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        “I am now passing into another world and must leave you to your fortunes and to the Queen’s graces, but beware of the gypsy, for he will be too hard for you all.  You know not the beast so well as I do.”
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        “I am a Dudley in blood… and do acknowledge… that my chiefest honour is to be a Dudley, and truly am glad to have cause to set forth the nobility of that blood whereof I am descended.”
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          SEPTEMBER 1588

        

      

    

    
      She lay on her side on the canopied bed, legs drawn up to her chest. Every now and then, her spare, thin frame would shudder as another sob worked its way up from her chest to be belched out through her aching throat. The greying hair that was never shown to the wide world clung to her skull, bereft of its disguise of copper curls and jewels, which lay on the floor, thrown there after she had ripped it from her head in the first violence of her grief. The false hair had slid across the floorboards, its jewelled pins scattering, coming to rest beneath an oak coffer like some remnant of a beheading.

      The sunlight dipped and darkened, marking the passing hours as it moved from one panelled wall to another. At last, the dazed, staring eyes blinked and moved to the paper that lay on the pillow beside her. Her long fingers reached for it, gripped it in her hand, the broken wax seal digging into her palm. She clutched it against her heart, wishing she could feel his touch upon it.

      How could God do this to her? He had given her such a victory, a shining hour, and then blighted it by exacting a heavy payment. For defeating the armada, He had taken Robin. And left her alone. She screwed up her face as the pain came again. Could He have not taken someone less dear? Hatton, Walsingham? She could even bear the loss of Burghley if only she had Robin still.

      She turned over and climbed shakily from the bed, still clutching the letter. She shuffled to her desk, stumbling on the folds of her skirts, and fell into the chair. Reaching for her quill, she wrote 'His Last Letter' upon the cream page, threw the pen aside and blew on the ink to dry it.

      A simple letter had become a treasure, as precious to her as the jewels that lay in the casket by her bed. She opened its lid and placed the letter inside. As she did so, her fingers brushed against the metal frame of a miniature portrait. She withdrew it, berating herself for leaving it so long since she had looked at it last. Robert looked back at her, a younger Robert than the one who had departed less than a month before to take the waters at Buxton. He had been such a handsome man, she reflected with a wistful smile. A handsome boy too, even at eight years old. That was when they had first become acquainted, in the schoolroom they shared. He had been a friend to her from the first. He never stopped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          GREENWICH PALACE, FEBRUARY 1542

        

      

    

    
      Robert Dudley was bored. Bored with the lesson, bored with Master Cheke droning on about Seneca, Suetonius and other long dead Romans. Bored with sitting still for hour upon hour.

      He sighed and ran his fingers through his dark hair. If only the rest of his classmates felt the same, perhaps there could be a mutiny. He knew he would be able to count on his brothers, Ambrose, Henry and Guildford. Ambrose sat beside him, his chin cradled in one hand while the other idly swept away wood shavings from where he had scratched his name into his desk with his penknife. Robert could hear Henry and Guildford playing cards beneath their desk behind him. But he knew the others wouldn’t dare. Not Prince Edward nor Jane Grey sitting, all attention, at the front of the class. Not Jane’s sisters, neither; the tall and pretty Catherine, nor the freak of the family, the hunch-backed dwarf Mary, at the back where no one paid her any mind.

      But maybe Elizabeth would be with him? She was sitting in front of Robert, head bent, scribbling furiously. She too was paying little heed to Master Cheke, not because of boredom, but because she had learnt this lesson months before in private study and had now moved on to the Ancient Greeks.

      ‘Master Robert!’

      Robert jerked his attention back to his tutor. ‘Yes, Master Cheke?’ he said, his lips broadening into a grin.

      Charming though his smile was, it had little effect upon the old scholar. Cheke sighed as he leant on a pile of books. ‘Master Robert, I realize that study of the Classics holds little interest for such an energetic boy as yourself, but your parents have arranged for you to be educated with the children of His Majesty the King, and you would do well to follow their example and attend to your books instead of gazing around the room like a moonstruck calf. Do you comprehend me, sir?’

      Robert bent his head in answer and dipped the tip of his quill into the inkpot, grinning as he heard Elizabeth snigger. Master Cheke, satisfied that Robert was behaving, turned his back and began to search through another pile of books heaped on a chest by the wall. Robert stole a look out of the window and saw that it had finally stopped raining. He leant forward and hissed at Elizabeth. When she turned her frowning face to him, he jerked his head towards the door. Her frown deepened disapprovingly and she shook her head. He glared at her, his black eyes insisting fiercely. She poked her tongue out at him and turned away. Robert eased his backside from the stool and groped around the desk. Ambrose opened bleary eyes to see what his brother was up to and watched in amusement as Robert grabbed Elizabeth’s wrist, plucked the quill from between her fingers and tugged her from her stool. She grimaced but allowed herself to be led from the schoolroom. Ambrose’s gaze wandered to Master Cheke, who was wholly unaware that his star pupil and the mischief-maker had absconded. He closed his eyes, wondering how long it would take the tutor to realise.

      

      ‘I wanted to work,’ Elizabeth protested feebly as Robert pulled her along the corridors of the palace.

      ‘It was boring.’

      ‘Let go of me,’ she said, shaking her wrist free. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘To the stables, of course.’ Now that Elizabeth wasn’t holding him up, he broke into a run. Elizabeth followed, hitching her skirts up to her bony knees.

      ‘Wait for me,’ she demanded as they dodged between servants, but his legs were longer and he reached the stable yard before her.

      Curving his body around the door, Robert breathed in the aroma of straw and animal, too long absent from his nostrils. He moved along the stalls, murmuring greetings to the horses as they pressed their noses into his outstretched palm.

      Horseshoes hanging from nails on the back of the door clattered, signalling Elizabeth’s arrival. ‘I told you to wait.’

      He smiled, not looking up. ‘They’ve missed me.’

      ‘Stupid animals.’ Elizabeth snatched an apple from a bulging sack leaning against the wall. She rubbed it against her bodice before snapping off a bite.

      ‘You’d miss me if you didn’t see me for a week.’

      ‘Would not.’

      ‘Would.’

      ‘No, I wouldn’t,’ she insisted, stomping past him and flinging herself on a bale of hay.

      He took the apple from her hand as she passed and held it to the mouth of Phoebe, his favourite horse, who began to munch contentedly. ‘You’re in a foul mood today,’ he said. ‘If you keep your face as sour as that, the wind will change and you’ll stay that way.’

      ‘Pig. Speak so to me again and...’

      ‘You’ll what?’

      ‘I’ll... I’ll...’

      ‘What will you do? Banish me to the Tower, cut off my—.’ He suddenly realised what he was saying and spun round to face her.

      Elizabeth’s eyes had grown wide at his words and her hand flew to her mouth. ‘Cut off your head,’ she finished, her voice breaking.

      He hurried to her side and put his arm around her shoulder.

