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PREFACE

In the medieval world it had been a belief that kings and queens were absolute divine rulers. It was said that they were tied to the land itself, and bore responsibility for the functioning of nature. They ensured good harvests, successful hunts, and overall economic prosperity. It was this type of mysticism that led to other nontraditional beliefs. One being that the monarchs had the chance of true immortality.
Born from this age was King Henry VIII of England, one of the most infamous rulers of all time. Regarded as King, Emperor, and Pope in his dominions, he sat upon the throne for almost forty years and never lost the faith of his subjects. Yet he is best known for having six wives, of which two were put to death.
~
On January 28, 1547, King Henry VIII lay on his deathbed. Morbidly obese, crippled by a leg ulcer, driven mad by what many believe were the effects of syphilis, his death was a welcomed conclusion for some. That day his nine-year-old son, Edward, became king.
Soon after his death, King Henry was transported to Windsor Castle for burial. On the way the cart carrying him collapsed under his immense weight, and the casket burst open. It was said by the men accompanying him that his body was set upon by a pack of dogs who licked his wounded leg clean. And there were a few that swore he was still breathing.
This story begins seventeen years later.
Chapter One
-
Deserted Island off the Coast of Spain, 1564

William dropped to his bare knees in the burning hot sand and grit his teeth. Above him the old king raised a silver sword. The youth bowed his head and swept his long, sweat-soaked hair away from his face. “Domine, miserere nobis,” he whispered, hoping his grandfather would be quick about it.
But for a long moment the old king scowled at the clear blue sky. In his glare was the might and belief that he could demand it to storm. Suddenly he opened his mouth, readying to speak. He took a deep breath; his matted gray beard flattened against his chest. When he finally cried out, such was the fury in his voice that William felt like half a person.
“With this sword, Excalibur! I! Henry VIII, King of England, King of France, Lord of Ireland, strike thee once, twice, thrice, and dub thee Knight of our most Christian order, the Knights of the Round Table!”
“Grandfather, no!” the young man shouted to be heard over the rumbling sea.
“Rise! Sir Knight!” roared the old king, a dirty white and tattered robe covering his emaciated, suntanned frame. He opened his arms to the sky. The reflection of the sun flashed up and down the sword that shook in his hand.
“Grandfather, no,” William said, “I am—”
“Rise! Sir Knight! Rise!” Henry cried, plunging the sword into the white-hot sand. He ran his hands over his matted hair. “Christ, the King of Kings, will deliver you,” he said throatily as his body shook with fervor. “As surely as He is our Savior in the time of death, you are the savior of the Britons—of all that is good and Christian in men.” He focused on the youth. “Rise and take Excalibur, and let us tarry no more, for your time on this wretched island grows short.”
“Grandfather, I’m afraid!”
The old king’s bloodshot eyes opened wide. He flung his hand out in the direction of the sword. “Take Excalibur; it is yours by right! Take it, for in the hands of a true Christian, it will serve the Crown, it will serve Britain. Take it and delve no more into childhood fits. Begin your journey, begin your ascent to the throne of Britain!”
The tall and lanky young man grabbed the sword. He flexed the muscles of his bare arms and chest that glistened with sweat. His head bobbed in a semicircular motion. He stepped back, dragging the gleaming Excalibur. Flashes of reflected light caressed his slender face. For a moment the trepidation was gone, and he found himself enamored by the sword.
“It is yours now,” said the old king in a low, fiery tone.
“Forgive me, Sire. I will never allow fear into my heart again,” William said, enthralled as if by some secret power of the sword as he studied it. “I’m honored in the everlasting Light of God.”
After a few moments, Henry let out a low moan. “Tell me of those perhaps not as fortunate as us; tell me of The Wanderer.”
William closed his brown eyes tight. He opened them upon his first words of the old poem: “Wretched with care, removed from my homeland, far from dear kinsmen, I have had to fasten with fetters the thoughts of my heart—ever since the time, many years ago, that I covered my gold-friend in the darkness of the earth; and from there I crossed the woven waves, winter-sad, downcast for want of a hall, sought a giver of treasure—a place, far or near, where I might find one in a mead hall who should know of my people, or would comfort friendless me, receive me with gladness—”
“Excellent, my prince,” the old king said as he looked out to sea. He grimaced and tugged at the cloth on his chest.
“Grandfather, what aches?” With two hands the William stabbed the sword into the sand.
Henry vigorously shook his head and held up his hand. “My health is not a concern. Time is near when thou shall set sail for England, and whether I am alive or dead, you shall journey without me.”
“What? No, never—”
The old king violently waved his hands. “I have taught thee much. But there are things that cannot be taught.”
“I can’t go alone!” Abruptly, William remembered the feverish nights and a dream that seemed so real. He had been snatched from his boat by Titan’s huge hand—a glittering, bejeweled fist that pulled him through cold and dark waters.
“You are a Knight of the Round Table now; you must go alone. You must prove yourself worthy before God. And if your heart is pure, you shall survive the journey. If you truly believe in the works of Jesus Christ, there is no possible way to fail.”
“But why can’t you come with me?”
“So many reasons. The most important: I would deplete your perishables.”
“There is room on the boat for ten men and for stores to last forty-five days. We will surely reach England in one third of that time.”
“Ah, my boy, the sea and sky will play tricks. You may circle the world once, perhaps twice, before you set your eyes on England.”
“Circle the world?” William’s eyes grew wide with fright as he gazed out over the sea. “No, I will not leave you. Please, you must come.”
“I would not survive five days out at sea.”
“If God will watch over me, He will also watch over you. There now, I will not hear of it. A great king never falls far from the Light of the Lord.”
The old king brought his shriveled, bony hands to his face. “Mercy,” he said quietly.
“Grandfather, why do you cry?”
“Oh, Lord, forgive me,” he said and opened his arms. The tears streamed down his cheeks into his beard. “Please forgive this wretched old fool. Understand, I had to lie to the boy. If you condemn me to an eternity in Hell, let it be for my haste and folly, for my separation from your state.” He trembled fearfully and bent his head. “Not for the ill light I shed on the boy. Please, Father in Heaven, understand, I had to lie to the boy.”
“Grandfather?”
“Oh, my son!” he wailed, as the tail of a wave climbed high on the shore. “I am afraid there are many secrets I harbor.”
“If you mean your lust for the servant girl, Maria, I know of it. Forgive me, but you speak of it in your sleep.”
Henry bowed his head. “There were others,” he said solemnly. He looked at the William. “The time has come for me to open my heart. My heart,” he paused, gazing upon the sand, “is blackened by many, many secrets. It is truly a poisoned heart.”
“The Lord knows the weaknesses of all men. He has created them. Even a king is not perfection. No. Only the Lord is perfection.”
The old king nodded a few times, then turned aside. “I was more than unfaithful.” He stared long at William. “To my Queens.”
“Queens?”
“Yes… I have not told you the complete truth about my life.”
The young man closed his eyes for a moment.
“My life has not been exactly that of a Christian King.”
William seemed to look for some sort of hint of this on his face. His eyes traced the blackened wrinkles about his grandfather’s eyes and mouth. William shook his head. “Is not a king, king for life?” he said earnestly. “This island is your realm. My world, the one you’ve created, is truly an idyllic Christendom. Do not fail to see your effect upon me. The honor and respect I reserve towards the Father has been taught to me by you. Therefore, my faith has begun with your faith.”
“I don’t deserve this.”
“For your strength and belief is so strong, that I embrace Him as I embrace you.”
“You are much wiser than your years. That is the sign of a true king. And king someday you shall be. My heart knows little, but that you shall rule, I am certain.”
“I am sure you judge your lengthy life only partially—with one eye closed and the other on the faults. Think of all the good you have done.” The words were a salve. The distressed look began to drain from the old king’s face.
