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Praise for

THE TAPESTRY

“Fans of the Tudor era, you’re in for a treat.”

—InStyle.com

“[A] meticulously researched blend of historical Tudor fiction and mystery draws a reluctant Joanna back into Henry VIII’s court. . . . Look for murder plots, politics, treachery, and love.”

—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

“The award-winning Bilyeau knows her English history. [A] meticulously researched Tudor thriller.”

—Mystery Scene Magazine

“Illuminated by Bilyeau’s vivid prose, minor players of Tudor England emerge from the shadows.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Bilyeau’s rendering of the court and its diverse personalities, the palpable tension between Protestant and Catholic, and the very smells and sounds of the streets are intensely evoked. A lot of fun, and highly recommended.”

—Historical Novels Review

“The author has the ability to yank the reader into 1540 with her amazing knowledge of the time period and talent to describe it. Superb.”

—Mysterious Women

“Nancy Bilyeau’s passion for history infuses her books and transports us back to the dangerous world of Tudor England. Vivid characters and gripping plots are at the heart of this wonderful trilogy, and this third book will not fail to thrill readers. Warmly recommended!”

—Alison Weir, author of The Marriage Game: A Novel of Queen Elizabeth I

“A rip-roaring Tudor adventure from Nancy Bilyeau! Novice nun turned tapestry weaver Joanna Stafford returns to the court of Henry VIII. She’s that great rarity of historical fiction: a fiercely independent woman who is still firmly of her time. A mystery as richly woven as any of Joanna’s tapestries.”

—Kate Quinn, author of Lady of the Eternal City

“The Tapestry takes its history seriously, but that doesn’t stop it from being a supremely deft, clever, and pacy entertainment. This is Nancy Bilyeau’s most thrilling—and enlightening—novel in the Joanna Stafford series yet.”

—Andrew Pyper, author of The Demonologist and The Damned

“A master of atmosphere, Nancy Bilyeau imbues her novel with the sense of dread and oppression lurking behind the royal glamour; in her descriptions and characterizations . . . Bilyeau breathes life into history.”

—Laura Andersen, author of The Boleyn King

“In The Tapestry, Nancy Bilyeau brilliantly captures both the white-hot religious passions and the brutal politics of Tudor England. It is a rare book that does both so well.”

—Sam Thomas, author of The Midwife’s Tale

“In spite of murderous plots, volatile kings, and a divided heart, Joanna Stafford manages to stay true to her noble character. Fans of Ken Follett will devour Nancy Bilyeau’s novel of political treachery and courageous love, set amid the endlessly fascinating Tudor landscape.”

—Erika Robuck, author of Hemingway’s Girl

“These aren’t your mother’s nuns! Nancy Bilyeau has done it again, giving us a compelling and wonderfully realized portrait of Tudor life in all its complexity and wonder. A nun, a tapestry, a page-turning tale of suspense: this is historical mystery at its finest.”

—Bruce Holsinger, author of A Burnable Book and The Invention of Fire

Praise for

THE CHALICE

“Bilyeau sends her plucky former novice back into the intrigue-laden court of England’s Henry VIII.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“The novel is riveting and provides fascinating insight into the lives of displaced nuns and priests during the tumultuous Tudor period. Bilyeau creates fully realized characters, with complex actions and emotions, driving the machinations of these historic personages.”

—RT Book Reviews, Top Pick

“English history buffs and mystery fans alike will revel in Nancy Bilyeau’s richly detailed sequel to The Crown.”

—Parade.com

“[A] layered book of historical suspense.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“I loved the story, the characters, and the rich detail of the novel. . . . So much emotion and drama and surprise twists for even the most hard-to-please mystery fans!”

—Bonnie Somerville, DuJour magazine

“The Chalice is a compelling and pacey time machine to the sixteenth century. And when you’ve returned to the present, you’ll have enjoyed an adventure and gained a new perspective on a past you’d wrongly thought to be a done deal.”

—Andrew Pyper

“Rarely have the terrors of Henry VIII’s Reformation been so exciting. Court intrigue, bloody executions, and haunting emotional entanglements create a heady brew of mystery and adventure that sweeps us from the devastation of the ransacked cloisters to the dangerous spy centers of London and the Low Countries, as ex-novice Joanna Stafford fights to save her way of life and fulfill an ancient prophecy, before everything she loves is destroyed.”

—C. W. Gortner, author of The Tudor Conspiracy

“Superbly set in the political and religious turmoil between Henry VIII’s queens Jane Seymour and Anne of Cleves, The Chalice is a dark, twisty thriller that I couldn’t put down. Nancy Bilyeau’s extensive historical research makes the sense of dread, danger, and mysticism permeating this era tangible. Ex-Dominican novice Joanna Stafford is an especially compelling and sympathetic heroine—I adored her!”

—Kris Waldherr, author of Doomed Queens

“An exciting and satisfying novel of historical suspense that cements Nancy Bilyeau as one of the genre’s rising stars. The indomitable Joanna Stafford is back with a cast of powerful and fascinating characters and a memorable story that is gripping while you are reading and haunting after you are done. Bravo! The Chalice is a fabulous read.”

—M. J. Rose, author of The Reincarnationist

“The Chalice offers a fresh, dynamic look into Tudor England’s most powerful, volatile personalities: Henry VIII, the Duke of Norfolk, Stephen Gardiner, and Bloody Mary Tudor. Heroine and former nun Joanna Stafford is beautiful, bold, and in lethal danger. Bilyeau writes compellingly of people and places that demand your attention and don’t let you go even after the last exciting page.”

—Karen Harper, author of Mistress of Mourning

“Once again Nancy Bilyeau artfully conjures a vivid pageant of Tudor characters, from the great and the good to the merciless and the obsessed. Henry VIII’s kingdom has become deranged by cruelty, greed, and fear, and into this world of prophesies and mobs, moonlit crypts and black arts steps Joanna Stafford, a courageous young nun with a mission. Tempted by love, undaunted by betrayal, Joanna holds the key to redemption and peace. The Chalice is a fast-paced historical thriller of cinematic intensity.”

—Barbara Kyle, author of Blood Between Queens

Praise for

THE CROWN

“Bilyeau deftly weaves extensive historical detail throughout, but the real draw of this suspenseful novel is its juicy blend of lust, murder, conspiracy, and betrayal.”

—O, The Oprah Magazine

“When her cousin is condemned to death by King Henry VIII, daring young nun Joanna Stafford risks everything to be by her side.”

—People

“An inventive thriller . . . A captivating heroine, Sister Joanna Stafford will have you eagerly following every step of the quest.”

—Parade

“In her debut, The Crown, Bilyeau . . . delivers an engrossing thriller about a sixteenth-century Dominican novice caught up in royal intrigue. . . . Her extensive historical research shines.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“The right sort of action to lure fans of historical fiction: righteous nuns, evil bishops, real-world figures, and a potential burning at the stake.”

—Time Out New York

“A captivating thriller.”

—All You magazine

“Part Da Vinci Code, part The Other Boleyn Girl, it will keep you guessing until the very end.”

—Woman’s Day

“I found the view into life in the cloister to be of great interest in this novel. Bilyeau captures the frustration of those who are told, suddenly and without choice, to change their faith.”

—Historical Novels Review

“This brisk tale of Tudor intrigue will keep you up long past your bedtime.”

—Renaissance Magazine

“Strong character development, realistic historical detail, and an atmosphere of pervasive tension coupled to a fast-paced plot make it compulsively readable.”

—Booklist

“This fast-paced debut delivers Tudor intrigue and mystical thrills in one satisfying package—and leaves room for a sequel.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Will appeal to fans of Dan Brown and Philippa Gregory.”

—Library Journal

“The events of the period come to life in Nancy Bilyeau’s dazzling and heart-wrenching novel. The Crown is evocative, provocative, and full of intriguing characters—a gorgeously written novel that has mystery and history, pathos and depth. This is a stunning debut about a woman whose spirit shines through and deeply moves the reader.”

—M. J. Rose

“Nancy Bilyeau’s polished, inventive debut has all the ingredients of the best historical fiction: a broad cast of characters, well-imagined settings, and vivid storytelling. . . . In Joanna Stafford, Bilyeau has given us a memorable character who is prepared to risk her life to save what she most values, while Stafford’s desperate search for a lost religious relic will satisfy even the most ardent mystery fans.”

