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Prologue


May 1536


Thomas drew on the reins and paused at the top of the escarpment, gazing down into the valley. He could just make out the dark mass of the castle below, its turrets silhouetted against the last pale wisps of the darkening sky and the blood-red ivy clinging to its pale stones. No welcoming light glimmered at the windows. This place, which had been his family’s home, its comfort and refuge, for almost three decades, appeared entirely deserted. The only sign of life was the thin trail of smoke that rose from the chimney of the gatekeeper’s lodge.


For a moment, he thought of turning back; of riding at full speed to Greenwich or Whitehall or any other of the king’s palaces, including the one where just a few days before he had been an honoured guest. But there was no place for him there now. The richly appointed rooms he had vacated that morning would already be filled with another courtier’s belongings. He imagined the tapestries he had brought over from Flanders being pulled down and replaced with new, brighter hangings – or paintings, perhaps. Until a few days ago, his daughter’s face had gazed down from the walls of almost every chamber in the sprawling palace. He had seen the portraits being tossed on the pyre as he made his way to the Tower.


He tapped his heels into the horse’s flank and they lurched slowly forward. A fine mist chilled his face and hands but he was grateful to feel something and forced his mind to focus on the tingling in his skin, rather than the horror of what he had seen that day. As he neared the gatehouse, he heard the hiss and crackle of the brazier that illuminated the path ahead. He noticed the tangle of weeds among the cobblestones, how the grass was encroaching on either side. A face appeared briefly at the downstairs window. He saw a pair of frightened eyes before it quickly withdrew behind the safety of the shutters.


The rumble of his horse’s hooves as they crossed the drawbridge echoed around the empty courtyard beyond. Only then did a light appear within the castle. He followed it as it moved along the passage from the kitchens to the great hall. A moment later, the door was opened just a crack. He saw John Denny’s pinched features peer through it, his eyes widening when they alighted on his master. The servant flung open the door and swept a hasty bow, then took the horse’s reins. He opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it and hastened away towards the stables.


The air inside the castle felt dank and chill, and the stale aroma of acrid smoke hung from the oak beams. Thomas stood and listened to the crunch of Denny’s receding footsteps. Then all was silence. It was as if he had walked into a tomb.


His ear caught a faint whimper from the other end of the passageway. He turned and walked towards it. As he drew near to his study, he heard a scuffling on the other side of the door. He had only pushed it open a crack when his greyhound’s snout appeared in the gap. A moment later the joyous animal was bounding from the room, his paws on Thomas’s thighs and his rough tongue lapping at his master’s hands as they reached down to pat his head.


‘Good boy, Gilmot.’


The dog trotted at his heels as he walked slowly into the gloom of his study. Memories of the last time he had stood within its walls came crowding in. It was barely a year ago, yet so much had changed that it might as well have been a life’s span. They had been alive then.


Denny rushed in, a lighted taper in one hand and a tray of meagre victuals balanced precariously in the other. Thomas heard the rattle of the pewter cup as the servant moved towards the small table by the hearth. The flare of the candle briefly illuminated the thin layer of dust on the empty desk. It had once been piled high with papers of every kind – letters, reports, indentures, ledgers. Where are they now? Thomas wondered idly as he settled with a heavy sigh into the carved oak chair. The servant busied himself with lighting the fire, trying to coax the frail flame into life as it fought valiantly with the hunks of damp wood in the grate.


‘Leave it.’


Denny made a quick bow and hastened from the room.


At the distant cry of a rook, the greyhound raised its head, ears cocked, and looked up at its master, whose eyes were fixed on the crest above the fireplace. A single shard of faint grey light illuminated the bull’s head, its horns like those of the devil, surrounded by a firmament of stars. A pun on the family name, it lacked the subtlety of other crests: the swan’s head of Buckingham or the white horse of Norfolk. But then, he never pretended to subtlety. It was a luxury enjoyed by ancient nobility, not a family that had served a mere half-century of kings. Their wealth did not flow through their veins but had been shorn from the backs of Norfolk sheep. You would think they still stank of shit-encrusted fleece, to see how nostrils flared whenever they walked into the gilded chambers of court.


Bullen. Boleyn. He had always answered to both. Rochford, too – the title bestowed on him by the king and then passed to his son.


His son.


A muscle in his jaw pulsed as he stared harder at the crest, his fingers gripping the edge of the chair until the carved oak made imprints on his skin. He pressed the leather of his jerkin against the oak, feeling for the intertwined letters at the centre of his spine.


AB.


They were lower than his heart but had rested perfectly over hers. The French carpenter had been precise in his measurements. He imagined him now, asking that she stand up straight while he unfurled a piece of twine from the top of her scalp to the base of her spine. How proud she had looked, seated on the finished chair as her dark eyes roamed the crowded great hall of the Louvre. La Reine Claude had appeared a mere handmaid next to her. Even then, she had been like a queen without a crown.


A strangled cry forced its way through his clenched teeth like a blade through gristle, echoing along the silent corridors of the castle. Suddenly, he swiped at the table, sending its contents clattering across the tiled floor. The dog yelped as the edge of the pewter plate caught its flank and it skulked off into the shadows.


Outside, the stillness of the moat erupted into a chorus of squawking and flapping as the moorhens were woken from their slumbers. The horses in the great stables whinnied and stamped their hooves, and the shrill yapping of the dogs in the gatekeeper’s lodge pierced the night air. A light appeared at an upstairs window of the keep and moved, flickering, through the castle.


Gradually, the stillness and silence seeped back, muffling the last, plaintive cries of the distant rooks. The castle was in darkness once more.


He was silent now, too. He inhaled deeply, catching the familiar scent of woodsmoke, beeswax and polished oak. But as he closed his eyes a sudden image came unbidden: blood dripping through the slats of the wooden scaffold on to the cold grey stone beneath. Caen stone, brought over by England’s first Norman king five hundred years before, to build his great tower. The stone as implacable, as unyielding as the king’s will.


Could he have saved them?


He pushed the question away again.


Here, his mind would find its ease. Here, the walls would shut out the horrors of the Tower.


Here.


Hever.










Part 1


The time will come
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September 1512


The golden light from the setting sun streamed through the windows of St Peter’s, warming the brightly painted stone pillars. Anne inhaled the heady scent of incense and felt her breathing begin to slow.


‘Deus, in adiutorium meum intende. Domine, ad adiuvandum me festina. Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto . . . ’


The familiar words acted like a balm, soothing away her troubled thoughts. She and Mary had quarrelled again that morning – the third time in as many days. Her elder sister had been particularly irritable lately and it seemed Anne only had to look at her a certain way to provoke another volley of rebukes that stung as much as her slaps and pinches. Look at you, with your swarthy skin and flat chest. It’s as well I’m the eldest or Father would have no hope of enriching his family through marriage. Anne felt tears prick her eyes and blinked them angrily away. She wished she cared as little as George, who simply laughed at his elder sister’s admonishments and shook off her blows with a good-natured shrug.


