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Prologue




Mary’s Ascendancy




Mary gained the throne through absolute belief in her Tudor birthright, and by ignoring the doubts of her own advisors. 

She was an ardent and committed Catholic.

With the notable exception of the Duke of Northumberland, who was executed, those magnates who had initially supported Lady Jane Grey for the throne were forgiven, but their treachery was not forgotten. Each had to prove themselves to gain her royal trust. Only staunch Catholics, and those who had actively supported her or her mother, Catherine of Aragon, automatically received her confidence. Those left on the outside of the royal circle were merely tolerated, often removed from positions of authority, and frequently spied upon.

Mary’s most trusted advisor of all was Simon (The Fox) Renard, the Spanish ambassador and spymaster, who had helped her during Edward’s reign when few others were willing or able to do so. His spies watched everyone on her behalf, while he schemed to ensnare those he believed to be Mary’s enemies; principal amongst them being Princess Elizabeth.




From as early as the 1st of September 1553, Mary began to turn the country back to Catholicism; altars were set up and the Mass was celebrated in London churches.

 

Following her coronation on the 1st of October 1553, Mary’s thoughts turned to her own legacy, and how to prevent a slide back to Protestantism after her reign. That meant marriage and children. At thirty-seven years old, Mary had no time to waste. Her advisors and the House of Commons recommended that she marry an Englishman, while Stephen Gardiner, the Bishop of Winchester, went so far as to promote the idea of her cousin Edward Courtenay, so recently Gardiner’s fellow prisoner in the Tower of London. However, Mary was set on marrying into the Spanish royal house and it was soon announced that she would wed the twenty-six-year-old Prince Philip of Spain, the son of the Emperor, Charles V. Ironically, when Mary had been just six years old, in 1522, she had been betrothed to Charles himself, who had been twenty-one at that time.




Coming on top of all the religious reversals, the prospect of a Spanish king was deeply unpopular with many of the nobility and with the general population, including those who believed in her right to be Queen, as Mary was about to find out…




Dramatis Personæ




The Marian Court



	Simon Renard, ambassador and spymaster of Emperor Charles V

	Tomás Ruiz y Ortega, Renard’s lieutenant

	Francisco de la Vega, Renard’s lieutenant

	Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester

	Sir William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, ex-soldier

	Duke of Norfolk, ageing Catholic nobleman

	Francis Hastings, Earl of Huntingdon






Rebel Conspirators



	Sir Nicholas Throckmorton, courtier

	Sir Edward Warner, ex-Lieutenant of the Tower of London

	Sir Peter Carew, Devonshire nobleman

	Sir Thomas Wyatt, leader of the rebellion in Kent

	Edward Courtenay, Earl of Devon, figurehead of rebellion

	Henry Grey, Duke of Suffolk, father of Lady Jane Grey

	Lord John Grey and Thomas Grey, brothers of Henry Grey

	Thomas Cavendish, close friend of Thomas Wyatt

	Sir George Harper, courtier

	Sir Henry Isley, Kentish nobleman

	Thomas Munde, Anthony and William Knevet, rebel captains

	Francis Hungate, neighbouring landowner

	John FitzWilliams, assassin






Others At Allington Castle



	Sir Robert Darnell, minor Kentish nobleman

	Lady Anne Darnell, wife of Sir Robert

	William and Isabel Darnell, Sir Robert’s teenage children

	Sir Thomas Cheyne, Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports

	Henry, Lord Cheyne’s secretary

	Matthias, Lord Cheyne’s senior watcher






Others



	Dr John Dee, mathematician, astrologer, alchemist

	Jack Delauris, Dee’s friend

	Kat Arden, adventuress, friend of John Dee and Jack

	Sir Robert Southwell, High Sheriff of Kent

	Alice Mainchance, proprietress of the Oaken Barrel






Locations

London and environs



	Baynard’s Castle, Sir William Herbert’s London home

	The Oaken Barrel, a riverside tavern, east of Baynard's Castle

	Richmond Palace, Queen Mary’s residence, west of London

	Bell Savage inn, outside Ludgate, the western gate in London’s wall

	The Friar’s Maiden, an inn adjacent to Blackfriars monastery

	Barkley Arms, an inn in Puddle dock, west of Baynard’s Castle

	The Eight Bells, another inn near Baynard’s Castle

	Sheen Friary, home of Henry Grey (north of Richmond palace)

	Convent Garden and Knightsbridge, pasture land, west of London

	Southwark, at the south end of London Bridge






Kent (South-east England)



	Shurland Hall, home of Sir Thomas Cheyne, on the Isle of Sheppey

	Allington Castle, home of Sir Thomas Wyatt

	Maidstone

	Sevenoaks

	Rochester

	Kingston-upon-Thames






Maps

London
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Southeast England / Kent
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Plans of Allington Castle (as drawn by Kat)
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Part I







“This royal throne of kings, this sceptred isle,

This earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,

This other Eden, demi-paradise,

This fortress built by Nature for herself

Against infection and the hand of war,

…

England, bound in with the triumphant sea

Whose rocky shore beats back the envious siege

Of watery Neptune, is now bound in with shame,

With inky blots and rotten parchment bonds:

That England, that was wont to conquer others,

Hath made a shameful conquest of itself.”

