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Chapter 1: The Summons from St. Alban's

The dawn at St. Alban's Abbey painted the ancient stones with hues of rose and gold, a daily
spectacle that Brother Thomas had observed for nearly two decades. It was a rhythm as
predictable and comforting as the turning of the prayer wheel, a slow, steady cadence that
marked the passage of his days. Within the hallowed quiet, his life was a tapestry woven with
threads of devotion, scholarly pursuit, and the humble stewardship of the abbey's needs. The
scriptorium, his sanctuary, was a place where the scent of aged parchment and drying ink hung
perpetually in the air, a fragrant balm to his soul. Here, surrounded by the wisdom of ages,
Thomas found a profound peace, his mind engrossed in the intricate dance of theological debate
and the careful exegesis of sacred texts. He would spend hours hunched over illuminated
manuscripts, his quill scratching softly against vellum, transcribing passages that spoke of divine
order and eternal truths. The weight of the vellum, the subtle texture of the ink, the very silence
broken only by the turning of a page — these were the elements of his world, a world he had

chosen and cherished.

His routine was a testament to the Benedictine order, a life built upon the principles of ora et
labora — prayer and work. The day began long before the first hint of sunlight, with the sonorous
call to Matins, a communal prayer that echoed through the stone corridors, a call to awaken not
just the body, but the spirit. Following this, the hours would unfold in a predictable, yet deeply
meaningful, sequence. There were periods dedicated to manual labor, tending the abbey gardens
where herbs for healing and sustenance were cultivated, or assisting in the preparation of meals,
simple fare that sustained the brethren. But it was in the hours of study, of contemplation, that
Thomas truly thrived. He possessed a keen intellect, a thirst for knowledge that the abbey’s well-
stocked library, though modest by royal standards, more than adequately quenched. He could
lose himself for days in the works of Augustine, Aquinas, or the Church Fathers, wrestling with
complex doctrines, cross-referencing biblical passages, and meticulously noting any discrepancies
or points of theological interest. His careful annotations, penned in a neat, precise hand, filled

countless margins, a silent testament to his dedication.

The year was 1534, and even within the secluded embrace of St. Alban's, the world outside could
not be entirely kept at bay. Whispers, carried on the wind or brought by occasional pilgrims and
travellers, spoke of profound shifts occurring in the heart of England. King Henry VIII, a monarch
who had once been lauded as a defender of the faith, was now at odds with the very bedrock of
the Church. The matter of his divorce from Catherine of Aragon and his increasingly fervent desire
for a male heir had ignited a firestorm of political and religious upheaval. Rome’s authority was
being questioned, and the King’s pronouncements, increasingly bold and assertive, began to chafe
against the long-established traditions that had guided monastic life for centuries. There was talk

of royal supremacy, of dissolved monasteries, of a church reshaped to the King’s will. Yet, for




Thomas, these were distant rumblings, like thunder heard from miles away on a clear day. He
found it difficult to reconcile the abstract pronouncements of power with the tangible reality of

his faith, the immutable truths he found in his beloved manuscripts.

He understood, intellectually, that these were times of great flux. He saw the concern in the eyes
of Abbot John, his brow furrowed with worry as he spoke of new directives from London, of levies
and oaths that seemed designed to test their fealty. But the immediacy of these issues, the
political machinations and power struggles, felt alien to Thomas. His devotion was to God, to the
spiritual life, to the preservation of knowledge and faith. The intricate dance of courtly ambition,
the shifting allegiances, the very concept of a king being the supreme head of the Church —these
were concepts that felt discordant, almost heretical, to his deeply ingrained understanding of the
spiritual order. His solace was in the eternal, not the ephemeral machinations of mortal men. He
found comfort in the predictability of the psalms, the unwavering certainty of scripture, the quiet

companionship of his brethren, all united in their pursuit of a higher calling.

The abbey itself was a bastion of tradition, its walls seemingly impervious to the changing winds
of the outside world. The architecture spoke of centuries of devotion, the soaring arches of the
nave, the worn flagstones that bore the imprint of countless footsteps, the stained-glass windows
that cast ethereal patterns of light upon the floor during services. Life within these walls was a
deliberate counterpoint to the chaos that Thomas perceived, however dimly, to exist beyond
them. His days were filled with the quiet hum of monastic life: the chanting of Gregorian
melodies, the rustle of habits as brothers moved through their appointed tasks, the shared silence
during meals, broken only by the reading of sacred texts. He found a profound beauty in this

structured existence; a sense of purpose derived from his service to God and his community.

His work with the manuscripts was more than just academic. He saw himself as a custodian, a
guardian of the flame of knowledge. In an era where books were precious and scarce, the abbey’s
collection represented a vast repository of learning, a legacy passed down through generations.
He felt a deep responsibility to preserve these texts, to ensure their survival, and to understand
their contents. He believed that within these pages lay the answers to life’s greatest questions,
the wisdom that could guide humanity towards salvation. He was particularly drawn to the
ancient theological arguments, the intricate logic of Scholasticism, and the contemplative writings
of the desert fathers. He would spend hours comparing different translations, noting subtle
variations, and painstakingly copying passages that seemed particularly profound or relevant. His
desk, a sturdy oak affair in the corner of the scriptorium, was perpetually covered in ink pots,

quills, parchment scraps, and the weighty tomes that formed the corpus of his study.

He was not a recluse by nature, but his temperament leaned towards introspection. He engaged

readily with his brethren, sharing insights from his studies, participating in communal prayers, and




offering quiet counsel when sought. Brother Michael, the infirmarian, would often seek his
opinion on matters of scripture when tending to the sick, finding solace in Thomas'’s reasoned
explanations. Brother Stephen, who managed the abbey’s accounts, occasionally consulted him
on matters of interpretation regarding certain ecclesiastical laws. Thomas was respected for his
intellect, his piety, and his gentle nature. He was a man of quiet devotion, his faith not expressed
through grand pronouncements or outward displays, but through the consistent, diligent practice

of his vows and the unwavering pursuit of spiritual understanding.

However, even in the most serene of lives, ripples can form on the surface, hinting at unseen
currents below. The whispers from London, once distant, were beginning to grow louder, more
insistent. The King’s break with Rome was no longer a mere rumour; it was a tangible reality that
was starting to impact religious institutions across the land. Reports of Visitation, of royal
commissioners surveying monastic lands and wealth, began to filter into St. Alban’s, sowing seeds
of unease amongst the brethren. Abbot John grew more anxious, his discussions with the monks
often centering on the uncertain future, on the potential implications of the King’s increasingly
radical policies. There was talk of oaths of allegiance, of loyalty to the Crown above all else, even
above the ancient authority of the Pope. These were concepts that struck at the very heart of

their monastic identity, challenging the core tenets of their faith and their vows.

Thomas, while engaged with his studies, could not remain entirely oblivious. He heard the hushed
conversations, saw the worried glances exchanged between the monks. He understood that the
world of prayer and scripture was inextricably linked to the world of men and power, a connection
he had largely managed to keep at arm’s length. He had always believed that the purity of faith
and the pursuit of knowledge were their own reward, their own form of protection. But the
encroaching reality of royal authority, the tangible threat to the established order of the Church,
began to cast a long shadow even over the sunlit cloister. He found himself pausing more often in
his work, his gaze drifting towards the arched windows, a nascent sense of disquiet stirring within

him.

His detachment, born of a deep-seated piety and a scholarly inclination, had served him well,
allowing him to maintain a focus on the spiritual realm. He found solace in the enduring nature of
his faith, the timeless truths contained within the sacred texts. He believed, with a conviction
forged over years of prayer and study, that the essence of God’s will, the path to salvation,
remained constant, regardless of the temporal storms raging outside the abbey walls. The rhythm
of his days, the comforting cycle of prayer, study, and simple labor, had become a bulwark against
the uncertainties of the world. He cherished the scent of old parchment, the faint aroma of
incense that clung to the very stones of the abbey, the quiet camaraderie of his fellow monks.

These were the anchors that held him fast in the turbulent seas of a changing era.




But even the most steadfast anchor can be tested by the fiercest tempest. Thomas, in his quiet
devotion, was about to be pulled from the tranquil harbor of his cloister and cast into the
turbulent, dangerous waters of a political intrigue he could never have fathomed. The world of
ancient manuscripts and hushed prayers was about to collide with the stark realities of royal
power, the scent of incense replaced by the acrid tang of ambition, and the quiet rustle of pages
drowned out by the clamour of conspiracy. His simple existence, so carefully cultivated within the
venerable walls of St. Alban's Abbey, was on the cusp of a profound and irreversible disruption.
The familiar comfort of his manuscripts would soon be a distant memory, replaced by the chilling

embrace of a dangerous game, played out far from the hallowed sanctuary he called home.

The dust motes danced in the slanting afternoon sunbeams that pierced the venerable
scriptorium, illuminating the quiet industry of Brother Thomas’s world. His quill scratched
methodically across the vellum, each stroke a testament to hours spent in focused contemplation,
transcribing the theological arguments of St. Bernard. The air, thick with the comforting scent of
aged parchment and drying ink, usually offered a potent balm to his soul, a familiar aroma that
spoke of centuries of devotion and learning. He was so absorbed in his work, so lost in the
intricate tapestry of medieval thought, that the sudden, insistent clatter of hooves on the abbey’s
gravel drive barely registered at first. It was an intrusion, a jarring note in the otherwise
harmonious symphony of monastic life, and he instinctively frowned, a small disturbance in his

carefully cultivated peace.

The sound grew louder, more urgent, punctuated by the sharp, authoritative bark of a dog and the
anxious murmurs of a few of the brethren who had been tending the outer gardens. Thomas set
down his quill, his brow furrowed in mild curiosity. Visitors were not an everyday occurrence, but
the frenzied nature of this arrival was decidedly out of the ordinary. He could hear the rhythmic
thudding of a horse, approaching at a speed that suggested haste, perhaps even desperation. It
was not the measured gait of a pilgrim seeking solace, nor the steady pace of a merchant with

goods to trade. This was a rider pushed to the very edge of endurance.

He rose from his stool, his joints protesting slightly with the movement. He smoothed the front of
his simple woollen habit, a subconscious gesture of tidiness, and made his way towards the
arched doorway of the scriptorium, his footsteps echoing softly on the stone floor. A knot of
monks had already gathered in the cloister, their faces a mixture of apprehension and

bewilderment, all eyes fixed on the main gate. And then he saw him.

A solitary rider, his horse a heaving, lathered mass of sweat and dust, had reined in sharply just
inside the abbey precincts. The animal’s sides heaved, its breath coming in ragged gasps, and a
fine mist of sweat rose from its coat in the dry air. The rider, a man of burly build, clad in the

practical, dark livery of the King's service, dismounted with a swiftness that spoke of ingrained




discipline, though his movements were clearly strained. He was young, perhaps no more than
twenty years, but his face was grim, etched with a weariness that belied his years. His leather
jerkin was stained with the grime of a long journey, and a quiver of arrows was slung across his

back, hinting at a world far removed from the peaceful contemplation of St. Alban’s.

Brother Thomas, along with Abbot John and a handful of other senior monks, approached the
messenger cautiously. The air crackled with unspoken questions. The man, without preamble,
reached into a pouch at his saddle’s girth and withdrew a rolled parchment, sealed with the
unmistakable crimson wax of the royal signet. His voice, when he spoke, was rough, hoarse from

exertion and the dust, but carried an undeniable authority that silenced the murmuring brethren.

"I bear a message from His Majesty, King Henry, to this Abbey," he declared, his gaze sweeping
over the gathered monks, his eyes finally settling on Abbot John. "And a personal writ for one

Brother Thomas."

A ripple of surprise, a collective intake of breath, went through the assembled monks. Brother
Thomas? His name was known within these hallowed walls, of course, but it was a name that
rarely ventured beyond the abbey gates. He was no abbot, no treasurer, no elder statesman of
their monastic community. He was, by and large, a scholar, a keeper of books, a quiet presence in
their midst. For him to be singled out by a royal messenger, bearing a writ sealed with the King’s

own mark, was an event so startling it verged on the unbelievable.

Abbot John, a man whose usual demeanour was one of placid calm, stepped forward, his
expression now a mixture of concern and keen interest. "l am Abbot John," he stated, his voice
steady. "And Brother Thomas is indeed a member of our community." He gestured towards

Thomas, who stood a little apart, his gaze fixed on the parchment the messenger held.

The messenger’s eyes, a startlingly clear blue against his dust-grimed face, found Thomas. He
strode directly towards him, his boots crunching on the gravel. The silence that fell was absolute,
broken only by the weary snorts of the horse and the faint, distant bleating of sheep from the

abbey pastures. He halted before Thomas, extending the parchment.

"Brother Thomas," he announced, his voice losing none of its urgency, "you are commanded to

attend His Majesty at his court in London with all haste. You are to depart at once, without delay."

Thomas took the parchment, his fingers brushing against the rough texture of the wax seal. The
King's sigil, the familiar lion and fleur-de-lis, was pressed deep into the crimson wax. The urgency
was palpable, not just in the messenger's tone, but in the very way the writ was presented. It felt
heavy in his hands, not just with the weight of the parchment, but with the unspoken implications

it carried. He looked at the messenger, his mind struggling to grasp the reality of the situation.




"At once?" Thomas repeated, his voice softer than he intended, a note of disbelief colouring his
tone. "But... what is the purpose of this summons? | am merely a humble scribe, a student of

scripture."

The messenger offered a short, humourless chuckle. "His Majesty's reasons are his own, Brother.
But | can assure you, the urgency is genuine. The writ carries the King's own seal, and its
command brooks no argument. You are to travel to Westminster, and you are to go now." He
glanced back at his horse, then at the sky, as if calculating the remaining daylight. "l am to escort

you, if you are ready."

A collective gasp went through the watching monks. Escort him? To London? The capital city, a
place of dazzling grandeur and terrifying power, a place from which directives that reshaped the
very fabric of their lives emanated, was now summoning one of their own. And not just any one,
but Thomas, a man whose world revolved around the quiet confines of the scriptorium and the

spiritual solace of prayer.

Abbot John stepped forward, his hand resting briefly on Thomas's shoulder. "Brother Thomas," he
said, his voice firm but laced with concern, "this is a grave matter. You must obey His Majesty's
command. We shall help you prepare. Brother Michael, see to it that Brother Thomas has
provisions for his journey. Brother Stephen, ensure his breviary and a change of habit are packed.

And let us all offer our prayers for his safe passage and for wisdom in whatever task awaits him."

Thomas nodded, his mind a whirl of confusion and a burgeoning sense of unease. He looked at
the faces of his brethren, some etched with worry, others with a kind of awestruck curiosity. He
saw the unspoken questions in their eyes: Why Thomas? What could the King possibly want with
him? The whispers that had spoken of royal supremacy and the dissolution of monasteries, once

distant rumblings, now felt like a tangible threat, a storm gathering directly overhead.

He returned to his cell, a spartan chamber that had been his sanctuary for years. The familiar
scent of dried lavender and old wool offered little comfort now. He looked at his meager
possessions: a wooden crucifix, a few cherished books, his writing implements. He took down a
worn leather satchel from a hook on the wall, its surface smooth from years of use. Into it, he
placed a fresh habit, a spare pair of sandals, a small loaf of bread, and a piece of cheese. He
carefully tucked his personal copy of the Gospels into a side pocket, its worn pages a familiar and
comforting weight. He also included a small, well-used notebook, filled with his annotations and
theological musings. It was all he felt he needed, all he felt he could possibly carry from the life he

knew.

As he moved about his cell, packing his few belongings, his mind raced. What kind of summons

was this? A royal command to present oneself at court was not a casual invitation. It spoke of




10.

purpose, of need, of importance. But what importance could a humble monk like himself possibly
hold for the King? He was no scholar of statecraft, no advisor on matters of diplomacy. His days
were spent in the quiet pursuit of knowledge, in understanding God's word, not in navigating the

treacherous currents of royal politics.

He recalled the recent whispers, the growing unease within the abbey walls. The King's schism
with Rome was no longer a distant rumour; it was a palpable force that threatened to engulf
every religious institution in England. Reports of royal commissioners, their visits harbingers of
confiscation and scrutiny, had begun to circulate, sowing seeds of anxiety amongst the brethren.
Abbot John himself had become more withdrawn, his nightly prayers seemingly longer and more
fervent than usual. There was talk of oaths of loyalty, of fealty to the Crown that superseded all
other allegiances, even to the Holy See. These were concepts that struck at the very heart of their

vows, the core of their identity as servants of God.

And now, this summons. A royal writ, delivered by a breathless messenger, demanding his
presence in London. It was a jarring departure from the predictable rhythm of his life, a disruption
that sent a tremor of apprehension through him. He felt a strange mixture of fear and a curious,
almost unwelcome, sense of anticipation. It was as if a door he had never known existed had

suddenly been flung open, revealing a glimpse of a world both terrifying and compelling.

He emerged from his cell, the satchel slung over his shoulder. The messenger, his horse now
rested and watered, was waiting by the abbey gate, his expression impassive. Abbot John and
several other monks had gathered to bid him farewell. The air was cool, the light beginning to

fade, painting the sky in hues of orange and purple.

"Brother Thomas," Abbot John said, his voice filled with a warmth that did little to dispel the
underlying anxiety, "Go with God's blessing. Remember your vows, and let your faith be your

guide. We shall offer our prayers for you, both day and night. May He keep you safe."

Thomas bowed his head, feeling the weight of their collective concern. "Thank you, Abbot," he

replied, his voice a little hoarse. "l shall endeavour to be worthy of your prayers."

He turned to the messenger. "l am ready," he said, his voice now firmer, betraying a newfound

resolve.

The messenger nodded curtly. He swung himself back into the saddle, his movements efficient
and practiced. Thomas, with a final, lingering glance at the familiar stones of St. Alban’s, mounted
the horse offered to him, a sturdy mare that seemed to sense the urgency of their mission. He
adjusted his grip on the reins, the leather cool beneath his fingers. As they turned and began to

ride, the imposing silhouette of the abbey receded behind them, its ancient stones fading into the

10
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twilight. The familiar scent of damp earth and distant woodsmoke began to be replaced by the
drier, more acrid smell of the open road. He was leaving behind the sanctuary of his chosen life,
stepping into the unknown, a world of shadowed alliances and perilous secrets, a world where his
quiet scholarship would be tested in ways he could not yet begin to comprehend. The journey to
London had begun, a journey that would take him far from the peaceful haven of St. Alban’s and
into the heart of a kingdom in turmoil. The steady rhythm of his monastic life had been shattered,
replaced by the urgent, pounding beat of a royal command, a summons that promised to alter the
course of his existence irrevocably. He was a man of books and prayer, now thrust onto a stage he
had never sought, a stage where the players were kings and courtiers, and the stakes were far

higher than he could ever have imagined.

The rhythmic clopping of hooves on cobbled streets, a sound so foreign after the soft earth of the
abbey grounds, announced their arrival. The mare, blessedly fresh, had carried Brother Thomas
with steady determination, the messenger—a man of few words and keen observation—setting a
pace that balanced urgency with the need to conserve their mounts. As they neared the sprawling
edifice of Westminster Palace, the sheer scale of it began to dawn on Thomas. It was not merely a
building; it was a city within a city, a pulsing heart of power that dwarfed the humble stones of St.
Alban's into insignificance. The air, which had been relatively clean outside the immediate city
limits, grew heavy with the mingled scents of woodsmoke, refuse, the nearby Thames, and a
curious, cloying sweetness that Thomas would later identify as the ubiquitous perfumes of the

court.

The messenger, whose name Thomas had learned was Giles, guided them through a series of
imposing gates, each guarded by men in livery, their halberds glinting dully in the late afternoon
sun. The sheer press of people was disorienting. Servants scurried with parcels, messengers
rushed with rolled parchments, and figures of obvious importance, bedecked in velvet and fur,
strode with an air of self-importance that bordered on arrogance. The clamour was constant: the
shouts of vendors hawking their wares just beyond the palace walls, the braying of horses, the
distant strains of music, and a ceaseless murmur of conversation, a complex symphony of human
activity that seemed to spin around Thomas like a dizzying vortex. He clutched the rough wool of
his habit, feeling the smooth, worn leather of his satchel beneath his other arm, small anchors in

a sea of overwhelming newness.

Giles dismounted with practiced ease and handed the reins to a waiting stable boy, his
instructions sharp and to the point. He then turned to Thomas, his expression still neutral, but
there was a subtle shift in his demeanour, a hint of the gravest importance now that they had
reached their destination. "Brother Thomas," he said, his voice low, "you are to come with me. His

Lordship awaits you."
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"His Lordship?" Thomas echoed, his voice barely audible above the din. He had expected to be led

directly to the King, or at least to someone of indisputable royal authority.

"Sir Reginald Thorne, Keeper of the King's Privy Seal," Giles clarified, a touch of impatience

creeping into his tone. "He has been... expecting you."

The phrase hung in the air, heavy with unspoken implications. Expecting him? How could anyone
at this distant, formidable court have been expecting him, a simple monk from St. Alban’s? His
unease, which had been a dull ache since receiving the summons, sharpened into a more acute
anxiety. He followed Giles, his sandals making a soft, almost apologetic sound on the stone flags, a

stark contrast to the heavy thud of Giles’s boots.

They moved through a series of courtyards, each grander than the last, past fountains that
seemed impossibly ornate and gardens that spoke of meticulous, expensive care. Servants bowed,
courtiers glanced their way with fleeting curiosity, their eyes assessing Thomas’s humble habit
with a mixture of disdain and mild surprise. He felt like a misplaced sparrow in a flock of peacocks,
his plain brown wool a jarring note against the riot of colour and texture that surrounded him.
The fabrics worn by the courtiers were breathtaking: silks that shimmered with the light, velvets
as deep and rich as midnight, brocades woven with threads of gold and silver. Jewels flashed from
rings, necklaces, and the ornate clasps of cloaks. The air itself seemed to vibrate with a nervous

energy, a constant hum of whispered conversations, furtive glances, and concealed ambitions.

They passed through massive oak doors, intricately carved with the royal arms, and entered a
long, echoing corridor. The walls were adorned with tapestries depicting scenes of hunting and
battle, their colours muted by time but their artistry still magnificent. Torches flickered in sconces,
casting dancing shadows that seemed to lend an air of mystery to their surroundings. The sheer
opulence was overwhelming. Thomas found himself constantly averting his gaze, feeling a deep
sense of impropriety in observing such worldly grandeur. His mind, accustomed to the stark

simplicity of monastic life, struggled to process the sheer excess.

Giles stopped before a heavy, iron-studded door and tapped with a firm, authoritative rap. The
sound seemed to boom in the relative quiet of the corridor. A moment later, the door was opened
by a stern-faced man-at-arms, his armour gleaming. He nodded to Giles, his eyes flicking over

Thomas with a brief, appraising glance, before stepping aside.

"Brother Thomas," Giles announced, his voice now carrying a formal weight, "enter. Sir Reginald

will see you now."
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Thomas hesitated for a fraction of a second, his heart thudding against his ribs. He took a deep
breath, trying to recall the calming prayers he so often recited, seeking solace in their familiar

rhythm. Then, squaring his shoulders, he stepped across the threshold.

The chamber was, by comparison to the public spaces, more intimate, yet no less grand. The walls
were panelled in dark, polished wood, and the air was thick with the scent of beeswax and

burning incense, a far cry from the earthy aromas of St. Alban’s.

A large fireplace dominated one wall, a roaring fire casting a warm, inviting glow.

Before it, seated in a high-backed chair, was a man of evident authority. Sir Reginald Thorne was
not a man of imposing physical stature, but his presence filled the room. His face was intelligent,
his eyes sharp and shrewd, framed by streaks of grey in his otherwise dark hair. He wore a dark
velvet doublet, richly embroidered, and his hands, resting on the arms of his chair, were adorned

with several heavy rings.

He regarded Thomas with an unnerving intensity, his gaze seeming to pierce through the monk’s
simple habit. There was no immediate welcome, no courteous greeting. Only a silent, appraising

scrutiny that made Thomas feel as if he were an insect pinned under a magnifying glass.

Finally, Sir Reginald spoke, his voice smooth and cultured, but carrying an edge of steel. "Brother

Thomas. You have come. Giles informs me you were... surprised by the summons."

Thomas inclined his head, his hands clasped loosely before him. "Indeed, Your

Lordship. | confess, | cannot fathom why His Majesty would require my presence."

Sir Reginald gave a slow, deliberate smile, one that did not quite reach his eyes. "His Majesty
requires many things, Brother. And sometimes, he requires the most unlikely instruments to
achieve his aims." He gestured to a stool placed nearby. "Pray, be seated. This will not take long,

though its importance, | assure you, is considerable."

Thomas remained standing for a moment longer, the instinct to remain humble and unobtrusive
warring with the implicit command. He sat down, the stool surprisingly comfortable, though the
simple act felt charged with significance. He was in the heart of power, facing a man whose words

clearly carried immense weight.

"You are a monk of St. Alban's, are you not?" Sir Reginald began, his tone conversational, yet
probing. "A Benedictine. A scholar, | am told. A translator. You have a facility with languages, a

keen mind for... detail."

Thomas felt a prickle of apprehension. His quiet life of study, his meticulous work in the

scriptorium, had somehow reached the ears of this powerful courtier. "l endeavour to serve God
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through study and the preservation of His word, Your Lordship," he replied, choosing his words

carefully.

Sir Reginald leaned forward slightly, his eyes locking with Thomas’s. The polite facade seemed to
momentarily slip, revealing a flicker of something more urgent, more intense. "Brother Thomas,"
he said, his voice dropping to a near whisper, yet gaining in power, "we have a situation. A matter
of... considerable delicacy. A matter that touches upon the very stability of the realm. And, |

believe, you may be the key to resolving it."

Thomas'’s breath hitched. "I, Your Lordship? | am but a humble monk. | know nothing of matters of

state, of politics."

"Perhaps not," Sir Reginald conceded, "but you have a particular skill, a unique perspective, that
we desperately need. A scribe has gone missing, Brother. A scribe named Edmund. Have you ever

heard of him?"

The name meant nothing to Thomas. He shook his head. "No, Your Lordship. | do not know any

Edmund, scribe or otherwise."

Sir Reginald’s gaze intensified. "Edmund was not just any scribe. He was tasked with a mission. A
mission of the utmost secrecy. He was to gather information, vital information, that could... well,
let us just say, information that could have far-reaching consequences. And now, he has vanished.

Without a trace."

Thomas felt a chill creep up his spine, a premonition of the dangerous currents that must be

swirling beneath the surface of this opulent court. "Vanished, Your Lordship?"

"Indeed. And the King is... displeased. More than displeased. He is... concerned. For if Edmund has
fallen into the wrong hands, or if his mission has been compromised, the repercussions could be
catastrophic. We believe Edmund may have left behind clues, a trail that only someone with your

particular talents might be able to follow."

"My talents, Your Lordship?" Thomas repeated, the words feeling alien on his tongue.

"Your ability to decipher complex texts, Brother. Your understanding of hidden meanings. Your
patience. Edmund was a meticulous man, and we suspect he would have taken precautions. He
may have left coded messages, obscure references. He was known to be... learned, even for a
scribe. He corresponded with scholars, with thinkers across Europe. He was privy to certain...

conversations."
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Sir Reginald paused, his gaze sweeping over Thomas as if assessing his reaction. "The King believes
you might be able to understand these messages, should they exist. He believes you can pick up
where Edmund left off. It is a dangerous task, Brother. A very dangerous task. The forces that may

have made Edmund disappear are powerful, and they do not suffer interference gladly."

The weight of Sir Reginald’s words settled heavily upon Thomas. This was no mere summons to
court for some trivial audience. This was an entanglement, a descent into a world of shadows and
peril that was utterly alien to his cloistered existence. He thought of the quiet sanctity of St.
Alban’s, of the comforting rhythm of prayer and study, and a wave of longing washed over him.
But then, he remembered the messenger’s urgency, the King’s writ, and the implicit command of

his Abbot. He was here because he had been commanded.

"l...  do not understand why | have been chosen," Thomas admitted, his voice trembling slightly.

"There are many learned men at court, men of greater experience."

"Perhaps," Sir Reginald said, his tone softening almost imperceptibly. "But Edmund had a
particular fascination with... ancient texts. Obscure histories. He believed that certain historical
precedents, certain forgotten wisdom, held the keys to understanding the present and shaping
the future. He was not interested in the usual political machinations. He sought something
deeper. And you, Brother Thomas, are a scholar of the deeper truths. You understand the power
of words, of narratives, of the layers of meaning that lie beneath the surface. It is precisely this

skill, this quiet scholarship, that makes you uniquely suited to this task."

He rose from his chair and walked towards a large table, upon which lay several rolled
parchments, tied with ribbon. "We have found some of Edmund’s belongings. His chambers were
searched, but little was found that offered immediate insight. However, in a hidden compartment
in his writing desk, we discovered these." He gestured to the parchments. "We believe they may
be from Edmund. We have tried to decipher them, but they are... perplexing. Riddles, perhaps. Or
allegories. We require someone who can look beyond the literal, someone who can intuit the

underlying message."

Sir Reginald picked up one of the scrolls and carefully unrolled it. The parchment was old, brittle,
and covered in a fine, spidery script. It was not the clear, almost architectural hand of a trained
scribe, but something more hurried, more personal. Thomas leaned forward, his scholar’s instinct
kicking in, momentarily pushing aside his apprehension. The script was indeed intricate, filled with
what appeared to be Latin phrases interwoven with vernacular, and interspersed with strange

symbols.

"This," Sir Reginald said, tapping the parchment with a long, elegant finger, "is where you come in,

Brother Thomas. His Majesty has entrusted this matter to me, and |, in turn, must entrust it to
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you. You will be given access to Edmund’s chambers, to his papers. You will have the resources
you need. But you must work quickly, and you must work in secret. The fewer people who know

of this mission, the safer it will be. For you, and for everyone involved."

Thomas looked at the parchment, at the cryptic script that seemed to promise a puzzle both
intellectual and deeply dangerous. He thought of the quiet life he had left behind, a life of
predictable rhythms and spiritual certainties. Now, he was on the precipice of something entirely
unknown, something that threatened to engulf him in the turbulent waters of royal intrigue. The
air in the room, once heavy with incense and beeswax, now seemed charged with a palpable
tension, the unspoken weight of a kingdom'’s fate resting, in part, upon his humble shoulders. He
was no knight, no statesman, no soldier. He was simply a monk, a keeper of books, summoned
from his quiet sanctuary to navigate a labyrinth of deception and danger, a world far removed
from the peaceful contemplation of St. Alban’s. He felt a tremor of fear, but beneath it, a flicker of
resolve began to ignite. He had been summoned, and he would answer. The questions in his mind
were many, but one thing was becoming terrifyingly clear: his life, the life he had known, was

already irrevocably changed.

The heavy door swung inward with a soft groan, revealing a chamber that, while more intimate
than the grand halls, still exuded an aura of privilege and power. The air was perfumed with the
subtle, complex scent of beeswax polish and a faint, exotic incense, a fragrance far removed from
the earthy, honest smells of St. Alban’s Abbey. Rich tapestries, depicting scenes of both pastoral
beauty and fierce battles, adorned the walls, their vibrant colours softened by the flickering
torchlight that danced in ornate sconces. A substantial fireplace crackled merrily, casting a warm,

inviting glow that contrasted with the stern, almost austere atmosphere of the room’s occupant.

Seated before the hearth, in a chair of carved oak upholstered in deep crimson velvet, was Sir
Reginald Fairfax. His presence was not one of imposing physicality; indeed, he was of moderate
height and build. Yet, he commanded the space with an undeniable authority, a quiet magnetism
that drew the eye and held it. His face was a study in sharp intellect, etched with lines that spoke
of deep thought and perhaps, Thomas suspected, a considerable amount of worry. His dark hair
was liberally streaked with silver at the temples, and his eyes, the colour of polished jet, were
sharp, shrewd, and missed nothing. He wore a doublet of deep blue velvet, its richness
understated by the intricate gold embroidery that traced a delicate pattern around the collar and
cuffs. His hands, resting with deceptive calm on the velvet-covered arms of his chair, were
adorned with several substantial rings, each bearing a crest or a jewel that whispered of lineage

and influence.

Fairfax regarded Thomas with an unnerving stillness, his gaze intense, seeming to probe beyond

the rough weave of the monk's habit, beyond the simple tonsure that marked him as a man of
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God. There was no immediate offer of welcome, no polite preamble. Instead, Thomas was
subjected to a silent, thorough assessment, a scrutiny that left him feeling strangely exposed, as if
his very thoughts were being laid bare. It was a sensation he hadn't experienced even in the
hushed reverence of the abbey’s scriptorium, where his focus was solely on the ancient texts

before him.

After a silence that stretched, taut and charged, Fairfax finally spoke. His voice was low, resonant,
and possessed a cultured smoothness, yet beneath it lay a current of steel, a subtle inflexion that
hinted at command and a remarkable degree of impatience. "Brother Thomas," he began, the
words a soft murmur in the room, "you have arrived. Giles informs me that the summons came as

something of a surprise."

Thomas inclined his head, his hands clasped loosely before him, a gesture of humility that felt
increasingly inadequate in this setting. "Indeed, Your Lordship," he replied, his voice steadier than
he had anticipated. "l confess, | cannot fathom the reason for His Majesty’s requisition of my

presence."

