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      I was born in the same year as my Lady Elizabeth, in the year of our lord 1533. My mother found this auspicious—she, like Dr. Dee, put much faith in the stars and the dance of the heavens, and predicted that my life would be filled with wealth and happiness.

      My grandmother skeptically observed that I was a sickly child and that arriving in the world five days before the Lady Elizabeth gave me no benefit.

      However, Grandmother acknowledged that I had some skill with a needle and thought it would be advantageous for me to live with my Aunt Kat Champernowne and be useful to the very young Princess Elizabeth.

      And so, at four years of age, I was sent to Hatfield, where Aunt Kat had already been installed as Elizabeth’s governess. There I assisted Aunt Kat and learned to sew the sumptuous garments that would robe the ladies of the court in later days, which would have many consequences for me and the entire kingdom.

      At that time, I knew only that my Aunt Kat was a much preferable guardian to my feckless mother, who’d remarried soon after my actor father had died. Her new husband wanted nothing to do with me, and so I was bundled off, with my grandmother’s assistance, to Elizabeth’s household. There I learned that Elizabeth was also gifted with the needle and that I was happiest surrounded by fabrics and trim, creating whole ensembles from nothing.

      Elizabeth and I sewed together in the dappled sunlight of the house at Hatfield, or Enfield, or at Ashridge Priory, which Elizabeth’s father eventually bequeathed her.

      Princess Mary, the daughter of Henry’s first queen, lived with us all as well, but she was older and a bitter young woman. I came to feel sorry for her, having been forced by her father to become a lady-in-waiting to the daughter of her mother’s rival, but I could never grow to like the prickly Mary. On occasion, Lady Jane, the princess’s cousin, joined us, though truth to tell, I found Jane, though quite book-learned, dull company compared to the radiant Elizabeth.

      Being young Elizabeth’s companion was not always an honor, I was quick to discover, as her status fell, rose, and fell again. When Henry executed Queen Anne, Elizabeth’s mother, and married his next queen appallingly swiftly, Elizabeth was declared illegitimate and stripped of her title. Mary rejoiced, but she was not restored to his good graces either, until Henry married his final queen, Catherine Parr, in 1543.

      Queen Catherine managed to reconcile the king with his two daughters, but even so, they were only women, and King Henry’s attention and adoration went for his son, Edward.

      The princess Elizabeth—Lady Elizabeth, after her star had fallen—formed a friendship with me, though I never forgot how lowly I was compared to her. We sewed together, she read to me from books I didn’t much understand, and I patiently listened to her rant when she was in a fit of pique.

      Our life did not begin to take shape, carved into the sharp patterns it would become, until the day in 1547 when we learned that old King Henry was dead.

      Elizabeth and I were both nearly fourteen. Her recent portrait showed her in a gown of scarlet damask over a sumptuous gold underskirt, with a pearl-studded French hood pinning back her beautiful red hair—every piece designed and sewn by me.

      My talent as a seamstress, my only talent thus far, had grown as I’d experimented and practiced the art through the years. I’d begun sewing gowns for Aunt Kat and other ladies of the household, including ones for myself with leftover fabric. Elizabeth praised my work and began to request—then demand—that I create gowns exclusively for her.

      The day our lives changed dawned like many others in January: crisp and cold, clouds from the previous day’s rain fleeing before a fresh wind. We were at Enfield, north of London, lodging in Elsyng Palace, a lovely house from which King Henry often went hunting.

      I was in the Lady Elizabeth’s chamber after her lessons with her tutor and Aunt Kat, sketching an idea for a new gown. I wanted to try something in the recent French fashion—sleeve caps puffed above the shoulders and stuffed with wool. I was not certain the style would become Elizabeth, who had slim shoulders that looked well in the gowns where the sleeves slipped the slightest bit to show her modest bosom.

      Aunt Kat was with us, having set her plump form before the fire, her feet on a stool, a book in her lap.

      “My brother has come,” Elizabeth announced abruptly from where she stood in a window embrasure. She peered out into the afternoon, which was already clouding over for more rain. Her red-gold hair hung long from her high forehead, parted in the middle to reveal a straight white streak of scalp.

      Her lips thinned, and her brows drew together in disapproval. “His uncle has accompanied him,” she continued.

      I left my unsatisfactory drawing and came to the window. I noted as I drew close to her that Elizabeth’s milk-pale skin smelled of lemons.

      “Aunt Kat, come and see,” I called over my shoulder.

      Aunt Kat threw me an irritated glance. Had it been only myself in the room, she’d have remained seated, but Elizabeth frowned at the courtyard, impatient and curious.

      My aunt heaved herself up and joined us at the window, her wide skirts pressing mine.

      “Whatever does Hertford want here?” Aunt Kat demanded over Elizabeth’s shoulder, her disparagement as heavy as Elizabeth’s.

      Edward Seymour, the Earl of Hertford, was the older brother of the late Queen Jane—Jane, who’d caused Elizabeth’s mother to be sacrificed so that she could bear Henry a son.

      Aunt Kat had never met Anne Boleyn, but her love for Elizabeth extended to animosity to those who had harmed her charge, even indirectly. Jane’s hold over Henry had caused him not only to label Anne an adulteress but proclaim Elizabeth a bastard and no heir to the throne. Aunt Kat had become Elizabeth’s stalwart defender against all who’d tried to brush her aside.

      Prince Edward traveling to Enfield from Hertford Castle, where he’d been staying with his uncle, was not strange. Edward and Elizabeth sometimes shared a house, either here or at Ashridge, combining his entourage as a royal prince with hers, Mary’s, and often that of Jane Grey, crowding us all dreadfully.

      Also not strange for young Edward to be with Lord Hertford. Still, there was something sinister in the way the banners closed around the small prince on his horse, surrounding him and cutting him off from the world. Elizabeth scowled down at the party then turned cooly away.

      Something was terribly wrong. I sensed it, Aunt Kat sensed it, and the gentlewomen who came to assist me in dressing Elizabeth to receive her brother, sensed it as well.

      While a servant lit candles, we slid Elizabeth into a kirtle of deep blue and helped her fasten on her bodice and sleeves. I sewed a small tear in the blue satin sleeve, passing the silk thread through my mouth to make it slick. I turned Elizabeth toward the window so I would have more light, and continued stitching. Blossoming candlelight reflected her in the glass, clear as a mirror.

      Elizabeth had a long, rather narrow face, a small nose, which was slightly hooked, and pale lips. Her eyes, intelligent and alert, flicked over the men and horses below as she stroked one long finger along her smooth sleeve.

      In the reflection, I saw myself and Aunt Kat standing to either side of her, robust contrasts to Elizabeth’s aristocratic slenderness. Aunt Kat was a large woman in a stiffened bodice that pressed her belly into a narrow line, and a skirt that belled from her ample hips.

      I took after Aunt Kat, being a bit plump and not much taller than Lady Elizabeth. While I appeared as though I had a healthy appetite, Elizabeth was always thin.

      Elizabeth’s hair held the red of her father’s, while mine was a dull, dark brown. Aunt Kat and I had the same eyes, round and blue, both of us gazing at the world with frank interest.

      Aunt Kat had much book learning, and the pair of us shared a curiosity that everyone but we two found unusual. Aunt Kat assuaged hers by reading widely and learning languages, and I assuaged mine by poking into things that did not concern me.

      I helped the gentlewomen drape on Elizabeth’s overdress, encasing her in folds of velvet, soft as lamb’s wool. Despite Elizabeth’s preoccupation with her brother and his arrival, she scrutinized every inch of the gown and inspected the tear I had mended.

      “My thanks, Eloise,” she said, as though I’d done her a great favor.

