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         Praise for VIII:
         
 
         “Great stuff. I loved reading books like this when I was younger. A modern take on historical fiction. Exciting, fascinating and surprisingly scary.” 
 Charlie Higson, author of the Young Bond series, The Enemy and The Dead
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “H. M. Castor brings the dark and dangerous world of the Tudors to bloody life. In a story which grips from beginning to end, Castor casts the familiar figure of Henry VIII in a fascinating new light. In H. M. Castor, teenage fiction has found its Philippa Gregory or C. J. Sansom.” 
 Celia Rees, author of Witch Child and The Fool’s Girl
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “I wish this book had been around when I was learning about the Tudors! Tightly written and faithful to history, H. M. Castor brings Henry VIII to life by giving us a fascinating glimpse into his innermost thoughts and fears. You’ll be hooked from the very first line by one of the most gripping opening scenes I have ever read.” 
 Katherine Roberts, author of Song Quest, winner of the Branford Boase Award, and I Am the Great Horse
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “H. M. Castor really brings Henry VIII to life… The Tudor court simply hums with conspiracy and rumour alongside the music, poetry and jousting.” 
 Mary Hoffman, author of David and the Stravaganza series
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “In VIII the familiar story of a much-married king is seen from a new angle. Told from the unique perspective of Henry himself, it reveals the emotional turmoil that influenced his responses. A great read.” 
 Barbara Mitchelhill, author of Run Rabbit Run
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “… a cracking yarn well told.” 
 Newbooks Magazine
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A child of extraordinary sensitivity grows up among the restless ghosts of his family’s violent past. With the death of his brother, young Henry Tudor is elevated from isolated ‘spare’ to heir and then king – but his soul is already contaminated by years of abuse and contempt. He can never forget his alternate destiny. Castor creates a chilling depiction of a man of weasel-supple conscience… So well has Castor constructed her psychological portrait that she is able to deliver a truly moving and surprising end to a story we all thought we knew.” 
 Michelle Lovric, author of The Book of Human Skin and The Undrowned Child
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            The mind is its own place, and in itself Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.
            

            John Milton, Paradise Lost
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            I
            
 
            ♦  ♦  ♦  I  ♦  ♦  ♦
            

         
 
         I’m still half asleep when I feel strong hands grabbing me.
         
 
         I try to kick but it seems like I’m twisted up in the bedclothes, and the next minute I’ve been swung up into the air and whoever’s carrying me is walking fast and I’m going bump bump bump against his chest.
         
 
         He smells of beer and horses and sweat. And my cheek is rammed against cold metal – a breastplate – so I know he’s a soldier.
 
         He must be one of the rebels. Only I didn’t think the rebels were soldiers. I thought they were a mob of stinking peasants from Cornwall, with butcher’s knives and farm tools for weapons.
         
 
         “Let go of me! Let—”
 
         The man changes his grip; a glove clamps across my mouth. It reeks. “Woah! Don’t struggle, sir. You’re quite safe.”
 
         The words are a trick, of course; I know I am about to die. The rebels have come for me because I am the king’s son and they want to kill me and my brother and my father. So that someone else can be king.
         
 
         “Hnnff dnnf yff!”
 
         “Your mother’s orders, sir.”
 
         “Lhhfffh!”
 
         “No, I’m not a liar, sir, and you need to stop kicking. Little shit! Pardon my French, sir, but your teeth aren’t half sharp.”
 
         In the struggle, the blanket I’m wrapped in has been pushed back from my head. The soldier’s holding me across his body, facing outwards now, one of his arms clamped round my hips, the other under my shoulders, with the hand curled up over my mouth, pressing harder than before. My feet are free to kick, but they’re making contact with nothing but tapestries or – painfully – walls and doors and pillars.
 
         At least, in breaks from the struggling, I can see where we’re going. I’m at The Coldharbour – my grandmother’s London house – and the soldier is carrying me down the front staircase, the grand one. It’s dark in the house, but the big window we pass glows softly blue – it must be nearly dawn. When we get to the bottom of the stairs, I see orange torchlight spilling out of the door to the great hall, winking off and on as dark figures move hurriedly through, blocking and unblocking the light. Are they servants or more soldiers? And where’s my grandmother – and my mother? Have they been captured too?
 
         “Nearly there,” says the soldier as he turns down the passageway towards the back of the house. “We’ll be outside in a moment, sir; it’s really important that you’re quiet.”
 
         So I breathe in through my nose, filling my lungs as deeply as the panic will let me, and then – as the soldier steps out through a door into the cold air of the courtyard – I yell as loud as I can into the muffling hand.
 
         “Hllfff! Hllfff! Suuwu hllfff!”
         
 
         Even I know that the sound is pathetically thin, lost in the wide damp space. And – oh, mercy – out here, soldiers are everywhere.
 
         They won’t take me – they won’t; I twist and thrash for all I’m worth.
 
         “Hey, don’t kick the horse, sir. It’s not fair on the poor beast.”
 
         For a flash I think I’m going to be slung on my stomach across a saddle, the way Compton says prisoners or dead bodies get carried, but the soldier swings my legs up and I land on my bottom – hard, but the right way up.
 
         I hear the soldier say, “Sorry, ma’am. He was asleep when I picked him up. Got himself a bit agitated.” He puffs out a breath. “Strong for a little ’un, isn’t he?”
 
         And an arm grips me around my middle, pulling me back against a body, warm and solid, and a voice in my ear says, “Calm yourself, Hal. It’s me. We’re in a hurry, that’s all.”
 
         My mother.
 
         I want to snuggle into her and cry with relief. I don’t understand what’s happening, my heart’s still banging, my lungs and stomach still heaving, but if I can cling to her, I can cope.
 
         As my mother tugs quickly at my blanket, draping it over my head like a hood and wrapping it firmly round my body, I sit, dazed for a moment, staring at the horses that fill the courtyard. They stamp and snort and toss their heads, harnesses jingling. Each one of them has a soldier in the saddle.
 
         Then I say, in a thin, croaky voice that doesn’t sound like my own, “What’s happening, Mama? Are we running away?”
 
         “No, sweetheart. Just moving to a safer place. Hold on. Here.” She pats the front of the saddle. I grip it and look back, trying to squint up at her. But my head turns and the blanket stays where it is, so I can see only with one eye, and nothing more than the edge of her face.
         
 
         She’s hooded too, in a black cloak. I catch sight of the tip of her nose, and part of her cheek. In this weird light – not dawn yet, but not proper night either – her skin looks blue.
 
         As I turn back she reaches around me to adjust the reins and says, “Let’s go, Captain. Steady pace.”
 
         Hooves clatter on the cobbles as the mounted soldiers form a guard around us. Then we set off, filing out through the courtyard gate and turning right, up the lane, away from the river. Though it’s summer, dank mist creeps into the streets from the water behind us; the air tastes wet.
 
         The lane is narrow and dark, squeezed between black walls. The soldiers riding at the front are carrying flaming torches; when we turn right again into a wider street, they fan out to surround us.
 
         There’s something exciting about being out at this time, but I know that no one moves in the night for a nice reason. And it’s the second time we’ve had to move in just a few days.
         
 
         First we came from Eltham, outside London, to my grandmother’s house here, because it’s inside the protection of the City walls. Now we’re moving again. Last time we went in daylight. Now it’s barely dawn. And there hasn’t even been time to get me dressed.
 
         My feet are bare and cold: I reach the left one backwards, tucking it under my mother’s skirts; the right curves towards the warm flesh of the horse, trying to hug it.
 
         Over my head, I hear my mother say sharply, “No faster than this. We’ll attract too much attention. I don’t want to spread panic.”
 
