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            One that practises magic arts
      

         

         D
         octor John Dee, born in 1527, was described as the Arch Conjuror of England. The reference incensed both him and his supporters. Until this slur he had been seen as the most learned man in England – a scholar whose studies had taken him from Cambridge to Louvain and the other great courts and universities of Europe to work with the most brilliant minds of his time. His studies covered mathematics, astronomy, religion, geography, the great tides of the world, alchemy, and he even drafted the first paper on the English Empire.

         But this was not enough for Dee. He craved higher knowledge through magic, the spirit world, communing with angels and the power of crystals and artefacts. It was this wisdom which made him both a favourite of Elizabeth I and yet a dangerous man with whom to be too closely associated. Today his brilliance is clouded in mystique – was he a conjuror of the dark arts or simply a man centuries ahead of his time?

      
   


   
      
         
            CAST OF CHARACTERS
      

         

         The Constable household

          
      

         John Dee – scholar, astronomer, theologian, physician, conjuror

         Margaretta Morgan – his apprentice disguised as a maid

         Master Constable – merchant

         Katherine Constable – his wife

         Mam – Margaretta’s mother

         Huw – Margaretta’s brother

          
      

         The Cecil household

          
      

         William Cecil – lawyer, politician and advisor/friend to Princess Elizabeth

         Mildred Cecil – his wife and one of England’s most educated women

         Goodwife Barker – housekeeper

         Lottie – housemaid

         Father Thomas – priest and family friend

          
      

         The wherrymen

          
      

         Sam – young wherryman and apprentice

         Master Tovey – Sam’s master

          
      

         Other characters

         Robert Meldrew – Architect of the Savoy as it is renovated

         Lord Englefield, Thomas Prideaux, George Ferrers – Men of rank at court

         Lord Herbert of Pembroke – Courtier, politician, soldier and advisor to monarchs

         Susan McFadden – sister to Margaretta, wife to Angus and mother of little Jack
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         T
         hey dragged the bundle from the small waves lapping detritus at the north shore of the Thames. Robert Meldrew rolled it over and retched. The others ran. In the bloody pulp that had once been a young boy’s face, the broken lips moved with an urgent whisper, but the wind carried the words away.

         His finder took a deep breath and bent closer. ‘Say it again, lad.’

         The words made no sense, but he could write them later. Behind him, footsteps clattered along the path and then the cry of a nun muffled by the hands she clasped over her face. Meldrew shouted at her to fetch the priest. Then he looked out across the river and screamed, ‘You spleen of Satan! Do not bring your evil here!’ But the wherry was already gone.

      
   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE
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            May 1555
      

         

         T
         he screaming started when the flames licked at their feet. Then the smell of burning flesh. One of the poor wretches screamed to his God to douse the fire. But for these three souls, no one was listening.

         Margaretta Morgan turned and ran away; pushing up the thronging street so as not to witness the writhing and begging for mercy, covering her ears to shut out the baying of the crowd and the frightened cries of children. She prayed for the merciful explosion – the sign that someone had the goodness to fill their clothes with gunpowder and blast them to God’s care. It never came. The wretched wailing of burning Protestants still filled the air three streets away. Her head swam with anguish.

         Oh God, why did Doctor Dee send me here? He says I am an old soul who may have been on this earth many times. That I have seen too much but that every birth wipes out memory. So I know much and yet recall nothing but this life. So says he. But does being his hidden apprentice make me deserve such lessons?

         She bent to be sick in a gutter outside a tavern. Wiping her mouth, there was relief to see a goodwife staring from the battered door. Might she give a little kindness? No. With a screech the tavern woman rushed across the cobbles with a twig broom, yelling that her custom did not want to tread through a weakling’s mess. Margaretta ran. When tears turned to anger, she stamped home to the lodging house of Doctor John Dee to tell him that witnessing the horrors of Queen Mary’s venom was no education. It was a cruelty.

          
      

         As usual, the Constables’ house in the parish of St Dunstan’s was in darkness, save a lone candle in her master’s window. John Dee – astronomer, alchemist, mathematician, scryer, all-round optimist in regaining his rank at court and, today, a cruel tutor. She pushed the door and escaped the smell of the foetid River Thames which flowed behind the banking only a patch of grass away from the front wall. One of the mangy hounds ran to her for food. All was quiet. Master Constable would be propped up in a tavern somewhere; Doctor Dee locked in his office preoccupied with numbers, stars and magic; Mam would be sulking in her bed and her brother, Huw, probably still on the riverbank counting wherries. As for Mistress Constable, she never deigned to enter the kitchen since Margaretta, Mam and Huw had arrived, as payment in lieu of Doctor Dee’s lodging rent. ‘As if we were his chattels to lend and loan as he likes,’ she hissed, the horror of the burnings now conflagrating to a general anger with the world.

         Margaretta lit a taper from the bread oven cinders and went to the door of John Dee’s room at the top of the stairs. She would speak her mind and say his education was folly, before the passing of the night took the edge off her indignation.

         ‘Doctor John?’

         No answer. He must be sleeping on his desk again. She pushed the door and peeped in. He was bent over, a magnifying glass held close to a paper, his face etched with worry. Fury deserted her.

         ‘Do you want food, Doctor?’

