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  INTRODUCTION: GUNPOWDER, TREASON AND PLOT


  MIKE ASHLEY


  The Jacobean Age might at first seem a rather obscure period for a volume of murder and mystery stories, until you think about it in more detail. The phrase is usually applied
  to the reign of James I, the first Stuart king of England. He was the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, and had been James VI of Scotland before he succeeded Elizabeth as James I of England in 1603. His
  reign lasted until his death in 1625 at the age of 58. It was a period that saw considerable changes in Britain, particularly the growth in Puritanism, but it also set in chain a whole series of
  events that would change the face of Britain forever  not just the eventual union of England, Scotland and Wales into the United Kingdom, but more immediately the Civil War that would see
  the execution of Jamess successor, Charles I.


  James was not that popular a king. If there is one event we remember in history (aside, I suppose, from the Battle of Hastings and the Battle of Trafalgar) it is the Gunpowder Plot and the
  attempt by Guy Fawkes and his co-conspirators to blow up Parliament, including the king, in November 1605. James was intelligent and well-read  he did, after all, initiate the new
  translation of the Bible which has remained the authorized edition to this day  but he was also bigoted, rash and oblivious to the views of others. He believed strongly
  in the God-given divine right of kings. He had a passionate hatred of anything supernatural and his writings against witchcraft and demonology are renowned. He had a
  strong Scottish accent that few English could understand. He was openly homosexual, fondling his favourites in public. He had a rather disgusting habit of dribbling, he drank too much and had such
  a fondness for fruit that he suffered from frequent bouts of diarrhoea. But at least he was against smoking, so he wasnt all bad.


  There is scope a-plenty for murder, mystery and mayhem in Jamess reign. One of the most notorious of all murder trials, about the mysterious death of Sir Thomas Overbury, occurred during
  his reign and features in this collection.


  But why stop with James I? The phrase Jacobean also applies to his grandson, James II, albeit briefly, as this James, even more pig-headed and intransigent than his grandfather,
  lasted only three years on the thrones of England and Scotland before fleeing Britain to live in exile in France. Between James I and James II we have the reigns of Charles I and II, the English
  Civil War and the Commonwealth under Oliver Cromwell. Why leave those out just to split hairs over when Jacobean begins and ends?


  So this anthology covers crimes and punishments throughout most of the seventeenth century, from 1604 to 1688 to be precise. It was a period which includes many well known characters, many of
  whom appear in this book, including Francis Bacon, Sir Walter Ralegh, Sir Robert Cecil, Pocahontas, Nell Gwynn, the artist Rubens and, of course, William Shakespeare. All but one of the stories are
  new, written specially for this anthology, and the one reprinted story is so rare Ill guarantee you wont have come across it before. Im delighted to say that Fiona Buckley has
  written a new Ursula Stannard story, and P. F. Chisholm has written a new story about Robert Carey. Stories are set not just in Britain but in the American colonies, including the lost colony of
  Roanoke and the early days of New York and Philadelphia.


  The stories feature many of the key events from this period, but often viewed from a new or different angle, and I was fascinated to see how the authors have brought new twists to interpreting
  events. This book contains quite a few surprises.


  As always the stories are presented in chronological order so let us part the curtains of crime and head back four hundred years to the dawn of Great Britain.


  Mike Ashley


  



  THE KINGS FIRST ACHIEVEMENT


  FIONA BUCKLEY


  
    
      Although James, as James VI of Scotland, had long waited for the day when he would also rule England, the result was not quite what he had anticipated. Though
      intelligent, James was easily blinded by the glory of his position and failed to notice the realities beyond. England held a far more complicated and, at times, vulnerable position in European
      affairs than Scotland. One of the first problems he had to face was the state of war between England and Spain, which had dragged on for seventeen years. Both countries were tired and James was
      able to score an early coup by negotiating a peace treaty. Known as the Treaty of London it is the events leading up to that which form the background for the following story, which also allows
      us to meet such noted characters as William Shakespeare and Sir Robert Cecil.


      The story features Ursula Stannard, the married name of Ursula Blanchard, the heroine of a series of books starting with The Robsart Mystery (1997). Ursula is
      treated as one of Henry VIIIs illegitimate offspring and thus the half-sister of Elizabeth I. Elizabeth finds she can trust Ursula, welcomes her into her court, and uses her as one of
      her spies. This story is set forty years after the events in that first book, but Ursulas abilities have not dimmed.


      Fiona Buckley is the alias of Valerie Anand (b. 1937), author of many historical novels starting with Gildenford (1978), unusually set in the last days of Saxon England. Other
      books include The Disputed Crown (1982), King of the Wood (1988) and the Bridges Over Time series, starting with The Proud Villeins (1990), which traces the
      generations of a family from pre-Conquest England to the present day.
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  How on earth, said Mr William Shakespeare theatrically, are we to rehearse any of our forthcoming productions when the
  Kings Players are on duty every day, all through August, sweltering in scarlet wool breeches and cloaks, standing round a conference chamber and fetching mid-morning wine for the august
  delegates as if we were a gaggle of waiters?


  He was unassuming to look at and no longer young but he used both his voice and the English language like a good musician handling a dulcimer. Why must we waste our time as a guard of
  honour, he demanded rhetorically, while the Royal Council and the Spanish embassy argue over their peace treaty? Can anyone tell me? Thank you, Furness, a cup of good wine wont
  come amiss when were the ones drinking it. I love your Venetian glass goblets.


  So do I. He may look like something that ought to be kept in a menagerie, said Richard Burbage in his beautiful and carrying actors voice, but he has the tastes of a
  civilized man.


  I am a civilized man, said Thomas Furness, accepting this backhanded compliment as though it were pure flattery. I gave my daughter a set of similar glasses when she
  married, he added, holding up the exquisitely patterned example in his hand. She has good taste, too.


  He was as competent an actor as any, but he was too tall and massive for leading parts. His hands and feet were enormous, his face apparently the work of a sculptor who had given up at the
  rough-hewn stage and his voice resembled coal rumbling down a chute. He specialized in supporting roles in what had once been Queen Elizabeths own theatre company and was now the
  Kings Players for her successor King James. When such exalted Players as Richard Burbage and Edward Alleyn, or Will Shakespeare, who not only took major parts but wrote them too, accepted
  his invitations to dine, he was always flustered as well as delighted and doubly determined to provide good wine.


  Will is right, complained Burbage. They had abandoned the table and the debris of a prolonged dinner. All elegant grooming and graceful postures, he had draped himself over a
  window seat overlooking the street. I know that room in Somerset House. It gets the sun. If this heat wave goes on, well all melt.


  Quite. A row of dear little puddles on the floor with our pretty scarlet liveries soaking in them, thats how well be. Shakespeare elaborated with enthusiasm.
  Pools of what the Spaniards are now calling cochinilla dye will look very gruesome.


  I cant see why a peace treaty needs so much cogitation, grumbled Alleyn. He was less obviously handsome than Burbage but possessed of a presence that made other people
  shrink when he entered a room. The old queen had a personal feud with Spain but King James hasnt and I daresay the Spanish want a new start as much as anyone. We want them to promise
  never to send another Armada and I dont suppose they want to send one anyway. One day should be enough to agree on that!


  Its because its important, said Shakespeare, If they dont take at least three weeks over it, it wont feel important. You know, I have a
  notion that maybe were going to be more than a guard of honour.


  What do you mean? Furness looked startled.


  I mean, said Will Shakespeare, that wherever old enemies try to make peace, there is someone who wants to maintain hostilities. I think there may be people who want the
  conference to fail. Passionate Puritans. Passionate Catholics. Odd, is it not? They are opposites and yet on this they agree. Like the two ends of a cord meeting if you bend it into a
  circle.


  I must say I hope life will be easier for Catholics henceforth, Furness said, strolling to the window and peering past Burbage at the scene below. In one direction the street led
  past Somerset House to the fine houses of the Strand, and in the other it stretched downhill towards the Fleet river. It was as usual crowded with coaches, carts, riders and pedestrians, but one
  coach was noticeable as it had just drawn up in front of the house next door.


  My father was a Catholic, Furness said, and he was fined over and over for not attending Anglican services. Me, Id rather keep the law and stay out of trouble. I
  never criticised Queen Bess. And I dont think I will now, either, he added.


  Why not? asked Alleyn.


  Because, according to the widow next door, her departed majestys half-sister Ursula Stannard is moving in as her tenant for a few weeks, with some of her family. Her steward came
  to London in advance to find a house for them and I think the main party has just arrived. That must be her, in grey, getting out of the coach down there.


  Ursula Stannard? said Shakespeare. Really?


  He and Alleyn joined the others at the window. Down below, there was a bustle of welcome for the coach and the riders who had accompanied it. A middle-aged man was handing a woman, probably his
  wife, down from his pillion and a pretty girl in a stylish riding dress was descending unaided from a good-looking roan horse. Two maidservants had run from the house to unload the luggage and a
  butler was helping an ageing lady in a dove-coloured dress, out of the coach. Rings flashed on her hands as she shook out her skirts. Another lady, in black, emerged from the coach after her and
  although she was the older of the two, she went at once to straighten the others hat and smooth a straying tendril of snowy hair back into place.


  Is that Ursula Stannard? But shes old! Her hairs white. Burbage was amazed. I can hardly believe it, knowing who she is.


  Ursula Stannards unusual past was one of those secrets which had been public knowledge for years. Her mother had been a maid of honour to Queen Anne Boleyn, and had been seduced by Henry
  the Eighth, with Ursula as a result. As a young woman at the court of her half-sister Queen Elizabeth, she had been employed not just as a Lady of the Bedchamber but also as an agent, helping to
  seek out plots and traitors.


  She was wealthy, partly because she had inherited money and a fine house from her late husband, but also in her own right, for she had been well rewarded for her services. On one occasion, so
  rumour said, she had saved the queens good name and possibly her throne. She had been given an estate of her own for that. To see her old and silver-haired took all of them aback.


  I wonder, though, said Shakespeare, whether its just a coincidence that shes here at the time of the peace conference.


  Surely not. Shes been retired for years, said Furness. I understand that the young girl is her granddaughter  the couple must be the girls parents
   and is to be presented to King James at Whitehall, and then taken to Greenwich to join the queens household.


  Very peculiar, remarked Burbage. The king and queen dont live together. A sorry example to set to the populace.


  I dont live with my wife, most of the time, said Shakespeare. People work out their own ways of conducting their marriages. I have a wife, a son and two
  daughters and although Im usually here and theyre in Warwickshire, Id die for any of them. His voice took on a tender note. My daughters, especially. My dear
  daughters. Furness, can we all have another drink?


  
    2

  


  From the moment my coach entered London on that summer afternoon, I sensed the change. This was not the London I remembered from sixteen years ago, the last time I had been
  there, when I came to congratulate Queen Elizabeth after the Armada was driven off. Now, it was 1604 and Elizabeth was dead. Her cousin King James of Scotland, ironically enough the son of Mary
  Stuart who had been one of Elizabeths most dangerous rivals, had Englands crown on his head and the change of ruler had, it seemed, infected the world though I, Ursula Stannard,
  living quietly in my houses in Surrey and Sussex, had not realized it before.


  I saw it now, however. The people in the London streets looked different. Hats were taller, there were fewer ruffs. I saw many folk in the austere dress of the Puritan sect which I had heard was
  becoming so influential. There were more coaches about, too, modern ones, less clumsy than mine. The very air smelt different. To me, it was unwelcoming.