She opened her primer and traced the chaplain’s words with her finger. As he turned to the assembled worshippers and drew the sign of the cross, she raised her eyes to study him. The Reverend Hugh had arrived two weeks earlier, taking up the living left vacant by the old chaplain’s death. Anne had never liked Reverend Knyvett, with his small eyes that narrowed whenever they looked at her, and his thin, rounded shoulders. He had reminded her of a vulture waiting to swoop. His replacement was handsome enough, she supposed. He had large brown eyes and high cheekbones, and an open, honest expression. But it was his voice, soft and melodic, that held the greatest power. She closed her eyes as he resumed his prayer, which sounded more like a charm or incantation to her ears.


‘Anne!’


Lady Margaret tugged discreetly at her granddaughter’s sleeve and motioned for her to sit. Anne flushed as she saw the chaplain staring straight at her, a faint smile playing on his lips. She sat down abruptly, sending her primer clattering to the floor. Her grandmother laid a hand on her knee, as if to steady a skittish foal.


It was with some relief that Anne heard the first few notes of the hymn echo from the choir stalls. As she mouthed the words, her gaze roamed around the small chapel, which had been added to St Peter’s in the last century and dedicated to Sir Geoffrey Boleyn. Her grandmother had told her how her father-in-law had established the family’s fortune and risen to be mayor of London, though Anne had detected the hint of disapproval in her voice when she had mentioned that Sir Geoffrey’s wealth had derived from trade. Little wonder that he had been eager to secure a blue-blooded bride for his son William. The Butlers were of ancient Irish nobility and the Earl of Ormond could have demanded a husband of far higher rank for Margaret, his eldest daughter. But Anne had heard her mother say that riches could redress the lack of a title.


As the chaplain began intoning the psalms, a beam of light from the setting sun illuminated the small brass cross on the wall, close to where Anne and her grandmother were seated. Beneath it was a simple inscription.


Henry Bullen the son of Sir Thomas Bullen.


Anne thought of the sombre procession that had borne her little brother to his final resting place. He would have been eighteen months old now, if God had seen fit to spare him. Old enough to take a few tottering steps and grasp at comfits with his chubby hands. Instead, his tiny corpse lay slowly decaying beneath the cold stones of the Boleyn crypt. The thought angered as well as saddened her. What a jealous, vengeful God He must be to steal such an innocent from his mother’s arms. He had taken her adored eldest brother, too. Tom had been a ward of their neighbour Henry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham at Penshurst when he had suddenly sickened – an ague, the duke had said. Her brother had already been buried in the Stafford vault by the time she and her family had been told of his death.


She screwed her eyes shut at the memory and had a sudden impulse to run from the church, to feel the cool of the evening air on her skin and breathe the sweet tang of the Michaelmas daisies as they closed their delicate petals against the gathering night. But the steady presence of her grandmother stilled her. She focused on Lady Margaret’s soft voice as they chanted the Gloria Patri, the words sounding more like a lullaby when repeated in Lady Margaret’s soft Irish lilt.


Glancing over her shoulder, Anne caught her maidservant’s eye. She couldn’t remember a time when Esther had not attended her, helping her dress each morning, tightening her stays and smoothing down her skirts, then brushing her hair and pinning it into place beneath her hood. At night, the whole procedure was repeated, but in reverse. Anne would have found it tiresome were it not for the opportunity it offered for the two of them to gossip. More than once her mother had admonished Esther for filling her daughter’s head with tittle-tattle, but the young woman couldn’t help herself – and Anne was glad of it. How else would she find out all the news from Edenbridge, where every market day the town hummed with tales carried by merchants passing between London and the coast? That was how Anne had learned that King Henry had broken five lances at the joust but emerged triumphant; that Queen Catherine had lost another child, her second in as many years; that a base-born churchman named Thomas Wolsey was growing so great at court that they called him the alter rex: the ‘other king’. Anne feasted on such stories like the succulent marchpanes from the Hever kitchens but had little patience for the local gossip that Esther preferred: how the abbot had been turned out of Aylesford Priory for fornicating with a serving girl; what had put Lady Elizabeth’s attendant Millicent in such an ill humour two days hence, or at whom Master Neville, the Boleyn family’s steward, was setting his cap now.


Anne felt her grandmother’s sharp elbow in her ribs and whipped back to face the altar, then bowed her head as the chaplain delivered the closing prayer and blessing. There was a rustle of skirts as her grandmother made the sign of the cross over her breast then rose and walked slowly from the chapel. Anne followed two steps behind, trying to emulate Lady Margaret’s dignity by straightening her back and raising her head. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Esther walking side by side with Aphra, her grandmother’s maidservant. The latter was the elder of the two and had a serenity that Anne had always envied. Her soft grey eyes never betrayed even a hint of worry or irritation or fear and, although she worked every bit as hard as the other servants at Hever, her movements were always calm and unhurried.


The chaplain was waiting to greet them at the church door. Anne kept her eyes lowered as she bobbed a curtsey.


‘Mistress Anne. God go with you, my lady.’


Anne’s skin prickled as she sensed his gaze rest on her.


She threaded her arm through her grandmother’s as they made their way along the path and under the lychgate.


‘The swallows will soon leave us, Anne,’ Lady Margaret remarked, gazing up at the beech trees that rose majestically on either side of them, their leaves tinged with a coppery hue. ‘I wish I could seek out warmer climes, too. The winters chill my old bones now.’


‘You are not old, Grandmother,’ Anne insisted. ‘My lady mother has more grey hairs than you.’


Margaret’s mouth twitched. ‘That may be so, Anne, but I’m nearing sixty and cannot hope that the Lord will spare me for many more years – though I hope he does so long enough for me to see you wed.’


‘Then He must spare you forever, for that day will never come,’ Anne retorted, kicking at one of the acorns that had fallen on to the path.


‘To see you settled, then,’ her grandmother countered. ‘You have always been such a restless spirit, Anne. I remember your father declaring you would have thrown off your swaddling bands if you had been able. My own dear Anne was just the same, God rest her.’


‘Was it very painful, bearing all those children?’ Anne wanted to know.


Her grandmother fell silent for a few moments, then said quietly, ‘It was as nothing to the pain of losing three of them.’


Anne stopped walking. ‘Three? I knew about your daughter, but—’


‘Two sons were taken from me, too. John was three, like Anne. Anthony had weathered the perilous years of infancy and had almost reached his tenth birthday.’


‘How—?’


‘The Sweat,’ her grandmother cut in brusquely. ‘Your father caught it too but was spared.’


Anne shivered, despite the warm evening.


‘They are buried at Blickling, with their sister,’ Lady Margaret went on. ‘There’s a monument to her but I couldn’t bear to repeat the same for them, lest more names be added. It was a superstitious whim of a foolish woman.’


Anne remembered seeing the monumental brass in St Andrew’s church. Anne Boleyn. Aged 3 years, 11 months and 13 days. Her eye had alighted on it during a particularly tedious sermon. It had given her a jolt to see her own name, especially as she had been only a year or two older at the time. Many times since then, it had been her custom to imagine her own memorial inscribed with her current age. She did a quick calculation on her fingers. Anne Boleyn. Aged 10 years, 11 months and 26 days.


‘Well, now, this is dismal talk for such an evening,’ her grandmother pronounced briskly.


