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      This book is dedicated to my uncle
Gerald Harvey
with great respect and much love.
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      And the Lord said unto Satan, ‘Hast thou considered my servant Job, that there is none like him in the earth, a perfect and
         an upright man, one that feareth God, and escheweth evil?’
      

      
      Then Satan answered the Lord, ‘Doth Job fear God for nought? Hast not Thou made an hedge about him, and about his house, and
         about all that he hath on every side? Thou hast blessed the work of his hands, and his substance is increased in the land.
         But put forth Thine hand now, and touch all that he hath, and he will curse Thee to thy face.’
      

      
      Job. Chapter I, verses 6–11

      




      
      Prologue
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      Wednesday, 19 February 1567

      The boy’s shoulders were tense with cold as he stood on duty near the King’s Gate. Although it was almost dark he could still
         see the high wall running along the left-hand side of the street. The flickering glow of a torch lit the nearest stretch of
         brickwork. On his right, the palace rooftops loomed black against the frozen sky. Two servants came out of the shadows, walking
         into the palace. One caught his eye but did not acknowledge him. Three weeks had passed since he had come to court, supposedly
         to finish his education, and already he was regretting his father’s decision.
      

      
      He rubbed his hands together, and blew on them. Tucking his fingers under his arms for warmth, he ran the toe of his shoe
         over the smooth surface of a small patch of ice. The air smelled of frozen earth, with traces of burning pitch from the torch.
         He felt hungry as well as cold. When he was older he would buy himself some gloves, he vowed, and never have to stand with
         such chilled fingers again.
      

      
      He started to walk across the width of the gatehouse, whistling snatches of a tune he remembered his mother singing. He wondered
         if his parents were well. He thought of them talking about him back home in the village – about how proud they were that he
         was in the queen’s service at Whitehall. That image sweetened him and saddened him at the same time, for he knew how shocked
         they would be if they could see the way he was treated. Dick Venner regularly shouted at him as if he was his master, even
         though Dick was only a year older. It was Dick who was responsible for teaching him the ways of the court, and it was Dick
         who had beaten him with a wooden rod when he did not bow low enough to a Polish nobleman.
      

      
      
      The sound of horses approaching at speed broke into his reverie. A moment later he saw their shapes come out of the darkness.
         There were four of them, their eyes great black beads in the torchlight, their heads glistening with sweat. Two men dismounted,
         both out of breath: one took the reins of his own horse and those of the other man. The latter was short and thin. The boy
         noticed the fine cut of his clothes; but even by torchlight he could see that the riding cloak was splattered with mud, the
         black silk doublet beneath it similarly besmottered. The man had a crease between his eyes so that it seemed as he was permanently
         frowning. His head was covered by a black skull cap – but he was not that old, only in his mid-thirties. He seemed distant
         from his companions. The two who remained mounted bade him farewell and departed; his companion led the two horses away to
         the stables.
      

      
      ‘Boy, take me to Sir William,’ the man said between short breaths.

      
      Sir William. One of the first things that Dick Venner had taught him was that there was only one ‘Sir William’. Other men might be called
         ‘Sir William this’ or ‘Sir William that’ – but there was only one plain ‘Sir William’. He was Sir William Cecil, the queen’s
         Principal Secretary, and the most powerful man in the government: in fact, the most powerful man in the whole kingdom. He was also reputed to be the most intelligent. Normally the boy would not have known where Sir William was, but on this
         occasion he did. Sir William had rushed to court two days ago, when terrible news had arrived from Scotland. The rumour among
         the other boys was that Lord Henry Stewart was dead. Many messages had been delivered since then – one almost every hour.
         Sir William had barely left the queen’s side in all that time.
      

      
      The boy bowed politely. ‘With all respect for your lordship, Sir William has given instructions that he is not to be disturbed,
         except for messengers coming from Sir William Drury.’
      

      
      The small man with the skull cap looked directly at him. ‘Do you not know who I am?’

      
      The boy stood firm, though inside he was quaking. ‘No, my lord.’

      
      ‘My name is Francis Walsingham. Sir William is my patron. I have news for him that will turn his hair grey. Now . . .’ Walsingham
         reached forward and grabbed the boy’s ear in his right hand and twisted it. ‘Take me to him, without delay.’
      

      
      ‘Mr Walsingham, sir, he has already received the news about the Scottish—’

      
      ‘TAKE ME TO HIM!’ shouted Walsingham, pushing him towards the side door that led through into the privy palace.
      

      
      Tears came to the boy’s eyes, but he blinked them back as he led the way along the covered corridor behind the Lord Chamberlain’s
         house. The route took them into a whitewashed corridor, through another door, out into the cold night again, and along a path
         between the mass of irregular buildings that formed part of the old palace. They passed the busy figures of servants, gentlemen,
         cooks and clerks in the near darkness. In some places torches lit the route. Where it was dark, he felt his way, running his
         hand along the wall. He led Walsingham through to the great court and along one side of it, and under an arch into the stone
         gallery that ran between the privy palace and the privy garden. Finally, after hearing the heels of Walsingham’s nailed boots
         ringing out behind him against the flagstones of the gallery for about fifty yards, he came to the entrance, lit by a wall-mounted
         metal lantern. He took the ring of the door handle, turned it and entered, and after closing it again behind the visitor,
         went up a flight of stairs to the first of a series of antechambers.
      

      
      He had expected to see two guards here, men who should have been on duty outside the closed door to the privy palace. But
         there was no one. He turned to Walsingham to explain that he was not allowed beyond this door.
      

      
      ‘Open it,’ snapped Walsingham before he could speak. The boy turned the handle and pushed the door open.

      
      The chamber had large gilded beams in the high ceiling, with red and blue painted decoration between them. The colours were
         clearly visible in the light of six burning candles that hung in the centre of the room. There were warming tapestries too,
         the figures on them like mysterious onlookers from the shadows, A fire was burning on a hearth – but there was no one to be
         seen.
      

      
      ‘Lead on,’ ordered Walsingham, his boots thudding on the floorboards.

      
      
      At that moment the door at the far end of the chamber opened and a man in purple ecclesiastical vestments entered. He looked
         surprised to see them.
      

      
      ‘Your Grace,’ said Walsingham, bowing. The boy also bowed low.

      
      ‘Walsingham, you cannot go in,’ said the bishop in a deep voice. ‘The queen and Sir William will not be disturbed. Besides
         . . .’ He looked down at Walsingham’s mud-spattered clothes and filthy shirt, ‘her majesty will not approve of your apparel.’
      

      
      ‘I am not looking for her approval. Sir William will not forgive me if I delay.’

      
      ‘But will the queen?’ The bishop looked Walsingham in the eye. ‘Never mind. If it concerns Lord Henry Stewart, you’re too
         late. They’ve already heard it. Drury has been sending letters at regular intervals, and others have hastened here directly
         from the north.’
      

      
      ‘My news is of quite another order. But what is this about Lord Henry? I have been away.’

      
      ‘A sorry tale, but one that I fear was inevitable. He has been murdered – killed in the grounds of his house at Edinburgh.
         No one knows who is guilty and it seems the Scots queen has not arrested anyone, which leaves the finger of blame pointing
         at the lady herself.’
      

      
      The boy looked at Walsingham. The crease between his eyes seemed even deeper.

      
      ‘Then I have all the more reason to speak to Sir William immediately,’ he said.

      
      ‘I have already told you—’

      
      ‘Lead on,’ commanded Walsingham, putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Thank you for your information, my Lord Bishop;
         thank you.’
      

      
      He pushed the boy towards the oak door, and went through to the next antechamber. This was better lit. More tapestries, another
         hearth: a servant piling fresh logs on the embers. The beams were similarly gilded, with deep blue azurite decoration and
         stars in the depicted firmament. Two gentlemen ushers were at the far end. One was doing the rounds, lighting candles; the
         other was listening at the door. The one at the door turned, alarmed, when he heard Walsingham enter.
      

