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			A second son, not born to rule, becomes a man, and a king . . .

			In grand royal palaces, Prince Harry grows up dreaming of knights and chivalry – and the golden age of kings that awaits his older brother. But Arthur’s untimely death sees Harry crowned King Henry of England.

			As his power and influence extends, so commences a lifelong battle between head and heart, love and duty. Henry rules by divine right, yet his prayers for a son go unanswered.

			The great future of the Tudor dynasty depends on an heir. And the crown weighs heavy on a king with all but his one true desire.

			Alison Weir’s most ambitious Tudor novel yet reveals the captivating story of a man who was by turns brilliant, romantic, and ruthless: the king who changed England forever.
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			To my beautiful daughter

			Kate

			to mark her marriage to Jason, 
with all my love to you both.

			Without discord

			And both accord

			Now let us be;

			Both hearts alone

			To set in one

			Best seemeth me.

			(King Henry VIII)

		

	
		
			

			
Whoever leads an auspicious life here and governs the commonwealth rightly, as my most noble father did, who promoted all piety and banished all ignorance, has a most certain way to Heaven.

			(King Henry VIII)

		

	
		
			

			
Prologue


			He was dying, he knew it. No one had dared tell him, and why would they, when to predict the King’s death was treason? But he could feel it in his bones, in the bulk of his failing body – not so bulky now, since his flesh was hanging on him. He had not wanted food these past few days.

			He tried to shift in the vast bed, but even that was beyond him. How much longer must he suffer this purgatory, he, who had ever shied from illness and death? He groaned aloud, but there was no one to hear him, only Will Somers, who was dozing in the chair by the fire. The diamond panes in the mullioned windows were rattling in the winds battering Whitehall Palace. Outside, the Thames might be freezing over.

			He shivered, and not just from the chill in the room. It would not be long before he stood before the God he had so often invoked as his ally, and with whom he must soon make his peace. He had ever striven to be a virtuous man and keep the Commandments, but he had not been a good man. He saw that now, as the Day of Judgement approached ever nearer. It would be a long reckoning.

			He wished that Kate was here beside him, but she was at Greenwich, where he had sent her, not wishing her to witness his final decline.

			At least his councillors – vicious, quarrelsome, contentious knaves, all of them – had left him in peace for a space. This morning, he had roused himself sufficiently to discuss affairs of state with them, until the strength drained from him and they had gone away, bowing and whispering. They were like cats, poised to pounce. As soon as he was dead, they would seize power in the name of his son, and then God help England! But he had done what he could to safeguard the boy’s future. A rogue tear trickled down his cheek at the thought of his precious, beloved jewel, bereft and orphaned.

			It was growing dark now. How the years had flown. He had not always been a prisoner of this unwieldy, diseased body. He had been a golden youth; he had known glory upon glory. The world had celebrated him. He had thought himself immortal. How God makes fools of men . . .

			Not so long ago, it seemed, he had been young and full of hope, burgeoning with life and promise. And then tragedy had struck. Even now, remembering prodded the wound to which time had brought insensibility. From a distance of forty-four years, he could recall, as if it was yesterday, the soft velvet of his mother’s counterpane, damp and spoiled beneath his cheek . . .

		

	
		
			

			
Part One


			Spring

			Pastime with good company

			I love and shall unto I die;

			Grudge who lust, but none deny,

			So God be pleased thus live will I.

			For my pastance

			Hunt, sing, and dance.

			My heart is set:

			All goodly sport

			For my comfort,

			Who shall me let?

			(King Henry VIII)

		

	
		
			

			
Chapter 1


			1503

			He had cried for hours. Mother, his dearest Mother, was dead. It had been the most hateful, dreadful news, broken to him by Mrs Luke, his old nurse. Not, thankfully, by Father, who was too broken by his own grief. Harry could not have coped with witnessing the King’s distress. He had enough to bear. He had wept and wept on Mrs Luke’s broad bosom, and now, aware that great boys of eleven were not supposed to give way to womanish tears, he struggled to compose himself and went to find his sisters, who were sitting desolately on the rug before the fire in Mother’s bedchamber. He stared in horror at the bed, which had already been hung and draped with the black velvet of mourning. Mother would never sleep here again; he would never more hear her sweet voice, feel her gentle arms around him, her golden boy. How truly she had loved him; how desperately sad to think of the empty years ahead without her. He could not damp down the great swell of sorrow that was rising within him. He sank to his knees by the bed and buried his head in his hands.

			He had loved her, revered her, adored her. Through her, he was the heir to the rightful royal line of England. She had been everything a queen should be: beautiful, kind, fruitful, charitable, open-handed and devout. She had taught him his first prayers and his first letters, soothed his childish ills and been a fount of wise advice and comfort. And now she was gone. He could not bear it.

			His grandmother, the Lady Margaret, found him and lifted him up. Framed by her widow’s wimple and black gable hood, her thin face was sad and drawn.

			‘Harry, you must rejoice that your dear mother is with God and be happy for her.’

			‘How can I?’ he burst out. ‘I need her! How can God be so cruel as to take her from me?’

			‘Hush, child! You must not question God’s will.’ She sat on the bed and drew him to her, as Mary, not quite seven and the beauty of the family, climbed on her lap and sat there, her lower lip trembling, and Margaret, thirteen years old and normally wilful and imperious, knelt at her feet, looking lost.

			‘Your lady mother is now in Heaven, looking down on you all and praying for you,’ Grandmother told them. ‘She would not want you to be sad. And she is with Arthur.’ Even now, Harry felt the old familiar, resentful jealousy of his brother rising in him. Whatever Arthur had had, Harry had coveted, and when Arthur had died last year, at the tender age of fifteen, Harry had suddenly had it all. He was now the Prince of Wales and heir to the throne, and he was betrothed to his brother’s enchanting Spanish widow. One day, he would be the King of England and Katherine of Aragon would be his Queen. But now, Arthur, in Heaven, had stolen one final march on him and was enjoying the greatest thing of all: their mother’s presence.

			‘Why did she have to die?’ Mary asked.

			‘God called her,’ the Lady Margaret said.

			‘She died because she got childbed fever after having our sister Catherine,’ Margaret elaborated.

			‘Would that Catherine had never been born,’ Harry muttered.

			‘Never say that, Harry!’ Grandmother chided, hugging him. ‘She is an innocent, poor, motherless babe, and I fear that she herself is not long for this world.’

			Harry wept again, as the reality of his loss sank in. He was motherless too. He leaned his head on the old woman’s thin shoulder and howled.

			Two days later, the Lady Margaret being of the opinion that lessons would help to take Harry’s mind off his loss, he was back at his desk at Eltham Palace, labouring under the waspish eye of his tutor, Master Skelton. Learned herself, Grandmother had always taken an active interest in the welfare and tutoring of her sweet children, as she called him and his sisters, and Mother and Father had always said they should be grateful for that, since she was a generous patron of scholars and the University of Cambridge. Like Mother, she loved books, and both women had inspired in Harry a passion for learning. It was a great source of enjoyment, a journey of discovery for a young mind avid for new information, and he had always been an apt and able pupil.

			Three years ago, Lord Mountjoy, a scholar whom Father had appointed to mentor Harry, had arranged for a young lawyer called Thomas More to bring the celebrated Dutch humanist Erasmus to Eltham Palace. Harry and his younger siblings had received them in the magnificent great hall built by their grandfather, Edward IV, and he and Erasmus had conversed in an oriel window.

			Harry had long revered Erasmus as a hero; even before he met the great man, he had read his books and been inspired by his understanding of the literature of the ancients and his studies of the Greek New Testament. He had been taught about the rediscovery of the classical works of ancient Greece and Rome, and knew that those who studied this ‘new learning’ were called Humanists. He had been honoured when Erasmus invited him to correspond with him in Latin, and elated when the great scholar praised his letters and said how impressed he had been to learn that they were all his own work. I see you like to emulate my style, Erasmus had written after the Eltham meeting. You have the seeds of genius in you. You reach for the stars, and you could bring to perfection whichever task you undertake. Harry had thrilled to his words.

			Now, bent over a beautifully bound manuscript of Homer’s Odyssey, he was finding it hard to concentrate, for his thoughts kept straying to his great loss. He was always an active child, and schoolwork could not distract him from his grief. He needed to be outside, running or riding or fighting with his friend Charles Brandon and the other boys seated at the adjacent desks, who seemed as fidgety as he was.

			When he had been very young, there had been talk that he was to become a churchman. Fortunately, Father had changed his mind, for Harry had no inclination for the religious life. He wanted to fight battles and triumph at tournaments, woo beautiful ladies and perform feats of daring to win their love. Both his parents, especially Mother, had instilled in him a passion for chivalry and he wanted to be the new King Arthur. That role had been intended for his brother, who was to have ushered in the second golden age of Camelot, but Harry knew that he himself was far better suited to the task than Arthur would ever have been. Arthur had been skinny and sickly; Harry was bursting with health and energy. He was Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, Constable of Dover Castle, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, a Knight of the Garter and a Knight of the Bath; prior to becoming Prince of Wales, he had been Duke of York. He could not wait to feel the weight of the crown on his brow.

			For now, however, he was relegated to the schoolroom.

			‘And what is so interesting outside the window?’ barked Master Skelton, catching him daydreaming. ‘To your books, Lord Harry! England has the right to expect much from a king who has been nourished on philosophy and the Nine Muses!’

			‘Yes, sir,’ Harry muttered, failing as usual, for the life of him, to see why Erasmus had called crabby old Skelton – Skelinton, as he himself privately thought of him – an ‘incomparable light and ornament of British letters’. More like the feared and hated scourge of his father’s unsuspecting courtiers, whom the tutor targeted with derisory and contemptuous satires. It was not only Harry who had felt the lash of his tongue. Father had been angered by Skelton’s barbs and had even clapped him in gaol for a short spell last year. Since then, Skelinton had tempered his criticisms and spoken of leaving court and taking up a rectorship in Norfolk. Harry had been gleeful to hear that, then realised he would miss him. He had his master’s measure and knew how far he could push him. Better the devil you knew.

			He caught Charles Brandon grinning at him across the room. Seven years his senior, Brandon had been chosen as one of his companions after Arthur’s death. He was the son of Sir William Brandon, who had been Father’s standard-bearer at the Battle of Bosworth, but had been cut down by the Usurper, Richard III. Had Sir William not been guarding him, Father himself would have died. In gratitude, a few years after the victory that had won him the throne, Father had placed young Charles in Arthur’s household and later made him a page. He was a boisterous boy, none too bright, but his love of jousting, chivalry and pageantry meant he and Harry had become inseparable.

			Brandon hated Skelinton, who was often exasperated with him, but the tutor had Harry’s interests at heart. Two years ago, he had written a book, The Mirror of a Prince, in which, with other improving advice, he had exhorted Harry to choose a good wife and prize her always. As if Harry would not do that! Ladies were to be worshipped and treated with reverence.

			Trying not to laugh at Brandon’s funny faces, he turned his eyes to the printed page before him, thinking of Katherine. His heart had been hers ever since he had welcomed her to London sixteen months earlier and escorted her to the altar in St Paul’s Cathedral, where she was married to Arthur. He had been captivated by her fair prettiness, her long red-gold hair, her dignity and graciousness. Five and a half years his senior, dignified and serious, she seemed like a princess out of a legend and would surely be another perfect queen like his mother. How jealous he had been of Arthur. He had known even then that he himself would make her a far better and lustier husband. And now Katherine was to be his; in just over two years’ time, when he reached fourteen, they would be married. He needed no advice from Master Skelton about prizing her.

			The thought of his mother made him pause in distress. It was too painful to revisit his grief, but the sense of loss threatened to overwhelm him.

			‘Lord Harry, you have not turned the page this past quarter-hour,’ the tutor rapped.

			‘How can you expect me to work when I cannot stop grieving for my lady mother?’ Harry retorted plaintively, keeping his head down so that Skelinton could not see the tears in his eyes.

			His master’s craggy face softened. ‘All right, my lord Prince, I understand. Maybe it would do you good to get out in the fresh air and practise your archery skills.’

			‘Yes, it would!’ Harry cried, leaping up, desperate for a distraction.

			‘Be gone then. I will tell Master Dewes to come this afternoon, instead of this morning.’

