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Letter to the reader

History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers. Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.


About the Author

Paul Doherty is one of the most prolific, and lauded, authors of historical mysteries in the world today. His expertise in all areas of history is illustrated in the many series that he writes about, from the Mathilde of Westminster series, set at the court of Edward II, to the Amerotke series, set in Ancient Egypt. Amongst his most memorable creations are Hugh Corbett, Brother Athelstan and Roger Shallot.

Paul Doherty was born in Middlesbrough. He studied history at Liverpool and Oxford Universities and obtained a doctorate at Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with his wife and family near Epping Forest.


Also by Paul Doherty

Mathilde of Westminster

THE CUP OF GHOSTS

THE POISON MAIDEN

THE DARKENING GLASS

Sir Roger Shallot

THE WHITE ROSE MURDERS

THE POISONED CHALICE

THE GRAIL MURDERS

A BROOD OF VIPERS

THE GALLOWS MURDERS

THE RELIC MURDERS

Templar

THE TEMPLAR

THE TEMPLAR MAGICIAN

Mahu (The Akhenaten trilogy)

AN EVIL SPIRIT OUT OF THE WEST

THE SEASON OF THE HYAENA

THE YEAR OF THE COBRA

Canterbury Tales by Night

AN ANCIENT EVIL

A TAPESTRY OF MURDERS

A TOURNAMENT OF MURDERS

GHOSTLY MURDERS

THE HANGMAN’S HYMN

A HAUNT OF MURDER

Egyptian Mysteries

THE MASK OF RA

THE HORUS KILLINGS

THE ANUBIS SLAYINGS

THE SLAYERS OF SETH

THE ASSASSINS OF ISIS

THE POISONER OF PTAH

THE SPIES OF SOBECK

Constantine the Great

DOMINA

MURDER IMPERIAL

THE SONG OF THE GLADIATOR

THE QUEEN OF THE NIGHT

MURDER’S IMMORTAL MASK

Hugh Corbett

SATAN IN ST MARY’S

THE CROWN IN DARKNESS

SPY IN CHANCERY

THE ANGEL OF DEATH

THE PRINCE OF DARKNESS

MURDER WEARS A COWL

THE ASSASSIN IN THE GREENWOOD

THE SONG OF A DARK ANGEL

SATAN’S FIRE

THE DEVIL’S HUNT

THE DEMON ARCHER

THE TREASON OF THE GHOSTS

CORPSE CANDLE

THE MAGICIAN’S DEATH

THE WAXMAN MURDERS

NIGHTSHADE

THE MYSTERIUM

Standalone Titles

THE ROSE DEMON

THE HAUNTING

THE SOUL SLAYER

THE PLAGUE LORD

THE DEATH OF A KING

PRINCE DRAKULYA

THE LORD COUNT DRAKULYA

THE FATE OF PRINCES

DOVE AMONGST THE HAWKS

THE MASKED MAN

As Vanessa Alexander

THE LOVE KNOT

OF LOVE AND WAR

THE LOVING CUP

Kathryn Swinbrooke (as C L Grace)

SHRINE OF MURDERS

EYE OF GOD

MERCHANT OF DEATH

BOOK OF SHADOWS

SAINTLY MURDERS

MAZE OF MURDERS

FEAST OF POISONS

Nicholas Segalla (as Ann Dukthas)

A TIME FOR THE DEATH OF A KING

THE PRINCE LOST TO TIME

THE TIME OF MURDER AT MAYERLING

IN THE TIME OF THE POISONED QUEEN

Mysteries of Alexander the Great (as Anna Apostolou)

A MURDER IN MACEDON

A MURDER IN THEBES

Alexander the Great

THE HOUSE OF DEATH

THE GODLESS MAN

THE GATES OF HELL

Matthew Jankyn (as P C Doherty)

THE WHYTE HARTE

THE SERPENT AMONGST THE LILIES

Non-fiction

THE MYSTERIOUS DEATH OF TUTANKHAMUN

ISABELLA AND THE STRANGE DEATH OF EDWARD II

ALEXANDER THE GREAT: THE DEATH OF A GOD

THE GREAT CROWN JEWELS ROBBERY OF 1303

THE SECRET LIFE OF ELIZABETH I

THE DEATH OF THE RED KING


Praise for Paul Doherty

‘Teems with colour, energy and spills’ Time Out

‘Paul Doherty has a lively sense of history . . . evocative and lyrical descriptions’ New Statesman

‘Extensive and penetrating research coupled with a strong plot and bold characterisation. Loads of adventure and a dazzling evocation of the past’ Herald Sun, Melbourne

‘An opulent banquet to satisfy the most murderous appetite’ Northern Echo

‘As well as penning an exciting plot with vivid characters, Doherty excels at bringing the medieval period to life, with his detailed descriptions giving the reader a strong sense of place and time’ South Wales Argus


To Charles Spicer, senior editor at 
St. Martin’s Press, another ardent Marian.