Anne followed her gaze to the castle, which was bathed in a golden light tinged with the deep pink hue of sunset. On the moat, two marsh hens were gliding slowly towards the drawbridge, a trail of ripples in their wake. Every now and then, the surface was broken by a flash of silver as one of the fat carps gulped a mouthful of air before plunging back into the murky reed beds below. Their greed made them easy prey for George, who would forage for worms in the freshly hoed furrows of the kitchen garden then sit on the banks of the moat, his fingernails caked in mud, and spear one after another on to his fishing hook. Anne hated to see the fish as they thrashed on the line, gasping out their breath. She always tried to push the image from her mind as the servers brought platters of carp baked with prunes, the shrivelled skin studded with cloves. She watched as a trail of smoke rose up from one of the kitchen chimneys, tarnishing the mellow beauty of the evening sky. Martha must have doused the last of the fires, ready for lighting them again at dawn.


‘When do you think Father will be home?’


It had been three weeks since Thomas’s last letter and she had read it so many times that she had it by heart. Mechelen is a fair city and the Archduchess Margaret keeps a lively court. You would like her, Anne. She speaks her mind almost as freely as you. This part always made Anne smile, though she swore she would not like the archduchess for keeping her father away for so long. She dared not speak her childish fancy that he would return in time for her birthday in four days’ time.


‘When he has brought this treaty to pass, Anne. These matters cannot be hurried.’


Anne bit back the remark that five months was hardly hurrying. Her father had left when the wrens were nesting and the tiny white buds of the hawthorn were just visible among the hedgerows. The days had passed slowly since then, the familiar routine of lessons, needlework, music and riding enlivened only by the occasional arrival of a messenger from Dover.


‘If the emperor is so slow to agree terms, then perhaps the king should make friends with France instead?’


‘Perhaps,’ Lady Margaret reflected. ‘But then, treaties are easily broken. If your father concludes the imperial alliance, it can be exchanged for a French one if the tide turns.’


‘Then what’s the point?’ Anne asked irritably.


‘When it comes to diplomacy, there is as much power in promises as in deeds, Anne. We are a small island and much bound to the emperor and King Louis. The Scots would make friends with either, if it were to England’s peril.’


Anne pouted and scuffed her leather sole on the gravel, sending a shower of tiny stones ahead of her. This king was only three years into his reign, yet already she was sick of hearing about this wonder of majesty. Her mother talked of him endlessly, praising his prowess at the tiltyard, the magnificence of his court. All that gold! And his doublets are laden with jewels yet he wears them as lightly as silk, such is his strength. This panegyric was only made bearable by the faces George pulled behind their mother’s back. What wonders has the king performed today? he had asked Anne after she had been forced to listen to an account of Henry’s latest exploits. Knocked a dozen knights off their horses? Wiped his own arse? She suppressed a giggle at the memory.


‘You must sometimes wish yourself back in Ireland, Grandmother.’


Lady Margaret fell silent. She had been just shy of her fourteenth birthday when she had travelled through the bleak Norfolk landscape, the wind whipping across the flat fields that stretched to the horizon. Still sick to the stomach from the rough sea crossing, she had arrived at Blickling hours after darkness had fallen, the yew hedges casting frightening shadows that danced and lurched in the light of the gatekeeper’s lantern.


Young though she was when she had left Kilkenny, she had been keenly aware of her superior birth: that her Butler ancestors had commanded Ireland since the time of the Conqueror, centuries before the Boleyns had clawed their way to prominence, their borrowed wealth drawn from the fleeces of Norfolk sheep. And William, her betrothed, had been merely the second son. His elder brother had laid out a sizeable sum to secure this Irish bride. She was to provide the Boleyn heirs that he, a churchman, could never do.


Anne caught the fleeting look of – what? – longing? No, more like regret, she decided as she glanced up at her grandmother. Lady Margaret rarely spoke of the place where she had spent her childhood. Anne knew only that Kilkenny was even more ancient than Hever. Built by the Normans, it commanded the great river that flowed through the town and out towards the Celtic Sea. She struggled to imagine being sent across the sea to marry a man she had never met. Yet she had a lurking suspicion that this was what lay in store for her; that the reason her grandmother had always taken more of an interest in her than in her siblings was because she cherished hopes that she would reunite the warring Boleyns and Butlers. She pushed the thought from her mind.


A faint cry made Anne stop in her tracks. Shielding her eyes against the setting sun, she looked over at the stables. All was as still and tranquil as before.


‘Come, Anne. Stop dallying,’ her grandmother chided.


She appeared not to have noticed the sound, but then her ears were not so sharp as they once were.


‘Did you not—’ Anne started, but then clamped her mouth shut. ‘Forgive me, my lady grandmother. I remembered that I promised Mother to look in on Saviour. He was skittish when she last rode him and she’s worried he has a colic. You know how she frets . . . ’


Lady Margaret eyed her closely for a moment, then flicked her hand in a gesture of dismissal that Anne knew well. She bobbed a brief curtsey and walked briskly away.


‘Don’t be long, Anne,’ her grandmother called after her. ‘It’s already late for you to be abroad.’


At the far side of the large pond in front of the stables, Anne saw her mother’s pale white mare dipping its head into the water. Just beyond, gliding gently on its mooring, was the small boat that the young grooms used to fish for carp and trout. The sky had deepened to the colour of the wild raspberries for which she and George liked to forage in the woods, and there was just a breath of chill in the mellow evening air. The whole scene appeared so tranquil that, as she pushed open the large door to the lower floor of the building, Anne began to doubt that she had heard the cry at all.


Peering into the gloom, she just could make out the silhouettes of three or four horses and hear the soft rustling as they chewed on the fresh hay in the troughs. She patted each warm flank and breathed in their comforting, musty smell, then made her way towards the staircase at the far end of the stables. The rough wooden steps creaked under her light tread, making her wince as she climbed nimbly up to the grooms’ sleeping quarters. They would be abed now, ready for rising again at dawn. She crept along the gallery, jumping at the occasional snort or cough from the chambers to her right.


Glancing ahead, she noticed that the door at the end was slightly ajar. She paused beside it and leaned forward to catch any sound. All was quiet within. Gently, she pushed it open.


The fading light fell upon the soft white flesh of two entwined bodies. The young woman’s face was burrowed into the shoulder of her companion, whose arm was draped along her back, his head turned away. Their skin had a soft sheen and, when Anne finally took a breath, her nostrils filled with the earthy scent of sweat. The woollen coverlet of the pallet bed had been tossed on to the floor, along with their clothes. Staring down at them, Anne felt her stomach contract as she recognised the blue satin of her sister’s gown.


At that moment, the man gave a low groan and shifted on the pallet, his face now turned towards her.


Neville.


His eyes sprang open as if she had spoken his name. For a long moment, Anne stared unblinking into their pale grey depths. Almost imperceptibly, their expression turned from one of shock to cold menace. Anne felt her scalp prickle as she held his gaze. Just then, Mary gave a gentle sigh. As if released from an enchantment, Anne gathered up her skirts and fled from the room. Not troubling to silence her steps, she charged back along the gallery, down the stairs and through the stables, the horses raising their heads as she passed. Only when she had crossed the drawbridge of the castle and slammed the courtyard door shut behind her did she stop, panting for breath.
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January 1513


Lady Elizabeth exhaled as the small gold pot slipped from the velvet pouch on to her pink satin skirts. She held it up so that her family could see it. There were murmurs of admiration as the gems around the lid caught the light from the flickering sconces.