 - William Shakespeare. Richard II, Act II Scene 1.










Chapter 1 - Trepidation

Sunday afternoon, the 26th of November 1553

Cheapside and St Paul’s, London







The pursuit

He crawled a little closer to the edge of the rood loft, intent on concealing himself between the newly replaced statues of Christ on the cross and the Virgin Mary.

He cursed as a jagged splinter from the roughly hewn loft floor speared into the palm of his hand. 

God’s teeth! That’ll leave a scar, he muttered, seemingly oblivious to the sacrilege.

Absentmindedly, he sucked the stream of blood from his palm while he peered down into the gloomy nave of St Mary le Bow church. Two churchwardens were laying out silver flagons and plate, but otherwise the building was empty.

I can’t stay here much longer. They’re preparing for Evensong. 

After kneeling for so long, his knees creaked when he tried to stand, and he might have fallen had he not braced himself against Mary’s flank. As he limped toward the stairwell, his bloody palm-print gleamed wetly on the statue’s blue-painted robe, illuminated by a shaft of sunlight that pierced the stained glass of the chancel’s window.

Pausing at the base of the stairs, he checked the nave again. 

Still quiet…I’ll have to risk it, else I’ll be late. And I don’t want to be known as the late Sir Nicholas Throckmorton!

He chuckled grimly at his own weak joke, then hurried toward the door, ignoring the querulous looks from the forgettable churchmen.




Hurrying along Cheapside, Throckmorton was heedless of the cries of the apprentice boys advertising their masters’ wares. 

The nervous glance over his shoulder quickly discounted the pedestrians behind him, his eyes flicking rapidly from one to another. Nobody seemed overly suspicious, but that did nothing to allay his fears. He gritted his teeth and mentally strengthened his resolve; I will not underestimate the wiles of my enemy. I dare not.

A trickle of sweat ran from his scalp and soaked into the neckband of his elegant ruff.

He stepped smartly around a goodwife’s maid, accidentally bumping into her basket as he passed. Its heap of fragrant cheeses and glossy hams quivering from the infraction. Automatically, he raised a helping hand to steady the vibrating victuals, only for that hand to be slapped away by the equally quick-fingered maid as she sought to secure her mistress’ purchases from acquisitive hands, however finely dressed the attached body might be. He muttered apologies for the unintended intrusion, backing away whilst simultaneously bowing and doffing his cap.

The shouted claim of a fine Toledo-steel blade with a jewelled hilt caught his attention, his eyes automatically searching out the source; There! That shopfront with its glittering display of edged weapons. But no, I cannot tarry. Such a purchase will have to wait for another day.

The lowering sun momentarily dazzled him as it speared through the gap across the street, where a fire-damaged building was being rebuilt. The blackened shell besmirched the elegant stretch of four-storey buildings, like a rotten tooth in a smile.

A fire here must have caused great alarm. They did well to contain it to a single house. I shudder to think how far a blaze might spread if not caught quickly.

With a quick glance in each direction, he hurried across the street, angling toward Paternoster Row. 

He hustled for thirty yards, drawing alongside a black-robed priest, then suddenly jumped to his left and pressed himself tightly into a recessed doorway.

Desperately, he scanned the faces of the pedestrians following him down the Row. There! And there!

His pulse jumped as he recognised the two men from earlier. Both were squinting in his direction, but with the setting sun lancing into their eyes he held out hope that they could not see him.

Who are these men that cannot be thrown off the scent? Not ruffians, for sure, they are too well dressed, although there is something strange about their clothes. Foreign, perhaps? Ostentatious, certainly.

Wasting no further time, he rolled around the corner of the house and almost ran down a side street that he recognised as Cannon Alley.

Mere seconds later, he was forced to slow to a fast walk as he dodged through a boisterous crowd in Paul’s Cross Churchyard.

All around him were bookstalls selling every conceivable printed product, from recipe books to bibles. 

He’d promised his wife, Anne, a bible in English, but now was not the time to stop and browse - not with two pursuers on his tail. But soon, he thought, I’ll get one before Queen Mary bans them altogether.

He ploughed through the crowd, whose good-natured jostling turned rather ugly as his elbows churned rhythmically amongst the pressing bodies.

Suddenly, he was through! 

Five yards of worn flagstones were all that separated him from the sanctuary of St Paul’s Cathedral.

He strode into the north transept, and weaving through groups of idling chatterers he finally reached the nave.

He paused for a moment to catch his breath and nodded grimly.

Yes - I’ll lose them in here and no mistake.

As usual for early evening, the nave was thronged with gentlemen walking and talking. Some talked of business, others exchanged news from Westminster, and even rumours from foreign courts. Yet most gossiped like old women about nothing more than their neighbours’ affairs or the health of their horses and dogs. 

