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“Buckley writes a learned historical mystery. Ursula, too, is a smart lass, one whose degrees must include a B.A. (for bedchamber assignations) and an M.S.W. (for mighty spirited wench).”


—USA Today


“Buckley describes vividly the difficulties of people living and competing with each other in Elizabethan England.”


—Kirkus Reviews


High Praise for Fiona Buckley’s Ursula Blanchard Mysteries


THE FUGITIVE QUEEN


“This is top-notch romantic suspense with a twist: a historical setting. The Fugitive Queen is thoroughly engrossing from the first page to the last.”


—Karen Robards, New York Times bestselling author of Beachcomber


“An artfully executed period piece . . . . Ursula must summon all her considerable wit and courage in order to foil an intricately plotted act of high treason.”


—Booklist


“Through the eyes of Ursula, a woman both compassionate and ruthless, Buckley effectively dramatizes the tangled personal and political obligations of the Elizabethan court. A welcome seventh outing.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“An ingenious plot.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Mystery, history, and a feminist heroine—what more could a reader want?”


—Romantic Times


A PAWN FOR A QUEEN


“Rousing . . . . Tension-filled.”


—Library Journal


“Fact and fiction blend smoothly in an intricate tale of murder and intrigue.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Jam-packed with action, suspense, and court intrigue . . . . Cleverly plotted.”


—Booklist


QUEEN OF AMBITION


“Queen Elizabeth maintains a surprisingly vital presence . . . although it is Ursula who best appreciates the beauties—and understands the dangers—of their splendid age.”


—Marilyn Stasio, The New York Times Book Review


“Riveting social history in an exciting mystery setting.”


—Booklist


“Engrossing . . . . Suspenseful.”


—Publishers Weekly


TO RUIN A QUEEN


“An absorbing page-turner.”


—Booklist


QUEEN’S RANSOM


“Now is a nice time for Tudor fans to light a flambeau, reach for some sweetmeats, and curl up with Queen’s Ransom.”


—USA Today


“Queen’s Ransom is a fantastic historical fiction novel filled with royal intrigue . . . . Fiona Buckley . . . makes the Elizabethan era fun to read about.”


—Midwest Book Review


THE DOUBLET AFFAIR


“An intricate tale rich in period detail and vivid characters. Among writers of historical mysteries, Buckley stands out for the attention and skill she brings not only to suspenseful plotting but to the setting that supports it.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Buckley’s grasp of period detail and politics, coupled with Ursula’s wit and intelligence, make the story doubly satisfying.”


—The Orlando Sentinel (FL)


“A delectable novel that is must reading.”


—Midwest Book Review


TO SHIELD THE QUEEN


“Combines assured storytelling and historical detail. A terrific tale most accessibly told.”


—The Poisoned Pen


“Ursula is the esence of iron cloaked in velvet—a heroine to reckon with.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Buckley’s tantalizing re-creation of Elizabethan life and manners is told with intelligence and gentle wit. A noteworthy debut.


—Library Journal
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This book is dedicated to the memory of my husband, Dalip





Author’s Note


It is true that during Mary Stuart’s short stay at Carlisle when she first arrived in England, she was allowed out on at least one hawking expedition. As far as I know, however, there is no record that when she was at Bolton, Sir Francis Knollys ever permitted such a thing. The English government was far too afraid of Mary escaping to France—and coming back with an army.


However, if by any chance he did relax his restrictions, perhaps through anxiety about Mary’s health, and something went wrong, he might well have kept quiet about it. I have let him do just that. This is fiction, after all.


It is also true that Mary Stuart suffered from unexplained bouts of ill health, often involving a mysterious pain in her side and likely to occur when she was emotionally upset. It is now believed that she may have suffered from an inherited disease called porphyria, which produces symptoms of this kind.




Letter from Mistress Ann Mason of Lockhill in Berkshire, to Mistress Ursula Stannard of Withysham in Sussex.


Dated February 1568


Madam, I pray that you will forgive me for the liberty I take in writing to you and in making the request that will follow hereafter.


We last met under unhappy circumstances but all that is in the past and I well know that you did not wish to harm my family; nor did you do so. You only unmasked villainy which we were harboring unawares.


Since then, my life has changed greatly, with the death of my dear husband, Master Leonard Mason. I am left with the care of Lockhill and of my children. My sons George and Philip are now men grown and some years ago were sent by their father to good households to finish their education, but my eldest daughter, Penelope, who is at present in her nineteenth year, has remained at home with me and it is time to consider her future.


I have no desire to remarry and indeed, need not, for a few days since, George returned to take his place as the master of Lockhill. He and I, alas, are not altogether in agreement concerning the kind of marriage his sister should make but by the terms of my husband’s will, I am her guardian and the choice is mine.


I would like Penelope, if possible, to go to court, perhaps as a Maid of Honor—to mix with the best society and thus to have a chance of finding a good match, with a man of position and means. You know, of course, that our family holds by the old religion and I would want Penelope’s husband to share our opinions. I would not, however, wish him to be anything but a loyal subject of our sovereign lady, Queen Elizabeth. Such men may be found at court, I believe. Her dowry will only be modest, but I will do my best for her.


And so, dear madam, I come to the point and make bold to ask if you, being a former Lady of the Presence Chamber to Queen Elizabeth, would take charge of Penelope for me and use such influence as you have to find her a place at court and a suitable husband? I would then regard you as her guardian and leave her future entirely in your hands, asking only that I be informed of any betrothal, that I may attend the nuptials and wish her happy.


