
Chapter 1

28 March
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‘Mother says she passed easily,’ Frances remarked quietly, her fingers tracing the intricate leadwork of the casement window. The glass misted as she spoke, momentarily obscuring the view of the knot garden below. She drew her cloak more tightly around her, then turned to look at her father.

‘As mildly as a lamb,’ he agreed softly, his grey eyes appraising her kindly. Casting a glance over his shoulder, he lifted his hand and made a small sign of the cross, then closed his eyes and mouthed a silent prayer.

‘Leave that now,’ he said to the boy who was sweeping out the ashes from the fireplace. ‘There is much else to attend to.’

The boy bowed quickly, then scurried from the room, leaving a trail of soot from the brush in his hand. Sir Thomas sighed, and, wincing slightly, bent down to clean it up with a linen kerchief. Frowning, Frances stepped nimbly forward and helped him to his feet.

‘Have you not used the salve that I prepared?’ she chided. ‘It will ease the discomfort.’

Sir Thomas grinned at his daughter. ‘Even your skills cannot stave off the effects of age, Fran. Besides, my bones are merely protesting at the sudden cold. Every fire in the privy apartments was extinguished as soon as the queen breathed her last.’

With a sigh, he turned back to the tapestry that he had been carefully rolling in a fine linen cloth.

‘Is the palace to be stripped of all its treasures?’ Frances asked.

Her father nodded, but kept his eyes focused on the tapestry, the exquisite gold thread catching the light as it moved.

‘The court is moving to Whitehall. Our new king will not wish to begin his reign in a place of death.’

‘But Her Majesty lies here still,’ Frances protested. ‘Her rooms ought to be preserved at their finest until she has been taken to Westminster.’

‘And so your mother wanted it, my dear,’ Sir Thomas soothed, ‘but my Lord Privy Seal would not be gainsaid. I suppose, as keeper of Her Majesty’s purse, I ought to appreciate his desire for economy.’

‘Indeed you should, Sir Thomas.’

Frances and her father swung around to see Cecil standing in the doorway of the presence chamber. His mouth lifted into a slow smile, but his piercing black eyes glittered dangerously. Frances felt her father’s hand press the small of her back. Remembering herself, she bobbed a curtsey and lowered her gaze, while Sir Thomas swept a bow. She kept her eyes fixed on the silver buckles of the minister’s shoes as he stepped silently forward.

‘My Lord Privy Seal.’ Her father’s tone was light but respectful. ‘I thought you were already at Whitehall, making preparations for His Majesty’s arrival.’

‘And so I was, Sir Thomas, but the barges and wagons come so slowly from Richmond that I thought I would find out what could be done to hasten them.’

‘As you can see, my lord, there is much to be set in order,’ her father replied evenly, gesturing to the tapestries that still hung on the walls, and the luxurious red and gold Turkish carpet that stretched from the foot of the dais to the door of the privy gallery. ‘But we lack only a few days before the last of the wagons will be loaded.’

Cecil slowly arched an eyebrow and crossed his arms over his black velvet doublet. Frances knew that the sombreness of his attire was no compliment to the late queen. He had always favoured dark colours, as if – for all his ambition – he wished to fade into the shadows rather than strut like the peacocks of the court, her own uncle among them. His small stature added to his apparent inferiority. Even most women at court, Frances included, were taller than him. But her family, and many others besides, had learned how dangerous it was to underestimate him.

He turned his gaze to her now, and she squirmed inwardly. The lines on his high, wide forehead deepened slightly as he watched her, and she noticed a muscle twitch in his jaw. His small, thin lips were pressed tightly together, framed by his moustache and beard, the latter neatly trimmed to a point so that it accentuated his already long chin. He raised a delicate white hand to it now, and stroked it distractedly, his eyes never leaving Frances.

‘Regretfully, Sir Thomas, we do not have a few days to spare,’ he said at length, turning to her father. ‘Already, His Majesty has progressed as far as York. He will be in London before the week is out.’

‘Our new king must have very fast horses,’ Sir Thomas observed. ‘Anyone would think that he set out before Her Majesty had breathed her last.’

Frances smiled, but her father shot her a warning look.

‘He is most eager to greet his new subjects, of course,’ Cecil replied smoothly. ‘And he is a very able rider – more so even than her late Majesty. It is one of many ways in which he exceeds her.’

‘His sex being first among them, I presume?’ Frances cut in, her colour rising.

Cecil took a step closer. She could feel his breath on her neck as he stood watching her.

‘Your daughter has very decided opinions for one of her tender years, Sir Thomas,’ he said quietly.

‘You must forgive her, my lord,’ her father soothed. ‘She has spent but little time at court, preferring the tranquillity of our estate in Wiltshire.’

A slow smile crossed Cecil’s face.

‘I am sure there are many other advantages to be gained from living so far distant from the prying eyes of court, eh, Sir Thomas? Why, only yesterday my commissioners told me of a squire in Yorkshire who had been living with his family as if we were still a nation of Catholics. For years, they had been hearing Mass every day, thanks to a priest hidden beneath their staircase, and they had an entire closet filled with relics, rosaries, and other papist trinkets.’ He laughed and shook his head. ‘Their ingenuity is to be admired, even if it will cost them their liberty – perhaps even their lives. We must await our new king’s judgement on the matter.’

Frances glanced at her father, who held Cecil’s gaze steadily.

‘The late queen had no wish to pry into men’s thoughts,’ he replied quietly, ‘and His Majesty has already given cause to hope that he will be of the same mind.’

Cecil fell silent for a few moments. Frances became aware of the ticking of the small silver lantern clock that still hung above the fireplace. She tried to steady her breathing to its rhythm.

‘You refer, I suppose, to the king’s late declaration that any subject who will give an outward appearance of conformity shall not be persecuted,’ the Lord Privy Seal said at last. When her father did not answer, he continued: ‘I know of other Catholics who have drawn comfort from this, Sir Thomas. But they are fools. King James has made his revulsion for papist practices clear to all of us who will serve him in council. Already, he has instructed me to draft new laws against them so that none will escape condemnation if they are discovered.’

‘Other Catholics?’ her father repeated softly. ‘You do not suppose me to be among their number, my lord?’

‘Of course not, Sir Thomas,’ he replied after a pause. ‘For all her moderation, our late queen would hardly have shown such favour to you and your wife if she had known you to be papists. After all, she set you above all others – even those who might have been more deserving of her esteem.’ His jaw twitched again. ‘You would have had to go to great lengths to avoid her suspicion, and I can hardly imagine you had the time for such diversions, given all your duties at court.’

‘My family and I have ever been loyal subjects, my lord.’ Frances caught the edge to her father’s voice, though his face remained impassive.

‘Well now,’ Cecil said brightly, clapping his hands together. The sound reverberated around the almost empty chamber, making Frances start. ‘I must not disturb your labours any longer, since you still have much to do. Be sure to have the wagons loaded by morning, Sir Thomas. We cannot brook any further delay. King James will not take kindly to arriving in a sparsely furnished palace, and the old queen can no longer have need of such trimmings.’

