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To my sister Gwendollyn,

who keeps the lights buzzing,

the secrets silent,

and the dragons flying.
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Hatfield House, Hertfordshire,

first week of November 1577



The Great Comet is first glimpsed in the first week of November, in the twentieth year of the reign of Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth of England. It is seen low in the sky above the western horizon and it is widely understood to signal the End of Days, a time when the Son of Man will come to sit in judgment on peoples of all nations, after which the seas will rise up, the sun will turn black, and molten fire will fall from the skies.

At Hatfield House in Hertfordshire, twenty miles north of London, the Queen already lies sick in her bed. She is sweating, her joints are aching, and her guts are coiled in knots. On hearing of the comet, she sends her physicians away and summons in their stead Dr. John Dee.

It is too late to send word today, though, and Her Majesty sleeps very badly that night, dreaming of boiling fire and screaming men, and when she wakes, she tells her lady of the bedchamber that she wishes to return to her palace at Whitehall, to be with her Privy Councillors, and with her people of London, and to be close on hand when John Dee comes.

Her physicians and women advise against it, as does Sir John Jeffers, who is that day appointed her captain of the Yeomen of the Guard.

“The road is very bad,” he tells Lettice Knollys, senior lady of the bedchamber, sent to communicate Her Majesty’s wishes. “And the weather, too, and if Her Majesty is already ill…”

He trails off under Mistress Knollys’s withering stare.

“Right,” he says. “I will see to it.”

So late in the morning of a filthy day of charcoal skies and teeming rain, he oversees the packing up of Her Majesty’s immediate household, bringing with her only her most immediate necessities in five carriages—including the closestool carriage, for her relief en route—and they set out on the road eastward toward Waltham Cross, hoping to be in London before darkness truly falls.

But Jeffers is right: already at this time of year the road is dire, and a spring in the frame of the Queen’s principal carriage breaks, and then a horse in the traps of her second carriage falls lame, so that must be left in Waltham Cross, and even before they reach the turn on the road south, just after noon, they have had to stop three times for Her Majesty to use her closestool carriage to void her bowels in comfort and privacy. Each time the convoy must stand waiting, eyes averted, while the Queen is guided from one carriage to the other, and there is much consternation as to which of her women Her Majesty is to have in her own carriage, and soon Jeffers hardly knows whether they are coming or going.

“We should have waited until tomorrow,” his sergeant reminds him as they are forced to stop once more.

“Try telling Mistress Knollys that.”

The afternoon turns toward evening, and as they approach the great forest south of Waltham, they find themselves stuck behind a farm cart piled high with filthy straw giving off a dense trail of steam.

“Only good for dressing soil, that,” the sergeant says.

Jeffers shouts at the drayman to clear the road, and a bugle is sounded, but the hay cart is broad, and the road is narrow between the high banks of encroaching hornbeams. There’s little the drayman can do but whip his animal harder.

The Queen’s procession—now led by a humble cart—slows to a snail’s pace and they travel for half a league or more like this until, at a dip in the land where the road enters a boggy stretch amid stands of tangled holly and bramble, the cart becomes stuck fast in glutinous mud, and the dray horse strains in vain to move it any farther.

“A turd in his teeth!” the coachman next to the Yeoman captain shouts.

Jeffers is just getting to his feet to do something—what he does not know—when two men hidden in the cart’s straw throw off their cover and emerge like stinking ghouls. There is a moment when Jeffers stares, unable to believe it: they have arquebuses, and the steam rising from the hay was smoke from their lit match fuses. He lurches from the bench of the carriage just as the guns go off with two dull flashes and barks of powder burn. Jeffers leaps, and slams to the ground, just as the gun balls hammer into the face of the coachman who’d been sitting next to him, openmouthed. The man’s head snaps back and he throws up his arms as he is flung from his seat.

Jeffers tries to rise up. But more shadows emerge from the trees above his head, at the side of the road, each with a burning fuse and an arquebus. Jeffers bellows incoherently and he tries to draw his sword. He struggles to get up the bank, slipping in the mud. He would throw himself in front of a gun for Her Majesty, but before he can move, a dozen flashes light up the canopy of leaves, and earsplitting thunder fills the air. Spikes of gray smoke stab out from the darkness, and ten or twelve holes are punched through the painted wooden panels of the Queen’s carriage.

From their various perches on the other carriages, Her Majesty’s Yeomen roar with rage and throw off their sodden cloaks. They drop to the ground to draw their swords, and as one they scramble up the steep banks of the roadside, but even before they reach the top, even before the gun smoke has roiled clear, the gunmen are gone, their weapons with them. They are like phantoms. John Jeffers leads the chase, blundering through the forest after them, stumbling on rough ground, whipped and snapped at by every kind of bough and branch. The gunmen have vanished silently into the darkness ahead, as if through witchcraft, leaving John Jeffers tangled in undergrowth, caught in thorns. He hears a strangled roar, of pure outraged pain and anger, and realizes it is coming from his own throat.

“Christ! Christ! Christ!” he bellows and he falls to his knees in the darkness. “Christ!”

He bangs his head on the earth.

“Christ!”

After a long while he stands. His men are gathered about, hands loose, swords drawn to no end. He hears his own heartbeat and their ragged breathing and the rain drumming on the leaves all about. None is even wounded save scratches across their faces. Jeffers has lost his hat. They are each stilled, staring, shocked by the calamity of what has befallen them.

It is the end of everything.

Jeffers gathers himself.

“Right,” he says.

She might still be alive? The gunmen, they might have missed?

He takes a deep breath.

“Come on then.”

And he leads the way back, his men falling into line behind in silence. It is like walking to the scaffold. Already he can hear weeping from the road ahead. A woman is wailing and the horses are snorting with fright. Over the sharp smell of burned powder comes something earthier, bloodier, something from the shambles.

“Get a lantern lit, for the love of God,” he calls.

The women have the Queen’s carriage door open. One of the women turns to him. It is Jane Frommond. One of the young ladies-in-waiting. Her palms are black with blood, and her dress soiled like a butcher’s apron.

“She is wounded,” she says. “A ball. In her shoulder. And also one in her stomach, thus.”

She indicates her own belly. Jeffers’s right hand twitches to cross itself. He fought Spain in the Low Countries. He has seen such wounds. He knows what they mean.

“We must find her a surgeon,” another—Mary Sidney—says. “Get her to London.”

The best course would be to make her comfortable, Jeffers thinks, to sit with her and hold her through this next hour, which will prove her last.

But they cannot be seen to just let this happen. They must be seen to be busy. So…

“Yes,” he defers.