			‘Thank you,’ Harry breathed, hastening away. He liked Master Dewes, who taught him French, Latin and Italian, languages being a subject at which he excelled. At least that was one thing in which he pleased his father. But first, the great outdoors beckoned. After a few contests with his friends, he would ride and then practise at the quintain, and play tennis if there was time before lessons resumed. He loved nothing more than sport. Thankfully, Father had ordered that he be given instruction in all the exercises meet for a prince – horsemanship, skill with the longbow, fencing, jousting, wrestling and swordsmanship. And he excelled at them all!

			Shrugging on his leather jerkin, he beckoned Brandon and his other young gentlemen to follow him out into the weak February sunshine, striding towards the butts, two Yeomen of the Guard trailing him. William Compton, one of the King’s wards, hastened in his wake. Nine years Harry’s senior, he came from a wealthy family, but Skelinton thought him a bad influence for his devil-may-care approach to life, which Harry knew masked an iron will and boundless ambition. One day, he would need men like Compton – and his own distant cousin Edward Neville, who, like Brandon, bore a marked resemblance to himself, and not just in their shared passion for jousting. Indeed, Brandon and Harry were often mistaken for brothers.

			How different life would be if Harry had his own household, far from the King’s watchful eye. At the thought of Father, he frowned. He felt sorry for him, for there was no doubting that he had loved Mother, and he could not but admire him, for he had won a kingdom after defeating the Usurper. And yet, there was no aura of glory about Father, no sense of greatness. The gaunt features, the wispy greying hair, the stooped, spare frame all betokened a clerk rather than a king. And always, it seemed to Harry, Father was saying no, or criticising.

			Before Arthur died, Father had been planning to give Harry his own household at Codnor Castle in Derbyshire, and Harry had been beyond excited. By all accounts, Codnor was like a fortress out of legend, the ideal house for the chivalrous knight he dreamed of being one day. He had imagined himself hosting tournaments there, surrounded by dashing gentlemen and beautiful damsels, and one day bringing there a bride who would look just like Katherine. Best of all, he would be hundreds of miles from London and Father’s eagle eye. Freedom had beckoned.

			But then Arthur had died, and the King had abandoned the plan.

			‘I have already lost two sons,’ he’d explained, as Harry stood before him, choking back tears of fury and disappointment. ‘I cannot afford to lose you, the only one left to me. I sent Arthur far away to Ludlow, which I now regret, and I intend to keep you with me.’

			Harry had barely been able to hide his resentment, which festered when he discovered that Father’s idea of keeping him close meant his leading an almost cloistered life with his tutors, with nearly every moment supervised, even when he was out hunting. At every palace, he had been assigned a new bedchamber, which was only accessible via a door in his father’s room. His contact with the court was strictly controlled, and he rarely set eyes on his future bride. He soon felt stifled.

			When he dared to complain, Father had listened with unusual patience, then patted him on the shoulder. ‘Quite simply, Harry, I keep you with me because I love you and could not bear to lose you. But that is not the only reason. You already have a royal demeanour, a pleasing dignity and courtesy, but I wish to improve you, and train you by example for the time when you will be king.’

			‘Could I not have a little more freedom, Sir?’ Harry asked plaintively, thinking wistfully of Codnor.

			‘You are a prince. You live in luxury, thanks to my careful housekeeping in this realm. One day, you will be king and inherit immense riches, and marry one of the greatest princesses in Christendom. Why are you not satisfied? You must serve your tutelage for these privileges.’ Father’s tone was severe, and Harry bowed his way out, quelled. When he grumbled to Skelinton, the tutor had been dismissive.

			‘Count yourself fortunate, Lord Harry. There could be no better school in the world than the society of such a father as King Henry.’

			Only Mother had listened and understood. But Mother was not here now. She lay buried beneath the chancel of Westminster Abbey. Harry had not even been permitted to attend her funeral.

			By June, Harry found his thoughts straying less to his recent loss, and more to the future. On a beautiful summer’s day, having cast off his mourning and donned a splendid gown of white damask and crimson velvet, he rode with the King through London to the Bishop of Salisbury’s house in Fleet Street, where he was to be betrothed to Katherine. Father had signed the treaty with Spain two days earlier.

			Entering the upper chamber, where the sun was streaming through the windows, he took in his breath when he saw his future bride. She was wearing virginal white, with her golden hair falling loose as a token of purity. Her eyes were demurely lowered as she sank into a curtsey. Harry’s heart swelled with pride.

			They stood before the Bishop and made their promises. Afterwards, wine was served in jewelled goblets and Harry and Katherine smiled at each other as they tried to carry on a conversation in English, French and Spanish, neither being fluent in all three. But what Harry read in Katherine’s eyes was kindness and sympathy, calling to mind dear Mother. It seemed that she was trying to comfort him for his great loss. Yet there was something else. Could it be that, like nearly everyone else he met, she was falling under his spell?

			All too soon, Father made him bid her farewell, and they returned to the Palace of Westminster, while Katherine left for the Archbishop of Canterbury’s house at Croydon, where she was staying.

			‘It is fortunate that I and the Spanish sovereigns managed to obtain a dispensation from the Pope for your marriage to take place,’ the King said, as they trotted along the Strand, their small retinue clattering on the cobbles behind them. ‘Because Katherine was Arthur’s wife, and we were concerned at first that she might be carrying Arthur’s child. We were assured that the Princess was still a virgin, but I thought it prudent to provide for the case as though the marriage had been consummated. A watertight dispensation is vital because the succession depends on the undoubted legitimacy of your union.’

			‘Why does it matter that the Princess is still a virgin?’ Harry asked, nodding graciously at the people who had come running to cheer them.

			Father reined in his horse. ‘The Bible warns that a man who marries his brother’s widow will be cursed with childlessness, but it also enjoins him to wed her and raise up children for his brother. I am informed by my bishops that the crucial issue is not Katherine’s virginity, but whether she bore Arthur a child, which, of course, she did not. Had she done so, you could never have married her, Harry. But I wanted to cover all contingencies. It is just possible that the marriage was consummated and that Katherine did not realise it, or even that she was briefly pregnant and in ignorance of the fact. Only God can know the truth of the matter.’

			Harry felt a sudden pang of jealousy at the thought of Katherine in Arthur’s bed. Until now, he had assumed that they had lain there chastely together, with Arthur too ill to attempt anything. He could not bear to think that his brother had been there first.

			‘But she said she was still a virgin,’ he protested. ‘She wore white today.’

			‘Indeed, that is true,’ the King said. ‘She is a devout girl and I am sure she was telling the truth. You have nothing to worry about, Harry.’

			1504–5

			Harry had to wait until the following summer for the chance to spend more than a few minutes with Katherine away from his father’s watchful eye. In August, Father invited her to join them at Richmond Palace, and she came by river from Durham House on the Strand, which the King had now placed at her disposal.

			Richmond was an earthly paradise, a great battlemented fantasy fashionably modelled on the palaces of the dukes of Burgundy. Harry could remember the old palace of Sheen burning down one Christmas during his childhood. In its place, Father had raised a masterpiece of red brick and stone, with vast expanses of bay windows, fairy-tale pinnacles, and turrets surmounted by bell-shaped domes and gilded weathervanes. There were fountains in the courtyards, orchards, and pleasant gardens containing shrubs, flowers and herbs shaped into the new interwoven patterns known as knots. They were intersected by wide paths and statues of the King’s beasts. In the great tower housing the royal lodgings, the ceilings were painted azure and studded with golden Tudor roses. Above the gatehouse were blazoned the arms of Henry VII, supported by the red dragon of Wales and the greyhound of Richmond, after Father’s former earldom.

			This was a joyful time for Harry because he and Katherine were allowed to go out hunting every day. She rode well, easily keeping pace with him, and she was not too nice to be in at the kill. He found himself loving her more each hour, and she gave every sign that, although he was younger than her, she adored him too.

			Harry was thirteen now; his body was changing, and he was beginning to understand what desire really was. He was broadening out, his flesh turning to muscle, his voice deepening and, down there, his sceptre, as he liked to think of it, had suddenly become unpredictable and ungovernable. He found himself responding to the sight of red lips, a breast exposed above a bodice, an ankle revealed as its owner ascended the stairs – and to Katherine in all her womanly glory. He longed to reach the age when they would be married, and he could do to her what Arthur (he profoundly hoped) had failed to do. Only ten months to wait. The time seemed endless. He was ready for marriage now, but the Church, for some unfathomable reason, had decreed that boys could not bed their wives until they were fourteen.

			In the meantime, he made the most of his time with Katherine, who showed herself delighted to be drawn into the wider life of the court. They feasted and danced, went on long rides in Richmond Park, sang together with Harry accompanying them on the lute his father had given him, and thoroughly enjoyed themselves.

			But, in the tradition of Spanish princesses, Katherine had a duenna, Doña Elvira. Father called her the Dragon because she had defied him when Katherine first came to England, refusing to let him see his son’s bride unveiled. He had overridden her protests, and they had been enemies ever since.

			Now Doña Elvira, who fiercely guarded her young mistress’s honour, professed herself scandalised by the King allowing Katherine and Henry such liberty, and was concerned that Katherine might demean herself in the eyes of the English by associating freely with her betrothed.

			‘She has complained to me that you are encouraging the Princess to disport herself in public,’ Father sighed, having summoned Harry to his study, where he sat behind a great pile of account books. Harry had long wondered why a king who could be out enjoying himself, with all the riches of the kingdom at his disposal, would want to waste his time checking those endless lists of figures. But he forgot about that in his indignation at the duenna’s complaint.

			‘We’ve done nothing wrong!’ he protested. ‘And Katherine always conducts herself most virtuously. I have never even kissed her.’

			His father harrumphed. ‘Things are done differently in Spain, my boy.’

			‘But Katherine is in England now!’

			‘Nevertheless, I would not do anything to anger the Spanish sovereigns or jeopardise the alliance. I shall tell Katherine that she must continue to behave as her parents have commanded. She must keep to the same rules and seclusion here as she does in her own house.’

			‘But Sir—’

			‘Enough!’ The King raised a hand. ‘Next year, when you are married, Katherine will be subject to your governance. Until then, she will obey me.’

			Harry left, simmering. He would find a way of seeing her, he was determined on it. But Fate played into the duenna’s hands, for Katherine fell ill with an ague. When the King moved to Westminster, he insisted on taking her with him and leaving Harry behind. Harry was almost mad with fury and frustration. Why should he be treated like this when he had done nothing to merit it? What was wrong with wanting to spend time with your future wife?

			He forgot his anger when word came that Katherine had been sent back to Durham House, seriously unwell. She was feverish, Father wrote, and had no appetite, although her physicians were confident that she would soon recover. The King was sending every day to ask after her health and had offered to visit her, but she was too ill to receive him.

			It was terrible news. What if she died? Harry could not bear to contemplate it. She was to be his Queen; he wanted no one else. He spent the next few anxious nights imagining the worst.

			To his huge relief, she recovered, but she did not return to court. Shortly before Christmas, news arrived from Spain of Queen Isabella’s death. Harry’s chivalrous heart went out to Katherine. He understood the pain of losing a mother. He wished he could be with her to comfort her. It seemed inhuman of Father to keep them apart at such a time. He hoped she would realise that his sympathies were with her; all his prayers were directed to that end.

			And then Father sent for him. Harry stood resentfully before him, burning to voice his outrage at his parent’s great unkindness. But Father’s mind was on other matters.

			‘What I am about to say to you, Harry, is in the strictest confidence.’ He regarded his son sternly. ‘There is great mourning in Spain for the death of Queen Isabella, as well there might be, for that kingdom will once more be divided. King Ferdinand has no right to inherit Castile, and it will now pass to Isabella’s heir, their eldest daughter, Juana. And we, my boy, are now bound in an alliance, not with a strong, united Spain, but with the far less important kingdom of Aragon. You understand what I am saying?’

			Harry did – and wished he didn’t. He stared at the King, unwilling to grasp the implications.

			‘The sad fact is,’ Father continued relentlessly, ‘that Katherine’s status and political importance have been devalued at a stroke.’ (God’s teeth, Harry seethed, he talks like a tradesman, not a king!) ‘Other, more advantageous marriages might be considered more appropriate for the heir to England.’

			Harry did not hesitate. ‘No. I want Katherine; no one else.’

			‘You will do as I say, boy, and know that I will do what is right for England.’

			‘But Father—’

			The King held up a warning finger. ‘Enough! I have decided. I am stopping Katherine’s allowance and bringing her to live at court, so that I do not have to support a separate establishment for her. She will remain secluded with her servants and you will not attempt to speak to her without my permission. You will act as if your marriage to her is still going ahead. In the meantime, I shall consider other matches for you. Don’t scowl at me, boy – it doesn’t become you. Now go back to your studies.’