      
      ‘Do you have nothing else to do?’ asked Walsingham, his voice self-consciously loud. ‘Get you hence!’

      
      
      The usher, astonished at Walsingham’s arrogance, moved and Walsingham boldly marched up to the door and opened it. The boy
         stood back, nervous about intruding on the royal presence. He wanted to return to his cold station at the gate but Walsingham
         grabbed the scruff of his doublet and steered him through into the queen’s great chamber.
      

      
      It was a huge room, with a high gilded ceiling and wide gilded walls, as large as any room the boy had ever seen: as big as
         the largest great hall known to him. He wanted to look up and gaze at the spectacle, for the whole room seemed to be encased
         in gold, but his attention was commanded by the sudden lack of noise. More than thirty men were here, standing or sitting,
         and the talk had died abruptly. They all looked at Walsingham. Some were gentlemen and knights of the royal household, others
         were lords and courtiers identifiable as such by their lavish silk and satin doublets, fine ruffs and embroidered hosen. Two
         or three men were wearing gowns, being men of the law or of the Church.
      

      
      Walsingham did not stop but kept walking, still pushing the reluctant boy before him. Two men-at-arms looked startled, uncertain
         whether to stop them.
      

      
      ‘Announce me,’ he said loudly. To a man-at-arms he ordered, ‘Open the door.’

      
      ‘Do you realise what you are doing?’ called a man’s voice nearby. Another shouted, ‘Show some respect!’ A third man stepped
         in front of Walsingham and told him, ‘You cannot do this, Walsingham. We are all waiting our turn.’ A fourth man added, ‘The
         queen is with Sir William; she does not want to be disturbed.’
      

      
      A tall, exquisitely dressed lord approached; he was wearing a black velvet cape embroidered with gold and silver thread. ‘Look
         at the state of you, Walsingham,’ he chided. ‘For your own good, I suggest—’
      

      
      ‘For your own good, my Lord Chamberlain, be out of my way,’ retorted Walsingham, pushing past those who stood between him
         and the next door.
      

      
      ‘For your own good, you are still wearing your sword,’ snapped back the Lord Chamberlain, his eyes meeting Walsingham’s.
      

      
      Walsingham stopped, unbuckled his sword, and without a word, thrust it at the boy. Then, staring at the Lord Chamberlain,
         he spoke to the boy. ‘Go through that door and announce me. Now!’ Again he ordered the guards, ‘Open those doors.’
      

      
      The guards looked at one another. One nodded. Together they opened the doors. The boy, scarcely able to control his nervousness,
         handed Walsingham’s sword to one of them, who accepted it without a word. Then he tiptoed into the queen’s chamber, with Walsingham
         hard behind him.
      

      
      The room was dark and vast, almost as large as the great chamber, with just two points of light in the far corner. The boy
         found himself moving as if in a dream, entranced by the strange riches around him and the sense of being in a forbidden place,
         as if he was in Heaven or the Underworld. He wondered whether it was treason to enter the queen’s presence without permission.
         He feared it was. Maybe he would be sent away in disgrace. A chamber clock chimed the sixth hour and he stopped outside, a
         great bell also chimed six times.
      

      
      The two lights were a pair of candles on a standing iron frame beside the glowing fire. He could see two figures: a seated
         woman in a scarlet-coloured gown, and a slightly portly gentleman who moved uneasily across the line of light. The boy was
         halted in his tracks by the man’s voice.
      

      
      ‘Who the devil comes here at this time? Who are you who dares come in here?’

      
      The echo of the voice died away.

      
      ‘Announce me,’ hissed Walsingham.

      
      ‘My lord, your Royal Majesty,’ said the boy, who had never been allowed anywhere near the queen before, and had never been
         told how to address her or her Secretary. His courage failed him. He faltered, and fell silent. Dick Venner had advised him
         that, ‘If you see the queen, bury your forehead in the ground.’ He now followed that advice, and went down on both knees,
         and spoke to the floor. ‘Your Grace,’ he began, not knowing how to address a man more important than a bishop, ‘this is Mr
         Walsingham, who . . . who comes on urgent business.’
      

      
      Walsingham stepped forward. ‘I would speak with you alone, Sir William.’

      
      The boy could not believe what he had just heard. Even though he knew little about etiquette, he understood that Walsingham
         had just shown huge disrespect to the queen. He heard a rustle of silk skirts and slow footsteps. He dared not move but remained
         pressed to the floor.
      

      
      ‘What did you say?’ said the queen. Her voice was that of a young woman but more clipped, controlled. The boy sensed Walsingham
         slowly go down on his knees.
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty.’

      
      ‘Tell me, Mr Walsingham, what business brings you here to speak to our Secretary who is with us in a private audience? We
         are conscious of your lack of tact, which is sadly habitual. We are all too well aware of your rudeness and your clumsiness
         of manner, but no matter what you think you are doing, we still expect you to act like a gentleman. Speak, or we will have
         you whipped out of this room.’
      

      
      The boy did not dare to move. He hoped the queen would overlook his presence. Maybe he could slide away when Walsingham left
         without her even noticing him?
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty,’ said Walsingham, ‘given that I must speak, and urgently, would you permit me to tell Sir William the grave
         news – that Clarenceux is dead.’
      

      
      The queen turned to Cecil. ‘Clarenceux King of Arms? Is that news sufficient to disturb us?’ She turned back to Walsingham.
         ‘Do you not realise the gravity of the situation? A prince of the royal blood has been murdered. Lord Henry Stewart might
         have been a drinker and a philanderer, not to mention a stupid young man, but he was of the royal blood, and now he is dead,
         killed by whom we know not. What is the death of a herald in comparison? Are you going to interrupt my privy meeting to tell
         me one of my cooks has died?’
      

      
      She glared at him. Walsingham, met her gaze, then bowed his head. ‘Ask Sir William, Your Majesty.’

      
      Cecil had regained his seat and was sitting, leaning forward, looking down at the infinite space before his mind’s eye.

      
      ‘Sir William?’

      
      Cecil took his time. ‘Your Majesty, I have something to tell you. Something of even greater gravity than we have been discussing.
         But the boy should not hear it.’
      

      
      
      ‘What disrespect is this?’ demanded Elizabeth. ‘Walsingham blasts in here – a man who is not even a peer of the realm and
         therefore has no right to demand access to my presence – he marches in here, without so much as a dignified word of greeting
         and demands to speak in private with you. His excuse, if you can call it that . . .’ She did not finish the sentence but addressed Walsingham directly. ‘The heralds
         are members of my household, as well you know. If the death of one of them concerns anyone, it concerns me. Now speak quickly.
         You will explain this fully, here and now.’
      

      
      ‘The boy,’ repeated Sir William.

      
      The boy was staring at the floor, not daring to look up. He heard the queen walk closer to him until the hem of her skirt
         was in front of him. ‘Do you have a face?’ she asked.
      

      
      He looked up and saw her bright red skirts trimmed with cloth-of-gold fanning out from her narrow waist in a wide circle around
         her ankles. ‘I am sorry, your Royal Majesty, I heartily beg you . . .’
      

      
      ‘Ssshhh, enough,’ she said. ‘Get to your feet.’

      
      He rose as quickly as he could. He saw a very white cheek lit by the distant light of the candle, the rest of her face in
         silhouette. He noted the reddish-brown of her hair and the string of pearls around her neck. Her sleeves were close fitting
         to her arms.
      

      
      ‘Let us walk to the door,’ she said.

      
      He walked unsteadily, too conscious of himself. ‘Stop,’ she said gently. She came up close behind him, put her hands on his
         shoulders and whispered in his ear, ‘You have done the right thing. It was wise to let Mr Walsingham through. We know he has
         our best interests at heart. What is your name?’
      

      
      ‘Cleaver,’ he said, not daring to turn around. ‘Ralph.’