—Deborah Harkness, author of A Discovery of Witches

“The Crown by Nancy Bilyeau is an amazing first novel, filled with excitement, intrigue, espionage, and set against the background of one of the bloodiest periods of British history: the schism between Church and State. It’s an action-packed tale of one nun’s dangerous quest to discover the secrets of an ancient relic that dates back to the time of Christ.”

—Katherine Neville, author of The Eight

“A stunning debut. One of the best historical novels I have ever read.”

—Alison Weir


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    

[image: Title Page Image]




		
			In memory of the nuns and friars and monks of Tudor England
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			I was once told that whenever I felt suspicious of someone’s intent, no matter how faintly, I should trust that instinct, but since the man who issued this advice had himself tried to kill me, and nearly succeeded, it was difficult to know how much weight to give his words.

			I felt this distrust in a place where all others seemed at ease, as I followed a page through the tall, gleaming rooms of the Palace of Whitehall, filled with the most prosperous subjects of King Henry VIII. To anyone else, it would seem the safest place in all of England.

			But not to me. Never to me.

			Only eight days earlier I’d received the summons, calling me back to London, the city where I had seen much cruelty and death. I read it in my small house on the High Street of Dartford, where I had come to serve as a novice at its priory of Dominican sisters and hoped and prayed to prove my worthiness to take vows and become a Bride of Christ. But, two years ago, by the king’s command, our exquisite priory was torn down, and I was cast out with the others.

			“This missive is from the king’s council, Sister Joanna,” said Gregory, pushing it into my hands as if it were a loaf pulled fresh from the oven that was singeing his fingertips. Gregory was a clerk in the town. He married the vintner’s daughter just after Candlemas Day, and his face soon thickened, like a hunting dog turns fat and sleek when brought into the house at season’s end. But Gregory, no matter his station now, once served as porter to our priory and continued to take an interest in my welfare. He still called me Sister. When a letter came to town bearing the royal seal, Gregory insisted on delivering it to me.

			I thanked him and closed the door on the bright noise of the High Street. My fingers heavy with dread, I found a knife to break the beeswax seal. It was light brown, with these words circling the figure of a man on horseback, holding sword and shield: “Henry the Eighth, by the grace of God, of England and France and Ireland King, Defender of the Faith, and on Earth, of the English and Irish Church, Supreme Head.”

			I smoothed the sheet of thick, creamy vellum onto my table. “Touching on the matter of the commission of tapestry, Mistress Joanna Stafford, daughter of Sir Richard Stafford, is hereby summoned to the Palace of Whitehall, in the third week of April in the Year of Our Lord 1540, to wait upon the Keeper of the Great Wardrobe of His Majesty, King Henry the Eighth, and receive the King’s command.”

			I was dismayed but could not say I was surprised. I knew full well that the king took an interest in my tapestries. Bishop Stephen Gardiner had told me, with his usual gleam of bland menace, that King Henry was pleased with The Rise of the Phoenix, the first tapestry I wove on my own after leaving the priory. I sold it to Anne of Cleves, who came to our kingdom to become the fourth wife of Henry VIII, and she made a gift of it to him. Said Bishop Gardiner, “His Majesty dislikes everything about his new queen, with one exception: the present of the phoenix tapestry.”

			A week after Bishop Gardiner told me that, the first letter from the king’s court appeared. Unsigned and unsealed, it was a simple request for my presence at court to speak of tapestries.

			If I were of a more sanguine humor, I might find comedy in this. Henry VIII wished to commission a tapestry from a woman who’d treasonably opposed him, not once but twice. The king now lived because of what I did—or, rather, what I failed to do. Yet he would never know any of this history, never realize how tightly our fates were intertwined. No, to Henry VIII, I was but a distant cousin with an intriguing talent for weaving.

			And the truth was, I did have another tapestry planned. I’d ordered a drawing from Brussels of The Sorrow of Niobe but had not yet stretched it on the loom. I did not wish to sell this one to the royal couple. For that and other reasons, I failed to respond to the first royal summons. Beset by a troubled marriage and rumors of foreign invasion, His Majesty King Henry VIII would forget about me, surely?

			It seemed he would not.

			Not only was the second summons worded more forcefully, it was signed. As I stared at the precise strokes of ink slanting across the vellum, my throat tightened. Henry VIII did not write the command himself, of course. One of his secretaries composed the words. But the paper was signed by a different hand. The script was precise and clear, with each curved letter slanted to precisely the same height: Thomas Cromwell, Lord Privy Seal. The king’s chief minister, the man whom we, the faithful of God’s Holy Church, hated and feared above all other men, even the king.

			I was in need of advice.

			The summons carried a legal import, but I could not bring this matter to the constable of Dartford. Geoffrey Scovill was recently bereaved and still suffering. Three months ago, I stood with him beside the grave of his wife, Beatrice; weeks later, I attempted to offer further condolences, but was met with cold silence. I could not blame him, considering my role in his circumstances. He came to Dartford because of me. I knew that he’d wished to marry, and at times Geoffrey evoked strong feelings in me—equal parts longing and shame—but we often quarreled and clashed. It was Edmund Sommerville, a onetime friar in the Dominican Order, sensitive, erudite and kind, whom I chose to marry. Geoffrey then wed Beatrice, my friend and fellow novice, who had loved him from the first moment she saw him. Now Edmund was gone and Beatrice was with God. Constable Scovill and I were both alone, and lonely, but we did not turn to each other.

			What should I do about the royal summons? I prayed for hours that day and far into the night, touching no food or drink. If only that feeling of certainty would fill me, the grace of God’s undoubted wisdom. But it didn’t come; I was unworthy. When morning came, I hurried up the High Street to Holy Trinity Church. There, the way forward could be revealed.

			I always took a seat near the chantry chapel. Like a hand that by force of habit drifts to the ridge of a scar, my gaze lingered on the back chantry wall once beautified by a mural of Saint George. More than a year ago, the painting was whitewashed over, at the same time that the candles were snuffed and the altar stripped, but if I squinted a bit, I could still detect the outline of the saint on horseback, sword raised to fight the dragon.

			Father William Mote, he who must disseminate the New Learning, preached a dry, cautious sermon that day. Ever since Parliament passed the Act of Six Articles, England no longer followed Martin Luther’s lead away from the Catholic Church. Yet, to my disappointment, there seemed no hope of returning to obedience to Rome, either. We now took some unfathomable middle path. From priests and landowners to humblest tinkers and carpenters, no one in Dartford could discern where we headed as a kingdom. But we did know that any mistake in religious practice, no matter how small, could bring savage royal punishment: a chopped hand was the best consequence.

			Father William’s voice rose at the end of his sermon. “Not enough of you have opened the Great Bible kept at this very altar by instruction of Lord Privy Seal Thomas Cromwell and Archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer.” He pounded on the platform, his fist nearly striking the massive book resting atop it. This, at least, he was sure of. “You dishonor God, the creator of all things, if you do not shun evil and ignorance and idolatry for the profound wisdom of Scripture, written here for you in English.”

			There were a few sighs, a few shrugs. The people of Dartford were a timid lot, willing to obey the king, but only a handful had been taught to read. Many could write their own names and add sums. Long stories of Scripture were beyond them.

			“Christ deliver us,” whispered a woman to my left.

			It was Sister Eleanor, unable to suppress her disgust over Father William’s outburst. When the king’s men closed our priory, six of the sisters, unwilling to forsake their vocation, formed a community in a house outside town. Sister Eleanor did not officiate over them as prioress—we no longer had a prioress—but she was the oldest of the sisters.

			After Mass, I beckoned to her in the back of church. Startled, Sister Eleanor took a moment to follow me. She was uncomfortable in my presence, and always had been. My disposition was too riotous for her severe spirit. But it was that severity I now required.

			Outside the church, it was raining, and we pressed against the wall so that its slanted roof would protect us. I slipped her the summons.

			Sister Eleanor read it in seconds and made the sign of the cross.

			“The king would commission you?” she asked.

			“It seems so, Sister.”

			“But your tapestries are a God-given talent,” she said. “To adorn the walls of the apostate king with one of your gifts . . . it is not to be borne.”

			“To refuse to serve King Henry would bring criticism,” I pointed out. “Men of the court could follow. Even soldiers.”

