emperor, had set her aside, at the insis-tence of his own father… the previous emperor. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				Thomas Deveroux is in his rooms above the emporium of Messer’s Camden and Sons, by roy-al warrant and appointment to his gracious majesty Edward II, Royal Astronomers, Astrolo-gers, Cartographers, Chart Makers, Horologist, Navigators, Oikouménê, Scribists, and who are of the Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers and Sporting Bookmakers, which are situated in Neal’s Yard, London, WC2H 9DP.

				 At the request of his mysterious friend Strix, he is continuing his quest and investigation into the strange death of Professor Witherspoon, and its tenuous connection to Old Cathy.

					Chapter 37	A Visit To The Library

				✪

				Sometimes April in London can surprise you. It is as if the weather has got rather lost, and that which should have arrived in the Languedoc or España, has unexpectedly turned up in the capital instead. This of course is a good thing for us. 

				Today was one of those days. The sun was smiling. The air was fresh and not the least bit chilly, and there was not a sign in the sky of those rain clouds that are our usual lot in springtime, or Flemish weather as we call it.

				I decided a walk would do me good. I could use the exercise to help lose some of that excess weight that Yvette had mentioned. I’m afraid that my recent retirement from mili-tary service, and an over indulgence in Yvette’s cooking had brought me up to something approaching maximum capacity.

				 And so it was, that I made my way along Shaftsbury Avenue, on towards Bloomsbury, across Russell Square and north to the Great Library. As I entered the building, I looked around the room. Beautiful I thought. Stone, wood and glass all used to their best effect.

				There was about ten minutes to go until the start of the show and I decided to peruse 

			

		

	
		
			
				one or two of the paintings hanging on the walls. I suppose that I like my art, like my architecture… no, like my women… beautiful, intelligent and with that hint of mischie-vousness that inspires.

				I won’t go into details about the art on display. Suffice to say that whilst studying it, two things grabbed my attention. Both of them were female and beautiful.

				The first was Young Bess. We call her Young Bess, en famille, as she is my mother’s younger cousin, which makes her my cousin-aunt. 

				She is in reality of course, Her Grace, princess of the bloode, Elisabeth, and she is only twenty or so moon’s older than me. 

				There was some talk of a match between us, but some problem occurred. My derivation I 

				presume and well… that obviously proved to be an obstacle, which was a shame, as we had always been good friends.

				 She was one of the few women that I new en famille that was well educated… If she was less royal I’m sure she would have been a freethinker. I could see her and Yvette getting along fine together. They would both love bullying me for a start.

				“Hello old thing,” I said to her after the courtly pleasantries had been delivered and her escorts had back away to give us some privacy.

				“Oh Thom! How nice to see you. You seemed to have recovered well from your injuries. Have you given up the chainmail now, and what of the Templars?” She flashed her blue green eyes at me and smiled, her red hair bouncing around her shoulders and we walked towards the main hall chatting like the old friends that we were.

				“Tell me Thom, do you still see that northern girl? I only ask out of politeness, you know your mother is always pushing you onto me. I suppose if …”

				“Yes, I know,” I said hurriedly,

				“She wants me to marry. But I’m afraid that being a spare… the forth son and all that, and being… well,” I coughed,

				“The choices… the prospects are few. I’m lucky that father has not pushed me into the church. I may have to join the Templars after all.”

				“Oh Thom, would you hate that so much. You know… I was considering you.” She blushed.

				 

				I too blushed at that. Between us we must have looked like the twin planets of red mars.

				“John Dee has always expressed the opinion to me, that you have a remarkable destiny. He thinks you will be a great man, you know.” Bess continued,

			

		

	
		
			
				“What really… Your not confusing me with some other chap, are you? He’s not feeling ill is he?” She laughed again, and her blue green eyes flashed, and her red hair bounced on her pale shoulders, which I noticed had several pretty freckles dotted around them.

				 “What are you doing here anyway?”

				 

				“I thought I would attend the lecture on Sinology.” I replied.

				“Sinology, really… “ She looked at me oddly,

				“You know he may be right. I too am attending that lecture. You can accompany me,” She commanded, and of course, who can refuse a princess.

				“Do you know who is delivering the lecture?’ 

				“Yes, it’s a Professor from Hong Kong University called Professor Xai. He’s in the city with the Celestial trade envoy from Old Cathy, and has stood in for the late Professor Witherspoon, who was murdered last week, in that Cambridge sex scandal,” She said as we made our way to the hall.

				“Yes, poor old Withers” I said.

				“Did you know him? Tell me all about the scandal.”

				“Oh yes, I knew of him, an acquaintance only I stress. We were never really that close. Still, it is a bad business. Life’s not sacred any more.”

				“He was attacked in his home. Let this be a lesson to you Young Bess, at any moment the cruel hand of fate can open a door, and death may walk in,” I preached.

				Now, I don’t know if you believe in fate but the oddest thing happened. Just as I had made my prediction, we had reached the top of the stairs and were walking slowly to-wards the door of the reading room, when what do you think happened.

				The door opened and death walked in.

				Now you probably don’t believe me, and I must admit to not trusting the feelings that I felt myself, but the person who walked through the door was the second of the beautiful women that I had encountered this morning.

				And I must say that, when the gods made this beauty, well… lets just say that they had really cracked on with this one. 

				She was tallish, about my height, very thin and of Celestial appearance, and she wore the most beautiful of silk dresses that I have ever seen.

				“Oh, what a beautiful dress,” Said Young Bess. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Which just goes to prove that my judgment in these matters cannot be far off the mark? Still, she did send a chill down my spine, and also in to my very braies. 

				I smiled to myself as I thought about the recent uprisings we had heard about in Old Cathay.

				When we were seated in the reading room, a small man with a long beard got up at the front. He started to sprout on about how welcome we all where, and how pleased the so-ciety were to see us and of course, how the society, and every one here he felt sure, would like to offer their most sincere sympathy to the family of the late Professor Witherspoon.

				“He can’t have known the chap very well,” I whispered to Bess, who thumped me in the ribs with her elbow.

				Still, he continued, it was a pleasure and again, he felt quite sure that we would agree, for the Society of Sinology, to be able to be addressed… by the extremely well dressed Sinofile.

				Here he laughed. So did one or two other feeble brained types. Obviously, they had gone to university together somewhere like Oxford, or even Durham.

				And with no further ado, he took great pleasure in inviting Professor Xia, from Honk Kong University, to address the meeting.

				Well, it’s not very often that you could knock me down with a feather. But I do believe that if, at that very moment you had tried, you would have had unprecedented success.

				It seems that there had been some sort of mistake. For the program definitely stated that Professor Xia would address the meeting, and that he was only in the capital as part of the Celestial trade envoy from Old Cathay, and by pure coincidence was available to, at very short, and for obvious reasons, replace the terminally late Professor Witherspoon.

				The mistake was evident. 

				The Professor Xia from the University of Hong Kong was a woman, and not just any woman, but indeed the same woman who had exited through the doors, as Young Bess and I had reached them.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Mistress of Darkness

				Yvette Waterton is at the Watermill on the edge of Axholme, a small market town on the boarders of Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, and Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

					Chapter 38	I Hear You Knocking 

				✪

				The dogs barked, and the hounds danced about the hallway, as I carefully dropped the latch of the door and blew out the candle. The banging continued louder now, and the shout came,

				“Open in the king’s name!” It was a man’s shout.

				“And what would you want, in the kings name, of a good woman alone in the night,” I replied. 

				“Stand back now, or the dogs will chew your balls!” I continued and slowly opened the door.

				The dogs and hounds ran out into the yard snarling and snapping at the men and the three horses.

				“Heel I say, heel! Andromeda! Perseus! Heel!” 

				And the dogs came back and sat by my side, their noses wet and shining in the torch-light, their teeth flashing white, as they growled deep in their throats. 

				The hounds ran a merry riot, snarling and sniffing between the horse’s legs, and an old magpie of my acquaintance, flew to sit in the great oak, and watched from the meadow as the tree whispered in the wind.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Well? And how can a poor, honest woman help the king tonight?” I enquired.

				I was dressed in my working gown with a shawl about my shoulders; my arms were bare and my hands were placed upon my hips.

				 The man in front of me was of medium height and round of belly, and he stood there in leather boots and a jerkin, dotted with small studs. It lay over his ring mail. 

				He removed his helmet, and placed it under his arm, revealing a bald, sweaty head, with little tufts of greying brown hair that sprouted above his ears.

				In himself Cartwright was not as bad as some would be. He been a soldier and fought in the wars, but now he was the constable for the parish, and he tended to look the oth-er way, whenever it was likely to prosper him, or equally, whenever it was likely to cause him trouble and work. 

				“Mistress Waterton… these Sires here… are from down London way, and they has pa-per. They say’s… that they is to search, for women of an age, still not married… and with knowledge ‘n all.”

				“And who are these men?” I asked peering at the two men who remained seated upon their horses, covered by the shadow, just on the edge of the light.

				“I dislike been at a disadvantage, as I’m sure we all do.”

				 One of the horses moved into the light, still nervous of the hounds that snarled around its feet, and the rider looked at me closely. He had his hood up, and his cloak was splat-tered with mud, but his black leather gambeson, glistened in the flickering light of the torches, as it caught the metal strips and studs that covered it, and his sword was on his hip.

				“I am General Hopkins of the ministry, and in the kings employ,” he stated. 

				My dogs snarled at him, and I calmed them with a wave of my hand but I let the hounds 

				continue to scurry around the horse’s feet. His horse skittered and pranced whilst he pulled at the reins to control it.

				 “Whom do you have in your household?” He enquired.

				“I have no maid or servant. The workers come by the day, and then, only when they are needed to help with the mill.”

				 

				“And do you not feel afraid of the night?” He asked.

				 

				“Why should I? I have the hounds, and Perseus and Andromeda here, and everyone within the parish, knows me for a gods-fearing woman.”

			

		

	
		
			
				 “Yes, but the devil comes with the darkness. And all folks know that a miller shares a friendship with the fairies.”

				“And fornication is rife… in the wicked, sinful dens, of which we find so many here-abouts, in this gods forsaken land… North of the Gap.”

				 “General, if our dens are not to your liking, then I suggest you stay out of them. I, for one do.” I said. 

				 I saw his eyes flash hatred at me, 

				“I have had Stearne prick women for less!”

					

				“And I’ve had Andromeda here, chew on some pricks… for less too.” I replied, 

				“Now, if there is nothing more, off with you… or the dogs and hounds will have you, and my lord uncles, and the sheriff, my gods mother, will know why!”

				 

				I heard the twang and a quarrel landed at my feet. The dogs flew at the horses and An-dromeda, and her brother Perseus, leapt up at the witch-pricking man, Stearne.

				 

				The horse reared in panic, and the rider almost fell. Cartwright ran to catch his own horse, but it was to late, she had bolted off, down the lane.

				“We will meet again, Mistress Waterton!”

				“Your time will come!”

				“And the lord Jesu will see that all witches, heretics and freethinkers will burn, and your lord uncles, nor the good Lady Sheriff will not protect you then… not when the pricking has been done.”

				 And with that the General’s horse skittered and turned, as the hounds snapped at its legs.

				The hounds chased the horses down the lane and I watched, as poor old Cartwright tried to jump the hedge and failed, having to run around it and make off over the mead-ow. I let the hounds run, the exercise would do them good. But the dogs I kept close, with just a whistle.

				A storm of black and white feathers flew after the departing horses and riders, as Oda escorted them down the lane.

				 I was a little shaken by the encounter, and I shivered in the night, as if a ghost was walking over my grave.

				“What was the Witchfinder General doing this far North of the Gap?”

			

		

	
		
			
				“Did he really have papers from the king?”

				“This could mean serious trouble for us all. Gods!”

				I turned, as I heard the twig crack, and there was Nosher, letting the tension out of his bow, and taking the arrow and replacing it into the quiver strung to his back. He stepped into the light and grinned, his bright green eyes flashing in the night. 

				Oda flew back and settled on the window ledge, bobbing her head, as Ferdinand, slunk out, from behind a nearby bush, looking as debonair and immaculate as always.

				 “They will be back. But not yet,”

				“No not yet, not for a while… I would say.”

				“But I have heard of this Witchfinder… and his trials in Essex. Twenty and nine poor soul’s… good women all… transmigrated at the hand of that blood hungry man… And that Stearne, Witch Pricker indeed!”

				“A bloody church-sent torturer, woman hater, and sadist… I so name him!” 

				And holding up my right hand, I stuck out my thumb and little finger, keeping the other fingers press tightly to my palm. 

				Then I flicked my thumb off my front teeth, and spat at the night, and using the voice, I spoke the curse, 

				“Exsecratus sum in gehennam te… May he burn in the seventh hell…”

				“Gods! That the inquisition should reach its hand this far! We must send out a warning.”

				“Was everything OK with your mission Nosher?” I asked.

				“I got him a way good, mistress,” Said Nosher.

				The night became still, and for a few moments, the only sound that could be heard was that of the river flowing swiftly, and the reeds stirring in the dusk.

				The hounds then started to return, slavering, and panting, and looking pleased with themselves.

				Ferdinand moved with an eloquent grace that belayed his intentions, his eyes glowing 

				strangely, a bright green, as he circled my legs three times, widdershins and he spat into the air, speaking softly beneath his breath.

				A fog rolled in across the marsh, patchy at first but growing thicker by the heartbeat, until the mill was completely blanketed by it.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Thank you Ferdi.” I said softly,

				“We will have to move quickly.” I continued as I headed back to the mill,

				“Nosher you will have to return to the isle and tell them all that has occurred here and Oda, you must fly to Strix, he must be warned.” 

				Inside was bright after the dark of night. The fire roared and crackled in the hearth and I swung the kettle over the flames to make a warming brew.

				Yorick shook his head and rattled his bones as I place my shawl about his shoulders and Oda threw her head back and let out a rough coarse cry,

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak’

				‘Wock, wock, wock a wock, pjur, pjur,’

				“Weer, weer’’

				‘Queg, queg, queg.’

				“She’s right… you know,” said Nosher running his finger along the edge of his deadly knife.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				 

				Thomas Deveroux is at the British Library to attend the lecture on Sinology, where he has met his mothers close friend Bess Tudor.

					Chapter 39	Professor Xia’s Lecture

				✪

				Professor Xia stood quite effectively on the small podium at the front of the room and addressed the gathering in a clear voice. Her accent was a strange mixture of Celestial En-glish and that perfect English only spoken by the people of the ministry.

				Still, she managed to hold the audience spellbound, as she explained her theories about the T’Ang dynasty. 

				She explained that she had been very excited by Professor Witherspoon’s findings. And although she could not agree with all of his conclusions, she felt that several were largely in agreement with the very theories she herself had papered only the previous month. 

				The most important of which related to the vase and the evidence of the coloured etch-ings, which were by far the most important factual evidence that had been produced in the last half century. 

				In fact, since her late father, had indeed explained and documented the finds at Ch’Ang- An in Shaan Xi. In particular, she went on to explain, the plate and how it related to the story of Feng Tai Wu. 

				A story that was very common in the Celestial Empire of Far Cathay but was thought, except by a few, to be pure fantasy.

				It was the story concerning the whereabouts of a fantastic treasure. 

			

		

	
		
			
				A treasure that had been buried during the reign of the Emperor Li Tsu, the last scion of the T’Ang dynasty, and all those people whom had been engaged with the burial, had died of a mysterious illness.

				Over the last thousand years, many people had sort to find the lost treasure of the T’Ang, but none had ever come close. 

				Once or twice, it was alleged that pieces of the treasure had come to light, and they fetched fantastical prices, but the finders and indeed the buyers, had all mysteriously died, only days after the treasure had come in to their possession, and the treasure had again disappeared, to be lost in the mists of time.

				The legend of Emperor Li Tsu was evil, and the curse of the treasure was death.

				This caused quite a stir amongst the doublets and cloaks of the Sinologist’s, as I’m sure you can imagine.

				But everyone loves a treasure story, especially when told by a beautiful young lady.

				She went on to explain that most of the archaeological finds in Far Cathay had been be-fore the Empire’s and Far East Company’s Opium Wars. 

