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About the Book




1564: Catholic herald William Harley, Clarenceux King of Arms, is the custodian of a highly dangerous document.  When it is stolen, Clarenceux immediately suspects a group of Catholic sympathisers, the self-styled Knights of the Round Table.  But Queen Elizabeth’s ruthless enforcers are convinced that Clarenceux is trying to use the document to start a Catholic revolution in the name of Mary, Queen of Scots.




Very soon Clarenceux enters a nightmare of suspicion, deception and conspiracy.  He finds himself on the run, alongside charismatic outlaw and pirate Raw Carew.  As England teeters on the brink of bloody conflict, Clarenceux knows the fate of his country and countless lives will be determined by their actions . . .
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The roots of betrayal lie in friendship; those of treason lie in loyalty.




Prologue
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Ascension Day, Thursday, 11 May 1564


Everybody knew at least one story about Raw Carew. There was the matter of his birth: the illegitimate son of an English captain who abandoned his mistress to die in a Calais whorehouse. There was his refusal to surrender when Calais fell to the French in 1558. Although only seventeen he had commandeered a ship and fought his way out of the harbour. Then there were the stories of his courage. Some of these were true, such as his boarding a Spanish vessel by jumping on to the rigging from the main mast of his ship in a heaving storm. Others were only loosely based on events, or were fictitious. But even the tallest stories carried a modicum of truth. They were all wrought around an extraordinary man – brave as well as capable, regardless of whether the tale told was one of courage, seduction, loyalty or revenge.


If William Gray, the captain of the Davy, had known that Raw Carew was at that moment in a skiff just two hundred feet away from his ship, he would have paid less attention to the young girl in his cabin and more to his crew, who were laughing, playing dice and drinking by the dim light of the candles and lanterns on the main deck. Attack was the last thing on his mind. The ship was safe, anchored in Southampton Water, only four miles from the port itself. Gray knew that Sir Peter Carew was at that very moment patrolling the Channel with five ships and a royal warrant to hang pirates. The idea that Sir Peter’s own illegitimate nephew might take a vessel from its overnight mooring was unthinkable. Besides, Gray’s men had worked hard to sail so far that day. Leaving the Thames estuary five days earlier, they had been hit by a storm and had had to take shelter in Dover. It would not have been reasonable for Gray to insist that they stay on guard all night. The long hours in the rigging had been cold, and the wind coming up the Channel had delayed them. They deserved a rest.


Hugh Dean looked up at the black silhouette of the Davy. He had been the quartermaster on Raw Carew’s last ship, the ill-fated Nightingale, and retained his position as second-in-command. The smell of seaweed filled his nostrils as he crouched in the prow of the skiff. It was a new moon; the thinnest silver starlight touched the taut anchor chain and furled sails. He waited, listening to the lapping of the water and the slapping of the rigging in the brisk south-westerly wind. As the skiff came up to the Davy he reached forward and placed his hands against the wet caulking of the hull, softening the impact. He whispered a single word – ‘Go!’ – and the two men behind him hurled grappling irons over the starboard gunwales. They made sure they had caught, then started climbing the side of the boat. Two more men followed them. Three others could not wait and, having gained a hand-hold on an aperture or grabbed a piece of trailing rigging, they too pulled themselves up the wooden wall of the ship. Hugh Dean himself was one of these, determined to be at the front of any fray – the quartermaster’s proper station.


On the far side of the Davy, Raw Carew’s skiff also touched the ship. Up went the grappling irons and Carew began to climb, followed by his men.


The silence was broken by a shout. ‘Who’s there?’


Several men ran to the source of the noise, their feet thundering on the timber. A moment later, a throttled yell was heard as the sailor tried to call out again while a man cut his throat. A second guard, hearing the commotion, stamped hard, shouting, ‘Boarders! Boarders – on deck—’ They were his last words. A sharp blade sliced through his gullet and sent a spurt of blood splashing on to the planking. A third guard did not even have the chance to cry out; a hand closed over his mouth and a dagger was forced through his back and into his lungs, once, twice and then a third time. His killer felt the man’s weight crumple on to the deck. He threw the body against the gunwale and tipped it over the edge. It fell with a huge splash.


Only a handful of the fifty men below in the stinking dimness of the main deck heard the first shout. But all of them heard the stamping, the running and the splash. Many hurried towards the ladder and climbed, only to find the hatch above them shut fast – locked from the outside.


They listened in fear. There was a second splash of a body into the sea, then a third. They could hear men striding across the deck above their heads. Hands fastened on the hilts of knives. Those with swords and daggers seized them and prepared for a fight. A ship’s lantern fastened to the base of the main mast flickered and went out, so that there was even less light. The boatswain of the Davy signalled for men to surround the ladder.


A full minute passed. Then they heard the creak as the heavy hatch was lifted.


Raw Carew stepped down, slowly, into the candlelight. He was not tall. His only physically imposing feature was his upper body muscle, especially his powerful arms. He could climb a rope without having to touch it with his legs. His twenty-three years of hard living showed in his face, but they had not marred his good looks. His short blond hair stood on end, somewhat tousled. Smiling blue eyes darted between the men below deck, checking the shadows for possible lines of attack while preserving a confident expression. They were kind eyes: under their gaze each face unwittingly gave itself up for his examination. Four or five small golden earrings studded each ear. His velvet jerkin and linen shirt hung loose in an outlandish fashion. He wore a red scarf round his neck and several gold rings, including an enamelled yellow one, with three black lions, on his middle finger.


The man nearest to the ladder challenged him with a blade, holding it up before his face. Carew raised an arm and gently pushed the blade to one side. The crew could see that he was carrying no weapon. His easy manner left them confused. A tall black man in his thirties, bald and bearded, with the furrowed brow of a general on the field of battle, followed him. His hand on a cutlass, with another blade in his belt, he looked around in the wick-lit darkness. The black-haired figure of the quartermaster Hugh Dean was next through the hatch, his leather jerkin and belt stuffed with three pistols. He also carried a pistol in each hand, and he pointed them at whatever caught his attention. His grinning eyes and the gun barrels flicked from man to man. His expression had all the relish of a huge bear that has just come across a pool of salmon.


The pirates came in a stream: the diminutive Stars Johnson, dreamy eyed, pale skinned and armed with a dagger; the fat bald figure of John Devenish, in a huge white shirt, flouncy blue breeches, carrying a curved Moorish blade. Then the next man and the next.


As Carew’s men assembled around him, he looked at the crew of the Davy. ‘Stay rested, all of you. We have no argument with you. But I will have words with—’ There was a movement and a shout from a man nearby and a deafening explosion resounded through the vessel.