			Harry went, clenching his fists in desperation. He could not bear the thought of his Katherine being treated so shabbily. He prayed she would never have cause to think he approved of his father’s behaviour. If only he could be afforded an opportunity to cross paths with her, so that he could convey to her his love and his loyalty. Yet even after he learned that she had joined the court at Richmond Palace, he rarely caught a glimpse of her, and when he did, he was shocked to see her wearing gowns that looked worn and rubbed. Resentment against his father turned to anger.

			But his fourteenth birthday was fast approaching. Father would surely make a decision before then, and Harry was willing him to honour the marriage treaty. But it soon became increasingly obvious that no plans for a wedding were being made.

			He could not bear the uncertainty. One night, he knocked on his father’s door and was admitted to the royal bedchamber. He found the King seated on the chest at the end of his bed, wrapped in a velvet nightgown and shuffling through a sheaf of documents.

			‘Yes, Harry, what is it?’ he asked, amiably enough.

			‘Father, what of my marriage? It should be taking place soon. What is your intention?’ He tried not to sound too accusing.

			The King frowned. ‘I have not yet decided. There are many factors to be considered, but Katherine is due a magnificent dowry, of which we have only received half. To be plain, I am reluctant to forgo the rest. There is no more advantageous or lucrative match to be had just now. My policy is to delay your marriage for as long as possible to see if one transpires.’

			‘But that’s not fair on me or Katherine!’ Harry protested.

			‘This is politics, boy, and you would do well to learn a lesson from it,’ Father said mildly. ‘We must keep our options open. On the day before your birthday, you will stand before the Bishop of Winchester and revoke the promises made at your betrothal, on the grounds that they were made when you were a minor and incapable under the law of deciding such things for yourself.’

			Harry clenched his fists, appalled. ‘But I did know what I was doing!’

			‘That’s beside the point. I mean to ensure that, if a better match presents itself, there will be no difficulty in breaking your betrothal to Katherine. And you will keep these proceedings secret – that’s a command!’

			Harry could not credit that his father could be so cold, calculating and, yes, cruel. He was desperate to see Katherine, warn her what was afoot and explain that he wanted no part in it. He even thought of bursting into her lodging and blurting out the truth before anyone could stop him. But it would probably only make matters worse and, much as he hated his father right now, he also feared him. He knew that when the moment came to revoke his betrothal, he would have to do it.

			In October, the King strode into his bedchamber. ‘I have good news for you, my son. I have entered into secret negotiations with Queen Juana and King Philip for a marriage between you and their daughter Eleanor.’

			Harry was momentarily speechless. Despite having been forced to revoke his betrothal, he still longed to claim his bride. ‘But Queen Juana is Katherine’s sister. Surely she will not agree to her being displaced?’

			‘I doubt she has had any say in the matter. It is her husband, Philip of Burgundy, who rules Castile, and his word is law to her. He resents Ferdinand’s interference in Castilian affairs and sees this marriage as a means of exacting revenge. And I believe he will offer a great dowry.’

			Harry’s heart sank like a stone. ‘But the Infanta Eleanor cannot be very old.’

			‘She is six, but at twelve she will be ready for marriage, and the time will soon pass. Remember, you can mould a younger bride to your will more easily than one who is older. You are but fourteen, and Katherine is nearly twenty. It would be more of a challenge to impose your authority as a husband. She has a strong will.’

			Father had it all wrong. Katherine had never been anything other than submissive and deferential.

			‘Eleanor is a far greater matrimonial prize than Katherine,’ the King said. ‘Her mother is queen of Castile and the heiress to Aragon, and her father is heir to all the Habsburg territories and might one day be Holy Roman Emperor.’

			But Eleanor was not Katherine. And Harry hated the idea of delaying his marriage for six years.

			Father was implacable. ‘You had best get used to the idea, boy. I intend to pursue this marriage.’
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			As the new year began, Harry watched anxiously as his father turned near-disaster to his advantage. Having learned that Queen Juana and King Philip had been shipwrecked off the English coast on their way from Burgundy to Spain, King Henry moved with almost unseemly haste to assist them and welcome them to Windsor as his guests. And Philip, Father said, was no less eager to meet with him, for he was resolved to conclude the betrothal of his daughter to the Prince of Wales and drive a wedge between King Henry and King Ferdinand. The elements had played right into the hands of both monarchs.

			Despite himself, Harry was impressed by Philip the Handsome, who embodied all the virtues and magnificence he thought a prince ought to have. He was less than enamoured of Juana, who held herself aloof from the celebrations, yet seemed to fawn excessively on her husband, who was clearly embarrassed by her overt displays of jealous affection. Ladies should not make such exhibitions of themselves, Harry thought.

			Katherine was hastily summoned to Windsor for a short visit to see her sister. Father didn’t want the sovereigns of Castile to know that he had been treating her with less than the reverence she was due and was falling over himself to give her a prominent role in the festivities. Harry was thrilled when she was seated next to him in a place of honour beneath the King’s canopy of estate, but with Father invariably enthroned next to them, it was impossible to tell her what was in his heart, and he had to content himself with mere pleasantries. But he did his best to convey his sympathy for her and thought he could read in her eyes that she understood.

			Father had bidden Katherine wear Spanish dress and dance with her ladies for Philip’s pleasure. But Philip didn’t look very pleased, and when she tried to persuade him to dance with her, he politely declined and resumed his conversation with King Henry. As they watched ten-year-old Princess Mary taking her place on the floor and sweeping the most elegant curtsey, Harry realised that Philip must not want to see Katherine accorded so prominent a place at court, especially as he was resolved to put his own daughter in her place. But that was probably Father’s intention, to make Philip the more amenable to favourable terms; he was wily like that. Harry noticed that Katherine was not allowed to be alone with Juana for more than half an hour. Of course, the King would not want her airing her grievances, to be reported back to their father.

			Philip made much of Harry, for whose benefit he exercised his famous charm. And Harry was drawn in. Philip was the son of the mighty Maximilian, the Holy Roman Emperor; one day, he would be master of all Spain and the Empire. It was as well to make a friend of such a prince and store up credit for the future. When Philip and Juana finally left England in April, Harry was sorry to say farewell, even as he felt relief that nothing had been decided about his marriage.

			That autumn, the worst news he had received since the death of his mother reached England. Philip was dead. It was horrifying to think that so young and splendid a prince should be gathered to his forefathers at just twenty-eight. At the impressionable age of fifteen, the tragedy brought home to Harry the dread truth that all men were mortal and could be summoned by God at any time. He began to fear every slight ailment or hint of illness.

			The immediate effect of Philip’s passing was the improvement of Katherine’s standing at court, giving Harry cause to hope that Father was not so keen now on a match with the Infanta Eleanor. If only King Ferdinand would pay the balance of Katherine’s dowry, all might yet be well. But he was not bound to do so until the marriage took place, even though Father unjustly expected it. Harry wished Ferdinand would demonstrate that he really did have his daughter’s interests at heart. It seemed all wrong that two old men should be able to interfere in the happiness of two young people!

		

	
		
			

			
Chapter 2


			1507

			Wherever they stayed, the King had taken to joining Harry in his bedchamber for late-night discussions about state affairs, which were effectively homilies on how his son ought to conduct himself as king and how he might best confound his enemies. Harry thought that Father was preaching the obvious, and was bored. He could think of much better things to be doing with his time. Brandon and Compton, bosom companions who shared his passion for war and sport, were often out roistering in the streets, getting drunk or bedding wenches. Heaven forbid that Father ever found out, for his friends provided the few excitements Harry had in life, even if he did enjoy them vicariously. He had never even had the opportunity to kiss a girl. He secretly longed to know what it felt like to be inside a woman, yet did not see how it could ever be accomplished, so heavily supervised was he. That was why he longed to be married. Part of him found his friends’ boasts distasteful; they made it sound so base, so animalistic. It would not be like that with Katherine, he was sure. The act of generation must be different with someone you loved.

			Tonight, Father had a shifty look in his eye. ‘Harry, you should know that I am considering a marriage with Queen Juana.’

			Harry was speechless. The implications were so vast. ‘But I want to marry Katherine,’ he stammered at length.

			The King smiled. ‘No, my boy, I mean to marry Juana. I was much struck by her beauty when she visited England, and the match would make me king of Castile. But to accomplish this, I need Ferdinand’s goodwill and consent. It is this that has stopped me from breaking off your betrothal to Katherine.’

			Harry found the prospect of his decrepit father wedding Juana shocking, although he knew that age rarely counted when it came to forging royal marriage alliances. He did not want to imagine Father lusting after the Castilian Queen; it was disgusting and seemed like a betrayal of his mother. And Juana, remote, intense and strange, did not seem to be fitted to be queen of England. But he made no protest. At least Father was showing kindness to Katherine, albeit because he wanted her to influence King Ferdinand in his favour. Yet that kindness did not extend to allowing her and Harry to spend time together, which seemed to Harry a great cruelty.

			An exception was made, however, for his sixteenth birthday, when Katherine was permitted to grace the tournaments held in his honour. How he revelled in showing off his knightly prowess in the lists and demonstrating what a skilful horseman and jouster he was. He had grown tall – taller than his father – and strong, with gigantic, heavily muscled limbs, and knew himself to be a model of young manhood. Everyone showered him with praise and compliments, and the Spanish ambassador gushed to his face that there was no finer youth in all the world. He found himself beloved by the common people; whenever he showed himself in public, riding through London or the countryside, usually in his father’s wake, they came rushing to see him. He discovered he could talk with them amiably and heed their concerns. It was a common touch that the King lacked; no one dared approach him so familiarly.

			The age gap between Harry and Katherine seemed to have narrowed as he grew towards adulthood. The time was surely ripe for their marriage, yet still the King delayed coming to a decision – and Harry began to fear that he never would. It grieved him to imagine how distressing the constant delays must be for Katherine, who was now twenty-one and growing no younger. But all his protests had been to no avail.

			He was bursting with eagerness to play his part in the world, to be older and free of his father’s tutelage. He was weary of waiting to be king. He dreamed of war and glory and chivalry, as much as he dreamed of his beloved Katherine. Because of her, his political sympathies lay with Spain; how could they not, when he longed to conquer France, Spain’s great enemy, and England’s? A hundred and seventy years ago, his ancestor, King Edward III, had laid claim to the throne of France and won great victories in the Hundred Years War. Since then, English kings had quartered the royal lilies of France with the lions of England on their coats of arms and, nearly a century ago, King Henry V had vanquished the French at the Battle of Agincourt and made himself king of France. Harry never tired of hearing of these noble deeds of his forefathers, and had read all the histories in the royal library. He was filled with a burning desire to be a second Henry V and recapture the French throne, lost sixty years ago when the long war had come to an ignominious end. He could see himself in the cathedral at Rheims, where French kings were crowned, kneeling in glory to receive the coveted diadem. He would be the King who was remembered for regaining France and forever enhancing England’s fame.

			He could not understand why his father did not share his ambitions, nor why he would not let Harry lead his own army across the English Channel. Instead, during one of their nightly conferences soon after his birthday, the King laughed at the idea.

			‘Wars are costly, my boy,’ he said, gathering his night robe around his thin frame. ‘I can think of better and more prudent ways to spend my money. It is far more advantageous to have the friendship of other nations than to be at war with them. Besides, I dare not allow you to risk your life. I have no other sons. What would happen to England if you were to be killed in battle? There would be another civil war.’

			Harry knew he was the living embodiment of the peace brought about by the marriage of his parents. Mother had been the heiress of York, and Father had been the sole male descendant of the House of Lancaster; their union had ended the long conflict between their rival families. Father would never admit to owing his crown to his marriage to Mother, for he had won it by right of conquest, but Harry was sure that the prior claim was hers.

			Some of her relatives, it could be argued, had better claims to the throne than Father did. Her sisters, for example. Aunt Catherine was married to William Courtenay, Earl of Devon, who had been a prisoner in the Tower of London for years for abetting a pretender to the throne. Harry’s childhood had been overshadowed by threats from pretenders – he could recall his mother hastening him to the Tower for safety when an invasion led by Perkin Warbeck, the most dangerous of them, was believed to be imminent – so he understood his father’s concerns, even as he chafed against them.