I hear that since our last meeting, you have yourself been widowed and have remarried and are now Mistress Hugh Stannard. This came to me from my cousin Bess, who was a Maid of Honor once and although now married and away from the court, still keeps in touch with friends there and hears news. She is however not in a very influential position. You, I think, may well be better placed. Penelope is a good girl, not a great beauty but pleasing nevertheless in her manners and person. Will you help?


The messenger who brings you this also brings a young female merlin, which I pray you will accept as a sign of my goodwill. The bird is trained and I hope will provide good sport. Her name is Joy, for when we fly her at game, she so loves the air.


Your most humble servant and supplicant, Ann Mason.


Letter from Mistress Ursula Stannard, at Hawkswood, to Mistress Ann Mason, Lockhill. Late February 1568


Madam, it gave both my husband and myself pleasure to receive your letter, which finally reached us at his house in Hawkswood, Surrey, having first gone to my old home at Withysham. I have always regretted that because of the trouble in your household when I was there, and your husband’s very natural indignation over my own part in it, we were not able to pursue our friendship.


I heartily thank you for the gift of Joy, the merlin. The bird has settled well and I have presented her to my daughter, Meg. It is time that Meg learned something of the sport of falconry.


Both my husband, Master Stannard, and I were grieved to learn of your husband’s death. This is a great loss for you and for your family and we pray that you may be able to sustain it with courage and are not in any want.


I remember Penelope and well recall how much I liked her. We will gladly welcome her to our home. Her presence, even for a short while, may be of benefit to my own daughter. Meg is growing up. She will turn thirteen this summer. She would take pleasure in the company of a friend who could be as it were, an elder sister, until such time as I can arrange for Penelope to attend at court. I daresay that such an arrangement can be made and I will put my best efforts forward for her.


Meanwhile, as long as she is with us, whether here or when we are at Withysham (as we sometimes are), Penelope will share in the society of the neighborhood. If she plays chess, my husband would enjoy having a new opponent for a while, and I and my gentlewoman companion Mistress Sybil Jester will provide her with every opportunity to practice music, needlework, and horsemanship, and to continue with whatever studies you recommend.


But let me assure you again, I will make every effort to secure a place at court for her and after that, a good marriage into a family that is not likely to fall foul of the law. The political and religious divisions within our land are a trouble to us all, alas.


By this messenger, we send you the gift of a puppy, ten weeks old. He is bred from a strain of good ratters, but with a gentle temperament, so that he will make a pet as well. With earnest good wishes to you and all your family, Ursula Stannard, formerly Ursula Blanchard.


Letter from Mistress Ursula Stannard to Mistress Ann Mason. Dated April 1568


My respected friend Mistress Mason: I write from the court at Greenwich, whither I lately brought your daughter, Penelope. She is now established as a Maid of Honor to Queen Elizabeth. She was very welcome in my household where her many excellent qualities won all hearts and I am sure that at court, it will be no different. My husband has most generously provided her with new gowns and some jewelry for her entrance into royal circles. She will be second to none in her style of dress and ornamentation and I trust it will not be difficult to find a husband for her.


I will take every care to see that she is guided toward the kind of match which will please you.


What strange times we live in! Three years ago, I briefly visited the court of Queen Mary Stuart of Scotland. Her marriage to Henry Lord Darnley had not yet taken place although its likelihood was becoming plain. But no one could have envisaged then, that by now, Darnley would have been mysteriously slain and Mary accused of complicity and cast from her throne accordingly. I think she is no threat to England now and that her supporters are no longer a threat, either. But I promise I will see to it that Pen is introduced only to families who, whatever their private observances, are steady and loyal to our queen . . . .


Letter to Mistress Ursula Stannard at Withysham, Sussex, by private messenger, from Sir William Cecil, Secretary of State, at Richmond Palace. Dated June 1568


My very dear Ursula, I write this reluctantly, but with the queen’s knowledge—indeed at her behest. It is not usual for me to concern myself with the antics of her Maids of Honor, but one of them is your protégée and you, Ursula, are most highly valued by the queen and by me and my wife. Also, a member of my own household is involved.


We are anxious on account of your ward, Mistress Penelope Mason, who, while at court, has formed an unsuitable attachment to one of my gentlemen—a Master Rowan, who is a linguist and accompanies me to court to help me in conversing with French and Italian visitors, since I myself speak no tongue but English.


Master Rowan has a wife of great charm, and they have four children. He has, I assure you, no interest in Mistress Mason, but she is evidently smitten by his good looks and pleasant mien and I am sorry to say is making herself a nuisance to him, as well as appearing foolish in the eyes of others. It would be well if you could come to Richmond and speak with her, or perhaps take her away for a while.


You will have heard, of course, the latest news regarding Mary Stuart of Scotland. In May, much to our surprise and horror, she escaped from her imprisonment in Scotland with a tiny suite of sixteen people, landed at Workington on the Cumberland coast, and threw herself on the mercy of Elizabeth. She is at present in Carlisle, but plans are in hand to send her to Bolton Castle in Yorkshire, which is more secure. Sir Francis Knollys has gone north on the orders of Queen Elizabeth, to take charge of her and guard against any machinations on her part.


He also hopes to convert her to the Protestant faith although I suspect that he will find this a difficult task.