      ‘Katherine,’ she whispered in explanation.

      ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. I’m such an ass.’

      They both knew about Katherine Howard, the pretty girl who had caught the lustful eye of the King and married him, letting him believe that he was the first to enjoy her young body. To deceive a king, one who was vain and suspicious, was dangerous, but her charms were plentiful and she hoped that a lack of virginity in a bride could perhaps have been forgiven, that is if she ever dared to tell the King the truth. But she had grown complacent, so secure in the King’s love for her that she began to take one of his gentlemen to her bed. She was young, after all, and wanted to hold a man’s body that was slim and smooth, unlike the bloated mass of her husband. She and her lover had been discovered, and the King found he was not in a forgiving mood. Katherine’s lover had already died for his crime. Katherine, it was said, practised for her own execution on a block delivered to her Tower prison.

      ‘Why is my father doing this?’ Elizabeth asked.

      ‘You don’t know?’ Robert was surprised.

      Elizabeth shook her head. ‘I heard some of my women talking but they stopped when they saw me. How has Katherine offended my father, Robin?’

      ‘I can’t say, Bess. My father said I wasn’t to mention it.’

      ‘Oh, Rob, if you know, tell me, please.’

      ‘All right, but you didn’t hear it from me. She deceived the King with another man. She bedded Thomas Culpeper.’

      ‘What does bedded mean?’

      ‘Don’t tell me you don’t know?’ he laughed. ‘And you’re supposed to be the clever one.’

      ‘Don’t laugh at me.’ Her pale cheeks had flushed red.

      ‘But if you don’t know,’ he said airily, ‘I suppose I could tell you.’

      ‘Tell me,’ she insisted, drying her tears.

      So, he told her what it meant, and laughed even harder when she clamped her hands over her ears and told him to shut up, to stop lying, that it wasn’t true, her parents had never done such a disgusting thing.

      ‘It is true.’

      ‘I’m never going to do that.’

      ‘You’ll have to when you marry.’

      ‘I’m not going to marry.’

      ‘Of course you will.’

      ‘Will not.’

      ‘Will.’

      ‘Will not.’

      ‘There you are!’

      They jumped at the shrill voice. Elizabeth’s governess, Katherine Ashley, stood in the doorway, her hands on her hips, glowering at them.

      ‘Kat,’ Elizabeth said, ‘how long have you been there?’

      ‘Is it for you to question me, my lady?’ Katherine retorted, holding up her skirts and stepping into the stable. ‘My word, I could hear the two of you clear across the yard. Squabbling like brats from the docksides. Why aren’t you in the schoolroom? I should have known he would have something to do with it. Do that again, my lad,’ Katherine shook a finger at Robert as he rolled his eyes, ‘and I’ll have you up before your father before you can shake a stick.’

      ‘He wouldn’t care,’ Robert muttered, kicking at the ground.

      ‘What did he say?’ Katherine demanded.

      ‘Nothing, Kat,’ Elizabeth said quickly. ‘Come, let us go.’ She jumped down from the hay bale and moving swiftly slid her hand into Katherine’s. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ she promised Robert, pushing Katherine through the door.

      ‘Fooling in the stable with a courtier’s son,’ he heard Katherine say as her charge led her away. ‘Whatever would people say?’

      His lips curled at her words. Young as he was, the Dudley family pride was strong in him. How dare she scorn him for being the son of a mere courtier? After all, what was her precious Elizabeth but a bastard daughter of the King? He at least was born on the right side of the blanket. And he wouldn’t be just a courtier’s son forever. No, his father would see to that. His father would become great and Robert great with him. Let Mistress Ashley look down her nose at him then.

      He opened a stall door and lifted a saddle from its post. Phoebe whinnied and stamped, like him, impatient to be outside. ‘There now, my lovely,’ he said, kissing her neck and holding his cheek against the warm flesh. ‘You know I can do it, don’t you?’
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          ELY PLACE, MAY 1545

        

      

    

    
      The greyhound nudged its slim, silky body around Robert’s legs. There wasn’t much room on the window seat, so the dog used a long, trim thigh to rest its chin upon and thumped its tail in pleasure whenever fingers tickled behind its ears.

      Robert was reading, the book tilted towards the window to make use of the setting sun. Its orange light bled through the window, picking up on strands of dark brown hair amongst the black and giving a golden glow to his tawny skin. His interest in the book was desultory and his gaze wandered towards the window, flickering over the hedges and flowers of the gardens and down to the river. The river was crammed with vessels; large boats carrying cargo, wherries ferrying their passengers, but it was a barge painted in blue and yellow, the family colours, that his eyes picked out and which he craned his neck to see.

      Robert watched as the barge banged against the river steps and a figure climbed over the gunwale before it was even secured. He recognised the hurrying shape of his father and wondered what had brought him back from the court in such haste. Looking back to the boat, he saw a woman, who could only be his mother, taking the hand of the oarsman as he helped her on shore.

      The dog lifted its head, ears pricked as the hall door banged. He thrust his wet nose against his master’s hand as Robert’s father called out. ‘Be still, Rollo,’ Robert said, closing his book.

      The door opened and his father strode into the room. ‘I’ve been calling you!’

      Robert assumed his most innocent face and shrugged. ‘I didn’t hear you.’

      ‘Didn’t want to hear, more like,’ John growled, flinging himself into a chair. ‘Have you been idling in here all day?’

      ‘No, Father, not all day.’

      ‘You’re in one of your facetious moods, I see.’

      Robert smiled, looking up at the sound of swishing skirts dragging the rushes across the floor.

      ‘Thank you for waiting, John,’ Jane muttered as she entered, pushing a fat, white cat from a chair and sitting down. The cat immediately jumped onto her lap and submitted to her vigorous caresses.

      John waved his arm at Robert. ‘I wanted to find him.’

      ‘I could have told you where he would be,’ Jane said. ‘Lying about with the dog.’

      ‘Then it’s about time he stopped laying around, don’t you think, Jane?’ He gave his wife a meaningful glance.’

      ‘Tell him,’ Jane agreed.

      John looked at his son. He had been at home so little of late that it was quite a surprise to find how different Robert looked. In a few months, the chubbiness of extreme youth had fallen away. He had grown taller by several inches and his face bore the promise of handsomeness. ‘Well, Rob, your mother and I have secured a position for you to serve the Prince in his household at Hunsdon. I hope you are pleased.’

      ‘Rob?’ Jane asked, holding out her hand.

      ‘You’re sending me away?’ Robert said, a tremble in his voice.

      ‘My darling, you knew you would have to leave sometime. After all, both Jack and Ambrose have been gone for a while now.’

      ‘I know, Mother. I just thought maybe you would keep me with you.’

      John let out a snort of exasperation. ‘Do you have any idea how long we’ve been trying to arrange this appointment for you, Rob? And it’s not something we have to consult you on. You will do as other children do and do as you are told.’

      ‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t,’ Robert retorted indignantly, swinging his legs to the floor and standing up. ‘What am I to do at Hunsdon?’

      ‘Do? Do?’ John cried. ‘You’ll do your duty.’

      ‘Don’t shout at him, John.’ Jane waved Robert over, pushing the cat to the floor. Grabbing hold of his hand, she pulled him close. He fell to his knees and laid his head in her lap.

      ‘Don’t you dare cosset the boy,’ John said.

      ‘And don’t you dare tell me how to treat my son.’

      ‘Our son, Jane, our son. And I don’t care how much he protests, he is going to Hunsdon.’

      ‘Of course he will go,’ Jane said, watching her husband as he crossed the room and took Robert’s seat in the window. The dog jumped down and padded over to Robert. ‘Once he realises how important it is to you.’

      Robert lifted his head. ‘Why is it so important?’

      ‘The King is not well, Rob,’ John said. ‘So unwell, in fact, I cannot see him living much longer. Now that is not common knowledge and I don’t want you repeating it to anyone. But the Prince will be the next king and the closer you are to him now, the closer I hope you will be in the near future.’

      ‘When he is king?’

      ‘Yes, when he is king. You can see what that will mean for our family?’

      ‘I think so.’

      ‘Good. So, we’ll have no more tears.’

      ‘I haven’t cried,’ Robert insisted, getting to his feet.

      ‘No,’ Jane said proudly, ‘he hasn’t.’

      ‘All right, all right,’ John held up his hands. ‘Now, I want you to be on your way as soon as you can manage. A day or two, no more. And I expect you to make yourself useful to the Prince. I hope he will come to think of you as a friend.’

      ‘In fact, Rob,’ his mother said gravely as John left the room, ‘your father insists on it.’

      HUNSDON PALACE, HERTFORDSHIRE

      ‘I’ve had enough for today,’ Prince Edward declared. ‘Barnaby, what say you to some target practice?’

      Barnaby Fitzpatrick gave the tutor, William Buckley, a sympathetic half-smile and shrugged. ‘If you please, Edward.’

      ‘You don’t mind, do you, Buckley?’ Edward asked, already getting to his feet.

      Buckley sighed, threw his quill into the inkstand and propped his legs up on the desk. ‘It doesn’t seem to matter whether I do or not, does it? Lesson over.’

      The other boys in the schoolroom – Thomas Cobden, Henry Sidney and Christopher Kempe – chorused a hurrah and closed their own books with alacrity.

      ‘Now, Buckley, don’t sulk,’ Edward chided.

      ‘I’m not sulking, Your Grace,’ Buckley said. ‘Merely wondering how I am to explain your lack of education to your father’s secretary when he demands a report.’

      ‘That’s easy. You can say I am progressing well and exceed all your expectations.’

      The boys laughed and Buckley joined in, shaking his head. ‘Go, you young ruffians, be gone.’

      The sound of horses drew Thomas to the window. ‘Hallo,’ he said, ‘is this the new boy?’

      Edward joined him and pressed his nose to the glass. ‘Yes, that’s him. Rob Dudley. He used to study with me and my sister years ago. He and Elizabeth were always running off together. Our tutor, Master Cheke, would get quite annoyed.’

      ‘I can sympathise,’ Buckley muttered wryly.

      ‘Are we going out to shoot or not?’ Henry Sidney demanded impatiently, holding the door open.

      ‘We’re going out to shoot,’ Edward declared, leading the way out of the room. ‘Come on.’

      The boys waved to Buckley and ran along the corridor and down the stairs, emerging in a huddle in the courtyard where Robert stood, wondering what he was supposed to do. He stood taller than the Prince and stared down at him for a moment before he remembered his manners and sank to his knee.

      ‘Your Grace.’

      ‘Robert Dudley,’ Edward said, ‘and I thought I had seen the back of you years ago.’

      ‘I hope my presence will not be a burden to you, Your Grace.’

      ‘Oh, let’s have none of that,’ Barnaby said, taking hold of Robert beneath his armpit and dragging him to his feet. He ignored the frown that appeared on the young prince’s face, who appreciated the deference that his royalty provoked. ‘Edward has enough of people bowing and scraping to him. We can excuse ourselves all that, can’t we, Edward?’

      Not wishing to seem a prig, Edward nodded. ‘We’re going to the butts, Robert.’

      Robert wasn’t sure if he was being invited to accompany them but was saved from making a fool of himself by Henry Sidney, who seeing his uncertainty, stepped forward and held out his hand.

      ‘I’m Henry, Henry Sidney,’ he said with a warm smile. ‘How are you with a bow?’

      Taking his hand and feeling a firm grip, Robert shrugged. ‘I’m quite good.’

      ‘Quite good? Are you being modest?’

      ‘No. My mother says I don’t know the meaning of the word.’

      ‘Oh, that’s nothing,’ Thomas said, pushing past Edward, ‘you should hear what my mother says about me.’

      They laughed and Edward, who always liked to be the centre of attention, snapped, ‘Are we going to the butts or are we planning to stand here all day?’

      ‘We’re going,’ Barnaby said hurriedly, slipping his arm through Edward’s and leading him towards the garden. The others followed.

      ‘Don’t mind him,’ Henry said softly to Robert. ‘He’s very much his father’s son, if you understand me. But then, you already know that. You studied with him.’

      ‘About four years ago.’

      ‘And you were friendly with his sister?’

      ‘Yes, but I haven’t seen much of her for a while. She lives at Hatfield and doesn’t come to town much.’

      ‘I should like to meet her. Edward thinks a lot of her, you know. Even if he does sometimes sound a little… oh, what’s the word? Sanctimonious.’

      They laughed, causing Edward to look around. ‘Keep up, you two,’ he ordered.

      Henry raised his eyebrows at Robert and they quickened their pace.
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          WHITEHALL PALACE, APRIL 1546

        

      

    

    
      As the last of September’s daylight faded, John Dudley studied the King.

      Henry was certainly ill. His body, already corpulent, had seemed to swell like a bellows over the past month. The small eyes were bloodshot and yellowed, sunk into the flesh that rose in mounds of clammy pinkness, the contours of the bones long since buried.

      Henry’s fat, trembling hand laid down a knave of hearts. ‘Can you match that, John?’

      John scanned his cards. ‘No, Your Majesty, I fear I cannot.’

      ‘Ha ha, then pay up.’

      John shoved four gold coins across the table to clink against the King’s winning pile. He began to deal another hand.

      ‘How does your son, John?’ Henry asked. ‘The one with the Prince.’

      ‘Robert? I had a letter from him this morning. He is doing well. The Prince enjoys his company and Robert hopes he is of great service to him.’

      ‘Ah, now,’ Henry waggled a fat finger at him, ‘service is a trait that runs in your family, John. Your boy serves my son, you serve me well, I might even say, very well.’ The little mouth pursed and expelled a puff of sour breath. ‘And your father… your father, John, served my father well.’

