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Chapter 1

4 August
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The warm breeze whipped about her as she spurred the horse into a gallop. To either side, the heads of wheat drooped heavily in the scorched fields, but she kept her eyes fixed on the rise of the hill.

‘Frances!’

She heard her husband’s voice above the thundering hoofs, pulled on the reins and her horse slowed to a trot. The searing heat seemed to close in around her and the strands of hair that had escaped from her braid clung to her temples.

‘I had not expected you to be so eager to see His Majesty.’ Thomas smiled.

Frances gave a rueful grin. The undulating fields stretched out for miles, their golden hue interspersed with the dark lines of hedgerows and, in the distance, a thick mass of woodland. As she gazed towards the horizon, she made out a series of delicate spires and a glimmer of light reflecting off windows.

Apethorpe.

It had taken them two days to get there and would have been longer still if Thomas had not agreed that they could travel the last fifteen miles on horseback. Frances had been desperate to escape the suffocating confines of the carriage, which had rumbled and jolted along the cracked track that led north from Tyringham Hall. That was why she had urged her husband to let them ride: God knew she had no desire to reach their destination more quickly.

More than a year had passed since she had last set eyes upon the King. It had been one of the happiest times of her life, cosseted at Tyringham Hall with Thomas and their young son. With a pang, Frances thought of John, his arms outstretched and his eyes imploring as his nursemaid prised him from his mother’s embrace. I will return soon, my sweeting. Now, looking towards Sir Anthony Mildmay’s sprawling estate, her skin prickled with foreboding.

Thomas reached for her hand. His lips felt warm as he pressed them to her fingers. Frances stroked his cheek, his beard tickling her palm. She had been averse to the idea of his growing it, but she had to admit it suited him.

‘Must we stay for the full two weeks?’ she asked.

Thomas shrugged. ‘If His Majesty finds the hunting grounds to his taste. He tires more easily these days, though.’

‘I wonder he hunts at all, given how it pains him.’ She turned towards the woods. ‘I could harvest plenty of willow bark there, and Sir Anthony will have marjoram and rosemary in his herb garden. I could mix a salve that would reduce the swelling in his joints.’ She cast a sly glance at her husband and saw his mouth twitch.

‘You should not tease me, Frances,’ he chided. ‘The King may have been content to let you live in peace since his daughter left for the Rhine, but he is still eager to hunt down witches as well as stags.’

Frances experienced the familiar pang at the mention of her former mistress. Princess Elizabeth – or Electress Consort Palatine of the Rhine, as she must now think of her – had left for her new husband’s domain shortly after their wedding the previous February. Elizabeth had married Frederick out of misguided loyalty to her late brother, Prince Henry. He had swept aside her doubts about the young count’s suitability, caring little for his sister’s happiness in his pursuit of a Protestant alliance. Frances suspected that she would never have gone through with it but for Henry’s sudden death. Her marriage was a penance for trying to defy him. It pained Frances to think that Elizabeth had made such a sacrifice for one so unworthy.

Though the princess had begged Frances to go with her to the Rhine, promising to find positions for her husband and son George, she had declined. Elizabeth had assumed that her favourite attendant had not wished to risk such a long journey when the birth of her child was imminent, but there had been other reasons, too. Frances had known she could never relinquish Longford Castle, her beloved childhood home – not after everything she had almost lost for its sake. Neither could she leave her mother so far behind. Helena was settled at Longford now, having promised to care for it until her grandson came of age: George had stayed with her for much of the past year, delighting in his position as heir. Her mother’s last letter had told of how her grandson had presided over his first tenants’ meeting, conducting himself with an authority well beyond his eight years. Sir Richard Weston, Longford’s faithful chamberlain, would have ensured the business was dealt with, but she was as proud of George as his indulgent grandmother was.

Longford had not been the only place that had stopped her leaving England. Tyringham Hall had seemed almost a prison to her during the early years of her marriage. Then she had been so consumed by grief for George’s father that it had blinded her to the love Thomas bore her. He had married her for Tom’s sake, having assured his friend that he would take care of her if the Powder Treason failed. Frances had only narrowly escaped implication in it: the whole court had known of her friendship with Tom Wintour. Thomas had made great sacrifices on her behalf, yet she had repaid him with coldness, determined that theirs would be a marriage in name only. She had defied him, too, breaking her promise not to involve herself in the Catholic conspiracies that had swirled about James’s throne in the aftermath of the Powder Treason. It still frightened her to think how close she had come to losing everything.

‘Shall we walk the rest of the way?’

Lost in thought, Frances had hardly noticed that they had reached the end of the long path that swept down to the hall. She nodded. Watching her husband dismount, she noticed him wince as his right shoulder pressed against the horse’s flank. ‘You will not accompany the King on every hunt, will you?’ she asked, her brow furrowed. Though it had been three years since the riding accident that had almost claimed his life, she worried every time he set out for the hunt. She wished that the King would bestow the mastership of the buckhounds upon one of his younger favourites.

‘I had hoped my senses would return by now,’ Thomas said, rubbing the back of his head. The deep wound she had stitched was hidden, but she could still feel its smooth edges when she ran her fingers through his hair. He placed his hands on her waist and pulled her towards him, kissing her deeply. ‘But the madness still has me in its grip,’ he murmured, his lips brushing her neck, ‘for I love you more than ever.’

Desire pooled in her stomach. His eyes closed as she coiled the hair at his nape around her fingers, pulling him closer for another kiss, her lips parting. She could feel his arousal as she pressed her hips to his, trailing her fingers down his spine.

The whinnying of her horse startled them and they sprang apart, breathless.

‘It is well that we have Hartshorn to remind us of our manners,’ Thomas said, patting the horse’s neck. ‘Though who will safeguard our respectability when we are in the privacy of our chambers, I am at a loss to say.’

Frances planted a kiss on her husband’s cheek. ‘I hope we will soon be alone again,’ she whispered.

Taking Hartshorn’s reins, she led him slowly forward, Thomas and his horse at her side. As they neared the hall, the hedges that lined the path grew thicker. Frances breathed in the sharp tang of yew, relishing the shade it offered. A movement ahead caught her eye and she paused as a young groom hurried towards them.

‘Sir Thomas, my lady,’ the boy said, with a quick, awkward bow. ‘Please, allow me.’ He took the reins from them and led the horses towards the stables.

Frances saw another figure approaching from the gatehouse. He was tall and slim, and walked with an easy grace that belied his years. It took her a moment to recognise Sir Anthony Mildmay. It had been many years since she had seen the handsome courtier who had been a great favourite with the old Queen. His absence from court since James’s accession suggested that his hopes for further advancement had been disappointed.

