
        
            
                
            
        

    

  

    

      

        
          	Vampire Assassin
        


        
          	6.50 of Immortal Knight Chronicles
        


        
          	Dan Davis
        


        
          	UNKNOWN (2019)
        


        
          	
            

          
        


        
          	Rating:
          	★★★★☆
        


        
          	
        


      

    


    


  


  






VAMPIRE ASSASSIN


 


The Immortal Knight Chronicles


Short Stories 


 


This short story takes place between books 6
and 7 in the main series.


 


Richard of Ashbury 


and Henry VIII


AD 1513








Dan Davis


Copyright © 2019 Dan Davis


All rights reserved.


 











Contents





Contents


Thérouanne, France


AUTHOR’S NOTE


BOOKS BY DAN DAVIS


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


 











Thérouanne, France


AD 1513


 


It was a warm night in July 1513 when I was chased from the
camp of the English army at Therouanne for attempting to murder Henry VIII in
his own bedchamber. 


We were besieging the town of Therouanne in northern France.
Though I had a company of my own, I was serving George Talbot, the Earl of
Shrewsbury. He was in his mid-forties at the time and had proved himself to be
a good soldier and was Lieutenant-General of our army. I did my best to play
the part of a gruff mercenary, which has never been especially difficult, and
tried to keep to myself and to my men. The Earl liked me, though, and had given
me ever more responsibilities, which I could never in good conscience turn
down.


It was not much of a war, truth be told.


Henry VIII had joined the Holy League two years earlier,
along with Venice and Spain to defend the Papacy from France with military
force. The conflict was slowly drawing in more kingdoms, in the way that they
always do. The Habsburg Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I joined the league the
year before, in 1512 while Louis XII of France was doing his best to encourage
the Scots to do harm to England. Something for which they never needed much
encouragement. 


We started getting ferried over to Calais in June and soon our
camp extended for miles as the tents were erected beyond the walls.


It was strange being back at Calais again. Walt claimed that
nothing whatsoever had changed but it was not true. The town had been improved,
the suburbs had grown, there were cannon on the walls and in the towers, the
ships in the harbour were bigger. The people were still Englishmen of course
but they seemed obsessed with trade in a way they never had been before. 


“They’ve always been greedy bastards,” Walt had pointed out. 


“But now they feel no shame with regard to their greed,” I
said. “Their eyes shine with joy.”


Walt had shrugged. “That’s the Flemish having a bad influence,
ain’t it not? Can’t put Englishmen down the lane from the Flemish for generations
on end and expect them not to turn into ruthless merchants themselves.”


“Perhaps.”


“Well, if it ain’t that then it’s all that Rhenish wine puts
them on edge, mark my words. Bitter wine makes bitter men.” 


“I do not believe their taste in wines has brought about this
change in their character. Perhaps it is the riches the Spanish are making from
the New World which has so aroused their avarice.”


“They’d be better off quaffing a nice claret, like a proper
Englishman, then they wouldn’t go losing their souls for a bag of silver.
Disgraceful, it is.”


“You would lose your own soul for a lot less.”


“I have done.” He laughed. “And will do again, given half a
chance.”


Before the end of June, we went with the vanguard for the
town of Therouanne with eight thousand men. Our force was comprised of cavalry,
artillery, and infantry. The longbowmen had been issued hardened steel
arrowheads they said had strength enough to penetrate armour and I had watched
a man shoot one plumb through a breastplate, to much applause. But he was
standing barely ten yards away and I would not have been surprised to find the
armour was as thin as old parchment, but the Almoner had bought up tens of
thousands of them. 


The French and their friendly Germans skirmished with us as
we approached but they did not slow us much, though we lost two cannon in a
river and we would not halt the vangaurd long enough to retrieve them. Still,
we had plenty more and when we reached the town we set about digging ditches,
throwing up banks and building batteries for the remaining cannon. When they
were in place, they immediately began their work to reduce sections of wall
that we could then assault. It was hoped by all that our artillery would make a
breach or two and that the town would then surrender. 


As well as the siege works above ground, some poor bastards
set to work on the mines that might in time also tumble the towers from below.
It was terrible work. Walt and I made ourselves busy elsewhere, organising
patrols against the recurring sorties that the defenders launched against our
men. We outnumbered them but the best time to disrupt a siege is before it is
properly established. If the French could break through to our cannons and destroy
them, they knew they would at least delay us and perhaps even send us packing,
if God was with them.


But God was with us instead. 


A few days later, King Henry himself reached Calais and set
out at the head of the main body of eleven thousand men, and Lord Herbert came
behind with a further six thousand. We were a vast army, well equipped and
properly supplied, and we were spread out across the country for many miles. 


Henry did not have to come. We would have done perfectly well
without him and he had plenty of business to attend to at home. But come he
did. 


It was true that he called it a moral duty, and I have no
doubt he believed it. He made no secret of his desire to rule all of France and
he meant to make it so by treaty and by sword. Some said he wanted to prove his
mettle to Christendom and that was certainly true. Others, who claimed to know
his mind more intimately, said that he wished above all to impress Emperor
Maximilian, who Henry greatly admired. I heard from a servant of the Almoner Thomas
Wolsey that the king was yet grieving for the young son, Henry, who had died as
a tiny baby just eighteen months earlier. Walt claimed our king was sick of his
wife and her unreliable womb and that he wanted to get away from her so he
could plough fresh furrows in peace.


Yet Henry was just twenty-two years old. He had been king for
five years but he was still a young man. And I know from centuries of
experience that all young men love war, and those young men that have yet to
experience it love it most of all.


Above all, perhaps, was the fact that, even in those days, war was still a king’s business. 


I was glad that he was coming. Everyone knew he liked
jousting and all knightly pursuits and we all had high hopes for Henry. We all
felt that England might once again be in the ascendancy. 


Henry camped to the east of the town at a heavily defended
position and it was to there that he went with his party. Within that royal
compound, the king’s men had built for him a large cabin that had an iron
chimney inside, poking out through the roof so that he might be warm and dry
within, no matter the weather.


Around his cabin, which was his personal and rather private
quarters, there were erected enormous tents in blue, yellow and white. Flying
over them were banners displaying the king’s beast, the Lion, Dragon,
Greyhound, Antelope, and Dun Cow. Within these tents, the daily business of the
court would take place, along with the feasting that the king and his men would
expect.


Around the compound, the men had toiled to erect ditches and
ramparts, reinforced with large timbers. The whole royal encampment was
protected by a dozen batteries of assorted artillery, including falcons,
serpentines, and spine trestles that shot iron bolts for their ammunition. The
crews that served the guns stood ready, day and night, lest an assault be
launched. Between the encircling cannons, there were men armed with arquebuses,
the most modern of handheld firearms. Protecting these fellows were soldiers
armed with long pikes that could protect from sudden cavalry charges. 


The men of the army were remarkably proud of the
fortification and all knew that their king would be safe within. 


I thought so, too. 


But I was wrong. 


 


 


***


 


 


“Someone’s looking for you.”


The message came to me on the same day that the king arrived.
Late in the long summer day we returned from a patrol and my servant Philip
told me this as I dismounted.


“Who?” I asked after swigging a mouthful of ale from the cup
he handed to me. 


“I never saw him with my own two eyes, Richard, but there was
this old boy with a stiff leg, one eye, and scars on his face come round asking
for you by name. Our lads said they never heard of you and he moved on.”


“Very good, Philip. Do you know where he went?”


“They reckon he limped off towards the quarters of my lord
Charles. When I heard, I sent Barnaby after him but the witless toad reckoned
he couldn’t find him. How he couldn’t find a limping horror like that, I will
never know but then Barnaby ain’t never to be trusted with nought more than a
broom or a bucket. I would have gone myself but I had to—”


“It is well, Philip. By your description, I recognise the man
as a servant of an acquaintance of mine. See to the horses and then prepare
some food. I shall return as soon as I find the fellow.” I turned to Walter,
who was raising his eyebrows in a knowing manner and handing his own horse off
to his own man. 