      
      ‘We will remember you, clever Ralph. We will ask Mr Edwards to give you a gift in the morning. Now go, and close the door
         behind you. Tell those outside we are not to be disturbed again.’
      

      
      Ralph turned awkwardly, keeping his head down, and bowed to the queen. He left the chamber.

      
      Elizabeth waited until the door had closed. Then she took a deep breath and walked back to the glow of candlelight where Sir
         William was seated. Walsingham was now standing beside him, leaning over the gout-stricken man, whispering to him.
      

      
      
      ‘Do not whisper, Mr Walsingham,’ she said. ‘It is bad manners. Worse – you are likely to arouse our suspicions.’ She paused.
         ‘We are owed an explanation at the very least. We would also like to know what you are discussing so quietly. What news do
         you have for our Secretary – and therefore for us?’
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty,’ said Walsingham, straightening himself, ‘I have to tell you that there was a fire at Thame Abbey on Monday,
         two days ago, which engulfed part of the monastic buildings. Mr Clarenceux was inside. I watched, I waited, and I prayed –
         but he did not leave. My men and I attended the building all afternoon and all night, fighting the fire and preventing it
         from spreading, but no one inside was able to escape the flames. The heat was too intense. Yesterday morning the refectory
         was a mass of charred and smoking ruins. We searched the underground drains from the monastery and found a girl there, sheltering
         from the blaze, and she confirmed that Clarenceux had not left the building.’
      

      
      ‘You are sure?’ asked Cecil. ‘Absolutely sure?’

      
      Walsingham nodded. ‘There was no way out of it – no way anyone could have survived it. I had the place surrounded and my men
         could not get within thirty feet of the walls because of the heat.’
      

      
      The queen took her seat beside the fire. ‘We know that you and Mr Clarenceux were not close. You and your men let our herald
         die. Is that not nearer the truth?’
      

      
      ‘No, Your Majesty.’

      
      ‘You were there, guarding the abbey, by your own admission. You stopped Mr Clarenceux escaping. It suits you well that he
         is dead, does it not?’
      

      
      Walsingham stiffened. ‘No, Your Majesty, I most earnestly assure you that that is an unfounded accusation. It is true that
         Mr Clarenceux and I had our differences, but in the manner of his death, he showed himself to be most loyal, and utterly undeserving
         of any criticism I have laid at his door over the years. I can explain my past view of him. In serving you, Your Majesty,
         I must presume some individuals are guilty until I know otherwise. I must sometimes be suspicious even where there is apparent
         loyalty. In trying a man in court we may presume him innocent, but in investigating a crime we must hold everyone potentially
         guilty. Mr Clarenceux was a maverick, and came close to treason on more than one occasion, but ultimately he proved himself innocent.’
      

      
      ‘It is easy to apologise to the dead, Mr Walsingham. And to see one of our servants do so is distasteful to us. We tend to
         wonder why the apologiser did not prove as apologetic in life.’ She addressed Sir William, seated in his red fur-trimmed robe.
         ‘Does your gout permit you to tell me whether we should trust Mr Walsingham? You use it as an excuse to sit in out presence,
         but we will not let you keep treason from us.’
      

      
      Sir William chose his words carefully. ‘Your Majesty, Mr Walsingham has my utmost trust, as you know from the number of his
         reports that I have laid before you. He is a man who loves nothing more than to uphold your security.’
      

      
      ‘In that case you will understand why we are most concerned that, when we asked him to explain the meaning of this herald’s
         death, he said that we should ask you. What secrets are you keeping from us, Sir William? If he is trustworthy, what does
         he mean by telling us to ask you?’
      

      
      Cecil sighed. He was used to laying traps for other people, and not used to being caught in one himself, especially not one
         set by a woman – and a younger woman at that, for Elizabeth was not yet thirty-four. But he was wise enough not to let it
         show and not to let himself be hastened into saying something he would later regret. He had not survived the calamitous accession
         of the late Catholic queen, Mary, and made his peace with her, witnessing the execution of his friend the duke of Northumberland
         and the duke’s daughter, Lady Jane Grey, only to stumble now.
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty, I must crave your indulgence, and your forbearance. I must speak about the succession.’

      
      ‘You know that we have forbidden that. To any of our subjects.’

      
      ‘I have not forgotten. I also know that you would rather face an unpalatable truth than have it kept from you.’

      
      ‘You know us well, Sir William. Speak truly.’

      
      ‘William Harley, the late Clarenceux King of Arms, was a man of the old religion. Like most people whose business harks back
         to the past, to heraldic achievements and rituals of ancestral respect, he did not wish to break with Rome. Nor did he wish
         to see the churches desecrated and their monuments defaced, the tombs uprooted and the monasteries and chantries demolished, their ancient manuscripts
         burnt . . .’
      

      
      ‘Sir William, we must caution you. We are the Supreme Governor of the Church and we intend to exercise our rights in that
         capacity as freely as our father did. We will stand by those Acts by which corrupt monastic houses were abolished. They were
         passed for the good of the soul of the kingdom.’
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty, I was merely illustrating what Mr Clarenceux felt in his heart. I was not moralising. You need to understand
         that even a royal officer might be nostalgic, and loyal to other things as well as your royal person. And please, if I may,
         let me speak without another warning as to the succession. There are no other men in this realm of yours who have worked so
         assiduously for your safety as the two of us here now. Mr Clarenceux has long been the subject of our attentions in this regard
         – for more than three years, in fact.’
      

      
      The queen looked at the figure of Walsingham in his filthy clothes, standing not far from Cecil’s chair, then back at Cecil.
         ‘Very well, go on.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Your Majesty. The date to which I refer was in December in the sixth year of your reign, 1563. An old man called
         Henry Machyn, a merchant taylor living in the parish of Little Trinity, gave Mr Clarenceux a chronicle. That chronicle contained
         the key to finding a document which touched upon the matter of your succession. To be specific, the document in question relates
         to the circumstances of your birth. It is a marriage agreement between your mother, the late Queen Anne, and Lord Henry Percy,
         earl of Northumberland . . .’
      

      
      The queen could not contain herself but spoke with passion. ‘My mother never married Lord Percy!’ She rose to her feet. ‘What you are describing is nothing more than a rumour which came to my father’s
         ears. Do not presume to tell me I should believe such lies.’
      

      
      Cecil was alarmed by her sudden use of the first person. ‘Your Majesty,’ he said gently, ‘I suspect you have never been told
         the full circumstances of your mother’s death.’
      

      
      Elizabeth stared at him. She saw the beard, the expression of warmth in his eyes, and recognised the integrity of a loyal subject. She resumed her seat.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Your Majesty. You need to understand this. Originally your father decided to divorce your mother, not to have
         her tried for treason. I myself have copies of the letters sent home by the Ambassador of the Holy Roman Emperor at the time,
         Eustace Chapuys, who was very well informed. I also heard this from those who were at court at the time. Some of them are
         still alive – it is only a little more than thirty years ago. The grounds that your father chose for the divorce were that
         your mother had previously agreed a marriage with Lord Percy.’
      

      
      ‘No!’ exclaimed the queen, but her protest was one of unwilling belief, not disbelief.

      
      Cecil went on. ‘The information came from your father himself. There is independent verification too. In 1527, when your father
         arranged his marriage to your mother, the permission from the Roman pontiff carried a special provision. It stated that the
         marriage would be valid even if she had previously conducted a betrothal with another man. The reason for that provision was
         that she had confessed to your father that that was exactly the case. She had been betrothed to another man. Therefore the
         pontiff agreed to sanction your parents’ marriage with just one condition.’
      

      
      ‘One condition?’ repeated Elizabeth. ‘Tell me.’

      
      ‘That the earlier marriage had not been consummated.’

      
      Elizabeth sat motionless, thinking. Both men watched her intently. She rose to her feet and walked towards the fire. ‘You
         are now going to tell me that my father discovered that the earlier marriage had been consummated.’
      

