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18 April
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Frances drew a sharp breath as she lowered her feet through the icy water until they brushed against the smooth pebbles of the riverbed. Her skin looked white, almost translucent, beneath the surface.

A tiny fluttering in her stomach made her sit up straight on the grass. She laid her hands gently over it and waited. There was the movement again, stronger this time. She smiled, then stroked the neat, warm swelling that lay beneath the stiff fabric of her dress. Ellen had been obliged to loosen her stays last week, and though her body was still slender, there was no longer any disguising her growing belly.

The surge of joy she had felt when the child moved dissipated as she recalled the angry words she had exchanged with her brother Edward the night before. He had returned to Longford the previous summer, having at last completed his studies in Cambridge. She guessed that Theo, who was still there, had proved something of a distraction. With just a year separating her two brothers, they had always been close. She could remember many occasions when, as children, they had run off into the woods straight after breakfast, only returning as the light was fading. Her mother had chided them for missing their lessons, and for their dishevelled state, cuts and grazes on their skin, their fine linen shirts spattered with mud.

How different Edward was now. Frances had noticed the change as soon as she had arrived two weeks before. It wasn’t so much physical – though he had certainly grown into a tall, muscular young man – but rather in his manner. There had been something distant in the way he had bent to kiss her, his eyes coolly appraising. As the second son, he had enjoyed a carefree youth, with no expectations of inheritance. But the death of their elder brother, Francis, had changed that. Edward, then aged seventeen, had shared his siblings’ shock and grief, but Frances would always recall seeing excitement in his eyes, even as their father told them the news, his voice cracked with sorrow.

Edward had left for Cambridge soon afterwards, and Frances had seen little of him, or her three other brothers, since. But now it was clear that he revelled in his status as heir to the Longford estate.

Her thoughts were disturbed by a movement at the edge of her vision – her old nurse, Ellen, walking slowly over the bridge. She stopped to rub her back, then plodded on, wincing at the pain in her hip. It had grown a good deal worse since Frances had last seen her almost two years before. Ellen had been standing on the threshold of the castle as Frances’s carriage had made its steady progress along the drive a fortnight ago. Frances had felt the bones of Ellen’s shoulders as her nurse had embraced her. She had tried to hide her dismay at the sight of Ellen’s grey hair and pinched, sagging skin. In those two years, she had become an old woman.

It seemed to Frances as if a lifetime had passed since she had last sat here by the Avon, in the shade of her beloved home. She herself had changed, she knew. How naïve – arrogant, even – she had been when she had first arrived at Whitehall Palace a year after King James’s accession. Despite her mother’s warning, she had made little effort to conceal her skills at healing, as if the herbs could somehow protect her from the evil that pervaded the new king’s court. She had soon learned, to her cost, that they were as nothing against his perverted obsessions or the twisted schemes of his closest adviser.

Cecil.

Frances felt the familiar loathing at the thought of the king’s crook-backed minister. He had been a constant, menacing presence throughout her time at court. Even in the privacy of her lodgings, she had felt his eyes upon her. He had conspired in her arrest for witchcraft, had watched, impervious to her screams, as the torturer had searched her body intimately for the Devil’s Mark. She remembered the elation she had felt upon hearing that Tom and his fellow plotters had succeeded: that Cecil had been blown to the heavens, along with the king and his entire parliament. But the news had proved false. Fawkes had been discovered with the gunpowder just hours before the lords assembled in the ancient hall above.

Frances shook her head as if to dispel the thoughts that she knew would follow. Of Tom, his body racked with pain, being pulled along to his death.

‘Wintour looked as pale as a dead man when he mounted the scaffold,’ she had heard someone say as, a few days later, she had hastened through the public rooms of the palace, desperate to avoid the subject that was on everyone’s lips.

‘Fear makes cowards of us all,’ another had responded. Frances had rounded on them then, all of the grief she had tried to contain spilling out in her fury.

‘Are you well, my lady?’

Ellen’s brow was creased with concern. She was breathing heavily from the exertion of her walk. Frances gave a weak smile of reassurance. ‘Do not trouble yourself, Ellen. I am quite well, thank you.’

Her gaze moved to the basket that the older woman had set down upon the grass. ‘Were you able to find the willow bark, and the hyssop?’ she asked.

Ellen nodded as she sank down next to her. ‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘though I searched in the woods a long time. My eyes are not as sharp as they were, so I had to stoop down on my knees.’ She kneaded them as she spoke.

Frances suppressed her impatience. ‘I am sorry for it, Ellen, but with the herbs you have gathered I will make you a salve to ease your aching limbs.’ She paused. ‘I wish I could have gone myself.’

Ellen clicked her tongue in disapproval. ‘And risk your secret being discovered?’ she demanded, then gave a sigh and reached over to pat Frances’s hand. ‘You know you must have a care, now that your young knave is starting to show himself.’ Her voice was softer now.

‘It might be a girl,’ Frances pointed out.

Ellen shook her head. ‘Not when you carry the child like that, all at the front.’

They sat in companionable silence for a few moments. Frances watched as a hawk circled over the woods, dipping down now and again as it sought its prey. How she longed to be among the ancient oaks, to smell the sweet scent of the primroses, which she knew would be in bloom now. Though she cherished her home, it had felt more like a prison this past week. She chided herself for the thought. Her only solace during the long days and nights that followed Tom’s death had been the prospect of returning to Longford. Now she was here, yet the restlessness and misery still hung over her.

‘The pain of parting will lessen in time,’ Ellen said, as if reading her thoughts. Frances opened her mouth to reply, but the older woman continued: ‘I do not ask you to name him. I respect your parents’ wishes, and would not vex you by pressing the matter – not for the world. Whatever the reason you have returned here unmarried, yet with child, I will not attempt to discover it. I want only to care for you, when the time comes—’ She broke off, her eyes glistening with tears.

Frances swallowed her own. She had wept so much these past weeks that she wondered there could be any tears left. But soon she must go in for dinner, and she was determined to avoid her brother’s scorn by concealing her grief.

‘Thank you, Ellen,’ she said quietly. ‘You have always been like a mother to me, and I have missed you sorely since we were parted at Whitehall.’

‘And I have fretted about you endlessly, my lady,’ the old woman replied, her forehead furrowed with deep lines. ‘The court is a good deal more dangerous since King James took our old queen’s throne. There are many who would rejoice to see him murdered.’

‘Hush, Ellen,’ Frances remonstrated, her voice low. ‘You know it is treason to speak of such things.’

Her old nurse gave an indignant sniff. ‘I hated to think of you in that place, friendless and alone, while plots gathered about the king. When news reached us of the Powder Treason last November, I begged your brother to bring you home. But he would have none of it.’