         A man’s voice – one of the guards – replies, but I don’t catch the words.
         
 
         She says, “I was told the rebels’ plan was to march at dawn. They won’t come in sight of the City for a couple of hours, surely?”
 
         The man twitches his hands on the reins and his horse moves closer to ours. “It only takes one, ma’am, to’ve ridden ahead. Any doorway, any alley entrance could hide a man with—”
 
         “I understand.”
 
         She’s cut him off deliberately. I see him glance at me, then he drops his horse back again.
 
         He must be the captain of the guard; a moment later I hear the same voice bark an order, and every horse quickens its pace.
 
         Through chattering teeth I manage to say, “W-will we be killed, Mama?”
 
         “No, of course not.” She sounds faintly impatient. “Where we’re going, we’ll be very safe.”
 
         But, as the man said, it only takes one.
 
         Pushing the blanket back from my face, I keep a lookout – through gaps between the soldiers on either side of us – for doorways and alley entrances. Anywhere where the mist collects and thickens – anywhere a man could hide. As we pass a monstrous lump of a building the mist thickens in what looks to me like a human shape, crouching at the corner of the wall. My heart’s in my throat. Do I yell to my mother? Scream to the guard? But then the shape rolls and thins and vanishes into the black air. Just mist – no assassin. I can breathe again.
 
         A gap in the buildings yawns suddenly on our right: the entrance to the docks. The river looks oily-black and vast – and then it disappears as buildings again block the view. Rats scatter from a rubbish heap as we pass it. Shops and townhouses, now, are showing chinks of light between the shutters of their overhanging upper storeys; servants are lighting fires in their masters’ bedrooms, as Compton does for me. But shabby people are already in the streets. I catch glimpses of them – filthy, like the rats, slipping in slimy gutters to stand flat against the house-walls as we pass. They frighten me, with their blank stares and pinched faces.
         
 
         A bell begins to clang. It doesn’t stop. Dogs, chained in unseen yards, bark and yelp. Now there’s another bell, somewhere further off. And a man’s voice, thin in the cold air: “Every man to arms!”
 
         Running feet, somewhere behind us. Another voice, closer: “To arms, to arms! Man the walls!”
 
         My mother mutters something I don’t catch. She uses her crop and our horse lurches forward. The guards around us match her pace.
 
         I don’t see him at first – the man who runs in from our left, straight in amongst the riders as if he’s crossing clear ground. But when I turn my head, a face looms; he’s close enough for me to see his bloodshot eyes and his grabbing hand with its grimy, broken nails. He reaches for me, saying something urgent, bellowing.
 
         My mother’s horse tosses its head in alarm and tries to veer away; I cling to the saddle, hunched low, desperate not to slide. At the same moment the nearest soldier lashes out with the butt of his spear.
 
         The man’s down. Down and half-trampled and we’re past him, already half a dozen buildings on.
 
         “Who was that?” I squeak.
 
         “Drunken beggar, sir,” says the captain. “That’s all.”
 
         But I feel so frightened I want to be sick.
 
         The guards ride in closer formation around us after that. Reaching the top of this long street at last, we turn left past some old stone ruins. The sky is streaked with orangey pink now; against it, on our right, I see grey walls, layers of them, rising one behind another and, beyond, the turrets of a vast white-washed fortress. And I know where we are. This is London’s ancient stronghold: the Tower.
         
 
         Ahead of us, the street runs uphill and widens into a huge grassy space. We turn to the right, crossing the lower reaches of the slope, and then my mother says, “Here. Thank God.”
 
         We come to a gateway made of brick, its edges all sharp and new. We stop. The captain of the guard speaks to the gatekeepers. Then the horses move again, and we pass through, across a small space, to the next gate. It’s older, this one: an arch made of huge lumps of worn stone, sealed by an ancient wooden door.
 
         “See how thick the walls are, Hal?” my mother says, as the door is dragged open for us. Her voice sounds lighter, almost cheerful.
 
         I look.
 
         “Count the drawbridges. Count the gates. No one can harm us here.”
 
         I count them. At gate number three, a drawbridge stands lowered, but so do two portcullises. The warders raise only one portcullis at a time, and we have to wait in the space between, while with loud grating noises the cranks are turned – to shut the portcullis behind us and then open the one ahead.
 
         Gate number four. It looks like a big black mouth as we approach – and I think of being swallowed by a monster. Again there’s a drawbridge, again a lowered portcullis, screening
 
         a great nail-studded door. We wait in front of it, and I see through its chinks the orange light of the warders’ torches getting brighter as they approach on the other side. Chains rattle and massive bolts screech and scrape as they’re drawn back – and scrape again as they’re shot home behind us.
         
 
         No one can harm us here, my mother said. I believe her. How can this place ever be captured? My mother doesn’t say anything now, but somehow I know she is getting happier with each gate we pass through.
         
 
         At the fifth, as we wait again for a portcullis to be raised, I hear a hoarse croaking of birds and look up. Large black shapes wheel against the lightening sky.
 
         And then suddenly the skin on the back of my neck prickles. It’s like an animal instinct: I feel that I’m being watched. Not by my mother, not by the guards – by someone else.
 
         Above the pointed centre of the gateway’s arch there’s a window. Before I’ve properly looked at it, as my gaze slides down from the birds to the building, I think I glimpse something: the smudge of a pale face moving – a white oval against the lattice. By the time I’m looking at the window directly, it’s gone.
 
         The portcullis is up and the horses begin to move, their clopping footsteps echoing as we pass under the gateway’s vaulted roof. I feel stiff from gripping the saddle so hard and I’m juddering with whole-body shivers now, which makes it hard to keep my balance.
 
         It’s not just the cold that’s making me shiver. A scary thought has come into my head: what if the danger isn’t outside after all? What if there is something inside, waiting for me to arrive? And the bolts screeching home behind me are shutting me in with it?
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            II
            
 
            ♦  ♦  ♦  II  ♦  ♦  ♦
            

         
 
         “For the love of God, have someone dress the boy, Elizabeth. He looks like a peasant.”
         
 
         I don’t like to be called a peasant, even by my own grandmother. And anyway it’s not true. What peasant wears a sable-lined blanket with embroidered velvet slippers? (Even if the slippers are much too large – a groom just found them for me.) I scowl down at my fist. I’m trying to pick a bit of dried food out of my garnet ring.
         
 
         “Don’t fidget,” my mother whispers, rubbing my hair.
 
         We’re deep in the heart of the Tower. We’ve come through so many gates, it feels like the centre of a maze. I’m surprised: I thought it might feel like a prison, but the hall we’re standing in isn’t grim and bare – it’s very like the hall at Eltham Palace, which is the place I call home. A fire is blazing in the huge hearth and friendly faded ladies and knights ripple at me gently from the painted hangings on the walls. I have pushed all thoughts of eerie faces from my mind. I would like something to drink. The only thing making me feel uncomfortable is the fact that my grandmother is here. She must have set off from The Coldharbour too: how she got here first, though, I have no idea.
         
 
         Servants are rushing about, carrying candles, piles of linen, trestle tables and benches. My grandmother stands in the middle of all this commotion, her yellowish face edged by a white wimple, her bony hands resting on her plain black gown. She dresses like a nun, but you do not forget for a moment she is the mother of the king. She has a manner you could graze yourself on.
 
         I know that I must not show my grandmother how much she scares me. She’s like my father: she will kick a dog if it whimpers; if you show fear, she’ll look at you as if you’re a piece of maggoty meat. Tudors aren’t afraid. It’s my mother’s family that are weak and tearful and full of foolish feeling. I’ve heard my grandmother say that my mother’s parents married for love. She says it like she’s picking up a dirty, stinking rag. I think it means: no wonder your mother is so soft, no wonder she hugs you and kisses you and treats you like a baby.
 