      I did not follow Elizabeth and her train of ladies for the meeting with Edward, but as soon as they had descended, Aunt Kat caught my hand and pulled me along the gallery that encircled the upper floor of the house. Silent as conspirators, we hurried along to another set of stairs and down to the ground floor, where we approached the great hall through a rear door.

      On the hall’s dais, where the high table would sit if needed, stood a tall screen. This provided a place to keep food warm before serving, and now Aunt Kat and I used it for the purpose of spying on those in the hall. We peered through the screen’s slats as Elizabeth and her retinue entered.

      I had not seen Prince Edward for many months. I’d always thought him a lackluster boy, even at only nine years old, and I did not change my opinion now. Fair-haired and ruddy-faced, Edward had a short chin and a cruel twist to his mouth.

      He was quite robust, liking to ride and hunt, easily keeping up with his father and uncles. He wore riding clothes now, and he eyed Elizabeth’s gown, sleek hair, and pearl-studded hood with some aspersion.

      Elizabeth gave her brother a deep curtsy that did not lack affection. Edward politely bowed in return before his gaze moved to his uncle.

      Tall and bearded, the Earl of Hertford emanated agitation. Even from behind the screen I saw that he held his mouth straight with effort while his fingers twitched.

      Elizabeth waited for Hertford to acknowledge her. She was a king’s daughter, he merely the brother to a deceased queen. Hertford bowed to Elizabeth almost as an afterthought, which I could see displeased her.

      Before Elizabeth could speak, Hertford dropped to one knee before Edward.

      “Your Grace,” he said to the boy. “The king, your father . . .” He faltered.

      I pressed my face to the screen’s bars. Hertford kept his mouth turned down, presenting sorrow, but I sensed that he was acting. His shoulders quivered and his dark eyes sparkled when he forgot to shield them.

      Hertford took Edward’s hand and pressed it to his lips. “Your Grace … My Lord of England.”

      Edward gasped, his eyes widening.

      Elizabeth moved to them, skirts swishing on the stone floor. “What are you saying?” she demanded. “What about our father?” Her sharp voice held none of the hysteria of childhood but only a command for information.

      “My lady.” Hertford forced his face once more into grim lines. “Your royal father is dead. I am the first to call His Grace king.”

      Two thoughts knocked through my head. First, shock that King Henry, who’d seemed stubborn enough to live forever, had gone. It was unbelievable.

      Second, Hertford hadn’t told Edward right away. He’d waited until the boy was with his sister, not that traveling across England’s rough roads made serious conversation easy.

      Why had he waited? Not out of kindness, I suspected. Hertford’s expression when he regarded his nephew held no compassion. The earl was a man who liked to control all situations and all information. He’d have wanted the pieces in place to secure his own power before he revealed Henry’s death, even to the king’s own children, one of whom had just inherited the throne.

      Hertford hid his obvious glee by bowing low over Edward’s hand. “I swear to protect Your Grace, from this moment, with my life,” he announced in a rolling voice. “I will give you my wisdom as though you were my own son.”

      Beside me, Aunt Kat gave a loud, decided sniff.

      None in the tableau heard. The three of them were frozen in place: Elizabeth upright, her back straight, her face hard as marble. Edward, small, thin, and vulnerable. Hertford crouched between the two, his back a blank plane to Elizabeth, his face squashed against Edward’s hand.

      Edward, the new monarch of England and Ireland, began to cry.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, John Ashley, my aunt Kat’s beloved husband, sloshed a stream of purple hock into a cup and pushed it across the boards to me.

      “Not too much, John,” Aunt Kat admonished. “You’ll make her tipsy.”

      Uncle John smiled at his wife with a benevolence that hadn’t dimmed in their more than two years of marriage. Elizabeth liked Uncle John as well. While she often proclaimed she wished for her ladies to remain unmarried, Uncle John had been accepted. Not only did Elizabeth find him congenial but he was a cousin on the Boleyn side of her family.

      “Let me indulge our Eloise,” Uncle John said. “’Tis not every day a childhood playmate becomes a king.”

      “Edward never thought of me,” I mused, idly twirling the cup. I’d never been much interested in Edward, in any case, who could be rather monstrous at times. Elizabeth was much more fascinating. Despite her young age, she did nothing without calculation, even in a temper.

      “It was touching,” Aunt Kat said. “To see Elizabeth and his young majesty weep together. My lady has tender feelings for her brother and for her father.”

      “Lord Hertford was certainly pleased,” I said. Both Aunt Kat and Uncle John switched their attention to me as I sipped the hock, liking its sour bite on my tongue. “He pretended to be sorrowful, but he is not.”

      “You should not gossip about your betters,” Aunt Kat said quickly, though the words lacked true admonishment.

      I sent her an innocent glance. “Everyone is my better here, Auntie. Who am I to gossip about?”

      “Mind your tongue, miss.” Uncle John chuckled at me, drained his cup, and reached for the flask. “You are not wrong, Eloise. I foresee that Hertford will enmesh himself with young Edward so much that Edward will mouth his words. Queen Catherine hoped to be regent, as she reigned in the king’s stead so well when Henry rode off to war with France, but I fear she will be disappointed.”

      I recalled, some months before Aunt Kat and Uncle John married, how I’d accompanied Elizabeth to Hampton Court to follow Queen Catherine and the court on their progress. It was a heady summer, Elizabeth happily basking in her return to favor with her father, which was very much her stepmother Catherine’s doing.

      My mind drifted as Uncle John and Aunt Kat speculated on this change in England’s fate, and what Hertford meant to do. My interest in politics was negligible, unless it was something directly related to Elizabeth.

      On the other hand, the arrival of a trade ship from Amsterdam or Spain enraptured me, because a ship might bring silks, velvet brocades, and other fabrics that Elizabeth would buy or be given, and then transfer to me to work.

      My greatest joy was rubbing my fingers over the exquisite cloths, even burying my nose in them to inhale their dyed scent. My grasp of Latin and French might be crude, that of Greek nonexistent, but with a needle in my hand I could do anything.

      The azure ensemble we’d dressed her in today had been made of satin from Milan, silk woven in a far-off city in the Chinese empire, and lace knitted by the young ladies of Liege. I understood that the satin shimmered because the warp threads were green while the weft was blue, making the skirts appear as liquid light when the princess moved.

      Lady Elizabeth would need new gowns, I thought with excitement. First, for mourning her father, then later for her appearances in Edward’s court. I had no doubt that Edward would ask her to attend him soon, because the brother and sister were close. Ball gowns, dresses for dining with ambassadors, ones for hawking and hunting, gowns for traveling, and plainer garb for quiet study.

      My imagination spun, putting Lady Elizabeth in ermine-trimmed robes, dresses of cloth of gold and silver tissue—silk with silver thread woven through it—bodices with intricate embroidery, and skirts of damask, velvet, or silk. Sleeves of gold brocade could fold back to reveal an underlining of scarlet silk …

      I itched for my drawing paper and chalk. After the meal, I’d seek my chamber and begin sketching the designs that flashed through me like lightning on a dry summer’s night.

      “… his head on the block.” Uncle John’s rising voice cut through my whirling thoughts.

      I jumped, emitting a squeak of distress. Aunt Kat shot a disapproving glance at me, knowing I’d not been listening. She’d instructed me to accord Uncle John the attention and respect I’d give a father, which meant attending to his every word.

      “Forgive me,” I croaked. “What on earth are you talking about, Uncle?”

      “The Earl of Surrey.” John’s eyes held a twinkle, understanding I cared little for the world outside my comfortable sphere. “The Duke of Norfolk and his son, Surrey, tried to take over Edward’s regency before old Henry was even dead, which is why the Seymours have pushed in. Surrey stuck his nose in the air and said that such power was his due. So, his head was parted from his body. Poets!” My uncle shrugged, as though writing couplets had led to the demise of the Earl of Surrey.

