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  To my sister, Mary Ladyman,
and her husband, Peter


  Letter to the reader


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


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


  Paul Doherty


  HISTORICAL NOTE


  [image: image]


  In 1547 Henry VIII died. He left three children: Mary, Elizabeth, and Edward. The latter succeeded Henry as King until 1553, when he died at a tender age. England slipped to the brink of civil war. Mary claimed the throne for herself, but the Duke of Northumberland, Edward VI’s Protector, tried to advance the claim of his son, Guildford, who was married to the great-granddaughter of Henry VII, Lady Jane Grey. Mary won a crushing victory but instigated a repressive policy to bring England back into the Catholic faith. Her bishops, especially Bonner of London, began a systematic persecution of the Protestant faithful. Mary’s reign proved to be a catalogue of disasters. The English lost Calais in France, whilst, at home, people rested their hopes on Mary’s early death and the accession of Princess Elizabeth, Mary’s half-sister.


  On a number of occasions Elizabeth was brought under suspicion of plotting against Mary, but her motto was “Much suspected, nothing proven.” By 1558 rumours that Mary would soon die an untimely death were circulating, not only in England but abroad. The finger of suspicion was pointed at Elizabeth, the French, even Mary’s Spanish husband, Philip II. Into this maelstrom of political controversy, Nicholas Segalla was about to step . . .


  MAJOR HISTORICAL CHARACTERS MENTIONED IN THE TEXT
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  Peter (Gian Pietro) Carafa: Pope Paul IV


  Henry II: King of France


  Catherine de’ Medici: Henry’s Italian wife


  Diane de Poitiers: Henry II’s principal mistress


  Michael Nostradamus: astrologer and fortune-teller in the service of Catherine de’ Medici


  Henry VIII: King of England (1509–1547)


  Catherine of Aragon: Henry VIII’s first wife


  Mary Tudor: Henry and Catherine’s only surviving child


  Anne Boleyn: Henry VIII’s second wife, executed for alleged adultery with her brother George and Mark Smeaton


  Catherine Howard: Henry VIII’s fourth wife, executed for alleged adultery with Thomas Culpepper


  Jane Seymour: Henry VIII’s third wife


  Edward VI: the only surviving son of Henry and Jane Seymour


  Protector Somerset: Edward VI’s first regent


  John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland: He replaced Somerset as regent, but fell from power and was executed in 1553 when Mary succeeded to the throne.


  Elizabeth Tudor: daughter of Anne Boleyn; later Elizabeth I of England


  William Cecil: Elizabeth’s principal secretary and most fervent supporter


  Cardinal Reginald Pole (or de la Pole): leading Catholic churchman; Queen Mary’s principal adviser


  Philip II of Spain: son of Emperor Charles V; Mary Tudor’s absentee husband


  Mary Stuart: Scottish princess; Henry VIII’s great-niece; married to Francis, Dauphin of France


  Prologue: Essex, June 1995
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  Ann Dukthas entered the lounge of the Roebuck Hotel. She ordered a dry white wine and sat on a comfortable chair in front of the roaring fire. The lounge was empty except for a family who had apparently travelled down for a midweek stay whilst visiting the sights in London and southern Essex. They were bemoaning the swift seasonal change, and Ann could see why. The weather had turned abruptly nasty. Winds lashed the latticed windows with rain. Ann was glad to be indoors. The journey from Central London by car had been hectic, the roads congested; there had been some hold-up virtually every five miles. The Roebuck came as a welcome relief: as usual, her stay was paid for by her enigmatic friend Nicholas Segalla. Ann did not know where he lived or what he did. Segalla was undoubtedly wealthy, able to pay for the best. Always dressed in the finest suits, shirts, and shoes, Segalla was discreet, not ostentatious. He stayed out of the limelight, always alone and aloof. For some strange reason he had chosen her to share his great secret. At first, Ann had found his claims difficult to accept, but Segalla had produced the evidence. He was a man who could never die. An individual who had moved amongst, and worked for, the great ones of history. Time and again Ann had seen the evidence: scattered references from the chanceries of Europe, eloquent testimony on how Segalla had worked for princes, dukes, kings, prime ministers, and popes. As Segalla had once explained to Ann:


  “If you hold power you must exercise it to protect yourself. Governments do it today with their CIA, MI5, or KGB. Ann, times may change, fashions come and go, but human nature stays the same. Be they princes or popes, they always need their agents, their secret men on whom they can utterly rely. I am, I was, one of these.”