‘Their Majesties have been generous, sister,’ Thomas Howard remarked, managing to make even this sound like an admonishment. Everyone knew he resented the fact that the king had not yet restored the dukedom of Norfolk to his father. Lord Howard had been stripped of the title and attainted after fighting for the wrong king at Bosworth almost thirty years earlier. He had eventually been released and allowed to style himself Earl of Surrey – a title that would pass to his eldest son Thomas as soon as he himself regained the superior title of duke. But the younger King Henry had so far proved as reluctant to resolve the matter as his late father had been.


‘So they have, brother,’ she breathed as she carefully lifted the catch and peered inside, her pale blue eyes widening when she saw the three gold sovereigns. ‘This is surely more than is due our rank.’


She and her brother exchanged a look. Such a gift was not beyond the Howards’ rank. Old Sir William Boleyn had struck a good bargain when he had persuaded the Earl of Surrey to give his daughter Elizabeth in marriage to his eldest son and heir, Thomas. The Boleyns might have risen high at court but there was hardly a drop of noble blood in their veins. You would wed my sister to a sheep-shearer, Father? Her brother’s words came back to her now as she held his gaze. She had obeyed her father, as daughters must. That was fifteen years ago now – long enough to birth five children and smooth the sharp edges of her resentment, but not to improve relations between the Howards and the Boleyns. Her brothers Thomas and James despised her husband even more now that he had grown so great.


‘Bring me my scales, Anne,’ she instructed her younger daughter after a long pause.


‘I can go, my lady,’ Millicent said, stepping forward.


Lady Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed as she glanced at her maidservant. She still hadn’t forgiven Millicent for spilling wine on her favourite gown. Ignoring her, she turned back to Anne, missing the flash of resentment in her attendant’s eyes.


‘I think the gift poor recompense for making Father miss Yuletide,’ Anne muttered under her breath as she rose to obey her mother.


‘Please – let me.’ Mary tugged at her sister’s arm so sharply that Anne was obliged to sit back down abruptly. ‘I’ll fetch them, Mother,’ she said brightly. ‘I was only using them yesterday and I don’t think I put them back in the accustomed place.’


Nobody else was paying any heed to the elder Boleyn daughter – they were too transfixed by the bounty from court. Only Anne noticed her sickly pallor, the thin sheen that glistened on her forehead, despite the biting cold that even the blazing Yule log could not quite stave off.


‘Please,’ she mouthed as Anne gripped her hand. She ran her tongue along her upper lip, which was dry and cracked, then wrenched her hand free and walked briskly from the room. She had been subdued for a fortnight or more now, and had only picked at the rich and abundant fare that had emerged from the kitchens on each of the Twelve Days. Before then, Anne had attributed her sister’s sour mood to the long fasting of Martinmas, which always frayed their tempers. But instead of bringing Anne and George’s squabbles to an abrupt end with a furious reprimand, as was her custom, Mary had merely uttered a few feeble words of admonishment before retreating to her bedchamber.


Anne doubted Mary missed their father as much as she did. More likely she and Neville had quarrelled. She screwed up her eyes to dispel the image of what she had seen that late summer evening, then snapped them open as Mary yanked her hand free and hurried from the room.


Anne was on her feet in a moment. She bobbed a quick curtsey that only Lady Margaret noticed and hastened after her sister. By the time she reached the outer corridor, Mary was already out of sight. But the scent of rosewater lingered in her wake and Anne followed it in the direction of the parlour, relieved that her sister hadn’t fled out of doors for a clandestine tryst with her lover. On the last day of Martin’s Tide, Neville had begged a leave of absence to visit his family in Suffolk. Even though Anne had watched him leave, the heavy saddlebags keeping rhythm with the brisk trot of his horse, she had suspected it was a ruse; that he would steal back under darkness and closet himself away in the stables, where he could debase her sister as often as he pleased.


Anne stopped abruptly at the entrance to the parlour. It was empty. Perhaps Mary had spoken the truth and was looking for the scales elsewhere. She crossed to the cupboard where they were kept. There they were, neatly stored away, the yellow brass dulled by a thin coating of dust. Anne stared at them for a moment before running towards the stairs that led up to the bedchamber she shared with her sister. She had only reached the second step when a harsh, rasping sound echoed from the parlour and she almost lost her footing as she ran back down.


Still, there was no sign of Mary. Anne waited, heart thumping.


‘Mary?’


A loud retching came from the garderobe in the corner of the room. Anne crept quietly towards it, cringing as one of the floorboards let out a creak of protest. Her fingers closed over the heavy iron latch. Slowly, she turned it and pushed on the door, but it was locked from within. She pressed her face against the panelling, straining for any sound. A faint, acrid smell reached her nostrils.


‘Mary?’ she whispered. There was an answering sob, quickly stifled.


Anne stepped back from the door and waited. After a few moments, she heard the scraping of the bolt and her sister emerged, leaning heavily on the frame. She looked wretched. Her sunken cheeks were tinged with grey, which made her swollen eyes appear all the redder, and a few damp tendrils of hair clung to her forehead.


Anne gasped and reached to touch her face. But, instead of a fever, Mary’s skin felt cold and clammy against her palm. Anne’s nostrils burned with the stench of bile but she fought the instinct to recoil as she gently guided Mary to a chair by the fireplace.


‘Here,’ she said as she drew off her partlet and draped it over her sister’s shoulders.


Mary gave a weak smile but continued to stare down at the rug.


‘You need a physician,’ said Anne. ‘I will go and fetch Mother—’


‘No!’ Mary’s nails dug into her sister’s forearm. ‘There’s no need. I am perfectly well.’


Even as she spoke, a shudder ran through her and she clapped a hand over her mouth to stem the rising bile.


‘But—’


‘Leave me, Anne,’ Mary hissed with sudden venom. ‘There’s no remedy for what ails me.’


‘Your sister is right, Anne.’


Both girls swung around to see Lady Margaret standing at the entrance to the parlour, silhouetted against the watery light of the winter sun that seeped through the casement windows like melting ice. Anne felt her skin prickle as she stared up at her grandmother. Even though the old woman’s face was in shadow, she could make out the firm set of her mouth.


‘I will see to her care,’ she added quietly.


Anne darted an anxious glance at her sister, whose eyes were like those of a deer surrounded by a pack of braying hounds.


‘But the scales,’ she protested weakly. ‘We have yet to find them, and our lady mother—’


A look was enough to silence her. Resigned, she rose and gave Mary’s shoulder a gentle squeeze before stepping quickly past her grandmother, stumbling a curtsey.


As she hurried back into the hall, Anne almost collided with a red-faced Denny carrying a large platter of steaming brawn. Flustered, she mumbled an apology then followed in his wake, breathing in the rich aroma of spices, wine and rosemary.


‘What the devil took you so long, girl?’ her uncle barked.


‘Forgive me, Uncle,’ she said as she took her seat next to George. ‘I’ve been looking for the scales. Lord knows where Mary put them.’


‘In the stables, probably,’ her brother cut in. ‘She spends most of her time there.’


Anne shot him a look and reached under the table to give his thigh a sharp nip. He scowled at her as he skewered a piece of the roast pork that had just been set down in front of them. She relaxed her fingers and stroked the bruised flesh. Her little brother might be provoking at times, but he was not a telltale. She loved him for that.


