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Book One









One


My Father is dead and my Mother is Queen of England.


The handwriting on the first page of the blue leather journal was bold in stroke and plain in design. The author, a tall, powerfully built man, gazed out across the vast expanse of sea, his red-gold hair whipping sharply round a strong-boned jaw. The face was deeply lined and ruggedly handsome, with searing black eyes that blazed with a fine intelligence. As he steadied the volume he held upon his knees, he hoped the ocean would remain calm and the winds too, for he was unused to such writing, and was hard pressed enough putting his thoughts to paper without this tilting ship sending his inkwell flying or the pages flapping about in the breeze.


Far off to starboard a flock of gulls in straggling formation caught his gaze. Probably making for the Canary Isles, he thought, but a long way for gulls to be from land. Dipping his quill in the inkwell at his knee, he began again, considering each word before committing it to the vellum page.


My name is Arthur Dudley, he wrote. These are words which ring to my own ears as strange and ungainly, but they are nevertheless good and true. That which follows is not a diary, for until the events of several years past I had thought so little of my own life and condition that the conceit of journal keeping had entered my mind never once. Instead, this document constitutes the twenty-seven years of my history as best I remember it. A memoir. Tis odd that such a plain life as my own should be worthy of remembrance. But as I have said, I am the son of a Queen and therefore mentionable.


The creak of the sails on the mizzen as the wind shifted pulled him sharply back to the deck, the day, the sun dipping toward the western horizon. He sought the flock of gulls, but they were no longer off to starboard, nor were they dead ahead where he expected they would have traveled. How could this be? The birds had been in the air a moment before. He scanned the sky round him. There! The flock was a diminishing speck still flying low, but off the port side.


“I have been lost,” said Arthur to himself, “lost within the words I have been writing.” Time, he realized with a pang, had simply vanished, gone whilst within the thrall of memory—a bit of natural magic. Arthur Dudley smiled with the thought. Each day of his voyage to the New World he could write his life, and for those few moments would become a conjurer of time.









Two


“HE IS HERE, YOUR MAJESTY.” Kat Ashley’s voice was grave, and she made no attempt to hide her displeasure. The fifty-two-year-old waiting lady observed with annoyance that the young queen, who now primped before her dressing table, bothered equally little to suppress her delight. “If you do not mind my saying so, Madame …”


“But I do mind, Kat, I mind very much indeed. I have no need to be reminded of the scandal over Amy Dudley’s death. I know it quite well already.”


Kat Ashley snorted. “Your favorite wears his mourning black all right, but he struts about, a peacock all fine and glowing with good health, like man just back from taking the waters instead of a widower come from a funeral, not to say a suspect in a murder inquest.”


“Would you have my loyal friend looking grey and ill, then?”


“Never, Your Majesty.” Kat realized winning an argument with the Queen was impossible. “Never in a thousand years. Shall I show him in?”


“No … just one moment more.” Elizabeth took stock of herself in the silver-framed looking glass and prayed her nervousness would not be apparent. She looked well enough. The three months of her lover’s enforced absence—enforced by herself—had been a strain, certainly. She had suffered more than her share of migraines and head colds. But now her eyes were bright, her skin beautifully pale and opalescent, and her red-gold hair a wavy halo round her perfectly oval face.


Elizabeth’s long graceful fingers unconsciously sought a large silver locket she wore at her throat, one she’d recently taken to wearing, and she grasped it for comfort. ’Twas no ordinary bauble, this, but a valued keepsake. Not a soul knew that inside it nestled a miniature of her long-dead mother, Anne Boleyn, and a lock of that lady’s dark silky hair.


Her black taffeta and brocade gown heightened the whiteness of the Queen’s flesh, but this day the choice of attire was dictated not by vanity but by respect for the dead—Amy Dudley—and the return to Court of Amy’s husband. Elizabeth’s favorite. Her Master of the Horse. Her beloved. Robin Dudley.


Elizabeth rose from her dressing table. She was tall for a woman, almost unnaturally tall, but her father King Henry had been a giant of a man. She was slender as a reed, and the stays and underpinnings of her heavy gown held her torso rigid. The only allowances for graceful effect were her arms and hands, the tilt of her head, and her rich, modulated voice.


“This will be the last day of mourning attire,” she suddenly announced to Kat Ashley. “Have Lady Sidney see to my wardrobe after she’s had a moment to greet her brother.”


“Yes, Madame. And which gown will Her Majesty wish to wear first,” inquired Kat, her voice acid with sarcasm, “the scarlet one?”


“Katherine Ashley!” Elizabeth’s eyes flashed furiously.


“I’ll show Lord Robert in,” murmured the unrepentant waiting lady and bustled from the Queen’s bedchamber.


It was the longest Elizabeth had been without him. Since her accession to the throne two years before, she had insisted that Robin, her dear friend from the age of eight, be at her side continually. His appointment as Horsemaster had guaranteed his close company, and their passionate love affair had borne him on a great wave of aggrandizement at her hand. But it had gained him more jealous enemies at Court than friends. He had nevertheless weathered his raising with good nature and astounding grace, and despite the barbs and criticisms from every direction, Elizabeth had never once questioned his love and loyalty.