Frances gave a sardonic smile. ‘I am sure he did not wish to upset the king by taking away his daughter’s favourite attendant,’ she said quietly. ‘Besides, Ellen, I was neither alone nor friendless. The princess was a kind and loving mistress and, though still a child, an excellent companion. There were others, too.’

She fell silent, then took the old woman’s hand and smoothed her thumb over the swollen joints. A little marjoram and a few sprigs of rosemary ground with the willow bark Ellen had gathered would make enough paste to ease the discomfort.

With a sigh, Frances lifted her feet out of the stream and dried them on the grass. ‘I must make shift,’ she said regretfully. ‘The viscount is strict in his hours of dining.’ She could not quite keep the scorn out of her voice as she spoke the title her brother insisted upon using. As the son of the Marchioness of Northampton and heir to Longford Castle, it was his right, she supposed, but to ensure that it was upheld here, in the quiet domesticity of their home, was absurd.

 

Edward was already seated at the head of the table – her father’s chair, she noted – when she entered the dining room. She gave a brief curtsy and waited.

‘Sister,’ he said, gesturing towards a place halfway along the table. Frances walked slowly to the chair and sat down.

A selection of dishes was laid out in front of them. Frances breathed in the aroma of capon with orange sauce, baked venison and fried whiting. Each was presented on the silver plates that their parents reserved for distinguished guests. Frances took a sip of the red wine that had been poured into her glass and recognised the fine Burgundy vintage her father usually reserved for their Christmas feast.

‘The wine is not to your taste?’ Edward asked, noting his sister’s look of disapproval.

She forced a smile. ‘On the contrary, brother. It is excellent – surely one of the best in our father’s cellar.’

Frances saw annoyance in his face as she turned to the dishes in front of her and helped herself to some capon.

‘It is not often that a prodigal daughter returns,’ he replied smoothly. ‘I wish only to extend my hospitality, to make you feel welcome.’

In my own home? Frances bit back the remark and took another sip of wine.

‘I understand that you had Ellen foraging in the woods this afternoon, like some peasant girl,’ her brother said. ‘Really, Frances, you should have more consideration for her age and infirmity. She will not live to see many more summers, so please try not to ruin this one by troubling her with such needless tasks.’

Frances knew he was taunting her, but she was determined not to lose her temper. He would derive too much satisfaction from it. ‘Hardly needless, brother,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Ellen suffers with the pain in her bones. The herbs I asked her to gather will ease it greatly. Besides, I would gladly have gone myself but—’

‘And heap yet more shame upon your family?’ Edward retorted.

Frances saw that his neck had flushed, as it had in his childhood whenever he was angered. She smiled. He might strut like a peacock now he fancied himself lord of the estate, but to her he would always be her foolish little brother.

‘I wonder that you find it so amusing, sister,’ he continued, his voice now dangerously low. ‘You, who have destroyed our parents’ standing with the king, threatened us with ruin – all to satisfy your selfish desires.’

Frances stared at him, colour rising to her cheeks.

‘Now it seems that you would ruin Longford too. I begged our parents to send you well away from here, to a place where our family is unknown, so that you might birth your bastard in secret. They could have paid a local wet nurse to take it away so that you might return to your duties at court. God knows enough ladies did the same in the old queen’s time.’

He took a gulp of wine and Frances noticed that his hand shook as he set down the glass.

‘But they would not hear of it,’ he continued, so loudly that Frances feared the servants would hear. ‘They insisted upon abiding by their precious daughter’s wish that she might bear her bastard here at Longford.’ He drank more wine. ‘This is our father’s doing. You were always his favourite.’

Frances forced herself to take a deep breath. ‘Longford is my home, Edward,’ she said quietly.

His mouth curled into a slow smile. ‘For now, sister,’ he replied. ‘For now.’


Chapter 10

22 February
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Frances tried to concentrate on the intricate pattern that her stitches were slowly bringing to life, but her fingers did not seem to belong to her today and the thread kept snagging on the stiff linen. Her son had been fretful when she had left him that morning, clinging to her skirts as he used to on the rare occasions that she had been obliged to leave him for a few hours when they had lived at Tyringham Hall.

Although George had gone eagerly to the prince’s household on the first day, filled with excitement at the prospect of meeting the king’s son, he had been unusually sullen that evening. Frances had eventually coaxed the reason from him. Charles had not been a kind companion, it seemed, but had seized the opportunity to flaunt the superiority of his years and status over the latest boy to share his lessons. The other young men of his household had been quick to join in the teasing, glad that that their royal master had a new focus for his jests. Their tutor had shown little interest when Frances had questioned him: his sole concern was to ensure that he remained in the good graces of the prince and his father. She would speak to the queen when she next had the opportunity, she resolved, as she jabbed her finger for the third time in as many minutes.

‘Perhaps you would like me to help you, Lady Frances.’ The silken voice broke the silence of the princess’s antechamber. ‘Our mistress praised your skill with the needle, but it seems she was excessively kind, as she is in so many things.’

‘Thank you, Lady Blanche, I can manage.’ Frances did not look up from the fabric as she spoke. ‘My eyes are a little tired today.’ With a sigh, she set the embroidery on her lap and gazed down into the herb garden below. Even on a beautifully clear day such as this, it appeared as dull and neglected as when she had crept unseen to visit it a little over two weeks before. If anything, it looked worse, the bright sunlight illuminating the withered plants and weeds that were enclosed by the overgrown hedges.

‘You show a particular fascination for the Witch’s Garden,’ Blanche observed slyly. ‘I wonder that nobody has pulled up all those dying plants by now and laid out a new lawn in their place. Perhaps the gardeners are afraid they will unleash some dreadful curse if they touch it.’

Frances stared at her companion. ‘The Witch’s Garden?’

Blanche bent her head to her needlework again. ‘Why, yes. Has it not always been called so, Lady Frances?’ she asked guilelessly. ‘Certainly that is how the princess referred to it upon my first entering her service two years ago. I had thought it an old name, but perhaps it dates to more recent times.’

She raised her grey eyes to meet Frances’s, her face a mask of innocence. Frances fought back the urge to slap it. Though she had been in Blanche’s company for only three days, she already harboured an intense dislike for her simpering flattery of the princess, and her barbed asides to anyone she judged to be a rival – Frances in particular. She forced her attention back to her own embroidery.

‘I knew it only as a simple herb garden,’ she replied, as nonchalantly as she could. ‘But, then, many things have changed since I was last here. I must learn to keep pace with them. Life passes more slowly in Buckinghamshire.’

Blanche gave a snort of derision. ‘I wonder it passes at all! You must be so relieved that your husband finally chose to bring you to court.’

‘Sir Thomas is a kind and attentive husband. He would have brought me here long before now, if he had fancied I had any inclination to leave the tranquillity of our estate.’

‘I am surprised you did not. You were all but raised at court, I hear, and your mother was a great favourite of the old queen. Yet you gave it up so abruptly, the princess said, without a thought for those you left behind.’