         He grunted and crooked a finger. The desk was a tumult of papers, candles, his measuring implements and a few plates smeared with butter and uneaten breadcrumbs. Manuscripts papered the floor; shelves bowed under books and the room glinted with the objects he had brought from his travels to Louvain, Paris and elsewhere – Mercator’s globes, his treasured magical sigil, brass implements for measuring the stars, all things of magic which still meant little to Margaretta. It smelled of tallow candles and the dried lavender he kept in a silver dish on his mantel. Apparently, angels like sweet smells and will turn their faces from stench. The parchment under inspection was a map of the Thames. He tapped on a bend in the river with the word Savoy next to it.

         ‘They found him here.’

         ‘Who, doctor?’

         ‘A young lad called Jonas Warren. The boatmen pulled him from the water thinking he was a dead seal. Face battered to a pulp. Body broken to pieces.’

         Margaretta grimaced. ‘How do you know?’

         ‘Lord Cecil’s messenger came here this afternoon. He wants me… us… to investigate.’ A pause. ‘Claims an advisor suggested my name.’ The voice was low and bitter. He narrowed his eyes. ‘This might be the chance I have been waiting for.’

         ‘Chance?’

         ‘Back to court. Through Cecil.’

         ‘I don’t understand.’

         Dee rolled his eyes, as he often did when others did not follow the convolutions of his mind. ‘William Cecil lies low, having escaped the axe when Queen Mary forgave him for signing the paper putting Lady Jane Grey on the throne instead of her.’ He made a cynical laugh. ‘But he is building favour with the queen’s half-sister, the Lady Elizabeth. When she ascends the throne, he will be back on his path to power at court. If I help him, he must help me.’

         Margaretta looked nervously at the door. ‘How can you speak of Lady Elizabeth being queen? We have a queen in Mary.’

         Dee gave a self-satisfied smile. ‘My horoscope shows Elizabeth will be queen.’ He shifted in his chair and looked away. ‘I did not tell you. A month ago I was called to Woodstock by Blanche ap Harri, my cousin and Elizabeth’s confidant.’ He emphasised the words ‘my cousin’. ‘She asked me to draw up the horoscopes of Elizabeth and Mary. Also Mary’s husband, Philip of Spain.’ He frowned. ‘I did not need your gifts. It is only mathematics and calculing.’

         Margaretta stared, gulped and shook her head. ‘Only mathematics? It’s conjuring the dark arts… and it’s treason.’

         Dee wagged his hands as if batting away her words. ‘But it was Cecil who advised Blanche to consult me. He dare not risk offending court. So, I will be protected.’

         It was Margaretta’s turn to roll her eyes. ‘What has this to do with investigating the death of a river boy? He probably wronged the boatmen. You know what a rabble they are.’

         John Dee raised his hand. ‘He was a groom at Lord Cecil’s house. His tongue stabbed – the sign that they were stopping him speaking. But he spluttered something before his soul departed.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Cecil believes it might have been a name.’ John Dee looked up at Margaretta, his eyes red with reading for hours. ‘Maybe the name of the person who threatens Cecil. Find that and we find the killer; then Cecil can pay me and go back under his stone.’

         Margaretta gave a little shudder and stared at the map. The doctor pulled at his beard. ‘And there is something else.’

         He leaned over and opened a pewter box. Inside, a deck of cards nestled in a bed of blue silk, each one richly painted with images and symbols and people. He kept this box well hidden behind books and Margaretta had not yet been schooled in their meaning. The doctor deftly pulled out the top card and laid it on the map.

         ‘This was the first card I pulled.’ It depicted a woman sitting on a throne. Each hand holding a sword held vertical.

         Margaretta looked at her master, her face puzzled, and then turned again to look over her shoulder at the door. ‘Do the Constables know you have these?’

         ‘They are merely seen as playing cards on the Continent. People have yet to see what I see – the power of the symbols.’ He tapped the card. ‘The queen of swords. The card speaks of a clever, independent and practical woman. She sits alone but has power and influence. One who will fight and defend her right to her place in life.’

         ‘Your admirer, doctor?’ Margaretta winked, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

         ‘No,’ he growled. ‘And do not use that term for Mistress Constable. She is the good wife of my late father’s business associate.’ Then he nodded back at the cards. ‘Listen on, Margaretta, and take your mind off foolish prattle.’

         He turned over the next card: a young man below an angry sky holding the swords of other men who are fleeing in sadness. ‘The five of swords. They tell of terrible conflict driven by cruel ambition. A man who will go to any length to gain the power he craves. He brings the fury of the heavens to earth in pursuit of his desire for dominance.’

         Margaretta jumped as the candle sputtered next to her. The doctor kept staring and then turned a third card. It was the image of a skeleton, holding a scythe. The numbers XIII – thirteen; and only two words – ‘La Mort’.

         Margaretta shuddered. ‘What does it mean?’

         The doctor’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘It is a major arcana card whose message binds the other two.’ He paused. ‘Endings, beginnings, transitions, change. It means life will be in flux. One phase will die and another will rise.’ He winced. ‘But the rising of another phase will be a time of despair and demise.’ Another frown. ‘But whose demise? Usually there are several affected.’

         Margaretta waited in tense silence.

         He tapped a long finger on the queen card. ‘This, I believe, is Princess Elizabeth.’ Then he tapped the five of swords. ‘This shows the man or people who seek to harm her.’ The third card was tapped. ‘And this will be the storm of their ambition.’

         He turned to look Margaretta straight in the eye. ‘We face terrible times, my dear, just as my horoscope foretold. And the death of the boy heralds the beginning.’
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         I
         t was a chill morning for May. The dull kitchen smelled of damp and unbaked dough. Margaretta rubbed her eyes after a troubled, dream-filled night.