  The journey had been no pleasure, either. At seventy, I could no longer sit a horse for further than a mile or two, while my friend and personal gentlewoman Sybil Jester was approaching eighty
  and couldnt ride at all. I envied my daughter Meg, who at fifty could still manage the journey on the pillion behind her husband, George Hillman. But the unwieldy coach in which Sybil and I
  had travelled wasnt much better than a horse. The two-day journey through scorching August weather from Withysham, my Sussex home, had been a purgatory of heat, dust and jolts. Why oh why
  had I ever listened to my daughters persuasions?


  You know court protocol so well, Meg had said, flatteringly, when she and George and their youngest girl, Philippa, came to stay with me before taking Philippa to London.
  You were so helpful when we presented our elder daughters. Will you come with us again and advise us now that its Philippas turn?


  So here I was, itching with prickly heat inside my long skirts and stiffened bodice and starched ruff, feeling my age, and wishing Id said no.


  I felt better once I was indoors and sipping wine in the little parlour of the house that my steward John Malton had rented for us. The glitter of the Thames beyond the windows was enough to
  make ones eyes ache, but the parlour was blessedly dim and cool, and comfortable too, with its cushioned settles and the spinet in one corner.


  I never expected to see London again, I said to Sybil. Its strange, knowing the queen isnt here. We werent always in accord, but  I loved her,
  you know.


  At least, youre not here this time to become involved in plots and politics and run into danger, the way you often were in the old days! Sybil looked round the parlour.
  These are good lodgings. They have their own steps down to the river, by the way; have you seen them? John Malton is efficient, I must say. Well, I suppose its in his family.
  Didnt you tell me that his grandfather was a steward at Withysham, once?


  Yes. John joined the army and disappeared to Ireland for a while, but when he applied to me on his return, I was happy to have him.


  Hes done well by us, Sybil said. And we have the whole house to ourselves except for our landlady and the maids.


  Our landlady isnt likely to be a trouble to us. I was amused. Mistress Catherine Bennett was a nervous creature in her forties, all stammers and curtseys and we had
  realized, the moment we arrived, that John Malton had got her thoroughly intimidated. Judging from her unadorned black dress, she was of the Puritan persuasion but she had provided us with a whole
  list of little luxuries at her own expense, from bowls of Spanish oranges to perfumed hot washing water to the excellent white wine, cooled in her cellar, which we were now enjoying.


  My amusement was brief, though. Talking of Malton had reminded me of other servants, of Roger Brockley and Fran Dale, my companions through so many years and so many dangers. They were long gone
  now, like the old adventurous days. Like Elizabeth. I missed Elizabeth above all. What sort of court would this be, presided over by the Scottish stranger James? What sort of England would he
  create? Not one I would recognize, of that I felt sure.


  The parlour door opened, to admit Meg and George and their daughter. It also, surprisingly, admitted a wave of noisy music and masculine laughter from somewhere near at hand.


  What in the world . . .? I demanded, starting up.


  Im afraid theres a party next door, said George Hillman ruefully. He was a most amiable and tolerant man but even he blenched slightly, as the din crescendoed.
  Hes a Kings Player called Thomas Furness and today he has guests. The landlady says theyre probably getting drunk. But she also says he doesnt have gatherings
  like that very often. She says that normally, well hardly be aware of our neighbours.


  I hope not, indeed! said Sybil indignantly.


  The business of presenting Philippa to King James went well, however. He was more agreeable than I expected. His charming and dangerous mother had plotted to get Elizabeth
  assassinated and to seize her throne, if necessary with the help of a Spanish army; his dissolute father Henry Darnley had been murdered, very likely with Mary Stuarts connivance. But King
  James, though he had a slight physical resemblance to his father, was quiet and courteous. He greeted Philippa kindly and thanked me for my former services to the Crown. He said he hoped for a
  peaceful reign and a prosperous England. Almost, he made me feel in tune with the unfamiliar new world of his court.


  Now, we had delivered my granddaughter safely to the queens residence at Greenwich and were returning by river to our lodgings. Well, thats done, I said, as our hired
  boat made its way upstream. I hope Philippa wont be homesick. Queen Anna seems kindhearted.


  Yes, indeed, Meg said. Shes still struggling with the English language, isnt she? I suppose its very different from Danish. At least she isnt
  pretentious. When we sent our eldest girl to court, she came back to us with nothing in her head but fashion and scandal.


  She also got a good husband, said George. Nothing like showing a girl off in the right circles. Philippa will be all right. She has all your common sense, my
  love.


  Well, you two have no more daughters to launch and frankly, Im relieved, I told them. I looked up at the sky. The weather had changed from a heatwave to overcast skies and
  out on the water, the wind was sharp. I pulled my cloak more firmly round me and added: Ive rented the house for two more weeks so that Meg and I can do some London shopping but I
  shall be glad enough when I set off for home, I must say.


  You need to rest. Were nearly back to the lodgings, said George. Boatman, those are our river steps, over there. Pull in.


  Ill sleep after dinner, I said as we climbed the steep steps up to the river entrance of the house, with George lending Sybil a hand. This evening, Meg, we might try
  out the spinet in the parlour. We could . . .


  Welcome back, Mistress Stannard, said John Malton, stepping out of the door to meet us. Mistress Bennett was hovering just behind him. I apologize for troubling you the
  moment you arrive but theres a young lady to see you.


  Shes just come, said Mistress Bennett. And she was that insistent about speaking to you. You were already getting out of your boat and I said to Mr Malton, she looks
  a decent body, nothing of the hussy about her, so why not let her wait in the parlour; theyll be here in a moment . . .


  Personally, I would have turned her away and told her to come back at a more suitable time, said Malton. But, as Mistress Bennett says, she was insistent. I therefore
  allowed her to wait. She wishes to see you, she says, concerning the Spanish conference, and its urgent.


  What Spanish conference? I asked blankly.


  Did she ask for my mother by name? Meg enquired.


  Yes, madam. She also said the matter was of national importance.


  Really? George had raised his eyebrows.


  Sotto voce, Sybil murmured: Oh, no!


  All I want is a good dinner and then a nap in a quiet room with the shutters closed and a coverlet over me, I said sourly. But . . .


  Mother, you shouldnt be disturbed like this. George will deal with her. Wont you, George?


  Certainly, if Mistress Stannard wishes.


  No. I shook my head. If she asked for me, then I must see her. Did she give her own name?


  Yes, madam. Eleanor Powell.


  Ive never heard of her or this Spanish conference but Ill find out what she wants. I handed my cloak to Malton and nodded to the others. Ill call
  you if I need you.


  Mistress Eleanor Powell was in the parlour, seated on a cushioned stool. She was a sturdy girl with pleasant blue eyes and crimped brown hair and she looked both respectable and sensible in her
  black hat and cloak. Malton, annoyed by her intrusion, had evidently not offered to take them. Her dark green gown was a practical affair of thin wool, and her hands were clasped in her lap. There
  was a wedding ring on her left hand. She stood up as I came in, but I saw to my surprise that she was trembling.


  Please sit down again, I said. You are Eleanor Powell? I am Mistress Ursula Stannard and I believe you wish to see me.


  You are the Ursula Stannard? She sat down as bidden, but kept imploring eyes on me.


  I suppose so, I said, slightly startled. Yes.


  Then its you I want. Its vital. Her accent was that of an educated Londoner but her voice seemed oddly weak. She shook her head as though this somehow surprised her,
  or as if she wanted to clear her sight. The Spanish conference, she said. The peace conference. There are those who dont like it. I know nothing of court folk so I
  didnt know who to tell. Ive heard of you, though. Youll know who to go to. You must tell someone  someone at court. You must warn them.


  Warn them about what?


  About someone who wants to ruin the conference. Its difficult. I . . . Im sorry, said my guest. She had gone very pale, I dont feel quite myself. I . .
  .


  Mistress Powell, if you could tell me a little more . . . Mistress Powell!


  Something was horribly wrong. All of a sudden, her eyes had widened and become huge and fixed. I stepped towards her in alarm and as I did so, she fell forward off the stool. Ignoring the
  creakiness of my ageing knees, I crouched down beside her. Mistress Powell? What is it? She had turned her head to one side as she fell and I saw that her eyes were open and fixed. I
  put a hand on her shoulder and then realized that what had looked like an accidental bunching of the cloak was due to something hard jutting out beneath it. At the same time I felt a dampness under
  my fingers and when I lifted my hand, I saw the scarlet stain.


  I dragged the cloak aside. From her back, poking through the material of her dress, was the hilt of a little knife, or dagger. It was silver, chased with a delicate pattern. Blood stained the
  green fabric around it and some had soaked into the cloak which was too dark in colour to show it. There wasnt much, anyway. The blade of the weapon must be very fine, I thought. And the
  whole length of it had been driven into her body. Now, Eleanor Powell was dead.


  I had seen violent death before, more often than I liked. I did not scream. Quietly, I stood up and called for the rest of the household. I thought I did so calmly, but something in my tone must
  have spoken of emergency, for they took only seconds to come crowding into the parlour.


  Malton, I said, she was alive when she arrived. Has anyone else been in here since, between her arrival and ours?


  No, Madam. It was only minutes. Mistress Bennett was with me and the maids were in the kitchen. I could hear them chattering and stirring things, all the time. Madam, when I was
  soldiering in Ireland, we were ambushed at one point and I saw a man, stabbed in the back like this, fight on for quite a while before he collapsed. We drove our attackers off and tried to help
  him. For a few minutes, he could still speak to us. He didnt know what was wrong with him. He died not knowing hed got a knife in his back. One of our officers, a very experienced
  man, told me that a thin blade can slip in almost without pain and may not kill at once.


  Ive heard that said, as well. George Hillman leant down to take hold of the girls cloak and pulled its folds wide. Look. Theres no rent in this. She was
  stabbed before she put it round her, or else someone caught at it and lifted it aside. The weight of it as it swung against that hilt might have driven it that fraction deeper, making the wound
  more lethal. It cant have happened very long before she got here, but Id say she had the blade in her when she arrived.


  However it happened, I said, this was murder. And its something to do with a Spanish conference. I know nothing about that, but it sounds important 
  politically important. Is Sir Robert Cecil at court?


  They took me to Whitehall, to be questioned by Sir Robert Cecil himself! wept Mistress Bennett, clutching my arm as Meg and I, murmuring There,
  there, helped her into her bedchamber and on to her bed.


  I was never so frightened! wailed Mistress Bennett. I felt sorry for her. She had been in floods of terrified tears when she was marched out of the house, along with John Malton
  and the two maidservants and probably hadnt stopped crying since. All were now back, unharmed, but the maidservants had been weeping as well and even Malton looked pale while Mistress
  Bennett was still hysterical. That Sir Robert  his eyes are so cold! She continued to cling to me, If Malton and I hadnt been together the whole time when that
  girl came here . . .


  We could vouch for each other and for the maidservants too, and the maids bore us out. Malton had come in with a hot wine posset. He took it to Mistress Bennett. Drink that,
  mistress. It will make you feel better. I was at hand when Mistress Bennett opened the door; we showed the girl to the parlour together and we went out together to meet you. The maids were both in
  the kitchen with the door open and could see all we did and I know they didnt leave their work. No one in this house harmed the girl and I think the authorities are now satisfied.


  But they questioned me and questioned me! shrieked Mistress Bennett. They kept asking what I knew about this Spanish conference! What Spanish conference, I said; Ive
  never heard of it; what are you talking about? I thought Id be taken to the Tower and put in a dungeon. I thought Id be going to the block, or worse! The way they looked at me
  . . .!


  Hush, hush! said Meg kindly. Drink your posset.