			Aunt Cecily, who lived with his grandmother, the Lady Margaret, had been banished from court for marrying beneath her; Aunt Anne was married to the Earl of Surrey’s heir, Lord Thomas Howard, and Aunt Bridget was a nun at Dartford. But the aunts were all women, and women were not meant to wield dominion over men. Harry inwardly grinned when he imagined how England would fare under his tempestuous sister Margaret, who was now queen of Scots and doubtless leading her husband, King James, a merry dance. But it wasn’t really funny because, if Harry died and she became heir in his place, James would seize England – and that could never be allowed to happen. The Scots, like the French, were England’s ancient enemies, and Harry fully intended one day to bring them too under English rule.

			‘There would be a bloodbath if I died without an heir,’ Father said, interrupting his reverie. ‘There is no one else with a clear claim to the throne, discounting the women. But some have married and have sons – and ambitious husbands. Why do you think I have kept young Henry Courtenay in your household? It is so that I can keep an eye on him. Likewise, your cousins, the Poles. I have shown them favour to keep them faithful.’ He rose and began stoking the fire.

			‘Courtenay would not be disloyal,’ Harry observed. He liked his eight-year-old cousin, who followed him around like an adoring slave, always game for a prank.

			‘Any man might betray you if the prospect of a crown were dangled before him,’ Father said severely. ‘Why do you think I had to execute the Earl of Warwick?’

			‘He was a simpleton who was led astray by the pretender Warbeck.’

			‘He was also the son of your great-uncle, the Duke of Clarence, who was executed for treason, and there were those who would have made him king after Bosworth. I had no choice but to incarcerate him in the Tower. He grew up not knowing a goose from a capon, yet he remained a danger to me.’

			‘But he was the son of an attainted traitor, barred from inheriting the throne,’ Harry countered.

			‘Acts of Attainder can be reversed,’ Father said, grim. ‘Do you think I wanted to put poor Warwick to death? Sometimes, Harry, kings have to make unpalatable choices. Treason must always be stamped out.’

			‘Indeed, it must,’ Harry agreed, nodding emphatically. This was one thing on which he and Father were fully in accord. Treason was the most heinous of crimes because it struck at the sacred person of the monarch and subverted the divinely ordained order of the world.

			‘Princes,’ Father went on, ‘ought to be obeyed by the commandment of God, and obeyed without question. A king is entitled to expect the same devotion and obedience from his people as he himself renders to God, for the King’s law is God’s law and the royal prerogative is the will of God working through the will of the King. Therefore, the King can do no wrong. This is why treason is the most serious of crimes, and why it has always been punished harshly, for the example and terror of others.’

			Harry nodded again. He was aware of the terrible but just penalty the law meted out to traitors. They were dragged on hurdles from their prison to the place of execution, being deemed unfit to walk upon earth; they were hanged until they were not quite dead, then cut down, castrated and disembowelled, still living; finally, they were beheaded and their bodies chopped into quarters, the head and quarters being put on public display as a salutary warning to other would-be traitors. For peers of the realm, it was usual for the King to commute the sentence to beheading.

			Harry was resolved that, when his time came, he would deal severely with treason. He had no intention of suffering the insecurities that had bedevilled his father’s reign, or of allowing the extortions of grasping men like Richard Empson and Edmund Dudley, who served the King so ruthlessly and did the Crown’s reputation no service. He would overawe and subjugate his noble subjects so that they never dared to turn against him, and did only his bidding.

			The King was seized with an attack of coughing. Harry had noticed lately that his face had become lined and drawn, while his eyes had a sad and haunted look. It had never occurred to him before that Father might be lonely. There had been talk that he had grown close to Warbeck’s beautiful widow, Lady Catherine Gordon, who had served Mother, and before word had got out that he might marry Queen Juana, rumour had even claimed that he might wed Lady Catherine. But Harry placed little reliance on gossip. It would be the grave rather than the marriage bed that claimed the King, if looks were anything to go by. He almost felt sorry for him.
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			Harry fidgeted as he sat at the council board, barely able to contain his frustration. Nothing further had come of Father’s interest in Juana, but neither was he himself any closer to his own marriage. For the past few months, he had been required to attend these boring meetings so that he could learn how government worked, but the old men droned on interminably. If only they would hurry up and finish, he could be off to the tiltyard. It was too fine a spring day to be cooped up in this hot, stuffy chamber, where the fire had been built up because Father felt the cold. Harry was fighting off sleep.

			Suddenly, his ears pricked up.

			‘Regarding the matter of the Prince’s marriage,’ the King was saying, ‘relations with King Ferdinand have deteriorated badly, and I intend to reopen negotiations with the Emperor Maximilian for his Highness to wed Eleanor of Austria. My son is hardly much inclined towards marrying the Princess Katherine. Besides, their union would be of questionable validity anyway.’

			Harry glared at his father. Hardly much inclined? Where had Father gained that impression?

			He said nothing. There was no point, as the King would only overrule him. Instead, as soon as he was at liberty, he vented his anger in the lists, unseating one opponent after another. One day, he would be free to make his own choices.

			One fine summer day, Gutier Gómez de Fuensalida, Ferdinand’s new ambassador, sought Harry out as he was playing bowls with his young gentlemen. He broke away when he saw the dignified, portly Spaniard waiting for him, and they walked along the gravel path between the rose beds.

			‘Your Highness will be aware that King Henry appears to be in the last stages of consumption,’ the ambassador ventured.

			‘I am,’ Harry replied, although in fact he had not realised quite how ill Father was.

			Fuensalida cleared his throat. ‘This is a delicate matter, your Highness. My master feels it would not be worthwhile to press for your marriage to the Princess Katherine while the King lives, but I am to assure you of the great love King Ferdinand bears you. He has told me to say that you may command him and his realm in anything.’

			Harry smiled. How very satisfying. If he was to conquer France, he would need the support of Ferdinand. But it was best to remain circumspect. ‘I thank his Majesty for his friendship,’ he said. ‘I pray it will soon be sealed by my marriage.’

			But there was Father, still alive, and still determined to have Katherine’s dowry before committing his son. When Harry told him that Fuensalida had indicated that King Ferdinand was still eager for the marriage to take place, Father snorted. ‘He has many crowns, but he hasn’t the money to pay his daughter’s dowry! And what business of Fuensalida’s is it to be discussing the matter with you? I make the decisions in this kingdom!’

			Harry turned away, seething. He could not see the King ever allowing him to wed. And yet, it was clear to him, from what he heard at court and what his friends told him, that the English nobles wanted Katherine as their future queen. Apparently, a deputation of them had knelt before their sovereign and pressed him to agree to the marriage. But nothing had come of it. And Father, coughing his lungs up, was still clinging on to power. Why could he not see that Harry was man enough to be wed, and that it was a political imperative, since the kingdom stood in danger through having only one heir?

			Harry could bear it no longer. He was seventeen, a man now, but Father was keeping him under as much supervision as if he were a young girl. He was allowed no royal responsibilities, unlike Arthur, who had presided over the Council of the Marches at Ludlow Castle while serving his apprenticeship for kingship. Harry was not even permitted to leave the palace unless he used a private door that led from the King’s apartments into the gardens, and always he had to be attended by companions appointed by his father. He was constantly watched, to the extent that few dared to approach him or speak to him. He had given up trying to gather an affinity at court and found it easier to withdraw into himself, not speaking a word in public, unless it was to respond to Father.

			Every conversation in his presence touched on virtue, honour, wisdom and chivalrous deeds; nothing that could move him to any vices was ever said, and this could only be on his father’s orders. It seemed the King did not trust him to choose a virtuous path by himself, and Harry burned with the injustice of it. As if he had the opportunity to behave licentiously! He would still be a virgin when he died if Father had his way! When he thought of what his friends were getting up to . . .

			Isolated, and chafing against his invisible bonds, he had taken to spending most of his time in his room beyond the King’s bedchamber. He kept up his studies, voraciously reading books by Thomas Aquinas, the Church Fathers and ancient classical writers, and making copious notes in the margins. Learned men, even Erasmus and Thomas More, had praised his scholarship, but what he craved most was just one word of praise from his father. Yet a gulf of resentment lay between them, and Harry struggled to understand what he had done wrong. Was it because he was not Arthur? Well, he couldn’t help that. Sometimes he thought his father hated him. Certainly, he never showed him any affection.

			One day in high summer, he decided to challenge his tormentor.

			‘Yes, Harry.’ Father looked up from his account book. ‘What is it?’ He was busy and obviously did not welcome being interrupted.

			Harry felt defeated already. ‘I will not trouble your Grace now,’ he said, turning to leave.

			The King laid down his quill and sighed. ‘No, no, stay. What can I do for you?’

			Harry took a deep breath. ‘I wish, Sir, that I could play a greater role in government. Why will you allow me no power?’

			His father frowned. ‘As our ancestor, William the Conqueror, once said, it is not my custom to strip until I go to bed. It is I who rule here and, while I reign, you will do as I say. I do not think you are ready to assume power. Your boredom in the council chamber is obvious to all. You would clearly rather be out playing sports than learning statecraft. You cherish romantic notions of marriage, when your head should be ruling your heart. For now, therefore, you must show me that you have it in you to watch and learn from those wiser than yourself.’

			‘That’s unfair!’ Harry protested, raising his voice. ‘You allowed Arthur responsibilities, and he was much younger than me.’

			‘And had more gravitas!’ Father said cuttingly.

			‘Is that what you call it? He hadn’t got it in him to be a king!’ As soon as the words were out, Harry regretted them. Father’s face had turned puce.

			‘Arthur understood that rashness and glory-seeking in a king are undesirable qualities,’ he said, his tone scathing.

			‘You wouldn’t have described Henry V thus!’ Harry retorted, losing his temper. ‘Was it rashness and glory-seeking that won him France? When I am king—’

			‘You are not king yet!’ roared his father.

			‘More’s the pity!’ Harry countered, quivering with anger.

			‘Get out of my sight before I kill you,’ the King hissed, rising, reaching for his dagger, then bending double in a sudden fit of coughing. ‘Go!’ he choked.

			Harry needed no second bidding. For a moment, he had really believed that Father was going to stab him. He must indeed hate him. Well, the feeling was mutual!

			Back in his chamber, he tried to still his raging breast and pulled a book on astronomy roughly off the shelf. The study of the movement of the heavens had long absorbed him, and it would help now to take his mind off what had just happened. He threw himself into a chair, his hands shaking, and opened it. The words and diagrams danced before his eyes, having no meaning and offering no refuge.

			And then he had a moment of revelation. Of course. Father was afraid of him, and jealous too! He was aware of Harry’s capabilities and strengths, and probably feared that allowing him too much power would prove dangerous to himself in the end. It was entirely credible, for who among the King’s subjects would not prefer a golden, accomplished young man bursting with the desire for victories to an ailing monarch with his nose stuffed deep inside his ledgers?

			He could not endure this tutelage much longer. Next June, he would be eighteen and attain his majority. God grant that Father would then realise he could not treat him like a child any more.

			When they met again, in the council chamber, the King was cold towards him. It was as well that many lords were present, otherwise their quarrel might have resumed, for Harry was still feeling ill done by, and clearly he had grievously offended the King. No longer did he join Harry in his bedchamber for confidential talks. When they met in the court, his manner was distant, unbending. Harry was grieved by this, but not bowed. If Father thought he would apologise, he had a long wait ahead of him. The grievance was all Harry’s.
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			Slowly, as the months passed, the King’s attitude became more relaxed and relations between him and Harry mellowed to the point where, if they were not warm towards each other, they could at least carry on a civilised conversation. At least Father was not continually haranguing him or remarking sarcastically on his shortcomings.

			It was as well that matters had improved between them because the King was in an obvious decline. His robes hung on him and his cough racked him pitifully. Yet still he would not let go of the reins of government, and Harry dared not risk asking if he could shoulder some of the burdens of state.

			A new Spanish ambassador, Luis Caroz, had arrived in England in place of Fuensalida, who had been recalled. In April, Caroz waylaid Harry in Richmond Palace, as he was making his way to supper.

			‘Your Highness, forgive me for approaching you, but I have tried to obtain an audience with the King without success. They told me he is too ill to see me.’

			Too ill? Was it imminent at last, the moment Harry had long awaited?

			He would not pump the ambassador for information. It would be humiliating for a foreign dignitary to realise that the heir to the throne was unaware that his father was now gravely ill. ‘Can I help you instead?’ he asked, assuming a solemn expression.

			‘I thank your Highness. It is about your marriage to the Princess Katherine. My master King Ferdinand is desirous of it taking place as soon as possible.’