“That may be true. Ultimately, you will be the judge. Upon your return to England you will learn much of my past. Much of it will be untrue.”
“To those who speak these falsehoods, I will turn deaf ears.”
Henry sighed. “But within the lies… there is some truth.”
“You have blessed me with kindness and patience in your darkest hours. The love I have for you will never waver. And whatever I may learn, I will know that you did not tell me all only to spare me the faults of a man in an imperfect world. I could not understand your life, because I know so little about life. I can walk around my world in half a day. And my greatest sin is the lust I have for women.” He reached out and touched the old king’s shoulder. “I will not leave you. You saved me from a most certain death.”
“Have I really saved you? Is this a life for a boy?” Henry said dejectedly and looked off.
“But my childhood—”
The old king threw up his hand. There would be no interruptions. “These past years should have been the most bountiful in your life. Yet what have you known but near solitude in the presence of such a haggard and solemn companion.” He closed his eyes in reverie.
“I have my life. Come with me, I beg you.” William looked out to sea. “We shall see England together.”
“Impossible. I would chance your bid for stealth. Please, say no more.”
“The world believes you and I are dead.”
“Untrue. Even now,” Henry said, watching the breaking waves, “I fear Edward may have met an untimely end, and, if that is so, the person who resides on my throne fears you more than any army in the world. Be sure, he waits for your return. You are an unmistakable image of your father. Upon your return to England, reveal yourself to no one.”
“We both shall—”
“You will journey alone.” Henry grasped William’s arm.
“I will live by your word,” the William said, trying to appease him for the moment.
“Good. Now, what is truth and what is myth I will make clear,” the old king said with a newfound confidence. “And you shall silence the winds of deceit and eradicate the tumor of my bitter end.”
“I will, I will,” William chimed.
Henry backed away, seemingly changing masks. He pulled at the crown of his matted hair and twisted his head. “What do I do?” he cried. “God have mercy on me. On this island, my deathbed, I still find need to prevaricate. I shall evade the truth no longer.”
“Please, it is the unbearable heat that makes you unsteady. Let us retreat into the shade. And away from the sun, the words will be less of a burden to your heart.”
“There is no shelter from the truth,” the old king said flatly.
A sense of an imminent doom swelled in William’s chest.
“I will have you know of my debaucheries. You will be more than ashamed, and I pray you will understand why I have waited all these years to tell you these ungodly secrets. Because forevermore, shall you see my darkness. And you shall want to leave me… here.”
“That is a lie!”
“Ah! You use the words and tone of a thief to a council of peers, and of men to their mistresses. I have committed horrors and atrocities against Rome, against the Father, that will never be forgiven. Very many would say I am the Antichrist. I charge you not to speak so hastily again.”
“All sins… except… except… original sin can be atoned for.”
“Of that,” the old king sighed desperately, “I am not so sure. But I will send you out into the world with a mission that, God willing, may be my penance. Unite your brothers. Unite them against the pagan scourge that bedevils the Britons. Consecrate the land once more with true Christian rights and beliefs.” He pushed his hands inside the cloth at his chest. “Occupy your days with the study of the Scriptures. Occupy your nights with the study of the sword. Sleep only when the Holy Trinity is sacred once more amongst men and women in Britain. Restore—” he started to cough, spitting up phlegm, “—papal law…to England.”
“But England is the most glorious of all Roman Catholic states,” William said, once again getting confused, as over the years his grandfather’s story had often changed. “No one, not even the Turks would deny that.”
The old king’s coughing became harsher. William wrapped his arm over his skeletal frame and led him into the shadow of a huge overhanging tree less than twenty feet from the beach. “Wine, wine,” Henry said, as his grandson helped him sit.
The young man ran off and returned a few seconds later with a leather bag. He untied the rawhide straps and helped the old king drink. After two voracious gulps, Henry smiled. “Even in the immense heat of this jungle island, I still ferment wine fit for a king, and a prince. Have some, my prince.” He pushed the satchel towards the William.
William took a large gulp, tied the satchel and sat alongside the old king.
“Tell me of your progress repairing the boat.” Henry smiled lazily.
“I have found a tree that is perfect to replace the broken mast.”
“You shall show me after we rest.”
“Yes, we must rest.”
The old king took the satchel and another mouthful of the wine. His eyes were glazed, yet it seemed something fixed had his attention. “For seventeen years I have rested, yet grow more… more weary each day of my exile.”
“You may say that, but I do not believe it is true. These past weeks I have seen a strength in your eyes that I have never seen before.”
“It is the reflection of the knowledge and strength I see in you.” Henry took another large gulp of the wine. He smiled. The wine seemed to cure his bad spirits. “My boy, the wonders of the world await you.”
“I will see them with the eyes and the mind that you have cultivated.”
“Who shall always have your diligent attention?”
“The Father, the laws of Christ, and the Crown,” William replied proudly.
“Yes,” the old king said. “You are wise. Be true to your heart, for your heart is pure, and then you shall never stray.” He closed his eyes and yawned. “Therein lies your virtue; therein will be your strength. My kingdom fell from my hands after I fell from the ways with God, blighted by the disease of Man. Do not give in to the sins of want. Therein will lie your downfall.” He closed his eyes and lay back, folding his hands behind his head.
Soon the old king was asleep.
William was dumbfounded by all that had occurred, but one thought soon eclipsed all others—the Sword of Kings was his now! He ran back and retrieved Excalibur. His eyes were wide with amazement as he knelt, angling the sword to reflect the sunlight back up to the heavens. It was beautiful, its brilliance in answer to the gracious rays of the sun. He promised his faith and his life’s works to the Lord, and then asked Him for guidance in all the grave matters he faced.
William rose with a fearful tremble as he held out the sword like a cross in front of him. “Excalibur,” he bellowed, the very word seeming to make his heart tremble.
He remembered the day long before when the old king had returned from walking, bearing a rusty old sword. Holding it out he had proclaimed, “It is a sign from God. For this can only be Excalibur, the Sword of Kings.” He raised it up, examining it closely. “Rare to see such craftsmanship… there is no equal. And there is only one reason it is here; God has chosen to show favor on you, my son.” William had then watched in awe as his grandfather prepared a mixture of sand and water and scrubbed the sword. Each pass of his hand brought the glittering silver closer to the surface. Yet the old king had placed the sword in a corner of their grass hut where it stood for many years, and he forbade William to touch it, though its regal presence often tempted him.
~
With the sword stretched in front of him, William ran towards a copse. “Let all who challenge, feel my wrath!” He felt a sudden power possess his arms. He slowly raised the sword with one hand. “Hear ye! Hear ye! Surrender now to the King and his army,” he said and swung violently, cutting down a budding tree, “or with deafened ears we shall mercilessly slaughter and trample your bodies. Declare the King your sovereign lord, and Christ your Savior, and you are free to go home to your women and children.” He stared angrily into the dark hollows.
William looked back and swung his free arm. “Knights, charge into battle! We shall make the sea run red with pagan blood!” Again, he swung his sword and cut down another small tree. “Arrrh!” He stepped forward, lunging with his sword into a bush that gleamed in his mind like battle armor. “Viking, you have no enemies in England, only the ones you make!” He yanked the sword back and thrust it high above his head.
A faint sound in the distance soon rose above the call of the ocean and whistle of the island breeze. “Baaah,” came a cry from behind a thicket of bushes. William pushed through the brush and saw one of their goats that must have strayed from the pen. He tapped the animal’s bent head with the sword as it chewed grass. “Squire, you have fought courageously. In the name of St. George, St. Michael, and the Virgin Mary, I dub thee, Sir Knight. Now return to my castle and tell the Queen I am victorious and shall return before nightfall.”