‘Sir Anthony,’ Thomas said, with a bow, as his wife curtsied.

‘Welcome to Apethorpe. And Lady Frances,’ he said, bending to kiss her hand. ‘What a pleasure it is to see you after all these years.’

Frances could not but admire his gallantry. She doubted he had any recollection of the shy young girl who had accompanied her mother to court in the later years of Elizabeth’s reign.

‘Tell me, how does the marchioness fare? I see you have inherited her beauty.’

Frances smiled. ‘My mother is in excellent health, thank you, Sir Anthony.’

‘How is His Majesty enjoying Northamptonshire?’ Thomas asked, diverting their host’s attention from his wife.

Frances sensed the older man’s hesitation, but his smile never wavered.

‘Very well – though he will welcome you. His buckhounds have grown quite unruly of late.’

Thomas grinned. ‘We shall soon tire them out on the hunt. I hear the woodlands of your estate are unsurpassed in these parts.’

Sir Anthony inclined his head in acknowledgement.

‘I am sure the King will find even greater diversion with your arrival – and that of some other attendants,’ he replied. ‘Sir John Graham has secured a place for a new protégé. Let us hope he does not serve the King ill at this evening’s banquet or it will put him out of humour.’

Frances exchanged a glance with her husband and saw her surprise mirrored in his face. Sir John guarded his position in the privy chamber jealously and was not known to encourage potential rivals.

‘Well now,’ Sir Anthony said briskly, ‘I must not keep you from your chambers. You will be tired after your journey.’ He motioned to the page, who was standing a few paces behind him, then bowed his farewell.

 

Frances looked out across the neatly appointed privy gardens that stretched across the expanse of the south front. The heady scents from the orangery that lay below came to her on the breeze. She looked forward to tasting some of its bounty. Sir Anthony was famed for the delicacies that were served at his banquets – they had certainly won favour with the old Queen.

‘Will you not come to bed, Frances?’ Thomas whispered, as he nuzzled the back of her neck.

Still gazing out of the window, she felt him begin to unlace her gown, his fingers working slowly at first, then with growing impatience. When at last her stays hung loose, he eased them from her shoulders and untied her heavy skirts, which rustled to the floor. Savouring the touch of his hands as they snaked from her back around to her belly, she drew in a breath as they moved downwards, caressing the inside of her thighs through the soft linen of her shift.

She turned to face him, kissing him hungrily as her fingers worked at the laces of his hose. When he had pulled off his doublet, she lifted his shirt over his head and ran her hands along the contours of his chest, relishing the warmth of his skin against her fingertips. He bent to kiss her again, but she led him towards the large mahogany chest that lay at the end of the bed and pushed him down onto it.

Taking a step away from him, she slowly, deliberately, drew up her shift, gradually revealing her nakedness. Seeing his eyes fill with longing as they roved over her body stoked her own desire. Unable to withhold any longer, she moved to sit astride him. Slowly, she began to move, her hips pressing against Thomas’s until they matched her rhythm. A bead of sweat trickled down her back as she felt the delicious, rising tension deep inside her, crying out as the waves of pleasure pulsated through her. The muscles of her husband’s back grew taut, then he gave a deep shudder and sank down against her, his damp forehead pressing into her neck.

They remained like that for several minutes, caressing each other’s cooling skin as their breathing slowed.

‘I think the King was right all along, Frances,’ Thomas said, his eyes glinting. ‘You must be a witch. How else can you have such power over me?’

She kissed his forehead, which tasted salty. ‘Then you shall be forever cursed, husband,’ she said.
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Chapter 10

25 September
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At first Frances thought that she had imagined it. She waited, straining her ears for any sound. There it was again: a sharp tap. It seemed to come from the direction of the window. She pulled back the covers and, shivering against the cold, padded quietly over to it. Opening the shutters, she peered down into the courtyard. A young woman was staring up at her. Her face was obscured by the hood of her dark cloak, which was drawn tightly around her.

‘Lady Frances?’ Her whisper carried on the still night air.

Frances nodded, mute. Was it Thomas? The boys?

The woman spoke no more but beckoned urgently. Frances hesitated for just a moment, then turned and dressed hurriedly, her trembling fingers fumbling with the ties of her skirt. She was just about to open the door when a thought occurred to her. Moving quickly to the dresser, she drew out the small casket from under her neatly folded linens and, unlocking it, pulled out a selection of tiny phials. She knew it was dangerous to have brought them here, but her herbs and tinctures were part of her now. She could as well relinquish them as her own soul.

When she reached the courtyard, the young woman was still standing beneath her window. She turned at Frances’s approach. ‘Please, Lady Frances, you must come with me.’ Seeing Frances’s hesitation, she drew something out of her pocket and gave it to her. ‘A trusted friend sent me.’

Frances glanced down at the gold signet ring in her hand. It was engraved with an elaborate R. She recognised it at once. Raleigh. He always wore it on the little finger of his right hand.

Not pausing to think any further, she followed the woman out of the courtyard, taking care to keep to the shadows even though the palace was deserted. She had no idea what time it was. With the King away on the hunt, there had been no feasting or entertainment that evening and she had retired early again.

They soon reached the water gate, where a boat was waiting for them. When they were seated, the oarsman pushed the vessel away from the landing stage and began to row eastwards.

‘Where are we going?’ Frances asked.

Her companion darted a glance at the oarsman. ‘The Tower,’ she replied, then gave Frances a look that made clear she must ask no more questions.

With the tide in their favour, progress was rapid. Frances tried to order her thoughts for whatever lay ahead. She reflected upon the last time she had seen Sir Walter. The sun had not yet risen on that cold October morning when she had visited him at the Tower. He had given her the mandrake root with which to prepare her deadly tincture for the prince. God speed your endeavours, Lady Frances. She could hear the words so clearly that it was as if he were sitting next to her now, whispering them in her ear. It still made her shudder to think of how close she had come to murdering the King’s eldest son and heir. In the event, Prince Henry had breathed his last a few hours after she had left his chamber, the stoppered tincture full to the brim in her pocket. She had taken it as a sign that God was pleased with the more righteous path she had chosen.