         My mother gathers me in now against her skirts. She says, “Have you heard any news, ma’am? Are the rebels at the City gates? At the bridge? Are they south of the river or north?”
 
         “They are not at the gates,” says my grandmother. “The report that they were so close to London has turned out to be a false alarm. We have been informed that they are still thirty miles away.” A passing pageboy is holding down the top of a huge pile of napkins with his chin. In one smooth movement she stops him, whisks the top cloth off the pile, yanks his arms out in front of him and cuffs him across the head.
 
         I wince, as if she’s hit me too.
 
         As the boy rushes past, his eyes brimming, she adds, “Lord Daubeney is encamped with a force on Hounslow Heath to hold the rebels back from the City.”
         
 
         “How many men in Daubeney’s force?”
 
         “Eight thousand.”
 
         I feel my mother’s hand tighten on my shoulder. She says, “The last estimate I heard, the rebels had nearly twice that number.”
 
         “Our scouts have been reporting desertions. And, in any case, the King will bring his force to join Daubeney.” My grandmother says this as if my father only has to turn up to be sure of winning any battle. Is it true? I could well believe it. My father is a fearless warrior.
 
         “The Earls of Oxford and Suffolk have mustered good numbers too,” my grandmother says. “Daubeney simply needs to hold out until they arrive.”
 
         “And… there’s been no report of—” My mother hesitates. “No report from the Kent coast?”
 
         “Of a landing?” My grandmother smiles thinly. “Nothing yet. But if the rebels have a plan to take London by storming the bridge, that person will most likely sail up the Thames and assault the City from the water, don’t you think?”
         
 
         I know who my grandmother means when she says ‘that person’. It’s a man who wants to push my father off the throne and be king instead. Sometimes people call him ‘the Pretender’. He’s been talked about for as long as I can remember: how he moves from country to country, from court to court of the kings who are my father’s enemies, getting money from them and trying to build an army so he can invade England. I imagine him like an ogre, striding across kingdoms with a few giant steps – stump, stump, stump. He’s had coins minted threatening my father, with a quote from the Bible stamped on them: “Thou art weighed in the balances, and art found wanting.”
         
 
         Now, after years of waiting, they say this man – the Pretender – is coming for real. The rebel army closing in on London isn’t his – it’s a band of Cornishmen, rebelling against taxes. But this is the Pretender’s chance: while the country’s in chaos he’s going to invade. I glance fearfully at the hall’s great oak door, as if he might knock it down right now and come crashing in to kill us all.
         
 
         My mother mutters, “God preserve the King.”
 
         “Oh, He will,” says my grandmother. “I have faith in that.” She hands the crumpled napkin to a passing maid. “Arthur is not being moved?”
 
         “He has a garrison protecting him at Ludlow. It’s best he stays where he is.”
 
         My grandmother grunts, which I think means she agrees.
 
         “And the girls will be safe enough at Eltham,” adds my mother.
 
         My grandmother doesn’t even bother to reply.
 
         Arthur is my older brother and, being the heir to the throne, has his own household at Ludlow. He is also my grandmother’s favourite. I don’t think, in fact, that she knows what younger brothers like me are for, let alone sisters – of any age. She had only one son herself: my father. She gave birth to him when she was thirteen years old, and people say that he ripped her insides so badly she could never have another child.
 
         “Mass will be said in the White Tower at eight,” my grandmother is saying. “Your chambers should be ready soon.” She is about to leave, heading for the door behind us at the far end of the hall. But, as she comes close to pass by us, she stops. “By the way, Elizabeth, it occurs to me that I haven’t asked you…”
 
         “What?”
 
         “Who you are hoping will win, my dear.”
 
         I feel my mother stiffen. She whispers, “Not in front of my son, ma’am. Please.”
         
 
         There’s a tiny moment of silence. Then my grandmother sweeps past, flicking a bony finger painfully hard against the side of my head as she does so, and saying, “Stand on your own, boy.” I jerk to attention, leaving go of my mother’s skirts.
 
         When she’s gone, I let out a breath. My mother does too; we catch one another doing it and grin. Then my mother puts her hands on my shoulders and bends to look me full in the face.
 
         “May—” I begin, but she cuts me off.
 
         “God favours your father,” she says. “You know that, don’t you, Hal? There is nothing to fear.”
 
         “I know,” I say. “May I have a drink now, please?”
 
         
            ♦   ♦   ♦

         
 
         When my drink has been fetched and my mother and I are in her chamber, I say, “Why did Grandmama ask who you want to win, like that?”
 
         My mother’s been busy with two of her gentlewomen, unpacking some clothes from a newly arrived trunk. Now she looks at me sharply. For a moment she seems to hesitate, then she comes over and takes my hand. She says, “You’ve heard of the man they call the Pretender?”
 
         I nod.
 
         “Well, he claims he is my brother: Richard, Duke of York.”
 
         “But I’m Duke of York!”
 
         “Exactly – so you are. It’s the title given to the king’s second son. When I was a child, my father was king, so the younger of my two brothers was made Duke of York. And your father is king now, so you – as his second son – are Duke of York too.”
         
 
         “You mean there are two of us with the same title?”
 
         “No, sweetheart. My brothers died years ago. This man, the Pretender, is telling lies. He isn’t my brother, and he has no right to any title.”
 
         I’m sitting on a wooden chest. She sinks down next to me and sighs, putting my hand back in my lap and patting it. “But your grandmother… is worried I might not believe that. She thinks I’m hoping my brother is still alive. She thinks I’m hoping the Pretender really is him. And that I might want him to come with an army and take the crown and be king. It’s all completely ridiculous.”
 
         We’re both quiet for a moment. I drain my cup. I say, “Why doesn’t Grandmama like you?”
 
         “Oh!” My mother stands up suddenly. She takes my cup and puts it on a nearby table. “She does, she just…” There’s a pause. More quietly she says, “For complicated reasons.” She looks at me. She can see I’m still expectant; bending to hook my hair behind my ear, she whispers, “Because I have more royal blood running in my veins than either she or your father do. She can’t stand that.”
         
 
         I stare at her for a moment, my eyes wide.
 
         I don’t think that’s the reason, though. I think it’s that my mother laughs and makes people happy. When I was younger I thought she might be an angel. She’s certainly the most beautiful person I’ve ever met. I wish she could live all the time at Eltham, with my sisters and me. Every day we could shoot together, and go riding – I’d love that. Instead she has to live at Court with my grandmother who doesn’t like her, and my father who is so serious and scary – it can’t be much fun.
 
         Our family seems divided: my mother and I are on one side, my father and grandmother and my older brother Arthur are on the other. I can’t think why, but that’s how it’s always been. We even look different: I’m like my mother’s family – all solid and rosy-cheeked, with red-gold hair – while my brother is like my father: dark-haired, and wiry like a whippet.
         
 
         My mother is standing near me now, giving instructions to her women. I reach out and slip my hand into hers. When I tug it, she looks down at me and I say, “Don’t worry, Mama. When I am a man, I will look after you.”
 
         For a moment I think she’s going to laugh. But then she puts her face level with mine and her expression is very serious. “I can see him, you know, Hal – the man you will be one day. I can see him looking out through your eyes.” She hugs me tightly. “May God keep you safe, sweetheart.”
 