Historical Note



In 1567:

In France, Catherine de’ Medici rules the kingdom: her first son, Francis II, has died and his beautiful wife, Mary, has returned to Scotland. Catherine watches Mary, seeing her as a pawn against either Elizabeth of England or Philip II of Spain. Catherine’s advisers, the powerful Guise family, also hope Mary will remember that her mother, the wife of James V of Scotland, was a member of the Guise clan. Mary’s real interests in France are handled by her aged and saintly envoy, Archbishop Beaton.

In Scotland, Mary is married to the dissolute Henry Darnley: they have a child, the baby James, and they have also faced a succession of crises culminating in Darnley’s jealous murder of Mary’s secretary, David Rizzio (1566). Mary, however, is keen to forgive and forget: she wishes Darnley to return to her so that she can better nurse him through the pox, which has nearly killed him. Mary also must watch the great nobles: the Lords of the Congregation, led by her illegitimate half brother, James Stuart, Earl of Moray, along with Douglas of Morton and Maitland of Lethington. Only the border lord, James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, can really be trusted.

In England, Elizabeth studies events in Scotland, aided by her three confidants: Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, William Cecil and Francis Walsingham. Elizabeth is fascinated by the crisis between Mary and Darnley: she recalls that she and Dudley would have been married if his wife had not died in such mysterious circumstances some six years earlier at Cumnor Place. Walsingham, her master spy, also remembers this as he watches the crisis in Scotland. He broods and sends letters through Marshal Drury, governor of the English fortress of Berwick on the Scottish border; Walsingham’s principal secret agent in Scotland, the Raven Master, is about to act . . .


Introduction: Dublin 1992


Ann was ill at ease as she took her seat in the elegant restaurant that stood in a side street off Merrion Square in Dublin: true, Dr. Nicholas Segalla acted the perfect host. He was, dressed in his dark blue woollen suit, the personification of courtesy and good taste. Ann noted that Segalla’s shirt and tie were of pure silk and his cufflinks and matching tie pin looked to be solid gold. Segalla’s hands were perfectly manicured, his sallow face closely shaved; not a hair on his head was out of place. Nevertheless, his stare unnerved her: his dark, seemingly soulless eyes studied her as she ordered her drink, even though he kept up a mundane, empty chatter, the news of the day: the busy roads, the traffic congestion in Dublin, the decor of the hotel. Only once did Ann catch something out of place. They were discussing Oxford when she was sure Segalla murmured, ‘Yes, yes, Oxford has changed since I was there last.’ This was followed by a lopsided smile, as if he were savouring a secret joke. By the end of the first course, Ann had had enough. She put down her spoon and dabbed at her lips with a napkin. ‘Dr. Segalla, why have you invited me here?’

‘I thoroughly enjoyed your lecture at Oxford on Darnley’s murder at Kirk o’Field.’

‘Are you a historian?’ Ann asked.

Segalla pushed his own plate away.

‘In a way, yes.’

‘You have been to Oxford before?’ Ann insisted.

‘Yes.’ Again the polite reply, though slower this time.

‘And when were you there last?’ she asked.

‘Really there?’

Ann raised her eyebrows. ‘Yes, that’s what I asked.’

‘Oh, in the winter of 1561, when Edmund Campion gave the oration at the funeral of Amy Robsart, wife of Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. She fell down the stairs at Cumnor Place and broke her neck.’ His words came out in a rush.

‘You – you are joking!’ she stammered.

‘Oh, no, I’m not.’ Segalla indicated the gold chancery ring on his left hand. ‘I worked in the chancery of Archbishop Beaton in Paris. That’s where I obtained this.’

Ann kept her face impassive, yet she felt a tremor of fear and excitement. The circle of diners around her seemed to recede; the chatter of the waiters in the far corner and the soft melodies of the harpist faded like the sound of a radio being turned down. Here she was, sitting at a table with this enigmatic, beautifully dressed stranger who wore a chancery ring on his left hand and claimed to have been alive 430 years ago. She watched his eyes for some glimmer of amusement.

