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Prologue




February 1549, Sudeley Forest




Thomas Seymour plucked an iron cannonball from a crate containing dozens. “This one?” he asked.

Ned Founder, the ironworker, nodded vigorously as he replied, “A good choice, my lord.” He added hastily, “That looks like one of the better ones.” Wiping his soot-streaked hands on his leather apron, he avoided Thomas’ eyes.

“One of the better ones?” Thomas growled.

Ned sweated under the penetrating gaze of his paymaster. “Casting an iron ball with a hollow centre is not simple, my lord. Some are better; some are… less so. But we are improving. Making the hole a constant size is hard enough, but if it is off-centre, then the walls of the shell will not be a constant thickness…”

“And if the walls are not a constant thickness, what then?” Thomas pressed. 

Ned’s shoulders slumped. “Variations mean unpredictable weaknesses…”

Thomas’ eyebrows shot up. “Unpredictable?” He barked out a short laugh devoid of humour. “So when I fire these at Spanish ships, some might work and some might not?”

“We’re getting better, my lord. Upon test-firing the last batch, maybe one in three…”

“One in three.” Thomas’ jaw clenched. Eighteen months. Many hundreds of pounds. Money he’d secretly siphoned from a variety of sources: the Bristol Mint, bribes from pirates, his late wife’s estate, funds that should have gone to his infant daughter.

All for ‘one in three’.

Thomas could feel the sloshing of liquid inside the ball as he moved it around.

He looked past the ironworker to the bearded foreigner standing nervously a few paces away, Luis de Torres, the alchemist he’d hired at considerable expense. “And the Greek Fire? You have perfected the formulation and sealed it in the hollow?”

“Sí. The mixture, I think we have it correct now, or close, anyway. I have sealed it in each of these balls. The sealing is not so simple - I had to create a special infusion of clay and wax and then - ”

Thomas waved away his explanation, saying cruelly, “If it was simple, I wouldn’t need you, would I?”

He selected a second cannonball, and with one in each hand he compared their size and weight.

They look identical, he acknowledged silently. But…

“This one is heavier,” he said, hefting the one in his right hand. “Show me. Now.”




Thomas’ jealousy of his brother’s power and acclaim knew no bounds. Edward Seymour was the Lord Protector of England. He commanded the King’s armies and had the King’s ear. The Privy Council deferred to Edward’s every wish, meaning he had the power to shape the realm. He effectively reigned in all but name. 

Thomas ground his teeth in frustration and humiliation.

And what do I have? I’m the younger brother. I am Lord Admiral, yes. A title granted by my brother in an attempt to placate me, but I lack any real power. Unless… unless I can engineer a glorious naval victory against one of England’s traditional enemies. Then I will be the hero, with a chance to usurp Edward and gain my true place at the head of the Council. And this weapon will give me the edge I need to guarantee a victory. It will change naval warfare forever. If it works…




The demonstration had taken weeks to arrange. Ned had built a section of a ship’s hull here in the forest. Thick oak timbers, caulked in the Spanish style, identical to their ships at sea. An elegant brass cannon sat mounted on its carriage, angled toward the target.

Ned’s assistant busied himself loading the cannon with practiced efficiency. Powder, wadding, the iron sphere taken from Thomas’ outstretched hand - carefully placed in the muzzle. While Ned lit a fuse, the alchemist, Luis, stepped back, clutching his leather notebook tight to his chest. His lips moved in what might have been prayer.




“Fire,” Thomas commanded.

The cannon roared. Smoke billowed. A tongue of flame licking out from the muzzle as the ball shot forward, a dark blur against the pale winter sky.

It struck the wooden wall with a sound like God’s hammer.

And punched straight through - a fusillade of wooden splinters peppering the woodland beyond.

The ball did not shatter like it was supposed to. So it did not spill its deadly cargo of Greek Fire. It just went… straight through. Out the other side, disappearing into the brush beyond with a crash of breaking branches.

Silence.

Thomas felt something cold settle in his chest. “It didn’t break. There is no fire.”

“The walls of the ball must have been too thick, my lord. Perhaps that is why it felt heavier,” Ned said quietly. “As I said, variability. It made it through the barrel fine, but…”

“Load this one. Now,” commanded Thomas as he thrust the second ball at the assistant.