He swept his hand across the neatly stacked rolls of tapestries, causing them to tumble to the floor, unravelling as they went. Without troubling to look back at the chaos that he had caused, he walked purposefully towards the door that led to the private rooms beyond. Frances looked anxiously up at her father, but he was staring resolutely ahead.

‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ Cecil called as he reached the doorway. He drew something out of his pocket. Frances strained to see what it was, but Cecil had it clasped too tightly in the palm of his hand. ‘Lady Howard found this among the late queen’s possessions.’

Without warning, he threw it towards Frances. Scrambling clumsily forward, she caught the small glass phial before it could shatter onto the stone floor. With trembling fingers, she pulled out the linen stopper and held it to her nose. She recognised the scent of lavender and marjoram almost before it reached her nostrils.

‘Apparently it was hidden beneath Her Majesty’s pillow,’ Cecil remarked lightly. ‘You should take greater care of your possessions, Lady Frances. Who knows what suspicions they might arouse, in the wrong hands?’

Not pausing for a reply, he turned on his heels and walked briskly from the room.


Chapter 10

6 July
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‘You must make haste, my lady. My Lord Northampton will brook no more delay.’

Mrs Banks bustled about her chamber, retrieving pins from the floor and tidying away discarded ribbons. With trembling fingers, Frances fiddled with the lace on her sleeves.

As she turned to go, she caught a glimpse of herself in the looking glass. She had never seen such an elaborate, ridiculous costume in her life. Her dress was a vision of orange-tawny and silver-green silk. It was bedecked with long ribbons of the same material that rippled as she made the slightest movement, giving the effect of gently undulating waves beneath her waist. Her hair was caught up in a silken rope, with tendrils straying down her neck. On her feet she wore pointed satin shoes of emerald green, and every inch of skin that showed above her gown was painted white to enhance her ethereal appearance.

Frances supposed that her uncle had cajoled, threatened, or bribed the Lord Chamberlain to award her a part in the masque that was to be performed before the king that evening. Such places were always highly sought after. She was to be ‘Valencia’, one of several sea nymphs who bewitched and seduced a hapless mariner.

The arduous task of dressing her in this sumptuous disguise, for which she had been obliged to seek the help of Mrs Banks, gave Frances a new sympathy for the late queen. It had taken Elizabeth’s ladies two hours to sew her into her robes each morning, apply her make-up, and bedeck her with jewels. Then another two hours in the evening to strip her of this ‘mask of youth,’ as she called it. How had she borne it?

But there was no time for such reflections. Frances had already courted the displeasure of her uncle for failing to present herself as soon as she had arrived at court. She could not risk another transgression. With a final, dismayed glance in the mirror, she left her apartment and hastened through the corridors and chambers that led to the Banqueting House, where the masque was to be performed.

The shouts and squeals she heard as she approached signalled that the revelries were already under way. As the doors were thrown open, Frances stood for a moment, trying to make sense of the riot of colour and light. She had once before attended a masque in this hall, and still recalled the elegant interior, with its white marble columns interspersed with neatly hung tapestries. But that same hall was barely recognisable now. Scarlet swags of taffeta hung from the doorway, and over the great fireplace. The pillars were festooned with silk ribbons of purple, turquoise, and orange. Looking up, Frances saw an enormous chandelier, laden with hundreds of candles that threw a dazzling light across the crowds below.

A pile of velvet cushions was strewn in one corner of the room. Languishing on top was a woman, naked except for a trail of silk wound from her neck down to her chest, just covering her breasts, and then encircling her waist and ending at the top of her thighs. She wore a mask of dark green velvet edged with gold, and her luscious dark hair tumbled down over her shoulders. A seductive smile played about her scarlet lips as she sipped from a tumbler of Venetian glass. It took Frances a few moments to realise that she was looking at Lady Mary Howard, the scandal of the late queen’s court, but evidently the darling of the present one. Her mother had been right. The king’s puritanical views had no bearing on his court.

‘La belle Marie!’

The shout could be heard above the cacophony, and the lady slowly turned her head towards it, smiling in recognition when she saw the figure of Richard Sackville approaching. Even from a distance, Frances recognised the attractive grandson of the late queen’s Lord High Treasurer. She had been introduced to him once, and, although he had muttered the usual pleasantries of a seasoned courtier, she knew that he had barely noticed her, preferring to lavish all of his simpering attention on the aging queen. As he drew closer, she could see that his dark hair was slicked back from his face, and that he still had the elegant moustache and pointed beard that had been favoured in the late queen’s day. Perhaps he judged that it suited him better than the new fashion, Frances thought. His ambition for preferment might be fierce, but it was exceeded by his vanity. Dressed for the impending masque, he wore a white silk doublet, embroidered with eyes, and, coiling around the neck, a golden serpent, its darting, scarlet tongue fashioned from silk ribbon. The earl’s long legs were encased in white hose, and on his feet were long pointed shoes of scarlet damask.

As he strolled languidly towards the voluptuous young woman, he held her gaze unflinchingly, not heeding the greetings that were called to him on the way.

‘Lady Mary.’

‘My Lord Dorset.’

Frances watched, transfixed, as slowly he lowered himself onto the cushions and lay facing Lady Mary. He whispered something in her ear, and she threw back her head and laughed. When she stopped and turned to look at him once more, her face was much closer to his, her lips within tantalising reach. Frances saw his hand trace its way along the contours of Lady Mary’s thigh, coming to rest at the end of the ribbon. Gently, he pulled, so that it came loose from her neck and began to unravel. Lady Mary’s eyes never left his as her body was slowly exposed in all its glorious nakedness.

Frances felt her neck prickle with heat, and was aware that her breathing had quickened. Unthinking, she raised her hand to the base of her throat. It felt clammy beneath her fingertips as she slowly stroked her collarbone. She knew that she should be appalled, and yet she could not look away. As she stared at the seductive scene that was being played out in front of her, she inhaled the pungent smell of a hundred perfumes blended together in the heat of the hall, felt the press of bodies jostling against her, and the soft silk pulled tightly over her skin. She felt dizzy, as if her senses were being completely overwhelmed.

She might have remained there all night had it not been for the sudden, unwelcome arrival of her uncle.

‘Ah, my dutiful niece!’ he drawled sardonically.

‘My lord.’

‘Mrs Banks informed me that you had been made ready. You know the part that you are to play?’

For a moment, Frances was unsure whether he meant at court or in the masque. The latter was easy, if humiliating; the other, a different matter entirely.

‘Yes, my lord. The Lord Chamberlain has been most instructive. We have been rehearsing all afternoon.’

‘Good, good. Now turn around so that I can inspect your costume.’

Holding out her arms to either side, Frances rotated slowly, then gave an exaggerated curtsey. The sarcasm of the gesture was lost on her uncle.

‘Hmm. Your costume becomes you well enough, niece. Let’s hope that your acting skills are of the same standard.’