Then his wife Amy had died under mysterious circumstances, and the hated courtier had fallen under suspicion. With leaden heart, Elizabeth had banished him from Court to his house at Kew until the coroner’s inquest would, hopefully, establish his innocence beyond a reasonable doubt.


Elizabeth had endured their separation in a wholly disquieted state, for she had only recently completed the reading of her mother’s secret diary. Filled with revelations shocking to the young queen, the writings had illuminated the nature of the deceiving and ambitious men who had destroyed Anne Boleyn. And for the first time, unbidden but undeniable doubts had arisen in Elizabeth’s mind about Robin Dudley’s motives.


In his absence Elizabeth had visited her mother’s unmarked grave under the floor of a chapel in the Tower of London. Lost in grim musings, she had imagined the corpse, its head severed from the body and laid at its side in a rude arrow box—for that was all Henry had cared for his once beloved wife—and pondered the treachery of men. In that moment and the terrible empty days that followed, a strange and unthinkable idea had been forged in her mind, and like the blacksmith’s white-hot sword plunged into a trough of water, it had hardened into steely resolve. She would never marry any man, not prince nor king nor subject, never relinquish the vast power she had legitimately inherited from her father, Henry VIII. It was outrageous, she knew. The natural order of things was for a woman to marry, bear children. And for a queen, imperative. To the thinking of all Englishmen of conscience, the only reason for Elizabeth’s existence was to bear heirs—princes for the succession, princesses to be sold into marriages of alliance.


But now, despite the “death by mischance” verdict that freed Robin from official responsibility, Elizabeth could not be moved from her course. She might play the game of courtship, pretend her intention to marry, but she would never ever give in. Not a soul knew of her decision. Least of all Robin Dudley.


The bedchamber door opened and there he stood in somber black doublet and hose, all stately carriage and grave countenance. ’Twas said of Robin Dudley—even by his enemies, those who derisively called him the Gypsy—that he was the most reserved man of his time, and carried a depth not to be fathomed but by the searchers of hearts.


My God, thought Elizabeth, how beautiful he is! She wished for nothing more than to fly into Robin’s strong embracing arms. But she was determined this day, resolved to dignity and restraint. There were so many problems lying heavy on her heart and mind. Problems of politics and diplomacy and religion, some a result of this disastrous affair of Amy’s death.


“Your Majesty.” He spoke quietly and, at an almost imperceptible nod of Elizabeth’s head, moved to kneel before the Queen and kiss her hand. Then he rose to his full height—over six feet tall, the only one of her men to whom Elizabeth was forced to look up.


“You are welcome back to Court, my lord,” she said, willing her voice to calm steadiness. With these words Robin Dudley’s face exploded into a smile, and he instantly pulled Elizabeth into an embrace which she resisted for less than a moment before returning it in kind. They held thus entwined until he pushed her to arm’s length, stared in through her eyes to her soul, and kissed her hungrily on the mouth. She yielded to the kiss and moaned with the familiar pleasure of his touch. But this sound of pleasure she suddenly heard as an alarm, and wrenched away perhaps more violently than she had intended.


“Elizabeth, what is it?”


“What it is, Robin,” she said, pulling herself together, “is a disaster. My reputation in Europe is sullied beyond imagining, some say beyond saving.”


“But why?” he demanded hotly. “I’ve been found innocent of any wrongdoing in Amy’s death. ’Twas an accident, so say a jury of the country’s most able men. Men of integrity!”


“And know you what my Scottish cousin Mary says? That the Queen of England is going to marry the Master of her Horse, who has killed his wife to make room for her!”


“Mary is bitter. She no longer has a place in the French royal family since her husband’s death. And she has nothing to come home to in Scotland but a pack of Protestant nobles who’d best like to see their Catholic queen disappear. She has every reason to slander you, Elizabeth. She wants your crown!”


“And she may get it if I cannot salvage my reputation and strengthen my position.”


“You exaggerate, Elizabeth. The Scots queen has no power. Her mother-in-law de’ Medici is well rid of her and has too many problems of her own in France to support a Scottish invasion of England. You are talking nonsense.”


“I, talking nonsense!” Elizabeth bristled. “When have you ever known me to talk nonsense?”


“When you are angry with me,” he said quietly, holding her with his eyes.


Elizabeth groped helplessly for a retort. Robin was right. She was still furious with him. Furious for destroying the dream she had harbored from the bright January day of her coronation, as he rode proudly beside her, till the moment the messenger from Cumnor House had knelt before her and with trembling voice announced the death of Amy Dudley. “She was found at the bottom of the stair by her servants when they came home from the fair,” the courier had said. “Her neck was broken, but her death seemed not from the fall. Her headdress was never disarranged. They are calling it murder.”


Murder. And Lord Robert Dudley, scandalously embroiled with the Queen of England for all the world to see, hoping for his way to be cleared to marry Elizabeth, had been the prime suspect.