  On one occasion Ann had asked him why. Segalla, enigmatic as ever, had replied that he had been condemned by an ancient curse to wander the face of the earth. He could never grow old, he would never die. Apart from that, Segalla refused to elaborate. Nevertheless, he produced convincing evidence for his claim, whilst Ann, a professional historian, had done her own research without exciting the suspicions of colleagues. Slowly but surely she had come across references, be they in the Public Record Office in Chancery Lane, the Vatican archives in Rome, the Archives Nationales in Paris, or the manuscripts of the Escorial palace in Spain. All alluded to Nicholas Segalla, sometimes a monk, other times a priest, a Jesuit, a soldier. A man cloaked in secrecy. The manuscripts described him as “well beloved,” “much trusted,” “our most loyal clerk.” Sometimes he was mentioned as carrying dispatches or being sent on a journey “pro negotiis secretis,” on secret affairs. A successful man who won the trust of those he served, he was rewarded not with land but with gold, silver, and precious jewels.


  Ann had learnt never to question Segalla. He was generous to a fault, charming yet sad. Ann wondered if she could ever be attracted to a man she knew so little about. It was like studying a fascinating oil painting in the National Gallery: there were impressions, colour, texture, but, in the end, these only intrigued her rather than resolved anything. Segalla came and went as he pleased; only once had he ever hinted why he had chosen her:


  “Something is about to happen,” he confessed. “History is going to change, and in a way you can never imagine.” He smiled shyly. “But, there again, I’ve thought that before. Perhaps the reason I speak to you is prosaic. I’ve become lonely. I want to confess: purge myself of the secrets I hold. I wander into a bookshop and buy some historical study resolving a great mystery from history. I feel the urge to respond and explain what is wrong, or right, in its conclusions.” He stared at her, as if convincing himself that she could be trusted. “And, of course, like everyone, I dream of the people I’ve met, those I’ve served. My relationships with them were intense: Mary of Scotland, Elizabeth of England, Catherine de’ Medici of France, Marie Antoinette, Victoria. They were people, flesh and blood, with dreams and hopes. They trusted me. Sometimes they spoke to me as if I were their confessor. The years may pass, but memory doesn’t dull. Death and the passing of the years do not draw a line in the dust. Relationships can survive the grave.” He tapped the side of his head. “Sometimes I feel, yes, I feel like a haunted house.”


  “And I have to exorcise you?” Ann asked.


  Segalla smiled, running slender fingers through his thick black hair. Ann had known him for three years. The passage of time always made its presence felt but not to Segalla. He could suffer cold or flu like anyone else, but he never changed.


  “Why?” Ann had asked. “You are a man, vulnerable to poison, stiletto, the sword, the dagger in the dark. Surely many a crossbow bolt or bullet has been fired at you?”


  Segalla had laughed. He’d taken off his jacket, loosened the gold cufflinks and pulled back the sleeve of his silk shirt. His arm was brown with a mass of scars from shoulder to wrist.


  “Death is not the only agony, Ann.” He ran his finger along the pink marks and scars. “There are worse fates. Oh, I’ve been shot and stabbed. I’ve had garrotte strings round my neck. I’ve been lured into marsh and quagmire, thrown overboard from a pitching ship, cast into an icy river outside Moscow. I’ve known the agony of fire and sword, of rat-infested dungeons, and the terrifying darkness of oubliettes, yet I never die. I go to the limit. I have been in that twilight zone between death and life. I have hung ’twixt heaven and hell, between sky and earth, looking for the great darkness, yet I never travel into it.”