The noise subsided to a deep laugh. ‘Come on, more of you – come on!’ Hugh Dean roared, shaking the still-smoking pistol in their faces. The smell of burnt gunpowder scorched the fug of the main deck. Only then did some of the crew see, in the dim light of the tallow candles, that the fallen sailor’s head had been blown clean away, leaving a raggedy stump, and blood splashed all over the beams.


‘As I was saying, I wish to have words with the captain,’ finished Carew, turning to the door beside him. More men came down through the hatch. He tried to unlatch the door: it was locked. ‘Hugh,’ he said, placing a hand on the quartermaster’s shoulder. ‘If you please.’


Hugh Dean turned, aimed and fired a second pistol into the lock. He kicked the door. It held good. He muttered a curse, but the tall black man who had followed Carew through the hatch launched his whole body at the timber, hitting it with his shoulder. The lock and the door gave way, and he stumbled into the cabin beyond.


Carew nodded. ‘Thank you, Kahlu.’


He turned to the stunned mariners, bowed to them curtly then went into the cabin, followed by three other men: John Devenish, a ginger-haired man called William ‘Skinner’ Simpkins, and Luke Treleaven, a black-haired Cornishman of about twenty-five years, with brilliant green eyes. The others – eight of them now – stood ready, guarding the door and the ladder to the hatch. Stars Johnson took Hugh Dean’s first pistol and started to reload it, cleaning the inside of the barrel with a dampener and unfastening his powder flask. Dean took another out of his belt and swung it around, glaring at the crew in the shadows.


‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he began in a loud voice. ‘You’re thinking that you outnumber us. Let’s see, forty, forty-five . . . maybe there’s even more of you. And just a dozen or so of us. Well, that doesn’t include those still on deck.’ He paused, looking from face to face. ‘Besides, if you try anything, and force me to shoot you, you’ll miss Captain Carew’s speech. I’m sure you want to know what he is going to say. You do realise who our esteemed captain is? Most of you will be drinking with us before the night is through.’


In the captain’s cabin, Carew looked around, taking in the dimensions, the hiding-places. It was about ten feet by twelve, with a small window shuttered against the night. There were three candles: one in a lantern on a hook by the cupboard bed, the other two on candlesticks projecting from the wall. There was a wooden berth on the left-hand side, a table on the right. The ceiling was low, so Kahlu had to cock his head to one side when he stood up straight; he leaned back against the wooden wall and rested his crossed arms on his chest.


Carew fixed his attention on William Gray. The captain was about forty years old with grey in his hair, dressed in loose breeches gathered at the knee and a white shirt covered by a red doublet. There were gold rings on three of his fingers.


Carew took the chair and beckoned to the captain. Gray hesitated but then moved forward. As he did so, there was a movement behind him and Carew saw the girl.


‘Who is she?’ he demanded.


‘My niece,’ replied Gray.


The girl’s smock was stained, her hair uncombed. Carew saw the fear in her eyes and her youth. She could not have been much older than twelve. He took a deep breath and gestured for the captain to be seated.


Gray’s eyes flicked to the door. ‘Sir, I have a commission from—’


‘Be seated!’


Gray glanced between the pirates’ faces and sat.


Carew stood behind him, looking down on his head. He noted the grey hairs, the wiry thin fair ones in the candlelight. It had started to recede. It made Carew despise the man’s possession of the girl even more. ‘Put your hands on the table. I want to see them. No tricks.’


Gray tentatively placed his fingers on the edge of the table.


‘Flat, on the wood.’


Carew gave a signal to John Devenish and Luke Treleaven. They stepped round to Gray’s side of the table. Each took one of his arms. ‘Leave go! Leave me!’ shouted Gray. He started to struggle. Kahlu uncrossed his arms. Gray looked up, terrified and angry. ‘This ship is protected by the laws of England.’ He tried to turn to face Carew as the men placed his hands on the table. There was a sudden movement, the thud of a knife entering timber, and Gray let out an agonised scream. Kahlu had brought the dagger down hard and driven it straight through the man’s right hand, pinning it to the wood. Instinctively Gray had tried to pull his bleeding hand away but his movement did nothing but drag the edge of the blade through his flesh. He screamed more, the pitch of his anguish rising with the waves of pain. ‘Jesus Almighty! Christ curse you and kill you!’ Then there came another scream – a high-pitched inarticulate one – from the girl, as she realised what had happened. Immediately she tried to stop herself and her body began shaking, her eyes distraught with the image. Captain Gray was gasping, crying and swaying. ‘Damn your bleeding eyes! The devil spit on your godforsaken soul.’


Carew turned round to look at the girl. Her face was dirty, her nails broken. ‘This man says you are his niece. Are you?’


‘N-n-no, sir,’ she cried, shivering. The terror showed in her eyes. ‘No, no! This man . . . he said he would take me home. My mother took me to the market in Dover and . . . and I was lost and went to the quayside, and this man . . . he said . . . he told me . . . he said he knows my father.’


Carew walked forward and touched her cheek. He held her face for a moment, looking into her eyes. Then he ran his hand down over her childish breasts, smoothing the cloth over each one with his thumb. ‘Did he touch you? Did he force himself on you?’


The girl looked at the captain, trying to speak. No words came out. She burst into tears.


Carew turned to the captain, whose cries had given way to grimaces and gasps of pain. He walked up close behind him and crouched down behind his right ear. ‘If I did not have an important question to ask you, you would be dead already. I would have thrown you overboard – in pieces. I would have had you tied between two planks and sawn up alive, starting with your feet. I have very few principles. In fact, just four. One: men should obey orders. Two: they should be honest. Three: they should throw their religion over the side of the first ship they sail in. And four: they should protect their companions, especially those who are vulnerable, like women and children.’ He looked at the man’s neck, which was twitching. ‘But I did not come here for your moral instruction. You know what I want. The Catholic Treasure.’


Gray shook his head, tears running down his face as he fought the pain in his hand. He said nothing.


‘Put his other hand out,’ Carew said to Luke.


‘No!’ gasped Gray. ‘No.’ He saw the faces of the other men and searched them for a sign of compassion. All he saw were curled lips, toothless smiles and mild amusement. ‘Please, in God’s name, have mercy! Have a thought for your eternal souls, have pity!’


Skinner Simpkins pushed in front of Luke, grabbed the captain’s fist and held it on the table. Gray fought to keep his fingers tight together but Skinner simply drew his cutlass and smashed the hilt into the captain’s forehead, jolting his head back and causing a gash to open up just above his left eye. Then he brought the metal hilt down hard repeatedly on the captain’s knuckles, causing him to yell out and wrench his right hand against the pinning blade. Having broken two or three of the captain’s fingers, Skinner was able to splay the man’s hand.