Segalla, however, gazed calmly back. Ann blinked, folded her napkin carefully and laid it on the table.

‘Dr. Segalla, you are joking? You are teasing me?’

‘No, I am not.’

‘Then, sir’ – she pushed back her chair – ‘you must think I am witless.’

Segalla smiled. ‘Witless, Ann? It’s many years since someone used such a word.’

Ann pushed her chair farther back and made to rise again. ‘Dr. Segalla, I thank you, but I really must go.’

Segalla, the perfect gentleman, also got to his feet. ‘Miss Dukthas, please.’ He spread his hands. ‘I will not keep you long; then you can go. After all, I did send the car. I have ordered the meal. I mean you no harm and you are in no danger.’ He grasped Ann’s wrist. ‘Ann, please, just a little of your time.’

Ann nodded and sat down while Segalla tactfully shooed away the enquiring waiter.

‘I was in Oxford in 1561,’ Segalla repeated. ‘But more, importantly, and of more interest to you, I was at Kirk o’Field in Edinburgh on tenth February 1567.’

As Ann made to rise again, Segalla leaned across the table and grasped her fingers. His grip was firm but warm. Ann saw the pleading in his eyes.

‘You are in no danger,’ he said again.

She stared coolly back and wondered whether he was telling the truth. On arriving at the restaurant she had glimpsed his eighteenth-century walking stick, and she knew enough about antiques to recognise the hidden sword.

‘Dr. Segalla,’ she murmured. ‘I thank you for your hospitality.’ She took her hand away. ‘I do not believe you are mad, but if my fellow writers were here, or if I told them what you’d said, they’d either roar with laughter or send for a doctor.’

‘Being gon from the place where I had left my harte, it may be easily judged what my countenance was.’

Ann stared open-mouthed. Segalla had just quoted, in sixteenth-century English, from the Second of the Casket Letters, those documents which, allegedly, proved that Mary Queen of Scots was an adulterous murderess.

‘I am not,’ Segalla whispered, ‘what I appear. I cannot explain, but I will prove my claims.’

Segalla didn’t seem to relish Ann’s astonishment. He put his hand in his jacket pocket, brought out a small bag of coins and spilled them on the table. The coins looked almost new, polished and glittering in the candlelight. Segalla simply pushed them towards her: a shilling from the reign of Edward III, a French écu, a Spanish doubloon.

‘You could have bought those,’ Ann quietly commented.

‘Yes, yes. But I didn’t buy this!’

He put his hand inside his jacket and drew out a transparent plastic wallet. He moved his wine glass away and held it up.

Ann stared at the drawing of a mermaid sitting on an oar, a crown on her wavy locks. ‘Where did you get that?’ she exclaimed. ‘It looks original!’

‘Oh, paintings like this appeared all over Edinburgh in February 1567,’ Segalla answered. ‘You know what it is?’

Ann leaned over and pointed at the mermaid. ‘In the seventeenth century the word ‘mermaid’ was the slang term for prostitute. The hare was part of James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell’s, coat of arms. After the murder of Darnley in February 1567, such placards appeared all over Edinburgh alleging that Mary and Bothwell had killed Darnley because of the Queen’s infatuation with her rough border lord.’

She almost snatched the plastic wallet from Segalla’s hand.

‘There are a few of these left, mostly in record offices in Scotland or England, but this is an original,’ he said.

She stared at the savage caricature of Queen Mary. The mermaid’s features were quite clearly hers: a sensuous pose intended to whip up feelings of revulsion amongst the good burgesses of Edinburgh.

‘It is genuine,’ she repeated.

‘Oh yes,’ Segalla said. ‘Mary’s enemies in Scotland could have taught our modern spy agencies many a trick when it comes to the destruction of their enemies.’

Ann moved to give it back. Segalla shook his head.

‘No, keep it.’ He smiled. ‘It’s a present. Now, we have talked enough. Let us have dinner.’

‘No, no,’ Ann said, asserting herself. ‘What would happen, Dr. Segalla, if I reported this to a physician? Or raised it in a more public forum?’

‘Then I would deny everything you have said and disappear,’ Segalla said. ‘You would lose the opportunity of a lifetime as well as cast doubt on your own judgement and scholarship. I am confident you won’t.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you are Ann Dukthas, writer and lecturer on historical mysteries. I know and respect your integrity.’