  “And do you want to?” Ann asked.


  “Sometimes, yes: especially when you see those you love, those you’ve grown accustomed to, leave. I was reading that doctors are producing drugs to make man live longer.” Segalla laughed softly. “But does longer life mean happiness?”


  “Are you happy?” Ann asked.


  “I am happy to be working out my salvation,” Segalla replied evasively. “But, like any man or woman, I have my fears. I do not have supernatural powers. I have nightmares, of being locked up in a dungeon, forgotten as the years pass.”


  “But surely some of those you have met in history suspected your secret?”


  “Oh yes,” Segalla replied. “There are those, the lords of the black arts, princes, men of power who would have loved to have seized me and force out my secret.”


  Ann picked up her glass of white wine and stared into the fire. She remembered that conversation with Segalla from when they had flown back from Vienna, one of the few occasions when he had spoken about his past and his great secret. Segalla had placed such trust in her that Ann, a Catholic, had sworn a great oath never to reveal or allude to it. She also suspected that Segalla kept a close eye on her and, in his own cryptic manner, ensured she kept the secrets he revealed.


  Segalla always acted the same way. Ann would be invited to this city or that town and given a manuscript, written in the form of a novel, which always probed and revealed some great secret of history. In London it had been the murder of Lord Darnley, Mary Stuart’s husband. In Paris the fate of the lost Dauphin, Louis XVII. In Vienna the truth about Prince Rudolph’s supposed suicide at the hunting lodge of Mayerling. Ann sipped at her wine. So why Essex? What had happened here? What was so special? She was a historian, but, for the life of her, she could not recall any great mystery. True, there was the city or, further north, the great Tudor palace of Hatfield.


  “Do you like that wine?”


  Ann started and looked round. Segalla was seated at a table just to her right. He rose, came across, and shook her hand.


  “How long have you been here?”


  Ann saw the raindrops on his black woollen overcoat, and an umbrella in the stand near the door still dripped with water.


  “Just a few minutes,” he apologized.


  “Don’t you trust me, Nicholas?”


  Segalla unbuttoned his coat, threw it across an empty chair, and sat down beside her.


  “Old habits die hard, Ann. Every place I go into, I always stand or sit just within the door. Is it safe? I ask. If I want to leave, how can I? Is there an enemy here? It’s like a game.” He lifted his hand and called the waiter over.


  “You’ve eaten lunch?”


  Ann nodded.


  “Then I’ll just join you in a glass of wine.”


  Segalla opened his small leather briefcase, took out a manilla envelope, and pushed it across the table. He pulled back his cuffs and studied the face of his Rolex watch.


  “It’s two o’clock. We’ll dine at eight. Yes?”


  Ann agreed. Segalla tapped the package.


  “There’ll be time enough to read that.”


  “What is it about?” Ann picked the envelope up.


  Segalla paused whilst the waiters served the white wine.


  “It’s about a murder.”


  “Of whom?”


  “Mary Tudor.”


  Ann looked up in amazement. “But she was riddled with disease, anxiety, and phobias. Her brain and body just gave out!”


  “Mary Tudor was a remarkable lady,” Segalla replied. “A great queen married to the wrong king. A woman of outstanding courage and tenacity. She was barely forty when she was murdered. And” – he picked his wineglass up – “she was murdered in the most subtle and cunning way.”


  “But why have you brought me here?”


  Segalla lifted the wineglass in a silent toast, then plucked a folded copy of the Times from his pocket and pushed it across the table. The article he’d ringed at the foot of the front page merely announced how archaeologists at Sinistrel Manor in Essex had discovered a secret room with a skeleton inside. The evidence indicated the person had been murdered some four hundred years earlier and its corpse hidden there.


  “Tomorrow morning,” Segalla said, “pathologists are going to study the remains. I want to be there.”


  “You knew the victim?” Ann asked.


  “Aye, but, unlike Hamlet’s Yorick, I have no sweet memories. The remains belong to the assassin responsible for Mary Tudor’s murder.”