      “His father is still in the Tower?” Aunt Kat asked him.

      “For now,” Uncle John answered. “Norfolk will win his freedom, I vow. The wily old man has been in and out of favor so often that turning coat is second nature to him. He knows exactly what to say to boost himself from the muck. King Henry was to have signed Norfolk’s execution order the very day he conveniently died. So, Norfolk has escaped the chop once again.” Uncle John shook his head, though I could see he had little use for the Duke of Norfolk and his scheming ways.

      I agreed with Uncle John. I was a gentle soul and hated violence of any kind—I would catch bees in a cup and put them out of the window rather than smash them—and I disliked hearing of executions.

      I also had little patience with impatient men. The Duke of Norfolk and his son Surrey had surged forward to take what they wanted. Because of their haste, they’d let a rival family, the Seymours, swoop down and seize Edward instead.

      The Seymours had quite literally seized him, as I’d seen from our hiding place in the hall. After his announcement that Edward was now king, Lord Hertford had grasped the lad by the shoulders and hastened him out of the house. He’d come here to make the announcement to Edward and Elizabeth for the theatrics of it, I suspected.

      I assumed they were returning to London where Edward would be prepared for his coronation. Edward, barely given time to say goodbye to his sister, had dashed tears from his eyes and obeyed his uncle.

      The games will begin in earnest now, I told myself.

      Prince Edward was a Seymour, but Lady Elizabeth had descended from the Howards—she was the wayward Duke of Norfolk’s grandniece. Princess Mary, daughter of Henry’s first wife, carried the blood of the Spanish royal families.

      Even I, not astute at politics in any way, realized what a boiling mixture that would be.
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        * * *

      

      I did help make Elizabeth’s new clothes, to my delight, but none for a funeral. Elizabeth did not attend King Henry’s burial and neither did Edward. Nor did Elizabeth attend the new king’s coronation.

      As it turned out, the first sumptuous clothes I made for Elizabeth were for a wedding. Her stepmother, Catherine, the widowed queen, wed none other than Lord Hertford’s younger brother, Thomas Seymour.

      Thomas had, with the ease of a dancer, stepped into the position of Lord High Admiral. He’d proposed to Queen Catherine, and Catherine, in love like a starry-eyed girl, had quickly accepted.

      The boiling had begun.
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        April 1547

      

      

      

      I fell in love with Thomas Seymour, now Baron Seymour of Sudeley, the moment I saw him. How I fell out of love with him again transformed me from naïve child to wary woman.

      Thomas Seymour was tall, strong, and athletic, with a full red beard and dark eyes that caught and held whomever he decided to turn his gaze to. When he smiled, or better still, laughed, whatever chamber he stood in warmed.

      Aunt Kat and my Lady Elizabeth fell in love with him too, I saw in the softening of their faces whenever they beheld at him. Catherine Parr had been in love with him well before she’d married Henry, and only a few short months after the former king’s funeral, she became Thomas Seymour’s lawfully wedded wife.

      Seymour’s older brother, Hertford, who’d announced Henry’s death to Edward and then elevated himself to Duke of Somerset, was furious at the marriage. He excluded Catherine from court, making his own wife the first lady in England, although Catherine, stepmother to the boy-king Edward and widow of Henry, should have had that right.

      Looking back, I do not believe Catherine cared a farthing about losing her lofty position. Court formality and playing nursemaid to a wretched, gouty, and aging man were now in her past. Catherine had landed the gentleman she’d loved for years, and now she divided her time between their large home in Chelsea and his castle in Sudeley.

      Catherine invited Elizabeth to reside with her, to Elizabeth’s joy, as she was very fond of her stepmother. And so, the ladies of Elizabeth’s household, including myself and Aunt Kat, moved with her to Chelsea Manor.

      In my eyes, the house was beautiful, with its many windows lighting the interior and its gardens stretching to the river, whose waters ran clean this far west and south of London. The property belonged to Catherine, bestowed on her by Henry at his death.

      While I assisted Catherine’s ladies and Seymour’s gentlemen in waiting on the family at supper each night, I feared my bold gaze at Seymour would gain me dismissal. I need not have worried. All the ladies’ eyes were fixed on the queen’s new husband, and no one noticed my wanton stare.

      Seymour was a man to be admired. After Edward’s coronation, he’d been made Lord High Admiral of England, which I was told meant he commanded the navy and the seas.

      Seymour and his older brother, Somerset, ran the kingdom between them. Somerset, who was now Lord High Protector and flaunting it, gripped most of the power. Thomas Seymour was left to bedazzle this household of ladies, and he succeeded admirably.

      Seated near him, Catherine smiled, pleased with her lot. At thirty-five, she was still stately and pretty. She drank wine, laughed, and made merry, ready to let happiness enter her life.

      Uncle John had made it clear to Aunt Kat and me that he was one who did not admire Seymour. “That man is trouble,” he said darkly one night after we’d been in Chelsea a few weeks. The three of us had gathered as usual after the household’s supper, in a chamber high in the house, to partake of our own meal.

      “Nonsense,” Aunt Kat answered. “See how fond the Admiral is of the queen. She deserves to marry for love. He is a breath of fresh air.”

      “Fox in a hen house,” Uncle John muttered, then said no more of it.

      Later that same night, I carried a pile of new cloth to Queen Catherine’s chambers. Catherine liked my work and had asked me to assist her lady of the wardrobe in constructing new gowns for her as Lady Sudeley. Catherine, for all she was a modest woman of the reformed religion, dressed well, and I looked forward to creating ensembles for her.

      I had a love affair with fabric. Nothing else on earth, not even the eyes of a handsome gentleman, could make my blood sing and my skin tingle like a finely woven piece of cloth. The moment I’d touched this velvet, I’d envisioned the perfect gown it would make for Catherine—a soft overskirt paired with a bodice of cloth of silver over an underdress of blue satin.

      So infatuated was I with my velvet, that I never noticed Seymour until he was in front of me, filling the dark passage to the queen’s antechamber and blocking my way.

      I started, and then warmed with pleasurable heat. First the velvet, then encountering the very handsome Admiral by himself, thrilled my girl’s heart.

      I’d never stood so close to him and now realized how very tall he was. I had to tilt my head a long way back so I could take in all of him.

      “Is that a pile of clothes with legs?” Seymour’s voice was muted but as rich as the velvet I held.

      I curtsied, trembling, and nearly overbalanced my load. A broad hand landed on top of the pile, steadying it, then Seymour’s dark eyes danced as he peered down at me. His wide smile showed white but crooked teeth.

      “What are you?” he demanded.

      “A girl,” I stammered in surprise. A foolish answer, but I couldn’t stop my tongue.

      “I see ’tis so. But you have the bosom of a woman. Where is your husband?”

      My cheeks grew uncomfortably hot. “I am not married, my lord.”

      “Ah, poor mite.” Seymour leaned over the fabric, his handsome face coming close to mine. “Would you like to be?”

      I was thoroughly bewildered. Why such a highborn gentleman would even notice me—a seamstress and a governess’ niece—let alone speak to me so familiarly, was puzzling.

      “I am too young to wed,” I said shakily.

      “Indeed, you are not.”

      Seymour moved a bit closer to me, and I backed a step. My retreat seemed to amuse him, because his smile broadened as he took another stride forward.

      I repeated my glide backward. He likewise continued forward, and we moved on and on across the passageway until my heel connected with the stone wall.

      “You are a woman.” Seymour’s voice dropped to a low rumble. “What is your name, lady?”