         ‘Come, Huw. You cannot talk to the dogs all the time. If you are going to learn a trade and be a man you have to know your letters. To the table now.’

         Margaretta’s brother took no notice and continued to sit cross-legged on the floor, rhythmically petting and then sniffing the hound. He muttered a rhyme in his mother tongue of Welsh over and over, rocking gently with the rhythm of the words.

         Margaretta stamped over and bent to take his face in her hands. ‘Listen to me. Stop this and get to the table for your letter study.’

         In an instant the boy twisted away, letting out a wail of frustration. She clasped his cheeks and forced his head back to centre, staring directly into his eyes. When he shut them closed she shook him.

         ‘Look at me, Huw. If you don’t move to the table, I’ll hold you here.’ Then she tightened further to stop him writhing. ‘Look at me. You are fourteen years next birthday. Soon a man. You will need your letters in this hard world.’

         Slowly, reluctantly, he focused on her green eyes. His were crumpled with a frown and his mouth turned down in frustration. ‘Bad letters, good letters, bad letters, good letters.’

         ‘Doctor John has made you a wooden alphabet of letters and your daily task is to make up as many words as you can.’

         ‘Good letters, bad letters, good letters, bad letters.’

         ‘Doctor John says they are all good. Now do your lesson.’

         Another frown, but his legs moved. This was Margaretta’s sign to release his face and hope he was obedient. Lord knew she needed to make him more useful around this house before Doctor John’s rental agreement began to wane in value. Mistress Constable’s initial delight at having three servants to order around had soon dulled when she realised that two of the three were of limited use. The boy sloped off towards the table and stared at his oaken letters, before carefully arranging himself on the chair, checking that he sat exactly in the centre. Then the scraping as the seat was adjusted over and over to be exactly square with the table and the right distance away. Eventually his hands went into a blur of movement as letters were arranged into the alphabet, each one exactly the width of a finger apart. Then he pulled out the bad letters – K, Q, X and Z – and hurled them in the direction of the fire. They bounced on the stone floor, falling shy of the flames. Though he had, no doubt, intended that. Those letters were not in his mother tongue.

         ‘No, Huw.’

         He ignored his sister and began compiling words. Faster and faster he made the combinations. Every time he had used all his letters, they were gathered into a pile and he started again, making more words or repeating those he liked. This would occupy him for hours and so Margaretta could turn her attention to the pottage. She was already behind and the mistress would be calling soon for her morning honey tea.

         A few minutes later a small bent figure shuffled through the door. Margaretta tried a smile. ‘Good morning, Mam. Did you sleep well?’

         A shake of the head and a mournful look as ever. ‘Not I. Cold. I think my bones will never warm again.’ Then she looked at Huw, still muttering every word he created, faster and faster as his excitement grew. ‘God help us for the trials he sends.’

         Her daughter rolled her eyes to heaven and let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Blessed Lord, Mam. Compared to the poor wretches I saw yesterday, we have no trials.’

         Her mother shook her head slowly, looking back into the fire as she pulled a knitted shawl across her thin shoulders. Everything about her was grey – her dress, her wrap, her hair, her skin. Even her eyes were grey. ‘Look at me. No husband. No strength. A moonstruck son. No hope. No future.’

         Margaretta hit the ladle on the cauldron to signal her anger, making both her mother and brother jump. ‘We have a roof, a bed, food in our bellies and a master who lets us all stay under his protection. Most men would turn us out on the road for being too much trouble.’

         ‘I think his landlady will do just that.’

         ‘Stop this, Mam. Be glad that we have what we do.’

         ‘It’s only your gifts which keep us here. Only the fact that the doctor has been honing them. That is why he brought us from our home. What if they leave you?’

         ‘They are God-given. If I say my prayers and do my best, why would He take them from me?’

         Dear God, Mam. All I feel from you is anger and resentment. Do you ever think of me? Do you ever wonder if I regret telling John Dee that I could sense the thoughts and feelings of others? Regret agreeing to be his experiment? What did he call it? An apprentice of angelmancy. Maybe I was better off as laundry girl to his cousin in Wales. But life changed the day John Dee visited. I felt the dread his companion was feeling and asked why. The doctor’s eyes lit up and my fate was sealed. Four months later here we are – far from the beauty of our home in Brecon and working for our food in this filthy city of London. If only I could bring Dada back.

         Mother Morgan did not see her daughter looking at her sadly, but stared into the flames in a determined ploy to remain miserable. Thankfully another voice entered the kitchen, hailing from the central hall. It was Mistress Constable.

         ‘Margaretta, bring tea. Then the doctor wants you to travel with him. Hurry now.’ The tone was shrill with her perpetual disappointment.

         Doctor John must have stayed in his office all the night rather than give his landlady, and evident admirer, the attention she liked while her husband was out doing business in the taverns of the London Quays. She craved John Dee’s company every night in her sitting chamber after spending the whole day doing nothing but play with her kitten and sew pretty linens.

         Huw giggled at the table and Margaretta saw he had made a new word of his letters. Bobaloyne. His sister quickly disarrayed them, glaring at her brother. ‘Don’t make bad words of others, Huw. You will have us in rags the way you’re going.’