Perhaps, thought Elizabeth, he had nothing whatsoever to do with Amy’s death. Perhaps he was entirely innocent of that crime. But of the crime of ambition Robin Dudley was wholly guilty. It was in his blood. His ancestors before him—grandfather, father, brothers—had died for the sin of ambition, and though she knew he loved her truly, she did not know if he loved the dream of becoming king of England more. She had been told that when Robin, still in exile at Kew, learned she had angrily slashed to ribbons the patent granting him the promised earldom of Leicester, he had raged and thundered at the unfairness of it. But now, only grateful for his return to the Queen’s good graces, he made no talk of anger or bitterness.


“Whilst I was banished at Kew I knew only the deepest misery, Elizabeth. I missed your sweet company most of all, but I worried, too, that I was unable to discharge my duties as Horsemaster. I knew not how you would be attended when you rode abroad, if the right horses would be chosen, if you were safe from harm. For no one knows or cares for your person as deeply as I do.”


With his words Elizabeth felt her anger recede like an outgoing tide, for she knew them to be true and utterly sincere.


He went on. “Those months away, awaiting the verdict, I felt I was living in a strange dream from which there was no waking. My only relief, and I thank you for it, were the visits from Secretary Cecil, who was, despite the sour feelings I know he harbors for me, very kind. I want …” Dudley stopped as if he could not find the words to go on. “I want you to forgive me, Elizabeth. This is no admission of guilt for Amy’s death. I mean forgive me for causing you, by my very existence or circumstance, any misery or grief. I wish only the best for you, you know that. I want your reign to be long and glorious, and I mean to be at your side in whatever capacity you allow me. I am your subject and your servant, Your Majesty, but I do and will always love you.”


Elizabeth’s eyes had suddenly filled with tears, and she quickly turned away that he should not see them. “Very well,” she said with forced levity. “You are forgiven.” And with the suddenness of the sun emerging from behind a black thundercloud to brighten a dull day, Elizabeth felt her soul lighten. Her love had returned to her. She faced him with a piquant smile. “Faithful servant, would you care to see your new apartments?”


“Have I new rooms?” Robin’s features softened with surprise.


“Come,” said Elizabeth lightly.


He looked puzzled as she moved to a curtained wall and pulled back the heavy arras to reveal a door. With the expression of a bemused child Dudley opened it. A short unlit passageway lay ahead.


“You may lead, Sire,” she said teasingly.


Taking her hand, he headed into the darkness, and not ten feet beyond found another door.


“Open it,” Elizabeth commanded.


Robin Dudley stood staring in at his new rooms. Not overlarge, they were nonetheless sumptuously appointed with a great canopied bed fit for a king, a fine silk-threaded tapestry of mythical beasts on one wall, and on another his family’s coat of arms—the red and blue field upon which rose the bear and ragged staff. A fire blazed welcomingly in the hearth.


He was overcome and, for once, speechless. This gesture from the Queen—adjoining apartments—was certain to infuriate her councillors and his enemies, further scandalize gossipmongers … and solidify his position as Elizabeth’s favorite. Was she not but a moment ago venting her fury at him and bemoaning her tainted reputation in the European courts? What could she be thinking of? But of course, thought Dudley, changeability was Elizabeth’s chiefest foible … or virtue, depending upon one’s perspective. It drove her advisors wild and kept her friends and playmates breathlessly entertained.


“Elizabeth, this is impossible!” he cried with obvious delight. He turned to find Elizabeth smiling mischievously at him.


“I am the Queen, and I do as I please,” she said resolutely, then thought to herself, I may choose never to marry, but I shall not be without pleasure in my life.


At the same instant each took a step toward the other, and then in a moment they were in each other’s arms. In quiet ecstasy Dudley breathed in Elizabeth’s natural perfume, delicate and powdery like the rarest of white birds, and she his familiar masculine scent tinged with a horsey musk. Then, in Robin Dudley’s kingly bed, he made long-awaited and passionate love to the Queen of England.









Three


ON THIS EVE OF THE New Year of 1561, thought Lady Mary Sidney as she put the finishing touches to the Queen’s toilette, Her Majesty could only be compared to a precious gem—a fine cut diamond, brilliant and lustrous, reflecting off her many facets all the light round about her, but burning with a fire from within as well.


Lady Mary, herself a beautiful woman with features as fair and delicate as porcelain, adored her mistress. Mary’s special fondness, she had to admit, stemmed in good measure from the love Elizabeth bore her elder brother, Robin Dudley. She and the Queen shared a common bond in Robert and enjoyed lavishing upon him all manner of affection.


Mary thought, too, that she liked the Queen well in her own right. ’Twas a joy to intimately attend such a magnificent woman, so lovely to look at, the fine white skin, pleasing aquiline features, and that unruly sunburst of hair. Elizabeth, despite her tempers and exasperatingly capricious moods, was bursting with vitality, exhilarating to be around, and very kind to her friends.


“All right, Mary, let me have a look at myself,” said Elizabeth finally. Mary Sidney stepped aside and the Queen swept past into her mirrored bathing chamber. She enjoyed this ritual—clothing herself in the most opulent silks and velvets, brocades and furs, with glittering jewels, painted fans, and elegant slippers, then standing in the center of the floor-to-ceiling mirrors to admire the exquisite sight from every direction.