“What’s old Leeche doing here?” Walt asked. 


“Let us find out.”


John Leeche had been Eva’s servant for some years. She had
dragged him up from the filth of London’s semi-criminal underworld and used his
knowledge and contacts to keep an eye on events that no civilised person would
ever have been party to. In his time, Leeche had run a range of schemes from
fixed cockfights to pilfering London’s docks and had suffered the consequences
of crossing the wrong people. His knee had been smashed in his youth, later his
face had been carved up, and after his eye had been gouged out he had accepted
Eva’s offer of steady employment. He knew every disreputable soul in London,
and he either knew everything that was going on or he knew who you had to pay
to find out. 


But he was a London man through and through and I had never
known him to leave it. We found him standing atop a bank at the front of the
siegeworks, staring open mouthed at the town walls and at the sound and smoke
of the cannons firing from them. A ball smashed into the earth and bounced over
his head while dozens of us below and behind him ducked. The ball buried itself
deep in a bank twenty yards behind us and we shouted at Leeche and dragged him
down from his precarious perch. 


“God love you, Mister Ashbury,” he said, pulling his hat from
his head and clutching it in his lumpy fists. “I been looking for your good
self from here to Calais, I have, and now here you are before me in the full
light of day, praise the Lord. And you be here also, Mister Black, that is
well. How are you, sirs, how do you fare?”


Walt shook his head. “Leeche, I swear I never met a man more
careless with his own self than you. Were you trying to get your head shot off
with a cannonball, man? You don’t have many bits left to spare.”


His one eye glistened. “I was just having a little glance at
the town, Mister Black, that be all. I never saw a war before in my whole life
and you can’t blame a man for falling foul of his natural, God given
curiosity.”


“You’ll fall foul of something alright,” Walt said. 


“Why are you here, Leeche?” I asked. “Is Mistress Payne
well?”


Eva had adopted the name Payne from the recently deceased
owner of a property she had acquired in Somersetshire. It would serve her for a
good few years until she needed to move away and take on a new identity. 


“My apologies, Mister Ashbury, for not stating my business
immediately upon clapping my eye upon you. My mistress would speak with you at
your earliest convenience, which means you are to go to her right at this
moment without delay. She impressed this point upon me with considerable
fervour, sir, and said if I didn’t properly convey the urgency of the matter
she would have my acorns crushed to dust with a hammer.”


Walt scoffed. “We cannot rush back to London now, Richard.
What about the siege? What about the king?”


“She would not have sent the message were it not urgent. I
shall go directly and you shall stay here and lead the men until I return.”


We turned to Leeche, as he was waving his hands at us with a
horrified look on his hideous face. “Oh, dear me, masters, forgive me, I beg
you. Once again I have failed in the most straightforward of duties and have
gone and given to you entirely the wrong end of the stick. You see, sirs,
masters, Mistress Payne ain’t in London, sirs.”


“Spit it out, Leeche. Where is she?”


“She’s here, sirs. We come in with King Henry himself. Well,
us and thousands of others, that is.”


“Take us to her, Leeche. Immediately.”


The camp was in a high state. Thousands of men were trailing
in from Calais, some eager to take part in the siege, others afraid about what
might happen. Heads swivelled and the noise of speech, shouted orders and cries
of warning, and the clashing of steel arms and armour and the beating of
thousands of hooves and feet filled the afternoon air. 


Eva saw us before we saw her. She pushed her way through a
group of startled bowmen who touched their steel hats and excused themselves,
begging her pardon. She was dressed in a green gown with fine yellow embroidery
which was open at the front revealing a silk kirtle underneath. Her hood, which
matched her gown, bounced as she hurried toward me.


She was scowling.


Coming hard on her heels was a wide-eyed common woman in her
thirties, who I took for a servant I had never seen before.


“What took you so long?” Eva snapped at me, throwing a glance
at Leeche who averted his single eye and scuffed the ground with his one good
foot.


“And it is ever such a pleasure to see you, too, Mistress
Payne.”


“You can stuff your witticisms, Richard.” Eva grabbed the
common woman and dragged her forward. “We need to speak to you. Now.”


“Follow me.”


With Leeche limping after us, we escorted the two women to my
company tents. There were many stares on the way, which we ignored, and a
handful of crass observations regarding our intentions which we silenced with
hard looks. A leering pikeman slurred something I did not catch. Walt stepped
up to him without a word, kicked him hard in the balls, knocked off his steel
cap, dragged him upright and butted him in the face. While the pikeman’s
friends laughed, Walt retook his place on the flank of our small party. Without
much further ado, we reached my company and my men set about making the ladies
comfortable. There is nothing men like doing more than taking care of good
quality women and my uncouth servants did their best to display their best
manners. 


Eva tapped her fingers on the table while the stained tablecloth
was brushed off and the wine was poured. I could see by her expression that she
wanted my mortal servants gone before getting to her business. After taking the
wine jug and dismissing my men, I expected her to do the same with Leeche and
the strange woman she had brought. Instead, she leaned in and spoke in a low
voice. 


“The king’s life is in danger.”


Standing by the table, I stopped halfway through pouring my
wine. Setting it down, I looked at her. “Go on.”


Eva turned expectantly to the woman beside her and I looked
properly at her myself for the first time. She was a sturdy commoner in her
middle thirties, somewhat plump but carrying her roundness at the hips and in
her prodigious bosom. Wisps of wavy red hair escaped from her hood about a
handsome face. Her freckled nose was too large but her eyes were bright and
green and full of life while her lips were as full and sensuous as the rest of
her. 


“Richard Ashbury,” Eva said, “this is Goodwife Sprunt, from
Southwark. She owns the Galloping Horse Inn. She and her husband have long been
good friends of mine who have always been generous with their knowledge of
local happenings.” By this I knew she meant the innkeepr and his wife were
Eva’s agents and informants. She and Stephen had people all over London, and England,
and right across Europe. While their knowledge mostly helped Eva and Stephen
with financial and political decisions, those agents often also knew to watch
out for any tales of blood drinking or similar dark rumours. “Edith? I have
told you about Richard. Please tell him everything that you told me.”


“Everything, Eva?” she said. The woman was nervous and her
manner of speech rough but her voice was loud and clear.


“Yes but say it swiftly, Goodie. We must not tarry overlong.”


“Right you are, dear,” Goodwife Sprunt said. “Well, Master
Richard, as you have just now been told, me and Bert run the Horse together for
sixteen years now, ever since I married him. We run it just as Bert’s mother
and father run it in their day, God rest their souls. You get a rough crowd in
there, truth be told, but we always kept them in line. Anyone what draws his
knife on another man gets barred for his life and there ain’t no one local who
don’t know it. But we’re an inn with rooms to let, also, and we get travellers
coming through on their way south, down to the coast or a lot of them go along
the road to Canterbury and the like. And usually it’s folk of that sort who we
keep an eye on especially, for Mistress Eva.”


I nodded. Having informers along well travelled routes was
always a priority.


She took a breath before continuing. “Well, the other night
this fellow comes in and we see he was a bad sort, right off. Dark man, he was,
black of hair and beard but with skin so white Bert whispered in jest that he
looked like he was carved from chalk. But when I went to serve him at table,
where there stood a lamp right close, I saw just how pale of skin he was, like
he had not seen the light of the sun in many a year.”


The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as I glanced at
Eva, who nodded almost imperceptibly. The skin of Eva and Walt and Stephen
would burn in full daylight but they were not notably paler than most folk.
They could stand without a hat or gloves beneath an overcast sky without
suffering such scalds and this was enough to maintain an essentially natural
visage. It was much the same for all immortals that I made with my blood, and
the same was true for those spawned by William. But should one of our creations
then use their blood to make an immortal, his skin would scald and blister
beneath even winter clouds and they were thus condemned to venture out only
under the cover of darkness. These secondary immortals we called revenants. 


“And it was full night when he came to you?” I asked. 


She swallowed before answering. “It was, sir.”