He orders his men to clear the hay cart from the road and sends a rider ahead, one of the boys from the back, on the best horse, to alert the Queen’s household, to summon the Queen’s surgeons, the Queen’s chaplain, and the Queen’s Privy Council, including, and most especially of all, Master Francis Walsingham.
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Whitehall Palace, London,

same evening, first week of November 1577



Sir William Cecil, First Baron Burghley, stands in the darkness, in the middle of the great courtyard of Whitehall Palace, next to Sir Christopher Hatton, whom the Queen has recently appointed member of the Privy Council purely because—Cecil coined the rumor—he is an uncommonly graceful dancer. They are looking up at the Great Comet in the night’s sky.

“There,” he says. “Do you not see, Sir Christopher? Its tail points to the Low Countries.”

Cecil is half joking, extending a hand of friendship to patch up what has been a bitter few months of rancorous factionalism in the Privy Council, with two parties opposed to each other on the matter of sending troops to help the Dutch Protestant armies against the Spanish and Catholic Dutch. Cecil had hoped the argument was ended, this last week, when the Queen at last made up her mind in favor of sending troops, deciding in favor of the faction led by Cecil and Walsingham, and against the faction led by Hatton. But Hatton is obviously not yet ready to accept defeat, nor the proffered hand.

“That might mean anything,” he scoffs.

“No,” Cecil tells him. “It means good Protestant Englishmen will soon be coming to the aid of their Dutch cousins, and that together we will drive Spain back within her own borders and, God willing, strike such a blow as will rid Christendom of popish superstition for all time.”

He, again, is only half joking.

“I still believe it is a grave mistake,” Hatton says, seriously. “We should not even be sending them money, let alone troops. It will deplete our treasury, and our numbers, and it will unite France and Spain against us. More than that, also, it gives succor to any subject who rises up against his rightful king. Her Majesty is sowing the wind, and she shall reap the whirlwind.”

Cecil sighs.

“We’ve been hearing that same old refrain for years now,” he reminds Hatton. “The simple fact is that if we let the Spanish crush the Dutch, they will. And then they will turn to us and crush us. There will be fighting, I know, and it will cost gold, and blood, but so much less if it is done now, and in the Low Countries, and mostly by Dutchmen. Spend now, save later. I am glad the Queen has finally seen sense.”

Hatton blows out air.

“Twenty thousand pounds? Ten thousand men? It is the thin end of the wedge, Lord Treasurer.”

Cecil knows Hatton hardly cares about the money. It is the old religion he hankers after. A return to Rome. And that is really why the Queen appointed him to the Privy Council: not because he has a well-turned calf, though he does that, but because she is naturally cautious in these affairs—or is too aware of the risks they involve—and Hatton is there to serve as a bulwark against Master Walsingham’s zeal.

“Well,” Cecil tells him, “it is done now in any event.”

“We shall see,” Hatton says. “There is many a slip between cup and lip.”

Cecil wheels on him, suddenly furious. This argument has been had! It has been lost and won and now there is nothing more to be said.

“What do you mean by that, Hatton?”

Hatton is taller and younger, and infinitely more agile, but Cecil is Sir William Cecil, Lord Burghley, Lord Treasurer of England. And two Yeomen of the Guard are never more than ten paces from his side.

“Nothing,” Hatton says, backing away. “Nothing, I do assure you.”

Cecil growls and pulls his furs tight about his shoulders. He wonders at his sudden flare of anger. Perhaps because he knows Hatton is partly right? At the beginning, five years ago now, when the Protestant Dutch provinces first rose up against their Spanish Catholic king, the Dutch looked to the English for help—for money, or troops, or ships at least—but Her Majesty was too conscious of the divine right of a king over his subjects and was too afeared of offending the Spanish, and so she dithered, and it has taken Cecil and Walsingham five years to persuade her to help the Dutch, and though she now sees sense, there is no telling what she will feel next week. Or the week after that. And even if she stays her course, will the promise of money be enough to keep the fragile Dutch alliance together? The so-called Pacification of Ghent? If the northern Calvinists under William of Orange gain too much head, the southern Catholic states under Philippe de Croÿ will almost certainly revert to King Philip of Spain, and then England is back to where she was, only having spent twenty thousand pounds and lost ten thousand English lives.

Until then, though, Cecil is content, and is wondering about returning home, since there seems nothing afoot that cannot wait until the morrow, when he hears bells tolling in the city.

“What in Christ’s name is that? Fire?”

A moment later, Sir John Jeffers’s boy—filthy, stinking, and tearful—is marched into the courtyard and brought before them.

“How now, boy, what is this?”

At the news, they retire at once, utterly incredulous, utterly dismayed, to the Privy Chamber where they question the boy, who stands almost incoherent and hoarse from shouting out the news as he rode through the city that the Queen is dead.

“You did not see her wounds?” Hatton asks.

The boy shakes his head.

“Captain Jeffers sent me here straight off, soon as it happened. Tell them she has been shot, he said. In her belly. By a dozen men with guns, in Waltham Forest. I saw the carriage. Full of holes, it was, sir, like a strainer. And her women were weeping and pulling their hair, and Mistress Frommond was with blood all on her hands.”

He holds out his own to show them his leather-stained palms as if they were hers. His eyes are bright, as if he were mad, and he has lost his cap.

“But she was not dead when you left to ride here?” Hatton asks.

“I was not going to tarry till she was, was I?”

“Fair enough,” Cecil supposes. He thanks the boy and sends him to the kitchens.

“Only do not dismay the cooks,” he tells him. “We are in for a long night and shall have need of their services.”

Then he sends for the Queen’s surgeons and her physicians to be roused, and for messengers to ride for Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, and for Master Walsingham, also. He sends for more candles, and a fire to be lit. Finally, he sends for the casket to be brought up from the vaults below, and then he sits at the board and is still for a moment, save for his fingers that drum a rhythm from his childhood.

“Dear God,” he says, more to himself than Hatton. “Dear bloody God. What now?”

Hatton says nothing. He paces like a cat in the shadows. Cecil can imagine his tail twitching. A moment later, a steward returns to usher in two footmen, carrying between them the casket Cecil ordered. They place it on the table and step back and set about lighting the fire and the candles. Cecil remains staring at the casket for a long moment.

He knows he should fish out that key from his doublet and start summoning all the messengers he will need to promulgate the news, to send out the letters contained therein: to George Talbot in his castle in Sheffield to alert him to post a heavier guard on Mary, Queen of Scots, who must be the likely focus of this plot to kill Queen Elizabeth, and probably at the heart of whatever comes next. He should send word to the Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, and to Edward Clinton, Lord High Admiral of the fleet in the Narrow Sea, to warn them to expect an attack from Spain at any moment. Likewise to the governor of Berwick Castle that he must anticipate some incursion from Scotland. He should be mustering the city’s militia and warning the Constable of the Tower to ready his keep for the arrival of a court without its Queen.