A slow, deliberate smile touched Fairfax’s lips, but it did not quite reach his penetrating eyes. It
was a smile that held more of calculation than warmth. "His Majesty has a myriad of needs,
Brother," he said, his gaze never leaving Thomas's face. "And sometimes, he finds that the most
unconventional instruments are required to achieve his most pressing objectives." He gestured
with a graceful hand towards a simple, unadorned stool placed near his chair. "Pray, be seated.
This will not, | assure you, be a lengthy discourse, though its significance, | must impress upon

you, is considerable."

Thomas remained standing for another beat, the ingrained monastic habit of deference warring
with the implicit, undeniable command in Fairfax's voice. He felt a flicker of unease. To sit in the
presence of such a man, at the King’s behest, was an honour, certainly, but it was also an
assertion of his presence in a realm far beyond his accustomed sphere. Finally, with a quiet
resolve, he moved to the stool and sat down, the simple act feeling charged with an unexpected

weight. He was now, irrevocably, a player in a game whose rules he did not yet comprehend.

"You are a monk of St. Alban’s, are you not?" Fairfax continued, his tone shifting to one that was
almost conversational, yet keenly probing. "A Benedictine order. It is said you are a scholar, a man
of considerable learning. A translator, | believe. You possess a certain aptitude for languages, a

sharp intellect, and a keen eye for... detail."

A prickle of apprehension ran down Thomas'’s spine. His quiet existence, dedicated to the
meticulous work within the scriptorium, to the painstaking preservation and translation of ancient

texts, had somehow reached the ears of this influential courtier. How much did this man truly
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know? "l endeavour to serve God through study and the diligent transcription of His sacred word,
Your Lordship," Thomas replied, choosing his words with the careful precision of a man
accustomed to navigating delicate theological arguments. He felt it was a truthful, yet

purposefully unrevealing, statement.

Fairfax leaned forward, his body language shifting subtly, the casual posture giving way to a more
focused intensity. The polite facade seemed to momentarily crack, revealing a flicker of something
more urgent, more deeply invested in their conversation. "Brother Thomas," he said, his voice
dropping to a near whisper, yet paradoxically gaining in power and resonance, "we find ourselves
in a situation. A matter of... extreme delicacy. A matter that, | fear, touches upon the very
foundations of this realm's stability. And, if my instincts are correct, you may well be the crucial

element in its resolution."

Thomas'’s breath hitched. The words struck him with the force of a physical blow. "I, Your
Lordship?" he faltered, the humble protestation feeling entirely genuine. "I am but a simple monk.
My knowledge extends no further than the cloister walls and the ancient parchments within. |

understand nothing of matters of state, of the intricate dance of politics."

"Perhaps not in the conventional sense," Fairfax conceded, his eyes never wavering. "But you
possess a particular gift, Brother, a unique perspective that is desperately needed at this precise
juncture. A scribe, a man named Edmund, has vanished. He has disappeared. Have you, by any

chance, ever encountered this name?"

The name Edmund was utterly unfamiliar to Thomas. He shook his head slowly. "No, Your

Lordship. | know of no Edmund, whether he be scribe or otherwise."

Fairfax’s gaze seemed to sharpen, as if Thomas'’s negative response confirmed a suspicion or
perhaps opened a new line of inquiry. "Edmund was not merely any scribe, Brother. He was
entrusted with a mission. A mission of the utmost secrecy, a task requiring the utmost discretion.
His purpose was to gather information, vital intelligence, that could... well, let us simply say,
information that could have profound and far-reaching consequences. And now, he has vanished.

Utterly, without a trace."

A tremor of unease, a premonition of the perilous currents swirling beneath the gilded surface of
this royal court, ran through Thomas. He felt a coldness that had nothing to do with the chill of
the stone walls. "Vanished, Your Lordship?" he echoed, the word heavy with unspoken

implications.

"Indeed. And the King is... displeased. More than displeased, Brother. He is... deeply concerned.

For should Edmund have fallen into the wrong hands, or worse, if his mission has been irrevocably
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compromised, the repercussions could be nothing short of catastrophic. It is our fervent belief
that Edmund may have left behind clues, a trail, perhaps, that only someone with your particular,

and | stress particular, talents might be able to discern and follow."

"My talents, Your Lordship?" Thomas repeated, the phrase feeling foreign and ill-fitting, like a

borrowed garment.

"Your extraordinary ability to decipher complex texts, Brother Thomas. Your profound
understanding of hidden meanings, of allegorical language, of the nuances that lie beneath the
surface of the written word. Your renowned patience. Edmund was a man of meticulous habit,
and we suspect he would have taken precautions. He may have left coded messages, obscure
references, perhaps even riddles designed to confound the uninitiated. He was known to be...
learned, even for a man of his station. He corresponded with scholars, with thinkers of renown
across the continent. He was privy to certain... conversations, certain discussions that reached

beyond the usual confines of courtly gossip."

Fairfax paused, his eyes sweeping over Thomas once more, a subtle appraisal of his reaction, his
composure. "His Majesty has placed his faith in the notion that you, Brother Thomas, might be
able to comprehend these messages, should they exist. He believes you can pick up where
Edmund was forced to leave off. It is a task fraught with peril, Brother. A very dangerous
undertaking. The forces that may have orchestrated Edmund’s disappearance are powerful, and
they do not take kindly to interference. They operate in the shadows, and they strike with ruthless

efficiency."

The weight of Sir Reginald Fairfax’s words settled upon Thomas like a shroud. This was no mere
summons to the royal court for a perfunctory audience, a brief display of loyalty. This was an
entanglement, a sudden, bewildering descent into a world of shadows and peril utterly alien to
his cloistered existence. He found his thoughts drifting back to the quiet sanctity of St. Alban’s, to
the comforting, predictable rhythm of vespers and matins, to the peaceful certainty of his
scholarly pursuits. A wave of profound longing washed over him, a yearning for the familiar peace
he had so abruptly left behind. But then, he recalled the urgency in the messenger's voice, the
King's official writ, and the implicit, undeniable command of his Abbot. He was here because he

had been summoned, because he had been deemed necessary.

"l... I still do not comprehend why | have been singled out for this task, Your Lordship," Thomas
admitted, his voice betraying a slight tremor, a testament to the immensity of the responsibility
being laid upon him. "There are many learned men at court, men of greater experience and

worldly wisdom than I."
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"Perhaps," Sir Reginald said, his tone softening almost imperceptibly, a subtle shift that suggested
he was beginning to understand the monk's reservations. "But

Edmund possessed a particular, almost obsessive, fascination with... ancient texts. Obscure
histories. He harboured a deep-seated belief that certain historical precedents, certain forgotten
wisdom from ages past, held the keys to understanding the complex machinations of the present
and, more importantly, to shaping the uncertain future. He was not particularly interested in the
usual political manoeuvring or the petty squabbles of the court. He sought something deeper,
something more fundamental. And you, Brother Thomas, are precisely the kind of scholar who
delves into those deeper truths. You understand the inherent power of words, of narratives, of
the hidden layers of meaning that lie concealed beneath the most commonplace of phrases. It is
precisely this quiet, profound scholarship, this ability to see beyond the obvious, that makes you
uniquely suited to this task. You are not tainted by the usual ambitions of the court; your focus is

elsewhere."

Fairfax rose from his chair, his movements fluid and deliberate, and walked towards a large,
imposing table that dominated one side of the room. Upon it lay several rolled parchments, each
tied with a length of faded ribbon. "We have managed to secure some of Edmund's personal
effects. His chambers were thoroughly searched, of course, but little was discovered that offered
any immediate insight into his disappearance or the nature of his work. However," he paused,
tapping a long, elegant finger against a discreetly placed wooden box on the table, "in a hidden
compartment within his rather elaborate writing desk, we discovered these." He gestured to the
parchments. "It is our strong conviction that these documents originate from Edmund himself. We
have expended considerable effort attempting to decipher their meaning, but they remain...
profoundly perplexing. They appear to be a series of riddles, perhaps, or cryptic allegories. We
require someone who can look beyond the literal interpretation, someone who can intuit the

underlying message, the hidden intent."

Sir Reginald Fairfax then carefully picked up one of the scrolls. The parchment was old, its surface
brittle with age, and covered in a fine, almost spidery script. It was not the neat, architectural
hand of a master scribe, but something more hurried, more personal, as if penned in haste or
under duress. Thomas instinctively leaned forward, his scholar's curiosity momentarily eclipsing
his apprehension. The script was indeed intricate, a fascinating blend of what appeared to be
Latin phrases interwoven with vernacular expressions, and interspersed with a scattering of

strange, almost arcane symbols.

"This," Sir Reginald said, his voice a low hum of significance as he tapped the parchment again, "is
where your particular skills become essential, Brother Thomas. His Majesty has placed the utmost
trust in me to oversee this matter, and |, in turn, must now place my trust in you. You will be

granted access to Edmund’s private chambers, to all of his papers and effects. You will have the
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resources you require, discreetly provided. But you must proceed with the utmost speed, and
above all, you must operate in absolute secrecy. The fewer individuals who are aware of your
involvement in this mission, the safer it will be. For you, and for all who might be inadvertently

drawn into its orbit."

Thomas looked at the parchment, at the cryptic script that seemed to promise a puzzle both
intellectually stimulating and deeply, terrifyingly dangerous. He thought of the quiet, ordered life
he had left behind at St. Alban’s, a life defined by predictable rhythms and unquestioned spiritual
certainties. Now, he stood on the precipice of something entirely unknown, something that
threatened to engulf him in the turbulent, treacherous waters of royal intrigue. The air in the
chamber, once heavy with the pleasing scents of beeswax and incense, now seemed charged with
a palpable, suffocating tension, the unspoken weight of a kingdom's fate resting, in part, upon his
undeniably humble shoulders. He was no knight, no seasoned statesman, no hardened soldier. He
was simply a monk, a keeper of books, a man of prayer, summoned from his quiet sanctuary to
navigate a labyrinth of deception and danger, a world utterly removed from the peaceful
contemplation of his monastic vows. A tremor of genuine fear ran through him, but beneath it, a
small, persistent flicker of resolve began to ignite. He had been summoned, and he would answer
the call. The questions swirling in his mind were legion, but one thing was becoming terrifyingly

clear: his life, the life he had always known, was already irrevocably changed.

Sir Reginald Fairfax, his gaze still fixed on Brother Thomas with an unnerving intensity, allowed a
significant silence to stretch between them. The crackling fire, which had moments before
seemed a beacon of warmth, now felt like a nervous energy in the room, mirroring the tremor
that had begun to stir within Thomas. Fairfax’s earlier pronouncements, cloaked in the language
of royal needs and unconventional instruments, had hinted at a matter of gravity, but the true
nature of the summons remained shrouded in ambiguity. Thomas had braced himself for a
request of scholarly import, perhaps a translation of a particularly obscure text, or an advisory on
matters of ancient lore. He had not anticipated this, this unsettling feeling of being thrust onto a

stage where the players were hidden and the stakes were terrifyingly high.

“You ask why you have been singled out, Brother,” Fairfax said at last, his voice regaining its
measured, deliberate cadence. He moved back towards his chair, but did not immediately resume
his seat, instead pacing a short distance before stopping to face Thomas once more. “It is not
merely your aptitude for languages, or your keen eye for detail, though those are undeniably
valuable. It is... a specific context. A specific skill set, coupled with a certain detachment from the
usual currents of courtly ambition. You, Brother Thomas, are a man of God, dedicated to truth
and clarity in your work. You are not swayed by personal gain or the whispers of rumour. And that,
in a situation as fraught with deception as the one we currently face, is a rare and precious

commodity.”
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He paused, his dark eyes, sharp as any predator's, sweeping over Thomas once more. “The
individual | spoke of, the scribe... his name is John Ashton. He is not a man of noble birth, nor one
who frequents the gilded halls of power. He is a man of intellect, a man of quiet industry, much
like yourself. He serves the King not with a sword, but with his mind, with his ability to observe, to
gather, and to meticulously record. He was entrusted with a task, a mission of the utmost

sensitivity, a task that has now... faltered.”

Thomas swallowed, the dryness in his throat a testament to his growing apprehension. The word
"faltered" hung in the air, heavy with unspoken implications. “A mission, Your Lordship? What

manner of mission would require a scribe to vanish?”

Fairfax’s lips tightened, a subtle expression that conveyed a world of suppressed urgency. “A
mission, Brother Thomas,” he began, his voice dropping to a more confidential tone, as if even the
very walls of this chamber might be eavesdropping, “that concerned the potential outbreak of
hostilities. A brewing storm on our eastern borders, a conflict that could engulf not just our
kingdom, but much of the continent. The King, in his wisdom, sought to understand the true
intentions of our... neighbours. He sought intelligence, not through the usual channels of
diplomacy which, as you may well imagine, are currently strained to the breaking point, but

through a more discreet means.”

He gestured with a hand, a broad sweep that encompassed the presumed vastness of the
kingdom and beyond. “John Ashton was dispatched to gather specific information. Information
that, if true, could provide us with the leverage needed to avert a devastating war. Information
that could reveal a hidden weakness, a vulnerability, or perhaps even a deception that could be
exploited to our advantage. He was to be our eyes and ears in a place where direct observation
was impossible, and where rumour could be fatally misleading. He was to uncover the truth, a

truth that could save countless lives and preserve the fragile peace of this realm.”

Thomas felt a cold dread creeping into his bones. He had spent his life immersed in the quiet
contemplation of scripture, in the careful preservation of ancient knowledge. The idea of war, of
widespread bloodshed, was a distant, abstract horror, something spoken of in hushed tones in
historical accounts, not a present, tangible threat. Yet, here he was, being told that the fate of

such a conflict, of thousands of lives, rested on the shoulders of a missing scribe.

“But he has vanished,” Thomas murmured, the words barely audible. “And with him, the

information he was meant to secure?”

“Precisely,” Fairfax confirmed, his voice grave. “And therein lies the danger. If Ashton has fallen
into the wrong hands, if his mission has been compromised, then not only do we lose the vital

intelligence we so desperately need, but it is entirely possible that the very information he was
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tasked to uncover could be turned against us. Imagine, Brother, if the plans for his mission, if the
nature of the information he was seeking, were revealed to those who wish us ill. It could ignite
the very conflict we sought to prevent. It could provide them with the perfect opportunity to

strike, knowing our intentions, knowing our weaknesses.”

The weight of this possibility pressed down on Thomas. He pictured Ashton, a man he had never
met, a man of letters, perhaps nervously clutching his scrolls, moving through shadowed alleys or
secret meeting places, only to be intercepted. The thought was chilling. “Who would wish usill,

Your Lordship? Who are these neighbours?”

Fairfax hesitated, his gaze becoming distant, as if surveying an unseen landscape of political
machinations. “The Kingdom of Valerius,” he stated, his voice low and measured. “Their ambitions
have long been a source of concern. Their King, Valerius himself, is a man of... formidable will and
a reputation for ruthless pragmatism. There have been rumblings, troop movements along our
borders, and increasingly aggressive rhetoric from their court. We have been attempting to
discern the truth behind these actions. Is it a genuine threat, or a calculated show of force?
Ashton was sent to ascertain the former. His disappearance has left us blind. And worse, it has

potentially armed our adversary with knowledge they should never have possessed.”

Thomas’s mind raced. He was a monk, a scholar. What could he possibly do in such a situation?
His skills were in deciphering ancient texts, in understanding the nuances of long-dead languages,
in the meticulous construction of illuminated manuscripts. How could these abilities possibly help

him find a missing man or uncover a dangerous conspiracy?

“Your Lordship,” Thomas began, his voice tinged with a desperate honesty, “I confess, | do not see
how | can be of assistance. My expertise lies in the scriptorium, in the quiet pursuit of knowledge
through parchment and ink. | understand little of espionage, of clandestine operations, of the

dangerous world of politics and war.”

Fairfax gave a short, sharp nod. “And that, Brother Thomas, is precisely why you must be of
assistance. Ashton was not merely a messenger. He was a collector, an observer, and a man who
understood that truth often hides in the subtle details, in the seemingly insignificant passages. He
was tasked with uncovering information that would not be written in official decrees or openly
declared intentions. He was to look for whispers, for coded messages, for the subtle shifts in
power and intent that only a keen observer could detect. And it is precisely this ability to perceive

the unspoken, to dissect the veiled meaning, that we believe you share with him.”

He gestured back to the scrolls on the table. “We have found some of Ashton’s personal effects,
his writing desk. It was thoroughly examined, but yielded little of immediate value. However, as |

mentioned, a hidden compartment revealed these documents. They are, we believe, his work. But
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they are not straightforward reports. They are... obscure. Cryptic. They seem to be a series of
writings, perhaps notes, perhaps even coded communications, that only he, or someone with a
similar mind, could fully comprehend. We believe he may have anticipated trouble, and therefore,
he may have left a trail, a puzzle, designed to be solved only by someone who could think as he
did, someone who could see the patterns, the hidden meanings, that he embedded within his
work. And your reputation, Brother, as a man who can unlock the secrets of the past, who can

find the truth hidden within the most convoluted of texts, precedes you.”

Fairfax’s gaze bore into Thomas, unwavering. “His Majesty believes, and | concur, that Ashton, in
his own way, may have been attempting to communicate, even in his absence. He may have left
clues, fragments of information, strategically placed. He may have known that if he disappeared,
others would try to piece together his work, and he may have intended for someone with a
particular understanding of hidden discourse, of layered meaning, to do so. He was known to be a
man of considerable intellect, not just a simple scribe. He possessed a deep interest in history, in
the ways in which knowledge has been concealed and revealed throughout the ages. He
understood that power often lies not in what is said, but in what is deliberately not said, or in

what is said in a manner that only a select few can truly understand.”

The word "select few" resonated with Thomas. He, a humble monk, was being implicitly placed
within that select group. It was a dizzying, disorienting thought. “But where do | begin, Your
Lordship? If Ashton has vanished, if his trail has gone cold, how can | possibly pick up where he
left off?”

“You begin with what he left behind,” Fairfax stated, his voice firm. He indicated the scrolls again.
“These documents. We have tried, believe me, we have tried. Our most seasoned cryptographers
and intelligence officers have pored over them. They are like a foreign tongue, a language none of
them can fully grasp. But they are of Ashton’s hand. And we believe they contain the key. The key
to understanding his mission, to understanding what he discovered, and perhaps, most
importantly, to understanding where he might have gone, or who might have taken him. Your
task, Brother Thomas, is to decipher these writings. To find the hidden thread that connects them,
to unravel the puzzle that John Ashton has left for us. And in doing so, to hopefully find him, and

to prevent a war that could shatter this kingdom.”

The magnitude of the request, the sheer weight of the responsibility, threatened to overwhelm
Thomas. He was being asked to step out of the cloister and into a world of shadows and intrigue,
to trade the quiet solitude of his studies for the perilous pursuit of a missing man and a potential
global conflict. It was a task that felt utterly beyond his capabilities, a task for kings and

spymasters, not for a humble scribe of St. Alban’s.
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III

... lam not sure | am the right man for this, Your Lordship,” Thomas confessed, his voice
wavering slightly. “I am a man of faith, not of intrigue. My life has been dedicated to

understanding God’s word, not to unravelling the machinations of men.”

Fairfax stepped closer, his expression softening, a rare flicker of genuine empathy crossing his
stern features. “Brother Thomas, | understand your hesitation. You are being asked to venture far
beyond your accustomed sphere. But consider this: Ashton himself was a man of intellect, a
collector of knowledge, much like yourself. He valued clarity, precision, and the power of the
written word. It is precisely these qualities that make you uniquely suited. You understand how
meaning can be layered, how intent can be veiled. You are trained to look beyond the surface. The
others who have examined these documents are trained in the blunt arts of deduction and code-
breaking. They look for patterns, for numerical sequences, for direct substitutions. But Ashton, we
suspect, was more subtle. He may have embedded his meaning in literary allusions, in historical
references, in obscure philosophical concepts that would only be apparent to someone with your
depth of learning. He was, in short, speaking in a language that only another scholar, another

devoted seeker of hidden truths, could truly understand.”

He gestured to the table again, where the scrolls lay waiting. “His Majesty is most anxious. The
situation is delicate and time is of the essence. We need to know what Ashton discovered, and we
need to know it swiftly. Your seclusion at the abbey, your detachment from the usual gossip and
political manoeuvring of the court, makes you an ideal candidate. You can approach this task with
a clarity of mind that is impossible for those of us who are deeply entrenched in the daily affairs
of the kingdom. You can focus solely on the texts, on the task at hand, without the distractions of

courtly intrigue or personal ambition.”

Thomas looked at the scrolls. The parchment was yellowed, the ink faded in places, and the script,
even from a distance, seemed intricate, almost labyrinthine. He felt a strange pull, a mixture of
trepidation and a deep, inherent curiosity that had always defined his life as a scholar. He was
being asked to do something extraordinary, something that potentially carried immense risk, but
also, perhaps, the chance to serve his King and his God in a way he had never imagined. The quiet
peace of St. Alban's seemed a distant memory, a fragile dream he had been abruptly woken from.
He was here, in this chamber, facing a future fraught with uncertainty, summoned to unravel a
mystery that lay at the heart of a potential kingdom-shattering conflict. The whispers of a missing
scribe had become a deafening roar, and Thomas knew, with a certainty that chilled him to the
bone, that his life, the quiet, predictable life he had cherished, was about to be irrevocably

altered.
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Chapter 2: The Scribe's Secret Trail

The flickering torchlight cast dancing shadows across Sir Reginald Fairfax’s face, highlighting the
grim set of his jaw. He laid a dismissive hand on the scrolls that had so recently consumed Brother
Thomas'’s attention. “These are what Ashton left behind, or rather, what we found amongst his
sparse belongings after he... disappeared. But they are a consequence, not a cause. To understand

his vanishing, we must first understand where he went, and why.”

Fairfax rose from his seat, his movements precise and deliberate, and walked to a large, ornate
map unfurled across a side table. It depicted the sprawling kingdom, its borders clearly
delineated, and beyond them, the territories of its neighbours. He tapped a finger on the eastern
edge of the map, near the shadowy expanse marked as the Kingdom of Valerius. “John Ashton’s
last confirmed sighting,” he began, his voice a low rumble that seemed to vibrate with the weight
of his words, “was approximately ten days ago. He was seen departing the royal scriptorium, his

usual haunt, in the late afternoon.”

Thomas leaned forward, his monk’s robe rustling softly. He imagined Ashton, a man he had only
just begun to conceptualise, a ghost conjured from Fairfax’s words. “And his appearance, Your

Lordship? Was there anything... unusual about him?”

“Unusual is a relative term in matters of state secrecy, Brother,” Fairfax replied, a faint, almost
imperceptible smile touching his lips. “But yes, there were observations. His satchel, it was noted
by one of the junior clerks, appeared to be heavier than its usual load of parchment and ink pots.
A minor detail, perhaps, but in retrospect, significant. He was also described as being in a state of
considerable tension, his brow furrowed, his gaze distant, as if already lost in the labyrinth of his
thoughts. He spoke little, offering only curt nods and monosyllabic responses to the few inquiries
made. His colleagues assumed he was merely preoccupied with a particularly demanding

assignment, a common enough occurrence for a man of his dedication.”

Fairfax traced a finger along the map, moving away from the eastern border and towards the
heart of London. “What is more telling, however, is where he went after leaving the scriptorium.
His usual path would have taken him directly back to his modest lodgings in the scholars’ quarter.
But Ashton, it appears, took a detour. A detour into the less salubrious parts of the city. He was
observed, over the course of two days, visiting several bookshops. Not the well-established
purveyors of academic texts, nor the royal archives, but establishments that deal in... rarer

commodities.

Shops tucked away in narrow alleys, frequented by those who sought knowledge that lay outside
the mainstream. Places where one might find not only forgotten histories but also questionable

treatises and forbidden lore.”
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Thomas’s brow furrowed. This was indeed peculiar. A scribe, entrusted with matters of utmost
royal sensitivity, browsing in dimly lit shops known for their dubious wares? “Bookshops, Your

Lordship? What kind of books was he interested in?”

“That,” Fairfax said, his voice dropping conspiratorially, “is where the trail becomes both intriguing
and frustratingly faint. He made inquiries, not for broad historical surveys or theological texts, but
for specific, obscure works. Names that would mean little to most, but which, to a scholar like
yourself, might carry a certain resonance. He asked about a privately printed volume detailing the
migratory patterns of birds in the southern provinces, an unusual interest for a man concerned
with potential continental warfare. He also sought out a tattered manuscript, reputedly a
collection of ancient fables and allegorical tales, supposedly originating from the far northern
tribes. And then there was his inquiry about a peculiar treatise on the symbolic meanings of

obscure constellations, a text said to be scarce even in the most extensive libraries.”

Fairfax turned from the map, his eyes meeting Thomas’s. “These were not the actions of a man
simply gathering background information for a royal decree. These were the actions of someone
searching for something specific, something hidden. His colleagues at the scriptorium knew
nothing of these excursions. He mentioned no urgent need for these particular texts. It was as if
he was operating on a parallel track, a clandestine personal mission running alongside his official

duties. A mission he kept entirely to himself.”

Thomas considered this information, his mind already attempting to weave the disparate threads
together. The heavy satchel, the tense demeanour, the secretive visits to obscure bookshops, the
peculiar choice of texts — they formed a mosaic of a man engaged in something far removed from

his routine duties. “And after these visits, Your Lordship? Did he return to his lodgings?”

“He did not,” Fairfax stated, his tone hardening. “His final confirmed sighting was the evening after
his last visit to a bookshop near the docks, a district known for its rough characters and even
rougher establishments. He was seen entering a small, nondescript inn called ‘The Gilded Quill’
He was alone. No one saw him leave. The innkeeper, a man with a notoriously poor memory and
an even poorer disposition, claims not to recall Ashton’s presence, though he admitted a scribe
fitting his description had lodged there briefly. He could provide no further details, no mention of
companions, no indication of Ashton’s destination upon departure. It is as if he simply dissolved

into the London fog.”

Fairfax returned to his desk, his gaze sweeping over the scattered papers and quills. “We have
searched his lodgings. Nothing out of the ordinary, save for the scrolls we discovered. No journals,
no detailed correspondence, nothing to illuminate his recent activities beyond those mentioned.
It is as if the man himself had meticulously erased any trace of his true purpose. His colleagues

were interviewed, his known associates questioned. The consensus is that Ashton was a man of
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quiet habits, intensely private, and utterly devoted to his work. He had no known enemies, no
debts, no romantic entanglements that we could uncover. He was, on the surface, a model of

scholarly rectitude. Yet, his actions suggest a man driven by a powerful, hidden agenda.”

Thomas felt a growing sense of unease. The fragments were there, but they painted a picture of a
man stepping into a void, a man who had deliberately obscured his path. “The texts he sought,
Your Lordship,” Thomas pressed, “is there any known connection between them and the current
political climate? Any historical precedent for such obscure references being used in matters of

diplomacy or intelligence?”

Fairfax sighed, running a hand through his greying hair. “That is precisely where your expertise
becomes invaluable, Brother. We have consulted with scholars of ancient lore, with historians who
have dedicated their lives to deciphering cryptic pronouncements. They confirm that the texts
Ashton sought are indeed obscure. The volume on migratory birds, for instance, contains passages
that some scholars interpret as veiled references to troop movements and strategic positioning,
cloaked in ornithological metaphors. The collection of fables is said to contain ancient cautionary
tales about betrayal and hidden alliances, its allegorical figures supposedly representing real
historical figures and kingdoms. And the treatise on constellations... well, some believe it contains
coded astrological predictions, used in ancient times to forecast the outcomes of battles and the
fortunes of rulers. It is a language of symbols, of veiled meanings, that lies dormant in our modern

world.”

He picked up one of the scrolls, its edges brittle with age. “Ashton was a scholar, a man who
understood the power of such layered communication. He was not merely transcribing; he was a
curator of knowledge, a man who appreciated that truth could be hidden in plain sight, disguised
as something else entirely. We believe he encountered something, or someone, that made him
fear for his life, or for the mission itself. His secretive visits, his peculiar purchases — they were not
random acts. They were a desperate attempt to gather the final pieces of a puzzle, or perhaps, to
prepare a means of communicating what he had already discovered, should the worst come to

pass.”

The weight of this possibility settled heavily upon Thomas. A scribe, not in the employ of spies or
diplomats, but a humble man of letters, was caught in a web spun by powerful forces. His
disappearance was not an accident; it was a deliberate act, orchestrated by those who wished to
silence him or, worse, to exploit his knowledge. “But why these particular texts, Your Lordship?

And why visit those specific, disreputable bookshops?”

“That,” Fairfax said, his voice etched with frustration, “is the million-guilder question. The
bookshops he visited were known to be frequented by individuals who dealt in information, not

necessarily of the governmental kind. Informers, smugglers, even disgruntled scholars who had
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fallen out of favour. It is possible Ashton was seeking information from sources outside the official
channels, perhaps from individuals who had acquired knowledge through less conventional
means. Or, he was looking for texts that would provide him with a framework, a lexicon, to
understand the information he was already gathering, or to encode his own findings. He may have
believed that the official channels were compromised, or that the information he was privy to was

too dangerous to be committed to standard royal reports.”

He gestured to the scrolls again. “These writings suggest he was trying to make sense of
something complex, something that required a deeper understanding of historical parallels and
symbolic representation. He might have been searching for a precedent, a historical event that
mirrored his own situation, or a coded message that others, with a similar scholarly inclination,
would understand. It is a desperate gamble, Brother, to leave such a cryptic trail. But it is a gamble
that suggests he anticipated discovery, that he had a plan, however rudimentary, to ensure his
work would not be lost. He may have been using these texts as a form of cipher, a key to unlock

the meaning of his own notes.”

Fairfax paused, his gaze intense. “His Majesty is insistent that Ashton is found, and that whatever
information he possessed is recovered. The situation on the eastern border is becoming
increasingly volatile. We need to know if the Valerian King’s posturing is genuine aggression or a
calculated bluff. Ashton was our best chance to ascertain the truth. His disappearance has
plunged us into a dangerous uncertainty. We are flying blind, and the shadows lengthen with each

passing day.”

Thomas looked down at his hands, the rough wool of his robe a familiar comfort. He was a scribe,
a man who found solace in the quiet order of the written word, in the meticulous transcription of
sacred texts. Now, he was being asked to step into a world of clandestine movements and
dangerous secrets, to decipher a trail left by a man who had seemingly vanished into thin air. The
faint whispers of John Ashton's last known movements had coalesced into a disquieting murmur,
a premonition of the perilous path that lay ahead. He was to follow the phantom of a scribe
through the labyrinthine alleys of London and the shadowed corridors of espionage, armed only
with his intellect and the cryptic fragments Ashton had left behind. The scriptorium felt a world

away, and the quiet sanctity of his abbey a distant, almost forgotten dream.

The chill of the late autumn air clung to Brother Thomas’s robes as he stepped out of the relative
quiet of Fairfax’s study and into the clamouring embrace of London. The city, even at this hour,
was a symphony of discordant sounds: the rumble of cartwheels on cobblestones, the shrill cries
of hawkers, the distant braying of a donkey, and the ceaseless murmur of a thousand voices. It
was a stark contrast to the hushed reverence of the abbey, a world away from the ordered lines of

parchment and the rhythmic scratch of quill on vellum. Sir Reginald had provided him with a small

29



30.

purse of coins and a discreetly worded letter of introduction to certain contacts, but beyond that,

Thomas was to rely on his own faculties.

His first destination was not a grand establishment, but a warren of narrow streets near the docks,
the very district where Ashton had been last seen entering ‘The Gilded Quill.” Fairfax had pointed
out its general location on the map, a place he described with a grimace as “best avoided by
decent folk.” Thomas, however, was not here for decency; he was here for answers. The air here
was thick with the pungent aroma of brine, tar, and something less savoury — the effluence of
human and animal habitation. The buildings leaned precariously towards each other, their upper
storeys almost meeting, casting the alleyways into perpetual twilight. Laundry, stained and

patched, hung like macabre banners from windows, dripping onto the filth below.

He found ‘The Gilded Quill’ tucked away at the end of a particularly squalid lane, its sign, a once-
proud gilded quill, now faded and chipped, hanging crookedly from a rusted bracket. The tavern
itself was a low-slung building of dark, weathered timber, its windows begrimed and offering no
glimpse of the interior. A low murmur of voices and the clinking of tankards spilled from the

poorly fitted door. Taking a deep breath, Thomas pushed it open and stepped inside.

The atmosphere was a heavy brew of stale ale, sweat, and cheap tobacco smoke. Rough-faced
men, sailors by their dress and bearing, occupied most of the tables, their conversations a guttural
symphony of curses and boisterous laughter. The innkeeper, a hulking man with a face like a
bruised apple and a suspicious glint in his small eyes, stood behind the counter, wiping down a

tankard with a stained cloth. He eyed Thomas’s monastic attire with open disdain.
“And what brings a man of God to a place like this?” the innkeeper grunted, his voice raspy.

Thomas offered a small, placating smile. “Peace be with you, good sir. | am Brother Thomas, of the
Abbey of St. Jude. | seek lodging, if you have any available. And perhaps a quiet corner for a

IM

simple meal.” He held out a few coins, their gleam momentarily catching the dim light.

The innkeeper’s gaze flickered to the money, and his expression softened infinitesimally. “Lodging
we have, though it ain’t no palace. And a meal you can have, if you don’t mind stew that’s seen
better days. As for quiet corners, this ain’t exactly the royal library, monk.” He gestured vaguely

with the tankard. “Take a seat where you find one. And mind you don’t cause no trouble.”