Although she had felt betrayed when she had discovered the extent of Raleigh’s involvement in William Cecil’s plot, her anger had soon abated. She and Raleigh had shared many confidences during her visits to the Tower, and she had grown fond of him. He had been the King’s prisoner for more than twelve years now. His lodgings were comfortable and he enjoyed greater liberties than most of the Tower’s other residents, but Frances could not imagine being held captive for so long, not knowing whether the prospect of execution or pardon was more likely. She wondered if James would ever decide upon his fate, or if he hoped that God would make the decision for him.

They rounded the next bend in the river and the familiar outline of the Tower loomed into view, the mass of its central keep dwarfing the surrounding buildings. Frances felt another jolt of apprehension. She had a creeping suspicion, too, of whom she was here to attend. The boatman was drawing level with St Thomas’s Tower now. As they passed under its sprawling archway, Frances could see the moonlight reflecting off the stone steps that led from the waterside, their edges worn smooth by the tread of hundreds of traitors who had passed that way. Tom’s had been among them.

A yeoman stood sentry at the top of the steps. Frances saw the woman press some coins into his hand and he nodded them through. A single brazier lit the narrow walkway that led from the landing stage to the heart of the Tower. Once or twice, Frances stumbled on the cobbles as she followed the young woman under the archway of the Bloody Tower. She glanced upwards as if expecting to see Raleigh above. They mounted the steps to the green and her companion made for the small, squat tower next to the one in which Frances had been tortured as a suspected witch all those years before. With a jolt, she remembered that this was Arbella Stuart’s lodging.

The King’s cousin had been as much a thorn in his side as she had his predecessor’s. Her royal blood had made her an irresistible prospect for disaffected subjects for at least twenty years. Frances remembered seeing her for the first time at the old Queen’s court. Even then, she had been a proud, haughty young woman. Her arrogance had deepened in the years that followed, blinding her to the danger of hankering after the throne she saw as hers by right. She had been a prisoner for five years now, Frances calculated.

Her companion knocked softly on the outer door and it was opened. Frances followed her inside, mouthing a silent prayer. They climbed the stairs to the upper floor and entered Arbella’s chamber. All was quiet within and briefly Frances thought it was deserted. But as her eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom, she saw a woman lying on the bed underneath a large canopy. She kept perfectly still as Frances moved towards her. The room smelt stale, as if no life had stirred within it for many years.

When she had drawn level with the head of the bed, Frances motioned for her companion to bring her the solitary candle that burned on the fireplace. Holding it close to the woman’s face, Frances suppressed a gasp. Arbella was hardly recognisable from when she had last seen her. Her cheeks were sunken and the bones at the base of her neck showed through her wasted skin. Already she had the appearance of a cadaver. Although she could only be forty years old – five years older than Frances – there were just a few red hairs among the thin white strands that covered her skull.

Frances could not tell if she was still breathing so drew nearer. The stale aroma grew stronger as she brought her face close to Arbella’s, trying to feel any warmth emanating from her dry lips, which were slightly apart. Nothing. Suddenly her eyes sprang open. Frances leaped back in shock and the candle fell from her grasp, plunging them into darkness.

‘I will fetch another,’ the attendant called, as she fumbled for the latch. Frances heard the door click shut and felt paralysed by terror. As she reached for the edge of the bed so that she might steady herself, an icy hand grasped her wrist.

‘This king will perish,’ Arbella’s voice rasped, close to her ear. ‘My husband is poised to strike.’

She broke off, gasping for breath. Frances held her own as she waited, heart thrumming.

‘He has gathered a mighty army in Flanders and will sail across the Channel as soon as the King of Spain’s fleet reaches Ostend.’

Frances’s wrist throbbed as Arbella tightened her grip, the bony fingers pressing into her flesh. Desperately, she tried to calm her racing thoughts. She had heard such treasonous talk before. But for all his promises – real or imagined – the King of Spain had never stirred himself for invasion. Why should she believe that he was any more likely to do so now?

Arbella’s short, grating breaths echoed in the darkness as Frances waited for her to continue. She could not have spoken a word in response, even if she had wished to.

‘You must help him,’ Arbella urged, then fell into a paroxysm of coughing.

Seymour?

At that moment, the young woman returned, a burning taper in her hand. Quickly, she moved to pick up the candle that lay at Frances’s feet and lit it again. It seemed to glow much brighter now.

‘Can you ease her suffering?’ the attendant asked, as Frances kept her eyes fixed on the waxen skin of Arbella’s face.

Frances knew that she was beyond all help; even the smallest drop of one of her tinctures would not slip down her swollen throat. Besides, it was safer to do nothing. She had no desire to be under suspicion of causing another death. She gave a slight shake of her head and heard a small sob escape the young woman’s lips, before it was quickly suppressed.

Arbella’s eyes opened again, and as she stared at Frances they blazed with the intensity she remembered so well. Despite all the danger in which the woman’s schemes had placed her in the past, Frances could feel only pity for her now. She could see no obvious cause for her affliction: there was no fever, and she did not appear to be in pain from a tumour. Upon Frances’s last visit to the Tower, Raleigh had told her that his fellow prisoner seemed likely to starve herself to death. At the time, Frances had thought it just another of Arbella’s ploys to win attention, now that she could no longer be at the centre of plots against the King. But as she gazed at her skeletal form, she knew that Raleigh had been right.

‘Raleigh.’

Frances jumped to hear Arbella whisper his name, as if she could read her thoughts.

‘Help him,’ she rasped, her breath rattling in her throat.

Frances watched as the woman’s gaze became fixed and her chest fell still. Several moments passed, but all was silent.

‘My lady?’ the attendant whispered, moving slowly towards her mistress.

Frances rose to her feet and discreetly traced the sign of the cross over her chest. As she moved past the young woman, she saw that her eyes glistened with tears. She said nothing, but walked quietly from the room.

As soon as she was outside, she drew in a deep lungful of the cool morning air. The first tendrils of light were showing on the horizon and the faint shrill of birdsong echoed around the walls. With sudden resolve, Frances quickened her pace in the direction of Raleigh’s apartment.





Chapter 11

25 September
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‘Lady Frances,’ Raleigh said, with genuine warmth, as he turned from the window to greet her. She knew that he would have seen her approaching, but he had always welcomed her as if she were the only person in the world he wished to see. She returned his smile and caught a glimmer of uncertainty in his eyes. Did he fear she would rail against him for concealing the part he had played in William Cecil’s plot? If so, then he soon recovered himself. As she drew close to him, he took her hand and pressed it to his lips. ‘It does my soul good to see you again.’

Frances gave a small smile, then reached in her pocket and drew out his signet ring. ‘I believe this is yours.’