Master Rowan has just come to me with a sonnet in Penelope Mason’s handwriting. He found it pinned into a cloak which he had left upon a bench. I enclose it for you to see. I hope that you and Master Stannard will not delay in coming to court to deal with this most embarrassing situation . . . .
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A Dowry for a Wayward Maid


I married Hugh Stannard in 1565, the seventh year of Queen Elizabeth’s reign. I was thirty-one, a little younger than the queen herself, and Hugh was more than twenty years my senior, but this suited me very well. I had had enough of passion. I had felt passion for both of my previous husbands and it had brought me more suffering than joy.


Well, it was true that my dear first husband, Gerald Blanchard, had given me my daughter, Meg, who was a blessing to me. But I had nearly lost my life in bearing her, and I had lost Gerald himself to smallpox while Meg was still small. Now my second husband, Matthew de la Roche, was dead of the plague and although I had been deep in love with him, we had never had any peace or lasting happiness together. I bore him a stillborn son whose birth brought me even nearer to the grave than Meg had, so that I learned to fear childbearing. And also, I was loyal to Queen Elizabeth of England while he had continually plotted against her on behalf of Mary Stuart, who was Queen of Scotland and in the eyes of ardent Catholics such as Matthew should have been Queen of England, too.


If I were tired of passion, I was even more tired of conspiracy. For many years I had served Elizabeth as a Lady of the Presence Chamber but I had been more than that. I had also worked for her as a spy, seeking out plots against her. For a while, I found the excitement exhilarating. It had called to me in a voice like the cry of the wild geese, winging across the sky. When I heard the geese something in me always longed to bound up into the air and follow them. In the same way, I had responded to the summons of adventure.


But my work divided me from Matthew and willy-nilly, it caused me to send men to their deaths. It put me in mortal danger too, once or twice. I continually worried and frightened my two good servants, Fran Dale, my tirewoman, and Roger Brockley, my steward; I more than once risked leaving Meg alone without either mother or father, and when my adventuring finally brought me perilously close to being forced into a disastrous third marriage, I knew I had had enough.


In Hugh Stannard, I found a refuge from conflict combined with freedom from the perils of childbirth. He was a widower and hadn’t spent his widowhood like a monk, which meant that he had had every chance of siring children yet he had never succeeded in doing so. With him, I could be fairly sure that I would not have to face pregnancy again. He was also a decent, honest man, interested in chess and gardens, an uncomplicated Protestant, and a trustworthy subject of the queen. Life as Hugh’s wife might be dull, I thought, but it would be quiet. I was glad to settle for that. I could do without excitement. I could even do without happiness, as long as I could have some peace.


I hoped that we would make a good partnership. I would retire from court and conspiracy alike. Hugh and I would live together in amity, dividing our time between our two homes, my Withysham in Sussex and his Hawkswood in Surrey. I would educate my daughter, cultivate my herb garden, enjoy the society of my recently acquired woman companion Sybil Jester; let Fran and Roger enjoy each other’s society, too. They were married, though Fran was still usually known as Dale, out of habit.


And so, in businesslike fashion, I ceased to be Ursula Blanchard, and became instead Mistress Hugh Stannard and if, for a while, I secretly grieved for Matthew, and cried in private because I had not been with him to comfort him at the end as once I had comforted Gerald, I only did so when I was alone.


And time erodes sorrow. Presently, my private fits of weeping ceased. Then I found that I had entered into more happiness than I would ever have believed possible. Hugh’s lovemaking, if not frequent, was perfectly satisfactory, and his temperament was a pleasing mixture of the competent and the generous. He took a kindly interest in Meg and it was Hugh who achieved what I had not, and found a tutor, Dr. Lambert, who could teach her Greek as well as Latin. I was especially pleased, as I wished to study Greek and to improve my own Latin. Then, in the third year of our marriage, he was perfectly ready to welcome Penelope Mason, the daughter of my former acquaintance Ann Mason, into our home.


This pleased me, too. Years ago, I had uncovered a conspiracy that was brewing in the Mason household although the Masons themselves were not involved. It was an unpleasant business, though, and keeping up any kind of friendship with the family seemed impossible afterward. Ann Mason’s letter delighted me.


I was less delighted however when, after Pen had been with us for a month and I was exchanging messages with the court, prior to taking her there, Hugh observed that romantically speaking, she was susceptible. “You should urge the matter of her court appointment on,” he said to me, “and get her away from here. I think she’s falling for the tutor.”


“For Lambert?” I said in astonishment. Dr. Henry Lambert was about Hugh’s own age and his hair was already completely silver. “He’s too old to interest a young girl, surely!” I said.


“Don’t you believe it,” said Hugh. “He’s a fine-looking man, and since Pen is studying Greek with you and Meg, she sees him every day. It won’t do. Even if he were younger, it wouldn’t do. He has no property beyond a cottage in the town of Guildford. And he’s Protestant. Her mother wouldn’t like that.” Hugh had Catholic relatives and was tolerant of their creed. “Get her to court and under the eye of the queen, fast.”


I did as he said. My happiness with Hugh was based as much as anything on his reliability. He was a clearheaded man and I trusted his judgment. It wasn’t Hugh’s fault that Pen’s sojourn at court was less than successful. I certainly didn’t blame him for that.


In all our life together, Hugh and I only quarreled once and that was for the most improbable of reasons.


 • • • 


Pen had only been at court for two months, when the letter came from Sir William Cecil to tell us that, having been removed from Dr. Lambert the tutor, she had now fallen in love with Master Rowan the interpreter and was causing embarrassment and would we come to court—now at Richmond—to deal with her.