      “Eloise,” I said faintly. “Rousell.”

      “Es-tu français?” he asked in curiosity.

      “Non, mon seigneur.” I resumed speaking in English, as my French was sparse, though I was fluent enough to know he addressed me familiarly, or as a superior would an inferior. “My father had a French name, is all.”

      My grandmother had vowed that the man’s name had been Russell, plain and simple, but he, a strolling player who’d seduced my mother with his charm, had changed it to the French spelling to make himself seem more important. This was the story my grandmother told me after my father’s untimely death and my mother’s second marriage had caused her to lose interest in me.

      “Ah, better still, a good English girl,” Seymour said. “The king, he is a good English lad, son of my English sister and the very English King Harry.”

      “Yes, my lord.” At that moment, I think I’d agree if he’d said his sister had been a mad Amazon from Saracen lands.

      “Where are you taking all those clothes, Eloise of England?”

      Seymour’s breath smelled heavily of wine, and another smell clung to him that I could not identify—warm, sweet, and cloying. He was not drunk, but his eyes were heavy, his cheekbones flushed.

      “To the queen’s chamber,” I managed.

      “She is no longer the queen, you know. She is plain Lady Sudeley, my wife.” His eyes took on a strange glow. “Do you find her plain?”

      “Of course not, my lord.” My eyes widened in astonishment. “My lady Catherine is most beautiful.”

      “For her age, I suppose.” Seymour smiled as he said the disparaging words, as though it was a joke between us.

      “She is no longer young, but . . .” Catherine had a dignified beauty that I admired. She was also kind, with a courteous manner she extended to all.

      I could not decide how to express this while her new husband had me backed against the wall, smiling at me in an odd manner. I feared to offend him and be punished, so I kept silent. Gentle Catherine might grow angry at me for displeasing her beloved Admiral.

      “Young, that is the thing,” Seymour was saying. “I like a young lady. What is your age?”

      “Fourteen in September,” I managed.

      “An excellent year. Ripe for marriage. The Lady Elizabeth, how young is she?”

      “She will be fourteen as well, my lord. We were born five days apart.”

      Seymour’s teeth gleamed in the half-light. “Now, there is a fact. I will remember it.”

      “Will you, my lord?”

      “I will. Fourteen is a woman, Eloise of England.”

      Seymour reached for me. Before I understood what he was about, he slammed his palm to my left breast where it surged over my bodice and squeezed hard with his strong fingers.

      In that instant, my childhood ended.

      I saw myself, Seymour, the passage, and the velvet in my arms in new and brutal clarity. Lord Seymour was no longer a handsome gentleman to admire from afar. He was a man of licentious tastes, who thought nothing of accosting a girl of the household not ten feet from his wife’s chamber door.

      I, small, innocent, and sheltered, faced him on quavering legs. I’d encountered no other gentlemen in my life beyond servants, save my Uncle John and Master Grindal, Elizabeth’s tutor. The conversations these two men had were serious and quiet, punctuated with discussions on philosophy and the scriptures, in which my Aunt Kat and Elizabeth took full part.

      At Hatfield and in other houses where Elizabeth had resided, we’d never had the presence of a full-blooded male such as Seymour, a man who wanted life, power, desire.

      A breath of fresh air, Aunt Kat had called him. I now knew him for a hurricane, a gale to flatten the unwary.

      If Seymour forced himself upon me, he’d walk away without censure, but I’d be blamed for being loose and lascivious. Catherine would grow furious and turn me out of her house.

      Even if I made Aunt Kat and Uncle John understand exactly what had happened, they likely could do nothing to help me, and I’d have nowhere to go. My mother and my stepfather, a man called Sir Philip Baldwin, did not want me in their home, and my grandmother would express her disappointment in me.

      Seymour had me flat against the wall, his hand still upon me. I could not twist away. Screaming would only bring the queen from her chamber to see me beguiling her husband in the passage.

      As I could go neither backward nor forward, I dropped straight down to the floor. I bumped my nose on Seymour’s hard thigh, my forehead on the crease of his tall boot. The cloths fell from my hands as I went, flowing across the stones like streams of dark water.

      Seymour stepped back with a startled grunt and tripped on a piece of velvet, then he snarled and lunged for me.

      I scuttled out of his reach, snatched up what cloths I could, and started to run, trailing fabric. The beautiful blue velvet snaked around my ankles, and I tumbled to the floor again. Heart racing, I rolled to right myself, my hands scraping on the cold, rough stone.

      Seymour stood in the middle of the passageway behind me, his lips curled in rage. Then his swift smile returned, as did the gleam in his eyes that terrified me.

      I scrambled to my feet. Abandoning my precious cloth, I fled.

      Seymour’s laughter followed me down the cold corridor. “Scamper, little kitten. One day, come back and find your Tom-cat.”

      He continued laughing, a sound that carried down the passageway and up the stairs as I sprinted for the safety of my rooms.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Aunt Kat seized me by the ear as I emerged from my tiny chamber and pulled me to the middle of our eating room.

      “Whatever came over you, Eloise?” Aunt Kat demanded. “Leaving costly fabric lying on the floor?” She pointed at the pile that now reposed haphazardly on a bench. A servant must have retrieved it and returned it here. “That velvet is as good as ruined. What were you thinking?”

      I hesitated. If I told Aunt Kat the truth, I knew she’d never believe it of Seymour, as she thought him the nearest thing to perfection. To add to this, she always took the word of a higher-born person over mine.

      I feared she’d blame me for enticing Seymour and perhaps even force me to relate the entire episode to Catherine. Best that nobody knew what happened but me.

      “I saw a ghost,” I said in a near whisper. “It frightened me.”

      Aunt Kat released her hold and darted a superstitious glance upward. “What ghost?”

      “I could not see,” I extemporized madly. “I heard her screams.”

      Aunt Kat shook herself. “Nonsense.”

      “No, Aunt Kat. It is the truth. It came from the upper gallery. I heard her wailing and shrieking.”

      I closed my mouth before I could over-embellish. I did not actually believe in ghosts, being much too hard-headed for such things, but Aunt Kat was convinced that sorcery was real and there were ghosts a-plenty. Besides which, the upper gallery of this house, dark and windowless, could be unnerving.

      “Mention none of your ghosts to our Lady Elizabeth,” Aunt Kat said in a severe tone. “She sometimes has bad dreams, and I do not wish to worry her.”

      “’Tis the ghosts that send her the bad dreams,” I murmured.

      “Enough, you silly girl.” Aunt Kat waved me away. “Go on with you.”

      I curtsied and fled, relieved I’d diverted her attention from the torn fabric and speculation on why I, of all people, had let it be ruined.
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        * * *

      

      From that day forward, I took care never to be caught in the halls alone. If I had to travel to dark corners of the house, I trotted in the footsteps of a housekeeper or other maids. When I sewed, I did so in the presence of Aunt Kat and Elizabeth, or Catherine and her entourage.

      Always being in company was made easier for me, because the Chelsea house was quite full. Catherine had her ladies, at least a hundred of them, and Elizabeth’s own ladies and gentlemen were there to wait upon her. We began to be rather cramped, which suited me, because I could hide within a crowd and avoid Thomas Seymour.

      Once he caught sight of me in the great hall during an evening’s revelry and shot me a smile. Though my heart pounded in panic, I pretended not to notice. Seymour mimed a cat with claws, his grin widening.

      After that distant encounter, he said not a word to me, nor even looked my way when we were in the same chamber. He seemed, to my relief, to forget all about me.

      I could not avoid Seymour altogether, try as I might. As the man of the house, he had his own retinue, which crowded us further, and he expected his orders to be obeyed before his wife’s.