He cleaned the sword on his loincloth and admired the blade for a moment before resting it on his shoulder, then went to check on the old king. When he returned to the beach, he could not see him. He ran down a tight path, and cut through a thicket of bushes leading out to a small stream. He started on a path up the side of the mountain, which centered their island. Along it were many tall trees that dappled the sunlight. He soon spotted his grandfather and ran to catch up with him. He was hobbling along, steadying himself with a long wooden staff. His breathing was heavy and noisy with gurgling mucous.
“We must move our hut lower if you continue to take walks on the beach every day.”
“Ah, nonsense!” the old king said and moved his free hand in a tremulous manner.
“You are much too stubborn to admit that the climb is too strenuous.”
“As long as I am able to stand and walk, I will make the journey. It is my one challenge left in life, so let me be.”
They walked the rest of the way in silence. Henry concentrated on his steps, while William was watchful of the old man’s unsteadiness.
William pushed open a small wooden gate, and led Henry to a hammock stretched between two willowy trees. “Rest while I prepare something to eat.”
Henry tested the hammock with both hands before he sat in the middle. William watched him lie back, then made his way through their dark grassy hut and out the back to the pen. He returned quickly holding two half coconuts filled with goat’s milk.
“Someday, you will yearn for this solitude,” the old king reflected. “It will be many years perhaps, but you will dream of this place, and you will remember it just as Adam must have remembered Eden.”
William nodded respectfully and said, “Please drink this.”
“If it is not wine, then it will not abate my thirst.”
William looked off disapprovingly, still holding out the coconut filled with goat’s milk.
“Trust me to know the needs of my body. I have kept it erect much longer than is undoubtedly recommended. And as long as God makes me walk the Earth, I will cheat the solicitous mockery of death. And when my time is over, I will slumber and fall gleefully into the arms of the Lord.” Henry started to laugh. “And if He is so inclined to take me, He will have to carry me.”
“I know, because you shall be too drunk to walk. You should not say such things.”
“My boy, there is no repentance on Earth for my blasphemy. I will suffer an eternity in Perdition.”
“Please, do not say that. The Lord is thy shepherd; you are not the first man to stray from His flock.”
“True… but when I strayed, I usurped the Almighty’s throne. Now please, may I have my wine? My throat is parched. Later, with my meal, I may take milk. But now, I want wine.”
“Wine it shall be.”
“If I must, I will fetch it myself.”
“No, no, I said I will bring it.”
“And do not add water to it.”
“It would be a sin; yes, I know.”
William picked up the satchel the old king had emptied and went around to the back of the hut and through the door of a smaller hut whose grass sides were fortified by sticks to deter various small animals from entering. Inside, he lifted the hatch on the roof, letting the sunlight in. Various types of salted fish hung in neat rows. Piled in one corner beside four crudely shaped barrels were stalks of corn. He unfastened a plug at the bottom of one barrel and carefully filled the satchel with wine.
Henry fearfully watched as William poured a cup of the wine. “Let me have the container, so as not to bother you again,” the old king said reaching out, tearfully staring at the satchel. Reluctantly, William handed it to him.
William lit a fire by striking together flint and stone. Henry soon emptied the satchel of wine, groaning and complaining until William hastily snatched it out of his hand and refilled it. Sometime after that the old king erupted out of a drunken stupor. “It is all so simple! This fate that I endure!” he cried, bleary-eyed with spittle on his lips. He then tried to dismount from the hammock and William thought he looked like a fish without its tail. William had no intention of helping him. Finally, the old king gave up and settled back down. “As I have told you many truths, that is sure, here is the root of my misery.” He dropped his head for a moment. “I married my brother’s wife! Oh, don’t look at me like that, my boy. He was dead already! Ha! Ha! Ha!” He laughed for a good long time after that, stopping only to take a swig of the wine.
William sat down on the wooden box and could not bear to look at him, though he listened closely to all he said.
“If a man shall take his brother’s wife, it is said—it is an unclean thing. Leviticus! It is God’s decree, and I defied it. The Pope was persuaded with purses of gold to change God’s law. Think of it! I bribed the Pope and he, God’s messenger on Earth, accepted. Throughout my life, I paid so dearly for my crime against Rome. I had the choice of the most fecund women, and to sire an heir was my only wish. All for England, a male heir to give the necessary strength and unity to its future, my only desire. But I was cursed, I tell you. In time it seemed I had formed a union with Lucifer himself. And then I had to…”
“Had to what?” William asked cautiously.
“My poor brother’s wife,” he mumbled, flapping his lashes vacantly at the youth. “My wife, Catherine, a goodly woman she was, with a great heart. She played no part in what I had done, yet she suffered greatly because of it. She was a good Catholic until her death; she bore me a girl child, but was plagued by the curse of my heresy. And I had to… had to rid myself of that union. I thought it would free me from the curse.”
“And then you married Jane Seymour,” William said, raising a hand to his brow.
“I would like to say that, but it would not be entirely true. I was lost to the world, and for a time I found solace in another.”
William covered his ears. “Please, I ask once again, spare me the faults of a man in an imperfect world. Please, enough for today. Dessert will change your mood, and then sleep will do your heart good.”
“What treat is for dessert? Troycrem? Or spiced pears and custard? Grilled Valencia oranges? Tart, sweet nipples? Or my favorite, bananas? Ha… ha… ha…”
Without another word the old king passed out. William carried him to his bed as he had done so many times before.
Chapter Two

The next morning, no reference was made to the previous day. After they had finished breakfast, William read from the Bible as the old king reclined in the hammock. Henry had his hands behind his head and his feet crossed. William sat next to him on a wooden box. The tattered book was cradled on his knees.
“‘…In the Madian the Lord said to Moses, Go back to Egypt, for all the men who sought your life are dead… So Moses took his wife and his sons, and started back to the land of Egypt with them riding on the ass. The staff of God he carried with him.’” William gently closed the book and squinted at the old king. His eyes were closed, his lips were parted slightly, and his chest unevenly rose and fell.
William stood up, blinking his tired eyes. He moved toward the hut to retrieve Excalibur—
“‘The Lord said to him!’” the old king began, “‘on your return to Egypt, see that you perform before Pharaoh all the wonders I have put in your power. I will make him obstinate, so that he will not let the people go.’” Henry opened his eyes and crept up in the hammock. “So, you do not want to continue our morning studies?”
“I did…no…you were…” William said, his eyes downcast, while color rose in his handsome, boyish face.
“Why did you stop reading then? Are you so learned that you are in no need of study?” He brushed the matted hair away from his eyes. “Or perhaps you are going off to the beach to ponder deeper thoughts.”
William shook his head and turned deep red.
“Tell me of a slave,” the old king said, “of the legendary writer from Phrygia.”
“The man you speak of is Aesop, a collector of fables who served Iadmon on the island of Samos. His tales were grand and noble, their messages full of wisdom and truths that even the most gifted could not deny—”
“One crucial manifestation of the Persian Wars was the instability of power. King Croesus of Lydia had an insatiable appetite for dominion, as did the Persian King, Cyrus. Tell me of their trials…”
~
That day, the old king was extraordinarily pleased with William’s progress, and rewarded the youth with his most favorite prize. “Ask,” Henry bellowed cheerfully, “for there is much you want to know.”
There were civilizations temptingly calling, but there was no other place William would rather be—because before him was the wisest of savants whose knowledge and experience were boundless. Apollo sat before Zeus, high atop Olympus.
“Tell me about England.” William said excitedly. “About the towns and about the countryside.”
“What would you like to know?”
“Anything, anything. What is it like to travel between the towns and villages? What is the English countryside like? What type of people could I meet? Would they be young or old, portly or gaunt, have whiskers or not? What will the women look like? Are they comely, goodhearted, faithful, or maligning and evil? It does not matter, but please leave no image to my design.” These questions he had asked his grandfather numerous times before, but he listened as if it were the first.