“Oh, really!” grumbled Hugh. “And riding makes all my joints ache. I don’t want to travel to Richmond. It’s all of twenty-five miles. Why can’t this Master Rowan fend her off without our help?”


I wondered, too. Among them—Master Rowan, Queen Elizabeth, Sir William Cecil, and the mistress in charge of the Maids of Honor—they really should have been able to call Pen to order. However, a summons from Cecil could not be ignored. Dutifully, we set out for Richmond Palace.


I had always liked Richmond. Of all Elizabeth’s homes, it seemed to me the most charming, with its gardens and wind chimes, its delicately designed towers and its gracious rooms, so many of which looked out on the Thames. On days like this, when the sun was out and the gardens were full of scent and color, and the Thames sparkled under a mild breeze, it was at its most beguiling. I would have enjoyed this visit, my first in years, if only we hadn’t had to cope with Pen.


Cecil had arranged lodgings in the palace for us and Pen was sent to us there. She stood miserably in front of us, and Hugh and I, enthroned side by side on a broad window seat, probably looked and sounded like a pair of judges as we took her to task over her behavior.


Penelope obviously felt both frightened and embarrassed. First of all she turned very red and indignantly denied the charge. Confronted by the evidence in the form of Cecil’s letter to me and also the sonnet in her handwriting (it was technically rather good, as a matter of fact; Pen was a clever girl), she did the only thing left for her to do and burst into tears. Hugh, without speaking and with a most unsympathetic expression on his face, took a napkin from his sleeve and handed it to her.


Gazing at her as she snuffled into the napkin, I sighed. It is no light responsibility, taking charge of someone else’s daughter.


As her mother had said, Pen was not a beauty. To be truthful, she was almost plain. Her forehead bulged too much and her chin was too square. Her hair, demurely folded into waves under a white cap with silver embroidery, was no more than mousey. Her best features were her dark gray eyes, which were beautifully set, and her complexion, which when not swollen with tears, was clear and pale. She held herself well, too, had good taste in dress, and she was intelligent, as that confounded sonnet demonstrated. I was sorry for her now but I hardened my heart. Pen was not going to spoil her reputation through girlish inexperience, or waste herself on the wrong man if I could save her, and I meant to do that for her sake as well as to please her mother.


“Dry your eyes,” I said firmly. “And listen. You have fallen in love—well, it happens. Few of us, though, marry our first loves and most of us realize later what a good thing that is . . .”


“You married your first love,” said Pen mutinously.


“And what would you know about that?” Hugh inquired. Soberly clad in a dark formal gown, his blue eyes icy with annoyance, my husband looked particularly judgmental. He also looked tired, I thought. We had taken two days over the ride from Hawkswood and his mare was an ambler, thus providing a very smooth and easy pace, but the rheumatic pains in his joints had troubled him badly. It gave me an extra reason to be angry with Pen.


“I heard about it when I was with you at Hawkswood,” she said in a resentful voice. “Dale told me. You ran off with your cousin Mary’s betrothed. You pleased yourself. Why can’t I?”


“That is enough. You will not address either of us in this pert fashion,” said Hugh.


“I should say,” I observed, thinking that Dale had talked too much and that I would have to raise the matter with her, “that my circumstances and yours, Pen, are not the same. I was not living as a welcome guest with my aunt and uncle, as you were at Hawkswood with us, but was there on sufferance—a poor relation with questionable origins. No one was going to arrange a marriage for me. I had to make a future for myself.”


“There’s no need to justify yourself, my dear,” said Hugh.


“One moment,” I said. “I’ve a reason for talking like this. Pen, I ran away with Gerald Blanchard, but he was a suitable choice for me and he cared for me as I did for him. It was mutual. Master Rowan, on the other hand, is married already, with a family of children. He has no interest in you. You have been annoying him.” I rapped the last two sentences out with deliberate brutality and Hugh, on the point of intervening again, raised his eyebrows and didn’t.


“We noticed at Hawkswood,” I said, “that you were gazing after Dr. Lambert, too. It is clear that you need to be watched. We understand that the queen has released you from your duties for the time being and returned you to our charge. For the moment, you will remain here in our rooms. I will send Dale to bear you company though not to gossip with you. Master Stannard and I are to have an audience with the queen, in which your future will be further discussed, I daresay.”


“Oh no!” It came out in a wail. “It’s not . . . you’re not going to tell the queen!”


“My dear girl,” said Hugh impatiently, “she already knows. Mistress Stannard has just told you that she has released you to our care and your deplorable behavior is the reason why. I suspect that most of the court knows! It’s hard to keep any kind of secret here and maybe it’s time you began to understand that.”


Dale was waiting in an outer room. Sybil Jester was not with her, having remained at Hawkswood to look after Meg, who was too young as yet for court. On returning to Dale, I eyed her severely. “You’re to go in and keep an eye on Pen. You’d better both settle to some embroidery until we come back. And, Dale . . .”


“Yes, ma’am?” said Dale, scanning my face with her large, light blue eyes and realizing that in some way or other, she must have offended.


“In future,” I said, “will you please not gossip to Pen about me! It seems that you told her how my first marriage arose. It’s given her some very wrong ideas about the kind of behavior I will overlook!”


“Oh, ma’am! I’m sorry! I never expected . . . I didn’t mean to gossip; I can’t abide tittle-tattle. Only, nearly everyone that knows you knows about you and Master Blanchard and . . .”