It is what they have planned to do, but really, now that it has happened, what is the good of all that?

Nothing.

It is useless.

Elizabeth Tudor is dead. Long live Mary Stuart.

Cecil continues to stare in silence at the casket on which the dust lies so thick it forms a wrinkled cloth, like fine felt. He cannot believe it. He cannot believe she is dead. Elizabeth, the Queen, who has been through so much and who meant so much to so many. The Queen in whom all their hopes reposed.

My God.

It is no surprise, of course. It has been long threatened, long expected, even, but however hard he has tried to imagine it over the years—and planned for it, as they all have—he has never grasped until now how it would feel. Even when she was stricken with smallpox back in 1562, he did not think she would actually, genuinely, die. After all she’d been through, the dangers she had weathered, when all around there were men desperate to kill her, it seemed too much an affront then, for her to go by her own bodily weakness.

Opposite him Hatton now sits in silence, waiting. There is a rumor—reliable, according to Walsingham, though denied by Hatton—that Hatton has promised Mary of Scotland that should Elizabeth of England die without heir, then he himself will be the first to come north to collect her; and that he will lead her south, carrying her Sword of State upright before him, into London and onto her throne of England.

And yet still he sits, with his long nose, and his sculpted beard, and his velvet cap with its band of gold-foiled pearls and pert white feather. There is cloth of gold, too, threading through the dark stuff of his doublet that catches the candlelight quite beautifully, and though he cannot be blamed for wearing such a thing on a night like this—for how could he have known what might happen?—nevertheless, Cecil does blame him.

He leans forward.

“Sir Christopher,” he says, “is there not somewhere you need to be?”

Hatton looks at him defiantly.

“No, my lord.”

Cecil sits back, satisfied he has caused offense.

“My Lord of Leicester should be with us shortly,” Cecil tells him. “And Master Walsingham.”

Hatton clicks his tongue against his teeth.

“Good. Perhaps Master Walsingham will be able to enlighten us as to how this can have been allowed to happen? All his devilish plotting and planning, his placemen in every great household in the land, his breaking of seals and meddling in other princes’ affairs, and all for what? Naught!”

“But it is not such a disaster for you, is it, Sir Christopher?” Cecil goads. “Your only regret can be that you will not be afforded the chance to twirl and jig at the masque to mark Her Majesty’s birthday, will you? Or perhaps you have in mind a different sort of dance—of a horizontal nature—with the new queen? Is that it?”

To his credit, Hatton appears genuinely startled by Cecil’s suggestion.

“M-m-y Lord Burghley,” he stammers. “I am… my objection to helping the Hollanders is not so… I would never countenance… Her Majesty’s life… You accuse me of—”

Hatton is so shocked that he cannot form the words. Nor can he be sure of what exactly Cecil is accusing him. Nor, in truth, is Cecil, exactly, but he feels he has suffered a great wrong—England has suffered a great wrong—and that because of this infamous night, a woman is dead, and Cecil’s lifework is in ruins. And there, on the other side of the table, with a handsome beard, gold-foiled pearls, and gold thread in his doublet, sits the man in whose favor the wind suddenly seems to be blowing.




Mortlake, west of London,

same evening, first week of November 1577



Dr. John Dee stands in his orchard with his friend and neighbor Thomas Digges, spyglass pressed to his eye, watching the fiery orb of red with its long, blazing tail of furious white.

“Whatever can it mean, sir?” Thomas Digges asks.

Dee does not take his eye from the glass.

“Perhaps, Thomas,” he says, “one of its first tasks is to signal that since we have known each other for twenty years or more, and I count you as my friend and believe you to consider me likewise, it is time you called me by my Christian name?”

Digges thinks about this for a moment.

“Would the heavens expend such power on such a trifle, do you suppose?”

Dee lowers the glass to look at Digges.

“Now that is an interesting question, Thomas. How much power might it cost God to send a comet such as this? If He has infinite power—and He does—then might He not send any number of these comets, to remind mankind of any number of trifling things: to turn our shoes over at night so that the darkness does not pool within; to shut up our geese, too, less they fall prey to the fox; to—”

“—to pay the bookseller what he is owed,” Digges interrupts, “so that he need have no recourse to the services of bailiffs?”

“Yes, that, too,” Dee agrees. “But He doesn’t do so, does He?”

“But if He did?”

“Then I would, of course, remember to pay the bookseller so that He need have no recourse to… to all the rest of it.”

Dee passes Digges back the spyglass, and they are comfortably silent awhile, each tied up in his own thoughts. After a moment, Digges speaks, more serious this time.

“What do you think it really portends, John? Is it the End of Times, as Luther predicts?”

Dee exhales. Luther has made much of the coming of the end of the world. They all have, those Germans. It is as if they have a taste for it: fire, brimstone, sudden violent death. Odd, he thinks.

“Perhaps, perhaps,” he says. “And look; its tail points eastward, toward the Low Countries.”

Digges waits.

Dee goes on: “Johannes Trithemius reminds us that the angelic spirits rule the planets each for a period of 354 years, and it may be that this comet signals the end of one period and the beginning of another. So it may not signal the End Times such as Luther imagined, but the beginning of a new order, overseen by a virtuous angel. It may be that the world is set to become unified spiritually, and politically, under one Last Ruler. A time when all sins are wiped away, and we return to a state of purity such as we have not seen since Adam first ate of the forbidden fruit.”

He is being optimistic. Digges is not: “But was a comet not also seen in the year of the Battle of Hastings?”

Digges refers to the comet seen above England in the year 1066, which presaged the death in battle of the last English king, Harold, and arrival on the throne of the French conqueror, William. Immediately the atmosphere clenches. Both men think of the throne’s current incumbent: Queen Elizabeth, life and limb already threatened on all sides, and how she must feel seeing such a sign.

“Will you go to her?” Digges asks. “Go to Her Majesty?”

Dee has been wondering the same thing since he first saw the comet. He cannot for a moment believe that she is not studying it this very moment, just as he is—though in greater comfort perhaps, wrapped in sable, without the odorous Thames lapping at her toe caps—and he cannot for a moment believe she is not thinking of him, just as he thinks of her.

“If she calls for me, I will go, of course,” Dee says, without needing to add the “but.”

Digges says nothing. Dee passes him back his spyglass and the young man puts it to his eye.

“Or it might just as easily portend some great discovery,” Dee goes on, trying to sound ever more hopeful. “Some treasure, perhaps? Or even, God willing, the end to our Great Work, the thing what we have been seeking all these years.”

Digges lowers the glass.

“You mean the ore that Frobisher has brought?”