Frances knew that Blanche was goading her, but refused to show her rising irritation. ‘I was needed at my father’s estate, so had little choice in the matter. But I did think of the princess often – and some other cherished acquaintances to whom I bade farewell,’ she added, almost to herself.

‘Then why did you not visit, or even write?’

The princess’s voice made both women turn in surprise. Frances wondered how long Elizabeth had been standing in the doorway that led into her bedchamber. She and Blanche bobbed a hurried curtsy.

‘Well?’ The princess raised an eyebrow.

Her mistress’s eyes were glinting with anger, her lips pressed tightly together. Frances saw she had underestimated the hurt that her sudden departure had caused. ‘Forgive me, Your Highness,’ she said. ‘I thought you would forget me all the sooner if I did not pester you with letters and visits, that you would soon find another to take my place.’

She glanced at Blanche, who was clearly enjoying her discomfiture.

‘Perhaps your own affections are so lightly bestowed, Lady Frances, but mine are more enduring,’ Elizabeth said.

Her eyes seemed to shine with something other than anger now, and Frances felt remorse that she had caused the girl such pain. Her desertion, so soon after the executions of Elizabeth’s treacherous companions, must have dealt the princess a devastating blow. ‘I am truly sorry to have grieved you, Your Grace. I hope I may make amends, now that I am in your service once more,’ Frances replied.

‘Oh, it matters little to me any more,’ the princess responded. ‘You were right – there were others to take your place.’ She walked over to Blanche and took her hand. ‘And my brother is even dearer to me now than he was when you last saw him. He has been my teacher, as well as my companion, and has brought me to the joy and comfort of the true faith. My only regret about taking a husband is that it will mean leaving him behind. But, as Henry has told me, through this sacrifice I will bring our father’s subjects to salvation.’

‘Indeed you will, Your Grace. And I shall rejoice therein,’ Blanche declared.

‘Well, now, we must make haste. My brother cannot abide lateness.’

Blanche went to fetch her mistress’s cloak. Clearly she knew about whatever excursion the princess planned. Frances stood, uncertain whether or not she was to accompany them.

‘Come, Frances! Did you not hear me?’

She decided not to ask where they were going, but busied herself with smoothing down her mistress’s cloak before putting on her own.

 

The sun shone brightly and there was not a breath of wind as they waited at the landing stage, but the air was colder by the river and Frances could see her young mistress shivering beneath the folds of her gown and cloak. The bells of a church on the opposite shore began to toll the hour. Ten o’clock.

The three women turned at the sound of brisk footsteps and Frances recognised the prince approaching, flanked by two companions. Henry had grown a good deal taller than when she had last seen him, though he was just as thin. His hair was darker, which made his complexion seem paler than before, and he had the same air of fragility that she remembered.

‘Good day to you, sister,’ he said, as Elizabeth dipped a curtsy. His eyes soon moved to her companion. ‘Lady Blanche,’ he said, in a softer tone. Frances saw that the young woman’s face was flushed with pleasure.

‘And you, Lady FrancesTyringham, as I believe we must call you now. I had heard you were back at court.’ He eyed her coldly.

His opinion of her had clearly not improved since their first meeting all those years ago, Frances reflected. She had been careful never to cross him, but suspected that her closeness to the princess had been the source of his antipathy. He had always guarded his sister’s affections jealously. Well, that jealousy was needless now.

‘Your Highness.’

As Frances rose from her obeisance she looked at the young gentlemen on either side of him. They were both a little older than the prince, but the one on the left was a good deal shorter. Even though she had not met them before, there was something familiar about both.

‘May I introduce Sir John Harington?’ the prince announced.

Frances started at the name.

‘Of Coombe Abbey,’ Henry added, with a small smile.

The young man bowed elegantly, then regarded her coolly with his pale blue eyes. He bore little resemblance to his father, except in his small stature. A delicate jewel hung from one ear, and he wore the same elaborate style of ruff as the prince.

‘Delighted to make your acquaintance, Lady Frances. I believe you know my father?’ His voice was as delicate as his appearance.

Frances inclined her head, taking care to keep her expression neutral as she thought of the turbulent time that she and the princess had spent as guests of old Sir John. Although Elizabeth had been sent to Coombe ostensibly for her education, it lay close to the plotters’ estates, and Frances had promised Tom that she would keep her mistress safe there until such time as she could be crowned queen. But that time had never come. When Tom had finally arrived at the abbey, it had been with the news that Fawkes had been discovered with the gunpowder just hours before Parliament would assemble.

‘Sir John was a generous host to the princess and myself,’ she said now, aware that his son was watching her closely. ‘I trust he is well?’

‘I thank you, yes. Though his generosity cost him dear. The estate is now ruined and he is yet to receive any recompense.’

He cast a sorrowful gaze at the prince, who bristled at his words. ‘I have petitioned my father daily, but still he does not honour the debt.’ Henry’s voice rose with the petulance that Frances remembered. ‘It is dishonourable to treat a loyal subject thus.’

Frances was surprised that he should criticise the king so openly, though she knew there had been little love lost between them.

The taller gentleman gave a small cough. He seemed uncomfortable with the turn of conversation. He must be twenty years old, Frances judged, and in both appearance and manner was the opposite of the prince’s other friend. His large brown eyes and grave expression suggested wisdom and maturity, and though his dress was as fine as his companion’s, his clothes were of a more sombre hue.

Henry scowled at him briefly, then resumed his pompous air. ‘And this is Viscount Cranborne.’ A pause. ‘William Cecil.’

As Frances stared at the young man, it was as if his father’s eyes were gazing back at her. How could she not have recognised him at once? His height had deceived her – he must be almost two feet taller than the elder Cecil. His hair was much darker too. But he had the same narrow face, the same neatly clipped moustache and beard. He seemed to be appraising her just as carefully. Did he know?

She was so lost in thought that she almost forgot to curtsy, and was grateful when Prince Henry declared that they must be on their way. He stepped into the magnificent gilded barge, ignoring the page, who stood dutifully by, waiting to assist, and held out his hand for the princess. Their attendants followed, Frances last of all.

Only as the oarsmen began to row the barge away from the landing stage did Frances remember that she had no idea where they were going. She was still reeling from the shock of meeting the prince’s companions, who seemed to her as shadows of the future.

They were heading eastwards, and though the river was as crowded as usual, their progress was rapid, thanks to the barge, which was superior in size and manpower to the other vessels that bobbed in its wake. Frances was hardly aware of the lively chatter between the prince and princess, which their other attendants occasionally joined in – Sir John more than most. She kept her eyes fixed upon the horizon as she struggled to calm her racing thoughts. When the domes of the Tower came into view, she instinctively turned away, but was aghast when Prince Henry called, ‘We are almost there – see how bright the walls of the keep are today. They must have been newly whitewashed.’