			‘That is my desire too,’ Harry said. ‘Be assured that I am doing everything in my power to bring the wedding plans to fruition.’ And he would, as soon as he was king. ‘When my father is feeling better, I will pass on your message.’

			‘May I, on behalf of my master, wish his Grace a happy recovery?’ Caroz asked.

			‘I thank you, my lord ambassador,’ Harry replied, and walked on, feeling like a king already.

			Two days later, as he sat in his chamber late in the evening and worked on his design for a massive bombard he hoped one day to use against the French, Harry was uncomfortably aware of increased movement and noises in the King’s bedchamber next door. For more than twenty-four hours now, his father had been suffering the agonising pangs of mortality, enduring the final assaults of his illness. This morning, Harry had been appalled to see him looking grey and skeletal, and to be told by the royal doctors that it could not be long now. Within him, a sense of freedom and triumph had stirred, but he had suppressed it. This was not the time for exultation.

			He had stayed as long as was fitting, desperate to be out of that chamber of sickness and decay, until Father had waved him away, bidding him go and pray for his deliverance from his pains. Harry had gone into his oratory, a dutiful son, and made his intercessions, then he had returned to his chamber and done his best to distract himself.

			Now he looked up as Thomas Wolsey, his father’s chaplain, was announced.

			‘My lord Prince, the King your father is asking for you. Come quickly, for he is in extremis.’

			‘Why was I not called sooner?’ Harry asked. ‘This touches me more than anyone.’

			‘I am sorry, Sir, but his Grace has suffered a sudden deterioration. Let us make haste!’

			The King’s candlelit bedchamber was now crowded. Lords, councillors of state, household officers, clergy and physicians were clustered around the bed, and the air was stale with illness and encroaching death. Henry shrank from approaching the emaciated figure panting for breath in the bed, yet his father’s bony fingers were reaching out to him, like claws.

			‘Harry, my boy!’ he rasped. ‘Heed me!’

			Harry knelt unwillingly beside him and took his hand. ‘Father?’

			‘I am dying, my son. Soon you will be king. My councillors have sworn to ensure a smooth succession.’ The hoarse voice grew fainter. ‘Before I go to meet my Maker, I expressly command you to take in marriage the Lady Katherine.’

			‘I will, Sir,’ Harry promised. In this matter, the King’s will and his were finally at one. But his words went unheeded, for his father was seized by a violent paroxysm of coughing followed by a ghastly spouting of blood from his mouth. When it subsided, he lay gasping. John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, chaplain to the Lady Margaret, held a jewelled crucifix before the dying man’s eyes, and Harry watched, moved, as Father reached out feebly for it and beat it against his chest.

			‘Into thy hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit,’ his confessor recited, ‘in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.’ By the time he had uttered the words, Henry VII had dropped the crucifix and fallen still.

			Everyone in the room knelt in respect for the passing of a soul. Bishop Fisher made the sign of the Cross over the body. ‘Eternal rest grant unto him, O Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon him,’ he intoned. Harry stayed on his knees, head bent.

			‘Amen,’ he said when the prayer was finished, and rose to his feet, wishing to be away from the presence of death and forget the horror he had just witnessed. Then he realised that all those kneeling had shifted around to face him.

			‘The King is dead,’ the Earl of Surrey said. ‘Long live the King!’

			‘Long live the King!’ With one voice they echoed him.

		

	
		
			

			
Part Two


			Summer

			I hurt no man, I do no wrong

			I love truly where I did marry.

			Though some saith that youth ruleth me

			I trust in age to tarry.

			God and my right and my duty,

			from them shall I never vary,

			though some say that youth ruleth me!

			(King Henry VIII)

		

	
		
			

			
Chapter 3


			1509

			Resplendent in cloth of silver and the midnight-blue velvet of royal mourning, Harry rode to the Tower of London, through streets lined with cheering crowds. He had just been proclaimed king, and paid his respects to his father’s corpse, now lying in state in the Chapel Royal at Richmond Palace, whence it would shortly be taken to Westminster Abbey for burial. As Harry raised his hand in greeting, his new subjects cried out their acclaim, hailing him as their deliverer, the one who would usher in a golden world. It was becoming abundantly clear that few mourned his father’s passing. The dead King might have brought peace and firm government to England, but he had been despised as a miser and an extortionist. Harry knew that the contrast between his father and himself could not have been greater. He was nearly eighteen and bursting with youth, zest and vigour, and no one could deny that he embodied all the knightly virtues.

			He had Father to thank for two things, though. He had left England with a reputation in Europe so impressive that all Christian nations were eager to forge alliances with her. He had also left the treasury full of the riches he had accumulated over the years, and in this wealth lay England’s strength and security. Grandmother, bravely stifling her tears, had told Harry that people had always underestimated the late King’s greatness.

			‘They saw him as infinitely suspicious, a miserly and grasping schemer, a dark prince who was not to be trusted,’ she said, her thin face framed by a black wimple and veil. ‘They should have recognised him as the wise founder of a strong dynasty and the guardian of peace. Instead, they rejoice that he is gone.’ Her tone had been bitter.

			Harry had nodded in sympathy. He had been resentful when told that his father had appointed the Lady Margaret to act as unofficial regent until he himself reached his eighteenth birthday, but he had reasoned that it would not be for long: just a few short weeks. Whatever Grandmother thought, he was going to dissociate himself from his father’s unpopular policies. Today, he was having a universal amnesty proclaimed – and he had already ordered the arrests of the old King’s most hated advisers, Empson and Dudley. Their heads would seal his popularity. He would never allow his ministers to practise such wicked extortions. His mouth set in virtuous determination.

			Tower Hill was packed with happy crowds, all waving and calling down blessings on him. The Constable of the Tower came forward with the keys to the fortress, and Harry rode through the great Lion Tower and into the outer ward, where the Yeomen Warders were struggling to keep the people back. When he entered the royal palace, where the court had assembled, the state chambers were crammed to bursting point, with everyone straining to catch sight of him or present a petition. He was the fount of honour and patronage now; he could make or break men as it pleased him. It was a heady prospect. But he must use his power wisely. A good prince cultivated those who could be useful to him and rewarded those who gave good service.

			Bowing to left and right, he moved through the throng, preceded by the Yeomen of the Guard, his personal bodyguard. He ascended the dais to the throne, which stood beneath a rich canopy of estate embroidered with the royal arms of England, and paused briefly to savour the moment. Seating himself tall and straight, one hand on his hip, chin held high, he addressed the company, speaking the words he had long rehearsed in his head.

			‘My lords, welcome! We thank you for your warm greetings, and we wish you and all men to know that we mean to rule over you wisely and well. We are a lover of justice and goodness, and bear much affection to the learned, who will always be welcome at our court. Avarice will be expelled from this realm and extortion put down; our liberality will scatter riches with a bountiful hand. Know that we do not desire gold, gems or precious metals, but virtue, glory and immortality!’

			Watching their joyous faces and hearing their ovation, in which the voices of Brandon and Compton rang louder than anyone else’s, he was again seized with elation. He was making a good beginning, there was no doubt of it; he had started as he meant to go on, leaving no one in any doubt as to who ruled here.

			He rose, raising a hand in acknowledgement of the cheers, then withdrew to his privy chamber. There was to be a solemn feast tonight in the great hall of the Tower – no levity, of course, for the court was in mourning – and he must appear at his most splendid. To be a great king, it was essential to look the part and make a display of your magnificence.

			And he was magnificent; in his person, he was the embodiment of kingship. He knew, without being boastful, that among a thousand noble companions of his own age, he would stand out as the tallest, being more than six feet in height. His body was majestic and strong; there was fiery power in his eyes and beauty in his face. Standing before a mirror of Venetian glass, a masterpiece bought by his father at great cost, he saw a narrow-waisted, broad-shouldered young giant with fair skin and auburn hair, worn chin-length and straight in the French fashion. He had the same broad face, penetrating eyes and small, sensual mouth as his grandfather, Edward IV, albeit with a high-bridged nose – fittingly imperial, he thought. Many had told him that he was the handsomest prince they had ever seen.

			Thomas Wolsey, smooth, reliable and deferential, seemed always to be at his elbow these days, or never far away. Harry liked the man, admired his energy and brilliance, and his willingness to do his new master’s will. He was quickly realising that, if he wanted something done, Wolsey was the man to ask. And he knew that, when Wolsey called him ‘our new Octavius’, it was not mere flattery.

			‘England has cause to rejoice in your Grace!’ Wolsey declared, after Harry’s first council meeting. There had been no occasion for boredom that morning. Harry felt he had demonstrated a good grasp of affairs, showing himself masterful and confident. The chaplain had followed him out to the gallery, his jowly face alive with admiration. ‘We are blessed to have a prince who behaves wisely, loves justice and goodness, and bears such affection to learned men. It is no wonder that the whole kingdom is rejoicing in the possession of so great a king.’

			‘Amen to that,’ murmured the Earl of Surrey, but Harry did not miss the cold stares that he and the Duke of Buckingham bestowed on Wolsey. It did not trouble him. He was resolved to promote men not on account of their noble rank, but because of their abilities – and their congenial companionship. New men for a new age. He saw that Wolsey could be very useful to him. And there would be others.

			Wolsey seemed oblivious to the hostility of the lords. ‘I think your Grace is most prudent to defer making any decisions until you have slept upon the matter.’

			Harry beamed at him. ‘You will find, Thomas, that, once I do make my mind up, I judge myself to be in the right, as a divinely appointed king.’

			‘Invested with a wisdom beyond ordinary mortals,’ Wolsey observed.

			‘By St George, you speak truth!’ Harry clapped an arm around the older man’s shoulders. Yes, he liked this Wolsey! And Wolsey clearly liked him, knew him for a simple, honest man who loved virtue and lived by the ideals of chivalry. If only Father could have been more like Wolsey.

			Harry had been staggered to learn just how much his father had left him in the overflowing treasury. Few kings had started their reign in possession of such a fortune. He was full of plans for spending lavishly on enjoying himself and creating the most magnificent court in Christendom; and there would be ample left to fund his other ambitions. He was burning with a zeal for war. Nothing now stood in the way of his realising his dream of victory over the French – certainly not the old greybeards on his Council. He raised the topic at their next meeting.

			‘Your Grace,’ protested the elderly Thomas Howard, Earl of Surrey, the most influential nobleman on the Council, speaking, it seemed, on behalf of them all, ‘the late King left this realm flourishing in an abundance of wealth and riches and enjoying the benefits of peace after thirty years of conflict. Why waste money on another war?’

			Harry placed a hand on his hip and fixed his steely gaze on them. He was finding that the habit of authority came easily to him. Where was their sense of glory and renown? Dried up and desiccated, no doubt!

			‘My lords,’ he said, ‘when you are attending my coronation at Rheims, I will remind you of your misgivings!’ He raised his hand. ‘Nay! I will hear no more protests.’ That silenced them. Even Grandmother, sitting mute at the other end of the board, regarding him with dismay, knew better than to try to dissuade him.

			He changed the subject. ‘Let us talk about my coronation at Westminster.’

			Elaborate plans were already in hand. Harry was determined that it would be the first of many displays of splendid pageantry to delight the people and bolster their love for him. ‘I expect my lords to put on a fine display,’ he said. ‘Make sure that we order sufficient fabrics for new liveries for all the royal servants.’

			‘Sire, is that not an extravagance?’ ventured William Warham, the ageing Archbishop of Canterbury. ‘The old liveries would surely serve, seeing that your Grace has your father’s initials.’

			‘This is a new reign and a new era, my lord Archbishop,’ Harry said, rising. ‘They will have new liveries. See to it, my lords.’

			With that, he departed. He had made it his policy not to linger at the council board for hours upon end, but to hasten through business speedily, so that he could be free to go hunting with his young gentlemen. They were the people with whom he shared his pleasures and zest for life, the friends who populated days that were now full of laughter and jesting. They too were keen to prove their valour in the fields of France. Let him just be crowned and come of age, and then he would formulate his plans!

			Before then, however, he must marry. A king’s first duty was to get himself an heir. It seemed that everywhere he looked in his court, he saw scions of the House of York, outwardly loyal, but inwardly – who knew? He had resolved to keep them close and favour them, his kinsmen, to keep the spectre of civil war at bay. Meanwhile, he must get himself a son – and soon.

			Once his father had been consigned to his grave in Westminster Abbey, Henry took his court to Greenwich Palace. There, standing before the magnificent windows that afforded spectacular views of the River Thames, he announced that he intended to revive Edward III’s ancient claim to the throne of France, that he would win back that realm and have himself crowned at Rheims, a latter-day Henry V. There was much cheering. He hoped the naysayers were listening.