			Sister Eleanor clasped my hands. Her fingertips, callused from the labor of the nuns’ farm, dug grooves into mine, but I did not flinch. “Leave your house in town and come to us, Sister Joanna,” she urged. “You know you should live among us again—we are only safe if we are together.”

			“I would not carry such risk to your house, Sister.”

			Sister Eleanor said, “You would show yourself to no one, as if you were still enclosed. The king and his men would not know where you were.” Still gripping my hands, Sister Eleanor stepped back, heedless of the rain spattering her capped head. “But should they find you, we will be at your side. God in His Mercy will protect us. We will not submit.”

			I gently pulled my hands from hers, murmuring, “I thank you for your valuable counsel, Sister. Christ and the Virgin be with you.”

			Before I’d reached the other side of the High Street, leaping over the spreading puddles, my decision was made. I could never expose the sisters of Dartford to danger. Such hot, eager anger in Sister Eleanor’s eyes—it sprang up because she had never witnessed firsthand the wrath of the king. I had.

			To face royal condemnation alone—could I do that? Certainly. I had done it before. But would I? No. For there was a pressing reason to conform to the royal will. Arthur. I wanted to once again raise the orphaned son of my cousin Margaret Bulmer.

			I’d written letter after letter to Margaret’s brother, the head of our family, Lord Henry Stafford, asking that Arthur, now eight, be returned to me in Dartford. I’d sent the boy north to Stafford Castle before leaving England. Now, despite the fact that he was a difficult child to raise, I missed Arthur greatly. His ready laughter, his determined step, I ached for them in my silent house. As much as it was possible to plan in a time of chaos, I planned to lead a quiet life: weave tapestries, honor friends, submit to God’s will. It would be an honorable existence; after all, I was the daughter of Sir Richard Stafford and Isabella Montagna. Living without honor was unthinkable. But there would be no more dangerous quests or conspiracies. My fervent hope was never again to hear the word prophecy, nor to find myself among spies, seers, and necromancers. That was the world of fear, of darkness. I wanted only light.

			In devoting myself to another person, to Arthur, if I could bring that about, I would be truly blessed. I wanted to serve Arthur, too, in a way that only I, the guardian of the secrets of his parentage, could. It was so important that he learn how precious his mother was, learn of her kindness and her courage. I feared that as Arthur grew older, the horror of her death—burned to death for treason in Smithfield before the mob—would overshadow all.

			At first, Cousin Henry refused to return him—stating again that he had never understood why my father placed Arthur with me, an unmarried woman of no prospects, rather than with Henry’s own large family—but of late I’d detected a softening. And he let slip in one letter that Arthur missed me. If I were the holder of a royal commission in tapestries, the head of my own budding enterprise, my cousin might relent. He hated trade, but he hated failure more.

			“Your storm and fury”—that is how Beatrice once described my nature. But, for the sake of that small boy, I would quiet my storms. Now that I’d been forced to accept the triumph of King Henry and Thomas Cromwell, there would be no cause for anger. I’d travel to Whitehall, see no one but the wardrobe master who managed the king’s tapestries, and slip back home.

			Thus I resolved to go on this journey. How could I know that it was not a journey but a dance? I was taking the first step forward on a vast dance floor, and on the other side, a partner would emerge from the darkest shadows to meet me—a partner who hungered for nothing more than for my death.
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			Moments after I made up my mind to go to court, a knock sounded at the door. It was my onetime novice mistress, Sister Agatha, now Mistress Gwinn, married to the most prosperous farmer in town and a devoted gossip.

			“Why would you have occasion to speak to Sister Eleanor?” she asked, her eyes bright with interest.

			I decided to tell her of my decision to go to Whitehall. Unlike Sister Eleanor, Agatha was delighted. She had been at my side when Anne of Cleve’s page came to Dartford to purchase the phoenix tapestry. She applauded then—and did now.

			But her excitement brought complication. Agatha insisted that she and her husband, Master Oliver Gwinn, escort me to Whitehall, along with some menservants. My protests were brushed aside. “You cannot ride to London, a solitary woman—that is unheard of,” she exclaimed. I’d done so before, the first time when still a novice professed at Dartford priory. I left without permission, determined to stand by the side of Margaret as she faced her execution at Smithfield, and I was arrested there. Months later I was sent back to the nuns, and my novice mistress was among those who chastised me. Perhaps Agatha had forgotten. All of our lives had changed greatly in the last three years.

			We departed for London at dawn, the mist disappearing before we’d ridden past Dartford’s apple orchards. It promised to be a day of unbroken sun. “So propitious for our journey, so propitious,” said Agatha, riding alongside her husband. Master Oliver Gwinn raised her plump hand to his lips and kissed it.

			It was fortunate, indeed, that the Gwinns received permission from the court to remain married. Like a smattering of other nuns, she had taken a husband after the priories were brought down. But then came those new laws of faith. One of the acts of the Six Articles forbade any person who had taken vows of chastity in a religious order from ever marrying. The penalty was death by hanging.

			Would that have been our fate, Edmund’s and mine, if we had married last year? A former friar and a former novice, who came within moments of joining before God. But we were stopped as the news reached Dartford of the act of Six Articles. Hurled into a limbo created by a king.

			The night before I set out for Whitehall, Edmund appeared in my dream. It seemed to be during our earliest time, bound together once more, charged by Bishop Stephen Gardiner with a dangerous quest, trusting and not trusting. Now the details of the dream had broken apart like ice on a warming river, and I was relieved at its dissolution. Seeing Edmund in my dream had brought back the pain I so much wanted to overcome.

			We rode by grasslands and patches of woods and then a tame field opened up between the trees. A team of two oxen pulled a plow that clawed into the soil, turning it over for planting. A young man strode behind the plow, as was common, but he was not alone. A red-haired woman walked with him, a baby balanced in a cloth slung and tied around her. She laughed at something and their child caught the sound of it and echoed in a half laugh, half cry. A little hand escaped from the cloth to wave at the parents, wildly.

			I shifted in the saddle to fix my gaze on the road to London.

			We stopped for dinner earlier than I would have, if the time had been my choosing. In fact, I would have waited until we reached Southwark and the home of Master Gwinn’s cousin. Our plan was to stay there, rest, and then to ride the rest of the way tomorrow for presentation at Whitehall first thing in the morning. But Agatha and her husband, devoted eaters, insisted on a picnic and a place was found. Servants unwrapped sliced leg of mutton, capon pasty, and manchet bread to put before us.

			“You’ve grown too thin,” said Agatha, scolding, as she pushed a slice of bread into my hand.

			I forced myself to nibble food as I listened to the Gwinns’ amiable chatter. Agatha had never been to London before; most of her adult life was spent in our strict Dominican order. She peppered her husband with questions, which, between bites, he answered time and again with “Soon enough you will see.” The sun was warm on my limbs as I sat on their blanket beside a tall tree of unfurling leaves. I would always be apart, I knew that. I was twenty-nine years old. Never for me the march beside a husband in new soil, or brushing crumbs of pasty from his beard, as Agatha did now. But I could have these peaceful moments of friendship. It would be enough.

			My serenity was ripped away when Master Gwinn, draining his tankard of ale, said to his wife, “It will not be a simple matter to find another constable of Scovill’s ability.”

			“Geoffrey Scovill is leaving?” I asked, my stomach a knot.

			“Yes, by end of summer.”

			“But why?”

			Master Gwinn said, “No reason or destination given, only that he will move on. It is for the best, perhaps, for there’s grumbling about a constable who is rarely seen in the town.”

			I leaped to my feet, indignant. “Have they no decency, these men who grumble? Don’t they know of his dead wife, his stillborn child?”

			Master Gwinn looked up at me, shading his eyes from the sun with his grease-stained hand. “We all of us honor the constable’s loss, and especially those who have buried wives.” Agatha patted his arm. “But Scovill may be able to perform his duties better in a new town, away from memories.”

			I was seized by a powerful desire to jump onto my horse and ride to Dartford, to comfort Geoffrey, make amends, something. But the urge passed. I could do Constable Scovill no greater service than to stay away from him.