Raleigh looked contrite. ‘Forgive me for disturbing your slumbers, my lady. I had heard that you had returned to court and could think of no one more suited to help that poor lady.’ He turned and looked out across the green.

‘I’m afraid I could do nothing, Sir Walter,’ Frances replied quietly. ‘She is with God now.’

A long breath escaped Raleigh’s lips. ‘Then I pray He grants her greater peace than she enjoyed in this world.’

‘Arbella spoke of you,’ Frances said. ‘With her last breath, she urged me to help you.’

Raleigh turned back to her. ‘Oh?’ he remarked, raising an eyebrow. ‘That was most kind of her but I have everything I require.’

Frances no longer had the patience for the hints and riddles that her companion had always indulged in. ‘Are you involved in the plot she spoke of? She said her husband stands ready to invade as soon as the King of Spain joins forces with him.’

Raleigh’s eyes widened and the smile faded from his lips. ‘Come, let us sit by the fire. I will have my servant fetch some wine.’

‘I cannot stay,’ Frances said abruptly. ‘I must return to Whitehall before my absence is noted.’ It was not entirely a lie. Even though her formal duties there had ceased, she had often caught the curious stares of her fellow courtiers as she walked through the public rooms or took her place at dinner. No doubt the story of her arrest for witchcraft had been repeated – and embellished – by those who had been there to witness it. It made her yearn for the simple domesticity of her life at Tyringham Hall, with her precious children and woodlands for company.

‘Then let us move from the window, at least.’ Raleigh cupped her elbow and steered her towards the middle of the room. He picked up his pipe from the small table nearby and lit it with a taper he dipped into the embers of the fire. He sucked on it deeply, then blew out a long plume of smoke. Frances had loved the earthy smell ever since she had been a girl and had watched, mesmerised, as her father had prepared the tobacco, rubbing it between his fingers before pressing it down into his pipe. Five years had passed since his death but she missed him keenly. She knew she always would.

‘I have petitioned His Majesty to release me from this place so that I might undertake an expedition in his name,’ Sir Walter began. ‘For several years now he has been obsessed with the idea of finding El Dorado.’

‘The City of Gold?’ Frances could not keep the scorn from her voice. She had heard many outlandish tales about the mythical kingdom from returning adventurers, eager to entice their patrons into funding a fresh voyage. Raleigh himself had undertaken one during the closing years of Elizabeth’s reign, journeying to the furthermost edge of Africa with the promise of bountiful riches echoing in his ears. His fleet had returned laden with nothing more than some brightly coloured silks and caskets of exotic spices. Her mother had told of the Queen’s fury. But it had not deterred Raleigh from launching another expedition the following year, with no more success.

‘Surely you do not still believe that it exists,’ Frances said, incredulous.

Sir Walter’s mouth twitched. ‘The beliefs of a humble subject are of no consequence next to those of a king. If His Grace desires it, then I shall set sail as soon as a fleet can be assembled.’

Frances regarded him closely. ‘You plan to escape by this means?’

Raleigh clicked his tongue and affected a wounded expression. ‘You think me so faithless a subject, my lady? No, I will be true to my word. King James is plagued by fear that his rival the King of Spain will reach the city first. I have therefore pledged to intercept Philip’s fleet before it leaves the port at Cádiz.’

‘Intercept . . . or join it, perhaps,’ Frances wondered.

Raleigh did not answer at first, but his eyes glistened with triumph. ‘Your mind is as sharp as ever, my dear,’ he said eventually. ‘The expedition to El Dorado will indeed be a joint venture between King Philip and me. The gold that we find there will enable us to assemble the mightiest fleet in history. King James’s navy will be as child’s boats fashioned from parchment. We will blow it away – thus,’ he said, puffing out one of the candles on the fireplace.

‘Nobody has yet succeeded in finding the City of Gold,’ Frances pointed out. ‘You yourself failed more than twenty years ago.’

Sir Walter’s smile did not waver. ‘Ah, but I discovered enough to convince me of its existence. I will not fail a third time. And with its riches, King Philip and I will set James’s son Charles upon the throne.’

Frances thought of the pale-faced young man whom she had seen at the feast three weeks before. Though he was his father’s heir, she could not imagine him ever growing in strength enough to wield power over the kingdom. But perhaps therein lay his appeal for Philip: the boy would be little more than a puppet, just as his elder sister Elizabeth would have been if the Powder Treason had succeeded. ‘What has this to do with me?’ she persisted, her voice edged with impatience.

‘At present, the King’s mistrust of me is proving stronger than his desire for riches. I require those who wield influence to speak on my behalf.’

Frances looked doubtful. ‘You cannot think that I enjoy such influence. Even when I served his daughter, I was powerless to sway his opinions.’

Sir Walter sucked at his pipe. ‘Ah, but the same is not true of your husband, I think.’

‘I will not involve Thomas in this,’ she snapped. ‘I returned to court to help him, not plunge him into even greater danger.’ She stopped, angry with herself for having said that much.

Raleigh’s eyes searched hers, but he did not press her to explain. ‘Any man would rejoice to have such a faithful wife,’ he said, without a trace of irony. ‘But Sir Thomas is not the only man who has the King’s ear. I have heard much of young Villiers.’

Frances sniffed. ‘You cannot hope for assistance from that quarter. Sir George serves only himself.’

Raleigh blew out another long plume of smoke. ‘Then I must find a way to persuade him that he stands to gain from the expedition,’ he mused, almost to himself. ‘The dazzle of gold has blinded many a man to the darkness that lies at its core, Lady Frances.’

 

‘I am so glad to see you,’ Frances said as she buried her face in her husband’s chest. She felt his lips against her scalp as he wound her hair around his fingers.

Thomas had been waiting for her when she had returned from her customary afternoon walk in the palace gardens. She had felt almost giddy with relief and joy to see him standing there, arms outstretched.

‘I had not dared to hope it would be so soon,’ he replied. ‘We had only three days’ hunting, once the rains had abated, and there was the promise of many more. But the King seemed suddenly anxious to return to London.’

‘Was it the news of Arbella’s death?’ she asked, trailing her fingers idly down his back.

‘I did not expect it to have reached the court so soon,’ Thomas remarked. ‘The King plans to announce it at this evening’s feast.’

Frances drew away so that she could look at him as she spoke. She had thought of keeping it from him, but she knew from bitter experience how secrets gnawed at the intimacy between them. ‘I only know of it because I was summoned to attend her.’

Thomas grew pale at her words. ‘Frances, no!’