“I know.” I melted and smiled at her. I sometimes had to take Dale to task but I was at heart very fond of her and she of me. “It’s just that Pen is so young. Be careful what you say to her, that’s all. Only improving conversation, if you please!”


“Have a competition to see how many psalms each of you knows by heart,” said Hugh, his normal sense of humor reasserting itself. “Meanwhile, we must attend upon Her Majesty.”


 • • • 


“You almost frighten me sometimes,” Hugh said as, having found a page to guide us, we made our way through the palace toward Elizabeth’s apartments. “I thought for a moment that you were going to be too soft with Penelope. And then you descend on her like a stooping falcon. Master Rowan has no interest in you. You’ve been annoying him. It was more effective than if you’d thrown cold water over her. It will do her good, as of course you knew. But how you take me aback at times! You are so gentle, so compliant at home, that sometimes I forget what you’ve seen and done in your life—and what depths you have, and what skills.”


“I didn’t like doing it,” I said somberly. “It was necessary, that’s all. I used shock tactics because I thought they might succeed, and I did it because I’m very annoyed with her—but also worried about her. We’re about to face the queen and I daresay she’ll tell us that our ward is in disgrace and must be removed.”


“Elizabeth is fond of you. She owes you much.”


“She won’t like this,” I said.


The walk to Elizabeth’s rooms took us through the lively bustle that pervaded all her palaces. Elizabeth was a human magnet who drew people to her. The wide passages and lofty galleries, the tapestried anterooms and winding staircases of Richmond were crowded. Page boys and servants hurried hither and thither and the Lord Steward’s chief officials, carrying white staves as symbols of office, went hither and thither as well, in more measured fashion, transmitting orders and inspecting the work of underlings, ready at any moment to pounce on the page boy overheard being less than respectful or the maidservant caught dusting too carelessly, spilling the goblets on her tray, or getting out of her betters’ path too slowly.


And, of course, there were the courtiers: queen’s ladies and council members; the ever-present but ever-changing group of foreign emissaries (all moving as often as not in a cloud of their own clerks, secretaries, or interpreters such as Master Rowan); and numerous hopeful young men who had come to court to make their careers. By right of well-born or sometimes merely rich and influential fathers, they had the entrée to the public rooms of the palaces, and came there daily at their own expense, hoping to be noticed by the queen or one of her great men, and thus obtain employment or a patron for their poetry and music. The court was a world to itself and as busy as an ant heap, full of well-dressed ants.


We found the queen in a thronged gallery. It had deep window bays, almost small rooms in their own right, and she was standing in one of them, talking to a couple of her councilors. We caught her eye as we came to the entrance to the bay, and with a faint nod, she let us know that in a moment, she would beckon us in. While we waited, lingering where she could see us, I looked with interest at the little groups of men and women, strolling or standing all about us.


I absorbed, as I always did, the byplay of it all, especially the cheerful smiles and studiedly confident stance of people who were not quite as richly dressed as those to whom they were talking, but were trying to give the impression of belonging to some worthwhile inner circle—because to be an outsider is humiliating and besides, life is so perverse that it is easier to attract a patron if people think you already have one. Those who understood the signs could tell at a glance who really mattered and who did not.


A rich variety of perfumes scented the air and the whole gallery was full of murmuring voices and rustling silks. As my gaze moved around, I noticed a well-made man with a face both weather-beaten and intelligent, and a doublet cut differently from the doublets of the English courtiers, in earnest conversation with a dark-complexioned individual who had an agreeable smile and very good clothes, which I thought were in the Spanish style. I had been away from court affairs for so long that my memory of faces was rusty, yet I thought I had seen the weather-beaten man somewhere before and I was almost certain of his companion’s identity, too. As I watched, I saw the probable-Spaniard attempt to detach himself, and then check politely as the other man laid a hand on his arm.


If I were looking about me, trying to recognize people, there were also those who recognized me. A tall and splendid figure in a mulberry taffeta doublet, the queen’s friend Robin Dudley, now ennobled as the Earl of Leicester, bore down on us. When we had exchanged greetings, I indicated the pair I had noticed and said: “Who are those two? Is one of them the Spanish ambassador? I’m sure I remember him—De Silva, isn’t it?”


“Dear Ursula,” said Dudley, his own gypsy-brown face lighting up with amusement, “you never change. You arrive at court after a long absence and instantly tease out the important threads in the complex tapestry of political life. The dark man is indeed De Silva. He is a charming, and fortunately, a sensible man. It’s just as well, because the fellow who is talking to him and won’t let him get away is Lord Herries, emissary from Mary Stuart. He came to England with her.”


“I thought I’d seen him before as well. It must have been when I was in Scotland a few years ago.”


“No doubt. Ah. Her Majesty is beckoning to us. Come.”


“Beckoning to us?” queried Hugh.


“Yes. I am concerned in the matter, as it happens.” Dudley saw my face and laughed. “No, no, Ursula. Your naughty Penelope hasn’t been making eyes at me, not that it would have done her any good if she had. I have a reputation,” said Dudley, “for being irresponsible, but I’m not that irresponsible. The queen prefers me to concentrate on her. Follow me.”


As we joined the queen, Cecil also arrived. Every time I saw him, I thought that he had aged since the last time. On this occasion, the gap was nearly three years long and the change was very noticeable. There was far more gray in his fair beard and the line between his alert blue eyes was now a deep furrow. Like Hugh, I thought, Cecil was tired.