				And since the Celestial Empire had taken power, little or no new objects had been avail-able for the study of archaeologists from the West, or indeed from the Orient.

				Still, now that there was an established, if uneasy peace treaty in place, there seemed to be a more open channel of communication between the Celestial Empire of Far Cathay, and the rest of the worlde.

				It was her greatest ambition to carry on the work of her late father in the excavation of the ruins in and around the city of Ch’Ang- An.

				The rest of her lecture was indeed about the work that her father had undertaken, in, and around the ancient city of Ch’Ang-An, and although of great interest, I’m sure, it would be far easier for you to read her book,

				‘The Secrets of Old Cathay; Archaeology and Myth.’ 

				However, for those of you who are unable to acquire a copy of Professor Xia’s work. I shall précis it for you,

				The general story is of an Emperor called Li Tsu, the last scion of the house of T’Ang. 

				 He came to power in Far Cathay about Nine hundred’s or so years ago. And at a ban-quet that lasted four days, held to celebrate his ascendancy, by the gweilo warlord, Chu Ch’uan- Chung, at which Li Tsu was the guest of honour, Chu Ch’uan - Chung poisoned all of Li Tsu’s Brothers. He did this so, as to secure a peaceful and un-challenged reign.

			

		

	
		
			
				However, the inner story or subtext as she called it, held a secret. It was a kind of secret message, with hidden clues, that may or may not lead to the treasure.

				After the lecture had finished, there was an informal lunch and wine. I had a few of the parcels but must confess that it’s not what I call real food. 

				Young Bess said, 

				“Professor Xia was quite dismissive of old Witherspoon’s theories, don’t you think?”

				 

				“Yes, I agree,” I agreed,

				 “I wondered if you would notice that.”

				“I couldn’t help but think we didn’t get the whole story from Professor Xia.” Young Bess 

				continued.

				“Perhaps I should go and ask her a few questions?” I suggested.

				“You had better hurry,” she replied, pointing out of the window with a 

				Cucumber sandwich;

				“She’s just leaving.”

				I put down my platter and moved closer to the window. Young Bess linked her arm through mine and leaned her head on my shoulder. We were just in time to see Professor Xia climb in to a fine carriage pulled by six midnight black horses. 

				The door was held open for her by a rather large squat Chinese man, who reminded me of a paining I had seen of an ancient Jiao li wrestler. The Mighty Ogre, I think he was called.

				This Mighty Ogre climbed up on to the front of the carriage and with a crack of the whip, and several neighs’ of the horses, it sped off eastwards, towards Limehouse.

				“I think I will get a copy of old Withers’ thesis. Just for interest you know.” I smiled.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion

				Young Thomas Deveroux, a squire, is with the Marshall’s retinue, which has just returned from Newark to meet with the King, Edward Carnarvon, at the earthquake devastated city of Lincoln. 

					Chapter 40	The Lucy Tower

				✪

				It was a cold, hard, sleet like rain and it made my eyes sting, as I climbed the wood and sod steps, that were cut and built into the motte, which led upwards, from the inner court, to the newly built, circular Lucy Tower. 

				The wind was constant, harsh, and blowing from the east, and my cloak swung out, as a gust caught it, and I had to stop, just for a moment, to regain my balance.

				“Steady lad.” said the Marshall.

				And I noticed yet again just how tall he was, far taller, by a head at least, than any other man that I knew, but then again everyone seemed taller than me. 

				The Marshall had a harsh tanned face, brown from the sun. His long moustache was also brown but had a hint of red and a fleck of white and his muscles bulged under the mail and surcoate. His long sword clinked against his chainmail and his cloak swayed in the wind.

				The guards watched us climb, they knew the Marshall of old and they stood straight and tall as we drew closer.

				I wondered to myself, how had everyone in Lincoln had gotten so tall.

				The carved stone of the Lucy Tower glistened in the rain, that bounced off its crenel-

			

		

	
		
			
				lations, and I had to stop and draw a deep breath when we reached the gate itself, as we stood under the arch for a moment, I was desperately trying not to show that I was wind-ed from the steep climb.

				“Winded eh, youngster?” the Marshall asked as he too breathed deeply.

				 

				“Can you imagine making that climb with arrows flying in your face.”

				“I am a little winded My Lord. It would be a hellish ascent. I think I would rather be a defender.” I replied. 

				I hated it when people called me ‘youngster’. I was a man now, and had fought, and killed in battle. 

				The Marshall laughed a loud and smiled as he patted me roughly on the shoulders.

				“Me too Thomas. Lets hope it’s not a climb we have to make soon. I feel that our forc-es could do with a few more good skirmishes under their belts, before we ride to battle again.” 

				“You think it will come to that, then, My Lord.” I enquired. 

				I knew we had ridden hard from Newark Castle for this meeting, and the rumour was that we would need to face the baron’s forces that were mustering further north at Ponte-fract. They were threatening to cut off the royal city of Far York, where the young queen had taken refuge.

				“Aye, I do lad, Lancaster is not happy with this new king, and he has the whole of the north, and several southern barons with him. Hellfire and damnation… that the realm should come to this!” 

				“If only Edward would give up this damnable Gaveston, Jesu…” He coughed, embar-rassed that he may have said too much.

				I ducked my head by reflex as a massive raindrop fell onto my helmet, and then gazed up and saw that we stood beneath the huge square gatehouse. It stood like a colossus from the history books of Doctor Dee and I was stunned to see it rose thirty feet into the air, and I could see the portcullis, there in the groove of stone, raised high. 

				I shivered for a moment, in the cold wind and rain and looked up at the metal spear like points of the gate, they promised only death, as they hung just there, right above my head.

				The gate itself was a beautiful arch of sand coloured stone, and the wall of the tower ran back in a sloped and staggered form and met up with the curtain walls.

				 

				“We must be seventy feet high now.” I gasped.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Aye, you have the right of it youngster. Take a look at the worlde,” He stretched his mas-sive, mailed gloved hand out at the horizon,

				“From the tower roof you can see the whole of the Danegeld. Land, with soil so black and fertile, that you can grow anything you wish. Sometimes two crops a year. No wonder men have fought to own it for so long. It’s our job to heal these wounds and make the land whole again, a fit place for a man to live… home, hearth, good food, and a woman. What more could a man desire.”

				“But alas, once you have it… well, there is always someone else who wants to take it from you.”

				I felt a shiver as we passed through the arch and my eyes looked up to the murder holes. The entrance way was deep; two strides at least, and at the far end stood the massive wooden gates, which were covered with iron belts. 

				“Surely no army could hope to get this far?” I asked, in awe at the might of the defenses.

				“You would not think so. But the truth about all armies is… that they are led by men, who think that it will be worthwhile, or who are desperate enough to try,” stated the Mar-shall simply, 

				“Just take a look at what that rogue, Stephen of Blois, did to the Old Tower.”

				He pointed to the southeast corner where work had been carried out to restore the square 

				tower.

				“If you fill a tunnel full of pig fat and kindle, and set it a fire, you will do a lot of damage to the foundations of any building… but not so great or so extensive, as when the gods are angered… and the Lincoln Imp dances to the devils music, eh Youngster.” 

				He pointed over the field of tents that filled the courtyard, and out over the collapsed curtain walls, out across the square, with its ruined inns, and houses, to the cathedral, of which only the twin towers of the building still stood tall. 

				“If we had know the gods would shake down the very walls, we could have saved the life’s of a hundred men.” He said sadly.

				“But maybe it was their sacrifice that was needed…”

				The rest of upper Lincoln had been shaken to pieces by the devil sent earthquake, which had ripped through the great city leaving devastation and ruin in its path. 

				The quake had been felt as far away as London and never in living memory, nor in the history books, had anything so devastating happened in England.

			

		

	
		
			
				The king had brought his court to Lincoln, to inspect the devastation that the gods had wrought for himself, and so that he could personally oversee the rebuilding of the Cathe-dral, and of the castle’s defenses. He also gave alms to the poor, who having just suffered at the hands of the French, and lived through the battle of Lincoln Fair, where destitute and impoverished.

				Of course, there were those of the kings close advisors, who believed that these people had brought such ill luck upon themselves, by fraternising with the French in the first place.

				There was a tremendous hub-hub in the inner court and it seemed as if a hundred knights and their men at arms were in occupation, and everywhere servants were scur-rying about their duties, moving around noisily, whilst the dogs barked, and the horse hooves clattered on the stones of the courtyard. 

				This noise added to the cacophony from the workshops, and camps of the men in the outer courtyard below, gave the impression that the whole place was far noisier, than any earthquake could possibly be. 

				The Marshall looked thoughtful, like a man who had to make a serious decision, and while he deliberated, I took a few extra moments to look out across Lincolnshire, back to-wards the Bishops Palace of Stowe-in-Lindsey, and I remembered the earthquake, and the kiss that strange girl had given me.

				Then, after a few moments, we left the inner court, and climbed a small set of wooden stairs into the tower proper. 

				Here all took on a very different feel. The entrance led to a reception room, and on to a small hall. These rooms where teeming with people, nobles, clergy, scribes, squires, and servants. 

				“Make way for the Marshall!’ Some one shouted, and a silence filled the chamber, like darkness fills a shadow. And suddenly there was a clear walkway through to the doors at the far end of the room. 

				As we approached, the Marshall turned to me and stooping a little looked me in the eyes.

				“You had best wait here lad,” He said kindly.

				And so I did. I watched as the sentinels opened the doors and a steward cried out, 

				“Sir William Marshal, Earl of Pembroke!”

				All heads in the room turned to look as the Marshall entered and there amongst them was the Lady Nicola de la Haye with two men who were dressed in the finest silks I had ever seen.

			

		

	
		
			
				One was a strong and healthy young man in his early twenties, with golden hair and bulging muscles, dressed in a silk tunic of deep purple, with a woollen lined, black leather surcoate, he wore bright red leggings and high leather boots. 

				A large golden belt circled his waist from which hung a leather pouch, a gilded dagger, and a short lethal sword. A golden circle rested easily on his head and his hair flowed down to his shoulders.

				He wore a full beard around thick red lips and sitting adjacent to his long nose, where deep blue eyes.

				Those eyes glanced at the Marshall and a smile broke across the King’s face.

				He looked at the door for a moment and his glance flashed in my direction, but then the other man, a tall, handsome, dark haired man, of a very similar build, and dressed equally as fine, walked over, and the doors slammed shut and the hub-hub resumed.

				I felt a pull on my sleeve, and she was there before me.

				“My Lady, I did not see you there.” I stammered a little and felt my face redden.

				“Your not a very good lover, are you?” She declared simply, as she placed her arms across her chest, forcing her ample breasts upwards and nearly taking out my eye. 

				Confusion surged in my brain and I wondered how to answer her.

				“It has been three weeks since the battle and the earthquake, and I have not seen you. You have not said a word to me. I wonder if you love me at all…” She stamped her foot and 

				continued to fume, looking madder than a wet hen. 

				“My Lady Yvette, I have been to Newark with the Marshall. We left the next morning… and have returned only this very moment.”

				“In that case…”

				“I will forgive you.” 

				Her whole demeanour changed, she smiled a dazzling smile and clasped my hand in hers, and her eyes flashed at me, as she backed me up against the wall. 

				“Come, they will be in council for an hour… or two. If you like … we will go to my cham-ber…” 

				Her hand moved swiftly and pressed against my cock, which stiffened in an instance.

				I gulped, and wondered why I was always so tongue-tied around this girl.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Oh my… a cock that do crow in the afternoon.” She kissed me lightly on the neck,

				“Lets away…”

				 “Why wait until the middle of a cold, dark night…”

				 We nearly collided with a serving maid, a she carried a basket full of loafs, and several other people stared at us, as we ran from the hall, laughingly, she pulled me by the hand, 

				“… For some afternoon delight.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				 

				Thomas Deveroux is in his rooms above the emporium of Messer’s Camden and Sons, by roy-al warrant and appointment to his gracious majesty Edward II, Royal Astronomers, Astrolo-gers, Cartographers, Chart Makers, Horologist, Navigators, Oikouménê, Scribists, and who are of the Worshipful Company of Painter-Stainers and Sporting Bookmakers, which are situated in Neal’s Yard, London, WC2H 9DP.

					Chapter 41	Tales from the River Bank

				✪

				Well, about a week had passed since the lecture and I was sat at the scribing table, pre-tending to work on one of my chronicles but really dreaming of my sweet Yvette. 

				As is usual Mr. Eddie ‘Cleanhead’ Vinson was relating one of his epics, a story of true ur-ban life in the American Free States, in which he;

				“Went in the front door but had to take the back door out.”

				And was by all accounts most grateful for his life, as several crossbow quarrels stuck into the surrounding walls, and his lover’s husband, a man of who’s existence he had been blissfully unaware, screamed after him down some shabby alley, deep in a squalid inner city neighbourhood. I do love the passion of such lyrics. 

				Now just as Eddies story is unfolding, I find on an inner page, of one of the less influen-tial but by far more widely studied broadsheets, an interesting story about a fisherman of greater London Town.

				It seem that this fisherman was idling away his hours, as is his pleasure, in the neigh-bourhood of the River Ember, hard by East Molesey, when to his great surprise, he lands himself quite the largest catch of his life.

			

		

	
		
			
				Not only does the catch out weigh any previous prize that he has collected, but also it seems, that it had once walked and breathed, as men will do.

				What a predicament, here is a poor wagon master, taking his leisure and simply out to 

				supply himself with his evening supper, when to his surprise a gentleman of celestial 

				appearance, comes to take a bite, as they say. 

				Not quite the Chinese take away that he would have ordered, one presumes.

				Well the Inquisitors are called, and the pamphleteers and broadsheets come and inter-view the fishing chap, and as the story unfolds. 

				It appears that the celestial had not been taking the water’s purely for the benefit of his health, and insofar as the Inquisitors are concerned, possibly not of his own volition.

				Of course, the officials have no idea of the identity of the bathing celestial, save that on his right arm was a tattooed of a red dragon.

				‘The fisherman, called Robert of Winslowe (43) of Nightingale Lane, near the Angel inn, 

				Balham, had suffered no ill effects from consuming his catches.’

				By now, the wax cylinder has moved on to Big Mama Thornton, who is watching the rain, through her window, when the doorbell whistles.

				Not Big Mama’s door bell, for I’m not sure if in the city of Chicago, in the nation of the Free States of America, that she would have been in possession of one, and I mean no dis-respect to Big Mama… but my doorbell.

				I call it a bell but I suppose it is really a type of thing-y. You know, the type of thing-y that sends a dried pea around a bell somehow and it lets out a shrill whistle. 

				They have the same type of thing on ships I understand.

				Anyway what happens is that the person on the outside, blows into the tube, and inside the whistle blows, and you take the stopper out of the tube and speaking into your end, saying ‘Hello’, and they on the outside say ‘It’s me’. And you, still on the inside, say ‘Oh, come up’. And you pull the lever, which slides the cogs, which move the lock, which gives them access, at the outer door, below.

				Well, as I say the doorbell gave off it’s merry whistle, so I went over and spoke into the tube. 

				“Hello.” 

				“Oh Hello, Thom, it’s me, Bess. Can I speak with you for a moment?” Asked the voice on the outside.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Of course, Your Grace.” Said I ever the gent,

				“Take several. Do come on up. It’s the black door on the second floor.”

				I suppose I could have said the top floor, or even the penthouse but you take your choice, and today second floor seemed about right, as there are only the two. Well by the time I had turned off my stereo and placed its contents in their hiding place, debated the previ-ous statement with myself, and walked to the door, Young Bess was waiting, on the mat, as I’ve heard it expressed. 

				“Good evening, Your Grace, you young thing you,” I said as I bowed to her with a flurry of my hand. 

				“How nice to see you. Do come in.” 

				She nodded to her guards and stepped inside.

				“Please let me take your cloak. Will you sit? Would you like some of my special, newly 

				smuggled, secret coffee?” I asked.

				“Yes please.” Came her quick reply.

				Now call me an old fuddy-duddy but Young Bess did not seem quite herself. I’m not sure why, but she seemed as if she were quite at odds with herself.

				“What wrong?” I asked sitting opposite her and placing the coffee on the table between the two low couches.