      The servants, fiercely loyal to whatever master or mistress they served, fought among themselves. I’d often overhear snatches of their conversations.

      “That wine is for Her Grace Elizabeth,” one would declare.

      “No,” another would growl. “’Tis to go to the queen dowager.”

      “Her Grace Elizabeth always has this wine.”

      “It is the queen dowager’s private stock.”

      “Nay, sir, it was purchased by Her Grace Elizabeth’s household.”

      “His lordship commands the wine be brought to him,” would come a male servant’s inevitable reply. “It will be given to his lady the queen or Her Grace Elizabeth at his pleasure.”

      Thus endeth the argument.
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        * * *

      

      In fine weather, Elizabeth took extensive walks in the gardens that Catherine adored and had her gardeners tend with care. I often accompanied Elizabeth, being one of the few women her age in the household. She’d also long ago professed me a favorite, her liking for me heightened by her affection for Aunt Kat.

      I never made the mistake in believing that Elizabeth thought me anything more than a useful companion. I was not as highborn as the baronets’ wives and daughters who comprised her gentlewomen, but she liked to confide in me things she would not the others. Harmless Eloise the seamstress did not tell tales.

      One particular morning, when the sky was as blue as the kirtle I was sewing for her, my lady Elizabeth and I wandered the gardens in an aimless fashion. We walked arm-in-arm, she in silks, I in serviceable linen and wool.

      Our meandering surprised me, because Elizabeth usually laid out her plans for walks like a general heading into battle.

      “Where are we going, Your Grace?” I asked after a time.

      “I do not know. Where shall we stroll, Eloise?” Elizabeth slanted me a half-smile, an odd light in her eyes.

      “The gardeners have arranged geraniums in the front walk,” I offered. “They are quite beautiful, scarlet against the green.”

      “No.” Elizabeth gripped my arm and half dragged me toward the far end of the garden, beyond which the river flowed. The water’s scent was fresh, as it flowed from the heart of the countryside. “I would like to walk among the hedges.”

      “As you wish, Your Grace.”

      I acquiesced, first because I would never disobey one of her orders, and secondly because it was clear that Elizabeth would tow me with her to wherever she wanted to go. She propelled the pair of us to the long hedges at a rapid march, no more ambling.

      “What think you of this gown, Eloise?” she asked as we went. “Does it suit me?”

      “Of course, Your Grace.” My answer was breathless as I struggled to keep up with her. “I made certain of it.”

      The gown in question was black and gold silk with a fine woolen overskirt, good for brisk walks in the garden. The bodice bared a small bit of Elizabeth’s pale bosom, flattering her slender frame. The gown was quite modest, because Aunt Kat would allow Elizabeth to wear nothing but decorous attire, but her exposed throat, shoulders, and chest made it alluring.

      An enticing young lady, the ensemble announced. Within whom first longings had begun to stir. Untouched, untried, waiting.

      Elizabeth’s lips twitched at my answer. “Your talent is formidable, Eloise, as is your pride. Guard against pride, my dear, or it will be your downfall.”

      “Aye,” I answered glumly. “Aunt Kat says the same.”

      “Cunning is always better. Remember that.”

      I did not understand her, but I murmured, “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Elizabeth halted so suddenly that my momentum propelled me forward a few steps before her fierce grip on me hauled me back.

      “Is someone there?” Elizabeth demanded, peering into the opening between tall, carefully pruned bay trees. She spoke to me, but I sensed she’d called her question into the dark walk that awaited us.

      I fancied I spied movement beyond the hedges, and my skin began to prickle. “A gardener?” was my faint suggestion.

      Elizabeth’s eyes glittered, but not with fear. “Let us catch him, whoever he is.”

      “Take care, Your Grace,” I said in alarm. “It might be a robber.”

      Elizabeth laughed. “Not in my stepmother’s gardens. They would not dare.”

      They would indeed dare, I knew for a fact. I’d heard of gentlemen and ladies set upon at the edges of their own estates. Some bandits did not care how highborn their victims, only wanting the riches they’d carry away. That Elizabeth hurried to confront such a thief with no more weapon between us than the scissors in my pocket horrified me.

      “Your Grace,” I tried.

      Elizabeth’s breath quickened with our pace. She pulled me relentlessly between the hedges into the shadowed walk.

      Let it be a gardener, I prayed. Or a rabbit. Even a rat.

      Our quarry sprang from the shadows, roaring and growling and waving his arms like a madman. Elizabeth screamed, but it was the squeal of an excited girl. My own cry tore from my throat in genuine terror.

      “Run, Your Grace!” I shouted, and we wheeled about to flee.
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      Elizabeth shrieked in the high-pitched bursts of a lady pretending to be afraid and pulled me down a side path. Not back toward the house, I noted to my dismay, and she did not run very quickly.

      “Your Grace …”

      “Let us hurry, Eloise,” Elizabeth said in merriment. “Or he will be upon us.”

      The man pursued us. Did he curtail his steps, or was that my imagination? Elizabeth jogged along more slowly still. I wanted to rip my hand from hers and race to my chamber high under the eaves, but Elizabeth held me so fast I’d need ten armed soldiers to pry myself from her.

      We rounded a corner to another long trail, this one lined with yews. I saw ahead of us, unbelievably, Queen Catherine, who bobbed up and down on her toes, laughing.

      “This way, my dears,” she called. “Come, come, else he catches us.”

      And what shall he do if he does? I wondered as we scampered after her. Surely, with Catherine there, Seymour, our pursuer, could do nothing.

      Two weeks ago, I would have believed this a harmless game. But I remembered the dark, cold passageway, the soft cloth in my arms, and the sour taste of fear as Thomas Seymour’s hand covered my breast. I felt again his fingers squeezing, the startling pain of it, the curling disgust deep inside me.

      There are three of us, I told myself. We can hold him off.

      “Come along,” Catherine shouted. “Hurry, do.”

      We ran after her, skirts fluttering, Elizabeth laughing.

      Catherine led us down a path and around a corner to a dead end. A high green hedge faced us, the boundary of the park. Here a stone bench offered the passer-by a place of peace.

      For us, it was a trap.

      I shrieked. “The other way!”

      Too late. Seymour charged in behind us, penning us like calves herded for slaughter. I faced him, mouth dry and eyes wide, while Catherine and Elizabeth collapsed into each other in laughter.

      Seymour came forward, growling and lurching in bearlike fervor. Catherine flung her arms around Elizabeth from behind.

      “I’ve caught her, darling,” she said breathlessly. “I’ve caught her!”

      Elizabeth continued to laugh. Her long hair came free from her hood and spilled down her shoulders in a cloud of red gold.

      Seymour ignored me completely, intent on Elizabeth in his wife’s arms, a feral light in his eyes.

      “You’ve caught us a lovely fawn, my dear.” He swatted playfully at Elizabeth, fingers barely brushing her bodice. “Naughty fawn, to run away.”

      Elizabeth gazed at him in enjoyment. Seymour caught a lock of her loose hair and wound it around his fist. “What shall we do to punish our pet, my dear?” he asked his wife.

      The love in Catherine’s eyes for him was painful to behold. “Naughty girl,” she said, hugging Elizabeth. “Naughty child.”

      I stood in a daze, realizing with a cold jolt that three games were being played out before me.

      One was Catherine’s—she happy to be lighthearted and jubilant with her husband.

      The second game was Elizabeth’s. Catherine, behind her, did not catch the admiration in her stepdaughter’s eyes for Seymour. Elizabeth had wanted him to chase her, and she liked, better still, that he’d caught her.

      The third game belonged to Seymour. He had exactly what he’d planned—Elizabeth cornered, with his wife’s help. I in his play, only Seymour knew all the parts.