‘Please,’ she said, clasping his hands in hers. ‘I did not know whom I was going to see. Her servant came here in the middle of the night and begged me to accompany her. You know that I cannot forsake the skills that God gave me.’

Her husband still looked aghast, but she continued before he could interrupt, telling him of Arbella’s wasted limbs, of the words she had spoken before she died, of her visit to Raleigh. When at last she had finished, he remained silent for so long that she wished she had kept her counsel. But something in his expression told her that he did not share the shock she had experienced upon first hearing the revelations.

At length, he went to the table and poured two glasses of wine. He held one out to her, then sank onto a chair next to the fire. She moved to join him, trying to push down her mounting unease.

‘I am glad that you chose to confide in me this time,’ he began, ‘but it brings shame on me too.’ He sipped his wine. Frances brought her glass to her lips, though her throat felt too tight to swallow. ‘I knew something of this voyage Raleigh is planning. I overheard the King speak of it to Villiers and made some discreet enquiries. It is many years since I was in Flanders, but I have acquaintances there still.’

Frances felt as if she was looking at a stranger. She knew that her husband had spent time in Flanders, quietly garnering support for Tom and his fellow plotters. But the pledge he had made her take on their marriage had been enough to convince her that he, too, would sever all contact with that part of his life.

‘Do not think I have deceived you all these years,’ he went on. ‘It was the first time that I have revived such contact. What I learned was enough to make me think I had cause to doubt Raleigh’s professed purpose in making this voyage – and you have confirmed it.’

‘He surely has no hope of success,’ Frances said. ‘Even if the King could be persuaded to release him, there is little reason to suppose that the Spanish will stir themselves for an invasion – or that Seymour has gathered the army he boasts about.’

‘I have proof of that, at least,’ her husband replied. ‘Arbella’s husband has put his time in exile to profitable use, it seems.’ He took another sip. ‘And Philip has already amassed a huge fleet at Cádiz.’

Frances fell back in her chair. This was the moment for which all of England’s Catholic subjects had been poised since the heretical King had taken the throne. Once she had counted herself among them. But that part of her had died with Prince Henry. Ever since she had been content to keep her faith only in her heart – as Thomas had urged her. She looked at him now. Although his brow was creased with concern, she saw that his eyes were alight with a fervour that made her blood run cold.





Chapter 12

3 October
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It was an unseasonably warm day and the late summer flowers that had been wilting on their stems seemed to open their blooms to the sun. Frances inhaled their heady fragrance as she strolled alongside the neatly kept borders. She had been delighted at Sir Francis Bacon’s invitation to join him on an excursion to St James’s Park. They had seen each other often since their first meeting a month before. Her new friend had been so kind and attentive, showing such genuine interest in her thoughts and opinions, that her initial shyness had soon faded.

If Thomas was jealous, he did not show it. Frances knew he had no reason to be. Although Bacon clearly enjoyed the company of women – herself in particular – she had never once seen the flicker of desire in his eyes. Perhaps his passions lay elsewhere. Besides, her husband could hardly complain if she sought diversion. Even when he was not away on the hunt, his duties occupied him for most of the day because he needed to ensure that the buckhounds had sufficient exercise.

‘Myrtus communis,’ Bacon muttered, as he stooped to pluck one of the dark green stems. ‘It will bring down a fever more quickly than anything else I have tried.’

And numb even the most severe pain, Frances thought, but merely nodded politely. Friendly though they had become, she knew better than to confide her knowledge of healing to so new an acquaintance.

‘I will gather a few more sprigs now, to add to my collection,’ he said, drawing out a pair of exquisite silver scissors from his pocket.

Frances experienced a jolt of envy. Bacon was respected as a man of science, and his interest in the natural world was therefore accepted and encouraged. If she spoke so openly of such matters, or was seen to be gathering herbs and plants with which to make remedies, she would be hanged as a witch.

‘If you have every species of which you have written then it must be extensive indeed,’ Frances observed, as her companion snipped at the myrtle.

Bacon gave a theatrical sigh. ‘Alice quite despairs of it. She complains that York House is so full of my treasures there is no room for hers.’

Frances had known that Bacon was married, but the better acquainted they had become, the more it had surprised her.

‘Cardinal Wolsey’s former palace? There must be room enough for a whole woodland of species.’ She had passed the mansion on her visit to the Queen two weeks before. It occupied a vast tract of land on the south side of the Strand and was second only to Denmark House in splendour.

Her companion chuckled. ‘Ah, it is the same with plants as with books: one always needs space for more.’

Frances smiled. ‘That is true. My husband has already extended the library at Tyringham twice since our marriage. Does your wife share your interests?’

His expression clouded. ‘Sadly not, Lady Frances. She is much younger than I – we were betrothed when she was just eleven. Her time is spent counting her jewels and ordering new gowns. It is my own fault. I spoiled her during our courtship.’

‘I do not think I have seen her at Whitehall,’ Frances said.

Bacon shook his head. ‘She prefers the company of her gems to that of the King and his courtiers.’

Frances resisted the temptation to say that in this, at least, she was in accord with her – though it was the company of her books she preferred, not her modest collection of jewels.

‘You cannot have much leisure to pursue your studies, now that you are attorney general.’ She moved the conversation away from his marriage.

‘The burden of office does indeed weigh heavily upon my shoulders at present. I hope, in time, to use my proximity to the King to further the cause of scientific discovery.’

They exchanged a look.

‘It will be akin to the labours of Hercules, I admit,’ he added, rolling his eyes. Frances grinned. Her new friend’s irreverence was one of the qualities she admired most in him. ‘But perhaps the strength of his piety will bring him to understand their importance. “All knowledge appeareth to be a plant of God’s own planting,” the prophet Daniel tells us. It is beholden of all His people to help it spread and flourish.’

James never tired of reminding his subjects that he was God’s representative on earth. He had justified all manner of acts on the basis that he was carrying out God’s work, hunting down witches principal among them. She had wondered many times how God must view His servant’s other activities. Surely even James was not so great a hypocrite as to suppose He smiled upon them.

They lapsed into silence as they continued their progress through the park. Looking at the trees on its western edge, Frances noticed that the leaves were already tinged with brown. The woods that surrounded Tyringham Hall were at their most beautiful in autumn, gold, red and rich brown. John had delighted in watching the leaves fall, scampering around the forest to catch them in his plump little fingers. She would miss him doing the same this year, would miss his infant brother’s wonder at the spectacle. Pray God her husband’s affairs here would soon grow more settled so that she could visit their sons before the onset of winter.