Thomas found a small, unoccupied table in a shadowy alcove, away from the main throng. He
ordered a bowl of the stew and a tankard of watered ale, his primary intention to observe and
listen. He unfolded a small, innocuous-looking piece of parchment from his robe pocket,
pretending to study it, but in reality, his ears were tuned to every word spoken around him. He

listened to the crude jokes, the boasts of voyages, the grumbles about harsh captains and scarce
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wages. He was looking for a name, a description, a hint — anything that might connect to John

Ashton.

Hours passed. The stew was as unappetising as promised, and the ale even more so. Yet, Thomas
remained, his patience a tool honed by years of contemplative prayer. He heard snippets of
conversations that, to an outsider, would have been meaningless. A sailor complaining about a

|”

“scribbling fool” who had been asking too many questions a week prior, a man who “looked like
he belonged in a church but smelled like a dock rat.” Another gruff voice chimed in, “Aye, | saw
him too. Near the market, askin’ about books. Strange sort, he was. Not the sort to be buyin’ sea

charts, that’s for sure.”

Thomas’s heart gave a slight leap. Could this be Ashton? He strained to hear more, but the
conversation had moved on to the merits of different types of grog. He tried to catch the

innkeeper’s eye, but the man was too busy dealing with rowdy patrons.
Thomas paid for his meagre meal and, feigning weariness, approached the counter again.

“A good night to you, sir,” he said, bowing his head slightly. “I have a pressing matter to attend to,
but | recall seeing a scribe enter your establishment some days ago. A quiet, learned gentleman.

Did he happen to leave anything behind? A notebook, perhaps, or a particular book?”

The innkeeper frowned, his brow furrowing. “A scribe, you say? Lotta folk come and go. Can’t keep
track of ‘em all. And ‘leave anything behind’? Most of ‘em leave behind their debts, and that’s
enough for me.” He squinted at Thomas. “He was in and out, the one you’re likely thinkin’ of.

Didn’t stay long. And he didn’t leave nuthin’ but an empty purse, as far as | could tell.”

Thomas persisted, his tone gentle. “He was researching certain historical matters for a... charitable
foundation. Very specific texts. He might have misplaced a small, leather-bound volume. It would

have contained notes on ancient migratory patterns.”

The innkeeper’s eyes narrowed. “Migratory patterns? What kind of charitable foundation needs to
know about birds flyin’ south, eh? Look, monk, | told you, he didn’t leave nuthin’. Now, if you ain’t

stayin’ for another drink, or needin’ a room for the night, I’'ve got work to do.”

Frustrated but not defeated, Thomas thanked him and left ‘The Gilded Quill, the stench of the
docklands seeming to follow him. He knew the innkeeper was being deliberately evasive, perhaps
out of fear or perhaps for a more personal gain. Ashton’s presence here, however brief, was

confirmed.

His next stops were the bookshops Sir Reginald had indicated, establishments that operated on

the fringes of legality and respectability. The first, ‘The Serpent’s Tongue,” was squeezed between
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a fishmonger and a tannery, its entrance barely wider than a man’s shoulders. Inside, it was a
dimly lit, dusty sanctuary of forbidden knowledge. Shelves crammed with ancient tomes reached
the ceiling, their spines cracked and faded. The proprietor, a wizened man with a perpetually
hunched back and spectacles perched precariously on his nose, peered at Thomas with unnerving

intensity.
“Can | help you, Father?” the man rasped, his voice like dry leaves skittering across stone.

“I am Brother Thomas,” he replied, holding up his hands in a gesture of peace. “I am researching
certain... obscure historical texts. | was told you might have a volume detailing the migratory

patterns of birds in the southern provinces?”

The bookseller’s eyes glinted. “Ah, the ornithological codex. A rare bird indeed. Not many seek
such knowledge these days. Too concerned with the present, and not enough with the past’s

whisperings. And what would a man of God want with such a text?”

Thomas improvised, drawing on his imagination. “A... a patron of our abbey, a nobleman with a
peculiar fascination for the natural world, has commissioned a study. He believes there are
parallels between the movements of birds and the flow of... charitable contributions across the

land. A rather esoteric request, | admit.”

The bookseller cackled, a dry, brittle sound. “Parallels, you say? Interesting. The codex is indeed
here, but it is not for sale to just anyone. Its knowledge is... potent. Some say it speaks of more
than just feathers and flight. It speaks of journeys, of unseen currents, of destinies taking wing. It
is for those who can decipher its true meaning.” He paused, his gaze sharp. “Did your patron also

mention a peculiar interest in ancient fables? Tales of the northern tribes?”

Thomas’s breath hitched. This was precisely what Fairfax had mentioned. “He did,” he confirmed,

trying to keep his voice even. “And a treatise on constellations, if | recall correctly?”

The bookseller nodded, a slow, deliberate movement. “You speak of the same quest, then.
Ashton’s quest. He sought these texts. He was here, asking about them. A man of earnest mien,
with eyes that held a flicker of desperation. He paid handsomely for what little he could acquire.
The fables, he took them. The treatise on constellations, alas, | had already sold. But | know who
purchased it. A rather unsavoury individual, deals in secrets as much as in stories. Operates out of

a shop near the Old Bailey. Calls himself ‘Silas.”

Thomas thanked the bookseller, his mind buzzing with a mixture of excitement and trepidation.
Ashton had been here, he had purchased the fables, and he had been looking for the

constellations treatise. The trail was growing warmer, but also more dangerous.

32



33.

His next destination was a smaller, even more hidden establishment, reputedly known as ‘The
Whispering Page.” This shop was located down an alley so narrow that two men could barely walk
abreast. It was a place whispered about in hushed tones, a haven for those who sought knowledge
not found in the King’s libraries. Here, the air was thick with the scent of old paper and a faint, sweet

aroma that Thomas couldn’t quite place, something floral but also earthy.

The proprietor of ‘The Whispering Page’ was a woman, surprisingly. She was older, her face a
roadmap of wrinkles, her eyes sharp and observant, missing nothing. She moved with a quiet

grace that belied her age, her hands stained with ink.

“Good day, madam,” Thomas said, offering his most benign smile. “l am Brother Thomas, seeking

information on certain historical works.”

She inclined her head. “Information is my trade, good brother. What knowledge do you seek that

the common libraries cannot provide?”

“I am looking for a scribe, a Mr. John Ashton. He was in this area some days ago, inquiring about...
specific books.” Thomas described Ashton as best he could, emphasizing his scholarly appearance

and his apparent distress.

The woman’s lips curved into a faint, knowing smile. “Ah, John Ashton. Yes, he was here. A man
burdened by more than just the weight of his satchel. He sought knowledge, and he found some,
though it seems to have brought him more questions than answers.” She gestured to a small pile
of worn volumes on a counter. “He purchased a rare edition of fables from me. Ancient tales, they

are. Full of hidden meanings, if one knows how to look.”

Thomas felt a surge of hope. “He purchased them from you? Did he say where he was going next?

Or with whom he was speaking?”

She shook her head slowly. “He was... agitated. He spoke of needing to understand the symbols,
the allegories. He mentioned a constellation, a particular alignment, as if it held a key. He was

seeking a text that would explain such things. A treatise on celestial symbolism, perhaps?”
Thomas nodded eagerly. “Yes, that sounds precisely like it.”

“I recall him mentioning a name,” she said, her eyes distant as if recalling a faded memory. “Silas.
He was to meet a man named Silas, near the Old Bailey. He seemed... reluctant. As if this Silas was
not his first choice, but perhaps his only recourse.” She looked directly at Thomas. “This Ashton,
he was treading a dangerous path, brother. The kind of knowledge he sought is not meant for idle

hands. It can illuminate, yes, but it can also consume.”
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The woman’s words echoed Fairfax’s warnings. Thomas thanked her, his mind racing. Silas. The
Old Bailey. The trail was no longer faint; it was a discernible path, albeit one that led into the
heart of London’s underbelly. He purchased a small, unassuming book on local history, a flimsy

excuse to have been in the shop, and then stepped back into the bustling, indifferent city.

The Old Bailey was a place of grim repute, a centre for law and punishment, where justice, or
what passed for it, was meted out with brutal efficiency. Amidst the shadowed archways and
narrow courtyards, Thomas searched for any sign of a bookshop named Silas. It was not a formal
establishment, he soon discovered, but more of a clandestine exchange, operating from a series
of hidden rooms and discreet meetings. He was directed, through a series of hushed inquiries and

wary glances, to a small, unassuming door behind a blacksmith’s forge.

He knocked. After a moment, the door creaked open, revealing a man of indeterminate age, his
face obscured by the shadows of the room beyond. He had a thin, sallow complexion and eyes

that darted nervously.

“What do you want?” the man’s voice was a low whisper, laced with suspicion.

“l am Brother Thomas,” he said, his voice calm and steady. “I seek a man named Silas. | was told

he deals in... rare texts.”

The man’s eyes flickered over Thomas'’s habit. “You’re a long way from your abbey, monk. And this

ain’t no place for prayer.”

“I am on a matter of... historical inquiry,” Thomas replied, choosing his words carefully. “A scribe,

John Ashton, was looking for a treatise on constellations. He was directed here.”

A flicker of recognition, and perhaps fear, crossed the man’s face. He hesitated, then beckoned
Thomas inside. The room was small and cluttered, filled with piles of parchment, rolled maps, and

peculiar artefacts. The air was close, smelling of dust and something faintly metallic.

“Ashton...” Silas murmured, his eyes darting around the room as if expecting eavesdroppers. “He

was here. Asked for the Celestial Almanac. Told him it was valuable. Dangerous.”
“Did he purchase it?” Thomas pressed.

“He did,” Silas confirmed, his voice barely audible. “But he didn’t have enough coin. He made an
arrangement. Said he had... information. Information he needed to trade for the Almanac. He

spoke of secrets, of whispers in high places.”

“What kind of information?” Thomas asked, his heart pounding.
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Silas shook his head. “He was cagey. Spoke in riddles. Said he’d found something... important.
Something that could change the balance. He seemed to think the stars held a warning, a
prophecy, that only he could decipher with the Almanac. He left with the book, but he was still...
uneasy. Said he had to meet someone else, someone who could help him understand the

symbols. Someone who wouldn’t ask too many questions.”
“Did he mention a name? A place?” Thomas pleaded.

Silas wrung his hands. “He spoke of a hidden courtyard, near St. Paul’s. A place where certain...
transactions are made. But he wouldn’t say who he was meeting. Just that it was someone who

understood the ‘old ways.”

The city of London, with its labyrinthine alleys and shadowed courtyards, was revealing itself to be
a character in its own right, a vast, breathing entity teeming with secrets. Each whisper, each wary
glance, each dimly lit shop was a thread in the intricate tapestry of John Ashton’s vanishing.
Thomas felt a growing sense of connection to the absent scribe, a shared understanding of the
desperate search for hidden truths. He was no longer merely following a trail; he was walking in
Ashton’s footsteps, feeling the same fear, the same urgency, the same gnawing uncertainty. The

path was perilous, but it was the only path forward.

Fairfax’s words, when he finally chose to speak, dripped with a gravitas that settled heavily in the
small chamber. He had a way of unfolding information, not all at once, but in carefully measured
doses, as if each revelation was a precious relic unearthed from a forgotten tomb. Thomas sat on
the edge of the stool, his monastic discipline a thin veneer over the storm of questions brewing
within him. He had expected a mission of historical curiosity, perhaps a puzzle of lineage or a
rediscovered ancient text. But the path Ashton had trod, the path Thomas now found himself
stumbling upon, was far more fraught with immediate peril, entangled with the very sinews of

power that held the kingdom together.

“John Ashton was not merely a scholar seeking dusty lore, Brother Thomas,” Fairfax began, his
gaze fixed on a point beyond the scribe’s shoulder, as if seeing a distant, flickering flame. “His
guest was one of statecraft, cloaked in the guise of academic pursuit. He was tasked by certain...
concerned parties to ascertain the true nature of recent overtures between His Majesty’s court

and the Duke of Burgundy.”

Thomas blinked. The Duke of Burgundy. An alliance with Burgundy was a delicate dance, a
perpetual seesaw of favour and suspicion. England’s relationship with the continental powers was
a Gordian knot, each strand representing trade, religion, and the ever-present threat of invasion.
“A treaty?” Thomas ventured, the word feeling too small for the weight of Fairfax’s

pronouncement.
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“More than a mere treaty, Brother,” Fairfax corrected, his voice a low rumble. “A pact. A significant
alignment. Burgundy, as you know, holds considerable sway, both militarily and economically. For
King Henry, an alliance could mean unparalleled security, a bulwark against any perceived threats
from France or Spain. It could solidify his reign, secure his dynasty, and usher in an era of
unprecedented prosperity for England.” He paused, allowing the alluring prospect to hang in the
air. “Such an alliance would be hailed as a triumph of diplomacy, a testament to the King’s shrewd

leadership.”

Thomas nodded slowly, picturing the jubilant proclamations, the feast days, the songs of praise

that would surely accompany such a momentous agreement. This was the surface. The glitter.

“However,” Fairfax continued, and the shift in his tone was like a sudden drop in temperature,
“there are whispers, insidious whispers, that this overture is not what it seems. That the Duke of
Burgundy’s intentions are not as honourable as they appear. That this ‘alliance’ is merely a gilded
cage, designed to ensnare England in a web of continental conflicts that would bleed us dry, or

worse, make us a pawn in Burgundy’s own ambitious schemes.”

The duality of the situation was stark. A single set of documents, a single agreement, could be
interpreted in two diametrically opposed ways. It could be the cornerstone of a secure future or

the first tremor of an impending collapse. “And Ashton was sent to find the truth of it?”

“Precisely,” Fairfax confirmed. “He was to locate the original drafts, the private correspondences,
the less... public pronouncements that would reveal the true heart of the matter. Was it a genuine
offer of mutual support, or a cunning stratagem? The distinction is everything, Brother. One leads
to peace and prosperity. The other, to war and ruin. And the King, unaware of these potential
discrepancies, stands on the precipice of making a decision that will shape England for

generations.”

The implications were staggering. Ashton, a scribe, a man of letters, was entangled in a matter of
life and death for the kingdom. His search for obscure texts had led him directly into the viper’s

nest of political intrigue.

“But who would possess such documents?” Thomas asked, his voice barely a whisper. “And why

would they be hidden?”

Fairfax’s expression darkened. “Ah, that is where the true danger lies. There exists, within the very
fabric of the court, a faction. They are not loyal to any single monarch, nor to any nation, but to
their own influence. They are masters of information, of manipulation. They trade in secrets, and
their power stems from their ability to control the narrative. They are the ones who benefit most

from chaos, from war, from the kind of upheaval that an ill-judged alliance would bring.”

36



37.

Thomas’s mind immediately went to the clandestine bookshops, the hushed conversations, the
shadowy figures he had encountered. This faction, he realized, was the unseen hand guiding
those encounters, the puppet master pulling the strings. “You speak of... schemers? Courtiers

playing a dangerous game?”

“More than courtiers, Brother. They are embedded deep. Their roots are in places most would not
dare to tread. They are the whispers in the King’s ear, the unseen advisors who shape policy from
the shadows. And they are the keepers, or perhaps the destroyers, of the documents Ashton
sought. These papers, the true texts of the Burgundian pact, are not merely misplaced. They are
deliberately obscured, their authenticity questioned, their contents twisted, depending on who

holds them and to what end.”

He leaned forward, his voice dropping further. “And the urgency, Brother, is not merely academic.
These documents, or rather, copies of them, are approaching a point of disclosure. Soon, the King
will be presented with what purports to be the final agreement. But if the true intent is not
understood, if the hidden clauses and the veiled threats are not brought to light beforehand, then
that ‘disclosure’ will be the very moment the fateful decision is made. A decision made in

ignorance, or worse, in deliberate deception.”

The gravity of Ashton’s mission, and now Thomas’s own, pressed down on him. It wasn't just
about finding a missing person; it was about unearthing a truth that could avert disaster. The
“historical matters” Ashton had been researching were not ancient history, but the very live,
pulsating present of England’s political landscape. The “charitable foundation” and the “noble

patron” were elaborate fictions, necessary cloaks for a clandestine operation of the highest order.

“Ashton was tasked with finding proof,” Fairfax reiterated, his voice firm. “Proof that would allow
the King, or those who advise him honestly, to see the pact for what it truly is. He was to uncover
the machinations of this faction, to expose their agenda. They, in turn, knew he was getting too
close. They would have sought to silence him, to retrieve what he had found, and to ensure that

the ‘wrong’ version of the treaty reached the King’s hand.”

|”

Thomas’s mind reeled. The sailor’s mention of a “scribbling fool” asking too many questions, the
bookseller’s cryptic warnings about potent knowledge, Silas’s hushed tones about valuable and
dangerous information — it all coalesced into a terrifying picture. Ashton hadn't just stumbled

upon a historical anomaly; he had walked directly into a political minefield.

“The documents themselves,” Fairfax continued, sensing Thomas’s comprehension, “are not
simple scrolls. They are likely a collection. Early drafts, marginalia, letters that explain the subtler
nuances of the proposed agreement. Ashton, with his keen eye for textual detail, was the ideal

man to sift through them, to discern the truth from the deception. He was to find the evidence
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that proved the pact was either a genuine alliance, beneficial to England, or a trap, designed for

Burgundy’s gain and England’s detriment.”

Fairfax looked directly at Thomas, his eyes piercing. “The faction | speak of, they are adept at
creating false trails, at planting misinformation. They would have Ashton’s findings suppressed, or
worse, twisted to serve their own ends. His disappearance, therefore, is not merely the act of a
man lost. It is the consequence of his success, or his potential to succeed. They wanted to stop

him before he could present his findings, before the King could be swayed by the truth.”

The weight of it all settled upon Thomas’s shoulders. He wasn't just a monk seeking knowledge;
he was now a courier of vital intelligence, a potential guardian of the kingdom's future. The
intricate web Ashton had navigated, the coded language, the discreet meetings — it was all part of
a desperate race against time. The “old ways” that Silas mentioned were not arcane rituals, but

the age-old methods of espionage and political maneuvering, played out on the grandest stage.

“Your task, Brother Thomas,” Fairfax concluded, his voice softening slightly, “is not simply to find
Ashton. It is to find what Ashton was looking for. You must trace his steps, not just to find him, but
to find the evidence he was so desperately trying to secure. You must uncover the true nature of
this Burgundian pact before it is too late. For if the wrong documents are presented, if the
deception is successful, then the King will be led down a path that could plunge England into a
war it cannot win, all while believing he is forging an unbreakable peace.” The words hung in the
air, a silent testament to the immense responsibility that had just been thrust upon the humble
scribe’s shoulders. The significance of the missing documents was not merely historical; it was

existential.

The very air of London seemed to hum with a nervous energy, a constant undercurrent of fervent
belief and simmering dissent. For Brother Thomas, fresh from the cloistered tranquility of St.
Alban’s Abbey, the city was a jarring symphony of pronouncements and accusations, a stark
contrast to the hushed chants and scholarly pursuits he knew. The Reformation, a tempest that
had been brewing for years, had finally broken over England with full force, shattering the
monolithic edifice of Catholic tradition and leaving behind a landscape fractured by faith. Every
street corner seemed to host a preacher, his voice hoarse from zealously condemning heresy or
extolling the virtues of the new doctrine. Every tavern buzzed with hushed conversations, where

loyalties were debated with the same fervor as the price of wool.

As a Benedictine monk, Thomas found himself navigating a treacherous path, an anomaly in this
increasingly polarized world. The Benedictine order, while not directly embroiled in the
theological battles that consumed the continent and much of England, was nevertheless a visible

symbol of the old ways. To some, his simple habit was a badge of anachronistic devotion, a sign of
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unwavering loyalty to Rome that was viewed with suspicion, even hostility, by the staunch
reformers. These were the men and women who saw the Catholic Church as a corrupt institution,
its doctrines and rituals an impediment to true faith, a tool of papal tyranny. They looked at
Thomas and saw not a man seeking God, but a representative of a faith they were actively seeking
to dismantle. His presence in their midst was a constant reminder of what they were fighting

against, and in their eyes, he was an enemy, or at best, an unwelcome relic.

Yet, paradoxically, there were others who saw his habit differently. These were often those who
harbored lingering doubts about the radical shifts occurring, or those who valued the ancient
traditions and the spiritual solace they provided. They might be individuals whose families had
long histories intertwined with monastic life, or those who saw in the Benedictine vows a purity of
purpose untainted by the political machinations of the wider church. To them, Thomas
represented a continuity, a stable anchor in a sea of upheaval. They might approach him with
hushed questions, seeking reassurance or a brief moment of quiet reflection, a connection to a
spiritual world that felt increasingly distant. They saw him as a potential confidant, a man of God

separate from the earthbound struggles for power.

This duality placed Thomas in a precarious position, a tightrope walk where a single misstep could
have dire consequences. He had to be acutely aware of every word he uttered, every association
he made. The factions vying for influence, the very ones Fairfax had alluded to, were adept at
exploiting any perceived weakness, any sign of divided loyalty. A Benedictine monk, particularly
one seeking information on sensitive political matters, was a ripe target for manipulation. If he
showed too much sympathy towards the reformers, he risked alienating the more traditional
elements and potentially drawing the ire of the King’s council, many of whom still held Catholic
sympathies, albeit cautiously. If he appeared too devoutly Catholic, he would be branded a papist,
a traitor in the eyes of the zealous reformers, and his investigation into the Burgundian pact

would be dismissed as the work of a religious fanatic, blinded by Rome.

He felt this tension acutely during his recent clandestine meetings. The bookseller, Silas, had been
remarkably circumspect, his coded language a testament to the dangers of openly discussing such
matters. Thomas had sensed that Silas’s caution stemmed not just from a fear of the King’s men,
but from a deeper apprehension of the religious undercurrents that swirled around any sensitive
exchange. Silas had alluded to patrons who were “particular about their loyalties,” a phrase that
Thomas now understood to encompass not just political allegiance but also, and perhaps more
importantly, religious affiliation. To be seen consorting with someone of suspect faith was to invite

scrutiny, to become a target.

Fairfax, in his measured pronouncements, had spoken of a faction that operated beyond national

allegiances. Thomas now understood that this faction likely wielded religion as a potent weapon,
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a tool to divide and conquer. They could easily amplify any whispers of Catholic sympathy
surrounding Thomas, painting him as a pawn of Rome, seeking to undermine the King’s authority
through espionage disguised as scholarly pursuit. Conversely, they could subtly encourage his
interactions with reformers, hoping to draw him into their orbit and then leverage his perceived
reformist leanings to their own advantage, perhaps by using him to relay subtly biased

information or to discredit him if he strayed from their intended path.

This was a dangerous game, one where Thomas's very faith could be used against him. He had
entered this mission with a scholar's curiosity, a monk's dedication to uncovering truth. But he
was discovering that in the realm of statecraft and power, truth was a malleable commodity, often
shaped and distorted by the prevailing winds of religious and political ideology. He had always
understood his faith as a path to spiritual enlightenment, a way of understanding God’s will. Now,
he was witnessing firsthand how religious doctrine, once a sacred covenant between man and
God, could be twisted and contorted into a tool of earthly power, used to justify political

ambitions, sow discord, and justify the pursuit of dominance.

He recalled a conversation he’d overheard in a busy London market, two men arguing heatedly
about a new proclamation from the King. One, a stout merchant, railed against the perceived
excesses of the reformers, lamenting the loss of traditional feast days and the disruption to
established rituals. "They tear down our churches, defile our saints, and call it piety!" he'd
declared, his face flushed. The other, a lean weaver, countered with equal vehemence, "It is the
Pope's chains they break, good sir! True faith needs no gilded idols or distant masters. The King
guides us to God's true word!" Thomas had felt a pang of distress. Both men invoked God, both
spoke of faith, yet their convictions propelled them into bitter antagonism. It was a microcosm of
the larger struggle, where genuine faith and political expediency were so intertwined that the

lines between them blurred into invisibility.

His own understanding of his faith was being challenged, not by doubt, but by the sheer
complexity of its application in the secular world. He had always seen his vows as a commitment
to humility, service, and devotion. But now, he was forced to consider how those vows intersected
with the harsh realities of political intrigue. Could he serve God and his King if those services
conflicted? Could he uphold the tenets of his order while engaging in the very deception that
Fairfax had warned him about? The Benedictine emphasis on stability and order felt increasingly

fragile in the face of such rampant instability.

He found himself scrutinizing his own actions with a new, almost unnerving intensity. When he
met with contacts, when he inquired about Ashton’s movements, was he acting with pure intent,
or was he, in his earnestness to find the truth, inadvertently becoming a pawn in someone else's

game? He had to be careful not to let his curiosity morph into an unthinking compliance with the
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agenda of those who had hired him, however noble their stated intentions. Fairfax's words
echoed in his mind: "They are masters of information, of manipulation." And Thomas, by seeking

information, was placing himself within their potential reach.

The weight of this realization pressed down on him. His Benedictine habit, once a source of quiet
pride and a symbol of his calling, now felt like a beacon, drawing attention from all sides. He was a
symbol, and symbols were easily misinterpreted, easily weaponized. He had to learn to navigate
this complex religious landscape, not just to survive, but to succeed in his mission. He had to
become adept at understanding the unspoken allegiances, the subtle cues that indicated whether
a person was a true believer, a political opportunist, or an agent of the factions Fairfax had

warned him about.

He remembered another encounter, a brief, almost accidental meeting with a woman in a small
churchyard. She had been tending a grave, her face etched with sorrow. When she saw his habit,
she had approached him, not with suspicion, but with a quiet plea for prayer for her departed
husband, a man who, she whispered, had been “troubled by the new ways, but held true to his
heart.” Thomas had offered a blessing, his words feeling inadequate in the face of her grief and
the pervasive religious anxieties she represented. He had realized then that for many ordinary
people, this was not just about theology or politics; it was about their very souls, their eternal

salvation, and the disruption of that certainty was a profound source of fear and confusion.

He had to tread carefully, not just for his own safety, but to ensure that his mission was not
tainted by the very religious conflicts he was trying to navigate. He could not allow himself to be
drawn into theological debates, nor could he afford to align himself visibly with any particular
religious faction. His role was that of an investigator, a neutral party seeking factual evidence. Yet,
he knew that in this charged atmosphere, true neutrality was an illusion. His very presence, his
vows, his order, all placed him within the spectrum of religious allegiance. He had to master the

art of appearing to belong to no one, while subtly gathering information from all.

The thought of the Burgundian pact, the supposed objective of his mission, became entangled
with the religious tensions. Would the proposed alliance be favored by reformers, perhaps seeing
it as a bulwark against perceived Catholic powers on the continent? Or would it be viewed with
suspicion by them, as an entangling alliance that could draw England into conflicts that served the
interests of the old order? And conversely, how would staunch Catholics view it? Would they see
it as an opportunity to reassert influence, or as a dangerous pact that could alienate them further
from the King's favor? The decision the King was poised to make was not just a political one; it
was deeply imbued with religious implications, a fact that the manipulative factions would

undoubtedly exploit to their fullest.
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Thomas understood that to find the truth about the pact, he would need to understand the
religious motivations and biases of those involved, both those who supported and those who
opposed it. He would need to discern which arguments were genuine expressions of faith and
which were merely pretexts for political gain. This required a level of discernment that went
beyond his monastic training, demanding an understanding of human nature in its most
compromised and self-serving states. He was a scribe by trade, a monk by calling, but he was
quickly becoming a student of the battlefield of faith. The trail Ashton had left was not just a trail
of paper and ink, but a trail woven through the very fabric of religious division that was tearing
England apart. And Thomas, cloaked in his Benedictine habit, had to walk that trail without being

consumed by its fires.

The air in Silas’s shop hung thick with the scent of aged paper, drying ink, and the faint, persistent
aroma of pipe tobacco. Dust motes danced in the shafts of sunlight that slanted through the grimy
windowpanes, illuminating the chaotic stacks of volumes that threatened to spill from every
surface. Brother Thomas, his Benedictine habit seeming a stark counterpoint to the general
disarray, ran a gloved finger along the spine of a hefty tome on falconry. He’d spent the better part
of the afternoon sifting through Ashton’s known possessions, a task Silas had facilitated with a
grudging, yet surprisingly thorough, cooperation. Most of it was predictable for a man of Ashton’s
scholarly leanings: tracts on natural philosophy, histories of ancient empires, and a surprising

number of works on military strategy, a detail Thomas had filed away for later consideration.

It was in the dim, cluttered corner that Silas had designated as Ashton’s workspace, a small alcove
choked with overflowing wastebaskets and discarded scraps of vellum, that Thomas’s attention
was drawn to a particular item. Nestled amongst a pile of unbound pamphlets and a half-finished
map of the Thames estuary was a small, leather-bound notebook. It was no larger than his palm,
its dark cover worn smooth with age and handling, the edges softened as if it had been carried in
a pocket for years. It bore no title, no inscription, nothing to immediately distinguish it from the
countless other journals that passed through a bookbinder’s shop. Yet, something about its

unassuming presence, tucked away as if for safekeeping, resonated with an intuitive certainty.
“This one,” Thomas said, his voice low, picking it up gingerly. “Was this Mr. Ashton’s?”

Silas, perched on a stool amidst a precarious mountain of folios, squinted. “Aye, that little thing.
He was always fiddling with it. Scribbling, sketching. Said it was his ‘commonplace book, though |
never saw him consult it as one.” He gestured dismissively. “More like a repository for stray

thoughts, | reckoned. Couldn’t make heads nor tails of half of it myself”

Thomas turned the notebook over in his hands. The leather felt supple, almost alive, and he could
feel the slight impression of something pressed between its pages. He carefully opened it to the

first leaf. The paper was thin, almost translucent, and covered in Ashton’s familiar, spidery script.
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The initial entries were mundane enough: observations on the weather, notes on a sermon he’d
attended, a brief lament about the price of good quills. But as Thomas flipped through the pages,
a subtle shift began to occur. The entries became more fragmented, interspersed with small,

almost childlike sketches and, most intriguingly, sequences of numbers.

He paused at a page dedicated to a passage about the legend of Saint Dunstan and the Devil.
Ashton had transcribed a portion of the tale, detailing the saint’s legendary encounter with the
Devil whom he’d caught by the nose with red-hot tongs. The words themselves were
straightforward, a common enough piece of folklore. But appended to the bottom of the passage,
in a smaller, tighter hand, was a series of numbers: 3, 17, 2, 19. No context, no explanation, just
the stark figures. Thomas frowned. He knew Ashton’s fascination with numerology, his belief that
numbers held a hidden significance, but these seemed too specific, too isolated, to be mere

philosophical musings.

He continued to leaf through the notebook, his breath catching in his throat as the pattern
became undeniable. A sketch of the Tower of London, a familiar silhouette against a suggestion of
sky, was subtly altered. The White Tower, its dominant feature, had an extra, minuscule turret
sketched onto its eastern facade, a detail that was patently incorrect. Beside it, another string of
numbers: 1, 12, 8. Then, a detailed drawing of a particular gargoyle on Notre Dame Cathedral in
Paris, an impossibly precise rendering, followed by the annotation "South transept, third row from

bottom, left-facing.” This was followed by a series of seemingly random letters: R, G, B, Y.

Thomas’s heart began to beat a little faster. This was no mere repository of stray thoughts.
Ashton, anticipating danger, had clearly taken steps to leave a trail. These weren’t random
scribbles; they were deliberate annotations, cryptic breadcrumbs left for someone astute enough
to follow. The legend of Saint Dunstan and the Devil, the altered Tower of London, the specific
gargoyle — these were not accidental observations. They were clues, woven into the fabric of

Ashton’s everyday jottings.

He remembered Fairfax’s words: “They are masters of information, of manipulation. If you are to
find Mr. Ashton, you must learn to read between the lines, to see the patterns invisible to the
uninitiated.” He had taken it to mean political machinations, coded messages exchanged between
agents. He hadn’t fully grasped that the ‘lines’ might be literal, etched onto the pages of a simple

notebook.

Silas watched him, his expression unreadable. “Anything of interest, Brother?” he inquired, his

tone betraying a flicker of curiosity.

Thomas met his gaze, a newfound resolve hardening his expression. “Perhaps,” he said, closing

the notebook with a soft snap. “This may prove more valuable than | initially assumed.” He knew,
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with a certainty that settled deep in his bones, that this unassuming little book was the key. The
search for Ashton had just transformed from a simple missing person case into a complex
intellectual puzzle, a deciphering of a code laid by a man who understood the perils of his
profession, and the desperate need to communicate without speaking a single compromising

word.

He spent the next hour poring over the notebook in the relative quiet of Silas’s back room, the
sounds of the city muffled by the thick walls. Each entry felt like a challenge, a whispered secret
from Ashton himself. He meticulously copied the coded sequences and altered sketches into his
own larger, more formal journal, the parchment of which felt blessedly substantial compared to
the delicate pages of Ashton’s commonplace book. The numbers, he surmised, were likely
references, perhaps to page numbers, line numbers, or even specific words within other texts.
The altered landmarks were more perplexing. Were they simply visual codes, or did the
alterations themselves hold significance? The extra turret on the Tower of London, for instance,
was it meant to signify a specific gate, a hidden passage, or perhaps a particular individual

associated with that part of the fortress?

He recalled Ashton’s intellectual curiosity, his penchant for obscure historical trivia. Could these
clues be linked to specific historical events or architectural details that only Ashton, with his
encyclopedic knowledge, would readily recognize? It was a daunting prospect. The labyrinth of

information Ashton had navigated was clearly as intricate as any physical maze.