‘There is no treasure on this boat,’ screamed Gray. ‘None. Look – look anywhere, everywhere! Look for yourselves!’


‘Skinner, wait,’ said Carew. ‘No treasure, you say?’


Gray bit his lip, weeping. Skinner waited. He turned the dagger in his hand, ready to pin the flesh to the table.


Carew inspected the wainscoting, the shuttered window. A basket of bread and cold meat stood on a rimmed shelf. There was indeed no sign of wealth in here. Apart from the space under the berth, the only other place where treasure might be kept was the chest. He pointed. ‘Luke, open it.’


Luke stepped round the table and lifted the lid. He tipped the chest forward: clothes and linen tumbled out, along with a Bible, a rosary, a small box, a cutlass, a pistol, a powder flask, some fine cotton kerchiefs, a comb, a purse, some documents, three pewter plates, two pewter cups and a flagon. He then opened the small box and let the contents fall on to the floor: two rings, a few gaming pieces, dice, quills and a small inkpot made of horn. The top came off the inkpot and the ink started to spread across the linen.


Carew turned back to Gray. ‘Where is the treasure?’


Gray remained motionless, in too much pain to react. His jaw started to move before any sound came out. ‘I . . . I do not know . . . I have not . . . heard of—’


‘You must know! Why are you here? Who sent you?’


‘I brought the woman – and the man.’


‘What woman? What man?’


‘Rebecca Machyn was her name. The man was Robert – Robert Lowe, I think. I . . . I was paid . . . to bring them to Southampton.’


‘How much?’


‘Two h-h-hundred . . . pounds,’ stuttered Gray, shivering. ‘One hundred and fifty . . . in advance. It is under the bed.’


Carew looked at Kahlu and glanced through the door. Hugh Dean was still guarding the crew.


Kahlu went to the bed, reached beneath it and pulled out a second small chest. He opened it, showing the contents to Carew. The bottom was covered with gold coins.


Carew grabbed the captain’s hair and gestured to his broken left hand. ‘Skinner!’


A moment later, although the captain lifted his arm and tried to clench his broken hand, his fingers barely moved. Skinner Simpkins placed it flat on the table and drove his dagger through it with a thud, causing a trickle of blood to run quickly across the wood. Gray screamed again. Another scream lifted his body from the seat and tore his hands further. As the first screams subsided, more surged in him. Carew waited, still holding the man’s hair. When Gray’s cries had turned to sobbing and gasping, Carew started to pull the man’s head back, drawing the knives’ blades into the flesh of his hands.


‘No one is running to your aid,’ he said, looking at the door. ‘None of your crew. Perhaps it is because you are a bad captain? Perhaps because you keep your door locked, like a coward, when intruders board your ship? Perhaps because you abduct defenceless girls? What were you going to do with her? Take her home so she could inform the authorities what you did – or throw her overboard in the middle of the Channel? I know your sort.’ He let go of the man’s hair.


Gray, with his bloody hands splayed out in front of him, lurched forward. He put his head on the table, trembling with shock.


‘Where is the treasure?’ said Carew.


‘I do not know,’ sobbed Gray. ‘I do not know what . . . you are talking about.’


‘What was your mission?’


‘To deliver . . . the man and the woman.’


‘Who paid you?’


‘A man called Percy – Percy Roy.’


‘When? Where?’


‘In London.’


‘Who is Percy Roy?’ When the captain hesitated Carew grabbed his hair once more and pulled it back. Grey screamed as the blades cut his hands again. ‘Speak!’


‘His real name . . . is Denisot. He did not tell me, but I know – from the old days. It is Nicholas Denisot.’


Carew let go of the man’s hair. For a long time he was quiet, staring at oblivion through the wainscoting of the cabin. Then his eyes focused on something inside his mind. ‘Where is Denisot?’


‘London.’


‘Where in London?’ he demanded, regaining his urgency, as if he was now the one feeling the pain. ‘Where in London?’


‘I don’t know, I don’t know.’


Carew drew the knife from his belt and held it before the man’s eyes, then placed it against his throat. ‘Tell me. Now!’


‘I cannot,’ cried Gray, with tears in his eyes. ‘I cannot say, for I do not know. All I know is that Denisot . . . he came to me in a tavern by London Port saying that he wanted me to take a man and a woman to Southampton, that same day, to be delivered as soon as possible. I asked who was employing me and for how much . . . He said, “Percy Roy”, and an hour later he gave me one hundred and fifty pounds in gold – with a promise of another fifty on my return. But it was Denisot . . . That is all – all I can tell you.’


‘Where is he living?’


‘For God’s sake, I do not know. I do not know.’ The captain started sobbing uncontrollably.


Carew seemed hardened by the news. ‘Tell me! Tell me how you know the names of the man and the woman. Why were they going to Southampton? I need to know everything.’


‘I do not know them – only that they mentioned another man . . .’


‘Who? Tell me!’


‘The woman – I overheard her. She said that Mr Clarenceux . . . that Mr Clarenceux would never forgive them.’


‘Forgive them for what?’ Carew struck the captain on the side of the face.


‘I don’t know! I have told you everything – I swear it.’


‘Who is Clarenceux?’


‘I don’t know, I don’t know.’ The man collapsed in sobs, his head falling forward.


Carew noticed Kahlu gesticulating. The black man held his left arm out in front of his breast and with his right drew the outline of a shield.


‘A herald,’ said Skinner. ‘They often have foreign names.’


Kahlu pointed to Skinner and nodded.


‘It looks as though we have found a treasure – albeit not the one we were looking for,’ Carew said. ‘I would value Denisot’s head more than any amount of gold and silver.’ He glanced at the girl and bit his lip, thinking, before turning back to Gray. ‘First, let’s take this devil up on deck, cut his throat and throw him overboard. Then we will escort this girl back to her mother – it is what our law requires. Is Alice here?’


Kahlu shook his head.


‘She’s ashore still,’ added John Devenish in a deep voice. ‘At the Swans.’


‘Bring her aboard. Bring everyone aboard. This is our new ship. Those out there we will deal with in the normal way – the usual terms. Then we will hold the election. If elected, I will go after Denisot, sailing to London. If I can’t find him, I will find this Clarenceux and I will make him tell me where Denisot is – if I have to cut him open to get the information out of him.’
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Twelve days earlier,


Saturday, 29 April 1564


William Harley, officially known by his heraldic title of Clarenceux King of Arms, was naked. He was lying in his bed in his house in the parish of St Bride, just outside the city walls of London. Leaning up on one arm, he ran his fingers down the skin of his wife’s back, golden in the candlelight. He drew them back again, slowly, up to her shoulders, moving her blond hair aside so he could see her more fully. She is so precious, so beautiful, he thought. My Saxon Princess. My Aethelfritha, my Etheldreda, my Awdrey.