				“Well I’m not quite sure. I’m quite at odds with myself, I think. It’s Doctor Dee. He wrote me this letter.” 

				She handed the parchment to me. It was neatly folded and edged, I could still see the cracked wax that held the impression of John’s seal. Two circles that where within a mathematical symbol, that looked somewhat like a elongated seven. 

				I knew that the symbol represented his eyes, that where always hidden but wakeful in her service. Somewhere in the cobweb laden recesses’ of my dim mind, it struck a chord, it reminded me of something that I had seen recently, but just couldn’t place my finger upon it to save my very life.

				It read,

				Your Royal Highness,

				Humbly pray I for your continued radiance, a splendour for which we extol such a divine blessing. 

			

		

	
		
			
				And before we raise our eyes to heaven, illuminated by the contemplation of these kabbalist mysteries, we should perceive very exactly the 

				constitution of our monad, as it is shown to us, not only in the light but also in life, and in nature.

				For it discloses explicitly, by its inner movement, the most secret mysteries of this physical analysis. 

				So humbly be it that I present to you upon this day, the corollary allied to my labours, pursued and explored. 

				From said mysteries I do conclude, that, day and date, and instance are transmuted and do transmigrate by thirty and three days in each year, and thus do the days and months and years combine, coalesce, mingle, merge and flux.

				Tho' still the transmutation do become more brisk, of these mysteries we could perceive thus far, that, the transmigrating in said instances, may 

				enlarge, til it will become not days, yet years. 

				And still within the longitudes that do encircle the blessed worlde, do these transmigrations intensify and proliferate until such, we can contemplate, be that;

				He, whom is not yet born, may still walk yet upon the earth, and live within the worlde, and spread forth his fruit. 

				I am forever your humble, obedient servant, in faith and true in flesh and mind,

					

				Doctor John Dee

				ōō7

				When I had finished reading, she looked at me with those big green eyes of hers and hesitated for a moment before saying,

				 “I think he’s disappeared.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Mistress of Darkness

				Yvette Waterton is at the Watermill on the edge of Axholme a small market town on the 

				boarders of Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, and Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

				 Chapter 42	A Stranger in a Strange Land

				✪

				You know that feeling you get sometimes? 

				You are not sure why but for some reason you just know that someone is watching you. Well, that’s the feeling I had right now, and I can tell you, I thought it might just be that Witchfinder and his pricker man again. But the dogs were silent, and the hounds lay dreamily under the great oak.

				It was a still day, just a gentle breeze to take the edge off the heat, and the early morning mist still clung to the hedgerows, the grass was damp, even though the sun was rising high, about five bells in the forenoon.

				The water gave a laughing gurgle as the wheel of the mill turn smoothly and the whole was a gentle rhythm to work by.

				I was out in the vegetable patch, weeding and hoeing, and getting the salads, and greens ready for the day’s meal, when I had that feeling. And placing my hands on my back, as if it ached, slowly I raised my head.

				And sure enough, there was some one watching me. But it was not who I had imagined it to be. 

				In fact, if it had been a game of ‘Who’s the stranger at the door,’ I am afraid that I would never have guessed it. Not even close. Not in a thousand years.

			

		

	
		
			
				You see the stranger was a monk. And I would guess that, by the look of him, despite his 

				shaven tonsure and his long grey, travel stained habit, quite a young monk. 

				He looked to be about eleven year’s old, perhaps a bit older, perhaps a bit younger, but he was thin and straight with a good stance. 

				 He was taller than Nosher, and obviously cleaner, even though he was covered in dust from the long days on the road.

				‘Now this is a stranger in a strange land,’ I misquoted to myself. 

				 “Hello stranger. Are you travelling far? Would you like some water or food?“ I asked him.

				“I am The Boy.” He said simply.

				And for a moment, my heart stood still.

				“I can offer you my labour to pay for the food.” He continued.

				“Let us not worry about that just yet,” I responded, thinking 

				‘No... It cant be…’

				“I am Mistress Waterton. You can call me Mistress Yvette. Come, it’s nearly lunch time anyway.”

				“Yes, Mistress.”

				We made our way towards the mill house, moving through the garden to the back door and I stopped to wash my hands at the pump, and then walked through the open back door and in to the big old kitchen.

				The Boy followed me to the well, washing as I did, and all without saying a word and then in to the kitchen. As he did Yorick gave him what seemed like a smile.

				“This is very like the abbey kitchen.” He said softly.

				“The Abbey? Now which Abbey would that be I wonder?” I asked wondering.

				“I am from Rievaulx Abbey. But I failed to give satisfaction, and have been banished for my heresies,” answered The Boy.

				“Heresies eh,” I stated raising an eyebrow with a puzzled smile and I notice that Yorick, who was standing in his corner as usual, gave a slight rattle of his bones.

				“And where is it your heading to now?’

			

		

	
		
			
				“I journey to the sister Abbey at Revesby. I am to join the heretics there and do penance. Is it far from here?”

				“It’s not far, and it is all the distance in the worlde.” I simply stated.

				 I studied The Boy. Scrutinizing him from head to toe, there was a familiarity about him that I found profoundly disturbing. The way he stood, with his head slightly to one side…

				‘No... It can’t be… can it? It’s just a legend… isn’t it,’ my inner voice said. 

				My strange magpie flew in through the open kitchen door and she landed on the table, near where Ferdinand was sleeping, in the cross chair, next to the fire, and hopped about in that awkward, agitated manner of hers. Ferdinand just opened an eye, a fraction… and yawned, and flicked his tail at her.

				“Riiik-rak-rak-rak!” 

				Said Oda and I looked at her as she nodded her head up and down 

				frantically. 

				The boy looked startled and stared at Oda for a few moments and then looked at me again. 

				 “Is - is this the same bird… the one that I followed…. that has travelled with me… has he led me here?” He asked confusedly.

				“Well you will have to ask her that.”

				Oda winked at us and hopped down to the floor.

				Taking the loaf hot from the range, I brought it to the table, and I cut a big wedge and handed it to him, while I brought the cheese from the cold store with a bowl of apples, a knife, and platter.

				 “I can offer you ale, or milk, which would you prefer?” I asked

				 “I think milk will be the best choice.” He said after consideration; as if he had never been given a choice before;

				 “I have never partaken of the ale, although the monks are master brewers. It was frowned upon for all but the highest to partake. Although Brother Ignatius, the Brew Master, was renown for his indulgences.” 

				He laughed with a huge grin, and suddenly the sun shone through the door, bright and dazzling.

				“Where you at the Abbey long?”

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				“All my life,” Replied The Boy. 

				“And I expected to stay, and take the holy orders, or maybe even join the Templar’s as a novice, but I am alas, accursed.”

				“Accursed, banished, and you so young. You certainly have started a big adventure hav-en’t you?”

				“And after all, entirely the most important thing about an adventure, is to start it.” 

				 He ate lustily, as all young boys do and I took the time to study him further.

				“So have you always been called The Boy?” I asked as I pored some milk for The Boy.

				 

				“Yes. I was a foundling and delivered to the gates of the abbey. I am not to be named un-til I take the vow.”

				I nearly dropped the beaker, as I turned to look at The Boy even more closely. 

				“Foundlings… are rare nowadays.” I commented.

				“How old were you when you were found?”

				“I was a new born babe. I am of eleven years or close to that I think, and I was to take the holy vow next spring.”

				And that is when I did drop the beaker of milk. It spilled all over the floor. Yorick rattle again and his jawbone dropped an inch. Oda flew into the air and landed on the table, stealthily stealing bits of bread, and Ferdinand sprang to life with a shiver, and then bus-ily lapped at the milk. 

				And I just fussed about cleaning it. And did nothing useful, while I tried to recover my 

				composure.

				 “So Boy, the foundling heretic, what makes you so accursed?”

				 ‘Try not to let yourself shake with anticipation.’ My inner self said.

				 “I have the mark of the devil.” He stated simply.

				 

				“The Abbot hoped to cleanse me but I am beyond even his help.”

				“And what mark would be so great, as to be beyond the help of the great Abbott of Riev-aulx. The brother of kings, and friend of the Pope?”

				“I have an extra nipple. The devil’s own nipple, when he comes for me, it is where he will 

			

		

	
		
			
				suckle on my breast. A third nipple.”

				“It is a sure sign of the evil within me.”

				That was when I dropped the platter I was holding. Ferdinand looked at me with disgust and leapt onto the windowsill and out into the garden, whilst Oda screeched and took to the rafters.

				 Yorick said nothing but gave me a black stare.

				“Goodness, I am a nervous cat today. Please forgive me. Help yourself to the bread and cheese, and there are some pickles too. I must just see to something.” 

				And I left the room in a hurry.

				I was frightened, scared, excited, and horrified, all in a moment.

				I ran to the solar and shut the door behind me. It is not often that I drink during the day, unless I am encouraging Thom seduce me again, but today I thought that a swift glass of the old Irish might just be what the doctor ordered.

				I swallowed quickly and then had a second slower mouthful. Placing the goblet on the table, I took some parchment and smoothed it out. Then I raised the quill from the ink-well and started to write.

				 It was a quick note and did not take long. It said simply, 

					Thom, 

					It’s The Boy. Here…

					He is here in the kitchen. 

					You must get here and with all speed, 

					before the Dibble or the Witchprickers can find him.

					Gods… Be quick Thom.

					Use all the speed in the worlde.

					I will inform Strix and the Island.

				 

				 Love and kisses

				 	Yvette

				 

				I wrote another letter, this one was to Strix, before I left the room, and walked through the rear window, that led to the garden proper, and I whistled sharply. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Oda and Ferdinand both joined me within a few moments. And I gave them instruc-tions.

				“Oda send the word to watch for the dibble, or worse! Have your tiding watch the south-ern roads.”

				“Quark, Quark.” She flew.

				“Ferdinand, my old friend, I know how much you hate the water, but I will need you to travel… to send the word. They must be warned. The canals will be safest. Head to Ax-holme, and see if there is a boat heading west, yes west first, and then south. You must find them!”

				He wrapped himself around my leg for a few moments purring loudly before he mooched away, as if he had not a care in the world.

				 Then Nosher stepped out of the bushes, his bight green eyes shining in the sunlight.

				“Here’s Nosher.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise Of Germania ~ Part II.

				Matilda of England, the Anointed Holy Roman Empress, the Queen of the Romans, Queen of Bavaria, Duchess of Saxon, and the Daughter of a King, the Sister of Kings, and of Dukes, from across the worlde, and the true Queen of England, and all its empire, and the fairest in the land, is close with her husband, Henry, the Lion of Bavaria, in his bed chamber. 

				Also present, as custom demands, are Henrys advisors, the High Eunuch, his Chancellor 

				Volker, his medic Docktor Schabel Von Rom, and a Priest.

					Chapter 43	Death of a King 

				✪

				The king sat, sinking in his bed, with the pillows piled high and his head laid back against them. The pillows in turn rested on the elaborate headrest of carved and painted oak, upon which was adorned the crest of the family of Welf, Dukes of Saxony.

				 It was deeply carved and brilliantly painted and covered in gold leaf; Mantled, Azure and Gules, doubled Or, with supporters on either side, a Unicorn, Sable, armed unguled, crined & tufted, Or, wreathed about the neck, with a torse, Argent and Gules, and the badge, a field of Gules, a lion, crowned with an ancient crown, Or, rampant, dexter.

				He looked all of his sixty and four years, his baldhead was covered with dark liver spots and his pale face was framed by long, grey, side-whiskers, but these were now matted, with the weight of grease and sweat that poured from his brow. 

				His hands shook with a slight tremor and his horrid little tongue, slithered over his dry, pink lips, just like a lizards. 

				I felt my loathing for him oozing up from my very bones. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Here lay the awful man that I had been betrothed to at the age of eight, and married to by twelve. When still only a girl, for Jesu’ sake, and me a royal child too. 

				I was the grand daughter of the Conqueror. 

				And he had robbed me of my best years… sucked on them like a piglet sucking on a sow. 

				And he had failed me, as a man, as a father, as a lover, and in his duties as a husband, being already old, past middle aged and ailing, when we had married. 

				Oh, that was no wedding night. He had struggled to rise to the occasion, then and every occasion since. 

				 Rudolph had been an accident, an indiscretion… after all I am a young woman still, and my husband was far too stupid to suspect that he was not his own. But I dare not repeat the process. That would be a step too far. Yes, he was stupid and he did not suspect but worse in my mind, he didn’t even care. 

				He did not care that I had no other children, and I was not even in my prime years yet. He had a brood already from his first wife, Clementia. But they were mainly frail girls and his heir Otto of Bavaria, had died of a sudden illness six moons ago. 

				I had replaced my husband’s medics annually, for five years now but he had steadfastly refused to die. 

				 I bowed low before him, I closed my eyes, and kissed him lightly on his forehead, and then, I looked deep into his still blue eyes, in which remained the last sparkle of energy. The remnants of his spirit, that flickered and shone, as once, long ago, he had. 

				“I will wish you a pleasant nights sleep, Your Grace.” I said and as I bowed again, I left the room, as was the custom.

				“Yes, Yes, damn you woman, Jesu, stop your fussin’ and leave me be, will you?” The king wave a liver spotted hand.

				 

				Volker and the high eunuch remained with his medic, Schnabel von Rom, and the funny little priest, and they all bowed their heads to me, in turn, as I departed. 

				My eyes caught Volker’s and flashed at him, like a woman’s eyes do, when they play with the soul of a man. 

				The high eunuch cleared his throat and addressing the king, he began the nightly rit-ual, were he and Volker would deliver their tedious reports, and the medic would fuss, and tut, and pamper, as he wiped the drool from the side of the king’s mouth, and all the while, the priest would be delivering Vespers in a whisper to no one in particular.

				As the chamber door closed behind me, I could hear Volker droning on about taxes, and 

			

		

	
		
			
				crop yields, and the complaints of one of the smaller principalities, 

				“… Your Grace… and the Prince of Grafschaft Bentheim, has raised a complaint about 

				infringements, within his borders… against the Bishopric of Munster.”

				“Jesu, the gods damn all bishops.” Said Henry, as he lay back on his pillows, “Tell the Prince, what ever his name is…”

				“Prince Ludwig, Highness.” Replied Volker.

				“Another one? Jesu... Tell this Ludwig, that we shall send a stern message to the Bishop of Muster, ordering him to desist these… infringements… immediately and we will award the usual compensation… upon your report Volker.”

				“Yes Highness… And the Bishop?”

				“We will make him pay. Fine him… Jesu damn all bishops…. five thousands silver shil-lings… they hate it when you attack their purse… better allow payment in goods, if he so desires, and he will, the sniveling little shit… and send a letter to the Pope, saying; 

				‘If he can not control his Bishops, then I will.”

				“Is that wise Your Grace? We have only just repaired relations with the Pope’s church. And they will claim that the bishop is not subject to our Salic laws, but to their own Can-on laws.” 

				“Damn the Pope, he is just a French puppet. Damn him and the bishops too. You’re a Bishop are you not?” He asked the Priest.

				“No, Your Grace, just a lowly Priest. How may I be of service?” Asked the priest from the back of the room.

				Henry paused to get his breath, looking at him, as if the priest was permeating a stench that was nauseating, then after a moment he continued, 

				“… Tell that Pope of yours…” He breathed deeply for a moment,

				“… Tell him that if he ever dare come north, he will get a warm welcome…. like the fires of hell, Jesu…” He coughed violently, 

				“Damn all priests… Von Rom where is my draft…”

					

				The medic had prepared the kings night potion, as he did every night and approached the bed. 

				And Volker indicated to Schnabel to pass it over to him as he stepped up, performing an 

				obsequious bow with an exaggerated flourish of his hand and he held the small glass 

			

		

	
		
			
				forward for the king.

				“Allow me, Your Grace.”

				The king took his drink in his shaking hand and tossed it down in one quick deliberate action, as was his way.

				 Volker withdrew, taking the empty glass and holding it behind his back. Within a brief moment, another terrible, violent spasm shook Henry’s body. He cried out, but no sound came, only blood. 

				A deep, thick, dark red blood slowly oozed from between his lips and he began to choke and gasp for air, as he struggled to breathe.