Walt leaned across the table in order to top up the woman’s
wine cup, attempting a charming smile that came out like a leer. “Fortify
yourself with a drop of wine, Goodwife Sprunt.”


She smiled at him gratefully before frowning. “It might be
folk should start calling me the Widow Sprunt now. On the other hand,
everyone’s called me Goodie for so many a year I don’t know I could go by aught
else.” Her voice caught as she sobbed once. “Would it be improper to be addressed
as plain Edith, do you reckon?”


Eva patted her hand. “Go on with your tale now, Goodie.”


She gulped down the cup of wine and banged it back on the
table before wiping her full lips with the back of her hand. “I knew he was a
wrong’n when first I spoke to him, I swear I did. His eyes weren’t right. Give
me your best wine, says he, your best, mind, and none of your sour swill or I
swear that you will be sorry.” She shook her head. “First words from his mouth,
they was. Now, any ordinary man what addressed me thus I would turf him out
right there and then. And if he was a bad sort, or if there was more than one
of them, Bert would see them out with his old cudgel. But I knew this one
wouldn’t go easy. He was dressed almost like a gentleman but his clothes hadn’t
been tended to proper. Filthy from the road for one thing and from not being
brushed or washed in an age for another, and they was right tattered and torn,
with holes in the knees and the stitching come apart at his shoulders. He was
wet through, and all, on account of the steady rain that night and the stink
coming off his rotten wool was foul indeed. But he had a sword at his side and
he had two daggers hanging off him and when he dropped his pack down upon being
seated it clanged like it had yet more steel in it. On his belt, out in the
open, he had a purse that was right heaving with coin.”


I looked up at Walt. “Mercenary,” I said. 


Goodie Sprunt nodded. “As I took him to be also, sir. A soldier
of some sort, at the least, and a man not to be trifled with. You get men like
that coming in, no more than one in a thousand I’d say but come in they do. A
look in their eye like they’re desperate for some poor soul to say the wrong
thing or to look at him from the wrong side of their face. Anyway, it were
quiet in the ale room. Already right late, it was, and most ordinary folk had
retired to their beds. I hoped if I just gave him what he wanted he would drink
his wine and be on his way. But God had other ideas. Or perhaps it was the
devil. But when I served his wine, he demanded a room. I shall take your best
room, says he. Alas, says I, we have no rooms spare tonight. He leans forward
and looks at me, right close. You lie, he says. I see it in your lying eyes.
Course, I swear upon my life that I ain’t lying but he just laughs. Not a
pleasant laugh, mind you. I ask, by way of mollifying him, if he would care for
some bread, cheese, meats, and the like.”


She broke off her tale as she reached a hand around her own
throat and rubbed the tips of her fingers across her neck, frowning. 


“Go on,” Eva said. “It’s alright, Goodie.”


Edith nodded. “He turned his nose up when I asked him about
food and he said he would find what sustenance he needed from blood soon
enough.”


Walt’s eyes were as round as mine. “He was one of them,” Walt
said, rapping the table with his knuckles. “Not a proper immortal but a
revenant, no doubt, driven mad by the turning. What did that old monk Theodore
call them? Moroi, weren’t it?”


I sighed and glared at him, indicating the mortals Sprunt and
Leeche. 


“Sorry,” Walt muttered. 


“She knows,” Eva said.


“What does she know?” I asked, surprised, looking at her.


“She knows enough, or suspects, and so does Leeche.” Eva
shrugged. “Well, they know that these evil men exist in the world and that we
are set to stopping them.”


Leaving that aside, I urged Goodie to continue. “I sense that
some tragedy has befallen you, my dear, but I would have you tell me about this
danger to our young king. I beg you go on.”


Goodie sniffed. “It was my own fault. I was a fool. A
blundering fool and I brought about ruin with my own foolish mouth, what has
ever been bigger than my head. See, I knew Mistress Eva had always wanted to
hear tales of blood drinkers above all else. Men in their cups talk such
nonsense that nought they say may be trusted. But once in a while you hear such
stories. One I heard was of a man driven to such madness by the devil that he
killed his own wife and sons and he cooked up their flesh and ate them. Where
did this happen, Eva would ask, when and what was the man’s name? But always it’s
a friend of a friend who done it or who heard it. My cousin’s wife’s neighbour
told me this or that. But here was this man telling me he would be drinking blood
himself. Please, good sir, won’t you pour me another cup?”


Walt jerked from his revere and filled her cup once more,
begging her pardon. 


“I reckoned I could be cunning and sought to tease out his
meaning with regards to the blood he had mentioned.” She snatched up her cup
and threw it down in three swift gulps, covering her mouth as she belched. “Oh?
Says I. You mean to be eating blood, sir? I take it you mean to be eating blood
sausage? I might have a portion in the cellar I could bring up for you? Or did
you perhaps have some other meaning? He whips his head up and glares at me,
real wild, like. What other meaning might there be, he says. Oh, I says,
smiling like the moon-touched, I don’t rightly know. So, blood sausage, then?
He was frowning. Do you mean to question me, woman? Never, says I, and I bow
and make my escape. I drag Bert into the pantry and tell him all what has
passed in the ale room and my Bert goes to grab his cudgel. Don’t, says I,
don’t do it, my love. Let him finish his cup and then we shall close up. Bert
never listened to anyone his whole life. No one but me. He knew that I saw
things that he saw not. You got wits enough for us both, my love, he been known
to say. But I should have let him that night. I should have told him to creep
up behind that monster and smash his evil skull in. But I never.”


“If he was what I think he was,” Walt said, “it probably
wouldn’t have done no good anyway.”


She took a shuddering breath and ploughed on. “We kicked
everyone out, as usual, putting out most of the lamps and taking away their
dregs. Dragged a few of the lads out by the ear-hole and tossed them into the
street. And the pale man made to leave last of all. Took his bundle, slung
about him his sword belt, pulled his hat down on his head and touched it as he
made for the door. I sighed and put my hand on Bert and we went about clearing
up, opening up the door down to the cellar. But then I heard it.”


“What?” Walt said, leaning in. “Heard what?”


“He barred the door. Drew the bolt across and banged the beam
into the cleats, dropping it down. What are you doing? Bert shouted at him. He
grabbed his cudgel and marched up to the pale man. My husband was a strong man.
He could stride up and down the cellar steps with a cask on each shoulder like
it was nothing. But the pale man shoved him back over a table like a man
pushing a child. Bert was up and came at him again, this time with cudgel
raised and with red murder in his eyes. The pale man was laughing. I shouted at
Bert to stop but he wasn’t listening to me by then. It was too late. The pale
man snatched the cudgel, took a hold of Bert and snapped his arm like it was a
chicken bone. And he held him fast, one hand around his throat. Bert writhed
and fought but the pale man was strong as a tree trunk and Bert’s broken arm
dangled, twisted backward at the elbow and snapped clean at the wrist. Let him
go, says I. He smirked at me. Why are you so interested in blood, asks he. I’m
not, says I, not in the least. It be you what brought it up, sir and I beg you,
let my good husband go. Who is your master, asks he. I have no master but my
husband, I say in turn. He looked at Bert and grinned. I shall be your wife’s
master for the rest of her life. And then he says… he says what he means to do
to me. To my body, you understand.”


“You don’t need to say this, Goodie,” Eva muttered.


“It is well,” the woman said, with remarkable strength. “I
don’t know how he did it but my Bert used his shattered arm to pluck a dagger from
the pale man’s belt and he thrust it into that monster’s chest. I cried out as
the pale man dropped Bert and he stepped back. He couldn’t believe it. Neither
could I. Thinking back on it, I might have laughed, believing we had won and
that the man would die. But he pulled the knife slowly from his chest. He
didn’t die. Blood came out but he didn’t die. He took that dagger and he used
it. Used it on Bert. He used it on Bert’s throat. Stabbed it in, pulled it out
and dropped the blade on the floor. I don’t remember quite right all that
happened next. Blood come out and the pale man, he draws Bert to him and… I
didn’t understand at first. I thought he was kissing him. But… he sucks the
blood from his neck. I can see it. Drinking it.” Tears ran down Edith’s cheeks.