         Later, when I’ve been shown to my own bedchamber, I catch sight of myself in the looking glass. I am big for my age and usually I think I look quite grown up. But today my reflection seems young, and rather scared. I twitch my face – pull it into a confident shape. Then I try to fix in my mind how this feels from the inside. So I can make sure I don’t look scared again.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            III
            

            ♦  ♦  ♦  III  ♦  ♦  ♦
            

         
   
         My father is never scared, I’m certain of that. Somewhere out there, right now, he’s marching at the head of his army. His sinewy body is encased in magnificent armour. His broadsword is ready to swing into men’s flesh, to visit God’s anger on those who dare rebel against him. I kneel up on the window seat and try to imagine it.
         

         It’s not much of a view I’m looking at, though – I can’t even see out of the Tower. The window of my bedchamber looks inwards, onto a courtyard. Even early on a June morning, it’s not cheering. In the shadows, the walls weep damp green streaks. I breathe on the window and start to draw a dragon with my finger.

         Behind me something’s rustling, like a hedgehog in a pile of leaves. It’s my servant, Compton, who’s kneeling on the rush-strewn floor, rummaging in a trunk. He’s already helped me to dress, in an outfit of my own colours as Duke of York: mulberry-red and blue. So: fine white shirt, red doublet and hose, and a short, loose blue velvet jacket on top, embroidered with gold. Now his task is to search for the matching hat: blue velvet, with a pearl and ruby brooch and a red feather. I can’t go to Mass without my hat.
         

         “I don’t think… no…” He’s carefully lifting the last few layers at the bottom of the trunk. “I’m sorry, sir, I must have packed your hat-case in one of the other boxes. I’ll have to go down to the hall and see if they’re in yet.”

         I’m drawing the flames coming out of the dragon’s mouth. I say, “How long do you think we’ll have to stay here?”

         Compton stands and brushes stray rush-stems off his legs. “A few days? A week or two? Until the rebels can be persuaded to disperse or else there’s a pitched battle. It can’t be long, either way.”

         “And what if that man comes with an army?”

         “Which man?”

         “The Pretender.”

         Compton shakes his head. Being fourteen, he is a man of the world, and always seems to be up with the latest news. “He won’t dare land here, sir – not unless the rebels defeat your father’s army. And they won’t manage that. So. You don’t need to worry about him.”

         Compton makes for the door now, but an idea occurs to him and he turns back, with a new look of helpfulness on his face. “Would you like to put a stake on it, sir? Not, obviously, on the outcome. God knows—” he crosses himself, “we are certain of that. Just on the number of days we’ll stay here?”

         My belt and purse are lying on the table beside me. I open the purse and count the contents carefully. “Sixpence says five days or more?”

         Compton sucks in his lips.

         “I don’t have much with me!” I tilt the purse towards him as proof.

         “Beggars can’t be choosers. Five days exactly, though.” He catches the coin I throw to him, tosses it into the air, bounces it off his elbow and, catching it again, secretes it somewhere inside his doublet.
         

         As he closes the door behind him I turn to the window again, and rub off the dragon with my sleeve. Down in the courtyard, a covered cart is coming in through the Inner Ward gate, and servants are running from the hall doors opposite, ready to unload it.

         I watch them, and think of Compton’s confidence. I pick through his words carefully, like counting out the coins. I often do this with things grown-ups say.

         He won’t dare land here, sir – not unless the rebels defeat your father’s army. And they won’t manage that. So. You don’t need to worry about him.
         

         Compton’s certainty is like a blanket, comforting and warm, but a tiny part of me still wonders: how does he know? I’ve heard some of the servants say that God is angry because people are bad, and so He is sending more wars to punish everyone and that this man – the Pretender – will start up the civil wars again, the ones that raged for years and years before I was born and that my father put a stop to.

         But Mistress Denton, who is in charge of our household at Eltham, slaps anyone she hears talking like that, so maybe it’s not true. Or maybe it is true, but it’s wicked to talk about it. Mistress Denton’s always on a sharp lookout for wickedness.
         

         There’s a tap on the door.

         “Excuse me, sir. May we put this in here?”

         Two servants shuffle in, carrying another trunk between them.

         I say, “Did you see Compton on the way up?”

         “No, sir. Shall I fetch him, sir?”

         I shake my head.

         If he’s not on his way up yet I can look for Raggy, my old scrap of cradle-blanket. I hope it’s been packed. I’m always afraid Mistress Denton will throw it away. She threatens to all the time; she says I’m too old to be attached to something so babyish. But I need Raggy, especially at a time like this.
         

         I’d like to find my book of stories about King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, too. I’ve just got up to a really exciting passage about Sir Galahad and I want to know what happens next.

         So, when the servants have shut the door behind them, I climb down from the window seat and grab the bunch of keys Compton’s left on a shelf by the door. One by one, I try the keys in the lock of the trunk they’ve just brought in. The fourth fits. Turning it, I lift the lid.

         The trunk is full to the brim. First layer: large bags of dried rose petals to perfume clothes; I discard them on the floor. Next: my red and black cloak and two doublets. Then I fling out three pairs of hose. Raggy, to my joy, is lying just beneath, on top of something hard that’s covered in black velvet. It’s not a book box, this hard thing; it’s large, curved unevenly and – running along the centre – there is something ridged like a spine.

         I prod it. For a moment, staring stupidly, I can’t think. There is something horrible about how solid this thing is – I sense that, even before I register the curl of straw-coloured hair at the collar, even before I see that it is a person: a boy, bigger than me, folded over, face down, inside the trunk, with his forehead to his knees. There is no movement in his back, no breathing, and a terrible thick feeling to the flesh beneath the clothes, like a lump of cold meat.

         Scrambling up, I lurch back across the room until I bang into one of the bedposts. I’ve got Raggy rammed against my mouth; I can taste vomit. I swallow, breathing hard. My heart’s hammering, but in the room there’s silence. Nothing moves.

         What should I do? Wait till Compton comes and finds me, quivering here like a hunted hare?
         

         I make myself walk to the trunk, though I keep my focus to one side of it; I can’t bear to look at it directly. Slowly, slowly, my fingers reach down to the black velvet. Summoning all my courage, I watch them as they touch it. And freeze, confused. Then I spread my fingers and grab. The velvet crumples in my hand. It is one of my doublets – it is empty.

         I am scrabbling now, clutching fistfuls of cloth and flinging them out of the trunk. Nothing, nothing, nothing – except the clothes and, beneath them, the bare wooden floor of the box. The body is not there.

         “What on earth are you doing?”

         Compton is standing in the open doorway, staring at me. He’s holding a hat-case in one hand and one of my best daggers and a sword-belt in the other.

         I sit back on my heels, panting, and wipe a hand across my mouth. Clothes are strewn everywhere. I say, “I don’t know.”
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         “If you see something that isn’t really there…” I say slowly, “does it mean something’s wrong with you? In the head?” I can’t bring myself to say the word ‘mad’.
         

         My mother looks down at me, her eyes hidden in shadow. The room is dark, the fire damped for the night, one lonely candle casting a pool of yellow light across my pillows. I’m lying under the covers, Raggy hidden out of sight. My mother’s shadow stretches itself across the floor and runs straight up the wall, like spilt ink running the wrong way.

         She’s standing near the end of the bed. For a long moment she doesn’t move or speak, then she comes closer, frowning a little, and perches on the edge of the quilt. She says, “If you see what kind of thing, Hal?”

         I say, “Oh, anything.” I turn my head away, reach one hand up to the nearest bedpost, and trace over its pattern. “You know, like in stories.”

         On the quilt under my other hand there’s a book. My mother gently slips it from my grasp, and opens it to look at the title page. “Well… in this story Galahad sees a vision of the Holy Grail before he really finds it, doesn’t he? Have you got to that bit? And stories of saints’ lives often mention visions, too.”
         

         “And no one thought they were mad for seeing things? The saints, I mean?”