      
      ‘He found many people ready to attest that it had been. But you also need to know what happened next. When your father declared
         that he would divorce your mother on the grounds that she had been previously married – which would, in law, have been a valid
         reason for divorce – he made a terrible mistake. For no one had considered you, Your Majesty. The law as widely understood
         and articulated in an Act of 1484, Titulis Regis, rendered the situation thus: because your parents had both been married before to other partners, and because they had subsequently
         married in secret, you would be – well, you do not need me to speak the word.’
      

      
      ‘Say it, Sir William. Say it as cruelly as you can. “Your parents’ marriage was void.” Tell me I am a bastard. Commit that
         treason – if you dare! Remind me that my father killed my mother for incest and adultery. My father severed my mother’s head
         from her body. Do you not see that I will burn with the memory of that fact every day of my life? It is as if my father cut
         me in two as well. I will never be whole.’
      

      
      Cecil took his time. ‘I am deeply sorry, Your Majesty, but I have to—’

      
      ‘And another thing,’ said the queen. ‘Titulis Regis was repealed. It has been cut from the statute books. No trace of it exists any longer, except in certain old chronicles
         that we have yet to destroy. It does not apply.’
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty,’ replied Cecil, ‘it is not the Act of Parliament itself that is crucial but the law that that Act clarified.
         Edward the Fifth was deposed because of illegitimacy even before the Act was passed. But you have not understood my main point.
         When it became apparent that the king was making public the prior matrimonial alliance of your mother, together with the consummation,
         lawyers hastened to give him advice. They told him that he should not do this. By that course of action, they informed him,
         he would render you illegitimate and incapable of occupying the throne. That would leave your Catholic sister, Mary, as the
         sole potential heir to the throne. They advised him to find another way to end the marriage, namely those charges for which
         your mother was eventually tried. The king, your father, was given a simple choice: to let your mother live in a divorced
         state, and have you declared the child of an illegal union; or to concoct heinous and false charges against your mother and
         execute her for treason, thereby allowing you to remain a lawfully conceived daughter of the king.’
      

      
      ‘Lies!’ shouted Elizabeth. ‘Though it pains me to recall the fact, my father had me declared a bastard anyway, at the time
         of my mother’s death. If he contrived to have her executed to save me, why then kill my mother and bastardise me?’
      

      
      Cecil looked at Walsingham. He took a deep breath. ‘Your Majesty, I am bound to speak the truth to you. There were those at court who wanted your mother disposed of and who wanted the king
         to recognise your Catholic sister as your father’s only legitimate offspring. Thomas Cromwell in particular hoped that, by
         making your parents’ marriage null and void, he would force your father to re-legitimise your sister Mary, and make her his
         heir. Cromwell cited certain just and lawful impediments at the time of your parents’ marriage. He meant, of course, the marriage
         of Lord Percy and your mother. It makes no sense, but your mother was killed for adultery which, according to Cromwell, she
         could not have committed, not being properly married to your father.’
      

      
      Elizabeth brooded. Neither Cecil nor Walsingham could see her face. They heard her slow footsteps, as she moved away, and
         heard the rustling of her dress.
      

      
      They waited.

      
      When she spoke, tears were to be heard in her voice. ‘I never believed the lies they said about my mother. I always believed
         my father was misled, and that he killed my mother as a result of his fear, his gullibility. You cannot know what it is like
         – to fear all the time, all the time – never to know who is plotting against you until it is too late. My father’s offence was one of ignorance, I believed,
         not malice to my mother. But I often wondered why she forgave him on her deathbed, for everyone tells me that she did. At
         her trial she denied every charge laid against her and then, just three days afterwards, as she faced death, she prayed for
         my father – her killer – and called him a gentle prince, and forgave him, and urged no one to speak against her fate. She
         said her death was lawful – even though she knew that the charges against her were lies and contrary to her plea.’ Elizabeth
         paused and wiped her face again. ‘And he betrayed her anyway.’ She made the sign of the cross. ‘Now I can see. She was told,
         wasn’t she? She did it for me. She reconciled herself to my father at her execution, for my sake. She pretended that all those
         accusations were true – to save me.’
      

      
      ‘That is my understanding, Your Majesty,’ answered Cecil quietly. ‘Your mother’s sacrifice was the last thing left to her.
         Through her death, she saw she could save you. And even though Cromwell betrayed her, she did save you. Everything would have
         turned out as she hoped, had it not been for one problem. Despite her final speech and confession, there was documentary proof of her previous
         marriage. It passed from Lord Percy at his death to the man who conducted his funeral, Henry Machyn, an ordinary man. Machyn
         gave the document to Mr Clarenceux. That is the problem we face now. At the time of his death, Mr Clarenceux had possession
         of that proof.’
      

      
      Elizabeth’s mood shifted instantly from one of regret and sadness for her mother to one of cold alarm. ‘Then where is it now?’

      
      Cecil looked at Walsingham. ‘I too would very much like to know.’

      
      Walsingham looked reluctant to speak. But he had no choice. ‘Mr Clarenceux went to Thame Abbey two days ago supposedly to
         hand the document over to a Catholic conspirator. As Sir William is aware, he gave us prior warning. I was greatly alarmed
         and had a large number of men standing guard. But as I watched, the building burst into flames – with Clarenceux and his Catholic
         contacts inside. There was nothing we could do. There were explosions. We formed a chain to bring water from the fishponds
         to fight the blaze, but the refectory and everything inside it was lost in the intense heat. It was when I heard the explosions
         that I knew that the fire was not accidental. Clarenceux had led his contacts there to destroy them. The girl whom we found
         confirmed these things.’
      

      
      Elizabeth was silent. ‘And the document? The supposed proof?’

      
      ‘Mr Clarenceux certainly took it into the abbey. But there were two other people with him, besides the girl: a gentleman by
         the name of John Greystoke and a woman, whom the girl informed me was called Joan Hellier. Both must have perished in the
         flames. I presume the document was destroyed with them.’
      

      
      ‘Presumption is not enough, Mr Walsingham.’

      
      Sir William broke the uneasy silence that followed, shifting in his chair and wincing with the pain in his foot. ‘I can say
         nothing about the document but I can say something about the late Mr Clarenceux. He may have been a supporter of the old religion
         but he was not a revolutionary. He did not want to use that document to further the Catholic cause. If that had been his plan,
         he could certainly have done so to good effect. But he refused. He came to me recently: he was distraught. Seeing the danger,
         I insisted that he surrender the document to me rather than risk it falling into his enemies’ hands. He would not. I told him he had no other option but to
         bring the business to a final conclusion. It now appears that he has done exactly that. That is why I too presume he took
         the document into the fire with him.’
      

      
      Walsingham spoke. ‘A message was taken to Clarenceux in the abbey by the girl just before the fire. It was a date, the thirtieth
         of June last year – but what it signifies, I do not know.’
      

      
      The logs on the hearth crackled. ‘We need to know,’ Elizabeth said, walking around the back of Cecil’s seat. ‘We want to know
         everything – what happened, whether this man was loyal or a traitor. We must know if that document has been destroyed. Interrogate
         anyone who had dealings with him – anyone to whom he might have slipped it before he climbed on to his heretical pyre.’
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty, it will be done,’ said Walsingham, looking at Cecil. ‘To that end I shall now take my leave of you, with Your
         Majesty’s permission.’
      

      
      ‘You have it.’

      
      Walsingham bowed and left the chamber.