Gripping her by the wrist, he pulled her closer and hissed in her ear: ‘I went to a great deal of trouble to get you this part. A great deal. This is your chance to come to the king’s notice. If he likes you, and you serve his daughter well, he will make a good marriage for you. Far better than your mother made with that manservant.’

‘I would rather he save himself the trouble!’ Frances spat, her temper stirred by the slight to her father.

The earl smiled, but his grip on her wrist grew tighter, making her wince.

‘If you defy me, you will suffer the consequences,’ he growled. Pulling her suddenly even closer, his other hand seizing her throat, he whispered: ‘I will take you as my whore.’

Frances felt as if she were choking as she looked up into his eyes, which glittered dangerously.

‘My Lord Northampton.’

The voice was commanding, imperious. The earl released his hold at once as they both swung around to see who had spoken. In an instant, her uncle sank to his knees in humble supplication.

Frances gazed at the elegant lady. Her mind was a blur of confusion as she tried to make sense of what had just happened. The woman who stood before her now was the same one whose attendant she had treated. But what could she be to the earl, who was still prostrate at her feet?

The silence was broken by her uncle. ‘Your Majesty!’

Comprehension suddenly dawned. Immediately, Frances lowered her eyes and made a deep curtsey, all the time hoping that the shock had not registered on her face. Focusing upon a small knot in the oak floorboards at her feet, she struggled to control her breathing. After a few moments, she dared to glance up at the woman whom she now knew to be the queen.

Anne’s face was a mask of composure. She looked every inch the Danish princess whose portrait Frances had seen at Richmond, where it had been hung with unseemly haste before the old queen had even breathed her last. Those same small black eyes were staring out at Frances now. Striking rather than beautiful, her face was long and pale, and wore an expression of wry amusement. Her dark blonde hair, which had hung about her shoulders in ragged disarray when Frances had last seen her, was now sculpted into an extraordinarily high coif, and adorned with pearls. The queen’s dazzling silver gown was flanked by a large, stiff collar of white lace, and the front of her dress swept down so low that it barely covered her bosom. She was just as exotic as a princess from across the seas, from the land of the Vikings, should be.

‘Your Majesty, forgive me. I was just instructing my niece—’ the earl spluttered.

‘So I observed,’ Anne cut in. ‘I am still getting used to your English customs, and this manner you have of conversing with members of your family is most unusual.’

The earl reddened as he continued to kneel, staring intently at the floor. Frances shot the queen a look of gratitude, but Anne remained impervious.

‘Well,’ she said, after a long pause, ‘we must prepare for the king.’

Staring straight ahead, she gathered up her skirts and strode forwards, stepping onto the earl’s foot with the sharp heel of her shoe. He flinched, but remained kneeling. Frances thought she caught the glimmer of a smile on the queen’s lips as she swept past.

A fanfare of trumpets rang out across the hall, and all eyes turned to the doorway where Frances stood. Suddenly realising she was in the way, she stepped aside and swept another deep curtsey as the king and his entourage passed. Still struggling to comprehend the enormity of what had just occurred with the queen, she nevertheless felt curious to meet her new sovereign, the first of the House of Stuart to rule England. She was surprised to see a diminutive man with an awkward gait. He walked with a pronounced limp, and his legs were bowed, as if he were sitting on an invisible horse. His left arm was in a sling – she knew he had suffered a fall on his journey south to claim his throne. As he came closer, Frances noticed that his skin was remarkably soft and white, and his beard so sparse as to be barely visible. Then she looked at his fingers, which flitted about his codpiece in a distracted manner. She was not the only one to notice this, and a wave of suppressed titters could be heard as he made his way through the room. The rumours about his unkingly habits had been true, Frances realised with dismay.

Lowering himself onto the throne beneath the canopy of crimson satin, bedecked with naked cherubs and clouds, that had been crafted for the occasion, James turned to greet his wife. Still staring straight ahead, Anne held out her hand. Her husband gave it the most fleeting of kisses, his lips barely touching the velvet of her glove. Frances had heard it whispered by one of the old queen’s ladies that the King of Scots treated his consort more as an adornment than as a wife. He might beget heirs on her, but he took his pleasure elsewhere, in the beds of the pretty boys who surrounded him. Such talk was treason now, of course, but all the court knew of it.

‘What manner of welcome is this? My mouth is parched!’ James declared in an accent so strong that many of the assembled gathering looked about them in confusion. Thankfully, his page had already grown used to it, and scurried off to pour his master a large goblet of wine. Grabbing at it rather unceremoniously, James proceeded to drain its contents, some of them spilling down onto the silk doublet that covered his pot belly. Swiping his hand under his nose, he sniffed loudly and gave a spluttering cough.

‘This cursed English rain is wetter than the Scottish. It has soaked my bones.’

A few of his courtiers laughed falteringly, uncertain whether he was joking. James stared at them with his bulbous eyes, a dribble of wine glistening on his chin. The laughter quickly subsided, and an uncomfortable silence followed.

The Lord Chamberlain motioned to Frances and her fellow revellers to take the stage. Quickly, she fell in line behind the principal performers as they mounted the temporary scaffold that had been festooned with swags of scarlet velvet braided with gold. All around the hall, the lights were extinguished so that only the stage was illuminated. Frances stumbled as she tried to find a position at the back. As soon as they were ready, Lord Howard gave the signal for the musicians to strike up the opening score. A sudden, thundering drum roll announced the start of the masque.

‘Guards!’

There was a scramble of footsteps as the yeomen of the guard rushed forward and surrounded James. A groom quickly lit the sconce next to the throne, and all faces turned to see the king cowering underneath the canopy, a trembling hand on his sword.

‘Calm yourself, husband. It is the striking of a drum, not of an assassin,’ the queen muttered. Even at a distance, Frances caught the scorn in her voice. Recovering himself, James gave a loud, barking laugh. For a few moments, it rang out across a horribly silent hall, until the Lord Chamberlain took up the theme with a bellowing laugh, as mirthful as a lament. Urgently, he motioned for the players to ready themselves, and the masque began.

To Frances, it was an experience every bit as humiliating as she had feared. As she swayed and twirled with her fellow sea nymphs, entwining the sailor in their amorous embrace, she fervently wished herself back at Longford. Stealing a glance at the other ladies, their faces flushed and eyes sparkling, she wondered how they could delight in being part of such a spectacle. Why did they not share her resentment at being paraded in front of the braying men of the court in this way, like cattle at Salisbury market?

With a sudden rush of annoyance, Frances turned from them to peer out at the king, who was still illuminated by the hastily lit sconce. He was clearly revelling in the performance. Tapping his foot in time to the music, and laughing uproariously whenever there was even a hint of a jest – and sometimes when there was none – he was as transfixed as a child who had happened across a gathering of imps and fairies at play in the forest.