Glancing up, she saw that her uncle was staring straight at her, his small eyes narrowing. Quickly, she switched her attention to the soused veal and made a show of cutting the steaming dish into delicate pieces.


‘You have as little appetite as your sister. No man will want such a twig for a wife – why, you look as if you might be snapped in half,’ he said scornfully, clicking his fingers to make the sound.


‘No such danger of that for our lord uncle,’ George muttered, just loud enough for Anne to hear. ‘There’s a greater chance of him being stuffed with forcemeat, smeared in mustard and served up with a roasted apple in his mouth.’


Anne’s mouth twitched as she focused on cutting a piece of brawn. ‘George,’ she warned, taking care to arrange her features into a demure expression as she turned to address their uncle. ‘His Holiness says that fasting brings us closer to God, Uncle; that, as our flesh withers away, our spirit is renewed.’


Thomas Howard’s eyes widened at his niece’s impertinence, but, just as he opened his mouth to chastise her, Denny bustled in again holding aloft the centrepiece of their feast: a roasted boar’s head, brightly painted and festooned with garlands of herbs and candied fruits. Anne led the applause, drowning out her uncle’s admonishment, then shot George a sideways grin as they bowed their heads for the blessing.


‘Go and look for your sister, Anne – your grandmother, too,’ Lady Elizabeth muttered as soon as the ‘amen’ was uttered. ‘The dishes will be cold by the time they return.’


Anne had only just risen to her feet when Lady Margaret entered the room, the scales resting on her upturned palms. Mary followed behind, eyes lowered, and took her seat opposite Anne.


‘Ah, you found them at last. Thank you, my lady mother.’ Lady Elizabeth’s voice was clipped.


Lady Margaret smiled tightly at her daughter-in-law as she helped herself to a ladleful of plum porridge. For several minutes, the only sound was the clatter of spoons against pewter dishes, punctuated by the regular slurp and chink as Thomas Howard emptied and refilled his glass. Every now and then, Anne’s eyes flicked to her sister, who was still chewing on the tiny piece of capon to which she had helped herself when she had sat down. She was staring resolutely at her plate as if this simple act of eating required all her powers of concentration. To the other side of her mother, Lady Margaret was delicately picking over a selection of dishes, a smile of contentment on her lips that Anne noticed didn’t reach her eyes.


‘To the king!’ Howard suddenly bellowed, thrusting his glass aloft with such force that most of the contents spilled over the platters below. The toast was echoed half-heartedly by the rest of the company as he slurred, ‘Long may he and his plump little pomegranate reign over us.’


George’s snigger was cut short by a look from his grandmother.


‘‘Pray God His Grace will get a son on her before he makes war on the French,’ Thomas Howard continued, oblivious to the awkward silence.


Anne noticed a small flush creep across Mary’s pallid cheeks. She was distracted by the clatter as her uncle set down his glass, splattering what was left of its contents over the baked carp with prunes that lay as yet untouched and now would remain so. After a few moments, his head lolled forward and his loud, snorting breaths gave way to more rhythmic snoring.


Taking this as his cue, Denny began clearing the dishes, balancing them precariously on his thin arms as he weaved his way back to the kitchens. A short while later, he returned bearing a large bowl of frumenty – Anne’s favourite. Though she had little appetite, the sweet smell of almond milk, nutmeg and saffron made her mouth water, and she devoured several spoonfuls before Lady Margaret rose, signalling an end to their feast.


‘Well, now, it must be time for some misrule,’ she declared, a little too brightly. ‘It is the Feast of Fools, after all. Come, George, will you lead us in some revels?’


Startled by his grandmother’s brittle tone, he eyed her uncertainly. Discreetly, Anne jabbed her elbow into his ribs and he leapt up, eyes glinting with merriment.


‘Ladies and gentle . . . ’ He faltered as his sleeping uncle gave a loud snort. Anne knew that nobody was inclined to wake him – not even her mother. ‘Ladies,’ George continued, a little quieter than before. ‘As is customary for New Year’s Day, the natural order is overturned and we children must govern our parents. So, pray follow me,’ he pronounced as he led his family up to the great hall.


Anne paused at the threshold. This was usually her favourite of the Yuletide entertainments, and she and George would spend many weeks devising all manner of disports, from masques and plays to Fox and Geese and Blind Man’s Buff. But a creeping suspicion about the cause of Mary’s malady had robbed her of any enthusiasm. Lord knew how Mary herself would get through them.


‘Come on, Anne!’ George cried.


With a sigh, she walked into the hall.
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Mary didn’t come to bed that night. Anne lay awake for what seemed like hours, listening for the familiar sound of her tread on the spiral stairs, the scent of rosewater on her warm skin as she climbed into bed next to her. But the castle was eerily quiet, the silence broken only by the soft call of an owl that carried on the chill night air. She drew up the heavy damask coverlet so that it touched her chin. The bed was cold without her sister beside her. Though she found Mary’s restlessness irksome and would routinely jab or kick her into stillness, she swore that if her sister were next to her now, she would let her toss and turn to her heart’s content.


The faint chimes of the clock in her father’s study echoed up the stairs. Anne strained to listen. Ten, eleven, twelve. She had been abed for almost two hours but was no closer to sleep than when she had climbed into it, drooping from the boisterous games that George had made them play. There was nothing amiss in Mary’s retiring later than her – it was an elder sister’s prerogative. Anne was always determined to stay awake until she arrived but rarely managed it, so she reasoned that she did not know how much behind her time Mary was now. But surely it should not be so late, even at New Year?


A sudden whinny made Anne start. It sounded too close to be coming from the stables. Drawing back the yellow satin curtains that were pulled tight around the bed, she draped one of the woollen blankets around her shoulders and padded over to the window. The waxing moon had cloaked the vibrant green of the yew hedges and holly trees in silvery grey, and the hoar frost that clung to every leaf and branch glinted in the pale light. It was as eerily still outside as within, and Anne had just begun to think she had been mistaken when she caught a movement to her left. Craning her neck, she saw a figure, cloaked and hunched, on horseback. A young man Anne didn’t recognise was leading the horse slowly along the path up to the woods and she could just hear the steady tread of its hooves on the frozen ground.


Anne kept her eyes on the rider, whose head was bowed over the reins. Just before they disappeared into the trees, the figure turned to look back at the castle. A shaft of moonlight fell on their face. Anne drew in a sharp breath.


Mary.


She was going to Neville, Anne was sure of it. That would explain why she had been so quiet and distracted these past few weeks. They must have planned it before he went away. Anne imagined him there now, waiting in the woods, his ears alert for the snap of a branch underfoot. Where would they go? Suffolk, perhaps – to Neville’s family. It was close to Boleyn land, too. But if Mary was with child, they would surely bring disgrace on both their families. Unless Neville intends to marry her. Anne’s thoughts ran on. Her father was a favourite of the new king. His eldest daughter was a prize to be vied for among the preening lords of court, not tossed away to a lowly steward like a fine cut of venison to the pigs.


Her father.


The thought of his reaction when he learned of Mary’s elopement spurred Anne into action. She must go to her grandmother. Lady Margaret would have the entire household scouring the woods for her granddaughter before the bell tolled one.


Anne raced through the great hall, feeling the brief rush of warmth from the embers that still glowed in the grate after the evening’s revels. The sweet tang of oranges, their skin pierced with cloves, hung in the air.