Elizabeth was informally dressed and had now seated herself in casual fashion on a broad window seat. From these subtle signals, I gathered that Hugh and I were not going to receive a blistering public condemnation for Pen’s foolishness but I knew that we wouldn’t escape quite unscathed, nor did we.


“My Cecil! Ursula! And Master Stannard! Sweet Robin, you are welcome.” As we made our courtesies, Elizabeth gave each of us in turn her hand to kiss. Then she fixed her golden-brown eyes on my face and came to the point at once. “You know what this is about, of course. The girl Penelope Mason cannot remain at court. We understand that you know why.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said sadly. Elizabeth too looked older. Her pale, shield-shaped face had settled into mature lines; her mouth was less vulnerable. She was no longer the young girl she was when I first met her.


“We expect the Maids of Honor to be lively,” she said, “even if they sing and dance in their rooms and irritate people in neighboring apartments. After all, they are young. We even expect them to flirt a little. We watch them for their own protection but allow them some latitude. Not to this extent, however. This blatant pursuit of a married man—sonnets pinned into his cloak, no less!—such things will not do. We understand that the girl’s mother wants to find a match for her. We would recommend that this is done without loss of time—before she has a chance to misbehave again, perhaps disastrously for herself. And now,” said Elizabeth, turning to Dudley, “my lord of Leicester has something to say.”


Hugh and I looked at Dudley, puzzled. He smiled. “One of the problems the girl has is lack of dowry,” he said. “We have inquired from her and from her mother, what her portion is likely to be and there is little to spare for her.”


“The rents of one small sublet farm and the tiny hamlet that goes with it,” said Cecil, speaking for the first time. “Not enough to attract a court gentleman unless he were to fall deeply in love with her—and that doesn’t seem likely.”


“No,” I agreed regretfully, thinking of Pen’s unremarkable looks. “With Pen—no, it isn’t very likely.”


“I, however,” said Dudley, “am willing to help.”


Hugh and I continued to gaze at him, but now it was with astonishment. Dudley was a very wealthy man and could be generous; he gambled a good deal but had a reputation for paying his debts on time. He was not, however, known as a philanthropist, and I had never heard before that he went about providing dowries for plain young women who had no connection with him.


“I have a parcel of land in the north of England, about fifteen miles from the castle of Bolton,” he said smoothly. “It’s on the edge of a wild place called Saddleworth Moor. I was left it by a former employee who had no family of his own to will it to. It’s a fair-sized stretch of land, with arable fields, a big flock of sheep, and both meadowland and hill grazing for them. They’re valuable. The wool is good. It all amounts to a very respectable piece of property or so I understand. I have had reports of it, although I haven’t seen it myself. I have little time or, to be honest, inclination to travel north and inspect it personally. In fact, in many ways, it’s a nuisance to me. I am willing, as it were, to donate it to a good cause. It might well help to attract a husband for the girl.”


“We understand that her mother would prefer a household with Catholic beliefs,” observed Cecil. “Provided, of course that he has a loyal reputation and attends Anglican services at least once a month, as the law states. There are many Catholic adherents in northern England. A suitable man might be easier to find there. Mistress Penelope should perhaps go to see her dowry lands in Yorkshire.”


He finished on an odd, thoughtful intonation. I recognized it. I’d heard him use it before. I looked at Dudley. “The place is near Bolton, you say, my lord?”


“Reasonably near,” Dudley agreed suavely.


As soon as the word Bolton was spoken, I had come alert. Mary Stuart was about to be moved to Bolton Castle. Something was coming; I knew it. There was more to this than just making arrangements to marry off a wayward Maid of Honor.


“Mary Stuart of Scotland will shortly move to Bolton,” said Elizabeth, echoing the words that were already in my head. “You met her, did you not, Ursula, when you went to Scotland a few years ago?”


“I . . . yes, ma’am. I did.”


“And I believe she liked you? You were her guest at Holyrood in Edinburgh for a while?”


“Yes, ma’am,” I said with caution.


“No doubt she is finding life strange and limited in my northern castles, compared with life as a queen,” said Elizabeth gravely. “Her representative, Lord Herries, is at Richmond now and would like us to receive her here but my good Cecil is much against the idea of bringing her to London.”


“She has a charge of murder hanging over her. She is not a fit person to associate with the Queen of England until her name is cleared,” said Cecil, his voice now quite colorless. The words over my dead body were not spoken aloud but hung in the air like an overripe ham from a ceiling hook.


“We think,” said Elizabeth, smiling sweetly, “that it would be an excellent idea, Ursula, if my lord of Leicester’s generous gift could be signed over to Pen at once, and if you took the wench north to inspect it. You could look for a husband for her in that district—and while you are about it, you could visit Mary Stuart. We can arrange that Sir Francis Knollys, who has charge of her, will admit you, though I shall tell him only that you and she have met before, and that since you chance to be in the district because you are accompanying Mistress Penelope, I wish you to present my compliments to my cousin.”


“I see,” I said uncertainly. “Or—do I?”


“Not yet but I am about to explain,” said Elizabeth. “In fact, Ursula, I want you to pass a confidential message to Mary Stuart, from one queen to another. I said confidential—it’s more than that. It’s personal—on an unofficial level, if you understand me.”


I did. There are strange rules in the world of diplomacy. A message passed on by an official personage may be confidential, but it is not personal. Personal means a far greater degree of secrecy. Personal means that no one will ever acknowledge that the message was ever passed at all.


“I know of it,” said Cecil in a low voice, “and so does Leicester here . . .”