				And then he croaked pitifully… 

				“You… sly… little man!” He whispered, pointing his shaking finger at Volker.

				Volker stared about wide-eyed. The high eunuch gasped.

				The king’s death cry was not loud, but it seemed to echo through the palace, as it would later echo through all Germania.

				And as he died, his eyes lost that little sparkle, and his blackened tongue twisted mani-cally to the side of his mouth.

				The Warlord with the King’s Guards, led by Sir Lother, rushed into the room, surround-ing the High Eunuch, Volker and Doctor Schnabel von Rom. 

				As the priest moved to meet them, he suddenly seemed to grow in stature. His back straightened and his old man gait became more spritely, as if he had suddenly become ten years younger, and I realised that I had never really paid him any attention at all.

				‘A trio ordré. How splendid,’ 

				I had to remember not to laugh out loud.

				‘Interesting. Someone else is in this game, and they have made the first move. But who in the name of the gods is this priest who seems to have taken control of the situation?’

				 I winked a bit of dust from my eyelash, as I quietly replaced the notch in the hollowed out curve of the wall, in to which my face fit so well, almost as if it had been made for me. 

				The well-greased notch, slid back across the bolt head of the candle stanchion without a sound. I shook myself free of dust, as I smoothed down and straightened my dress, and then I made my way through the darkness, keeping my hand on the roughly chiselled stone work, and I counted the notches that were raised there, at every other stride. Eins, 

			

		

	
		
			
				zwei, drei… And then I was at the corner of the panelling. 

				Here was a small candle, in a hollowed out niche and there, just a few paces to the left, I found the stone steps, that led downwards and twisted through the tunnel-like spaces that led back to my rooms.

				Once there I disrobed and lay quietly on the bed, waiting for the guards to bring me the sad news of the murder of my poor husband, Henry the Lion, King of Bavaria, Duke of Saxony et alia.

				And as I did, I sucked softly on a fresh grape and smiled, as I thought about the plans I would instigate, now that I was the Queen, and Regent, in my son Rudolf’s name. 

				“First, I will arrange for Rudolf to be brought to the palace. Immediately. And ensure that he was kept safe. Then...” 

				“Then, there would be the warlord and this priest to deal with.”

				“… Rewards, and then an accident or two, I think.” I said to Dark Prussia, as she lay, snuggling with pleasure, on my bed, and I fed her a grape too. 

				“Although the Warlord… He may make me a good husband, a battle hardened warrior, and a killer, if ever there was one... Maybe it was he…”

				“He is a man to know… We will need a new High Priest too, and there is plenty of time for Rudolf to develop…” I smiled.

				Dark Prussia said nothing but she smiled also, with those deep green eyes of hers. She turned her nose up at the grape, and instead, stretched out her long legs, entwining them with mine, and placed her head on my breast, and I felt her as she slipped inside my robe… and she scratched playfully at the low hairs, that spread upwards on to my soft, smooth stomach.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				Thomas Deveroux is at the home of Mistress Yvette Waterton, The Watermill, Axholme, in the county of Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

					Chapter 44	Paperback Writer

				✪

				Well now, it so happens that once again I was in the rural setting of Axholme. This is not perhaps, so unusual you may think, and you would be right. Yvette says, with some hu-mour I hope, that I am in danger of becoming more of a permanent feature than Yorick. Still she loves me.

				“I really do enjoy my little visits to your realm, Yvette dear,” I said.

				Yvette didn’t reply. She one the one hand, likes to alternate between bullying and fuss-ing over me and I on the other hand, like to let her. I was visiting, at my dear friend’s in-vitation and I had been there for some time, oh maybe a week or so, trying, as we writers say, to get it all together.

				“I find it essential to escape from the metropolis when I am having problems with my writing. I occasionally need to clear the mental block that some times affects my work,” I continued talking to the air,

				“I think I may have mention, Yvette my dear, that I’m working on a historical treaty, which has the working title of; The Rise of Germania, or alternatively; The Last Scion.”

				“Or maybe they are in fact, two separate books and I am just getting muddled?”

				“I’m not sure yet ... but anyway, I was stuck and I thought the break would do me good, and help to release those creative juices that flow so smoothly through my alcohol addled 

			

		

	
		
			
				brain, you know a change of air. But regrettably, as yet to no avail. Not your fault of course dear one…”

				Yvette maintained that this is just my excuse for lying around in the country, stuffing my face, in case a famine comes along, and she may have a point.

				And so it was the beginning of May and spring having sprung, was moving at a rapid pace, and had started its relentless march upon the soft morning air. 

				The ‘Darling Buds’ time, as I have oft heard my drinking buddy Marlowe call it, and true to form, the lilac and hawthorn were spreading their blossoms, as if there were no tomor-row.

				‘Not hawthorn perfume blown o’er bloom-strewn grass.’ I quoted.

				Yvette had two other guests. It seems that one, or it may have been both, of their moth-er’s were blood relations of Yvette’s. One was a cousin or some such and the other may have been a second cousin. 

				 Anyway one parent was absent from the country and the child, it being some holiday or other, was staying with the other, if you follow me?

				Unfortunately, the Cousin, I think it may be the cousin, was, well, or should I say un-well. You know, was out of sorts. And who could blame her, with the prospect of two brats’ for company. 

				Anyway as I say, she, the cousin that is, was out of sorts with some infernal complaint and had therefore asked Yvette, if she could send down her brat, plus the other one for the duration.

				The young boy, Alexander is his given name was quite a decent sort really, if you like young chaps, however, I can quite frankly do without them. 

				Alexander came hurtling across the lawn with a croquet mallet in his hand. 

				It was a sight, I should imagine, not unlike that, which the Greek bloke Simonides, may have observed, if he had actually been in Thermopylae; and not just listening to the sto-ry, as told by the hapless Aristodemus, who had diarrhea and was sent home with a note, and therefore missed the battle, when Leonidas and his Spartans died obeying their or-ders. 

				As I say, Alexander came hurtling across the lawn, and disappeared in to the shrubbery. The female of the two, a young girl of about ten and three years, who for the record was called Lucille, was emitting one of the weirdest sounds that I have ever heard. It was a kind of banshee type of shriek, which she seemed to think exuded joy.

				It startled both Ferdinand and myself. Oda opened her beak and put her head back with 

			

		

	
		
			
				out omitting a sound, she beat her wings in a flurry of black, blue and white, and flew high in to the mighty oak that stood in the low meadow, to show her displeasure. 

				The Major who was dosing in the warm shade of the oak snorted and whipped his tail at a passing fly in annoyance. He rather hoped that his retirement was not going to be con-tinually disturbed by these children. 

				It transpired that she, Lucille that is, had just ‘roqueted’ Alexander’s croquet ball in amongst the forest of flowering shrubs and had there by won the game.

				“Come on you two,” Said Yvette as she entered the garden from the mill, carrying a tray out towards the chairs and stools and a trestle table, that were set upon in the small meadow, and in which yours truly, had taken up residence with Ferdinand for company.

				“Here’s your luncheon.”

				“I’ve won Auntie Yvette, I’ve won.” Shrieked Lucille.

				 

				“Only because I let her!” Snarled Alexander, as he abandoned the search for the lost ball and rushed up to the table. 

				“Ok, let’s have a nice cup of cider and some cold cutlets.” Said Aunt Yvette as she sat down. 

				“Lucille, you pass the platters and Alexander, you had better show me your hands. Oh my dear boy, absolutely filthy!”

				“Off you pop to the water trough young man and wash them, you too Lucille.” 

				“I’ll race you!” Said Alexander as he started to run. 

				“Cheat!” Cried Lucille and followed him across the mill yard.

				Yvette smiled quietly and said;

				 “Only two more days, Thom dear.” And poured out a tumbler of red wine for the both of us.

				About five minutes later, the two hooligans returned and Yvette dished out the rations of fresh bread, eggs boiled in their shells, cheese and pickles, and a chicken leg each. When they have consumed their fill, of this wholesome repast Yvette said; 

				“Now then you two, time for your little treasures.” 

				She handed them in turn, the silvered platter and they each took from it a delicately wrapped sweetmeat. 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Great.” Said Alexander as he snatched at the plate. 

				“Why do you call them little treasures Aunty Yvette?” Said Lucille in a lady like way, than belied here juvenile years.

				“Well my dear, that’s a long story, the plate and the wooden box that you like so much, used to belong to the wicked Sir Bellême, who had at the Manor, the big house on the road out of town. No.1, do you remember?” 

				“He brought them back from Old Gaul, when he was retired from the ministry. He had been a merchant in the Far East Company, and he had crusaded his way across the world you know and was very well off.” 

				“He was a bit of an old pirate, if you ask me,” I interjected.

				“Anyway,” Yvette paused and gave me a dirty look, 

				“Anyway, he sadly died, quite suddenly, the winter before last and left many of his things to the church, to be sold at auction to raise funds, for the relief of the poor of the parish.” 

				“And he always called the platter, a treasure plate, so that makes any thing I give you from it, a little piece of treasure.”

				The children were enthralled with this story and went off to play at treasure hunting, with an old shoe from the midden heap and a sword each, made from some garden sticks that had once held high, the proud heads of chrysanthemums.

				The dogs chased merrily after them, barking, and yapping and leaping across the mead-ow.

				Ferdinand opened an eye, swished his tail, and lazily scratched his ear, before bending his neck and licking his bum hole clean.

				Oda flew down to the table and picked at the crumbs.

				 I swirled my tumbler widdershins and place my hand on Yvette’s leg, rubbing her inner thigh gently.

				She softly slapped the hand, but did not push me away, and a moment later, opening her legs slightly, she leaned forward and flashed her deep blue eyes at me, in the way she al-ways did, and smiled, a wicked smile. 

				And we kissed, a long, slow, passionate kiss.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Mistress of Darkness

				Yvette Waterton is at the Watermill on the edge of Axholme, a small market town on the boarders of Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, and Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

				 Chapter 45	Not Your Gods

				✪

				 The boy was still eating his cheese with zeal, as if he had not eaten for a week, when I re-entered the room. He smiled and said,

				 “Thank you for your kindness Mistress Yvette, the gods will bless you.”

				“Well that doesn’t sound too heretical now does it?” I replied.

				 

				 “How long have you been on the road for Boy?” I asked him simply as I sat in the cross-legged chair near the fire.

				 

				“Oh, only a week. I have travelled from Rievaulx Abbey. It’s really not that far, but I got lost and I ended up too near to the forest, and had to double back upon myself.” 

				Another simple statement;

				 “I nearly got feathered there. It is very wild country, and some men were out hunting for deer.” He laughed again.

				“Yes, these days there are many wilde men loose in the countryside. These are desper-ate times for many, and a desperate man has nothing left to lose. I help as many as I can, but… these Black Laws. Damn this king and his harrying.”

				“And when do you have to be at the Abbey?” I continued.

			

		

	
		
			
				“Well, when I get there. Then I will need to be there,” the Boy replied with an easy laugh.

				“I do not know if they will take me, or even what I will do there, or if I will be allowed to take my vows? I’m not even sure where exactly Revesby is.”

				 “Oh, maybe I can help you there,” I told him, 

				“I know someone who will guide you to the abbey. It will take a few days for him to get here, but he is the best guide in the land. He is of the blood of the fairies they say,”

				“I will make a bargain with you Boy,” 

				 “If you can help me with the vegetable garden, and some of the mill work, I will put you up and feed you for a few days, and then, I will be able to supply travel food, and arrange an escort for you to the abbey. It is not easy to find you know. It is across the Lincolnshire marshes. How does that sound?”

				 

				“It would be nice to have a roof for a night or two, and warm food does sound divine. I bless you for your kindness, Mistress. The gods will smile upon you.” He said.

				“Yes but not your gods.” I said shaking my head.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Adventures of Robyn Nudd

				Robyn, and the Sheriff of Nottingham are journeying northwest from London on the Pad-dington Arm of the Grand Union Canal, North London, N1. They are accompanied by a mys-terious dark fellow, who goes by the name of Ferdinand. 

					Chapter 46	The Jailhouse Blues

				✪

				It was ten days since the ministry had released me from the cells, and once back aboard The Sheriff of Nottingham, we, Ferdinand and I, had immediately set sail, we called only at Johanssons the publishers to collect the cargo of books and parchment, and then a quick about turn and upstream towards Oxford.

				“You know they had me in that lockup for three days and a half,” I said to Ferdinand.

				“ ‘Corse, soon as I got back, I checked the pokey holes. They had found some of the cheese, and some of the wine, but that was all,” I laughed. 

				“They hadn’t found the Sheriff’s secret stashes, but they made a right mess of her, they did. Dibble ‘n’ Plod!” I said patting the Sheriff side.

				“But you know what got me though, Ferdi?”

				“It wasn’t the prisoners hanging by their chains from the walls or the screaming coming from the dark cells. No.”

				“It was the questions.”

				“The same questions, over, and over, and over again. For nearly two days. The same damn questions!“

			

		

	
		
			
				“What was I doing in Camden? How long had I been there? Where was I going? And who was the Chinaman?” 

				“Well I said to them,”

				“Chinaman... I don’t know any Chinamen.”

				“How am I supposed to know the body was a Chinaman, I mean it could have been any-one. The state it was in?” I told them.

				“There was always the two of them working on me at any one time, with another team, and changing it about, every few hours,”

				“Then there was this sinister chap. Topcliffe he was called. Day two he turned up, I reck-on… but I can’t be sure. They did not let me sleep at all and the rooms were all dark and windowless,”

				 

				“Anyway this sinister type. He was a youngish man, thinner and smaller than most, and really so very ordinary looking. Although to be honest I never got a proper good look at him.”

				 I paused and took a drink of wine from the tumbler.

				“Any way he just sat there in the shadows, listening.”

				“Occasionally, he would signal the Quizzers, and they would go over to him, and he would whispered to them, for a moment, when they came back it was… start again at the beginning, and then a different question right out of the clear blue sky.” 

				“Who was I meeting? What music did I like? How many Chinamen did I know?”

				“Ministry. That’s what he was. An inquisitor if ever I saw one.”

				“Then after what seemed forever, this smallish chap comes in. He was different, well dress, in nice clothes, but not too fancy. He was quite attractive… in a quite sort of way. Not my normal type, but then I guess you know… I sail a different stream, ha...”

				“But to be fair there was something about him,”

				“He greets this Topcliffe sort with a hand clasp and I kind of sees a secret signal. Like a secret grip, you know? Templar! I thought,”

				“Well you hear such stories… Jacqui Feather Ear told me… No, that’s for later,”

				“Anyway, like I was saying; and… he come up to me, right in front of me, and he just stands and looks at me. Looks straight at me, for the longest time, never blinking… he didn’t,”

			

		

	
		
			
				 “Now, I know he wasn’t no Inquisitor nor ministry type. I can smell them a mile off,”

				“Don’t know who he was, but after looking at me for a good few minutes, and without saying a word, he walks back to the sinister guy in the corner, the ministry type, and he whispers something.”

				“Then the Quizzers get new instructions, and leave the room. This attractive quite type of geezer, comes over to me, and sits there, silent for a few moments then he asks.”

				“How often did I go to Cambridge?”

				“Well nar and again” I says, 

				“When I has a contract with Johanssons the publishers, and they sometimes ‘as me to go. Quite often I suppose. Three times, maybe four times a year, maybe more…”

				“The Universities, init? They have lots of books.”

				“It’s been about six weeks since I last been. Slow, boat travel is, you know. But safest, North of the Gap.”

				“So, next he asks me if I like Chinese food. And what was my favourite nosh house?”

				“I tell him yes, I like it all right, but not all of us can afford to eat in nosh houses,” 

				“Well humour me, he says, and I’m staring right in to his deep blue eyes and I can see the little bits of yellow in them.”

				“So I say, that I heard the Golden Sun was good in China Town, back in Salford and some of the street stalls in the shanty was all right too.”

				“What about the Red Dragon in Soho? He asks.”

				 “I’ve never heard of it.’ I said,

				 

				 “I don’t do a lot of nightlife in London. Just stay local to Camden like. It’s risky for a girl on her own, I said,”

				“Then, and get me here, Ferdi, then he asks, where I got my tats done? My tats!”