He withdrew his hand as the candle in the alcove above him spluttered. He looked at the curve of the side of her breast, pressed into the bed. The feeling of their union was still with him. The ecstasy had not just been one thrill, it had been many simultaneous pleasures – all of which had merged into one euphoria that had overwhelmed him, leaving him aglow.


She turned her head and smiled up at him again, lovingly. She was twenty-five years of age now. He felt lucky and grateful. Not only for the pleasure but also for the knowledge of just how great his pleasure could be. He leant over and kissed her.


The candle in the alcove above the bed went out.


He lay down and let his thoughts drift in the darkness. Six months ago he had almost destroyed his own happiness, disconcerted and attracted by another woman. Rebecca Machyn. He shuddered as he remembered how he and Rebecca had been pursued, terrified together. She had seen him at his lowest, and he her. They had supported each other and, in a way, he had fallen in love with her. But he had never had doubts about his loyalty to his wife. That was what troubled him. Two women and two forms of love. It was not something that most God-fearing men and women ever spoke about.


What did he feel for Rebecca now? In the darkness he sought his true feelings. There was a part of him that still loved her. His feelings for his wife were an inward thing: a matter of the heart. He loved Awdrey because of what he knew about her and what they had built together, what they shared. His affection for Rebecca Machyn was the opposite: an outward thing. She showed him what he did not know, the doubts, the wonder and the fear that he knew existed in the world.


That outward-looking, questioning part of his nature worried him. The reason he had spent so much time with Rebecca was his possession of a secret document, and that document was still here, in this house. Awdrey did not know. That in itself felt like a betrayal. The document was so dangerous that men had died because of it. When Rebecca’s husband, Henry Machyn, had given it to him the previous year, the man had declared that the fate of two queens depended on its safekeeping. And when Clarenceux had discovered its true nature – a marriage agreement between Lord Percy and Anne Boleyn, which proved that Queen Elizabeth was illegitimate and had no right to the throne – he had understood why it was so sensitive. Only when Sir William Cecil, the Queen’s Principal Secretary, had asked Him to keep it safely did his life start to return to normal. But never did he feel safe. Not for one moment.


He knew, later that morning, he would go up to his study at the front of the house and check that the document was still where he had hidden it. It was a ritual. More than a ritual: it was an obsession. Sometimes he would check it three or four times in one day. The knowledge that he possessed the means to demonstrate that the Protestant queen was illegitimate and that the rightful queen should be one of her cousins – either the Protestant Lady Katherine Grey, sister of the beheaded Lady Jane Grey; or Mary, the Catholic queen of Scotland – was not something he could ever forget. His fear of what would happen if he should lose the marriage agreement beat in his heart like his love for Rebecca Machyn. Both were dark and dangerous. The ecstasy of his love-making with his wife was so blissful and so pure by comparison – and yet he could not ignore the dark side within himself.


He felt Awdrey turn over and cuddle up beside him, nestling under his arm. He was a tall man and she of average height, so his arm around her felt protective. She ran her hand over his side, where he had been scarred in a sword fight five months earlier.


‘How is it now?’


‘Fine.’


‘I don’t want you to exert yourself too much.’


‘If it had torn just now, it would have been worth it.’


He remembered the day when he had suffered the wound – at Summerhill, the house of his old friend Julius Fawcett, near Chislehurst. He wondered how Julius was now. ‘What would you say to the idea of going down to Summerhill next week?’


‘I promised I would take the girls to see Lady Cecil. She wants them to play with her little boy, Robert.’


Clarenceux lay silent. Sir William Cecil’s wife was godmother to their younger daughter, Mildred. The idea of Annie and Mildred playing with Robert was a little optimistic. Robert Cecil was three, their daughter Annie was six and Mildred just one. It was Awdrey’s polite way of saying that she would not refuse the invitation. Lady Cecil, being one of the cleverest women in England, was something of a heroine to her. Both women had been pregnant together and, although that child of Lady Cecil’s had died, she was expecting again, which made her call more frequently on Awdrey. The relationship was not without its benefits to him too. It was immensely valuable to have a family connection through Lady Cecil to Sir William, the Queen’s Principal Secretary and one of the two most powerful men in the country, the other being Robert Dudley, the queen’s favourite.


Awdrey moved her hand over his chest, feeling the hair. ‘You could go by yourself.’


He was meant to be planning his next visitation. Soon he would have to ride out and record all the genealogies in one of the counties, visiting all the great houses with his pursuivants, clerks and official companions. The purpose was to check the veracity of all claims to coats of arms and heraldic insignia, and to make sure that those with dubious or non-existent claims were exposed as false claimants. He had completed a visitation of Suffolk three years earlier and one of Norfolk the previous year. He had finished his notes on the visitation of Devon, and had discussed the gentry of that county at length with his friend and fellow antiquary, John Hooker. But he could put off actually going to Devon until June, and so could delay the planning for another week, and enjoy the late spring in Kent with his old friend.


‘I may well do that,’ he replied.


Awdrey touched his face. He felt her hand move over his beard and cheek. Her finger traced his lips, then slipped down over his chest, to his midriff.


‘How tired are you?’ she asked.
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Sunday, 30 April


A piece of mud thrown up by the hooves of his partner’s horse caught Philip France in the eye, and he took a hand off the reins to wipe it away. It had been raining for the last six miles now – indeed, it was the rain that had alerted them to the messenger. The man had been galloping through a heavy downpour when they had spotted him from where they were sheltering beneath some trees. No one would be out in this unless they had an important and urgent mission. The fading light was not a good enough reason by itself, not with the rain coming down so hard. Moreover, they had seen this man twice before, in the vicinity of Sheffield Manor, taking messages to or from Lady Percy, the dowager countess of Northumberland. And their instructions, as given to them by Francis Walsingham himself, were unambiguous. ‘Arrest ten innocent men rather than let one conspirator slip by.’


France dug his spurs into his horse’s flanks and drew up alongside his friend and companion, George Latham. ‘What if he doesn’t stop in Melton?’ he shouted.


‘Then we press on,’ Latham yelled back, his hat in his hand and his black hair plastered wet across his forehead. ‘But he’ll stop. His mount must be as tired as ours.’


They rode into Melton Mowbray ten minutes later. The man they were following entered an inn: a stone-fronted building called the Mowbray Arms. France and Latham watched him pass beneath the central arch.