Tonight, thought Mary as she watched Elizabeth examining herself, the Queen must realize that she had quite outdone herself in brilliance.


“I’m very vain, am I not, Mary?” said Elizabeth, coyly freeing a fraction more of her small, pale breasts from the top of her satin bodice.


“You are indeed, Your Majesty. But you deserve to be vain, for you are very, very beautiful.”


Elizabeth smiled broadly, her small teeth gleaming in the candlelight like pearls. She did so love to be admired. “Will our Robin think so?”


“He will be overcome,” said Mary with grave sincerity.


Elizabeth turned and grasped her lady’s hands. “Isn’t it wonderful having him home, Mary? The Court felt dead to me, empty without him. I haven’t been myself. I feel that I can somehow breathe easier knowing he is here.”


“I too, Madame,” said Mary, warmed by the Queen’s words. “I too.”


“Well, let me look at you,” said Elizabeth, turning her gaze on Mary. “You’re looking lovely tonight. Your husband should find you very fetching. But I think”—Elizabeth strode back into her bedchamber, where several other ladies were putting away the gowns and jewelry she had chosen not to wear—“you are missing something. Come here, Mary.”


Mary Sidney followed Elizabeth to a small chest filled with glittering ear bobs and watched as the Queen picked out a pair of sapphire teardrops mounted in gold filigree. Elizabeth held them up against Mary’s blue velvet bodice.


“A good match. Here, put them on.”


“Thank you, Your Majesty,” murmured Lady Mary, deeply touched. She was aware of all the other ladies’ eyes upon her, the waves of petty jealousy usually reserved for her brother now directed at herself. Mary straightened her back, and as she fastened on the sapphire ear bobs she suddenly understood how Robin was able to bear the hatred directed against him: Elizabeth’s love, like a great cleansing wave, swept away all that was foul and malicious, leaving nothing but the undivided devotion of those who truly cared about her. Mary Sidney turned and smiled graciously at the gaggle of scowling ladies, then followed Elizabeth out her bedchamber door.


A festive group was now assembled in the Presence Chamber—the Queen’s inner circle. When Elizabeth swept in, a stunned silence fell over the guests. She looked this night, as Mary Sidney had observed, radiant, indeed almost otherworldly. The men bowed, the women curtsied, and Elizabeth, releasing them from the initial moment of formality, began moving amongst them. The Queen was overflowing with good humor, genuinely happy to see these loyal friends and relatives. She moved first to her devoted secretary, William Cecil, who knelt and kissed her hand.


“I’m glad to see you’ve left your sober faces at home tonight, Sir William. We are here for a celebration, are we not?”


“Indeed, Madame. We have much to celebrate in this New Year. A hard-won peace with France, a reformed currency, religious settlement. No mean feats for any monarch.”


“And especially a woman, he did not add,” teased Elizabeth, dandling Cecil’s collar playfully.


She next turned to Mary’s husband, Sir Henry Sidney, a man of soft voice and soft-edged features that belied a sharp mind and a firm, upstanding character. He doted on his beautiful wife, and she on him. Elizabeth was very fond of the pair and now accepted Henry’s obeisance with a compliment to Mary for her especial tenderness in caring for the Queen’s person.


With a gentle word to Kat and John Ashley, her guardians since early childhood, Elizabeth moved on to a group whom she recognized as her Boleyn relations, all newly raised to positions of honor in the Court since her reading of her mother’s secret diary. The sudden and unexpected elevations of Lord Howard of Effingham, Francis Knollys, and young Lord Hunsdon had proven a pleasant shock to them. Until her accession, Elizabeth had not spoken her mother’s name for more than twenty years. She had always accepted Queen Anne’s appalling official reputation as traitor and adulteress, and had distanced herself from the shame of her ignominious death. The Queen’s maternal relatives, who for the safety of their families had buried their connection and laid a cloak of silence over Anne’s memory, were now lifted by Elizabeth’s loving hand to high office. This evening their greetings to her were effusive and most sincere.


Finally Elizabeth approached her lover, who stood with his only living brother, Ambrose, a slighter version of Robert Dudley but every bit as handsome and graceful, and sharing in his comely reserve. In unison the brothers executed their lowest and most theatrical courtiers’ bows, which wrenched a laugh from the Queen’s throat.


“My lords Fric and Frac. Have you a little jig to go with your performance?”


“For Your Gracious Majesty we will invent one,” replied Ambrose Dudley.


Elizabeth caught and held Robin’s eye.


“What is your secret, Majesty?” he asked. “Each time I think you could never appear more beautiful, you outdo yourself once again.”


“If I told you, Robin, it would no longer be my secret. Therefore,” she said, caressing his tanned cheek with her long white fingers, “I shall remain an enigma.”


With a gallant gesture Robin Dudley offered his arm to the Queen, and together they led her nearest and dearest into the eve of the New Year.


The congregation in the Great Hall was gay and glittering, buzzing in anticipation of the Queen’s coming. Her entourage this night would include the infamous Dudley, a man more hated than loved, more feared than respected. The Tudor court was always a place of divers gossip and scandal, but this evening all the talk boiled round Robin and Elizabeth … and Amy Dudley’s death.