The old king drew his lips into his mouth, and pushed them out wet with saliva. “The towns and countrysides of England are so grand that one truly needs a horse to travel under the cover of day. But if you do not arrive at your destination, you may ask for a night’s lodging at one of the many farmhouses you will pass. In return you may be asked to pay a small pittance, though most likely the English gentlefolk will gladly open their homes to you, provide supper, and ask only that you part with a tale of your journey. Such is the way of the English gentlefolk, that to their credit they are not only exceedingly polite, but they are officious and kind, generally wishing to be pious and do charitable works.”
“But what do the men and women of the country look like?”
The old king closed his eyes, deep in thought. He raised his index finger and shook his head. “The men… will be tall and lean with rugged faces, as all farmers are. Their wives will be short and plump. They apply no fanciful cosmetiques, and as all farmers’ wives they appear to be plain and honest in my eyes. Their children will be lithely, playful, and in generally good spirits, as all children exposed to the untainted air and blithe ways of the country are. In London, as in most cities, the children are considerably more serious, not only with their studies, which is justifiable, but in matters concerning government and wealth,” he said, much to William’s delight. “One can hardly admit to seeing fault in this. Yet children must be children. And that means ample time to play the fool. Because it is an unfortunate affair that entirely serious children sometimes grow up to be imprudent and reckless adults. Though in the case of an heir such as yourself, you would be expected to be exceedingly intelligent, of remarkable wit, and primly mannered. So you, my son, would have no time for childish games. But on this island, perhaps, you are lucky to be given much time to advance your intellect and strengthen your person, all in addition to having time to frolic about as you wish.” William let out a quiet laugh. The old king smiled. “Because when you become King, this frolicsome side will be to your benefit.”
“It will?”
“Yes, yes, be sure of it. It is the side of you that will yearn for pleasure. It is the side that your subjects will fall in love with. Yes, in a king, such irreverence is good,” Henry said and nodded his head with an air of arrogance.
“Why is it bad for adults not to be serious, but good for a king?”
The old king rubbed his cheeks. “That is a good question. To be king is a most glorious honor… but so much is demanded of the ruler and chief patriarch that it is good for him at times to enjoy vain pursuits. On the other hand, irreverent men are usually characterized by sloth and long bouts of unemployment. Not a king! He is born with a short life, and work that will last more than a lifetime. He must inspire and sire generations. And if he is to be a great king, revered by his subjects, he must be kind and virtuous. But, if he is strong—intrepid, a conqueror of foreign lands, and revered by his subjects—he can be immortal!” Henry raised his fist above his head. “Immortal,” he said, slowly enunciating the word again. And a silent contentment overtook his face as the word stirred his tongue and rattled against his cheeks.
William trembled with awe. He realized he now had the power that the old king could only lament the loss of. With both hands he grabbed his knees. He thought for a long time about what he was to say next. He listened to the old king’s uneven breaths. They sounded like a fire burning in the wind.
“What about the parents of these serious children? What are they like?” He was unsure if his grandfather heard the words, but so accustomed to his mannerisms had the old king become, that when William looked up again, his grandfather’s hand was already raised. He would answer when he was good and ready, and William was not to dare interrupt his thoughts.
Henry leaned forward on the hammock. “The men are generally plump,” he said in an amiable tone. “Especially if they are part of the King’s court, as the food is rich and plentiful, and only exhortations are expected of them. The King is the one who bears the burden of the state.”
“And the women?” William asked.
“They are very lean, but still are more handsome than women in the country. But they cannot wield an axe; dismembering foul as country women will not spark up a fire in a man’s eye.”
“What if she is an extremely beautiful country girl?”
“Ah! What do you think?” The old king gave his best smile.
“Perhaps she will go unnoticed because she lacks proper training in courtly ways.”
“Correct! Besides, men never notice the truly pretty girls, unfortunately, until they are married to another, it seems.”
William laughed. The old king smiled.
“Tell me about the hunt.”
“What would you like to know?”
“Who makes for a better hunter, an accomplished equestrian or a superior archer?”
“Well, if one chooses to hunt on horseback, he must be skilled in both trades. Neither the horse nor the fowl are cooperative for any extended amount of time to permit a decent shot.”
“Tell me of the castles.”
The old king bowed his head. He waved his hands slowly and deliberately. “It could be said that there are many great castles in England. Yet I believe that a castle is only as great as the lord that presides over it. So if he is not fair and just, then his subjects will not be content within their ranks. Then there is no order, and there will be no law. Soon there will be chaos and treason, and the stone walls that are twice as high as any tree on this island—that the Heaven-blessed knights stand guard over—will mean nothing if there is not contentment. Do you understand?”
William gave a slight nod. “I think so,” he replied.
“Does the word of the Lord, Jesus Christ mean anything if you do not heed His message?”
William instantly understood. It was as if a wellspring had erupted inside him; he basked in the old king’s ageless wisdom and felt the beneficence of his Godly presence.
“Describe snow.”
“Close your eyes. Imagine a cold breeze.”
“A cold breeze?”
“Yes. There is a deathly chill in the air, but it is not alarming. You welcome it. Rain falls with shape, in solid white flakes. Do you see it?”
“Ye-ess, no.” William slowly opened his eyes and frowned. “No, I cannot. I have never known any other climate than this one full of such heat.”
“Well…” The old man took a deep breath and straightened. “You’re standing at the northern-most edge of the island, overlooking the precipice; below is the tumbled rock formation. Your eyes are closed and there is a strong wind at your back, much like the one before a frightful storm. You cannot hold your ground. Over the cliff you go. Down, down, down! You’re about to be impaled upon the jagged rocks! But you never hit bottom,” he said quietly. “Opening your eyes, it is to walls of white. The only color is in your clothes, but soon they too are covered by white. Do you see it?”
William saw something, and it was marvelous. A crowd of people surrounded him. The faces were kind and gentle, lighting up around him like fireflies in the night. A lone woman stepped forward. She had long black hair. He could not see her face. The picture slowly faded, as did its importance.
“Tell me about the church choir?”
“Ah, my son, the voices are so sweet. They ring out in the cavernous church and you can at once understand what it means to have total faith in the Lord. Man alone can produce nothing so beautiful. There has to be the inspiration of God to create such harmony, such undeniable beauty.” The old king twisted his hands, and for a second his eyes flashed a wonderful, brilliant retort to the clear blue sky.
“Harmony? Beauty? Explain further!” William wanted to reconcile the words.
The old king swung his head to look at William, yet his eyes saw past him. “Sing the first note of Adieu Madame et ma.”
“A-a-a…”
“Hold that note for as long as you can.” Henry seemed to listen for a few seconds. “Can you feel the resonance in your head?”
William nodded.
“Imagine a hundredfold joining you. All of them are singing different notes, but notes that weave together to make a beautiful garment of sound. And they are all in harmony with you. Cup your hands over your mouth. That’s right, and keep singing that note. Close your eyes; remember the snow.” William shook his head; his lips were tingling and he felt lightheaded. “You’re riding a black stallion in a rich forest; the hooves are hammering against the terra firma with such force that they create rhythm within the song. The wind is blowing up so hard it raises you off the saddle. You are like a bird in flight, soaring. If the horse stumbles, you most certainly will die. But you suddenly realize you cannot die—there! In front of you is the most beautiful creature you’ve ever seen, floating, hovering in a white cloud.” There was a short pause. William felt the old king’s breath at his neck. “You are surrounded by thousands.” His voice was an ardent whisper. “All of you in the same room—a grand cathedral—and all joined together in the same harmony. The creature, somehow more than just a woman, something more beautiful and ineffable, is above the altar. There is something infallible about her. She joins the song, yet she sings a different melody that is a beautiful complement to your song. You realize she is singing for you, calling for you... William! William! She sings.”