			When the Gwinns had finally finished every crumb of dinner, we set out again, the sun nearing its highest point. Soon we reached Southwark, the sprawling borough on the other side of the Thames from the City of London. The roads thickened with others on horseback, with wagons, with young apprentices on foot. We passed a few shops and a great many taverns.

			It was in front of one tavern, at a sharp corner of the road, that I first felt something. I turned, quickly, to see . . . what? Who? The inn’s shutters were thrown open and shiny-faced men leaned out of the windows, enjoying the spring day while they gulped their ale. Nothing looked amiss.

			I nudged my horse to catch up to the Gwinns. But before my mare had plodded five minutes more up the road, I swiveled again. There was no mistaking the feeling this time: someone watched me, someone followed. But when I turned, no one met my eyes. Every man and woman seemed bent on their own ordinary business.

			Was it because we neared London that I felt apprehension? My usual dread of the capital city and the king’s court was laced with fresh turmoil over the departure of Geoffrey Scovill. But as much as I tried to assure myself that must be it, I sensed something else. Something threatening.

			The string of shops and taverns had given way to a foul-looking marsh and, beyond that, the top of London Bridge, stretching across the Thames in the distance. I’d thought myself well prepared, but as London loomed, a sour dread clutched my stomach. Between that and my jangled nerves over being watched, I felt rather dizzy. I tried to breathe deeply, to steady myself, but it only served to suck in deeper the odor from a nearby tanning pit.

			When I first heard it, the rumbling was a welcome distraction. It resembled thunder—but that was impossible. It was a bright, cloudless afternoon. Tightening my hands on the reins, I slowed my horse to peer up into the sky and then all around us. The Gwinns heard it, too; Master Gwinn pointed at a long, high brick wall south of the marsh. Handsome brick towers rose beyond it. Perhaps this was someone’s fine manor house. A faint cloud of dust hovered just above the wall—it seemed somehow connected to the rumbling.

			“Shall we have a look?” asked Master Gwinn, his face crinkled with curiosity. Agatha agreed at once. Their lives in Dartford were predictable, prescribed. They were happily caught up in the strange sights and sounds of our journey.

			Turning points are not always evident to us when they appear. How different everything might have been for me if I had not nodded in agreement and then ridden with my friends to discover what was on the other side of that wall. But I perceived no harm in it. No harm at all.

			We fell in behind a group of men scrambling through an opening in the wall. We had entered a large, square courtyard. But despite the fact that this was a handsome property, worthy of careful tending, all was in disarray. A mountain of rubble stood in the middle of the courtyard. Planks of wood stretched across another part of it. Men shouted to one another. I heard the bellow of animals.

			“Secure the ropes, ye bastards!” screamed a man. “And clear the path if ye want to live.”

			The dust settled, and I could make out a long row of oxen. These were not like the farm stock I’d seen in a field earlier this day, but massive animals, chained to one another. Three of the walls of the courtyard stood, but the fourth had collapsed, and not by some failure of construction. These men must have torn it down. At the opposite side of the courtyard a stone structure abutting the main house was half collapsed. The workers now fastened ropes round the base of a tower that still stood at the base of that structure, a tall one with a cross atop it. As the workers pushed one another out of the way to clear a path between the oxen and tower, I realized, with a sickening rush, that the stone structure—tower and all—that man and beast struggled to demolish was a church. Why did no one protect it? I peered at the windows of the magnificent main house and realized they were empty of glass. This place had been stripped and abandoned.

			Master Oliver Gwinn, who had bent down to speak to someone standing amid the rubble, turned to his wife and me, his face grim.

			“Bermondsey Abbey,” he said.

			I knew of Bermondsey Abbey, as did every nun, monk, and friar. It was a revered Cluniac house, where once even queens lived in retirement, such as Elizabeth Woodville and Catherine of Valois. The abbey’s monks had obviously been ejected, the house’s precious belongings hauled to the royal treasury. Now the walls themselves must come down. It was happening from one end of England to the other, the destruction of the monasteries. My own beloved Dartford house was demolished down to the last brick. The king then ordered the raising of a grand manor house on the same land.

			But I had not witnessed my priory’s annihilation; all the nuns and friars stayed away, consumed with grief. It would have been like witnessing a murder.

			The man atop the wagon whipped the oxen, hard. The animals strained forward, and a thick chain grew taut and trembled. But the tower on the other end of the chain did not move.

			“Come down,” screamed the ox driver, standing to whip yet more. “Down.”

			There was a snap, followed by a groan, and a centuries’ old tower crumbled. Almost nothing remained now of the church of Bermondsey Abbey. Here was the will of Henry VIII and of Thomas Cromwell—they destroyed what was good and holy, and God did nothing to punish them.

			A new cry rose a moment later, as dust settled again. A pale female head peered above the ravaged base of the tower. For a terrible instant I thought it was a woman who had been trapped inside the structure. But then I realized what it was: a statue of a saint.

			“No, Joanna, don’t,” said Agatha. But I was already going forward, steering my horse around the people and piles of broken rock to get closer.

			She was beautiful—a pure, marble woman clutching a book to her bosom. It seemed a miracle that she survived the wreckage. Perhaps it was a sign?

			A snickering raced around the knot of men who’d also drawn closer. Something was about to happen.

			“No.” It was half groan and half gasp. No one paid heed.

			A young man ran past me, holding something. The others stood aside to clear the way for him. He charged toward the statue, raising the object, which I realized was a large hammer.

			With a grunt, he slammed his hammer into the saint’s face. Where there had once been eyes and nose was a savage, gaping hole.

			“Death to all Papists!” he shouted.
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			The toppling of the abbey church set forth a vicious glee among the people of Southwark, like a torrent of bright blood after a scab is ripped away.

			The destruction had quite another effect on me.

			A devouring rage dampened my senses. The laughter of the crowd faded. The odors I always choked on in Southwark and London—privy buckets, rotting food, ale, and burning lye—receded. The faces of those surrounding me blurred, with one exception: Agatha stared back at me, her hand clamped over her nose and mouth, as if her face had been mutilated and not that of the marble girl of the tower.

			A crowd of men swarmed to the tower. When the young man swung back his hammer to strike the statue again, another grabbed it from him. Laughing, the two of them fought over the weapon. A heavyset man pushed his way to the front of the crowd, pulled out a long knife, and raised it in an exaggerated arc, aiming for the girl’s marble breast. He turned and leered to the crowd. Hoots of laughter sounded.

			How I wanted to stop them. Words of condemnation—angry and accusatory—burned my tongue. I dug my nails into my palms to force myself to stay silent. The old Joanna Stafford would have plunged into the fray. But I had sworn to govern myself with more caution. I must not call attention to our party. What would a crowd of at least fifty tough and coarsened men who hated Rome do to two women who’d once served in a Dominican priory, defended only by a farmer in middle years and two country servants?

			“Cease this at once,” shouted a voice. I touched my lips, unsure if I’d been the one to say it, but it was a man who’d given the order. And he was obeyed. The ruffian lowered his knife from the statue.

			I turned in the saddle to see. The man who stepped forward wore a plain, dark doublet and hose; he was hatless, and gray streaks lightened his hair, which must have once been as black as mine. He carried a bound book under his left arm. As he approached the tower, the mob fell back, sullen-faced. A few of them made a great show of resuming their tasks on the site.

			Master Gwinn leaned down again to make inquiry and then told us, “That man is an agent of the Court of Augmentations.”

			“A court?” Agatha asked, bewildered.

			“Not now. We must leave—we have no place here,” said Oliver Gwinn with unusual curtness.

			My fingers tightened on the reins. I knew what the court was and what this man represented. Thomas Cromwell had created it to administer the revenues of the monasteries. “Court of Augmentations.” Such fine words to describe theft, to justify taking all the holy objects within the abbey churches, the chalices and plate and books and illuminated manuscripts, along with all the land. Which toady of the king’s would receive Bermondsey as a reward for his loyalty?

			Master Gwinn paused to wipe his face with a cloth as soon as we were clear of the fallen abbey, sagging in his saddle with relief.

			We were safe now, but I was not glad of it. I was ashamed. Cromwell’s agent hadn’t stopped the mob from defiling the woman’s statue because it was the right thing to do but in order to preserve a valuable piece of pillage. A passage of Scripture flooded my thoughts, about the apostle Peter’s anguish after Jesus was taken. “I do not know that man,” Peter swore to those who pointed at him in the courtyard of Gethsemane, and then, when he realized he had denied Jesus Christ out of fear and weakness, just as had been predicted, he wept. Hot salty tears pricked my own eyes. I brushed them back with a furious hand.