      Seymour’s gaze slid sideways to me. “You, Needlewoman. You must go nowhere without your needle and thread, eh?”

      “Yes, my lord.” The words were a bare whisper from my dry mouth.

      “And your scissors? What needlewoman is without scissors?” Before I could answer, Seymour held out his hand. “Give them to me.”

      I froze in astonishment, but Catherine’s face lit. “Yes, dear Mistress Rousell, give them over.”

      Elizabeth struggled in some earnest, though she laughed through her words. “No, no, Eloise, do not let them cut off my hair.”

      “Give them.” Seymour’s command seared like ice.

      Quickly I dipped my hand into my pocket and drew out the scissors. Seymour snatched them from me.

      He rearranged his expression as he turned back to Elizabeth and Catherine, becoming the teasing gentleman once more. “Hold her, my love.”

      “No.” Elizabeth squirmed against Catherine. “I beg of you, not my hair.”

      “Very well,” Seymour said, pretending to concede the point. “Your hair is safe.”

      He snatched up a handful of her skirt and began to snip it instead.

      I cried out in anguish. I had labored over that skirt and knew every stitch of it. The intricate gold and silver pattern had been difficult to match, the black overskirt so fine it was like gossamer. I was very proud of that gown, which I’d designed to be beautiful for Elizabeth. I watched, my heart sick, as Seymour proceeded to ruin weeks of my work.

      Snip, snip went the scissors. Catherine and Elizabeth shrieked in delight. Seymour concentrated on his task, his breath coming fast, his gaze fixed.

      I stood against a hedge, the twigs prickling my back and poking through my hood. Pieces of skirt fluttered to the earth to lay like fallen flowers.

      Seymour continued cutting like a man obsessed. In the end, the ground was carpeted with silk scraps, which swirled up on the breeze to be caught in the yew’s branches.

      When Seymour finished and tossed the scissors aside, Elizabeth had nothing to cover her loosened stomacher and chemise but her stepmother’s cloak.
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        * * *

      

      “For shame,” Aunt Kat admonished Elizabeth later that evening.

      Elizabeth, in a dressing gown in her bedchamber with a cup of sweet herbal tea, at last looked stricken.

      Only Aunt Kat could scold Elizabeth. She’d outgrown listening to her nurses, save Mistress Parry, long ago, but Aunt Kat held a special place in Elizabeth’s heart. Aunt Kat alone was allowed to speak her mind.

      “The shame of it,” Aunt Kat continued. “Every lady and gentleman agog when you returned to the house.” Aunt Kat lifted her hands in the despairing way she often took with me. “Thank the Lord the queen was with you, though she ought to have known better. Why that wise lady, who held the kingdom safe through months of war by herself, would throw away her dignity on a silly romp in the garden … I ask you.”

      “’Twas only a game.” Elizabeth sipped tea, her slim shoulders drooping. She’d become a guilt-stricken girl again, the young woman who’d wanted a man’s attentions faded and gone.

      “You might have thought so, but there are others who do not,” Aunt Kat said. “As his majesty’s sister, you must jealously guard your reputation. His Grace the king will likely make a good marriage for you, but if your reputation is in shreds, you will have to make do with the dregs.”

      A defiant gleam entered Elizabeth’s eyes. “I could not prevail against both my stepmother and my Lord Sudeley.”

      “Mind that you learn to.” Aunt Kat let out a sigh, her stern expression softening. She could never remain angry at Elizabeth for long. “He is a fine-mannered gentleman, is his lordship, and used to flirtations at court. You are not used to it, but Lord Sudeley does not understand this. Most young ladies your age have been married off already and know how to comport themselves. His lordship is not used to a simple household and does not understand.”

      I, my mouth full of pins and my lap piled with Parisian silver netting, did not agree. Seymour knew exactly what he was doing and exactly how far to push his wife to obtain what he wanted.

      At that moment, I assumed Seymour simply longed for a dalliance with Elizabeth. I could understand why—she was a beautiful young woman, with her red hair and beguiling eyes. She’d inherited the best of her father and mother.

      I’d never seen Anne Boleyn, but I’d heard gentlemen who’d known her fall into eloquence about her. Dark hair, pale face, not really much to look at, they admitted, until she turned her smile upon one. Anne’s eyes had been starred with silver lights, and she could hold a gentleman with her gaze—or so they claimed—and have him in her thrall.

      She’d also had a strength of character, intelligence and wit, combined with the polished manners of the French court, where she’d been sent at an early age. That wit had been her power, but also her downfall, used by her enemies against her.

      Old King Henry had been robust and handsome in his youth, I’d seen in portraits, with hair Elizabeth’s shade and a physique envied by gentlemen in England and beyond its shores. Henry had been strong, loud, restless, arbitrarily cruel or generous, devoted to his own passions, and unforgiving of those passions in others.

      The king had been attractive and fiery, and Anne had been as well. Together they’d produced a daughter with grace, a sense of elegance, a calculating mind, and a presence like a whiplash.

      Aunt Kat had a fond belief that she controlled this girl, and it was true that Elizabeth listened to Aunt Kat. But only to a point.

      Seymour had designs upon Elizabeth, and I could see that Elizabeth was not unhappy with those designs. Elizabeth loved her stepmother, of course, but a handsome gentleman intensely interested in a young woman could cloud that young woman’s senses. Well I knew this.

      I prayed that Elizabeth would not go so far as to betray Catherine. I burned inside with my secret knowledge of Seymour’s character, but I did not want to confess it in the presence of Elizabeth.

      I waited until later, after Elizabeth had gone to bed, and Aunt Kat was alone in her chamber, nodding off over a book. I knelt at Aunt Kat’s feet and told her of my encounter with Seymour. I bowed my head, afraid and ashamed as only a girl of fourteen can be.

      Aunt Kat closed her book with a snap. “And what were you doing traipsing about the galleries at that time of night, my girl?”

      “Carrying cloth to the queen’s antechamber,” I explained. “I was anxious to begin on her gowns.”

      Aunt Kat regarded me for a long moment then her usually canny eyes went deliberately blank. “You must have mistaken his intentions, Eloise.”

      “No, Aunt.” I remembered the pressure of Seymour’s hand on my breast, the unclean feeling in my belly, and the startled shock that a man had dared touch me so familiarly.

      “You were mistaken,” Aunt Kat repeated, stressing each word. “Lord Sudeley is a rogue, and he smiled at you. It excited you.”

      I shook my head. “Disgusted me, rather.”

      “Please do not say such things about your betters, Eloise. People will believe I have raised you with no manners.”

      I gazed at her, my heart beating faster. “Please listen to me, Auntie.”

      “No, Eloise. You were mistaken. Say nothing more of it.”

      Anger wound through my fears. “I thought you would wish to keep our lady Elizabeth safe.”

      “I do. I want that beyond everything.” The shrewdness returned to Aunt Kat’s tone. “There is more to this than what you understand. Say nothing, for dear Jesus’ sake, or you will bring disaster upon us all.”

      “But, poor Queen Catherine,” I began.

      Aunt Kat’s mouth turned down. “Eloise, to whom are you loyal?”

      “To you, Aunt,” I answered, bewildered.

      “And?”

      “Uncle John, of course.”

      “And?”

      I swallowed. “Her Grace Elizabeth.”

      Aunt Kat nodded, satisfied, and plied me with no more ands. “Keep your thoughts to yourself and your mouth closed,” she said. “Close your eyes as well, if need be.”

      I deflated, something inside me curling into a small, tight ball. “I understand nothing of this.”

      Aunt Kat resumed her book. “I suppose your lack of astuteness comes of your mother marrying low. I’d at first expected you to grow up to be a bearer of false tales, like your actor father. Instead, God has gifted you with a straightforward tongue and shining honesty. Unfortunately, these gifts are not always useful in the world of the court.”