      
      The sound of the door closing echoed away. Elizabeth walked back to the fire. ‘We see that he remembers his manners when taking
         his leave.’ She resumed her seat and sat in thought. ‘Sir William, it is not just the document we need to know about. It is
         the truth – the whole truth. We feel naked. No matter what clothes we use to adorn this royal body, the truth makes us feel
         that we are open to the view of all our subjects. “The queen is this, the queen is that.” We cannot escape their suspicions,
         their name-calling, their disrespect. We can pretend that lies do not touch the woman inside us, but the truth – the truth
         strips us of all defences and leaves us exposed. If this document is indeed reflective of what happened all those years ago,
         and we are illegitimate, then we have no right to rule. The truth in time will overwhelm us, and we will be destroyed, clinging to our
         crown for the sake of our own personal safety. But we do not believe it. We believe we have a right to rule, and we believe
         that our rule – though it be sometimes affected by our weaknesses – is that of God, and that people trust us to rule in the
         eyes of God. You must find out whether our self-belief is justified or not.’
      

      
      
      ‘You are England’s ordained queen, no one can doubt that,’ Sir William replied carefully. ‘Moreover, you are your father’s
         only surviving child. No one can doubt your right to rule – neither for dynastic reasons nor in the name of God.’
      

      
      ‘Every Catholic in England doubts it. Our cousin Mary doubts it. Her late husband Lord Henry Stewart doubted it.’

      
      ‘Ah, yes. Lord Henry. We will need to send someone to the Tower to tell his mother. My wife knows her. I will ask her to perform
         that duty.’
      

      
      Elizabeth approached Cecil. ‘You are avoiding our question, Sir William. Perhaps we did not express it sufficiently clearly.
         Tell us, in truth, did our mother marry Lord Percy?’
      

      
      Sir William felt as if he had been struck in the chest. Words failed him. He tried to force himself to tell the queen what
         she yearned to hear, but then he looked up at her, and could not bring himself to lie.
      

      
      ‘I believe so.’

      
      Elizabeth was silent for some seconds. ‘It exposes our humanity, does it not?’

      
      ‘I do not know what you mean.’

      
      Elizabeth closed her eyes. ‘It reveals our fears and anxieties so clearly, and so fully. A political life is one of an intensified
         conscience, in which all the worries of the painful day and the tumult of the soul are thrown together, and we have to exist
         between them, from moment to moment. We despair, Sir William. A man can be a king in every way but a woman who is expected
         to perform the functions of a king . . . no. She has to bear the twin weights of her womanhood and the crown which she is
         not physically capable of bearing. She has to be ruthless where a man would be ruthless, strong-minded where a king would
         be stern – and yet she has to be a woman too. A king can have children and remarry if his wife dies in childbed; but can a
         queen make that same reckless decision? We think not. That is why we despair.’
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty, do not despair. On your shoulders England’s salvation rests. If you despair, then England despairs. In churches
         they will despair of the righteousness of their faith. At sea, mariners will despair of the safety of their vessels. Merchants
         will despair of the fairness of their trade. I cannot counsel you as to what passed between your mother and Lord Percy. However, I do know this.
         Your reign is founded on hope, not despair. You are the hope of the kingdom – and without you and your faith in yourself as
         well as in God, England will lose its way.’
      

      
      ‘Then let us hope that that part of the past which suddenly causes us so much grief and doubt was consumed in the flames with
         Mr Clarenceux. For, as we surmise, if it still exists, it is no longer in his hands but in those of a Catholic rebel. And
         then our private doubts will become public fears, and we will be called an impostor queen – without just right or divine grace.
         And then . . .’ She paused and looked at Cecil in the candlelight. ‘Then our father’s destruction of our mother will have
         been nothing but selfishness – the cruel machinations of his ministers – and her self-sacrifice will have been in vain.’
      

      
      ‘Your Majesty . . .’ Cecil began, instinctively trying to reassure her. But he had nothing more to say. She had just said
         it all.
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      Two months earlier

Thursday, 19 December 1566

      
      William Harley, Clarenceux King of Arms, sat at the table in his second-floor chamber, carefully cutting a goose quill. He
         fumbled as he tried to hold the feather steady, his fingers stiff with cold. Every so often, he looked out of the window at
         the house on the other side of Fleet Street, watching for movement. The uneven quarrels of glass slightly distorted his view,
         but by shifting his position he could recognise the men coming and going. That house was a three-storey, timber-framed building,
         not unlike his own, but in the middle of a row rather than at the end of one, and south-facing. It had a window in the gable
         facing the street – very similar to the window he was looking out of, except that it was unglazed. Even though it was sunny
         today, the shutters were not wholly open. They never were. They seemed never to be wholly closed either. If you compared it
         with the houses to the left and right, both of which were occupied by couples, there was a marked difference in the pattern
         of their opening and closing. This was what had alerted Clarenceux, four months ago.
      

      
      Since then he had kept a record of the people who came and went from the house. They were almost all men. A woman brought
         two pails of water once a week on a yoke over her shoulders and stayed for about two hours each time. No other woman ever
         entered the building – not even as the companion of one of the men who lived there. Once he had seen his own stable boy, Nick,
         go into the house. That had greatly alarmed him. On being questioned, Nick had pleaded innocence – saying that he went there simply to borrow
         a hand saw. Clarenceux had banished him from the house, forcing him to sleep above the stables, and had prohibited him from
         speaking to the men again. He had no doubt that they were watching him, and that they were working for Francis Walsingham.
      

      
      Despite there being a small fire in the hearth, he could still see the clouds his breath made in the cold air. He breathed
         on his fingers to warm them, then pulled out a sheet of paper hidden under a heavy leather-bound volume on the corner of the
         table. He dipped the newly cut quill into an open inkwell and marked two short downward strokes on the paper, one under a
         column marked ‘GrB’ for ‘Greybeard’ and the other under a column marked ‘ShF’ representing the shortest of the men who came
         and went regularly, and who had fair hair. He put the date in the right-hand column and waited. A few minutes later, the unpleasant
         old man who called himself Tom Green, and whom he had once encountered, left the building and started walking back east towards
         the city gate. Clarenceux turned the previous day’s line for ‘Tom Green’ into a cross. He watched. No one else left. That
         meant there were three of Walsingham’s men in the house for the moment.
      

      
      Clarenceux set down his quill. For four months it had been just one man changing stations on an irregular basis; for the last
         three weeks it had been two, every day. Something had happened. If the windows revealed that these men were watching him,
         their new pattern of attendance revealed that Walsingham was employing a different strategy, and that meant a different objective
         or different circumstances.
      

      
      The door of the house just to the right opened and Mistress Knott stepped out. Her maidservant came with her, holding a wooden
         pail. While the maidservant started to clean the two steps up to the front door, Mistress Knott walked to the city with a
         scarf around her head and a basket under her arm. The Knotts were a Dutch couple originally called Annoot; they had come to
         London as refugees the previous year, fleeing the Spanish persecution of Protestants under the duke of Alva. Her husband was
         a physician of some fame. At first he had had great difficulty finding work, due to his lack of a licence to practise in England, but things were better for them now. Mr Knott had treated enough prominent people with sufficient
         success that his business and status were assured. Clarenceux had helped, finding out for himself how efficacious the Dutch
         physician’s remedies and cures could be and recommending ‘Mr Knott’ to his friends and acquaintances.
      

      
      In the city the bell of St Martin le Grand began to ring nine o’clock. Then another chimed. A moment later, all the city churches
         began to ring the hour. Nearby, the great bell of St Bride’s Church also clanged out. Clarenceux went back to studying the
         manuscript volume he was reading: the chronicle of Henry of Abingdon, which had been lent to him by Sir Richard Wenman. This
         was, as far as Sir Richard knew, the sole surviving manuscript. Clarenceux was sure Sir Richard was right; he had never heard
         of another copy. That it was unique was not surprising: Henry was a tedious writer, more concerned with ecclesiastical doctrine
         than people’s lives. Nothing gave him greater pleasure, it seemed, than recording at length the proceedings of the church
         council at Constance, which he had attended from 1415 to 1417. However, the chronicle also contained a wealth of information
         about the Lollard knights – the ardent gentlemen supporters of the church reformer, John Wyclif. Many Lollards had been imprisoned
         for heresy and some had been burnt at the stake. Clarenceux could not help but reflect on the comparison with his own time,
         having seen, heard and smelled the terrifying burnings of Protestant Christians under Queen Mary, just ten years ago.
      