      ‘So I understand, Your Majesty.’ John felt the King’s eyes upon him but he kept his own firmly upon the cards.

      ‘I think much on the past, John. Too much, my Fool says, but I cannot seem to help it lately. I did a foolish thing, John, when I allowed your father to be executed.’

      ‘A foolish thing, Your Majesty?’

      ‘Yes, foolish. But I was persuaded to it by my Council. My father was a mean man, John. He loved money more than anything. And by using your father, my father extracted all the money he could from his subjects.’ Henry reached for his goblet and raised it to his lips, feeling the hot wine spill over his slack lips and soak into his beard. ‘I was persuaded,’ he continued, ‘it would show the love I had for my people to… to…,’ he floundered for the right words.

      ‘To offer my father up as a sacrifice?’ John suggested, his voice brittle.

      Henry frowned. ‘You’re still angry about it.’

      ‘He was my father, Your Majesty.’

      ‘But you must have been very young.’

      ‘Old enough to remember his execution. Indeed, I wish I could forget it. The jeers, the shouts and the foul names my father was called. He tried to speak but the mob drowned out his words. And then came the kneeling, the wait while the axe was raised and then the bl…,’ his voice broke and he willed himself to be strong, ‘the blood.’

      Henry’s little eyes grew moist. He blinked and tears fell down his cheeks. ‘I had hoped you would have forgiven me.’

      John watched in amazement as Henry’s massive body began to shudder with the violence of his sobs. John was unable to move, to offer comfort, torn between pleasure that the King should feel such remorse and yet horrified that he, John Dudley, had made the King feel so. Someone brushed past him. The crying had roused Will Somers who had been dozing in a corner of the room, and the loyal fool now took the King’s hand and pumped it up and down playfully, trying to raise a laugh. He turned a scowling countenance to John and mouthed a question. John shook his head in bewilderment and moved to the King’s other side, sinking to his knees, wincing as he felt his knee bones crack.

      ‘Your Majesty, think no more on it. I do forgive you,’ he lied. ‘All is forgiven.’ The little eyes opened and stared at him. John thought he could read gratitude in them. ‘Indeed, Your Majesty, there is nothing to forgive. As you said, it was not of your doing. You were persuaded to it by others.’

      ‘I was, I was.’ Henry’s hand clutched at John’s. With a loud sniff, the tears began to subside and then ceased altogether. ‘But look how you weary me,’ Henry said, pushing John’s hand away.

      ‘Of course, Your Majesty,’ John scrambled to his feet. ‘It is late, I should let you get to your bed.’

      John went to the door and called for the King’s servants. As they fussed around the stumbling mountain of flesh, John made his goodnights and hurried back to his rooms.

      ‘John?’ a sleep-heavy voice mumbled from the bed as he entered and shut the door behind him.

      ‘Yes, it’s me.’

      Jane sat up, blinking as John lit a candle. ‘It must be late.’

      ‘It is,’ he said with a sigh.

      ‘Is something wrong?’

      He sank onto the bed and fell back across her legs. ‘Christ’s Wounds, Jane, what a night I’ve had. The King…’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He has such moods these days. There’s no knowing what he will do.’

      ‘Tell me,’ she insisted, her fingers expertly massaging his skull.

      He closed his eyes, enjoying her touch. ‘I made him weep, Jane. He burst into tears right in front of me.’

      Her nails dug into his skin. ‘What in Heaven did you say to him?’

      ‘Sheath your claws vixen, it wasn’t my fault. He began talking about my father. Do you know Henry actually expected me to have forgiven him for cutting off my father’s head?’

      ‘I don’t believe you.’

      ‘It’s true, I swear. And then that mood passed and he wanted to be rid of me.’

      ‘Oh, John, are you in disgrace?’

      ‘No, nothing like that,’ he assured her, sitting up and untying his jerkin. ‘I’m still his John, his good fellow, someone to while away the time with.’

      ‘Then I thank God for that,’ she said, sinking back into her pillow. ‘Though I wish He would take that old monster to his bosom sooner rather than later.’

      ‘Jane!’ John barked, grabbing her wrist. ‘Do not speak of the King in that way. I shall not tell you again.’

      Jane shook her wrist free. She found her husband’s unquestioning respect and admiration for sovereignty irritating. She watched him as he undressed. ‘Anne Seymour was here earlier, snooping about. Whatever possessed Edward Seymour to marry that woman, I’ll never know.’

      ‘Aye, she’s a shrew all right.’

      ‘Still, there’s no danger of her cuckolding him like his first wife. After all, who would want her?’

      ‘Edward Seymour, obviously.’

      ‘He must have ice in his veins.’

      ‘Not ice. Ambition. And she is relentless, she drives him on.’

      ‘Like I drive you?’ Jane asked teasingly as John climbed into bed beside her.

      ‘You don’t drive me on, you hold me back.’

      She pressed against him and rested her head on his chest, matching her breathing to his. ‘Must we be friends with the Seymours really, John? I do dislike them so.’

      ‘Nonsense, Edward’s a good fellow. And if we’re to rise further, Jane, he will be just the friend I need. As the Prince’s uncle, Edward Seymour will be invaluable to him when he becomes king and, in turn, we will be invaluable to the King’s uncle, you see?’

      ‘I suppose so,’ Jane nodded unhappily. ‘I just wish his wife wasn’t such an old cow.’
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          HUNSDON PALACE, OCTOBER 1546

        

      

    

    
      Robert’s greyhound insisted on poking its sleek head through the window with the window’s leather roll bunched around its neck like a bizarre headdress. It stood on the toes of Mary Dudley who had long since given up trying to hold the animal back.

      ‘We’re almost there, Rollo,’ she said, joining him at the window and wrinkling her face at the chill October air.

      ‘It’s a pity Rob can’t keep him,’ Jack, the eldest son in the Dudley family, said through a yawn. ‘He’s been pining for him ever since Rob left.’

      ‘I know, poor Rollo. Oh look, Jack, we’re here.’

      ‘Can you see Rob?’

      ‘Yes, yes, there he is,’ she cried, jumping down from the coach before it had even come to a stop.

      Rollo was even faster than she. He bounded up to his master, nearly knocking him to the ground. Robert buried his face against the dog’s neck and squeezed the small body.

      ‘Don’t we get a hello?’ Jack joked, walking towards his brother with arms outstretched.

      ‘Course you do,’ Robert said, wrapping his arms around Jack’s waist. ‘Mary.’ He pulled her towards him and kissed her chill cheek. ‘You’re freezing. Come inside.’ He led them into the main hall where a large fire filled the room with heat. ‘I’ve had food set out for you. You are hungry, aren’t you?’

      ‘Famished,’ Mary admitted. ‘We left so early we didn’t have time to eat.’

      ‘Well, help yourself.’ Robert waved them to a table where small beer, bread and mutton were laid out.

      Mary and Jack both tucked in. Rollo, who had been nudging Robert’s hand with his nose, whined.