“Because I trust your discretion as I trust my own,” said Elizabeth. “And the same applies to you and your husband, Ursula. But I wish the matter to be known to no one else, not even to Knollys. He is a man with opinions of his own and they are not the same as mine. He will obey orders, but a man carrying out commands he doesn’t agree with can dilute the message without meaning to. A mere tone of voice can make a difference sometimes. So, you will be my mouthpiece instead, Ursula,” said Elizabeth. “Cecil advises it, and I have agreed.”


I glanced at Hugh but he was looking at the queen. His face told me nothing. “The message has to be by word of mouth, I take it, ma’am?” I said. “Nothing written down?”


“Exactly,” said Elizabeth. Her eyes met mine again and held them. “There will be an inquiry,” she said, “into the facts of how Henry Lord Darnley, the husband of my royal cousin Mary Stuart, met his death. We have received an emissary from James Stewart, Earl of Moray, her half brother and at present the Regent of Scotland, requesting us to hold such an inquiry and we can scarcely refuse him.”


“The request is reasonable, in the circumstances,” said Cecil.


“But . . .” Elizabeth’s gaze was still fixed on mine. “There is a difficulty. Any such inquiry could well turn into something very like a trial. Representatives sent by Moray will attend and may demand that Mary give evidence herself and allow herself to be questioned. This must not happen. Knollys, who is an honest man but doesn’t have the cares of kingship, believes that Mary ought to testify on her behalf to clear her name, but he is wrong. She must not. Mary is an anointed queen and if a monarch is treated like a subject and questioned like a felon, then it can happen to any monarch—especially to one who permitted such a thing to be done in the first place. That is the message you are to take privily to Mary, Ursula. Tell her from me, her cousin, that the inquiry will probably have to proceed but that she must on no account whatsover agree to testify in person or to be questioned. That is all.”


She smiled. “We will not demand an answer now, this moment, Ursula. Think about it.” Her gaze moved to Hugh. “You must think about it, too. You and your wife must discuss it. Ursula can give me your answer tomorrow.”
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The Unlikely Quarrel


Dudley remained with the queen but Cecil left with us. As we threaded our way through the crowded gallery, he said softly: “Come with me to my study.”


At Richmond, Cecil always used the same room for his work. Its square leaded windows overlooked the river, and the bright ripples made reflections on the ornate ceiling, where Tudor roses, painted red and white, were carved into the beams. Cecil went to sit behind his desk, waving us to a couple of other seats.


Without preamble, he said: “This business of Mary Stuart is a nightmare. No one invited her to England! Her presence could damage England’s security and our relationships with other countries. She’s a most embarrassing nuisance.” We couldn’t help looking amused and Cecil in turn resorted to grim humor. “She’s like a drunken relative, arriving uninvited at a gathering where the host is trying to impress a visiting bishop or his daughter’s future in-laws!”


Hugh said: “We live very quietly and have only a superficial knowledge of what happened to Queen Mary’s husband. Gossip says many things and all of them may not be true. Can you enlighten us?”


“I trust so,” said Cecil. He paused for a moment, and his eyes became remote. When they focused on us again, their expression was very grave. “It’s an ugly story. Very ugly. No one could have foreseen such an appalling outcome to that marriage. It should have been a good political match. Henry Lord Darnley was descended from King Henry the Seventh, just as Elizabeth and Mary both are.” We nodded. “It began well,” he said. “It produced a son, of royal descent on both sides, who may one day be Elizabeth’s heir. It should have been a safe match, too, because we have the young man’s mother here in England to discourage him from any ideas of helping Mary to invade us.


“And then,” said Cecil grimly, “what happens? He turns out to be dissolute and murderous. The gossip you have heard included the killing of David Riccio, I take it?”


“One of her secretaries,” I said. “And a good musician, too. Yes. I met him when I was in Scotland. He struck me as a harmless little fellow. What we heard was that Darnley and his men burst into one of the queen’s supper parties at Holyrood, where Riccio was one of those present, dragged him out screaming, and slaughtered him, and threatened Mary’s own life.”


I hesitated and then added: “I’m fairly sure that the supper room was the one where I once attended a gathering. It’s quite small, intimate. When I saw it, there were wall hangings of red and green, and a fire in the hearth, and . . . there was music,” I said in a low voice. “Riccio was playing the lute. Darnley was playing a spinet. They were accompanying each other, like friends. It was all friendly, almost domestic. I can’t imagine it as a scene of carnage. And to think it was Darnley who . . .”


“Darnley was a fool and a villain,” said Cecil. “He may have had ambitions to become the widower king of Scotland. That murder could have been aimed as much at Mary as at Riccio. She was about six months pregnant at the time. The shock could have caused a miscarriage and quite possibly killed her. I have eyes and ears at the Scottish court . . . .”


“According to Ursula, you have eyes and ears everywhere, Sir William,” said Hugh.


“I make sure of it,” said Cecil candidly. “My informants in Scotland reported to me that some of the Protestant nobles had convinced Darnley that the queen was having a love affair with poor David Riccio. It was also reported to me that when the plot was first laid, Darnley actually wanted Riccio to be killed before the queen’s eyes, though the other nobles, at least, had the decency to say no, he must be dragged out first. Even so, I believe the first dagger blow was struck in her presence. After the murder, Darnley panicked and seems to have thought that the nobles meant to kill both him and Mary and then rule Scotland themselves. Mary apparently agreed with him. She somehow came to terms with Darnley and they fled from Edinburgh together. I daresay she couldn’t have escaped without his help. But she had had enough of him and up to that point,” said Cecil, “one can sympathize with her. But . . .”