‘I presume you have our warrant?’ asked Latham.


‘Aye. But need we arrest him in the inn?’


‘Are you worried?’


‘No, not unduly,’ replied France. ‘But if there are many people, and they know him . . . We are a hundred miles from London.’


Latham smiled. ‘You are worried. Like when we slipped out of college.’


France did not rise to the taunt. ‘What if we are wrong? What if he is riding hard in this weather because his mother is ill or his wife is in labour?’


‘We have seen that man twice before, two weeks ago, on both occasions riding hard near Sheffield Manor. It would be something of a surprise if his wife lived so near to Lady Percy.’


France allowed his horse to step forward and then sat there in the rain, watching the gate. ‘So, we take him in his chamber?’


‘Yes, in his chamber.’ Latham began to ride forward too. He did not stop.


The inn was a proud structure, with a central arch giving way on to a puddle-streaked courtyard. There were stables on the far side, outbuildings built along each flank. France and Latham dismounted and led their horses through, passing the reins to a stable boy who ran forward to greet them, taking their names and making a polite little bow before taking their mounts away. The door to the hall was on the left, up a couple of steps. As they approached, one of the inn servants came out carrying an empty pitcher, and in the moment that the door was open they heard the noise of the crowd within.


The hall was between thirty and forty feet long and darker than they expected. A second floor had been inserted, cutting in two the pair of high windows on the courtyard side. There was a candelabra with half its candles alight above them. France counted how many people he could see – thirty-one. A young lawyer was sitting beside a haughty-looking well-dressed woman, a young boy playing with a kitten at her feet. A tall traveller with a wide hat was plucking a stringed instrument, clearly hoping to catch the woman’s attention but she was not giving in to his musical entreaties. Standing at another table was a maid in an apron, offering a plate of food and a flagon of wine to a modest man and woman who were clearly travelling together. Two merchants stood to one side, one nodding gravely as he listened to his companion and ate a piece of cheese. A servant was clearing up some spilled oysters from a table at which four hearty yeomen were dining, striking out with his hand to keep a small dog from gnawing the food. Beside the near-dark window a student was trying to read a book.


Latham caught France’s arm and gestured towards the furthest corner. There in the shadows, sitting at a table, was the man they had been following. He was bearded, about thirty years of age, with a gaunt expression. His sopping wet jerkin hung heavily from his shoulders, and he wore no ruff. He was watching them, a piece of bread in both of his hands, which he had just broken but was not eating.


‘I think we have just lost the chance of surprise,’ Latham murmured.


France looked around. ‘It doesn’t matter. He’s cornered. There are only two doors – and if he leaves by the one on the far side . . . It must lead back into the courtyard.’


Latham caught the attention of the woman in the apron as she began to return to the kitchen. ‘My good woman, can you tell me where that far door leads? And are you familiar with the man at the table in the corner?’


‘The door leads to the stairs, which go up to the best chambers. They are all taken. But there may be space in one of the second-best chambers, off the gallery. In this weather we have our hands full.’


‘And the man?’


She looked in his direction. ‘Can’t say I’ve ever seen him before. He just came in and demanded something to eat. He said he did not mind what. I gave him a piece of bread and told him I’d send a maid with some pottage when it’s done. Will you and your friend be joining him? I am sure there will be pottage enough, and it’s both beans and bacon. Three pence a bowl, four with bread.’


Latham put a friendly hand on her shoulder. ‘Thank you. Some pottage would be a fine thing. First, though, about that man over there. He is no friend of ours – nor of yours. We are carrying a warrant from Sir William Cecil, Her Majesty’s Secretary, to arrest him on suspicion of sedition.’


The woman looked blankly at Latham.


‘He is a Catholic spy,’ France explained.


‘There’s not going to be any trouble, is there?’ the woman asked anxiously. ‘I mean, there are many guests, some children too.’


‘Don’t you worry,’ replied France. ‘All we need you to do is to close and secure the main gate until we have apprehended him. When he is locked up in the nearest magistrate’s house, we will be back – looking forward to some of that pottage.’


‘I really ought to be asking my husband. When he returns, I’ll do as you say. We do usually close the gate at this hour, at dusk.’


‘Where is your husband?’


‘At the mill.’


Latham glanced again at the man. He was eating the bread, still watching them. ‘Look, my good woman, trust me. Close it now, just for five minutes. We will arrest him quietly, and lead him out through the upstairs passage if that would suit you better.’


‘George, he’s getting up,’ said France. ‘He’s leaving by the far door.’


‘Go after him. I’ll head him off at the gate.’


France stepped forward. The general chatter subsided as he pushed past the seat on which the well-dressed woman was sitting and knocked the lawyer into another man who stumbled backwards, falling almost on top of the boy and the kitten. He did not listen to the complaints nor the calls for him to be careful, but kept on towards the doorway. When he reached it he swung blindly around the jamb – and ran straight on to the poised knife of the man, who was waiting immediately around the corner.


Philip France’s first reaction to the blade entering his chest was to look down. He saw the blood pouring out, as water pours from a drain in a storm. His second reaction was to look up at the face of the man who had stabbed him. No words passed between them but enough time elapsed for France to look questioningly at him. The man turned and fled up the stairs. France’s last clear thought was that he ought to tell George to look out for himself. He took only one step more, then felt suddenly very weak and slumped in the doorway, barely aware of the shouts of alarm from the guests as his life ebbed away.


George Latham heaved the drawbar of the gate into place and stood ready. He heard the sound of a man running along an upstairs corridor, then he heard the shouts. There were rapid footsteps on a stone staircase and a shadowy figure suddenly emerged from a door nearby.


At that moment, the innkeeper’s wife ran out of the hall and shouted, ‘Your friend has been wounded! He is bleeding.’ She saw the killer’s dark shape on the other side of the archway, the knife still in his hand. ‘Look out! He’s got a dagger!’


George Latham had only once before wielded a blade in anger. That had been during his time at Oxford, in a drunken brawl with some of the townsmen which had turned vicious. But he knew the rudiments. His lack of experience was the last thing on his mind. He had forgotten his orders from Walsingham. All that mattered now was that the bearded man before him had stabbed his most faithful friend – a companion since his school-days.


‘You want to get out?’ he shouted at the shadow. ‘To leave?’


The man did not move.


‘Well, go on then,’ snarled Latham, approaching him. ‘Go on – leave. All you have to do is open the gate and go.’


The man looked across the yard to the stables.


‘If you run, you are going to have to run on foot. If you reach your horse in the stable – which will have been unsaddled by now – you will be trapped.’