“Well, yes, that, too,” Dee says, having forgotten the ore—nearly two hundred tons of it—which the admiral has brought back from the New World, from a sample of which Dee has had his alchemical assistant, Roger Cooke, try—with no joy, alas, yet—to extract gold.

“But I was thinking of something even closer to home.”

He means, of course, the lapis philosophorum, the philosophers’ stone.

Digges draws breath.

“Are you that near?”

“I am this close!” Dee laughs. “One more distillation, perhaps.”

By which he really means ten times ten times ten. Digges is almost distracted from the comet by the news.

“But John,” he says. “That is marvelous news! Congratulations, my friend! You will never need worry about booksellers’ bills again!”

Dee smiles. Should it be so surprising, he wonders, that a man so interested in spyglasses should also seek to reduce the mighty to a trifle?

“The gold would be useful,” Dee admits, “but it is the elixir of life, of eternality, that would be my chief delight.”

Just then there comes a shout from the river. A barge.

“Who can that be at this time of night?” Digges wonders.
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Whitehall Palace, London,

same evening, November 1577



The Queen’s carriage has not yet reached Whitehall by the time Master Francis Walsingham, Her Majesty’s principal private secretary, and his own private secretary, Robert Beale, are escorted into the Privy Chamber by four grim-faced Yeomen. Cecil and Hatton sit opposite each other at the end of the table in a pool of candlelight, and the atmosphere is sour.

“At last,” Cecil says, lumbering to his feet. He comes to embrace Walsingham, and although he’s a fat man with short arms, his fur-fronted grip is comforting, and at this moment, Walsingham needs comfort.

“God keep you, Francis,” Cecil says. “Christ. God keep us all, for I fear we will have need of His grace soon enough.”

“So it is true?” he asks quietly. Cecil nods. Walsingham steals a glance at Hatton, who sits in silence, face turned away.

“She is not yet brought in, but we have spoken to the boy. She is shot here and here.”

He indicates.

“Enough to satisfy us only a miracle will save her.”

Christ.

Hatton still does not so much as even look at Walsingham.

“Sir Christopher,” Walsingham greets him. “God give you good evening. I am surprised you are not on your way to Sheffield Castle?”

It was Walsingham who discovered Hatton had been to see Mary, Queen of Scots, when she was in Tutbury. They had been permitted a private audience, Hatton’s servant of the body later reported, two days after which Hatton sent out for an apothecary to come and dress his buttocks with certain salves, for his skin was much torn, “like he was one of them flagellants.” Hatton has never, as far as Walsingham has yet been able to discover, been back to Tutbury, but that is only as far as he knows. Walsingham has, though, with his own eyes read Hatton’s follow-up letter to Mary, pledging to be the first to be by her side, should Queen Elizabeth’s last day dawn. Every man must live with one eye on the future, of course—there is no harm in that—but it has always puzzled Walsingham why Hatton thought Elizabeth might predecease Mary, given that they were roughly similar in age. Unless he knew something?

Only now does Hatton turn on him, furious.

“God damn it, Master Walsingham,” he spits, “how could you let this happen? You are supposed to be a mole catcher! You are supposed to catch the bloody things before they come up! With your traps and your intrigues; your spies and your piss-sniffing seal breakers! But they have all been for nothing, haven’t they? And by Christ so have you. All for nothing.”

Walsingham sits.

“You wax passionate, Hatton,” he says, “for someone who has conspired at this eventuality.”

Now Hatton bolts to his feet. The stool falls back behind him. His fists bunch on the table.

“It is Sir Christopher Hatton to you, Master Walsingham!” he shouts. “And how dare you! How dare you accuse me of such a thing! I have never conspired at anything of the sort.”

“You’ve envisaged it then. Go on, admit it, why don’t you?”

“There is no one more loyal to the Queen than I. No one.”

“Which Queen, though?” Walsingham counters. It is easy enough, he supposes, and if Hatton and Queen Mary have already come to an arrangement, then this evening might well be Walsingham’s last chance to land such a cheap blow.

Cecil coughs.

“This is to little profit, gentlemen,” he says. “We need to find what has happened, why it has happened, and now what to do about it.”

“Ask him how it happened! Ask him why it happened!” This is from Hatton.

Walsingham opens his mouth to ask Cecil to ask Hatton why it happened, but Cecil’s glare silences him. Besides, with a terrible lurch, Walsingham realizes that Hatton is right: he—Walsingham—has failed. He places his hands on the table before him. They feel like someone else’s, those of a dead man. Perhaps they are?

“Do you know anything about it yet, Master Secretary?” Cecil asks. “On whose orders the murder is committed? On whose design the deed is done?”

And for the first time in many years as Her Majesty’s spymaster, Walsingham has to admit he has no clue, and the realization makes him reel. He is nauseated, dizzy. He feels his guts turn, and vinegar sweat beads his brow.

“No,” he says.

“No?” Cecil is incredulous. “Nothing?”

He shakes his head minutely. If he opens his mouth he will burp vomit onto the table.

Hatton half sighs, half laughs.

“By Christ,” he says. “What have you been doing?”

Walsingham holds steady. Hatton is wrong to call him a mole catcher. He is a spider. He is a spider who has on Her Majesty’s behalf spent thousands of his own pounds and many years laying over the land a web of gossamer, woven of many hundreds of strands of communication, between many hundreds of men and women, high and low, near and far, so that there is not a stirring in the realm that goes undetected, not a turning the tremors of which do not reach his office.

He knows everything.

Or so he thought.

Now he knows he does not.

And, by Christ, what else does he not know?

But now here is Cecil looking at him as if he hardly knows him. Cecil! Cecil who has relied on him as a cripple relies on his crutch. And Hatton, Hatton who comes to court to turn his gavottes, his sarabandes, his saltarellos; Hatton who eats sugar-crusted almonds and drinks Rhennish wine from silver cups while watching fresh-writ masques in the palace gardens at Greenwich; Hatton who strolls in shady bowers and sings songs of thwarted love while the Queen plucks plangently at her lute.

And meanwhile there are other men on the road in all weathers, in all seasons, in linen that at day’s end must needs be peeled from saddle sores, and only so that they may work through the night so as to be back on the road again at dawn. There are other men who have to order disembowelings and beheadings; ligaments to be pulled and bones to be crushed. There are other men whose nights are racked by foul dreams, who wake half drowned in their own sweat. There are other men who have kidney stones, who walk with limps, who have gone nearly half-blind for the years they have spent poring over inky scribbles in bad light. There are other men such as Master Francis Walsingham.

And now they look to him to ask: What have you done?