			“Stop,” I called out. I was so loud Agatha jumped in her saddle. Everyone halted.

			“I will go to Whitehall today—or not at all,” I said.

			“Mistress Joanna, my cousin’s house is not far from here,” said Master Gwinn. “We are expected. We’ll stay there tonight and escort you to the palace tomorrow morning, as planned.”

			“No. Today or not at all.”

			Agatha nudged her horse to get closer. “Joanna, I know how disturbed you are, and I share your sentiment. But we need to rest, all of us. You cannot go to a king’s palace in those clothes.” She pointed at my garments—a plain, dark gray riding kirtle and bodice, layered with the dirt of the road. In the travel satchel carried by a Gwinn servant were my finest clothes, appropriate for the occasion.

			I said in a rush, “It does not matter what I wear, and after what we’ve witnessed, I could not bear to don finery to go before the royal household. With all my soul, I do not wish to proceed at all.” Arthur’s round face appeared in my mind. “But there are sound reasons to continue. If you would be so good as to point the way to London Bridge, I can manage the route to Whitehall alone. You can ride to your cousin’s house to rest, or return to Dartford, whatever you wish.”

			After a hushed conversation, the Gwinns, obviously reluctant, said they would accompany me to Whitehall this afternoon.

			“But what if no one will see you today?” Agatha asked.

			“Then I leave Whitehall having carried out my duty, which was to wait upon the keeper of the wardrobe. The summons didn’t say how long I had to wait. An hour or two will do. If he will not see me, so be it.”

			Master Gwinn opened his mouth to say something more, but Agatha shook her head. She knew how little likelihood there was of my altering course.

			Riding faster now—or as fast as we could up crowded streets—we made our way to London Bridge. As the horses plodded through that square tunnel stretching across the Thames, it happened. The sensation returned. While I was near blind with rage in Southwark, I had no awareness of being observed. But now that my anger had banked, I felt eyes burning into the back of my head once more. I didn’t bother to turn, for I knew that I’d see nothing, learn nothing.

			There was no other explanation for this. While my horse plodded across London Bridge, I concluded that my mind was twisted by Jacquard Rolin, the imperial spy who trained me as part of the conspiracy, demeaned me, and, finally, attacked me. Because the third part of the prophecy could only be revealed in Ghent, the birthplace of the Emperor Charles, Jacquard took me there. When the raven climbs the rope, the dog must soar like a hawk in the time of the bear. That was the full prophecy. After the hanging of the “raven,” the mystic nun Sister Elizabeth Barton, it was up to me, the Dominican, the order associated with the dog, to act swiftly in the time “of the bear.” And the objective was . . . to kill the king. When I had recoiled, Jacquard demanded, “Are you so stupid that you did not perceive that from the beginning this was the conspiracy to build the perfect assassin?” But no matter what King Henry had done to my family and friends, to my chosen way of life, I could not commit murder. I spent four harrowing months in Europe, most of it imprisoned in Ghent. After I escaped from Jacquard—when he nearly killed me—I managed to make my way back to England.

			In the peace of Dartford these last months, I’d never felt threatened, never been contacted again by those men of the shadows. None of these self-protective instincts Jacquard nurtured in me had stirred. But now, traveling to the most dangerous city in England, they were awakened.

			I reached up to press between my fingers the slender chain holding a crucifix, hidden beneath my bodice. When I returned home, I would seek guidance in prayer for how to return to true peace, the obedience and humility and wisdom of the Dominican Order that I would always revere.

			Our horses reached the other side of the bridge. Judging by the position of the sun, there was ample time for this mission. I’d been told king’s officials performed business until nightfall. That was hours away. We rode past the churches and taverns, the goldsmiths and grocers, the haberdashers and brewers, the salters and sadlers. And we wove around the Londoners who’d emerged from their narrow homes to embrace April—perhaps the first genuinely warm day of the Year of Our Lord 1540—with their pale, dirty faces turned upward to the cleansing rays of the sun.

			With the Thames now on our left, we rode on the Strand and then the King’s Street to the massive complex of buildings rising in the distance before us. We left the city of London for the liberties of Westminster, where the seat of government lay, whether it was the king’s grand palace, Parliament’s vast hall, or the church’s soaring abbey.

			I had not been inside palace or abbey. Last summer I came close. An anonymous woman, I’d watched as thousands of men marched before the king and council in the Great London Muster, proving their readiness to defend the realm. I remembered the men striding past a platform in front of a massive gatehouse.

			Today I approached the same gatehouse not from a park but from a street that grew so crowded that we had to dismount. The street continued under the gatehouse archway, beyond to the abbey and Parliament. Entrance to the palace itself on the left appeared to be through a large door in the side of the gatehouse.

			Now I faced a new problem. Perhaps one hundred men, many of them clutching papers, jostled to move forward in the mass of humanity trying to gain admittance to that door. Master Gwinn, a bear of a man, pushed his way forward, creating a path for me and his wife. As we shuffled forward in his wake, one name was repeated, to the right and left, forward and behind: Cromwell, Cromwell, Cromwell, Cromwell. Once again I saw that precise script on my royal summons and shuddered. He had signed the document, but I was not here to see the Lord Privy Seal, I told myself. My humble business would involve only the wardrobe master.

			But would it be possible to see anyone today? The desperate petitioners formed a near-impenetrable wall before the gatehouse. Even with the efforts of the stalwart Master Gwinn, I might not succeed.

			A part of me did not want to succeed. From a distance, the gatehouse was majestic, and I assumed that on drawing nearer, it would diminish in grandeur, as official buildings often do. But the effect was the opposite—now that I was yards from it, the palace gatehouse dazzled. The entire building was made of stone carved and painted in a white-and-black checkered pattern. The raised squares gleamed, as if they had been not merely washed but polished. Two rounded towers stretched three stories high. Between the towers sparkled tall windows. The busts of four crowned heads stared sightless into the distance, representing members of the pitiless Tudor family. Fleurs-de-lis graced the stones, along with carvings of lions and dragons, greyhounds even. I couldn’t begin to guess how costly it must have been to fashion such a building, resembling a game board more than a gatehouse.

			I took a step backward as I strained to look all the way to the top of the octagonal turrets. To my surprise, two distant human heads peeked over the wall. From lofty heights, the people of the king’s court surveyed us. With a start, I realized that people peered at us from behind the thick glass of windows as well. Perhaps it amused them, to survey the grubby pack from within their lavish stronghold.

			The crowd shifted before me, and an opening yawned. Master Gwinn surged forward. Now we were in front and could finally be seen by the man in charge, tall and wide-bellied, planted in front of the gatehouse door.

			With an oath, he waved off a gray-haired clerk, jabbering his pleas for entry. When the clerk edged toward the side of the archway, as if to scramble into Whitehall uninvited, a soldier surged forward, waving his picket. The clerk shrank back into the crowd.

			“In the name of the king, state your business here, sirrah,” called out the tall man. It took me a few seconds to realize that he addressed Master Gwinn, who in answer turned toward me.

			I took a deep breath and stepped forward, declaring, “I am summoned to appear before the master of the king’s wardrobe.”

			“The master of the king’s wardrobe—you?” he said scornfully, his eyes scanning my shabby garments.

			Without another word, I handed him my summons. His eyebrows knotted in skepticism until his gaze reached the bottom. “Signed by Cromwell,” he said.

			“Correct,” I said crisply.

			“But even so, I must send word to—“

			“I shall be honored to escort the lady,” said another voice.

			A smiling young man with a neatly trimmed brown beard emerged from the doorway of a turret tower opposite the entrance. He wore the uniform of a royal page: a red doublet with a large Tudor red-and-white rose on the left side.

			The page bowed to me with courtesy that seemed extravagant, considering my uncertain status. The man in charge of entry to the palace shrugged. Evidently all that needed to be done was produce a paper bearing the name Cromwell for doors to be flung open. It all felt a little strange, but what did I know of palace procedures?

			I turned to say good-bye to the Gwinns. We had worked it out that one servant would wait a short distance up the King Street with two horses, and when my business was finished, I would find my way back to him. He’d take me to Southwark and my waiting friends.