Frances forced her attention back to the masque, trying desperately to remember her steps. There had been one final, hasty rehearsal this afternoon. The smoke from the blazing sconces filled her nostrils, blending with the sweat from the dancers as they leaped and cavorted towards the crescendo. Her face burned, and the silk of her dress clung to her chest as she tried to keep pace. The king sat forward as a dozen men dressed as various fantastical sea creatures rushed onto the stage, his eyes roaming over this new source of interest with obvious excitement. Frances glanced at the queen, and caught her look of disdain. So the gossips speak truth.

One of her fellow nymphs jostled Frances out of her reverie as their frantic, seductive dance resumed. Stumbling, she felt herself fall, but was caught deftly by one of the new players, who guided her gently to the rear of the stage. Surprised, and deeply grateful, she mouthed her thanks as he looked at her, smiling. His eyes were dark brown, she noticed, and his mouth curved so appealingly that she could not help returning his smile.

Before she could say anything further, they were whisked along in the dazzling, swirling dance of the finale, and ended, breathless, to the rapturous applause of the king and his court.

Flushed with relief, and, despite herself, enjoying the adulation of the crowds, Frances stepped down from the stage and looked about her for – who? She realised she knew nothing about her rescuer, not even his name. But he was no longer among the players, and, as her eyes darted over the hundreds of jostling revellers, she was interrupted by the sudden, unwelcome presence of her uncle.

‘You presented yourself tolerably well,’ he said, his face severe. ‘But you were too much in the background to attract the notice of the king.’

‘I am sorry to have failed you, my lord.’

‘No matter – you shall come with me now.’

Without waiting for a reply, he grabbed his niece’s hand and pulled her into the throng. As she passed through the sweating, pawing, swaying crowds, Frances glanced over to the stage, and saw that some of the players had started to strip off their costumes and cavort almost naked in imitation of the masque. One of them, Lady Grisby, had already drunk so much wine that she was having trouble keeping her balance, and, lurching suddenly forward, vomited over the side of the stage.

Frances pressed forward to escape the unsightly mess, but found herself pushed up against a couple, their mouths pressed together as if they might devour each other. One of the woman’s sleeves was hanging loose, exposing her creamy white shoulder, which glistened with sweat, and the man was pawing at the other as if trying to rip the entire bodice away. Frances smelt the stale tang of wine as she surged past them, her heart pounding.

The crowds were even more stifling now, as everyone jostled for an audience with the king. Her uncle used his bulk to force his way through, never releasing his grasp on Frances’s wrist, so that she was pulled painfully, inexorably forward. At last they were standing before the throne. Sweating and red-faced, the earl panted his greeting.

‘Your Majesty, may I present my niece, Lady Frances Gorges.’

James barely looked at Frances as she gave a low curtsey before him.

‘You are welcome to court, Lady Frances,’ he muttered distractedly, his eyes drawn to an attractive young actor, clad only in a sash, who was performing an elaborate dance for a loudly appreciative crowd of onlookers.

‘Your Majesty has appointed my niece to the princess’s household.’

The king turned to face Frances. ‘Have I?’ He scrutinised her closely now, taking in her gaudy costume and dishevelled hair. ‘She is of good character?’

‘Impeccable, sir,’ Northampton cut in quickly, before Frances could answer. ‘Her mother served the late queen.’

‘Ha! That is hardly a recommendation. Tell me, Lady Frances, was she as ugly as my ambassadors reported? They said she had barely a tooth or a hair by the time she died.’

Frances felt her colour rise at the insult.

‘The late queen was the very image of majesty, Your Grace. She—’

Swiftly, her uncle interrupted with protestations about not wishing to detain the king any longer, and proceeded to shove his niece roughly back into the crowd. But they had barely left the dais when they came face to face with Robert Cecil.

‘Surely my lord is not leaving already?’ he purred.

‘I am afraid we must, my Lord Privy Seal,’ the earl replied brusquely. ‘My niece is greatly fatigued by this evening’s revels.’

Cecil turned his piercing eyes on her. ‘Ah, Lady Frances. What a pleasure it is to see you again. I thought you preferred to breathe the air of Wiltshire, rather than the stench of court.’

‘Indeed I do, my lord,’ she replied, before her uncle could stop her.

Cecil smiled at the earl’s obvious irritation. ‘It seems the court is not to your niece’s liking. Perhaps she still hankers after that of the old queen?’

‘She does not!’ thundered the earl. ‘She greatly reveres His Majesty, who, as you know, has singled her out to serve his daughter.’

‘Of course. And we are as fortunate as the princess,’ Cecil drawled. ‘For we shall gaze upon Lady Frances very often now.’ He paused, giving her a long, appraising stare. ‘As often as we wish.’

Frances felt suddenly cold, despite the stifling heat of the room. Before she could answer, Cecil continued: ‘When did you arrive?’

‘Two nights ago, my lord.’

‘Indeed? Here for such a brief time, and yet you have already met His Majesty, distinguished yourself in a masque . . .’

Another deliberate pause.

‘And held a private audience with the queen.’

Staying just long enough to see Frances’s eyes widen in shock, he turned on his heel.


Chapter 11

10 July
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 ‘The princess will see you now.’

Smoothing her skirts, Frances nodded at the young girl’s attendant, and stepped forward into the royal bedchamber. The doorway was vast, with gilded beading lining the mahogany frame, and a red velvet canopy draped along the top. Her eyes drawn naturally upwards, Frances could not help but be impressed by the exquisite ceiling, with fat little cherubs playing happily among the benign white clouds that were flitting across a pale blue sky. The room below was dominated by an enormous red and gold satin canopy over a sumptuous bed, which was bedecked with silken cushions of the same vibrant colours.

It was a few moments before Frances noticed the small girl who was standing solemnly next to the bed, her hands clasped together and her small black eyes appraising her uncertainly. The lavishness of her surroundings made her appear all the more slight and delicate. Her hair was gloriously red, and, although it was pulled tightly back into a coif, a few unruly curls had escaped. With her pale face, and her chin narrowed to a perfect point, she appeared more like a doll than a child. The exquisitely fine dress that she wore was made from white-grey silk, with embroidered copper-coloured flowers that matched her hair, and her slender neck was encased in a stiff white lace collar. A queen in miniature, Frances thought.

She gave a low curtsey.

‘My lady princess.’

A little giggle escaped the girl’s mouth, and, looking anxiously across at her lady mistress, she immediately put up a hand to stop it.

‘I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Lady Frances,’ she said, in clipped, rehearsed tones. And then, with eager curiosity: ‘Is it true that you were the old queen’s favourite?’

Frances smiled. ‘I cannot claim that honour, Your Highness. But my lady mother was high in her favour.’

‘They say that I look just like her,’ the girl confided with a conspiratorial air, then frowned. ‘But that makes Father angry.’

The princess glanced towards the window, where the tightly-clipped box hedges and pretty pink roses of her privy garden could be seen. Catching the longing in her gaze, Frances ventured: ‘I have heard that your garden is the prettiest in all of London.’