‘Tell me, Lady Frances, what do you make of this matter with Somerset’s former acquaintance?’ her companion asked, distracting her from her melancholy thoughts.

‘Sir Thomas Overbury?’ she replied. It was safer not to confide what she knew of the matter. ‘I hardly know. I was not at court when he died.’

‘Hmm. It is a curious business. He was an objectionable sort of fellow and guarded his friendship with Somerset jealously. He despised Lady Somerset – the Countess of Essex, as she was then – on sight and did everything he could to obstruct their marriage. When I heard of his death in the Tower, I assumed he had choked on the gall of envy and spite. But perhaps it was something even more bitter.’

‘Rumours of poison often accompany sudden deaths, particularly those of note,’ Frances said dismissively. An image of Prince Henry flitted before her, his lips parted as she brought the deadly tincture to them.

‘True enough,’ Bacon conceded, ‘but I wonder why there were no such rumours at the time. It is only now, two years later, that there is talk of foul play.’

‘I am sure the court gossips will soon turn to other matters,’ she replied, pretending to focus on a flock of wild geese that had just landed on the large expanse of water to their left.

‘Perhaps.’ A pause. ‘But when such rumours emerge so suddenly, one must always consider whom they serve.’

Frances did not reply. She knew that he was referring to Sir George Villiers. Her suspicion that he had started the rumours had deepened into a firm conviction over the past few weeks. Thomas had also voiced it, though he had been careful to keep his counsel in the public court. He had no desire to sharpen Villiers’s antipathy towards him.

They were nearing the gates at the eastern edge of the park now. Frances was in no hurry to return to Whitehall but knew that her companion would soon be required there. He motioned for her to pass through ahead of him. She had just walked out onto the street when the thundering of hoofs made her step back into the gateway. Bacon stood next to her, shielding his eyes as he gazed towards the carriage. She saw his expression harden as it drew level with them, but it passed so quickly that she caught only a fleeting glance of the white-haired man inside. As the carriage retreated from view, she could just make out an elaborate red and blue crest on the back. She struggled to think where she had seen it before.

‘Do you know him?’ she asked, turning back to her companion.

He nodded, tight-lipped. ‘Yes – though I wish it were otherwise,’ he muttered. ‘Sir Edward Coke.’

Frances’s blood ran cold. He had presided over the trial of the Powder Treason plotters. She could still hear his sonorous voice echoing around the lofty chamber of Westminster Hall, urging the severest penalty be visited upon them, lest their contagion spread until the entire kingdom is in the grip of the devil and his minions. How much greater a devil held the kingdom in thrall now.

‘I wonder what business caused such haste,’ her companion mused.

As she watched the dark outline of the carriage disappear from view, she felt a creeping sense of foreboding.

 

The apartment was almost in darkness by the time her husband returned later that day. The air had grown chill, too, and Frances had just stood to make up the fire when she heard the click of the latch. She exhaled slowly, relief washing over her. Irrational though it was, during the hours since her return from St James’s Park, she had grown increasingly fearful that whatever had brought the lord chief justice to Whitehall might concern her husband. It made little sense, but in the febrile atmosphere of court it was all too easy to become gripped by the same paranoia that made the King see traitors everywhere.

Thomas smiled weakly at her as he pushed the door closed, then bent to kiss her.

‘You are behind your usual time.’ She tried to keep her tone light.

‘Forgive me – I should have sent word,’ he replied, crossing to the fireplace. ‘The King called a conference with his attendants,’ he explained, as he took some logs from the basket and placed them in the grate. When the flames had taken hold, he sat in front of it and Frances joined him.

‘His Majesty has appointed Sir Edward Coke to investigate Overbury’s death,’ he said at length. ‘He is concerned by all this talk of poison.’

‘But surely that is nothing more than rumour and hearsay.’

Thomas nodded. ‘That may be so, but the matter has excited enough attention to make the King anxious that justice is seen to be done.’

‘No doubt he has been encouraged in this.’

‘No doubt,’ he agreed. ‘But it seems that fresh intelligence has reached the King’s ears, prompting him to look closely at the matter. Overbury’s keeper, Richard Weston, has attested that his charge was murdered with a poisoned enema.’

Frances stared at her husband in dismay. No such claim had been made in the two years since Overbury’s death. That it had been levelled now was surely a blatant slur on Somerset’s relationship with his former confidant. Frances had heard of other sodomites being put to death by such means. If Villiers had bribed Weston to make the claim, then he was guilty of hypocrisy as well as slander.

‘What did Somerset say to this?’ she asked, after a long pause.

‘I have never seen a man so enraged.’ Thomas paled at the memory. ‘He used such words against the King that I feared he would be taken straight to the Tower. He ranted against Villiers, too, accusing him of calumny and lies. Ralph Winwood and I were obliged to restrain him, lest he ran Villiers through with his sword.’

Pity he did not, Frances thought. It would have rid the court of that serpent.

‘As soon as we released our grasp, he stormed out of the privy chamber, uttering curses against the King’s lapdog, as he called him.’

‘Where is he now?’ she asked.

Thomas gave a shrug. ‘With his wife in their apartment, I suppose. He begged leave to accompany her to Sherborne two days ago, but the King refused. Now it is obvious why.’

‘So she must travel alone?’ Frances asked, imagining the young woman being jolted along the rough tracks that lay between London and Wiltshire. She knew them all too well, having made numerous journeys from Whitehall to Longford. Somerset’s estate lay forty miles further west so his wife faced a journey of some four or five days when at last she was given leave to depart.

Thomas looked at her, grave-faced. ‘Lady Somerset is under suspicion too – perhaps even more so than her husband. Several of her associates have now been implicated in the scandal.’

Frances could not but feel pity for the young woman. Although she was certainly guilty of the sins of vanity and pride, she could not believe her capable of murder. ‘She will be birthing that poor child here if Sir Edward’s investigations are not swiftly concluded.’

‘And if they are not concluded in her favour.’

Villiers must be congratulating himself at having come within tantalising reach of his rival’s destruction. She wondered whom he would set his sights upon next.





Chapter 13

16 October
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Frances held the letter close to her face and breathed in the achingly familiar scent of rose oil – her mother’s favourite. She placed it back on her lap and began to read the elegant script.

 

You would rejoice to see how your son thrives here, Frances. He has grown so tall that he will soon outstrip me in inches, as well as energy. He loves Longford as if he has never known any other home. It would gladden your dear father’s heart to know that he left our estate to one so worthy.