			He was now ready to cement the alliance with Spain with his marriage to Katherine. His lords were urging it, and King Ferdinand was promising to pay the rest of the dowry punctually.

			The Earl of Surrey was hottest for the marriage. Of all the old men who served him, Harry liked and respected Surrey the most. He was a man of the utmost wisdom, solid worth and loyalty, and very popular with the people of England. His father, the Duke of Norfolk, had died fighting for the Usurper at Bosworth, and Surrey, who had fought with him and been wounded, had been attainted by King Henry. Harry had often heard the tale of the old King asking Surrey why he had supported Richard, and Surrey staunchly replying, ‘He was my crowned king, and if Parliament set the crown on a stock, I will fight for that stock. And as I fought then for him, I will fight for you.’ Who could not admire such a man? Father certainly had, and Surrey’s integrity, his tenacity and his abilities as a soldier and administrator had enabled him gradually to regain royal favour and some of his lands. No doubt he was also hoping to recover the dukedom of Norfolk. Well, he was going the right way about it.

			But then old Warham, having craved a private audience, spoke out against the match. ‘Has your Grace considered that you might be committing a sin in marrying the widow of your deceased brother?’ he asked.

			‘The Pope issued a dispensation,’ Harry reminded him.

			‘I am aware of that, Sir.’ Warham frowned. ‘But was it sufficient to cover all eventualities? What if the marriage was consummated and the Princess was with child, then lost it?’

			Harry flushed. It felt unseemly to be discussing such things with a man of God. ‘Surely she would have known?’

			‘Ah, but it is not always possible to be certain. Young people are often ignorant of these matters. I beg your Grace to think seriously before taking this irrevocable step.’

			He left Harry feeling as if a carpet had been pulled from under his feet. He had thought that the matter had been remedied by the dispensation. Surely the Pope had known what he was doing! He was a higher authority than Warham, and infallible.

			When Harry confessed to his councillors that his conscience was nagging at him, most did their best to reassure him. Only Warham and a few other churchmen counselled prudence. Then Caroz sought him out.

			‘Your Highness need not have any doubts!’ he declared. ‘The dispensation is sufficient, and this marriage will bring peace between England and Spain. I am certain that you will enjoy the greatest happiness in your union with the Princess and leave numerous children behind you.’

			Next, he brought word from King Ferdinand himself, having evidently wasted no time in informing him of Harry’s misgivings. ‘His Majesty loves your Highness like a son,’ the ambassador gushed. ‘He would be a true father to you and offer you advice in all things.’ Harry noticed his councillors exchanging frowns at that. ‘The Princess will be able to help foster an understanding between your two kingdoms.’

			‘And Spain will govern England at one remove,’ Harry heard the Duke of Buckingham mutter. He glared at him. Now was not the time to offend Ferdinand’s representative. Did they not think he had a mind of his own? He would never allow a wife to rule him. Women were not fashioned to meddle in politics.

			It was now early June, and the coronation was looming. At the end of the month, Harry would be eighteen, and of age. It was time, his councillors said, overruling the dissenters, to proceed to his marriage.

			‘Your Grace could find no lady to equal the Princess Katherine!’ Surrey declared. ‘She is the image of her mother, Queen Isabella, and possesses the same wisdom and greatness of mind that wins the respect of nations. As for your Grace’s doubts, we have the Pope’s dispensation. Will you be more scrupulous than he is?’

			Harry sat at the head of the table, looking from one eager face to another. He had made his decision and knew it was the right one. ‘I agree, there are many good reasons for the marriage, not least that I desire the Princess Katherine above all women; I love her and long to wed her.’ He thought of her long red-gold hair, her fair skin, her dignity, her lineage and her graciousness. ‘Everything about her proclaims her a fit mate for the King of England. Her kind disposition, her learning, her humility . . .’ There was more to it than that, of course. Honour demanded that he marry her, for in doing so he could rescue her from penury and dishonour, like a knight errant of old, and win her unending love and gratitude.

			He stood, beaming, to receive the congratulations of his lords, noticing that Warham and his supporters had held their peace. Then he settled down in his study (from which all the piles of ledgers had now been cleared) and wrote to tell his future father-in-law that he had rejected all the other ladies in the world who had been offered to him, thereby demonstrating the love he bore to Katherine, his very beloved consort – for so he already thought of her.

			He dressed with care, in black silk. Wanting to surprise her, he stilled her usher with a gesture, opened the door to her chamber himself and bowed.

			Katherine was playing a board game with one of her Spanish maids. She immediately rose and sank down before him in the deepest curtsey, her fair cheeks flushed, her gentle grey eyes raised towards his. Her hair rippled down to her hips. To him, she seemed the most beautiful creature in the world.

			He waved away her attendants. Once he was alone with her, he raised her and kissed her hands as she gazed at him adoringly.

			‘Katherine, my lady,’ he said. ‘We must talk.’

			She was momentarily speechless when he proposed to her. ‘Yes!’ she breathed, her eyes wet. ‘Yes! Oh, yes!’ Then she surrendered to his kiss. He had long dreamed what it would be like to kiss a woman. It was exquisitely sweet, and so easy.

			Too easy. When he thought about it later, he was conscious of a sense of deflation. He had wanted Katherine for so long, kept faith with her through all the difficult years and claimed her as soon as he could. Yet, flattered and gratified as he was by her response, he felt she should have made him pursue her a little. In the hunting field, it was the anticipation of the chase that thrilled him, the build-up to a conquest. And so it should be with women.

			He knew, though, that she had not been brought up to flirt in the manner of young English girls; she had been reared to duty and modesty. He should be glad of that, for a virtuous woman was a prize beyond rubies; old Skelinton had drummed that into him. And he was glad of it, he assured himself as he lay down to sleep in the bed that Katherine would soon be sharing with him. He had achieved his heart’s desire.

			In the days that followed, he tried to suppress his doubts. He reminded himself that the five-and-a-half-year age gap did not matter. At twenty-three, Katherine was still young, still beautiful, still ripe for bearing children – and for bed sport. So what if her chin was rather heavy – how had he not noticed that before? – and her adoration too obvious? It did not matter!

			Katherine was joyful when, soon afterwards, he took her and the court to Greenwich Palace, where they were to be married. The gardens were in lush bloom, the fountains playing and the orchards heavy with fruit; in their midst, the turrets of the palace rose majestically skywards. Harry loved Greenwich; he had been born here, and he enjoyed hunting in its vast park. He led Katherine up the tower and showed her the opulent apartments that had been prepared for them, revelling in her exclamations of delight at their luxury and the views over the river. After the years of penury his father had forced her to endure, it must seem as if she had attained Heaven.

			Kissing was one thing; the act of procreation, as Skelinton had coyly called it, was quite another. What Harry now desired more than anything was to impress Katherine on their wedding night. Heaven forbid that he should fumble things and make a fool of himself!

			What he needed was a woman who could initiate him into the joys of love. But who? With the exception of the Spanish ladies, who stayed secluded in Katherine’s apartments and whom he would never dare touch, there were no women at court apart from his laundress, and he found himself eyeing even her. But she was too plump, too old. He shrank from the prospect of those work-roughened hands touching his flesh. Once again, he cursed his father for keeping him so cloistered.

			His young gentlemen had bragged of their prowess in the stews of Bankside and Southwark, on the Surrey shore of the Thames. Men could hire whores there for just a few pennies. But he didn’t want a raddled old tart, and he didn’t want to catch anything unpleasant; he had heard of the dreaded French disease. Yet there would be no harm in going to see for himself what – or who – was on offer.

			Late one night, he wrapped himself in a lightweight cloak, pulled the hood down over his face, evaded his guards and slipped down the spiral stair to the ground floor. Then he made his way out of the palace, keeping within the shadows cast by the buildings. At the jetty, he hailed a boat and directed the boatman to take him to Southwark. He found himself enjoying the journey, seeing the lights of London – his capital city – glimmering ahead. What would its citizens think if they could see him now, alone and unattended, seeking forbidden pleasures? He smiled at the thought.

			The boatman grinned as he dropped him off. ‘I should try the Cardinal’s Hat, guv’nor,’ he said. ‘The girls there are clean and it’s well run.’

			‘Thanks,’ Harry muttered, gathering his cloak around him.

			The Cardinal’s Hat was one of a row of brothels. Rough men and sailors were hanging about in the street making lewd comments to girls leaning out of the windows, and Harry, who had never lacked for courage, felt momentarily daunted. But he strode up to the door and pushed it open. The bawd sitting inside looked at him speculatively.

			‘What’s a fine gentleman like you after?’

			‘A girl,’ he muttered. ‘Clean. Healthy.’

			‘All my girls is clean and healthy. Want a virgin? That’ll be extra.’

			Harry knew from his friends that virginity was often faked in these places, but he nodded. The crone rose and disappeared through a door. When she returned, she had with her a rosy-cheeked girl with fair hair who looked as if she had just come up from the country and couldn’t have been more than fifteen. Harry stared at her, not believing his luck.

			And yet, not half an hour later, he found himself rolling back on the dirty sheets, his face burning with shame, his sceptre soft as a rotten pear. When it came to the point of penetration, he had failed. He had been too excited, too much in a hurry, and his bolt had shot before it met its target.

			Mortified, he pulled on his clothes, crashed out of the room and hurried into the night air.

			Harry and Katherine knelt together in the Queen’s closet at Greenwich as Archbishop Warham said over them the sacred words that made them man and wife. The court was still in mourning for the late King, so there were no official celebrations, and Harry had made it very clear that there would be no public bedding ceremony either. The getting of royal heirs, for all that it was a matter of interest to his subjects, was to be a private business between him and Katherine alone.

			Now that the moment of possession was approaching, he found himself consumed by jealous fears that Arthur had been there first, and even more pressing fears that he would play the husband no better than he had served the whore. Yet he need not have worried. As he lay with his bride in the huge bed with its gold and silver canopy and silken hangings, he was not in as much of a hurry as he had been that first time, and Katherine was so adoring, so sweet. She cried out something in Spanish as he entered her, her fingernails digging into his shoulders. Then she relaxed and it was beautiful, far more joyous and pleasurable than he could ever have anticipated. His Kate, as he now called her, was everything a lusty man could want. He had never dreamed that love could be so beautiful.

			He was surprised to see that there was no blood on the sheet the next morning; its absence made him pause. But, he reasoned, cursing his ignorance, there might not necessarily be blood. So he pushed his unworthy doubts aside and felt himself blessed to have attained such wedded bliss.

			If I were still free, I would choose Katherine for my wife before all others, he wrote to King Ferdinand that morning, sitting in his nightgown by the open window. Then, going over to the bed, he bent and kissed his new Queen and picked up his mother’s missal, which he had gifted to her before their wedding, having inscribed it: I am yours, Henry R., for ever. There had been tears in her eyes as she read that.

			‘It is fitting you should have this,’ he told her. ‘You will be as perfect a queen as my dear mother was. It was you I wanted all along, Katherine. And now I have you; by God’s good grace, I am blessed indeed!’

			He looked at her intently. He had to ask. ‘I must know. Did Arthur ever . . . ?’

			‘No, Henry. He was too ill, the poor boy.’

			‘Then all their carping was for nothing,’ Henry muttered.

			‘What carping?’

			‘Oh, Warham and a few of my councillors, bleating on about our marriage being forbidden in Scripture.’

			‘But we have the Pope’s dispensation!’ she cried.

			‘So I told them. Do not worry, my sweet. All is well. Think you I would have married you if there had been the slightest doubt? I would not have risked your future, or mine. But the Pope has given us his blessing, and now you are my wife in the eyes of God.’ And he began kissing her fears away.

			He could not bear to be apart from Kate. Every afternoon, he was to be found in her apartments, discussing politics, theology or books, or just enjoying being with her. He often stayed for supper, and he always joined her for Vespers. His chief desire was to please her.

			Every night, they were lovers. Once awakened to the joys of sexual union, Harry could not get enough, and Kate was a willing partner, responding joyously to his lustiness. He was now enchanted by how much she adored him. ‘My Henry’, she liked to call him. He had never known such contentment. And soon, God willing, their happiness would be crowned with God’s gift of a son.

			Three weeks into June, the court moved to the Tower of London, for it was traditional for sovereigns to lodge there before being crowned. When the royal barge drew up at the Queen’s Stairs beneath the Byward Tower, the sun was blazing down and cheering crowds lined the riverbanks. The Constable of the Tower bowed low as Harry ascended the stairs, which were lined with Yeomen Warders in their ceremonial livery of scarlet. Before him, a fanfare sounded.