The oarsmen seemed to pick up their pace, and Frances watched with mounting horror as they drew closer to the high stone walls of the fortress. She could see the characteristic scarlet uniforms of the yeomen who were standing by the steps of St Thomas’s Tower, waiting to greet them. As they passed under the water gate, she shuddered. She clutched the side of the barge, assailed by a recollection of the last time she had been brought there, on Cecil’s orders, as a suspected witch. Terror gripped her now as it had when the king’s yeomen had dragged her from the barge, their rough fingers bruising her flesh. She clamped her eyes shut but now the blade was before her, glinting in the light of the fire as her blood dripped from it.

‘Are you well, my lady?’

The quiet voice was close to her ear. She opened her eyes to see William Cecil looking at her with concern.

‘Yes – thank you.’

She cast a glance at the princess, hoping she hadn’t noticed her distress. But Elizabeth was laughing at some remark of Sir John’s. Frances’s misery increased as they mounted the steps, which were as slippery as ice.

Once inside the Tower, the prince led the way, surrounded on all sides by yeomen, and walked briskly in the direction of the western entrance. As they drew near the huge, squat tower in front of the drawbridge, a loud roar rang out along the passageway. The princess grasped Frances’s arm in fright, but quickly released it when her brother laughed at her. Despite her own fear, Frances could not help but feel gratified that it was to her, not Blanche, that Elizabeth had turned for reassurance.

‘King James heralds our arrival!’ Henry called over his shoulder. Sir John let out a peal of laughter, but William Cecil continued to stare straight ahead, grave-faced.

As they passed under the gatehouse, they were plunged into darkness – or so it seemed after the dazzling sunlight that their eyes had grown accustomed to. Frances stumbled on one of the cobbles and almost fell, but a strong hand pulled her backwards and she regained her balance. ‘Thank you, Lord Cranborne.’

He did not reply, but stayed close to her side as they made their way into a semi-circular courtyard. Five large archways were cut into the thick stone, each one closed off by a portcullis. The yeomen led them over to the one in the centre, and Prince Henry pressed his face against the heavy iron bars. The rest of the party gathered around him, trying to make out any shapes in the darkness.

All of a sudden, an enormous beast leaped from the shadows, its huge paws clawing at the bars and its razor-sharp teeth glinting white as they caught the sun. The prince gave a terrified yelp and jumped backwards. His sister screamed, and a commotion ensued as the yeomen rushed to their assistance. A deafening roar rang out across the courtyard, bringing everything to a standstill. Frances watched as the lion flung its weight against the bars again, causing them to rattle loudly in their stone casing. She feared that it would give way at any moment and made to grab the princess’s arm so that she could lead her to safety.

‘All is well, Your Highness,’ a calm voice called.

They turned to see a man of middling years strolling towards them. A leather apron was strung about his waist and he carried a large stick in his right hand. He gave a stiff bow as he drew level with the prince. ‘Jim is a bit fretful just now, Your Grace. He wants his breakfast, that’s all. I like to keep him hungry before a fight.’

Henry straightened and gave an unconvincing bark of laughter. ‘Do not concern yourself, Master Keeper. I merely wanted to surprise my companions. I knew we were in no danger.’

He almost shouted the words, but Frances caught the tremor in his voice and his forehead glistened with sweat.

‘Now, if you will kindly show us to the gallery, we will not keep the king from his breakfast any longer.’

The keeper bowed again, then led them back into the gatehouse and up a flight of spiral stairs to a small chamber on the first floor. A row of seats had been arranged in front of the window overlooking the courtyard. Frances sat down with the others. The prince leaned forward eagerly in his seat. His sister did the same, though Frances noticed the fear in her eyes.

A loud creaking sound echoed around the courtyard and everyone watched as the central portcullis was slowly raised. A moment later, the lion leaped forward and began to pace the length of the courtyard, its head bowed as if ready to pounce. It stopped at the distant sound of barking. They all listened as it grew steadily louder, almost drowning the noise of another portcullis being raised. Frances watched in horror as five mastiffs tore out from underneath it. In an instant, they had surrounded the lion and stood growling, teeth bared and drooling. For a second, the lion stood stock still, panting in anticipation. Then it gave a loud roar and lunged at one of the dogs, its teeth sinking deep into its neck. The hound yelped, and the other four leaped upon the lion, tearing at its mane, its flank, its legs, their teeth sharp as blades. Soon, the cobbles beneath them were dripping with blood and flesh.

Unable to bear the sight of the massacre that was unfolding beneath them, Frances diverted her gaze to the prince: his eyes were alight with excitement as he cheered and shouted encouragement. On his right Elizabeth’s face was ghostly pale as she watched the grisly spectacle, her chest rising and falling quickly – too quickly, Frances knew.

A high-pitched howl reverberated across the courtyard, followed by the sickening sound of tearing flesh. Without thinking, Frances turned back to the window and saw the severed leg of a mastiff hurled from the lion’s mouth. The beast had the dying hound pinned beneath its paws and as it lowered its head to deliver the killer blow, the other dogs skulked away, whining, their fur matted with blood. They clustered around the archway through which they had been released, but Frances knew with a sickening certainty that the portcullis would not be raised again.

A movement to her left caught her eye, and she turned just in time to see the princess fall to the floor. Blanche screamed in horror and the prince looked in dismay at his sister, who was lying motionless before him. Frances pushed past them and knelt by her mistress. Gently cradling her head in her hands, she leaned forward and pressed her head to the girl’s chest. At first, she felt nothing, and her heart contracted with fear. After an agonising few moments, during which she was conscious that all eyes were upon her, she thought she detected a faint fluttering beneath the princess’s ribcage. Slowly, she lifted her up to sitting. Her head lolled forward, prompting another squeal from Blanche, but Frances could see a faint rosy hue begin to creep across her neck and face.

Reaching into her pocket, Frances pulled out the phial of rosemary oil she always carried with her to ward off the stench of the river and raised it to Elizabeth’s face. After a pause, the girl wrinkled her nose and slowly opened her eyes. She blinked a few times and looked about her in confusion.

‘Fran?’ she said, in a small, querulous voice, reaching out to squeeze her attendant’s hand.

‘Do not worry, Your Grace. You fainted, but are quite well now,’ Frances murmured. Relief that the princess was recovered mingled with a rush of joy that the girl’s former affection towards her had returned. Even if it proved fleeting, it gave Frances cause to hope.

‘Thank you, Lady Frances. I will attend to my sister now,’ the prince interrupted, in his shrill voice. He bent and pulled Elizabeth to her feet. She wobbled and Frances put out a hand to steady her, but Henry pushed it away impatiently. As soon as the princess appeared more stable, he led her slowly out of the room, his arm clasped firmly around her waist. When they reached the doorway, Elizabeth turned and looked back at Frances. She stared for a moment, as if remembering another time. Then, slowly, her lips lifted into the faintest of smiles.