‘You were with Mary in Edinburgh, or so you claim?’ Ann asked, incredulity in her voice. ‘Where else? Where do you come from? If you have such power, what is its source?’

‘I cannot answer that, at least not yet; just trust me.’ He sipped from his wine glass. ‘Now.’ He leaned across the table. ‘You gave a splendid lecture at Oxford on the murder of Darnley, but it posed as many questions as it provided answers.’ He smiled. ‘Drink your wine, and please, give me a resume of what you said.’

Ann stared back. Should she go? she wondered. She had advertised for any historian in the United Kingdom and Eire who could throw light on the murder of Henry Darnley, husband of Mary Queen of Scots, at Kirk o’Field just outside Edinburgh early in the morning of Monday, 10 February 1567. Segalla was the only one to reply. He had not only rung her but booked this restaurant and ordered a car to collect her. She smiled to herself; the least she could do was be civil.

‘At first the problem looked quite simple,’ Ann began. ‘We have the historical event, both its cause and effects, but when we study the mystery . . .’ She shrugged. ‘To put it bluntly, no two historians can agree. Mary Queen of Scots,’ she continued, looking down at the table, ‘was born in 1542 and executed in 1587. Her father was James V of Scotland, her mother the French princess Mary of Guise. James was defeated at Solway Moss by Henry VIII’s generals and died shortly afterwards. Henry wanted to marry his son, Edward, to the infant Mary, but the Scots wouldn’t have this. During the regency of her mother, Mary was sent to France as the prospective bride of the Dauphin, Francis. She was raised at the French court under the guardianship of her mother’s powerful relations, the Guises. In 1558, Mary married the Dauphin, who, a year later, became Francis II of France.’

Ann tapped the table. ‘Consequently, by the time she was seventeen, Mary was Queen of France and Queen of Scotland, and in England, the Catholic faction regarded her as their rightful monarch, dismissing Elizabeth, daughter of Anne Boleyn, as illegitimate.’

Segalla filled her glass and gestured to the waiters to serve the main course. ‘Continue.’

‘In December 1560, Mary of Guise, Regent of Scotland, died. Six months later Francis II perished of a rotting ear. The following year, the nineteen-year-old, widowed Mary returned to Scotland. She faced a country torn apart by the Reformation and had to confront opposition led by the Lords of the Congregation.’ She paused. ‘But you should know them.’

Segalla grinned. ‘They were led by the Calvinist John Knox, a religious fanatic. He couldn’t stand Catholics and he couldn’t tolerate women.’

‘I have met a few Knoxes in my life,’ Ann said. ‘And the rest?’

‘Three main luminaries,’ Segalla said. ‘James Stuart, Earl of Moray, Mary’s illegitimate half brother, a real snake in the grass. George Douglas, Earl of Morton. You’ll find many Mortons in the files of Amnesty International. Cruel and vindictive, Morton liked hanging women, even as they carried their babes in their arms.’

‘And?’

‘Maitland of Lethington: cunning, the sort of man who wouldn’t recognise the truth if it jumped up and bit him on the nose.’

Ann felt herself relaxing as she did in debating any great historical mystery, especially this one. She always felt a kinship with this long-dead queen. Mary had returned from the luxury of the French court to face an array of men who made modern gangsters look like babies gurgling in their cradles.

‘But Mary held her own?’ she said.

‘Oh yes, she was brilliant,’ Segalla said warmly. ‘She danced rings round them until her one fatal mistake.’

‘Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley?’

‘Precisely. A grandson of Henry VIII, Darnley also had a claim to the English crown. He was tall, brilliantly good-looking, sophisticated, a drunkard, weak-willed and vicious to boot.’ Segalla studied Ann. ‘Do continue,’ he said.

‘Darnley was an empty vessel,’ Ann said. ‘To be sure, Mary did her best, but Darnley displayed a streak of vicious paranoia. Mary had become pregnant early in her marriage, and when she realised what kind of man her husband was, began to rely heavily on an Italian, David Rizzio, her secretary. In 1566, Henry Darnley sided with the great nobles, and Rizzio was hacked to death in Mary’s presence at Holyrood Palace. The rebels fled. Mary kept her nerve and her head. Eventually the Lords were pardoned, including Darnley, who had fallen ill of either smallpox or syphilis, I’m not too sure which.’

‘Possibly both,’ Segalla muttered.