				“And, I know like, it’s not an approved trade, and the Ministry of Culture is down on ‘em… So, I just say, around, and at fairs and such.”

				“He says to me. And listen to this Ferdi!”

				“He says, I don’t think so young lady! That is really quite good ink.”

			

		

	
		
			
				“I mean, who is this Guy. A tattoo connoisseur?”

				“So, I say, well yes. Now I remember… Thinkin’ about it proper like… back in the day, I had been to the Art Academy at home, in Salford like… and some of me mates had studied tattoo artistry, and they needed a model to work on.”

				“Then! You listening Ferdi?”

				Ferdinand just looked up, yawned and slowly nodded.

				“Well get me. Then he asks if he can look at ‘em?”

				 

				“So, I show him me sleeves.”

				“He studies them real close. Turning my arms, gentle like, around to see the whole effect of the designs.”

				“Very nice, he said after a few minutes study.”

				“Eventually he asked me…”

				“Do you have any more tattoos, young lady?”

				“I looks at him, hard like. Straight in the eyes and says,”

				“Maybe… some.”

				“How many?”

				“Well quite a lot really,”

				“So, Ferdi, listen to this!”

				“So, would I mind, being so kind, as to showing me the rest, he asks?”

				 

				“Well… Now?”

				“I could feel my nipples going hard! And me stomach, felt all kind of woozy, ‘cos like, if it had been him and me alone, like… in a nice place, like, it would have been different!”

				“ ‘Cos, and I don’t mind saying Ferdi… he had me motor running. If you know what I mean!”

				“A kind of soft, gentle, northern twang he had. He had defo spent some time North of the Gap.”

				“That’s for sure! You know? Certain words he used. But he was educated too. So I knew 

			

		

	
		
			
				he was… Empire or worse, Templar!”

				“I smiled and says,”

				 

				“Aren’t you going to buy me dinner first?”

				“He just laughs, and his whole face was completely different. Kind a sort of a boyish grin he had. Not like, he was one of the ministry or even empire types at all. And he says to me with a wink”

				“Chinese?”

				“I had to laugh!”

				“Then he disappears into the shadows and speaks to the Topcliffe man.”

				“The very next thing, the Quizzers take me out and two female offices have me stripped, totally naked, and then, this artists comes in and he starts making drawings of me and me tats.”

				“All of them... Each and every single tattoo I ever had. Some, even I had forgotten about,”

				“Well… I am telling you, there is not that many souls alive that has seen all of my tat-toos.”

				“Not all at once anyway. Not recently for sure… It’s been a long dry spell.” 

				I smiled as I remembered something completely different.

				 “Next thing, I’m back in a different room, up stairs it was, with candles and torches, and windows, and with the monkeys from the afternoon shift, and the ministry man… and this nice guy.”

				“He is looking at the drawings of me… Me, there in all me glory,”

				“And then he asks me about the art? That’s the word he used… art.”

				“Why this symbol? Why these?”

				“And did I know anything about the history of tattoos?”

				“Had I ever had one altered or inked over, or removed,” he asked softly,

				 

				“Quite painful, I’ve been told,” he continued, in that soft voice he had. Like liquid choco-late it was.”

				“Any way, I said no. And he looked at me, straight on, if you know what I mean… and 

			

		

	
		
			
				then he picked up a drawing of me, a full frontal it was and with a twinkle in his eyes, he says; Goodbye Miss Nudd. I hope this ordeal has not been to trying for you. And he smiles at me, turns, and leaves the room. And the Topcliffe man follows him.”

				“And I’m sure. For damn, I’m sure, I saw him pocket that drawing!”

				“And if he did, that was a smooth bit of work.”

				“Defo not something you learn in one of those universities... and in front of the ministry man and a team of Quizzers too.”

				“I’m telling you!” I said with admiration and took another drink of wine.

				“Well, he and the Topcliffe man, they just gets up and leaves. Followed by the team of 

				monkeys, whilst a woman comes in and ask if I would like some food and a hot drink.”

				“Next, it’s all pals like, and if I could just tell them about the contraband, I could be on my way, and they were sure that, this time, it would just be a warning.”

				“So I said; I know it was a bit dodgy… but I took it in good faith, and I got it in barter… for giving some geezer a ride one day, on the Sheriff like… Stratford way it was, along the Grand Union. Came in handy he did, what with the Hatton Flight an’ all. Twenty and three locks there, up that hill.”

				“And they say; well as how to be more careful, as they say, this time it’s just a warning, but if I am caught again, with contraband… it will be full on. Judge, and jury time… and maybe chokey… maybe worse.”

				“And I bet that cheese never left the lockup, Eh Ferdi.”

				“Never did see that nice geezer again.”

				“There was something so familiar about him. Like I already knew him… had met him 

				somewhere maybe,” I smiled a fond smile. 

				“Who knows? On a different day… Well you know.” I grinned blushing a little, which was unusual for me.

				 Ferdinand looked at me with one eye and shook his head.

				“One day… dat girl gonna find a whole heap o’ troubles… and ting.”

				 He stood, stretched, and strolled back into the cabin. Finding a soft place on the couch, he gave his tail a quick flick, curled it around his feet and up towards his head, and closed his eyes. 

				“Yes sir! A whole heap o’ troubles.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion

				John Stearne, the Witch Pricker and able assistant to Matthew Hopkins, The Witchfinder General, is with his employer and their men at the Watermill, on the edge of the market town of Axholme, which stands on the boarders of Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire, and Lincolnshire.

				It is the home of the evil woman, Mistress Yvette Waterton [unmarried], a known Freethink-er and Necromancer. 

					Chapter 47	Black Sabbath

				✪

				 The Watermill nestled in the dark shadows of the night, half hidden in the dim silhou-ettes that the huge oak tree cast. 

				The oak stood on the edge of the meadow, which stretched out before it. The grass of the meadow swayed in the cool night breeze as a solitary magpie flew, darting low across it and then soaring majestically upwards, to land in the very highest branches of the oak.

				The yellow wind sails that stretched across the roof of the mill were furled and flaccid, not moving at all in the breeze, and the large wooden wheel, that stood at the rear of the building, with its feet perpetually in the water, was silently sleeping and still. 

				The Watermill was a stone and wood structure, secluded, half hidden by the dark trees that grew along the edge of the river, and the river in its turn, fed the wheel, and the mill lake. The river was rushing, as always over the weir but the sluice gate was closed, and the wheel sat swaying gently, creaking in the cool northern wind.

				The early evening fog leaked across the valley and a single column of smoke, twisted as it rose from the chimney, which stretched like a solitary finger, upward from the thatched roof of the kitchen.

			

		

	
		
			
				The yellow light of the candles flickered from the mill house windows, as soft shadows moved across them. 

				The stables were silent, the dogs and hounds were quiet, and the long grass of the water meadow rippled in the wind, out where the river widened, just to the south, as it made its way to the wilde northern seas.

				Our horses rested, still breathing heavily from the climb, and shaking their heads slow-ly, they reached down to munch upon the tuffs of grass, which grew beneath the trees, that ran along the edged of the hill. The adjacent windmill stood silently tall, watching the valley below.

				Mathew Hopkins shook his cock twice and fastened his laces, leaving a damp stain on the tree bark of the thick popular, and he pulled on his gloves as he walked back to our small group of horsemen.

				“Tonight I mark a new territory.” He laughed.

				The men smiled with him, always nervous when in his company. After all, he was a man of dark moods, who held the power of life and death in his hands, and his disturbing gaze could fall upon anyone, and swiftly.

				He spoke softly to ‘Samaritan’ his black mare, and patting her lightly on the neck, whilst holding her by the bridle, he dipped his leather gloved hand deep inside his long black cloak and located an apple, which he fed to her, talking gently with a secret smile.

				“I think the time is right for us to commence our labours,” he stated and looked the men over. 

				“Do you have the torches and the rope ready, John?”

				“Aye.” I replied, 

				“And the prickers too!”

				“Oh, no John, my good man, I don’t think we will need the pickers tonight my friend. Do you not remember our last visit here? I for one have not forgotten that this bitch set her dogs upon us!”

				“But without the pricking how will we prove her witchhood?” I asked.

				He mounted Samaritan swiftly and taking the reins, wheeled her round in a circle and faced us. As he did, his cloak twirled in the night. 

				As usual he was dressed all in black and leather, from his high leather boots, with the breeches tucked in deeply in to their top, to the long leather gambeson, with studded metal ribbons. Over this was his chain mail coif, which was covered by the black leather 

			

		

	
		
			
				padded shoulder guard, again with metal ribbons and studs. The only item he wore that was not black, was the shining, open-faced bascinet, and this he covered with the heavy hood of his cloak.

				He ran his gloved hand over his goat like beard and moustache and said. 

				“Cartwright, take a man to the rear door.”

				“John, you, Nort and young Mosley will take the front door. Beware of the dogs! Let us send those firebrands high into the thatch of the lean-to.”

				“Have no fear men. The Freethinker’s deserve the flames!”

				“Remember: What so ever it behooves a man, if he would prevent the power of the devil, he must do.”

				“And what so ever that witches do, a man must oppose. He must trust in the lord, the Christ god, and let him save those that he would know!”

				“It is the Sabbath and the night is dark. So trust me, for the Christ god knows we do his 

				bidding.”

				“Let the witch hunt begin!”

				 We rode quickly down the grass mound and through the meadow.

				 A magpie darted swiftly from the oak that stood at the corner and flew out and away. Within moments, we were entering the mill house yard. And the dogs and hounds were shouting their warning, while some horse banged at the stable door with its hooves.

				A pair of bright green eyes in the shadow of the leaves watched; and then they moved swiftly, downwards. They jumped from the tree before they reached the wet patch on the trunk. Silent-ly they move across the tree-lined hill, towards the riverbank and the mill house.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise Of Germania ~ Part II.

				Milo and his Komrades have been included in the ‘Honour’, the advance column of the Im-perial Guard, for the coronation of the Prince. All the nobles of the land are assembled for the ceremony.

					Chapter 48	The High Fuhrer

				✪

				“Honour Guard, Mount.” Came Sir Lother’s command.

				The day before yesterday the warlord had gathered us in the small courtyard of the east-ern tower and had Sir Johann drill us for two hours. 

				It had been hot thirsty work and Dagmar and Steinmann, who the men called Stig, had done nothing but complain, but not too loudly. 

				Then old Johann had us line up in parade and the warlord walked up and down the ranks, stopping to adjust a fastening here, and check a blade for rust, mine own as it hap-pens, and then he stood in front of us and spoke softly.

				“Men… There are some momentous times a head of us. Dangerous times and some of us will die.”

				We looked at each other through the corner of our eyes as he continued,

				“It’s time for you to choose? You can fight for me or you can fight against me.”

				“Choose now and none will be disgraced, thought less of, or harmed in any fashion. If you wish to leave, Sir Johann will have your monies drawn and ready for you at noon.”

				He continued after a short pause,

			

		

	
		
			
				“Some of us will die soon and some will have great rewards. I want you all, if you have the lettering, to make a declaration. Name who you would like monies and wages to be paid to if you do not survive. If you don’t have the lettering, Prester John, the priest has offered to write for you.”

				“So those that would depart. Now is the hour.”

				We all looked around and slowly all our eyes descended on Stig. He had made no se-cret of his wish to go home and now we were in Munich, he was less than a few days ride away.

				Stig put his head down and shuffled his feet, avoiding all eye contact.

				“Good… Sir Johann has judged you well. In that case, you will find a case of wine for you back at the lodgings. Drink deep, but be prepared, for tomorrow you shall all become Kingsmen. 

				You will all be enrolled as the Honour Guard, sworn to protect the King with your life. You will continue under my personal leadership and you will be happy to know that we shall soon be seeing action.”

				“Battle, Blood, and Booty,” He declared.

				“Battle, Blood, and Booty!” We shouted in reply and raised our sword high, shouting it again and again.

				✪

				The ‘Honour’ of the Imperial Guard rode at the head of the column escorting the proces-sion, led jointly by Sir Lother and Sir Johann. 

				Immediately to our rear, a young man was seated on a pure white Arabian stallion, which moved with steady, confident strides and riding easily behind him was the warlord on Ackus. 

				His appearance had caused some comments as none of us had ever seen him clean-shav-en before. 

				It was a definite improvement, and for the first time he looked content with his lot in life. He also looked ten or more years younger than I had first thought. And as we passed by, a buzz grew in the crowd and one or two people in the crowd whispered to their neigh-bour a name from the past. 

				And soon it spread through out the onlookers, softly spoken and with a hint of fear.

				“Louis…”

			

		

	
		
			
				A huge gong shimmered and the sound sailed through out the room, as the mutes opened the large, ornate wooden doors. They turned and bowed before the procession and the many acolytes now began chanting, their heads were bald, apart from the slim strip of short-cropped hair, that ran in a thin band, from the forehead back towards the crown of their heads,

				 

				“That’s a good place for flies to land.” 

				I had joked in a whispered aside to Wilf. His eyes smiled but Sir Johann looked daggers at me, and harrumphed an expletive that meant ‘Be quite, idiot.’

				 A strong smell of incense filled the air and the long argent flags, trimmed in Sable, stirred in the breeze as they hung from the ceiling. They were emblazoned with a dou-ble-headed eagle, Sable on a field of Gules.

				The columns of priests moved slowly through the city. They came through the inner south gate and with a purpose, they moved toward the Holy Temple of Virtue and once inside, up to the High Alter. 

				 

				As the procession entered the Temple, the priests filtered away from us and the ‘Honour’ formed into single, long lines and moved down each side of the inner chamber. 

				All the nobles of the country surged towards the tables, pushing and shoving each oth-er, determined to be closest to the action, but we held firm and every one was seated to the plan that had been displayed, and carefully worked out by the High Priest, and imple-mented by his acolytes. And soon order was installed and the ceremony continued. 

				Dismounting the young man moved easily to the centre of the Alter. The Warlord was close behind, over his right shoulder.

				The chanting stopped, as the gong clashed again, and the new High Priest, the priest we had seen at the Priory of Saint Florian, entered from the side chamber. Prester John bowed to the young man and turned to address the crowd.

				“Noble Lords. Grand Council of Germania.” His voice was crisp and clear.

				“We are gathered here, after the sad death of Henry the Lion, King of Bavaria, Duke of Saxony.” 

				He paused and took his time to glance around the room.

				“It is my duty as your new high priest to anoint a new king to reign over the Ten King-doms of High Österriech. To protect the Kingdom’s, the Principalities states, and all the realms people there in… A new realm, for a new king.” 

				“Germania.” He emphasised loudly.

			

		

	
		
			
				“We must defeat our enemies.”

				“We must defeat our enemies.” We chanted in unison, stamping our right foot loudly, just as we had been practicing all week.

				“I have prayed to the gods and to the spirits of the four winds.” Prester John continued, in his slight foreign brogue.

				“To the sun and the moon.”

				“I have consulted all the wise men of the kingdom and the Holy Monks in their moun-tain retreat.” He paused again for effect.

				“I have read the will of the High One and I have consulted with the Royal Astrologist.”

				“The omnipotent signs are clearly identifiable.” He shouted and looked around the great room.

				“The gods have spoken to me and I deliver their commands.”

				“The Prince, Otto, heir of the late king is dead… these six moons now.”

				 Another pause.

				Then in a quieter, gentler tone, the former priest continued,

				“The chosen one is not the eldest surviving male of the old kings children, whom alas the gods declare to be weak and deemed unfit for the office. But… He is the eldest son of the late King by the mighty Queen, Queen Matilda of England, the Anointed Holy Roman Empress, the Queen of the Romans, the Queen of Bavaria, the Duchess of Saxony and the Daughter of a King, the Sister of Kings, and of Dukes across the worlde, and the true Queen of England and all its empire.”

				“He is now come to full manhood… And he is strong. He is healthy… And he is young… and he is of Munich!” 

				He waited for the cheering to die down again.

				“And with the guidance of the grand council, he will be the wisest of his dynasty.”

				“The greatest king yet.”

				“An Emperor of Germania.”

				A huge roar erupted from the crowd. 

				The High Priest continued, as he took the crown from the cushion upon which it rest-

			

		

	
		
			
				ed. He held it high and then moved it ritually, through the four Stations of the Cross, and turning towards the boy who knelt in front of him. He paused and looked about the room.