      Robert snatched up a thick slice of the mutton and fed it to him. ‘Has Mary been looking after you, old boy?’

      ‘Of course I have,’ Mary said. ‘But he misses you, Rob. Can’t you keep him here?’

      ‘I don’t know. I suppose I could ask.’

      ‘What’s it like here?’ Jack asked, gulping down some beer.

      ‘It’s fine.’

      ‘Just fine?’

      ‘I miss home,’ Robert confessed, ‘but there’s always something to do here and the other boys are good company.’

      ‘And the Prince?’

      Robert checked to make sure they were alone. ‘He’s a bit of a prig, truth to tell.’

      ‘He always was.’

      ‘Jack, hush,’ Mary scolded.

      ‘Well, he was, Mary.’

      Robert continued. ‘He studies a lot and expects us to as well. He always likes to win at whatever game we’re playing and makes such a fuss if we sometimes refuse and win ourselves.’

      ‘He is the Prince, Rob.’

      ‘I know that, Jack, and I wouldn’t dare say anything, except to you.’

      ‘You didn’t say this to Father when he was here, then?’

      ‘Lord no, he’d have thrashed me,’ Robert shuddered. ‘Jack, when he came down last week, Father said he had been banished from court. Was that true?’

      ‘It’s true.’

      ‘I thought he was joking. What happened?’

      ‘It’s quite ridiculous, really,’ Mary giggled. ‘He hit the Bishop of Winchester.’

      ‘Hit him!’

      ‘Struck him about the face,’ Jack nodded. ‘During a Council meeting. I don’t know what Stephen Gardiner had said to him but it got Father worked up and he hit him. The King banished him from court.’

      Mary stretched and opened her mouth in a wide, loud yawn just as Henry Sidney walked in. Her face reddened.

      ‘Excuse me,’ Henry said, making to leave.

      ‘No, Henry, don’t go,’ Robert ordered, waving him over to the table. ‘This is my brother, Jack, and my sister, Mary.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you both.’

      ‘Oh, and this is Rollo,’ Robert said, bending down to kiss the dog between the eyes. ‘My dog that I’ve told you about.’

      ‘Oh yes, the fabulous Rollo,’ Henry said.

      ‘Fabulous?’ Mary raised an eyebrow.

      ‘Yes. Apparently, there has never been nor ever will be a dog quite like Rollo,’ Henry said with mock seriousness, making Mary giggle again.

      Robert threw a chunk of bread at him. ‘Henry, try to amuse my sister without being vulgar while I talk to my brother.’ Angling his body towards Jack, he asked in a low voice, ‘Is Father really all right?’

      ‘He’s fine, Rob, really,’ Jack assured him, dipping his bread in his ale. ‘The King banished him more as a gesture than anything else. From what Father said the King had a hearty laugh when he heard about the slap. Said he wished he’d been there to see it.’

      ‘So, Father’s doing well?’

      ‘It seems so. He and Edward Seymour are very thick. Mother doesn’t like it because it means she has to put up with Seymour’s wife, who is, to use Mother’s phrase, a devil-whipped bitch. Father’s almost constantly with the King, so there’s really nothing to worry about. You just do what Father wants you to do here.’

      ‘Oh, I can do that with my eyes closed. The Prince is a prig but he’s manageable enough.’

      ‘Yes, but you keep that kind of opinion to yourself, Rob, eh?’

      ‘Yes, all right.’ Robert sighed and slumped back in his chair. ‘Now, Henry, what do you think? Should I ask if I can keep Rollo here?’

      BANKSIDE

      John Dudley pressed two pennies into the pit master’s hand, one for himself, one for Edward Seymour, and climbed the few steps into the enclosure.

      ‘Why we couldn’t go straight back to court, I don’t know,’ Seymour said, leaning on the wooden barrier and gazing down into the ring of blood-stained sawdust.

      ‘It won’t hurt you to take a few hours rest,’ John said. ‘You’re looking very worn, Edward.’

      ‘Is it any wonder? Between the King and my wife...’

      ‘Tell me everything I missed. How are we doing?’

      ‘We’re doing very well. I think I’ve persuaded the King to change his will.’

      John’s mouth dropped open in astonishment. ‘You’re not serious?’

      ‘I’m perfectly serious. You see what you miss when you gallivant around the country?’

      ‘I haven’t been gallivanting, Edward, I was banished from the court. How is Gardiner, by the way? Recovered?’

      ‘You only gave him a slap, John.’

      ‘Ah, but it was a very hard slap, Edward. The poor man was almost crying.’

      ‘Do you want to hear this or not?’

      John grinned and nodded. ‘I’m listening.’

      Seymour looked about him uneasily. The cockpit gallery was filling up and the owners of the cocks had brought them into the enclosure. A hubbub filled the air. ‘I’m not sure we should be having this conversation here.’

      ‘Nobody’s listening, Edward, they’re far too interested in the cocks.’

      ‘You can never be too sure.’

      ‘Edward,’ John snapped, ‘just tell me.’

      Seymour nudged himself closer. ‘I’ve been dining with the King every day while you were away, trying to keep him amused. I know I’m not as good at that as you are, it’s been hard work. But I think he’s frightened.’

      ‘Of what?’

      ‘Of what will happen when he’s no longer here. He fears for the Prince.’

      A cheer erupted from the spectators as the cocks were set down to fight.

      John leant forward, his gloved hands gripping the barrier. ‘Not without reason.’

      ‘The Catholics are a particular concern to him.’

      ‘But the King’s a Catholic.’

      ‘He’s a king first. And he wants his son to enjoy the same royal privileges he has enjoyed since he married the Boleyn bitch. He’s worried that the Catholics will put the Pope back in power in England.’

      ‘They would certainly try,’ John agreed. ‘And so, he’s changing his will?’

      ‘Thinking about changing his will,’ Seymour corrected. ‘So, that’s what I need you to do. Add your voice to mine and together we should be able to change it.’

      ‘Wait a moment, Edward, you talk of changing his will, when I don’t even know what it contains. And now I think about it, how do you know?’

      Seymour shrugged. ‘Paget showed it to me.’

      ‘Sir William Paget, the King’s secretary?’ John’s voice rose in astonishment. ‘But he’s a Catholic.’

      Seymour put a finger to his lips to quieten John. ‘A Catholic that will bend with the prevailing wind. He sees the way things are, John, and he’s anxious to side with us. He knows Gardiner is out of favour with the King. It was noted by all how short your banishment was.’

      ‘And Paget showed you the will?’

      ‘No, he didn’t show me. It’s locked away. He told me of its contents.’

      ‘And they were?’

      Seymour spoke close to John’s ear. ‘The will appoints a Council of Regency to govern for the Prince. Now, at the moment, it’s a mixture. Catholics and Protestants in almost equal measure.’

      ‘Am I on this Council?’

      ‘Yes. As am I. Paget’s there, of course, and Wriothesley. In fact, all those you would expect.’