The lighter ball went into the cannon. Thomas watched Luis from the corner of his eye. The alchemist was sweating despite the February chill.

“Fire.”

The cannon roared again.

This time, the sound was different. A grinding crack, a shriek of tortured metal. The cannonball collapsed in the barrel like a crushed egg, and a viscous brown mixture spurted from the cannon’s mouth. No ball, and no fire, either.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then it ignited.

The smell hit first. Sulphur and pitch and something else, something acrid that clawed at the back of Thomas’ throat. Limp orange flames spread across the damp grass like spilled wine, burning reluctantly, producing more smoke than heat. The stench was choking, unholy.

Ned’s assistant stamped at it with his boots. Within moments, it was out, leaving only scorched earth and a lingering reek of hellfire.

Thomas stared at the pathetic scorch marks. He vividly recalled the alchemist’s proposition that had initiated this costly development: Greek Fire was a 7th century Byzantine wonder weapon, that could be launched against opposing ships and burned so hard and fast, even on water, that your enemy could not extinguish it. It had been developed and used to defend Constantinople.




Thomas glared at Ned, his face thunderous. “I suppose that ball’s walls were too thin? Eh? You useless churl.”

He turned, ready to vent his ire toward the alchemist.

“My lord,” Luis quickly ventured, his Spanish accent thick with nervousness. “The formula… this batch must have decayed since testing. Perhaps it needs more refinement. The proportions of the naphtha to the quicklime - ”

“How much more time?” Thomas’ voice was flat. “How much more money?”

“It is a slow process. Another six months, perhaps. A year at most. If we could conduct more tests - ”

“A year.” Thomas laughed bitterly. “In a year, my brother will have consolidated his power so thoroughly that the Privy Council won’t even employ me as a pot boy.”

He picked up the leather sack he’d brought with him. Fifty gold angels, the payment he’d promised if the demonstration succeeded. Ned’s eyes followed it, before he forced himself to look away.

“My lord, we’ve made progress,” the ironworker said carefully. “The concept works - sometimes. We just need - ”

“I know. You need more time, too. More gold. More tests.” Thomas hefted the coin sack. “No payment today, gentlemen. Not for failure.”

“But, my lord -” Ned began.

“When you have something that works, consistently works, not ‘one in three’. Then, and only then, come and find me - if I still have a head.” Thomas swung the sack over his shoulder. The coins clinked heavily. “Until then, keep trying. But you’ll see no more gold until I see some results that warrant it.”

He strode toward his horse without waiting for their response. Behind him, he heard Luis’ anguished protest and Ned’s quieter resignation.

Let them be angry. Let them work harder. Desperation makes men ingenious, he thought.

And Thomas Seymour knew desperation all too well.




Later that evening:




The basement of Sudeley Castle was cold even in summer; in February, it was as bitter as a tomb. Thomas descended the stone ramp, the coin sack still heavy on his shoulder, a lantern swinging in his other hand.

He didn’t know it, but he wasn’t alone.

Cristóbal Navarro had been working at Sudeley Castle for weeks, posing as one of the stonemasons who were modifying a storeroom in the basement. He had observed Baron Seymour’s furtive movements and his paranoid security. All of which suggested a man with secrets.

And secrets intrigued Cristóbal.




Now, from his hiding place in an alcove where new masonry was being installed, Cristóbal watched as Thomas reached the end of the long corridor and pushed open a heavy wooden door. The hinges rotated silently. Thomas stepped through, and the door began to swing shut behind him.

Cristóbal moved, silent as a cat. Before the door closed, he slipped a thin piece of metal into the gap, just enough to leave a crack to peer through, but not enough for Thomas to notice from the inside.

The door settled against the shim with barely a whisper.

Cristóbal pressed his eye to the gap.

He knew the room beyond from earlier snooping. It was almost square, perhaps fifteen feet along each side, with a half-dozen old pews suitable for a private chapel or audience chamber, all piled toward the rear. It had stone walls, a flagstoned floor, and no windows. He had previously written it off as a storeroom. 

He caught his breath as he watched Thomas approach one of the two iron cauldrons, each as tall as a man’s waist, positioned against the far wall like silent sentinels.