In the shadows, he noticed idling groups of rogues and ne’er-do-wells. He pressed one arm across his purse, pinning it firmly, though uncomfortably, against his belly and clucked his tongue in distaste.

The bishop should do something about the riff-raff, he thought angrily, and not for the first time.

Despite the urgency of his errand his gaze was drawn to the commodities on offer, as he pushed his way through the crowd. Where once chapels, shrines, and chantries had stood inviolate, now stood stalls and tables dedicated to Mammon.

Sodom and Gomorrah have nothing on Paul’s Walk, he thought, sadly.




He passed one table that held folded linen and lace, then another with a multitude of caps and hats. Subconsciously, he felt for his own cap and smoothed it into place.

That one might suit Anne, he murmured. It would match her new yellow gown…

He shook himself free of the mental image of his wife being laced into her latest purchase that had a daringly low décolletage and displayed an ample amount of cleavage.

The next stall was piled high with psalters, breviaries, and Cranmer’s latest prayer book. His mind drifted back to the bible in English until he shook the thought free.

His feet dragged as his eyes were drawn to the fine leather gloves arrayed at the next stand.

Suddenly his brow wrinkled with distaste.

What is all this nonsense? He thought, as he caught sight of a cloth-covered tabletop arrayed with leaflets, lumps of luminous crystal, and small bottles and jars whose labels proclaimed cures for various ailments.

The garish sign above the table stated boldly, “Thoth’s forecasts, potions and charms.”

Several female assistants dressed scandalously in revealing gossamer gowns were serving an animated crowd of goodwives. In their centre was the sorcerer, Thoth presumably, grinding a vegetable that was shaped like a small person; a pile of brown powder in a delicate bowl indicated his progress so far.

The sage saw him watching and stared back with unblinking jet-black eyes.

Throckmorton sniffed contemptuously, yet struggled to drag his gaze away. 

When finally free of the man’s power, he tossed his head and continued down the aisle. Charlatans! I shall speak to the Lord Mayor!

A dozen yards further a horse blocked the aisle. The handler was struggling to prevent the skittish beast from prancing on the spot, and the crowd were jeering at his feeble efforts.

Finally past the commotion, his nostrils were assailed by sweet-smelling hops and subconsciously he licked his lips. His hour-long sojourn in the rood loft and then the headlong flight along Cheapside had left him thirsty.

The brewer’s assistant pressed a sample into his hand. He took the tumbler and drank off the contents. 

Foam clung unnoticed to his moustache as he rolled the malty liquid around his mouth. He raised his eyebrows in pleasant surprise. It was a stronger taste than his regular ale, yet smooth and caressed his palate. He nodded his thanks to the lad as he returned the cup.

Looking ahead before he recommenced his flight, he saw one of his pursuers blocking the aisle, flanked by guards in half-armour.

Berating himself for a fool, he turned about, seeking an escape route.

There was nothing for it; he’d have to retrace his steps, and quickly.

Edging back the way he had come, he tried to avoid drawing attention to himself, but rising panic was clouding his judgement.

His progress was slow against the flow of traffic in the aisle.

Sidestepping around a pile of horse manure, he risked a hasty glance behind him. His stomach clenched with fear - he had been seen.

Throckmorton dodged left, then right, weaving a sinuous path through the oblivious horde. 

The fear must have shown on his face because people started moving out of his way of their own accord, sensing an animal in flight.

Surely the great west door is nearby? He thought. Then I can lose them in the warren of alleys around the warehouses alongside the Fleet.

He risked stretching to his full height and peering over the heads of the crowd, seeking the door. Instead, he saw the second man approaching rapidly from that direction. He squeaked in surprise. 

I am caught like a mouse in a trap! All is lost. There is nowhere to escape!

Just then, a lilting voice penetrated his panic, somehow cutting through the surrounding hubbub.

The voice promised a mystical journey to any desired destination.

Desperate to escape, he grasped for this lifeline, thrusting through a knot of shoppers, straight to…Thoth’s potion stall.

Except the stall was gone.

In its place was a small red and white striped tent, topped with a matching pennant that fluttered gaily, despite there being no breeze in the church.

Guarding the tent was a pale-faced young man wearing a purple cloak adorned with silvery stars. His jet-black eyes somehow projected the promise of salvation. His outstretched palm suggested salvation came at a price. 

Those eyes look familiar…it is the same wizard…

His feet were rooted to the spot; indecision clamping his mind and paralysing his step.

A sharp cry from behind pierced the fog in his mind. “You there! Halt. In the name of the Queen.”

Throckmorton thrust his purse into the wizard’s outstretched hand and advanced toward the tent without further ado.

A young woman dressed in doublet and hose pulled the tent flap open and gestured for him to enter. 

Her serene demeanour was wildly at odds with his own panic.

He glanced inside and hesitated. 

An opaque mist swirled inside, dense enough that he could not see through to the back. The centre of the mist pulsed with deep red light, like a glowing heart seen from afar.

“Tick tock”, said the woman, encouraging him with a smile.

One last coherent thought echoed in his mind. 