He saw the woman again. His mother? Her features were not definite, and the picture was unclear. The woman twisted her arms between her legs, writhing in pain.
“William! William!”
“Stop it! Stop it! Please.” He rose and tried to walk away, yet stumbled and fell to one knee.
“William,” the old king bellowed. “What’s wrong, my child?”
William looked up as he released the grip of the vision on him.
“Enough for today,” the old king said casually.
“No, please continue. Please, I am fine.”
Henry looked off for a time. “Of what else would you like to know?”
“Tell me about the great one.”
“Ah! Alexander! The most prized student of Aristotle.”
“Yes, tell me about his rise to power.”
The old king raised both hands and began. To William, his words were like sparks tumbling forth as he unraveled the tale of Alexander’s many triumphs against unfathomable odds in just over ten years to carve out the largest empire the world had ever known.
“Is there something else? Ask! Ask!”
William looked away. “It is a foolish question that only a boy would want to ask, and it may be wrong for me to ask it.”
“There are no foolish questions; we are but an old man and a boy lost on an island. Who will hear?” He gave an encouraging three-toothed smile.
“Do I have to die to see God?” The words were out of his mouth for no more than a few seconds, when he realized his oversight.
A drastic change came over the old king. The deep wrinkles that lined his forehead flattened as he angrily tightened his eyes. A gull cawed overhead. William looked up. He turned to see the old king was looking up too, his lips opening and closing as if conferring with another. Then he wrung his hands and began to rock back and forth in anger.
“Does He not come down from the heavens?” William pleaded. “Is there not a place He frequents?”
“Like an inn perhaps?” he wailed. “To drink and be merry?”
“I only thought there may be some holy place of which you have not yet told me,” William said hesitantly. “A place where I may know that God is and look upon His Holiness.”
“What?” the old king stormed.
“I’m sorry, forgive me.”
“The Lord is everywhere and there is no place that cannot be a holy place as long as there is belief.” He stared sharply at William. “It was His hand that created the Heavens as well as the Earth; perhaps you forget so soon. Look up and be sure, if you do not see Him; know that He surely sees you.”
William said nothing, and was melancholy for the rest of the morning.
Chapter Three

They sat on a smooth stone slab on the island’s northern cliff. No more than a few steps away was a sharp decline of about ten feet, before a one-hundred foot drop into the restless sea. Though it was their favorite spot, William now felt uneasy.
Besides the day’s labor of harvesting the cornfield, the old king suffered from a bad cough that had begun in the early morning. After so many healthy years, William was deeply troubled by his grandfather’s sudden malady and wouldn’t leave his side.
“It was a beautiful day,” the old king offered, turning back to admire the harvested field with puckered eyes. In the morning they had taken breakfast in the same place, and all that could be seen of their camp was the roof of the hut. But now even the smaller hut was visible, because the neat rows of cornstalks obstructed the view no more.
William smiled, but did not respond. He continued peeling back the husks from the ears of corn that he would later grind into meal.
“These days are sumptuous jewels in my memory,” the old king said. “We have accomplished much more than expected. And we were lucky to have such a perfectly clear sky and cool northern wind to work within. Unfortunately, it is rare the temperature is ever this agreeable.” Henry opened his arms to the sea and looked from east to west. He grinned, showing almost the entire length of his gums. “Tomorrow,” he coughed, “we will not be so lucky. The winds have already changed direction, and the heat will return soon.” Caught in the beauty of the sea and the sky, the old king closed his eyes, shaking his head slightly. “Tell me what direction they blow?”
William reached back, pulled a handful of grass, and tossed it over the cliff. Watching it fall, he lowered his head. The great tumbling sea, possessing its own cabalistic power, demanded his full attention. The waves slammed against the rocks and crashed onto the shore. He looked up and admired the sun as it lowered into the horizon. Through squinted eyes he saw individual rays pheasant-tailing into the sky and darting towards him as they laid an amber-colored trail over the water.
“William?”
The young man blinked, eyeing the slivers of grass twirling out to sea, and said, “It’s God’s wind… for it blows towards the southernmost coast of England.” He looked aside for a response.
“Yes… as long as God is on your side,” Henry said in the same tone he used for admonishment.
“Grandfather?”
“Yes?”
“Why do things have to be so? My life is so joyous on this island.”
“That is why I have said you will remember it as a place of perfection in the years to come. You will someday yearn for this solitude.”
“Then why must I leave? I know nothing but happiness here. And there is so much more that you can teach me.”
“True. But you are at an age when one must go out into the world.”
“I—”
“Vincit qui se vincit,” the old king said and lifted up his hand. “There are many impossible decisions to be made in life, but to live and be a man, one must find volition where there is none.” He closed his eyes and tilted his head. Stretching his fingers and opening up his palms, he slowly drew them to his chest. “From barren fields and a few seeds, the would-be farmer begins. First, he must feed his family. Then, if he is to be prosperous, he must work very hard, cultivating enough earth so as to one day bring the fruit of his labor to market.”
William shifted his feet and looked away. He did not want the old king to build an insurmountable argument. Yet he knew if he spoke, his grandfather would surely rear up in anger.
“Julius Caesar. You can remember the story I told you about his return to Rome?”
William seemed inattentive.
“He was a great general,” the old king said, not acknowledging William’s perplexity, “who conquered in the name of Rome. Sending journals of his exploits back to Rome, he wrote as if he were just an observer rather than as the victorious general that he was. Word of his impressive victories soon spread throughout the glorious republic, and he became a very famous figure. Among his legions he was a demigod; so revered was he by these troops, that his mere presence on the battlefield was considered to be a luminous augury. This had the senators in Rome worried. They feared this great general would return and declare himself dictator. They sent word to him to disband his legions and not to return to Rome.” The old king raised a solitary finger. “They told him if he crossed the Rubicon, it would be considered an act of war. And so Caesar was faced with a mighty decision.” He took a deep breath. “But was it a decision at all? He knew of only one home and one people, the Romans. As he crossed the Rubicon, the words he uttered were alia iacta est, the die is cast. He had no choice but to march on Rome—”
“If I am to go,” William paused for reflection, “I will not understand their ways. I do not understand the world we came from. I cannot understand all the forces that influence a man.”
“All the forces that influence a man?” the old king responded in a bemused tone. He ran his hand down, pulling at the knots of his beard with tremulous fingers. “It is true the greatest lessons one learns cannot be taught through discourse. But we have tried. At best, you have seen much through my eyes. There must be something we can do to assuage your fears, even if only in the slightest. What most troubles you?”
William thought for a long while. There were so many things that strained his heart, knowing he would be alone in a strange new world. He was at a loss, though he eventually spoke his first thought, “Togetherness; to be one with another.”
“Ah, love! I should have known,” Henry replied with an easy laugh, his eyes beaming. Overhead, the moon was aglow, while the sun shed its last rays. Tilting his face upward, the old king grew silent and fragile.
William studied him for a few seconds, and saw that his limbs twitched almost imperceptibly. He imagined the magisterial blood that coursed through his body, pumped by a heart of great tireless effort and accumulated wisdom.
“Do you remember the reason for the ten-year battle of Troy? The reason the great city fell after a golden epoch that lasted a thousand years?”
William pondered what direction the old king might take the conversation, while he watched him reach back for the satchel of wine. He winced, thinking of the change his sage would undergo as the alcohol obfuscated his thinking.
Henry cradled the satchel in his hand like a babe. “I think there is much you can learn from the answer,” he added, and took his first gulp.