Thomas set down his lantern and a sack that clinked dully as though full of coins. 

He lit a taper from the lantern and lowered it into the cauldron.

The flames that erupted seemed unnatural in the deconsecrated room, casting writhing shadows across the stone walls. Thomas repeated the process at the second cauldron. Now both cauldrons burned with the same eerie light, and the room pulsed with energy.

Discarding the taper, he took a heavy black cloak from a hook on the wall and swung it around his shoulders before fastening the clasp at his throat.

With a twirl, he walked to the centre of the room and knelt on a polished black slab facing toward the cauldrons. Cristóbal watched Thomas leaning forward from the waist. Is he bowing to the wall? he wondered.

Then the Baron began chanting: incomprehensible words, not Latin, nor Greek, something older, perhaps.

The rhythm was hypnotic, rising and falling like waves. Thomas’ voice echoed strangely in the room, as if the walls themselves were answering.

The flames in the cauldrons danced in time with the chanting.

Cristóbal's skin crawled, and he quickly crossed himself. 

This is witchcraft. Heresy. The man should burn for this, he thought.

The chanting grew louder as Thomas raised his arms above his head, the black cloak spreading like wings. His voice built to a crescendo, the syllables crashing together like thunder.

Then, smoothly and slowly, the stone wall between the cauldrons parted, swinging away like a huge silent double door, but untouched by human hands. The movement was impossible, unnatural. No grinding, no scraping. Just smooth, inexorable motion.

“¡Madre de Dios!” Cristóbal gasped, one hand clutching the crucifix beneath his doublet, the other making the sign of the cross with trembling fingers.

Beyond the opening, was a room, dark and forbidding.




Thomas rose from his knees and stepped through the opening, taking his sack of money with him. The clink of coins echoed from the small room. 

Cristóbal held his breath to better hear the faint sounds of movement: the scrape of something heavy being shifted, the creak of an ancient hinge, the dull thunk of a coin sack being added to whatever hoard lay within, and the dull thud of a lid shutting tight.

Then Thomas emerged whistling, as though no devilry was about at all. He paused to stoop and retrieve something from the floor. A couple of minutes passed while he fiddled with the laces on his doublet and removed his cloak, the fire in the cauldrons gradually dying out as he did so.

Behind him, the stone doors swung shut with the same impossible silence.

Thomas replaced his robe back on its hook, picked up his lantern and turned toward the entrance, where Cristóbal was still staring agog.

Coming to his senses, Cristóbal barely had time to slip his shim free and press himself into the shadow of his alcove before Thomas pulled the door open. He held his breath and watched as the Baron passed within five feet of him and headed back up the corridor, whistling tunelessly.




When the footsteps faded, Cristóbal stood in the darkness, thinking.

A secret vault with magical doors that open after the performance of a diabolical ritual.

This is clear evidence of heresy from the Baron.

He grimaced in the darkness. 

He would return when Thomas wasn’t in residence and study the mechanism more closely. Perhaps I could replicate the ritual myself. He shuddered with horror at the thought. Or perhaps not.

Finally, he had a solid lead in the mystery that consumed him.

He was confident he would discover everything.

He was, after all, a very good Spanish spy.
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	Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, Lord Protector

	Anne Seymour, Duchess of Somerset
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	Thomas Seymour, Lord Admiral, Baron Sudeley

	Ned Founder, ironworker

	Luis de Torres (née Yosef Ibravanel) alchemist (missing)

	Juan Morales, alchemist’s assistant

	Cristóbal Navarro, Spanish agent

	Maud Lane, Catherine Parr’s lady-in-waiting

	Morton, the steward of Sudeley Castle

	Mary Seymour, Catherine Parr’s daughter by Thomas Seymour

	Margery Holt, Anne Seymour’s lady’s maid

	Catherine Brandon, Duchess of Suffolk

	Lucy, Catherine’s maidservant

	William and Thomas, two of Catherine’s servants

	James Deering, alias used by John Dee when undercover








Chapter 1 - Execution

Wednesday the 20th of March 1549

Tower Hill, London





The scaffold

John Dee peered through the drizzle, over the heads of the sizeable crowd, toward the simple wooden scaffold on Tower Hill.