May God protect me…

He closed his eyes and stepped into the mist.







The Oaken Barrel

Behind the rough-hewn timber bar, Alice sighed dramatically as she reached for another tumbler and wiped it clean for perhaps the tenth time that day.

The local priest, Father Tupwell, was still leaning on the bar, complaining about the forced reimposition of the Latin Mass and the need to restore the altar and its decorations. Despite his misgivings over the religious changes, his eyes rarely left Alice’s chest as it strained against the confines of her plain woollen dress.




The Oaken Barrel contained its usual Sunday evening clientele; a few local wherrymen with calloused hands clutching their hard-earned drinks, a smattering of mudlarks drinking on credit, and a handful of stevedores gathered for their weekly dice game.

For the twentieth time that evening, she glanced into the far corner of the room. There, in the deepest shadows, were four strangers. Each was wearing a fine hooded cape that was probably worth more than the tavern they sat in.

They had paid in silver for a bottle of her best wine.

Fearful of counterfeits, Alice had surreptitiously bitten into both of the coins to test their quality. Old Meg, God bless her, had taught her all about the con tricks tried with coins of the realm, and she used to have an uncanny ability to know if Alice had failed to test the silver - not that the Barrel ever saw much silver.

Maybe she is still watching me from …up there, …or wherever, thought Alice.




One of strangers kept looking toward the door. They are waiting for someone to join them, she judged, her pulse quickening. Maybe they will need another bottle of wine? She hoped so; the additional coins would probably give her enough income to operate the inn for the rest of the month.

Alice shook her head in frustration, setting her blonde curls bouncing. There must be a way to turn this place around…

Father Tupwell had warned her that the alehouse had barely made a profit in all the years that Old Meg had owned it. He needn’t have bothered, Alice had already observed as much during the two years that she had worked for Meg. 

Even her own mother had criticised her choice of employment, telling her she’d never make her fortune by serving drinks to poor river folk in somebody else’s bar. Instead, she’d tried to convince Alice to join her sisters in the oldest profession. Thankfully, her father’s words had echoed in her mind. You’re too clever to be earning pennies on your back, Alice. You could be so much more.

In the end, Old Meg’s death had not been a great surprise, coming as it did hard on the heels of the first deep frost of the winter.

Even so, that final night had been hard; holding Meg’s hand as her troubled wheezing had gradually quietened.

Making a final effort, Meg’s eyes had fluttered open as she sought out the weeping Alice.

“Setting you on … was the smartest decision … I ever made,… Alice. You work hard, … you’re smart, … and you’re keen to learn. I would’ve followed my Billy straight to my grave…if not for you. Thank you. You’ll be alright girl…just look to the cross, Alice…look to the cross…”

With that, her eyelids fluttered and closed for the last time.

As Alice kept a lonely vigil through the night, her tears were as much for herself as for her departed employer. 

She’d lost both her job and her home on that same frosty night.

The next day, Father Tupwell had brought the surprise news. In Meg’s will, she had left The Oaken Barrel to Alice! 

He gave Alice the building’s deeds stamped by the City that proved Alice’s new ownership. 

Since then, Alice had been in a daze.

But what had initially seemed like a boon, soon felt like a poisoned chalice. She had discovered that the building was as decrepit as Old Meg had been.




“Alice.”

“Alice!”

Father Tupwell’s voice finally broke through Alice’s anguished recollections.

“Sorry, Father,” she replied, as brightly as she could. “Another glass of port is it?” 










Chapter 2 - Emancipation

Sunday evening, the 26th of November 1553

Baynard’s Castle Ward, London







Lost in translation

A fear of the unknown had replaced Nicholas Throckmorton’s fear of being caught.

After stepping forward into the tent, he paused and tentatively opened his eyes. All the colour had been leached out of the world, leaving a grey-white fog.

In a panic, he whirled around to leave the way he had come.

I’d rather face the Queen’s agents than this hellscape. But where is the entrance? Is it this way?

He twirled right round as best as he could guess, but the fog was impenetrable in every direction.

Desperately trying to keep his panic in check, he focussed on listening, but there was hardly any sound! Perhaps a murmur, like a muffled conversation heard through a solid wall. But the direction was unclear. It came from everywhere and nowhere.

He planted his feet firmly, desperate to cling onto something, and tried to calm himself by breathing in deeply.

That scent. What is it? An earthy smell, like a damp root cellar… with overtones of cedar…

His head swam, and his thoughts became less and less coherent. With the loss of focus, his panic ebbed away and finally he felt like he was floating, as light as a feather.




Someone gripped his elbow, and he jumped away from the contact, expecting a blow.

Instead, a gentle pressure guided him forward. First veering left, then turning right. He had no points of reference and was as lost as a newborn kitten.

He realised he could feel the floor through the soles of his boots. It had started hard and cold; The flagstones of the cathedral? Then he had lost track for a while, as his mind swam untethered. Then the ground had been warmer and slightly springy. A wooden floor, perhaps?

Now it was hard and rounded. Like cobbles!