			A hand grabbed my arm, so tightly I gasped. Agatha dragged me away from earshot of the men, of husband, gatehouse official and royal page, giving me a shake, just as she used to when she was novice mistress and I needed correction.

			“You don’t have to do this,” she said. “All the things you’ve always said about London, about this”—she pointed at the palace with her wobbly chin—“I see now you were right. We’ve come to an evil place.”

			Agatha had been so quiet as we waited for entry, I thought her awed by Whitehall. Now I saw that it disturbed her. It was gratifying that now, finally, she saw the court through jaundiced eyes. But there was no turning back.

			I hugged her, whispering, “All will be well.”

			“How can it be? How can good flourish here?”

			“Did not Thomas Aquinas say, ‘Good can exist without evil, whereas evil cannot exist without good’?” I said.

			Agatha shook her head. “You are clever, Joanna, and you are learned, but I do not think that will be enough to keep you safe inside these walls.”

			With a final squeeze of her shoulder, I turned to follow the page into the gaping door of the gatehouse.

			“God be with you and protect you,” Agatha called after me, her voice shrill.

			As much as I wanted to, I did not turn around.
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			With a graceful beckon, the page led me past a long, wooden gallery overlooking a garden and orchard. We took a walkway direct to the tallest of the white stone buildings. He walked quickly; I had to scramble to keep up. There was no question of walking side by side. I would trail him all the way to the keeper of the wardrobe.

			When I stepped over the threshold, it was the first time I’d entered a royal home since the terrible day in 1527 when I arrived to carry out my duties to Henry VIII’s first queen, Catherine of Aragon. Whitehall was grander than my memory of Greenwich. The page led me to a hall that seemed to stretch forever.

			The hall, like the courtyard, was filled with men, though these were calm. High above their heads stretched a ceiling possessing as much meticulous grandeur as the gatehouse. The same black-and-white checks, the judicious sprinkling of fleurs-de-lis. Mullioned windows were set high in the walls. It struck me that this was a very modern palace. I strained to remember what I knew of Whitehall—it was the London home of the archbishops of York until Henry VIII’s first minister, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, took ownership and spent a fortune expanding it. After the king turned against Wolsey, he took Whitehall. Just as, years earlier, he had my uncle the Duke of Buckingham executed on trumped-up charges of treason and then took all his properties. That was what Henry VIII did—he took.

			It seemed that my destination was not within this hall but beyond it. As I hurried after the page, I passed groups of men talking in low murmurs. Everyone seemed well acquainted. My whole life I’d felt an outsider, but here the feeling was most pronounced.

			My fervent hope was that I not encounter the Duke of Norfolk, Bishop Stephen Gardiner, or any of the other men whom I had antagonized in the last three years. So far there seemed little chance of that. The men of the king’s court I passed all looked very prosperous and respectable, but they were not attired in the sables, silks, and furs, the robes and chains of office that denoted the highest ranks.

			It would have been a source of great pleasure to see the Lady Mary, the king’s eldest daughter. We became friends two years ago when she learned I was among those who’d nursed her beloved mother, Queen Catherine, during the last weeks of her life. But I knew from the Lady Mary’s last letter that the advent of spring had sent her from court lodgings to Hunsdon House, her favorite establishment in the country.

			There was only one other person whom I would have liked to see—my young friend Catherine Howard, one of the queen’s maids of honor. But that could require seeing the queen herself, Anne of Cleves, and I did not want to do that. The prophecy called for the murder of King Henry before he could father a second son by the German princess, for that son would have set the world on fire. In place of killing Henry VIII, I gave him just enough of the drink from the chalice to sicken him and render him unable to be a husband to his bride. I did what I had to do, but Anne of Cleves did not deserve it. When I met her on the ship from Calais, she was kind and dignified—and generous. She paid a great deal for The Rise of the Phoenix, and this added to my guilt and confusion.

			All emotions receded as I caught sight of the king’s own tapestries. Behind the clusters of men, they covered the walls, one after another: arresting, glittering tapestries. I had never seen any this huge. They looked to be twenty feet wide. At Dartford Priory, we created far smaller ones. These must have been made in Brussels, the center of all tapestry production in Europe, making use of long looms and many workers. To create a story from a biblical source or mythology or history—a war, a tournament, a wedding—showing this many human figures, ten and more, would demand a team of eight weavers working at least a year. And the faces of the figures shown in the tapestries—they were so symmetrical. What control to create visages so lovely. There was more, too. I was accustomed to tapestries fastened to the wall; after all, their more practical aspect was to warm houses during the cold months. But these tapestries hung a few inches away from the wall, hanging from narrow poles. They moved ever so slightly, becoming live, colorful sagas rather than flat woven pictures.

			Even with all the troubles of the day—and the looming troubles of what was to come—I could not restrain myself from making my way to the wall to get a closer look. I wanted to figure out the story being told and assess its craftsmanship. Now that I was inches away, I could appreciate the meticulous line of the weave. I grasped the edge and, to my surprise, a whiff of grease and smoke puffed into my nose. I also spotted some dulling of the colors here and there. The tapestry was dirty.

			“This way, mistress—this way,” said the page, who had circled back to find me.

			“Forgive me, but I weave tapestries, that is why I am summoned today,” I said, reluctantly moving away from the wall.

			“This way,” the page repeated yet again with the same vacuous smile pasted on his face. I supposed that he took no interest in the people he escorted around the palaces. Something about him seemed odd. I found I did not want to follow him. Yet I suppressed my first twinge of suspicion. After all, I had little knowledge of the ways of royal pages.

			A shallow set of stairs led to a landing crowded with servants carrying crates. While we waited to get around them, I peered out the window. It was dizzying how close I stood to the Thames; its waters seemed to lap the palace wall.

			Minutes later, I found myself walking down another long gallery. Tapestries covered these walls, too. I wondered how many the king possessed and whether they traveled with him from palace to palace or if some were permanently affixed. With such a vast and magnificent collection, why would he commission anything from my humble home loom?

			And then I was outside, blinking in the sun. The page had led me out a door that opened the way to a larger nascent garden and empty sporting yards: tennis, which King Henry helped popularize; bowling; cockfighting.

			“Where is the keeper of the wardrobe?” I called out to the red jacket bobbing a short distance in front.

			Without answering, he pointed at a building only one story tall, on the other side of the bowling yard. I hurried to catch up to him, which was not easy.

			“Are you sure you know the way?” I asked. “This doesn’t seem right.”

			“You’ve been to Whitehall before?” he asked, very polite.

			“No.”

			The page’s smile deepened. In the sun I could see he was not as young as I’d first thought. There were tiny crinkles around his brown eyes. Beneath his beard, I detected a weak chin.

			“I know the palace and all its buildings very well, I assure you,” he said, with another of his bows.

			We resumed our walk, past a neat orchard, but it still didn’t feel right.

			“Trust your instincts always”— that is what Jacquard Rolin said. He had been a liar and schemer and murderer. A breaker of all holy commandments. But he was clever, too, fiendishly so . . . “Very well, Jacquard, what would you do?” I muttered to myself, exasperated.

			Be ready, Joanna Stafford. I could hear his Low Countries accent in the master spy’s hiss. A chill shivered up my arms in the sunny courtyard of the king.

			We finally reached the far building. It had fewer people in it, just three men near the entrance, talking together as they shared a look at a ledger. A maidservant scrubbing in the corner. Passageways stretched in two directions from the front.

			“Come, mistress, it’s this way,” said the page, moving toward the one on the left.

			At the end of the passageway was a door. The page walked to it, then turned to beckon to me again. I took two steps and stopped.

			“Mistress Joanna Stafford?” he called out. “This is where you will meet the wardrobe master.”

			“In this small room, so far from the king?” I asked. We were alone in the passageway.

			The page’s smile widened into a laugh, as if I’d said something amusing. “That is his preference, yes.”

			I walked to the door, all the time wishing I could think of an excuse to turn around and get away from him, fast. In the end, my sense of impropriety silenced the warning bells that exploded in my head. The page opened the door and I moved around him to enter. I took a deep breath, preparing my greeting.

			Suddenly I was sailing through the air, propelled by a powerful shove. The room was dark and cluttered. No one awaited me or anyone else here. I slammed into a rough table with my hip and cried out in pain.