“How is it that you yet live?” Walt asked, enraptured.


Edith shrugged. “He was a braggart. I was backing away but
there was a table behind me and I was too out of my wits to get by it. I just
pushed back against it. I suppose I must have been asking why. Why, why. He
turns to me and says that I should have minded my own business. I think I was
begging and praying. He laughed and said I should be honoured because the next
person he was going to kill was a king. What king? I asked, just trying to
talk, to keep him talking a moment longer, I know not why. But I asked him,
what king? Young King Henry, says he. I called him a madman and he laughed
again. I was supposed to kill him before he left, the pale man says, but he’s
gone to France with his army. No matter, says he, I’ll just cut his throat in
France instead. I long to drink a king’s blood, imagine the power of it,
flowing into me, into my body, imagine the power it shall give to me. In the
meantime, I shall drink yours. And then he tells me to remove my clothes. I
told him that the devil could take him and he said he was happy to take them
off my corpse instead and ravish me after.”


“By God,” Walt said, crossing himself, his face flushed with
anger. “Christ Almighty.”


“I made a show of obeying him, as if resigned to it, and
turned my back as I did so. But I grasped the lamp upon the table and broke it
upon his face. The oil was hot and the flame caught it and it went up, burning
him. He screamed and I grabbed the dagger from the floor and drove it into him.
The fire was in his clothes and on the floor, starting to spread. He was
growling like an animal and the blade did nothing. I snatched up Bert’s cudgel
and cracked the devil on his skull and he fell and I hit him again and again
but he grabbed it from me and got to his feet. He was burned all over the face.
Blood was coming from his head, from his chest, his face was the devil’s, I
swear it. He struck me down. God knows what would have happened then if I had
not seen the trapdoor to the cellar close beside me. I threw myself in, pulled
the door shut. There’s a bolt inside, it’s always been there, but we never used
it and it was stiff. I ripped off two nails twisting it so that it locked. The
pale man thumped and bashed it, he was screaming in rage.”


Walt spoke in a whisper. “How did you escape the cellar?”


“There is a door into the street. I opened it and ran. I do
not remember much. I was certain he would catch me. But I ran with my skirts
hitched up and I ran all the way to Mistress Payne’s house.”


Eva patted Goodie on the hand once more and took up the
story. “By the time I summoned Stephen and a couple of our men and crossed to
the Galloping Horse, he was gone. We searched the inn, saw the blood and the
fire-blackened floor. We saw where he had tried to hack his way through the
trapdoor to the cellar. But he was not there. I sent word to the coast but I
had no hopes any of my men could stop him. Goodie was so determined to help us
catch the pale man that she has left Bert’s funeral in the hands of her sons
and Bert’s family. I’m sure it breaks her heart to do so.”


“My boys can sort it. Tom’s old enough now, at least.” The
widow sniffed but looked me in the eye. “And Bert would want to be revenged
more than anything.”


I nodded. Bert sounded like my kind of man. “I am so very
sorry you had to suffer such an assault in your own home. God rest your
husband’s soul. He will be in my prayers.”


She smiled a wan smile and lowered her eyes for a moment.


“Eva could have related your tale to me alone,” I continued.
“So, I assume that you have come yourself so that you might recognise his face,
is that it, Goodwife Sprunt?”


“I saw him already,” she blurted. 


I stood up straighter. “What?”


“She did,” Eva said. 


“At least, I think I did. Yesterday, outside Calais. He was
under a hood, with a black rider’s mask across his mouth and nose, he was
leading a horse. It was just for the blink of an eye, he weren’t close, and I
don’t reckon he spotted me. But his eyes. I see his eyes and I knew it was
him.”


“Did you try to stop him?” I addressed Eva. 


“We did but there were thousands upon the road. He was lost.”


“So, he’s here already. And he means to kill the king. We
must warn the king’s men.”


“I did,” Eva said. “At least, I sent word through my
contacts. But even if I am not ignored, which I likely will be, they would not
take the risk seriously.”


“No,” I agreed. “It must come from a gentleman of standing.”


“Perhaps you?” Eva asked. 


I scoffed. “Not a chance. None of the king’s men know me, the
king himself least of all.”


“What about Shrewsbury?” Walt asked. “He likes you.”


I nodded. “He’s a soldier. I will ask to see him now.”


“What about the king?” Walt asked. “Should we not keep an eye
on him?”


“He is protected by that small fortress they constructed for
him. Within the ring of cannons, arquebusiers, pikemen, banks, ditches,
serjeants and bodyguards, he should be well enough for now.”


Walt frowned. “How would he do it, then? The pale man. The
assassin. How will he kill Henry?”


I pursed my lips. “How would you do it?”


Walt did not have to think long. “Can’t fight your way
through. Even if you killed every poor bastard who stood in your way, you’d
take too long, and they’d raise such a cry that the king would be in a suit of
steel, surrounded by his men, by the time you got to him. You couldn’t do it.”


“So far, you have told me how you would not do it. Are you
saying it is impossible?”


“I’m not saying nothing,” Walt said. “Will you let a man
think for a moment before leaping into his mouth?”


“Fire?” Eva said. “I wondered if a fire might be set around
the king’s tents. Perhaps when he is sleeping.”


“Very possible. Though they built the king a cabin for his
quarters and I hear it is sturdily built. It even has an iron pipe for its
chimney.”


“Wood burns,” Walt quipped. 


“Seasoned wood takes some burning,” I replied. “He would have
to use oil and kindling. Perhaps he will sneak in disguised as a servant.
Still, he would have to set a large fire, or lots of small ones, around the
cabin without being seen. He would be taking a great chance.”


“The king will not be always in his cabin,” Eva said.
“Surely, he will fight, he will tour the siege works, he will feast with his
lords every day.”


I nodded. “There are dozens of magnificent tents around his
cabin. The banqueting tent is large enough for three hundred men.”


“No man could slink up to the king at a banquet,” Walt said.
“Not without a dozen lords and guards running him through.”


Goodwife Sprunt spoke up behind us. “What if he used
gunpowder?”


We turned to look at her.


“Gunpowder?”


She shrugged, pouring herself more wine. “Everyone knows
barrels of gunpowder are dangerous. Gunpowder could destroy a cabin, a
banqueting tent, anything. A small cask is enough to blast apart a house, so
they say. Is that true?”


“True enough,” I replied, suddenly filled with horror. That
foul black stuff was evil. The only thing that frightened me more than drowning
was gunpowder. “Very well, Walt, take Goodwife Sprunt to a place near the main
entrance to the royal compound. Find some spot you can watch. Keep her hidden
as best you can. Take a couple of the lads with you to watch your back. Eva,
you and Leeche watch the northern entrance. Keep your eyes alert for any
servants with their faces hidden, especially any carrying casks or faggots. Or
anything suspicious at all. Eva, Walt, do not fight him alone, you hear me?”


Walt scoffed. “I am not afraid of him.”


“You should be. I am. These revenants can be strong. They
need blood every day but they can see in darkness better even than you. And
they’re fast. Worst of all, they are mad.”


“Even so—”


“Only challenge him if the king’s life is in immediate
danger. I shall return as soon as I can with or without the Earl of Shrewsbury.
We shall keep watch every night until we catch the fiend.” 


 


 


***


 


 


“My lord is inspecting the enemy’s defences,” one of
Shrewsbury’s men said when I arrived at his quarters asking for him. “I do not
know when he shall return but you are welcome to wait or to return later today
or, better yet, on the morrow.”


I grabbed one of my own men. “Wait here. When the earl returns,
you come find me at my tent or by the entrance to the king’s little fortress.”


Turning, I pushed my way through the mass of soldiers,
heading back. 


“Master Richard?” My servant Philip tugged on my sleeves as
we walked. 


Irritated by his presumption, I yanked my arm away. “What is
it, Philip?”


“You said you’re looking for a pale man with black hair who
will likely be by himself.”