  All because Im a Puritan and my daughter Kates wed to one and he does some preaching against fripperies and idle gossip, but hes a respectable man, is Mr White, and
  nor, I said, is my Kate the girl that died on my parlour floor. My Kates at her home in Chelsea Village; you go there and see!


  Dear Mistress Bennett, I said. Im sure no one thinks you had anything to do with it. None of us had. Meg and I and Mr Hillman are to see Sir Robert again ourselves
  tomorrow, after the inquest. Perhaps he will have news for us. Perhaps well know by then just who this girl is.


  I had been right to seek an audience with Sir Robert Cecil. One mention of a Spanish conference, and he had seized charge of the enquiry into Eleanor Powells death.


  There are several angles to follow, he said. He sounded tired, and looked worried. Who killed this young woman, is someone trying to ruin the conference and if so,
  who  and who in the world is Eleanor Powell anyway? So far, we have no answers. Thank you, by the way, Mistress Stannard, for arranging her funeral. If her relatives ever appear, Im
  sure theyll be grateful, too. If they appear. She had a wedding ring so Powell was probably her husbands surname but as you know, no one came forward at the inquest to claim
  her. If we knew who she was and where she came from, the rest might unravel at once. As yet, the whole thing is a mystery.


  She obviously knew who I was, I said.


  Sir Robert Cecil and I had met in the past but not known each other well before this violent death brought us together. Now, I thought how like his father, Sir Willam Cecil, he was. I had known
  Sir William, that most able of Elizabeths councillors, very well indeed, quarrelled with him badly once or twice, but always admired his intelligence and his complete devotion to the good of
  Elizabeth and the realm of England. His son Robert was shorter of stature and had a crooked spine which gave him a hunched shoulder but this didnt affect his mind, which was as acute as that
  of Sir William. On his side, he knew my history and was at ease with me, however much he had bullied my landlady and the servants.


  Sir Robert, I said, I know very little about the conference; only what was said at the inquest. The purpose is to arrange a peace treaty with Spain, it seems. Does anyone
  really want to disrupt it? Where will it be held?


  The inquest had finished an hour ago. George, Meg and I were with Sir Robert in Whitehall Palace, in the study which his father had used. The sun was out again, making the river outside sparkle,
  but our mood was sombre.


  An embassy from Spain, said Sir Robert, has come to settle the terms of the agreement. The conference will be held in Somerset House, not far from your lodgings, beginning
  on the 7th of August. Somerset House belongs to the king. So does the idea of the treaty. King James would like a signed peace with Spain to be among the first major achievements of his reign. You
  would think that everyone would welcome freedom from the fear of another Armada, but, yes, there are those who would wreck the whole enterprise if they could. Ardent Puritans who dont want
  to talk to Papists, ever, about anything, and ardent Catholics longing for a revival of their religion, with a Spanish army to back it if necessary.


  But how could anyone wreck the conference? said George Hillman with some impatience.


  I wish I knew! If only Mistress Powell had lived a little longer! The dainty little dagger that killed her is as nasty a weapon as ever I saw. I cut my thumb just by touching the
  edge. He exhibited the mark. The hilt is unusual but we have enquired among silversmiths, weapon-makers and your neighbours too and no one recognizes it. I marvel, said Sir
  Robert, that she lived as long as she did.


  I said from the first that she must have been attacked very shortly before she reached us, George said. The coroner agreed, did he not?


  Yes. It can only have happened minutes before she arrived at your lodging. Unless she was actually killed inside it.


  That isnt possible, I said grimly.


  So that leaves the street, the interior of a coach, or a nearby house as the scene of the stabbing, Sir Robert said. No one admits to seeing or hearing anything noteworthy.
  To comb the whole of London for missing young married women is somewhat beyond us but no London constable or magistrate has heard of a missing girl called Powell  or Eleanor, either. Girls
  who arent called Catherine are mostly Mary or Elizabeth! The choice of names for girl babies isnt wide. No young wife of any name or description has vanished from anywhere near you.
  Your landlady and your neighbour Thomas Furness both have daughters of the right age, who have married and left the district. We did wonder if one of them had come back under a false name for any
  reason, but they hadnt. Mistress Bennetts girl, Kate  another who was presumably christened Catherine . . .


  Called after her mother, I think. Mistress Bennetts name is Catherine, I said. Almost every family has a Catherine  Kate for short  in it somewhere. My
  father, I added dryly, was married to three of them.


  So he was. Well, Mistress Bennetts Kate is married to a Mr White and to make sure she wasnt the murdered wench, I sent someone to see her. She was at her home in Chelsea
  village. By the bye, Im sorry we questioned your landlady and your servants so fiercely, Mistress Stannard, but they were all on the premises when the girl died. We must examine every
  angle. As it happens, Mistress Bennett and the Whites are all devout Puritans, and Mr White has been officially warned, twice, against preaching in public and speaking against the bishops. However,
  we concluded they had nothing to do with this. Unexpectedly, he produced a wicked grin. You were alone with the girl for a few minutes, Mistress Stannard. I know you used to carry a
  dagger. I suppose you didnt stab her yourself?


  Sir Robert! said Meg, outraged. I contented myself with looking at him. He grinned again.


  No. I grant that youre a most improbable suspect. I wish I could find a probable one. If only I knew who this girl was!


  She isnt Furnesss daughter either, I take it? I said.


  His girl is twenty-seven years old and her name is Margaret, for a change! She was married eight or nine years ago to a Mr Westley, a smallholder in Kent. Your landlady knew her before
  her marriage and the Player Will Shakespeare was a guest at the wedding but neither of them can recall what Margaret looked like so they cant tell us whether she is the dead girl or not.
  However, Furness  hes a widower  said she wasnt his Margaret and he spoke the truth. I sent someone to Kent to make sure.


  I take it that, like Kate White, she was at home with her husband? said George.


  When my messenger reached the Westleys farm, Mistress Margaret was not only at home, she was lying in and the midwife announced the birth of a son while my man was actually in the
  house. Mistress Westley had had a hard time and was very ill. Furness says he didnt even know she was expecting a child. He seems much attached to her. He was horrified to hear how badly
  things had gone with her and said he would write to her husband. I gather that she was so ill that she may actually have died but, if so, it wasnt on your parlour floor, Mistress
  Stannard.


  And Furness himself? I enquired. After all, he lives next door to my lodgings. Every angle, you said, Sir Robert. No one has stabbed Margaret, but I suppose Furness could
  have stabbed Eleanor, whoever she was.


  Sir Robert sighed. Furnesss father was in trouble several times for not attending church, and once for sheltering a priest who was on the run, but Furness himself seems to be a
  dutiful Anglican and a law-abiding family man. His fellow actors agree with that. He says he was out at the time of your return from Greenwich and that his two servants were out too, on various
  errands. There seems no reason to disbelieve him. I cant arrest anyone simply for living next door to you! In fact, said Sir Robert bitterly, we have found nothing but blind
  alleys.


  What more can be done? Meg asked seriously.


  Every precaution has already been taken that anyone can think of, to protect the conference. The Kings Players will stand round the walls of the conference chamber and not just for
  ceremonial purposes. Theyll watch for anything untoward. They havent been officially informed yet of this extra duty but they will be by tomorrow and I think some of them already
  suspect. They always seem aware of whats afoot in the world. I think they scent it in the air, like hounds.


  His look of worry deepened. I hope weve thought of everything. The Players wont be armed  were not allowing weapons into the room at all  but there will
  be armed guards in the antechamber just outside and at all entrances to Somerset House. The proceedings will probably take most of August and last for some hours each day and refreshments will be
  served during the sessions. Two of the Players, different ones each day, will fetch the trays from the kitchen. Were not letting any servants into the room. Servants come and go; we can
  never be sure we know the backgrounds of them all. We know more about the Players and theyll watch each other, too. Somerset House will be searched from cellar to roof beforehand, as
  well.


  Meg said: Ive thought of something that George and I might do to help  if you will, George.


  What is it? said Mr Hillman, but indulgently. He glanced at Sir Robert. I grew accustomed, long ago, to having married into a family where all the women have inquisitive
  natures.


  This Eleanor, said Meg, knew my mother was coming to London and knew where to find her. Very likely she is connected to the district where were lodging. Well, Kate
  and Margaret grew up there. They might well remember other girls like themselves who went away as they did, but may have come back  perhaps visiting. We could go and talk to them. Your
  enquirers just went to see if they were safely at home. Perhaps . . . well . . .


  Perhaps they didnt ask the right questions, she means, said Hillman helpfully. From the sound of it, I doubt if Margaret Westley could have answered questions anyway.
  But if by good luck she has recovered after all, perhaps she could now.


  Very well. Robert Cecil was decisive. If you will undertake that, Ill see you are given the right directions for finding these two woman. And Ursula, there is
  something you can do, if you will. Will you be an extra pair of eyes and oversee the refreshments? Watch the preparation and escort the trays to the conference chamber? With your eyes wide
  open.


  Of course! I wish I could do more, I said.


  If this isnt enough, said Sir Robert, Im sure I dont know what is!


  By the tenth day of the conference, I was tired. I had been on duty in the anteroom to the conference chamber day in and day out, except when escorting those who were fetching
  refreshment trays. My mirror that morning had shown me a face unwontedly pale, and hazel eyes which were still bright but had new lines around them. Sybil was predicting that soon I would collapse
  and be brought back to her feet first.


  So far, nothing untoward had happened except that everyone  except the Spaniards, who knew nothing of the crisis  was on edge and jumping at shadows. The Players were the worst,
  perhaps because they were actors whose lives were, literally, saturated in drama.


  Richard Burbage, who at first had gone in for striking elegant poses, had given this up and just looked careworn. Big, craggy Furness, when detailed on the second day to help in fetching the
  mid-morning refreshments for the eleven dignified gentlemen round the negotiating table, tripped in the kitchen doorway and nearly sent a whole trayload of winejugs sliding to the floor.


  Edward Alleyn said he couldnt sleep properly and had nightmares when he did sleep, and if anyone burst into the conference room waving a knife, he would be too tired to do anything about
  it.


  And you should have seen us when there was a tap on the conference room door, the actor-playwright Will Shakespeare had confided to me. It turned out to be just a clerk with
  a fair copy of the first draft agreement but, when he knocked, Sir Robert Cecil dropped his pen and we all looked at the door as though the devil might come through it.


  Shakespeare talked to me when he could, for he seemed to find me intriguing. You puzzle us, you know, he said on that tenth day, as he and Furness, vivid in their scarlet
  ceremonial livery, emerged from the conference chamber, on their way once more to collect the mid-morning trays. You seem an unlikely person for this task. If anything did happen, what could
  you do?


  I know what you see, Mr Shakespeare, I said, rising from my stool to join them. Just an ageing dame in dove-coloured damask, with an unfashionable ruff. I cant walk
  fast, and my arms . . . I held them up in their big quilted sleeves  . . . are like sticks. I am here to observe, to recognize, if I can, any suspicious pattern before it develops,
  and give warning. Thats all. I smiled. There was a time when I carried a dagger in case I had to defend myself and once or twice I even used it, but I have no weapons
  now.


  I gestured towards the armed men standing round the anteroom. If theres a crisis, the guards must deal with it; or yourselves and the principals, if it happens inside the
  conference room. I see that your rota is repeating itself, by the way. You and Mr Furness have both carried out this errand before.


  But we had different partners. The rota is arranged that way, Shakespeare said as we made our way down the short flight of stairs to the kitchen regions. What an
  extraordinary woman you are, he added. And your family is remarkable, too. Sir Robert has told us that your daughter and her husband have gone to Kent to interview Furnesss
  daughter, and why. They are not yet back?


  No, not yet.