‘Oh yes!’ Elizabeth cried, clapping her hands together. ‘It is the sunniest place in the whole palace, the roses smell so sweet, and there is even a little maze – Mother told the gardeners to make me one. My brothers and I play in it for hours. Henry always finds his way out, of course, but it is so funny to see little Charles tottering about!’

Another glance at Lady Mar, who was frowning. She was a stout woman, with grey hair and small, piercing eyes. Frances felt them rest on herself now, and could almost sense the disapproval.

‘Lady Frances . . . would you like to see it for yourself?’ the princess asked, before the more senior of her attendants could stop her. ‘I could show you the secret of escaping!’

‘I would be delighted to, ma’am.’

Lady Mar began to voice an objection, but Elizabeth was already marching towards the door that opened out onto the courtyard. Frances gave a small curtsey to the older woman, then followed the girl. As she stepped outside, she felt the warmth of the sun like a balm on her skin, and turned her face upwards, her eyes closed in contentment. For the first time, she felt a glimmer of hope for her new life at court. She had only been there a week, yet it felt like a lifetime.

‘Lady Mar is so dull,’ the princess whispered, none too quietly. ‘If she had her way, I would be cooped up in the schoolroom all day and all night, learning my Latin and reading my prayer book.’

‘You must have worked hard at your studies, ma’am. You speak with greater eloquence than many ladies of my own age,’ Frances remarked. The princess beamed with delight.

As they weaved their way in and out of the tiny paths of the maze, which only came up to Frances’s waist, the young princess chattered happily about the antics of her adored elder brother, the exquisite dresses that her mother was forever ordering for her, the court occasions that she had been permitted to attend, and – above all – how much she preferred her life in England to the cold, dour existence she had endured in her father’s draughty old Scottish palaces.

‘My mother likes you very much,’ she told Frances earnestly, after talking excitedly and without interruption for at least ten minutes. ‘She says that I can trust you with anything.’

‘I am greatly honoured, ma’am. Although I hope that you might form your own good opinion of me, in time,’ Frances replied quietly. She wondered how the queen’s attendant fared now. The fact that she had not been summoned back to her chambers gave her hope that she was recovered.

‘I am sure I will,’ the girl said with a lift of her chin. She fell silent for a few moments, then her face brightened as a thought occurred to her. ‘My father says you are an excellent dancer.’

Frances laughed, surprised by the compliment. ‘I think His Majesty must have mistaken me for another lady at court. He has only seen me perform in one masque – and very badly, I fear.’

‘Oh no,’ the princess insisted. ‘My father knows a lot about dancing. He often watches me when I am practising my steps, and whips my ankles if any are out of place.’

It was said so guilelessly that it was clear she was not seeking pity. Before Frances could think of a response, Elizabeth begged her to teach her some English dances, and the two spent the next half an hour stepping, skipping, and twirling around the pretty little garden, until they were both quite out of breath. Frances felt more alive than she had for days.

Collapsing onto an ornate stone bench, they sat in happy, breathless silence for a few moments.

‘Your Highness has been as excellently tutored in dancing as in language, etiquette, and no doubt many other accomplishments besides,’ Frances observed with sincerity, as soon as she was more composed.

The young girl rolled her eyes. ‘My dancing lessons are too short, and the rest too long. But my mother says that words hold more power than actions, so I must polish mine as often as possible.’

‘You are blessed to have such a wise mother, ma’am – as is the kingdom,’ Frances replied. She wondered if the queen had felt constrained by her own lack of words, as by so many other things, upon first arriving in her husband’s strange domain.

She leaned forward and stroked the soft petals of a rose, then inhaled the scent on her fingers. Her new charge copied her, tugging a little too hard so that the petal came away in her hand.

‘Oh. I didn’t mean to do that.’

‘Do not worry, ma’am,’ Frances said brightly. ‘If we pick a few more, I can make a syrup to revive you.’

The girl leaped to her feet immediately and began gathering the pink petals, holding up her skirts to catch them. The heady fragrance of the disturbed flowers filled the courtyard, and Frances was loath to follow the princess back inside.

Lady Mar frowned when she saw Elizabeth’s dress bunched up to hold its precious cargo, her cheeks still flushed and her hair now a mass of escaped curls. Before she could voice her disapproval, however, a shout of ‘Liz!’ rang out from the corridors beyond, and a few seconds later, a young man stood at the doorway, a little older than the princess, but not much taller. He had the same thin face and pointed chin, and his skin was so pale as to be almost other-worldly.

‘Harry!’

Elizabeth ran towards him, forgetting all about the rose petals, which scattered in her wake. She flung herself at him, reaching up to encircle his neck with her slender little arms.

‘Where have you been? I have been looking for you for ever.’

‘Who is this?’ The young man brushed her question aside.

Frances paused from carefully gathering the strewn petals, and gave a low curtsey.

‘Your Majesty.’

The boy lifted his chin slightly. Dressed in a long red velvet doublet with a purple cloak that was too large for his slight frame, he had a bejewelled black velvet cap to enhance his height, and wore a pair of white satin shoes so delicate that they would have befitted any lady at court.

‘This is my new lady of the bedchamber,’ Elizabeth announced with pride. ‘Lady Frances Gorges.’ She had been taught to pronounce the name perfectly, Frances noticed.

The prince sniffed. ‘How many royal children have you attended before, Lady Frances?’

‘Your sister will be the first, sir.’

‘Indeed? Why then have you been appointed to serve the princess?’

Frances eyed him steadily. ‘My family has served at court for many years. My lady mother and I attended the late queen, and my uncle, the Lord Northampton, is a member of His Majesty’s council.’

‘But what do you know of rhetoric? Of languages? And the scriptures?’ he demanded. ‘My sister will expect you to converse with her on all manner of subjects.’

‘I was fortunate to receive an excellent education, Your Grace. My father believed that my sex should not be a barrier to learning.’

The princess glanced anxiously from her brother to her new attendant.

‘Lady Frances has promised to make me some rose syrup, Henry. Will you stay for some?’

Her brother wrinkled his nose in distaste. ‘Regretfully, no. Our father requires my attendance.’ Drawing himself up to his full height, he added: ‘No doubt he has matters of great import to discuss with me.’

With a stiff little bow to his sister, he walked briskly out of the chamber. The princess turned anxious eyes to Frances.

‘Don’t mind Henry.’

Frances grinned. ‘I thought him the very image of a prince and heir.’

‘Isn’t he?’ Elizabeth sighed. ‘I wish I had his grace. I am forever stumbling and tripping about, or so my mother tells me.’ Her face fell. ‘I fear I must sometimes disappoint her.’

‘A mother always wishes her daughter to grow in grace and accomplishments. My own mother used to chide me for spending too long out of doors and being late for my lessons.’

The princess’s face brightened. ‘I can’t imagine you ever vexing your mother as I do. You are too perfect.’

Frances let out a bark of laughter. ‘I am very far from that, ma’am.’

