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In the moonlight, the scaffold appears to be made of bleached bones from one of the leviathans that wash up on our shores from time to time to general alarm, for what godly world encompasses such creatures? The platform is raised high above the crowd of gray shadows gathered around its base. A woman climbs slowly, carrying the weight of her anguish and fear. She holds her hands clutched in front of her, as though in prayer. Stepping out onto the platform, she steps into the beast’s gaping maw and is devoured.

Sometimes the woman in my vision is my mother; other times she is I.

For most of my youth, I have expected to die on that spectral scaffold, sacrificed to the same great beast that took my mother. That I have not met such a fate by this, my twenty-fifth year, is no doubt due to the mercy of Almighty God, although Doctor Dee credits my survival to the alignment of the stars at the moment of my birth, which suggests that my life rests on a cosmic whim.

However I came to be, I am not male. For that sin—whether hers or mine—Anne Boleyn died. My mother went to her crowning with me in her belly, through sullen crowds that called her a witch and conjured her death. I have done somewhat better. This day, the gray shadows have spewed into the streets of London, where, imbued with the ruddy cheer of winter under a chill blue sky, they have hailed me with such vigor that, for a little time, I have let myself bask in the false glow of their approbation. Still I do not forget.

My ladies have no notion of what I see as I sit gazing out onto the Tower Green, seemingly glad to rest in the aftermath of the tumultuous welcome into my capital. They see only the empty, moon-washed lawn agleam with winter frost behind the cheery, reflected glow of the fire that warms my bedchamber. Pretty girls mostly of my own age, they bustle about under the watchful eye of Kat Ashley—my former nurse and as close to a mother as I have ever known—folding my clothes, chatting among themselves, excited for the coming day.

As am I. Truly, I look forward to the moment when the holy oil will touch my brow and breast, and I will be transformed into the anointed of God, chosen by Him to rule over my father’s kingdom. The irony does not escape me. Child of the despised queen whose head had to be cut off to save the king’s manhood, I have Henry’s red hair and his name. Since Mary’s autumn death, I have his throne. Somewhere, I like to think that my mother is laughing.

It is dark but clear, with moon shadows sharpening all the angles of the ancient White Tower—the Conqueror’s pride—which looms over the fortress added onto by so many monarchs down through the centuries. Nothing moves on the river beyond, save for the fast-running tide. Peering through the leaded glass of the royal apartments set snug against the inner curtain wall, I feel a surge of affection for ancient London. I will have to be as a Gypsy rope walker in the years to come to have any hope of balancing between the city’s puffed-up merchants and rapacious barons, its sullen Catholics and fire-breathing Reformers, all amid the babble that rises from its docks and spills over into ever-rancorous Parliament. But I am good at balancing. I was born with a light step and an instinct for how and when to stretch out my arms to embrace what I need most. Nothing so surely marks me as a changeling, for neither of my parents possessed that skill.

In my bed gown and cap, wrapped in a lace-edged wool shawl against the dampness that penetrates the old stone walls, I am ready to slip into the high, four-poster bed curtained with embroidered silk. I long to stretch out beneath the ermine blanket and dream my queenly dreams.

There is a knock at the door.

My ladies turn as one, rapt. Do they truly believe that my Robin would be so bold as to call on me in my private chambers the night before my coronation? My dearest friend and, so far as I will allow it, my secret lover, he has known from the darkest days when malign men sought to prevent me from ever becoming queen that only the utmost discretion stands between us and disaster. I cannot believe that he would put us both at risk at so crucial a moment.

But then who comes at this, the midnight, hour?

A maid opens the door. Two men stand revealed. Doctor John Dee, just past thirty years of age, is the younger, although he manages nonetheless to convey an impression of great sagacity. I met him for the first time two years ago when Robin brought him to my notice. The scholar and magician rightly called by the honored title of magus had risked his life to counsel me, having barely survived arrest and interrogation at the order of my sister, Mary, who feared him greatly. She had reason to do so, for it was Dee who cast the horoscope that foresaw the time of her death, an act that, had it been discovered, would have sent him to the stake. Armed with that knowledge, I was able to outlast the plotting of my enemies. They browbeat my sister to order my execution, virtually to the moment of her final breath. In the aftermath of Mary’s demise, Dee determined the most auspicious date for my coronation, now scant hours away.

The magus is tall, possessed of piercing brown eyes, with a pale beard halfway down his chest. Wisdom and gravity adorn him as much as do his scholar’s robes. Beside him, William Cecil looks smaller and of less consequence. That impression is almost comically misleading. Cecil is my closest adviser, the man I call my “Spirit” and whom I trust above all others, who in the dark years of my sister’s reign kept the light of hope alive in me. In his late thirties, already burdened by gout despite his avoidance of all excess, he is as virtuous in his private life as he is ruthless in matters of state. Both qualities make him invaluable to me.