				Slowly, he placed the crown on the young boys head.

				Then with the same ritual, he took the Sword of the Nation, and placed this in the young man’s hands. 

				Trumpets blared and the assemble crowd cheered.

				The eldest councillor approach and bowed, as he offer to the Emperor the ‘Book of Wis-dom,’ and a small, leather pouch full of golden coins. 

				The High Priest declared,

				 “The book is to help the king rule wisely and the gold; so that he will not be corrupt.”

				“I give you the new King and your Emperor.” Announced the High Priest.

				There was an almighty cheer from everyone and the trumpets rang around the hall again.

				“The Holy Emperor, Rudolf the first.” We stamped down again repeating the chant.

				“King of Bavaria, King of the Romans, Duke of Saxony, ruler of all Germania, from the jewel of our Ancient and Holy City of Munich, to the lofty mountains of High Österreich, from the great rivers, Rhine and Danube, to the vast Northern seas. And through his mother, the rightful King of England and all her Empire… “

				“The High Fuhrer!” We all shouted.

				All the assembly bowed down to their new ruler and they rose cheering ecstatically, as again the huge gong shimmered. 

				As the noise died down, the High Priest spoke out again but this time his voice held a menace.

				“Let those who are not obedient… leave our city now!” 

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Daughter of Heaven

				Mei is at the royal palace of Weiyangin in Chang’an, northeast of the city of Xi’an, in the Shaanxi province of Old Cathay.

					Chapter 49	Lay Lady Lay	

				✪

					

				I was so nervous that I had to pee. The Keeper of the Concubines, Qui, was annoyed. It meant that I had to be washed and perfumed all over again. After, she gave me a draft of sweet cloud water, it was more cloudy than usual and tasted a little bitter, but she encour-aged me to drink the whole draft, and said,

				 

				‘…It would settle my nerves and help me perform elegantly for the Emperor.’

				And soon my nerves were settling down and I felt relaxed and emboldened, and I was as ready as I ever would be for the ordeal.

				 Qui led me to the Emperor sleeping chambers, and I took up the ceremonial position, on my knees, facing the bottom of the bed, my head kowtowed in submission.

				I waited with my eyes shut, listening to every little sound that broke in the night. I must have been there for a long time, because my knees were getting sore and I was starting to feel nervous again.

				It was then, that I heard the soft shuffle sound of sandals on the marble flooring, that the feet of Xiaobo the Emperor’s Head Eunuch made. And the doors to the chamber opened. Xiaobo held the door, looking quickly to see that all was in readiness. He glanced at me and only his eyes spoke, saying quickly,

				‘Now is the time.’

			

		

	
		
			
				The Emperor entered slowly, swaying slightly and talking to himself.

				 “So, Xiaobo, it is the little dolls turn to bring me pleasure? Ah, I will enjoy this I think.’

				 The doors shut as quickly, and as silently as they had opened and I was alone with the Emperor. That is, I was as alone as anyone ever could be, in the Great Palace. Xiaobo and Qui had vanished silently, like ghosts at dawn. The first back through the door, and the latter behind the screens, where she would watch and ensure that all was as it should be.

				 We were in the vast chamber alone together. Soft music started to play, and it seeped in to us, through the intricate wooden lattice, that covered the vents and that came from a chamber, on the other side of the wall, were the musicians played.

				 The Emperor had been prepared under Xiaobo’s observation, and he wore only his long silk banyan, which had a glorious depiction of a pair of dragons, one yellow and the other blue, they were dancing in the sky above the snow topped mountains.

				 He sat on the edge of the bed and his banyan swung open to reveal his large low belly and a newly shaven and perfumed body. He called to me.

				“What do they call you?” My porcelain princess.

				 “If it please the Father of Heaven, I am called Wei, but I will answer to which ever name that pleases you.”

				“Good Wei. It will please me greatly to watch you disrobe.”

				 “Come, dance for me my porcelain doll.”

				In my head I heard the voice of Qui say,

				‘Your hands shall never touch the floor…’ 

				I rose slowly, lifting my body, straight and from my knees only, my hands held flat against the front of my thighs and my palm’s down, then slowly rising, I brought my hands upwards like cups to my waist, and then to my breast. It was the way I had prac-tised every day for two years and more.

				My eyes never left the Emperors face, as I turned sunwise and one hand dropped to the belt of my furisode. My hand extended out pulling the belt free and drawing that side of the furisode with it, revealing half of my body.

				I turned and allowed the gown to flow down across my back, turning, still in a circle, slowly as the silk rode over my buttocks and slid down my thighs to the floor.

				 At the completion of the circle, I stood with my arms across my chest and slowly opened them, summoning my lover to me.

			

		

	
		
			
				 The Emperor gaped at me, and sat back on the bed and beckoning me forward with his 

				fingers, loosened the banyan’s wide silk belt completely.

				I crawled forward on to the soft goose feathered bed, my hair falling loose around my head, as I inched closer on all fours, like a panther.

				The Emperor grabbed me roughly by the scruff of the neck and pulling my head to the side, he kissed my neck, his lips brushing upwards as his tongue darted out, licking softly, caressing and penetrating my ear. 

				His hands fondled gently at my breast and he clasped my right nipple between his finger and thumb. I felt it stiffen intensely and softly moaned.

				His left hand pulled me down backwards, and his right, abandoned my nipple which still throbbed and stroked smoothly down my supple belly, to the naked perfumed mound, and soon his fingers were delving deep within me. I could feel them bursting up-wards, inside me, not harsh, and yet, some how not harsh enough.

				And then he swivelled me around on to my back, as if I truly were a doll and lifting my legs, place one either side of his head, resting them gently on his shoulders. His hands cupped my buttocks tightly and his thumbs rolled up and stroked the outer lips of my garden of peach blossom.

				I sighed, as he prised me open and then quickly slid himself inside me.

				 I felt a warm rush of excitement as he drove inwards, hard and fast. I gripped my hands tightly, onto the bed as he bore down, his large belly flapping softly with a wet smack against my thighs.

				 And then he moaned and shuddered, flopping down by my side, his arm sliding up to squeeze my breast again.

				I lie quietly next to him, feeling warm and excited, confused, and strangely awake. My loins were tingling softly and in truth, the ordeal had not been the nightmare that I had expected.

				 

				My eyes darted around the room. I was unsure of what I should do next. But before I could decide the Emperor turned me on to my side and gently pulled me backwards, so that my buttocks rested softly against his belly. 

				He kissed my neck again, as gently as a feather and his tongue tingled as it swept along my neck, and then I felt him growing stiff again, his cock pushing eagerly into my soft buttocks. 

				His arms embraced me and his hands cupped my breasts, as his fingers sort my stiff dark nipples again. He moved a little and I felt him probing my buttocks with his cock. 

			

		

	
		
			
				It bounced gently off and he moved a little again. Now I felt him run his cock against my garden of peach blossoms and slowly he probed, until he found the entrance and then, he thrust deeply.

				I shuddered and moaned as he delved within me again, and I felt a rush of pleasure, as he thrust, harder, again and again. 

				The warm feeling, that I had felt earlier in my lower stomach, returned, but now it spread, upwards and inwards and with each thrust, it burned a little brighter, like kin-dling taking hold, and then, it was a fire, roaring through me at each thrust. 

				I cried out as he thrust again, his fat belly bouncing off my buttocks with another wet slap, and then he moaned, and grunted softly and rolled over onto his back. 

				I lay there shuddering as the fire continued to rage within me, and I put my hands on to my lower stomach. The fire slowly started to die, to fade. And what had been a rage, soft-ened and became a glow, and I knew that now, I was a woman.

				The Emperor curled him self into a ball and his breathing changed, as his breast rose more slowly, and soon a subtle snore reverberated into the silent bedchamber.

				 I heard Qui approach, rather than saw her. She tapped me lightly on the arm and bid me to rise. Liling, her favourite was also there. Xiaobo also appeared. He must walk on air, because I did not hear him enter. 

				He placed a heavy silk blanket over the Emperor and nodded to Qui. She led me to the rear of the room, and we disappeared behind the screens, and through the door and back to the concubine’s domain. 

				Qui took me to her solar and I stood there naked in front of her, while Liling held my furisode and slippers. No one had spoken at all, so I kept quiet and watched as they moved around, 

				 “You did well,”

				Qui said as she sat of the edge of a plain wooden table. Liling came from behind me and place my furisode on a small stool. She then kneeled in front of me and place her middle fingers into my garden of peach blossoms, and then just a quickly removed them.

				 She produced the fingers for inspection. Qui nodded and then flicked her tongue quick-ly across the fingers. Liling then returned to me, holding her fingers before my face. 

				 “Take it,” Said Qui gently.

				 “It is the seed of heaven. The Emperors own juice.’ 

				And, looking her straight in the eye I too, swiftly licked Liling’s fingers. I could taste the 

			

		

	
		
			
				warm, thick fluid as it spread across my tongue and clung to the back of my teeth. It tast-ed slightly salty, with a metallic after taste.

				“The essence of a god.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Mistress of Darkness

				Yvette Waterton is with Ferdinand and The Boy at the Watermill, on the edge of the market town of Axholme, which stands on the boarders on Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire, and Lincoln-shire.

					Chapter 50	The Witches Promise

				✪

				The Boy sat at the kitchen table, happily reading one of Thom’s favourite books, which he had found in the small library of the watermill. He carelessly tickled the right ear of Ferdinand, who rested contentedly upon a bench close by, and dabbed a finger covered in milk for him to lick at. 

				Ferdinand licked at it greedily. He loved being fed by someone, well really, by anyone.

				“Would you care for more cheese?” I asked The Boy, as I watched him quietly. I had been watching him, discreetly, from the corner of my eye, for a few days now. 

				The Boy had been with me for five whole days and he grew more and more familiar to me. There was just something about him. It was a strange feeling. 

				 

				You know when you feel as if you have met someone before. You feel like you have known them all your life. It was strange, like something that I dare not touch with my finger. 

				Deep down inside, I felt the truth. It was a truth that I did not want to face, that I just could not contemplate, a truth that I dare not acknowledge to myself. 

				I mean, who was this Boy? Could he really be the Boy of the Legend or was he something else?

				However, today had been an enjoyable day. He had helped me in the mill and in the veg-

			

		

	
		
			
				etable garden, and then we had let the hounds run as we took the dogs, Andromeda and Perseus, out for a long walk. 

				We let them run wild in the woodland and water meadow along the riverbank. And when evening started to close in, we had headed back to the mill, and I had prepared a roast chicken with parsnips, carrots, leaks and peas, and a huge pile of Yorkshire pud-dings.

				It was almost like having a younger version of Thom with me, and I have to say, that I did feel comfortable with him and with his presence in my home. 

				The conversation between us was as easy, as it was between Thomas and I. And I just knew I was fussing about him like an old mother hen.	

				The Boy looked up from the book and said,

				“Thank you Misters Yvette.”

				“I really have eaten all that I could. The chicken and Yorkshire puddings were wonder-ful, and the bread and cheese; and the cakes too.”

				“All of it was wonderful. I do not think that I have eaten so much or so well, since the great Christmas feast at Rievaulx.”

				“Really, if I eat anymore, just one more mouthful, I will surely burst.”

				“I will become as fat as Brother Ignatius. And that, well that would be an accomplish-ment in itself,” his laughter rolled lightly across the room.

				 He paused for a moment and his face took on a sombre expression. It was the first time I had seen this serious face of his.

				“When do you think your guide will be here?” He asked, 

				“I do not want to sound ungrateful but I really must continue my journey. I would like to go on to Lincoln. To make a pilgrimage to the great new cathedral, and pray there at the alter, for the soon to be canonized Saint Remigius, the holy dwarf of the gods.”

				“He too, was an oblate you know! As indeed it was intended that I should be.” 

				His laughter floated through the room again and even Ferdinand seemed to think that it was funny. You could tell, because he stretched his little fingers across his stomach and smiled while he scratched himself. 

				One or two of the hounds that had stayed to dinner with us moved forward and curled around the Boys feet.

			

		

	
		
			
				“He was a warrior monk also and commanded twenty men in the war of the conquest, and it is even said he was a spurious brother of King William himself.”

				He looked somewhat beatific.

				“Yes, that would be most divine. Oh, to visit the new cathedral. It is the tallest building in the world you know.”

				“They say, that the spires are so high, that they reach to the very heavens themselves.”

				“Oh, what a sight that would be.”

				“To think that man could fashion something so blessed. And there is also a great stone chiselled frieze, which runs across the very face of the walls of the cathedral, and it shows all of the saints in their divine rapture,” He sighed, a contented sigh. 

				“And then I shall continue my journey, I suppose, onwards and the road to Revesby ab-bey. As the good Abbott Ælred has directed me to...”

				I remembered my time in Lincoln and the great earthquake as I looked at this serious face of his and watched as it turned back to his normal one and I smiled, as the huge boy-ish grin spread across it again and for a moment my heart almost leapt out of my mouth, and I hurriedly took a sip of wine to cover my emotion.

				“Oh, have patience my dear boy.”

				“What, after all, is a day or two? Nothing but a drop in the ocean, that is all that it is, when you compare it to the vast number of days, that spread out before you, as you jour-ney to complete the story of your life.”

				“I’m sure that Nosher will offer you his name... and that he will be here to guide you soon.”

				“His people travel by the unknown paths and Nosher has a strange habit of being where he is needed, exactly when he is needed. And, as is usually with him, he will arrive, pre-cisely when he gets here.”

				“That is the way of his people. The people of the Isle of Apples are a rare breed; the old folk in the villages hereabouts say that they are descended from the elfish kings and their hosts.”

				“I am afraid that with Nosher, it is more likely to be the elfish kings and their host’s sta-ble boy, if you ask me, but that is bye the bye.”

				 “Anyway, for Nosher and his breed, time is a transient thing. Like a tool, that they use, and then misplace in the workshop, if you know what I mean? It certainly doesn’t seem to have the same importance that the city folk place upon it.”

			

		

	
		
			
				“Catch then, Oh catch, the transient hour, as they say.”

				The Boy gave me a perplexed look.

				“Erm… I don’t understand. No not really,” He said.

				 “Oh, don’t you worry your head none about it. Besides, Ferdinand, Yorick and I are en-joying your company.”

				“How are you enjoying my ‘Little Book of White Shadows’? It is a strange book for a young monk and one time oblate to choose to read. Is it not?” I said changing the subject.

				The Boy placed the book down on the kitchen table and scratched Ferdinand behind the ear again. Ferdinand smiled and squirmed a little, before flicking his pink tongue out and stroking his dark whiskers.

				“Yes, I’m afraid that I have always been a ‘little heretic’. That is what Brother Waldef use to call me.” He laughed yet again. 

				Then he picked the book up and read out loud; 

					

					‘I again walked forth,

					But lo! The sky

					Showed flecked with blood,

					And an alien sun,

					Glared from the north,

					And there stood on high,

					Amid his shorn beams, 

					A skeleton!

					It was by the stream

					Of the castled Maine,

					One autumn eve,

					In the Teuton’s land,

					That I dreamed, this dream

					Of the time and reign

					Of Cahal Mór, 

					Of the Wine-red Hand.’

				He spoke the words that the Fairies spoke of their long dead high king, Cahal Mór. He said them easily, simply and with a pure clarity of voice, and the innocent beauty of his soft untroubled face, conjured up a time long, long past. 

				A time when the lands lay peacefully, and free of trouble or strife, and the poor folk lived 

			

		

	
		
			
				comfortably, and the high folk lived well, and all lived in harmony with both nature and the beasts. 

				Both Ferdinand and I looked at him with affection, caught silently in the moment. He had a very weird and wonderful gift, this boy. Whom, they had named simply, The Boy.

				Tap! Tap! Tap! 

				Oda, my strange old magpie sat at the window ledge. She rapped her beak sharply on the glass breaking the magic moment. 

				Once, twice, thrice! 

				And she repeated the action as I crossed to the window and opened the small side pane quickly to let her in.

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak!’ 

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak!’

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak!’

				 Ferdinand moved from the chair near the Boy, to the window and scouted the horizon with his eagle sharp eyes.