         The boy growled and started to rock. But there was no time to calm him now. There was honey tea to be made, pottage to be stirred and a murder to be investigated. John Dee had previously created their tactics in the investigation of a dead farmer in Wales. A simple case but he had proved his formula and now he would apply it again. She would walk in her master’s shadow, using her gifts to go amongst the people, watching, listening, investigating and feeling their thoughts and fears. As a woman she could be invisible and bring back the snippets, talk and evidence which they would compile into a picture in his office. Her ancient gifts of insight would meld with his brilliance of mind and they would uncover the story behind the murder, reveal the killer and their motive. Then Doctor John Dee would present his conclusions and attain the applause he so craved and which he hoped would get him back to the status and courtly standing his father had so spectacularly lost. But she was a hidden apprentice, for a woman with gifts would only be branded a witch in these times. Margaretta shuddered at the memory of the burnings and vowed to thank her God for keeping her one of John Dee’s many secrets.

         Today her apprenticeship would start her on a journey to unravel the mystery of a boy in the river with a cut tongue.
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         T
         he coach rattled out of St Dunstan’s onto Eastcheap and headed west. The night’s rain had made the road a mess of mud and small stones. Every few minutes, a large divot would make their vehicle lurch to the side. Margaretta clung to the window frame and stared out to stop herself getting sick in her stomach. Doctor John, dressed in his favourite coat of blue and his head well covered by his cap, was reading a document, apparently oblivious to the rolling and clattering. He had taken care to wash his beard this morning so it shone like a dark waterfall from his chin to his chest. His face, prematurely lined but kind, was golden as the early sun shone through from the East.

         Margaretta studied him. She had calculated he was only twenty-seven years old yet his face seemed to hold the history of a hundred men – though this was not so surprising. In his life he had already been a scholar in both England and in foreign lands, a tutor, a maker of fantastical models, a mathematician, an astrologer, and advisor to King Edward, the poor child. Even the great warrior knight, Sir Herbert of Pembroke, had trusted him in his household. John Dee had been born the son of an immensely rich wool-tax collector, favoured by King Henry. But now he was poor and ignored by Henry’s daughter, Mary Tudor, though he was ever seeking a route back to the riches of court, recognition and the resumption of the family fortunes.

         In John Dee’s lap was a parchment covered in circles within a divided square. Words were carefully entered into a panel at the side while numbers littered the circles. Periodically, he would sigh and shake his head.

         ‘What is the document?’ asked Margaretta, bored with the silence now.

         ‘Another horoscope divined using my new method of measurement,’ came the vague answer.

         ‘Is it not foolish to carry such things out of the house, doctor? Anything but the words of the Pope is beckoning accusation these days and you…’

         John Dee batted away the end of her sentence with an irritated wagging of his hand. ‘I need to check my calculations. If this is true then the tarot underestimated the future. This portends many enemies surrounding the Lady Elizabeth. I saw it last month when I conjured her first horoscope. But it worsens.’

         Margaretta pushed her head out of the window to see if the coachman could hear them. Thank the Lord he was singing to himself and so taking no notice. She turned to warn Dee anyway but he was deep in contemplation again.

          
      

         Margaretta stared out. The streets thronged with animals and people all busying their way through the detritus of the road. Hawkers screeched their wares, delivery boys shouted for a clear path to save dropping the huge packages on their back, well-dressed women held up nosegays and looked away from the beggars and children who held out hopeful hands. But not a single face held a smile. Yet only a few short weeks ago, the streets had been full of rejoicing, hailing of glad tidings; Te Deums were sung in every church. Priests thanked the Lord for the safe delivery of a son to Queen Mary and in the streets people danced as if this child was the second coming, here to save them from a terrible fate – being ruled by Mary’s husband, the very Spanish King Philip.

         Then the rumours started. There was no cry of a newborn. Some said the queen had lied, others spoke behind their hands of Lord North trying to buy the babes of women who had birthed the child of a Spaniard; pamphlets shouted that the queen was dead. Court went quiet and London waited while criers claimed the doctors had simply miscalculated the birthing day. Sullen silence. Then the screams from the pyres started again.

         As if he could read her thoughts, John Dee suddenly looked up. ‘You have not told me about your lesson yesterday.’

         Margaretta swallowed hard. Recalling the flames and the screams would only raise the bile already collecting in her throat. ‘Cruel,’ she snapped, not looking at him.

         ‘Come, Margaretta. If you are going to hone your gifts you have to understand the full spectrum of men’s feelings, fears and fallacious thoughts. The good, the evil, the kind, the cruel, the intelligent and the witless. It is all part of our soul and you need to see them all.’

         Margaretta turned bright, green eyes on her master. ‘I can feel evil without having to see its result, Doctor John. I’ll never forget those cries. Terrible it was.’ She sat back with a self-righteous huff.

         Abruptly, her travelling companion looked out of the window, his face setting into a grim glare. ‘They will be with their maker now, Margaretta. There will be peace for them.’

         ‘But not for the poor souls sitting in a cell condemned to such an end… nor their kin who have to watch.’

         ‘That is enough, Margaretta.’

         ‘Then I have had enough learning for this week, doctor.’

         John Dee sighed and stared down at his parchment.

         Margaretta gazed at him. Strange. He is the only one other than Huw I cannot read, cannot feel. I cannot sense thespirit below the skin. It’s as if he is able to block me. What thoughts fill that great head, other than dreams of getting to court and recreating his family’s position in the palace?

          
      

         The carriage pulled to a halt. A few hundred feet inland was the Savoy Hospital, dark and imposing, more like a prison than a place of healing. On the other side of their coach, the great river was flowing fast. Out on the water were the comings and goings of vessels large and small, moving goods, people and rubbish along the glistening highway. Doctor John moved quickly, pushing the horoscope into his pocket and jumping down. Margaretta followed and, as she moved from the lee of the vehicle, a breeze hit her face.