  I hope they learn something but it seems like aiming at a very distant target.


  We felt we had to try anything we could think of. I am sorry I cant go faster. The stairs had a steep curve and I found them awkward. Shakespeare had matched his pace to
  mine but Furness was tramping impatiently ahead.


  A minute here or there doesnt matter. But it does seem strange that no one can identify Mistress Powell.


  We had no more time to discuss it, however, for now we were entering the steamy, vaulted kitchen of Somerset House, where the dinner which the conference members would eat at midday was in
  preparation under the eyes of wary and suspicious guards, and trays were being laden with a small mid-morning repast: little pies containing fruit or meat, almond cakes, goblets, and jugs of wine.
  There was a dry white vintage and a light red, both French, and also a sweet and heavy red wine from Tarragona on the Mediterranean coast of Spain. The Spaniards liked it and had brought their own
  supplies with them.


  Furness was already rumbling an enquiry about how carefully everything had been tasted. He was also complaining that we were behind time. He shot me an irritated glance, blaming my slow
  footsteps for it.


  Everything is ready, said the chief cook, also irritably. There are the trays and yes, everything has been tasted and the wine casks freshly broached. Nothing venomous ever
  went out of this kitchen or cellar either, believe me! The very idea is an insult. And, he added crossly, Ive had two assistants dismissed for being Puritans so now
  Im shorthanded as well as insulted.


  I understand they were known associates of a man called White, whos done some seditious preaching! growled Furness, as he gathered up his tray. Come! he said
  to me and Shakespeare, and stalked out of the kitchen ahead of us.


  As the days went on, I had grown more watchful, rather than less. This time, as we neared the top of the stairs, something unusual caught my attention. Somewhere ahead, was an unexpected murmur
  of voices.


  Furness, also hearing them, came to a sudden stop and once more, his tray tilted perilously. Shakespeare turned to look at me, rolling his eyes heavenwards in exasperation. Furness steadied
  himself, checked a sliding wine jug, and said anxiously: Thats a woman talking! But no strangers are supposed to come into the house! Who . . .?


  I think its Meg, I said. She and George must be back from Kent. Go on, Furness! We followed him up to the short passageway at the top and along it to the
  anteroom. There indeed we found my daughter and son-in-law awaiting us and they wasted no time in greetings. We have news, said George, stepping forward into our path. His amiable
  face was unusually grim. No further, please!


  But the gentlemen are waiting for us! protested Furness. Round the walls, the guards tensed, changing their grip on their pikes.


  George didnt move. Meg, tell them what weve learned.


  We went to Kent to see Margaret Westley, who was born Margaret Furness, said Meg. She looked tired and hot, her dark hair straggling damply from under her hat, skirts and boots
  dusty. But theres been a muddle. Margaret is nearly as common a name as Kate. Im called Margaret, really, and there are many many more.


  What is this woman talking about? demanded Furness angrily.


  Meg glanced at him. Your daughter married the younger of two brothers, who lived together on the same smallholding. The elder brothers wife was called Margaret as well. The
  enquirer Sir Robert sent found a Margaret Westley there with her husband but she was lying in and very ill. He was never allowed to speak to her and her husband was too distracted to be questioned
  closely. The enquirer wasnt welcome in a household in such confusion. He accepted that the Margaret Westley who was having the baby, was the former Margaret Furness but he never actually
  asked her maiden name.


  What is all this? Furness, impatient as ever, made to walk past George Hillman but a guard lowered a pike in front of him.


  The Margaret Westley who was lying in, is not Mr Furnesss daughter but her sister-in-law, the elder brothers wife. She did recover from her confinement and weve
  talked to her. The younger brother, the husband of Margaret Furness, died last year, said Meg. And as Mr Furness well knows, two months ago his daughter remarried  an innkeeper
  she met when he came to Kent to visit relatives. She went with him back to his home in Southwark. Weve been there, too. She went off, on the morning of the day she died, to visit her father.
  She meant to stay a week. When she didnt come home as expected, her husband went to find her and Furness here told him she had left for Southwark at the right time and he didnt know
  what had happened to her.


  Her husbands name, said George, is Nicholas Powell, and he called her Eleanor. It was her second name, apparently. When she was a Westley, she took to using it,
  because it was confusing to have two Margarets in the house.


  You are Eleanor Powells father? Shakespeare said to Furness. But you said you didnt recognize the body! Was it you who . . .?


  No, it wasnt! bellowed Furness. But who would have believed me if Id said so? Yes, she came to visit me. Then she set out for home, and the next I heard, a
  young woman had been found murdered in this womans house! With his head, he indicated me. I was asked to look at her and yes, it was my girl! But I didnt say so. I told
  her husband Id report her missing but I kept quiet. Seems shed been babbling to Mistress Stannard about some threat or other to this conference. I could see myself in a dungeon if I
  said she had anything to do with me. I held my tongue and my breath! I dont know who killed her. I only know I didnt but I repeat, whos going to believe me?


  But she was your daughter! said Will Shakespeare. How could you not acknowledge her when you saw her lying dead? And then you lied to her husband!


  If you were me, and your father had been put in prison for hiding a priest, perhaps youd understand, said Furness angrily. I didnt dare say Eleanor was
  my girl. And now, please, can we take these trays in?


  I took a deep breath. If I were wrong about this, I would look very foolish and would probably make an enemy for life, but theres one thing about getting older; enemies for life
  wont be enemies for all that long. Meg and George had delayed the crucial moment and more than that; they had added to my credibility now that it was here. Only, it was here and I
  could not avoid it.


  Before we go any further, I said. That jug on your tray there, Mr Furness  thats the one with the sweet wine the Spaniards like, isnt it? Would you mind
  drinking a goblet of it yourself? We can fetch some more for them.


  Thomas Furness turned to me, glowering down at me from his considerable height. I would not, at that moment, have wished to be alone with him in a secluded alleyway. What the devil
  for?


  To prove that its harmless, I said. Is it?


  Of course its harmless! What are you suggesting? Of all the impertinent . . .!


  The door of the conference chamber opened and Sir Robert appeared. What is this disturbance? And what has happened to our refreshments?


  Sir Robert, I said, in formal tones, will you ask the guards, please, to arrest Mr Thomas Furness. I think he put a dagger into the back of his daughter Margaret as she ran
  from his presence to warn me that he was planning an outrage against this conference. And though Im not sure, I think that on the stairs just now, when he stumbled and put a hand over the
  jug of Spanish wine to steady it, he dropped something into it.


  There was an astounded silence. Then I said: The news my daughter and her husband have just brought was opportune, but I would not have let anyone drink the wine from that jug in any
  case. When Mr Furness tripped, the very first time he was on refreshment duty, it struck me as contrived. I have watched him carefully, waiting for his next turn at this task. I think the first
  stumble was a rehearsal. Hes an actor, after all. Today, on the stairs, he tripped again and something caught the light under his palm. The stairs curve and I had a sidelong view of
  him.


  I never heard such nonsense, said Furness coldly. Of course the wine is innocent. I shall prove it!


  Balancing the tray in one hand, he lifted the jug destined for the Spanish delegates, filled a goblet and passed it beneath his nose. An excellent vintage, from the bouquet, he
  remarked. In ironical fashion, he raised the goblet to me and fearlessly tossed the contents down his throat.


  My heart grew heavy. I know what you see, I had said to Will Shakespeare. Just an ageing dame in dove-coloured damask, with an unfashionable ruff. I was past my work. I had made a
  monstrous mistake. I had made myself look foolish, just as I feared and it hurt more than I expected. I should have stayed at home and minded my stillroom.


  Then Furness smiled, and I stepped backwards, shaken anew, with mingled hope and horror. A more unpleasant smile, I had never seen.


  I tried to leave Spain free to come to the aid of the old religion, if the day ever dawns when the true faith needs her, he said, returning the drained goblet to the tray.
  It seems I have failed.


  What? said George.


  The rest of us waited, staring. My father was openly Catholic, Furness said bitterly. He paid fines. For six terrible months he was imprisoned. He died of a lung congestion
  he caught in that damp cell.


  His voice grew angry. As for me, he said, All my life, all my life, I have pretended. I hoped when King James, whose mother was a true Catholic, came to reign over
  us, that changes would come, that one day our faith would once more illumine all England. But what is he doing now? Denying himself, and all of us, a way to call up strength to support us when the
  moment comes. We relied on Spain!


  A foreign army on English soil? Most of your countrymen would have resisted savagely, even if you didnt, said George Hillman. Have you thought of the bloodshed? The
  burned crops and houses, the pain, the deaths, the tears of the bereaved?


  These things are in Gods hands. If they are necessary to restore the faith, then so be it. Suddenly, Furnesss face had whitened, revealing a passion so intense that
  it almost stopped ones breath. I meant to destroy this conference if I could and I thought my daughter would be proud of me when I told her so. I thought she had always been
  pretending, too. But she hadnt! She said she would betray me! I said Id kill her before Id let her abandon me, or our religion. I showed her the dagger but still she
  wouldnt heed me. She ran for the door. So I silenced her. It was her life or the hope of our faith. Cant you understand? And with my dagger in her back, still she got away! It
  came out through clenched teeth. My daughter failed me and our faith and her soul is now in hell and so it should be. Arrest me, by all means. I doubt if I shall come to trial. The wine is
  poisoned, of course.


  Weve had a narrow escape, said Sir Robert.


  Will Shakespeare, sitting in a corner of Mistress Stannards parlour, nodded soberly, although some of his mind was elsewhere. It was one of those times  he had experienced them
  before  when crude reality had intruded on the secret world inside his head and the results were surprising. He was shocked; he took Furnesss actions as seriously as any man, but they
  had stirred his imagination. He wanted to be alone, to think.


  Meanwhile, at least, there was no need for over-long faces. It was another sunlit day and beyond the parlour windows, the glint of the Thames was now the glint of mirth.


  Mistress Stannard and the Hillmans did the work, Edward Alleyn said. The Players were the audience this time. At a terrifying drama.


  Very true. We were all badly shaken. Richard Burbage was also present at this final gathering before Mistress Ursula Stannard and her family left for their homes. We had no
  idea what we were harbouring in our midst.


  Sybil said: I shudder to think what might have happened. We might be at war with Spain now! But how did he hope to poison the jug without being noticed? Wouldnt the wine have
  tasted strange?


  It was a sweet wine, sweet enough to hide the taste. Sir Robert put a hand into his doublet and brought out a rock crystal phial, a tiny glittery thing, ideal as a perfume bottle
  for a ladys girdle-pouch. He had the venom in this. He must have palmed it. Thomas Furness was a big man with huge hands. Delightful, isnt it? He liked pretty objects.
  Cecils tone was cynical. Venetian glass and dainty rock crystal phials and charming little daggers with blades like razors. That dagger was new. Weve found the silversmith who
  made the hilt, now. Thats why no one recognized it.


  He had only to trip, bring his hand up and clamp it over the jug as if to steady it, and drop the poison in then, Mistress Stannard said. He could have drawn the stopper out
  and had a finger over the neck.


  But what was in it? asked Meg.


  Deadly nightshade, the physicians say, said Sir Robert, He didnt need much. The doctors we called to him said that a single berry of nightshade could kill. Oh yes, we
  sent for physicians. We wanted him alive to be tried and executed.


  His voice was chilling, Shakespeare thought. One could almost pity Furness, if he had lived to face execution.


  Though it may be better as it is, Cecil remarked. This way, we need never let the Spaniards know what happened. Im happy enough to leave it there. So is the
  king.


  But to think, persisted Sybil, if any of the Spaniards  even the ambassador himself!  had been poisoned! At a peace conference . . .!