‘Whatever. Mary attempted a reconciliation. She went to Glasgow and brought the sickly Darnley to recuperate at a house on the outskirts of Edinburgh called Kirk o’Field. They arrived there on first February, 1567. Mary stayed with Darnley, sometimes sleeping in a chamber beneath his: on Sunday, ninth February, she returned to a masque at Holyrood Palace, then retired to bed. There, at two in the morning of Monday, tenth February, a massive explosion, sounding like thirty cannon firing, woke the city. Kirk o’Field had been blown up, and in an orchard forty yards from the house, they found Darnley’s corpse and that of his squire, Taylor, with no marks or bruises.’ Ann sipped her wine. ‘From this mystery flowed a broad river of tragedy. Mary was blamed for the murder. She allied herself to a powerful nobleman, a born rogue, James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, who was accused as her accomplice. Mary was hounded out of Edinburgh. The Lords of the Congregation, led by her half brother, Moray, rebelled. Mary fled to England, where she was kept a prisoner for nineteen years until her execution at Fotheringay Castle.’

‘You have seen this?’ Segalla handed her a photocopy of a drawing Ann recognised as being kept in the Public Record Office in Chancery Lane, London. She nodded and placed it on the table before her.

‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘But that tells us nothing.’

‘If you study it carefully,’ Segalla said, ‘it will tell the truth.’

Ann shook her head. ‘Nothing makes sense. Darnley was left at Kirk o’Field with five or six servants. Two, Nelson and Symonds, scrambled out of the ruins; the rest were killed.’ She drummed her fingers on the table. ‘I can’t understand it. How was Darnley taken out into the open? Why kill him there and then blow the house up?’

‘Perhaps he panicked?’ Segalla asked teasingly.

‘But the other servants who were with him slept on. Why didn’t Darnley try and save them? And how can you kill someone without leaving a mark on his corpse?’

‘Where was Bothwell?’ Segalla asked.

‘At Holyrood.’

‘And the Great Lords?’

‘Moray was in Fife, Morton miles away at St. Andrews, as was Lethington. The real problem,’ Ann continued, ‘is that we have a great deal of evidence that puts the blame squarely on Mary and Bothwell. The only drawback is, all this evidence was wrung from tortured men who were later hanged for being involved in Darnley’s assassination.’ She grinned wryly. ‘The murder at Kirk o’Field is not just a mystery but one which people have deliberately gone out of their way to create by fabricating an entire corpus of evidence: confessions, letters, documents. Perhaps some mysteries should remain so and this is one.’

Segalla pointed to the photocopy lying on the table. ‘Believe me,’ he said, ‘that’s the only piece of the truth you have.’

Ann looked down at the detailed sketch, supposedly the work of an English agent in Edinburgh. It had apparently been drawn on the morning of tenth February and depicted the ruins of Kirk o’Field after the explosion. On the left, the Old Provost’s House where Darnley had been sleeping was a pile of ruins, as Mary herself had written to Archbishop Beaton in Paris. ‘Not one stone left upon the other.’ On the other side of the page was an orchard: here the artist had sketched the bodies of Darnley and his squire Taylor, still dressed in their night robes, lying beneath the trees. Beside them was a chair, a furred robe, a dagger and what looked like a pile of rope.

‘It tells us what happened,’ Ann said. ‘But not how.’

‘I once thought that,’ Segalla said. ‘And how wrong I was.’

Ann became so discomfited at Segalla’s cool stare that she continued with her meal, eating quickly without thinking. Yet she felt so excited, she had lost all appetite. She put down her knife and fork.

‘I feel rather silly.’ She laughed. ‘Like a schoolgirl babbling.’

Segalla shook his head and gestured at her plate.

‘No, no,’ Ann said. ‘I have eaten enough. I really feel I must go.’ She played with a napkin to hide her confusion. ‘Dr. Segalla, you have posed me a mystery yet done little to solve the one I am studying.’

Segalla sat back in his chair. ‘Far from it, Ann. I admired your lecture. You set forth Darnley’s murder, then and now, in a correct and truthful way. You make no attempt to fashion bricks out of straw.’

‘In other words, I confessed to meeting a brick wall.’

‘Yes, you did, and that’s a good place to begin. Every book written on Darnley’s murder claims to have a solution. Yet every book overlooks those facts which mitigate against its conclusion. You’re different. You give a lucid account of the problem and go no further.’ He threw his napkin on the table. ‘Now you are sitting here wondering if you are having a meal with a madman, and for that I don’t blame you. Do you want coffee?’