Hugh said slowly: “Darnley was assassinated, and the rumor that we heard points the finger at Mary. By the sound of it, she had every reason to want to get rid of Darnley.”


“Quite. No one could have blamed her for seeking an annulment,” Cecil said, “and she could have got one. She and Darnley were cousins and she married him without a papal dispensation. Annulment might have made their son illegitimate, though I should think that a way round that could have been found. Popes can give dispensations for other things besides the marriage of cousins. Better still, she could have charged Darnley with treason, and got rid of him that way. The killing of Riccio virtually in front of her when she was far gone in pregnancy does look like an attempt on her life and that would indeed have been treason. Annulment or arraignment; no one would have questioned either. And either would have been legal, correct in law. But murder—the murder of a king and a husband—and in such circumstances as these: that’s different.”


“Just what were the circumstances?” asked Hugh. “It was in Edinburgh and involved an explosion but we know little more than that.”


“I can tell you the rest,” said Cecil. “And as I said, it’s an ugly tale. Darnley had been ill—probably with the French pox. He’d been consorting with whores. He was recuperating in a house in Edinburgh, a place called Kirk o’ Field. He’d rented it himself, to convalesce in—it seems that he was nervous of entering any stronghold controlled by any of his wife’s noblemen. I daresay he had his reasons, and a guilty conscience may well have been among them! At any rate, there he was, on the night of Sunday the ninth of February last year. Queen Mary had been with him part of the time but that evening she was at Holyrood at the wedding celebrations for one of her servants and stayed overnight. In the small hours of the morning, there was an explosion at Kirk o’ Field. The house was blown up. Presumably the intention was to encompass Darnley’s death. However, someone or something must have warned him, because he tried to escape, along with one servant . . .”


Cecil was a statesman, a man of dignity, and in the general way, his way of talking was calm and restrained. But beneath that controlled exterior were depths of emotion and imagination. He would not have been so able a statesman without them. Elizabeth knew them and drew on them. We experienced them now. Using words as a painter uses a brush, he created for us a picture, a dreadful picture, of that night at Kirk o’ Field.


It was especially clear to me because I had met Darnley. I knew that he was not a pleasant young man, far from it. But I also knew that he was young. He had been still no more than twenty-one when he died, barely out of boyhood, and therefore inexperienced. It was unlikely but still possible that, had he lived longer, he might have learned from his mistakes. But he never had the chance.


Cecil made us see him—roused, probably, from his first sleep, by a frightened servant “who had either found barrels of gunpowder and a waiting fuse in the cellars of the house, or else seen unknown men gathering in a secretive way nearby. There certainly were men nearby, as you’ll hear,” Cecil said.


At any rate, whatever his servant told him must have terrified Darnley, for he got up so quickly that he didn’t even put on a cloak though the servant had brought one, and the season was February. Darnley had been ill; he must have been shaky through weakness as well as fear. His man helped him to get out through a window. “The fellow must have brought a rope. He let Darnley down on a chair attached to the rope,” Cecil said. “Those things were found afterwards.”


The servant had got down to join his master somehow, and then the two of them fled through the garden in a state of panic, Darnley still wearing only his nightgown.


“A February night in Scotland is likely to be chilly, even for a fit man, which he wasn’t. If he didn’t even stop to throw his cloak round him, he must have been desperate,” Cecil said.


I could believe it. I imagined the boy who had thought himself the King of Scotland, running for his life across the wintry grass in the darkness, gasping for breath, his teeth chattering from a mixture of weakness, cold, and terror.


Running straight into the arms of the assassins who were waiting to make sure that he should not escape.


“There were some women living in a house close to the garden,” Cecil said. “They heard Darnley scream out to someone to pity him, for the sake of Jesus Christ who pitied all the world. The scream ended in a choking noise and what sounded like a struggle. The men who caught him strangled both him and his servant, and while they were doing it, the house blew up. The fuse was probably lit while Darnley was getting out of the window. The explosion killed some other servants who were sleeping in the house. The roar of it, and the flames going up, fetched a crowd to the scene and the bodies of Darnley and his man were found.”


There was a silence. Then Cecil said: “When you were in Scotland, Ursula, did you encounter the Earl of Bothwell, by any chance?”


“James Hepburn. Yes,” I said.


“He’s the nobleman most strongly suspected of having arranged the murder,” said Cecil. He was once more the dignified statesman. “Possibly with, possibly without, Mary Stuart’s knowledge. Either way, it was hardly wise of her to marry him shortly afterwards. She claims that he abducted and ravished her and more or less compelled her to marry him, but there are strong rumors that she consented to the abduction and all that followed. The Scots people rose up against both of them.” The statesman allowed himself a little dry wit. “Bothwell has fled overseas and we’ve got Mary and, as I said, it’s a nightmare!”


Hugh inquired: “Is she a prisoner or a guest?”


“Half and half,” said Cecil. “But I can tell you this—the nightmare isn’t going to go away. Whatever the outcome of this wretched inquiry, or trial, or whatever it’s called, we have no jurisdiction over her. She is, as Elizabeth says, an anointed queen. When it’s finished, we shall be left with exactly the same set of alternatives as we have now and I don’t like any of them! For one thing, if her name is cleared, she will ask us to raise an army to put her back on the throne of Scotland. That’s out of the question, to begin with.”
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