  Chapter 1
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  The year 1558, according to all the chroniclers, letter-writers, and gossip collectors, was an ominous one. At night, flame-tailed comets and fiery stars seared the heavens; they were seen as the precursors of war, famine, and pestilence. The year had been ushered in by a freezing winter which lasted so long people muttered that God had forgotten spring. It was a time of change: the English had been driven out of Calais, and the Spanish fought to maintain their footholds in the Low Countries. Kings and princes came and went. Popular discontent seethed from the borders of Scotland to the wild rushing rivers of Germany. Religion was a cause of war, not peace. Every man believed that God spoke to him. Across western Europe, death by burning was now a common sight, the stench of charred flesh mingling with the odours of the cities. In England, Catholics burnt Protestants. In Germany, Protestants burnt those more radical than themselves. In Spain, Catholics burnt Catholics who could not agree with them. All of Europe was a maelstrom. Men waited to see what further horrors would emerge.


  In her secret chamber at the palace of Fontainebleu, Catherine de’ Medici lay face down on the floor, pulling back a secret shutter so she could watch her husband make love to the voluptuous Diane de Poitiers. Catherine, fair-haired and sallow-faced, watched intently as her royal husband and the father of her children squandered his seed on a woman Catherine dismissed as nothing better than a whore. She lay, breath held, and watched the twisting, writhing figures until the lovemaking was complete. Henry lay on his back staring up at the ceiling, not even suspecting that his wife, the Italian woman, was watching his every move. Henry turned on the bed and grasped Diane’s long, silky hair. Catherine pulled the shutter closed. The Queen could not decide which was the more hurtful, the lovemaking or the subsequent pleasantries. After all, Henry was a beast of a man who had drunk deep of the pleasures of life. Catherine had come to accept this. The more Henry immersed himself in silken fripperies, the more power seeped into her own hands. Catherine sighed and clambered to her feet, brushing the dust from her dress. She smiled at the six ladies-in-waiting, her companions in conspiracy, chosen for both their beauty and their total loyalty to her.


  “If I am going to spy on my husband,” she announced drily, “I should at least expect a clean floor!”


  She walked over, sat down in the heavily carved, high-backed chair, and glanced at the hour candle.


  “He’ll be here soon,” she murmured. “See, the flame has nearly reached the fourteenth ring.”


  Catherine watched the flame dance. Her face had been described as saintly, with large, lustrous eyes, smooth skin, and voluptuous lips, but these didn’t betray her emotions. A closed book was Catherine de’ Medici, Queen of France: her woman’s mind teemed with plot and counterplot. Yet she hid her anxiety well. Catherine was Italian: she could control today, but what about tomorrow? She had ideas, ambitions, and dreams for herself, her sons, her church, and France. Yet she required guarantees. She needed the curtain to the future pushed back to afford a glimpse of what tomorrow might bring. Catherine stiffened at a footfall outside followed by a gentle rap on the door. One of the ladies-in-waiting rose and went towards the door: she curtsied as a black-garbed, deep-hooded figure walked quickly into the room.


  Michel de Notredame, or Michael Nostradamus as de’ Medici called him, was neither a prince of Church nor a prince of State. Nevertheless, the ladies knew their mistress revered this man as a prophet.


  “Madame.” Nostradamus bowed.


  “You may all go,” Catherine declared. Her ladies-in-waiting rose, curtsied, and swept from the room. Once the door closed behind them, Catherine waved her prophet to one of the vacated seats. He sat down, pulling back his hood. Nostradamus had a pleasing face, one which intrigued Catherine. He had close-cropped hair, a large broad nose, high cheekbones, and a neatly clipped moustache and beard, but it was his eyes which always fascinated Catherine: large and dark, sometimes hard as flint, at other times full of life. He was fifty-four years of age but looked not yet forty. A doctor, the son of a Jewish convert, Nostradamus had come to Catherine’s attention not only because of his ability to survive the plague in the towns where he had worked, but because of his uncanny ability to divine the future.


  “You seek my advice, madame?”