“Majesty,” the two murmur in unison as they enter and incline their heads.

“If we might speak alone,” Cecil adds. He glances at my ladies, who hover close together like so many bright-hued canaries suddenly sensing the presence of a cat.

I dismiss them with a wave of my hand. They go, trailing backward glances of concern. Before the door closes behind them, I hear their anxious murmurs.

Only Kat remains, dear Kat, who came to me as my nurse when I was scarcely four years old and has remained at my side ever since save for those dark times when she suffered imprisonment for my sake. I have said and it is true that I received life from Anne but love from Kat. I love her in return. Virtually my first act upon learning of Mary’s death and my own ascension to the throne was to name her First Lady of the Royal Bedchamber. She takes her responsibilities seriously, sometimes too much so.

“You, too,” I say to her, but gently for she is old now, well nigh on to seventy years, and I would not hurt her for the world. All the same, she must recognize that I am no longer the lonely, frightened child she cosseted. I am a woman now and Queen.

“Majesty—,” she begins.

I cut her off with a smile. “I worry for your health, dearest, for how could I ever manage without you? Please me and go to your rest.”

She obeys but not without a frown that creases her withered-apple face and would have shriveled men less intent upon their business.

“What has happened?” I ask at once when we are alone, for something grave must have occurred to explain their presence in the dead of night.

“We come on a matter touching on the security of the realm,” Dee replies. “If Your Majesty would be so good as to accompany us …” He gestures in the direction of the door.

I am, to put it plainly, dumbfounded. The procession into London and the reception afterward for the city’s dignitaries, each vying with all the others for my notice, ran late. The coming day promises to be both glorious and fraught in the extreme. By what right does anyone lay claim not merely to my attention at such a time but that I should actually go with them for some unnamed purpose? Even such good servants as Dee and Cecil must need explain themselves.

“What matter touching on the security of the realm?” I demand. “Do not speak in riddles but state your purpose clearly.”

Cecil is accustomed to my sometimes querulous nature, Dee far less so. Both pale slightly.

“Majesty,” Cecil says. “The threat to your realm is so strange and sinister, so defying of all mortal reason, that upon the advice of good Doctor Dee, it was determined that it could only be revealed to you now.”

“The conjunction of the planets was not favorable before this hour,” the magus endeavors to explain. “But it will remain so for only a short time. You must come with us.”

Had I not known both men so well and had they not served me with such devotion through perilous times, I would have ordered them from my chamber at once. As it was, I still seriously consider doing so.

“Please, Majesty,” Dee entreats. “Time is fleeting and there is much to accomplish.”

Before I can reply, Cecil lifts the heavy fur cloak I wore earlier in the day and drapes it over my shoulders in a gesture at once protective and insistent.

“We are your most loyal servants, Majesty,” he says simply. “I would lay down my life for you and so would Doctor Dee. I beg you to find it in your heart to trust us for just a little while and I promise that all will be made clear.”

In all fairness, Cecil has earned my forbearance, as has Dee. Though I remain reluctant to engage in so odd an enterprise, I acquiesce. Wrapped in the fur cloak, I remove my silk chamber slippers and allow Cecil to help me don a pair of leather pattens. That done, I suffer to be led from my rooms and down the stone corridor to the winding steps that give out onto the Tower Green.

At once, my breath freezes in the chill air but I scarcely notice, so glorious is the sight I behold. The sky, shorn of clouds after the leaden storms of recent days, is a riot of stars. Orion hunts in the west but I have little time to contemplate him before Dee draws my attention elsewhere.

“Look there, Majesty, Jupiter rises in Aquarius as Mars does the same in Scorpio. Both augur well for your rule. As you are the lion, so shall you command the powers of war and wisdom throughout your long reign.”

“God willing it will be long,” Cecil says fervently. He is shivering already. “It may not be if Her Majesty takes a chill.”

“Then let us go on,” I say, suddenly more cheerful in the face of this strange adventure.

We turn in the direction of the Chapel of St. Peter ad Vincula. When Mary held me captive in the Tower, where I dwelled in daily expectation of my death, I was allowed to pray only in my rooms. That suited me well enough for I had no desire to enter the place where my mother is buried, having been carried there directly from her execution mere yards away and deposited in her grave with scant ceremony.

Nor is she alone. Catherine Howard, my father’s other slain queen, lies beside her along with poor Lady Jane Grey, the brilliant child who my dear Robin’s treacherous father tried to foist on the realm, thereby bringing ruin to his own family. The Nine-Day Queen died in the same manner as my mother and Catherine Howard, whose final resting place she shares.