 

After her first audience with the princess, Frances retired to her own apartment. She knew that her leisure hours would be scarce, so she was resolved to treasure them. Sinking down onto the bed, her hand closed on the few rose petals that she had kept back when she and Elizabeth had made the syrup, intending to dry and press them in one of the many books that she had brought with her from home. She smiled at the thought of her young charge, who seemed a charming blend of innocence and curiosity; dutifulness and gaiety. She had warmed to her instantly. Elizabeth’s speech was so polished that Frances looked forward to conversing with her on a whole manner of subjects – certainly more than most other ladies at court were capable of. If she must stay here, then to serve in this delightful young girl’s household was surely one of the most pleasant ways to spend her hours.

A sharp rap at the door wrested Frances from her thoughts. Sighing heavily, she went to answer it.

‘Well? Were you to the princess’s liking?’

Her uncle was already striding into the room, casting his gaze over its contents. His eyes narrowed as they alighted on the pile of books that were stacked high on the dressing table.

‘Why in God’s name did you bring those? You would have been better advised to fill your coffers with clothes fit for a woman who needs a husband.’

‘Her Highness seemed pleased with her new attendant,’ Frances replied evenly.

‘Good. Make sure she remains so.’

The earl sank down into the mahogany chair, which creaked in protest. His mouth curled into a sardonic smile. Frances knew that expression all too well.

‘It seems you have won favour in other quarters too.’

‘Oh?’ Frances’s fingers played distractedly with a solitary rose petal as she looked at her uncle, her face a mask of calm enquiry.

‘Sir Thomas Tyringham was at the masque. He wishes to make your acquaintance.’

‘I am surprised to have been singled out from that performance,’ Frances remarked. ‘It was hardly to my credit.’

‘Well, it was enough to make him enquire after you. He sent a message to me this very afternoon, asking if he might become better acquainted with me and my niece.’ He gave a smug smile. ‘He has caught sight of my bait, it seems.’

Frances bristled. ‘My lord, you have three nieces.’

‘Don’t trifle with me, girl. Sir Thomas was very clear that it was you he wished to meet.’

‘Then I shall be delighted,’ she said, with as much grace as she could muster.

‘I shall return at five o’clock tomorrow.’ The earl rose. Then, throwing a bundle that he had brought with him onto the bed, commanded: ‘Wear this.’


Chapter 12

11 July
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Frances looked at the bundle and sighed. It had lain untouched since her uncle had brought it to her the day before, and she had a momentary urge to throw it out of the window. At Longford, she was mistress of her own fate, but here she was to be dressed up like a painted doll and used by her uncle as he saw fit. In annoyance, she roughly pulled away the linen that had been folded carefully around the dress, then stared, momentarily transfixed. The skirt and bodice were crafted from gorgeous peacock blue satin, with silver embroidery around the low square neckline and cuffs. An underskirt of white and silver set off the dress to perfection. As Frances shook it out and held it up against her, a little velvet pouch fell to the ground. She was surprised to see that her uncle’s attention to detail had extended to providing a string of pearls for her neck, and two delicate pearldrop earrings.

Frances could not help her eagerness to try the outfit on, though she felt angry with herself for it. Peeling off the tawny dress that she had worn to attend the princess – thinking as she did so that it appeared as a sparrow next to a bird of paradise – she gently pulled on the luxurious satin. She laced it up with deft fingers and turned to look at herself in the dressing-table mirror. Too small to capture the full length of the dress, the reflection still showed that the overall effect was stunning. Scooping up her hair and catching it with a delicate silver comb – a gift from the late queen – she carefully looped the pearls twice around her neck and clipped the earrings into place. Finally, she slipped on the grey satin shoes that served as her best, though they did not match the finery of the gown, and with a final glance in the mirror went to greet her uncle, punctual as ever.

‘The dress suits you well.’ His eyes roamed appreciatively over her body. ‘My Lady Worcester assured me it would. She is a similar size to you.’

The earl enjoyed boasting about his various flirtations with the ladies of the court. His riches compensated for his advancing years, so he was never short of admirers.

‘Come. We cannot be late.’

He thrust his arm at her so that she was obliged to place her hand on it and walk with him to the Great Hall. Although she had been at court for two weeks now, she had scarcely found her bearings in this ramshackle palace. As they made their way towards Sir Thomas’s apartments, Frances noticed that the paintings lining the walls became more numerous; the tapestries finer. Rush matting lined the floors, and fresh lavender had been newly strewn along it, releasing its heady perfume as they walked.

Her uncle came to an abrupt halt outside a large oak door with a gently pitched arch above, into which were carved the intertwined roses of the House of Tudor. Traces of the red and white paint still remained, but old King Henry’s successors had not cared to restore the decoration to its former vibrancy, and there was little hope that the new Stuart king would do so.

The earl knocked on the door, and as they waited for an answer, he pinched his niece’s arm and hissed: ‘Be sure to make a good impression. There will be no further disobedience in this matter.’

Frances continued to stare straight ahead.

‘Of course, Uncle.’

A page wearing dark brown livery opened the door and bade them enter. The apartments within were richly but tastefully furnished. A series of anterooms gave way to a large hall with a fine plasterwork ceiling that reminded Frances of Longford. A huge fireplace dominated the left-hand side of the room, and, facing it, three large bay windows provided spectacular views of the river, as well as the mansions and churches on the opposite bank. At the far end of the chamber was a full-length portrait of the king in his coronation robes.

‘There is much to admire in our king, is there not?’

A softly spoken voice cut through the silence. Frances and her uncle turned to see a smartly dressed young man with an expression of faint amusement on his face.

‘A great deal,’ the earl responded gravely. ‘We are fortunate indeed.’

‘Even more so because we are at last free of a woman’s rule, eh?’

Sir Thomas seemed to direct the question at Frances, who remained silent. Although her uncle had told her that this latest suitor was of a similar age to herself, there were thin lines at the corners of his grey eyes. His light brown hair was clipped short, and, in contrast to most other men at court, he was clean-shaven. Neither did he favour the gaudy clothes of his peers, who seemed to Frances like so many prancing peacocks competing for the king’s attention. Instead, he wore a dark grey doublet and black hose, which were finely made. But, though he dressed well, Frances knew enough of her uncle’s taste in suitors to hope for anything good of this one.

‘Forgive me. Lady Frances?’ Their host smiled openly now, and, stepping forward, lightly kissed her hand.

‘Sir Thomas.’

‘What do you think of the painting?’

She considered for a moment. ‘It is a fair likeness – or at least it may have been when it was painted.’

Sir Thomas laughed.

‘You know it is tantamount to treason to note any sign of aging in your sovereign.’

‘He is a man first, a king second.’

Frances heard her uncle’s sharp intake of breath as she made the remark, knowing that decorum prevented his doing anything about it.

‘Well, Lord Northampton,’ Sir Thomas was clearly amused, ‘you never told me that you harboured such an opinionated young lady in your family.’ Before her uncle could answer, their host continued: ‘In any case, I had little choice in the matter of decorating these rooms. The painting was already hung when I arrived, and it would hardly be politic to remove your king from his place of honour, would it?’