A tangy smell assailed his nostrils. The Thames! I would know that stench anywhere. Yes! I can hear the water lapping against a pier.

He sensed his guide drawing near and caught a whiff of … honeysuckle?

Is that the girl who held the tent flap?…I hope it is…she was pretty…

A sultry voice addressed him. 

“Sir Nicholas. My master says you need more practice in the arts of the intelligencer if you are to survive your coming ordeal.”

He felt his purse being pressed back into his hand - lighter than before, but by no means empty.

The disembodied voice continued. “He thanks you for your custom - and bids you good day.”

As she moved away, he cried out, “Wait. Who is your master? Thoth?”

His guess was greeted by a girlish giggle.

“Dr Dee will be most amused…”

The giggle faded away into the evening.




Straining his eyes, he discovered that the mist was thinning and he could see the ground again. A cobbled street! Just as I thought.

Three-storey homes crowded the street, each storey jutting further over the cobbles. They leaned drunkenly against each other for support, like ale-soaked men leaving a bar after a heavy night drinking.

He shook his head. 

A mean street and no mistake.

In the gloom up ahead a single yellow lantern burned weakly, its light barely escaping the grimy glass panes. 

The lantern signalled a plain wooden door. 

The sort of door that normally he would walk right past. 

But tonight, it looked…strangely inviting.

Six hesitant steps brought him to the door, and with curiosity rather than fear he opened it and stepped inside.







A peacock plucked

Tomás leaned against the bureau at the rear of the Renard’s office and rocked back and forth with barely suppressed glee.

Simon Renard was berating his recently appointed lieutenant, and thus Tomás’ rival, Francisco de la Vega.


The man was normally a preening peacock, haughtily wearing the latest fashions from Seville and looking down on Tomás for both his low-birth and his lack of fine clothes. But he was not so high and mighty now.

“Your mission was simple enough, de la Vega, and I thought I had explained it clearly.

“Discretely follow Sir Nicholas Throckmorton and take notes about where he goes, and who he speaks with. Do not alert him to your presence and do not hinder him, and above all, do not let him out of your sight.

“Yet here you are, before the day is over, telling me that you have lost him in a church, after a chase across the city?

“Do you understand how much damage this could cause to our operation? You are supposed to covertly gather information about the suspects’ activities. Then, I sift that information and advise the Queen. Perhaps I decide to increase surveillance or order the arrest of someone.

“This is how we keep the Queen from harm, and how we make this miserable country safe for the arrival of our master, Philip.

“This is all fairly simple to understand, no?”

Renard looked around the room, appealing to his audience.

Tomás was more than happy to play his part. Trying hard to keep a serious look on his face, he nodded emphatically. To increase the humiliation further, he said it was all obvious.

“Sí, sí. Todo esto es obvio.”

Renard’s eyes twinkled as his initial anger cooled. He, too, was willing to have fun at the peacock’s expense.

For his part, Francisco glared at Tomás with undisguised enmity.

Renard demanded a full account of the loss.




De la Vega had joined Renard’s staff two weeks ago. Coming from a noble family who were cousins of the Emperor, the man had swaggered around in the knowledge of the soft power he wielded, all the while wearing clothes that would glitter in the Spanish sun, but that looked woefully out of place in rain-soaked London.

His superiority now lay in tatters. If Philip and Mary’s wedding was imperilled, or God-forbid some harm came to Philip, and a link could be made to Throckmorton, then his own life would not be worth living.

He belatedly realised that Renard had been staring at him, still waiting for an answer.

Hesitatingly at first, then with increasing speed, he related the tale. Or as much of it as he thought prudent, anyway.

“We first lost him in the crowds near St Pancras Lane, but tailed him again when he left St Mary le Bow church.”

Renard interrupted him. “Was he attending a secret meeting? Did he speak to anyone in the church? What was he doing?”

De la Vega didn’t know, but he felt it best not to mention that.

“No, no. Nothing like that. He prayed by himself for some time. That is all.”

He waited to see if Renard believed him, perspiration springing out on his upper lip. With growing dread, he realised he’d admitted to only finding Throckmorton when he exited the church, yet claimed to know he’d had no meetings.

Would Renard pick up on this? Apparently not.

“Go on,” said Renard.

“We followed him along Cheapside and into St Paul’s cathedral. He was hurrying. It is possible he knew he was being followed…”

Sweat sprang out on his forehead as he paused again.

“And?” Snapped Renard.

“He went into St Paul’s. The cathedral was full of people; walking, shopping, talking. We had to get closer else risk losing him…and he saw us. He turned and ran, then entered a tent…”

Renard was incredulous. “A tent? In the cathedral?”

De la Vega shrugged. He had no explanation. What did he know of English practices?

“When we approached the tent the proprietor also stepped inside the tent, and…it collapsed around him and…and…”

Renard stared hard at him until he continued.

“And they had gone! The tent fabric lay flat on the floor and Throckmorton and the magician had both disappeared.”

“Magician? What magician?”

“The sign outside called him ‘Thoth’.” He cringed.