“Failing, that is what you have been doing, Master Walsingham,” Hatton continues on. “You’ve failed in your primary duty, which was to keep the Queen alive. And in failing her, you have failed the country; you have failed the reformed religion of which you claim to be so attached; and you have failed us. The only satisfaction to be gained from this is that you have also, and most crucially, failed yourself. Failed yourselves.”

He includes Cecil in this, and Walsingham sees the temper of the room has changed. Hatton himself seems to puff up in size, like a gold-threaded toad, as if he is attracting all the power from Cecil and Walsingham. He wishes Dudley would arrive now, wearing some yet finer golden thread in his own doublet.

“Do you think Mary Stewart will thank any of you for all your hard work these last few years, keeping her under lock and key?” Hatton presses on, stating what is already all too well known. “Do you think she will forget the indignities and cruelties and even deaths you have inflicted on those who supported her and her cause while she waited to take her rightful place on the throne? Or do you suppose, either of you, that perhaps, instead, she will want your heads on spikes?”

It is strange, Walsingham thinks, that we who tried so hard to save Queen Elizabeth’s life, in every way possible; we who upheld the law; we who upheld order: we will be the ones who will pay the price for her death, while those men—those wayside assassins—will soon be raised up to every honor. The only scrap of satisfaction he can cling to is that in having her cousin murdered, Queen Mary has opened a personal, private Pandora’s box. When she is crowned queen, every Protestant in the land will wish her dead, and be licensed, by example, to see to it that so she becomes. Then he thinks: Ah, no. Mary will not reward the men who murdered her cousin. She will distance herself from them, publicly regret their actions, while reaping their reward, and she will probably have their necks stretched. At least, that is what he would do. Before moving on to settling scores with those loyal to Elizabeth.

But Hatton is still talking.

“And so the first thing we must do is bring Queen Mary down from Sheffield or from wherever you have her imprisoned, in state, with all the honor due the rightful Queen of England.”

It is galling to see that Hatton has moved from low to high, from weak to strong, thanks to just one, albeit painful, afternoon spent with the Queen of Scots, and the promise that might have seemed rash at the time—or might have been given to facilitate his own escape—but now appears to be standing him in good stead.

“And then,” he goes on, “we will begin the great and lengthy task of returning the country to the status quo ante, of returning the country to the true religion, to Rome, and of undoing all the damage done by the House of Tudor’s flirtation with the so-called reformed religion.”

Cecil’s ordinarily plump and ruddy face has slumped on the bones of his skull, and his flesh looks like an old wall hanging: dusty, faded, and pocked with the depredations of moth.

“Well,” he supposes, “we always knew it would happen one day, that we would be made to pack our bags.”

“Bags?” Hatton laughs. “Bags? That doesn’t begin to cut it. You will have to pack more than that. You will have to pack away your lives! Each one of you! And all your dark-cloaked espials and your foul, slinking intelligencers! Every grubby placeman on your Judas payroll! Because I tell you now that the revenge of the men whom you’ve oppressed and wronged, twisted, tortured, and killed these past years will be truly magnificent!”

Walsingham must get home, he thinks, back to the Papey. He must destroy all trace of the network he has spent ten years creating. He must above all destroy that ledger of names of his secret service: Drake; Raleigh; Marlowe; Frobisher; even John Dee. If those names should fall into the hands of Mary’s agents, or even, God forbid, the Inquisition, then even the most awful days of the first Queen Mary’s reign—when the very air of London bloomed savory with the taste of cooked meat, and Smithfield was spotted black with rings of fatty ash that dogs licked by night—that will come to seem like a day in May.

Cecil still looks gray, but not as gray as Walsingham feels. Has he any contingency plans? Walsingham wonders. A bag of gold under his bed? I bet he has, Walsingham thinks. I bet he has a house in the Poitou perhaps: from the time of old King Harry’s wars, encircled by a wall three-foot-thick, with a fish-stocked moat; and deep vaults stuffed with enough powder and shot, and that German wine he likes, to last him a year. He imagines sacks of dried peas hanging from the rafters, along with smoked meats, and sausages.

Christ.

And what of him? What of Francis Walsingham? He has been one of the eleven thousand foolish virgins, he knows now. While others were feathering alternative nests, he was burning through his stock of candles on the Queen’s behalf, never sparing a thought for himself or his family. He manages a rueful inner smile. One thing to be grateful for: he has run up so much debt on the Queen’s account, paying his intelligencers and smoothing ways in foreign courts, that he is left with nothing a new regime might usefully take from him.

Save his life, of course, and the lives of his family.




River Thames, London,

same evening, first week of November 1577



Dee sits in the thwart of the barge, boat cloak on his shoulders, shirt collar untied, and takes the bottle he is passed.

“God’s blood, John, what a thing. What a thing.”

It is Robert Dudley, first Earl of Leicester, who has passed him the bottle that by now, as they approach Whitehall, is only a third full. “Did you predict this? Did you see it in the stars? Is this what that bloody thing means?”

He gestures in the lamplight toward the stern of his barge, beyond which—though how far beyond? That is a question, though for another time—the Great Comet hangs in the night sky, strangely cold, almost impersonal, and for a moment, Dee imagines it taking pleasure in the catastrophe it has wrought.

“I’d’ve hoped for a bit more notice, wouldn’t you, John?” Dudley continues, shouting now as if to include the comet into their conversation. “A bit of consideration, given everything. I mean, I appreciate it; you’re a star, or comet, but God damn it, she was a Queen! She was our Queen!”

Dudley takes the bottle back before Dee has had a drink.

“It is not that,” Dee says.

“What?”

“Forgive me, Robert. I… I do not think the comet has anything to do with Bess’s death.”

“Don’t call her that, John. Don’t call her that.”

Dee says nothing. After a while Dudley turns to him.

“You cast her chart, once, didn’t you?”

Again, still, Dee says nothing.

“Did it say she would be shot dead in carriage? In Waltham Forest? In Waltham bloody Forest? Answer me. Dee! Did it say that?”

“Of course not. Also, such charts, as you surely know, do not work like that.”

“Why not? Why don’t they work like that? I think they do. You go to anyone else who knows anything about charts—that French man, what is his name, with his stone?”

“Nostradamus.”

“Him. You go to him and pay him thirty livres and he will tell you exactly what you can expect. If the Queen had consulted him, he’d’ve told her—I don’t know—not to take a carriage this day, lest some goddamned Catholic shooting party blast her to pieces with iron balls.”

“Even supposing he could foresee that, which he could not,” Dee says, “he’d not tell her it was so, because he would want it to be so.”

“There you are. That is my point.”

“Also, he is dead.”

Dee is grateful that Dudley pulled his barge into the river’s bank to see if Dee had heard the news, and to offer him a ride downriver if needed.