‘Don’t go near him. Call for the constable,’ cried the woman, as the men who had been inside the hall came out. ‘Raise the hue and cry.’


At the same time, there was a loud knocking on the gate, and a man from outside demanding: ‘Who has barred my house against me? Damn your eyes, open up!’


The innkeeper’s wife ran across and started to pull back the drawbar. At that moment, sensing that the man might go to the gate, Latham reached for the knife at his own belt, drew it and rushed forwards. The man saw him coming and ran across the yard. Latham sprinted after him. Not far behind came the man he had seen eating cheese, closely followed by the lawyer. None of them had a lantern but all were grimly determined. The traveller with the hat joined them too. And then the boys from the stable appeared, one with a small lantern.


The killer swerved, and ran down a dark alleyway between the stable and the perimeter wall of the inn. Latham knew the man was trapped. Inns that depend on the security of their guests’ horses and possessions do not have easy access points behind stables. The Mowbray Arms was no exception. A moment later the man found himself in the near-darkness of a dead end, with four shadows blocking the only way out. And then the stable boy with the light joined them.


For a long moment, the man held out the knife in front of him, his hand shaking.


‘Drop the knife,’ shouted the traveller in the hat. ‘Drop it now! You will only make your punishment more severe.’


‘He is going to hang whatever,’ said the lawyer. ‘The question is whether he repents first.’


Latham stepped forward. ‘Who are you?’


‘Go to hell,’ muttered the man. Then he said it again, louder. ‘Go to hell!’


Latham looked at the man’s shape in the dimness and held out his left hand, palm upwards for the knife, concealing his own blade. ‘Give the knife to me. There is nowhere else to run.’


But at that moment the man lifted the knife above his head and, with a loud cry, ran straight towards them. As he came to Latham he brought the blade down. Latham dropped to a crouch and threw himself at the man’s legs, bringing him to the ground. He whirled round with his own knife and stabbed the man’s thigh. Then he stabbed him in the groin as the others there also set about the felon with their day-to-day knives. It was hysterical, a frenzy of stabbing – men killing out of fear and revenge. Suddenly it was over. The killing moment was done.


‘The beast is dead,’ said the lawyer, his voice betraying his excitement and relief. The stable boy with the lantern held it close to the corpse.


Latham looked down at the bloody torso. It had been bad butchery: he could see a rib and pink organs. He felt sick. The man was dead – and these fellows were smiling and congratulating themselves. But what were they doing here? What was he doing here? Who were all these people around him, talking, laughing and shouting? Only when the innkeeper called for silence, and demanded to know the identity of the dead man did Latham catch the one strand of purpose left to him.


‘He is a spy,’ he gasped. ‘A Catholic conspirator.’ As he spoke he knelt down and felt the side pockets of the bloody jerkin. Finding nothing, he started to undo the jerkin itself. His hands became smeared with the man’s warm blood, fumbling inside the gore-soaked linen of his shirt. And then he felt a folded paper. He took it out and slipped it into his own pocket. Standing up, he wiped his brow, leaving the others to drag the body away into the yard.
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Wednesday, 3 May


Clarenceux walked over Fleet Bridge and westwards along Fleet Street, towards his house. It was late morning. The bright sun shone on the houses on the north side of the street. His house was on the south side. He looked up at it: a typical, three-storey merchant’s house. There was a shop at the front – which he did not let but used for storage, so the shutters were always closed – and two floors of accommodation above, with a large hall occupying most of the first floor. It was not much to show for a lifetime in royal service, first in the army at Boulogne, then in the various heraldic ranks at the College of Arms. It was very little, considering he had been born the son of a gentleman. But it was something. And it was more than most followers of the old religion possessed.


The old religion. Catholicism: loyalty to all things holy, as he understood it, including the offices of the Church and the pope. England turning against the old religion had been the tragedy of his life. He had been still young in 1534, barely sixteen, when the old king, Henry VIII, had passed the Act of Supremacy that made him Head of the Church. At the time Clarenceux had not understood the significance of this. It had only struck him when the first wave of monasteries were closed two years later. Three years after that, all the greater monasteries were shut and their possessions confiscated, even the great foundations of Glastonbury and Westminster. Many of the churches that he knew, and where he had studied the arms on the tombs as the dust drifted in the stained-glass light above him, had been pulled down. Some had been sold off – the land, stone, glass and lead all going to the profit of one of the king’s friends. Even the books had been sold off – those that were not destroyed by the abbeys’ new owners. These actions had set his heart against the tyranny of that king.


When Mary Tudor had succeeded to the throne, there had been no funds to repurchase and rebuild the hundreds of closed foundations. A few monks and abbots were restored, in a token gesture, but the queen had been too conciliatory. She had put her efforts into the persecution of heretics who preached against her, and had ignored those heretics who now rebuilt the sacred abbeys as their halls and homes. That had just made the reformers more embittered. The first statute of Queen Elizabeth’s first parliament had been wholly uncompromising, ushering in a new age of tyranny. If he was caught maintaining the spiritual authority of the pope, as he believed was right, he would have his house and all his goods, lands and chattels confiscated. If he was found guilty of maintaining the pre-eminence of Rome three times, he would be sentenced to death. Heresy – not following the rites of the official Church – could lead to hanging too. Even declining to use the new Book of Common Prayer, or speaking of it in a derogatory manner, would lead to imprisonment.


He entered his house to see his manservant, Thomas Terry, who immediately welcomed him in and shut the door. Thomas had served him for many years and was practically a member of the family. He was a strong-minded character. Clarenceux compared him to a slowly rusting iron bar – still unyielding despite all the outward appearances of ageing.


‘Mr Clarenceux, sir,’ said Thomas, ‘there was a message from Widow Machyn while you were out. She says she would like to see you, if you would do her the honour.’


Clarenceux nodded and went up the stairs. ‘Did she say when?’


‘No, sir,’ said Thomas, following him, ‘but she seemed very anxious. I presume what she has to say is important.’


Clarenceux paused at the top, trying to think of what it might be. ‘Thank you, Thomas.’


He turned into his hall, strode past the elm table in the front window to a door in the corner, and ascended the narrow staircase beyond. The age of the house showed most here: the wooden stairs creaked beneath his weight and, at the top, there were a couple of holes in the door to his study, where gnarls in the wood had shrunk and had fallen out. The room itself was untidy, as usual, with papers and books scattered across the floor where he deposited them in the course of research. There was an empty space above the fireplace where the portrait of his father used to hang. It had been smashed in the searching of his house six months earlier. His father’s damaged sword had been straightened and now hung nearby, along with a new blade that Clarenceux had acquired for his own use. Some of the books had been repaired too, and were now stacked in the presses against the walls.