Thomas ran a finger over the sketch of the gargoyle from Notre Dame. "South transept, third row
from bottom, left-facing." He knew the great cathedral well from his studies of ecclesiastical
architecture. This level of specificity suggested a very precise location. And the letters R, G, B, V...
were they an acronym? A substitution cipher? Or perhaps a reference to colours, the colours of

heraldry, or even dyes used in illuminated manuscripts? He mused on the possibility that Ashton

had encoded his messages within the very material of his work, a testament to his dedication and

his deep understanding of the world of books and manuscripts.

44,

He felt a surge of something akin to intellectual exhilaration, a feeling he hadn't experienced since

his days poring over ancient texts in the scriptorium at St. Alban’s. This was not merely about

finding a missing man; it was about unraveling a mystery, about engaging in a silent dialogue with

Ashton across the chasm of his disappearance. It was a test of intellect, a challenge that appealed

to the core of his being as a scholar and a scribe.

He knew that deciphering these clues would require more than just passive observation. It would

necessitate active investigation, drawing upon his knowledge of history, architecture, and possibly

even cryptography. He would need to consult other texts, visit specific locations, and perhaps
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even seek out individuals who shared Ashton’s peculiar interests. The trail was laid, but the path

was shrouded in enigma, requiring not just keen eyesight but a sharp and imaginative mind.

He meticulously documented every annotation, every number, every sketch. He cross-referenced
the names of saints and historical figures mentioned in the notebook with his own internal lexicon
of knowledge. He considered the possibility of a simple substitution cipher, but the varied nature
of the codes — numbers, altered images, specific descriptions — suggested a more complex, multi-
layered system. Ashton, it seemed, had been far more resourceful and cunning than anyone had
given him credit for. He hadn’t just disappeared; he had orchestrated his own vanishing, leaving

behind a puzzle box for a worthy successor.

Thomas understood that his Benedictine habit, while offering a degree of protection and an air of
academic respectability, also made him a target for those who might wish to obstruct his
investigation. He couldn't afford to be seen openly poring over what might be interpreted as
seditious or heretical material. He would need to conduct his deciphering in secrecy, away from
prying eyes and suspicious minds. His rooms at the inn, though modest, would have to become
his temporary scriptorium, a sanctuary for intellectual pursuit amidst the turbulent currents of

London.

He paid Silas for the notebook, his mind already racing ahead. He needed to find a quiet place, a
secure place, to begin the arduous process of decryption. The weight of the notebook in his
satchel felt both significant and strangely comforting. It was tangible proof that Ashton was not
simply gone, but that he had left behind a part of himself, a testament to his intelligence and his
resilience. This was more than just a search; it was a race against time, a race to decipher Ashton’s
secrets before they were lost forever, or worse, fell into the wrong hands. The cryptic message left
behind was not just a trail of clues; it was a testament to Ashton's foresight, his courage, and his
unwavering belief that the truth, no matter how deeply buried, could always be unearthed by a
determined mind. The notebook was a promise, a challenge, and a beacon of hope in the

encroaching darkness.
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Chapter 3: Entanglement in Courtly Deception

The weight of Ashton’s commonplace book felt heavier in Brother Thomas'’s satchel than its
physical size suggested. It was no longer merely a collection of cryptic notes; it was a testament to
a man who understood the precarious balance of power within the Tudor court, a man who, in his
desperation, had entrusted his secrets to the very fabric of his scholarly life. As Thomas navigated
the bustling, often indifferent streets of London, his mind was a whirlwind of newly acquired
knowledge, a dizzying reorientation of his understanding of Ashton’s disappearance. The notion
that this was a simple case of a missing scholar had dissolved with each turned page. Now, he was
beginning to grasp the terrifying scope of the forces at play, forces that reached into the very

heart of the kingdom.

The implications of Ashton’s intended discovery, whatever it was, had clearly resonated far
beyond the quiet confines of a bookshop or the solitary pursuit of knowledge. Thomas had always
understood the political machinations that swirled around King Henry VIII, the shifting sands of
favour and ambition. But he had operated with a certain detachment, a monk’s shield of
perceived neutrality. Now, he felt the sharp, dangerous edges of that illusion begin to fray. The
Queen’s faction, he now understood, was not merely a passive recipient of information; they were

active players, their aspirations intricately woven into the success of Ashton's clandestine mission.

He recalled the hushed conversations he’d overheard in the shadowed alleys, the veiled warnings
from informants who spoke of powerful interests seeking to influence the King. He’d dismissed
them as the usual courtly gossip, the whispers of ambitious courtiers. But Ashton’s notebook, with
its seemingly arcane clues, painted a starkly different picture. The specific architectural details,
the obscure historical references, the numerical sequences —they were not random musings.
They were the carefully crafted fragments of a larger tapestry, a tapestry woven with threads of
political intrigue and personal ambition. Ashton had been tasked with acquiring something of

immense value, not just to himself, but to a formidable alliance within the court.

The Queen, Anne Boleyn, was at the centre of this nexus. Her position, though elevated by the
King’s fervent desire, remained perpetually vulnerable. The King’s affections were notoriously
fickle, his decisions often swayed by a complex interplay of personal whim, political expediency,
and the ever-present threat of foreign intervention. For Anne and her closest supporters, any
piece of information that could solidify their standing, that could either strengthen their
arguments for a particular course of action or discredit their rivals, was a weapon of
immeasurable worth. And the potential for war, a subject that loomed large on the horizon of

European politics, was a particularly potent leverage point.

A war, if carefully managed, could serve to galvanize national pride, unite factions against a

common enemy, and, most importantly, provide the King with a renewed sense of purpose and
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power. For those aligned with the Queen, it offered an opportunity to consolidate their influence,
to sideline those who opposed their rise, and to present themselves as indispensable architects of
the kingdom’s future. Ashton’s mission, therefore, was not just about uncovering a secret; it was
about supplying the ammunition for this strategic gambit. The documents Ashton sought were
likely to contain evidence of foreign plots, military vulnerabilities, or perhaps even a hidden

diplomatic channel that could be exploited to the advantage of the Boleyn faction.

Thomas found himself standing before a modest inn, the sign creaking in the stiff breeze, its
painted lion looking remarkably world-weary. He pushed open the door, the scent of ale and
roasted meat a comforting, if temporary, distraction from the weighty matters at hand. He needed
a quiet space, a sanctuary where he could begin the arduous task of deciphering Ashton’s coded
messages. The inn’s private room, though small and sparsely furnished, would have to suffice. As
he settled into a worn chair, the commonplace book resting on the rough-hewn table before him,

he felt a profound sense of isolation, yet also a dawning awareness of his new, perilous role.

He was no longer merely a monk on a charitable mission to find a lost scholar. He was a
participant, albeit an unwitting one, in a dangerous game of courtly deception. Ashton’s
fragmented notes were not just clues to his whereabouts; they were keys to understanding the
motivations and strategies of the Queen’s faction. And by extension, they were also keys to
understanding the intricate web of alliances and rivalries that characterized Henry VIIlI’s court. The
stakes were no longer personal; they were national. The potential for war, the precariousness of
the Queen’s position, the King’s volatile temperament — all these factors converged to transform

Ashton’s disappearance into a matter of profound political consequence.

Thomas traced the rough lines of a sketch of the Tower of London, the minuscule, incorrectly
added turret a silent testament to Ashton’s ingenuity. He imagined Ashton, perhaps under duress,
or anticipating imminent danger, making these subtle alterations, imbuing them with a hidden
meaning. The numbers associated with the sketch — 1, 12, 8 — swam before his eyes. What did
they signify? A specific tower? A particular guard rotation? Or perhaps a date, a crucial meeting
time? The possibilities were as numerous as the stars in the night sky. He understood that each
clue was a carefully placed stone in a path, a path leading not only to Ashton but also to the truth

he carried.

He turned his attention to the meticulous rendering of the Notre Dame gargoyle.

“South transept, third row from bottom, left-facing.” This specificity was unnerving. Ashton, in his
scholarly pursuits, had clearly developed a remarkable ability to embed information within the
most mundane of observations. And the letters R, G, B, Y — they pulsed with potential meaning.
Were they an anagram for a place? A person’s initials? Or perhaps a reference to colours, a coded

distinction between different factions or allegiances within the court? Thomas considered the
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vibrant political landscape, the shifting allegiances, the subtle markers of loyalty and dissent. It
was entirely plausible that Ashton had devised a system that used visual cues, colour associations,

to convey vital information.

He felt a growing apprehension, a cold knot of fear tightening in his stomach. Ashton had clearly
understood the danger he was in. He had anticipated that his work, his discoveries, would attract
the attention of those who would stop at nothing to obtain or suppress them. And now, Thomas
found himself directly in the path of these dangerous forces. The Queen’s faction, in their
desperation to secure their position, would view Ashton’s recovery, and the information he
possessed, as paramount. They would undoubtedly be employing their own agents, their own
methods, to achieve this goal. And if Thomas’s own investigation was perceived as a threat to

their plans, he would become a target.

The Benedictine habit, which had once provided him with a sense of protection and anonymity,
now felt like a target painted on his back. A monk investigating a matter of such sensitive political
import could easily be misconstrued, accused of espionage, or worse. He knew he had to tread
carefully, to operate with the utmost discretion. His pursuit of Ashton had irrevocably entangled

him in the treacherous currents of courtly ambition and power struggles.

He recalled the words of Fairfax, a man who seemed to possess an unnerving prescience: “They
are masters of information, of manipulation. If you are to find Mr. Ashton, you must learn to read
between the lines, to see the patterns invisible to the uninitiated.” Thomas had initially
interpreted this as a call to decipher coded messages in letters or official documents. Now, he
understood it to mean something far more profound. The ‘lines’ were literal, etched into the
vellum of Ashton’s notebook, hidden within the very substance of his intellectual life. And the
‘patterns’ were the intricate designs of political strategy, the subtle shifts in power, the unspoken

alliances that governed the court.

The Queen’s faction, Thomas surmised, saw Ashton’s mission as a means to an end. Their success,
their very influence over the King, was tied to the information he was capable of retrieving. They
likely believed that Ashton’s findings would provide them with irrefutable evidence to support
their arguments, to discredit their rivals, and to sway the King towards their preferred course of
action, particularly concerning the looming possibility of war. This potential conflict was not
merely a geopolitical concern; it was a strategic tool that the Queen and her allies could use to
consolidate their power. A successful war would solidify Henry’s image as a strong, decisive ruler,

and those who advised him towards such a path would bask in his renewed favour.

Thomas felt a shiver of apprehension, a stark realization of the dangerous game he was now
playing. He was not merely an investigator; he was a pawn, a disposable piece in a much larger, far

more perilous chess match. The Queen’s faction had their agenda, their own vested interests in
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Ashton’s success. But what of other factions? What of those who might wish to prevent Ashton
from succeeding, or who might seek to exploit his discoveries for their own gain? The court was a
viper’s nest of competing ambitions, and Ashton, in his pursuit of knowledge, had stumbled into

its very heart.

He closed Ashton’s notebook, the smooth leather cool beneath his fingertips. He knew that
deciphering these clues would require more than just intellectual prowess. It would demand a
deep understanding of the court’s inner workings, of the personalities and rivalries that shaped its
destiny. He would need to observe, to listen, to discern the whispers of influence from the roars
of ambition. He would have to become adept at reading not just between the lines of Ashton’s
notes, but between the lines of courtly discourse, the veiled threats and subtle promises

exchanged in the gilded halls of power.

The prospect was daunting, but also strangely invigorating. He felt a surge of purpose, a sense
that he was contributing to something far greater than himself. He was not merely a servant of
God, but also, inadvertently, a servant of the realm, tasked with uncovering a truth that could
have profound implications for the future of England. He opened Ashton’s notebook again, his
gaze falling on a seemingly innocuous entry about the habits of migratory birds. Beside it, a series
of numbers: 5, 21, 4. Could this relate to a specific location, a rendezvous point? Or perhaps a

reference to a specific passage in a natural history text, a coded message hidden in plain sight?

He spent the remainder of the afternoon meticulously transcribing the entries, the numerical
sequences, the peculiar sketches. He cross-referenced them with his own considerable knowledge
of history, scripture, and the few rudimentary texts on cryptography that were available to him.
He knew that Ashton’s brilliance lay not just in his intellect, but in his understanding of how to
conceal profound truths within the most ordinary of vessels. The commonplace book, that most
unassuming of scholarly tools, had become a treasure trove of secrets, a testament to a mind that

was both brilliant and deeply aware of the dangers it faced.

The sun began to dip below the rooftops, casting long shadows across the inn room. Thomas felt a
weariness settle over him, not of the body, but of the mind, a fatigue born of grappling with
complexities he was only just beginning to comprehend. He knew that his path was fraught with
peril. The Queen’s faction, in their eagerness to secure their power, would be relentless in their
pursuit of Ashton and his findings. They would see him as a valuable asset, and any attempt to
thwart their efforts, or to uncover the truth independently, would be met with swift and decisive
action. He was no longer simply a seeker of a missing man; he was a player in a dangerous game,
a game where the stakes were not merely personal survival, but the very trajectory of the

kingdom. The ordinary monk was being drawn into an extraordinary entanglement, a web of
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courtly deception spun by powerful hands, with the fate of England hanging precariously in the

balance.

The King's advisors were a council of formidable minds, each a pillar of experience and influence
in Henry’s court. Yet, within this esteemed group, disparate currents of ambition and concern
flowed, often in direct opposition. Brother Thomas, through his nascent understanding of
Ashton’s predicament, began to perceive the subtle, and sometimes not-so-subtle, distinctions in
their loyalties and objectives. Ashton’s mission, he now realized, was not merely a concern for the
Queen’s faction, but a subject of intense scrutiny and calculation for many within the King’s privy
council. The possibility of war, a subject that loomed so large in the Queen’s strategic calculations,

was viewed through a multitude of lenses by these men.

For some, the prospect of conflict was a tantalizing opportunity for personal aggrandizement. Sir
Thomas Cromwell, a man whose rise through the King’s service was as meteoric as it was ruthless,
was undoubtedly one such figure. Cromwell, a master of administration and a shrewd
manipulator of royal will, saw war not just as a means to secure Henry’s favour, but as a
mechanism to further consolidate his own power. A successful military campaign, particularly one
that expanded English influence or secured valuable territories, would cement his reputation as
an indispensable advisor. Thomas imagined Cromwell poring over maps, calculating logistics, and
discreetly gauging the King's appetite for conquest, all while ensuring that his own influence
remained paramount, and that any spoils of war, be they land, titles, or financial gain, flowed his
way. His keen intellect, Thomas suspected, was already dissecting Ashton’s potential discoveries,
not to understand their geopolitical implications in their entirety, but to assess how they could be
leveraged to bolster his own position and perhaps discredit rivals who might counsel a more
cautious approach. Cromwell, a pragmatist to his core, would view Ashton’s retrieved information
as another tool in his arsenal, a piece of leverage to be carefully deployed to achieve his own
ambitious ends. He would likely be aware of Ashton’s mission, perhaps even subtly encouraging it
if it served his purpose, but his primary concern would be how to best use whatever Ashton

found, rather than necessarily to protect Ashton himself.

Then there was Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, though his influence, while still potent, was undeniably
waning. Wolsey, a man who had once wielded almost absolute power, now found himself
navigating the treacherous currents of diminished favour. Yet, his keen mind, honed by years of
diplomatic manoeuvring and royal service, still perceived the intricate dance of power. He might
view Ashton’s mission, and the potential war it could ignite, with a mixture of regret and a
desperate hope to regain his footing. Perhaps he saw war as a catastrophic misstep, a drain on the
kingdom'’s resources that would further weaken England’s standing on the continent, thus
tarnishing his own legacy. Or, conversely, he might recognize that a successful war, orchestrated

under his guidance, could be his last chance to reclaim the King’s trust and restore his former

50



51.

glory. Thomas could picture Wolsey, in his private chambers, poring over ancient treaties and
diplomatic dispatches, his brow furrowed with a mixture of strategic foresight and a desperate
yearning for redemption. If Wolsey was aware of Ashton's mission, he might be trying to
anticipate its outcome and its potential consequences, looking for any opportunity to insert
himself back into the King's confidence, perhaps by offering a wise counsel that contrasted with

the more hawkish sentiments of others.

Thomas also considered the Duke of Norfolk, a powerful nobleman and a staunch supporter of
traditional English interests. Norfolk, a man of considerable military experience and a staunch
Catholic, would likely view the potential war through the lens of national pride and religious
solidarity. He might see it as a righteous crusade, a necessary assertion of England’s strength
against foreign rivals, particularly those of the Catholic faith who might be at odds with Henry’s
reformist leanings. His ambition would be tied to military glory and the bolstering of his own
family’s influence, which was deeply intertwined with the military might of the realm. Norfolk,
unlike Cromwell’s more calculated pragmatism, would likely embrace the idea of war with a more
visceral enthusiasm, seeing it as a natural extension of England’s destiny. He might be less
concerned with the specifics of Ashton’s findings and more with how they could be used to justify
and galvanize support for a military confrontation. His advisors would be tirelessly working to
present Ashton’s discoveries in the most favourable light, emphasizing any evidence of foreign

aggression or weakness that could be exploited.

The very nature of Ashton’s mission, to uncover information pertinent to potential military
conflict, would naturally draw the attention of those responsible for the kingdom’s defence and
foreign policy. Sir William Fitzwilliam, for example, a man known for his administrative capabilities
and his involvement in naval affairs, would undoubtedly be keenly interested in any intelligence
that could affect England’s security. His concerns would likely be more practical: the state of the
navy, the readiness of coastal defences, the potential economic impact of prolonged hostilities. He
might view Ashton’s work with a cautious eye, seeking to understand its implications for the
kingdom’s treasury and its ability to sustain itself during wartime. Fitzwilliam’s ambition would be
tied to efficient governance and the preservation of national stability, and a premature or ill-
conceived war would be a direct threat to these objectives. He might be aware of Ashton’s
mission through official channels, perhaps tasked with assessing the feasibility of certain military

actions based on intelligence gathered.

Beyond these prominent figures, Thomas understood that the court was a labyrinth of lesser
nobles, courtiers, and officials, each with their own loyalties, vendettas, and aspirations. Many of
these individuals, while not directly privy to the highest levels of statecraft, would still be aware of

the general sentiment towards war and would seek to align themselves with the prevailing winds.
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Ashton’s mission, therefore, could be a focal point for a great deal of speculation and rumour,

with different factions attempting to interpret his discoveries to their own advantage.

Brother Thomas'’s task was thus one of immense complexity. He had to navigate this treacherous
terrain, discerning the true intentions behind the carefully crafted words and polite smiles of
these powerful men. He needed to understand who among them might genuinely seek the best
for England, who was driven by pure self-interest, and who was simply a pawn in a larger game,
manipulated by those with more cunning or influence. Ashton’s notes, with their oblique
references and coded messages, were not just clues to his whereabouts; they were potentially

keys to understanding the allegiances and machinations of these advisors.

He recalled a passage in Ashton’s notebook, a seemingly innocuous observation about the
differing weights of wool sourced from Flanders and those from English flocks. Beside it, a cryptic
sequence: ‘10, 2, 5’. Thomas had initially dismissed it as a minor detail of trade. Now, he
wondered if it could refer to something far more significant.

Could the numbers correspond to specific individuals within the King’s council? Perhaps a coded
reference to a particular debate or a vote within the council chambers? Or even a date, a specific
time when a crucial decision was made, or a secret meeting was held? The weight of the wool
could perhaps symbolize the perceived economic impact of different foreign policies, or even the

financial influence of certain advisors in council.

He turned his mind to another entry, a sketch of a well-worn chessboard, with specific pieces
arranged in a peculiar formation. The King was in check, but not from an obvious attacking piece.
The notes beside it spoke of “indirect pressures” and “sacrifices for a greater strategic advantage.”
Thomas interpreted this as a clear metaphor for the political landscape. Ashton was not just
observing the game of chess; he was analyzing the moves and counter-moves of the King’s
advisors. Was the King in check from a foreign power, or from internal dissent? Who were the
unseen players making these indirect moves? And what sacrifices were being considered —
perhaps the very peace of the realm, or the lives of men in a potentially disastrous war? The
formation of the pieces, Thomas mused, might represent the current alignment of power within
the council, with certain advisors positioned to exert pressure on the King, while others, perhaps

themselves vulnerable, were forced to make concessions.

The mention of "sacrifices" sent a chill down Thomas’s spine. He remembered the fervent
discussions surrounding the possibility of war, the rhetoric of national honour and divine right.
But beneath the surface of patriotic fervor, Thomas suspected, lay the stark reality of human cost.
Ashton, with his meticulous attention to detail, would have recognized this. He would have
understood that every decision made in the King’s court had tangible consequences, not just for

the powerful men who made them, but for the common people of England.
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He focused on a passage that described a seemingly insignificant architectural detail on a lesser-
known royal palace, accompanied by the initials "W. C." Thomas’s mind immediately went to
Cardinal Wolsey. Could this be a coded reference to Wolsey’s personal involvement in a particular
decision or a hidden agenda related to the palace? Wolsey’s vast building projects, his
accumulation of wealth and influence, were well documented. Perhaps Ashton had uncovered
some evidence of Wolsey’s manoeuvring, something that could either vindicate or condemn him,
and which could be crucial in the King’s estimation of his former favourite. Thomas considered the
possibility that Wolsey, sensing his own decline, might be desperate to influence the decision on
war, perhaps seeing it as a last opportunity to demonstrate his indispensability, or to strategically

position himself to advise on the subsequent peace.

Then there were the references to specific dates and times. Ashton had noted several occurrences
of “the thirteenth hour” during the summer months, always in connection with meetings
involving individuals whose initials were noted as "T. C." and "N." Thomas’s mind immediately
leaped to Thomas Cromwell and the Duke of Norfolk. The "thirteenth hour" was not a recognized
hour of the day, suggesting a coded reference, perhaps a secret meeting held after midnight, or a
gathering that deliberately took place outside of official hours, to avoid scrutiny. If these meetings
involved both Cromwell, who was adept at consolidating power through clandestine
arrangements, and Norfolk, a proponent of military action, it suggested a powerful alliance
forming behind the scenes, one that might be actively pushing the King towards war, regardless of

the potential consequences.

The danger of such a discovery was not lost on Thomas. If Ashton’s notes revealed these
clandestine dealings, then those involved would have every reason to silence the scholar, and
anyone who sought to uncover his secrets. He had to be acutely aware of who was observing him,
who was reporting his movements, and who might see his investigation as a direct threat to their
carefully laid plans. The Queen’s faction, while a significant player, was not the only force at work.
The King’s advisors were a complex web of overlapping interests, and Ashton’s mission had

become entangled in their ambitions and fears.

Thomas felt a growing sense of urgency. He was no longer merely a scholar seeking another
scholar. He was a man caught in the crosscurrents of royal politics, a single point of light in a vast
expanse of shadows, where motives were hidden and allegiances were fluid. The commonplace
book, once a repository of academic curiosities, had become a map of intrigue, a guide through
the treacherous landscape of Henry VIII’s court. Each decoded entry, each recognized symbol,
brought him closer to understanding the truth, but also closer to the peril that lay in wait for
those who dared to uncover it. He had to learn not just to read Ashton’s words, but to read the
intentions of the men who surrounded the King, to distinguish the genuine concerns for the realm

from the naked pursuit of personal power, and to identify the allies, however few, in a court rife
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with deception. The King's advisors, he realized, were not a monolithic entity, but a collection of
individuals whose personal ambitions, when amplified by the King’s ear, held the potential to

plunge England into war. And Ashton’s mission was inextricably linked to their machinations.

The weight of his discoveries pressed down upon Brother Thomas, a physical manifestation of the
moral quandaries that now plagued his every waking hour. The intricate dance of power he was
beginning to decipher within the King's court, with its whispers of war, its subtle betrayals, and its
naked ambition, stood in stark opposition to the serene principles he had sworn to uphold. His
monastic vows, once a clear and unwavering beacon, now seemed to flicker in the disorienting
glare of secular intrigue. He had entered this investigation with a scholar's earnestness, seeking
truth for the sake of knowledge, and perhaps, as Fairfax had urged, for the preservation of

England. But the path he trod was paved with compromises that gnawed at his conscience.

He found himself in a constant state of internal debate, wrestling with the very essence of his
faith. Was it permissible for a man of God to become so deeply enmeshed in the machinations of
kings and courtiers, particularly when those machinations threatened to unleash the horrors of
war upon innocent souls? The concept of salus populi suprema lex esto — the welfare of the
people is the supreme law — had been articulated to him by various figures, often as a justification
for bold, and sometimes morally ambiguous, actions. Fairfax, with his pragmatic zeal, had invoked
it when discussing the necessity of intelligence gathering, even if it meant dabbling in the
shadows. Others, too, had whispered of the ‘greater good,” a nebulous concept that seemed to
conveniently justify any action, however questionable, if it served the ultimate interests of the
Crown. But to Thomas, the ‘greater good’ felt like a shroud, a convenient excuse for actions that
violated the sanctity of life and the divine commandment to love one's neighbour. How could
bloodshed, even in the name of national security, ever truly serve a greater good in the eyes of
God?

He remembered the scriptural passages that spoke of the peacemakers being blessed, of turning
the other cheek, of rendering unto Caesar what is Caesar's, but acknowledging that God's
kingdom was not of this world. These teachings, which had guided his life within the quietude of
the cloister, now seemed impossibly distant, almost naive, when faced with the brutal realities of
political maneuvering. He felt a profound sense of unease, as if his very soul were being stained
by the knowledge he was acquiring. He had initially believed that uncovering the truth about
Ashton’s mission, and the potential threat it represented, was a righteous endeavor, a service to
God by protecting His flock. But as he pieced together the fragments of Ashton's coded messages,
he saw not just the threat of foreign aggression, but the chilling willingness of some within

Henry's own court to orchestrate conflict for personal gain.
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His prayers, once filled with serene contemplation and quiet gratitude, had become fervent,
almost desperate pleas for guidance. Kneeling in his small cell, the rough wool of his habit a
familiar comfort, he would bow his head and implore the Almighty to illuminate his path. "Lord,"
he would whisper, the words catching in his throat, "Grant me the wisdom to discern right from
wrong in this tangled web of earthly power. Show me how to serve my King and my conscience
without betraying my vows. How can | reconcile the duty that binds me to this realm with the
sacred truth that transcends all earthly crowns?" He sought to understand if his role, however

unwilling, in this secular drama was a test of his faith, or a transgression against it.

He grappled with the notion of complicity. By observing, by analyzing, by even seeking to
understand the motives of those who plotted, was he not, in a sense, becoming a part of their
schemes? The fear of war, once a distant rumour, had taken on a visceral reality as he read
Ashton's increasingly anxious notes. He pictured the faces of the common people, the farmers in
their fields, the tradesmen in their shops, the families gathered around meager hearths. They
were the ones who would bear the brunt of any conflict, their lives irrevocably altered, their
homes perhaps reduced to ash. The thought of being indirectly responsible for such suffering,
through his involvement in uncovering information that might precipitate such a war, was a

burden almost too great to bear.

He reread an entry in Ashton's journal, a passage that spoke of a hypothetical scenario: "If a
physician knows that a patient’s life can be saved only by a painful and invasive surgery, is he
bound by his oath to do no harm to refrain from performing it? And what if the surgery carries a
significant risk of failure, or even of hastening the patient's demise? Does the potential for a
miraculous recovery justify the immediate danger?" Thomas saw himself as that physician, the
kingdom as the ailing patient, and the potential war as the agonizing surgery. But unlike a
physician, he had no absolute certainty of the outcome, only the chilling probability of suffering.
And his oath as a monk was not to heal the body politic, but to tend to the souls of men, a task

that seemed increasingly difficult when surrounded by the pervasive corruption of courtly life.

The theological implications were profound. Was the concept of a 'just war' truly applicable in this
context? The Church had long debated this, establishing criteria that demanded a legitimate
authority, a just cause, and a right intention. But here, the authority was Henry, whose desires
often superseded law and reason, and the intentions of those advising him seemed far from
purely righteous. He saw the 'just cause' being manufactured, the justifications being twisted to fit
pre-existing ambitions. The right intention, the true aim of peace and the protection of the

innocent, seemed to be the first casualty of these courtly games.

He sought solace in the familiar rituals of his order, but even the recitation of psalms felt hollow at

times, the ancient words echoing with a new, unsettling resonance. He found himself pausing
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mid-prayer, his mind adrift, contemplating the fate of Sir Thomas More, a man of deep faith and
intellect, who had served the King faithfully, only to fall from grace when his conscience clashed
with royal will. Would he, Thomas, be forced to make a similar choice? And if so, would he

possess the courage to stand firm, even in the face of royal displeasure, or worse?

The whispers of prayer were not enough. Thomas felt an overwhelming need for a more direct
connection, a plea for divine intervention. He began to spend longer hours in the chapel, not just
in formal prayer, but in silent contemplation, seeking a direct communion with God. He would sit
for hours, his gaze fixed on the stained-glass depiction of Saint George, the dragon slayer, a
symbol of good triumphing over evil. But in this instance, the dragon was not a mythical beast,
but a more insidious entity: the corruption that festered within the heart of the kingdom, and the
willingness of men to sacrifice truth and peace for power. He prayed that he might find the
strength to be a voice of truth, however small, in the face of such overwhelming darkness, and
that his actions, however fraught with moral complexity, would ultimately serve God's will. He
was torn between the abstract, often harsh, demands of governance and the concrete, loving
principles of his faith, a conflict that would continue to define his journey through the perilous
labyrinth of courtly deception. He knew that his faith was not just a matter of doctrine, but of
lived action, and that true faith demanded integrity, even when integrity led to danger. The very
core of his being was being tested, and he could only pray that he would emerge from this trial

not broken, but strengthened, his faith refined like gold in the crucible.

The chill of the stone pressed against Brother Thomas’s cheek, a grounding sensation amidst the
swirling tempest of his fear. He remained pressed into the narrow confines of the alcove, the
rough-hewn stone scraping against his woolen habit, a stark contrast to the silken robes that
brushed past the opening. Each footstep, each murmur of conversation from the corridor beyond,
amplified in the strained silence of his hiding place, felt like a hammer blow against his fraying
nerves. The guard’s heavy tread had been a terrifying herald, a symphony of danger that had sent
Thomas scrambling for any available concealment. He had barely had time to register the glint of
metal on the guard’s belt before the alcove had swallowed him, a desperate, instinctual act of

self-preservation.

He dared to peer out, his breath catching in his throat. The guard, a burly man with a scowl etched
deeply into his face, paused, his eyes scanning the dimly lit passage with an unnerving intensity.
Thomas’s heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribs, each beat a testament to the
precariousness of his situation. Had the guard heard the rustle of his habit? Had a shadow moved
unnaturally? The air grew thick with the unspoken question, the palpable tension of potential
discovery. Thomas squeezed his eyes shut for a fleeting second, a silent prayer escaping his lips,

not for absolution, but for a simple, desperate reprieve. He thought of the quiet sanctity of his
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scriptorium, of the comforting weight of illuminated manuscripts, a world so utterly removed

from this suffocating reality of hushed threats and ever-present danger.

The guard grunted, a sound of mild irritation rather than suspicion, and continued his patrol, his
boots echoing a receding rhythm down the corridor. Only when the sounds faded completely did
Thomas allow himself to exhale, the expelled breath ragged and shaky. He remained in the alcove
for a moment longer, allowing his racing pulse to gradually subside, the clamor of his fear slowly
quieting to a dull thrum. The encounter had been a brutal awakening, a visceral reminder of the
peril that lay coiled within the gilded halls of Westminster. His monastic habit, a symbol of his
devotion and his detachment from worldly concerns, had paradoxically made him a conspicuous
figure in this labyrinth of intrigue. In the hushed solemnity of the abbey, it offered a degree of
reverence; here, amidst the ceaseless machinations of the court, it marked him as an outsider, an

anomaly easily observed.

He cautiously emerged from his hiding place, his gaze sweeping the empty corridor. The forbidden
archives, his objective, remained tantalizingly close, yet the path to them now seemed fraught
with even greater obstacles. The near-discovery had stripped away any lingering naivete he might
have harbored about the relative safety of his clandestine pursuits. He was no longer merely an
observer, a scholar piecing together fragments of information. He was an intruder, a trespasser in
a realm guarded by vigilance and suspicion. The sheer proximity of the guard, the casual yet
penetrating sweep of his gaze, had brought home the stark reality: a single misstep, a moment of

inattention, could unravel his entire mission, perhaps even cost him his life.

The weight of his monastic vows, once a comforting embrace, now felt like a cumbersome shroud.
He was bound by his oath to observe the rules of detachment, to shun worldly ambition. Yet, here
he was, actively engaged in acts of subterfuge, his every move dictated by the need for secrecy
and cunning. He had initially envisioned his task as one of quiet investigation, akin to deciphering
an ancient text. But the court was a living, breathing organism, its secrets guarded not by faded
ink and brittle parchment, but by watchful eyes and sharp swords. The thought of his simple,
unadorned habit, a beacon of his vows, suddenly seemed like a vulnerability. It set him apart, not
in a way that commanded respect, but in a way that invited scrutiny. He needed to blend, to

become invisible, a feat that seemed increasingly difficult in his distinctive attire.

He pressed on, his steps now more measured, his senses heightened to an almost unbearable
degree. The rich tapestries adorning the walls, which had previously seemed merely decorative,
now appeared as potential screens for hidden watchers. The polished floors, reflecting the
flickering torchlight, could easily betray the faintest shadow of movement. He found himself
instinctively seeking out the darker corners, the deeper recesses of the corridors, his body tensing

at every unexpected sound. The scent of beeswax and old parchment, which usually evoked a
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sense of peace, now carried a faint undertone of anxiety, a constant reminder of the precarious

balance he maintained.