“Decisions need be made, John,” he’d said, and Dee supposed this would have to be the same in every household in the land. With Queen Elizabeth gone, and another Queen Mary to come, perhaps it was time to dust off the crucifixes? Dig out the old prayer book and slide the new one into the flames?

Next to him, Dudley takes another drink.

“The thing about you, John, do you know? What it is?”

“No.”

“Shall I tell you?”

“No.”

“The thing about you, John, is that you don’t give people what they want. You cast a chart, and you miss the fact that the person who is paying you to cast their chart is going to be shot dead in the week following All Saints, aged—I don’t know. Do you see what I mean? Such a thing—a man, or a woman’s, death—is a big deal. To them. Maybe not to you. But to them. It is what they want to know. And you do not tell them, do you?”

Dee wishes Dudley would shut up.

“So, do you see why someone might not wish to pay you? Or appoint you, say, royal astrologer?”

“Please,” Dee begins. He does not want to go over this again.

“It is like your alchemy,” Dudley rolls on. “You are—there is no doubt—the cleverest man alive. You know everything. And yet the Queen gives all her money not to you, but to some dwarfish little Dutchman, a known and blatant swindler. What was his name?”

“Cornelius de Lannoy.”

“That is him. That was him. And do you know why she does that?”

God. Another time and he would be interested to hear Dudley’s insight into that little puzzle.

“It is because he—that Dutch dwarf—said ‘I can make you thirty-three thousand pounds’ worth of gold. And I can do that every year. Year on year.’ So she gave him everything he wanted! She gave him Somerset House and a pension of a hundred and twenty pounds a year! She gave him a house in the country and all the alembics and pelicans and Dutch glass and so on that a man could ever need.”

“But he produced nothing!” Dee reacts. “They put him in the Tower!”

“That’s right! But do you know why they put him in the Tower? It was Cecil. Cecil put him in the Tower not because they thought he was gulling them over his ability to make gold. They put him there because they thought he was stealing all the gold he was making! They thought he was making over eight hundred thousand pounds a year! They believed him, you see? Because he told them what they wanted to hear.”

“Christ, Robert, this is not the time—”

“But what do you do when someone asks you to make gold?”

Dee sighs.

“It is not that simple,” he says.

Dudley laughs.

“Exactly! You witter on about angels, and the kabbalah, and the True Elixir, and you talk about hidden languages and you will tell them that one plus two plus three plus four equals ten, as if that were something special, rather than mere coincidence, but do you know what? All anyone really wants is a practical, practicing magician.”

“Whitehall coming up, my lord,” the bargemaster calls.

Thank God, Dee thinks.

Dudley flings the bottle over the gunwale.

“Sorry, John. I do not know what has got into me. I just wanted you to know. I wanted to be honest. So that you know why she did not… make your life any easier. But she loved you, John. That is what I mean to say. She loved you almost best of all. Of us all I mean. Of course, it could never be. You know that. She knew that. You are a commoner, and by Christ, look at you, you dress like a bag of shit, but she… she always said, ‘Where is my John Dee? He will know. He knows everything. He is my eyes.’ I envied you. We all did. You spent all that time with her. In the Tower. You were fellow inmates! You were granted the liberty to take to the leads of the Bell Tower, and she— Well… They can’t take that away from you!”

Dee does not remind Dudley that he, too, was in the Tower at the time. Though he was probably too distracted to follow Dee’s early thoughts on the monad hieroglyph, or in fact pay much attention to Lady Elizabeth as she was then, for at the time Robert’s father and his brother were about to have their heads chopped off, which preoccupies a man, and also he was desperate to avoid sharing their fate.

Instead, Dee thinks back to that time, those months, some years ago now, when he was appointed tutor to the girl who would one day, against many expectations, go on to become Queen of England. By Christ, she had been bright! Flame haired, and fierce, pursuing all avenues of inquiry, chasing down information, knowledge, wisdom, and insight as if she were a hawk after a plover. He had hardly had to teach her a thing, only point her in the right direction, and she was off. They had spent happy months, side by side, heads craned over books, lapping it up.

It had ended, of course, as these things always do. Well, not always. They do not always end in arrest, or at least not for casting horoscopes. She was eighteen at the time, six years his junior, and old enough to be the mistress of her own home, and perhaps she would have been, had the planets not pulled her in another direction.

“And then do you remember the time you saved her life?” Dudley goes on. “On her barge off Limehouse? While I was ill. And then—afterward, she spoke to Walsingham. He was to take care of you, she said, forever, but not—maybe not in the way that you would have wished. He was to— Oh I don’t know. A secret service or something. You know what Walsingham is like. You talk to him about it. Christ, John, what is to become of us? What do the stars say about that? About us?”

Dee thinks he will have to remember all this later, pick it apart. Try to make sense of it. But Dudley is babbling. He is drifting from one sentiment to the next. The boat nudges the jetty and he staggers. Dee catches him.

“Where’s that bottle. Christ. Did I throw it over?”

“It was empty anyway.”

He helps Dudley up onto the gangplank where Dudley remains unsteady on his feet.

“River legs,” he says.

He smells very headily of ambergris and alcohol and fresh sweat, but he is not as drunk as he appears.

“Come,” he says. “Let’s find Cecil. Walsingham. See what in the name of God they have to say about all this.”

The Yeomen of the Guard all recognize Dudley and stand aside to let him roar past, Dee in his wake.

“Where is Cecil?” he keeps shouting. “Where is Walsingham?”

When they are shown into the Privy Chamber, Sir Christopher Hatton is on his feet, haranguing Walsingham for forgetting to call him by his title.

“Give me my honor, Master Walsingham!”

Walsingham is rolling his eyes, but there has been some curious shift in the power, Dee sees. Then he remembers what Walsingham has been keen for all to know: about Hatton and Mary, Queen of Scots. He feels a further descent into horror. If Hatton is risen up, then it must be true. Elizabeth must be dead.

“What is he doing here?” Hatton demands of Dudley, pointing at Dee, who is not sworn in as a Privy Councillor.

“What are you doing here?” Dudley snaps back. “Still?”

“W-w-what the devil does that mean, Dudley?” Hatton stammers. “I am sworn in as a Privy Councillor.”

“Yes, yes, of course you are. Just… whose? I wonder.”

Across the table, Walsingham smiles. Does everybody know of Hatton’s tryst with the Queen of Scots?

But Hatton laughs, too.

“There’s no haste,” he says. “I am enjoying this.”

Dee hears them bickering, but he is hardly listening. He stands at the far end of the table, and though the light of the candles on the polished surface of the table is not bright, or especially distinctive, within it he feels something extra, some communication. He endeavors to be ever open to such things, to be constantly aware of the possibility of angelic communication at any and all times. It is only a matter of grasp, he oftentimes thinks, and then of interpretation, and of understanding the language in which the archangel chooses to communicate.