Dee must sense my reluctance for he touches my arm lightly and says, “Pray forgive us, Majesty, but the signs are unmistakable. Only in this place at this time can we achieve what must be done.”

Having gone so far, I tell myself that it would be cowardly to turn back. Even so, I enter the chapel slowly and stand for several moments staring down the short nave toward the altar. There, just to the left near the chapel’s north wall, is the simple flagstone slab beneath which my mother lies. Nothing else marks her presence or that of the others. Yet I know where she is all the same. Several years ago, I pestered poor Kat, who surely deserves better from me than I have ever given her, to tell me what she knew. She complied, if reluctantly. From her, I learned the details of my mother’s death and interment as recorded  by eyewitnesses. I have never spoken of it with anyone else, not even Robin.

“Hurry, Majesty,” Dee says, and urges me forward.

I still do not comprehend what he and Cecil intend, yet I obey all the same. Something about the nearness of my mother’s grave draws me on. Clutching the fur robe tightly, I walk toward it, unable to take my eyes from the cold gray slab that holds her earthbound.

But that is absurd. My mother’s soul, which I privately accord to be as pure as anyone else’s, has long since flown to its reward. Nothing lies beneath the slab save her mortal remains. And yet—

“Majesty?” As though from a great distance, I hear Cecil speak. He sounds uncertain, but that cannot be right. The most trusted of my counselors is a man of extraordinary competency never at a loss in any situation.

Until now. I turn and see him just behind me, pale in the faint glow of the lamps kept burning in the chapel all night, some say to hold at bay the vengeful ghosts who dwell there. By contrast, Dee seems in his element, his eyes alight with excitement.

I turn my head again toward the grave. A faint but unmistakable mist rises from it, illuminated by the starlight pouring through the high windows above the altar. Scarcely aware of what I am doing, I move closer. The mist grows, expands, thickens, until I am engulfed within it. Oddly devoid of fear, I stand as though observing all from outside myself, able only to marvel at what is happening.

The silence is so profound that I can hear my own measured heartbeat. Apart from that, there is only a great hush, as though the world beyond has ceased to exist. I can no longer feel the floor beneath my feet; it is as though I have become detached, floating free of earthly strictures. The mist has a quality of warmth and softness that I would not have expected. Additionally, I imagine that I smell roses. Far in the back of my mind, a memory stirs: my mother, twirling me in her arms, in a garden filled with white and crimson blossoms.

And my father looking on, weighing us both through slitted eyes.

I breathe and with each breath the mist enters into me, becomes part of me, filling me. The barriers between what is myself and what is not begin to shimmer and grow transparent until they melt away altogether. I am the mist and it is I. Looking down the length of my body, I discover that I am shimmering as though lit from within by a bright, white light. Still, I am not afraid. My mother is there with me. I hear her speak, not in words as we know them, but in the deepest recesses of my heart.

“My daughter,” Anne says, “do not fear your duty. Embrace it that this realm may be preserved against the scourge of evil that has come upon it.”

She speaks, and my heart, so long steeled against the cruelties of the world, cries out in yearning for her. Without hesitation, I take the final steps and kneel beside my mother’s grave.

How to describe what happens next when I scarcely understand it myself? It is as though a great wall within me suddenly cracks and the light pours through it. I am blinded, and yet I see for the very first time. See my beloved kingdom unfolding beneath skies across which sun and storm alike speed in an instant. See night and day flow in quick succession as ages pass, armies clash, and fortresses rise and fall. See myself rising above my city, above my realm, a queen regnant clothed in majesty, armed with power unlike any I have ever glimpsed while all around legions of red-fanged, black-winged enemies soar across the moon.

I bear it so long as I can before my mind reels away to find surcease in blessed darkness. Dee and Cecil together catch me as I slump unconscious to the chapel floor.
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Drifting over the city, following the pewter ribbon of the river, I, Mordred, king of the dark realm, came to the ancient hill where once Gog and Magog were worshipped by wiser folk than are to be found there now. The temples of the old ones are buried under the timber of the Saxons, interred in turn beneath the stones the Normans raised, foundation for the abode of kings, the place of execution for queens. I smelled the earth, well sated with blood. It warmed me.

She was sitting at a tower window behind a curtain of frost that ran like a web of frozen ferns across the leaded panes. Fire-haired, pale-skinned Elizabeth, child of Anne, the one for whom I have waited so long. I confess to a certain excitement upon seeing her finally.

She was not conventionally beautiful, being both too slender and too tightly strung like a fine thoroughbred mare that resists mounting. No matter; she was everything I desired, everything I needed. Or she might be. The coming hours would tell the tale.