      “You would rather I learned to lie?” I asked in amazement.

      Aunt Kat patted my cheek. “Of course not, dear. But I would like you to discover the meaning of the word discretion and apply it well.”

      “Discretion,” I repeated.

      “Yes, dear.” My aunt returned to her reading while I struggled to comprehend.

      “Are you saying that the occurrence today was political?” I asked.

      “I am saying nothing, you silly girl. I already know how to apply discretion.”

      I stared at her. “But Queen Catherine is married to Lord Sudeley.”

      “Yes, Eloise, I know that,” Aunt Kat said patiently. “But my first loyalty is to Elizabeth. What is best for her is best for me, and for you.”

      I closed my gaping mouth, my jaw aching. “Perhaps you ought to send me home to Grandmama.”

      I winced as I suggested this, because I had no desire to come under control of that sharp-tongued lady. She was a bit kinder to me than she was to my mother, but her bluntness could be unsettling.

      Aunt Kat patted my cheek once more. “Nonsense, dear. I want you here with me. I’d miss you terribly.”

      “Would you?” I asked in genuine surprise.

      Aunt Kat was an affectionate woman, but she’d never once told me she was pleased to have me about. I’d thought of myself as rather a nuisance, except when there were gowns to be made.

      “Indeed.” Aunt Kat quieted. “I need you, Eloise. Be my eyes and ears. I want to know every word Lord Sudeley speaks to our Elizabeth in my absence. Every word. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Aunt Kat,” I said meekly.

      “Good girl. Now off to bed with you.”

      I kissed Aunt Kat and departed her chamber for my own chilled room, where I sat up far into the night.

      I’d gone to Aunt Kat supposing she would listen to my tale, grow horrified, and insist that Elizabeth, with herself, me, and Uncle John, leave the house immediately. Instead, she’d behaved as though the event between myself and Seymour in the passage had been simply bothersome. An unlooked-for incident to be suppressed at all costs.

      You are slow, Eloise, Aunt Kat had been saying. You comprehend neither Greek nor Latin nor the subtleties of the court.

      I wondered, as I blew out the candle, into what troubles those subtleties were rushing us.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, I was a wary creature. I performed the same rituals as I did every day—washing my face, brushing my unruly dark hair, cleaning the grime from under my fingernails. I rinsed my mouth, chewing a bit of anise to make my breath pleasant, then turned to the breakfast a maidservant had delivered to the outer chamber.

      I ate bread smeared with thick, sweet butter and took a few bites of the porridge that Aunt Kat had regularly forced upon me since the age of four.

      After I’d eaten, the maid helped me don a dark blue undergown, lacing my bodice in the back. Over this went a robe of plain brown, the sleeves the maid helped me fasten on pinned back to reveal the white linen of my chemise. The pointed edge of my stomacher was tied to a skirt that flared from tucks that I had taken pains to make exactly even. The maid adjusted what we called a French hood, which was a wide band that pushed my hair from my forehead, with a fine cloth to cover its length in back.

      One ring, plain and silver, adorned my finger. My mother had given me the ring, telling me it had been my father’s. The band was thin, beaten, and worn, without much value, but it was my only link to a man I’d never see again, and I wore it every day.

      Attired and fed, I gathered my sewing basket and made my way downstairs to Elizabeth’s chamber. All as usual.

      However, I could not put the previous day’s events out of my head. I recalled the almost savage look on Seymour’s face as he cut up Elizabeth’s dress. I remembered Catherine’s taut laughter as she abetted her husband in dallying with another woman. And then Elizabeth, glaring at Aunt Kat and insisting she had done nothing wrong.

      When I reached Elizabeth’s rooms, I took my place on a bench near an open window. Soft late-April air slid around me, bathing me in pleasant scents.

      From my basket, I lifted out the bodice the Parisian netting I’d begun the day before and laid it across my lap. I had already stitched in the boning and now needed to sew the side seams. My work must be carefully done, or the points in front would not match, and I’d have to start all over again.

      The chamber was filled with Elizabeth’s gentlewomen, young and middle-aged, pretty and plain, highborn and gentry. Elizabeth had already been dressed and was seated near the fire, but two ladies hovered around her, one settling her hood, the other shaking her skirt so it would lie straight.

      Elizabeth was in a sunny mood, jesting with her ladies as she chewed on red strawberries, bright as jewels, an open book in her lap. She seemed content, but I could not be.

      I worried for her, and I worried I would say the wrong thing to her about Seymour. I feared Elizabeth would ask me of him, and I’d not be able to say a word in case I spoke unwise ones.

      I made one last stitch and beckoned to a lady. “Please, tell Her Grace that we must have a fitting.”

      The gentlewoman nodded and returned to her mistress. I saw Elizabeth brighten, which relieved me. Sometimes, she did not like to leave her books for any reason, but she did like to try on clothes.

      Elizabeth rose from her seat, letting the lady’s maid loosen her gown and pull it from her shoulders. I left my bench, smoothing out the half-made bodice I’d just stitched.

      At that exact moment, Seymour strode into the chamber. He was dressed for hunting, in riding boots, plain doublet, and trunk hose, a half-cloak swirled over his formidable shoulders. Elizabeth, caught in dishabille, sent Seymour one startled glance before rushing to a standing screen across the room and ducking behind it.

      “How now?” Seymour demanded. “Is the lady so modest? Must you hide from your step-papa?”

      Only I seemed alarmed. The gentlewomen giggled or shot Seymour coquettish glances as they banded together. They formed a tittering mass before the screen so that Seymour could not get at the half-dressed Elizabeth.

      “You challenge me, my lovelies.” Seymour laid a firm hand on the arm of a younger lady. “I have touched you, my dear. Now, you may not sit down until you have touched me. But you must catch me, first.”

      The lady, instead of being indignant or frightened, responded to the game with glee. She dove for Seymour, who easily evaded her. The others joined in as Seymour dodged about the large chamber, a trail of ladies chasing him.

      I remained in my corner, watching the proceedings in trepidation. Elizabeth remained behind the screen, but I heard her excited laughter.

      It was a bizarre scene, this grown man chasing and being chased by ladies, their skirts rippling. The gentlewomen screeched and ran here and there, while I hovered near the window, Elizabeth’s half-made bodice clutched to my chest.

      Seymour dodged past me and tore the bodice from my grip. I desperately lunged for it, but he held the bodice above his head, smiling playfully. A cold light lurked in his eyes, as though this foolery meant something deeper and more dangerous.

      “Tell your mistress to come out,” Seymour commanded me. “Else I’ll rip it to shreds.”

      “Your lordship.” My voice was a gasp. “No, please.”

      Seymour’s eyes narrowed in dislike as he waved the bodice over his head. “Come and get it, kitten.”

      He knew I could only reach the garment by climbing him, and also that I would never do such a thing. He’d read my character when I’d fled from him in the passageway many nights ago. I’d seen through his vile flirtations and rejected him.

      “Tell her,” he repeated, voice hard.

      Mutely, I shook my head.

      Seymour clutched the bodice, and then he tore it in two, a heartbreaking sound. I could only clasp my hands in despair as Seymour rent the fabric again and again, tearing out the painstaking seams I’d spent the morning making. I had to watch my hard work ruined beyond repair by a man who valued it not.

      Elizabeth did not emerge. She was enjoying the game, if the laughter that recurred meant anything, but fortunately, she’d decided to be prudent this time. Perhaps she’d taken Aunt Kat’s admonition to heart.

      Seymour tossed the pieces of bodice to the floor, where they lay unmourned by all but me. The ladies continued the romp, but Seymour was growing weary of it.