         ‘Oh, dear God. What is that stench?’ She clasped her hands to her face.

         ‘Dead flesh,’ Doctor John answered, pointing to a rough wooden shed at the side of the water. ‘Come, Margaretta. We have a body to inspect.’

         She pulled back, shaking her head. ‘You can tell me what you see. I’ll wait here.’

         ‘Do not be weak. You dealt with the death of the murdered farmer earlier this year. Our first case – where we honed our magic craft.’

         Margaretta’s hands flew to her hips and she halted. ‘Yes, but the body was buried before you sent me to feel the malice. I did not have to look on death.’

         He did not look back but simply called over his shoulder. ‘Come, girl. You have to experience everything if you are to be useful to me.’

         Panic set in. ‘Maybe I do not want to be…’

         This time he turned with a growl, his blue eyes seeming to go black and his usually kind mouth setting into a line. ‘Do you expect me to walk to Lord Cecil and say we have failed because we never even started? Will you let us fall further into the realms of oblivion? Poverty? Will you keep me from my rightful place in court, girl?’

         She swallowed. ‘No, sir.’

         He smiled. ‘Good.’ He turned and stepped forward with determined strides. ‘Come, Margaretta. Let us begin your next lesson – reading the story of death in a body.’

          
      

         It was hot, dark and rank inside the shed. The only sound was the buzzing of flies.

         ‘Open your eyes.’

         ‘I cannot.’

         ‘Open them. It is only a body. The soul is gone to the angels. Do not be feeble, girl.’ He tutted. ‘You must learn.’

         Margaretta swallowed. The stink grew worse by the second. She obeyed and struggled not to scream. Who on God’s earth could do that to a child?
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         ‘B
         eaten a few hours before he was found here, I would say.’ John Dee was leaning over the body, a linen clasped over his nose and mouth. ‘See how the bruising has started to develop?’ He pulled the linen tighter. ‘Then the heat of this shed for a few days has quickened his decaying.’

         The body lay on a board straddling two wooden carpentry horses. Around the shed were bits of wood, a few tools and a good layer of sawdust. A carpenter’s shed. Margaretta looked back at the body. The lad would have been thirteen, if that. His mousy-brown hair was plastered to his head and tangled with green weed, making him look like the drawings of sea creatures she had seen in Doctor Dee’s library books. Flies buzzed and landed on his face, clustering in the dull eyes. Clothing was the simple attire of a groom – brown tunic, a white collar and good hose. If it was not for the terrible mess of his face he would look peaceful.

         ‘Beaten with fists,’ muttered her master. ‘No cuts. Just bruises and broken cheek bones. See this.’ He picked up a stick of wood from the floor and pushed the side of the boy’s face.

         Under the swollen, grey flesh, she could see the structure of the face move. Then the doctor prised open the mouth and peered in. ‘Yes. They were right. Look at this.’ Getting no response he glanced sideways. ‘I said, look.’

         Margaretta stepped forward, holding her breath. The mouth was grey inside and the tongue swollen to a hideous bulb made more awful by a gaping wound.

         ‘Stuck right through with a dagger,’ mumbled Dee.

         Horrified, Margaretta looked away. As she turned her head, something caught her eye. ‘What is that?’

         It was a small ribbon made of yellow wool, carefully tied into a bow on the boy’s cuff button. Hanging from it was a ball of the same wool tied in the middle with four strands hanging down. They both stared at it and then at each other. Doctor Dee checked the other cuff. Nothing. ‘Why would a boy make such a strange decoration on his tunic?’ He turned it in his long white fingers. ‘It looks almost like an animal with four legs,’ he muttered. ‘What do you think?’

         Margaretta shrugged and then shivered. The doctor looked at her sharply. ‘Do you feel something?’

         She shook her head. ‘I think this awful sight would make anyone’s gut churn, doctor.’

         ‘Yes, but do you feel what he felt?’

         ‘No. I can only feel my own feelings.’

         The doctor tutted and turned back to the body.

          
      

         ‘Doctor Dee. Can I speak with you?’ The voice was from outside and rang high and urgent, startling both of them. Dee nodded to the door and they made their way out into the light and the blessed breeze. Their summoner was standing some way from the hut, his hand across his nose and mouth, eyes wide and skin so white it appeared as green as a sick sailor. He was a thin man. Blonde, wispy hair fluttered in the wind, which was making his long black coat flap like a raven. He beckoned for them to walk to him.

         ‘Who calls us?’ asked Dee.

         ‘My name is Robert Meldrew, architect of the Savoy Hospital restoration,’ he answered, his voice muffled by fingers clasped across his mouth and nose. With his free hand he gestured over his shoulder to the building. ‘I wanted to talk to you about this terrible find.’ Then he beckoned and turned quickly to walk away.

          
      

         The hospital architect held open a door for them. ‘Please, come in. I will get us some refreshment and a bowl of herbs to help our noses.’ He led them along a long narrow corridor, lined with dark wood and lit with candles set high on the wall. Every few panels were decorated with portraits of men, all stern and old. Below each one was a name plaque of a ‘master’.

         ‘And will you also be master here, Goodman Meldrew?’ asked Dee.

         ‘Me? No. I am appointed architect by Lord Englefield’s office and, when I am done, I will be glad to be away. A man called Ralph Jackson has been appointed master. He arrives at year-end.’