Little men with little minds would do their utmost to make her my enemy. I, who would give her immortality if only she had the wit to take it! I remember being human, if only barely, as a dream that dissolves upon waking. It is a mayfly’s existence, here today, gone today. Surely, she would recognize better when it is offered to her. If not—

Her throat was white and slim. I could just make out the thin blue tracing of her life’s blood coursing beneath her skin. Could feel on my tongue the hint of how she would taste. Hunger stirred in me but I could wait, if only for a little while.

Separated by mere inches but invisible to her, I observed Elizabeth at my leisure, watching the steady rise and fall of her breath beneath breasts round and ripe as young apples. She appeared absorbed in her own thoughts, with no sense of me, not then, nor any awareness that she sat not on the edge of a throne but perched on the hinge of fate. Swing one way and I would open the eternal vistas of the night to her and place her by my side in golden halls where death can never rule. Swing the other … I would drain her to the final carmine drop and throw regret away along with her hollowed husk.

Surely it would not come to that.

A flicker of motion on the Tower Green drew my eye. Bustling in their importance, the men of the hour hurried along with their cloaks clutched close against winter’s chill and their own fear. No doubt they had a plan to manage Elizabeth if she balked, but they looked anxious all the same, as well they should for they involved themselves in matters vastly beyond their ken. Balanced on the air, hovering over my ancient and eternal kingdom, I watched them come. They paused at the foot of the stairs leading to the royal apartment to exchange a final, anxious glance.

And up they went.

I followed when they emerged again with her in tow. I watched them enter the chapel that holds so much pain. I witnessed all that transpired from my perch on the far side of the high window above the altar.

That light … the roses—oh, yes, I smelled them. Dear, dead Anne still couldn’t resist meddling, scant good it would do her.

It was too much for my poor Elizabeth, of course. When it was done, she lay on the slate floor, hovered over by her fretful gentlemen, so pale and still, scarcely breathing. I could restore her with a touch, but this was not the time. She had chosen her path; now she had to follow it to me.

It was as well that the centuries had taught me patience for I swear, were that not the case, I would have claimed her there and then. How tempting to do so beside her mother’s grave. How exquisitely just.

They lifted her, only just managing between them despite her being wand slim. Her head fell back against the magus’s arm, her face turned up to the altar windows through which I gazed. A strange yet hauntingly familiar sensation overtook me, and for a moment I saw another face, so similar, so implacably different. Morgaine, my love. My betrayer.

Away then, from memory and shadow into night made bright by the certainty that victory, so long awaited, would not now be long denied.



Before dawn, 15 January 1559
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I return to my senses with no thought but to remove myself from the chapel at once. With Cecil and Dee on my heels, I flee across the moon-washed sward, past several startled guards, and up the stairs to my privy chamber.

“What magic do you conjure?” I demand of the magus the moment the door closes behind us. My heart beats so fiercely that I fear it will spring from my chest, my breath is labored, and dizziness threatens to overcome me. I sag into my chair, gripping the carved arms, and glare at Dee.

“You know I forbid sorcery in my realm! Do not imagine that because you have been of use to me I will make an exception for you.”

For a man just accused of engaging in the black arts—an offense for which he can burn—the good doctor seems oddly unconcerned. Indeed, he appears to be in the grip of a strange elation that similarly afflicts Cecil. My Spirit’s cheeks are flushed, and for once the gouty pain in his legs does not seem to trouble him at all.

“It worked!” the magus exclaims. He clasps his hands in glee, looking at me as a parent might gaze upon a child who has performed vastly beyond expectation.

“It may have worked,” Cecil corrects, precise even in his excitement. “We cannot know for sure until—”

“But you saw!” Dee protests. “The mist, the light, there can be no question. Her Majesty has awakened!”

I am tempted to regard all this as gibberish, for so it surely sounds. Yet in the manner of both men is a seriousness that I cannot dismiss. Beyond that, the word Dee used—awakened—fits too perfectly with what I have only just begun to notice.

The world, even wrapped in hushed night, has acquired clarity unlike any I have known before. Every object in my chamber seems to shine with a faint but unmistakable inner light hitherto unseen by me. And there is more. I hear all manner of things with new awareness—the crackle of the fire, the snap of frost outside my window, the surge of the tide against the piers of London Bridge, and beyond an exhalation all around and within, as though the world itself is breathing. I feel beneath my fingers the carving of the chair in which I sit in all its intricate detail. And I smell … smoke, wool, leather, the silk bed hangings imbued with the delicate aroma of lost cocoons, my own skin and the musk perfume adorning me, and beneath it all, the fetid stirrings of the Tower moat and the river, mercifully held in check by the blanket of frost.

“What is happening to me?” I ask, more to myself than to either of my counselors, yet they endeavor to answer.