				“Hiss!” He spat and jumped smoothly down from the window, elegantly touching the floor with his feet, and then again leapt high onto the table amidst the remains of our Sabbath roast.

				 And now the dogs were up and barking too. Snarling they ran to the outer door and leapt against it, and in the distance the Major, a retired horse, could be heard kicking his stable door.

				Then Yorick’s hand shook and he slowly raised it to point at the kitchen door.

				 “Something is wrong!” I said, stating the obvious and knowing it to be the truth.

				Before I could do anything smoke swept under the kitchen door, billowing in soft grey folds. The Boy started to cough, and covered his mouth with the sleeve of his habit. 

				 Within seconds, more smoke was streaming down from the thatch, and deep red and yellow flames skipped, like small combustible squirrels, as they danced across the wood-en beams of the roof.

				“Burn! Mistress Waterton! That is all I want …”

				 “To see you burn!”

			

		

	
		
			
				Outside a mans voice laughed hysterically, as yet another fire brand flew toward the mill and crashed through the window glass, and I could see several horses that were milling about in the yard. 

				“Do not trouble yourself Misters Waterton!” called the voice I recognised as the Witch-finder General, Matthew Hopkins. 

				“I have come to repay your kindness…”

				“And your hospitality!”

				“There will be no pricking for you.”

				“The cards have been dealt; and your hand is aces and eights!” 

				He laughed again. A demonic sound if ever there was one.

				 I watched as three men, dressed in ring mail shirts and leathers, dismounted and rush to the front door, and then I heard them hammering against it. 

				The door gave and the men rushed into the hallway, their torches flaying around, set-ting alight to everything that they touched. 

				“Ferdinand quickly! Please get the hounds away … set them free. Go! You too … Oda!” I gasped.

				Ferdinand nodded and jumped from the table. He landed on the door that led from the kitchen to the hall, his nails raking down the oak as he slid. His legs caught the latch and flicked it upwards. 

				The hounds nearly knocked Yorick from his accustomed place, as they rushed out of the kitchen led by the dogs, Andromeda and Perseus. They set about the men viciously, at-tacking the intruders, snarling, biting, and jumping at them. 

				One of the men went down as Andromeda took him near the throat, the Great Dane’s weight, easily pushing him over. 

				“You must leave!” I shouted to The Boy, as he collapsed in a heap on the floor.

				I blew gently on the clouds of smoke and wave my hand in a widdershins movement, and I watched as the smoke circled and backed to obscure the view of the intruders. 

				Then gathering The Boy to my breast, I carried him out into the hallway, and raising him with both hands, above my head, threw him, not so gently, at the three, ring mail clad intruders.

				They all went down in a sprawling mass of bodies, men and dogs and hounds, along 

			

		

	
		
			
				with Ferdinand who scratched at one man’s face savagely. 

				Once I knew The Boy was safely out of the inferno that my kitchen had become, I waved my hand in a serpent shape, and the smoke filled the entirety of the hall. 

				I slammed the door shut, and as I did I saw one of the men throw a jar at me, and I heard it smash and shatter, and bounce of the wall, as the door shut them out. Quickly I dropped the bar down across the inner door.

				The flames were now, dancing on the ceiling, spinning around, and the vast years of dust, cobwebs and grease collected there, began to melt quickly away, like so much butter on a hot bacon bap. 

				I was safe for the instant and crossing the kitchen, I threw the bar across the back of the door that led to the garden, making any further attempt to gain entrance impossible for the moment.

				“You will never take me alive!” 

				I shouted, full of bravado, as I stood in front of the kitchen windows, gesturing rudely with my fist and fingers at the Witchfinder General, as he sat upon his black mare, greedi-ly watching the spectacle. 

				I saw two of his men stagger out of the building, in a smoke filled sea of dogs and hounds, one man was limping, and the other was slashing about with his sword, trying to fend off Perseus. 

				Then, The Boy came fully in to my view, his habit was burning along the edge of the sleeve, and his smoldering hood was scorched and blackened. 

				He was staggering a little as he hurried after the dogs, and looking over his shoulder, at the mill house door, to see if I had followed him, and seeing something horrific instead. 

				Oda flew and briefly landed on The Boys head in a confusion of black and white feathers and they both screeched as Oda pulled a tuft of his hair loose. 

				But The Boy got the idea, and followed the magpie as she darted away and flew up the small hill. 

				 I heard the third man screaming horribly, as he ran from the building. He was com-pletely ablaze, looking for all the world, like a human torch, and he was staggering about, like a drunkard at a wedding. 

				His wails of pain filled the night, a sound that would haunt the dreams of all who heard them, for eternity.

				 The flames whirled around him, in a spiral, shooting upwards and his long hair was 

			

		

	
		
			
				frizzling away to nothing, like the last of the summer-dried corn stalks. 

				He pleaded for help, but no help came. Only the horses moved, jumping about in panic and fright, as he made his way passed them, staggering towards the mill lake. 

				Everyone watched, transfixed. And I covered my mouth to stifle the scream of horror that fought to escape, and I saw his eyes, as they started to melt, leaking like two cracked eggs, dripping slowly down his face, to fry quickly, as they landed on his flaming chest. 

				The Witchfinder General leered at the sight of him and his eyes followed him in a trance, as Stearne, the Witch Pricker, waddled like a mud made golem, towards the water. 

				He fell at the lakes edge and the blaze consumed him. The hounds raced to the smell of the roasting meat and bayed in sorrow, because it was still too hot for them to feast upon.

				 Now all eyes turned back to me, as I stood in plain sight, cloaked, and hooded in front of the kitchen window. I could see The Witchfinder struggling to hold his horse, his own cloak swirling around in the soft, northern wind, and the un-sated yearning for the flames, glimmered hungrily, glowing deeply in his dark eyes. 

				 His men were stumbling about in bewilderment. One man shouted orders, as he strug-gled to hold the reins of the other’s horses, and failed, as two horses pulled free, and bolt-ed away, terrified by the inferno, they galloped, headlong down the lane to freedom. 

				Another man was attempting to help his friend who was now lame and dog bitten, but Andromeda and the hounds swirled around them, snapping at their hands, legs, and gen-itals. The last man was crawling in the dirt of the yard. 

				And there again, there I saw The Boy. He was safe and my heart sang with joy. Nosher was there with him, with his bright green eyes, leading him swiftly away, through the bushes and down to the river, even as the Witchfinder ordered him to halt, in the king’s name. 

				Ferdinand followed them slowly, looking at Matthew Hopkins with an almighty disdain. He ambled away, with a graceful swagger, as if to the rhythm of a minstrel band, perhaps the Stomping Mandolins, one of my Thomas’s favourites I remembered absently.

				 And then I saw Oda sat in the oak tree, she nodded to me, and I returned the salute. Her black, night dark eyes held the flames steady for me, just for a few moments. And for once she had nothing at all to say. She just bowed her head again, slowly, the way that only a magpie can, and flew up and away into the flame filled night, following, after Nosher, Fer-dinand, and The Boy.

				Now the flames raced across the floor, and the smoke spewed out of the windows and I saw no more of my friends. 

				A terrible cracking, like thunder, broke and forced my attention upwards, I heard rath-

			

		

	
		
			
				er than saw the timbers and the beams of the roof, as they started to tumble, and then I watched the thatch, as it too started to melt and drift like the seeds of a thistle, floating in the wind, as it glided to the floor. 

				‘Strange, how the flames run upwards still... almost as if they are trying to climb out of the fire too! But they fail and just drift, in a gentle wind, as it blows them backwards, as if, after all, they have nothing better to do,’ 

				‘Thom… I knew we should have wed, Oh Thom… we should be wed!’ 

				My inner voice screamed and I felt the tears rolling down my smoke stained cheeks.

				The flames raced around the kitchen now but I could hardly see them, for all the smoke. 

				Breathing was hard, and I sobbed and cried out aloud,

				 

				“Oh, Thom!” 

				The heat of the flames burnt hot in my lungs and then I screamed. 

				I shrieked louder than I ever had before. 

				Louder than I ever knew I could.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Last Scion

				John Stearne, the Witch Pricker and able assistant to Matthew Hopkins, The Witchfinder General, is with his employer and their men at the Watermill, on the edge of the market town of Axholme, which stands on the boarders on Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire, and Lincolnshire. 

				It is the home of the evil woman, Mistress Yvette Waterton [unmarried], a known Freethink-er and Necromancer. 

					Chapter 51		Fireball

				✪

				“Burn Mistress Waterton. That is all I want… to see you burn!”

				Mathew Hopkins, the Witchfinder General, laughed hysterically, as I threw another fire-brand and watched it crash through the window of the water mill. I dismounted in the yard and passed my reins to one of Cartwright’s men. 

				The shouted phrase was the signal for us to begin our work and we had laid the trap well. 

				The rear door of the mill, which led from the kitchen, was guarded by two of our men, and they had a large stack of faggots ready to pile up against it. And soon it would be ablaze and there would be no escape from that route, I thought, smiling to myself.

				“And wherefore, it behooves a man to prevent the power of the devil and the necroman-cer… so down goes the power of witchery!” 

				I quoted, as I set about my nights work.

				“Do not worry… Misters Waterton!” Called the voice of Matthew Hopkins 

			

		

	
		
			
				“I come to repay your kindness and your hospitality!”

				“There will be no choice or chance with a pricking for you. The cards have been dealt; and your hand is all in!”

				“Aces and eights.” He laughed.

				The men had dismounted too and while one held the horses, the rest of us set about our task. I led two of them to the front door. We hammered at it with axes and then finished the job simply, with our shoulders.

				“Burn the Witch!” Shouted the General, as his horse spun, its terror filled eyes, reflecting the flames that had taken up on the thatch of the kitchen roof.

				The door fell open on the second thrust of our shoulders, and it did so with a dry, sharp splintering sound, and then we lay-in to the entrance hall, with our firebrands, spilling the flames on to everything that would take a light. Tapestries, curtains, baskets, parch-ment, and books, all took alight with a mighty whoosh!

				Before we could move beyond the doors immediate area, two massive dogs attacked us. I remembered that we had encountered these beasts upon our previous visit. 

				They jumped at us and Mosley went down under one, as I drew my sword. Nort lay in to the other dog. His blade cut deep, right across the beasts back, drawing a blood red slash down its flank. Then more dogs, smaller, hunting hounds they were, and perhaps ten or twelve of them, swarmed around us, leaping, and snarling and biting at my hands and balls. They seem to be devil possessed and well they may be. Her familiars, I crossed my self quickly.

				 

				“Jesu, give your servant strength.’

				I pushed forward but stumbled and then something, that may have been a cat, leapt at my face, scratching and digging its claws deep into my cheek.

				 The oil in the pot jar, that I held, slopped about violently, spilling down the front of my woollen gambeson and my legs. I cursed loudly, as I flung it down the corridor, trying to hit the witch before she disappeared through the open kitchen door.

				 The smoke billowed but I saw the flames had taken hold as they instantly leapt upwards and I knew our job was done.

				“Nort, carry Mosley and let us be out!” I shouted as the fire and smoke filled the small corridor.

				 I watched absently, as a finger of flame dropped from the door to the floor. It stood for a 

				moment, like a naughty child caught with his hand in the biscuit jar, as if it did not know whether to stay or to run.

			

		

	
		
			
				Then it made its mind up. 

				It ran. 

				It ran straight towards me and leapt easily up from the floor to my boots and my leath-ers, and on to my gambeson and cloak. I patted at the flames with my hands, extinguish-ing them, and saw the man Nort look at me, as he helped Mosley out of the door. His face told me all I needed to know. Horror flowed from his eyes.

				I looked at my hands, as the flames I had extinguished burst back to life, and they burned through the soft leather of the gloves, and I staggered after the men, shouting for help.

				The flames reached my long hair and then my beard, and I smelt the burning singe of my whiskers, hot in my nostrils.

				‘Water, I must get to the water!’ Was all I could think. I rushed out side, lighting my own way in the darkness of the night.

				 I saw the men staring at me. The General watched with a savage lust, and as I turned, I saw the boy monk leave the mill, staggering like myself. Yet he was not on fire. A mist or vapour seemed to be following him as he went. His habit smouldered but the flames that appeared, died just as quickly.

				 ‘Jesu, help me now I pray!’ I shouted in my head for I could feel my tongue was blistering!

				I saw that one of the great dogs lay bleeding and another was leaping at Nort.

				As I staggered, I could feel more of my burning flesh sticking to the leathers and I could actually hear my skin, blistering, bubbling and popping and the instant crackle of each of the hairs on my head as they sizzled away.

				“You will never take me alive!” I heard the witch shout.

				 Then the wind blew sharply and for a moment the flames died down. 

				 I could see the mill, as it roared ferociously, and then I could hear the screams of the witch. She stood cloaked by the kitchen window and the flames danced around her, con-suming her entirely and I smiled. 

				The freethinker, the evil, base woman, necromancer! Her magic and conjuring would not save her now. Her screams could be heard filling the night with terror, and I knew our work was done.

				‘Where is your curse now witch!’ I screamed silently at her.

				And there, there was the General. The Witchfinder General, Matthew Hopkins, my 
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				friend and companion, we were holy warriors together, and there I could see him smiling at me, a sad smile for sure, but soon he laughed, and I laughed with him, as the fire took hold of the mill.

				Then the lull passed and the flames flared up more savagely then ever before, and I heard a whoosh. 

				And all I could see was red, and orange, and yellow and white. I staggered forward. 

				Hearing dogs barking, hounds baying and horses screaming, and the shouts of men, and the sweet sputter of roasting meat.

				It smelled good too.

				I no longer saw much of anything. I felt the pain. A fresh agony, and I tried to scream but my mouth would not move, and I could feel my tongue bursting open, as the flame was sucked through my chest and into my lungs.

				✪

				 

				‘And the tongue is aflame of the fire. It is a whole worlde of wickedness, corrupting my entire body. It defileth my whole life, it burns with flame, for it was set on fire by hell itself’. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Mistress of Darkness

				Oda and Ferdinand are sheltering beneath the small stand of trees on the hillside above the smoldering ruins of the Watermill, on the edge of Axholme, Yorkshire, North of the Gap.

					Chapter 52	The Red Witch 

				✪

				Oda perched on an overhanging branch and pecked at my head while I was sleeping peacefully in a tightly curled ball on the ground below.

				“Wazza matter.” I said drowsily as Oda tapped again at my head.

				“Hey mon, cut dat out.” 

				“Come on sleepy head, we have many miles to cover.” She said.

				Oda had always been the bossy one.

				“Where is everyone at?” I asked stretching my legs out and arching my back.

				“Nosher has taken The Boy onwards… by paths unknown.”

				“They have some miles to cover too, and there will be men hunting after them soon enough. They took The Butterfly, out across the Idle and into the marches. But they will be with the Druids before the sunset.” She explained.

				The Butterfly was the mistress’s little skiff, a small simple craft, painted a pure, bright white and she had a pale yellow sail. You would often see her as she hopped across the waters, like a swift, which dances across the cornfields, from tree to tree.

			

		

	
		
			
				“What we got for breakfast?” I asked Oda.

				 “There is no time for that now. You need to come with me to the dock and we can get you on to a boat. Which way will you go?”

				“Well, I supposed north to Doncaster would be the easiest, but south to Nottingham could get me to the barge girl.”

				 

				“That wild girl… Robyn?”

				“Yes.”

				 

				“Are you sure you can trust her? The mistress’s secrets are not ours to share with strang-ers,” she said giving me a hard stare with her strange dark eyes and flicking her tail to ensure that I had gotten the message.

				“I trust the girl. She be half in love with the mistress anyways.”

				“Ok and then, you head south… and onward to Cambridge? I hear that the Red Witch is taking a cargo of wine that way. She is the one with the red sail.” Explained Oda.

				 “Shouldn’t one of us wait here? I mean… the man is bound to be a coming.”

				 “No. We have our instructions. He will come, but it will not be in time. I must away to Strix with this news… so he can set the plans in motion, and you. You should find this Robyn and enlist her help.”

				 The discussion was closed.

				We arrived at the dock before three bells of the forenoon watch and I soon acquainted myself with the crew of the Red Witch. 