      I believe he’d simply have shoved the screen aside to reveal Elizabeth, had not Aunt Kat burst into the chamber. Despite her lecture the night before that she and I should let Seymour do as he pleased, she gazed about in horror.

      “Ladies!”

      Her stentorian tones cut through the melee, and the chase ground to a halt. A few of the ladies appeared chagrined, though not much so. They seemed more sorry Aunt Kat had interrupted their fun than ashamed they’d been doing it at all.

      “Mistress Ashley, you do spoil our entertainment,” Seymour snapped.

      Aunt Kat lifted her chin. “Perhaps best ’twere left for another day, my lord.”

      I realized then what Aunt Kat had meant when she’d said there was more to this charade than a man wanting a young woman. He was plotting, though exactly what, I could not say.

      Seymour was menacing, but Aunt Kat stood resolutely before him like a hen before a wild boar.

      Aunt Kat was always brave—too much so, I believed at times, and Uncle John agreed with me. But she loved Elizabeth like a daughter and would fight for her with bright fierceness.

      “Mistress Ashley, shall we step out?” Seymour gestured to the chamber door. Aunt Kat gave him one frigid nod of her head and stalked solemnly past him into the antechamber.

      Seymour followed. Fearing he’d raise his fist to my aunt once they were out of sight, I snatched up the shreds of the bodice and scuttled after them.

      Aunt Kat and Seymour stood together in the small wood-paneled antechamber, Aunt Kat in no wise worried. I closed the door to the bedchamber and retreated to a window embrasure to listen.

      “I seek only to protect my Lady Elizabeth’s reputation, my lord,” Aunt Kat was saying. “You charge too quickly for her.”

      “I mean no harm by it,” Seymour growled. “Can a man not romp with his own daughter?”

      Not in the way you wish, I thought, my fingers curling around the torn fabric.

      Aunt Kat regarded him squarely. “I only give advice, my lord.”

      Seymour’s lip curled. “I’ll not be ruled by a pack of women.” He shot a glare at me, though I’d said nothing, and stormed from the room, the heavy door slamming in his wake.

      I reflected that in this household, Seymour would not be able to escape the pack of women. The women here were family, and he was the stranger.
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        * * *

      

      Aunt Kat instructed me soon after that to watch Seymour closely and tell her of his behavior. I was a dutiful spy and reported to her the day I saw him slip the key from Elizabeth’s bedchamber door into his pocket.

      “Should you warn Queen Catherine?” I whispered.

      “The queen has much to occupy her,” Aunt Kat said after a moment’s consideration. “She believes herself with child, and that a son will seal Seymour’s affections for her forever. Let her think her marriage idyllic for now.”

      I did not see how she could. Seymour stalked Elizabeth with the single-mindedness of a hunter after a prize hart, while claiming that all he did was play.

      Aunt Kat at least took the precaution of having me sleep in Elizabeth’s chamber with her. I did not believe my presence would keep Seymour at bay, but he did not appear in the weeks I stayed with Elizabeth, lying awake to listen to her soft breathing and the call of night birds.

      Early one morning, I heard the key scrape the lock of the bedchamber door. I sprang from my cot, knocking my foot against the bed railing and stifling a cry of pain. Behind the thick curtains of Elizabeth’s tester bed, she stirred and muttered a cross word.

      As I hopped, clutching my hurt foot, Seymour, wearing only a nightshirt and slippers, strolled into the room. His nightshirt dropped from muscular shoulders, his strong legs bare from the knee down. He ignored me and my struggles, fixing his gaze on the closed curtains of Lady Elizabeth’s bed.

      Catherine entered behind him, she clad in nightgown and robe. I relaxed, but not entirely, remembering the scene in the garden when Catherine had held Elizabeth for her husband’s games.

      Seymour abruptly yanked open the bed curtains and put one knee on the thick mattress. “Sleepyhead,” he called. “Is our precious daughter awake?”

      Elizabeth, who was obviously now wide awake, scrambled to the opposite side of the bed and pulled the bedclothes to her chin. She peered over the top of the covers, her eyes sparkling with anticipation.

      Catherine climbed upon the bed beside Seymour, and he held himself back, letting his wife reach Elizabeth first.

      “Tickle,” Catherine said. “Our daughter is most ticklish.”

      Elizabeth squeaked and tried to roll from her, but Catherine pounced, tickling Elizabeth until she began to giggle. Before my appalled eyes, Seymour’s closed his brawny hands around Elizabeth’s waist.

      Elizabeth shouted with laughter. I set my weight gingerly on my hurt foot, pondering whether to run for my aunt. What could she do if the queen teased right alongside Seymour?

      Elizabeth finally squirmed away from them and scrambled out of the bed. Both stepmother and stepfather pursued her, and Elizabeth dodged behind me, using my small body as a shield. My weight came down on my injured foot, and tears sprang to my eyes.

      Seymour danced around the both of us, slapping Elizabeth on the hip as though trying to spank a naughty child. I attempted to block his blows, but Elizabeth swung me away, which allowed him to reach her more easily.

      Catherine pushed loose hair from her eyes. “My dears, we must run in the garden. ’Tis a fine day.”

      “A splendid idea,” Seymour said. “You,” he barked at me. “Ready her. We will return.”

      Elizabeth stood shoulder to shoulder with me, out of breath, but flushed and pleased. Seymour reached around us and gave her one final swat, his hand half-landing on my buttocks in the process. I flinched, but Elizabeth giggled.

      Catherine sashayed out the door, Seymour following. Before I could move to Elizabeth’s dressing room and find her a gown suitable for a garden frolic, Seymour returned.

      “Leave us,” he shot at me.

      I did not dare. I remembered Aunt Kat facing him down and stood my ground.

      But Aunt Kat had a far more formidable presence than I. She had the weight of years, wisdom, and respect to bolster her. I was a fourteen-year-old waif, the product of a bad marriage, living here on Aunt Kat’s charity.

      Seymour moved to Elizabeth, who backed from him until she rested against the high bed.

      “Daughter,” he said, giving the word an ironic twist. Seymour laid his hands on either side of Elizabeth, resting them on the mattress behind her.

      Elizabeth half-closed her eyes. She relaxed against the bed and did not fight when Lord Seymour eased his leg between hers. Before my astonished gaze, he cupped her face in one hand, leaned to her, and kissed her lips.

      I could not decide whether to beat Seymour with a bolster or run for Aunt Kat. If I struck Seymour, an earl, I could be flogged, or much worse. If I hobbled for Aunt Kat, he might ravish Elizabeth several times over before I could return.

      Seymour kissed Elizabeth again, a brief touch, but then it turned deeper.

      The decision of what to do was taken from me. A small sound came from the doorway, and I turned to see Catherine, still in her bed attire, on the threshold, returning with Aunt Kat.

      Both women stared in shock at Elizabeth lolling contentedly in Seymour’s arms, Catherine’s happiness draining swiftly from her.

      Seymour sprang away from Elizabeth, any glib words dying on his lips.

      There was no denying what Catherine had seen. I watched all belief that Seymour’s attentions to Elizabeth were lighthearted fade from her eyes. With it went hope that after three tedious marriages she’d at last wed a man with whom she could find happiness.

      Seymour had been fairly caught, but I read no shame in him. His expression held only annoyance that his wife had chosen to enter at the wrong moment.

      Catherine turned and strode from the room.

      Later that morning, I helped Aunt Kat pack all of Elizabeth’s things. Catherine had decided that Elizabeth could no longer stay in her household.

      That afternoon, we left for Cheshunt in Hertfordshire, to the home of Aunt Kat’s sister and her husband, joining Elizabeth in her first exile.
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