Ann shook her head, aware that this mysterious stranger was about to show his hand.

‘I will let you go.’ Segalla smiled. ‘But tomorrow morning at ten o’clock, two packages will arrive at your house by special courier.’ He tossed a card on the table. ‘When they do, ring that number. I want you to study the contents of both these packages. The first will contain some pictures, the second the manuscript of a novel. If you wish, you may destroy both and regard this meeting as a terrible mistake. I leave it to you.’

‘So you trust me?’

Segalla grinned. ‘Without reservation.’

A short while later Ann, still in a daze, left the restaurant and caught a cab back to her flat. She tried not to reflect on her meeting with Segalla and spent the rest of the evening reading a biography of Lord Bothwell to keep herself distracted. She slept fitfully that night but the next morning found it difficult to control her excitement as ten o’clock approached. True to his word, Segalla’s courier arrived. Inside the parcel, Ann found two manila envelopes, both sealed with red wax bearing the imprint of Segalla’s ring. She was tempted to tear both open and examine the contents, but now that the parcels had arrived, she was determined to keep to her agreement. She took the card Segalla had given her, rang the number and found it was one of Dublin’s principal hotels. The receptionist put her through to Segalla’s room: at the end of the telephone his voice sounded soft and warm.

‘The – the packages have arrived,’ Ann stammered.

‘Good,’ Segalla said. ‘Now, open the less bulky one.’

Ann obeyed and shook the contents out onto the table.

‘They are picture postcards,’ Segalla explained. ‘There’s a number on the back; please place them in numerical order.’

Ann, feeling as if she were playing some strange, sophisticated game, obeyed. ‘They are all copies of famous paintings,’ she said.

‘There should be seven in all,’ Segalla said. ‘Describe them to me.’

‘The first is a fifteenth-century painting of a group of singers. The second is a painting by Titian entitled The Young Englishman. Next comes Holbein the Younger’s Portrait of Thomas More and His Family: Boulet’s portrait of Two Lovers. Rembrandt’s Members of the Clothmaker’s Guild. A copy of Renoir’s A Box at the Opera and, finally, a photograph of Lenin and his staff taken in October 1918.’

Segalla must have heard her puzzlement.

‘You have a magnifying glass?’ he asked.

Ann said she had and went and fetched it.

‘Now,’ Segalla said urgently. ‘Take each one in turn.’

Ann obeyed. At first she couldn’t believe it. ‘Oh Lord, save us!’

‘What’s the matter, Miss Dukthas?’ the voice on the telephone whispered.

‘There’s the same man in each painting,’ she exclaimed. ‘It is you! Oh, the hairstyle’s changed. In one painting you have a beard, in another you are clean-shaven.’ She had to steady herself against the table. ‘Why?’ she breathed. ‘Why have you told me this?’

‘I like you, Ann,’ Segalla said. ‘You are a searcher for the truth and . . .’

‘And what?’

‘You remind me of someone I once knew. Ah well.’ Segalla’s voice became brisk. ‘So, are you going to ring your doctor friend? Your newspaper?’

‘No.’

‘Of course not,’ Segalla said. ‘Then open the second envelope. Read the manuscript. Find the truth. We shall meet again.’ And he hung up.


Prologue



Murder’s red masque was about to unfold: it had been prophesied by omens and signs that had spread through Scotland like a ghostly mist. The prophets and seers reported these portents; birds dashed to the ground: storms erupted and heavy winds ripped down the spires and turrets of churches. Two moons shone. Three suns appeared. A long line of living dead, so one visionary reported, had been seen pouring along the high road, their faces livid and dark, their eyes like withered flowers. At night the fields around Kirk o’Field outside Edinburgh glistened in the moonlight as if covered in blood. At midnight, so it was said, innumerable regiments of devils and hordes of dark demons swarmed above Holyrood Palace, their wings outspread. The walls of Kirk o’Field, that quadrangle of buildings which lay to the south of Cowgate outside Edinburgh, were bathed in a ghostly winter light. Inside, the servants of the Crown prepared for the arrival of their King and Queen. They, too, had heard the rumours. Murder was prophesied and evil was about to take place. Had not John Irvinge of Livingstone on his deathbed suddenly risen, long-faced, stark with terror, one bony finger pointed to the cobwebbed rafters?

‘The King is about to die!’ Irvinge had screeched. ‘The King is about to die!’ – before falling back unconscious.