			The door shut behind us.

			“What are you—” Before I could finish the sentence, a hand clamped over my mouth. With the other hand, the page grabbed my right arm and twisted it so sharply that my stomach turned over from the pain. He was a head taller than me, and quite strong. He started to drag me to the far corner of the room. I knew with utter certainty that I did not want go there.

			I bit his hand. It was not the slobbering of a desperate victim. No, I tore at this man’s hand with savagery; I wanted to reach bone. Now it was his turn to cry out, a squealing grunt. His grip on both my mouth and my arm loosened.

			I sprang toward the door, shouting, “Help—help!” I had reached it, my fingers on the doorknob, when the page grabbed me by the shoulder and spun me around.

			I had seconds to survive. With the side of my right hand, I chopped through the bottom of his beard to land a sharp blow to his windpipe, a move Jacquard had taught me.

			His eyes popping in shock, he staggered away, choking.

			I yanked open the door. There was no one on the passageway. He could still emerge and drag me back in. I started to run, but the pain in my hip was such that I half limped. “Help!” I cried again.

			“What has happened?” said a young man’s voice from the direction of the door. “What’s wrong, mistress?”

			Tears of relief filled my eyes as my savior approached. He was tall and dark-haired and, in my semidelirious state, seemed possessed of a singularly beautiful face, like an angel sent by Christ to deliver me.

			“A page attacked me,” I said, turning to point. “Down there.”

			The young man bounded past me, toward the door.

			“Don’t,” I cried. “You must get help first. He’s very strong.”

			Ignoring my warning, he hurtled into the room. Seconds later, I heard the words: “There’s no one here.”

			I couldn’t believe it. But as soon as I joined him, I could see for myself that the page was gone. There was a far door on the other side of the room. The page must have decided to flee rather than chase me down.

			“Are those drops of blood on the floor?” exclaimed the young man. “Are you wounded?”

			“No, it’s his blood,” I said. “I bit his hand. Quite hard.”

			The young man looked at me, his lip curling with distaste as I tucked the loosened strands of black hair back into my hood. “What were you doing with one of His Majesty’s pages?” he said. “Was this some kind of assignation?”

			“It was not. He said he was leading me to the master of the king’s wardrobe. I have a summons. I am expected this week.”

			He snorted. “The wardrobe master in this part of the palace? This is for equipment. I was seeing to the work on a new jousting lance when I heard you. Very well, what was his name?”

			“He never said.”

			The young man sighed. “You’re telling me that a royal page led a woman he didn’t know to a room in Whitehall for a bit of frolic? Do you know how carefully trained these pages are? I should know, for I served as a page in His Majesty’s service myself.”

			“He didn’t want a frolic,” I said. “He wanted to hurt me.” My voice caught. “I think he wanted to kill me.”

			“Kill a woman he didn’t even know?” His voice again rose in disbelief.

			“He knew who I was,” I said. “He used my name in this hallway, moments ago.”

			Something gnawed at me, some source of confusion, but before I could sort it out, the young man found my summons, on the floor of the room where I was attacked, and read it. “This summons is signed by Cromwell,” he said, turning somber. “You are Joanna Stafford, the daughter of Sir Richard Stafford—you are related to the third Duke of Buckingham?”

			“My uncle.”

			“Ah, so the Earl of Surrey is your cousin,” he exclaimed.

			“Correct,” I said, rather surprised my family connections were this widely known. My cousin, Elizabeth Stafford, married the Duke of Norfolk, and their eldest son was indeed the Earl of Surrey, a poet and soldier and someone who had acted as a friend to me.

			“I apologize for disbelieving anything you said,” he said. His eyes traveled up and down my clothing. “In my defense, you’re hardly dressed for court.”

			I sighed. “I am aware of that.”

			“I don’t have much time—I must make my way to Westminster Hall—but I will take you to the sergeant-in-arms to make report. He will launch a thorough inquiry, believe me. The palace will be turned upside-down. He will find this criminal. And the matter will be addressed by the lord steward, perhaps even the chamberlain himself. The king will be made aware. This is one of his most particular rules, that there be no violence within the boundaries of the court.”

			“No, I don’t want that,” I said. “I don’t want that sort of attention.” I had no idea where such an inquiry would lead, and I kept too many dangerous secrets to risk it.

			The young man said, “You can’t just proceed to the keeper of the wardrobe now, after this. The page—he could be searching for you. That would be the first place he’d look. Or do you think he was too deranged by violence to seek you out?”

			I said slowly, “His actions were deranged, but in words he did not seem so. No, he seemed very . . . calm.”

			“All the worse, if he is able to conceal his vile nature behind a gentle manner,” he declared. “We must find this page, and be sure he is punished.”

			I rubbed my temples, trying to think.

			“Do you just want to go home?” he asked, gently.

			My attacker knew who I was, so he could easily find me in Dartford, where I lived, defenseless. How could I press suit to my cousin, Lord Henry Stafford, for the return of Arthur, when violence hovered?

			“I want to find out who this page is,” I said, “but not through an official inquiry. “ My head cleared. “You know the court well. I know it not at all. Will you help me learn this man’s identity?”

			“Mistress Stafford, you are a cousin to the Earl of Surrey, a man I’m proud to call a friend, and so of course I will help you in any way I can,” he said, straightening. “My name is Thomas Culpepper.”

			“I thank you, Master Culpepper,” I said. “What course of action should we pursue to learn this page’s name?”

			He caught my eye, held it, and then laughed. “I don’t know yet,” he said with disarming honesty. Just as under close scrutiny I’d realized the page was older than I first thought, Thomas Culpepper was younger. I would have put his age at about twenty-five. Even when laughing, his face was eerily perfect. With such symmetry of features, he resembled one of the king’s tapestry figures more than an earthly man.

			“Until we form some sort of plan, you’ll have to come with me, since I can’t leave you alone and unprotected,” he said. “I must attend this special convening at Westminster.”

			“What sort of convening?” I asked, apprehensive.

			“Just yesterday, the king called for his council, the nobles, and the commons to appear at Westminster Hall this afternoon. He intends to make Thomas Cromwell the Earl of Essex.”
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			Master Culpepper was in a hurry to witness the elevation of Thomas Cromwell, but I was not.

			“You would not see the actual ceremony,” he said. “There will be no women present, certainly. I know Westminster Hall well, and there is a small room you can wait in, undisturbed. When the ceremony finishes, I will reclaim you.”

			“I do not want to be seen by any member of the king’s council.”

			Glancing again at my filthy kirtle, Culpepper said, “I can’t blame you for that.”

			I was content for him to believe that it was fashion which motivated me to steer clear of such men as Bishop Gardiner and the Duke of Norfolk.

			“If you can guarantee concealment, I will accompany you,” I said. “But are you certain that afterward we will be able learn the name of this page?”

			With great confidence, Culpepper assured me he would find a way. And so I followed him down the walkway past the gardens of Whitehall, toward Westminster Hall, struggling to keep up, since my hip and my shoulder throbbed.

			But what troubled me more was Master Culpepper’s popularity. While no one had spoken to the page who led me across the grounds to the room of my attack, every single person we passed on this walkway called out a salutation, or made a quick bow. Who was my young protector? I had come to harm by not exercising all caution. That practice must change.

			“A moment, sir?” I called out. “I must speak to you.”

			He swiveled around. “Could it be later, Mistress Stafford? The Great Hall is not directly connected to the residence, and I fear we have not much time.”

			“No,” I said, stopping. “It must be now.”

			Concern outweighed impatience, and Culpepper drew me off the walkway, to a path to the garden, presently chained.

			“I can see you are a respected courtier, but I must know your exact position here before I accept any further assistance,” I said, despising my awkward little speech.

			Master Culpepper took no offense, though. Drawing himself up with pride, he said, “I have the great fortune to be a gentleman of the privy chamber to His Majesty.” He scrutinized my face and then chuckled. “The minute most people discover that, I am buried in petitions and requests for favors, grants, if not marriage proposals. You look as if I’d just declared I were a rag-and-bone man.”

			As always, my face betrayed my feelings. I was indeed dismayed that a man who waited personally on the king, entrusted to dress him and sleep in his bedchamber at night, knew anything about me.