Near the specially erected stage where a play would soon be performed stood a group of ladies and gentlemen, their heads tilted together, keeping their voices discreet.


“They say Lady Dudley drove every servant from the house to go to the fair, leaving her all alone,” said Lady Norbert. “A strange thing for a woman so ill to do.”


“I’m told she had a strange mind,” added Lord Mayhew. “’Tis very suspicious to me. I say it was suicide.”


“Aye, her closest servant, Pinto she is called, claimed the lady prayed daily on her knees to God to deliver her from desperation,” offered Mrs. Fortescue, fanning herself furiously as though the gossip were making her perspire.


“There was much to be desperate about,” said Lady Norbert, as cool as Mrs. Fortescue was overheated. “The cancer in her breast. Her husband waiting for her to die.”


“I think he did not wait for her to die,” announced Doctor Fortescue, a portly, ruddy-faced gentleman. “Dudley is a man too single-mindedly bent upon marrying the Queen to have left it to chance.”


“You give him too little credit, Fortescue,” insisted Mayhew. “Dudley is a clever man. Why would he risk such an accusation if his wife was bound to die sooner rather than later?”


Lady Winter, whispering to make her opinion seem more important, interjected, “I’ve heard tell of a woman with that same malady whose neck had turned so brittle it snapped when she walked down a step. And Amy Dudley was found at the bottom of a long stair.”


Across the Great Hall a rather more grave argument was in progress. These men of the Privy Council had all eyes fastened upon a tall, blond Swedish prince glittering in a gem-studded doublet of cloth of gold. He was surrounded by his own delegation as well as English courtiers currying favor.


“Now that Dudley is back,” observed Lord Clinton, “Prince John will have no more luck gaining Elizabeth’s hand than his brother Eric had.”


“Less,” said Lord Arundel morosely. “For now the Gypsy is free to marry, and ’tis said the Queen’s affection for him is intact.”


“Well, she must marry and she must marry soon,” insisted Lord North. “She will certainly choose one of the Spanish archdukes.”


With mention of the Spaniards, all eyes naturally sought Bishop de Quadra, the short, squat man robed in black and red, ambassador from the court of Philip II of Spain. He was listening with tightly knit brows to a conversation between two ambassadors from Brussels. The bishop was a good listener—some thought too good. It was well known that de Quadra was Philip’s spy and wrote copious dispatches to the king daily, filled with official intelligence as well as backstairs gossip regarding the wholly unsavory heretic queen and her court.


“She is stubborn,” pronounced Lord Clinton, resuming the Privy Councillors’ conversation. “The past two years have proven as much.”


“Even she must realize the urgency of producing an heir,” reasoned North. “She claims to love England, but without a successor the threat of civil war, or worse, Spain and France fighting on English soil, hangs over all of our heads!”


“She will try to marry Dudley,” growled Arundel, “and we know that Dudley will die trying to marry her.”


Norfolk, ablaze with the highness of his lineage and title—England’s only living duke—spoke very quietly, and everyone leaned close to listen. “There is not a man in England who can suffer the idea of Robert Dudley as our king. I tell you, if he does not abandon his present pretensions, he may not die in his bed.”


At that there was a flurry of murmuring and whispers, even some laughter.


Lord Suffolk, himself a man of unquestionable lineage and no little importance, spoke with authority. “You all know I have no love for Robert Dudley. But I say we must let the Queen choose after her own affection. We know that children are more readily conceived within the midst of passion than without. And if what England so desperately needs is a child of the Queen’s body, does it not seem wise to let her take a man whose sight arouses her desire? That, I tell you, is the surest way to deliver us a blessed prince.”


A fanfare of trumpets cut short the gossiping as the Queen and her intimates arrived in the Great Hall. Even those amongst them who had reason to grumble were overwhelmed by the radiant splendor of Elizabeth this night. Guests of a certain age could not help but compare the Queen’s presence and physicality to her father’s. Only the oldest of her Boleyn relatives did perceive any resemblance to her mother. Each and every one, nevertheless, found himself drawn into her gossamer web, spun of wit and grace and magnetic charm. The year 1561 had not yet been born, but its promise was as resplendent as the Queen of England herself.









Four


ROBIN DUDLEY, STILL CLAD IN a fine lawn nightshirt, sat motionless as Tamworth snipped his master’s red-brown beard. The manservant had laid out in readiness across the bed Lord Dudley’s work garments—buff hose, leather vest and doublet rubbed soft with use, and thigh-high riding boots.


’Twas a perfect day, thought Dudley as he stared out the mullioned window at the crisp winter dawn, perfect to put his intrigue into play. Though remnants of ugly rumor about his involvement in Amy’s death persisted, the affair was well and truly over. Robin Dudley was a free man now, and higher in the Queen’s favor than any courtier had been before. His determination to marry her had never been so fierce nor so sharply refined. He was, self-admittedly, ambitious to a fault and would have been lying had he claimed he did not wish to be king of England. But, he asked himself, who better for the task? He was an Englishman of noble blood, had proven himself a brave and resourceful soldier during Queen Mary’s reign, and, even his detractors had to concede, was a brilliant administrator.