This was the first execution he had ever attended, and by preference he wouldn’t be here now. He had no desire to witness the state-ordered ending of anyone’s life.

He shivered, though whether from the mist that had already soaked through his woollen cloak, or because of the imminent elimination of Baron Thomas Seymour, nobody would ever know.

Dee had foiled two attempted coups by the Baron, the most recent just three months ago, and he had little sympathy for the conniving, treacherous Lord Admiral, even if he was the King’s uncle and the Lord Protector’s brother.

The smell of roasted chestnuts mingled with that of a thousand rain-damp Londoners pressed close. A pie-seller eased his way through the gawping multitude, calling out his wares, while someone near Dee crunched into an apple, both audible during a momentary lull in the crowd’s cacophony.

His stomach rumbled.

He slipped further back through the crowd - those behind him were all too willing to take his place. Spying a fellow with a brazier and a winning smile, he approached and asked for a bag of roasted chestnuts. Secretly, he hoped that he’d miss the action on the scaffold during the interaction, but the man’s movements were deft and efficient.

“Shocking, isn’t it?” the man offered as he smoothly transferred crispy nuts to a small paper cone. His jovial tone suggested he actually thought no such thing.

A goodwife beside Dee butted into the conversation, the excitement caused by the scandal overcoming normal social graces. “I heard that his own brother signed the warrant!”

“And the King,” replied the chestnut seller. “They say young Edward put his name to it himself. To behead his own uncle!”

“Blood means nothing to these people!” answered the indignant woman.

Dee said nothing, just paid his penny and took his nuts - warming his fingers around the packet.

Reluctantly, he surveyed the crowd again, even rising on his tiptoes to give the impression that he wanted to worm his way to the front.

Tutting loudly to nobody in particular, he ambled around the rear of the press of bodies, still pretending to look for a spot with a better view, whilst all he really wanted was the ability to say he’d attended without actually being subjected to the sight itself.


The crowd surged forward, and he glanced involuntarily toward the Tower complex. He saw a phalanx of guards emerge with the condemned man, Thomas Seymour, walking between them, holding his head up high.

Dee mentally compared him to the last time they’d met; his bearing was the same, erect and haughty, and he was wearing an elegant blue doublet over a white cambric shirt, but his beard was unkempt, which normally he took great pride in keeping luxurious and tidy.

“He doesn’t look sorry,” someone muttered.

“Traitors rarely do,” replied their companion.


Dee studied the man he’d helped to bring down. Thomas had schemed to overthrow his brother, not once, but twice. Both times Dee had frustrated his efforts and landed him in gaol. There were even wild rumours that Thomas had cavorted with the young Princess Elizabeth while she’d lived with him and his new wife, Catherine Parr. Although Thomas was a renowned flirt, Dee found it difficult to conceive of any man behaving in such an outrageous manner toward a minor.

“Some men are such pigs,” he muttered to himself, shaking his head disgustedly.

“That’s true enough, ain’t it, squire?” replied a nearby apprentice before disappearing into the mass of onlookers.

Thomas’ final undoing had been breaking into the King’s chambers at Hampton Court in the dead of night with a loaded pistol. The King’s spaniel had sounded the alarm, barking at the intrusion until Thomas shot it. Guards had come running, and he’d not seen the outside of a prison cell since - until today.


Thomas reached the scaffold and was permitted to address the crowd, as was tradition. Normally, the accused would admit their guilt and praise the monarch in an attempt to stop the Crown impoverishing their family.

“Good people,” Thomas began, his voice carrying surprisingly well across the assembled mass. “I die a loyal subject of His Majesty King Edward. Everything I did, I did for love of my nephew and for the good of this realm. If I erred, it was in ambition, not in treason. I beg you all, pray for the King, and for England.”

A good speech, acknowledged Dee. Short, dignified, free of sycophantic grovelling - though all lies of course. He loved only himself.

The crowd seemed unsure how to react, with most people muttering and shuffling their feet.

Maybe they’d been hoping for something more salacious, thought Dee uncharitably.


Thomas knelt at the block. The executioner, hooded and anonymous, stepped forward with his axe.