“I did. You’re all to keep watch for such a man from now on.
Remember not to approach him, only to find me or Walter Black.”


“But Master Richard, sir,” Philip said, tugging on my sleeve
again. I raised my hand to strike him for his impudence and was forestalled
only by his sudden pointing at something in the distance. “There goes a man
with a face as white as fresh washed linen.”


“Where, man, where?”


“There he goes,” Philip said. “Off by the light cavalry
there.”


I hurried forward with my men trailing me but there were
crowds of soldiers and servants everywhere, going in all directions at once and
straight towards us most of all. “Be more specific, Philip!”


“He was wearing a black hat with a wide brim, and a black
doublet and black overgown and red hose.”


I stared at Philip. “He was dressed like a gentleman?”


“Yes, sir, a wealthy one at that. A merchant, perhaps.”


“Philip, you witless fool. I told you to watch for a servant
or…” I trailed off, realising that there was no good reason to assume he would
come dressed as he had been, in filthy rags, or disguised as a servant. 


Quickly, I strode a few paces to the nearest horse, reached
up for the rider and pulled him down off it, telling him I needed to climb into
his saddle for a moment. While he and his companions protested and threatened
me with violence, I used my new vantage point to look over the sea of heads as
I controlled the startled horse. It took me a moment but I saw the back of a
man in a black hat, the wide brim bobbing as he strode away, before he was
hidden by the walls of the tent.


“Come on,” I snapped at my men as I dismounted and shoved my
way through the angry riders who attempted to waylay me.


The thousands of men still coming in from Calais were in a
high mood. Though some were undoubtedly nervous, they were arriving at an
established siege and despite the distant cannon fire, they knew they were at
little risk back in the camp. The atmosphere was reminiscent of a May fair,
with a thousand laughing, shouting voices filling the air as they jostled and
joked while experienced soldiers and senior men directed the groups toward
their assigned areas by bellowing at the top of their lungs. 


Through it all, I pushed toward the well-dressed man who was
already far ahead of us. Whether he was the pale man himself, I doubted, for it
seemed too great a change from the clothing of the man Goodie Sprunt had
described. Still, I could not take the chance of letting him go. 


And yet it proved impossible. 


There were too many men and I lost him amongst the masses. I
waited for my servants to catch up with me, shouted at them to keep their eyes
open for the man and led them toward the king’s compound. The crowds of
soldiers trudging by it made sure to leave a respectful distance from the banks
and ditches and the low hill where the magnificent royal tents stood with the
king’s banners fluttering above them. The common soldier was no doubt
intimidated by the batteries of cannons pointing out and the king’s guards
glaring at anyone who approached too closely.


The entrance way was little more than a muddy gap in the
ditches and bank that led up the hill, with soldiers beside armed with pikes
and arquebuses standing ready. A trickle of riders and servants came in and out
with what seemed only a cursory glance by those guards. 


They were not expecting any trouble. Why would they?


I hoped that we could find someone important to raise the
alarm and moved on. 


It took me a while to find the place where Walt and Goodie
were waiting. 


They stood between a cart stacked with wine casks and a
large, dirty tent where a smith’s apprentice hunched over a grinding wheel,
pumping his foot on the peddle while sparks flew. A pair of boys inside the
tent sorted through newly forged blades yet to be hafted or handled.


Walt was chatting to Goodie while she stood and nodded
politely. 


Neither paid attention to the entrance across the way. 


“Black Walter, you clay-brained whoreson!” I shouted behind
his head, causing him to jump and whip about with a hand on his sword.


“Richard, you madman!” he said, eyes wild. “I almost struck
off your head.”


I scoffed. “Since when are you a man who pays no mind to his duty
like some beef-witted lubberwort?”


He threw a guilty glance at Goodie and I shook my head in
disgust. She had been a widow less than a week and still he could not help
turning his attention to her rather than to the life of the king. 


“Watch the crowd,” I said to them both. “We may have seen the
pale man just a few moments ago.”


“Where?” Goodie asked, anger flashing in her eyes. 


“Across the camp,” I said, jerking my thumb over my shoulder.
“But he was heading this way. The man we saw was dressed in the manner of a
gentleman, with a black doublet and black overgown and red hose. A wide brimmed
hat was upon his head.”


Behind me, my servant Philip piped up. “His overgown was
slashed to reveal red silk beneath.”


“Thank you, Philip,” I said, glancing over my shoulder.


“And silver buttons upon his doublet.”


“I think we know enough about his raiment, Philip,” I
snapped. “If any of us see this man, we must have Goodie look upon his face.
Above all, we must not lose him. Do you understand?”


They nodded and I sent them off to watch for the man we
sought. 


Before Walt left us, I grasped his arm. “If you find him, do
not accost him without help.”


“I’ll bloody well knock his block off.”


“You will not,” I replied. “Keep watch on him and send Philip
or one of the others to find me.”


He sighed and they slipped away while I stood beside Goodie,
watching the sea of faces. 


“Is it true, sir?” she asked, glancing up at me. “What
Mistress Eva says.”


“Most likely,” I replied. “What is it that she says?”


“That there are many of these men in the world. Men who drink
blood and who cannot be killed.”


“They certainly can be killed. I have dispatched many of them
myself.”


Goodie was silent for a while. “So it is true that you and
she and your men such as Walter are committed to finding these men. How is it
that you have strength enough for such battles?”


When I looked down at her, I saw a suspicious look in her
eye. I was already impressed that she had faced a revenant and lived but in
that moment I realised she was also far cannier than I had given her credit
for. “When it comes to killing dangerous men… I have always been very lucky.”


How was it that she suspected us, even then? Did she
recognise in us something that she had seen in the pale man? Or had Eva given
the woman some hint of the truth in the hope of drawing her further into our
service?


“I see,” Goodie said. “I must say, Master Richard, I admire
anyone who can fight such—” She broke off and grasped my arm. “It is him.”


Her face was contorted into a frown. I followed her gaze and
saw the figure. He really did look a gentleman. He was tall and slender and he
had the gait of a townsman. 


“You are certain?” I asked, speaking quickly.


“I am.”


“There is no doubt in your mind?”


She looked me in the eyes as best she could. She had been
swilling wine not long before but what those eyes lacked in focus they made up
for in sincerity. “None.”


I had caught but a glimpse of his face as he turned and broke
from the crowd whereupon he strode up to the entrance, nodded to the guards and
walked up the slope beyond and into the royal compound. 


By the time he disappeared up by the tents, I was drawing to
a stop before the soldiers at the entrance. 


“That man there,” I said, pointing at the top of the slope.
“You must stop him.”


The guard appraised me, a cynical look on his face. “And who
are you?”


“My name is Richard Ashbury, I am a captain under Shrewsbury.
He knows me. You must listen, that man who came by you just a moment ago, do
you know him?”


He frowned. By God, the guard was slow. I swear I could
almost see his thoughts behind his eyes, plonking down from his brain one by
one. 


“You bring your wife to war, did you?” he smirked, leering at
Edith Sprunt. “Or is she a whore?”


I admit that the sudden change in topic caught me by surprise
and I was momentarily lost for words. 


But Goodie was not. “What did you call me, you lump of foul
deformity?” Her voice, trained by years as an innkeeper’s wife, flayed him by
its volume and its tone of scorn. “Does your mother know you speak thus to good
women? Nay, I’d say it is those whose minds run to flinging such a word who are
most acquainted with it, is that not so, you whoreson? I’d wager you slithered
from your mother not an hour before she was back at work, plying her nethers to
the trade from which you were spawned. You call me a whore when your father was
not one man but instead was every ale-filled, sour-breathed bastard in Wapping
who could scratch up a farthing for half an hour’s going at your mother’s—”


He had stared at her, open-mouthed for a good few moments,
just as I had done. But then he had collected himself and threw out the back of
his hand to smack her across the face. 


Before his blow could land, I caught his wrist and threw it
back. It was a casual enough movement, for me, but it had enough of my immortal
strength behind it that he staggered and cried out.