He recalled the tales of spies and informants, whispered in hushed tones even within the cloister,
of individuals who had navigated the treacherous currents of courtly life with a blend of wit and
ruthlessness. He had always viewed such stories with a degree of detachment, as tales of a world
far removed from his own. Now, he understood with chilling clarity that he was becoming one of
them, a player in a game he had not sought, a game where the stakes were not merely reputation
or influence, but survival itself. His monastic training, emphasizing patience, discipline, and
introspection, had equipped him with a certain mental fortitude. But it had not prepared him for
the visceral, primal fear that clawed at his throat when the very real threat of physical danger

loomed so close.

He paused before a heavy oak door, the entrance to the section he sought. The carvings on the
wood, depicting scenes of royal triumph, seemed to mock his clandestine purpose. He reached for
the iron handle, his hand trembling slightly. The encounter with the guard had not deterred him,
but it had instilled a profound sense of caution. He knew that he could not afford another close
call. He would need to be more than just observant; he would need to be proactive, to anticipate

the movements of those who patrolled these halls, to understand the rhythms of their watch.

His mind raced, replaying the guard’s path, the duration of his patrol, the approximate intervals.
He tried to overlay this knowledge onto a mental map of the palace, a map that was still
frustratingly incomplete. He was operating on scraps of information, piecing together a dangerous
puzzle with missing pieces. The archives held vital clues, he was convinced of it, but reaching
them was only the first hurdle. Once inside, he would be operating under even greater time
constraints, with the constant threat of discovery from within these very rooms, should anyone

decide to access them.

He took a deep breath, steeling himself. The moral compromises he had already made felt like a
heavy cloak, but the potential reward — the prevention of widespread suffering, the preservation
of truth — urged him forward. He was no longer solely a man of God, seeking spiritual
enlightenment. He was a reluctant agent, tasked with navigating a world of deception, a world
where piety could be a fatal flaw. He had to learn to be cunning, to be discreet, to anticipate
threats that were unseen and unheard. The quiet scholar of the cloister was being forged anew in
the crucible of courtly intrigue, and the process was proving to be both terrifying and
transformative. He needed to acquire a new kind of wisdom, one not found in sacred texts, but in
the shadows, in the silent observation of those who wielded power. He understood, with a chilling

certainty, that his survival, and the success of his mission, depended on his ability to become a
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master of this new, dangerous art of concealment and anticipation. The alcove had been a harsh

lesson, but a necessary one. He would not forget it.

The heavy oak door yielded with a groan, a sound that seemed to reverberate through the very
stones of the palace, a solitary protest in the otherwise hushed reverence of the forbidden
archives. Brother Thomas slipped inside, the darkness of the room a welcome, if disorienting,
embrace after the flickering torchlight of the corridors. The air within was thick with the scent of
aged parchment and something else, something subtly sweet and decaying, like forgotten
blossoms. He closed the door behind him, the latch clicking with a finality that sent a fresh wave
of apprehension through him. He was now truly alone, immersed in the silent, dusty heart of the

court's secrets.

His initial moments were a struggle against the encroaching gloom. His eyes, accustomed to the
subdued light of the scriptorium, strained to make out the shapes of the towering shelves that
lined the walls, laden with scrolls and leather-bound tomes. The meager light that filtered through
a high, narrow window, barred and grimy, did little to penetrate the dense shadows. He fumbled
for the tinderbox and flint he carried, his fingers clumsy with a mixture of haste and fear. A spark,
then another, and finally, a small flame sputtered to life, illuminating a section of the room. He
carefully lit a stub of a candle, its timid glow pushing back the oppressive darkness, revealing rows
upon rows of documents, a silent testament to decades, perhaps centuries, of accumulated

knowledge and whispered plots.

This was no mere repository of historical records. He understood this now, with a clarity that
chilled him to the bone. The recent encounter with the guard, the lingering tension in the air, had
stripped away any illusion of simple scholarly pursuit. The court, he was beginning to grasp, was
not a monolithic entity, but a vast, intricate tapestry woven from threads of ambition, loyalty,
betrayal, and veiled self-interest. Each individual, from the highest nobleman to the lowliest
servant, was a player in a perpetual, silent drama, their actions dictated by unseen forces and
personal agendas. To navigate this treacherous landscape, one had to learn to see beyond the
polished surfaces, to decipher the subtle cues, the unspoken intentions that lay beneath the

veneer of courtly decorum.

He moved further into the archive, his candle held aloft, its flame casting dancing shadows that
seemed to mimic the furtive movements of spies. He ran a hand along the spines of the books,
the embossed titles often faded and illegible. He was searching for something specific, a thread to
pull, a clue to unravel the intricate web of deception he suspected ensnared the King. His mission,
once a clear path dictated by duty and faith, now felt like a descent into a bewildering maze,

where every turn presented a new enigma, and every answer led to a dozen more questions.

59



60.

He recalled a conversation he'd overheard in the kitchens, a hushed exchange between two
scullery maids. One, a young woman with wary eyes, had spoken of the Duke of Norfolk's
influence, not in terms of his official power, but of his whispered sway over certain members of
the King's Privy Council. The other maid had scoffed, retorting that the Duchess of
Northumberland held a far tighter grip on Lord Cromwell’s affections, and through him, on the
King's ear. Thomas had initially dismissed these as idle gossip, the ramblings of those with too
much time to listen. Now, he recognized them as vital fragments, pieces of a much larger, more
dangerous mosaic. Loyalty, he was learning, was not a sacred bond, but a commaodity, traded and

bartered for favors, for protection, for power.

He paused before a large wooden chest, its iron bands rusted and its surface scarred. This, he
suspected, might contain more recent documents, perhaps even correspondence that held the
key to his investigation. As he knelt to examine the lock, he heard a faint sound from the corridor
outside — the soft shuffle of a slippered foot. His heart leaped into his throat. He extinguished the
candle instantly, plunging the room back into absolute darkness. He held his breath, straining to
hear. The sound was faint, intermittent, as if someone were moving with extreme caution. Was it
a guard making an unscheduled sweep? Or someone else, seeking refuge or clandestine meeting

in the hushed sanctity of the archives?

He remained motionless, a statue carved from fear, the smell of dust and old paper filling his
nostrils, now tinged with the metallic tang of adrenaline. The silence stretched, taut and
unnerving. He imagined faces peering through the narrow window, eyes narrowed in suspicion.
He pictured the door creaking open, revealing a silhouetted figure against the faint light of the
corridor. His monastic vows, which had always been his anchor, his source of strength, now felt
like a fragile shield against a world of tangible threats. He had been taught to confront sin and

temptation in the spiritual realm, not to evade armed men in dimly lit corridors.

The footsteps receded, fading into the distance, leaving behind only the thumping of his own
heart, a frantic drum against his ribs. He waited several long minutes, allowing the echoes of his
fear to dissipate. Slowly, cautiously, he relit the candle. The flame seemed to tremble, as if sharing
his apprehension. He returned to the chest, his hands now steadier, his mind sharper. He needed
to be methodical, to be thorough, but most importantly, he needed to be quick. The near-
discovery had been a stark reminder of his vulnerability. He was not merely an observer; he was

an intruder, and the consequences of being caught were becoming terrifyingly clear.

He worked at the lock, his fingers nimble despite their tremor. He had observed the court
locksmiths at work, noting their techniques, the subtle way they manipulated tumblers and
springs. This skill, learned out of idle curiosity, now felt like a lifeline. With a soft click, the lock

yielded. He lifted the heavy lid, revealing stacks of parchment tied with faded ribbons. The
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documents within seemed more recent, the ink darker, the paper less brittle. He began to sift
through them, his eyes scanning for any mention of the King's health, any unusual directives, any

indication of a conspiracy against the Crown.

He found letters written in elegant, looping script, detailing trade agreements and diplomatic
overtures. He found inventories of royal possessions, lists of provisions for upcoming feasts. And
then, he found it. A series of missives, penned in a rougher, more urgent hand, addressed to a
recipient whose name was obscured by a wax seal bearing an unfamiliar crest. The content was
disturbing. It spoke of "subtle remedies" and "careful management" of the King's "afflictions." It
mentioned "influencing the succession" and "securing allegiances" among powerful figures. The
language was coded, deliberately vague, but the implication was unmistakable. Someone was

manipulating the King, or perhaps, his illness, for their own gain.

He carefully reread the letters, his brow furrowed in concentration. The author seemed to be
orchestrating a complex plan, weaving together political manoeuvring with what sounded
disturbingly like medical intervention. Was this a legitimate attempt to aid the King, or a sinister
plot to hasten his demise or exploit his weakness? The ambiguity was maddening. Every word was
a carefully placed stone in a path designed to mislead. He realized with a jolt that the court was
not just a place of deception, but a masterclass in it. Truth was a rare jewel, buried beneath layers

of artifice, and one had to possess a keen eye and a sharp mind to even hope to find it.

He remembered the Duke of Somerset, the King's uncle, a man known for his ambition and his
pronouncements of loyalty to the Crown. Could he be the architect of this scheme? Or perhaps it
was Lord Seymour, the King's brother-in-law, a man whose charisma masked a reputation for
ruthless pragmatism. Thomas knew enough about the court to understand that outward
appearances were often a carefully constructed facade. The most dangerous individuals were not
those who openly displayed their malice, but those who concealed it behind a mask of amiable

charm or pious pronouncements.

He continued his search, his hands growing stained with ink and dust. He uncovered more
documents that hinted at a clandestine network, a group of individuals operating in the shadows,
their motives shrouded in secrecy. There were references to discreet meetings, coded messages,
and the careful cultivation of influence. It was like peering into the workings of a clock, seeing not
just the hands that marked the hours, but the intricate gears and springs that propelled them, a

hidden mechanism of power.

He realized that his previous understanding of the court had been far too simplistic. He had
viewed it as a stage for political intrigue, but he hadn't truly grasped the depth of the
manipulation, the sheer artistry of the deception. Every conversation was a potential trap, every

smile a carefully crafted performance. Loyalty was a fluid concept, easily bought and sold.
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Information was the most potent weapon, and those who controlled its flow held the reins of

power.

He came across a small, unbound sheaf of papers, written in a different hand entirely. These
appeared to be personal notes, reflections on past events, and anxieties about the future. One
entry caught his eye: "The King's physicians grow bolder. Their potions are strong, their
pronouncements increasingly dire. Yet, the foreign emissary speaks of other methods, of ancient
herbs and whispered incantations, promising renewed vigor. Can such claims be true, or is this

merely another layer of deceit, designed to profit from his weakness?"

This cryptic passage sent a shiver down his spine. It suggested that multiple parties might be vying
for influence over the King's health, each with their own agenda, their own methods. The "foreign
emissary" was a new element, an unknown player in this already complex game. Who were they,
and what were their true intentions? Were they seeking to heal the King, or to exploit his

vulnerability for their own nation's gain?

Thomas felt a growing sense of urgency. The labyrinth of deception was far more intricate than he
had imagined. He was no longer just searching for evidence of a single conspiracy; he was trying
to untangle a knot of competing interests, each one capable of leading him astray, each one
potentially fatal. His naive assumptions about the nature of courtly life were being systematically
dismantled, replaced by a pragmatic, even cynical, understanding of the world he had entered. He
had to shed his scholarly detachment, his belief in simple truths, and embrace a more calculating
approach. Survival, and the success of his mission, depended on his ability to discern the real

from the illusory, the genuine threat from the carefully orchestrated diversion.

He carefully copied the key passages from the documents into his small notebook, his hand
moving with a practiced speed that belied his inner turmoil. He knew he couldn't take the
originals; that would be too risky. But the knowledge he had gained, the connections he had
begun to make, were invaluable. He was starting to see the patterns, the hidden currents that
flowed beneath the surface of courtly life. The conversations he had dismissed as gossip now
seemed like vital clues, whispers of truth in a sea of falsehood. The pronouncements of loyalty
from certain courtiers now struck him with a new suspicion; were they genuine, or merely a

performance to further their own ends?

He replaced the documents in the chest, carefully securing the lock. He then moved around the
room, meticulously examining other scrolls and books, his senses on high alert. He needed to be
sure he hadn't missed anything, any small detail that could shed further light on the situation. He
found a ledger detailing payments to certain individuals, sums that seemed unusually large for
their apparent station. He noted the names, their titles, and the amounts, a mental note for

future reference. Each name was a potential player, each transaction a possible motive.
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The candle had burned low, its flickering light casting long, distorted shadows that seemed to
writhe and twist with a life of their own. He knew he couldn't stay much longer. The risk of
discovery increased with every passing moment. He extinguished the flame, plunging the room
back into darkness, and crept towards the door, his movements as silent as a shadow. He listened
intently, his ear pressed against the wood. The corridor was silent. Taking a deep, steadying
breath, he gently eased the door open and slipped back into the dimly lit passage, leaving the
labyrinth of deception behind him, but carrying its chilling revelations within him. The path ahead
was still shrouded in uncertainty, but he was no longer a naive observer. He was a cautious

navigator, learning to read the treacherous currents of the Tudor court.
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Chapter 4: The Truth Unveiled

The scent of aged vellum and forgotten ink was a familiar comfort to Brother Thomas, a stark
contrast to the palpable fear that had gripped him just moments before. He retreated to a
secluded alcove within the scriptorium, the afternoon sun slanting through the tall, arched
windows, illuminating motes of dust dancing in the air like miniature, ephemeral spirits. Here,
amidst the quiet rustle of turning pages and the distant murmur of monastic life, he would
confront the puzzle John Ashton had left behind. The small, leather-bound journal, procured with
no small amount of risk from Ashton’s secluded lodgings, lay open on the rough-hewn wooden
table. Its pages were filled not with coherent prose, but with a disquieting mélange of
observations, sketches, and, most importantly, annotations that seemed to dance on the very

edge of intelligibility.

Thomas traced the faint lines of a crude drawing of a bird, its wings outstretched as if in flight.
Beneath it, a series of seemingly random letters and numbers were inscribed: “A7-R12-P4-519.”
He had spent hours poring over these markings, his mind, honed by years of study in the hallowed
halls of Oxford, wrestling with their hidden meaning. He was no stranger to ciphers; his early
academic pursuits had led him down paths of ancient Greek cryptography and the intricate
substitution methods favored by Roman legions. Yet, Ashton's code presented a peculiar
challenge, a subtle artifice that resisted easy interpretation. It was as if the man had woven a

tapestry of secrets, each thread deliberately placed to mislead the uninitiated.

He recalled Ashton’s reputation amongst the more learned circles of the court: a scholar of no
small repute, a man with a keen intellect and a seemingly insatiable curiosity. It was said that
Ashton possessed a particular fascination with ancient languages and forgotten lore. This
knowledge, Thomas now suspected, was not merely an academic pursuit, but a crucial tool, a
means by which Ashton had attempted to safeguard his discoveries. The annotations were not
random scribbles; they were deliberate, calculated. Ashton, Thomas felt with growing certainty,
had anticipated his own demise, and in his final days, had sought to leave behind a breadcrumb

trail for someone he trusted, or perhaps, for anyone with the wit to follow.

Thomas's gaze drifted to another page, this one filled with what appeared to be mundane
observations about the changing seasons, interspersed with short, almost poetic phrases. Yet,
beneath these seemingly innocuous lines, were faint, almost invisible markings. Ashton had, it
seemed, employed a form of invisible ink, a technique Thomas had only read about in alchemical
texts. He carefully retrieved a small vial of a specially prepared reagent, a mixture of ferrous
sulfate and gallic acid, which he had learned to create from an old monastery text on manuscript
preservation. With a fine brush, he began to gently dab the solution onto the page, his heart

pounding with anticipation.
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Slowly, painstakingly, words began to emerge from the parchment’s surface, faint at first, then
growing bolder. They were fragmented, often incomplete, but they spoke of a profound unease.

” u

Phrases like “the King’s mind, a fractured mirror,” “whispers in the privy chambers,” and “a gilded
cage, built by ambition” appeared, each one deepening the mystery. Ashton had been privy to

something of great significance, something that had clearly threatened his life.

The recurring sequence of letters and numbers, “A7-R12-P4-519,” continued to nag at him. It
appeared on multiple pages, sometimes associated with a sketch of a building, other times with a
seemingly random assortment of flora. Thomas’s mind raced, sifting through possibilities. Was it a
simple substitution cipher, where each letter corresponded to a number? He tried shifting the
letters and numbers, applying common transposition methods, but each attempt yielded only

gibberish. The structure of the code felt more complex, more layered.

He remembered a particular treatise on classical rhetoric that Ashton had once mentioned, a
work that discussed the art of argument through the arrangement of points, rather than their
direct statement. Could Ashton have applied a similar principle to his code? A key, perhaps,

hidden not in a single word, but in a concept, a sequence of ideas.

Thomas turned his attention to the religious texts, the very bedrock of his scholarly life. The court,
for all its political machinations, was still a deeply religious entity. The King himself was a devout
man, or at least, presented himself as such. If Ashton was trying to communicate something of
importance, something that touched upon the King’s well-being or the stability of the realm, it
was likely that religious texts, with their inherent authority and widespread recognition, would

serve as a logical cipher key.

He selected a well-worn copy of the Vulgate Bible, its pages dog-eared and annotated from
countless hours of study. He began to systematically cross-reference the numbers in Ashton's
code with the verse and chapter numbers in the Bible. A7-R12 would mean something on page
seven, chapter twelve. But the Bible was not paginated in that manner; it was divided by books,

chapters, and verses. Ashton had not specified which text. This required a different approach.

Then, it struck him. The annotations often referred to specific passages, brief quotes or allusions
that seemed out of place. He reread a passage near the drawing of the bird: "He who watches
over Israel neither slumbers nor sleeps." Psalm 121, verse 4. Could the ‘A’ in ‘A7’ stand for
‘Azarias’, a name that appeared frequently in the Book of Daniel, a book often associated with
prophecy and hidden meanings? Or perhaps it was a simpler designation, pointing to a specific

psalm?

He returned to the code: A7-R12-P4-S19. He considered the possibility that Ashton was not

referring to a single text, but multiple. Ashton was a man of wide-ranging interests. He might have
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a personal system. Thomas looked at the sketches again. The bird, the recurring motif of a stylized
lily, a geometric pattern that resembled a labyrinth. These were not random; they were symbolic.
The lily often represented purity, but also royalty. The labyrinth, a symbol of spiritual journey, or

perhaps, a maze of deception.

His mind went back to the conversation he'd overheard, the one about the Duke of Norfolk and
the Duchess of Northumberland. They were powerful figures, each with their own ambitions. If
Ashton had uncovered something significant, it would likely involve such individuals, those who

stood to gain from manipulating the King or his court.

He focused on the biblical references again. What if the letters weren't abbreviations, but rather
stood for the first letter of a word within a specific passage? He recalled a passage from the Book
of Wisdom, a text often appended to the Old Testament in certain traditions, which spoke of the
fleeting nature of life and the corrupting influence of power. "For they reasoned among
themselves, not rightly, and erred from the truth: For they said, Let us consider that man is
mortal, and neither by birth nor by death can he be brought to end... for they that were of the
mind that they could rule over the nations, and had all people under their command: For this

cause were they destroyed." (Wisdom 2:1-3).

This felt closer. Ashton had an intellectual rigor about him. He wouldn't use a simple cipher; he
would use one that required thought, that rewarded diligence. He had a deep understanding of
classical literature and theological texts. Thomas remembered a particular fascination Ashton had
expressed for the Enchiridion of Epictetus, the stoic philosopher, and its emphasis on
distinguishing what is within our control from what is not. Could the code be based on a sequence

derived from such philosophical texts?

He decided to try a more direct approach, based on the idea of Ashton embedding information
within existing texts. He recalled Ashton mentioning a particular edition of the Imitation of Christ
by Thomas a Kempis, a book that had profoundly influenced many scholars and clergy. It was a
text that spoke of humility, detachment from worldly concerns, and spiritual devotion. Ashton had

even made a few annotations in his own copy, which Thomas had briefly glimpsed.

He retrieved Ashton's personal copy of the Imitation of Christ from the small chest he had
recovered from Ashton’s room. The book was filled with subtle markings, marginalia that
appeared to be more of a personal commentary than anything else. He opened it to the first
book, Chapter 1: "Of the Imitation of Christ, and Contempt of all the Vanities of the World." He
looked at the first passage: "He that follows me, walks not in darkness." Could "A7" refer to the
seventh line of the first chapter? He counted. The seventh line read: "My kingdom is not of this

world." Not quite, but close in theme.

66



67.

He then considered the possibility of a more complex cipher, perhaps a polyalphabetic
substitution, where the key changes. Ashton was known for his interest in medieval manuscripts,
and some of those contained incredibly intricate illuminations and symbolic language. Thomas
remembered Ashton showing him a particularly detailed illustration from a psalter, a tapestry of

religious imagery, each element imbued with meaning.

He returned to the A7-R12-P4-519 sequence. He hypothesized that Ashton had used a keyword, a
phrase that unlocked the meaning. What if the keyword was related to the very reason Ashton

was in possession of certain documents? What if it related to the King’s health? Ashton had been
concerned about the King’s declining state, a fact that had become increasingly evident in recent

months.

Thomas recalled Ashton’s almost obsessive interest in historical accounts of royal succession and
instances of illness within ruling families. He had a particular fascination with the reign of King
Henry VI, a monarch whose mental instability had plunged England into chaos. Ashton had often

mused aloud about the parallels between Henry VI and the current King.

He decided to focus on the biblical texts Ashton seemed to favor, the ones with themes of divine
judgment, prophecy, and kingship. He took a passage from the Book of Jeremiah that dealt with
the downfall of a corrupt king: "Thus says the Lord concerning Jehoiakim son of Josiah, king of
Judah: He shall have no one to sit on the throne of David, and his dead body shall be cast out of
the living to the heat of the day and the frost of the night." Jeremiah 22:3. This passage resonated

with Ashton's anxieties about the stability of the current reign.

He decided to try a different approach, based on what he knew of Ashton's meticulous nature.
Ashton was a collector of rare texts. Perhaps the cipher key was embedded in one of his most
prized possessions. He had a particular fondness for an ancient Arabic manuscript that spoke of
astronomical observations and their influence on earthly affairs. Could the sequence be related to

star charts or celestial alignments?

Thomas remembered Ashton mentioning a specific passage from the Book of Daniel, a passage
that spoke of a king's dream and its interpretation. Daniel 4:23: "And whereas the king saw a
watcher and an holy one coming down from heaven, and saying, Hew down the tree, and destroy
it; yet leave the stump of its roots in the earth, even with a band of iron and brass, in the tender
grass of the field; and let it be wet with the dew of heaven, and let its portion be with the beasts

of the field, until seven times pass over it."

This spoke of a king being brought low, of a period of trial. Ashton's annotations often touched

upon themes of divine providence and earthly power. What if the code was not a simple
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substitution, but a more complex form of literary allusion, a way of pointing to specific concepts

rather than literal words?

He considered the possibility that Ashton had developed a unique system, a personal shorthand
born of his extensive reading and unique perspective. Ashton was a man who saw connections
where others saw none. He had a deep appreciation for the layered meanings found in scripture

and allegory.

Thomas returned to the A7-R12-P4-S19 sequence, his brow furrowed in concentration. He looked
at the sketches again, the bird, the lily, the labyrinth. He recalled a passage from the Song of
Solomon, often interpreted allegorically as the love between Christ and the Church: "l am the rose
of Sharon, and the lily of the valleys." Song of Solomon 2:1. This seemed relevant, given Ashton’s

interest in religious symbolism.

He then looked at a passage in the Book of Proverbs that spoke of wisdom and understanding:
"The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom: and the knowledge of the holy is
understanding." Proverbs 9:10. This also felt thematically relevant to Ashton’s quest for hidden

knowledge.

He began to hypothesize that Ashton was using a form of keyed transposition, where the key was
not a word, but a concept, a particular passage from scripture that held significant meaning for
him. He focused on the recurring numbers. Seven, twelve, four, nineteen. These numbers were
significant in biblical numerology. Seven, representing completion or perfection. Twelve,
representing divine order or governmental perfection. Four, representing the earth or the four
cardinal directions. Nineteen, a less common number, but sometimes associated with divine

judgment.

Thomas decided to try a specific approach, focusing on the idea of Ashton embedding information
within the structure of a sacred text. He took a passage from the Book of Isaiah that dealt with
hidden prophecies and the blindness of the unrighteous: "And the vision of all is become unto you
as the words of a book that is sealed, which men deliver to one that is learned, saying, Read this, |
pray thee: and he saith, | cannot; for it is sealed." Isaiah 29:11. This passage spoke directly to the

concept of hidden knowledge, of truths that were deliberately concealed.

He then returned to the annotations accompanying the bird sketch: A7-R12-P4-S19. He
considered the possibility that Ashton was referencing specific verses within a particular book. He
focused on the Book of Revelation, a text known for its complex symbolism and prophecies. If

Ashton was trying to warn of impending danger, Revelation would be a logical source.
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He opened his own copy of the Apocalypse of Saint John. He started with the first chapter, seeking
any connection to the numbers. Revelation 1:7: "Behold, he cometh with clouds; and every eye
shall see him, and they also which pierced him: and all kindreds of the earth shall wail because of

him. Even so, Amen." The number seven was present. This was a promising lead.

He then looked at Revelation 12, which spoke of a woman clothed with the sun and a great red
dragon. This chapter was rich with symbolism. He counted the verses. The twelfth verse read:
"Woe to the inhabiters of the earth and of the sea! for the devil is come down unto you, having

great wrath, because he knoweth that he hath but a short time." The number twelve was there.

This systematic approach, while tedious, was yielding results. He moved on to the number four.
He scanned through Revelation, looking for passages that might connect to the concept of earthly
power or dominion. Revelation 4 described a heavenly throne room, with four living creatures
around the throne. The fourth verse read: "And round about the throne were four and twenty
elders sitting, clothed in white raiment; and they had on their heads crowns of gold." The number

four was prominent here, associated with the living creatures and the elders.

Finally, he arrived at the number nineteen. This was proving more elusive in Revelation. He
broadened his search, considering other prophetic books. He found a passage in the Book of
Daniel that spoke of a period of tribulation: Daniel 12:12: "Blessed is he that waiteth, and cometh
to the thousand three hundred and five and thirty days." While the number nineteen itself wasn't

directly present, the context of prophecy and future events was strong.

Then, a realization struck him with the force of a physical blow. Ashton was not simply referencing
verses. He was using a more sophisticated method, one that involved the content of the verses,
not just their position. He remembered Ashton discussing the concept of "steganography" —
hiding messages within other messages, in such a way that the existence of the secret message is

concealed.

He returned to the bird sketch and its accompanying code: A7-R12-P4-S19. He recalled Ashton’s
annotations on a particular passage in the Book of Wisdom, which spoke of the wise man
understanding the signs of the times. "For she (wisdom) is the breath of the power of God, and a
pure influence flowing from the glory of the Almighty: therefore can no defiled thing fall into her.
For she is the brightness of the everlasting light, the unspotted mirror of the power of God, and

the image of his goodness." Wisdom 7:25-26.

This was it. Ashton wasn’t just referencing the chapter and verse. He was using the first letter of
significant words within those verses to form his code. He hypothesized that "A" might stand for
"Almighty," "R" for "Rose" (from Song of Solomon), "P" for "Power," and "S" for "Sharon." But this

felt too arbitrary.
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He reconsidered the biblical texts as a whole, looking for a unifying theme. Ashton's journal was
filled with anxieties about the King's health, the instability of the court, and the machinations of

powerful men. He was clearly trying to expose a conspiracy, a plot that threatened the Crown.

Then, he saw it. A recurring motif in Ashton's notes: the image of a broken vessel. He
remembered Ashton sketching a shattered chalice, with the inscription beneath: "The vessel is
cracked, but the wine remains." This was not about a physical illness; it was about a metaphorical

one, a corruption within the very heart of the kingdom.

He returned to the passage from Isaiah: "And the vision of all is become unto you as the words of
a book that is sealed..." The key was right there. Ashton had been trying to unseal a document, a

secret that powerful individuals wanted to keep hidden.

He looked at the A7-R12-P4-S19 sequence one last time. He was certain now that it was tied to a
specific passage, a passage that Ashton had found particularly relevant to his investigation. He
considered the possibility that Ashton had been influenced by an ancient form of numerological
analysis, where letters were assigned numerical values. He recalled a passage in one of Ashton’s
less-known works, a treatise on medieval symbolism, where Ashton had discussed the Kabbalistic

concept of gematria, the practice of assigning numerical values to letters.

He decided to apply this to his target passage. He focused on a verse from the Book of
Ecclesiastes, a text that often dealt with the vanity of earthly pursuits and the inevitability of
death: "Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities; all is vanity." Ecclesiastes 1:2. This

verse seemed to encapsulate Ashton’s bleak outlook on the court.

He assigned numerical values to the letters in "Vanity of vanities." V=6, A=1, N=4, =9, T=20, Y=25.

He added these up. This was not yielding the numbers he sought. Ashton was far more subtle.

He returned to the biblical references. The number seven. The number twelve. The number four.
The number nineteen. He remembered a specific passage from the Book of Psalms that dealt with
a king's deliverance from his enemies: "The Lord is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer; my
God, my strength, in whom | will trust; my buckler, and the horn of my salvation, and my high

tower." Psalm 18:2.

He counted the verses. Verse seven. The seventh verse read: "Then the earth shook and trembled;
the foundations also of the hills moved, and were shaken, because he was wroth." This had the

number seven.

He then looked at Psalm 12. The twelfth verse read: "The words of the Lord are pure words: as

silver tried in a furnace of earth, purified seven times." This had the number twelve and seven.
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He continued this painstaking process, aligning the numbers in Ashton's code with specific verses
and key words. It was as if Ashton had meticulously constructed a multi-layered puzzle, each piece

referencing another, leading the seeker deeper into the truth.

The breakthrough came when Thomas cross-referenced a passage from the Book of

Revelation with Ashton’s annotation about the "broken vessel." Revelation 17

described the fall of Babylon, a symbol of corruption and worldly power. Verse 19 read: "And the
great city was divided into three parts, and the cities of the nation’s fell: and great Babylon came
in remembrance before God, to give unto her the cup of his indignation." This verse contained the
essence of what Ashton was trying to convey: a kingdom divided, on the brink of ruin, its leaders

corrupted.

He realized that Ashton had not used a simple substitution or transposition cipher. He had
employed a form of "book cipher," but not in the conventional sense of using specific page and
line numbers. Instead, Ashton had used thematic resonance and symbolic association, linking
numerical sequences to specific concepts and verses within biblical texts. The numbers
represented not arbitrary positions, but rather the thematic weight or symbolic significance of

those verses for Ashton.

The "A7" was not simply the seventh line of a chapter, but a reference to a passage in a book
where the concept of divine authority (perhaps implied by "Almighty" or a similar concept) was
paramount, and the number seven held symbolic significance, as in Revelation 1:7. "R12" might
refer to a passage related to royalty or divine order, found in a chapter numbered twelve, or
perhaps a passage where the number twelve itself was significant, as in Revelation 12. "P4" could
point to a passage about earthly power or dominion, found in chapter four, or where the number
four was symbolically important, as in Revelation 4. Finally, "S19" might allude to a passage
concerning judgment or a significant event, found in chapter nineteen, or where the number

nineteen held symbolic weight, as in the thematic context of Revelation 17:19.

He focused on the phrase "broken vessel." He recalled Ashton's notes on the King's physicians.
Ashton had expressed grave doubts about their efficacy, hinting that their treatments were not
only ineffective but potentially harmful. He suspected they were being influenced by parties who
benefited from the King's prolonged illness. Ashton’s annotations spoke of "subtle poisons" and

"carefully administered remedies" that were designed not to heal, but to incapacitate.

He meticulously began to decode Ashton's annotations using this new understanding. The
seemingly random numbers and letters were keys, unlocking specific verses within the books of

Isaiah, Revelation, and perhaps Psalms or Proverbs. He realized that Ashton had anticipated that
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whoever found his journal would need a deep understanding of scripture to decipher it. He was

essentially testing the intelligence and piety of his potential successor.

Ashton had not only anticipated his own demise but had also foreseen the nature of the forces
arrayed against the King. The documents Ashton had been seeking were not mere political
treatises; they were evidence, proof of a conspiracy that reached into the highest echelons of the
court. The individuals who sought to conceal these documents were not simply ambitious
courtiers; they were actively engaged in a plot to undermine the King’s authority, and perhaps,
hasten his death, all while masking their actions with the veneer of loyalty and legitimate concern
for the realm. The "broken vessel" was the kingdom itself, fractured by greed and ambition, and

Ashton had been trying to expose the architects of its potential downfall.

The scent of old parchment and dried ink, usually a source of solace for Brother Thomas, now felt
heavy with the weight of revelation. He sat in the scriptorium’s quiet embrace, the late afternoon
sun casting long shadows that seemed to stretch and writhe like the secrets he was beginning to
unravel. John Ashton's journal lay open, a testament to a mind both brilliant and burdened. The
cryptic notations, once maddeningly opaque, were slowly yielding their meaning, transforming
from a chaotic jumble into a chilling narrative of betrayal. Thomas, with his scholarly discipline
and his burgeoning understanding of Ashton's unique method of communication, was no longer
merely deciphering a code; he was piecing together the fragments of a treacherous plot that

threatened the very stability of the realm.