Lady Margaret’s bedchamber was in the castle keep, overlooking the drawbridge. Anne paused outside the door. She had rarely been inside, even during the daytime, and it was unthinkable that anyone would disturb her grandmother’s repose at night. Then she thought of Mary’s pale face in the moonlight and, with trembling hand, knocked softly. She held her breath, listening for any sound within, but it was as silent as the grave. She knocked again, louder this time. Still the silence persisted. Fear for her sister made her bold. She lifted the latch and pushed open the door, wincing at the creak of protest from the iron hinges.


The bed was empty, its curtains tied back and covers neatly arranged.


For a moment Anne thought of going to rouse her mother in the next door chamber, but it was firmness and resolution that were required, not weeping and hysteria. Turning on her heel, Anne fled back to her bedchamber and down the stairs into the parlour. Up ahead, she saw a faint glimmer of light from under the door to her father’s study. As she drew closer, she caught the low murmur of voices.


‘No harm will come to her – none more so than already has, anyway.’


It was her grandmother. Anne waited, her hand hovering over the latch.


‘How can you be sure? She is but fourteen.’


Anne drew in a breath at the sound of her mother’s voice.


‘The young heal more quickly than the old. Goodwife Curwen’s herbs will leave no trace of malady behind.’


‘Or of the child.’


Anne’s stomach gave a lurch.


‘There’s no other remedy.’


‘But she could have borne the child here, in secret, and I could have passed it off as mine. I could have—’ Lady Elizabeth’s voice cracked. Tears pricked Anne’s eyes as she listened to her mother’s quiet sobs.


‘There are no secrets at Hever, any more than there are at court. A dozen eyes see all we do, day and night. It would bring ruin on us. Do you think King Henry would allow himself to be tainted by having such a family in his service? The name Boleyn would never be uttered at court again, unless as an example to other aspiring favourites. Do you so despise your husband that you would see everything he has laboured for trodden into the dust?’ Lady Margaret sniffed. ‘He risked his reputation enough by taking you as a wife.’


The sobbing stopped abruptly. ‘I am a Howard.’


‘You are a whore.’


Anne stepped back from the door as if scalded.


‘Who was it Master Skelton compared you to in that verse?’ Her grandmother’s voice was hard as flint. ‘Ah, yes, Cressida of Troy. Little wonder my son bought you so cheap. You were soiled goods.’


There was the sound of a chair scraping on the tiled floor. ‘Royal blood flows through my veins. The Howards have no need of any borrowed Irish pedigree.’


Lady Margaret gave a mirthless laugh. ‘If the court gossips speak truth, then blood is not the only royal thing that has flowed through you. You should send Mary there. She so much resembles you that would be sure to win favour with the king. Tell me, was that fine gold pot a New Year gift, or payment for past services?’


The sharp slap echoed along the corridor. Anne held her breath in the silence that followed.


‘A bad seed brings a rotten harvest,’ Lady Margaret remarked quietly at length. ‘Let us hope Anne, at least, takes after her father.’
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Anne watched as her father drew a small package from the folds of his cloak and handed it to her. Slowly she unwrapped the linen covering and stared down at the small, beautifully bound book, her fingers tracing the ridges of gold along the spine.


‘It was made in Bruges almost one hundred years ago. Madame recommended the bookseller, so I can be sure of its authenticity. She has just such a Book of Hours in her private oratory.’


Anne turned the pages with great care, her lips parted in wonder as she stared down at the exquisitely wrought illuminations – the curling vines laden with gillyflowers and pomegranates that ran down the edge of each page, the solemn-faced Biblical figures and the perfect spheres of gold above the heads of the angels and saints.


‘Oh,’ she breathed, her eyes still fixed on the manuscript. When she finally lifted them to his, they glinted with tears. ‘Thank you, Father.’


‘I know you’re rapidly exhausting Hever’s collection of books so thought you needed a new one. And only someone of your piety and understanding would appreciate such a treasure.’ He reached out and stroked her cheek with his thumb. ‘Now, tell me, what has Mistress Orchard been teaching you these past few months?’ He watched his daughter carefully fold the linen back around her new treasure. ‘I trust you are as assiduous a pupil as ever?’


Anne rolled her eyes. ‘She harps much on arithmetic and grammar, but knows little of Petrarch or Aristotle, though I’ve talked of them many times. She’s more interested in unpicking my stitches, saying that no man will want to marry me if I don’t learn to wield a needle more skilfully. As if the limit of my ambitions is to embroider my husband’s shirts!’


‘What greater ambition could a young woman cherish?’ her father teased, then his face grew more serious. ‘How has your French progressed?’


Anne caught the edge to his voice and drew away so she could look at him. ‘Très bien, Papa . . . du moins je l’espère.’ At least I hope so.


‘Alors, tout est comme il se doit,’ Thomas said quietly. Just as it should be.


Anne waited with a creeping sense of unease. Had her father found her a husband at the archduchess’s court?


‘Madame has shown you great preferment, Anne. I’ve talked of you often – of your learning and accomplishments, of what comfort you bring me when I’m here at Hever.’


Anne drew in a quiet breath.


‘It would be selfish of me to keep such a jewel to myself.’


She closed her eyes. No.


‘So we agreed that you will travel to Mechelen and attend Madame as one of her household – a demoiselle d’honneur.’


Her eyes sprang open.


‘It is a great honour, Anne,’ he continued. ‘The archduchess prefers to choose her attendants for herself, rather than by recommendation. I know you will prove worthy of the trust she has placed in us both.’


Anne was dumbstruck. One thought came after another. She hadn’t imagined ever leaving Hever – or at least, not for many years, and only then if her father insisted she marry. She was just the second daughter, so had been taught to expect no more than the scrapings from Mary’s table. And yet here, now, was her father telling her that she had been favoured above all the other women of his family – surely above all the women at the king’s court – to serve the emperor’s daughter.


As she stared at him, his expression as implacable as ever, she felt the initial shock subside, replaced by – what? Fear? Excitement? The idea of the court in Mechelen was as fanciful as the castle of Camelot. She tried to imagine the red-brick palace, its gables like steps, the black and gold lions of Savoy proudly displayed on standards that fluttered atop the turrets.


‘Your duties will be light, though the responsibility is a heavy one,’ he added, eyeing his daughter carefully. ‘Madame’s ladies are expected to entertain as well as attend her, so you will need to become accomplished at dancing, singing, conversing and riding – the last two will require less practise for you than the first,’ he smiled.


‘I hardly know what to say, Father,’ Anne whispered after a pause. ‘It’s a greater honour than I could ever have imagined. But what of Mary? Surely she—’


‘I have other plans for your sister, so don’t concern yourself. Alliances take much longer to forge than they do to break. The king might be planning to wage war on France now, but next month – next week, even – he might declare everlasting friendship with Louis.’


‘So Mary is to go to France and I to the Netherlands?’ Daughters are but pieces on a chessboard, Anne, her grandmother had once told her. It was only now that she fully recognised the truth of her words.


‘Perhaps. Or perhaps I will send George to delight the French court with his pockets full of slugs and sweetmeats.’


Anne smiled over her resentment and stared down at the fresh straw beneath her feet.