  “I rely on your advice, Michael.” The Queen leaned forward. “You have used the mirror?”


  Nostradamus nodded. “Last night, madame. I lit the candle and watched the flame grow.”


  “And what did you see?”


  “Great changes, madame. In France and in England.”


  “For me?” Catherine asked greedily.


  “For you, madame, a time of great power.”


  “Tell me again,” Catherine urged.


  “The young lion will overcome the older one in a field of combat and single fight. He will pierce his eyes in their golden cage. Two wounds in one, then he dies a cruel death.”


  “And that will usher in my time of power?”


  “Yes, madame, but you must be careful.”


  Catherine’s fingers flew to her lips. She kissed the magical stone in the ring on her finger. Nostradamus would tell her his prophecies but never explain them. He was diplomatic and cunning enough to leave that to her. Nevertheless, when she had heard that prophecy, Catherine had thrilled with excitement. She was certain, deep in her heart, that the old lion was her husband; for wasn’t Henry’s personal sign a golden lion rampant? And the young lion who killed him? Would that be one of his sons? If she had been alone, Catherine would have closed her eyes and moaned in pleasure. Her sons she controlled. She was their king, their father, their mother, their tutor and confessor.


  “And it will happen soon?” she insisted.


  “Within months,” Nostradamus replied. “But, madame, how many I cannot tell you.”


  “And what else have you seen?” Catherine asked.


  “As I have said, madame, a time of great change. Within two years all the rulers of Europe will fall.”


  Catherine’s hands clasped tighter.


  “Every one?” she whispered.


  “Every one, madame, except you!”


  Catherine closed her eyes and breathed out a long, lingering sigh. If Nostradamus was correct, and there was no reason to disbelieve him, what would it mean? That old fanatic in Rome, Pope Paul IV? If he died, who would succeed him? A Frenchman? Someone she could control? And the emperor Charles V? That king-monk who lurked in his shadowy chambers in some monastery listening to his clocks instead of controlling his far-flung empire. And in France? Henry II: If he died he would be succeeded by her eldest son, Francis, married to Mary the the Scottish princess, the only woman in Europe with a claim to thrones of three countries: France, England, and Scotland.


  “And England’s ruler?” Catherine opened her eyes. “Mary Tudor?”


  Nostradamus allowed himself a slight smile.


  “Madame, I am a physician as well as a prophet. I do not have to divine the future to tell you that Mary is unwell.”


  Catherine nodded. Mary Tudor, married to an absent husband, Philip of Spain, had never been a healthy woman. How had Noailles, the French ambassador in London, described her? A small creature, yes, that was how it was: thin and slightly built with reddish hair, harsh-faced though kindly eyed. A woman marked by misfortune. Catherine felt a pang of sympathy for Mary. Daughter of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon, rejected by her father, that uxorious, corpulent king, Mary had, at last, succeeded her sickly brother Edward VI to the throne of England. She was consumed with one ambition: to turn back time, to make England Catholic again. She had married Philip of Spain. To her it had been a love match but to Philip a marriage of convenience. He was always absent, either in Spain or plotting to take over Charles V’s empire in the Low Countries, burning heretics and threatening France’s northern border. Catherine had studied the dispatches from England: how Mary was beset on every side by enemies. How the Londoners hated and resented her Catholic ways, mocked her Spanish consort, and ridiculed Mary’s pathetic attempts to beget an heir. The English queen’s constant proclamations that she was enceinte were already a stale joke in the courts of Europe. Mary would never conceive. She was barren and dry as an old fig. Now fresh gossip was reaching the court in Paris: Mary was sickening, this time grievously. Some said her mind and body were breaking. Others whispered that she was being slowly poisoned.