In the January of 1567, Murder was becoming a common visitor to Scotland’s harsh, wild land, where people lived close to the earth and the beasts that fed upon it. The common people believed in the magical influence of the sun and planets, in the magic of their pagan past, in devilish imps and monsters as well as the crucifixion of their Saviour. A wild, savage country where war often blazed from sea to sea and the gold-red bracken was littered with the rotting dead. Now winter had come to Scotland. A harsh coldness, more of the spirit than the body. It turned the russet heather to a black, soggy mess and touched the evil humours of the human soul.

The paltry roads and common trackways of Scotland had become mud-clogged, but they were still busy. Dark-cowled riders galloped under a stark, cold moon, taking messages hither and thither, for complex designs were plotted. Mary, Queen of Scotland, she of the auburn hair, golden complexion and dazzling eyes, with her French ruffs and lace-fringed skirts, was attempting to make peace with her estranged husband, Henry Darnley. He had hidden his putrefaction behind the walls of Glasgow Palace; some said it was the smallpox, others that Darnley had syphilis. Whatever the physicians muttered, Darnley was truly rotting: his lustrous hair had fallen out, his beautiful woman’s face was covered in black, erupting pimples, while his body sweated evil vapours. Nevertheless, Mary, daughter of James V, by the Grace of God Queen of Scotland and, some whispered, of England, wanted peace with her once handsome husband, Darnley. Some said she was only being cunning. Did she not hide her Catholic faith beneath a pretence as she tried to make peace with the Lords of the Congregation, those zealots of reform led by her bastard half brother, James Stuart, Earl of Moray, and that viper in the grass Maitland of Lethington?

The crones whispered how Scotland had never been at peace. James IV, Mary’s grandfather, and all the flower of the field, his earls and barons, had been swept aside fifty years earlier at the great disaster of Flodden. Twenty or so years later, James V, Mary’s father, was defeated by his own uncle, King Henry VIII of England’s general, the Earl of Hertford: James had slunk away to his castle by the sea. When he had heard that his wife, Mary of Guise, had given birth to a daughter, the King had whispered about the founding and ending of his own Stuart dynasty.

‘It began with a lass, aye, and it will end with a lass!’

And, turning his face to the wall James had died of a broken heart. Was this prophecy, the ancient ones whispered, about to be fulfilled? Mary had come back from France when her first husband, the youthful Francis II, had died of a suppurating ear. Mary, eager for a new husband, had wrapped her arms around young Darnley, sent for her delectation by her cousin, Elizabeth of England. Yet this marriage, which many thought had been planned in heaven, turned to a hatred forged in hell. Darnley, dissolute, disenchanted and eager for power, had made Mary pregnant and immediately plotted against her. Henry Lennox Darnley, King of Scotland, the ‘tall boy,’ long-legged, with as pretty a face as the most beautiful woman, fell victim himself to jealousy.

On Saturday, 9 March 1566, Mary held a small supper party in her own apartments in the Palace of Holyrood. Darnley, she thought, was sulking elsewhere. Beside the Queen was her favourite secretary, the man Darnley envied, the Italian David Rizzio, in his nightgown of damask over a satin doublet and hose of russet velvet. Suddenly Darnley appeared in the room, fresh from some harlot’s bed, his voice thick, his face flushed with drink. He glared in hatred at his rival Rizzio as others came up the stairs behind him. Lord Patrick Ruthven, a reputed warlock, was dressed in armour with a steel cap on his head, eyes burning in a pallid face. Hell already had Ruthven in its grasp: he was a dying man and the only breeze that fanned his flame of life was an unabiding hatred for David Rizzio.

‘Let it please Your Majesty,’ Ruthven screeched. ‘That yonder man Davy come forth from your privy chamber where he has been too overlong!’

Mary resisted, but Ruthven and others, Darnley amongst them, pushed into the room. Rizzio began to scream. He clutched the Queen’s skirts, yelling for justice and for the Queen to save him. Mary did her best, but her belly was big with child, and Ruthven and the others threatened her with dagger and pistol. Rizzio was not so fortunate. He was hacked with fifty wounds. His blood-streaming corpse, dragged from the chamber, was thrown downstairs like meat from a butcher’s slab, cut and slashed into collops.