“Your Majesty,” Dee says, “you are experiencing the result of a confluence of heavenly alignments occurring only once in each millennium that in combination with the unique qualities of your own nature and in the presence of your late mother’s mortal remains, from whose bloodline your calling comes, has awakened in you certain hitherto latent powers.”

This pretty speech leaves me entirely confused. I turn to my Spirit. As always, Cecil strives to provide clarity.

“Majesty, at your birth, your mother arranged secretly for the casting of your horoscope. It revealed signs sufficient to convince her that you are the one whose coming had been long predicted in certain arcane circles. To shield you until you could come into your own, this information was concealed from all save a small group sworn to your protection. I have the honor to be a member of that group, as does Doctor Dee.”

This makes only slightly more sense to me than what the magus said. All the same, it has the ring of truth. My father, in his lethal disappointment at my failure to be the male heir he so desired, would never have bothered to have my horoscope cast. But neither would he have allowed anyone else to do so lest it be used for treachery. My mother would have had to act in secret even as she feared for her own life. Had she sought some reassurance that the terrible sacrifice she had made in bearing me might somehow be redeemed?

“What arcane circles?” I demand. “Damn you both, speak! I will have no more mystification!”

The two exchange a glance. Dee clears his throat and, throwing off some of his usual gravity, blurts, “Majesty, our realm is under threat from a dread enemy more terrible than any you can imagine. It can only be defeated by the most extraordinary powers, which, grace to God, we believe you now possess.”

“Of what enemy do you speak?” I demand.

Does he mean the Pope, who threatens to excommunicate me if I do not return my realm to the rule of Rome? The Spaniards, who, unless I agree to marry their king, my late sister’s despicable husband, will turn all their might to my destruction? The French, dedicated intriguers and worse? The Irish, intent on outdoing the French in every manner of mischief? The Scots … the Welsh … I can go on and on for truly I am beset by enemies of every stripe. Yet none are more terrible than I can imagine. What else then lurks within my realm?

Scourge of evil.

My mother’s words spring into my mind, bringing with them a sudden sensation of cold that sweeps over me despite the warmth of the nearby fire and the fur cloak I still wear.

“An ancient foe,” Cecil says somberly. “Come to this kingdom in the distant past during the time of Arthur. They were very nearly defeated then but not entirely. A remnant remained, which, grown stronger down through the centuries, now threatens to overwhelm this land. You are our only hope of stopping them.”

“What enemy?” I ask. “By what name are they called?”

“They go by several names,” Dee says. “The Babylonians called them demons and sacrificed their children to placate them. The Hebrews warned of them, calling them beings that lived by drinking the blood of innocents. The Greeks worshipped and feared them. The Romans did the same. For centuries, they have been known in this kingdom as revenant, arising out of death. But they are also known by another name, one we believe they use for themselves: vampire.”

My breath catches. He is speaking of a foe from beyond the mortal realm, creatures of the dark, vile beings capable of making the skin crawl and the mind cringe in horror.

“How can this be?” I protest. “Surely, God would not allow—”

“The Almighty in His infinite wisdom sends us challenges we cannot always understand,” Dee says. “But He never leaves us unequipped to meet them. Your existence is proof of that.”

My existence? I am the child of a despised mother who died because she bore me. I have lived all my life under the shadow of death. Even now, staring out the window into the depths of night, I swear that I can still see the spectral scaffold waiting for me.

“Arthur fell to them,” Cecil says. “But his kingdom prevailed. Your kingdom now, my lady, yours to protect.”

My mind reels at the thought and, in so doing, snatches at what passes for reason. “Arthur fell to his bastard son, Mordred, who was a man like any other for all that he was evil—”

“No, Majesty,” Dee says grimly. “Mordred was born a man but he chose the path of darkness, becoming a vampire in order to gain the power to defeat his royal father. He sought to rule this realm for all eternity, but he was stopped by the first of the great vampire slayers from whom you descend directly.”

“I know my lineage. There is nothing such as you—”

“Morgaine Le Fey, called enchantress by those who do not understand what she truly was,” Cecil says implacably. “You are of her blood, as was your mother. A thousand years have passed since Morgaine defeated Mordred, leaving him with only a withered remnant of his kind from which, unfortunately, he has rebuilt his revenant kingdom. Now it falls to you to complete her work.”

Am I expected to battle beings from the nether reaches of Hell? Creatures who suck the blood of innocents and threaten to destroy my realm? And to do so because of—what? An alleged legacy from a rumored sorceress who may or may not have truly existed?

“What are you saying?” I demand. “Are you suggesting that Mordred still lives?”

My counselors exchange a look. Several moments pass. Finally, with obvious reluctance, Cecil says, “We believe he does, Majesty, and that he intends to challenge you for rulership of this realm.”

How to express my shock and incredulity? Of everything that has happened in this strange night, this news surpasses all.