In no time at all, I found myself with two pikes and an
arquebus aimed at my face and the angry shouts of their wielders filled the
air. 


More soldiers were drifting toward us and I knew there was no
chance I could get by them without starting an endless orgy of destruction. Not
something I was concerned about at other times but just then I had a king’s
life to save. 


Backing away with my hands up, I grabbed Goodie’s arm and
pulled her back with me. I looked around for Walt or Philip or any of my men
but the damned fools had wandered off, determined no doubt to uncover the pale
man in the crowd. Probably more than one of them had uncovered a mug of ale and
a game of dice instead, the useless shits.


It was just me and Goodie.


“Did you hear what that whoreson said to me?” she asked,
outraged. 


“You are drunk,” I said.


She began to protest but then she realised, I think, that it
was true and her face creased up and she sobbed. 


“Dear Christ,” I said, looking around and thinking fast. “We
do not have time for this.” I still had a hold of her arm and I gave her a
little shake. “Do you want to revenge your husband or not?”


That snapped her out of it well enough and she looked at me,
her eyes hardening. “How can we, now?” She nodded her head at the guards who
glared at us. 


“There,” I said, pointing at a cart filled with casks of
wine. It was unhitched and parked and three young men with clubs sat on it. No
doubt they were waiting to unload it for the royal compound. “That’s what we
need.”


“I think I’ve had enough,” she protested.


“Come on.”


The lads guarding the cart were suspicious at first and stated
that they could not sell us any because it was the finest claret meant for the
king’s table. But when I tossed down my purse in exchange for two casks, they
soon changed their tune. 


“Where are we going?” Goodie said, with one of the two casks
balanced expertly on her shoulder. I had the other perched on one of mine.


“There is another entrance on the north side. Come on, keep
up, woman.”


Going around the royal compound took an age. It was far
larger than I had first thought. It was getting late. Men were finding whatever
spot they could to bed down for the night and it was getting quieter. It was
past midsummer but it would still be a short night and an early sunrise.


If I did not do my duty and do it properly, the king might
not live to see it.


Reaching the north side, I looked around for Eva but again she
found me first, with the wheezing Leeche coming up behind, dragging a leg.


She nodded at our casks. “Seized by a sudden thirst, were
you?”


“We saw him,” I replied. “Goodie saw him and he strode
straight inside, like he belonged in there.”


“How?” Eva asked, astonished. 


“I know not.”


Goodie scoffed as she dumped her cask on the ground. “Clear
as day, ain’t it, Mister Richard? He looked like a lord. And who stops a lord
in his business, other than another lord?”


“A king?” Leeche offered. He was ignored. 


“Why are you here, then?” Eva asked.


I looked at Goodie and she had the decency to avert her eyes.
“We were not permitted entry.” I nodded at the smaller entrance on our side.
Little used, narrower and less well guarded. “But we have one more chance.”


Quickly, I explained to them what I wanted. In mere moments,
we set off.


We approached the entrance with Eva at the head of our small
party and me behind. Behind us, Goodie and Leeche lugged the casks. 


“Where do you think you’re going?” one of the soldiers said,
without bothering to stop leaning on his pike shaft. Then he looked closer at
Eva and took in her clothing and her comportment and stood straighter. “I mean
to say, can I be of service, mistress?”


“I am Eva Payne of London. My husband Richard Payne is the
master of the Vintners’ Company, as I am sure you know. We have supplied nine
tenths of the wine within and I am returning now with two special casks from
Gascony meant for the king’s table alone. This man is my guard and these are my
servants.”


“Oh,” the fellow said. “Right you are, mistress.” He touched
the rim of his steel hat, bobbed his head and stepped aside. 


As we passed, I heard him and his mates muttering about
trying some of the king’s wine for themselves and I tensed myself for a fight,
as I would not be denied entry. But their mutterings turned to chuckles and I
understood that they were making a jest. 


From inside the banks, ditches, and palisades, there came the
sound of merriment, voices raised, faint music and the waft of roasted meats.
My stomach rumbled. When we got to the top of the entrance way, we planted the
casks behind the wall of a tent and shared a brief look of satisfaction. 


“Now what?” Goodie asked. 


“We find him,” I said. “Where is Henry likely to be?”


“Feasting,” Eva said, gesturing toward the unseen banquet
through the maze of tents. “Perhaps he means to poison him.”


I nodded.


“Laying a woman,” Leeche blurted, squinting at us as we
stared back. “He’s got a roving eye, everyone says so.”


Goodie nodded. “They do say that, mistress and master.”


“A fine time to catch a man,” I admitted.


“We must go separate ways,” Eva said. “Or we risk missing him
entirely.”


“That is true but do not take him on alone,” I ordered. “Go
to the banquet with Leeche and I shall take Goodie to the royal cabin. With
God’s will, I shall find him first.”


She sighed and patted the dagger she kept inside her gown.
One of many. “I know I can take him.”


“Eva,” I said. “If you find him, watch him and send Leeche to
find me.”


“If he tries anything, I shall cut his throat.”


“I am sure you will. Come, we must hurry.”


I made my way to where I thought the royal cabin was. There
were soldiers about on the way through the compound, some at posts and others
making their way to and fro. But none challenged us. I was not dressed as a
lord but I was clearly no ruffian and it must have seemed obvious that Goodie
was my servant. It was darker between the enormous tents, as if night had
already fallen, though the sky above was yet tinged with blue.


“There it is,” I said as we came into an open area. The cabin
was not large for a king’s residence but it would certainly be drier and
sturdier than any tent would be. The boards on the outside were well finished
and had been painted with some sort of pitch that still stank from its recent
application. There were windows all around, most of them closed by sturdy
shutters. Above the wide front door was a colourful awning.


There were no guards outside. 


It should have occurred to me that there were no guards
because the king was not present and they would be with him. I should have come
to that conclusion and then hurried to the grand banqueting tent, ready to stop
the pale fiend. 


Instead, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. 


Something seemed… off. 


I could not have said what it was. The door was closed, the
shutters on the front were closed, I could see no lights within. And yet some
instinct, honed by centuries of experience, told me that something was wrong. 


Perhaps, as yet unknown to my thoughts, my nose had detected
the scent of blood in the air.


“Wait here,” I said to Goodie, pushing her into the shadows
beside a tent wall. “Right here, mind, and do not stray from this spot until I
return.”


She scowled. “Wait here? But where are you going?”


Her presumption irked me for a moment but I remembered she
would be afraid. The last time she had run across the pale man, she had
witnessed the brutal murdering of her husband and she had only just escaped
with her life. 


“All will be well,” I said. “I shall merely make a swift
circuit about the cabin so we can be certain the king is not here, and then we
shall go together to the feast and hunt the pale man there.”


She pursed her lips and grasped one of the tent ropes. “If
you say so.”


I strode calmly across the space between the tents and the
cabin, as if I belonged there, lest anyone see me, and then I was moving along
the wall back into darkness. I listened. There was no sound inside. 


Continuing, I turned to the rear of the cabin. There was a
larger awning there and below it was stacked logs and baskets and a chopping block.
Beyond on that side were the tents of Henry’s lords. From those tents came the
faint sounds of servants going about their business and a couple of them were
illuminated with lamps within but all seemed well. I made my way along the rear
of the cabin thinking myself foolish for wasting my time instead of rushing to
help Eva when I stopped. 


For a moment, I did not know why I had stopped.


Then I smelled it. 


Death.


Beside the woodpile I found six bodies. All soldiers. Dead as
stockfish but still warm to the touch. 


My heart hammering in my ears I stood and turned, half
expecting the culprit to be rushing up at me in the gloom.


And yet, all remained calm.


He was there, that much I knew, but was he inside or without?



I hurried further on and came back toward the front of the
cabin by the far side, the one side I had not been down yet. There, I found one
of the windows had a shutter that was not fully closed. 


Tentatively, I pulled it and it came open. In my hand, I felt
the splintered wood where it had been forced open. 