      
      Clarenceux was not reading Henry of Abingdon for the history of Lollardy, however. It was because he had been forced by his
         superior, Sir Gilbert Dethick, Garter King of Arms, to undertake a visitation of Oxfordshire after Christmas. This would entail
         an inspection of the rights of all the gentlemen in that country who claimed to be esquires: to determine whether or not they
         truly were entitled to bear a coat of arms. To establish that right, they needed to be able to demonstrate that they were
         descended from a knight. Henry of Abingdon had been a Warden of Merton College in Oxford; hence many of his Lollard knights
         came from Oxfordshite, presumably inspired by followers of Wyclif, who had been a teacher at the University.
      

      
      
      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the door to the spies’ house open. A tall thin man with long hair left. Clarenceux marked
         the ‘ThLH’ column of his paper accordingly, and returned to his chronicle.
      

      
      Until the ringing of the next hour he made himself read the neat lines of Latin, his eyes skipping past justifications for
         the Church claiming certain revenues and fees, and the responsibilities of absent rectors and vicars to their parishioners;
         he was looking for names of prominent men. He had already found references to two marriages of Lollard knights, by which he
         could determine the legitimacy of a number of claimants to coats of arms. A salacious story about a knight and his retinue
         seeking accommodation at a nunnery and taking a fancy to one of the nuns, then abducting her and leaving her pregnant, was
         equally useful: illegitimacy ruled against inheriting a coat of arms. The various stories of how Lollards evaded their pursuers
         amused him. They had made use of natural features of the landscape: hiding in the boughs of trees in summer, above their pursuers’
         heads, or under the surface of a river, breathing through a hollow pipe or bundle of reeds while a cap floated downstream,
         distracting the chasing men.
      

      
      Between every passage his attention flicked across to the spies’ house.

      
      When the hour was up, he placed a smooth horn ruler between the pages of the chronicle and closed it. He stood up and took
         off the thick robe he usually wore in his study in winter, and hung it on a peg projecting from a beam. Opening the door,
         he went down the wooden steps to the hall on the first floor, hearing the boards creaking beneath his weight. The staircase
         was old and needed replacing; the whole front of the building was somewhat warped and decrepit. He did not mind it that way;
         old things delighted him. The luxury items he had bought for the house after it was damaged by Francis Walsingham’s men three
         years earlier were mostly those that his wife, Awdrey, had demanded. The exception was the glass in the front windows: this
         was a rarity in any house, let alone one as old as this. It dated back to his first days as Clarenceux, when signs of ostentation
         had been important to him. These days he saved his money. He did not know when but he was sure that, sooner or later, there would be reason to call upon it. Too many people knew that he was the man who had once had possession of Lord
         Percy’s marriage agreement. The fact that it was no longer in his house meant nothing. He was the way to it. One day, he might
         have to flee with his family – might find his house set alight. That was what Walsingham’s spies were doing now: keeping watch
         on him and his house lest anyone take action to seize the chronicle. Hence his concern that the number of round-the-clock
         watchmen had increased.
      

      
      Standing at the bottom of the stairs to his study, he gently closed the old wooden door. At the back of the house one of his
         daughters shrieked with laughter and he heard the maidservant, Joan, telling her to give something back. He smelled the oak
         wood burning slowly on the hearth, at the end of the hall. There were two chests, one on either side of the fireplace, with
         rich red carpets draped over them. Three new painted cloths that Awdrey had asked him to buy hung on the walls. In the middle
         of the hall was an oak refectory table that he had bought from a merchant who had taken it from the Dominican Friary at the
         time of the Dissolution. A small square looking glass and a new painting of Awdrey hung on either side of the door that led
         to the main staircase, which in turn led down to the front door. The looking glass was not as lavish as the beautiful round
         mirror he had once owned, and which Walsingham’s men had smashed – but then, he thought, there was less pleasure in looking
         at himself now. In two years’ time he would be fifty. Would he last those two extra years? He hoped so – he had his beautiful
         young wife to keep him going – but he knew he was not his former self. His hair was turning grey and he constantly felt tired.
         And there was something in his tiredness that told him he could no longer outrun his enemies. His right hip ached regularly.
         That was one of the reasons why he had started going to Giacomo Girolamo’s school of defence at the Belle Savage Inn.
      

      
      He looked to his right. Here, overlooking the street, was the main window. Beside it stood his elm table, with a single silver
         candlestick. He ran his fingers along the oval rim of the tabletop. As a boy he had played with carved wooden soldiers on
         its surface, and had rolled glass beads over the ridges formed by the grain of the wood. He had learnt to read sitting at
         it, and regularly he and his brother Thomas had eaten off it, when their parents had entertained guests at their main table. Along with his father’s old sword,
         it was one of the few family possessions that had survived the destruction of his house by Walsingham’s men. At ten years
         of age he had been beaten by his father for carving his name on it, and had had to file away the offending letters. The file
         marks were still there, patinated now. One day their story would be lost. Most tables were rectangular, and a very few were
         round. His table was oval. It was unusual, well-made, solid and dependable – all the things he approved of. There was nothing frivolous
         about it. It was more than a little like him.
      

      
      He heard the running of his daughters’ feet down the staircase at the back of the hall and turned as Annie ran towards him.
         Her shoulder-length brown hair bounced as she ran, then hung down, framing the handsomeness of her face. She was in her eighth
         year now, and showing every sign of a sharp, contrary intelligence, like her father. Her younger sister, Mildred, who followed
         her as fast as her short legs would allow, had just passed her fourth birthday. She was tiny, very pretty and very outgoing.
         Both girls were wearing plain woollen cream dresses and soft leather shoes. Mildred had the finest fair hair, like her mother,
         and was clutching a straw doll wearing a similar dress to her own. Joan followed them, folding her arms as she watched from
         the doorway at the end of the hall. Clarenceux noticed Awdrey behind her.
      

      
      Annie rushed out her message in a torrent, looking up at her father with great blue eyes full of excitement. ‘We were upstairs
         playing with Mildred’s doll Elizabeth and she said that she loved her doll Elizabeth more than anyone else in the world except
         for Mam, and Mam heard us talking and said, “What about your father? Don’t you love him just as much?” And Mildred said she
         did love her dad, and so Mam said we should tell you we love you when you come downstairs because she said you would like
         to know that we do.’
      

      
      ‘I love you,’ said Mildred, looking up at her father.

      
      Clarenceux smiled and knelt down to hold both girls. He stroked Mildred’s cheek. ‘That’s good to hear. And I’m glad you love
         your mother more than your doll.’
      

      
      ‘I love you more than my Elizabeth as well,’ Mildred said happily.
      

      
      Annie, in high spirits, echoed her little sister. ‘I love you more than . . . capon.’
      

      
      
      ‘More than green cheese!’ exclaimed Mildred.

      
      ‘Enough,’ Clarenceux said. ‘I feel much loved . . .’

      
      ‘More than warm milk,’ shouted Annie.

      
      ‘Enough,’ he repeated, getting back to his feet.

      
      ‘More than God!’ said Mildred.

      
      Clarenceux shook his head. ‘Mildred, no. No. You must not say such things. You cannot love me more than God.’

      
      ‘But I do.’

      
      Annie looked at him disapprovingly. ‘But she is telling the truth, and you say we should always tell the truth.’

      
      Clarenceux saw the disappointment in Mildred’s eyes and the crossness in her sister’s. Mildred was uncertain, waiting anxiously
         for a kind word from him. He knelt down again, and put an arm around her, hugging her. He put an arm around Annie too, and
         spoke to both of them. ‘You must love God most of all. For we pray that God looks kindly on us, do we not?’
      

      
      Mildred nodded, her blond locks bobbing as she did so, her eyes moist.