To his surprise, Renard and Tomás exclaimed in unison. “Dee!”







No Spanish match

Sir Nicholas Throckmorton stepped into the inn and looked around.

A blonde barmaid chatted with a priest at the bar, and river men occupied several tables. In the gloom at the back, he saw a quartet of hooded figures.

He squinted in their direction and noticed one figure gesturing for him to come over.

With a final confused look outside, he closed the door behind him and joined the men in the shadows.

Pulling back his hood, the man who’d waved at him hissed, “Where have you been?” 

Throckmorton recognised his friend, Sir Edward Warner. “Good evening to you too, Edward. I was being followed…”

The others all looked up in alarm.

“…but I managed to lose them.”


He smiled proudly, taking credit for the magician’s work, before continuing.

“Who chose this dump? Was it you Carew? It smells of cheap wine.”

He gestured to the jug on the table. “Is this drinkable?”

Without waiting for an answer, he poured some for himself. Surprisingly, it was a tasty, full-bodied Burgundy.

Sir Peter Carew threw off his hood and whispered an exasperated reply, “Nicholas, I pray you. Some discretion is appropriate given the matter before us.”

Throckmorton glanced around the tavern. The dicers were the nearest other patrons, and they were boisterously playing their games and completely ignoring the nobles’ discussion.

Nervously, Carew leaned forward and spoke in a low whisper, “This is how I see things; 

“We are all friends of the new religion, as advocated by the late King Edward. But Queen Mary, to whom we now owe our allegiance, is fervently of the old religion.

“Because of this, she only trusts Catholics and Spaniards as her advisors.

“Several of us have already lost our positions because of this.” 

He turned to Sir Edward Warner, “You were overheard speaking sympathetically about Jane Grey’s situation in the Tower, and barely a day later you lost your post as Lieutenant of the Tower and thus you have been deprived of your income from it.”

Warner spluttered, “You don’t have to remind me of it, and for goodness’ sake, don’t tell my wife, Elizabeth…I know I’m not going to!”

Carew continued, “Sir John Brydges has been appointed in your stead. Now, Brydges is a good man, don’t mistake me. But he was appointed because he’s a Catholic, and Mary’s advisors believe Catholics to be more trustworthy.”

Warner coloured and tried to hide his embarrassment by drinking from his beaker. He felt the disgrace of dismissal keenly, though not as much as his wife Elizabeth would; she only thrived when their social position was improving.

John Grey noticed Warners’ discomfort, and spoke up kindly, “Warner; my family thanks you for your kindnesses to my niece, Lady Jane. Unfortunately, with you replaced, she has lost her protector and may suffer all the more because of it.

“My brother, the lady’s father, Lord Henry Grey, has also been excluded from Mary’s government despite being a senior noble of the land; ostracised for his part in Jane’s nine-day reign.

“But know this; when my kin and I state in public that we support Mary’s government’s decisions, that is just a smokescreen. Our family is steadfast in the new religion and we are willing to fight to restore both it and our fortunes at the heart of the realm.”

There was a moment of sober reflection after this impassioned claim before Carew said his piece.

“Mary has said there will be no reversion to papal authority. But who amongst us believes her?”

Nicholas interrupted, “I, for one, do not believe her. I know for a fact they are about to demand that all church services must begin in Latin. And do you know what will come next? I’ll tell you what it will be: ‘The Pope is our Holy Father.’ That’s what it’ll be. You mark my words!”

A younger man, Thomas Wyatt, stirred and spoke for the first time. “I rode in Mary’s coronation parade before she was crowned by Bishop Gardiner in Westminster Abbey. I remind you of this so you will understand that I do not have a quarrel with our sovereign lady. But,” and here he slapped a hand on the table, “I will not tolerate a Spaniard to be her husband. I will not!”

Warner interjected, “A Spaniard for a husband? Why do you say this? Have you not heard that the Speaker of the House of Commons has presented a petition urging Mary to take an Englishman for a husband. The Earl of Devon, Edward Courtenay, is the most talked about candidate.

“We know that Mary favours him. One of her first acts was to release him from the Tower. And she has returned his lands and most of his titles already. She even made him a Knight of the Bath! She is preparing him to be her husband. Isn’t she?”

“Sadly, you are mistaken, Edward,” interjected Throckmorton. “She has been mooning like a teenager over a portrait of Philip of Spain these last two months, and recently declared her love. I fear Wyatt has it right. She will ignore the will of parliament and follow her heart to Spain.”

Consternation broke out. 

The concept of a royal marriage between Mary and the son of the Spanish Emperor was intolerable to them all.

Carew signalled for more wine. 

Alice sashayed over with another jug, depositing it on the table in exchange for the proffered coins.

Wyatt’s eyes followed the girl as she stopped by the dicers. She’s a pretty wench for such a lowly tavern, he thought. Then Carew’s hectoring voice dragged him back to their conversation.

 “So, we all agree that a marriage of Mary to Philip would be an affront to all Englishmen and will only lead to overlordship by the Spanish?”