Chapter 11

22 February
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‘Your Highnesses must forgive me. I had not expected you to pay me this honour.’

They all turned to see a small, wiry man standing in the doorway. His features were obscured by the light that streamed from the window next to him, but Frances noticed that his legs were slightly bowed. As he stepped forward, she saw that he had a thin face and a long white beard. His doublet was trimmed with fur and on his head he wore a small velvet cap.

‘Sir William,’ Prince Henry addressed the old man as he stooped to bow. ‘My sister fell faint at the lion-baiting and I wanted to ensure that she was fully recovered before returning to Whitehall.’

The old man looked across at the princess and made another obeisance. ‘Your Grace does not share your father’s taste for the sport, then,’ he said, with a small smile.

Frances sensed Elizabeth bristle. ‘I was a little tired, that is all. I am quite well now,’ she said briskly. ‘We really need not have troubled you, Sir William.’

‘Oh, it is no trouble, Your Grace. Most of my guests are a good deal less welcome.’

His eyes darted up to Frances. ‘I do not believe I have had the pleasure, Lady . . .?’

‘Frances Tyringham.’ She hoped he would soon move on to her companions.

But his small black eyes continued to appraise her. ‘Sir William Wade, my lady,’ he said. ‘His Majesty’s lieutenant of the Tower.’

Frances knew the name immediately and her blood ran cold. It had been he who had interrogated Tom and the other plotters. She had heard it said that he had personally superintended the torture of Fawkes, looking on as his limbs were wrenched from their sockets. Evidently the king had rewarded him for his trouble by making him lieutenant. Not trusting herself to speak, she lowered her gaze to the floor.

‘Tyringham?’ His voice again. ‘I trust your husband is keeping the king’s buckhounds in good order.’

‘You have an excellent memory, for one of your years,’ the princess said.

‘Your Grace is most kind,’ Sir William replied, ignoring the insult. ‘I never forget a name – or a face, for that matter. That is how I was able to bring the Powder Treason to light.’

So it was he who had uncovered the plot. Frances’s thoughts ran back to those desperate days at Coombe Abbey. When Sir John Harington had told her and the princess that a great treason had been discovered, she had assumed Cecil had informed on them. Certainly, he had known of it for some time, thanks to the spy he had placed in their midst. But perhaps Sir William had found out by other means.

‘And our father was most grateful, Sir William,’ Henry put in, with a hint of impatience. ‘Now, as my sister seems to have recovered, we will not keep you any longer.’

‘Permit me to show you something before you depart, Your Grace,’ the old man said. ‘As you may know, I have been making improvements to these lodgings since I took residence. The room in which we are standing used to be twice as tall, but I have added an extra chamber above, which I use for – well, you will see, if you accompany me now.’

He gestured towards the door. The prince sighed, then walked briskly out of the room. The rest of the company filed out behind him, Frances last of all, and mounted the handsome oak staircase that led to the upper chamber. She could hear the lieutenant turn the key in the lock, then the door creak on its hinges as it was slowly opened.

The room was in darkness and Frances stood blinking on the threshold. She could just make out Sir William’s stooped frame as he walked slowly to the furthest window. A shard of light illuminated the wall next to her as he pulled open one of the shutters. She drew a sharp breath. The plasterwork had been entirely covered with a huge painting depicting what Frances first thought was a scene from Hell. But as she peered at the figures writhing in torment, she realised that this was a depiction of earthly torture. Fighting the instinct to look away, her eyes alighted upon the figure of a man, his hand pinned to a table by his captor while another gripped one of his fingernails with a pair of iron pincers. Blood was spurting from two of his other fingers – the nails had already been wrenched off. Frances swallowed the sickness that was rising in her throat as she gazed at another scene, of a prisoner lying on the rack, his face contorted in agony as the ropes were tightened on his wrists and ankles. She reached out to grip the back of one of the chairs that were positioned around the long table in the centre of the room.

Sir William crossed to the other window and opened the shutters, casting light across the opposite wall. A large sculpted plaque dominated it. Intricately carved from marble, it resembled an elaborate funerary monument and was covered with inscriptions. As she looked more closely, Frances could see that most were in Latin, but in the lower left corner one was in Hebrew.

‘ “He discovereth deep things out of darkness, and bringeth out to light the shadow of death,” ’ Sir William quoted, following her gaze.

Frances stared. She had read that same passage in her prayer book as she had waited to see Tom taken to his death. As she looked above the inscription, her stomach lurched.

Thomas Wintour.

His name was at the top of the list of those described as ‘conspirators of everlasting infamy’. It was almost as if he was in the room with her. With mounting horror, her eyes scanned the rest of the monument.

The atrocious conspiracy to blow up with gunpowder Our Most Merciful King . . . prompted by the mad lust of quenching the true and Christian faith . . .

On the right were the names of all the ‘most illustrious men’ who had brought the ‘wolves’ to justice. Scanning the list, Frances saw that of her uncle, the Earl of Northampton. His coat of arms was above, along with those of the king’s other privy councillors.

‘It is a fine monument, Sir William,’ the prince said, his voice flat with boredom.

‘I am pleased you think so, Your Grace,’ Sir William replied eagerly. ‘I laid out a considerable sum on it. But the expense was justified, for its purpose is more than merely decorative. I wish it to serve as a warning to other traitorous wretches who are brought here for interrogation. Through this they learn that the king’s justice can never be evaded, that God will wreak his vengeance upon any who oppose him.’

Anger flared as Frances stared at the old man, his mouth curled into a self-satisfied smile. ‘Surely the paintings are enough,’ she remarked, gesturing to the opposite wall. ‘You could have preserved your wages for wood to burn in winter or food for your table.’

Sir William turned to look at her. ‘Ah, but such things are soon consumed, Lady Frances, whereas this monument will endure long after our bones have been laid in the earth.’

‘Well, I think it an ugly thing!’ declared the princess, breaking the silence that followed. ‘And that is hardly a true likeness of my father,’ she added, pointing to the painted wooden bust next to it.

Frances was gratified to see Sir William’s jaw twitch.

‘Fortunately Your Grace will not have to look upon either again,’ he said tightly, ‘since this room is intended for prisoners rather than honoured guests.’

Elizabeth took her brother’s arm, a signal that she wished to leave.

‘Thank you, Sir William,’ the prince said firmly. ‘We cannot tarry any longer.’

The lieutenant inclined his head and led them slowly from the room. Frances kept her eyes fixed upon the princess’s skirts as she followed. She certainly hoped never to see that place again.

As they reached the bottom of the stairs, Prince Henry turned and addressed their host. ‘I have a mind to visit Sir Walter before we leave. I trust he is at leisure to receive us?’