Dee feels unnaturally warm, and he believes that for the first time in his life, he is receiving messages from what can only be the angelic sphere. It is as if the burnished table were become a scrying stone, and Dee’s senses are jangling, as if being roughened by a teasel. Until this moment he has always believed himself in need of an interpolator, someone to relay the angelic communication to him before he would be able to make sense of it, but now the table is concentrating the rays emanating from the angelic sphere and reflecting them back at him. Perhaps this will only ever happen in this time of extreme, cosmic crisis, and when the veil between the living and the dead is at its thinnest, around All Hallows, and when a comet appears, and when the soul of an anointed queen passes from one sphere to another, but now he seems closer than ever to gaining some understanding of the celestial emanations, which seem to be guiding his voice.

“No,” he says.

The men stop their arguing for a moment and turn to him. He does not know what he has said, or if he is going to say anything more, or what that will be if he says it. It is as if some other power has taken his tongue, and his body is its instrument. His blood is like warm honey, his body strumming. He is suffused with light.

“What?” Dudley asks.

“No,” he repeats. “She is not with them. She is not with the angels. Saint Michael. He— She is—”

He stops. His body cools. The light has gone. He is abandoned, bereft.

“Christ,” Hatton says. “What is that fool talking about?”

The others watch Dee closely, waiting for him to continue.

But he is lost for words.

He could weep.

But then, from a distant part of the palace, some disturbance, and the movement of many feet, and the banging of doors, and then voices, urgent, strident. The men in the Privy Chamber turn to the door as the noise swells. It is like the ocean against a pebbled beach. It fills Dee’s ears.

They stand as the door is thrown open and light spills in and the room is suddenly heaving with men, ruddy-faced and stinking of wet wool, horse, and sodden leather, who fill the space, burly in their breastplates, helmets, boots, and weaponry, and for a moment Dee believes they must be Elizabeth’s murderers, come to complete the task of their assassination. But the atmosphere is all wrong, and after a moment they step back and there, at their heart, like a pearl revealed, stands none other than the person of the Queen herself: whole and unblemished, though her face is winnowed by care, and with illness, and exhaustion, but she is upright. She is alive.

“Your Majesty!” It is Cecil who speaks. Her chief treasurer.

“We thought you dead!” Walsingham almost shouts.

“Bess,” Dee says.

Though tired and much shaken, the Queen shoots Dee a weary, warning look, but her attention is taken up by Dudley, who has fallen to his knees, and is shuffling toward Her Majesty, his arms outstretched, suddenly so violently incoherent he cannot say her name properly.

“Litsh,” he says. “Lssss.”

The Queen and her woman—is it Lettice Knollys?—step back. They look at him with a species of horror. Is he really intending to wrap his arms about her hips and press his face to her belly? She turns, and the men and women behind her part to let her escape the clutches of this drunk madman, and she retires, to her bedchamber, leaving Dudley on his knees and the room none the wiser.

“What in the name of God is all this?” Hatton demands of Sir John Jeffers, who has pushed his way into the room as if he belongs therein.

“They shot at the wrong carriage,” he says, almost mad with relief. “The Queen was traveling in her closestool carriage! She has the flux! The shits!”


 




CHAPTER THREE [image: ]



Whitehall Palace,

next day, first week of November 1577



The church bells peal from first light while the city celebrates in confused relief, and in the Privy Chamber of Whitehall Palace Her Majesty’s councillors regather again, now in the gray light of dawn, to commence the inquest. The colored panes of the window lend Dudley’s baggy skin a greenish tinge, and he sits with his eyes shut, sweating. Next to him Cecil is washed at least and appears the freshest of the four, juggling various tubes of paper with the disingenuous self-absorption of a man who has been let off a very big hook. Walsingham takes the seat next to him. He feels more than ordinarily fragile, as if he has fallen from a horse. His teeth pain him grievously, and his joints ache, and he cannot seem to think straight either. Like Cecil, he finds himself arranging and rearranging his papers on the table. Still, however bad he feels, he is instantly cheered by the thought of how bad Sir Christopher Hatton must feel, sitting isolated at the other end of the table, his eyes fixed on the cloth, utterly abashed by last night’s reversal.

Robert Beale is there, too, Walsingham’s private secretary, but he is much vexed this morning because despite his best efforts to persuade the Privy Council the night before, the chance was missed to keep back the news that the Queen was saved and so observe how the plot was intended to develop.

“Had we stifled the news of her survival then whoever was behind the attempt would have shown their hand. We could have caught it, gripped it, and traced it back to the heart, to the brain!”

He is right, of course; Walsingham knows that. They all do. They are each of them much chastened by the events of the previous night, Walsingham because in the face of learning just how much he stood to lose had the Queen died, he panicked, and seemed to forgo all sense. Only Beale, relatively junior, with much less at stake, had kept his head.

“An opportunity has been missed,” Walsingham now admits.

“Instead we must now… what? How do we even start after the scent of this plot? Now it is over and its participants have vanished into the night.”

“This morning we have put out urgent word among every intelligencer in our pay among the papists we are aware of,” Walsingham tells them, “and alerted those charged with watching Mary of Scotland for any unusual activity that might connect her to the gunmen.

“We’ve sent men up to question all the sheriffs, constables, beadles, night watchmen of both counties, and we will comb the same for any sign of the men. Judging by the holes in Her Majesty’s carriage, there must have been a dozen of them at least. Such a party will have been noticed. It will have left a trace. Innkeepers, blacksmiths, couriers, they will have seen them on the road. Stables. Taverns. That sort of thing. We will find them.”

“But how did they know to be there, at that very place, just then?” Cecil wonders.

This is a very good point. It is simple enough to stand by a roadside and blast a passing carriage with an arquebus, Walsingham supposes. A child might do it. But it becomes exponentially more complex the more men you involve in the task, and even more so if you have a particular carriage in mind, and more so again if that carriage is carrying the Queen of England, who is not expected to even be there, and who should not have been traveling that day at all. Were they simultaneously the luckiest—in that they were there, at the roadside, with guns that fired and balls that hit, as the Queen went by—and unluckiest—in that they ultimately failed—assassins alive?

“Some signal perhaps? Sent from Hatfield, to alert them that she was leaving?”

It is possible.

“I will send for the Steward of the Household for a list of all those under him,” Beale tells them. “But we must also think of Her Majesty’s people.”

“We will have to question her women,” Hatton supposes. “I am happy to pursue that for you.”

Walsingham thanks Hatton. He is grateful for the help, because the Queen travels with enough men, women, and children to people a large village, complete with everyone from chaplain—four of them—to lackey, of whom she has perhaps twenty. That is quite some list to get through.