      ‘The Howards?’

      ‘Unfortunately, yes.’

      John grimaced. ‘They are our biggest opponents, Edward.’

      ‘I agree. If we really mean to remove Catholic opposition in this land we must first remove the Howards.’

      One of the cocks drew blood and the spectators roared encouragement.

      ‘You sound as if you have a plan.’

      ‘No, John, no plans. Only a hope that the Howards will damage themselves.’

      John’s eyes narrowed. ‘You mean Henry Howard.’

      Seymour nodded. ‘He’s a reckless young man. In the last few years, he’s displeased the King on more than one occasion. It shouldn’t take much more to turn the King completely against him.’

      ‘So, you’re hoping he will make a serious mistake?’

      ‘I am. We must keep our eyes and ears open.’

      ‘Oh, they’re open, Edward,’ John assured him, licking his lips as wings flapped and blood spilt. ‘They’re always open.’

      WHITEHALL PALACE

      Anne Seymour pressed her ugly flat nose against the window pane. ‘There’s William Hampton again, disappearing into the bushes with that young girl from Frances Woolley’s little group. I told his wife about his secret trysts but she didn’t seem to care. And there’s Knollys’s boy walking that damned dog again, the one that bites my skirts whenever I pass. You said you would talk to him about the dog. Have you?’

      Her husband, to whom the enquiry was directed, did not look up from his desk. ‘Not yet, my dear.’

      ‘Well, when are you going to?’

      ‘When I have a moment.’

      ‘You’ve had plenty of time.’ She stepped away from the window and folded her arms. ‘I shall have to speak to him about it myself, I see I shall.’

      Seymour scratched his signature across a document. ‘Perhaps that would be best, my love.’

      Anne’s dull eyes widened. ‘Oh, I see.’

      Recognising the signs of an impending tantrum, he added in a conciliatory tone, ‘I am rather busy, Anne.’

      Anne gave a snort of derision, gathered up her skirts and stomped past him, disappearing through a door into the small antechamber beyond. He was considering the possible benefits of following after her when the main door to his study was flung open and John Dudley strode into the room.

      ‘What the devil—?’ Seymour blustered.

      John dropped into a chair before the desk. ‘He’s done it.’

      ‘Done what? Who? What are you grinning like that for?’

      John’s eyes glinted in the early morning sunshine. Its unforgiving light caught too the grey hairs upon his head, the creases at the corners of his mouth and yet, Seymour thought with not a little resentment, how handsome he was. His own mirror only showed a man with tired eyes and sagging jowls.

      ‘Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, that reckless young man, has made the mistake we were hoping for, my friend.’

      ‘How? What has he done?’

      ‘He has had a portrait painted.’

      Seymour’s shoulders sagged. ‘A portrait?’

      John held up a halting finger. ‘It is a portrait with dangerous content.’

      ‘Well, stop being mysterious and tell me.’

      The grin vanished from John’s countenance; he became all seriousness. Moving the inkwell so he could lean on the desk, he began. ‘Howard has had himself painted standing beneath an arch with statues on either side. At the feet of the statues are two shields, and here is where it gets interesting. There are symbols and devices upon them that should only be borne upon the arms of the Kings of England. No, wait,’ he held up his hand as Seymour made to interrupt, ‘let me finish. The earl himself leans upon a broken pillar. A broken pillar symbolising a broken house.’ John sat back in the chair, watching and waiting for Edward’s reaction.

      ‘A broken house?’ Seymour clicked his teeth. ‘The House of Tudor?’

      ‘Conceivably,’ John said with a shrug. ‘Couple that with the shields and what you have is treason.’

      ‘Treason?’

      John nodded. They sat in silence for a moment.

      ‘Is it enough?’ Seymour asked quietly.

      ‘We’ll make it enough.’

      ‘How did you find out about this?’

      ‘Through Paget. A friend of Henry Howard told Paget, Paget told me. Henry Howard should choose his friends more carefully, eh?’

      ‘But can we go to the King with this?’

      ‘I think we can. But we must choose our moment carefully, the King’s moods being what they are. My secretary is drawing up a statement even now.’

      ‘Could we go to the King today?’

      ‘Patience, Edward, let me choose the moment. I’ll know when the time is right.’ He rose and turned to go. Hesitating, he turned back to Seymour. ‘This is it, Edward. Our chance to get rid of the Howards.’

      Seymour gave the smallest of nods. ‘I hope so, John.’

      John left and Seymour sunk his chin into his hand. So deep in thought was he that he did not notice his wife emerge from the room behind him and gave a yelp of surprise when her hand clamped down on his shoulder.

      ‘Edward.’

      He looked up at her and read her expression. ‘I know.’

      ‘Can Henry Howard be such a fool?’

      ‘Oh, that man is fool enough for anything, Anne.’

      ‘And it will be enough to disgrace him? Is Dudley right?’

      ‘He usually is.’

      ‘So what will happen?’

      ‘If the King reacts as we hope, Henry Howard should be arrested, tried and then…’

      ‘And then what?’ Anne demanded, her voice rising with impatience.

      ‘There is only one sentence for treason, Anne.’

      ‘Death!’

      ‘Aye, death. For treason, it is hanging, drawing and quartering, but as the Earl is noble, the King would almost certainly commute it to a beheading.’

      ‘So, we would be rid of one Howard. But what of the other? What of his father?’

      Seymour shook his head. ‘I don’t know. The son will be tainted and perhaps we can spread that stain to the father. John said nothing about the father.’

      ‘Edward,’ Anne murmured, ‘you don’t think you’re relying rather too heavily on John Dudley, do you?’

      ‘No, I don’t think so.’ He paused and looked at her. ‘Why, do you?’

      Anne shrugged. ‘I would just prefer it if you made some of the decisions. John Dudley has all the appearance of being the one in charge.’

      ‘I hardly think so.’

      ‘He restricts your access to the King,’ Anne continued.

      ‘The King enjoys his company more than mine.’

      ‘So John Dudley claims. Has the King said so? You are brother-in-law to the King, Edward, uncle to his son. How can the King not value your company?’

      Seymour fiddled with his quill and said nothing.

      NOVEMBER 1546

      As soon as dinner was over John rushed to Seymour’s side, smacked him on the shoulder and whispered in his ear that it was time. Seymour spilt wine over his hose in his hurry to follow John and caught up with him in the corridor.

      ‘Now?’ he hissed.

      ‘Now. I have just dined with the King and his mood is ripe for talk of treachery. Let’s get the statement and take it to him.’

      ‘You are sure, John?’

      ‘You’re not doubting me now, are you, Edward? Good God, man, where’s your spine? Or has your wife beaten that out of you as well?’

      ‘Watch your mouth, John.’

      John grinned unapologetically. ‘Wait,’ he said, as they reached his chamber door. He ducked inside while Seymour waited impatiently in the corridor, stepping from one foot to the other in his agitation. John joined him a moment later, a rolled-up piece of paper in his hand.