Dee turned away. He didn’t need to add this grisly sight to his memory.

As he turned, he saw a group of soldiers on a low rise at the rear of the crowd. And at its centre, protected by that ring of steel, stood Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, Lord Protector of England.

Thomas’ brother.

Edward’s face could have been carved from granite for all the emotion it showed. He simply watched, bearing witness to what his signature had wrought.

Then his eyes shifted and found Dee watching him.

Their gazes locked.

Behind Dee, the crowd drew in a collective breath. The whisper of metal cutting air, followed by a low squelch.

A gasp rose from the assembled masses, followed by a derisory jeer.

Edward Seymour’s expression didn’t change. He simply raised one hand and crooked a finger. 

The implication was unmistakable. Come here.

Dee began pushing through the crowd, sparser here at the rear, grateful for an excuse to move further away from the scaffold.

Behind him, the sound of the axe swinging for a second time. This time the heavy, wet thunk of the axe striking into wood, followed instantly by an appreciative cheer.

The executioner’s voice rang out. “Behold the head of a traitor!”


Dee reached the soldiers, who parted to let him through.

“Dee.” Edward Seymour’s voice was as flat as his expression. “Walk with me.”

As they moved away from the crowd, the soldiers formed a protective cordon. The drizzle was turning icy, the tiny pellets tinkling against armour.

“My lord?” Dee said, unsure what else to say. What does one say to a man who has just watched his brother die? He wondered.

“I need you to call on me in Whitehall,” Edward said, his tone businesslike, as if they were discussing grain prices rather than leaving the execution of a peer of the realm. “I have a task for you. Something that requires both discretion and skill.”

“Of course, my lord.”

“My brother may have hated me - but he loved England.” Edward’s voice was clipped. “He took his position as Lord Admiral seriously. So seriously that I believe he was secretly working on the development of a new weapon that would secure the high seas for His Majesty’s navy.”

Dee’s pulse increased. “That sounds… dangerous.”

“I have already sent investigators to his castle at Sudeley, but as yet they haven’t found anything useful.” Edward’s sigh eloquently conveyed how hard it was to find good talent. “Come to Westminster, this time next week. We’ll discuss it then.”

He turned and walked away without waiting for a response, the soldiers falling in around him like a living shield.


Dee stood alone in the rain, watching the Lord Protector disappear into the city. All around him, the spectators were already gossiping about what they’d seen, already transforming a man’s death into a story they’d tell at dinner.

Dee shivered and pulled his cloak tighter around him, then turned toward his lodgings.

Whatever Edward Seymour wanted him to do, it wouldn’t be easy. Tasks that called for discretion and skill rarely were.

But Dee would go. Of course he would.

He always did.





The wine is off

Luis de Torres forced himself to smile as he poured wine into two wooden cups. His hands trembled slightly, from anger, not fear. At least, that’s what he told himself.

“Good. A toast then,” Juan Morales said from across the laboratory bench, his voice smug with victory. “To our new partnership.”

Partnership? The word reverberated through Luis’ brain - the very notion abhorrent to him.

For eighteen months, Juan had been his assistant. Competent enough, certainly; he could grind ingredients, measure proportions, tend the fires.

But, Luis told himself, he has minimal education, has not laboured for years to learn the secrets of the ancients by trial and error, and couldn’t even describe the differences between the approaches of Zosimos and Trismegistus. In fact, he is lucky to have a position at all!

And now this. 

Blackmail. 

The ungrateful wretch!


The laboratory was thick with the acrid smell of their work: sulphur and naphtha and stranger things besides. Glass alembics caught the afternoon light that filtered through the narrow windows. Parchments covered in Luis’ cramped handwriting lay scattered across every surface, formulas and calculations that had consumed his every waking hour for the past year and a half.

All of it now threatened by Juan’s greed.

Luis reluctantly handed a cup to his assistant and raised the other. “To partnership then,” he echoed, the word catching on his tongue.

They drank.

Juan smiled, satisfied. “You see? This will be much more satisfactory. We can work together as equals - a doubling of our effort! When Baron Seymour returns -” he paused, frowning slightly. “Is this a new wine?”

“A new barrel, yes,” Luis said easily, watching. “From the Spanish trader in Cheltenham. I thought we should celebrate properly if we’re going to celebrate at all.”