  Oh, it could have been worse than that, said Sir Robert. Nightshade berries not only kill; they sometimes inspire wild delusions first. It would have been even more
  appalling if the first symptoms took the form they did with Furness. Suppose the Spanish ambassador had leapt from his seat, torn all his clothes off and then taken to smashing up the furniture, or
  even attacked the Players or the other gentlemen at the table! Before spewing all over the room.


  Is that what Furness . . .? asked Burbage, struggling visibly with a mixture of awe, horror and a species of ghastly amusement, while George Hillman actually turned pale.


  Yes. He stripped naked and smashed a small bench against his cell wall before the guards rushed in and then he went for them too. They seized him and then he started to throw up. They
  said they had never seen nausea like it. The physicians could do nothing for him.


  There was silence, while they all contemplated the idea of such a debacle at the conference that was meant to seal the first main achievement of King James reign. No one felt inclined to
  speculate aloud on the possible consequences.


  At length, Shakespeare said: And he murdered his daughter?


  Yes. The daughter he claimed he loved. He did some talking on the way to the Tower. He boasted to her about his plans because he thought she cared for the old religion as he did and would
  admire him. He was wrong. By then, he had already let out to her that Mistress Stannard was next door. And she had heard of Ursula Stannard.


  He must have cursed himself for that, George Hillman remarked.


  He did. When she tried to run from the room; he snatched at her cloak and must have thrust the dagger into her beneath it. No doubt she felt something but probably didnt realize
  she was really hurt. She tore herself loose and fled next door. He was furious.


  He must have been quite out of his mind, said Burbage in a hushed voice.


  Drunk on his religion, said Sir Robert heavily. It happens.


  Her death was my fault, in a way, said Mistress Stannard. If shed never heard of me, she might have lived. Poor girl.


  I know. But if it hadnt been for her, and you, it would have been poor England, said Sir Robert seriously.


  Shakespeare made his way on foot back to his own lodgings in the City, plodding through the hot streets in which the odours of horse-dung and dust mingled with the appetizing
  smells, drifting from windows, of suppers being cooked. He dodged the carts and horsemen without noticing them. He was alone at last, and free to think.


  Furnesss attempted crime had been ugly but the creative stimulation which such encounters with real-life drama so often produced was working strongly now. He had in the last few days met
  some astonishing people. That woman, Ursula Stannard. Telling him so calmly that she had once carried a dagger in case she needed it to defend herself in the course of her career as an agent
   a most unlikely career for a woman. It would be interesting to write about a woman who was handy with a dagger.


  How could he fit her into a play? He could see her . . . snatching a dagger, perhaps, from a man too infirm of purpose to use it himself. And what about Furness, murdering his own daughter, the
  daughter he was said to love! That was horrible. It was the proper business of a father of daughters to care for them and protect them; to stand by them always and never to abandon them. The girl
  had apparently protected her father. At least, she hadnt said his name to Mistress Stannard, or told anyone that she was his daughter. It was probably a deliberate omission for his sake. The
  wretch hadnt deserved her.


  It reminded him of that old folk tale which the Players  the Queens Players, they were then  had worked up into a drama just after he first joined them. He had acted in it
  himself. It was about a king who turned on a once-beloved daughter. He understood it better now. He could improve on that original version.


  In the pit of his stomach, he felt the curious thud which was the first symptom of a burgeoning idea. What was the name of the king in that story, now? Ah, yes. King Lear . . .
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  Elizabeth Lady Carey heard the impatient sound of hooves clattering to a halt in the small courtyard below her chamber in Whitehall, and
  immediately moved to look out of the window. She knew it was her husband because Sir Robert Carey was the only man at the unmartial court of King James who still rode headlong. You would think he
  was following a hot trod on the now theoretically abolished Border.


  Robert was swinging down from his horse, wearing a face of thunder and Elizabeth sighed. She hadnt expected him to like selling Norham castle, no matter how essential the sale was. But
  had he in fact got the price agreed for it? It didnt look as if he had.


  Before she could call to him, there was a squeal of happiness down below.


  Father, father! Gertrude had four puppies and theyre yellow and black and brown and the smallest ate sugar and it was sick and my Lady Aunt said . . . Little Philly, in an
  old kirtle too short for her, was sprinting from the small still-room where she had been gorging on sweetmeats under the excuse of learning huswifery from her Aunt. With only a seconds pause
  for a sketchy curtsey, her eight years of healthy growth thumped into her fathers midriff and his face instantly cleared to delight. He swung her up, grinning and gave her a smacking kiss on
  the cheek.


  Now theres a sight to soothe my eyes, he said with mock severity, My daughter completely plastered in sugar . . .


  Little Philadelphia left the subject of puppies, took her fathers hat from his head and put it on her own, curling the long feather around her finger.


  But, sir, I must learn to catch a husband by his stomach, she said reasonably, as I am not like to be a beauty.


  Her father scowled theatrically.


  Wheres the ruffian who dares say so? he demanded. Ill fight him for you.


  Well, it was Robert, she said, naming her 11-year-old brother while she began to play with the pearl earring in her fathers ear. Behind them a groom was seeing to the horse
  and leading it to the horseboxes in the corner of the courtyard.


  Ah. I see. And you believed him? Dont you know its the duty of all elder brothers to keep their sisters down? Her father caught her hand to save his earlobe.
  Go and ask your aunt for the tale of all the terrible things I used to do to her and be grateful Im not your older brother.


  Philly sniggered as he put her down. I heard about the senna-pods in your tutors wine, she said.


  Hmf. Ask Philadelphia who was it stole them from the still-room for me. Now where is your mother?


  Philly rolled her eyes and pointed upwards to where Elizabeth was watching from the window.


  As always, even now after twelve years of marriage, Elizabeth felt a shock under her breastbone as his vivid blue eyes met hers and she answered his smile with her own as she curtseyed to
  him.


  By God, my lady, I am right glad to see you! he said, very heartfelt as he bowed with a great court flourish in return, retrieving his hat from his daughters head as he did
  so. Off you go, Philly, and try not to eat yourself sick.


  Philly ran back to the stillroom, a rip in her petticoat, her straight brown hair falling out from under her white cap and the long nose she had unfortunately got from her mother still smudged
  with pounded sugar.


  Careys feet were already on the stairs and Elizabeth moved to open the door just as her husband erupted through it and wrapped her in his arms.


  A few minutes later, pinning her cap straight again, Elizabeth sat her husband down and called a page to bring water for him to wash the dust of travel off him. She put his swordbelt and
  buff-coat on the stand herself and after discovering that he hadnt bothered with breakfast because he was in a hurry, sent the lad scurrying off again for bread and beer.


  Now, she said, sitting herself down opposite Carey and wearing her most severe expression, what has happened? Was it Norham? She couldnt help grimacing
  nervously. Did my lord of Dunbar actually pay what he said he would for it?


  Of course he did, with Cecil brokering the deal, said her husband, piling new butter on manchet bread and swallowing down mild beer at a remarkable rate. Hes not mad.
  And I got another 800 off him in cash for the contents of the kitchens and the other insight. Here.


  He stood up, unbuttoned his doublet and produced a money-belt which he handed to her. He fished a wad of paper out of his sleeve and gave her that: it was three bankers drafts for
  2,000 each in the name of Dunbar, payable to Sir Robert Carey at Greshams Exchange over the next six months.


  Hiding her instant horror that her husband should have galloped the length of a kingdom swarming with sturdy beggars and other riffraff with so much money on him, Elizabeth laughed with relief
  and kissed his cheek. Carey looked mildly concerned.


  Nobodys sworn out another warrant for debt against me, have they? he asked, with his mouth full.


  Not yet, she admitted, omitting any details, And now they wont. I shall go and pay the tailors bill this afternoon in gold, personally.


  Maybe I should do it . . .


  Oh, no need, Elizabeth said quickly, terrified her husband would take a fancy to one of Mr Bullards latest doublets and beggar them again. Ill take the steward
  and make sure hes reckoned up the interest correctly. You know how Bullard never makes a mistake in anybody elses favour.


  She was watching carefully. Careys face had darkened, not smiled. Come, my love, she said, whats troubling you?


  Carey left the second pennyloaf buttered but uneaten, finished the beer, wiped his hands and face with a napkin, leaned back and sighed.


  You see, after I had finished the business at Norham and gotten the money, something my lord of Dunbar said made me fancy a little trip north.


  Elizabeth smiled encouragingly to hide the freezing of her blood: her adored husband had also crossed the still dangerous Borders, presumably twice, while carrying a fortune in gold and
  bankers drafts.


  Oh, she said brightly, And how is everybody in the Marches?


  . . . Er . . . much quieter and more law-abiding, said Carey hurriedly. So I went to visit my lord of Dunfermline.


  Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. Alex Seaton, Lord Dunfermline was indeed one of Careys many friends, but as well as being the Lord Chancellor of Scotland he was also the current Governor
  of the Kings youngest son, the Duke of York.


  And how is his Grace the Prince?


  Bloody terrible, said Carey, looking straight at her, I dont know whats going on in his household but hes half the size he should be; he cant
  walk, he cant talk. I never saw a sorrier-looking little boy. Hes supposed to be four years old but he looks two.


  Elizabeth shook her head. She knew Dunfermlines lady and thought her a giggling little fool but, more importantly, the woman had never been a mother. There had been rumours that all was
  not well in the Princes household and Queen Anne was worried.


  Is he like to die?


  Carey shook his head again. I could see no trace of fever nor consumption but, by God, Elizabeth, hes as pale as a winding cloth. The Dunfermlines want rid of him in case he does
  die.


  Carey scowled as he said this. Elizabeth knew he was more than just concerned about the second in line to the throne. Unlike most men of his lordly background, he genuinely liked children. He
  was personally angry about the condition of the Prince because the Prince was a lonely little boy.


  We must make suit to have the keeping of him, he said directly, to her horror and complete lack of surprise. I know it will take you away from your place with the Queen but
  we cant just let the poor child fade away and die.


  She smiled at him and his faith in her. But Robin, she said, using her pet name for him, Im no miracle-worker if hes genuinely sick . . .


  Carey shook his head impatiently, With you looking after him, he will recover. Of course hes sick. Christ, Dunfermlines got four physicians treating him!


  It was a serious gamble. Carey had just sold their only asset and not very willingly, despite the way they needed the money. Elizabeth no longer had her jointure. They were courtiers, both of
  them, making their living at the new Court of King James. Thanks to factional infighting and the numerous enemies he had made amongst the Scots infesting the court, Carey had lost his lucrative
  place as Gentleman of the Bedchamber to the King. It had been the only reward he had asked for his three-day ride to Edinburgh when the old Queen died. Elizabeths place as one of Queen
  Annes ladies in waiting and Mistress of the Sweet Coffers was worth a great deal to them in gifts and bribes plus the small courtyard of the palace of Whitehall they were using as Grace and
  Favour lodgings. If they had the care of the young Prince and the lad did in fact die, they would not be able to attend at court any more. What did Robin propose to do for money then? Go to the New
  World in search of El Dorado? Probably.


  She sighed and put her hand on his velvet-covered sleeve.


  If youre sure we should do it?


  Of course I am. Carey smiled at her, took her hand and kissed it. Well take him to Young Henrys house in Widdrington and Ill teach him to
  ride.


  To achieve anything at Court took time and much manoeuvring. Elizabeth started the process by mentioning her interest in the Prince to one of the Queens Danish women and then went north
  with Queen Anne on progress as Mistress of the Sweet Coffers, in charge of the Queens linens. King James travelled separately on horseback, surrounded by his Scottish courtiers and Robert
  Kerr, his new favourite, hunting from morning till night. Carey, meanwhile, was given funds, horses and attendants and sent north to meet the Scottish Chancellor and his wife and bring them, plus
  the Princes household, south to meet the King.