“King Agamemnon offended Zeus,” William replied halfheartedly, shrinking, watching him devour the wine with painstaking gulps as if it were a bitter elixir. There followed a beating silence as William’s heart sank.
“Yes, in part, but it is not the answer I seek,” the old king said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.
“The Trojans imprisoned Helen.”
“Ah! Yes. A battle fought for ten long years. Two sides impervious to concession, and all lost for the singular price of one woman. When the Greeks tricked the horse-loving Trojans with an equestrian statue, one of the greatest civilizations known to man saw its last days of life.” Henry lowered his head in sympathy for the great loss. He took another large gulp of the wine.
“But was it not a tale, spun through the years and scribed finally by Homer?” William said smartly.
“Of course, but there is much wisdom to the story, and there is truth to be found too. Undeniably, Troy is no more in any sense. Besides, I am not finished yet.” The old king laughed a wily sort of chuckle. “Men fight because of women or to no end they muse, finding new meanings of virtue and beauty. I talk of the poets, inclined each day over parchment as if they have some God-given decree to make a holy tableau.” His face began to redden. “To understand the effect they have over men, just think of all the works, of all the time great men of literature have spent musing over the female ideal. And understand, men want wealth and power, but can be made happy by mere promises! Men are so easily deceived,” he said, lowering his voice. “But women want love! And it is so hard to deceive them because they are born deceivers!” He rode the crescent of a new anger. “Never close your eyes on a woman! Wake before she wakes, never sleep before she sleeps. Always remember,” his voice fell to a low sardonic pitch, “always remember.” He held the satchel of wine in his hands and took a large swig. Then another.
“What about love?” William pleaded. “What about marriage? How are we to be but one flesh?”
The old king was shaking. His attention seemed to be taken by a swarm of mosquitoes. He slapped his neck, then looked into his open palm. William examined the air around them and saw nothing. “Please, sire,” William said, “the strain of the day’s labor was immense. Let’s retire to the hut. We must eat and rest.”
“I am not tired and I am not finished! One cannot explain love,” Henry said coughing, “in a mere handful of words.” William opened a satchel of water, wet a cloth, and wiped the old king’s brow.
“I was a knight in the most lavish armor, blessed by John the Baptist, and spirited by Uther Pendragon. Few men are lucky to see a flash of my life in their most cursed dreams.” He pulled on a blackened leather necklace, woven with oddly-shaped, dark stones. With both his thumbs he turned it out for William to see. “These were once a string of rubies and emeralds. But now, no matter how long I rub I cannot bring them to shine. You can see how they have faded and are of no value to me now. It is the same with all things I loved in my life. I suffered, even in my youth. The indomitable hand of God taking my dearest mother from me, when I loved her dearly and needed her so. This is so befitting a deity ousted from the immortal way.” He stared down at his limbs, then seemingly off to some distant place. “I was the one… the one that the birth and blood of a thousand years produces but once. Yet I die like an animal caught in a long-forgotten trap—howling and calling out into the dark forest. You, my only witness,” he said, staring straight through William. “I ask you, are my cries those of a lunatic?”
William could not reply. After a few moments he recovered enough to realize something was seriously wrong with his grandfather. The youth passed his hand in front of his face and detected no response.
“I tell you,” the old king said, startling him, “my cries are swollen from a hunger that longs to be fulfilled. But have I really come to an end, I wonder?” He touched the tips of his fingers to his temples. “Do the demons ever grow tired of laughter? Will this mask that fades from use finally fall free? A vial tempts me to open it, and taste what cannot be tasted, and feel what cannot be felt. But nothing is as nothing seems.” He set his hands down and pushed himself to his feet. He recklessly leaned forward and reached out over the cliff. William grabbed him by his robe, then by his hips, and saw the moonlight glittering mockingly on the rippling waters below. “This very second, a voice hidden within the wind calls my name. If only I could reach out to her. Would I step into safe and warm, inviting velvety arms? Would I at last know peace?”
William pulled him back and sat him down. He took a cloth from his waist and wiped the sweat from his grandfather’s brow. His forehead, cheeks, and neck burned. The old king grasped William’s arms. “Six wives, do you hear me boy? Six wives and I still die alone! Longing to curb the current of my desires, I could live for time immemorial and still want. Six wives, hundreds of lovers, and I’m still wanton. No one refuses a king. If someday you are to be king, take them all! For you cannot have them all, and they cannot all be graced with but a moment of your affections!”
“Blessed Father,” William began, “for so long you have shielded us; under your infallible wings we have soared to great heights—”
“For a king takes and he gives! He graces!”
“...guided and graced by your generosity. Now at the hour of our need, may your Light shine, and on your wings may we sail across this treacherous valley. Please, Heavenly Father, set us on a course of equity and providence—”
“What will you give to keep your subjects loyal? I’ll tell you. To the men who are strong and courageous, you knight, and to the women who are, you bed.” He stood up and stumbled; William lunged forward to support him. He looked up at the waxing moon, and spoke to it. “I am a king!” He raised his fist. “Until death and beyond—the greatest king that ever lived! To hell with all those that ruled before me! None shared my glory! Together they are nothing, a handful of dust! I cast a light over England that shall always shine! One God! One King! One God!”
William grasped the old king tightly by the arms and began to steer him through the field towards the hut. “One God! One King!” Henry continued to chant—though lowering his tone until it seemed the words were echoing into some secret chamber in his volcanic mind.
William took off his grandfather’s robe and lay him on his bed. He sat by his side and dabbed his face with a damp cloth. The old king’s eyes remained open for a long time, though he said nothing, and only stared at the grassy ceiling of their hut. It was quite a while before he finally fell asleep.
Chapter Four

As the gray morning broke, the old king did not rise. He slept long into the afternoon, his mouth open, his breath laboring and fetid. William was by his side when he finally woke, and he helped him take water and urinate. The few words the old man spoke were jumbled, and in his eyes William saw his helplessness.
In the evening he asked for wine. William had to hold the satchel to his lips, and his face tightened in pain as he fought for each drop.
Throughout the night, William was bothered by thoughts of trying to survive on the island alone. He had concluded that he would go mad and die not long after the old king. So at daybreak, after so many years of delay, he finally made the first real preparations to leave. The most important was to fix the boat’s broken mast, which was the only impediment to his journey. With a small iron axe, it took William only a short while to cut down one of the many hardwood trees that populated the mountainside. This one was fairly straight, and its width looked constant with that of the broken mast. He tied a rope to one end and dragged it down the mountain. The broken pole was easily removed, secured by only three large spikes at the top of a cylindrical slot where it entered the deck. Before securing the new pole in place, he had to cut it to the correct height, and then shave a bit of the girth at the bottom so it would slip into the deck. He then tied the old boom onto it just above the deck level, secured all the pre-existing hardware and ropes, and then reattached and furled the sail. In all, it was a fairly easy task, or at least not as difficult as he thought it might be.
~
For the next few days, the old king’s condition varied between complete disability and, to William’s utter surprise, sitting up in bed and quietly asking for wine. William increasingly read to him from the Bible, while Henry made few responses. For years, William had been used to being continually interrupted as his reading prompted his grandfather to unwind a story or an experience.
When his grandfather was awake, William was cautious with the words he spoke, trying not to engage him with anything more than life-sustaining thoughts. However, there was one last “question” he desperately wanted to put to him, and in a moment when the old king was sitting up on the bed looking somewhat better, William thought it might be his last chance. Then, as he took a deep breath, he started to lose his nerve.
The air was thick with a foul stench, because the old king was too proud to let William clean him properly. It reminded the youth of the smell of the lost goat that had fallen off the northern cliff and become wedged between the rocks far below. The smell was at its worst when the warm southern breeze wafted over the carcass and lingered within their encampment. Finally, William had to climb down to try to dislodge the dead animal, but he could not, so he set it alight.