Inside, it was dark and quiet as a tomb. If I went in that
way and there was anyone watching from inside, I would be silhouetted against
what remained of the light while I did so. 


But what choice did I have?


Drawing my best knife, I threw myself up and over into the
room. 


It was as I had feared. 


He was waiting for me. He had heard me, and he had seen me
open the shutter and, worst of all, he had seen me coming through the window. 


His thrust was aimed for my heart but it was dark and I was
moving quickly and it went high. The sword point hit my collarbone, jarred it
and cut into it and then went higher to slice through the bunched muscle behind
it. 


Just a flesh wound, admittedly. Almost the very definition of
one, if you include a gouge into bone in that definition. And yet it hurt,
terribly. Absurd shock and outrage filled me and I felt at once the battle fury
boiling up. 


By instinct, I kicked a foot out at the shadow below me and, before
he could thrust at me again, it connected with the chest and arm of the
crouching man who was there. It bowled him over and gave me half a moment to
get my balance.


The room was unlit but enough light came in through the open
window for me to pick out the four posts of a grand bedstead. Of course, the
king of England would not sleep on some low camp cot but still I was struck by
the difference between this king at war and the others I had fought for. Edward
III was every inch the king and every man knew it but he suffered on campaign
with the rest of us. For Henry, I suddenly understood, this war was more akin
to a grand hunt or a sporting contest. 


Something else struck me, something more pertinent to the
matter at hand. 


The pale man, the assassin, had been lying in wait in the
king’s bedchamber. Waiting in the dark for him to come rolling in drunk from
the feast and tired from the journey on his first night at the siege. 


And there was blood in the air.


Not mine, that had barely had a chance to flow. I was a
connoisseur of blood by then. For centuries I had spilled it and devoured it,
and I had drunk from beggar and lord and waded through it on bloody hillsides
while I still fought and I had seen battlefields the morning after.


And I tasted the blood in the air in the king’s bedchamber
that evening and knew fresh blood had been spilled. 


Just for a moment I had the dread thought that it was Henry
who lay dead.


But I understood at once it could not be so. The assassin
would not have been lying in wait in the dark if he had already been
successful. No, it must have been the king’s servants lying dead in the room
and in the rest of the royal cabin. 


The assassin’s trap had been set. He had planned to wait
there for the rest of the night before the virile young king had finally drunk
his fill and come back to his new home, oblivious to the danger.


But I was the one who had sprung that trap. And I would be
the one to break it.


My shoving kick had thrown him back and I passed my knife to
my left hand and drew my sword, ready to move in and finish him off. But after
one stalking step I saw, just about, how he rolled as he fell and came up,
moving to my left and I caught the glimpse of steel in the air before him. 


He was edging sideways with his blade up and I expected a cut
to come in from that side but he darted the other way, ducking low as he
stamped a foot forward and thrust at my guts. 


The pale man was better than I had expected. He had moved so
that the faint light of the window remained behind me while he was in shadow.
Clever fellow and quick and cunning. 


But I was better. Far better. As I moved aside, I crashed my
blade down hard against his. No finesse or skill in it, really, just brute
force. It connected near his hand and the strength of it was enough to knock
his sword from his grasp. He cried out and the steel rang as it hit the
floorboards. 


I sliced a cut across his face and stayed on him as he sprung
away across the room. He drew a knife and I cut his forearm and ran him through
the shoulder. A shriek escaped his lips that I cut short by punching him in the
face, breaking his nose and filling his throat with blood. 


Disarmed and insensible now, I dragged him back to the window
where I could get a better look at him and shoved him down beneath it with his
back to the wall.  


“Who made you?” I asked, my sword point at his throat. He was
pale, I could see that even in the gloom and with the blood pouring from his
ruined nose. 


He spat blood onto his chest. “Kill me.” 


“I will,” I said. “And I shall do it slowly and I shall take
great pleasure from it. I will take you from here to a nice quiet corner and I
will stop your mouth up with cloth and then I will separate your skin from your
flesh in long strips. Do you know why I will do this?”


“Damn you,” he muttered.


“I shall flay you until you tell me who it was that made
you.”


“You will get nought from me.” His voice shook when he spoke.



“Do you know who I am?” I asked. 


He frowned. “Another one. You are another one, like my
master.”


I did not correct him. His master, whoever he was, had been
made by William but I was another maker of immortals myself. “Who is he?”


The pale man shook his head.


Sensing the fellow’s despair, I pressed further. “You have
failed. You came close, I will give you that. There was nothing that you did
wrong. Only, you did not know about me.”


He shook his head in answer. “Why stop me? Who are you?”


“All that remains for you is death. You can die swiftly or
you can die in slow agony.”


After closing his eyes for a moment, he opened them and gave
me a faint nod. “I do not know his name.”


“What do you know?”


He licked his bloody lips. “In London, there is a house with
a red door…”


He trailed off, a frown on his face. I was about to prick him
with my blade to encourage him when I stopped, also. 


A sound. I half turned as I listened. 


Voices, approaching. Muttering voices. A laugh. Close by, a latch
was lifted and hinges squeaked. Feet upon the floorboards, coming closer.


Our eyes, those of the pale man and mine, flicked back to
each other.


Behind me, the door to the bedchamber banged wide open and
light from lamps in the room beyond came pouring in. Just two small lamps,
still flickering to life, but after growing accustomed to that gloom the light
was like being bathed in the full glare of a summer’s day. I saw at once the
pile of bodies at the edge of the room. Seven, it looked like, six servants and
a soldier, piled up against the wall like pork chops in the market. 


In the doorway, frozen in surprise and horror, stood King
Henry VIII. 


A big, young man with a straight, flat nose and a narrow,
rather purt mouth slightly open in surprise under his wispy beard. His thin eyebrows
arched over his hooded eyes and he looked in that moment like a startled boy. 


By his side was a girl with a flushed face and her hair loose
around her face, her headdress already discarded. The front of her gown was
open and the kirtle underneath had been pulled down at the bosom where the king
had no doubt been reaching in to fondle her breasts. 


He still had one hand on her arse when he shoved her roughly
back through the open door and drew his sword. I watched his eyes turn from
lustful and bleary into sober and angry between one blink and the next. 


“Guards!” he roared, his voice powerful enough to ring my
ears. “Guards! Murder! Assassins!”


A sensible king would have fled. An honourable one would have
seen the young lady get clear before making his own escape. But Henry was just
twenty-two years old that night, filled with the rising sap of youth and half a
gallon of claret, and so he raised his sword and came right at me. 


“Wait!” I cried, holding my own blade up while gesturing with
the other. “Wait, wait!”


I should have tossed the pale man through the window and
leapt after him but I admit I was startled and not thinking clearly.


And the assassin took full advantage of that by slashing me
across the buttocks with a knife. 


Oh, the agony of it. For thousands of years there was not a
boy in the world who did not know the agony of a cane whipped across the
buttocks and upper thighs. But not so many have felt a knife slicing through
that same place, cutting through the skin and flesh from right to left across
the part where the upper leg begins and the rump ends.


More fool me for turning my hindquarters on a downed foe. But
no matter how ancient I became, I was never too old to bugger something up. 


I believe I leapt away from the cut like a whipped horse and
I had to duck and twist from the king’s furious blow. His blood was up and he
was not thinking clearly. A lifetime of training with the sword forgotten in an
instant and he flailed his blade at me like a madman. I swatted it aside with
ease and punched him hard in the stomach. 


I heard later that he had grown into one of the fattest men
in England but he was thin then, when I hit him. His narrow waist offered no
protection. My fist doubled him up and he clutched at his guts, winded and
turned away still on his feet. 


That was when the pale man attacked. 


It was not me that he attacked but the king. 


He had snatched up his own dropped sword and swung it at the
back of the kings exposed neck. 


I knew it was too far for me to parry the cut. The assassin
was likewise beyond my reach.


But the king was right in front of me.