More important, thought Robin as he stood and allowed Tamworth to pull the nightshirt off over his head, he loved the Queen truly, lusted for her even. The words of endearment that he whispered in moments of private passion—as well as his public protestations of devotion—were utterly sincere. Elizabeth moved him as no other woman had, her mighty intellect stirring him as greatly as her physical attraction. She was not a beauty in the traditional sense. She was too tall, too thin, too angular. But the fire in her spirit had become the fuel to his own flame, and he fully believed that Elizabeth Tudor was his great and fortunate destiny. All obstacles that had come before, all that would be thrown up before him, were meaningless, for he and his childhood friend were decidedly meant to be husband and wife.


A sharp knock at his bedchamber door sent Tamworth scurrying to open it. Dudley’s brother-in-law Henry Sidney, attired for riding, brushed past the manservant with a minimal greeting. Sidney was all business this morning. Too overwrought to sit, he paced as he talked.


“How do you think he will like it?” began Sidney nervously.


“Bishop de Quadra? I think he will be intrigued. I stand well with the Spaniards. King Philip regards me with high esteem for my military service to him in the Neapolitan wars.”


“But for Philip to throw the whole weight of his support behind your marriage to the Queen … ?”


“His reward would be far greater than his expenditure of favor,” said Dudley, lifting one leg and then the other for Tamworth to pull the boots over each well-muscled calf. “After all, what Philip desires above all else is an England under his control once more, a Catholic country as it was when he was married to Elizabeth’s sister.”


Tamworth strapped on Dudley’s sword and dagger, making final adjustments to the Horsemaster’s attire. Outfitted thus, he was as virile and handsome as any man at Court … and he knew it.


“See to my purple velvet costume for this evening, Tamworth. I’ll need fresh linen and new hose.”


“Yes, my lord.”


“Come, Henry, I have business at the stables before de Quadra arrives for your ride.”


As they strode down the palace corridors, they kept their voices discreetly low, their eyes ever alert for spies upon their conversation. There were men who would pay handsomely to be privy to the business of the Queen’s favorite.


“Are you quite sure you have the Queen’s consent for this plan, Robin? I myself see no harm in Catholicism being restored, and papal authority renewed, but Elizabeth has struggled so fiercely to establish the New Religion in England. Would she now let Philip dictate policy on English soil, as your plan supposes, or put down Protestant heresy? It means her begging and groveling to Spain, all for the honor of marrying you.”


“I know it sounds mad,” whispered Dudley. “But do you think the Queen has installed me in the apartments adjoining hers for no reason? She loves me truly, Henry.”


“I do not doubt it.”


“And she has told me countless times that she is the Queen and will do as she pleases. When she lies in my arms she swears over and over again that she will have no other man.”


“And as we all know she must marry …” added Sidney.


“She will marry me!” said Dudley with quiet conviction.


They had arrived at a long low brick building that housed the royal stables. Equerries and stable boys snapped to attention at the Horsemaster’s approach, and as he passed, Dudley acknowledged each with a smile or a slight nod of the head.


“But at the price of Spanish domination of England?” persisted Sidney. “I cannot help but think …”


Dudley stopped and turned to face Henry Sidney squarely.


“’Tis simply the way to accomplish my goal, Henry. A means to an end. I am a Protestant at heart and have no wish to be ruled by Philip or Rome. But I do know that once Elizabeth and I are married”—he seemed overcome with the thought—“everything is possible.” Robin approached the stall of a handsome grey mare and entered it, sidling up to the horse and stroking its powerful neck. “And besides,” he added flippantly, “treaties are oftentimes broken.”


“Broken treaties provoke wars,” insisted Sidney.


“Jackie,” Robin called to a grubby young man spreading hay in the next stall, “bring Great Savoy round for Sir Henry, if you please.”


Dudley began brushing the mare with a stiff brush, and she nuzzled him affectionately. The man did have an extraordinary way with horses, thought Henry Sidney. Elizabeth’s appointment of him as Horsemaster was most fitting.


“So you will not speak on my behalf to Bishop de Quadra, then?” Robin inquired, seemingly unperturbed.


“I haven’t said that. I simply require some assurance that I’m not stepping into a hornet’s nest. We know that the queen bee’s stinger is long and very sharp indeed.”


“I take it my sister is still annoyed with me over the affair of Archduke Charles,” said Dudley.


“Mary’s forgiven you because you are her brother and she adores you, but she was humiliated and mortified by your involving her in your devious marriage intrigues,” said Sidney as the stable boy returned with a magnificent stallion. “She’ll not likely involve herself again—and she has no idea what I’m about to do.”


“Then you will help me!” cried Robin, clapping an arm round Henry Sidney.


“I’ve said I will and I’m good for my word. I swear, Robert, you charm me as handily as you do women.”


Dudley led both horses outside just as the diminutive black-clad Spanish ambassador approached.


“Good morning, Bishop,” said Robin with a respectful bow.


“Good morning to you, Lord Robert, Sir Henry,” replied de Quadra, his accent thick as Spanish honey.