			The Constable escorted the King and Queen along the outer ward of the fortress. To their left, the great White Tower soared above them, as mighty today as when it was built by William the Conqueror centuries earlier. Ahead lay the King’s Hall and the ancient royal palace. Harry had ordered that it be refurbished for his coronation and its chambers hung with tapestries and painted cloths of red, green and white, the Tudor colours. A distant throaty roar reminded him that the Tower housed the royal menagerie; even the lions were making him welcome!

			For all the pageantry and splendour of his reception, and the fortress’s long and illustrious history, Harry did not like the Tower, with its unhappy associations. In the bedchamber Kate was occupying in the Queen’s Lodgings, Mother had passed away. It was six years ago now, and still he felt her loss keenly. And there were sinister memories here too. His great-uncle, the Duke of Clarence, was said to have been drowned in a butt of Malmsey wine within these walls. And, eight years before he himself was born, his mother’s brothers, the famous Princes in the Tower, had been murdered so that their uncle – another great-uncle, the Usurper Richard – could seize the throne. Father, of course, had avenged their deaths at Bosworth, but their bones had never been found. Despite the heat, Harry shivered a little to think that they were probably still hidden somewhere nearby.

			Enjoying a rare moment of privacy before the feast that was being prepared, he inspected his surroundings with distaste – the thick stone walls, the crudely painted murals of angels and heraldic beasts, the ancient, musty smell of the place (by St George, was that whiff of refuse coming from the moat?) – and decided that he would not visit again unless he had to. He had inherited many great houses, most of them far more fitting for a modern monarch.

			The next day, London afforded its King and Queen a state welcome, as Harry and Kate processed in a glittering column through Cheapside, Temple Bar and the Strand to the palace of Westminster. The buildings along the route were hung with tapestries, and the conduits flowed with free wine. Above Harry’s head was a rich canopy borne by the barons of the Cinque Ports. Beneath his robe of crimson velvet furred with ermine, he wore a doublet of gold embroidered with precious stones, and across his shoulder was slung a baldrick of rubies. Not far behind him, Katherine, in white satin and ermine, followed in a litter hung with white silk and cloth of gold, her ladies, clad in blue velvet, riding behind on matching palfreys.

			In Cheapside, Harry doffed his bonnet to the Lady Margaret, who was watching the spectacle from a window, weeping for joy. Exultant crowds packed the streets, hailing him as he went. On, on he rode, the bells of St Paul’s and over a hundred City churches ringing out in salute, and then he was on the Strand, passing the grand houses of the nobility.

			Not until late afternoon did the great procession arrive at the sprawling palace of Westminster, his chief residence and the seat of royal government since time immemorial. As the King and Queen entered the vast Westminster Hall, trumpets sounded and the assembled court made its obeisance.

			Here, as in the Tower, the royal apartments reflected the faded splendour of a bygone age. When Harry entered the cavernous Painted Chamber, he was assailed by memories of his father, whose bed with its depictions of Paradise still stood there, the bed in which, in all probability, he himself had been conceived. It was strange to think that his parents, who had come together in love to create him, were now reunited in Heaven.

			On the wall above the bed was an ancient mural in still-vivid colours of red, blue, silver and gold. It depicted the coronation of Edward the Confessor, England’s royal saint, whose jewelled shrine stood in Westminster Abbey, opposite the palace. Harry had a special affection for the Confessor, who had been the embodiment of a wise and merciful ruler, one he meant to emulate. He would be crowned tomorrow within a stone’s throw of the shrine, as if St Edward himself were hallowing the occasion. The knowledge left him feeling so exalted that he felt quite dizzy.

			All through the feast that evening, his mind was on higher things. He had been chosen by God to rule his people, and tomorrow the Church would confirm him in that high honour, and he would receive the crown of his forefathers. Looking at Kate, sitting solemnly beside him at the high table, he knew that she too was thinking of the immense significance of what lay ahead.

			Until four in the morning, the two of them knelt, keeping vigil in the chapel of St Stephen, watched over by images of angels, saints and a great mural of King Edward III and his family. As his eye lighted on Edward’s son, the renowned Black Prince, who had won famous victories during the Hundred Years War, Harry vowed that he would be worthy of his illustrious ancestors; he too would bring glory to the English crown.

		

	
		
			

			
Chapter 4


			1509

			It was Midsummer Day. From his window in the palace, Harry watched the crowds gathering. Workmen were trying to keep the press of people back so that they could lay a striped carpet from the door of Westminster Hall to the Great West Door of the Abbey. He felt a frisson of excitement and awe. He was ready, spiritually and in every other sense, dressed resplendently in royal robes of crimson furred with ermine. Despite his lack of sleep, he felt wide awake and invigorated.

			When he entered Westminster Hall, everyone fell to their knees and he stood there for a marvellous moment, smiling at them. Then there was a flurry as they all took their places for the procession to the Abbey. Wolsey was nearby, talking to John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, Grandmother’s saintly confessor.

			‘This day consecrates a young man who is the everlasting glory of our age,’ Wolsey exulted.

			‘Aye,’ smiled the gaunt-faced Fisher. ‘This day is the end of our slavery, the fount of our liberty, the beginning of joy. Watch how the people, liberated, run before their King with bright faces!’

			Harry reached out and grasped each of them by the hand.

			‘Thank you,’ he beamed.

			Suddenly, there was Kate, golden-haired and beautiful in her crimson mantle and white satin gown, smiling at him like a Madonna in a church. Leaving the two clergymen, who smiled after him indulgently, he hastened to take her hand as their retinues gathered around them. Then, preceded by the nobility in furred gowns of scarlet, they walked to Westminster Abbey to deafening cheers.

			He had been acclaimed by the peers. He had sworn his coronation oath, vowing to defend his realm, uphold the Church and administer justice fairly. He had been anointed with holy oil and made different to ordinary mortals, invested with an insight into the subtle mysteries of state denied to them. He was set apart now, hallowed as God’s deputy on earth, called by divine right to hold dominion over his subjects. As king of England, he had no superior but the Almighty.

			Seated in the ancient coronation chair in this state of grace, he stared straight ahead as Archbishop Warham placed the crown of St Edward on his head. At that wonderful moment, when he felt his soul lifted to a higher plane, the trumpets sounded and the choir burst into the Te Deum, their voices sounding more divine than human. Then all the bishops came forward and led Harry to his throne to receive the homage of his chief subjects.

			He watched Kate’s face shining as she too was crowned, and then took her hand and led her, both smiling with happiness, out of the Abbey. As the crowds roared, the organ and trumpets sounded, drums thundered and bells pealed out, proclaiming to the world that King Henry VIII had been gloriously crowned to the evident joy and comfort of all his realm.

			The coronation banquet in Westminster Hall was greater, Harry wagered, than any the Caesars had known. When he was seated at the high table, a fanfare sounded, and the Duke of Buckingham and the Earl of Shrewsbury rode into the hall on horseback to herald the arrival of the first sumptuous dishes. The palace kitchens had been working at full stretch for days. There were fine and succulent meats in abundance, and every kind of delicacy. After the second course, the King’s Champion, Sir Robert Dymmock, observed the tradition of parading up and down the hall on his courser before throwing down his gauntlet with the customary challenge to anyone who dared contest the King’s title. Of course, no one did, even though Harry was watching all those Yorkist cousins closely. Beaming, he rewarded Dymmock with a gold cup.

			After the banquet, he led the entire company outside for a tournament that lasted until midnight. Still filled with elation, he found it hard to sleep when finally he did get to bed – alone, since Kate was exhausted and he did not feel he should visit her on this of all nights. In the end, he rose, taking care not to disturb the gentleman who slept on a pallet at the end of his bed, and donned his velvet night robe and slippers. With a nod to the guards outside his door, he slipped down the spiral stair to his walled privy garden, and made his way through a wicket gate to the gardens beyond, which led down to the river. Behind him, torchlight glimmered through the palace windows. He savoured the pleasure of being alone for once. He wanted to reflect on the marvellous day that had passed and grasp the reality of the great change that had taken place in his life.

			The celebrations continued for several days. Harry delighted in the jousts and tourneys that were held in the grounds of the palace of Westminster. Sitting in a pavilion covered with tapestries and hung with rich cloth of Arras, he fervently wished he could join the gallant young lords and knights taking part. But on this, his councillors had stood firm. Without an heir, he must not put himself at risk. But it would not be for long, he was sure. He was doing his husbandly duty – and pleasure – nightly now, and soon, surely, Kate would be with child. Next year, all being well, he would be the one in the plumed helm, leading the challengers in the lists.

			At least they hadn’t banned him from going hunting. In honour of Diana, goddess of the hunt, deer were herded into a miniature park and castle that had been created in the tiltyard, and there chased and slaughtered before their bloody carcasses were presented to the Queen and the ladies.

			In the midst of the festivities, Harry was summoned urgently to the bedside of his grandmother at the house of the Abbot of Westminster. The Lady Margaret had lived to see him attain his majority and now, finally, was ready for her eternal rest. Harry arrived just in time to hear her weakly exhort him to take as his mentor her confessor, the devout Bishop Fisher.

			‘He is the most holy and learned prelate in Christendom,’ she gasped. ‘There can be no better man to guide you, my sweet King.’ Harry bowed his head in acquiescence. Another old man, much to be admired, but of what use to a young man was a cleric who wore a hair shirt beneath his episcopal robes, slept on hard straw matting, scourged himself regularly and ate mainly bread and pottage? Still, he need not pay too much attention to him.

			He grieved for the Lady Margaret, for she had been a constant and loving presence all his life. He ordered that the church bells toll for six days to mark the old lady’s passing. Bishop Fisher paid tribute to her virtues in a homily preached at her funeral at Westminster Abbey and prevailed upon his friend Erasmus to write her epitaph. With her passing went the last of the adults who had wielded authority over Harry in youth. Now there was no one left of his close kin to gainsay his will.

			Now he began to rule his kingdom.

			Thanks to his father and Skelinton, he was well aware that on his shoulders lay the entire responsibility for England’s government. Parliament, the Privy Council, the officers of state, the judges, the sheriffs and the mayors all exercised authority in his name. He was also the fount of honour and, in times of war, the nation’s military leader.

			He was not daunted by the weighty task that lay ahead of him, but consumed with resolve. He could hear his father saying, ‘Kings govern by the grace of God.’ But God would be Harry’s ally. If no one else kept faith with him, the Almighty would prosper his affairs.

			It was important, therefore, to enhance and maintain his prestige and that of the monarchy. A king needed not only to be visible and in touch with his subjects, but also to impress them and foreigners with displays that would dazzle the beholder. Even Father had understood this, insisting that elaborate ceremonial attend every aspect of the lives of himself and his family, and employing pageantry and symbolism calculated to enhance the royal image. Harry intended to take things further and build or beautify palaces to serve as settings for his princely magnificence. After he let it be known that architects, artists, musicians and scholars were welcome at his court, talented men began flocking to it, enhancing his own prestige. An army of workmen were set to constructing, painting, restoring, gilding, glazing and carving, as he embarked on a busy building programme. He decided to style himself ‘your Majesty’, in the continental manner, although most people still continued to use the traditional titles of ‘your Grace’ or ‘your Highness’.

			Not for nothing had Harry imbibed humanist teachings on sovereignty. He had read that the perfect ruler should be a prince of splendour and generosity, giving freely to everyone. Old Skelinton himself had enjoined him to be bountiful, liberal and lavish. And he would, he resolved – he was rich enough! His court would be the most magnificent in English history. He would outshine even his European rivals, the King of France and the Holy Roman Emperor.

			He knew he looked every inch the King, with an air of authority and assurance that came naturally to him, and he had heard people predict that, in the future, the whole world would talk of him. Everyone expected marvels of him, and he was determined not to disappoint them.

			He was happy to delegate power to his ministers, leaving them to work out the details of his policies, but made it clear that he remained very much in control, and kept his own counsel. He managed to control his temper – most of the time – although he saw red when his councillors protested against his determination to send Empson and Dudley to the block, and silenced them with a snap of his fingers.

			‘If anyone dares cross me,’ he threatened, ‘there is no head in my kingdom so noble but I will make it fly off!’ He regretted the outburst later, yet still felt it right that he had put them in their places.