Four heads nodded in unison.

“So, the question remains, ‘What are we willing to do about it?’”

Their conversation raged back and forth, covering the same ground again and again. Acknowledgement that Mary was the rightful Queen, concern about the reintroduction of Catholicism, and outright rejection of a Spanish marriage.

After another hour of debate, and two more bottles of wine, they solemnly shook hands, pledging agreement to the plan they had created.

They left the Barrel for the safety of their respective lodgings.




As he stepped onto the wet cobbles, with the sounds and smell of the river so near, Throckmorton was reminded of his arrival here, a few short hours ago. 

He marvelled that Thoth had known where he wanted to go, as well as the manner of his journey.










Chapter 3 - Renovation

Noon, Tuesday the 5th of December 1553

The Oaken Barrel Tavern, London







Recruitment

Tomás had one final informant to visit, then he could take his ease for the rest of the day.

Maybe I’ll go to the Eight Bells, he thought, chuckling to himself.

My friend Jack might be there - the French tapestry merchant who hasn’t realised that I know he’s not Spanish. Still, it’s a harmless ruse, he was probably just lonely too. And I like having at least one friend who is not in the accursed espionage business!




With some reluctance, he forced his attention back to the list in his hand.

His last call was to Old Meg who ran a dilapidated tavern next to Baynard’s Castle, by the river.

It was just a short walk.

He banged on the locked door, rattling it in its frame, ignoring the notice pinned above the handle that said ‘Closed’.

After several minutes of knocking, the door was opened a crack, and the barmaid shouted out, “We’re closed. Can’t you read?”

Putting his shoulder to the door, he barged in, knocking the barmaid off her feet. 

He closed the door behind him, then growled, “I’m here to see Old Meg. Where is she?”

Alice just gaped at him, possibly stunned, or maybe just stupid.

He went through to the back room where he normally met Meg, but she wasn’t there.

Returning, he found the barmaid had picked herself up and was pouring two drinks at the bar.

“Where’s Meg? I’ll not ask again.” He put his hand on the hilt of his sword for emphasis.

If I don’t get something to show for our investment, Renard will think I’m skimming from the expenses.

Alice pushed a glass towards him and sipped from her own, glaring at him over the rim. 

She decided to cooperate rather than risk more violence.

“Meg passed away. Last month it was. Left the tavern to me, she did.”

Tomás’ face showed his disbelief.

Alice was indignant. “I’ve got a letter to prove it! Meg signed it with Reverend Tupwell as witness. You can ask him if you don’t believe me.”

Tomás considered his options. His job was to collect information for Renard, not to worry about inheritance laws. He didn’t really care who the actual landlady was.

“What’s your name?”

“Alice. Alice Mainchance.”

“That seems…appropriate. My name’s Tomás.

“Listen closely, Alice. I had an arrangement with Meg, which you’re going to have to honour if she’s not here.”

“What? How could you? That’s disgusting!”

He was momentarily puzzled, then outraged. “Not that kind of arrangement! Just hear me out.

“Meg would keep her eyes and ears open for information. She’d write it all down. Then I’d come around and buy the information from her.”

Alice remembered a ‘diary’ that she’d found in Meg’s room.

“How much?” She shot back.

Tomás blinked. Her avaricious streak had rapidly surfaced.

“A retainer of five shillings a month, plus more, depending on the quality and quantity of the information.”

“Wait here…”

Alice scurried away in a swish of skirts, returning a few moments later with the page she’d found in the bureau.

[image: ]




He read it slowly, nodding as though comparing the items with other sources and finding them a match.

“Good. Not much detail, of course, and nothing very interesting. But that was Meg.”

“What sort of thing would you find interesting?” Asked Alice slyly.

Tomás peered at her and decided to be direct.

“Unusual people that visit the bar; who they are, what they talk about…that kind of thing.”

Is that a calculating gleam in her eye? 

He thought it was.

“Old Meg was old and lazy,” she said. “She stayed in that back room most of the time. She hardly knew what was going on.

“I had to do all the work here in the bar. I know everything.”

She paused meaningfully.

“I remember five posh gents visiting - all with expensive hooded capes. The last Sunday of November it’d be. They sat in a huddle at that table back there.” She pointed into the shadowy corner.

“Do you want to know more details?”

He passed her two half-angel coins, pressing them into her palm. “One is the retainer, the other is for what you’ve told me so far. Go on.”

Experience told him that this was the critical point when recruiting a new informant; they either refused when they realised they were selling their soul to the devil, or their greed overcame all reservations.

Alice stared at the coins for a long minute, then slowly curled her fingers over them.

He dipped into his purse and put a gold angel on the counter. The coin was the equivalent of ten shillings, doubling what he’d already given her, but he could sense something important here.

Five hooded gentlemen, meeting in a dump like this?

He kept a thick finger tip on the coin and watched her face.

She licked her lips and swallowed.

She’s hooked. This day might turn out very well after all.

“I only heard one name. ‘Sir Nicholas’. That’s what the others called him.”

He interjected, “They were all English?”