Frances could not help smiling – briefly – but had not forgiven his earlier remark.

‘Shall we dine?’

Grateful for the distraction, the earl accepted the invitation at once and sat down opposite his host. Frances could not help but admire the display before them. The dark oak table was covered with a beautiful cream and red damask cloth, embroidered with leopards, unicorns, and bears – part of Sir Thomas’s crest, she assumed. It was already laden with a variety of sweetmeats, breads, cheeses, fruit, and other delicacies, and from the serving room beyond Frances could smell that there were more treats to come.

As she took her place at the side of her uncle, she noticed that another setting had been laid next to Sir Thomas. Following her gaze, he said: ‘Ah yes, we are expecting one more guest to complete our merry party. I trust you know Thomas Wintour, my lord?’

The earl grunted. ‘He represented my opponent in a land dispute some years back. Cost me a fortune.’ He took a swig of red wine from the fine glass goblet in front of him. ‘So, he is back at court?’

‘He arrived some three weeks ago, at the request of the queen. He is assisting her with a legal matter. You will be gratified to hear that his skills are as sharp as ever,’ Sir Thomas remarked, grinning. ‘I employed him myself to untangle a vexing matter of conveyance in Buckinghamshire. Almost before the ink was dry on his letter of appointment, he had worked the whole affair to my advantage. Not only did I gain in land, but in riches and reputation. I owe him a great deal.’

‘I don’t much care for his methods,’ the earl muttered resentfully.

‘Come now,’ Sir Thomas cajoled. ‘All’s fair in love and law, eh?’

Frances saw her uncle’s face grow red, a sure sign of danger. But their host seemed to care little for that, and smiled benignly from across the table.

‘Thomas Wintour, my lord,’ the groom announced, stepping into the room.

‘Ah, Tom!’ Sir Thomas exclaimed, leaping to his feet. ‘We are pleased to see you indeed. Come, join us.’

Frances sighed quietly. Was there to be no variety in this monotonous charade? Even the names were the same. Reluctantly, the earl rose to his feet, obscuring his niece’s view of the new guest.

‘My Lord Northampton.’

Frances raised her eyes in curiosity, but she could see only the newcomer’s arm, as he bowed low to her uncle.

‘Wintour,’ her uncle replied brusquely.

The young man moved forward to greet her.

‘Lady Frances.’

With a jolt, she recognised her rescuer from the masque. She hoped the shock had not registered on her face, which felt suddenly warm. He was dressed very differently now, she noticed, with the same sober refinement as his patron, and his smiling eyes seemed to betray no hint that he knew who she was.

‘Mr Wintour,’ she said at last.

His lips brushed her hand, and he gave a solemn bow, holding her gaze.

‘Well, do let us begin our feast,’ Sir Thomas broke in affably.

‘How pleasant it is to see you again, my Lord Northampton. I trust your coffers are recovered?’ Wintour enquired pleasantly.

Frances smiled at her uncle’s obvious irritation. Her prospects of enjoying the evening had greatly improved.

‘My friend Tom is full of goodly works,’ Sir Thomas said warmly. ‘He is quite the rising star at Gray’s Inn.’

‘You are already a member, Mr Wintour?’

‘Yes, my lady. I have been fortunate in my patron,’ he replied, smiling at Sir Thomas. ‘He encouraged me to exchange my sword for a pen, and was kind enough to recommend me to the queen, who is now my foremost client – if I can call Her Grace that. The military life was not conducive to peace and repose, such as I now find in my hours of study.’

‘Nonsense, Tom! That sharp mind of yours opened more doors than my meagre recommendations.’

‘Where did you serve?’ the earl interrupted.

‘In the Netherlands, on behalf of Her Majesty’s allies.’

‘The Dutch were always a drain on her coffers,’ Northampton grumbled. ‘It would have been better to leave them to face the Spanish alone.’

‘And leave us prey to another Armada?’ Wintour challenged. ‘Our late queen was concerned only to defend our shores.’

The earl tutted. ‘What would a woman know of war?’ he demanded scornfully.

Frances opened her mouth to protest, but was interrupted by the appearance of four attendants, each bearing a dish that they set down in front of the diners. She looked down at the plate of glistening oysters.

‘Please, begin,’ their host encouraged.

The fresh, salty taste of the sea filled her mouth as Frances swallowed one of the oysters. She took a sip of wine, and began to relax. She took another. Although she had no intention of accepting her uncle’s latest candidate, she might as well enjoy his hospitality. But she knew there would be a price to pay if she did not prove compliant. She shuddered inwardly as she remembered her uncle’s threat. He would neither accept nor understand that she might wish to make her own choice. After all, he had been quick to set aside his Catholic faith when the wind turned in favour of the Protestants. It seemed to Frances that this was an age when people’s consciences had to spin as easily as a weathervane.

‘How did you enjoy the masque, my lady?’ Wintour asked when they had finished their first course.

She hesitated, unsure how to respond with tact and truth.

‘It was certainly a great spectacle,’ she replied at last.

Sir Thomas and his companion eyed her steadily as she lowered her gaze. Her uncle, who was preoccupied with levering a piece of oyster from one of his teeth with a pick, seemed oblivious to the exchange.

‘You should have taken part yourself, Tom,’ Sir Thomas remarked. ‘A lawyer is bound to be nimble-footed.’

Frances thought she caught a flash of conspiratorial smiles between Sir Thomas and his protégé.

‘I fear that I would have followed the steps very badly, sir,’ Wintour replied smoothly.

‘Damned foolish nonsense, if you ask me!’ the earl declared to nobody in particular. ‘Of course, I paid handsomely to secure my niece a part, but that was only for the purpose of displaying her to the court.’

Frances felt her face flush.

‘I trust it was worth the investment, Uncle.’

‘Time will tell,’ he replied, unperturbed. Then, raising a glass towards his host, added: ‘Eh, Sir Thomas?’

‘I very much hope so, my Lord Northampton.’

Frances took another long drink of wine, her hand trembling slightly as she clasped the glass a little too tightly. To be openly touted in this manner was intolerable.

‘I fear the king will have no hunting tomorrow.’

Wintour directed their glances to the windows, from where they could see dark clouds gathering.

‘My Lord Northampton says it always puts His Majesty in such a bad humour when he cannot join his horses and his hounds,’ he continued. ‘Still, there is enough within the court to occupy him at present. News of a fresh plot seems to break every day.’

‘It gives people something to gossip about,’ Sir Thomas remarked dismissively, ‘besides the usual scandals of the court.’

‘You have a low opinion of your fellow courtiers, sir,’ Frances observed, coldly. She saw Wintour raise his head and stare at her.

‘Not in the least,’ Sir Thomas replied genially. ‘Just of mankind in general.’