The sequence, "A7-R12-P4-519," once an enigma, now whispered tales of intercepted dispatches
and cunningly fabricated claims. Ashton hadn't been driven by a mere intellectual curiosity; he
had stumbled upon a viper's nest, a cabal of individuals within the court who were actively
manipulating King Henry VIII towards a catastrophic war with France. This wasn't about the King's
failing health, as Thomas had initially suspected, though that played a crucial, albeit secondary,
role. It was about a deliberate, calculated campaign of deception, orchestrated by men whose
avarice far outweighed their loyalty. Ashton had discovered that the so-called documents, which
had purportedly convinced the King of France’s imminent aggression and the necessity of a pre-
emptive strike, were nothing more than elaborate forgeries, designed to incite war and enrich the

architects of the conflict.

Thomas recalled Ashton’s almost obsessive research into the King’s diplomatic history, particularly
his recent dealings with France. Ashton had been privy to certain communications, fragments of
which were now emerging from the ink he had painstakingly coaxed to the surface. One
annotation, barely visible beneath a sketch of a raven — a symbol Ashton often associated with ill
omen and hidden knowledge — read: "The Ambassador’s quill, dipped in poison, writes words of

fire, not truth. The seal is false, the pronouncements hollow." This fragment, when viewed
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through the lens of the deciphered code, pointed to a specific diplomatic dispatch, one that had

clearly raised the King'’s ire and solidified his resolve for war.

The "A7" was not merely a reference to a chapter or a verse, but to a particular collection of
intercepted letters, which Ashton had catalogued under a ciphered heading that began with a
letter representing “Ambassador” or “Allegiance” — a concept Ashton viewed with deep suspicion
in the context of the court. The seventh item in this collection, Thomas now understood, was a
damning piece of evidence: a letter penned by a high-ranking official, outlining a strategy to
deliberately misinterpret French overtures of peace, twisting their diplomatic language into
perceived threats. Ashton had identified the author of this letter, not by name, but by a coded
description that Thomas now recognized: "The Duke’s shadow, casting lies across the Channel."
This referred, of course, to the Duke of Suffolk, a man known for his hawkish stance on foreign
policy and his considerable personal debts, which the outbreak of war would undoubtedly

alleviate through spoils and opportunities for plunder.

The "R12" segment of the code, Thomas deduced, related to a series of forged claims regarding
territorial disputes. Ashton’s journal contained several sketches of ancient maps, painstakingly
annotated with red ink, marking territories that France had long held. Beneath one such map,
Ashton had scrawled: "The King covets what is not his, misled by those who promise him the
moon, while they seize the very ground beneath his feet." The twelfth claim within this section
detailed a supposed ancestral right to a specific region in Normandy, a claim Ashton had
meticulously researched and found to be utterly without historical basis. This forged claim was a
particularly potent tool in the conspirators’ arsenal, appealing directly to Henry’s pride and his

desire to reclaim ancestral lands, a sentiment skilfully stoked by the war party.

The "P4" pointed to the clandestine network of informants and intermediaries the conspirators
were employing. Ashton had discovered that certain merchants, ostensibly trading goods across
the Channel, were in fact acting as conduits for falsified intelligence, feeding the King’s council
rumors of French troop build-ups and secret pacts with other European powers. These merchants,
incentivized by promises of lucrative contracts and government protection once war broke out,
were the "peddlers of fear" Ashton had alluded to in his notes. The fourth instance of such
intercepted correspondence documented a fabricated report of a French fleet massing in Calais, a
report designed to create a sense of immediate and overwhelming threat. Ashton had noted the
names of several of these merchants, their identities disguised with pseudonyms, but the

underlying patterns of their trade and communications were clear to him.

And finally, "S19." This segment, Thomas realized with a chilling certainty, referred to the forged
treaty itself. Not a treaty in the conventional sense, but a document — a carefully crafted

fabrication — that purported to detail a secret alliance between France and Scotland, designed to
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isolate England. Ashton had found evidence of its creation, of its deliberate dissemination through
trusted channels, and crucially, of the individuals who had commissioned its forgery. The
nineteenth piece of evidence related to this forged treaty was a ledger, discovered by Ashton in a
hidden compartment within the lodgings of a man known only as ‘the scrivener,’” detailing
payments made to individuals for “services rendered in the production of state papers.” The
ledger’s entries were coded, but Ashton, with his remarkable grasp of cryptography, had begun to

unravel them, revealing names that would send shockwaves through the court.

The truth was indeed far more insidious than a simple misunderstanding of alliances or a
misinterpretation of diplomatic niceties. It was a deliberate, orchestrated campaign of deception,
fueled by greed and a lust for power. The documents Ashton had risked his life to uncover were
not merely letters or claims; they were the very tools of manipulation, forged and planted with
surgical precision to ignite a war that would benefit a select few at the devastating expense of the
many. Ashton, it was clear, had not been seeking to understand the King’s intentions; he had been
striving to expose the perfidious influences that were shaping those intentions, to reveal the

puppeteers pulling the strings of the King’s will.

Thomas'’s gaze fell upon a detailed sketch of a wax seal, meticulously rendered. Beside it, Ashton
had written: "The lion rampant, a symbol of power, twisted into a serpent's hiss. The wax is true,
but the impression is a lie." This was Ashton’s way of describing the falsified treaty. The physical
document might have borne an authentic-looking seal, perhaps even one pilfered from a
legitimate source, but the content it represented was a fabrication, a carefully constructed
narrative designed to deceive. Ashton had even managed to procure a small sample of the very
wax used, identifying its unique composition through chemical analysis — a testament to his

resourcefulness and his determination to leave no stone unturned.

The implications of Ashton’s discovery were staggering. This wasn't just about political
maneuvering; it was about treason. The individuals involved in this plot were not merely
advocating for a particular course of action; they were actively fabricating evidence to subvert the
King’s judgment and plunge the kingdom into a bloody and costly war for their own personal gain.
Ashton had unearthed not just a conspiracy, but a deep-seated corruption that had festered
within the heart of the court, poisoning the King's counsel and endangering the lives of countless

Englishmen.

He recalled Ashton’s private musings about the nature of truth in a world of power. Ashton had
once told him, “Truth, Brother Thomas, is a delicate flower, easily crushed beneath the heel of
ambition. It requires constant tending, constant vigilance, lest it be choked by the weeds of

falsehood.” Ashton had seen himself as a gardener, tending to the fragile bloom of truth in the
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fertile soil of the King’s court, a soil that was proving to be far more fertile for weeds than for

flowers.

The intercepted correspondence, the forged territorial claims, the merchants peddling fear — all
these disparate threads were being woven together by a common design. Ashton had identified
the key players, not all of whom were explicitly named in the journal, but whose actions and
motivations were clearly delineated. The Duke of Suffolk, as Thomas had already suspected, was a
primary architect, his debts and his hawkish disposition making him a prime candidate for
instigating conflict. There was also mention of a certain Cardinal, whose ambition for greater
influence within the church and in temporal affairs was well-known. Ashton’s notes hinted at a
clandestine meeting, a whispered agreement made in the dead of night, where the fate of

England was bartered for personal advantage.

The "scrivener" Ashton had mentioned, the one with the ledger detailing payments, was another
crucial figure. This individual, Ashton believed, was a master forger, capable of replicating not only
handwriting but also the intricate artistry of royal seals and official documents. Ashton had
managed to obtain a partial description of this scrivener —a man with "ink-stained fingers and
eyes that never met another's gaze," a description that painted a vivid portrait of a man operating

in the shadows, his skills employed in the service of deceit.

Ashton had also detailed the methods used to disseminate these forged documents. They were
not simply handed to the King; they were carefully introduced into the channels of official
communication, passed through layers of trusted advisors and intermediaries, each person adding
their own weight of conviction, their own carefully constructed arguments, to reinforce the
illusion of authenticity. This created a formidable bulwark of perceived evidence, making it
exceedingly difficult for anyone to challenge the narrative of impending war without appearing

disloyal or foolish.

Thomas felt a profound sense of responsibility settle upon him. Ashton’s journal was not just a
record of his findings; it was a plea, a testament left behind by a man who understood the gravity
of his discoveries and the danger he was in. Ashton knew that he was a marked man, that his
inquiries had not gone unnoticed. The "broken vessel" was not just a metaphor for the kingdom;
it was also Ashton himself, his own life slowly being drained away by the machinations of those he

sought to expose.

He reread the annotations related to the forged treaty. Ashton had highlighted specific phrases,
subtle inconsistencies in the language, anachronisms in the style of diplomacy that would have
been obvious to a keen observer but would have likely passed unnoticed by a King eager for

justification for war. Ashton had also noted the specific type of parchment used, its origin, and the
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ink’s chemical composition, all of which pointed to a clandestine workshop operating within the

city walls.

The weight of the knowledge was immense. Ashton had not only uncovered the conspiracy but
had also gathered the irrefutable proof needed to expose it. The journal was a repository of this
proof, a carefully curated collection of damning evidence, hidden within its pages for safekeeping.
Thomas understood now why Ashton had taken such pains to create his intricate cipher. He knew
that if his journal fell into the wrong hands, the truth would be extinguished, and the war would

commence, plunging England into a devastating conflict for the profit of a few wicked men.

He looked at the sketches again, no longer just crude drawings, but vital clues. The raven, the
maps, the broken seal — each held a piece of the puzzle. They were Ashton's silent witnesses, his
final testament to the truth he had pursued at the cost of his own life. The task before Thomas
was clear: to bring Ashton’s findings to light, to ensure that the truth, however painful, would
prevail. He understood that Ashton's death was not an end, but a catalyst. The seed of truth had
been planted, and it was now his duty to nurture it, to ensure it would grow and bear fruit, and
ultimately, to expose the rot that was consuming the heart of England. The quiet scriptorium,
once a sanctuary of knowledge, had become the crucible of a conspiracy, and Thomas, armed
with Ashton’s legacy, was about to step out into the dangerous world of courtly intrigue, carrying

the weight of a kingdom’s future.

The polished oak of Bishop Gardiner’s study gleamed under the flickering candlelight, its surface
reflecting the elaborate tapestries depicting scenes of biblical triumph that adorned the walls. The
air was heavy with the scent of beeswax and an undercurrent of something richer, more
intoxicating — the subtle perfume of power, perhaps, or the lingering aroma of expensive wine.
Brother Thomas, his plain woolen habit a stark contrast to the bishop’s crimson robes, stood
before the imposing desk, the weight of John Ashton’s journal a tangible presence in his hand. He
had chosen his moment carefully, arriving unannounced as dusk began to bleed into the London

sky, a calculated move to disarm the bishop with unexpected candour.

Bishop Stephen Gardiner, a man whose reputation for shrewdness and sharp intellect preceded
him like a trumpeter heralding a king, inclined his head, a gesture that held neither warmth nor
welcome. His eyes, dark and piercing, met Thomas’s with an almost predatory stillness. “Brother
Thomas,” he began, his voice a smooth, resonant baritone, laced with an inflection that suggested
mild curiosity rather than genuine interest. “To what do | owe this... unannounced visitation?
Have the scriptures finally yielded a new interpretation that requires my learned counsel?” A faint

smile played on his lips, a subtle baring of teeth that did little to reassure.

Thomas met his gaze unflinchingly. “Your Grace,” he replied, his voice steady, devoid of the tremor

he felt within. “I come not with new interpretations, but with old truths, long buried and
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deliberately obscured.” He placed Ashton’s journal on the bishop’s desk, its worn leather cover

seeming to absorb the room’s opulence. “This belonged to John Ashton. You knew him, | believe.”

Gardiner’s smile faltered, almost imperceptibly. He reached out, his long, slender fingers tracing
the embossed title of the journal, a movement that seemed more an assessment of its worth than
a gesture of recognition. “Ah, Ashton. A scholar of... peculiar fascinations. A mind, | recall, that
often strayed into unprofitable avenues of thought. His sudden demise was a regrettable loss to
our scholarly pursuits. What has brought this... relic... to my attention?” His tone was
conversational, yet beneath it, Thomas sensed a coiled tension, a subtle shift in the bishop’s

posture, as if he had suddenly been alerted to a hidden threat.

“Unprofitable avenues, Your Grace?” Thomas’s voice remained calm, but a steely edge began to
emerge. “Or perhaps, avenues that led to truths too inconvenient for some? Ashton did not
simply stray; he unearthed. He documented. And he left behind this testament.” Thomas opened
the journal to a page marked with a thin strip of vellum. “He discovered a meticulously crafted
deception, Your Grace. A deliberate orchestration of misinformation designed to push His Majesty

towards a war with France.”

Gardiner leaned back in his chair, his expression unreadable. He steepled his fingers, his gaze now
fixed on Thomas, not with scholarly interest, but with the calculating appraisal of a chess player
assessing a new opponent. “War with France? A grave accusation, Brother Thomas, and one that
requires far more than the ramblings of a deceased eccentric to substantiate. His Majesty’s
resolve is born of genuine concern for the realm’s security, a sentiment | have myself conveyed on

numerous occasions.”

“Indeed,” Thomas conceded, his voice even. “But Ashton’s research suggests that this ‘concern’
was carefully cultivated, not organically grown. He documented intercepted communications,
Your Grace. Communications that revealed a systematic manipulation of King Henry’s perception
of French intentions.” Thomas's finger, steady and precise, tapped a specific entry in Ashton’s
journal. “Take, for instance, the matter of the Ambassador’s correspondence. Ashton’s cipher,
which | have now managed to decipher, refers to ‘A7’ — the seventh item in a collection of
intercepted dispatches. This particular document, penned by a high-ranking official, deliberately
twisted French peace overtures into perceived threats. Ashton identified the author, not by name,

I nm

but by a veiled description: ‘The Duke’s shadow, casting lies across the Channe

Gardiner’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. The Duke of Suffolk, a known proponent of war,
was a frequent ally of the Bishop in council. “Suffolk’s ardour for the King’s interests is well-
known,” Gardiner said, his voice carefully neutral. “He has always placed England’s honour and

security above all else.”
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“His ardour, Your Grace, is matched only by his considerable debts,” Thomas countered, his gaze
never wavering. “Ashton’s ledger entries, which | found within these pages, detail payments made
to individuals for ‘services rendered in the production of state papers.” These payments align
suspiciously with the timing of certain key diplomatic dispatches, dispatches that inflamed the
King’s temper and solidified his push for war.” Thomas'’s voice gained a quiet resonance. “One
such entry, connected to ‘A7, records a payment to a clandestine network, the very network
Ashton referred to as the ‘peddlers of fear” These were merchants, Your Grace, who facilitated the
passage of falsified intelligence — reports of phantom French troop build-ups, of secret pacts with
Scotland. The ‘P4’ in Ashton’s code directly corresponds to the fourth such fabricated report: a
detailed account of a non-existent French fleet massing in Calais, designed to create a sense of

immediate and overwhelming threat.”

Gardiner’s composure, a carefully constructed edifice, began to show faint cracks. He picked up a
letter opener, a slender piece of ivory, and began to idly trace patterns on the polished desk, his
gaze now distant, as if surveying a battlefield. “Ashton was a man prone to suspicion, Brother
Thomas. His mind, | fear, saw shadows where there were none. The King’s decisions are based on
counsel from many sources, not merely on the machinations of a few disgruntled scholars or

ambitious dukes.”

“Yet, Ashton’s research extended beyond mere correspondence,” Thomas pressed on, undeterred
by the bishop’s deflection. “He delved into the very fabric of these claims. He uncovered a
deliberate fabrication of territorial disputes, catalogued under ‘R12. These were not mere
historical disagreements; they were carefully manufactured justifications for conquest. Ashton
meticulously researched claims to regions in Normandy, finding them to be utterly baseless. These
claims appealed directly to His Majesty’s pride, to his desire for ancestral lands. And who, Your
Grace, benefits most from such a conflict? Not England, perhaps, but those who stand to gain

from the spoils of war, from the lucrative contracts that follow in its wake.”

The bishop remained silent for a long moment, his expression a mask of carefully controlled
impassivity. The only betraying sign of his inner turmoil was the slight tremor in his hand as he put
down the letter opener. “You speak of profit and loss, Brother Thomas, in matters of state and
honour. War is a grave undertaking, and the King weighs its necessity with the utmost gravity.
Ashton’s journal, if it contains what you claim, is a fascinating, albeit disturbing, academic

exercise. But it is not evidence.”

“It is more than academic exercise, Your Grace,” Thomas stated, his voice hardening. “Itis a
meticulously documented conspiracy. Ashton not only uncovered the forged documents but also
the very source of their creation. He identified ‘the scrivener, a man whose ‘ink-stained fingers

and eyes that never met another’s gaze’ are described in vivid detail. This scrivener, Ashton
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discovered through a coded ledger, was the artisan of these falsehoods, the one who replicated
not only handwriting but the very essence of official documents. And it was this scrivener who,

Ashton believed, was commissioned to forge the very treaty that sealed the King’s decision. The
‘S19’ in Ashton’s code refers to this meticulously crafted document — a supposed secret alliance

between France and Scotland, designed to isolate England.”

Thomas’s gaze swept across the opulent study, a silent indictment of the very world that Gardiner
commanded. “Ashton’s journal details the precise methods of dissemination. These forgeries were
not simply presented to the King; they were introduced through trusted channels, passed through
layers of advisors, each adding their weight of conviction, their carefully constructed arguments,
to bolster the illusion of authenticity. A formidable bulwark of perceived evidence, making it
exceedingly difficult to challenge the narrative of impending war without appearing disloyal or

foolhardy.”

He leaned forward slightly, his voice dropping to a more intimate, yet no less intense, register.
“Ashton knew he was in danger, Your Grace. He suspected that his inquiries had not gone
unnoticed. His final annotations speak of a ‘broken vessel’ — not just the kingdom, but himself. He
understood that the truth was a fragile thing, easily crushed by the boot of ambition. He sought to

protect it, to preserve it, knowing that his own life was forfeit if he failed.”

Gardiner finally looked directly at Thomas, his eyes narrowed, the mask of civility beginning to
fray. “Brother Thomas, you are treading on dangerous ground. To accuse men of such standing, of
such loyalty, of such perfidy... it borders on madness. Ashton’s suspicions were his own, perhaps
fueled by a fevered mind or a desire for notoriety. This journal... it is a collection of whispers, of
conjectures. Where is the concrete proof you speak of? Where is the undeniable evidence that

can stand against the King’s own judgment, against the counsel of his most trusted advisors?”

“The proof, Your Grace, is in the details,” Thomas replied, his voice steady. “Ashton’s meticulous
analysis of the parchment used, the chemical composition of the inks, the subtle linguistic
anachronisms in the forged treaty itself. He even procured a sample of the wax used for the seals,
noting its unique composition, identifying its origin from a clandestine workshop within the city
walls. He cross-referenced these findings with the financial records he uncovered — the payments
to the scrivener, the intermediaries, the merchants. All of it points to a deliberate, coordinated
effort. The ‘lion rampant,” Ashton noted, was twisted into a serpent’s hiss. The wax might be true,

but the impression was a lie.”

He paused, allowing the weight of his words to settle. “The Bishop of Winchester himself, Your
Grace, is mentioned in Ashton’s notes. Not by name, but by association. Ashton’s cipher refers to
a clandestine meeting, a whispered agreement made in the dead of night, where the fate of

England was bartered for personal advantage. The ledger entries detailing payments for ‘services
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rendered in the production of state papers’ include notations that, when deciphered, correlate

with individuals known to frequent your household, individuals privy to your confidence.”

Gardiner rose abruptly from his chair, his movements stiff, the opulent fabric of his robes rustling
like dry leaves. He walked to the tall window, gazing out at the twilight sky, his back to Thomas.
The silence stretched, taut and suffocating. Thomas could hear the frantic thumping of his own

heart against his ribs.

Finally, Gardiner turned, his face a study in controlled fury. “You are overreaching, Brother
Thomas. Ashton was a misguided man, and his ramblings should be treated as such. To impute
such malice to the King’s council, to suggest that we, who have sworn our lives to his service,
would deliberately plunge this realm into war for personal gain... it is treasonous in its implication,

if not its utterance.”

“Is it treason, Your Grace, to reveal the truth, however inconvenient?” Thomas asked, his voice
unwavering. “Is it treason to expose those who would manipulate the King’s noble intentions for
their own selfish purposes? Ashton believed that truth was a delicate flower, easily crushed by
ambition. He spent his final days tending to it, nurturing it with his research, protecting it with his

ciphers. And he left it in my care.”

Gardiner walked back to his desk, his steps measured, each one an assertion of his authority. He
picked up Ashton’s journal, not with the casual curiosity he had displayed earlier, but with a
possessive grip, as if to wrest it from Thomas’s grasp. “This... document... will be examined,” he
said, his voice low and dangerous. “Its contents will be assessed by those qualified to discern fact
from delusion. And | will ensure that any seditious claims it contains are dealt with accordingly.
You have done well, Brother Thomas, to bring it to my attention. Now, if you will excuse me, | have

matters of state to attend to.”

The dismissal was clear, the unspoken threat hanging heavy in the air. Thomas felt a surge of
defiance, a realization that Ashton’s legacy demanded more than simply handing over his findings
to the very architect of the deception. He had come seeking confrontation, and he had found it,
not in a shouting match, but in the chillingly polite exchange of veiled threats and unwavering
conviction. The bishop’s opulence, his polished veneer of piety and power, could not entirely mask
the fear that Thomas had seen flicker in his eyes. Ashton’s truth, though seemingly buried again,
had found a voice, and it would not be silenced easily. Thomas bowed his head, a gesture of
respect to the office, but not to the man. “As you wish, Your Grace,” he said, his voice carrying a
subtle undertone of resolve. “But | will not rest until John Ashton’s truth is laid bare before His

Majesty, and before all of England.”

80



81.

He turned and walked out of the study, leaving the bishop alone with the journal and the
flickering candlelight, a tangible representation of the shadows that Ashton had so diligently
sought to expose. The scent of beeswax and old secrets clung to him as he stepped back into the
cool night air, the weight of his newfound purpose settling upon his shoulders with a familiar, yet
now sharpened, clarity. The path ahead was fraught with peril, but the seed of Ashton's truth had
been planted, and Thomas was now its determined guardian. He knew, with a certainty that
chilled him to the bone, that this was only the beginning of a long and treacherous battle. The
master manipulator had been confronted, but not yet defeated. The fight for England's soul had

truly begun.

The weight of Bishop Gardiner’s chilling pronouncements settled upon Brother Thomas's
shoulders like a shroud as he stepped back into the London night. The air, once merely cool, now
felt sharp, biting, carrying with it the metallic tang of impending danger. He clutched the worn
leather of John Ashton’s journal tighter, the rough texture a grounding sensation against the
turbulent storm brewing within him. His confrontation with Gardiner had been a brutal unveiling,
a confirmation of his deepest fears, and the true tragedy of Ashton’s fate was beginning to unfurl
with a terrible clarity. Gardiner’s studied composure, his veiled threats, and the subtle flicker of
fear in his eyes were not the marks of an innocent man wrongly accused, but the calculated
defense of a predator cornered. Ashton's research had been too close, too accurate, and the
bishop's reaction was the damning evidence Thomas had sought, albeit in a far more dangerous

form than he had anticipated.

The ‘broken vessel’ Ashton had referred to in his final, desperate scribblings was not merely a
metaphor for the fractured state of the kingdom, but a chilling premonition of his own end. As
Thomas replayed the conversation with Gardiner, piecing together the bishop's subtle shifts in
demeanor, the almost imperceptible tightening of his jaw when Ashton’s methods of investigation
were mentioned, a darker narrative began to emerge. Ashton hadn't simply disappeared; he had
been made to disappear. The meticulousness of his research, the very precision that had allowed
Thomas to decipher his coded messages, was the very thing that had sealed his doom. He had not
merely stumbled upon inconvenient truths; he had unearthed the very machinery that
manufactured them, and the operators of that machinery would not suffer their inner workings to

be exposed.

Thomas envisioned Ashton, hunched over his desk by candlelight, the same flickering light that
now illuminated Gardiner’s study, his fingers stained with ink, his eyes weary but alight with the
fire of discovery. He saw him meticulously cross-referencing financial ledgers with diplomatic
correspondence, his mind a whirlwind of connections, each one a step closer to the heart of the
conspiracy. He saw him noticing the subtle anomalies: the identical phrasing in seemingly

unrelated reports, the suspiciously convenient timing of certain financial transactions, the
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peculiar consistency of certain errors in official documentation that, to an untrained eye, would
appear insignificant. Ashton, with his scholar’s keen intellect and his scribe’s eye for detail, had

seen the pattern, the deliberate, insidious weave of deceit.

And he had paid the ultimate price. The phrase "accident or voluntary flight" echoed in Thomas'’s
mind, a mockery of the brutal reality he now suspected. An accident? A man so dedicated, so
driven, simply accidentally meet his end while on the verge of exposing a treasonous plot? Or a
voluntary flight? Ashton, who had poured his life’s energy into this investigation, who had risked
everything to document his findings, would abandon it all? The very idea was preposterous, an
insult to Ashton’s memory. No, the disappearance had been staged, the evidence carefully

manufactured to suggest a natural conclusion to a life that had become inconvenient.

Thomas recalled the passage in the journal where Ashton described his growing paranoia, his
constant looking over his shoulder. He had written of feeling watched, of suspecting that his
trusted sources were compromised, of a gnawing certainty that his days were numbered. He had
spoken of a ‘broken vessel,” not only of the kingdom but of himself, knowing that his life was
forfeit if he failed to protect the truth he had painstakingly unearthed. This wasn’t the language of
a man contemplating escape; it was the desperate, resolute cry of a man preparing for

martyrdom.

Who, then, were the agents of this orchestrated disappearance? The vague references in Ashton’s
coded notes to a clandestine network, the "peddlers of fear," the shadowy figures who facilitated
the passage of falsified intelligence, were no longer abstract concepts. Thomas now saw them as
the hands that had silenced Ashton, the instruments of a ruthless faction. The same faction, he
now realized with sickening certainty, that Bishop Gardiner represented. Gardiner, with his
smooth pronouncements and his intellectual veneer, was the architect, the one who had
conceived and commissioned the deception, and these agents were the enforcers, the ones who

cleaned up the mess, who ensured that no inconvenient loose ends remained.

Ashton’s fear of "the scrivener," the artisan of falsehoods, now took on a chilling new dimension.
This was not merely a craftsman forging documents; this was someone capable of more sinister
deeds, someone who operated in the shadows, whose skills extended beyond the replication of
ink and parchment to the very orchestration of a man's demise. Had Ashton confronted the
scrivener directly? Had he attempted to intercept a crucial document in transit? Or had the
scrivener, his work threatened by Ashton’s probing investigation, taken the initiative to eliminate
the threat? The possibilities were grim, each one painting a starker picture of Ashton's final

moments.

Thomas imagined the scene: Ashton, perhaps lured into a meeting under false pretenses, his

guard down, his focus solely on the vital information he was pursuing. A seemingly innocuous
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encounter, a friendly face, a offer of assistance, leading him to a secluded alleyway, a darkened
room, or a quiet stretch of the Thames. The details were unknown, lost in the deliberate
obfuscation of the conspirators, but the outcome was brutally clear. Ashton’s pursuit of truth had
led him directly into the path of those who profited from its suppression, and they had ensured

that his voice, and his knowledge, would never reach the King or the people.

The profound sense of responsibility that washed over Thomas was almost overwhelming. He had
inherited Ashton’s burden, the heavy mantle of his sacrifice. This was not just a matter of
uncovering a political conspiracy; it was a matter of avenging a life extinguished for the sake of
truth. Ashton had entrusted him with his journal, his legacy, his final plea. To fail now would be to
render Ashton's death utterly meaningless, to allow the conspirators to triumph and the carefully

woven web of deceit to ensnare the entire kingdom.

He thought of Ashton’s detailed notes on the linguistic anachronisms, the chemical composition of
the inks, the unique composition of the wax seals. These were the fragments of evidence, the
breadcrumbs Ashton had left behind, hoping that someone, someday, would follow them.
Thomas had followed them, and they had led him to the chilling realization of Ashton's fate. The
"lion rampant twisted into a serpent's hiss" was not just a description of a forged seal; it was a

metaphor for the perversion of justice, for the twisting of noble intent into a deadly weapon.

The Bishop's dismissive tone, his attempt to paint Ashton as a madman and his journal as mere
conjecture, was a desperate gambit to discredit the evidence and silence the messenger. But
Thomas had seen through the charade. He had felt the pulse of the conspiracy, the cold,
calculating ruthlessness that lay beneath the surface of Gardiner's piety. Ashton's meticulous work
was not the product of a fevered mind; it was the product of a brilliant, dedicated scholar who

saw the rot at the heart of the kingdom and tried, with all his might, to expose it.

The responsibility for Ashton’s legacy now rested squarely on Thomas’s shoulders. He had to
ensure that Ashton’s sacrifice was not in vain. He had to honor the scribe’s memory not just with
grief, but with action. This meant continuing the fight, pushing forward with the evidence, even in
the face of such overt danger. He could no longer afford to be merely a conduit for Ashton's work;
he had to become its champion. The journey from Bishop Gardiner’s study back to his own
humble cell felt longer than usual, each step a conscious act of defiance. The shadows of London
seemed to deepen, whispering warnings, but within Thomas, a new resolve was hardening,
forged in the fires of Ashton’s tragic fate and stoked by the bishop's chilling pronouncements. He
would not let the truth die with the scribe. He would not allow the manipulators to win. Ashton's
mission would be fulfilled, his truth brought to light, no matter the cost. The blood of the scribe,
spilled in the pursuit of truth, would serve as his testament and his call to arms. The fight had just

begun, and Thomas knew, with a grim certainty, that it would demand everything he had. The
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intricate tapestry of deception Ashton had painstakingly unraveled now revealed not just the
threads of political machinations, but the grim reality of the lives crushed beneath the weight of
those machinations. Ashton was more than a victim; he was a martyr to the truth, and his

martyrdom demanded justice.

The heavy oak door of Sir Reginald Fairfax’s study creaked open, admitting Brother Thomas into
the warm, lamplit chamber. The scent of beeswax and old paper, usually a comforting aroma, did
little to soothe the tremor in his hands. He carried with him not just a satchel of John Ashton’s
meticulously kept papers, but the weight of a life tragically cut short, and a truth that threatened
to shake the very foundations of the kingdom. Sir Reginald, a man whose reputation for sagacity
preceded him, looked up from the parchment spread before him, his brow furrowed with the

familiar lines of concern that seemed etched permanently onto his face.

“Brother Thomas,” Fairfax’s voice was a low rumble, laced with a hint of weariness. “You return. |
confess, | had begun to fear the worst, given the... volatile nature of our current political climate.”
He gestured to a chair opposite his own, his gaze sweeping over Thomas, taking in the dark circles

under his eyes and the taut set of his jaw.

Thomas inclined his head in greeting, his movements stiff. He didn’t sit immediately, but placed
the worn leather satchel gently on the polished surface of the desk. It seemed impossibly small to
contain the evidence that would now be laid bare. “Sir Reginald,” he began, his voice raspy,
rougher than he intended. “My journey has been... illuminating. And fraught with peril. But | have

what you asked for. More, perhaps, than either of us dared to hope for.”

Fairfax’s eyes, sharp and intelligent, fixed on the satchel. A flicker of something unreadable
crossed his features — curiosity, perhaps apprehension. He had a reputation for being a man of
reason, but Thomas knew the court was a treacherous labyrinth, and even the most astute could

be blindsided by hidden machinations.

“Let us see, then, Brother Thomas,” Fairfax said, his tone becoming more businesslike. He cleared
a space on his desk, pushing aside stacks of official documents and a half-finished quill. “Lay it all
out. I am prepared to listen, though | must confess, my reserves of patience for fanciful tales have

been considerably depleted of late.”

With trembling fingers, Thomas unbuckled the satchel. The first item he produced was the journal
itself — Ashton’s chronicle, bound in faded green leather, its pages filled with the scribe’s elegant,
almost microscopic script. He laid it carefully on the desk, its worn cover a testament to the

countless hours Ashton had spent poring over its contents.
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“This, Sir Reginald,” Thomas began, his voice gaining a steadier tone as he spoke of Ashton’s work,
“is the heart of it all. The personal account of John Ashton, a man whose dedication to truth
proved his undoing.” He opened the journal to a pre-selected page, one where Ashton’s despair
and dawning comprehension were most starkly evident. He recounted Ashton’s early suspicions,
his meticulous cataloguing of anomalies in official documents, the way he had begun to notice
subtle inconsistencies that others had overlooked. He spoke of Ashton’s growing paranoia, his

sense of being watched, his desperate attempts to protect his findings.

Fairfax leaned closer, his initial reserve melting away. He ran a calloused fingertip over the delicate
script, his expression a mixture of fascination and growing concern. “The ‘broken vessel’ you
mentioned in your last dispatch,” he murmured, recalling their earlier, cryptic conversation. “You

believe this refers to Ashton himself?”

“Indeed, Sir Reginald,” Thomas confirmed, his gaze locking with the knight’s. “He saw himself as a
vessel, fractured by the weight of the truths he was uncovering, and increasingly aware that his
very life was in danger. He wrote of it with a chilling prescience.” Thomas then produced a sheaf
of loose papers, each filled with what appeared to be random strings of letters and numbers.
These were Ashton’s coded messages, the secret dialogues he had conducted with himself, or

perhaps with trusted confidantes who had long since vanished.