Juan set down his cup and pressed a hand to his stomach. “You should get your money back… our money back. It tastes... strange.”

“Does it?” Luis took another sip of his own wine. “It tastes fine to me.”

“No, something’s…” Juan’s eyes widened. His breath came faster. “What did you -”

Juan staggered, knocking over a mortar and pestle. The grinding stone clattered across the wooden floor.

“You bastard,” Juan gasped, one hand clutching his throat. “You -”

He tried to call out, but his voice emerged as nothing more than a strangled whisper. His legs buckled, and he slithered to the floor, desperately trying to stay upright by grabbing at the workbench, his chair, anything. He convulsed once, twice, then went still.

“Arsenic will do that to a man,” said Luis, standing over Juan’s body. “You’d have known that if you were a half-decent alchemist. But you’re not, so you didn’t.”

Luis’ heart surged with adrenaline and anger. He drew back his foot and kicked Juan hard in the ribs. The body shifted slightly but made no other response.

Luis leaned over the body, growling at it. “Did you really think I would share my work with you? My formula?”

A spray of spittle landed on the inert corpse.

He kicked him again, harder this time, then immediately regretted it - his toes aching from the impact.

He stood panting, staring down at what he’d done. At what he’d been forced to do.

The Lord Protector’s investigators had left three days ago, satisfied with the story Luis and Juan had fed them: that Baron Seymour employed alchemists, yes, but for perfectly ordinary purposes: attempting to turn base metals into gold, creating medicines. The usual promises alchemists made to wealthy patrons.

Luis congratulated himself as he thought back to the interrogation. Witless fools. They could only imagine better swords and bigger cannons, not a weapon that would change warfare forever.

But Juan had seen an opportunity in their visit. He’d cornered Luis afterward, threatened to call them back, to reveal the truth about the Greek Fire experiments.

“Either we’re partners,” Juan had said, “or I’ll tell them everything. The hollow cannonballs, the incendiary mixture, the testing grounds. How much do you think the Lord Protector would pay for that information?”

And so Luis had agreed. He’d smiled and nodded and promised a partnership.

But behind Juan’s back, he’d prepared the poisoned wine.

Now Luis looked down at the body sprawled across his laboratory floor and felt only disdain.

“What am I going to do with you now, you useless churl?” he muttered aloud, more to himself than to the corpse. “I can’t leave you here, can I? Cluttering up the room even more than you did in life…”

There was a sound behind him. Small. Sharp. Quickly stifled.

Luis’ head snapped up, his eyes darting around the laboratory. 

What was that?

He stood frozen, every sense straining. Waiting for the noise to repeat. But there was only silence. 

Did I imagine it? 

Luis weaved quickly through the laboratory, peering between the tables full of equipment. He reached the door and looked at it with unease. Did Juan leave it ajar like this when he entered? Or did someone else open it? Surely it was Juan…

The corridor beyond was empty, shadowed in the late afternoon gloom. He stepped out and looked left and right. Nothing. No one.

But his instincts screamed that something was wrong.

He waited, tense.

A bead of sweat trickled down his spine.

Is there someone here? Or is it just my imagination?

He silently berated himself. 

Anyone could have been lurking here - or no one at all! 

But, if here, they might have heard, might have seen…Oh, God. What if they did?

The prospect was too terrible to contemplate. It would be worse even than being blackmailed by his assistant.

What a mess! And it was all Juan’s fault.

He eased the door closed behind him and strode back to the table. Fury built to cover his fear, and he kicked the body once more, heedless of the pain.

May the devil take you, you ungrateful wretch!





The jewels

Margery Holt pressed herself into the alcove behind the stone column, one hand clamped over her mouth, the other flattening her voluminous dress against her legs. Her heart was hammering so hard she feared it might burst from her chest, and the thrum of her pulse was obscuring all other sounds.


I was only searching for the jewels, for God’s sake, she thought wildly. Well - for Lady Anne’s sake. 

Lady Anne Seymour, the Lord Protector’s wife, had sent her to Sudeley for that purpose, to recover Queen Catherine Parr’s jewels before Catherine Brandon claimed them
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