He went to the far side of the room, as he always did on entering, where a small instrument hung with its face against the wall. It was a chitarra: a lute-like instrument with a thin neck and five courses of strings. It had an intricately carved grille over the sound hole. He reached up, turned it face outwards and plucked the strings one by one. They were in a particularly unusual musical sequence – just as he had left them. But, even so, he lifted the instrument down and removed the grille. He pushed his fingers through and felt the edge of the document glued there, deep inside. Satisfied, he replaced the grille and put the chitarra back, face against the wall.


He wished that he could forget about the document. It was a constant worry. If anyone knew he had it, they might do something extreme. His daughters might be kidnapped and held to ransom. He might be tortured. The very fact that he knew of its existence was a risk. Catholic houses were regularly searched for seditious documents: if royal officers were to come and find it, then Sir William Cecil would not save him. As a Protestant and the Queen’s Secretary, Cecil would be heavily compromised if anyone found out that he even knew of its existence. No one would step in to save him, Clarenceux, from the gallows.


It was ironic. Here he was, in possession of the means to dethrone a queen – and, moreover, a queen who was an enemy of his faith – and yet he did nothing. His only weapon was one so powerful he dared not use it. It actually made him more vulnerable. He told himself, the moment to use it had not come. In his heart, however, he knew that that moment would never come. He was not reckless enough to start a revolution. Nor did he want a return to the old days, when men and women were burnt at the stake for their religious beliefs. He wanted a quiet life and mutual understanding. That in itself set him against all those who knew he had the document, who were ardent for him to proclaim the queen illegitimate in his role as a herald. The surviving friends of the late Henry Machyn – a secret Catholic fraternity organised to protect the document – expected him to do much more with it. They were collectively called the Knights of the Round Table. They would not wait for ever.


He sighed heavily. And wondered why Rebecca had come to see him.
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Late that evening, Francis Walsingham was riding through the city, looking up at the open windows of some nearby houses. He wondered who might be watching him. It made him think about spies, and how many there were hidden behind the opaque routines of everyday life. Men who watched their servants for signs of theft of goods or money. Those who watched their neighbours. Servants who listened through thin plaster-covered partitions to their masters’ words in the next room. Clergymen who observed their flocks for signs of sin. Later there would be the night watchmen patrolling the city for strangers out after curfew. The more one looked at a city, the more it seemed that everyone was on the alert. The business of mankind was increasingly that of watching itself, listening to its own sins, weaknesses and betrayals.


And then there was him, Walsingham, the eyes and ears of Her Majesty’s Principal Secretary. He was the one who felt the pulse of society for signs of rebellions and revolutions, dissent and disservice. His role was to gather all the knowledge that others heard and saw, and to advise accordingly. And when knowledge was not enough, he acted on instinct. That was perhaps the most important part. He had to use a measure of instinct to know when someone was withholding information. Or to know where a plot was likely to emerge, and to be there, listening, to pre-empt it. As Sir William so often reminded him, if they were to foil nineteen plots out of twenty against the queen, they would have failed.


He turned a corner near his house in the east of the city, and saw the high walls of the Tower of London ahead of him. Shielded in that great fortification, he would hear nothing. The queen in her palace heard nothing. Sir William himself heard little. It was essential for him, Walsingham, to be the listener that the queen and Sir William so desperately needed. He had to be in the streets, amid the smells, in order to understand what people told him. But what they really needed was for all these people with their shutters open, listening, to be the queen’s agents. A truly loyal people would report dissent and subversive conversations as a matter of course. Their love of their monarch and their spiritual duty to protect Her Majesty required it of them. Yes, that was what he should be planning: how to make the whole population his agents. How to make them betray each other. Each one could report to the constable of their ward or manor. And those constables could report to the hundredal officers or, better still, the lord lieutenant.


As he approached his house, he saw a horse tethered outside. He did not recognise it. That meant little; he was a poor judge of horses. But even he could see this one was exhausted and covered in sweat.


Walsingham rode through to his stable and dismounted. He shouted for a boy to attend to his mount and went through a passageway to the main hall, a large room open to the roof beams. The walls were relatively plain, decorated only with a pair of rather unflattering family portraits and two faded tapestries. A man was talking to one of his servants. They turned towards him when they heard his footsteps approaching across the flagstones.


‘Good day, Mr Walsingham,’ said his servant with a small bow.


The other man said nothing. Walsingham looked at him. ‘George Latham, is it not? I sent you to Sheffield with your friend, Philip French . . .’


‘France, sir,’ said Latham. ‘His name was Philip France.’


‘Was?’


Latham held out a piece of paper. It was covered in blood. ‘He gave his life in your service, sir. The blood you see is that of the man who killed him.’
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Thursday, 4 May


Mrs Barker, kneeling in a black silk and velvet dress, made the sign of the cross over her breast. She watched her priest, Father John Tucker, as he folded away the portable altarpiece that graced the table in the chamber that she used as a chapel. He was tall and thin, in his early forties, with a neat brown beard and sharp, concentrated features. He looked shrewd and serious.


She was much older – more than sixty years of age. She rose to her feet somewhat awkwardly. ‘Have you spoken to the others?’


‘I have, my lady. They are all with us.’


‘And Widow Machyn herself – she is still willing to cooperate?’


Father Tucker hesitated. ‘Yes.’


‘You sound unsure. Do you think she will regret betraying Mr Clarenceux?’


‘The way she spoke, I think she truly believes in our cause. She knows that he should have acted by now. She too feels guilty. Her late husband died in the hope that that manuscript would be used, and that Parliament would act to set Elizabeth aside as illegitimate, and proclaim Mary. Our patience and pressure over the last few months will pay off; she will do as we ask.’


‘Good. The arrangement to switch her to a French ship – is that settled?’


Father Tucker lifted the missal that he had been using and placed it in a concealed cupboard built into the panelling. ‘Everything is in order. Rebecca Machyn will soon be far away from London.’ He closed the panel door and turned to her. ‘And so will the Percy-Boleyn marriage agreement.’
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Friday, 5 May


It was late morning. Sunlight poured in through the window of the study of Cecil House, on the north side of the Strand, and gleamed on the gilt frame of the portrait above the fireplace. Sir Wyllyam Sessylle, aetatis suae xxxii was painted in gold in the top right-hand corner. Francis Walsingham saw Cecil’s judicious face staring down at him from a quite different time, twelve years earlier. He reflected that he was now the same age as Cecil had been when that picture had been painted: thirty-two. Would he be in Cecil’s place in twelve years? Or still dependent on the sly political genius of his mentor and patron?