“Can you tell me our story again? The truth of how we came to be.”
“Yes. Sit me up higher. I want to look at you.” William grabbed him by the arms, and easily perched his gaunt frame against the hut wall. Their faces were inches apart. The old man smiled. “I will be gone soon. You will not have to worry about leaving me.”
“I will never leave you,” William said, sitting beside the bed.
Henry half smiled. “I am afraid our time together grows short.” He then squinted, deep in thought. The wind stirred outside.
The old king began rolling and wetting his lips. “You look thin, my son. I know how you worry, but your health is most important. The journey will be long and oppressive. Eat, for you will need the extra strength.”
William was reticent, his head turned to the window. A canvas window shade flapped gently, letting light stretch in and out of the room.
The old king sighed. He cleared his throat. “So you want the truth. Is that what you ask?”
William bowed his head, his eyes following flashes of the light.
“If I said our story was as it had been told, would you believe?”
William looked intently at his grandfather. “Yes,” he said with all the certainty and honesty he imagined a voice could possess.
The old king let out a low moan and winced in pain. “If I were to tell you a new version, on what grounds would you believe?”
“You have never lied to me. Why would you now?”
The old king squinted. His lips curled over his gums.
“Years ago,” William explained, “what was truth to a young boy was limited to what he could comprehend; now times have changed. I am no longer a boy.”
“Yes,” Henry said as his eyes tightened even more, “you are a man, and a wise one, too.”
“And after you have spoken, perhaps your deeds may not weigh as heavy on your soul.”
“My soul,” the old king said, half coughing the words. “I don’t think I have one. Once perhaps, but now?” He shook his head. He wearily lifted his hand. “It is gone and I shall be subjected to a fate worse than Hell.”
“Is not Hell the worst of all fates?”
“No. I have foreseen a worse one in my dreams.”
“In your dreams?” William wondered.
“Yes…. every night, for some time now, I die peacefully in my sleep. I rise up from my body and look down upon my corpse. Then, for a moment, I hover above your bed, and with all my heart I wish you happiness. And then I cannot help but drift out the door, and there I encounter a man and a woman. The glow on their faces and their splendid dress assure me that I’ve nothing to fear. ‘My wife and I are honored to be in your presence,’ the man says.
“‘You were once our king,’ the woman says with a kindly voice. Then she says, ‘Do not fear, there is no such a place as Hell or even Heaven. But there is another place. It is not anything like the Heaven people dream of, nor can you see God there. It is just another place like Earth. There are mountains and trees and beautiful flowers—it is where we have come from.’
“‘There, we have children,’ the man adds, ‘and even grow old and die again. But we cannot say exactly how it is different from our life on Earth, because we are unsure what that was like.’
“I was going to ask them questions, but somehow I knew it did not matter. I was not going there. Ah, yes, I saw it on their faces. They were only there to give me a sense of peace. But I understood that what I’ve been searching for and wanting my entire life, would have been found in that very place. It would have surely been Heaven for me.
“And then I felt something much like a fluid, shapeless, it was like water as it wrapped round me. ‘It will be ever so painless, your Majesty,’ the man says to me.
“It is then that I think I should run. In answer to this thought, the man shakes his head, though it seems he cannot look at me or present me with any more of his thoughts. He is so ashamed that he cannot help me.” He exhaled noisily. “But the woman is the able one; it is she that closes to me and gently asks me to lie down. She tells me my pain will be over soon. And it soon is because,” the old king paused, blinking his eyes, “I am consumed by blackness. Forevermore to be nothing in its truest sense. And when one is nothing, there is no more chance for life. And no reason for hope.”
William’s lips were trembling. “Grandfather,” he said, “it was only a dream. Surely you don’t believe in dreams.”
“After you know the past, you will understand my fears,” the old king said, his voice taking on an eerie tone.
“I understand so little. Perhaps I have been rash. Maybe I know that which is essential—”
“Ah, my brightest star flickers.” Henry smiled. “Do not be afraid. You will learn from my—my—” He shook his head, looking away momentarily. “It may change my spirits, because I have resolved to tell all.”
Tears had been running down William’s face; he paid them no attention until they boarded on his lip. With his tongue he wiped them away. “The truth does not matter if I do not survive.”
The words stirred the old king. “What evil tongue flaps in your mouth?”
“I am sorry, Grandfather, forgive me.”
“Ask the Lord for forgiveness, though I know He has none for me.”
“Why do you speak such horrors?”
“Because it is what I know and it cannot be denied. I was cruel and blasphemous, making my subjects turn away from Rome,” he said and took a deep breath that made his whole body shiver.
William was about to speak. But when he looked at his grandfather’s face, he knew it would do no good. The old king stared far beyond the walls of their hut. He was readying to speak, arranging his words. If he were stronger, a hand would surely be raised halting any impatience.
“Edward is not your father,” he said and shook his head. “As surely as I am Edward’s father, I am yours.”
Yes, he had always known that. It would have been impossible, since he knew that Edward had been just a child when he was born.
“Jane Seymour was not your grandmother. She was my third wife. She bore me only one child, Edward. Two weeks thereafter, she died.”
“And what of my mother?” William retorted in sudden anguish, seeing the image of the sublime Queen fade before his mind’s eye.
“Your mother was a chambermaid,” he said flatly.
“Did you love her?”
“As much as I’ve loved the hundreds of others. As much as I’ve loved the act of sex. What is there left to know? Come now, ask? Now is the time.” The old king cast his head aside like a condemned man. There was no truth he would hold back.
“Am I a product of force, or seduction?”
“What is seduction, my innocent?”
William shook his head and looked at his hands. He did not readily understand seduction, but with a flex of a muscle he understood force.
“Unfair, yes, for I have taught thee much, be sure. But I have avoided certain topics because I believe there are things a man must learn for himself. And of those things, I have come to learn much in my long life. Of course, I allude to the courting of the fairer sex. But first you must understand, I was King and England was my kingdom. It was nothing like the stories I have told you of what men do in most dreaded foreign lands. I was welcome almost everywhere, and the women loved me with all their heart, knowing they would only have but a few passing moments with their King. And when you were conceived, I was old, though still a strong man. But in my youth,” he said with a hint of a smile, “there was not a man that compared with me. Even if I had been a cobbler or a thatcher, many women of high and imperial rank would have given themselves to me freely. Such was my graceful stature. I was handsome and robust. My strength and beauty were undeniable.” His voice grew dark. “But my appetite was insatiable for all that is said to be good in life. I took all my station allowed. And the more I perceived, the more demanding I became.” He rocked his head as his determination to confess wrestled with his deep sense of regret. “What else do you need to know?”
“Am I not an heir?”
“You are a bastard. But I have seen that you were given rights of succession behind Edward. I did not tell you, but I believe he did not survive my exile. And if it’s true, the moment his life was taken, you became next in line. If my throne had not been lost, you certainly would have been king someday.”
“No!” William cried in fear and confusion, having heard many stories of the old king’s exile, each scarier than the other.
“I wish there were more time. I wish I had the strength to see the completion of your journey. But wishes are like stars lost in the infinite sky; they cannot all be the sun. And there is only one way of life I know, and that is to live out the one that is before me. Remember how I love to gamble? But now, I’m afraid, there is no parlay,” Henry said and shook his head in thought. “Death is here to collect her prize. If I could, I would spring up at the chance, because with the chance would come a great challenge. But it is not to be. My heart is weak; it falters as we speak. My mind longs to go on, and could guide you through eternity. Even then, where would you be but at the end of my road. You must choose your own path. Your inner strength, and your naïveté should give you a favorable start. And if your path narrows or you come upon crossroads, wait for those who travel in ways lit by God, for surely they are privy to the imperial delights you seek.”