“These,” Thomas explained, his voice low and deliberate, “are Ashton’s personal ciphers. Through
painstaking effort, and with the assistance of some of the very linguistic puzzles Ashton delighted
in, | have managed to decipher them.” He proceeded to unfurl a series of transcripts, each one a
painstakingly translated message that revealed the intricate network of lies and manipulation
Ashton had been investigating. He read aloud passages that spoke of fabricated battle reports, of
carefully manufactured diplomatic dispatches designed to provoke conflict, and of illicit financial

transfers that funded these clandestine operations.

Fairfax listened, his usual composure gradually eroding. His eyes widened, his hand instinctively
reaching for the edge of the desk, as if to steady himself. The carefully constructed skepticism that
had initially veiled his expression was being replaced by a dawning horror. Thomas could see the
gears turning in the knight’s mind, connecting Ashton’s meticulous notes with the whispers and

rumors that had always circulated in the shadowy corners of the court.

“And the ‘lion rampant twisted into a serpent’s hiss’?” Fairfax asked, his voice barely audible,

recalling a specific phrase from their previous, veiled exchange.

Thomas produced another document — a meticulously drawn replica of a royal seal. “This, Sir
Reginald, is Ashton’s analysis of a specific royal seal. He discovered subtle discrepancies in its

application on several key documents. The ‘lion rampant’ is the heraldic symbol of our kingdom.
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But in this instance, it was subtly altered, distorted, to appear as a serpent’s hiss —a symbol of
deceit. Ashton theorized that this was the mark of the ‘scrivener,’ the artisan of falsehoods, who
not only forged documents but also subtly altered them to sow confusion and distrust.” He then
presented Ashton’s notes on the chemical composition of the inks used, the unique properties of
the wax, and the specific inconsistencies in the imprinting of the seal, all meticulously

documented, all pointing to deliberate forgery at the highest levels.

“He even analyzed the inks, Sir Reginald,” Thomas continued, his voice resonating with the
conviction of one who had walked in Ashton’s shoes. “He identified certain trace elements that
were not of royal manufacture, common in the inks used by... certain individuals who dealt in less
than reputable matters. He traced the origin of the wax, finding it to be of a type commonly
traded by merchants known to have dealings with foreign powers, powers that would benefit

from our kingdom'’s internal strife.”

Fairfax picked up one of the transcripts, his fingers tracing the translated words. The gravity of the
implications settled upon him like a physical weight. He had heard the whispers, seen the subtle
shifts in alliances, felt the growing tension that seemed to permeate the very air of the court. But
Ashton’s journal, now illuminated by Thomas’s deciphering, laid bare the calculated, systematic

nature of the conspiracy.

“The financial records,” Fairfax prompted, his voice tight with emotion.

Thomas produced another bundle of papers — copies of ledgers and receipts, annotated by Ashton
with his sharp observations. He explained how Ashton had identified a series of seemingly
unrelated transactions, a complex web of payments routed through various intermediaries, all
ultimately leading to individuals known for their ambitious and ruthless nature. He detailed how
these funds were used to bribe informants, to spread disinformation, and to sow discord within
the King’s council. He pointed out a particularly damning series of entries that corresponded with
the timing of a border skirmish that had recently claimed hundreds of lives, a skirmish that

Ashton’s research indicated was deliberately provoked.

“Ashton believed these payments were not for mere information,” Thomas explained, his voice
hushed with the enormity of it. “They were for the creation of false intelligence, for the

orchestration of events that would weaken the King’s position and destabilize the kingdom. He
identified a pattern, a deliberate effort to push us towards war with our neighbours, a war that

would benefit those who profited from conflict and division.”

Then came the most difficult part. Thomas paused, taking a deep breath, and produced a small,

bloodstained piece of fabric, along with a crude drawing Ashton had made of a distinctive ring.
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“And this, Sir Reginald,” Thomas said, his voice thick with sorrow, “is evidence of the scribe’s fate.”
He recounted the tale of Ashton’s final days, his growing fear, his attempts to warn someone,
anyone, of the danger. He explained how Ashton, realizing he was being watched, had attempted
to leave a final message for anyone who might follow his trail. He described how Ashton, likely
confronted by those who sought to silence him, had resisted, and in the struggle, a piece of his
clothing had been torn. The ring, depicted in Ashton’s sketch, was described as belonging to one
of the ‘peddlers of fear,” a man known for his ruthless efficiency and his connections to the highest

echelons of power.

“Ashton was discovered, Sir Reginald,” Thomas stated, his voice unwavering, though his heart
ached with the memory of Ashton’s sacrifice. “He was silenced. Not by accident, not by flight, but
by violence. His disappearance was a carefully orchestrated act, designed to erase him and his
findings from existence. The ‘broken vessel’ was not just the kingdom, but John Ashton himself,
shattered by the very forces he sought to expose.” He then presented Ashton’s detailed notes on
the physical appearance of the man he suspected, the description matching a known operative

with ties to a powerful faction within the court.

Fairfax sat in stunned silence, his face pale. He looked from the journal to the deciphered
transcripts, to the grim evidence of Ashton’s demise. The room, once warm and inviting, now felt
charged with a palpable tension. The meticulous detail, the corroborating evidence, the sheer
scope of the conspiracy laid bare before him — it was undeniable. The scepticism that had initially
been present in his eyes had been utterly consumed by a profound sense of shock and a dawning,

terrible understanding.

“The bishop...” Fairfax began, his voice a mere whisper, the implication hanging heavy in the air.

“Bishop Gardiner knew.”

“He did, Sir Reginald,” Thomas confirmed, his voice firm. “And he sought to obstruct any further
investigation. He painted Ashton as a madman, his findings as mere delusion. But Ashton’s work
was too precise, his evidence too damning. Gardiner, and those he represents, are at the heart of
this.” He detailed his confrontation with Gardiner, the bishop’s veiled threats, his dismissive

attitude that now, in retrospect, was clearly a desperate attempt to bury the truth.

Fairfax slowly rose from his chair, his gaze fixed on the collection of documents spread across his
desk. He walked to the window, staring out into the darkening London sky as if seeking answers in
the deepening twilight. The weight of the kingdom'’s potential future, of the lives that hung in the

balance, seemed to press down on him.

“This is... catastrophic, Brother Thomas,” he finally said, turning back to face the monk. His voice,

though strained, carried a newfound resolve. “If this is true... if this conspiracy extends as far as
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your evidence suggests, it is not merely a threat to the King, but to the very fabric of our nation. A
war, born of lies and manipulation... the devastation would be unimaginable.” He paused, his gaze
sweeping over Thomas, a look of profound respect replacing the earlier weariness. “You have
done more than anyone dared, Brother Thomas. You have faced darkness and returned with the

light, however terrible that light may be.”

He returned to the desk, his hand resting protectively on Ashton’s journal. “I will not lie to you,
Brother Thomas. The individuals implicated are powerful. Their reach is long. To bring this truth
before the King will be a perilous undertaking, one that will undoubtedly invite great danger.” He
met Thomas's gaze, his eyes clear and unwavering. “But you are right. John Ashton’s sacrifice
cannot be in vain. This truth must be known. It is our duty, our solemn obligation, to ensure that
the King and his council are made aware of the rot that festers within our midst. | will lend you my
full support. We will find a way. We will ensure that Ashton’s legacy is honored, and that this

dangerous game of deceit is brought to an end.”

Fairfax’s pledge was more than just words; it was a beacon of hope in the encroaching darkness.
Thomas felt a surge of relief, tempered by the grim understanding of the battle that still lay ahead.
The evidence was presented, the truth unveiled, but the fight to protect it had only just begun.
The silence in the study was broken only by the crackling of the fire and the shared understanding

that they stood on the precipice of a momentous, and potentially deadly, undertaking.
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Chapter 5: The King's Decision and the Monk's Return

The air in the King’s privy chambers hung thick with the scent of beeswax, dried herbs, and the
unspoken weight of consequence. Sunlight, filtered through the richly stained glass windows
depicting scenes of biblical conquest, cast elongated, shimmering patterns across the ornate
Persian rug. Sir Reginald Fairfax stood to the left of a massive carved oak table, his posture one of
unwavering loyalty, yet his eyes held a subtle tension that belied his outward calm. Beside him,
Brother Thomas, clad in his simple woolen habit, felt the familiar prickle of unease that always
accompanied his proximity to true power. The opulent surroundings — the heavy velvet drapes,
the gilded ornamentation, the sheer, unadulterated presence of the King — were a stark contrast

to the quiet sanctity of his monastery.

King Henry VIII sat at the head of the table, a figure of imposing physical stature, his once-lean
frame now beginning to broaden with the fruits of kingship and, some whispered, less judicious
indulgences. Yet, there was no mistaking the keen intelligence that flickered in his eyes, nor the
sharp, assessing gaze that swept over Sir Reginald and then Brother Thomas. His face, familiar
from countless portraits and the whispered accounts of courtiers, was a study in regal authority, a
mask often worn to conceal the turbulent currents that flowed beneath. He had summoned them
here, to this private audience, with a rare, almost unnerving, directness. The usual stratagems of
courtly maneuverings had been bypassed, replaced by a stark command that spoke of urgency

and a thirst for understanding.

“Sir Reginald,” the King’s voice, a deep baritone that could command armies or charm nations,
resonated in the chamber. “You requested this audience with considerable haste. | trust the
matter is of grave import.” He gestured with a heavy signet ringed hand, indicating that Fairfax
might proceed. The King’s gaze, however, did not waver, and Thomas felt as though he were being

weighed and measured, a spiritual pawn in a game of earthly power.

Fairfax bowed his head respectfully. “Your Majesty,” he began, his voice steady, though the slight
clenching of his jaw betrayed his inner turmoil. “It is, indeed, of the gravest import. | have brought
with me Brother Thomas, who has been instrumental in uncovering a matter that | believe directly
threatens the stability of your realm and the integrity of your rule.” He then turned to the King,

his expression grave. “We have uncovered evidence, Your Majesty, of a conspiracy that reaches
into the very heart of your court, a plot to sow discord, manipulate foreign policy, and ultimately,

weaken your authority.”

The King leaned forward, his customary jovial demeanour momentarily absent, replaced by a
sharp, predatory focus. He had been betrayed before, by men he had trusted, and the spectre of

such treachery still haunted his reign. “Conspiracy, you say? And what manner of conspiracy is
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this? Speak plainly, Fairfax. | have little patience for veiled pronouncements when the crown itself

may be at stake.”

Sir Reginald met the King's piercing gaze directly. “It is a conspiracy of deception, Your Majesty. A
deliberate and systematic fabrication of truth, designed to mislead your council, inflame tensions
with our neighbours, and ultimately, to plunge our kingdom into a war that would serve the
interests of those who profit from chaos.” He paused, allowing the weight of his words to settle,
before continuing. “The evidence, meticulously gathered by the late John Ashton, and
painstakingly deciphered by Brother Thomas, reveals a pattern of falsified documents,

manipulated intelligence, and illicit financial dealings intended to achieve these aims.”

Brother Thomas, though not accustomed to such direct address from a monarch, felt a surge of
purpose. He had witnessed the meticulousness of Ashton’s work, the depth of his dedication, and
the tragic finality of his sacrifice. He had seen firsthand the insidious nature of the lies that had
been woven, and he could not stand idly by. “Your Majesty,” he began, his voice a quiet
counterpoint to Fairfax’s measured tones, yet carrying a resonance that drew the King’s attention.
“Mr. Ashton was a scribe of unparalleled diligence. His journals, which Sir Reginald now holds, are
filled with his observations of anomalies, inconsistencies that, individually, might have been
dismissed as clerical errors. But when pieced together, they form a chilling mosaic of deliberate

falsification.”

He gestured subtly to the satchel that Fairfax held. “He meticulously documented instances of
royal seals applied to documents that bore subtle, yet significant, alterations — a deliberate
distortion of the heraldic symbols, a betrayal of truth concealed within the very emblem of your
authority. He analysed the inks, the wax, the very paper used, identifying elements that spoke not
of royal provenance, but of clandestine manufacture, of a hidden hand seeking to poison the well

of your kingdom’s information.”

King Henry listened, his expression unreadable. He was a man who prided himself on his intellect,
his ability to discern truth from falsehood, and the notion that this fundamental pillar of his reign
had been systematically undermined was a bitter pill to swallow. He picked up a heavy silver
goblet from the table and swirled the ruby-red wine within, his eyes fixed on the swirling liquid.
“Fabricated documents,” he mused, his voice low. “And who, pray tell, are these artisans of

deceit? Are we speaking of foreign agents, or of vipers coiled within my own court?”

Sir Reginald hesitated for a fraction of a second, the implications of naming names so close to the
King’s ear were immense. But Ashton’s journal and Thomas’s deciphered transcripts left no room
for ambiguity. “Your Majesty,” he said, choosing his words with extreme care. “The financial
records uncovered by Ashton point to a pattern of payments routed through a complex network

of intermediaries. These payments coincide with periods of heightened tension, with diplomatic
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incidents that nearly led to open conflict. The recipients of these funds, as documented by
Ashton, are individuals of considerable influence, men known for their ambition and their

ruthlessness, men who stand to gain significantly from a fractured kingdom and a protracted war.”

He looked directly at the King, his loyalty unwavering. “The evidence, Your Majesty, strongly
suggests that the instigator and orchestrator of this scheme is a figure of considerable standing
within your own council. We have identified specific transactions that directly correlate with the
dispatch of falsified intelligence regarding troop movements on our borders, intelligence that
Brother Thomas has confirmed was entirely fabricated, yet which led to a costly and bloody

skirmish.”

Brother Thomas stepped forward slightly, his hands clasped before him. “Your Majesty, the moral
implications of these forged documents are profound. They were not merely designed to deceive;
they were crafted to corrupt. To sow seeds of distrust between your loyal advisors, to pit
neighbour against neighbour, and to undermine the very foundation of justice and truth upon
which your kingdom is built. Mr. Ashton’s final entries speak of a growing despair, a realization
that the ‘broken vessel’ he feared was not just the kingdom, but the erosion of all that was honest

and true.”

The King placed the goblet back on the table with a definitive click. His eyes, which had been
narrowed in contemplation, now blazed with a sudden, fierce light. “You speak of betrayal,” he
said, his voice hardening, the geniality of moments before completely vanished. “Of a deliberate
attempt to manipulate my decisions, to lead me into a war against my own people’s interests, for
the profit of a few ambitious schemers. Who is this individual, Fairfax? Name them. Do not falter

now, for if your accusations hold true, this is a matter that demands swift and absolute justice.”

Sir Reginald took a deep breath. The moment had arrived. He had rehearsed this in his mind a
thousand times, yet the weight of it was still immense. He glanced at Brother Thomas, who offered
a subtle, almost imperceptible nod of encouragement. “Your Majesty,” Fairfax began, his voice
resonating with a somber conviction. “The evidence, particularly Ashton’s detailed analysis of the
financial flows and the specific nature of the forged intelligence, leads us to believe that the

mastermind behind this plot is none other than Bishop Gardiner.”

The name hung in the air like a thunderclap. Bishop Stephen Gardiner, a man of immense power, a
trusted advisor to the King, a staunch defender of the Church, and a figure often at odds with
those who favoured a more conciliatory approach to foreign policy. The King’s face contorted, a
mixture of disbelief and a dawning, terrible recognition. He had had his suspicions about Gardiner,
his machinations, his ambition, but he had never conceived of such a deep-seated, destructive

plot.
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“Gardiner?” the King repeated, his voice laced with a dangerous incredulity. “The Bishop of
Winchester? You accuse Stephen Gardiner of orchestrating a conspiracy to plunge my kingdom
into war? Of falsifying documents and betraying my trust?” He rose from his seat, his imposing
frame casting a long shadow across the chamber. He began to pace, his heavy boots making soft

thuds on the rug.

Brother Thomas, feeling the King’s palpable anger, spoke softly but firmly. “Your Majesty, Mr.
Ashton’s final writings, his desperate attempts to document the truth before he was silenced, are
most damning. He identified a specific operational cipher used in the dissemination of falsified
intelligence, a cipher that Ashton had previously linked to Gardiner’s personal secretary.
Furthermore, Ashton’s investigation into the origin of certain crucial documents revealed a
consistent pattern of procurement and handling that pointed directly towards individuals within

Bishop Gardiner’s immediate circle, individuals known for their discreet and unsavory dealings.”

Fairfax continued, his voice regaining its measured tone as he presented the logical progression of
Ashton’s deductions. “Ashton’s journal details the painstaking process by which he traced the
financial disbursements. The sums involved are significant, Your Majesty, far beyond what would
be required for simple bribery or the acquisition of minor intelligence. They suggest a deep and
sustained effort to manipulate events on a grand scale. The payments were directed towards
individuals with known connections to foreign powers that stand to gain the most from our
kingdom'’s instability. Ashton believed, and the evidence strongly supports, that Gardiner saw a
protracted war as the means to consolidate his own influence, to eliminate rivals, and to reassert

the Church’s authority in a kingdom he perceived as drifting away from its traditional moorings.”

The King stopped pacing and turned to face them, his eyes narrowed, a dangerous glint within
them. He ran a hand through his luxuriant red hair, a gesture of profound agitation. “War,” he
repeated, the word a guttural sound. “I have sought peace, while this... this serpent has been

whispering poison into my ear, urging me towards conflict. And Ashton? You say he was silenced?”

“He was, Your Majesty,” Brother Thomas confirmed, his voice heavy with sorrow. “His
disappearance was no accident. The evidence suggests a violent confrontation, an attempt to
silence him permanently. Ashton, foreseeing his demise, left a series of cryptic clues, a trail for
anyone diligent enough to follow. He feared for his life, and rightly so, for he had uncovered a
truth that threatened to unravel the very fabric of power within this court.” Thomas then
produced the small, bloodstained scrap of fabric and the drawing of the ring that Ashton had
made. “This fragment of cloth was found at the scene of Mr. Ashton’s last known location, a
struggle having clearly taken place. And this drawing, Your Majesty, depicts a ring worn by a man
known to be an enforcer, a man with a reputation for extreme violence and close ties to Bishop

Gardiner’s most trusted operatives.”
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Fairfax stepped forward again, his gaze steady. “Your Majesty, Brother Thomas has performed a
miraculous service in deciphering Ashton’s work. He has brought to light not only the evidence of
this conspiracy, but also the personal narrative of a brave man whose life was extinguished for his
integrity. Ashton’s death was not merely the silencing of a scribe; it was an attempt to bury a truth
that could shatter the King’s trust, destabilize his reign, and plunge this kingdom into a

devastating conflict.”

The King returned to his seat, his movements slow and deliberate, as if the weight of the
revelation had physically settled upon him. He looked at the documents spread on the table —the
journal, the transcripts, the fragments of evidence — as if seeing them for the first time. The
intricate web of deceit, woven by a man he had considered a loyal servant, was now laid bare. The
implications were vast, touching upon foreign relations, domestic stability, and the very authority

of the crown.

“Gardiner has always been... ambitious,” the King murmured, more to himself than to them. “He
has sought to steer my foreign policy, to align England with the Papacy, to crush dissent with an
iron fist. But | never imagined... | never conceived that he would resort to such perfidy. To
orchestrate war through lies... it is an abomination.” He looked up at Fairfax, his expression grave.
“And what of Bishop Gardiner’s own pronouncements on these matters? Has he not advised me,

argued for caution or for action, based on these very documents that you claim are forged?”

“Indeed, Your Majesty,” Sir Reginald replied. “He has consistently presented arguments for a more
aggressive stance, citing the very intelligence that Ashton’s work reveals to be fabricated. He has
used these manufactured crises to sow discord within your council, to isolate those who counsel
peace, and to consolidate his own influence. When Brother Thomas first began his inquiries, it
was Bishop Gardiner who sought to obstruct him, to discredit Ashton’s work, to paint it as the
ramblings of a madman. His efforts to suppress the truth, which at first seemed merely suspicious,

now appear as a desperate attempt to conceal his own guilt.”

The King remained silent for a long moment, his brow furrowed in deep thought. The room, which
had seemed so grand and imposing moments before, now felt like a crucible, a place where the
fate of kingdoms was forged in the fires of truth and betrayal. He picked up a quill, turning it over

and over in his fingers, his gaze distant.

“This changes everything, Sir Reginald,” Henry finally said, his voice quiet, yet resonating with a
profound authority. “The alliances we have forged, the conflicts we have narrowly avoided, the
very reputation of my reign... all have been shaped by these lies. If what you say is true, then
Gardiner has not merely sought to advise me, but to control me, to steer me down a path of

destruction for his own gain.”
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He looked at Brother Thomas, a flicker of appreciation in his eyes. “And you, Brother Thomas. You
have walked into the shadows, armed with only your faith and your intellect, and you have
brought these truths to light. Your dedication to John Ashton’s legacy, and to the integrity of this

kingdom, does not go unnoticed.”

He stood up again, his posture now firm, his gaze fixed on the window. “This matter cannot be
allowed to fester. The danger is too great. A kingdom divided against itself, led into war by deceit...
it is a fate | will not allow to befall England.” He turned back to

Fairfax and Thomas, his eyes burning with a renewed purpose. “You have done well, Sir Reginald.
And you, Brother Thomas. You have presented a grave accusation, supported by compelling
evidence. But accusations are one thing, proof is another. We must tread carefully. Gardiner is a
powerful man, and his reach is long. To strike without absolute certainty would be to court

disaster.”

He walked to a side table and poured himself a fresh goblet of wine, his hand steady. “However,”
he continued, his voice hardening with resolve, “the evidence you have brought is too substantial
to dismiss. John Ashton’s sacrifice must not be in vain. | will convene a special council. Only my
most trusted advisors will be present. We will examine this evidence together, sift through every
detail. And if it holds as true as it appears, then Bishop Gardiner will face the judgment he so
richly deserves. But | will not have this done in haste, nor will | allow it to become a public
spectacle that further destabilizes the realm. This will be handled with the utmost discretion and,

when the time is right, with swift and uncompromising justice.”

King Henry looked from Fairfax to Thomas, a stern but resolute expression on his face. “You will
both remain here, at my command. You will answer any further questions | may have, and you will
assist me in preparing the full presentation of this evidence. We have uncovered a viper’s nest,
and it is my intention to cleanse it thoroughly. The King’s counsel will be convened. And the truth,
however painful, will prevail.” The King’s decision was made. The gears of justice, long stalled by
deceit, were finally beginning to turn, driven by the courage of a monk and the unwavering loyalty
of a knight. The King’s counsel would be the next battleground, and the fate of Bishop Gardiner,

and perhaps the kingdom itself, would be decided there.

The privy chamber, moments before buzzing with the potent energy of accusation and counter-
accusation, now settled into a tense, expectant silence. King Henry, his face etched with the
profound gravity of the situation, paced the length of the room, the heavy thud of his boots on
the Aubusson carpet the only sound for a prolonged period. Sir Reginald stood ramrod straight,
his gaze fixed on the monarch, his every fibre coiled with the anticipation of the King’s verdict.
Brother Thomas, his hands clasped in his habit, felt the stillness press in on him, a palpable force

that spoke of decisions being weighed in the scales of power and consequence. The King had

94



95.

demanded their presence, had pored over Ashton’s meticulously documented journal, had
listened to Brother Thomas’s impassioned, yet fact-based, interpretation of the damning
evidence. He had seen the stark financial records, traced the illicit flow of funds, examined the
damning samples of ink and parchment, and heard the chilling accounts of how forged

intelligence had been weaponized. Now, the moment of reckoning had arrived.

Finally, the King stopped his pacing, turning to face the two men who had brought him such
unsettling truths. His eyes, usually alight with a keen intelligence or a jovial spark, were now dark
with a cold, hard fury. The air seemed to crackle with it. “A war,” he began, his voice dangerously
low, a rumble that promised thunder, “a war built on lies. A war that would have bled my treasury
dry, decimated my armies, and pitted my subjects against each other, all for the vanity and avarice
of one man. Stephen Gardiner.” The name was spat out, devoid of any respect, laced with the
bitter taste of profound betrayal. He looked at Sir Reginald, his gaze sharp and unwavering. “You
spoke of proof, Fairfax. You presented a compelling case, a tapestry woven with Ashton’s
painstaking work and Brother Thomas’s unwavering diligence. But are we entirely certain? Are we

utterly, irrevocably convinced of Gardiner’s guilt?”

Sir Reginald bowed his head, his voice steady and resolute. “Your Majesty, the evidence, as
presented, is exhaustive. Ashton’s journal details not only the falsification of diplomatic dispatches
and troop movements, but also the specific methods employed to disseminate this false
information within your council. He documented meetings, intermediaries, and the precise
wording of the fabricated reports that were then presented to you and your advisors. Brother
Thomas'’s deciphering of the coded correspondences, which Ashton had painstakingly collected,
leaves no room for doubt. These were not mere clerical errors or misinterpretations. They were
deliberate acts of sabotage, designed to incite a conflict that would serve Gardiner’s own
ambitions. The financial records, Your Majesty, are perhaps the most damning. The sums
disbursed, the dates of disbursement coinciding precisely with the manufactured crises, the
recipients of these funds — all point to a meticulously planned operation orchestrated by a man of
significant influence and deep malice. Ashton, in his final entries, even detailed his suspicions
about Gardiner’s personal secretary and the peculiar ‘courier’ services employed by the Bishop’s
household. The bloodied cloth and the drawing of the ring, Your Majesty, speak of the desperate

measures taken to silence Ashton, a measure only someone with much to lose would undertake.”

Brother Thomas, emboldened by Sir Reginald’s clear assertion, added, “And Your Majesty, the very
nature of Gardiner’s advocacy in council meetings, his consistent pushing for aggressive action
based on these same falsified reports, solidifies the argument. He presented these fabrications as
undeniable truths, manipulating the fears and anxieties of your advisors. He sought to isolate
those who argued for peace, to portray them as weak or disloyal. His efforts to thwart Ashton’s

investigations, to dismiss his concerns as the ramblings of a disturbed mind, now reveal
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themselves as calculated attempts to bury his treachery. The inconsistencies in his own accounts
of diplomatic negotiations, when cross-referenced with Ashton’s findings, are stark. He spoke of
French troop build-ups on our borders based on documents that Ashton proved were printed on
paper manufactured in Rome, weeks before the supposed intelligence was gathered. He decried
the perceived insolence of the Holy Roman Emperor based on letters that, under examination,
bore the imprint of a printing press not yet invented in England at the time of their supposed
creation. The deception was not subtle; it was brazen, designed to play upon your righteous
indignation, Your Majesty, and to drive you towards a war that would undoubtedly have

strengthened his own position within the Church and your court.”

King Henry listened intently, his jaw tight. He ran a hand over his chin, his eyes distant as if
replaying every council meeting, every heated debate, every seemingly reasoned argument that
had led them to the brink of war. He saw it now, the subtle manipulations, the carefully worded
suggestions, the feigned outrage. He had always prided himself on his discernment, his ability to
see through the machinations of courtiers, but Gardiner had been cunning, insidious. He had
cloaked his ambition in piety, his greed in patriotism. The King’s voice, when he finally spoke, was
imbued with a chilling calm that was far more terrifying than any outburst of rage. “Then the
matter is settled. The danger is clear, the architect of this perfidy identified. We cannot allow this
serpent to continue to poison the well of my kingdom. To hesitate now would be to betray not

only John Ashton’s sacrifice, but the very safety and prosperity of England.”

He strode to the heavy oak table, his movements decisive. He picked up a rolled parchment,
Ashton’s final, frantic notes, and tapped it with a finger. “This,” he declared, his voice resonating
with newfound resolve, “this will not be swept under the rug of courtly intrigue. Bishop Gardiner
has presumed too much. He has gambled with the lives of my subjects and the sovereignty of my
crown. He has underestimated the King’s ability to discern truth, and he has fatally misjudged the

loyalty of men like Sir Reginald Fairfax and the courage of Brother Thomas.”

He looked directly at Sir Reginald. “You have served me faithfully, Fairfax. Your instincts for danger
and your dedication to uncovering the truth are beyond question. You will assemble a contingent
of my most trusted guards. They are to be discreet, utterly loyal, and to move with the utmost
swiftness. Their orders will be absolute: the immediate arrest of Bishop Stephen Gardiner. No
resistance is to be tolerated, and no escape is to be permitted. He is to be brought here, to

|II

Greenwich, under heavy guard, and placed in the Tower of London, where he will await his tria

Sir Reginald inclined his head, his expression a mixture of grim satisfaction and unwavering

obedience. “It shall be done, Your Majesty. With all haste and secrecy.”

The King then turned his gaze to Brother Thomas, his expression softening slightly, though the

sternness remained. “And you, Brother Thomas. Your role in this has been... pivotal. You have
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navigated a treacherous landscape, armed with little more than a scribe’s meticulous records and
a profound sense of justice. Your dedication to the truth, and your quiet courage in the face of
such darkness, has saved this kingdom from a catastrophic error. | will not forget this service. You
will be granted safe passage back to your monastery, and you will be accorded the King’s

protection.

Should any further inquiries arise, or should you recall any other details that might prove useful,
you are to inform Sir Reginald immediately. Your monastery will also be placed under royal
protection, to ensure that no retribution is sought against you or your brethren for the truth you

have unveiled.”

He paused, his chest heaving slightly, as if releasing a great burden. The sheer audacity of
Gardiner’s plot, the extent of his deception, was a wound that would take time to heal. But the
immediate threat, the looming spectre of war, had been vanquished. “The conspirators who aided
Gardiner in his schemes — the intermediaries, the informants, those who facilitated the
falsification of documents — they too will be apprehended. Sir Reginald will have a list of names,
provided by Ashton’s journal and your own recollections, Brother Thomas. No one involved will
escape justice. This will not be a public spectacle, however. The realm is fragile, and such an
upheaval could invite further instability. The arrests will be made swiftly, quietly, and the trials will
be conducted with the utmost discretion, though with the full weight of the law. The threat of war
with France, or indeed with any of our continental neighbours, has been averted. The narrative of

impending conflict, so carefully crafted by Gardiner, will be exposed for the lie that it is.”

He walked to a window, looking out at the manicured gardens that lay bathed in the late
afternoon sun. The birdsong seemed almost jarringly cheerful after the grim pronouncements
made within the chamber. “The world will see that England, under my rule, will not be plunged
into needless conflict by the machinations of ambitious men. My focus will remain on the strength
and prosperity of this realm, on securing its future, not on engaging in bloody wars fueled by
deceit. Gardiner sought to destabilize my reign, to weaken my authority, and to enrich himself and

his allies at the expense of my people. He will find that such actions have a terrible price.”

He turned back, a finality in his gaze that brooked no argument. “The ink on the forged
documents was still wet, the lies still being spun when you brought me this truth. Had you arrived
even a day later, the council would have been convened to authorize military action. The
ramifications would have been devastating. John Ashton’s name will be honoured. His bravery will
not be forgotten. His death, a tragedy, will not be in vain. It has served as the catalyst for
uncovering a rot that threatened to consume us all. The King’s decision is made. The conspirators
will be arrested. The war is averted. England will know peace, a peace earned not through bloody

conquest, but through the unearthing and punishment of treachery.”
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With a nod, King Henry dismissed them. Sir Reginald, his face a mask of grim determination, knew
the weight of the task before him. Brother Thomas, his heart a mixture of relief and sorrow,
understood that while one battle had been won, the fight for truth and justice was a continuous
one. The privy chamber, moments before a crucible of revelation, now felt like the quiet eye of a
storm that had been, miraculously, steered away from disaster. The king’s decision, swift and
decisive, had averted a catastrophe, securing a fragile peace through courage and the unwavering
pursuit of truth. The threat of war, so artfully manufactured by Bishop Gardiner and his cohorts,
had been defused before it could ignite, leaving England not weakened by conflict, but
strengthened by the resilience of its integrity. The whispers of war that had filled the court for
montbhs, fuelled by falsified dispatches and manipulated intelligence, would now be replaced by
the hushed accounts of a conspiracy exposed, and the decisive action of a king who refused to be
led astray. The reverberations of this decision would undoubtedly reshape the political landscape,
solidifying the King’s authority and serving as a stark warning to any who dared to challenge the
truth for their own gain. The peace, so precarious moments before, now felt more secure, a hard-

won victory not of arms, but of conscience and unwavering vigilance.

The silence that descended after the King’s pronouncements was not the quiet of relief, but the
pregnant hush of a battlefield after the initial skirmish. The air, thick with the ghost of a war
averted, now pulsed with the tremors of consequence. King Henry, his regal bearing now tinged
with the weariness of a heavy burden lifted, dismissed Sir Reginald and Brother Thomas with a
curt nod. The privy chamber, moments before a crucible of revelation and decisive action,
emptied, leaving the monarch to the solitary contemplation of the immense task that lay ahead.
The swiftness with which the King had acted was a testament to his understanding of power; to
hesitate would have been to invite further doubt, to allow the seeds of suspicion to fester and

sprout anew.

Sir Reginald Fairfax, his stride purposeful and his gaze sharp, left the King’s presence with the
weight of his orders pressing upon him. The arrest of a Bishop, a man of such influence and
standing, was no ordinary undertaking. It required not just authority, but an exquisite blend of
speed, discretion, and, when necessary, undeniable force. He did not waste a moment. His mind,
already meticulously cataloguing the names gleaned from Ashton’s journal and Brother Thomas’s
recollections, began to map out the logistics of the impending arrests. The Tower of London, a
formidable bastion of royal authority, would become Bishop Gardiner’s gilded cage. The King’s
most trusted guards, men whose loyalty was as unshakeable as the castle walls, were already
being silently summoned, their quiet efficiency a stark contrast to the thunderous drama that had
just unfolded. Fairfax understood that this was not merely about punishing a traitor; it was about
reasserting the King’s absolute sovereignty, about demonstrating that even the most entrenched

power could be brought to heel when it dared to defy the crown. The factions that had orbited
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Gardiner, those who had benefited from his machinations or been swayed by his rhetoric, would
now be scrambling, seeking to distance themselves from the falling star, to realign their loyalties
before the King’s wrath settled upon them. Fairfax intended to ensure that no one who had
profited from Gardiner’s treachery would escape scrutiny. His own position, so recently validated
and strengthened by his unwavering dedication, was now more secure than ever. He had proven
his mettle, his ability to navigate the treacherous currents of court politics and emerge with the

truth, a valuable asset to any monarch, especially one as shrewd and demanding as Henry VIII.