         My mother smiles. “No, of course not. God was speaking to them. They were blessed. Though the message He gave was not always easy to hear, I suppose.” She closes the book carefully, fastens its silver clasps and moves into the shadows to stow it in a box on a shelf. She says, “Sweetheart. Why all the questions about seeing things?”

         “No reason. I was just wondering.”

         I haven’t spoken to anyone about what happened this morning. Not even Compton. I told him the clothes were everywhere because I’d got frustrated looking for my book. At Mass I prayed about it, though. Begged God not to let this be the first sign of some awful brain disease.

         My mother moves round the bed, tugging shut the curtain at the far side, and the one at the foot. Some of the lining, she notices, is moth-eaten. As she tuts over it, I think: If my vision of that body – that dead boy – in the trunk was God’s way of speaking to me, what could He possibly have been saying?
         

         That this is my future: the rebels will defeat my father and make someone else king, and I will be murdered and put in a trunk?

         I sit bolt upright as my mother pulls the last curtain half-shut. I blurt, “Does this place scare you?”
         

         Her pale eyes widen. “No. Why should it?” Gently, she lays me down again. “It’s old. A bit fusty. It could do with redecorating, couldn’t it? But it’s a safe place, not a scary place. Now, go to sleep, Hal.”

         “Don’t leave me.”

         “Hal, don’t be silly.”
         

         “Is Compton here?”

         “Of course. He’s waiting outside – I’ll call him in. Now, settle down.”
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         Some hours later I open my eyes, very suddenly, to blackness. I feel I’ve been woken by something, but I don’t know what.
         

         I squirm towards the edge of the bed and pull back the curtain. I can just about make out the window, by a sliver of dim moonlight where its curtains are not quite shut. But the window is in the wrong place.

         For a moment, I panic. I have no idea where I am, or what kind of room the darkness hides. Then memory slides back in, like a cloth across a table: I’m not at home in Eltham Palace – I’m in the Tower.

         And one thing, at least, is the same as always: Compton is asleep, on his pallet, somewhere beyond the end of my bed. I can hear his steady breathing.

         The sliver of moonlight winks, then disappears; wind whistles through gaps in the casement. Then a noise comes, outside in the passage. A door unlatching, opening. Soft footsteps – and urgent whispers.
         

         I sit up, holding my breath. Very slowly, I peel back the bedclothes and swing my feet to the floor. Across the other side of the room, beneath the door, there’s a faint, flickering line of orange light from the passageway. Sliding my feet forward instead of lifting them, I head towards it, feeling for obstacles as I go. The rushes are prickly against my bare ankles. Suddenly a great gust of wind lashes the window. I stop, tense; but, though Compton stirs, he doesn’t wake.

         Reaching the door, my fingers search carefully for the handle. I apply the gentlest pressure possible, and open it a crack, just wide enough for one eye. It gives me a view of the passageway, looking in the direction of my mother’s bedchamber, which lies next to mine. Her chamber door is open, light spilling from the room, and a dark figure in a nightgown and shawl stands on the threshold, its back to me. This person – a woman – is looking along the passage. Beyond her, I see why: my mother is walking down it, holding a candle – a flickering spot of light in the darkness. As she walks, her free hand trails slowly against the wall. She is dressed for bed; her hair hangs loose down her back. Two of her servants are shuffling along with her, sideways like crabs, looking anxiously at her face, their arms half-open towards her as if hoping to shoo her back.

         Something is wrong, but when my mother speaks, it’s in a perfectly normal tone of voice. She says, “Keep turning left, isn’t that what they say? Always turn left, and eventually you come to the place.”

         Near to me, at my mother’s chamber door, a second, younger woman emerges to stand beside the first. “What’s wrong with Her Grace?” she whispers. She sounds as if she’s only just woken.

         The first woman hisses, “Sleepwalking.”

         “What’s she done?”
         

         “Done?”

         “People sleepwalk when they’ve got a guilty secret, don’t they? My cousin told me that.”

         “Then your cousin’s a fool,” the first woman snaps. “Her Grace, poor lady, is looking for her brothers.”

         Now my mother has stopped walking, and laid the side of her head against the wall. She says, “Don’t you hear it?”

         One of the ladies with her says, very gently, “Hear what, ma’am?”

         “A tapping. No, no – more like a scratching. Listen – there it comes again. They’re here. I must be quick.”

         “What does she mean?” says the second woman at the door. “Are her brothers hiding?”

         Her neighbour tuts. “I forget how young you are.” Then she whispers something in the younger woman’s ear.

         “Oh, Christ have mercy upon their souls!” The woman crosses herself. “And them only little children, too!” She clutches her companion’s arm. “Do you think their spirits are unquiet here? Oh, it makes me afraid to walk the passageways on my own!”

         “Pull yourself together, girl. If the spirits of all the people killed in this place were up and walking, we wouldn’t be able to squeeze down the passageways for the crush.”

         “Well, that doesn’t make me feel better!”
         

         “Shh. Keep your voice down. I’m going to follow. Madge has to persuade the Queen to turn back before she reaches the guards. It would be shameful for her to be seen like this.”

         As the older woman starts down the passageway, and the younger turns to go back into the bedchamber, I dart sideways into the darkness of my room.

         I wait until the sound of soft-slippered footsteps has faded to silence, then I push my door gently shut again and feel my way back to bed.
         

         The rest of that long night I lie awake, my eyes open in the darkness.
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         I have a tiny painting, on parchment, which I often carry rolled up in a pouch on my belt. It shows the three nails used to fix Jesus to the cross. Each nail is shown driven through a chopped-off part of the Saviour’s body. So, one of the nails is driven through a bleeding right hand, another through a bleeding left hand, while the third goes right through two feet, laid one on top of the other and also dripping with blood. A crown of thorns lies like a garland around the whole grisly arrangement and in the middle there is a bleeding heart.
         

         Beside the picture it’s written, in ink as red as the painted blood, that the Pope has promised that if you carry this picture with you, and say five Lord’s Prayers, five Hail Marys and one Creed every day, then your enemies will not defeat you, neither will you die suddenly; you cannot be killed with a sword, or a knife, or with poison, and you will be defended from all evil spirits, on land or on water.

         This morning, despite feeling sick with tiredness and so distracted that Compton almost despairs of getting me toileted and dressed, I am still very careful to tuck the picture into my belt. As I stand, tugged and jostled while my points are tied – to fix my sleeves to my doublet and hold up my hose – bits of the conversations I heard yesterday repeat, over and over, in my head. I feel confused every time I try to piece them together: my mother said her brothers were dead; my grandmother thinks she might not believe it – which is strange; and then the lady at the bedroom door said my mother was looking for her brothers. And: If the spirits of all the people killed in this place were up and walking, we wouldn’t be able to squeeze down the passageways for the crush.
         

         I don’t know what to think, but I have a feeling of dread, as if something evil is approaching through the shadows, though I don’t yet know its form.

         When I’m dressed and have eaten (after much nagging from Compton) a little bread and cold meat, I go out into the orchard that lies to one side of the royal apartments. Here, two targets have been set up at opposite ends of the grassy space. Both are made from packed straw, covered with a white cloth. In the middle of the cloth is the mark you’re supposed to aim for: a black painted circle.

         As I approach, my mother is standing at the far end of the orchard, shooting her longbow. I watch her loose a shot smoothly. From where I am, I can’t see which part of the target she’s hit, but it’s probably the black circle – she’s an expert archer. She starts walking towards me, to change ends.

         It’s a beautiful morning, and the sunlight makes a halo around my mother’s figure as she walks. Her quiver swings from a leather belt at her hip. The hems of her skirts are darkened with damp from the grass. Birds sing, perched on the rooftops and the twisted boughs of the old fruit trees. From the south, beyond the curtain wall and moat, I can hear the calls of the watermen on the river; there’s no sign of yesterday’s fear of a rebel attack. Only the clanking of the Royal Mint at the other side of the Tower breaks the peace. It’s a metallic drumbeat that sounds like an army of demons on the march.
         