			More somberly, Culpepper said, “You fear the king? Is it because you are a Stafford, and your uncle the Duke of Buckingham was executed for treason? I know that your family is not in favor, that the fortune is gone. That is perhaps why your dress is humble, why no family members accompany you, nor even a servant—why, indeed, you find yourself seeking a commission to weave?” I drew back, surprised. It was a more perceptive analysis than I’d given him credit for.

			Culpepper’s voice softened. “I know what it is like to be worried about losing everything, Mistress Stafford. The king favors me, yes, but what is here today may vanish in a fortnight. And I would then be no better than my brother, whose hand is always out for coins and advantages. What must sustain us is . . . true friendship. I told you God’s truth when I said that a relation of the Earl of Surrey would be awarded my every courtesy. If Surrey were at Whitehall, I would take you to him. But, in his absence, I shall help you however I can.”

			These were heartfelt words, and, looking into his clear brown eyes, I knew, without a doubt, that Thomas Culpepper would not harm me. I also knew that he deserved a measure of honesty in return. It was a gamble, but I took the plunge.

			“My Stafford birth puts me out of favor,” I said, “but also, I was once a novice at the Dominican Order of sisters in Dartford, now dissolved. That is, I assume, another mark against me, sir.”

			Culpepper showed no disapproval but nodded. “If you were pledged to a priory, I can see why the elevation of Cromwell would disturb you.”

			To that I was silent. Criticism of Cromwell was highly dangerous. He was a man alert to threat and aggressive to protect himself. When, over a year ago, he’d seen me at the tragic execution of Henry Courtenay and Baron Montagu on Tower Hill, he’d made it his business to learn more about me, which inaugurated a frightening period of surveillance.

			“I wager that half the nobles will watch today’s proceeding with anger in their heart,” continued Culpepper. “But no man could ever be of more value to the king than Thomas Cromwell.”

			There was an edge to his voice, and I wondered if this gentleman of the privy chamber shared such anger. But I was careful to betray none of my own hatred of Cromwell.

			Culpepper led me into the palace, up some stairs and then, to my surprise, we were outside and atop the gatehouse, walking across it to a manicured walkway that paralleled the street where petitioners still swarmed. It would not do for the courtiers to walk on the same street as the unfavored to the Great Hall and the abbey.

			My heartbeat quickened when a man wearing a red doublet swerved in front of us on the walkway. Before I could say a word, Culpepper grabbed him by the arm. But the man who whirled around to face us was . . . barely a man. A red-haired page of perhaps sixteen gaped at us.

			“Never mind, lad, be about your business,” Culpepper said, and we continued to Westminster Hall, walking so quickly that it was but a beat short of running.

			The instant we reached it, I spotted a doublet that plunged me into a different sort of panic. In front of the main entrance to Westminster Hall milled groups of men, and among them were at least three wearing black doublets sporting golden lions, meaning they were retainers of the House of Howard. The Earl of Surrey was my friend, but his father, Thomas Howard, the third Duke of Norfolk, was my sworn enemy.

			As I nervously scanned the crowd for a slight but vigorous man with graying hair, I remembered my last encounter with the duke, on Tower Hill, the same horrific day I came to the notice of Cromwell. To break free of Norfolk’s control, I had threatened him with a letter revealing his role in a sordid attempt to procure my cousin Margaret Bulmer for the king’s bed. I could still see his reaction so clearly: his lower lip trembling as he glared at me, his obvious desire to tear me limb from limb, thwarted only by the presence of so many potential witnesses surrounding us.

			“This is not over,” the Duke of Norfolk had whispered, his black eyes murderous, before leaving me behind on Tower Hill.

			It was a desperate gamble, to threaten the duke like that, and with a letter that did not even exist. His despicable procuring was real; he was known for his shoving of young women into the king’s bed. But I had no written proof of what he’d done to Margaret. It was the only thing I could think of, the only weapon that a powerless woman could wield against the senior nobleman of the kingdom. But now, should I come before the duke, I shuddered to contemplate his reaction.

			It was just another reason why coming to Whitehall today was an astoundingly risky decision.

			Culpepper, fortunately, led me to the far end of Westminster Hall, away from the crowd. We hurried to a narrow door, easy for someone like me to miss, but plainly my new friend was an expert of the court and all of its buildings.

			Inside was a narrow passage sparsely occupied. At the far end, I could hear the low rumble of many men’s voices. That must be the large hall where the commons and lords convened. As Culpepper had promised, the room in question was discreet. Inside was a dusty chair by the narrow slit of a window and, on the other side, far from the light, a plain bench.

			“What is the room for?” I asked as I stepped inside.

			Culpepper shrugged. “A place to rest from the proceedings? Contemplation?” He pivoted. “I must hurry now, it’s to begin any moment.”

			And with that he was gone.

			I chose to wait on the bench. It was quiet here, giving me the first opportunity to collect my thoughts since I left Dartford at dawn. I was exhausted, and thirsty, too. So much had transpired, and there was so much yet to come.

			In this dim little room, recalling what happened since I set foot in Whitehall, it all became absurd. Why would a page wish to hurt me, a woman of a fallen family carrying a commission for tapestries? For there was no question that he knew who I was, he used my name in that passageway, when trying to convince me, against my judgment, to follow him. Had he used my name earlier? I thought back to the beginning, when I stood before the gatehouse, when I handed my summons to the official, when the page stepped forward to escort me, when I said good-bye to Agatha. And then it hit me, a realization so frightening that the breath rushed out of my body.

			Neither I nor anyone had ever said my name aloud at the gatehouse or in the palace. And the page never read the summons.

			Impossible, I whispered into the dusty quiet. For this would mean that he was prepared for my arrival, he was waiting for me. There was a plot to hurt me—perhaps to kill me—and the page was the instrument. He was not a deranged creature but an assassin.

			This was not a matter for chivalrous Thomas Culpepper, nor for any of my innocent friends. I should get as far away from the court as possible. The only question was where. Where?

			As I sat there, convulsed with fear, the door opened, and a man walked into the room. The ceremony must already be over.

			But this was not gentleman of the privy chamber Thomas Culpepper.

			He was thicker and older than Culpepper. He did not speak nor turn toward me, and as he moved toward the window, I saw at once that he did not know anyone else was within. He thought the room empty and did not detect my presence in the shadowy far end.

			I should declare myself—I opened my mouth—when something about his profile made the words falter in my throat. Had I seen this man before?

			Before I could place him in my memory, the man turned from the window and buried his face in his hands, his shoulders hunched.

			“No,” he groaned. “No.” Was this illness? Or grief? Had he suffered some loss? It was quite wrong of me to bear witness to such a private moment. This man was in distress.

			I must have shifted on the bench—made a noise—for the man turned to face me, his hands dropping from his face. We stared at each other, both of us shocked by the face beheld across the room.

			The man in the room with me was Thomas Cromwell.
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			Joanna Stafford,” Thomas Cromwell said, as if he could not himself believe it. “Why are you here?”

			I could not speak, could not move.

			He bore down on me and I flinched, as if preparing for a blow, the sort of vicious smack I’d suffered more than once from the Duke of Norfolk. But the king’s chief minister did not strike me. He took the summons from my hand and read it.

			“Of course,” he said, his voice very quiet. “Gardiner uses the king’s passion for tapestry to set his spy on me.”

			That helped me find my voice.

			“I am no spy, my lord,” I sputtered. “The Bishop of Winchester had nothing to do with my coming to court. It is your signature on the summons.”

			“Why come here?” he countered. “This summons directed you to the keeper of the wardrobe, not to Westminster Hall. This is where Parliament convenes. It’s a stupid mistake, and we both know you are not a stupid female.”

			His calm words were laced with anger. It was not my being in this room that infuriated him but the fact that I had witnessed his distress, his fear. He was the second-most-important man of the kingdom. I knew that Cromwell and Gardiner were enemies, but he couldn’t truly believe that the wily bishop would ask me to follow him here—in the building that housed Parliament? If I were to disclose the truth, it would end his suspicion. But I did not want to tell him why I’d come to Westminster Hall. If I did that, then I must also disclose the attack on me, and how could I trust this distressing business to Thomas Cromwell? It wasn’t just that. I had to protect Culpepper—I owed him that much, at least.
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“Deft, clever, and pacy.” —Andrew Pyper, author of The Demonologist
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