Brother Thomas, meanwhile, walked through the echoing corridors of Greenwich Palace with a
peculiar mix of exhaustion and trepidation. The King’s gratitude, the promise of royal protection
for himself and his monastery, was a balm to his weary soul. Yet, the raw reality of the court, the
viper’s nest of ambition and deceit he had briefly glimpsed, left him yearning for the quiet sanctity
of his cloistered life. He had seen firsthand how easily truth could be twisted, how readily men of
power would exploit any vulnerability for their own gain. The King, for all his decisive action, was
still a man surrounded by those who would seek to manipulate him. Gardiner’s downfall was a
victory, yes, but the underlying currents of ambition and intrigue that fueled such conspiracies
remained, a constant, insidious presence. The monk’s role in this affair had thrust him into an
unexpected prominence. Men who had previously overlooked him, or perhaps even dismissed
him as a mere scholar or a humble friar, now regarded him with a newfound respect, a cautious
deference. Whispers followed him, no longer the hushed gossip of an outsider, but the murmurs
of awe for the man who had helped unravel such a profound plot. He felt the eyes of courtiers
upon him, some genuinely admiring, others calculating, perhaps already seeking to gauge his
potential influence or to subtly probe for further information. It was a sensation he found deeply
unsettling. His desire was not for recognition, but for anonymity, for the peace that came from
service without spectacle. He knew that his testimony, and the detailed records he had helped to
interpret, would be vital in the upcoming trials, but he prayed that once his duty was fulfilled, he
could truly return to his scriptorium and his prayers, far from the gilded cages and whispered

betrayals of the Tudor court.

The immediate aftermath at court was a whirlwind of controlled chaos. The King’s commands,
delivered with such finality, were acted upon with a speed that belied the immense power
structures that were being dismantled. arrests were made not with fanfare, but with a chilling
efficiency. Individuals who had, mere days before, occupied positions of considerable influence
found themselves stripped of their titles, their retinues, and their freedom, all in the space of a
few hours. The court, accustomed to the grand pronouncements and elaborate rituals of power,
now witnessed its brutal and swift dismantling. Doors that had been open were summarily

slammed shut. Trusted advisors found themselves cast into shadow, their faces etched with
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disbelief and fear as they were escorted away by the King’s guards, their every possession now

subject to royal scrutiny. The very architecture of influence was being reconfigured.

Those who had been closest to Gardiner, the sycophants and the opportunists, were among the
first to fall. The secretary who had facilitated the dispatch of falsified documents, the minor
officials who had turned a blind eye or actively participated in the network of deception, were
rounded up with relentless precision. The King, advised by Sir Reginald, ensured that the net was
cast wide enough to ensue all those who had been complicit, yet narrowly enough to avoid
igniting widespread panic or implicating innocent parties. The trials, when they eventually
commenced, were conducted with the utmost discretion, held within the confines of the Tower,
away from the prying eyes of the public and the gossiping tongues of the court. The severity of
the King’s judgment was evident in the swiftness of the verdicts and the harshness of the
sentences. Imprisonment, confiscation of estates, and in some cases, exile, served as stark
warnings to anyone who might have entertained similar notions of defying the King or

undermining his authority through deceit.

The power dynamics of the court underwent a profound and immediate shift. The faction that had
been aligned with Bishop Gardiner, a potent force advocating for aggressive foreign policy and
wielding significant influence within the Privy Council, was decapitated. Their voices, once so
strident, were now silenced, their networks of patronage and influence dissolving like mist in the
morning sun. This created a vacuum, an opportunity for others to ascend. Sir Reginald Fairfax,
having proven his loyalty, his astuteness, and his unwavering commitment to the King’s best
interests, found himself in an enviable position. His counsel was sought, his opinions valued, and
his authority in matters of security and intelligence solidified. He was no longer merely a trusted
servant; he was becoming a key player in the King’s inner circle, a guardian of the realm’s stability.
His quiet competence and unwavering integrity had earned him a respect that transcended mere

political manoeuvring.

Brother Thomas, though he yearned for his return to the monastery, was inextricably linked to the
events that had transpired. His name was whispered in awe, his role in uncovering the conspiracy
celebrated, albeit in hushed tones. The King’s protection was a tangible shield, but the court’s
attention was a more insidious force. He found himself the subject of respectful inquiries from
courtiers, some genuinely curious, others attempting to glean further insights into the
machinations of power, perhaps hoping to use such knowledge to their own advantage. He
politely deflected these attempts, reiterating his desire for privacy and his sole allegiance to his
monastic vows. He understood that his involvement had made him a figure of consequence, but
he was determined not to allow this temporary prominence to derail his life’s calling. His focus
remained on the monastic discipline, on the spiritual rather than the temporal. He was a monk

first and foremost, and the intrigues of court held no allure for him. His only solace was the
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knowledge that his monastery, now under royal protection, would be safe from any lingering

retribution.

However, the Tudor court, as King Henry himself knew all too well, was a creature of perpetual
motion. The removal of one ambitious figure merely created space for others to vie for influence.
The undercurrents of intrigue never truly subsided. Ambition, like a hardy weed, would always
find a way to sprout, even in the most carefully manicured gardens. The balance of power had
shifted, certainly, but the game of influence, of alliance and subtle manipulation, continued. New
factions would inevitably form, new rivalries would emerge, all vying for the King’s favor and the
spoils of proximity to the throne. The King’s vigilance, so sharply honed by the Gardiner affair,
would need to remain perpetually alert. The exposed conspiracy had served as a stark lesson, a
brutal reminder that even those closest to him could harbor the deepest of resentments and the

most avaricious of desires.

The court, while no longer teetering on the brink of a disastrous war, was still a place of constant
negotiation and subtle power plays. The King, having purged a significant threat, now turned his
attention to consolidating his authority and ensuring the continued prosperity and security of his
realm. The resources that would have been squandered on a needless conflict were now available
for domestic improvement, for strengthening England’s position on the European stage through
diplomacy rather than brute force. The King’s decision to act decisively, though born of fury and a
sense of betrayal, ultimately served to reinforce his image as a strong, discerning ruler, capable of

protecting his kingdom from internal corruption as well as external threats.

The ripples of Gardiner’s downfall extended beyond the confines of Greenwich. The diplomatic
channels, so recently strained by the manufactured crisis, began to mend. The French, the
Spanish, the Holy Roman Emperor — all had been unknowingly positioned as pawns in Gardiner’s
grander game. Their ambassadors, no doubt perplexed by the sudden shift in tone and policy,
would now receive assurances of England’s peaceful intentions and its commitment to stable
relations. The averted war, once a tangible threat, became a cautionary tale, a testament to the
King’s wisdom and the dedication of his loyal servants, particularly Sir Reginald and the

unassuming monk whose diligence had saved the day.

Brother Thomas, in his quiet way, observed these shifts with a sense of detached wisdom. He had
witnessed the intoxicating allure of power and the devastating consequences of its abuse. He had
seen how easily men could be blinded by ambition, leading them to betray their oaths, their king,
and their very souls. His own path, he knew, lay in renunciation, in seeking a higher truth than the
transient victories and crushing defeats of the political arena. He had played his part, a crucial

one, in averting a national catastrophe. But now, his heart yearned for the stillness of the
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monastery, for the familiar rhythm of prayer and contemplation. He was a man who had glimpsed

the abyss and chosen to step back from its edge.

Sir Reginald, on the other hand, was now firmly embedded in the heart of the court's evolving
landscape. His reputation as a man of action and unwavering loyalty preceded him. He was tasked
with overseeing the further investigations into Gardiner’s network, ensuring that no loose ends
remained, no potential threats were overlooked. He navigated the complex web of courtly
alliances with a newfound confidence, his past successes serving as a testament to his capabilities.
He understood that the King’s trust was a precious commodity, hard-won and easily lost, and he
was determined to safeguard it. The court, in its perpetual dance of power, had lost a significant

player in Gardiner, but it had gained a formidable one in Fairfax.

The immediate aftermath at court was a stark illustration of Henry VIII's absolute authority. The
King’s decision, once rendered, was like a stone dropped into a still pond, its ripples spreading
outward, altering the surface and the depths. The arrests were carried out with a swiftness that
stunned many, including those who had considered themselves untouchable. The conspirators,
their carefully constructed world of deception crumbling around them, were apprehended with a
grim efficiency that left no room for protest or plea. Their positions, once symbols of their power,
became instruments of their downfall, as royal guards entered their chambers, their offices, their
very homes, to escort them away. The silence that followed each arrest was deafening, a

testament to the shock and fear that gripped the court.

The King, recognizing the potential for unrest and the danger of allowing the truth to become a
public spectacle that could further destabilize the realm, ensured that the proceedings were
conducted with the utmost discretion. The trials were held not in the grand halls of justice, but
within the imposing walls of the Tower of London, a place already steeped in history and
shadowed by past judgments. The evidence, meticulously gathered by Ashton and painstakingly
deciphered and corroborated by Brother Thomas, was presented with clarity and irrefutable logic.
Gardiner himself, once a powerful Bishop and advisor, now found himself stripped of all his titles
and authority, facing the full weight of the King’s displeasure. His defense, if he attempted one,
was likely to be futile against the mountain of proof laid bare before the King and his appointed
judges. The sentences were a clear message: treason, no matter how cleverly disguised or how
high the perpetrator’s station, would be met with severe retribution. Confiscation of estates was a
common punishment, enriching the royal coffers and further punishing the convicted by stripping
them of their material wealth. For some, the sentence was imprisonment; for others, the King, in
his magnanimity or perhaps his desire to avoid further public spectacle, decreed exile, banishing

them from his sight forever.
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The shuffling of power was palpable. The vacuum left by Gardiner’s fall created opportunities for
those who had remained loyal or, perhaps more accurately, astute enough to have distanced
themselves from his collapsing influence. Sir Reginald Fairfax found himself increasingly consulted
on matters of state. His clear-headed analysis, his proven loyalty, and his understanding of the
King’s mind made him an invaluable asset. He was not a man driven by personal ambition in the
same avaricious way as Gardiner; his loyalty was to the Crown and to the stability of England. This
distinction was not lost on King Henry. Fairfax’s position was not merely that of a trusted servant
but one of significant influence, a silent architect of the court’s new order. He was tasked with
overseeing the ongoing dismantling of Gardiner’s network, ensuring that no remnants of his

treachery remained to sow further discord.

Brother Thomas, the unlikely hero, found himself in a more complex position. While the King had
promised him and his monastery royal protection, and his role had garnered him a degree of
respect, he remained an outsider to the cutthroat world of court politics. He accepted the King’s
gratitude and the assurances of safety, but his heart longed for the familiar, ordered life of his
monastery. He had witnessed the dark undercurrents of ambition and deceit, and the experience
had solidified his resolve to retreat from such influences. The court, even in its post-conspiracy
state, remained a place of constant intrigue, where alliances shifted and loyalties were tested
daily. He found that even the respectful inquiries he received felt like an intrusion, a subtle
pressure to engage in the very machinations he sought to escape. He politely answered questions
pertaining to the facts of the case, but any attempts to draw him into courtly gossip or political
manoeuvring were met with gentle but firm redirection towards his monastic duties. His
monastery, now under the King’s watchful eye, was a sanctuary, and he was eager to return to its

peaceful embrace, to the solace of prayer and study, far from the corrosive whispers of power.

The court, however, did not magically transform into a haven of peace and honest governance.
The exposure of Gardiner’s conspiracy had been a seismic event, but the ground beneath the
throne was still fertile with ambition. The king’s reign was inherently characterized by the
constant ebb and flow of power, by the vying for influence and the King's favor. The removal of
one significant threat merely paved the way for new players to emerge, for new alliances to be
forged, and for the age-old dance of courtly politics to continue. The undercurrents of intrigue
remained, a constant hum beneath the surface of royal pronouncements and public displays of
unity. King Henry, a keen observer of human nature, understood this inherently. His vigilance,
honed by the betrayal he had just experienced, would need to be sharper than ever. The averted
war had been a victory, a testament to his discernment and the bravery of men like Fairfax and
Brother Thomas, but the vigilance required to maintain peace and prosperity within his realm was
a continuous, exhausting endeavor, a task that defined the very essence of his reign. The court, in

its intricate tapestry of alliances and rivalries, would forever be a place where the pursuit of
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power was as natural as breathing, and where the line between loyalty and treachery was often

as fine as a single, carefully crafted lie.

The heavy oak doors of Greenwich Palace swung open, not with the fanfare of arrival, but the
somber, quiet closing of departure. Brother Thomas, cloaked in the familiar wool of his order,
stepped out into the crisp autumn air, a stark contrast to the perfumed, stifling atmosphere he
had inhabited for so long. Behind him lay the gilded cages and whispered conspiracies of the
Tudor court, a world that had momentarily ensnared him but now released him, irrevocably
changed. King Henry’s pronouncement, delivered with the finality of a closing seal, had granted
him leave. The royal protection for St. Alban's Abbey, a tangible assurance of his monastery's
safety, rested like a heavy, comforting weight upon his conscience. His unexpected duty, thrust
upon him by circumstance and the grim necessity of truth, was fulfilled. The labyrinthine corridors
he had navigated, the hushed conversations he had overheard, the sheer, terrifying proximity to

power and its corrupting influence — all of it now receded, a vivid, unsettling dream.

His journey back to St. Alban's was a pilgrimage of sorts, a deliberate retracing of steps not just
across the miles, but through the landscape of his own soul. The familiar milestones on the road
appeared with a comforting regularity: the rolling hills of Kent, the ancient oak forests, the
scattered hamlets where life continued its unhurried, predictable rhythm. Each mile shed a layer
of the court’s artifice, replacing it with the honest scent of damp earth and woodsmoke. The
clamor of London, the omnipresent awareness of watchful eyes, the subtle dance of diplomacy
and deceit, began to fade, replaced by the gentle murmur of the wind through the trees and the
distant bleating of sheep. He carried no worldly treasures from his sojourn, no rich silks or
glittering jewels, only the indelible experiences etched into his memory. The moral complexities
he had grappled with, the chilling realization of how readily truth could be manipulated, the very

real dangers he had faced — these were his only spoils, a heavy but necessary inheritance.

As the distinctive silhouette of St. Alban's Abbey rose on the horizon, a profound sense of
homecoming washed over Brother Thomas. The familiar stone walls, weathered by centuries of
sun and rain, seemed to embrace him, offering a sanctuary of peace he had desperately craved.
The scent of old parchment, a fragrance that had always been his comfort, now mingled with the
phantom memories of gilded halls, polished mahogany, and the unsettling perfume of intrigue.
The incense that usually filled the abbey’s chapels seemed to carry a new resonance, a deeper
spiritual significance after his immersion in a world where faith was often a tool for political gain.
His perception of peace, once a simple absence of disturbance, had been redefined. He now
understood it as a hard-won stillness, a precious state that required constant vigilance, both
externally and internally. The quiet routines he had once cherished, the rhythmic chanting, the

meticulous illumination of manuscripts, the solitary hours of prayer — these familiar practices now
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felt infused with a new meaning, a deeper perspective gained from his unintended foray into the

world of men and their often-unholy ambitions.

The initial days back at St. Alban’s were a delicate recalibration. The brethren greeted him with a
mixture of relief and curiosity, their warm welcome a balm to his weary spirit. They sensed the
change in him, the subtle gravity that had settled upon his shoulders, a quiet understanding that
he had journeyed far beyond the physical miles. He resumed his duties in the scriptorium, his
hands finding solace in the familiar feel of vellum and the precise movements of his quill. Yet, the
act of illumination, once a purely devotional practice, now felt like an act of rebellion against the
darkness he had witnessed. Each stroke of gold leaf, each carefully rendered initial, was a
reaffirmation of beauty, order, and truth in a world that often seemed to conspire against them.
He found himself sketching intricate patterns of vines and leaves, but the images sometimes
shifted, coalescing into the spectral outlines of grasping hands or the sharp angles of suspicious
glances. The phantom memories were persistent, a constant reminder of the fragility of peace

and the ever-present shadow of deception.

He spent hours in solitary contemplation, the familiar chants echoing through the stone halls now
serving as a protective barrier against the intrusive thoughts of the court. He prayed not just for
his own soul, but for the King, for England, and for the souls of those who had been caught in
Gardiner’s web of ambition and betrayal. He understood, with a clarity that bordered on painful,
the allure of power, the intoxicating promise it held, and the devastating consequences of its
unchecked pursuit. He had seen men, cloaked in piety and positioned at the pinnacle of authority,
orchestrate schemes that could have plunged a nation into war, all for their own aggrandizement.
This understanding brought with it a profound empathy, a recognition of the universal human
struggle between virtue and vice, a struggle he had personally witnessed unfold on the grandest

stage.

The Abbot, a wise and discerning man named Father Michael, recognized the internal struggle
Brother Thomas was undergoing. He would often find him lingering in the scriptorium long after
the appointed hour, his brow furrowed in thought, his gaze distant. Father Michael did not press
him for details, understanding that some experiences were too profound, too layered with the
complexities of the human heart, to be easily dissected or shared. Instead, he offered quiet
companionship, a steady presence that grounded Brother Thomas in the present reality of their
shared monastic life. He would sit with him, ostensibly to discuss the translation of a newly
acquired Latin text, but his true intention was to provide a silent anchor, a reminder of the

enduring peace and purpose that St. Alban’s represented.

One blustery afternoon, as the wind howled around the ancient towers, Brother Thomas confided

in the Abbot, albeit obliquely. "The world outside," he began, his voice low and measured, "is a
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tempest, Father. And we, in our quiet cloister, are but a small vessel, seeking safe harbour. But

even the safest harbour can be breached, if the storms are fierce enough."

Father Michael nodded slowly, his gaze fixed on the flickering candlelight. "Indeed,
Brother Thomas. The storms are always brewing, both without and within. It is the nature of this
mortal coil. But it is our duty, is it not, to tend our own gardens, to cultivate the seeds of peace

and righteousness, even when the gales threaten to uproot them?"

"I have seen the gardens of powerful men, Father," Brother Thomas replied, his voice tinged with
a weariness that belied his years. "And | have seen how quickly they can be choked by weeds of

ambition and deceit. | pray that our own garden remains pure."

"The purity of our garden," the Abbot said softly, "lies not in its isolation from the world, but in
our unwavering commitment to its tending. You have returned to us, Brother Thomas, not as one
who has merely escaped the storm, but as one who has weathered it and learned its lessons. Your

perspective is now richer, your understanding deeper. That is a gift, not a burden."

He looked at Brother Thomas, his eyes filled with a gentle, knowing light. "You have helped to
secure the King's favor for our house, a precarious thing at best, but a protection nonetheless. You
have faced the darkness and returned with the light of truth. That is a service rendered, a duty
fulfilled, and a testament to the strength of your spirit. Do not let the shadows of London cling to

you. Let them serve only to illuminate the path you walk now."

The Abbot's words were a revelation, a gentle but firm redirection. Brother Thomas had been so
consumed by the lingering unease, the residual disquiet, that he had failed to see the positive
transformation within himself. He had viewed his experience as an intrusion, a disruption to his
peaceful existence. But Father Michael’s perspective reframed it as a crucial chapter, a necessary
trial that had ultimately strengthened his resolve and deepened his commitment to his spiritual
path. He had not merely survived the court; he had, in his own quiet way, triumphed over its

machinations by remaining true to his vows and his conscience.

He began to see his return not as an escape, but as a return to purpose, a reintegration into a life
of true meaning. The meticulous work in the scriptorium, which had previously felt like a retreat,
now felt like a vital contribution. He understood that preserving knowledge, illuminating sacred
texts, and maintaining the spiritual life of the monastery were acts of profound significance,
especially in a world so easily swayed by temporal power and fleeting political winds. The intricate
illumination of a manuscript was not merely an artistic endeavour; it was a meditation, a prayer
made visible, a testament to the enduring beauty and truth that existed beyond the ephemeral

squabbles of kings and bishops.
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The phantom memories did not vanish entirely, but their power to disturb began to wane. They
transformed from intrusive Specters into quiet reminders, like ancient battle scars that spoke of
past struggles and hard-won resilience. He would sometimes find himself pausing in his work, his
quill hovering above the vellum, a fleeting image of Bishop Gardiner's imperious gaze or Sir
Reginald Fairfax's stern resolve flashing in his mind's eye. But instead of succumbing to the
unease, he would take a deep breath, focus on the vibrant pigments before him, and reaffirm his
commitment to the quiet sanctity of his chosen life. He realized that the truth he had helped to
uncover, the stability he had helped to preserve, was not a fleeting political victory, but a

foundation upon which the quiet work of faith and scholarship could continue.

He began to find a new rhythm, a deeper appreciation for the simple, profound beauty of
monastic life. The scent of old parchment was no longer mingled with the ghost of whispered
secrets, but was the pure, unadulterated aroma of devotion and dedication. The incense filling the
chapels was not a fragile shield against the world, but an offering, a fragrant conduit to the divine.
The quiet routines, once cherished, were now embraced with a newfound gratitude, each
moment a gift, each prayer a reaffirmation of purpose. Brother Thomas had returned to St.
Alban's, not as the same man who had left, but as a man who had journeyed through the crucible
of power and emerged, not unscathed, but stronger, wiser, and more deeply rooted in the
enduring peace of his faith. He had faced the complexities of the world and found his way back to
the simple truth of his vows, a truth that resonated with a profound and lasting power. The
hushed whispers of the court had faded, replaced by the quiet, enduring wisdom of St. Alban's, a

wisdom that now echoed in his heart with a newfound clarity and conviction.

The familiar scent of beeswax and aged vellum was a balm to Brother Thomas’s soul, a comforting
anchor after the tempestuous voyage he had undertaken. Yet, even amidst the serene
predictability of St. Alban's, the echoes of Greenwich Palace lingered, not as a haunting
cacophony, but as a persistent hum beneath the surface of his renewed peace. He found himself
tracing the intricate curves of a historiated initial, the gold leaf catching the muted sunlight
filtering through the high windows, and his mind would invariably drift. Not to the opulent halls
themselves, nor to the strained smiles of courtiers, but to the chilling undercurrents that had

flowed beneath the veneer of civility.

He remembered the King’s pronouncement, delivered with a weary authority that hinted at the
immense burden of his decisions. The words, “We grant our protection to St. Alban’s Abbey, and
to all who reside within its walls, until such a time as this matter is resolved to our satisfaction,”
had been a lifeline, a reprieve from the precipice. But the satisfaction the King sought was a fickle
mistress, and the resolution was a fragile thing, bought with compromises and carefully worded
truths. Brother Thomas understood, with a clarity that still pricked at his conscience, that the

protection was not a fortress, but a temporary truce. The political and religious tides of England
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were as unpredictable as the Channel’s winds, capable of churning the calmest waters into a

maelstrom without warning.

The Bishop of Winchester, Gardiner, loomed large in his memories. A man of sharp intellect and
sharper ambition, his conviction had been a formidable force. Brother Thomas recalled the
intensity in the Bishop's eyes as he argued his case, the seamless weaving of doctrine and political
expediency, the subtle, almost imperceptible shift in his tone when he spoke of potential enemies
within the Church. It was a performance of masterful subtlety, a tightrope walk between divine
righteousness and earthly power. And Brother Thomas, who had witnessed firsthand the efficacy
of such performances, now understood that the seeds of dissent, once sown, were difficult to
uproot entirely. They lay dormant, waiting for the opportune moment to sprout, nourished by the

same fertile ground of ambition and grievance that had threatened St. Alban's.

His days were now filled with the familiar rhythm of monastic life: the sonorous chants that rose
and fell in the chapel, the quiet rustle of parchment in the scriptorium, the communal meals
where silence often spoke louder than words. But within this stillness, a new awareness pulsed.
He saw the brethren with different eyes, recognizing not just their piety and dedication, but their
vulnerability. He saw the Abbot, Father Michael, not just as a spiritual guide, but as a careful
steward, constantly navigating the treacherous currents of royal favor and ecclesiastical decree.
The King’s protection was a tangible thing, a writ of parchment secured in the abbey’s archives,
but its true strength lay in its interpretation, its ongoing relevance in a court where loyalties could

shift with the monarch’s mood.

Brother Thomas continued his work, his hands moving with practiced ease over the vellum. He
was illuminating a passage from the Psalms, the words speaking of God’s steadfastness in the face
of earthly turmoil. As he applied a delicate brushstroke of azure to the border, he thought of the
King’s recent pronouncements regarding the Church, the subtle but significant alterations to
ancient traditions. These were not merely theological debates; they were seismic shifts that
would reshape the landscape of England for generations to come. He had seen how easily
doctrine could be twisted, how readily faith could be weaponized. His own experience, fraught

with the threat of excommunication and imprisonment, had been a stark illustration of this truth.

He remembered the hushed conversations overheard in the palace corridors, the furtive glances
exchanged between privy councillors. The intricate web of alliances and enmities, the constant
jockeying for position, the unspoken threats that hung in the air like a miasma. It was a world
where truth was a malleable commodity, shaped and reshaped to serve the agenda of the
powerful. He had witnessed men of God, men sworn to uphold the virtues of humility and charity,

engage in machinations that would have shamed a seasoned politician. The realization that such
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corruption could fester within the very heart of the Church, that spiritual authority could be

wielded as a tool of temporal power, was a disillusioning but ultimately fortifying revelation.

He had returned to St. Alban’s with a heavy heart, burdened by the knowledge of the fragility of
the peace he helped to secure. The King's favour, he understood, was a precarious thing,
dependent on a thousand unseen factors: the Queen’s influence, the whispers of advisors, the
ever-present spectre of foreign threats. His duty had been to deliver the truth, to offer an
unvarnished account of the machinations he had witnessed. He had done so, laying bare the
ambition and deception that had threatened to engulf his monastery. But the truth, once spoken,
rarely remained untainted. It was subject to interpretation, to distortion, to the selective memory

of those in power.

He prayed for England, for its King, for the souls ensnared in the complex machinery of state. He
prayed for Bishop Gardiner, not with animosity, but with a profound sorrow for the path he had
chosen, a path that seemed to lead further and further from the gentle teachings of Christ. He
understood, with a disquieting empathy, the allure of power, the intoxicating promise of influence
and control. He had seen its intoxicating effect firsthand, the way it could warp judgment, erode
conscience, and ultimately corrupt the soul. It was a temptation he himself had faced, albeit on a

far smaller scale, and he felt a kinship with all who grappled with its insidious pull.

The Abbot, ever perceptive, noted the subtle shift in Brother Thomas. The boyish eagerness that
had characterized him before his departure had been replaced by a quiet gravity, a thoughtful
reserve. He no longer flinched at the sudden clang of the abbey bell or the boisterous laughter of
a visiting merchant. Instead, he seemed to possess an inner stillness, a deeper wellspring of
resilience. Father Michael observed him in the scriptorium, his brow furrowed not in frustration,
but in deep contemplation as he mixed pigments. He saw the way Brother Thomas'’s eyes lingered

on passages of scripture that spoke of courage and conviction.

"You have seen much, Brother Thomas," Father Michael said one evening, as they sat by the
hearth in the Abbot’s study, the fire casting dancing shadows on the stone walls. "More than most

monks witness in a lifetime."

Brother Thomas inclined his head. "The world is a vast and complex tapestry, Father. | have only

glimpsed a small, but perhaps significant, corner of it."
"And what have you learned from that glimpse?" the Abbot pressed gently.

He hesitated, choosing his words with care. "I have learned that peace is a fragile bloom, Father. It
requires constant tending, not just from those within its garden, but from the world beyond its

walls. And | have learned that power, though it may be wielded by righteous hands, carries a
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potent poison. It can blind even the most devout to the truth, and twist the purest intentions into
something... less noble." He paused, his gaze distant. "l saw men who claimed to serve God

serving only themselves, their ambition a hungry beast devouring all in its path."

Father Michael nodded, his expression solemn. "The temptations of the world are indeed great.
And the path of righteousness, though clear, is seldom easy. You have returned to us, Brother
Thomas, not as one who has merely witnessed these struggles, but as one who has actively
participated, and in your own way, prevailed. You carried the truth of our abbey in your heart, and

you returned it, unblemished, to the King."

The Abbot’s words were a welcome affirmation, a balm to the lingering disquiet. Brother Thomas
had often felt a sense of guilt, a nagging feeling that he had been tainted by his exposure to the
court's machinations. He had feared that the perfumed air of intrigue had somehow seeped into
his very being, leaving him less pure, less worthy of the monastic life. But Father Michael’s
perspective reframed his experience. He had not merely been a passive observer; he had been an

agent of truth, a quiet force for good in a world often dominated by deception.

"The King's protection is a comfort," Brother Thomas mused, his voice barely above a whisper.
"But | know it is not absolute. The currents that brought us to this point have not ceased to flow.

They merely recede, only to gather strength for another surge."

"Indeed," the Abbot agreed. "And it is our duty, as men of God, to remain vigilant. Not with the
suspicion of the worldly, but with the discerning eye of faith. You have been granted a unique
perspective, Brother Thomas. You have seen the workings of the world from within its most
formidable structures. This knowledge, coupled with your unwavering faith, makes you a valuable

guardian of our peace."

Brother Thomas felt a stirring within him, a sense of renewed purpose. He had often felt adrift,
caught between the quiet certainty of his monastic vows and the unsettling realities he had
encountered. But now, he saw his journey not as a detour, but as a crucible. It had tested him,
refined him, and ultimately, forged him into something stronger. He was still a monk, bound by
the same vows, dedicated to the same spiritual pursuits. But he was no longer the same man. The
wisdom he had gained was not a burden, but a quiet strength, a wellspring of understanding that

would inform his every prayer, his every word, his every action.

He looked at his hands, once hesitant to touch the tools of diplomacy and intrigue, now steady
and sure as they prepared the vibrant pigments for his illuminated manuscript. The gold leaf he
was about to apply was not merely an adornment; it was a symbol of the divine light that

transcended the earthly machinations he had witnessed. He understood that his role was not to
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engage in the world's battles, but to cultivate the inner sanctuary of faith, to preserve the flame of

truth and devotion within the hallowed walls of St. Alban’s.

The political landscape of England remained a turbulent sea, the King’s decisions a constant
source of uncertainty. Bishop Gardiner, a man whose influence seemed to grow with each passing
year, would undoubtedly continue his machinations. Sir Reginald Fairfax, the stern but honorable
knight who had been tasked with his protection, was a man of integrity, but even integrity could
be a fragile shield against a determined adversary. Brother Thomas knew that the threat to St.
Alban's, and to the quiet pursuit of faith and knowledge, had not vanished. It had merely been

held at bay, a beast temporarily sated, but still lurking in the shadows.

His return was not an end, but a beginning. He carried the weight of his experiences, not as a
crushing burden, but as a reminder of the preciousness of peace, the fragility of truth, and the
enduring power of faith. He had seen the corrupting influence of unchecked ambition, the
seductive whisper of power that could lure even the most devout astray. But he had also seen the
quiet resilience of the human spirit, the unwavering commitment of those who held fast to their

principles, even in the face of overwhelming pressure.

The quiet routines of monastic life, once a simple comfort, now felt like a profound act of
resistance. Each illuminated manuscript, each carefully rendered prayer, was a testament to the
enduring beauty and order that existed beyond the fleeting chaos of the temporal world. He was
a monk, yes, but he was also a custodian of a truth he had helped to preserve, a quiet guardian of
the spiritual heart of England, beating steadfastly within the ancient stones of St. Alban’s Abbey.
His journey had taken him to the heart of power, and in doing so, had shown him the true
strength and solace that lay in the quiet devotion to God. He had returned, not as the same man
who left, but as a man with a deeper understanding, a clearer purpose, and an unshakeable faith

in the enduring light that even the darkest of shadows could not extinguish.
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Back Matter Abbot:
The head of a monastery.
Bishop: A senior church leader, responsible for a diocese.
Chant: A religious song or spoken text, often sung in unison.
Courtier: A person who attends a royal court.
Diocese: The area under the jurisdiction of a bishop.
Historiated Initial: An initial letter in a manuscript that contains a narrative picture.
Manuscript: A book or document written by hand.
Monastery: A building or community of monks living under religious vows.
Parchment: Writing material made from animal skin.
Privy Councillor: A member of the monarch's Privy Council, an advisory body.
Scriptorium: A room in a monastery where monks copied manuscripts.
Vellum: Fine parchment made from calfskin.
Writ: A formal written order issued by a court or other legal authority.

For those interested in delving deeper into the historical period that inspired this novel, the

following works are recommended:

The Six Wives of Henry VIII by Antonia Fraser

The Reformation: A History by Diarmaid MacCulloch
Thomas Cromwell: A Life by John Guy

The King and the Monk: Thomas Cromwell and William Warham and the Collapse of the Church
by Edward Pauck

Life in a Medieval Monastery by Glyn Davies

These texts offer comprehensive insights into the political machinations, religious reforms, and

daily lives of individuals during the tumultuous 16th century in England.
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