He turned away and walked slowly across the chamber. Dust shifted in the sunlight. He took a book from a shelf, turned it over in his hands and opened it. His eyes focused on the words but he could not concentrate on their meaning. He replaced it and sat down at Cecil’s empty writing table, facing the door.


After a minute or two he got up again. Words drifted up the grand staircase outside, too indistinct for him to understand. Something was happening downstairs. He adjusted the close-fitting black cap that covered his receding hair and made sure his ruff was fluffed out and smart. He pulled the sleeves of his black doublet down to their full length and waited. Finally, after another five minutes, he heard footsteps and voices on the stairs as several men ascended.


Sir William Cecil entered the study, carrying a large pile of folded papers, followed by six attendants. His bright eyes were his most distinctive feature, even more noticeable than his reddish-brown beard, which was rapidly turning grey. His hair was thinning a little. The deep-blue velvet of his doublet contrasted strikingly with the pristine white of his ruff. ‘And remember, for everybody’s sake, don’t allow the ambassador to see the docks too closely,’ he was saying to a clerk. ‘A glimpse is fine – it will reassure him that we are not hiding anything – but the rebuilding of five galleasses will have the opposite effect.’ He turned to another clerk. ‘I need further details on the nature of the dispute between the Merchant Adventurers and the Company of Hanse Merchants at Antwerp. This impasse is most unsatisfactory. If they need an ambassador, I will send them one.’ He saw Walsingham. ‘Ah, Francis, I was told you were here.’ Cecil gestured for the other men to leave. ‘Go, all of you. I will deal with any further matters at one of the bell, in the great hall.’


Walsingham bowed. ‘Greetings, Sir William. I am glad of your return.’


‘The feeling is mutual. If I am to be hounded day and night by requests and complaints, let it at least be in the comfort of my own home. But even so, look.’ Cecil held up the pile of papers. He flicked among them, found one and opened it, passing it to his protégé, setting the rest on the table. ‘Trade with the Low Countries is on the point of collapse. The Merchant Adventurers cannot access the ports because the Hanse has reimposed trade restrictions. It means Spanish intervention, of course, we all know it but we cannot say it. And that is the least of my worries. What am I to do about the earl of Hertford and Lady Katherine Grey, the queen’s cousin? Hales’s book has just made everything ten times worse.’


‘I am sorry, Sir William. Hales’s book? You’ll have to forgive me. Who is Hales?’


Cecil walked across to a table beside the window, where a pair of silver goblets were standing next to a lidded pewter wine flagon. He filled one and quaffed it. ‘When Lady Katherine Grey gave birth, she confessed to my wife’s sister that the father was Lord Hertford and that Hertford had secretly married her in a Catholic ceremony.’


‘That was at least two years ago.’


‘Indeed. But do you recall the consequence – that trial, at which the marriage was declared void? Lord Hertford was found guilty of violating a virgin of the royal family.’


‘It’s not the sort of thing one forgets,’ said Walsingham. ‘He was fined fifteen thousand pounds. For sleeping with his wife.’


‘Quite. His wife just happened to be the queen’s cousin, and the queen . . . Well, you know what I think. My suspicion is that our queen would rather neither of her cousins have any children, so there are no potential heirs to rival whomsoever she eventually chooses. So when Lady Katherine takes matters into her own hands . . .’ Cecil gestured to suggest his frustration. ‘But the queen’s spite has no basis in law.’ He took a deep breath. ‘A man called John Hales has written a pamphlet pointing out that Lady Katherine’s children should be recognised in the order of succession. Privately, I agree. I had Lord Hertford transferred to Hanworth last year, on the pretext of there being an outbreak of the plague, and placed him in the keeping of his stepfather, Francis Newdigate. I was trying to lessen the injustice of Her Majesty’s ire. Now it turns out that Newdigate has involved himself in the composition of Hales’s book. I have here letters from Newdigate, Lord Hertford and John Hales all seeking clemency and intervention. Even that damned Robert Dudley has written one. The queen is isolated – and yet she wants me to bring charges of treason against them. It is a disaster. I am meant to arrange for Hales to be found guilty. Ultimately Hertford is guilty of nothing more than falling in love. Frankly, having seen Lady Katherine, I cannot blame him. She could easily make traitors of us all.’


Cecil paused and took another gulp of wine. ‘Hales’s only offence is to point out the legal situation that automatically follows on from them marrying – which no one can deny they have done, with witnesses, and willingly. That the queen does not like it does not render it unlawful: we do not follow Roman Law in this kingdom but our own Common Law. It is hardly surprising that there are plots against her. It’s not made any easier by the fact that she won’t marry. She has said categorically that she will not marry one of her own subjects. So what are we to do? We look overseas. I favour the house of Austria. Throckmorton, from whom I have just received yet another letter, says that he too favours Austria. Roger Strange favours Austria. Robert Dudley also favours Austria. And what does the queen say? “No, Sir William, not Austria.” I despair.’


‘I am all the more sorry to be the one who bears you further reason to frown.’


‘Francis, you are not sorry. It is a constant delight to you, to bring me new challenges. But I trust you not to bother me with trifles. That is why I came back as soon as I could.’


‘Thank you. This concerns the dowager countess of Northumberland. You asked that I keep her ladyship under close watch. Several weeks ago I instructed two young men from Oxford to take up lodgings in the area and monitor the movements of those coming and going to her at Sheffield Manor. The day before yesterday, one of them, George Latham, came to me. He had ridden hard, changing horses, and was in a terrible state. Three days earlier, on the thirtieth, he and his companion noticed a messenger riding through the rain towards Sheffield – a man whom they had previously seen carrying messages to her ladyship. And so they moved to intercept him. They caught up with him at Melton Mowbray, in an inn. The messenger killed Latham’s companion, and then was himself killed. When Latham searched the corpse, he found a message. The original was soiled in the man’s blood, but here is a copy.’


Walsingham reached inside his doublet and pulled out a neatly folded paper. He walked closer and handed it to Cecil, who opened it. In neat black pen was written the following:


[image: image]


Cecil glanced at him. ‘Is it a cipher? Or a code?’


‘I do not know yet. But whichever it is, it shows that Lady Percy is involved with Catholic plots again. She is communicating in secret with someone south of Melton Mowbray, probably here in London. And this new development must be serious. Normally her agents use cut-out templates which relate to commonly available books. To decipher those all we need is the name of the book and the relevant page numbers, and often that can be determined by a search of the sender’s and recipient’s premises, coupled with some persuasive questioning. This is different. It is hard to decide whether it is a cipher or a code – because it is based partly on Roman numerals and partly on symbols. If it is a cipher, it is not a straightforward one.’
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