 

Frances had to look away. How she wished that he had lived to see his grandson mature into such an admirable young man.

 

I have appointed a private chaplain to attend us. He was a friend of the Reverend Samuels, so I know he can be trusted. George is glad that he no longer has to attend St Mary’s. I was never able to stop his fidgeting during Pritchard’s sermons.

 

Frances smiled as she read that part. She could hardly blame her son for not paying attention to the priest’s moralising addresses. She had suffered many of them since his arrival in the parish soon after the old Queen’s death. Eager to curry favour with the new King, he had made it his business to root out any remnants of the old religion that still lingered in those parts – as they did in many other parishes far distant from court. He had also proved as rapacious a witch hunter as the King himself.

 

I hope that my other grandsons are thriving and that Thomas’s affairs prosper. He must be glad of your presence. Sending you every blessing, my daughter.

 

Frances read the note several more times, then kissed it and placed it carefully in the casket with the others. Although she always rejoiced to hear from her mother, it sharpened her longing to see her – George too. It would surely be many months yet before she was able to make the journey to Wiltshire. She hated living so far from her mother and sons, but tried to comfort herself with the knowledge that they were safest in the tranquillity of the country, well away from the perils of court.

It was almost two weeks since the lord chief justice had begun his enquiries and the brittle atmosphere within the King’s privy chamber and throughout the court was almost palpable. Even the walls of the palace seemed to emit tension. Sir Edward Coke had summoned numerous courtiers and attendants for questioning – Thomas included. Her husband told her that he had been most thorough, demanding the details of any conversations he had had with Somerset or his wife, any visits to the Tower. She prayed that Coke would not extend his enquiries to her. Although her own visit there had had nothing to do with his investigation, she had no wish for her treatment of Lady Arbella to come
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As with the first two books of this trilogy, my narrative is based upon real events and characters.  I have stayed as close to the known facts as possible, weaving in quotes from original sources where appropriate.

 The last ten years of James I’s reign were just as turbulent as those that had gone before.  Although there was no repeat of the Gunpowder Plot or anything on that scale, the Catholic threat remained very real.  The legislation introduced after 1605 had driven most Catholics underground but their networks were still strong.  The prospect that Arbella Stuart might make fresh trouble, even from the Tower, remained potent until it was finally extinguished by her death in September 1615.  She and her husband, William Seymour, had never seen each other again after he had fled to exile in Flanders four years earlier.  He eventually returned to England and became a prominent opponent to James’s son and successor, Charles.

 International relations became increasingly fraught after 1619, when James’s daughter Elizabeth and her husband Frederick, the Elector Palatine, rashly accepted the offer of the Bohemian crown.  A league of Catholic forces, including those supplied by the King of Spain, was soon ranged against them.  This put James in the difficult position of deciding between family loyalty and  maintaining his fragile alliance with one of the most powerful monarchs in Europe. 

 Burdened by the cares of state and suffering from increasingly frequent bouts of ill health, James spent ever more time away from court on hunting expeditions or in the company of his favourites.  Foremost among these was George Villiers, later Duke of Buckingham.  My characterisation of him is inspired by contemporary descriptions.  One of the most charismatic, sexually promiscuous and ruthless men of the age, his villainy was more real than imagined.  

 The second son of a sheep farmer and his beautiful but penniless wife Mary (with whom Buckingham had a close but stormy relationship), Buckingham enjoyed a meteoric rise to fortune thanks to the patronage of Sir John Graham, a gentleman of the King’s privy chamber.  Upon being introduced to the King at Apethorpe in August 1614, he made an immediate impression.  Soon after their first meeting, James appointed Buckingham his cupbearer, which gave the new favourite frequent access to the royal presence.  In April 1615, he was made gentleman of the bedchamber, knighted and given an annual pension of £1,000 (equivalent to around £135,000 today).  

 The flirtation between the King and Buckingham almost certainly developed into a sexual relationship – one that would dominate the rest of the reign.  During the 1615 summer progress, they caused a scandal by sharing a bed.  Although this did not necessarily imply physical intimacy, it was obvious to everyone that their relationship had entered a new phase and that Robert Carr had been supplanted as royal favourite.  

 In 1616, Carr and his wife Frances were arrested upon suspicion of having Carr’s former servant, Sir Thomas Overbury poisoned.  They were swiftly convicted and imprisoned in the Tower for the next six years.  Although Buckingham appeared to play no part in it, he took full advantage of his rival’s absence.  He was always quick to capitalise upon the misfortune of others, even erstwhile allies such as Sir Francis Bacon.

 Despite being passionately attached to Buckingham, the King expected him to take a wife, as all his high-ranking courtiers did.  He had little cause for jealousy in his favourite’s choice: Katherine Manners, a rather plain young woman whose attraction lay solely in the fact that she was heiress to the Earl of Rutland.  Far from creating a rift between James and ‘Steenie’, the marriage made them even closer and the King doted upon the couple’s four children.   

 Katherine gave every appearance of an adoring wife, and Buckingham seemed to love her, in his way.  But, as I describe in the novel, his father-in-law, Lord Rutland, strongly opposed the match, and there is evidence that his youngest son died by Buckingham hand – or at least at his orders.  Certainly, Buckingham had most to gain by the boy’s death, given that the Rutland fortune subsequently passed to his wife Katherine.  Joan Flower and her two daughters (known as the ‘Belvoir witches’) were convicted for bewitching both of Lord Rutland’s sons to death.  Joan died on her way to captivity in Lincoln, and Margaret and Philippa were hanged there in 1619.

 Buckingham’s protégé, the notorious astrologer-physician, John Lambe, was said to have used sorcery to further his patron’s ambitions.  Buckingham’s favour with the King helped protect Lambe from conviction for witchcraft.  He had narrowly escaped such a conviction in 1608, when he had been arrested for bewitching a Worcestershire gentleman.  Within two weeks of his trial, forty people who had been present in the courtroom were dead.  The true cause was probably gaol fever, but such was Lambe’s reputation that he was transferred to London’s King’s Bench prison.  It was during his time there that he met and became a protégé of Buckingham.  Thereafter he was commonly known as ‘the Duke’s devil’.  Lambe was also consulted by Buckingham’s mother about her son’s fate.  He was said to have shown Mary in a glass the figure of a large man with a dagger who would murder her son.  

 In June 1623, Lambe was indicted for the rape of an eleven year old girl, but was pardoned and released a year later.  Further charges of sorcery were raised against him in 1627, and in the same year he was examined by the College of Physicians and found to be ignorant of the practice of medicine.  On 13 June 1628, Lambe was ambushed by an angry mob of Londoners, who stoned and clubbed him into unconsciousness.  He died the following day.