Frances saw the old man’s eyes widen briefly in panic before he recovered himself. ‘I usually require the king’s permission for such a visit, Your Grace—’

‘I hardly think you would refuse me, his eldest son and heir, Sir William,’ the prince interrupted.

The lieutenant gave a stiff bow. ‘Of course, Your Grace. I shall accompany you.’

‘There is no need – we have troubled you long enough.’ Henry’s tone made clear he would brook no opposition. ‘I will be sure to tell my father that the Tower is in excellent safe-keeping. Good day.’

He walked briskly away before Sir William could reply, the rest of the party following.

‘Pompous old fool,’ Frances heard Henry mutter under his breath as he strode purposefully in the direction of the Bloody Tower.

 

The apartments in which Sir Walter Raleigh was lodged were so well appointed that Frances wondered if they were a prison at all. At the foot of the steps that led up to them a small, fragrant garden was filled with brightly coloured flowers and plants of such variety that she did not recognise them all. Perhaps some had been brought back from his many voyages overseas, she mused. She longed to study them more closely, but knew better than to do so in such company.

The door to the lodgings was opened not by a guard but by a servant wearing Sir Walter’s livery. He bowed low to the prince and his sister, then led them into a brightly lit chamber, the walls of which were adorned with tapestries and paintings. A beautifully carved oak writing desk was in the centre of the room, and either side of a large window recess were two matching oak dressers.

‘This is an unexpected pleasure, Your Highnesses,’ drawled a well-dressed man as he strolled from an adjoining room and made an elaborate bow, then bent to kiss the princess’s hand. Frances noticed her cheeks turn pink.

As he faced the rest of the company, Frances saw that Sir Walter was handsome still, though his hair was flecked with white and his figure was more thickset than she remembered. His beard was trimmed to a point, and a large pearl dangled from his left ear. Though he looked at her with the same smiling eyes that had so beguiled the late queen, Frances doubted that he had any recollection of her. After all, she had been little more than a child when he had last seen her.

‘How are you faring, Sir Walter?’ asked the prince, frowning a concern that Frances had not seen in him before. ‘I trust you have everything you need for your ease?’

Sir Walter inclined his head. ‘Thanks to Your Grace, I live in greater comfort here than I would at court.’

‘Yet still you are a prisoner,’ Henry protested. ‘Daily, I have petitioned the king for your release. Only my father would cage such a bird,’ he muttered resentfully.

‘I am sure the king will pardon me, in time. His predecessor did so for a far more heinous crime.’ He grinned at the reference to his clandestine marriage to Bess Throckmorton, a lady of the late queen’s bedchamber.

‘But for now I must rest at Sir William’s pleasure. I am glad to provide a daily reminder of his assiduity in bringing treacherous subjects to light,’ he added cheerfully.

‘We have just endured an audience with that self-righteous ass,’ the prince remarked scornfully. ‘He wanted to show us that hideous monument to the discovery of the Powder Treason.’

‘I wonder that he has not yet commissioned one to mark the plot in which I was thought to be involved,’ Sir Walter replied. ‘It is nigh seven years ago now – ample time for the stonemasons to fashion something suitable.’ He glanced across at the princess and her companions. ‘But I must not talk of such things now. Tell me, how fares the king’s oath? I trust all of his subjects have proven their loyalty by taking it – or else choosing to be silenced for ever?’ Though his smile did not falter, his eyes darkened.

‘Of course,’ Henry replied nonchalantly. ‘The papists are dwindling by the day. Blind though they are, even they recognise that only the true faith can prevail.’

‘Indeed?’ Sir Walter asked lightly. ‘Though their numbers may be dwindling outside these walls, it is a different matter within. There is hardly room enough to accommodate them all. I wonder that I have not been asked to share my lodgings.’

The prince laughed.

‘I assure you I am not in jest, Your Grace,’ Raleigh said. ‘Our ranks are swelled by fresh Catholics every day, and still there are those lingering here from the days of the Powder Treason.’

He shot a look at Frances. Did he know she had been involved? She shook the thought from her mind. The visit to Sir William’s chambers had unnerved her. That was all.

‘I must think you insincere, Sir Walter,’ chided the princess, with an arch smile. ‘You said we should speak of other matters, yet still you bring the conversation back to papists and plots.’

Raleigh put his hand to his heart and bowed low. ‘Forgive me, Your Grace. Being cooped up here has evidently dulled my senses. I would have you and your ladies visit me often, so I will divert you with livelier conversation. My wife tells me that Mr Jonson’s new masque was lately performed at Whitehall.’

Elizabeth brightened at once and proceeded to describe every detail of the lavish spectacle. Sir Walter pulled up a chair next to her and appeared just as rapt as he had when the late queen had regaled him with tales of the court upon his return from his adventures. Frances judged from the princess’s animated expression that he had not lost the ability to make a woman feel as if she was the sole object of his devotion.

As her mistress rattled on, Frances gazed distractedly out of the window. To the right rose the imposing edifice of the White Tower. The sun had sunk behind it now, casting a long shadow across the royal apartments below. Now abandoned as a residence for the king and more often used to house high-ranking prisoners, they were in a sorry state of repair.

‘I fear the time has come for us to return to the palace, Sir Walter,’ Prince Henry said regretfully, when his sister had at last finished her description of the masque.

The prisoner stood and held out his hand for the princess. She placed hers delicately upon it and blushed again as he bent to kiss it. ‘I pray that you will soon honour me with another visit,’ he murmured. ‘The hours will pass very slowly until you do.’

‘I will think on it, Sir Walter,’ Elizabeth replied, with a coy smile.

‘Perhaps I can entice you with the prospect of a little surprise,’ Raleigh replied. ‘I would detain your attendant here for a moment, so that she can assist me in bringing it to pass.’ He gestured towards Frances, who was bewildered. The princess narrowed her eyes as she stared at him, as if considering whether he was in earnest. ‘I beg you to indulge me, Your Grace,’ Sir Walter added. ‘I know that you will soon be spirited away by some foreign prince, so I am eager to ensure that you will return to see me as soon as possible.’

Frances saw that his flattery had hit its mark. ‘Very well, Sir Walter,’ Elizabeth replied, her eyes sparkling with pleasure. ‘But you must not keep Frances long or we will miss the tide.’

Before Frances could protest, her mistress had swept from the room, closely followed by her brother and their attendants. Sir Walter crossed to where Frances was standing and waited until the footsteps had echoed into silence.

‘How easily the young can be won with flattery,’ he said, with a sardonic smile. ‘The prince even more so than his sister.’

‘You and he are not so friendly as it seems, then?’