“Your mounts are ready, gentlemen,” announced the Horsemaster.


“You have given me Speedwell again, I see,” said de Quadra, stroking the beast’s muzzle and examining the taut muscle of her right front leg.


“You liked her well the last time you rode,” said Robin, “and her foreleg is healed altogether. You’ll have a fine ride.”


Henry Sidney had already mounted his horse, and Robin himself gave the Spanish ambassador a leg up.


“Godspeed, gentlemen!” cried Dudley as the men took off at a fast trot. “And good luck to you, Henry,” he called after them. But the pair were already out of hearing.


Once they were out of sight, Robin saddled his own mount. He needed a place to give his mind free rein, to dream about the good news his brother-in-law would soon bring him of his fate and future. And for Robin Dudley that place was the back of a horse. He flung himself gracefully onto the beast’s back and with the merest coaxing—for his communication with these animals was exquisitely refined—they were off, flying at a full gallop out the gates of Whitehall Palace.









Five


’TWAS THE SEASON’S FIRST WATER party and Dudley, Grand Master of the Revels, had once again outdone himself. Weather had obliged, the March sun spreading its warmth and light over the Thames. Hundreds of small, gaily festooned vessels wound with the tide on its curved course down from Greenwich through the reedy water meadows toward the sea. A large sailing fleet of white swans cruised in majestic escort alongside the royal barge, giving the Queen an extra measure of delight in an already exquisite day.


On the foredeck Robin stood with Henry Sidney gazing out over the clear water, which sparkled like a broad basket of jewels. The men were smiling, full of confidence, pleased with the results of their latest efforts. At Henry’s urging, Bishop de Quadra had written to King Philip, and the Spanish monarch had indicated his support for Dudley’s marriage to Elizabeth. Even now de Quadra sat with the Queen on the poop of the barge, her special guest this day, for viewing the entertainments and water games.


“The bishop tells me Elizabeth has said she shall have to marry someone, and that she believes her subjects wish her to choose an Englishman,” said Henry in a low confidential voice. “And better still, the ambassador claims that Philip would be especially pleased if the Englishman were yourself, as he has always been very fond of you.”


Dudley could not help but puff with satisfaction. “How close I am to success,” he whispered fiercely. “I think only Elizabeth’s timidity holds her back now.”


“I say you should take the manly course, entreat the Queen in a headlong manner to marry you before Easter.”


Dudley inhaled deeply. “Wish me luck then, Henry. ’Tis as good a day as any.”


As he reached the poop, Robin could see de Quadra and the Queen sitting side by side, heads together, sharing a laugh. He could hear that they conversed in Spanish, a tongue Elizabeth spoke as fluently as English.


“Perfect,” said Dudley to himself. “They are of good cheer. Let me just find my way into the matter—”


“Lord Robert!” called de Quadra heartily, spotting Dudley. He continued to speak in Spanish. “Come join us. We are very much enjoying this entertainment of yours.”


“Did you see the mock battle of the frogs and fishes?” Dudley inquired, referring to the colorful floats manned by outrageously costumed aquatic figures.


“If the frogs were the French,” asked Elizabeth tartly, “then who were the fishes?”


“Who won the battle?” said Robin, answering question with question.


“The fishes,” replied de Quadra.


“Then the fishes were English, of course,” said Dudley with a charming grin.


They all laughed merrily, and suddenly Robin Dudley, gazing over the rail into the water, found that his prayers had been answered. From the raft of swans to starboard, two birds had pulled ahead, gliding side by side as though leading a stately procession. Dudley acted quickly. There was no telling how long the formation would last thusly.


“See the happy couple,” he said, directing Elizabeth’s and de Quadra’s gaze to the swans. “The bride and groom and their wedding party.”


Elizabeth looked up at Robin with startled eyes. He held them brazenly for a long moment, then plunged into the boiling cauldron.


“Bishop de Quadra, you and I and the Queen are all present on this already marvelous occasion. Why do you not marry us here and now?”


Elizabeth’s eyes blazed, and Robin could not discern if they flashed with anger or excitement. Elizabeth smiled and took de Quadra’s hand in hers.


“My lord bishop,” said the Queen carefully, “what think you of my sweet Robin’s proposal? Would you marry us?”


Dudley’s heart fluttered strangely and he hardly dared to take his next breath.


“But I wonder,” she added coyly, “that you may not have enough English to perform such a ritual. And of course, it must be done in English.”


A clever feint, thought Robin. Neither an assent nor a rejection.


Dudley’s suggestion at such a time in such a place had startled the bishop somewhat more than it had the Queen. He became serious then, and addressed her directly.


“Heretics continue to despoil England, Your Majesty. Rid yourself of them,” he urged, pressing her hand between his own. “If you and Lord Robert will restore the True Religion, Philip will bless your marriage, and I …” He was barely able to speak, so overcome was he with the thought that in this moment he might give his king the one gift he most ardently desired: a Catholic England. “I shall be honored to be the priest presiding over that ceremony.”