“Another way of life awaits, but I will forever long for this one,” William said, rubbing the tears from his face.
“I do not mean to torture you. But as surely as I am telling you the truth about my past, it is also true that my days are numbered.” William clenched the old king’s hands. “But I have seen a great purpose in this exile. In the end you will bear witness to the Lord. And He may not condemn me if you don’t. The Almighty gave me a chance when He should have cast me down. He saw my safe passage to an island with the most precious jewel in my kingdom. You, my son and heir.”
The old king began to cry too, though his tears were stifled.
“The truth is that I am a man, yet was able to live as a deity. Loved for who I was, and worshipped for what I could be. There was no end to the devotion of others, and no atrocity of mine that could not be explained. But is this the body of a hallowed being?” He bent his shoulders inward, seemingly unable to lift his head. “Look what has become of me. You will never see a man as old as I. My beauty and my youth are long gone. I am trapped in this body, and the Lord has seen that I die as none other before me. Every new day I am subjected to a new degree of decadence. Such are my woes. I ask you, do I deserve redemption? Do I deserve your love and admiration?”
“There is nothing you could ever say to change the way I feel about you,” William said and clutched his right hand.
The old king laid a hand on his forehead and gasped. “I have thought long and hard… and I always concluded that I must be the one to reveal this information. But for all the battles I’ve fought, all the hardships I’ve overcome, I have never had the courage to tell you.” He raised a hand and shielded his eyes.
William now feared the worst and took quick, shallow breaths.
“I dissolved the Catholic Church in England.”
“No, no,” William murmured, having heard the drunken rants, though still unable to believe it.
“I came between the bond of Christ and Saint Peter… I raided churches, monasteries, and took all possessions. I made myself the head of the Church. I made my subjects swear allegiance to me as they had to the Pope in Rome. Those that did not were beaten, tortured, beheaded, and crucified.”
“I don’t believe it! Why do you say such lies? You want me to abhor your presence? You pressure me to leave you. No! No!”
“I am dying and speak the truth as only one in my condition could. I have no other motive.” He closed his eyes.
William settled onto a crude bench and wallowed in disbelief. “And the Turks?” William wondered aloud, remembering how more than once in drunken rages the old king had said they were responsible for his overthrow. “They do not rule England?”
“Ha! Barbarians!” the old king said with a newfound vigor. “Each and every one of them! More like a band of bloody murderers than an army! There was not an army in the world that could conquer the English. Defeat came from within. It was insurrection, usurpation, that ended my reign. Now is the time I will let you know the truth!”
Shards of thoughts flung themselves around inside William’s head. The canvas flapped in the window, and the ocean rushed and hissed in the distance. A thin blue vein on the old king’s forehead caught William’s eye, and he could not shake the image of a worm trapped inside skin.
“It happened on an evil night. I woke from my sleep to bloodcurdling screams. I was not in my usual quarters, else I might not have survived. I hopped from the bed, my bad leg burning in pain; the scar above my knee was open and oozing with disease. But with tremendous fervor and fear for Edward, I was able to urge myself with alacrity towards his rooms. And by God, my sword was in my hand and I was ready to kill!
“When I entered his chamber, I beheld such a ghastly sight as I had never seen in all the battles I’ve ever fought. His maid, bathed in blood from her head to her bosom, sat shivering and wailing at his bedside. Though on her I could see no immediate wounds.” His voice abruptly changed and was deep and unsteady. “Edward did not stir. I went to him—his eyes were open, but looked not to mine. His head lay aside, so cruelly twisted. A long crimson slash crossed his throat, and a horror gripped my gut—a horror I cannot forget, and that is why I could never bring myself to speak of his death. But as I held him, suddenly from all sides came five cloaked men! And immediately, enormous fury possessed my body—I cared not if I died as long as I took each of those demons with me! I stepped aside as the first man lunged at me, and with a singular stroke of my sword I lifted his head completely from his shoulders. With the abrupt change in odds, a determination to survive and save my crown overcame me. That each man was well armed made no difference—I still fought recklessly, swinging my sword with no care to the clear advantage I gave them. On my opponents’ part, there was no fanciful sword fighting either. My blade sounded much like the crack of a whip, and so keen were my blows that only the briefest grunt was heard from those assassins as they fell.
“As I left the room, a thought came over me: I could not die. I should have been slain alongside my son, but if those men could not finish me, then no one could. God was not done with me yet, I had thought.
“I moved swiftly through my castle extinguishing the pestilence that ran wild. My sword, like the one you hold so near to your heart, never turned or struck uselessly. Because no sooner was I challenged than did I strike out with uncommon grace, sending my opponents onto other worlds.” The old king twisted his head, his presence so far away. “I could not believe the men I saw harboring evil upon me. Men I had once christened knights now overran my court. Also, men I recognized as pastors of the Church of England. Men who would not raise a sword for the good of England renounced their holiest of vows and fought as the Devil in men do.” He breathed heavily. “This insolent sect was able to find many men who wished death to their King. Even my own daughter Mary, a product of the union with my first wife—I have never told you about her, and for good reason—she knew of this treason.”
“Mary,” William breathed.
The old king sighed. “It did not take long to realize I was on a losing side. There were just too many traitors, and I was lucky to escape with my life. Fighting to the last man, my few loyal and fearless knights were able to see me safely to the River Thames. There, with gold and the promise of immense treasures, I was able to command a boat. Its captain found seamen who cared only for these charms. Imagine, me! I built up the most feared fleet in the world, yet I could summon not a single ship of my own.”
“What happened to my mother?”
“Her rooms were within my castle too, and I had searched without finding her. Word came to me later that she had fled amid the debauchery, though your faithful nurse was lucky to hide you in a chest, and upon my entrance to your room I found you and took you with me.”
“What can you tell me about her?”
“She was ever so handsome, with quite a pleasing smile, much like your own. She had unusually dark skin; perhaps she was of Mediterranean blood. I am unsure. Her hair was auburn and curled much in the same manner as yours. Of her, I know nothing else, except that her name was Maria. Of her background, her family name or what she held dear in life, I knew almost nothing. Yet,” he said, looking William in the eyes and nodding, “she was as precious to me as the morning sun. She bore me an heir, and she would have become my next wife if events had not taken that fearsome course.” He stared vacantly and spoke very slowly. “After what had happened I had no choice but to take you. As surely as they took Edward’s life, they would have taken yours too—if they could have found your secret rooms.
“The rest is as I have told you. A terrible storm blew up and lasted for a period of about three days. I feared the worst, as eighteen of the forty-man crew were lost to the tempest. Severely off course, and in need of fresh water and supplies, we made our way towards Spain. But we came upon a Spanish warship. Two shots from a great cannon were fired; both of them drove over our mast. There was a pause in their attack that was a signal to us to surrender, because they would surely not miss on the third shot.
“It was then that we raised a white flag. Our ship was boarded and we were taken prisoners, and were to be sold as slaves. Disguised as an invalid, and severely worn by two sleepless nights and in charge of a child, I must not have seemed a threat to the crew. I was left to my own devices and in time was able to escape under the cover of nightfall in a small boat tied to the stern.
“By God’s grace we saw two calm days at sea, and midday on the third we came upon the island. It was the year 1547.” He looked at William. “You were barely one year old as I remember.
“Aboard the boat, God’s grace saw to it that there were the ironworks, and that useless map in a foreign language, and the large canvas that has served a great purpose in repairing the torn sail.” His eyes fixed on William, and it was a while before he spoke again. “Now you are finally at an age when it is fitting for you to make your fateful journey, while I can barely walk. You must take up my sword and repair my evil deeds for the sake of England, and perhaps even for the sake of my soul. There is nothing more I can say except I wish you Godspeed.”
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