         A waiting-woman tugs the arrows out of the target; my mother takes them and slots them into her quiver. Then she walks across to me and kisses me on the forehead.

         She says, “You look tired. Didn’t you sleep well?”

         I shrug. “All right.”

         “Poor thing.” Her fair hair – loose last night – is plaited up on top of her head, as usual. Today it’s covered with a linen cap and a velvet bonnet over that; no veil to get in the way of shooting. She looks neat and entirely in control. But beneath her eyes there are heavy shadows.

         “You look tired too, Mama.”

         “Do I? You’re a caring boy. I slept like a log.”

         She says it lightly enough, as if she believes it. If you sleepwalk, do you know about it in the morning? I suppose not. Not if your servants don’t tell you.

         I follow my mother as she makes her way back to shoot again. “Has there been a battle yet?” I say.

         She takes up her stance, replying over her shoulder, “Lord Daubeney’s sent your father’s best spearmen forward to attack the rebels. There’s been some fighting at Gill Down.”

         “Is Father fighting?”

         My mother’s movements are unhurried, smooth. She pulls an arrow from her quiver, nocks it, draws and shoots. All in three seconds, or four.

         Then she says, “Not yet, I think. He’s testing the rebels. To see if they will hold their ground.”

         “And will they?”

         She shoots again, aiming and releasing two arrows in quick succession, then lowers her bow and turns to look at me.
         

         “We must wait for more news, sweetheart. I’ve told you all I know.” She hands her bow to her lady-servant. “Now, let me see you shoot.”

         Behind me, Compton is waiting with my longbow and a selection of blunt-tipped practice arrows. I take the bow, tuck three arrows into my belt, and walk forward to take up my stance.

         My mother shoots to hit the mark, but I’m still learning to keep a length. This means aiming the arrow correctly over different distances so that it will reach the target and not fall short. You can’t learn to hit a mark until you know how to keep a length.

         Today, here, it’s a tricky task: the sight line lies between the trees of the orchard, which aren’t spaced regularly, and the distance is difficult to judge.

         “Don’t forget to check the wind.”

         “Oh yes.” I pull up some grass and toss it into the air. It drifts gently sideways as it falls; the wind’s coming from the south, off the river. But it’s not strong.

         I take the first arrow. With my arms held low, I rest it on the knuckle of my bow hand, and position the nock – the groove at the feather-end of the shaft – against the string.

         Then, as I lift the bow into position, I draw the string back – right back until the thumb of my drawing hand skims my ear.

         This is where you need the strength. The more powerful the bow, the harder it is to draw. My father’s bows have a drawing weight of over a hundred pounds.

         I hold – no longer than the count of three – and loose the arrow, trying to open my fingers out cleanly and quickly, without jerking. If you don’t get your fingers smartly out of the way of the string, you know about it; it’s a mistake you don’t make twice.
         

         “You held that one a fraction too long,” says my mother, shading her eyes to see where my arrow has hit: I’ve made it to the straw target, but low down, and over to the left. “And, look – as you loose the arrow, think of squeezing your shoulder blades together a little and pressing forward with your bow arm.” She lifts her arms to demonstrate.

         “I was. That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

         My mother narrows her eyes at me and smiles. I take another arrow from my quiver; nock, draw, hold and loose again. This one scrapes a tree and scuds into the grass well short of the target. I growl in frustration.

         “Mama…” I say, as I pull out my third arrow.

         “Mm?”

         “How did your brothers die?”

         I’m looking down at my bow, but I can sense that she’s suddenly very still. She says quietly, “Why do you want to know?”

         “I mean, was it some disease or…” I hesitate, wondering if I’m brave enough to say what I’m thinking. “Or was it a knife, or a gun, or what? An arrow?”

         “Who have you been speaking to, Hal?”

         “No one.” I raise my bow; hold only a moment; and release. It’s a better shot. “But were they murdered? And did it happen here, at the Tower?”

         My mother doesn’t answer. I’m still not looking at her. I add, “You said this was a safe place.” Then I set off, walking towards the other end of the orchard to retrieve my arrows.

         After a moment I hear a swishing; she catches up with me, and walks alongside. Her skirts are dragging against the long grass – she grabs a handful of them, and puts her other arm round my shoulders. “Hal. Yes, they were murdered. Yes, it happened here. But it was before you were born, sweetheart. During the old wars. It was… it was a different world back then. I don’t think you can imagine just how different.”
         

         We’ve reached the target. My mother’s three arrows are all on the black circle; my two are more spread out, one way above it, the other low. I’ve already picked up the one that fell in the grass. Now, pulling the other two out of the packed straw, I say, “So, was it a knife, then?”

         She lets out a quick breath. “Can you stop asking about it?”

         “I just want to know.” I watch as my mother tugs out her arrows and puts them back into her quiver. Two patches of pink are showing high up on her pale cheeks. I say, “If you don’t tell me I’ll ask the servants.”

         The waiting-woman has followed us at a distance; as she steps forward to hand over my mother’s bow, I see her dart a look at me.

         My mother, weighing the bow in her hand, says, almost in a whisper, “No one knows for sure. No bodies were ever found.”

         Then, briskly, she takes up her stance and shoots again. The arrow hits the target, but way off the mark.

         My brain is fizzing. I’m thinking of ropes slung over walls, of daring escapes. “Does that mean… maybe they weren’t killed at all? Maybe they got away?”

         “I don’t think so.”

         “But it’s possible?”

         “It’s possible.” She says it reluctantly.

         “So… if the Pretender says he’s your brother and calls himself Duke of York—”

         My mother releases another arrow. “You’re the true Duke of York.”

         “Yes, but you told me that one of your brothers was Duke of York. So – that brother could have escaped. And the Pretender could really be him, all grown up…”
         

         She looks at me, fresh arrow in hand. “I don’t believe it.”

         “But he could be.”
         

         She takes aim and shoots. From here it looks as if she’s hit the very centre of the mark, but as she turns to me her expression is grim. She comes to stand close, and says in an urgent whisper, “Listen to me, Hal. Don’t let anyone hear you talking like this. It’s dangerous – do you understand? Your father is king – the true king. There’ve been imposters before, and your father’s enemies are always behind them, using them to stir up trouble. The last one was a baker’s son, who’d been trained specially for years to pretend he was a cousin of mine. When your father caught him, he set him to work in the kitchens. This man now, who calls himself York – he belongs in the kitchens too. He’s not my brother.”

         Her eyes look fierce, almost frightened. I think: How do you know for sure? But I don’t dare say it.
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         Compton disappears around the corner and my smile fades. It’s exhausting, hiding how scared I am, but how can I explain? What would I say?
         

         I saw a body in a trunk and then it disappeared. Oh, and I’ve found out my uncles were murdered here when they were boys. Probably. Although they might have escaped. So – is one of them abroad now, waiting to invade? Or is his body hidden somewhere in this building? And if he is buried here, was it his ghost that I saw – was it his corpse, in the trunk?
         

         Only two hours have gone by since dinner. I can’t concentrate on reading and I’ve had to stop playing cards with Compton because I’m losing too much money. If my grandmother catches me scuffing about, she’ll hiss something about idle hands and give me a chunk of Latin to learn by heart. So I’ve sent Compton to ask if I’m allowed to visit the Tower’s collection of animals: the menagerie. It’s somewhere near the outer gates, and I think it has lions and leopards, kept in wooden cages. Compton says there used to be an elephant too, but it died.
         