Lifting my leg hurt so much that I cried out but I did it
anyway. Lifting it, I placed my foot on the king’s rear end and shoved him
forward with all my might. He went flying across the room, dancing two wild
steps on the tips of his toes before falling onto his face and sliding along
the boards, hitting the wall by the door. 


The blade missed, of course, and then I went for the pale man
once more. 


Sneaky bastard that he was, he surprised me again by turning
and leaping through the window out into the night. The king was climbing to his
feet, roaring and pointing at me. We locked eyes and I bowed to him before
jumping out myself to pursue my enemy. 


I did not catch him. 


Not far from the window, I found Goodie Sprunt lying in the
grass with blood welling from a wound in her guts. Coming across her in his
flight, the pale man had stabbed her once and continued without stopping.


Lifting her up, I carried her away, limping and wincing with
each step.


“I told you to wait!” I snapped at her. 


“Came to warn you,” she whispered. “The king is coming.”


“You daft bloody woman,” I said as we hurried through the
tents.


“He’s killed me,” she kept muttering. “He’s killed me at
last.”


“Be silent now, my dear,” I said. “Hush now.”


As I carried her out through the north entrance I raised my
voice and forced a smile onto my face. “Can’t hold her bloody drink,” I called
out. The soldiers laughed and one of them said that was how he best liked them
and that made them laugh more. 


On I went, hurrying as well as I could toward my quarters
across the camp, praying that Eva would get herself out without being detained.



I need not have worried. She was always cannier that I and
when the cries about escaping assassins reached her, she dragged Leeche from
the royal compound without hesitation. 


It was at such times that I have harvested the goodwill and
love of my men. Always, I did my best by them. Especially on campaign. I sought
the best men I could find and I looked after them as if they were my children.
I spent what money I had on seeing them well fed and well armoured. When there
was trouble with the men of another company, I stood by my lads over anyone
else’s, no matter what. And if any of my boys broke my rules, they were gone.
It meant that when we faced the dangers of battle, I had men who would be more
likely than most to stand by me and to do as they were commanded.


And so it was that night. 


When word went through the camp that someone had tried to
kill the king, my men helped to get us out with hardly any fuss and with no
questions. They liberated a cart and a horse from their owner and covered us
inside the rear of that cart with sackcloth. And a cup of fresh blood healed my
wounds.


It was Walt who killed the pale man.


Searching desperately for me in the dark, he had seen the
bloody fellow running for a horse and given chase. He cut off his head and
dumped his body behind the stables where it was discovered in the morning.
Later, he swore he had been given no choice as the assassin had refused to be
taken prisoner. But I knew Walt. And I cannot say I held it against him. 


We could not flee to Calais, as any pursuit would certainly
stop us there. And so we made our escape in the dark to the east, heading for
Flanders.


“You are certain that he saw you?” Eva asked for the tenth
time as we rode in the back of the cart.


“Clear as day.” 


With barrels all around us and sackcloth above, we were
crouched around Goodie as she lay on her back, groaning. The smell of her blood
in that confined space made me salivate. 


“But he was drunk?”


“Not drunk enough to forget my face.” I pulled the cloth aside
to let the night air in. We were away from the camp, now, away from the siege. 


“You cannot return to England,” she said. “Not where the king
might see you. Not for a while anyway. Not for years, until his memory of this
night fades.”


Walt snorted. “Ain’t likely to ever forget it, is he.
Humiliated him. Utterly and totally humiliated him and that ain’t something a
man of his age takes lightly, nor is it something he ever forgets.” By
moonlight, I saw him shake his head. “What in the name of God were you
thinking, Richard, kicking the king up the arse?”


“It was a shove,” I muttered. “And it saved his royal neck.
The ungrateful fool.”


The king’s little war went well enough. He won what they all
called a great victory at the Battle of the Spurs, so called because the French
fled with such prolonged haste. Our cavalry surprised and routed theirs and
chased them down and killed three thousand of them without losing any of our
own, or near enough.


So it had turned out that Henry’s war was more like a hunt or
a day of sport than a proper war. 


To be fair to him, he did force Thérouanne to surrender. My
lord Shrewsbury displayed the French banners taken from the fleeing French and
pointed out to the townsmen that no supplies would ever reach the town. And so
they gave up and Henry had a victory. 


The army moved on to besiege Tournai where it swiftly fell.
Henry, as if he was some great conquering hero, knighted dozens of his men. 


While he was doing that the Scots under James IV invaded
England and were defeated at Flodden. King James was killed on the field. As I
said, in those days, war was still a king’s business. The Scots, as always, had
more balls than brains and their mighty army was blasted by English cannons and
cut to pieces by ranks of English halberdiers.


After that, Henry went back to England and despite claiming
he had a desire to wage another campaign, the war on the continent had done
almost nothing for England other than bleed our coffers dry. Just as it ever
was. Instead, Henry stayed home. He had enough to deal with there, I suppose.


I never knew him, as a man or as a king, but what I heard
made me dislike him. 


“Instead of finding a solution, he deals with all problems by
petulantly chopping off people’s heads,” I once declared to Walt upon reading
one of Eva’s letters. 


“So do you,” Walt had quipped. 


On the cart that night outside of Thérouanne, Goodie groaned
again and Eva whispered gentle words to her. 


It was at Eva’s request that I had healed Edith Sprunt with
my blood. Usually, I did not want to make women into immortals. I turned only those
who would be useful in the secret war against William and his spawn and I did
not see the value in making many who were not soldiers. 


But I thought I had Goodie’s measure from the single night I
had known her. She had survived a revenant’s attack and had wounded him in turn
before making her escape. She had bravely left England to get her revenge on
that man who had murdered her husband. And she had not flinched when we had
walked into the royal compound, despite her fears. Indeed, when she had seen
the king approach, she had recognised the possible danger to me and had run to
help me. It was her quick thinking and her courage that had gotten her killed
and I felt responsible enough to put it right. More than that, she had simply shown
her worth to the Order of the White Dagger.


And anyway, I would have done it just because Eva asked it of
me. 


Goodie coughed and moaned as my blood worked its magic on
her, saving her life and condemning her to immortality.


“If I cannot return to London,” I said to Eva, “then you must
find the pale man’s master yourself.”


She nodded. “And how shall I do that?”


“He said that there is a house in London with a red door.
That is all I got from him.” I glared at Walt. “If only we had more.”


He held up a hand. “There was no avoiding it, I swear by the
baby Jesus.”


“A house with a red door?” Eva shrugged. “Then I shall find
every such house in the city and discover what lies beyond.”


It took her long enough. There was a whole nest of revenants
causing mischief in the city that Eva discovered and put to rest, one by one,
and eventually she and Goodie and Leeche found the chief of them all. 


He was an agent of William, sent to sow seeds of chaos in
England and across Europe. And he was not the only one. Far from it, as we
would discover when we found another of his ilk attempting to kill Henry’s
daughter Elizabeth.


But that night, as our cart rumbled across northern France in
the darkness, we rested easy in the knowledge that we had saved England once
again by slaying the vampire assassin. 
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The main story continues in Vampire Armada
- the Immortal Knight Chronicles Book 7. Out now.


 


 


SIGN UP for the Dan
Davis newsletter and get the fantasy novella The Wolf God for FREE! 


 


The Eurasian
Steppe, 3000 BC.



A young chief. An escaped demon. A quest for immortality.



As Perseyus leads his clan across the plains, the mighty wolf god Kolnos
appears on the horizon. 


 


The death
serpent Medohis has escaped from the immortal mountain to bring chaos to the
world. 


 


And of all the
men of the clans only Perseyus has strength enough to defeat her… 


 


This novella
takes place in the world of the new mythological fantasy series Gods of
Bronze from the bestselling author of the Immortal Knight Chronicles.



 


Gods of Bronze explores the
world of the 3rd millennium BC where gods and demons battle for power over the
peoples of early bronze age Europe, Asia and the Middle East.


 


Watch out for
the upcoming novel Godborn which begins the legend of the immortal hero,
demigod, and monster slayer Herkulos.


 


Download your free copy of The Wolf God now!
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