      ‘Got it,’ he waved the paper at Seymour. ‘Come on.’

      Back they went to the Great Hall, past the idling courtiers and servants folding tables away, on through to the King’s private apartments. The guards let them through without hindrance. The King sat by the window, one fat bandaged leg propped up on a footstool, a book in his hand.

      ‘John,’ he halloed, taking off his spectacles, ‘back so soon?’

      ‘I fear so, Your Majesty,’ John bowed.

      Henry’s forehead creased. ‘You fear? Why so?’

      John stepped forward and held out the roll of paper. ‘I have here a statement that I fear will distress you greatly, Your Majesty. It is a deposition given by a reliable witness regarding the actions of the Earl of Surrey.’

      Henry held out a hand for the paper. As he read, the fleshy neck and drooping cheeks flushed bright and the little, yellowed eyes bulged from their sockets. ‘I’ll have his head for this.’

      John glanced at Seymour, who stepped forward and said, ‘Shall I make out a warrant for his arrest, Your Majesty?’

      Too hasty, you fool, John thought.

      Henry looked up, his expression changing. ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Brother Seymour? Get him out of the way, eh? I know you have no liking for the Howards.’

      Seymour began to splutter a protest.

      ‘With respect, Your Majesty,’ John interjected, ‘you yourself have no reason to love them. Twice have they hurt your generous heart with women of that family, and so rumour has it, would have tried to do so again.’

      Both Seymour and Henry stared at him. ‘What are you talking about, Dudley?’ the King growled.

      John looked down at his feet. ‘It has been rumoured that the Earl of Surrey had entreated his sister to …,’ he paused in disgust, ‘to make herself pleasant to you.’

      ‘Pleasant?’ Henry snorted.

      ‘In short, Your Majesty, to gain access to your most private person.’

      Henry’s colour rose once again. He struggled out of his chair. ‘I will have his head,’ he growled. ‘To sully his own sister’s honour, to impugn mine! Has there ever been such a rogue? Am I to be continually plagued by these Howards?’

      ‘I beg you, sire, put an end to their malicious plots,’ Seymour said. ‘And but think, if they threaten you so, may they not threaten the sacred person of the Prince, your son?’

      ‘Yes, yes,’ Henry nodded vehemently, ‘they would threaten him. The father too, then. Send them both to the Tower. Dudley, I trust you to see it done.’

      John bowed. ‘You can, Your Majesty.’

      WHITEHALL PALACE, DECEMBER 1546

      Prince Edward had been invited to court for Christmas and he and his companions looked forward to the change of scene and the entertainments they would be able to attend. But a few hours at court made them wish they had stayed at Hunsdon.

      The arrest of the Howards had created a hushed, anxious atmosphere. People whispered that if the foremost peers of the realm could be arrested on a charge of treason for nothing more than having a portrait painted, then no one was safe. The King grew ever more irascible and unpredictable, and even the Prince came out from an interview with his father pale and shaking.

      Everyone at court seemed to be living on nerves. Robert’s parents had seemed preoccupied and paid him little attention. Worse, he had made himself a trouble to his father by attacking Edward Seymour.

      Rollo had accompanied Robert to court, as he accompanied him everywhere now. Rollo was urinating in the corridor when Seymour passed by and he had kicked the dog. Rollo’s yelp had alerted Robert and he had rushed out into the corridor and delivered a thump upon the back of his pet’s attacker.

      Seymour had boxed Robert’s ear, sending him tumbling to the floor. Fortunately for Robert, his father had come along at that moment, frowned down at his sprawling son and had listened to Seymour’s suggestion that the boy receive a severe whipping for daring to strike one of his betters. John had so far forborne from acting upon it, but Robert knew he was in disgrace for his father had hardly spoken to him and his mother had done nothing but find fault with him, cursing him for being a trouble to his father at such a time. Robert had wondered aloud why the time should be different from any other and his mother had shot him an impatient look.

      ‘You have heard that Norfolk and his son have been taken to the Tower, Rob, or has that unimportant event passed you by?’

      ‘I do know that,’ he had protested sulkily.

      ‘I’m very glad to hear it. Your father has been instrumental in bringing this about and he doesn’t need distractions from you. Striking Edward Seymour! My God, Rob, what were you thinking?’

      ‘He kicked Rollo.’

      ‘I don’t want to hear any more about it,’ Jane had declared. ‘And you stay away from your father if you don’t want that whipping. He’s got a lot on his mind.’

      So, Robert had stayed out of the way. And yet another dinner in the Great Hall came around, where his father talked in whispers with Edward Seymour and his mother in earnest with the Queen. Robert leant against the wall and looked on.

      ‘You look fed up,’ Henry Sidney observed, smacking him on the shoulder by way of a hello. ‘Hardly fun and games, is it? Look at Edward.’ Henry jerked his chin towards the top table raised on a dais where the Prince sat alongside the King. ‘He still looks scared to death. And oh my, look who’s sitting next to him.’

      Robert gave him an exasperated look. He was aware he talked of Elizabeth Tudor rather too often and the boys often ribbed him for it. Elizabeth sat next to her brother at the high table, eating very little, her pale brown eyes darting from one person to another.

      ‘She’s looking this way.’

      ‘I can see that, Henry.’

      ‘Why don’t you go to her?’

      ‘I can’t just go up to her and start talking, you numbskull. She’s with the King unless you hadn’t noticed.’

      ‘Go on,’ Henry grinned. ‘I dare you.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid.’

      ‘You’re scared.’

      ‘I am not.’

      ‘Prove it.’

      Robert looked up at the dais, then back to Henry. ‘All right. I will.’ He made his way through the crowd and stepped tentatively up to the table, approaching it from the side, hoping that the King would not notice him.

      ‘Robert!’ Elizabeth hallooed loudly, making his cheeks redden as all eyes at the table turned towards him.

      He bowed. ‘My lady.’

      ‘Come up here,’ she commanded, pointing to the floor beside her. ‘It’s about time you came over,’ Elizabeth chided, turning her pale, pointed face up to look at him.

      ‘I would have liked to come sooner but I wasn’t sure I should.’

      ‘So, why have you come now?’

      ‘Henry dared me.’

      Elizabeth giggled. ‘Well, I’m very grateful to Henry, whoever he is. How have you been, Robin?’

      A chair was placed behind Robert by a servant and Elizabeth bid him sit. ‘I’ve been very well, Bess. And you?’

      ‘I sometimes get terrible headaches and then I’m in bed for days, but mostly I’m well. But Rob,’ she said, lowering her voice, ‘how do you think the King looks?’

      Robert peered around her and cast a surreptitious glance at the King. The flabby cheeks shone with perspiration and the hand shook as it lifted a cup of wine to the pink lips. ‘I don’t know. A trifle hot, perhaps.’

      ‘Don’t lie to me,’ she said earnestly.