 Amidst all this villainy, there was a need for more sympathetic characters.  Foremost among them is Sir Francis Bacon, the greatest philosopher and statesman of the age.  He rose to prominence during the later years of Elizabeth I’s reign but did not receive the hoped-for promotions until James came to the throne.  He was immediately knighted and later made Lord Keeper, Attorney General and Lord High Chancellor.  But Bacon’s literary and philosophical genius was largely lost on the King, who made no attempt to defend him when he was charged with corruption in 1621 and thrown out of office.   I have woven in as many details of Bacon’s life and works into the narrative as possible, although the latter were so prolific that it was impossible to do justice to them all.  As I have hinted, he may have been gay.  He and his much younger wife Alice had no children and it was rumoured that she was unfaithful to him.

 The other dominant character of both the Elizabethan and Jacobean age was Sir Walter Raleigh.  A prisoner in the Tower since the early days of James’s reign, he was released in 1616 to embark upon an expedition to Venezuela in search of the fabled El Dorado, City of Gold.  His fleet finally set sail in June 1617 and after an arduous voyage it reached Guiana in November.  During the expedition, a detachment of Raleigh’s men attacked the Spanish outpost of St Thomé.  This was against Raleigh’s explicit orders and those of King James, who had made it a condition of Raleigh’s release that he should avoid any hostilities against Spanish colonies or shipping.  The notion that Raleigh plotted to ally with Spain and force James from the throne is fiction.

 Upon Raleigh’s return to England, the Spanish ambassador, Count Gondomar, demanded that Raleigh’s death sentence be reinstated.  James, who had never liked the famous adventurer, had no qualms about agreeing.  Raleigh was arrested a few weeks earlier than I have it in the narrative, but his date of entry to the Tower was 10 August, as given.  The scene of his execution is drawn from eyewitness accounts.

 The period covered by this novel witnessed another notable death: that of Queen Anne.  James and his wife had lived as virtual strangers after the birth of their short-lived last child, Sophia, in 1607.  Anne spent most of her time at Greenwich Palace and Somerset House, which she renamed Denmark House after her native country.  Her health deteriorated steadily and in late 1618, she fell seriously ill with consumption and dropsy while staying at Hampton Court Palace.  Her devoted son Charles had his bed moved to an adjoining room and was by her side when she died on 2 March the following year.  Anne was buried in Westminster Abbey, but her husband chose not to erect a tomb in her memory.  Her jewels, which she bequeathed to Charles, were indeed worth a fortune, and it was rumoured that some of them were stolen by one of her ladies after her death.

Anne’s son Charles continued to honour his mother’s memory.  As the sole surviving male heir, he was closely guarded and his activities strictly controlled.  On 3 November 1616 he was created Prince of Wales in a lavish ceremony at Whitehall Palace.  Naturally shy and physically weak since childhood, he nevertheless showed greater discernment than he is often given credit for.  He seemed to be as in thrall to Buckingham as the King and signed his letters ‘your constant, loving friend’.  But there is evidence that he was not quite so beguiled as he appeared.  The incident I refer to when the prince played a trick on Buckingham by soaking him with a jet of water from a fountain in Greenwich Park actually happened, much to the fury of both James and his favourite.

 In 1623, Charles and Buckingham went on a covert expedition to Spain at the King’s behest to negotiate the prince’s marriage to the Catholic Infanta Maria, sister of King Philip IV.  There is no hint that Buckingham was a closet Catholic, although his elder brother John made little secret that he was attached to the ‘old faith’.  They reached an agreement, but Charles was averse to the match and quickly repudiated it once he and Buckingham were back in England.  The expedition had given the prince a taste of independence, which made his relations with the King increasingly strained.  James also quarrelled with Buckingham and the scene in which they have a public spat upon his return is based upon original sources. 

 Only occasionally, in the interests of advancing the plot, have I strayed from the known chronology of events.  The masque organised by Prince Charles took place on Twelfth Night 1618 rather than 28 March 1619, and the Marquis de Châteauneuf did not arrive as ambassador to England until 1629.  In the narrative, Frances’s eldest son George begins university at the age of eighteen, although it was more common for boys to attend when they were as young as fifteen or sixteen.

 The character around whom I have woven the most fiction is my heroine, Frances.  The contemporary records shed precious little light upon her life, but I have included the few details that have survived – notably her marriage to Sir Thomas Tyringham, the fact that they had a large family (as many as five sons and five daughters, according to one account) and that they settled at Sir Thomas’s Buckinghamshire estate.  Her husband retained the post of Master of the King’s Buckhounds until the end of James’s reign.  Although little is known of his career, given how much of James’s later years were spent hunting it is a reasonable assumption that he spent a great deal of time with his royal master and thereby wielded significant influence.

 In September 1624, the King’s health declined sharply.  He had suffered from kidney problems and arthritis for years, and the latter now worsened.  In his weakened state, by March the following year he had fallen prey to a fever, stroke and severe dysentery.  There is no small irony in the fact that, having hunted witches for years, James called for the services of a wise woman on his deathbed.  Her identity is not known, so I hope I can be forgiven the dramatic licence of having my heroine supply the role.  I also borrowed some of Henry VIII’s last words for James, whose final utterances are less well attested.

 Buckingham had raced to Theobalds to be by his master’s side.  He insisted on ministering to the King himself, brushing aside the royal physicians.  James’s condition rapidly worsened and within a few days he was dead.  By now, Buckingham was widely despised, so it is not surprising that rumours of poison quickly spread across the court.  But the new king’s apparent favour towards his late father’s lover protected him, and for a while it seemed that Buckingham would come to dominate Charles as much as he had James.  The ranks of his enemies continued to swell during the years that followed, however, and after leading a series of disastrous military expeditions, the King began to lose faith in him.  

 On 23 August 1628, Buckingham was stabbed to death by John Felton at the Greyhound pub in Portsmouth, where he had travelled to prepare for another ill-advised campaign.  Felton was an army officer who had been wounded during one of the duke’s previous expeditions and was said to be aggrieved at having been passed over for promotion.  Such was Buckingham’s unpopularity by the time of his death that Felton was lauded as a national hero.   This was not enough to spare him the gallows, though, and he went to his own death three months later.

 Buckingham was buried in a lavish tomb in Westminster Abbey, which bears a Latin inscription meaning ‘The Enigma of the World’.
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