				She was a plain working barge, nothing fancy at all, and that was all for the good. She had a small rigged sail, but she would mostly run on steam. 

				The holds were open, and the crew was busily tying down the barrels of wine, before the cratch cover, a red canvas sheet, could be stretched over the hold and the walking boards place atop. 

				There were two cabins, one on the fore and one to the aft, where the tiller, throttle, and seats were located, adjacent to the little steam engine.

				The Perkins steam engine ran on wood, which was collected from the banks every eve-ning, and water, of which there was a plentiful supply. 

				In the fore cabin, there was a fold down bed, and a kitchen cupboard, which had a ring, heated from the firebox of the steam engine, and a tap, also heated from the steam en-

			

		

	
		
			
				gine, for making a warm beverage.

				 The Captain was called Jacob Smalles, and the crew were two boys one about ten, and the other older by two or three years. 

				“… And these boys, be my sons, Jack and Martin. Their mother, gods bless, passed but last year. Leaves a man with a heavy burden it do. Two boys. Still they are good workers, though they could eat a horse a day.”

				“It’s a terrible sight, to watch two growing boys eat. Anyone would think that it was a race.”

				 “You’ll not find us a stingy crew, young sir.” He said scratching my ear, 

				“And if you keep the rats at bay, then we will say nothing about the fare.” He laughed out aloud at his own joke. 

				 Oda flitted near by and nodded her head, and bobbed her tail, the way she always did.

				 “This is good luck too, that is, to have a magpie on board.” Smalles said, to no one in par-ticular.

				“But you will have to take us as we come. We don’t have time for any fancy ways on the Red Witch. She’s a working boat, she is.”

				“Come on then boy, lets have a look at you.” He said as he stroked me down the back. I 

				ingratiated myself by rubbing up against his legs and speaking softly to him, to keep him calm, as I waved my tail widdershins and whispered the charm. 

				He smiled at me again and picked me up for a quick cuddle, before putting me down on the cabin roof.

				“Is this fine old lady coming with us too then boy?” He asked me. 

				“No.” I told him. 

				“She be on a separate journey.”

				 The boys now had the sail up and ready and the wind had begun to tug strongly at the canvas, when the captain told Jack,

				 “Get the pole ready Jack. It’s time we were off. We should make Nottingham within two days.”

				 

				 “Got another cargo ready to pick up there we have.”

				“Come on Mart’n look lively, get those ropes unhitched.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The boat eased out into the river and we made our way north for a few leagues, down the Idle to where it joined with the Trent and the Don, then tacking hard, we looped back south, along the wide Trent, and towards Nottingham. 

				We struggled a little with the cross currents of the Great Umber but soon the engine was purring louder than me, and we made headway and where soon heading south at a top speed of two leagues.

				I stood on the prow watching the horizon and wondered if I would see the Butterfly somewhere out to the left. Oda settled besides me for the first part of the journey and then she said,

				“Well Ferdi, old pal, it is time I was off. I have to get to Strix with this news. He will be sore wrath I fear. This was an evil thing that the new king has done… and there will be a terrible retribution.”

				 She nodded her head the way she always did, and then with a last goodbye, took to the air and circling the Red Witch thrice and waving her wings to Captain Smalles and my-self, she headed off into the southern skies.

				 

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak.’

				‘Riik-rak-rak-rak.’

				‘Queg, queg, queg.’

				 

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Invention of History

				Thomas Deveroux is about his daily chores and is returning from the market of Covent Gar-dens to his apartment in Neal’s Yard, London, WC2H 9DP.

					Chapter 53	The Season of the Witch 	

				✪

					‘When I look out the window

					Many sights to see

					And when I look out the window

					So many people to be 

					That’s it’s strange

					So strange

					Some other cat lookin’ over

					His shoulder at me

					And he is strange

					Must be the season of the witch’

				The song ended abruptly, as the plod pushed the hurdy-gurdy man roughly to the ground and kicked him hard, in the stomach. 

				He fell into the deep muddy puddle, just on the corner of Short Gardens and Drury Lane and at that moment, to show the gods displeasure, the skies darkened and a great crack of thunder split the air.

				 This however did not help the hurdy-gurdy man at all, the plod continued to kick him relentlessly. I rushed over and shouted at them, my hand grabbing at my sword hilt.

				“Stop for the gods sake, leave the fellow be!”

			

		

	
		
			
				“Away with you little Lord-ling” Said the big, tall, mean looking plod, lifting his whistle to his lips and blowing a sharp shrill blast. 

				 

				“Away I say, or you too will spend the night at his majesty’s pleasure.”

				“Musicians are not allowed outside of the designated performance areas now… and he knows it.”

				They kicked him some more; and just as I was about to draw my sword, a hand clutched at my shoulder as more officers, piled into the street.

				The hand had a voice, which said softly in my ear,

				 “Strix, Nellie Dean, third bell, dog watch.”

				And a small bulky package was shoved into my hand.

				And then he was gone. 

				I searched around for him but the urchin had vanished, 

				‘Like evil spirits at the dawn of day.’ 

				I thought as I took a quick look at the package he had pressed into my hand.

				It was yellow parchment, fastened with red ribbon and wax. The sealing wax held the image of a long-tailed bird and my heart leaped as I recognised whose seal it was. I smiled, a secret smile and felt my cock stiffen, just at the thought of her. 

				I kissed it lovingly before stuffing it into a pocket, deep within my cloak, and stood back and watched as the plod carry the hurdy-gurdy man off, in to the back of the Black Maria.

				“It’s Clink Street for you,” he snarled, as two of them threw the instrument on top of his broken and bleeding body. The street urchins dashed and fought to collect the few cop-pers that the man had left in his damp, muddy cap.

				The tall plod flexed his muscles, and gave me a hard stare and beat his palm with his cudgel. I could see the malice in his eyes and knew he wished that he could throw me in there too. 

				But rank does have some privileges and he dare not touch me, without further provoca-tion.

				And I wanted to give him so much provocation. So much provocation that it hurt. I stared back at him, just daring him to make a move. In my mind I could see Stabbetha, licking his blood, like a cat licks at milk.

			

		

	
		
			
				In stead, I stared him down and squeezed the hilt of Red Feather until it hurt.

				Marlowe sped around the corner from Neal’s Yard and nearly barged in to me as he shouted.

				“Dev! Dev old chap, I’ve been looking for you,”

				“I must have been banging on the door for the past year!” He exaggerated. But then again, he exaggerated about everything, as playwrights do.

				“I’m not in…” 

				I said, as I watched the Black Maria head off around the corner. The plod departed with it and I looked down sadly, at the muddy puddle and watched as it turned a muddier dark pink.

				“Dev my dear chap. The news…”

				The lightning bolt flashed a frightful whip crack, that spit and fizzled, so brightly, that I was blinded for a moment, and then an almighty sizzle, as Thor’s power bolt shot across the cobbles.

				The thunder bellowed a shattering roar, like a thousand drums being beaten at the same time in my head, and the lightning whip sounded like a great oak tree had splintered, like nothing I had ever experienced, so loud, that it felt like the gods were tearing the worlds asunder. 

				And then it rained, such a rain, a rain that bounced down to the earth, a harsh relentless rain, a rain without mercy. It fell so hard that the drops bounce back upwards, as high as my knees.

				 

				I looked at Marlowe and saw the pain and the sorrow in his wide dark eyes, one long, silent glance, in the pounding rain.

				And I knew…

				And then my tears poured.

			

		

	
		
			
				The following is an excerpt from the dark books found in the Forbidden Library: 

				The Rise Of Germania ~ Part II

				Milo has been appointed to the ‘Honour,” the elite of the Imperial Guard who protect the em-peror with their very lives. 

				All the nobles of the land are assembled in Munich, as they progress from the Holy Temple of Virtue, to the Great Hall of the Luminous Palace, for the celebration feast.

					Chapter 54	The Great Hall of the Luminous Palace.

				✪

				The new emperor led the procession back through the Holy Temple of Virtue and across the city park, with its worlde renown and magnificent dancing water fountains, into the Great Hall of the Luminous Palace.

				The banquet was laid out in front of him and the Great Hall was lit by hundreds of torches and candles, and festooned with decorations and blooming with flowers. 

				The long Argent flags draped like banners, from the high ceiling to the brilliantly pat-terned marble floor, each with a huge double headed, Sable eagle in its middle, upon a field of Gules, the new symbol of the Holy Empire of Germania.

				It seemed, as if the noble people of the whole country were assembled in the banquet-ing hall, and the tables were stretched out in long rows, which led off from the high table, that was slightly raised by a small dais, and ran across the top of the room, underneath a carved and gilded display of the worlde with the newly formed Germania in its centre. 

				Spirited, rhythmic, music came floating down from the gallery high above, and I rec-ognised it as Wagner’s Valkyrie.

				The city of Vienna was famous for its dancers. They came from as far as India and the Great Russia’s, to be trained in the famous dance schools. 

			

		

	
		
			
				A troop of them had been sent especially for the ceremony and the beautiful, half naked dancers performed in the area in front of the dais and more wove in and out, between the rows of tables. 

				The food was more than plentiful. A continuous procession of dishes, spicy soup, pheas-ant and grouse, rabbit, oysters, salmon and sea trout, roasted cranes, and suckling pigs, wilde boar, and venison, and two whole roast oxen, that turned on the massive spits, op-erated by a chained system of cogs, in front of the fireplaces and were basted continuous-ly by the ladle boys, with spiced red wine from the Mediterranean sea states. 

				 

				But the highlight of the feast arrived to a blaze of trumpets, and an almighty cheer, which rolled down the hall, as the procession of serving girls held their trays high. 

				Two dozen, black, double necked swans, presented so that they resembled the new Ger-manic symbol, and sitting on a lake of gold and red. 

				And all through out the day the drink flowed freely, and everyone helped themselves generously, and indulged liberally in the feast.

				As I stood with my back to the wall, I could hear my stomach rumbling; it must have thought my throat had been cut, as the smell of the roast oxen permutated the air.

				The emperor sat in the centre of the high table, with the warlord at his right hand and the queen regent at his left. 

				Next to his mother sat the high priest. Their entrance together caused a massive buzz of excitement, with a slightly subdued edge of apprehension.

				The queen regent was chatting happily, telling the new high priest, Prester John, a small stocky man with a balding head, a chiselled face with a savage hooked nose and big sad, pale blue eyes, who spoke with a Scottish lilt to his voice, that she was… 

				“… Simply ecstatic to have my son restored to me after the long, lonely years. You know he was not more than eighteen moons when his father had insisted, against all my pleads, to have him fostered.”

				“I know it was to spare him from the yellow fever but a mother…. Well she misses her son. It is only natural…”

				“…I must say that I’m simply amazed by how much he has grown. He has become such a strong, fine boy. It’s simply miraculous, and he has grown into a young warrior… And to think he was such a sickly looking child, weren’t you Rudolf?”

				“It must be all that fresh mountain air. You always seemed to have a cold in the head and a sore, red nose from the sniffles.” 

				She held the new king close, pushing him deep into her ample breasts, like a mother 

			

		

	
		
			
				does. The young king reddened slightly and said,

				“Mother… Please.” 

				Queen Matilda was happy, and she laughed as she released him. 

				“Boys, eh?”

				“I really don’t know what you have been feeding him, My Lord Louis.” She said turning to the warlord, who smiled at her and looked embarrassed.

				“Just the normal stuff, Your Grace. He has a fine appetite.”

				The Emperor’s half brother and half sisters, cousins, and cousins once, and twice re-moved, indeed all the family relations, were spread among the other important guests, at the central outer tables, that had been raise above the inner tables and stretched, on ei-ther side, down the length of the hall. 

				However, it was not customary nor seen fit for the older women, those past child bear-ing age, of the royal family to be permitted to attend the feast, because of the bawdy na-ture of such occasions. They had their own separate feast in the smaller, ‘Ehefrau Halle’ of the palace.

				I watched Rudolf, the new emperor as he sat at the high table, eating sparsely, indeed, it was rumoured that he would eat privately, before the feast. 

				He sat there, almost dazed, and snatched glances of Duke Louis, the warlord, as if seeing him for the first time, without a beard was just too unbelievable.

				 He looked distracted, somewhat dazed or overwhelmed by the occasion, and who could really blame him. 

				It had been quite a day for the young man. He stared blankly around the room, picking occasionally at his plate and sometimes taking a small sip from his glass. 

				The noise in the hall was terrific. It sounded as if everyone was talking at the same time, but as if no one was actually saying anything. And the Emperor looked, for all the world, as if he were a player, sat upon the stage, in some strange play, a play that was being per-formed all around him. And indeed he may have been.

				As the feast progressed, many of the nobles, seeking to ingratiate themselves with the new emperor, had made very flattering, flowery, and interminable speeches. 

				The warlord would be the last speaker. And eventually, the time came. He rose and wait-ed silently, as the room fell quiet, and here and there the word Louis, was whispered again in disbelief.

			

		

	
		
			
				He looked to the new emperor and then to the queen regent and smiled. The emperor 

				acknowledged the smile, with his eyes as he took another small drink. 

				The queen looked impassive and beautiful as sat smiling to herself, proud, for all the world to see.

				The warlords eyes darted to the high priest and an unspoken knowledge passed between them.

				The warlord stood respectfully, and spoke slowly but with meaning and purpose. He praised the dead king, and spoke of the new emperor’s strengths. 

				 “I have watched His Grace, grow from a small child, to a boy, and watch that boy be-come a young man. And, I believe that with the Queen Regents help, the new emperor will be the strongest, the wisest, and the bravest of all…” 

				“The High Fuhrer.”

				 The crowds knew a cue when they heard one and stood to a man, cheering and shout-ing,

				“The High Fuhrer!” The toast echoed off the roof.

				The Warlord looked around the hall and said,

				“I will live, and die for my Emperor. And I will destroy all my Emperors enemies.” 

				And at this moment, he raised a glass of wine and said.

				“Your Grace, My Lords, and noble folk of Germania. I give you a toast. Long live the Em-peror, long may he reign, in health and in peace.”

				“The Emperor.”

				The assemble guests rose again and drank with him.

				“The Emperor!”

				As one, we of the Imperial Guards moved silently from our designated locations, along the wall and stood close behind the guests. 

				 I placed my un-gloved hand over the girls mouth, and twisting her head towards me, looked into those startled dark eyes of hers, as my knife slid across her throat, flashing brightly in the candle light.

				 I heard the muffled scream, as it squeezed through my fingers. And I felt her body thrash against mine, and I noticed her small firm breasts, white and fresh, as the warm 

			

		

	
		
			
				rush of fluid, spilled upon them, and the artery was sliced, and blood, wine red and vivid, pumped in vibrant arcs across the table, like the traces of the worlde renown fountains, outside in the gardens of the Luminous Palace. 

				The seventeen knifes of my Kameraden had done there duty also.

				The beautiful dancers of Vienna screamed loudly, and the crowd surged in panic, as the eighteen bodies fell across the tables with a dull thud, slumped and bloody, the ta-blecloths thirstily soaking up the wine red blood, just like the very drunkards in the hall, who too had also greedily supped.

				“And so will I treat the enemies of my Fuhrer… And thus I will maintain the stability of his rule.” 

				He turned to the High Fuhrer, and bowed his head and he clicked both the heels of his thigh length leather boots together. 

				The High Fuhrer rose, nodded to the warlord and left the room, escorted by the queen regent, and the high priest followed. 

				The blood of the High Fuhrer’s half brother and half sisters, cousins, and cousins once, and twice removed, indeed all the families relations, spread across the tables, leaving huge red stains that leaked a dark sea on to the brilliantly patterned marble floor.

				The Warlord stood at the high table, reconnoitering the scene, lazily smiling his gentle, half smile, as he watched the room swiftly empty. 

				It had been a memorable return to Munich for its notorious, exiled lord.

				Named Louis, but called Ludwig by his countrymen, the Duke of Bavaria, Count Palatine of the Rhine, was a trueborn nephew of Henry the Lion, and a direct lineal descendant of the old kings of High Österriech.

				He was a warrior, a warlord, a husband, a father, a murderer, and to some… a thief. 

				But to most, he would always be simply… Lud the Black.
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