         The office was simple but well appointed. A large desk dominated the space, covered in ledgers and pens. Behind it a high-backed chair and to the side two more chairs well upholstered in brown leather. The walls were lined with shelves all packed with books. In an instant, Doctor Dee was inspecting them and ignoring the hospitality of his host, who was pouring small beer from a jug into three cups.

         ‘What volumes do you own on the spirit?’

         Robert Meldrew looked perplexed. ‘I really cannot say. We found them collecting dust in one of the wards.’

         John Dee pulled down a volume, swiped off the dust and opened the cover. ‘May I borrow this?’

         ‘Well, yes, I suppose.’ Meldrew looked a little abashed. ‘It is really not my decision. Lord Englefield, as a favoured privy councillor, makes all decisions about the queen’s property – even the smallest of assets.’

         John Dee wafted a hand in feigned disinterest. ‘I know Lord Englefield well. A good friend. He would want me to read them.’

         My God, John Dee, you will lie like truth when your paws are on a book. You are not a friend of Lord Englefield or any other powerful man in Queen Mary’s Privy Council. It may be your heart’s desire, but you could not be further from it.

         Margaretta supressed a tut and smiled at Meldrew, who gave Dee a worried look as he started to read intently. ‘Can we talk of the dead boy, Jonas Warren, rather than books?’

         Doctor Dee seemed to jump back to his senses. ‘Yes, yes. Tell us what happened.’

         Robert looked at Margaretta, his questions about her position and role evident, but he was too polite to ask. So she assumed her disguise of servant, sat still, looked away and only listened.

         ‘I was alerted by a wherryman at the door. He said he and a few others noticed something in the water. They thought it was a dead seal, such was the shape. But when they rowed closer, they could see it was a boy. My God, what hell did that child go through?’ Robert sat down heavily in his chair and stared at the table.

         Dee leaned forward. ‘Go on.’

         ‘I ran to help, but there was nothing to be done so called for the hospital priest. Thank the good Lord, Jonas survived long enough to hear the last rites. So his soul will go in peace.’

         ‘Lord Cecil’s letter said he uttered a word, maybe a name,’ urged Dee.

         ‘Yes, indeed. I wrote it down.’ Robert Meldrew opened the drawer of his desk with a scrape and pulled out a paper, handing it across with a trembling hand. On the parchment were written two words, brad wir
         . ‘The second word was hard to understand. Maybe he had an accent which made the words sound harsh. It was like the first syllable of Wirral.’

         Margaretta supressed a gasp.

         John Dee snatched up the paper and then looked hard at Meldrew. ‘This is not a name. If the letter I was changed to a Y then this is the word for traitors in Welsh. And the pronouncing of it would sound hard to an English man.’

         Robert Meldrew gulped and opened his mouth to speak but no words came out. The room seemed to go cold. Little wonder. In these days of plot, intrigue and inquisition, everybody lived in fear. Margaretta looked up at him. Then the feelings started.

         Your gut is tight and your heart pounds. The small beer cannot slake the dryness in your mouth. Deep inside a dark feeling grows and your mind keeps flitting to Cecil. It’s dread. You feel the dread of being pulled into this. Or is it dread of something else? Now you think of your master. The one you call Englefield. But another face, darker. And a woman, children. Suddenly your mood shifts to panic. You think of another word. There is another note in your drawer. But the doctor has his back to me.

         She cleared her throat and began to sing lightly, ‘Mae’n ofnus iawn ac yn meddwl am air arall.’ He is full of fear and thinking of another word. She knew John Dee had enough of his mother tongue to understand.

         Meldrew turned to her and frowned. But it melted to sympathy as John Dee turned to him and stated: ‘Ignore her. She is a little simple with no sense of grace.’ Then he turned to Margaretta and commanded her to be silent and a good servant.

         Simple and no sense of grace! Damn you, Dee.

         Dee was already sitting forward. ‘What else did he say?’

         Robert Meldrew looked uncomfortable. ‘Not a word I understood. But he said it three or four times. He pulled a second scrap of paper from the drawer. ‘The first part of the word was “bren”. Then… well I cannot tell what he meant.’

         ‘Just say the sound,’ snapped Dee.

         ‘Well, it sounded like “heenus”.’

         John Dee gave a small yelp. ‘Queen. He was saying queen in Welsh.’

         Robert Meldrew seemed to sink like a stone and groaned. ‘May the Lord save our souls.’ He looked up at Dee, his eyes wide with fear. ‘I will need to inform Lord Englefield. He will be most unhappy.’

         ‘I could attend court to tell him,’ insisted Dee, his eagerness barely covered.

         This time it was Meldrew’s turn to bat away the words. ‘No need. My brother-in-law works in his office.’

         Dee sniffed his disappointment and turned to other questions. ‘How did you know the boy was of the Cecil household?’ asked Dee.

         Robert reached back into his drawer and pulled out a seal tied to a ribbon. ‘This was around his neck. I sent notice to Lord Cecil.’

         Doctor Dee frowned. ‘But that boy must have been in the shed a few days. Why did it take so long?’

         Margaretta watched closely. The sides of Meldrew’s face flinched and he swallowed. Usually this heralded a lie, but it could also be fear. ‘I did not recognise the seal. I had to make enquiries.’ He sniffed and his eyes looked to the side. ‘As soon as I knew the household I sent word.’

         ‘So who identified the boy?’

         ‘Cecil’s stable master came. He told me the boy’s name was Jonas Warren.’

         ‘Why did he not take that back?’ demanded Dee, jabbing a finger at the seal.