‘The papists have been muttering ever since the king banished their priests from the kingdom,’ her uncle cut in. ‘And many are near penniless from paying so many fines for failing to attend the true church. They would do better to starve to death and remove their troublesome presence altogether.’

Frances stared at him, marvelling again at how swiftly he had turned his coat. But then, politics had always won out over principle where her uncle was concerned.

‘You do not believe their complaints to be just, Lord Northampton?’ Tom Wintour asked quietly.

‘To hell with their complaints!’ the earl retorted. ‘They would be well advised to cease their endless babble.’

‘Well, well,’ Sir Thomas remarked. ‘So long as all they do is talk, the king and his court can rest easy in their beds.’ Turning to Wintour, he said brightly: ‘Come now, Tom, you have told us nothing of your late travels. You were absent for nigh on three months. Did you sail to warmer climes to escape our English winter?’

Frances thought she saw Wintour’s hand shake slightly as he took
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Author’s Note

 

Although little is known of her life, Frances Gorges really existed. She was the third of eight children born to Elizabeth I’s favoured attendant, Helena Snakenborg and her second husband, Thomas Gorges. The fact that precious few details about Frances survive in the contemporary sources makes her an ideal heroine for a novel. I have stayed true to those details, but have drawn upon my own imagination to fill the long gaps in between.

Frances’s home, Longford Castle, still survives today and is one of the finest examples of the Elizabethan prodigy houses. Built in an unusual triangular formation, which was often a device to express an owner’s Catholic faith, it was the inspiration for Philip Sidney’s ‘Castle of Amphialeus’ in The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia.

The historical context for Frances’s story is also largely accurate, and I have drawn upon contemporary sources and quotes for the narrative. The early years of James I’s reign were a dangerous time to be alive. The new Stuart king was cut from a very different cloth to his predecessor. Intolerant and dogmatic, he had no intention of upholding Elizabeth’s policy of not ‘making windows into men’s souls’. It was soon obvious that he was going to stamp his extreme brand of Protestantism onto the English people, which spelt danger for any subject who still clung to the old Catholic faith.

The new king also brought with him the violent persecution of suspected witches that had seen thousands of innocent women put to the flames in Scotland. A woman had only to be unmarried, poor, or be practised at healing to be under suspicion, and an accusation alone was enough to bring her to trial. The horrors that thousands of women underwent in order to determine their guilt before they even reached the courts are not exaggerated in this book. They included the notorious practise of ‘witch-pricking’, whereby a blade would be thrust into every mark on the body of the accused. When one was found that did not bleed, it was declared to be the Devil’s Mark. Other tortures included sleep deprivation and the notorious ‘test by water’, whereby a suspect’s hands and arms would be bound together and they would be thrown into a body of deep water. If they rose to the top, they were guilty; if they sank, they were innocent and hauled out – although often not in time.

For all James’s staunch Protestantism, with its emphasis upon virtue and restraint, the court over which he presided was shockingly decadent. In place of the cultural vibrancy and strict morality that had defined the Elizabethan court was drunkenness, depravity and excess in every form. Little wonder that James’s new subjects soon harked back to the ‘Golden Age’ of Elizabeth and began nurturing a dangerous resentment against their new king.

James’s consort, Anne of Denmark, is a fascinating character. She was just fourteen when she married James, then king of Scots, in 1589. She gave birth to Prince Henry, the vital son and heir, four years later, and went on to bear another six children, including the future Charles I. But despite their numerous offspring, Anne’s marriage to James was in other respects a sham. Her husband made little secret of his homosexuality and flaunted a succession of handsome young favourites at court.

Anne bore the humiliation with admirable fortitude. But beneath her calm, somewhat aloof exterior, lay a woman who bitterly resented her husband’s behaviour and beliefs.  Although she had been raised a Protestant, it was rumoured that she had secretly converted to the Catholic faith. Pope Clement VIII sent her a rosary as a token of his esteem.

Whether Anne’s Catholic sympathies drove her to support the Gunpowder Plot will probably never be known for certain. The plotters themselves hinted that some great person was behind their schemes. Historians have long since debated who this might have been. One theory is that it was Robert Cecil himself. The wily minister may have realised that the plot would be so abhorrent to most Englishmen that there would be a devastating backlash against the Catholics as a result. But Anne, too, had a strong motive for supporting the plot, viewing it as a means to rid herself of her husband and re-establish the Catholic faith in England.    

I have stayed as close as possible to the known facts about the plot and those involved, with one exception. There is no record that the plotters ever met Princess Elizabeth, although they certainly intended to make her queen and their strong court connections make it at least possible that their paths might have crossed.

Thomas Wintour (or Winter) and his brother Robert were the sons of a Worcestershire gentlemen and cousins to the plot’s leader, Robert Catesby. Thomas was a well educated and intelligent man, who could speak several languages and was trained as a lawyer. He served for a time in the English army, and fought in the Low Countries and France. He converted to Catholicism in 1600 and became a fervent advocate for that faith, working tirelessly to secure Spanish support for an invasion on behalf of England’s Catholics. When his pleas fell upon deaf ears, he threw in his lot with Catesby and they began plotting the murder of James and his entire government.

As I have related in the novel, Sir Everard Digby’s role in the plot was to kidnap the princess. Catesby ordered him to rent Coughton Court, which was within easy access of where Elizabeth was staying at Coombe Abbey, so that he could be ready to seize her when he received the signal. There is no evidence that Digby was a double agent, but it is likely that one of the plotters turned informant.

Shortly before Parliament was due to meet, Lord Monteagle received an anonymous letter warning him not to attend. He showed it to Cecil, who alerted the king. It took little to ignite James’s paranoia, and he immediately ordered a search of Westminster.  His officials uncovered the plot just a few short hours from it being put into action.

When Guy Fawkes was arrested and a huge quantity of gunpowder was discovered in a cellar beneath the House of Lords, most of his fellow plotters fled from the capital. But Thomas Wintour held his nerve and went to Westminster to try to find out what had happened. Only when he learned that the King now knew all about the plot and those involved did he too flee north. He joined Catesby, Thomas Percy, John Grant, Ambrose Rookwood and John and Christopher Wright at Holbeach House in Staffordshire for a last, desperate stand against the sheriff’s men. Thomas was first to be shot, in the shoulder, followed by the Wright brothers and Rookwood. Catesby and Percy were killed by the same bullet.

Along with the other surviving plotters, Thomas was taken to the Tower of London, where he signed his confession on 23 November 1605. Much of what is written about the Gunpowder Plot derives from this document, although there is reason to believe that it was forgery drafted by the King’s officials.  

The plotters were tried and condemned on 27 January in Westminster Hall, and they met their grisly deaths a few days later. Thomas was the first to mount the scaffold in the Old Palace Yard at Westminster on 31 January. Eyewitnesses observed that he was ‘a very pale and dead colour’. When invited to say a few last words, he retorted that it was ‘no time to discourse: he was come to die.’ He did, though, ask his fellow Catholics to pray for him and declared his undying allegiance to the faith.
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