      
      Clarenceux wiped away a tear running down the little girl’s cheek, and kissed her. He stood again, and patted Annie on her
         head. Then he looked at Awdrey. ‘I am going out.’
      

      
      ‘Where?’

      
      He said nothing.

      
      ‘William, it is very early to be going to swordsmanship. Too early.’

      
      Still he said nothing. He walked towards the door through to the main staircase.

      
      ‘Tell me you are not going to watch Sir John,’ she said, coming after him. ‘Promise me you will not go!’

      
      Clarenceux paused in the doorway. ‘I am not going to let them hang him with no one but jeering crowds there to see him. He
         was a good priest to both my mother and my brother. He stood by them while they were dying. He gave them the last rites. I
         want him at least to know there are people who will always appreciate the good he has done in this world before he goes to
         the next.’
      

      
      Awdrey put one arm around his shoulders and the other hand she placed on his chest. ‘William, it is too dangerous. Those people
         across the street, do you not think they will see you? They will know where you are going. Walsingham is probably waiting at this very moment for you to step outside – to arrest you for trying to protect
         a man he has condemned as a traitor.’
      

      
      He looked at her and saw the fear in her blue eyes. He gently moved a loose strand of golden hair away from her face. ‘Awdrey,
         Sir John is my friend in God. I will not let him go to his death without someone beside him. No more than I would you.’
      

      
      He removed her hand from his chest, kissed it and stepped out on to the staircase. He descended fast, determined not to look
         back. At the bottom he picked up his long black cloak from the peg nearest to the door and nodded to his old manservant, Thomas,
         who had heard his master’s footsteps but was too late to reach the front door. Thomas was left standing, watching, as Clarenceux
         strode out of the house, leaving the door open behind him.
      

      
      Thomas closed it. A child’s cry made him look up. In the hall, he found Awdrey crouched on the floor holding Mildred, who
         was crying. She had dropped her doll and Clarenceux had inadvertently stepped on it as he had left. Annie was standing there
         too, uncertain what to do.
      

      
      ‘He’s allowing it to take him over,’ Awdrey said, looking at Thomas. ‘I don’t know what to say to him. He is living every
         moment as if he’s fighting, scared. He cannot hold a conversation without bringing it back to that accursed document. I wish
         he would just destroy it and be done with it.’
      

      
      Thomas tactfully waited until an opportune moment came. ‘He says that he has destroyed it, Mistress Harley.’
      

      
      Awdrey cradled Mildred all the more. ‘You don’t believe that, Thomas, do you? That document is like a bad conscience, eating
         away at him, making him do things that are dangerous.’
      

      
      ‘Mistress Harley, would it be reassuring if I followed Mr Clarenceux? We know where he is going.’

      
      ‘Yes, Thomas. Yes, it would. Please. Go with God.’
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      Mary Vardine was forty-three years of age and near to death. The wounds from the whip on her bare back stung terribly; the
         gashes were as deep as the thickness of a finger and they would probably never heal. She lay in the dim corner of the gaol,
         starving and frozen on the cold earth floor. Pieces of muddy straw had stuck to the congealed blood on her back She had nothing
         covering her but the remains of her torn smock. The stench of urine around her was rank, and she had fouled herself. In the
         last four days she had had nothing to eat but only three slices of stale bread.
      

      
      She coughed and tried to spit but there was no phlegm. She closed her eyes and opened them again; all she could see was a
         grey haze of moving shapes. She heard the clink of a key and the creak of the cage door opening. Two of the shapes approached,
         and she heard the voices of two younger women prisoners trying to attract the attention of the gaolers. One of them was a
         kindly young tailor’s wife who had made sure that Mary had been given a piece of bread one day. If Mary had had the energy,
         she might have hoped that the warden would choose to lie with her. But in truth she was too tired even to hope any more. They
         were all in this hole because they had been accused of felonies; in all likelihood they would be sentenced to be killed on
         the next visit of the assize judges. For the younger women there remained the one hope that they could become pregnant before
         that day, so they could plead their bellies. It was not so much to prostitute themselves that the women called to the guards
         – it was to find a man who was ready to show pity to them. There was no other transaction except the sexual act, unless the
         barbarities perpetrated on some of the women by the more vicious gaolers counted as a form of payment, by the women.
      

      
      Mary was too old to plead her belly; the court would not believe her if she did. Besides, she was guilty, and in a cell full
         of desperate women. Twenty years ago she had found herself in prison for the theft of a silver-rimmed purse from a market
         stall. The penalty would have been hanging, had she not pleaded her belly. On that occasion she had been in a mixed cell,
         and among the male prisoners was a young man due to hang the next day; she had let him lie with her all night. After he had
         been killed, many others had taken his place, whether or not she wanted them to. All she knew about the father of her third
         daughter was that he had been a criminal. When the girl was born, Mary had been taken out of the cell to give birth in the
         warden’s house; her brother’s wife had acted as the midwife and managed to arrange her escape while only women were allowed
         into the birth chamber, before the clearing up was complete. Such a strategy was now beyond her. Even if her age had not been
         against her – even if she had not been in such a pitiful state – no one would come to her aid in another nine months. Her
         brother was dead and so was his wife. Besides, she suspected the gaolers here wanted her to face trial and be put to death.
         She was not facing the noose but the punishment of being burnt at the stake – high entertainment in many people’s eyes. In
         her ecstasy after stabbing her husband she had cried with relief and told many people what she had done. She was not without
         supporters – a number of women quietly sympathised with her plight and were glad for her – but someone had told someone who
         in turn had told other men. The High Constable had ordered her to be arrested, on penalty of a heavy fine to be paid by the
         whole parish. That was how she had been whipped and now faced death by burning: for ridding the world of a vicious drunk,
         a bully and an abuser of his own stepdaughters.
      

      
      Mary did not understand why the gaolers did not pick either of the women for fornication but came towards her.

      
      ‘Mary Vardine?’ one asked, nudging her arm with his boot.

      
      She did not answer. Somewhere beyond the bars, in another building, was a courtroom, and in that courtroom the evil of her
         crime would be announced, and her sentence officially spat out. They said that people normally lived to feel the pain even after the fat of their own feet had started to drip into the flames.
         Death was the only release. It would be better that she just died here, in this cell, of cold and hunger. She did not regret
         what she had done and she would stab her husband over and over again if she had to. She might not have saved her daughters
         from all the indignities and sufferings of life, but she had put a permanent end to one of them.
      

      
      The second gaoler came over to where she lay and, together with the first, they lifted her to her feet. She made no attempt
         to stand so they dragged her out of the cage and down the corridor to a chamber where a gentleman, Mr Philips, was waiting
         to see her. There they tried to place her on a bench. She blinked in the light, then kept her eyes closed and collapsed on
         to her side.
      

      
      ‘This is the woman?’ asked Mr Philips, looking down with disgust at her bloodied skin and filthy smock.

      
      ‘It is,’ replied the first gaoler. ‘She stinks as rotten as her soul. She boasted about her crime. He was found in his own
         yard, stabbed in a frenzy. The constable had her whipped.’
      

      
      Philips stretched out a gloved hand and lifted one of Mary’s eyelids with his thumb. She opened her eyes but said nothing.
         He withdrew his hand. ‘Lord Shrewsbury wants her spared,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘If that is Lord Shrewsbury’s will,’ said the first gaoler, ‘then we must obey, but the London justices surely won’t like
         it that he’s taken so many women now from an appointment with the Devil.’
      

      
      Philips took off his glove and reached into a pocket. ‘Be that as it may, I have my orders and now you have yours.’ He handed
         each of the men two silver coins. ‘Take her to Mistress Haig’s house; there she can be cleaned up and fed. After that, your
         custodial duty will be done. Mistress Haig’s man will see to the rest, as before.’
      