‘It’s a little daunting, perhaps.’ He reached for her hand and patted it. ‘But I would not have petitioned Madame if I hadn’t thought you equal to this opportunity – more than equal. God didn’t give me such a toward daughter for no purpose. The archduchess will be delighted with you. She wasn’t blessed with children by either of her husbands and she dotes on her young nieces. She wishes to improve her English, too – just as you do your French. You will speak it with greater fluency than King Louis by the time you return here to Hever. And who knows where that might lead.’


‘A French husband?’


Thomas grinned at his daughter’s heavy sarcasm. ‘I was thinking more of a Spanish mistress. Queen Catherine has struggled to learn our language and prefers to converse with her husband in French. Scarcely any of her ladies are equipped to do the same.’


Anne stared at her father, trying to work out if he was in jest. ‘You intend me for the household of our queen?’


Thomas gave a small shrug. ‘It always pays to be at least two steps ahead. One is never enough – not in this king’s court.’


Anne inhaled deeply to still the fluttering beneath her ribs. She was struggling to grasp the enormity of serving an archduchess in a foreign kingdom, many miles from Hever. Yet now she was also to consider the prospect of serving the Queen of England herself – she, who had thought never to stray further than the River Eden.


‘It is too much,’ she mumbled, clutching her father’s hand with trembling fingers. ‘I will obey you in this and all things, of course. But it is too much.’


Thomas’s smile didn’t waver as he held his daughter’s gaze. When she was still in her cradle he had planned a match between her and Tom Wyatt, the eldest son and heir of his old friend Sir Henry, whose estate at Allington lay twenty miles from Hever. They had joked that it would save their children a good deal of trouble later. Though his ambitions for his younger daughter had grown since then, there was still part of him that held to the idea of her being united with his friend’s son. The two had often played together as children. Anne had always begged her father to take her with him when he visited Sir Henry, and Tom had been just as regular a guest at Hever. They had filled the absences in between with letters.


Seeing the uncertainty in his daughter’s eyes, he drew her into his arms again and kissed the top of her head. ‘Nothing is too much for my Anne,’ he whispered into her hair. ‘I would give you a kingdom if I could.’
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George pressed his back into the heavy down of his sisters’ mattress, wriggling against the sharp barb of a feather that poked through the fine linen sheet. His shoes lay discarded on the floor and the feet of his creamy white hose were encrusted with mud from when he had crept across the chicken coop earlier that morning, hoping to steal an egg or two without rousing the slumbering rooster. He would have succeeded, too, if someone hadn’t left that pail in his path. The squawking and flapping had been enough to raise the dead. He grinned at the memory of Denny running flush-faced from the kitchens, fearing a fox had broken into the coop, then slipping in the mud and shit and landing with a thud on his backside. George had made his escape before the hapless boy had been able to scramble to his feet.


‘George!’ Mary chided, pulling at his ankles so that his feet dangled over the edge of the bed. ‘Anne and I have to sleep in there tonight. It already stinks of you. When did you last bathe?’


‘When was Easter?’ He winked at Anne over his elder sister’s shoulder. She smiled briefly but was too intent on leafing through the pile of books that lay scattered across the floor. Next to them was a large oak chest into which Esther was carefully placing her neatly folded gowns and linens. George watched the flash of yellow and green silks and tawny velvets. Their mother had sent for the tailor from Tonbridge as soon as she had heard of her younger daughter’s dazzling new position.


‘Not so many, my lady, I beg of you. There’ll be no room for your clothes.’


‘These are just for the journey,’ Anne retorted. ‘I haven’t begun to select the rest yet.’


Esther gave an exasperated cry. ‘There will be books enough in Mechelen. Think of the poor horses that must pull all this to Dover.’


Anne’s little lapdog Blanche scuttled from under its mistress’s skirts and sniffed at one of the books, then gave a whine. She ruffled the downy white fur on its head distractedly. George scowled. He didn’t want Anne to go either. Your sister has been given a great honour, George, his grandmother had chided. The archduchess’s court is the envy of Europe. But Hever would be dull without Anne. Nobody else would find his endless pranks so amusing. If he told Mary that he had slopped a ladle of buckthorn juice in the stew while Brice’s back was turned, she was more likely to cuff him than laugh. And she would tell Mother so that the dish would be thrown to the pigs instead of being served to the unwitting guests, who would then spend the next day groaning on the close stool.


He turned away and looked towards the wall, counting the bricks around the edges of the brightly coloured tapestry to distract himself. He imagined them being laid, one next to the other, the thick lime mortar sucking to their edges then hardening in the dry heat of summer, forming an impenetrable barrier against the world outside. John de Cobham, a Devonshire gentleman, built the castle to keep out the Kentish rebels. It was completed two years after the Peasants’ Revolt . . . Falke’s monotone voice echoed in his ears. Many times, George had felt the sharp sting of the birch on his knuckles as the thin-faced tutor caught him gazing out at the woods. But, though his attention seemed to wander, he heard every word – even those that bored him.


George heard other things, too. His ears twitched at the occasional rhythmic creaking of a bed along the corridor from his chamber after the castle braziers and candles had been extinguished; at the sharp slap of Brice’s blistered palm on Denny’s soft white flesh after the boy had dropped a pot, spilt a posset, or sometimes had done nothing wrong at all. He heard Mary’s quiet gasps and sobs when she was alone at her needlework, quickly stifled if she heard footsteps approaching. He looked across at her now, huddled on the window seat, her knees drawn up to her chest. Her face was turned away as she looked out towards the stables. Her skin was pallid, despite the rising heat of the solar, and her collarbones were prominent in her once-plump chest.


She had been quiet and subdued ever since returning to Hever after a short absence at the beginning of the year. It was as if his pouting, soft-fleshed, sharp-tongued elder sister had been swapped for a lifeless statue. There had been a sullen edge to her silence since the news of Anne’s invitation to serve the archduchess. As the elder of the Boleyn daughters, such an honour was hers by right. It had been in vain that he had pointed this out to their father, ignoring the burning pain as Anne had pinched and twisted the flesh of his thigh between her finger and thumb. It would be better all round if Mary were to go. His fleeting sympathy for whatever ailed her had soon given way to irritation. Her sombre presence hung over the castle, suffocating as a shroud. How much better that she should travel to the Netherlands in Anne’s place. He knew he could have won their mother over to such an idea, but his father had been immovable. It was a wonder he was so willing to relinquish the favourite of his children, George mused resentfully.


He jerked up as something tickled the arch of his foot. Anne grinned up at him, the quill suspended in her slender fingers.


‘I’ve never known you stay still for so long!’ She trailed the feather across the tips of his toes until he squirmed. ‘Are you quite well?’


George closed his eyes and sank back on to the mattress, drawing his forearm across his face and giving a small groan. He could feel Anne’s eyes on him as he lay there, pressing his lips together to stop them from twitching. The floorboards creaked as she rose to her feet and padded slowly over to the bed. He caught the tang of the rosemary that she slipped into her bodice every morning and felt her warm breath on his cheek as she leaned towards him. He held himself perfectly still a moment longer then pounced, grabbing Anne’s wrists and pulling her on top of him as she squealed.


‘You’re a devil!’ she scolded, laughing as he pinioned her arms to the mattress and pulled her down so that their faces almost touched.


‘You’ll miss me when you’re over the seas,’ he grinned. ‘There will be no such sport in Mechelen. The Dutch are all clog-wearing crookbacks.’