“A thousand-year-old—what did you call him?—vampire, the son of Arthur, challenges my right to rule?”

“You see,” Dee attempts to explain, “therein lies the problem. He is the son of Arthur, the first and arguably—forgive me, Majesty—the greatest ruler of this land. It is our understanding that he feels entitled to what he regards as his rightful inheritance.”

“Then he is mad … or you are. Or the world is. It is all madness.”

Real dangers I understand only too well—the Pope, the Spaniards, and the like. Ghosts may be real, or at least enough people think they are to deserve serious consideration. But this—blood-sucking vampires, a thousand years, Morgaine Le Fey, for pity’s sake!

Madness. And far too much for my poor addled brain to comprehend.

“Leave me,” I order with a wave of my hand that I have to hope is suitably regal even in my shaken state.

They stand frozen, two statues staring at me in dismay.

“Leave me!”

I cannot endure their presence a moment longer. Fear and, worse, a sick feeling of despair claw at me. I survived my father’s rage, my mother’s death, my sister’s vengeance—for this? To plunge into a macabre conspiracy of evil and dark magic in which I cannot trust even my own reason, subject as it is to strange visions and perceptions?

Would that I were a simple girl in Robin’s arms with no thought but for life and love!

Instead, I fumble my way to my lonely bed, finding there only fitful dreams and the chill dampness of my tears.
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A king cannot afford to show weakness. I learned that from my father, who learned it too late to save himself. I was his weakness, as it happens. Arthur loved me despite my failings, so he claimed, when all I wanted was to be loved for them.

Tant pis, as the French say. Too bad.

The night was still young as I alit on the far side of the high wall surrounding my manor. I smelled frost and woodsmoke, a felicitous combination even to the “scourge of evil.” Anne again, always so dramatic, except, oddly enough, at the very end when a preternatural calm possessed her. A doe raised her head from the lichen she nibbled and stared at me. I passed on by her and turned toward the path leading to the house.

Lights shone in the high windows of the hall. Those of my subjects not out and about were gathered there, amusing themselves. I encouraged them to do so. Away from my presence, without the subtle but constant reminder of my power, some few among the kindred might have been tempted to challenge me. I do so hate to slay my own kind, if only because it is a reminder that nothing, not even immortality, is forever.

The thrall on watch opened the double doors and skittered back a few steps, standing with head bowed beneath the hood of its robe that concealed all. They resemble monks a little, the thralls, as they creep about in reverent silence, appearing when needed, disappearing as readily. Some have served me for centuries; others are more recent additions to the household. Male or female, they all look the same, when one bothers to look at them at all. I could wish they didn’t shuffle quite so much but their devotion is not to be faulted.

My private quarters commanded the high tower above the sprawling mansion built decades past by Henry and given by his daughter Mary to the Archbishop of York, from whom I bought it. He had no idea whom he was selling to, of course, although I am not entirely sure that would have made a difference. I did, after all, pay handsomely.

My library boasted a sweeping view over the river toward the city proper. I did not expect the chamber to be unoccupied and I was not disappointed. The most faithful and ambitious of my courtiers, the Lady Blanche, stood at the windows, looking out. Her hair, dark as midnight silvered by the moon, tumbled down her back. She was garbed in white—her constant affectation—and did not turn until I entered and closed the door behind me.

In the flickering light of the lamps, her lips looked very red. Clearly, she had been feeding. Her smile was, I assumed, deliberately provocative.

“Did you try her?” she asked. “How does she taste?”

My cloak, damp with melting snow, landed on the high-backed, carved chair where I tossed it. I loosened the ruff at my throat while walking toward her. “Don’t be tiresome. You know nothing of her.”

“She is the Queen. What else is there to know?”

I had been reading Dante, always a favorite of mine. A copy of La Divina Commedia, the edition with Botticelli’s marvelous illustrations of Hell, lay open on a chair in front of the fire. I set it aside, poked the flames a bit, and sat down.

Always so good about anticipating my needs, Blanche brought me cognac in a crystal snifter. She perched lightly on the arm of my chair and trailed her hand down my arm.

“Is she as pretty as people say or are they merely flattering her?”

“Her father was handsome in his youth. She resembles him.”

“Not her mother?”

In fact, Elizabeth did favor Anne in the sharpness of her chin and the catlike slant of her eyes. I wondered if she knew that.

“It doesn’t matter.” The cognac burned pleasantly as I swallowed it in a single draft, then wrapped a hand around the nape of her neck and drew Blanche to me. “She could be a crone so long as she serves her purpose.”

I smelled the blood through her skin. My hunger stirred. Blanche knew nothing of my plans for Elizabeth and I saw no reason to change that. Particularly not while I still had uses for her taut, urgent body pressed against me.