      
      ‘Mr Philips,’ said the second gaoler, whose lank hair fell across his face, ‘why does Lord Shrewsbury choose this woman? There
         are many who are hoping to see her burn – and many women far more deserving of compassion. We could easily find Lord Shrewsbury
         a younger and better-looking woman.’
      

      
      Philips shook his head. ‘It is his old aunt’s decision. Lord Shrewsbury instructed me to follow the orders of Lady Percy’s
         steward, Benedict Richardson, in all things concerning this gaol and his rights herein. As you know, Lord Shrewsbury has the power of life and death over convicted felons – an ancient prerogative.
         What I tell you is simply what Mr Richardson has decided on behalf of Lady Percy. They are the ones exercising judgment, not
         Lord Shrewsbury.’
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      Clarenceux walked fast, managing the pain in his hip as best he could. He felt conscious of his awkward gait. From Fleet Street
         he turned left into Shoe Lane, with the smells of smoke from the morning’s fires and fresh horse dung in his nostrils. There
         were only a few white clouds in the blue sky, the mildest of breezes: despite the sharp cold, it was like a spring day. A
         long barn-like building on the west side of the street was being pulled down for new housing on the site. Several trees from
         the garden had also been cut and were being sawn up by workers who had half-blocked the road with their wagon. The men outside
         the cockpit were preparing for the afternoon’s entertainment, taking in birds in wooden cages from carts parked there, and
         chalking up prices on a board. Clarenceux passed old houses with low beams and shutters wide open, women carrying baskets,
         servants cleaning steps and men setting about their work. At Holborn, on the corner with Fetter Lane, beneath the tower of
         St Andrew’s Chutch, he turned to watch the people and carts crossing the Fleet at Holborn Bridge.
      

      
      A friend of his wife’s greeted him jovially with a ‘Good morrow to you, Mr Harley,’ and he acknowledged her with a nod, and
         a smile; but he turned slightly, indicating that he did not wish to be engaged in conversation. Even after she had gone he
         could not rid himself of the image of her smile. It was such a contrast: a man was about to be killed for nothing but the
         crime of being loyal to the Church and kind to his fellow Christians – and she was trying to engage him in idle chatter. How can anyone say ‘good morrow’ when one of their company is going to be killed for a matter of conscience? The Romans killed Christ for preaching a message of peace and goodwill, and now the priests who carry God’s blessing are being killed
            by the State. Clarenceux asked himself the question: After fifteen hundred years of Christ’s ministry, has anything changed? In his heart he had to say: Yes: the hypocrisy is worse. But was that just his old age speaking, the timeless grumblings of men past their prime? People seemed to have lost both
         their sense of right and wrong, and their courage to stand up against injustice. They had learnt to smile while the State
         executed dissenters. They separated their own interests from those of their communities. From now on, more and more people
         would live their lives as selfish individuals, not as persons belonging to a greater commonwealth.
      

      
      Thomas knew that Clarenceux would walk along Shoe Lane. He had been twice with him to watch an execution – or, rather, to
         give succour to a condemned man. At the gate to the city liberties he stopped, a hundred yards short of the church, where
         a house on the right-hand side protruded into the street. The mud here stank, having been used as a pissing place by men coming
         and going from the cockpit. After a minute, and seeing Clarenceux waiting for the procession of those condemned to die, he
         returned down Shoe Lane and cut across to Fetter Lane, to wait for the procession to pass Barnard’s Inn.
      

      
      About ten minutes after the bells of the city had chimed the hour, Thomas saw the Tyburn cart crossing Holborn Bridge. It
         had high sides, solid wooden wheels and was pulled by two chestnut horses. Six guards accompanied it, all armed with halberds.
         Not many people had gathered to watch it go past, not here. Most knew the fate of the six men and three women standing inside
         it: they would have presumed that the condemned were thieves and murderers, to be pointed out to children as examples. One
         or two onlookers shouted a curse or an insult as the cart passed them; most, however, were unmoved by the sight of the men
         and women on their way to execution. It was just another one of the city’s routines.
      

      
      Clarenceux stepped out from his waiting place by St Andrew’s and started to walk behind the cart. ‘Sir John, remember that
         God is with you, and the goodness you have done in His name will never be forgotten, and that you are in our hearts,’ he called
         in a loud voice.
      

      
      
      Men and women stopped what they were doing and stared at him. For a moment there was amazement that anyone – not least a gentleman
         – would dare speak openly to one of the criminals in the cart. But there was no doubting that that was exactly what Clarenceux
         was doing; his voice was trained to carry and he was using it to good effect.
      

      
      Three of the guards stopped and rounded on him; they levelled their halberds at him. ‘Silence, you! Do not speak to the prisoners,’
         shouted one, as the cart continued on its way.
      

      
      They resumed their positions and likewise Clarenceux resumed his, following the cart. ‘God be with you, Sir John,’ he called.
         ‘Tonight you will dine at the right hand of the Lord Jesus. The food of Heaven will be sweet – sweeter by far than the bitterness
         that people—’
      

      
      The first clod of earth hit him, shortly followed by the second. ‘Shame on you, Papist!’ yelled a woman. A man with a tall
         black hat confronted Clarenceux, trying to stop him from following the cart. ‘Do you want to hang too?’ he demanded. ‘Show
         some sense, go home.’ But Clarenceux simply moved around him, to the other side of the road, close to where Thomas was standing.
         The guards backed away cautiously, watching him.
      

      
      Thomas waited as the cart rumbled past the end of Fetter Lane. Never had nine men and women looked more pitiful, he thought.
         Two prisoners were on their knees – he could see their faces through the side of the cart. Two women were embracing each other.
         The others just stood with their hands bound, leaning against the wooden side of the cart as it lurched over the uneven road.
         Sir John alone stood proud in the middle, his head shaved.
      

      
      ‘Behold, you, the living! You, the complacent living!’ Sir John’s voice rang out. ‘There is still one good man among you.
         One man of courage, one man of goodness. Do not pray for me; I go to meet my Maker. Pray for him – the good man, the man of
         conscience! Pray for yourselves, in your viperish and self-consuming sin! Pray for your redemption from the evil that you
         do in God’s name!’
      

      
      For a moment Thomas lost sight of Clarenceux amid the gathering crowd. Then he heard his master’s unmistakable voice singing
         ‘Agnus Dei, qui tolis peccata mundi.’ Clarenceux was on the far side of the street, about fifty feet behind the prisoners. The guards had their halberds levelled at him and were walking backwards, trying to keep pace with the cart; but they were no longer trying to
         push him away. They did not know what to do. They were irritated and confused. ‘Miserere nobis,’ Clarenceux sang, before repeating ‘Agnus Dei, qui tolis peccata mundi.’
      

      
      Thomas hurried across the street, ready to protect his master. Clarenceux was singing part of the Latin Mass – ‘O Lamb of
         God, who takes away the sins of the world’ – and the next line would end with the words dona nobis pacem: ‘give us peace’. It was threatening in its purity and its irony. He was striding more freely now, committed to his protest.
         More mud hit him. A gentleman in a fine silk waistcoat and doublet tried to have words with him. Clarenceux pushed him away,
         still singing.
      

      
      At the top of Chancery Lane, more people started to gather. Still Clarenceux went on singing – and in chanting the Agnus Dei he was joined by several of those in the cart, who, even if they did not know who he was, realised that he was singing it
         for them, and making a spectacle of himself for them, in defiance of the guards and the crowd. On they went, still singing
         the Agnus Dei, and when they passed the grounds of Lincoln’s Inn, where the road left the houses and there were fields on both sides, the
         sound of the singing seemed to be stronger. People paid no attention to the prisoners but cajoled and cursed Clarenceux, accusing
         him of wanting to let murderers kill innocent people and Catholics assassinate the queen; but few followed the cart very far.
         When it approached the village of St Giles in the Fields, only six people were still following. Clarenceux was one, Thomas
         another, and the other four were also singing the Agnus Dei.
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