         ‘The man was much distressed, as if Jonas were his own son. He left quickly and, I must be honest, I forgot to hand it over. Then I had Lord Cecil’s note asking me to keep the body in a place it would not been seen until you arrived today.’

         ‘So that is why the poor lad is in a carpenter’s shed and not a chapel.’

         ‘Indeed, Doctor Dee.’ Then the architect of the Savoy insisted there was nothing more he had seen or heard and rose to signal the end of the meeting.

          
      

         Back in the shed, Margaretta set down the four books Doctor Dee had borrowed with a cheery insistence that they would be returned within the month. The old scut. His growing library was full of promised returns. She put them carefully in the corner, hoping the putrid air would not invade their covers.

         Doctor Dee was already back next to the body. ‘It makes no sense.’

         She approached slowly, not wanting to look again but knowing he would only get irritated. ‘You mean that a stable boy was carrying a seal?’

         ‘Exactly, Margaretta.’ With that the doctor picked up the stick again and started prodding. ‘Maybe there is something else.’

         ‘His hands are tight clasped. Check them.’

         The right hand was bare, but when the left was prised open they were both drawn to the wound in the centre of his palm. Three small holes and, in the middle, a bruise. ‘A fourth hole and it would make the shape of a Christian cross,’ muttered Dee. ‘Strange.’

         He pulled the horoscope from his pocket and a pencil, then made a sketch of the wound. ‘Might lead us to something.’

         Margaretta stared the length of the body. Inside her head she spoke to the boy. Come, child. Tell us what happened to you. Help us find your killers. ‘Look in the pocket.’

         Dee moved quickly, pushing the arm aside and tugging the cloth. Sure enough, he pulled out a folded paper and carefully flattened it. The writing was almost washed away by the water and impossible to read in this light. But he pointed to the very bottom where a signature was visible.

         
            Elizabeth.
      

         

         He looked up at Margaretta, eyes darkening. ‘Oh, God. The cards were correct. She is central to this. It is starting.’
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      T
     here were just a few embers glowing in the range when Margaretta pushed open the back door. Doctor Dee had gone to the front, resuming their pretence of being master and servant. The one time they slipped, an indignant Mistress Constable had scolded Margaretta for forgetting her place. John Dee had brought her a kitten which had mollified her but had also fired her ardour. She had named the kitten DeeDee in his honour.
    

    
     ‘Mam? Huw? Where are you?’ The tone was exasperated.
    

    
     A creak of a door heralded her mother’s grey face. ‘Thank God you are back. Cold it has been all day.’
    

    
     ‘So why didn’t you put more wood on the fire?’
    

    
     In an instant the hand went to her mother’s back and a look of feigned pain to her face. ‘Not with my back.’
    

    
     ‘So, where is Huw? He can lift wood for you.’
    

    
     ‘Your sister Susan did visit this afternoon and has taken him for his meal at her house.’
    

    
     ‘Well, good for her.’ Margaretta held back the urge to spit on the fire. ‘I hope you’ve given Mistress Constable some food and drink.’
    

    
     Mam shrugged. ‘She went out only an hour after you. Have been on my own all this time.’
    

    
     ‘Well, thank God there is not a hungry household about to bark at me.’ Margaretta raked at the coals, clanging the poker against the iron range to vent her frustration, then stamped out to the yard to fill the wicker basket with fuel.
    

    
     Back inside, she used smaller logs to coax back the flames and busied herself, pulling out pots and a pan to cook the evening meal. All the time her mother watched, pulling the grey shawl closer and making a point of shivering. The silence between them stretched on until Mam could no longer hold her tongue. ‘Susan was looking very pretty. Brought little Jack with her.’
    

    
     ‘Good. I hope she made the brat walk a little.’
    

    
     ‘She doesn’t like him to get his feet close to any midden. Angus says the boy is to be kept well away from any ill humours. That’s why Susan stays out in their house by St James’s Park. She says the green of the grass makes for sweeter air and will help little Jack grow strong.’
    

    
     Margaretta rolled her eyes. ‘Lord above, Mam. The child was swaddled too long and now he is carried like a piglet to market. He is a child, not a little king.’
    

    
     ‘But Angus says…’
    

    
     ‘Angus says…’ mimicked her daughter. ‘My brother-in-law is a fool. That handsome face of his covers a head full of feathers.’
    

    
     ‘Well he keeps your sister in a good house and with money in her pocket. She gave me some pennies this afternoon.’
    

    
     ‘No, Mam. His father provides the good house. Merchant McFadden has done a fine job in building a fortune buying good wine from Burgundy and selling it to the rich of London. He owns nearly every warehouse in the Vintry.’
    

    
     ‘And Angus works with him.’
    

    
     ‘No. Angus sits around making pretty talk with the men of France and sampling the wine. My sister had better lower her ambitions when her father-in-law is no longer around.’
    

    
     Mam, as ever when given information not to her liking, turned away with a snort, stared at the now blazing fire, then shivered again for good measure. The atmosphere was broken by the sound of the front door opening and a call from the hallway. Mistress Constable was home and demanding attention.
    

    
     Margaretta moved quickly and forced a smile onto her face. ‘Good evening, Mistress. Have you had a good day?’
    

    
     ‘Purchasing cloth for a new gown,’ was the dull reply. ‘Lord knows I need a little colour for spring.’
    