  The households met at Sir George Farmers house in Eaton, Northamptonshire, the carriages of the Queen and her attendants leaving a thoroughly chewed-up Great North Road behind them.
  Elizabeth wished she could have ridden in the fresh air, instead of being cooped up in the leather-smelling carriage with the Queen who never seemed to mind the constant swaying.


  Queen Anne sewed and chatted and dozed during the long journey. Elizabeth concentrated on not being sick and waited for questions about the younger Prince. They took a while to come: the Queen
  adored her sturdy eldest son, the 11-year-old future Prince of Wales, and loved her daughter Elizabeth, as did everyone who met her, but seemed embarrassed by her youngest son.


  At last, as the carriages rumbled and swayed the last few miles to Eaton, over a disastrously potholed track, while the outriders cantered ahead, the Queen folded the linen she had been
  stitching.


  Your husband saw my little son, no? she asked Elizabeth.


  Yes, your highness, murmured Elizabeth, turning from the window to the Queen and hoping she wouldnt feel any more queasy.


  I hear bad things. The doctors they say he is very sick.


  Sir Robert was worried about him, maam, said Elizabeth carefully, He thought the boy very small for his age.


  Ay, but my Lady Dunfermline has such care tae him, said the other lady in the carriage, a stout pleasant-faced Scottish woman who was probably being paid by the Dunfermlines.


  I do not know what is wrong, said the Queen, shaking her head. He was well enough with his wetnurse.


  Perhaps he needs a change of care, Elizabeth said carefully.


  The Queen pursed her lips.


  I wish you to receive him for the moment, my Lady Carey, she said, You may have what you need to make him comfortable.


  Elizabeth caught a small smile of triumph on the Scottish ladys face and felt foreboding. It was the wrong reaction. The woman should have been looking jealous because to be asked to take
  care of the second in line to the throne was an honour, surely. Unless the Dunfermlines really were trying to unload their responsibilities for the Prince.


  Your grace does me great honour, she began.


  The Queens face was worrying, too; there was a guilty look on it.


  At Eaton house there were riders drawn up and musicians playing trumpets to greet the Queen. Elizabeth waited for the carriage door to be opened and the steps arranged, then carefully held the
  Queens skirts out of the way so she could step down easily. Once on terra firma at last, after hours in the cursed coach, Elizabeth took a deep gulp of air and smoothed her satin apron.
  Queen Anne was already going into the house where Sir George and his ugly wife were bowing and curtseying extravagantly.


  Elizabeth turned and found Sykes, her deputy, with four husky-looking serving men, ready to assist in the unloading of the Sweet Coffers. After supervising their stowing in the Queens
  dressing room, Elizabeth hurried to rejoin the Queen as she sat at meat in the parlour. All of the ladies of the Queens household were there and rather than disturb them all to sit where
  precedence said she should, Elizabeth tucked herself in on the end of a bench. She happened to be near some Scottish wives, chatting confidentially in Scotch. As it happened, Elizabeth spoke Scotch
  quite well, from many years living on the Border, but she never made a point of it and so listened impassively to the gossip while she ate the meat pies, sliced duck and sallet.


  Did ye ken the young Prince is ay on the road here, hes like to be here the morrow, said Lady Home.


  Ah heard he was dyin, said another lady in a conspiratorial whisper.


  Och no, hes ainly a wee thing, hes well enough, sniffed Lady Kerr. Its only Lady Dunfermline at the worriting again. Nae doot the Queen will ask a woman
  she can trust to have the care of the young prince. She sounded smug.


  Lady Home sniffed eloquently. Ahm verra sure that her highness will ken the importance o the Prince ganging tae a woman whos been a mother, she said.


  Lady Kerr coloured  married to Robert Kerr, the Kings current favourite, she had never produced an heir, and rumour said she never would unless it were a virgin birth. Elizabeth
  resisted the impulse to ask if Lady Home could pick her children out in a crowd, since she rarely saw them.


  There was a mob of highborn and highly pretentious women waiting to greet the young Duke of York when the Dunfermlines finally arrived. Elizabeth placed herself firmly at the head of them,
  despite scowls and elbows. Carey had sent a man ahead to warn her that the Princes household would arrive first, followed by the Dunfermlines whom he was escorting.


  Carriages ground their way to the entrance of the handsome mansion, followed by three wagons of luggage and a few outriders. The carriage decorated with the Duke of Yorks crest halted,
  and two nurses climbed from it, reached back to lift someone, followed by a sulky-looking groom who was carrying several bags with a martyred air.


  The women surged forwards to get a look at the Prince, who was still in his green damask baby-skirts. The rumours had only hinted at the truth. The little Prince was a pearly white and crying
  fretfully, his arms and legs dangling like twigs. There was a silence in the constant babble from the ladies and Elizabeth could hear shuffling. Then a combined rustle of curtseys, followed by
  murmurs, followed by footsteps. She ignored the full retreat behind her and stepped forwards, with no competition.


  Close up, he looked no better, with hollow temples and dull eyes like a little old man.


  That child is going to die, Elizabeth thought, and could almost hear her adorable but impractical husband growling at her: even if he does die, we must still succour him and God will provide for
  us.


  She would have preferred it if God could be persuaded not to always leave things to the last minute, offered up a prayer that this venture should not be a disaster.


  Your Grace, welcome, she said, curtseying again formally to the little scrap in his heavy damask clothes. There was a strong smell of vomit and a stain down his little doublet.


  The Duke of York buried his face in the nurses neck and whined sadly.


  She escorted the nurses to the Princes suite of rooms, then found her daughter hanging about in one of the window seats along the passage nearby. Philly wanted to see the Prince.


  Princess Elizabeth says his legs are so weak he cant walk, she explained to her mother. And his tongue is tied so he cant talk and hes like to die
  soon.


  I hope not, said her mother warningly,


  And she thinks its a pity but she says her brother says it might be for the best because younger brothers of Kings always cause trouble, look at Monsieur in France, and she wanted
  me to peep at him and then tell her the truth and . . .


  Thats enough, Philly, said her mother sternly. The Princess had not yet been given her own household but travelled with her mother. If her grace the Princess Royal
  asked you to, then . . .


  Oh, she did, nodded Philly vigorously.


  So when she went back she let Philly tag along behind her, carrying a mysterious basket.


  They had drawn the heavy velvet curtains although the sun was friendly and bright. The Prince was being held by the junior nurse, sobbing softly and hopelessly, while a surgeon bled him from his
  twiglike left arm. The room seemed full of men in long brocade robes and skullcaps.


  Does he need bleeding? Elizabeth asked sharply.


  Good day, said a dark-robed doctor. And you are?


  Elizabeth Lady Carey, whom the Queen has asked to receive his grace, said Elizabeth, looking down her nose at him and waiting for him to bow.


  Ah, Dr Hughes at your service, maam, said the doctor with a shallow obeisance, and this is Dr Pike, my associate.


  Dr Pike bowed a little. The two other doctors looked over. One nodded gravely, the other actually brought himself to bow properly.


  Those are Dr Cunningham and Dr Stott, added Dr Hughes, with great disdain.


  Elizabeth nodded back.


  The bleeding? she asked.


  Ah yes, my dear madam. Please do not concern yourself. It is only to clear some of the ill-humours that have accumulated during his Graces travels south and caused him an emetic
  attack . . .


  Was he not simply made seasick by the coachs motion?


  Dr Hughes smiled indulgently at her. No indeed, maam, for we are not at sea, are we?


  Elizabeth said nothing and wondered if the learned doctor was being deliberately offensive or extremely stupid. Finally the surgeon stopped the slow drip and wrapped a bandage around the wound.
  He was keeping his head down but Elizabeth saw that his square hands were careful to be gentle with the fragile arm, which looked as if it might snap if breathed upon. The Prince wasnt an
  ugly child, in fact his little pointed face had something unworldly about it in its delicacy. He seemed even paler.


  In simple terms, maam, the Prince suffers from an excess of phlegm which is the root of the problem with his legs, explained Dr Hughes kindly.


  There was a snort from one of the other doctors. The excess of phlegm is, tae be sure, ainly a presenting symptom . . .


  The senior nurse, whose name was Mrs Gates mixed medicine with mead in the Princes silver cup and gave it to him on a spoon, followed by some mild ale. The Prince turned his head and
  whined fretfully at the offer of a rabbit pasty on a silver platter and was set back in his elaborately carved cot where he lay listlessly. The doctors huddled, arguing in vicious Latin
  mutters.


  Elizabeth frowned at the child who seemed so utterly different from her own when they had been boisterous four-year-olds, while Philly peered round her skirts, still clutching her basket.


  I dont know what to do with him, Lady Carey, said Mrs Gates with a worried frown as she gave the cup and napkin to the junior nurse to be cleaned. Were
  following all the doctors prescriptions exactly but he never seems to do any better.


  Elizabeth longed to pick the child up and give him a good hug for being so brave about the bleeding, but didnt want to frighten him.


  His poor little stomachs dreadful at the moment, said Mrs Gates. Nothing seems to settle it, he wont eat and if he does eat he purges soon after.


  Have you tried sugared milk with a little brandy?


  Ive tried sugar and the brandy, of course, but the doctors wont hear of milk, they say milk is too phlegmatic and fit for peasants only and a Prince must have none but the
  hotter drier foods such as meat.


  Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. It seemed to her that mollycoddled children whose diets were supervised by doctors often had the problem with soft bones that had turned Robert Cecil into a
  hunchback. Her children were not mollycoddled and ate fish when it was a fish day, white meats such as milk and cheese and cold moist foods like sallets and fruits despite the doctors
  condemnation of such things as fit only for peasants. Except during famines, peasants normally had sturdy children, she had noticed, and so, thanks be to God, did she. However, for the moment she
  held her peace. The Latin argument in the corner had switched to English again.


  Clearly further bleeding at regular intervals is indicated in this case . . . whispered Dr Hughes firmly.


  I would prefer a course of steam baths to attempt a complete clearance of phlegmatic matter . . . insisted Dr Cunningham.


  Followed by cupellation . . . added Dr Pike, nodding wisely.


  The physic clearly answers well and should be persevered with, said Dr Stott with a sniff.


  Doctors, said Elizabeth pleasantly, I have a suggestion to make. They turned towards her, Dr Hughes with another kindly smile. Perhaps as the Prince is so
  tired after his journey and being bled, he would benefit from no treatment at all.


  Amused and patronizing looks, accompanied by raised eyebrows.


  Mistress, began Dr Hughes.


  Actually, doctor, you should address me as my lady, Elizabeth explained pleasantly. Lady Carey.


  Dr Hughes coughed but rallied. Lady Carey, it is of course the Queens expressed wish that her younger son be cured as soon as possible . . .


  Elizabeth advanced towards them, herding them towards the door.


  It is imperative that the treatment be continued until it succeeds, my lady, said Dr Cunningham. Although I would advise certain changes . . .


  Imperative? said Elizabeth.


  Glances were exchanged. Yes, Lady Carey, imperative, which means urgent and important, explained Dr Hughes with kind helpfulness.


  Elizabeth took a deep breath. Nonetheless, she said with a smile that she hoped would not look too much like the furious baring of teeth it actually was, the Prince is tired
  and requires his rest. I will see you in the morning.