Sir Walter’s eyes glittered. ‘If you were to ask him the same question, he would have you whipped. But for myself, I will tell you that the admiration is on his side only. I think him a preening fool – more so even than his father, who placed me here.’ His expression darkened as he held her gaze. ‘But we have little time, Lady Frances, so I will not waste it on trivialities,’ he said, in a low voice, pulling her closer. ‘I am told that you are a friend to our cause and have agreed to use your influence with the princess to further the Spanish match.’

Frances dared not speak, but inclined her head slightly.

‘I will assist you in any way I can,’ he continued earnestly. ‘Her pretty young head is easily turned, and between us we might fill it with the right thoughts.’

‘The princess knows her own mind well enough, Sir Walter,’ Frances said, bristling. ‘It will not be as simple as you imagine.’

‘You may be right, Lady Frances, but we must not fail in our endeavours. There are many in this place who stand ready to act, when the time is ripe.’

‘I will do my utmost to bring the marriage to pass,’ Frances whispered.

‘First, you must dissuade her from a suitor whom I have heard is making his way to England. The King of Sweden is an even stauncher Protestant than the heretic who sits on our throne and has sent his son to court the princess.’

Sweden. Frances had been raised to love her mother’s native land. Was she now to betray it?

‘Prince Gustavus is close in age to Elizabeth, but has already proved his worth on the battlefield. You must make sure that she is not won over by such bravado. They say that in appearance he is ill-favoured.’

Frances nodded. ‘That is to our advantage, at least. But it will be no easy task to dissuade the princess from the match, if her brother approves of it – as he surely must, given the Swedish prince’s faith.’

Raleigh gave a wolfish grin. ‘A woman can always be persuaded to follow her heart, Lady Frances.’

She stared back at him, unsmiling. Clearly he had chosen to forget that the old queen had steadfastly resisted his charms, sacrificing her personal happiness in the interests of her kingdom. But it would not serve to remind him of that now. ‘For the love of our faith, I will do as you ask,’ she said quietly.

Sir Walter smiled and clasped her hands in his. ‘You are a true subject, Lady Frances – even if the king would brand you a whore of Satan.’ He paused. ‘But the princess’s marriage is not the only one that concerns you. There are plans for a much greater one besides.’

Frances wrenched her hands away and stared at him, aghast. ‘I pledged no more than this and would not place those I love in any greater danger than I have already.’

Sir Walter lowered his face so that it was almost touching hers. She could feel his breath hot against her mouth. ‘You have no choice,’ he whispered, eyes glinting. ‘If you make a pact with Satan, then he marks you for ever as his own. You are the devil’s slave, Lady Frances.’


Chapter 12

1 March
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Frances tried to focus upon the intricate plasterwork on the ceiling as she waited for the privy councillors to appear. The criss-cross pattern had seemed random at first, but as she looked more closely, she realised that it comprised a series of interconnecting stars – a reference to the purpose for which this room was used. She had never been to Star Chamber before, but she knew that it lay directly beneath Westminster Hall, which still held terrible memories of Tom’s trial. Looking down at the flagstones now, she wondered if the gunpowder had been hidden underneath this very spot.

The door to the left of the ornate fireplace at the far end of the room opened. Frances rose to her feet and waited, head bowed, as the lords filed in and took their places along the low bench, which was covered with a cloth of azure blue embroidered with tiny gold stars.

‘Lady Frances – please.’

She raised her head to see Cecil pointing towards a spot just in front of the assembled councillors. She walked slowly over and bobbed a curtsy. Her eyes flicked across the group. She recognised the aged Charles Howard, Earl of Nottingham and Lord High Admiral, who had served the old queen so loyally. On his left was the king’s chamberlain, the Earl of Suffolk, and next to him the dashing Edward Somerset, Earl of Worcester and Master of the Horse.

A loud cough drew Frances’s attention to the opposite side of the bench where, staring back at her with eyes as cold as ice, her uncle, the Earl of Northampton, sat. It had been almost four years since their last, bitter exchange. He had berated her for giving up the position in the princess’s household that he had gone to so much trouble to arrange. How much greater his fury would have been if he had known the true reason for her departure from court. Looking at him now, she saw that his face was ruddier than before, his hair more white than brown, and there were several folds of flesh beneath his chin. Clearly, he had been enjoying the fruits of his various offices. As well as being a member of His Majesty’s Privy Council, he was also keeper of the Privy Seal and warden of the Cinque Ports. Frances wondered how much time he spent on the latter. Lucrative though it no doubt was, she could not imagine that the Kent coast held the same appeal as Whitehall.

‘For the sake of those present, please state your name.’

She turned to Sir Thomas Fleming, the Lord Chief Justice, who was dressed in the scarlet robes of his office.

‘Lady Frances Tyringham, my lord.’

‘You are brought before us to swear the oath of allegiance to our dread sovereign lord, King James,’ he continued, ‘as all true and faithful subjects are required to do, in the sight of His Majesty’s council and before God.’

Frances tried to swallow but her mouth felt suddenly dry. She stared straight ahead, her lips pressed tightly together as if they might prevent her from uttering the words that she knew would deny everything she held dear.

‘Do you solemnly swear that the pope has no power to depose the king, or to authorise any foreign prince to invade him, or to give licence to any to bear arms or raise tumults . . .’

Frances clasped her hand more tightly over the small amber bead that she had carefully prised from the rosary early that morning, before George was awake.

‘Do you further swear from your heart that you abhor and detest as impious and heretical this damnable belief that princes which be excommunicated by the pope may be deposed or murdered by their subjects, and that the pope has no power to absolve you from this oath?’

His words echoed into silence. Frances continued to stare at the carved marble overmantel above the fireplace.

‘Lady Frances?’

Cecil’s voice this time. His eyes glinted as he looked back at her, clearly relishing her discomfort.

Who would have thought that we would meet in such a place?

The words he had spoken to her in the Tower came back to her suddenly. Though she willed herself not to think of what had followed, images of Cecil’s grim smile as the witch-pricker did his work flitted before her. Even when her shift had been ripped from her body, his gaze had never faltered, or when the knife had begun to probe her flesh.

Frances felt herself begin to sway and forced her focus onto a small indentation on one of the flagstones below. When at last her breathing grew steadier, she saw that several of the council members had begun to fidget in their seats. At the far end, her uncle was glaring at her, his face now puce with suppressed fury. She had no idea how long they had been waiting for her to respond.

She tried to swallow again. An image of Tom filled her mind now as she opened her mouth to speak. He was holding out his hand to her and smiling. She took another breath.

‘I swear.’

The words came out as a whisper.

‘Speak up, my lady!’ bellowed the Lord Chief Justice.

Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it.

The words of the proverb came to her suddenly, like a balm to her tormented soul. These men might direct her words, but her heart was her own to command.

‘I swear,’ she repeated, so loudly that the words echoed around the chamber. Her uncle’s shoulders sagged with relief, and the smile faded from Cecil’s lips.