  Catherine moved in her chair. She twisted the ring on her finger so that it caught the light. And if Mary died? If she was helped into the Purgatory in which she so fervently believed, who would succeed her? Elizabeth? Henry VIII’s daughter by Anne Boleyn: green-eyed, cat-faced, red-haired Elizabeth with her stubborn character and secretive ways? But she had been declared a bastard. Henry VIII himself had repudiated her when he sent her mother, Anne Boleyn, to the scaffold for adultery. And what was the great secret that was now on sale? Catherine leaned down, unlocked the small coffer on the table beside her, and pulled the parchment out. It was creamy and thick in texture, the handwriting clear and precise: a courtly, clerkly letter. She studied the writing once again. Three lines:


  
    
      Ave Maria sepulta. Hail to Mary (buried).


      What price the Crown of England?


      Mark 15:34.

    

  


  Catherine narrowed her eyes. She took the small eyeglass from her dark, burgundy-coloured dress and studied the cryptic letter. Noailles, her ambassador, had received this at his house in London. That city was seething with proclamations, ballads, and scurrilous news-sheets, but Noailles had apparently been interested in this particular one. The parchment was very expensive, the handwriting scholarly, but, more importantly, the letter referred to two important matters. First, that Mary would soon be dead and buried, and, secondly, that the Crown of England could be bought. But what did Mark 15:34, a verse from the Gospel, refer to?


  “Madame?”


  Catherine raised her head.


  “Madame, have you finished with me? Should I go?”


  “No, no, I have not, Michael.” Catherine smiled. “I like you with me. Your very presence helps me think.”


  Nostradamus looked down at his hands in acceptance of this most gracious compliment.


  Catherine went back and reread the letter again. Noailles would not have sent this, but, in his covering note, he claimed that he had learnt from his spies that similar letters had been dispatched to the Spanish Embassy as well as to Princess Elizabeth at Hatfield and the Queen at Greenwich. According to Noailles, the Spanish were deeply interested, whilst the letter had caused consternation at Hatfield and Greenwich. Catherine looked at the signature on the bottom of the letter: the Four Evangelists. “Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John,” she murmured.


  “Madame?”


  Catherine shook her head. “I am thinking aloud, Michael, about this letter from our envoy in London.” She passed it over. “I have shown it to you before.”


  “Yes, madame, you did.”


  “And what do you think of it?”


  “If I follow your thoughts, madame, a very clever game of blackmail.”


  “We think the same, Michael,” Catherine declared triumphantly “Somebody in England or, if the letter is to be believed, four people in England are cleverly telling our English cousins that they know a secret. But what, eh? More important, is the time. Mary Tudor is sickly. What happens if she dies, Michael? What if she is being poisoned? By whom, eh? Philip of Spain, her errant husband? Is he tired of her? Does he have thoughts of marrying Princess Elizabeth? Or—” Catherine paused. Was Elizabeth poisoning her half-sister? she wondered. Was Elizabeth tired of waiting? Was she frightened that, before Mary died, the Queen would remove her, marry her off to some foreign prince? Or did some other group, still in the shadows, also play a deadly game? “If games are to be played,” she murmured, “then France must play its part. What if, Michael, Mary Tudor dies? The English would never accept Philip of Spain.”


  “Princess Elizabeth, madame?”


  “Elizabeth is illegitimate, a mere girl!”


  “You were younger, when you became Queen.”


  “Aye,” she replied. “But I am me, and Elizabeth . . .” Catherine shrugged as if she had said enough. “What happens, Michael, if Elizabeth does not become Queen? What happens if Mary Stuart, our little golden princess, emerges on the scene as true queen of England, Scotland, and France?”


  Nostradamus blinked. He knew where Catherine was leading.


  “Such a monarch, madame, would need careful advice and close management.”


  Catherine de’ Medici nodded, hiding her thrill of excitement. I was born for this, she thought, to control, to conspire, to plot, move, and countermove. And why not? Other monarchs had their dreams. Mary, her daughter-in-law, Queen of England, Scotland, and France, with Catherine de’ Medici controlling her! Was that too preposterous? Catherine’s mind raced ahead. A de’ Medici on the thrones of England, Ireland, Scotland, and France. The Queen rose to her feet and extended her hand for Nostradamus. He knelt and kissed it. She stroked his hair.


  “Keep close, Michael. Keep very close to me! That prophecy, about the lions
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