      ‘In truth, I do not think he is very well, Bess.’

      ‘Nor do I.’ She bit her lip, her pointy teeth turning the thin skin white. ‘I’m worried, Rob. What if he were to die?’

      ‘Then Edward would be king.’

      ‘Edward, king! Look at him, Rob. Does he look like he can rule?’

      ‘I don’t mean now. When he’s older.’

      She looked down at her hands in her lap. ‘I don’t think Edward will be much older before he’s... Oh, Rob, I’m frightened.’

      He reached for her hand. ‘I don’t know what to say to you, Bess.’

      ‘What shall I do when the King is gone?’

      ‘I’m sure my father will look out for you, Bess.’

      She gave a little laugh. ‘You are so foolish, Rob. It will be my brother’s uncle who will take matters into his own hands, you can be sure of that.’

      ‘My father’s very important, Elizabeth,’ Robert drew himself up. ‘And very close to the King. In fact, were it not for him, Henry Howard and his father wouldn’t be imprisoned and what’s more, he and Seymour are trying ...’ he broke off, realising he was about to say too much.

      ‘What?’ She grabbed his wrist, her nails digging into his flesh. ‘What do you know?’

      ‘Nothing. Let me go, Bess, you’re hurting me.’

      She looked into his face for a long moment. ‘What could you know?’ she sneered, looking much older than her thirteen years. She pushed his arm away. ‘You can go now.’

      Robert got to his feet, unsure whether to bow or not, so compromised with a deep nod of his head and hurried back to Henry.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Henry asked. ‘Were you arguing?’

      ‘No, of course not.’

      ‘It looked like you were.’

      ‘Well, we weren’t. It’s just that Elizabeth thinks she knows everything and she doesn’t.’

      ‘And you do?’ Henry raised a sceptical eyebrow.

      Robert snatched a goblet of wine from a passing servant. He drank the cup dry. ‘I know a damn sight more than Elizabeth.’
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          TOWER HILL, JANUARY 1547

        

      

    

    
      Birds circled overhead, black bodies against the grey sky and dogs sniffed around the feet of the spectators, hoping for scraps of food. They lifted their legs and urinated against the upright wooden posts of the scaffold while the crowd swelled and the stench of unwashed bodies grew denser. They shouted and laughed in expectation of the morning’s entertainment.

      A crow swooped, perched on a wooden post and cawed loudly in John Dudley’s ear. He winced and flapped his arm at the creature. It let out a cry of indignation, jabbed its beak at his face and retreated to a further post.

      Seymour jiggled on the balls of his feet. ‘Never mind the bird.’

      ‘It’s an ill omen,’ John said.

      ‘Of course, it’s an ill omen. But for Henry Howard, not for us.’

      ‘Must you be so damned cheerful?’

      Seymour stared at him, his dark brown eyes hard. ‘What’s the matter with you? We both worked to see him here. It was your evidence that got him arrested. And now you baulk at this.’ He gestured at the scaffold.

      John shook his head, unable to explain that it brought back memories of his father. The cold clung to his bones and he tugged his cloak tighter about him.

      Seymour studied his face for a moment longer, then looked into the crowd that was parting to allow the guards through. ‘Here he comes.’

      Henry Howard was thinner, his skin greyer than at his trial, but his arrogance was still evident. He walked tall, head held high. Cries of ‘God Bless You’ mingled with ‘Traitor’. As Howard drew near, he met both Seymour’s and John’s eye. He passed them without a word, and with heavy, thudding footsteps climbed the steep wooden stairs.

      He shuffled through the straw laid down to soak up his blood. The executioner, his face obscured to hide his identity, knelt and asked for forgiveness. Howard gave it, along with a gold coin. A priest began to read from his Bible. The executioner thrust a blindfold before his victim’s face. Howard gave it a disdainful look and shook his head. He turned and looked over the crowd. John saw his breath coming fast, turning to smoke in the cold January air.

      ‘Good people, you come here to see me die, for I have been accused of treason. I tell you now, I have never been guilty of treason. I lay no blame for this injustice upon the King. He is the most kind and goodly prince beneath Heaven. The blame lies upon his advisors, those who spit venom upon their enemies and seek their removal for their own benefit and advancement. I confess I have been rash in my youth and caused much offence, but none so grievous that I deserve to be stood here. God knows my heart and will judge me fairly, as my enemies have not. Good people, I beg you, pray for me.’

      Most of the crowd made the sign of the cross and a murmur of prayer bubbled up as Howard knelt and set his neck upon the curved block of wood. Howard’s bloodshot eyes, bulging from their sockets with strain, locked on John’s. ‘May you suffer,’ he hissed as the axe descended.

      John shut his eyes, bile rising in his throat. When he opened them, dark red blood was trickling over the edges of the planks and the crowd was roaring. He leant towards Seymour. ‘Let’s go.’

      He pushed his way through the crowd, glaring at anyone who seemed to offer resistance. It wasn’t until they had left Tower Hill behind and entered into the twisting streets around the Tower that John slowed down and Seymour was able to catch up with him.

      ‘Well, that’s him gone,’ Seymour panted, ‘and his father’s turn will come. So, that just leaves Bishop Gardiner and Thomas Wriothesley for us to worry about.’

      ‘Wriothesley’s not a problem,’ John said firmly, determined to get his mind back on work. ‘Like Paget, he sees the way the wind’s blowing.’

      ‘Just Gardiner, then. We must be more vocal in our arguments against him when we speak with the King.’

      ‘Agreed. We need to get Gardiner removed from the Council of Regency.’

      Seymour touched his arm and they both came to a halt. ‘Actually, John, I have something to tell you about that. I don’t want to talk in the street. Come in here.’ He led the way to a tavern, selecting a table by the corner, though John looked longingly towards the fire. ‘Two cups of sack,’ Seymour instructed the potboy who hurried away, anxious to please men of quality. Seymour waited until the wine was brought, then leant forward, gesturing John closer. ‘William Paget has rewritten the King’s will to exclude Gardiner and the other Catholics on the regency Council.’

      John was stunned. ‘On whose instructions?’

      Seymour paused a moment before answering. ‘Mine.’

      ‘The King doesn’t know you’ve done this?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘So, it’s unsigned? What use is an unsigned will?’ Seymour’s face turned sulky and John shook his head. ‘It’s a dangerous thing you and Paget have done. Damn it, Edward, we’ve just had a man killed for treason. Do you want to end up on the scaffold, too? Why the devil didn’t you tell me what you were doing?’

      ‘I planned to. But it was during Christmas and you had your family about you⁠—’

      ‘We spoke every day, Edward. Don’t say you couldn’t have found a moment to tell me. If for no other reason than that I should have been consulted.’

      Seymour raised his cup, knocking it against his lips painfully in his haste to avoid answering. He wasn’t about to admit to John that he had listened to his wife who told him not to involve John. ‘It’s done now.’

      ‘Yes, isn’t it? And because of
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