  She was ushering them firmly to the door, mentally cursing Lady Dunfermline for letting the doctors get so completely out of hand, when there was an odd bubbling noise from the cot and a gasp
  from Mrs Gates. She pushed Dr Pike through into the passage and shut the door herself, before she turned to see what had happened.


  The Prince was sitting up next to the carved bars and was putting his fist through the gaps. The bubbling noise was coming from him, and in fact he was giggling. Mrs Gates was looking horrified
  while the two cradle-rockers who had just come in, tutted to each other. And there stood Philly holding something awkwardly in her arms so the Prince could see it.


  Elizabeth wondered for a split second if Philly had a doll in her arms and then if it was a very odd looking baby. Finally she worked it out.


  Philly was holding out a small plump puppy, dressed for company with a babys linen cap tied over one ear. The little Prince was trying to pat its brown head while the puppy squirmed and
  tried to lick Phillys face.


  Oh, now, you take that dirty beast away, snapped Mrs Gates, The Prince cannot . . .


  But the Princess Royal sent him, she said he should have a puppy to cheer him up, insisted Philly.


  Elizabeth came up behind her. Well, Mrs Gates, at least its made him laugh, she pointed out, as one of the cradle-rockers folded her arms and opined that the dog would
  certainly bite.


  Philly dumped the puppy in the cot with the prince. It plumped down on its fat bottom, looking surprised, and then rolled over as the Prince patted its fat turn, still gurgling. The puppy
  started to scrape its paws at the babys cap it was wearing.


  Mrs Gates was scowling. The puppy managed to get the cap off and began to eat it. Philly scolded and tried to take the cap away and ended up in a game of rag with the pup, who growled with
  soprano ferocity until Mrs Gates swept over and picked it up by its scruff, held it at arms length with a disgusted expression.


  The Princes tentative giggles turned instantly to a fretful wailing. He held up his skinny arms.


  N-no, no! Wanta puppy! he cried.


  The puppy, frightened by the noise, widdled on Mrs Gates who didnt even notice.


  Your Grace! she whispered, transfixed.


  He spoke, said one cradle rocker to the other.


  He never, said her friend.


  What . . . what did you say, your Grace? asked Mrs Gates, still holding the puppy absent-mindedly. Philly reached up, took it from her and put it in its basket, trying to tuck the
  mangled remains of the baby cap in her sleeve.


  He said, she explained to Mrs Gates, no, no, wanta puppy. It means he likes it, she added complacently.


  Mrs Gates was blinking down at her.


  But he never spoke before, she breathed. Not a word.


  It was impossible to keep something like that quiet. Knowing how things went in Courts, Elizabeth left as soon as she decently could, scurried Philly into the chamber they were
  sharing with Sir Roberts sister, Philadelphia Lady Scrope and three servants. The overcrowding was typical of progresses and Elizabeth was just grateful they had beds to lie in and that
  Careys sister was willing to share with her young namesake, so that she and Carey could have the double bed to themselves. Their bodyservants were making do with straw pallets on the
  floor.


  Elizabeth assumed that young Philly must have been climbing trees that morning, judging by the black streaks on her petticoat and kirtle. She stripped off the grubby clothes at speed, wiped her
  smudged face with rosewater, put her in a smock that was now too short, combed her hair and then piled on a clean petticoat, false front, stays, bodice, kirtle and clean embroidered cap just in
  time before the page came to fetch them to see the Queen.


  Both of them knelt to Queen Anne in the parlour that was acting as her Presence Chamber. The Queen had red-rimmed eyes, which surprised Elizabeth.


  He truly said I want a puppy,? she asked with great intensity.


  Your highness, he did, said Mrs Gates, also kneeling, I was so shocked.


  The Queen smiled at Philly. You are Philadelphia Carey, yes?


  Philly stood up, curtseyed, said, Yes, your highness, and plumped down on her knees again, turning bright pink.


  Why did you bring the puppy to see the Duke of York?


  Philly looked puzzled. I knew hed like his grace the Prince, your majesty, hes a very friendly puppy and Im going to call him Gustavus . . . Elizabeth had to
  cough while the Queens eyes twinkled. Oh, and I was talking to her grace the Princess Royal and she said she wished the Prince had a puppy and so I took him with me, you
  see.


  The doctors disapprove very much and the Chief Nurse is concerned that your dog might bite his grace.


  Philly blinked and shook her head vigorously, Oh no, your majesty, hes only got little teeth and he only chews things like caps and Ill watch him very carefully.


  The Queen looked puzzled. When?


  When you let me bring him back to his grace, because the Prince cried so much Im sure your majesty will want him to play with Gustavus.


  Ah, said the Queen, Well, yes, child, I think I will permit you to again bring the puppy . . .


  Phillys face lit up. I knew you would! she explained, I knew you wouldnt let Gustavus be sad.


  The puppy certainly seemed to cheer the Prince up a little, though he didnt say any more and he seemed to get no better in his stomach and was often ill after he ate. At
  least he seemed to enjoy Phillys daily visits with Gustavus. The puppy was allowed in the Princes cot until the day there was a puddle in the corner. The next day, the Prince was set
  down on a Turkey rug to play and Philly brought a ball as well as the pup. She talked constantly to the Prince, ignoring the fact that he didnt talk back, about the puppy, about what she had
  been doing, about the court and her father and mother and the horses and dogs in the stables and her Aunt Philadelphia and what she thought about all of it. To Philly, to breathe was to talk and
  the young Prince seemed astonished by it.


  The whole Court moved on to the next stopping place where the Princes royal father could hunt boar. So far, apart from one Royal visit, the King had not shown much interest in his
  youngest son, although the Queen visited daily. She thought her son was growing to know her better. And yet the child still lost weight, still seemed very listless and sleepy and still didnt
  speak or walk.


  Then one afternoon Elizabeth found Philly weeping inconsolably in the corner of the chamber.


  Whats the matter? she asked, bending down to her.


  Philly turned a woebegone tear-grimed face to her mother. Mrs Gates told me never to bring Gustavus to the Prince again because he was naughty and broke his lead when no one was there and
  ate all the cakes and the pies and everything in the bedchamber and then he puked in the rushes and she shouted at me and look . . .!


  Philly pointed dramatically. The pup was lying on his side, panting, his eyes half shut and a little pile of bloody puke next to his head. Elizabeth frowned and looked closer. She didnt
  like what she saw.


  Philly, I want you to go and fetch a page immediately, she said. Her husband was still out hunting with the King and all the rest of the Court. Philly jumped up and trotted
  downstairs. By the time the young Scot came thundering up the stairs ahead of Philly, Elizabeth had already written a message which she gave him and he clattered off to fetch a horse from the
  stables.


  Did you send for Father? Philly asked anxiously.


  Yes, I did.


  Will he know how to save Gustavus?


  Perhaps, said Elizabeth, not explaining the real reason why she had sent for her husband.


  She and Philly did what they could. For distraction she talked of people she had nursed and how a lady must know as much as possible of practical medicine so she could keep her household
  healthy.


  The clattering of hooves and Roberts feet on the stairs at last were very welcome. He came into their chamber looking both puzzled and concerned, especially when he saw the puppy.


  My lady, he said, Why . . .?


  She had used their codeword for urgency in the message.


  Philadelphia, tell your father what you told me.


  Philly did with only slight embroidery about the vomiting. At once Careys puzzlement cleared away to be replaced by sharp blue focus. He bent over the puppy and his long fingers passed
  expertly around the little animal, while his face grew grim.


  Everything in the Princes chamber? he asked.


  Yes, sniffled Philly, He didnt mean to be greedy, he cant help it, hes descended from your dog Jack . . .


  Her father held her shoulders and looked very seriously at her. Philly, youre a wise little maid and quite old now at eight years?


  She nodded, still sniffling.


  Then I will be honest with you, my heart, and you must repay me by being brave. Im afraid the little pup is dying.


  Philly covered her eyes with her hands, Could he not have a doctor to him?


  No, the doctors only trouble men. And I fear no dog-leech nor horse-coper could help him, he has taken such a  such a mighty fever in his gut. So all you can do for him is hold him
  so he knows he is not alone. Can you do that?


  Philly snortled, wiped her nose firmly on her sleeve and took the pup in her lap and cradled him, whispering softly. Her parents moved away and also whispered.


  Is it what I thought? Elizabeth asked.


  Oh yes, said Carey, passing his hand over his face, Ive seen poisoning before. In the Princes chamber. Christ.


  Elizabeth was appalled and furious. She could not imagine how anyone could bring himself to try and poison a little mite like the Prince, nor any reason why either, since he was only second in
  line to the throne. Unless . . .


  Sir, she said urgently, we must warn the other Royal households as well as the Queen.


  We must also keep it very quiet, said Carey, Not a word to anyone else. Its the only way to catch the bastards.


  Elizabeth sent a page to fetch Phillys Aunt Philadelphia, to keep Philly company. As soon as she could she went to attend the Queen while Carey went to talk to Mrs Gates. She explained
  what had happened privately while the Queen was choosing her clean shift for the next day. Anne of Denmark was no fool and her eyes narrowed.


  Does anyone else know? she asked.


  Myself, my husband and my daughter.


  I will send new tasters to Princess Elizabeth, and the Prince of Wales. His grace should be here soon. What is Sir Robert doing?


  Your highness, his service as Warden on the Borders has given him great experience at investigation . . .


  Yes, certainly, so his Majesty has told me often. I shall give him a privy Warrant.


  Meanwhile Carey was blinking at the destruction a determined half-grown lymer pup in search of food could cause. Mrs Gates was standing, arms folded, face red with fury while
  the Chamberers cleaned and scrubbed away.


  Can you tell me what the pup ate?


  Hmf. Two caps and his graces dinner and the sweetmeats upon the sideboard and he knocked over all the physic while he did it and then he ate a pillow as you can see, sir . .
  .


  Carey could indeed see. The Princes Bedchamber looked as if it had snowed, there was a sticky smear around the scattered medicine bottles, there were crumbs and scattered plates from the
  Princes meal, the sweetmeat bowls from Venice were upended and one was smashed in the rushmats, there was a pile of sick and another pile of dogturd and a wet patch on one of the tapestries,
  the lower border of which had obviously been chewed.


  That monster is never coming here again.


  Where is the Prince?


  He is in the garden, sir, despite the lateness of the hour, with Mary, one of his rockers. I only hope he takes no tertian fever.


  Carey suspected that he had been shouting, Wanta puppy!


  How is his health?


  Mrs Gates sighed. Not well. He has that little stomach to his meat, he wanes daily and is so pale. Nor his legs are no better, sir, the King is talking of putting him in iron boots which
  Dr Cunningham recommends.


  Carey nodded and wandered about the Chamber, touching the rushmats and sniffing at the vomitus.


  Who are the Princes attendants?


  Mrs Gates looked puzzled. Why do you want to know, sir?


  Anticipating hysterics if he mentioned his suspicions, Carey said, There are rumours of ill-affected Papists in these parts.


  The King is too soft with them, snorted Mrs Gates, String em up, I say, with all their foreign notions.


  Quite so. The Princes attendants?


  It took a while but finally he had a clear list of those who could come to the Princes chamber  four chamberers to clean, two cradle-rockers, Mrs Gates the senior nurse and
  Susannah Kerr the junior nurse, his daughter Philly of course.


  And where is the Princes food made?


  It depends, said Mrs Gates, In Whitehall he has his own kitchen, but on progress we use cookshops or the main kitchens. His food is ever of the best, sir, its just he
  wont eat it.


  Who does eat it?


  Well, we dont let it go to waste, of course, sir, I mean it would be a shame . . .


  So you share what the Prince doesnt eat? Mrs Gates nodded, looking nervous. And what about the sweetmeats?