“In the meanwhile, to whom would she have first communicated her desire to leave for Whitehall?” Cecil asks.

“One of her women,” Walsingham supposes. “Lettice Knollys is chief lady of the bedchamber. She will know.”

They send an usher for Lettice Knollys, and while they wait, Walsingham’s thoughts turn to the woman who was shot, who died in place of the Queen, in Her Majesty’s carriage, even before they had reached the palace.

“Who was she?” he now asks. “Do we know?”

“Alice Rutherford,” Beale tells them. “Daughter of Sir John Rutherford.”

Walsingham knows of Rutherford. Of somewhere in Lincolnshire. Member of Parliament, unimpeachable gospel man, and now deserving of the nation’s thanks and condolences.

“And she was but seventeen, eighteen.”

There is a silence. Walsingham thinks of his own daughters. They are ten and five years old.

“Mother?” he asks.

“Dead in childbed with her brother. Rutherford never remarried.”

“Poor bastard,” Cecil mutters.

“We’ll send her body up there before the weather turns. Closed coffin, agreed?”

There is a series of curt nods just as the usher returns from Her Majesty’s privy apartments not with Lettice Knollys, who claims the Queen is too distressed to spare her, but with Jane Frommond, the girl in whose arms Alice Rutherford died. She is young—twenty perhaps—and taller than Walsingham, almost as tall as Hatton, and pretty in a clever-looking way, with hair just darker than honey. She is unaffected; one of those girls with chapped lips, and with skirts and sleeves of silk the color of polished gun barrels, a core of something less lustrous, with two strings of modest-sized pearls about her throat, and a miniature of the Queen on a gold chain around her waist that may be, but probably isn’t, the work of Nicholas Hilliard. Standing at the head of the table, she looks each man in the eye as if she were equal to all. She has been crying.

“Please, Mistress Frommond, sit,” Walsingham suggests. He would prefer his eyes not to be at the same height as her breasts, which are pressed upward by her new French-style bodice, reinforced, if his sources tell him no lie, by strips of whalebone and a thin line of star-bright linen that runs atop her bodice, leading the squirming mind where his has no time or right to drift at this present moment.

She does so, opposite him, and she seems shorter than them all when she sits. An optical illusion, Walsingham wonders, or more likely her legs are the longest part of her. She must make a very fine horsewoman. She is not so grand as some of the other ladies of the court, being only a maid of honor, rather than a lady of the bedchamber, or of the Privy Chamber, and Walsingham is somewhat relieved. The thought of trying to subject Lettice Knollys to questioning brings him out in a cold sweat.

He starts by asking after the Queen.

“She is much distressed by Alice Rutherford’s death. More so than by the attempt on her life, I believe.”

This does not surprise Walsingham. The Queen has always believed herself immortal, or unlikely to die any time soon, at any rate.

“But how was she before you came down from Hatfield?” Cecil asks. “It is understood she was not well.”

Frommond nods.

“And still not. She can stray no more than thirty feet from the closestool, lest she must answer to her laundry maid.”

“Really?” Hatton demands. He means: Might she really have to answer to a laundry maid?

“No,” Frommond says. “A joke. Sorry. It is too soon.”

She starts to cry again. It is, a bit, Walsingham silently agrees, though he smiles at the thought of it. He finds himself liking Frommond. Cecil passes her his kerchief. When she has dried her eyes and wiped her nose, and handed it back, Walsingham goes on.

“Was it something she ate?”

“Perhaps,” Frommond agrees. “An oyster? They defy examination, for we cannot taste each one to see if it is sound.”

Walsingham makes a note to forbid Her Majesty any more. Stick to salmon. He makes a mental note to have some sent to Sheffield, to Mary, Queen of Scots. See how she likes them. For the future.



They ask Frommond a series of questions about the household’s activities that morning, and whether anyone might have had the chance to send some sort of signal to alert the gunmen of Waltham Forest that the Queen was leaving Hatfield that day. Frommond answers succinctly, and as she speaks Walsingham notes the clarity of her gaze, and for a reason he will not later be able to explain, he wonders what it would be like to wake up next to such a woman. He imagines a slice of sunlight falling from between the shutters and the curtains, refracting through one amber-hued iris. Afterward he supposes he must be getting old, because his mind does not touch on what might have happened the night before.

“And was there anything unusual about your preparations for departure?” he asks.

Frommond thinks for a moment, then shakes her head.

“You mean, did I see any… what? Men in capes disappearing through holes in the fence?”

She makes such a thing sound foolish, and Walsingham smiles, because that is almost exactly what he had in mind. Cecil, too, obviously.

“That is not so very farfetched a thing,” he mumbles.

“So we are given to understand why the Queen decided to travel in her closestool carriage,” Walsingham asks, “but why was Alice Rutherford traveling alone in the Queen’s carriage?”

For the first time Jane Frommond looks ill at ease.

“There was no reason,” she says. “It was the way things turned out. Four women in the back carriage, one with Her Majesty in the closestool carriage, and so one woman extra. Alice had been in the Queen’s second carriage, but the horse was lame, and so the carriage was left at Waltham Cross, and Alice… well. The Queen would not have her in the closestool carriage alongside Her Majesty and Mistress Knollys, and there was no space in the back carriage, so it only made sense that she should travel in the Queen’s.”

Walsingham believes she is lying.

But why?

After that there seems not very much more to say. Walsingham thanks her and stands to show her through the door. He follows her through and closes the door behind.

“May I?” he asks as she pauses before setting off across the courtyard to the Queen’s privy apartments.

“I hoped you would,” she admits.

“Why?”

She continues walking in the cold November air. It smells strongly of coal smoke, and unless the comet really does signify the end of the world, it will soon be winter, he thinks. Winter. Christ, how he hates winter.

The courtyard is a pretty place, with low hedges shaped in an ornate pattern around graveled paths, and at its center, a sundial on a large stone plinth, as useless now as it is most of the time. They follow one of the paths, and he can hear her feet on the gravel, but not see them for her skirts. She is only a little taller than me, he thinks. I mean; we do not look ridiculous walking together. Her hair is neatly tricked in woven plaits and she wears no wedding ring. Walsingham wonders if she is betrothed to anyone and then wonders why it is he knows so precious little about the Queen’s women. It is tempting to believe they sit all day stitching, or learning new dances, and yet that cannot be, can it? He waits for her to speak. At length, when they are farthest from any window, she does.

“Alice Rutherford,” she says.

“Mmmm?”

“She was with child.”

Walsingham stops. Ah.

“That is very unfortunate,” he says, taking a pace to rejoin her side. “Did the Queen know?”
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