Sir Thomas Fleming rose to his feet and rapped his staff upon the floor three times. ‘Then I declare before His Majesty’s Privy Council that you are a true and faithful subject, and that you shall be bound by this oath until you depart this earthly life.’

Frances bowed her head, as if in humble submission. She kept her eyes lowered as she listened to the scraping of chairs, followed by the shuffling of footsteps as the lords left the chamber. When at last the door had closed behind them, she raised her eyes to the ceiling.

‘God forgive me,’ she whispered, then sank down onto the bench, suddenly exhausted. The distant chiming of a bell sounded across the empty chamber. Frances counted. Eleven o’clock. She must return to the princess.

Slowly, she raised herself. Her limbs felt heavy and there was a dull throb at her temples that would grow worse as the day went on. Only sleep would clear her head and restore her strength, but there was little prospect of that until after her mistress had retired. Turning, she walked towards the door through which she had entered and began to make her way through the long network of corridors and courtyards that led back to the privy apartments.

As she passed her own lodgings, she had to fight the urge to enter and take her rest. Instead, she walked on towards the stairs that led up to her mistress’s chambers. Just as she drew level with the last door, it was flung open and a man rushed out, colliding with her. She almost fell, but he grabbed her waist and pulled her to her feet.

‘Forgive me, I—’ He faltered as they stared at each other.

‘Thomas!’
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As with The King’s Witch, the first book in my trilogy about the Gunpowder Plot and its aftermath, I have stayed as close as possible to the known history when crafting the narrative and characters. Details relating to my heroine, Frances Gorges, are scarce, but we know that she did marry Thomas Tyringham, Master of the Buckhounds to James I. His original home, Tyringham Hall in Buckinghamshire, no longer exists and the beautiful Palladian-style house that now stands in its place was designed by Sir John Soane in 1792.

Frances’s parents, Sir Thomas Gorges and Helena (née Snakenborg), Marchioness of Northampton, did not win favour with the first Stuart king. Possibly this was thanks to Sir Thomas having played a part in the arrest of James’s mother Mary, Queen of Scots, after the Babington Conspiracy in 1586. James did not keep him in office as Gentleman of the Privy Chamber, and, despite being one of the highest-ranking ladies in the kingdom, Helena was not appointed a member of Queen Anne’s entourage. Instead, the couple were assigned the keepership of Richmond Palace and rarely attended court. Helena did, though, help to broker the proposed marriage between Princess Elizabeth and Prince Gustavus of Sweden. 

Edward Gorges was the second-born of Frances’s five brothers and became heir to their parents’ estate upon the death of the eldest son, Francis, in 1599. He was created Baron Longford in November 1611 – one of numerous others to be thus ennobled around this time. The sale of baronetcies was a deliberate ploy by Robert Cecil to generate funds for the crown, as well as to buy the loyalty of well-affected Catholics. The first round of creations between May and November 1611 saw eighty-eight baronets purchasing this new hereditary rank, twenty-six of whom came from recusant backgrounds. At the centre of the cohort was an interlinked network of families that had been implicated in the Gunpowder Plot.

The turbulent years following the discovery of the Plot in 1605 provided a rich seam of inspiration for the novel. The king’s persecution of Catholics intensified and the 1606 Oath of Allegiance (or Obedience) required all his subjects by law to affirm their loyalty to him. Although the English Catholics were driven even further underground, their networks remained strong, and rumours of plots to depose James and replace him with a sovereign of the ‘true faith’ remained rife. Anne Vaux was typical of those who refused to be cowed by the persecutions. She was arrested in March 1606 on suspicion of involvement with the Gunpowder Plot, but was released a few months later. Her experience did not deter her from practising the Catholic faith, however, and she was convicted of recusancy almost twenty years later.

Although there is little evidence to suggest that Arbella Stuart was a Catholic, she did become a figurehead for those who were opposed to James’s rule. Her clandestine marriage to William Seymour, who was sixth in line to the throne, in June 1610 led to their arrest and imprisonment. What happened next reads like fiction: Arbella escaped dressed as a man and made for the Channel, where she hoped to intercept her husband, who had succeeded in breaking out of the Tower. She was overtaken by the king’s men and brought back to London, but Seymour managed to reach safety at Ostend.

As well as threats to James’s throne, the years following 1605 were dominated by the question of whom his daughter Elizabeth would marry. All of the suitors I mention in the narrative were considered, but there were others: Frederic Ulric, Duke of Brunswick-Wolftenbuttel, Prince Maurice of Nassau, Lord Howard of Walden and Otto, Prince of Hesse. Queen Anne did object to the idea of her daughter marrying Prince Gustavus on the grounds that Sweden was then at war with her native Denmark. Despite his unwavering commitment to the Protestant faith, King James did give serious consideration to the suit of Victor Amadeus, Prince of Piedmont and nephew of the King of Spain.

The king’s obsession with witches showed little sign of abating during the period covered by this novel. The most notorious witchcraft trial – that of the Pendle Witches – took place in 1612 and resulted in the execution of eight women and two men. Meanwhile, another, less well-known case was unfolding at the Earl of Rutland’s estate at Belvoir. I hinted at this in the narrative and will bring it to life in the third novel.

Queen Anne’s relationship with her husband deteriorated sharply after the birth and death of their last child, Sophia, in 1606. Anne had almost died during the birth and her decision to have no more children widened the gulf between her and James. She spent most of her time apart from her husband, at Greenwich Palace and then Somerset House, which she renamed Denmark House.

James’s relationship with his eldest son and heir, Prince Henry, was little better. Although they both strictly upheld the Protestant doctrine and shared a passion for hunting, the two men had a series of high-profile clashes. Henry disapproved of the way that his father conducted the court and harboured an intense aversion towards his close favourite, Robert Carr. By contrast, as I have illustrated in the narrative, Henry adored Sir Walter Raleigh and bitterly resented the king for refusing to release him. The prince is said to have disliked his younger brother Charles – who suffered fragile health and was slow to learn – and made fun of him in front of the court on at least one occasion. Henry’s early death in November 1612 was probably due to typhoid fever, but there were rumours of poisoning.

The other notable demise covered by this novel is that of the king’s chief minister, Robert Cecil. Although he had brought the Gunpowder Plot to light, Cecil experienced mixed fortunes in the years that followed. James increasingly preferred the company of his favourites and poked fun at his ‘little Beagle’ in public. Nevertheless, he continued to entrust him with affairs of state, telling him: ‘Though you are but a little man, I shall shortly load your shoulders with business.’ Worn down by the burdens of office, Cecil suffered from increasing bouts of ill health and died (probably of cancer) in May 1612 at the age of forty-eight. His private chapel at Hatfield House was found to be adorned with lavish decorations more akin to Catholicism than the Reformed faith. There is no other suggestion that Cecil was a closet Catholic, but this presented too delicious a prospect to ignore.
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