When my fangs pierced her throat, she moaned faintly. The fire leapt higher, burning hotter. Tomorrow crept toward us, eclipsing all the yesterdays.
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The world looks no better by morning despite sporting a bright blue sky. I rise, weary and tense, to face my ladies, all of them consumed with excitement for the coming day. As they buzz about, seeing to my toilette, I struggle to convince myself that the events of the previous night were no more than a fever dream.

But I have no fever and, worse, the pattens I wore to venture out to the chapel are still beside my bed, lying where I had kicked them off, mute evidence that what I remember truly did occur. I stare at them as I am laced into my corset and hoop-skirted farthingale. Two of the most trusted men in my service believe that my kingdom is under demonic threat. I myself experienced a strange transformation that I can still barely credit. No amount of hoping on my part changes any of that.

Inevitably, my ladies sense my distraction and, mistaking it for nerves, strive to soothe me, twittering about with urgings of small beer and conversation. With an effort, I mouth pleasantries that I am far from feeling. Kat is not fooled by them; I can tell. She directs all without ever taking her eyes from me. I know that she wants to ask what has happened and am glad that there is no opportunity for her to do so.

Finally the gown of gold and silver tissue that a dozen seamstresses have labored over for weeks is lowered over my head, the crimson velvet cape lined with ermine is placed on my shoulders, and we are away at last. Out on the green, sparkling in morning sun, I pause to receive the cheers of the Tower guard before going out into my city across the Lion Tower drawbridge, where I am greeted by an exuberant crowd, more than a few of whom have waited since before dawn to see me.

Merchants, traders, peddlers, and goodwives line the bank-side along with, I am sure, a full measure of the thieves, whores, and actors who make up London’s hidden world. I want to think only of them, my people, but I find myself wondering if Mordred and others of his kind are lurking in the shadows even then, watching and plotting.

To distract myself, I look out over the great river that is the lifeblood of my city. Beneath the clear blue sky, the Thames is thronged with boats of every description that are, in turn, reflected in it. Anything that can float is on the water with every wherryman blessed with a full load, all eager to escort my royal barge upriver to Westminster Abbey. I step on board, taking my seat on a platform raised so that those onshore can easily see me, and give the order to set off.

The bridge looms before us, no less than twenty stone arches framed on both sides with houses and shops that teeter so high as to seem about to topple over. Between them lies the only span across which all carts, wagons, horses, and flocks coming from the south can enter London. Truly, nature and the industry of man have made my tax collectors’ duty as easy as possible.

My good people are hanging from every window to cheer me on. Banners are flying, trumpets blaring; it is a day to gladden every heart. Despite the dark shadow hovering over me, I smile and wave in good cheer. We negotiate the stone piers without incident. At high tide and with a swift current, even the wariest boatman can have his craft smashed asunder in the mill race that forms between the bridge supports. It is a reminder that strikes me as apt for the day.

Picking up speed, we pass crowded close to the long, timbered warehouses that stand cheek by jowl, with the ships’ chandlers, seamen’s inns, and the two- and three-story houses of prosperous merchants. Behind them, narrow streets and lanes are tightly packed with squat, daub-and-wattle houses, some admittedly squalid, set among a sea of church spires. In the distance, I see the great tower of St. Paul’s and the even more splendid spire and cross of St. Mary Overie.

Musicians accompany us, playing sprightly airs, yet not even my favorite music can dispel the ominous pall that clings to me. I have looked forward to this day for so long, often fearing that I would never live to see it, yet now it has taken on a weight and meaning that I cannot still fully grasp.

Through the press of people on the royal barge, I glimpse Robin and beckon him forward. He looks very fine in a doublet of burgundy velvet with a jerkin over it of black silk and cloth of silver. His mustache and beard are finely oiled and combed. His legs, which are uniformly acknowledged to be excellent, are well turned out in black hose. He wears a short cloak, I suspect because he does not wish to conceal those fine legs, and a hat strewn with gold bangles and a jaunty feather, which he sweeps off as he approaches me.

We are of an age, Robin and I, and are both survivors of turbulent, dangerous childhoods. He understands me better than any other can. We share a love of drama and poetry, hunting and hawking. He makes me laugh, and he makes me happy. Anyone who thinks ill of that can hie off to Hades.

I smile and hold out my hand to him. He comes through the crowd, tall and limber with the grace of a natural horseman, takes my fingers, and brushes them with his lips. Without releasing  me, he steps closer. I feel the warmth of his breath as a caress against my neck as he murmurs, “You look tired. Is something wrong, Your Majesty?”

The wind lifts a curl of his black hair. He is deeply tanned, his skin drinking in the sun even in our northern clime. His brown eyes are, as almost always, irresistible to me. I fancy they are windows into his soul.