         I hope he’ll be quick. I’m nervous on my own. It’s sunny outside but the rooms and passageways of the Tower are cold. I think maybe they don’t ever get warm. The shadows seem to collect in odd places, too, black as deep wells, and there is a worrying kind of pull when I walk near them, as if they could suck me in. When I’m alone, like now, I move from one room to the next, not with a princely stride but with a scuttle.

         Despite my fears, though, I’m exploring – padding up and down staircases and along dim passageways, trying every door that I pass. Most are locked. What am I looking for? In my head there’s a silly idea that this is an enchanted castle, and that something horrible is behind one of these doors, waiting for me to find it. I don’t know whether it’s more frightening to search for the horrible thing, or to hide in my room, imagining it.

         It’s odd, but I feel right now there are two ‘me’s. One me is being grown-up and sensible, and opening doors to prove to myself there’s nothing there. The other me has a horrid fascination: that me is opening doors hoping to see something frightening. Which is crazy.
         

         Still, while my imagination is filled with wispy-haired skeletons, bloodstained floors and grisly murder weapons, in reality, behind the few doors that I can open, I’m finding nothing but old trestle tables, broken stools and iron bedsteads.

         The only dead thing I’ve found so far is a mouse, lying on its side with its little scratchy paws bent up and its front teeth showing. When I saw it I knew straightaway it was dead, so when it started moving – shifting a little, this way and that – I wanted to scream. But soon I saw the reason: its stomach was full of maggots, crawling in and out through a hole in the skin. The maggots were making it move. I poked it with a bit of old kindling from the fireplace, then left it alone.
         

         Now, passing the entrance to a staircase, I find I’m almost at the end of a passageway. I’m not exactly sure where I am, but I think it’s somewhere north of where I started, somewhere close to the White Tower. Pushing open the last door before the passageway’s dead end, I look into a small chamber, where one narrow window lets in a slice of watery light.

         I wrinkle my nose because the room smells musty. In the far wall there’s another door – shut. Near it, some pieces of furniture are huddled together as if they’ve been shoved out of the way: a round table covered with worn black velvet, a bench, three stools and two folding chairs made of painted wood. The only other thing in the room is a rickety-looking portable altar near the window, with a place to kneel – complete with fraying cushion – and a picture hanging on the wall above it.

         The picture looks familiar – I want to have a closer look. I come fully into the room, closing the door softly behind me, and approach the altar. Yes, it’s a painting of the three nails used to fix Jesus to the cross, very like the one I’m carrying.

         I pull my picture out of my belt-pocket to compare. Looking at it, it occurs to me that perhaps I should say a couple more Hail Marys; I always worry that I may have lost count and said four rather than five (in which case the protection against murder and evil spirits won’t work, will it?).

         So I kneel on the cushion – which puffs out a cloud of dust – and begin in a whisper, not daring to shatter the silence of the empty room:

         “Ave Maria, gratia plena, Dominus tecum…”
         

         Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee…
         

         And stop. I’ve heard someone speak.

         For one mad moment I think it’s the Virgin Mary replying. But then I hear another murmur – muffled, but close by – and footsteps. They’re coming from my left – from beyond the door in the far wall. I’m frozen, not breathing – listening.
         

         Then the handle begins to move. I don’t even consider racing back to the other door, the one I came through – there’s no time for that. Instead, I dive for the corner beside the altar, crouching low, so that the width of the altar shields me.

         Instantly, though, I can see this is not enough. I’m hidden from the door, but someone only has to move into the centre of the room and I will be in plain view.

         The door begins to open. My mother’s voice says, “This is the best place – no one comes in here.”

         My back’s resting on a piece of wainscot with a pattern of small holes in it. I realise it’s one of the doors of a press – a cupboard set into the wall. Quickly, still crouching, I open it a little. The cupboard is quite deep, lined with shelves in the upper part. The space below them is empty and, though not high, it is wide: plenty big enough for several people to hide in, let alone just me.

         This is the moment of decision: do I hide? Or do I stand up and admit I’m here; take the telling-off for roaming around without Compton, and go back to my room?

         I don’t stand up. I edge into the cupboard. Perhaps because I’m scared. Perhaps because, if my mother has secrets, I want to hear them. And later I wonder if there was something else at work too: maybe the three nails. Maybe God.

         They’re entering the room now: my mother and whoever she’s talking to. Slowly, carefully, my ragged breathing sounding loud in my ears, I pull the cupboard door shut, hoping they’re still not far enough into the room to see it move.

         I brace myself for being found out – for an exclamation – but it doesn’t come. Instead my mother says, “We don’t have long. I must be quick.”
         

         “Yes, ma’am,” says a man’s voice.

         Through the pattern of holes in the cupboard door I can see only a slice of the room straight ahead of me; there’s a wall to my left and, to my right, my view is blocked by the side of the altar. For a moment I catch sight of the edge of a brown robe – a monk’s robe – and I know, from the voice, that the man who’s spoken is Father Christopher, my mother’s confessor.

         My mother says, “Well – did you go into the City? What are the people saying? Are there prophecies circulating?”

         “Yes, I’m afraid so, ma’am. As always at a time of crisis, the people distract themselves with any bill or rhyme or ditty they see pinned up on a tavern door, when they should be praying, or listening to their priest—”

         “I know your feelings, Father, but did you collect any? The prophecies, I mean?”

         “There is a notary of my acquaintance who has been collecting prophecies as a hobby these past few years. I asked him for his latest findings. He gave me this.”

         “You didn’t say it was for me?”

         “Of course not.”

         I hear paper crackling as if my mother is opening a package.

         Father Christopher says, “There are a few manuscripts, I think, and a few cheap printed folios. My acquaintance pointed out though, ma’am, that many prophecies circulate in a town by word of mouth only.”

         There’s silence for a moment. Then distractedly, as if she’s reading at the same time, my mother says, “There’s no one outside that other door, is there?”

         The plain figure of Father Christopher comes fully into view as he crosses to the door I entered by, opens it, checks the passageway, and shuts it again carefully. He turns to face my mother and shakes his head.
         

         My mother says, “Do you really think there’s nothing of value in any of these?”

         “There can be…” I see Father Christopher frown as if he doesn’t want to admit it. “…in certain cases. Many of the prophecies that St Bridget made are recorded, for example. A truly holy and blessed lady… But every one of those papers in your hand is untraceable, ma’am. I would want to meet the author, ask how the message came to him, gauge his devoutness, the purity of his soul… He may have an angel at his shoulder, whispering in his ear. But it may equally well be a devil crouching there.”
         

         My legs are getting stiff; I shift carefully.

         “The Turk will come this year to Rome…” my mother reads aloud. “A great king will rise in the north who will destroy the power of all Frenchmen. Well, that would be convenient.” She makes a nervous little sound, like a swallowed laugh.
         

         “Gosh, I’m shaking. How silly. There’s probably nothing to the point in here at all.”

         Another silence. I watch as Father Christopher lifts one hand, smoothing the fringe of grey hair around his shaved head.

         Then suddenly my mother says, “You understand this is a last resort for me, don’t you, Father? I would consult a respected person, if I could. I would consult our Court astrologer. But you know how the King’s mother watches me. It would be just what she has been waiting for: to catch me asking Dr Parron to cast my brother’s horoscope! Can you imagine? She already suspects me.”

         “Of what, ma’am?”

         “I wish someone would ask her that: of what, precisely?” My mother’s tone is scornful. “Of wanting my brother to be alive? Of course I want him to be alive! What loving sister wouldn’t? But that doesn’t mean I want him to invade with an army and slaughter my husband and my sons and make himself king. She does not allow any separation of those things. To hope my brother is alive is, in her eyes, to be a traitor.”
         