    
     Katherine Constable turned to look in the mirror and press down her hair. She was, no doubt, once a pretty woman, but now, well into her fourth decade, she was like a fading flower. Wisps of white hair showed below her coif and her once slender hips and waist were squeezed into her bodice. An ample bosom exploded from the top and seemed to be ever more on show with every day of John Dee’s residence in her husband’s house. Poor Master Constable was always too thick-headed with port wine to notice his wife’s constant trilling and delight in the company of their young lodger. But this coquette would swap her ageing husband with a wink of John Dee’s eye.
    

    
     She looked around. ‘Where is DeeDee?’
    

    
     ‘The kitten? I don’t know, Mistress. But usually it can be found sleeping in its basket.’
    

    
     Katherine Constable turned away, then twisted back, eyes narrow. ‘Where were you with the doctor?’
    

    
     Damn this. Doctor Dee had not told her what to say. Then the feeling.
     
      Your face is angry, but the eyebrows are up – not down as with the feeling of fury. No. Worry. You worry about me.
     ‘I really don’t know, Mistress. I was just there to carry some books.’
    

    
     A small flicker of a smile passed over the older woman’s face.
     
      Relief.
     ‘I will go and visit with him when I have found DeeDee. He will be in want of conversation. I will have warm wine to take away the chill. Bring it to the doctor’s library.’ She turned in search of the kitten.
    

    
     Margaretta bobbed a curtsey before she ran to Doctor Dee and told him to say she had only been carrying books. When he frowned she told him it was not a lie. She had carried all the books he had pretended to borrow. She glanced up. They were already high on his shelves.
    

    
     John Dee looked at the door before speaking in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘I have some thoughts on our investigation, Margaretta. We will discuss it this evening after our meal.’
    

    
     ‘But the mistress is seeking your company. Tonight is the usual evening for Master Constable to play cards. She is just finding the kitten and will come with intelligent conversation, she tells me.’
    

    
     He growled and shook his head. ‘Another evening of fluttering and cooing at my tales of Louvain will surely test my patience.’ Then he looked at his assistant with a wink. ‘Can you be liberal with the wine?’
    

    
     Margaretta sighed. ‘Your mother abides but a few miles away. Why don’t you live—’
    

    
     ‘No,’ came the curt interruption. ‘I’ve told you. She makes your mother look like a ray of sunshine.’ He softened his face. ‘We share the same curse, Margaretta. We remind our mothers of our fathers… and so their loss.’ He pointed to the door. ‘Liberal wine and no more talk of my mother.’
    

    
    

    
     It was after the clock had struck eight before the meal was cleared and the kitchen put to rights. A platter was placed in the warm oven for Master Constable when he rolled through the front door, his belly full of wine and pockets emptied of money. He was an amiable man and had been generous in giving John Dee a room in his house for no rent and only the use of Margaretta and her family. He had said it was ‘only the right and goodly action’ to help the son of an old friend and business colleague. Then he had blushed and fallen quiet rather than mention Roland Dee’s fall from grace and favour, taking with him the whole Dee family.
    

    
     Margaretta saw her mother to bed, held her tongue at the usual moaning about the cold of the room and the stiffness of the bed, then blew out the candle knowing it would bring on the usual whine about the terror of the dark. She shut the door against Mam’s complaining and said a prayer that she would be sound asleep before Margaretta came back to slip into the trestle-bed in the corner. For a brief moment she worried about Huw being out still, but this was ridiculous. Susan would have him stay and then tomorrow make a fuss about how difficult he was and how good she was to have him in her care.
    

    
     The office was warm, heated by a small grate crackling with heather and logs. Doctor Dee beckoned her over. ‘You did well with the victuals. Mistress Katherine had to retire early.’ Then he looked sideways. ‘Yet she had only one glass of wine.’
    

    
     ‘I thought a little fortifying with Spanish brandy would warm her. The bottle slipped.’
    

    
     For the first time that day, Dee laughed. He pulled a large paper across the desk and came round to sit next to her. They were master and apprentice again. As ever his work was a mass of words, symbols and numbers. He was such a scribbler. ‘This is what we know so far.’ He pointed to a waving line at the top of the parchment. ‘This is the bend in the Thames. I have checked my calculations of the tides and also the likely weight of Jonas Warren’s body to calculate how far he drifted. I am sure he was thrown in here, at Southwark. What was a lad from such a good household doing in those stews?’
    

    
     ‘Well, from the state of his tongue and the letter, he was either talking to someone or taking messages… or both. But how long was he missing?’
    

    
     Dee nodded. ‘You are getting good at your questioning. From the state of his corpse, I reckon the boy was in the water a full tide. But why did the body reach the Savoy before it was seen when the river throngs with wherries?’ He made another scribble on his parchment. ‘And then there are the days in the carpenter’s shed after he died.’
    

    
     ‘So, he had been missing from Lord Cecil’s house since Sunday or Monday?’
    

    
     ‘Good thinking. You are learning. But this might be a false assumption. Cecil’s note did not give any details. So our first question is, “When did Jonas disappear?” Our second is, “Who was he going to see?”’
    

    
     Margaretta huffed. ‘Now you are making an assumption. Maybe he was taken.’
    

    
     Silence. Then a grumbling agreement.
    

    
     ‘There was also the strange bow and bauble of yellow wool, the injury on his hand and the letter. The words traitor and queen. There must be a link,’ murmured Margaretta.
    

    
     ‘All logged here and none of the clues seem to link… at least not yet.’
    

    
     ‘What does the letter say?’
    

    
     John Dee raised his hands. ‘Not so fast, girl. For that I need the light of the morning and some clever way of recreating the ink.’ Dee
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