Anne giggled. ‘It’s as well that Father’s not sending you. The archduchess would declare war on us before Michaelmas.’


George’s expression became suddenly earnest as he gazed into his sister’s eyes. ‘Don’t go.’


Anne’s smile faltered, then she twisted free and stumbled from the bed. Smoothing down her skirts, she strode over to the window and wrestled clumsily with the latch, almost shattering one of the panes as she pushed it open. ‘It’s stifling in here. I can hardly breathe!’ she complained. ‘Leave that, Esther. I have clothes enough. Pack the rest of those books there.’


Esther opened her mouth to protest but then glanced up at her young mistress and thought better of it. With a quiet sigh, she began to gather up the books and press them on top of the sumptuous new gowns that Lady Elizabeth had ordered. They would be as crumpled as cleaning rags by the time they reached Mechelen, but there was no time to repack the trunk now.
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An hour later, the servants were lined up on either side of the drawbridge as Oswyn and Nat led Sir Thomas’s stallion and his younger daughter’s grey mare from the stables. Thomas had insisted on accompanying Anne as far as Dover, ignoring his wife’s protests that he had only just returned to Hever. The wagon bearing Anne’s possessions had already started out on the arid track that led through the southeastern corner of the estate, skirting the woods of Penshurst before joining the well-trodden road that ran all the way from Westminster to the Kentish coast.


The household bowed their heads as their master’s footsteps echoed across the inner courtyard. Anne walked beside him, her eyes gleaming and slender fingers twitching as they rested lightly on his arm. Her gaze softened as it rested on Esther, cradling Blanche to her plump chest, her shoulders heaving silently. As Anne drew level with her, a tear ran from her servant’s cheek and landed on the wooden planks, the dark splash quickly evaporating in the dust. She reached out and squeezed Esther’s hand for just a moment before quickening her pace to join her waiting family.


‘Goodbye, sister.’ Mary’s voice was flat as she stepped forward, her dry lips brushing Anne’s cheek as fleetingly as a butterfly. Before Anne could respond, George barged past his elder sister and flung his arms around Anne’s chest, pinning her own to her sides as he hugged her fiercely. A year ago, he had only been able to reach her waist. Now, at nine years old, he could almost look her directly in the eye. Just as quickly, he released her and ran back to the house, ducking past his mother’s outstretched hand.
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Robert Cranwell shielded his eyes as he looked over at the soft purple haze of the ridge. He had watched Sir Thomas and Mistress Anne ride through the tracks and fields of the estate, waiting for the moment when the small plume of dust that marked their progress disappeared over the horizon. It had been easy at first, when the sky had been clear as a millpond, but, as the sun rose to its peak, a deepening haze seeped across it, smothering sky and fields in a pale blue-gold light. Peering towards the line of trees where he had last seen the riders, he could no longer tell whether the faint grey cloud was dust or sky.


Satisfied that they were gone, he allowed his gaze to drift down to the squat stone keep on the other side of the field. ‘Castle’ was too good a word for it. It was only a few feet higher than the lodgings that trailed behind it like the train of an ill-fitting dress. Framlingham could fit five Hevers inside its high crenellated walls and still have room for the outbuildings. The only advantage Hever boasted was its proximity to the court in London.


Robert had known no other home than Lord Surrey’s castle in Suffolk. He had been born at Framlingham, in the maids’ chamber, his wails quickly stifled by the midwife, who had clamped him to his mother’s breast. She had served in the earl’s household since she had been a girl. She never spoke of his father and he had learned not to ask. He had quickly learned other things, too: how to hurl the kitchen slops into the pigs’ pen without getting splashed with rancid grime; how to soak a length of rag in boiled lavender water and tie it so tightly around his nose that he wouldn’t inhale the stench of the gong pit while he was shovelling the shit into buckets; how to forget that he had seen the earl tupping another of the young kitchen maids against the large barrel behind the buttery.


Later, scrubbed clean of the filth that had become so ingrained in his skin that he swore it had seeped into the marrow of his bones, he had been plucked from the drudgery of service and installed in the schoolroom of Surrey’s third son. His superior in age and of course birth, Lord Edmund had bitterly resented the fact that he was a good three inches shorter than this unwelcome study companion. There had soon been further cause for resentment: Robert’s mind had proved as sharp as the birch that whipped the backs of Edmund’s legs raw whenever he disobeyed his tutor or failed to learn his Latin grammar by rote – which was often. Robert would have wished himself back in the gong pit had it not been for the occasional visit of Edmund’s brother Thomas, the earl’s eldest son and heir.


From the moment Thomas Howard had sauntered into the schoolroom, Robert had known himself enslaved. While Edmund whined and babbled, Thomas had remained silent, leaning against the doorframe as he surveyed the neatly ordered interior. Here was a man born to command; whose very presence held a room full of pupils in thrall, made their tutor blanch, his hands shake. At that moment, Robert had made it his life’s goal to win Thomas Howard’s trust and admiration, no matter the cost.


The high-pitched bleat of a sheep drew him back to the present. Sitting forward, he rubbed his aching neck. He could still feel the imprint of the oak tree along the length of his spine as he untucked the linen shirt that clung to his back, flapping cool air on to his skin. He watched as two figures appeared from the side of the stables. Squinting against the glare of the afternoon sun, he recognised the attendants of Lady Elizabeth and her daughters. They were walking a few metres apart, the head of each woman turned slightly away from the other. Millicent was the taller, more slender of the two, her neatly pinned hair almost as light a hue as his own. Brown-haired Esther appeared lumpen by comparison, her movements plodding next to the elegant poise of her rival. For they were rivals; Robert had discerned that within moments of meeting them. Though they hadn’t exchanged a word in his presence, the hostility between them seemed to fizz and spark. If they had been cats, their backs would have been arched, fur on end, whenever they breathed the same air.


They were walking in different directions now: Millicent towards the lake, Esther the woods. Neither had noticed him in the shade of the oak tree as they drew closer, giving him the chance to appraise them carefully, calculating as he did so which of the two Sir Thomas was tupping. Millicent was more like her mistress, Lady Elizabeth, but that in itself might make Esther more appealing to the master. A man who had sated himself on cream would not go looking in a dairy for refreshment. He had heard the Earl of Surrey boast of what a beauty his daughter Elizabeth had been in her youth – beautiful enough to tempt the king, it was rumoured. But her once-plump cheeks now sagged, her bright blue eyes had dulled. Robert had taken care to flatter her, though – he knew it was she, just as much as her brother Thomas, to whom he owed his position as the new steward. He judged, too, that a sharp mind lay behind that lined brow.


Turning his thoughts back to Sir Thomas’s bed-sport, he considered the charwoman Martha, whom he judged no more than sixteen, though her roughened palms and swollen knees made her seem much older. The only woman of the household whom he thought unlikely to have caught the master’s attention was the old laundress, Joan. Her face had been so ravaged by smallpox that she flinched from her own reflection as she bent over the pond to scrub the linens. He knew he must be careful not to seduce whichever servant found her place in Sir Thomas’s bed, but he would not stoop to Joan. Besides, she was not intimate enough with the household to be of use to him. He needed someone who would keep him supplied with information about the family. Much of it would be idle gossip, of course, but he was used to sifting through the midden for gold.
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