			Little escaped his scrutiny. He was grateful now for his encyclopaedic memory and an education that had provided him with a vast store of knowledge, advantages when it came to briefing ambassadors and dealing with state affairs. He delighted in amazing his councillors with his command of information.

			He clashed with them once more when he again raised the subject of war with France. Kate had just told him that she was with child, and he had spun her around in joy, thrilled at the prospect of having an heir – and exultant that no one could now say he had not provided for the succession.

			‘I am resolved to play a prominent role in Christendom,’ he told them, ‘and reclaim what is mine by right.’

			‘Your Grace may be lusty for glory,’ Surrey cautioned him, ‘but remember that the King of France is richer in resources and manpower than you are.’

			‘Did that deter Henry V or the Black Prince?’ Harry countered. ‘By St George, they didn’t have to contend with old women like you pouring scorn on their endeavours! Besides, King Ferdinand is my ally.’

			The faces around him looked dubious.

			‘Is your Grace sure that Ferdinand is not using you to fight his wars for him?’

			‘The Queen’s got at him,’ he heard someone mutter.

			He stifled his annoyance. He knew some believed that Spain was ruling England at one remove. It was true that Ferdinand’s letters were always full of good advice, much of it undoubtedly to his own advantage, and that Kate naturally took her father’s part, but, dammit, Harry was not to be taken for a fool, and he could make up his own mind.

			‘May I remind you,’ he said icily, ‘that my interests and Ferdinand’s are one and the same in this matter of conquering France? France is his ancient enemy as she is mine. With her vanquished, we will both be the stronger.’

			‘But you can’t both conquer France,’ Surrey’s son, Lord Thomas Howard, pointed out. He had a face like granite, with thin lips and a high-bridged, aristocratic nose.

			‘We can portion it out between us,’ Harry said, summoning his patience. ‘Divide and conquer – haven’t you heard of that? I know I have the right. My people want war. They want victories like Agincourt.’

			‘Sir, that may be so,’ Warham put in, ‘but I counsel patience. You do not yet have an heir. If you were to die in battle, this kingdom might once again be plunged into civil war, since there would be many with a claim to succeed you. It is prudent to delay any offensive against the French until you are in a strong position dynastically.’

			‘You sound just like my father!’ Harry flung back. ‘Always urging caution. But I will soon have an heir. And let me tell you, my lord Archbishop, and you, my lords, that great victories were never attained by being cautious! No, I will not wait!’

			They sat there, shaking their heads as if he were a recalcitrant child.

			‘I will not wait,’ he repeated, and stalked out.

			Wolsey came to him when he was working in his study; Wolsey, who was making himself indispensable.

			‘Your Grace, it has come to my knowledge that some of your councillors have written in your name to King Louis, offering friendship and peace. I thought you should know.’ He handed over a transcript.

			Rage rose in Harry’s breast. There it was. They had dared to usurp his prerogative. It was not to be borne!

			‘Summon them!’ he barked, then began pacing up and down, working himself into a frenzy.

			He was still incandescent when, half an hour later, he strode into the council chamber.

			‘Who wrote this letter?’ he shouted, waving it about. No one spoke; no one would meet his eye.

			‘I ask peace of the King of France, my enemy?’ he roared. Again, he was met with silence, so he stormed out of the room, calling over his shoulder for Wolsey to attend him.

			‘Find the French ambassador,’ he instructed, striding fast along the gallery. ‘Invite him to watch the jousts this afternoon. I intend to take part and display my martial prowess.’

			‘Is that wise, your Grace?’

			‘Are you going to forbid it too? No, Thomas, my mind is made up. Make sure there is nowhere for the ambassador to sit. Let him feel the blast of our enmity towards his King. Then, when he has learned what it is to feel conspicuous and embarrassed, you may provide him with a cushion.’

			‘Your Grace, it will be seen as an insult.’

			‘That,’ Harry smiled grimly, ‘is the intention.’

			Watching from behind his visor as he rode in the lists, he took pleasure in seeing the discomfiture of the French ambassador, and in the amused reactions of his courtiers. It meant everything to him to know they shared his sentiments about England’s ancient enemy. After the jousts, in which he covered himself in glory and escaped without a scratch – take heed, Surrey! – he walked along the lines of spectators, chatting and laughing with them, here clapping a man on the shoulder, there chucking a woman under the chin. He could see that they adored him. It was as if he was not a person of this world, but one descended from Heaven.

			‘Your Grace shows himself more of a companion than a king,’ Wolsey observed, materialising at his side as he walked back to his tent. ‘You understand the value of being accessible to your subjects.’

			‘I want to see them, and be seen by them,’ Harry said. ‘They are welcome to come into my palaces to watch tournaments and court entertainments. And I mean to go on progress annually to be accessible to my subjects, especially those who live farther off in my kingdom.’ He did not mention that he had now gone into London in disguise several times to mingle with the people and hear their opinions, which were often freely voiced in taverns. No one had guessed that the tall, genial young man who had so readily stood them a round of drinks was their King. Fortunately, none had said anything unfavourable about him; love for him seemed to be universal among them. And he rejoiced to know it.

			Wolsey’s voice brought him back to the present. ‘Sir, since the Queen is with child, and the campaigning season ends in October, it might be best to defer the French venture until next year. You will need time to prepare well, if it is to succeed. And by then, you will have your heir.’

			‘Hmm.’ Harry thought about it. It was wise advice and offered in a far more constructive way than his councillors had done. He was liking Wolsey more with each passing day, and admired his brilliance. He knew the man came from humble origins, and that his father had been an Ipswich grazier and wool merchant, but he recalled Father saying that Wolsey had been an outstanding scholar at Oxford and had deserved his rapid rise to prominence. He was handsome, learned, eloquent and indefatigably able, and he was highly regarded by the new men on the Council too. Harry was coming to understand that he could always rely on Wolsey to give him excellent advice. Yes, France would have to wait.

			The golden summer that followed the coronation was spent in continuous festival, as Harry presided over jousts, hunting and hawking. He was eighteen, young and lusty, disposed to pleasure and laughter, and not minded to apply himself to the affairs of his realm. He was so busy enjoying himself that he would only work during Matins in the Chapel Royal, or late in the evenings – unless he had something better to do. He had soon found that being in charge of meetings of the Council had not made them any less tedious, so he had asked his councillors to report back to him after their business had been concluded.

			They made their disapproval plain. Pointed comments were muttered about how dedicated and careful his father had been in addressing matters of state. Harry did not see why they were complaining, for they were all experienced men who were perfectly capable of governing the country in his name.

			Richard Foxe, Bishop of Winchester, the Lord Privy Seal, was his most outspoken critic, and as foxy as his name, in Harry’s opinion. ‘Your Grace seems not to care to occupy yourself with anything but the pleasures of youth,’ he remonstrated, after Harry had turned up an hour late for a council meeting, having been engrossed in a game of tennis. ‘All other affairs you neglect.’

			Harry scowled. He resented being taken to task, even by venerable bishops. He was the King now, not a trodden-down prince.

			‘Sir, we are concerned lest the abundance of riches you now possess should move you in your young years to a riotous forgetting of yourself,’ Foxe continued relentlessly. ‘We must insist that you be present with us, so that we can acquaint you with the government of your realm, with which, I regret to say, you obviously cannot endure to be troubled.’

			Harry glared at him. How dare he harangue his royal master as if he were just a naughty schoolboy? ‘I might find council meetings less tiresome if you gentlemen did not take so long to deliberate on affairs,’ he snarled. He forbore to say that he hated being cooped up for hours on end in the company of greybeards, preferring to surround himself with young people. ‘And,’ he added, truthfully, ‘writing is to me somewhat tedious and painful. It gives me headaches.’

			The lords sat there, shaking their heads. ‘Sir,’ Foxe said wearily, ‘such excuses are not worthy of you. A king must be seen to be diligent. Only yesterday, the Milanese ambassador complained that you had put off an audience because you were in a hurry to go and dine and dance afterwards. Now, your secretary has some diplomatic documents for you to peruse and sign. We respectfully ask that you do so tomorrow morning.’

			Harry grudgingly agreed. But when the next day dawned bright and fair, he decided to go hunting instead. He leapt out of bed, shouting at his snoring esquires to wake up and attend him. As a Yeoman of the Wardrobe brought his freshly brushed clothes to the door of the privy chamber, the esquires dragged themselves from their pallet beds next door and hastened to dress him in his fresh, clean body linen, which was lifted from the chest smelling of the herbs with which his laundress had sprinkled it. He stood impatiently as his gentlemen completed his robing, one of their fiercely guarded privileges, and his barber shaved him and trimmed his hair and beard.

			At last, at last, he was ready. He left his secretary a message to say that he was attending Matins and made his escape.

			On his return hours later, all spattered with mud from the chase, he found the man waiting for him.

			‘Is your Grace ready to go through these papers?’ he asked, eyeing his master’s hunting clothes.

			‘No,’ Harry said, ‘for it is dinner time.’

			It was evening before he finally agreed to look at the reports. Bishop Foxe had clearly been told, for he was cool towards Harry at the next council meeting. But Harry did not care. Besides, Foxe and old Warham were hardly in a position to criticise him. Career churchman both, they had long neglected their ecclesiastical duties to further their political ambitions.

			But he had his own man now, someone who was on his side and far more congenial to him than his disapproving councillors. Wolsey was sympathetic towards him.

			‘After your Grace determines or approves policy,’ he said smoothly, as they walked in the palace gardens one afternoon, ‘it is your councillors’ duty to implement it. I don’t know what they are complaining about. It is natural for young people to want to pursue their pleasures. Sir, if ever there is anything I can do to lighten your burden, I am willing to do it.’

			Harry beamed. ‘I want you to be my Lord High Almoner, Thomas,’ he said. ‘You shall distribute my charity to the poor. I know you will serve me well and work hard.’

			‘Your Grace does me great honour,’ said Wolsey, bowing.

			‘And I will remember your offer to ease me of my burdens, Thomas. I need a man like you to rely on.’

			‘I understand your Grace very well,’ Wolsey smiled.

			The next time his secretary produced a sheaf of papers to be gone through, Harry took them without protest or excuse, promising to digest them and give his opinion by the next day, much to the man’s surprise. Then he took them straight to Wolsey, who returned two hours later, full of sound advice, allowing Harry to hand them back to his surprised secretary the following morning.

			Meanwhile, a grateful Harry had enjoyed a fruitful afternoon with the Master of the Revels, planning an evening of pageantry to entertain the court and impress foreign visitors. He himself was going to take part, relishing this opportunity to show off his talents.

			Chivalry, he had decided, was to be the watchword of his reign. He had resolved to host annual jousts each May and June, and at every court festival. They would provide his courtiers – and himself – with honourable and healthy exercise before the hunting season began, and help to keep his men in peak condition in peacetime. He was not minded to see young gentlemen lacking expertise in martial feats, especially when they would soon be going to war. Tournaments, of course, were not just military rehearsals; they had become glittering social events that afforded Harry and his courtiers the chance to show off their wealth and expertise before foreign ambassadors.

			And the world was taking notice. He knew he was being favourably compared to his unpopular father, that he was fast gaining a reputation as a magnificent, liberal and talented prince. Staging sumptuous court entertainments could only enhance his fame. He had appointed the talented genius and composer William Cornish, Gentleman of the Chapel Royal, as Master of the Revels, with instructions to put on pageants for the courtiers and performances of plays and concerts by the Children of the Chapel Royal, who sang like angels.

			Harry loved music and dancing; Kate liked to dance too, but could no longer do so because of her condition. She was happy to watch him leaping like a stag as the court whirled around him. He was so proud of her, and thrilled that God had smiled so soon on their union.

			He was in love with life. The world lay at his feet and the future looked golden. He was young, he was healthy and he was loved. With Wolsey to help him, he could enjoy all the glorious pleasures of youth.

			Harry laid down his quill and surveyed his surroundings, relaxed in the company of his twelve friends and former boyhood companions who had been appointed gentlemen of his Privy Chamber. It was important to make the distinction, for the Privy Chamber was not just the suite of rooms he occupied as king, but also the chief department of state, a power base to rival the greybeard Privy Council, whose members were distrustful of the mischievous influence his gentlemen could exert on their young sovereign. But Harry cared not a fig for their concerns. His father had set up the Privy Chamber to look after the private needs of the monarch and provide him with a retreat from public life. Small wonder there was rampant competition for places, for the King’s gentlemen had daily contact with him; they had his ear. That made them highly privileged and powerful, controlling access to his presence and exercising extensive patronage. He knew that they profited from those who bribed them to seek favours from him.
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