  From the Royal Confectioner herself, wonderful suckets and kissing comfits she makes. The Prince eats them sometimes and so do I, though they pain my teeth, since Im his
  graces Taster.


  There was clearly nothing wrong with the Senior Nurse. Carey questioned the chamberers as they worked at rolling up the ruined mats. As was often the case at court, they both came of families
  whose parents and grandparents had served the monarchy of England for decades. Neither could remember any intruders or anything strange happening and the other two chamberers had already gone ahead
  to the next stopping place for the Progress to ready the Princes chambers there.


  After a short conference with Elizabeth, Carey mounted up thoughtfully and rode the short distance into the village. It was easy to find the cookhouse for despite the lateness of the hour there
  was a queue of courtiers servants waiting and the woman at the window looked flushed, floury and exhausted while she did a roaring trade and charged ridiculous prices for her remaining
  pies.


  Very unwilling she was to be interviewed by Carey, but she left the serving hatch to be womaned by her youngest daughter and stepped into her bakehouse where the large oven was being filled full
  of faggots ready to be fired up again.


  I hear that the Duke of Yorks Senior Nurse considers your pies so fine she has been giving them to the Prince, said Carey with a smile.


  Mistress Kate flushed bright red.


  Is that a fact, sir? My pies going to feed his grace? Well, I never!


  Did you not know? Carey asked, watching a promising theory crumble to dust.


  No, sir, not till you told me, though thinking about it, Ive seen Mary the cradle rocker here often enough, every day since the court came. She buys a great deal, a dozen pies each
  time.


  And they are not specially made for the Prince nor marked in any way?


  No sir. Do you think I should do that, perhaps?


  Carey shook his head and left her musing about asking to have the Duke of Yorks coat of arms to be painted on her sign. He found the Deputy Clerk of the Confectionery at dinner at the
  wildly overcrowded inn.


  The Deputy Clerk was intelligent enough to be worried by Careys questions. Yes sir, all the sweetmeats are packed up in baskets for the Princes chamber, but not marked
  specially. I carry them personally, sir, and they are never out of my sight until I hand them to Mrs Gates.


  Carey kept to himself his suspicions about how the Deputy Clerk could afford to stay at the inn. The staff of the Confectionery always travelled on progresses to make the subtleties and jellies
  for the many banquets, and normally did a roaring trade in leftovers.


  There has been no problem with the sweetmeats, sir? asked the Deputy Clerk.


  Not at all, lied Carey and took his leave. He had seemingly covered the obvious suspects, though he also spoke to the Deputy Butler about the supplies of ale for the Princes
  household and found everything there as secure against tampering as possible, as he expected.


  There were only two possibilities left and Carey had a shrewd suspicion which one it might be. He went immediately to see the Queen.


  Elizabeth had seen her husband arrest Border reivers and thought she had seen every possible reaction  but Mrs Gatess outrage and fury was a surprise to her.


  That you should dare to think I would poison . . . poison his grace, the little child that I have brought up since his birth . . . How dare you, sir!


  Mistress, said Carey coldly, I am as shocked as you. However, the puppy was poisoned by something he ate in his graces chamber and I have been able to find no other
  person who could have had the possibility of doing it.


  Mrs Gates whitened further. I will stake my solemn oath upon it, she hissed, Nor me nor none of the chamberers, nor the cradle-rockers, nor Mistress Kerr would so much as
  dream of it. How can you believe we could do such a thing, sir? How can you?


  Carey nodded impassively. You would do well to think upon it, Mistress, but for the moment, you must be confined to other quarters.


  Normally the Nurses slept in the Princes suite of rooms but a small storeroom had been found for Mrs Gates and, on the Queens insistence, a bed put in it. Mrs Gates walked there
  firmly and with head held high, not deigning to even look at Elizabeth, who felt horribly guilty about the whole thing.


  When Carey returned from escorting her, he shook his head and said she had made no confession yet, only insisting that God would justify her. Elizabeth was not at all surprised. She turned to
  comforting Philly, who had held an heretical funeral for the puppy while her parents were busy. The dog-boy and one of the pages had helped by digging the grave in the centre of a main flowerbed.
  Philly was so grubby and sad that Elizabeth ordered a hot bath to be drawn in the corner of the chamber and when the child was in a clean smock, gave her milk laced with sugar and brandy and sang
  her to sleep.


  Next day Susannah Kerr took over the day-to-day care of the Prince quite smoothly. Every single scrap of food that had been left in the chamber after the puppy attack, was gathered up and taken
  to feed some handsome Tamworth pigs in the village who showed no ill-effects. Elizabeth would have banned the doctors if she could, but Carey himself said that it was important that the Prince
  still have his medical treatments.


  And so Elizabeth stood by while the four learned men came swooping grimly into the Princes chambers. Dr Hughes felt the Princes twelve pulses, while Dr Cunningham uncovered a bowl
  of pungently smelling hot water which was intended to cause the Prince to sweat out his excess of phlegm. The Prince was wailing sadly and holding his stomach which was starting to swell. Elizabeth
  was reminded of some of the terrible sights she had seen during the northern famine of the late nineties. She had to force herself to remain still as the doctors talked in Latin over the child and
  herself.


  Dr Stott, pray continue, said Dr Hughes after a learned disquisition. Then he turned to Elizabeth, His grace is to have a new medicine which I believe may answer well,
  designed to soothe the irritation of the tissues caused by the Nurses treachery.


  Dr Stott advanced, holding a small bottle and poured a dose into the Princes cup, smiling as he did so.


  Now please do not be alarmed if the Prince needs to sleep after his physic, he shall be far better in the morning . . .


  Elizabeth took the cup from him as he advanced towards the Prince.


  Yes, thank you Dr Stott, she said pleasantly and rapped quickly twice on the wall beside her.


  Carey stepped through the door from the passage.


  My apologies, Mrs Kerr, he said smoothly, However the Queen has ordered that everything that the Prince eats or drinks must first be tasted by the person who brings it.
  Which includes you, Doctor.


  Dr Stott seemed to be standing very still, the pleasant smile fixed on his face.


  Sir? he asked, seeming confused.


  Only a routine test, doctor. Please be so good as to taste the medicine before you give it to the Prince.


  Elizabeth moved towards him, holding out a silver cup. He reached for it, but seemed suddenly clumsy and dropped it on the floor. Dark liquid spilled stickily into the rushes.


  How unfortunate . . . said the Doctor, smiling again. Alas, I must now mix some . . .


  Guards! said Carey quietly. Two of the Gentlemen of the Guard stepped through the other door and took hold of his arms.


  What is the meaning of this? demanded Dr Hughes, starting to swell like a turkey-cock.


  It was Elizabeth who saw what Dr Stott was planning. She barged forwards as he lunged towards the Prince who was still in Mrs Kerrs arms. Instinct made her pull back as the small scalpel
  in the doctors hand flashed past her, and she swung her padded hips into him as hard as she could. He stumbled sideways; Carey moved in the same moment and punched him on the chin.


  The doctor fell to the floor, half-stunned, was grabbed and his arms twisted very ungently up his back as the Gentlemen hauled him out. Drs Hughes, Cunningham and Pike simply stared with their
  mouths open, looking exactly like a row of codfish.


  The Prince pulled his face out of Mrs Kerrs neck, pointed imperiously at the doctors and said his second sentence ever. B-bad! he shouted, Go away now!


  Carey was rubbing his knuckles ruefully. You heard his grace, gentlemen, he said drily. Off you go. He smiled at Elizabeth.


  B . . . but . . . You have no evidence . . . gobbled Dr Hughes.


  Fortunately, Elizabeth explained, trying not to let her shakiness come out in her voice, I kept the original medicine poured by Dr Stott so what he knocked to the ground was
  simply a wine syrup. She looked at the stuff in the cup. Although I think Dr Stotts actions have convicted him, we will try and learn what this physic would have
  done.


  The piglet who slurped up Dr Stotts physic died in its sleep shortly afterwards and Mrs Gates was immediately released. Elizabeth had to explain to her how she had been arrested simply to
  trap the real culprit and after a gift of a handsome new shawl she grudgingly agreed that it had been for the best.


  The Careys attended on the Queen in her Presence Chamber, and Sir Robert paced up and down to explain.


  When I was sure it could not be something in his food then there were only two possibilities, he said as the Queen listened intently. Either one of his nurses or
  cradle-rockers had been somehow induced to do it or it must have been one of the doctors. After all, among other crimes, when the puppy raided the Princes chamber he knocked over the physic
  bottles and licked up the spill. And yet the Nurse would at least lose her place if the Prince died and all the doctors had sworn the Hippocratic Oath  and yet, when a doctors patient
  does die, the doctor is not usually blamed. So I was more suspicious of the doctors. But it was a puzzle to know which one it could be. And so I made the arrest of Mrs Gates to reassure the learned
  gentlemen that they were not suspected and my wife laid the trap.


  Sir Robert had warned me that the first person to offer the prince anything to eat or drink should be suspected, because they would wish to finish the job whilst Mrs Gates could still be
  blamed for it, Elizabeth explained. When Dr Stott offered his physic, I had two silver cups ready, one already filled. I exchanged one for the other and when my husband told him he
  had to drink it, sure enough, he contrived to knock it to the floor, believing this would prevent his treason being discovered.


  She drew a great breath because the memory of the scuffle still made her heart pound. As for what happened after, I can only think he must have panicked or perhaps have been half mad
  before . . .


  Lady Carey, you put yourself between my son and the traitors knife, said Queen Anne softly, That I will not forget. She turned to Carey, As to the
  doctors reasons . . .?


  His colleagues only know that he came from the Prince of Waless household and seemed a learned man, able to converse in Latin as well as them.


  Could the Papists have suborned him? Or the Puritans? Or some ill-affected men of Scotland?


  Carey spread his hands. Your Highness, he is being put to the question as we speak, but . . .


  But? asked the Queen with her eyebrows raised.


  I doubt that torture ever gets the truth from anyone. I would have preferred to question him over time myself.


  His majesty the King has ordered it, said Anne of Denmark flatly. He is convinced it must be a connection of the Ruthvens.


  Sir Robert bowed politely.


  Lady Carey, said the Queen, I have decided that you will be in sole charge of the Duke of Yorks household from now on.


  Thank you, your highness.


  Do you think he will die?


  Elizabeth swallowed hard. Your Highness, it is in Gods hands. But if I have free rein with him, I will do everything in my power to bring him up as healthy and happy as mine own
  children.


  Do so, said the Queen.


  With your permission, I shall dismiss all the doctors since they did not see that he was being poisoned.


  Certainly, said the Queen firmly.


  As the Careys walked down the wide stairs where the Royal households were packing up ready to move again, Elizabeth looked sidelong at her husband.


  What did Dr Stott really say when you questioned him? she asked.


  Carey smiled ruefully. He informed me that while he was in the household of the Prince of Wales he was told by an angel that when he was King, the Duke of York would cause the destruction
  of the Crown of England. He claims to be on a mission from God.


  But Prince Charles wont be King, Elizabeth protested.


  No, the next King will be King Henry IX, of course, agreed Carey.


  Did Prince Henry know of this prophecy? Elizabeth asked, a nasty thought occurring to her.


  Carey sighed. Im afraid he did.


  Historical note: Elizabeth Lady Carey did in fact have the care of young Prince Charles for the rest of his childhood. She battled with King James himself to prevent the
  young prince having his legs put in iron boots to cure his incipient rickets and having his tongue cut to help him speak. Under her care the Prince became healthy and strong, though still very
  short, and when he was old enough Sir Robert Carey took over as his Governor.
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