Rizzio died, but Mary fled. She fell ill. She gave birth to a boy, James, and thrust the child into the arms of her estranged husband. Then Mary plotted. The murderers of Rizzio had to flee as Mary fell ill again. The Angel of Death almost wrapped his feathery wings round her, but Mary recovered and all Scotland held its breath. Would the Queen go to war? Mary schemed, as did Elizabeth of England with black-haired, black-hearted Francis of Walsingham in their privy chambers at Whitehall. The French, too, watched: sharp-faced, Catherine de’ Medici, ruler of France, sat in her chamber at Blois and questioned her astrologers as to what Mary might do.

In the end Mary surprised them all. She showed mercy to Rizzio’s murderers, and when her husband fell ill, the fruits of some fetid coupling, the Queen travelled across Scotland to meet him. She sent her estranged husband fair messages. She coaxed and teased him; Darnley responded, and Scotland sighed with relief. The Queen was being merciful: no eye for an eye, or tooth for a tooth. Mary hired Darnley the softest horse-drawn litter to carry him from Glasgow to the Old Provost’s House near the ruined Kirk of St. Mary’s in the Fields outside Edinburgh. He was to be fed the best food and physic. She also promised that as soon as the contagion passed, they would once again be husband and wife, King and Queen.

On Sunday, 1 February 1567, as a heavy sea mist floated up the Firth of Forth, Mary, Queen of Scots, brought her husband, Henry Darnley, along the twisting paths to the Old Provost’s House at Kirk o’Field outside Edinburgh. Despite the chilling breeze, the procession was a glorious one. Darnley, wrapped in furs, lay in an oak-carved litter slung on the broad backs of the brown-berried palfreys specially hired for the occasion. Scotland’s King-Consort was only too glad to hide his rotting face behind the litter’s gold-fringed purple curtains. He found it hard to bear the laughter and cries of the Queen and her court, which rose above the clop of hooves and the jingling harness of the horses.

Two royal heralds, dressed in their brilliant tabards, preceded the procession. Behind them and out along the flanks of the royal column were the heavily armed mosstroopers, retainers of the Earl of Bothwell, brought in to reinforce the company of royal archers under their captain, John Stewart of Traquair. Mary herself rode alongside the litter, her auburn hair hidden beneath a jaunty cap adorned with a swan’s feather. Sitting on her silver-grey mare with its polished harness, and dressed in a dark blue riding dress and matching cloak fringed at the hem and pockets with gold lace, Mary looked like some fairy princess moving back to her magical castle. Now and again, the Queen would draw in the reins and look down at the litter before going back to converse with her Great Lords, particularly James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, his face hard and grim under a velvet bonnet. Beside him, the Earl of Moray was still rather taciturn, for he was only freshly returned to the Queen’s favour and grace. On the other side of the litter walked Darnley’s personal servants, his faithful squire Taylor and the softly spoken Thomas Nelson, who carried wineskin and goblet, ever ready to slake his master’s raging thirst.

A joyous procession, but Mary broke off her conversation with Bothwell and, staring up into the sky behind her, shivered as she glimpsed the great black raven, its wings beating slowly against the breeze.

‘That bird of ill omen,’ she whispered in French, ‘has followed us all the day.’

She forced a smile and went back to her conversation. She caught the eye of her half brother and, once again, wondered whether all would be well or shadows from the past would swoop down upon her. Although only in her twenty-fifth year, Mary was growing accustomed to looking into the darkness of the human heart, where grievances were nursed and murder was planned. To distract herself, the Queen began to hum the tune of a madrigal: above her, the raven, as if in answer, opened its yellow, cruel beak and cawed its baleful song.


Chapter 1





Nicholas Segalla, priest of the Society of Jesus, spent, as he always did, the vigil of his birthday praying in the Lady Chapel of the Church of St. Denis on the outskirts of Paris. He knelt at his prie-dieu and stared up at the marble face of the Virgin, illuminated by a corona of light from the iron ring of candles below her. Segalla crossed himself, sat back in his chair and stared across the gloomy sanctuary. He had just celebrated evening Mass. The citizens, merchants and burgesses of Paris, those who bothered to attend, had now left to hurry along the narrow, smelly alleyways to the safety of their own homes. The door at the back of the church had been left open to the cold night air. Segalla caught the faint sounds of the city’s hostelries and taverns. He shivered and crossed himself again. A man of the open countryside, Segalla had, despite his studies at the Sorbonne, never really felt at home in Paris. Sometimes at night, just before he fell asleep in his little chamber high in the Louvre Palace, Segalla would daydream about the green fields, lush, dark copses and bubbling streams of his ancient birthplace.
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