         I swallow a gasp. I am hot and cold at once. My mother sounds like a stranger – not capable and sure and comforting as she usually is, but frightened and angry. And now I know she has lied to me. She is not certain her brother is dead. The Pretender could be him, after all. And if he invades and my father is pushed off the throne, it’s just as I feared: he will kill us. Kill me.
         

         Father Christopher’s voice interrupts my thoughts: “The King is devoted to you.”

         “He is devoted to his mother more. He listens to her. And she drips poison in his ear…” My mother groans. “She hates me. She always has. We were on different sides in the old wars. She only made a deal for her son to marry me because it made political sense. She hates that my claim to the crown is stronger than his, and she hates that he loves me, too.”

         Softly, Father Christopher says, “So, this Pretender – you think it really is him: your brother?”

         “You sound like her!” my mother snaps. “Forgive me, Father. No, I don’t ‘think it really is him’. I don’t know – that’s the whole point. How can I possibly know? That’s why I asked what the prophecies are saying… I want to find out. Or at least to be given a clue.
         

         “Is that so very bad, Father? Can you say you wouldn’t do the same? Imagine it: your brother, a little boy, is dragged away by soldiers in front of your own eyes and you are told he has been murdered. You weep and wail, but of course nothing will bring him back.

         “And then, fourteen years later, someone in a distant land declares he is your brother, escaped and grown to manhood. Wouldn’t you want to know if it were true?”
         

         “Yes, ma’am, I would.”

         There’s a silence. And it’s in that silence that I hear breathing beside me. Someone else is with me in my hiding place.

         I freeze. I daren’t turn my head, but I must. And when I do, every instinct in me wants to cry out; I shove my knuckles against my mouth.

         The holes in each cupboard door, together with a thin strip in the centre where the two leaves haven’t quite shut properly, let in enough light to make out a figure, slumped against the wall at the other side of the space. It’s turned away from me, kneeling or crouching, I can’t see which; but the hunched back, the curl of pale hair at the collar, are horribly familiar.

         That body in the trunk, in my chamber, yesterday – it’s here with me again.

         Out in the room my mother says, “I feel as if I am being ripped in two, Father. I fear this rebellion. I fear an invasion. I grew up in the civil wars; I’ve seen enough horror.”

         It’s a horror that I’m seeing right now: unlike yesterday, the body isn’t deathly still, it’s moving – I think of the maggots, wriggling in and out through the hole in the mouse’s skin.

         “But still,” my mother goes on, “there is a part of me that cannot stop hoping that my brother is alive – that he is not, after all, a little rotted corpse somewhere in this place.”
         

         No maggots this time. This body – this boy, this thing – is breathing, making little juddering movements, the chest heaving in and out. Whimpering sounds are coming from it too, soft and horrid like a terrified animal. Like a rabbit caught in a trap. It turns my stomach. If it were a rabbit I’d want to snap its neck.
         

         My mother says, “I can’t stop hoping that he is alive and… and perhaps that he is this Pretender. But if he is, I pray God he will lay down his arms; let us all live in peace.”
         

         “Amen to that,” says Father Christopher.

         Amen from me, too. Let me live in peace. Let this spirit, this nightmarish vision – whatever it is – stop appearing to me. Please God, take it away.

         I hear a shuffle of papers. My mother says, “Listen to this one: And there shall be signs in the sun, and in the moon, and in the stars: and upon the earth distress of nations, the soil drenched with more blood than rain. The word of God shall be transformed into a serpent, and good interpreted as evil. But when these things begin to come to pass, look up and lift up your heads: because your redemption is at hand.”
         

         Trapped in my terror, barely breathing, I listen to the words. They seem eerily beautiful.

         “The one who has been prophesied will come, full of power, full of good devotion and good love. Oh blessed ruler, I find that you are the one so welcome that many acts will smooth your way. You will extend your wings in every place; your glory will live down the ages…” My mother sighs. “That sounds wonderful, doesn’t it? It makes me shiver.”
         

         The boy is still whimpering. I reach out my hand towards him. He has to be real – he looks so real, he sounds so real…

         Father Christopher says, “It is wonderful, ma’am, but entirely unspecific. No names or dates, you’ll notice, nothing to tie it to a particular country, even.”

         My hand is shaking. I watch my fingertips edging forwards through the air, as warily as if the boy might at any moment turn and bite them off.

         “Oh lord,” my mother says.

         “What is it?”

         “You want specifics? Then here – listen to this one. York will be king.”
         

         But just as my fingers reach him, he is no longer there. The darkness somehow seeps into the space he occupies and rubs him out.
         

         Father Christopher says, “What else does it say?”

         “He will begin as a lamb and end as a lion.” My mother sounds shaken. “That’s it.”
         

         I feel forward as far as I can. My fingers meet nothing but empty shadows.

         “The Pretender calls himself Duke of York, doesn’t he?”

         “Yes,” my mother says quietly, “he does. So… if York will be king is correct, it means he will invade, and seize the crown… and, no doubt, the soil will be drenched with more blood than rain…”
         

         I hear rapid footsteps. Looking out through the holes in the cupboard door, I see that my mother has crossed to Father Christopher and is clutching his hand. She says, “I must warn my husband!”

         “How? Without revealing that you have been reading these?” Father Christopher indicates the papers.

         “I don’t know. I could say I have had a bad dream – a premonition… Oh, God…” She covers her face, the papers scrunched in her fist.

         “Calm yourself, ma’am. Do any of the other prophecies make any mention of York?”

         “No – no. I’ve looked at them all.”

         “Then it’s just one. One scrap of grubby paper. The King, your husband, has many enemies. Any one of them could have written this with no more divine revelation than a clerk has, copying out an account book. It could simply be political agitation – the Pretender’s supporters could have sent it into London to try to persuade people to join them. Nothing mystical in that. No need to say anything – no need to endanger yourself.”

         My mother takes a shaky breath. “You’re right. Of course.” She folds the scrunched papers and hands them back to Father Christopher. “I shouldn’t have asked to see them, should I? What a fool I am.” Her voice is clipped. “Be sure to burn them all, won’t you? Straight away. Filthy things.”
         

         “Yes, ma’am.” Father Christopher bows. “I’ll go and do it now.”

         I’m vaguely aware of them leaving the room – Father Christopher through the door by which I entered, my mother through the other one. For several minutes I’m completely motionless – stunned, very scared, and wondering if I’m about to be sick. But there’s something else too: something small that’s tugging at my attention like an annoying pageboy tugging my sleeve. At first I ignore it – my heart is racing and I can’t move and I need to move: I need to get out of here.

         Tug, tug. What?
         

         A picture comes to me: my mother in the orchard. Her strong fingers snap straight; an arrow flies; she says, “You’re the true Duke of York.”

         I take in a slow, shaky breath. I sense that something delicious is unfolding in my mind even before I know what it is.

         What did my mother say, just before the boy – the thing, the vision – disappeared?

         York will be king.
         

         And now, in my head, I can hear her reading from that other paper:

         The one who has been prophesied will come… Oh blessed ruler, you are the one so welcome that many acts will smooth your way… your glory will live down the ages…
         

         I feel a warmth spreading from the centre of my chest, tingling through my limbs. It’s as if an invisible sun has come out from behind a cloud and is shining down upon me.
         

         Pushing forward against the cupboard doors, I stumble out into the room and fall to my knees. I lay my forehead on the bare dusty boards of the floor.

         Nothing has ever been clearer to me or more obvious. York will be king and Your glory will live down the ages – those two prophecies are talking about the same person. I know it in every inch of my being. And it’s not the man waiting abroad, this Pretender.
         

         It’s me.
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