“Ye-es. But a couple of them had funny accents. One from Kent maybe, the other could have been Cornish or something like that.”

She continued, her eyes never leaving the coin.

“The one who paid for the wine; I didn’t hear his name.”

Tomás frowned.

She hastily added, “But I saw his hand. On his little finger, he had a fancy signet ring with a coloured design: three black lions on a yellow field.”

Tomás was exultant. This is good. Very good.

He slowly pushed the coin close to Alice, then removed his hand. She grabbed the coin.

He saw something entrepreneurial in Alice, so explained how things stood.

“Alice. If you could regularly provide more information of that quality, I could make you rich. Quite rich indeed.

“I’ll visit again at this time, on the first Tuesday of January, and every month afterwards. If you hear anything that seems more urgent, send a message to me here.” He handed her a scrap of paper with an address.

“Don’t let me down…”

With a swirl of his cape, he was gone, the door clattering behind him. All that remained was the money clutched firmly in her hand and the lingering smell of…oranges!







Stash

Alice sat for a long time looking at the coins.

Twenty shillings for doing…almost nothing. A whole pound!

If there’d been easy money like this coming in to the bar receipts, I’d have noticed the discrepancy, she thought.

She rushed to the back room and started looking; checking behind the sticks of furniture, pulling up loose floorboards, even ripping open the old woman’s cushions.

After half an hour of frantic searching, she slumped into the rocking chair, exhausted. As she rocked, first the floorboards were in sight, then the wall with its crucifix, then the ceiling.

She stopped rocking and got out of the chair.

What were Meg’s last words? “Look to the cross, Alice” 

And I thought she was suggesting I should pray…




Alice went to the crucifix and fiddled with it. Within a moment she had managed to rotate it clockwise revealing a spy hole.

So that’s how she knew what had happened every night.

Alice returned the cross to the vertical, frowning.

She took a step back and eyed the wall. There was a tiny curved scratch to the right of the crucifix.

She rotated the cross anti-clockwise and was rewarded with a sound; ‘click’.

A hinged panel had opened below the cross.

Gently, she opened it fully and removed a bag of coins.

“Whew. There is a fortune hidden away here.”

She counted all the shillings, half-angels and even a few angels, resorting to scribbling the subtotals on a piece of paper.

“Over twelve pounds!”

She was so giddy she was almost dancing on the spot, and couldn’t stop talking to herself.

“I’m rich! I’m rich!

“Old Meg must have been spying for two or three years to accumulate all this silver.”

She skipped around the tavern for a while, then celebrated with a glass of the best wine for herself.







Grand designs

That night, Alice slept well for the first time in weeks.

When she woke, she had a plan.

She got a local carpenter to provide an estimate to renovate the entire three-storey building. Old Meg had been too miserly to keep up with the maintenance; the top two floors were rotten deathtraps and hadn’t been usable for years.

The carpenter was shaking his head gloomily.

“As a minimum, you’ll have to fix the roof, and put new floorboards and new stairs in.


“And the price of timber has gone up again…what with the wet weather we’ve been having…

“After that, it depends how fancy you want the place to be.”

Alice pulled her earlobe while she digested this.

“I want the top two floors divided into four bedrooms each. Then this floor needs completely remodelling; a wooden floor, new walls, new bar, comfortable seating, a bathing room out back.”

The carpenter’s estimate was an eye-watering eight pounds. She agreed, as long as he finished the job within six weeks.

More money will be needed for rich furnishings and linens. Maybe some tapestries to liven up the walls and keep the draughts out.

She had nervous sweats just thinking about spending such an enormous sum of money.

She muttered to herself, “My mother used to say: ‘you’ve got to speculate to accumulate, Alice’.”

The carpenter grunted his agreement and left to get materials and men.








Chapter 4 - Celebration

Sunday the 31st of December 1553

Shurland Hall, Isle of Sheppey





Christmas of a new reign

Kat Arden sipped her wine, surveying the banqueting hall as she did so. 

The first Christmas celebration of the new reign was in full swing, with Lord Cheyne’s household and invited guests at the massive raised top table and over two hundred of his tenants seated at four long trestle tables below. Each place was laid with a cup, spoon, pewter plate, and a loaf of bread.

The celebration was extra special because Lord Cheyne had recently returned from Brussels where he had been Queen Mary’s ambassador to Charles V, tasked with announcing her accession to the throne.

A roar of appreciation from the assembled diners signalled the delivery of the first course by a beaming head carver and a procession of servants. The carver set up in the middle of the hall and skilfully sliced a large roast swan, with two assistants constantly shuttling the still steaming meat to the various tables.

The other servants delivered a series of platters to the eager diners. The dishes were extravagant by any normal standard. Cheyne’s French cook having applied his skills to a wide variety of meat and fowl, including many that were normally not available to the common folk. 

The rib of roast beef with pepper and vinegar sauce elicited cries of delight. The roasted capons with wine sauce were quickly dissected. Mutton pies were a perennial favourite and were greeted with joy, whilst the venison in
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