“I am … distracted,” I say, careful to keep smiling. Let the avid audience watching our every move believe we are engaged in no more than light repartee.

Joining in my masquerade, Robin laughs as though I have said something witty. Under his breath, he asks, “What has happened?”

“Not here.” My face is growing stiff for grinning. “We will speak later. Find me before the banquet.”

He nods and sweeps a bow. Loudly he says, “As Your Majesty commands.”

I turn away, dismissing him even as I promise myself that I will not have to do so much longer. Once I am anointed queen, I will be bolder in putting forward my friends and chastising my enemies. But for the moment, the habit of discretion still clings to me.

Robin withdraws, leaving me to pretend interest in the passing scene. Farther along the river, the wharves give way to manor houses surrounded by broad lawns and gardens running down to the river. The long roof of Westminster Hall and the adjacent Palace of Whitehall come into view. Finally, I spy the vast transepts and apse of the Abbey, built by blessed Saint Edward the Confessor, where, shortly now, I will be crowned.

The narrow streets from the Whitehall water steps to the Abbey are packed so tightly that I wonder how anyone can breathe, the crowd held in check by yeoman guards holding steel-edged halberds at the ready. No one seems to mind as men, women, and children alike cheer me mightily. I smile and wave, wave and smile, all despite the apprehension that makes me stare uneasily into the crowd, wondering who might be concealed there. As I pause to accept a bouquet of flowers from a little girl who gazes at me with awe, a cloud moves over the sun, casting us all into shadow. I shiver but keep smiling, always smiling. A little farther on, I stop again to listen to a grizzled old man perform a poem recalling his witness of my father’s coronation. The sun has come out again, filling the street with silvered winter light, yet still the shadow clings to me. I thank the old man kindly and move on, passing finally beneath the entrance to the Abbey. There I pause for a moment to catch my breath and further compose myself for the ordeal ahead.

As I step inside the Abbey, lit by a thousand candles and lamps, onto a bright blue carpet that runs the length of the nave, a thousand and more pairs of eyes turn in my direction. Virtually all the peerage has crammed inside for the ancient rite by which a sovereign is consecrated. Every one of them—every duke, earl, baron, knight, and all their ladies, perhaps most particularly the ladies—scrutinize me for any sign of weakness. Were I to show the slightest hint, I have no doubt that a goodly number would turn against me at once with the rest following quickly enough.

But anyone who hopes to see evidence of failing on my part is destined for disappointment. Since tenderest childhood, I have been forced to conceal my emotions even under the most turbulent circumstances. That mask has become second nature to me, though at times it seems more prison than protection.

The high, pure voices of the boys’ choir ring out as the ancient ceremony begins. After the opening prayers, a canopy is raised over and around me to shield me from the eyes of all but the attending prelates. I am anointed with holy oil on my hands, breast, and head. I had wondered if, at that moment, I would truly feel myself transformed. The reality is not disappointing, precisely, but my experience of the night before renders it inconsequential. Seated on my throne, I receive the symbols of my royal estate, including the ring wedding me forever to my people, the only spouse I truly want, although I will never be so impolitic as to say so. No one needs to know that the mere thought of giving any man the power of husband over me fills me with visions of the scaffold.

At long last, the royal crown of England—seven pounds of gold and gems—is placed on my head. I take my sacred oath on a Bible held aloft by William Cecil, whom I have chosen for that honor in recognition of his service to me. The assembled peerage cheers lustily amid the blare of trumpets, then one by one each lord comes to kneel at my feet and pledge himself in God’s name to be my faithful servant. Some of them may even mean it. The hard truth is that I do not doubt most of them would just as readily kneel before anyone else who they believed would preserve their power and privileges.

In the aftermath of the ceremony, a great banquet is laid out in Westminster Hall. A privy chamber has been readied to allow me a brief respite. There Robin finds me. He slides in past Kat’s frown and my ladies, who pretend to be busy chatting among themselves so that we can have a modicum of privacy.

“May I tell you how beautiful you are, Majesty?” he asks as he slips onto a stool beside me and takes my hands. “Your radiance blinds us all. As I watched the crown being put upon your head, I—”

“You cannot be both blind and watching,” I say, cutting him short. Ordinarily I enjoy flattery, but just then I have no patience for it.

With a quick glance to be sure my ladies are out of earshot, I say, “Robin, the most extraordinary thing has happened.”

His brief look of petulance at my tart response vanishes. At once he turns serious. “I knew you were troubled when I saw you on the barge. What is it?”

I am trying to decide how to begin when I remember that Robin is of a family of mingled Norman and Saxon blood significantly older in lineage than my own. It occurs to me suddenly that if Cecil and Dee are right, he might not be entirely ignorant of what they have revealed to me.
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