The smile never left Elizabeth’s face, but Robin wondered, as he watched her, what lay behind that smile. He had made his bid as boldly as a man could have done. His suit was supported by the King of Spain as fully as he had dreamed. “Elizabeth,” Dudley cried silently. “Elizabeth, consent. Make me the happiest man on earth!”


“You are very kind, Bishop.” The Queen looked up warmly at Robin, grasping his hand. “You know of my deep feelings for Lord Robert. I shall give both your proposals some good thought. Ah, look there!” Elizabeth pointed to a seaweed-covered barge coming alongside them where mermaids and mermen lay about surrounding an enthroned Poseidon. The god-king raised his mock gold trident to the Queen, and she raised her hand to him, a triumphant salute.


“I do so love my subjects!” Elizabeth exclaimed.


’Twas a passion, Robin observed with a sinking sensation, that would have been far better directed at himself. The Queen had managed once again to outsmart him, evade him, slip through his hands like a wiggling eel.


“Damn her, damn her!” he cried inwardly. Then, affixing a pleasant smile on his bemused face, Lord Robert Dudley regathered his wits and resumed the intricate courtier’s dance.









Six


ON A MORNING DARK AS dusk with the gloom of heavy rain, the royal carriage rumbled down the rutted highway. Men of the Queen’s guard muttered curses against not the wet but the cold of this Easter storm. The winter had been interminable, the Thames frozen over many times. In weeks past the warm days had heralded spring, trees rioting with pale green buds, delicate wildflowers poking up in patches of soft grass. And now this. Numbing cold rain and Her Majesty refusing to postpone the journey to Mortlake.


Inside the carriage its occupants felt neither the wet nor the chill nor suffered the bone-rattling ride, for they were snug in cheerful good company. The Queen, attended by those dearest to her—Robin Dudley, Lady Mary Sidney, Henry Sidney, and their seven-year-old son Philip—was in high spirits. So comfortable and boisterous were these five, with ideas and arguments tumbling from their mouths like water from a fountain, that they shouted over each other to be heard, then laughed good-naturedly at their own rudeness.


“John Dee seeks nothing more than educational reform!” cried Robin Dudley.


“Reform? He seeks nothing less than revolution, Robin! He would, if he could, change the entire curriculum at Oxford and Cambridge, discarding classical humanistic studies, imposing Hermetic sciences and, worse, mathematics, which, as our childhood tutor Roger Ascham would say, is a little suspect, mayhap even diabolic.”


“And my tutor Doctor John Dee—” Robin persisted.


“And mine—” added Mary Sidney playfully.


“And soon to be mine—” piped in young Philip.


“Our illustrious tutor taught us”—Robin wrapped an affectionate arm round his little nephew—“and will soon teach you, Philip, not only mathematics but practical applications of that science.”


“Even you must admit, Your Majesty,” added the mild-mannered Henry Sidney, “that counting and bookkeeping with Roman numerals is more clumsy and time-consuming than with arabic numbers.”


“I have no quarrel with practical mathematics, Henry, but Dee and his brothers in Hermeticism make wild claims that ‘number’ is the key to truth itself, that without it one has no understanding of the universe. Preposterous!”


Certain that his next words would provoke an explosive reaction, Robin spoke directly to Elizabeth. “I agree with Doctor Dee that, in fact, ‘number’ was the pattern of God’s mind during creation.”


“You cannot believe that, Robin!” said the Queen.


“But I do,” he replied evenly. “I have all good faith in John Dee. He is the most brilliant mind in England, and I know you agree.”


“I do, but—”


“And you were so mad with anticipation for this visit to his home that nothing—not a headache yesterday nor foul weather today—could keep you from it.”


“I have the deepest esteem for Doctor Dee. He is a great philosopher and scholar, navigator and cartographer. He has written an elegant translation of Euclid’s Elements and finds many ways to serve his country with his learning. Only last month he offered up an interesting plan to reorganize our entire fishing industry. More important,” she added, “he has the most magnificent library in all of England. Four thousand books! Oxford and Cambridge together have less than one quarter that amount.” Then her expression changed to something close to disdain. “But of his beliefs in occultism, apocalyptic numbers, cabalistic formulas, and magical inscriptions, I do have serious doubts.”


“So you have not come to see his gazing table, and will refuse to let him tell your future?” teased Henry Sidney.


“Do you mean his magic mirror, Father?” asked Philip Sidney. “Does he really have such a wonderful thing?”


“I’m told he has,” answered the elder Sidney. “And if he does, we shall all soon see it.”


The little boy clapped his hands with excitement and the others smiled indulgently.


“I think the Queen makes light of her interest in the occult sciences,” offered Robin, intent on reviving their argument. “She did, after all, have Dee cast her horoscope to find the most auspicious day for her coronation.”


“On your insistent urging!” Elizabeth retorted. “And besides, one can hardly count astrology as occult. ’Tis common knowledge that the stars affect man’s fate and fortune.” Elizabeth thought of but did not mention something she had read in Anne Boleyn’s diary—a prophecy given her mother by the half-mad Holy Maid of Kent, one that had steered Anne’s fate, and therefore Elizabeth’s own. It was a seeing that told of Anne’s becoming queen, the birth of her “Tudor sun,” and that child’s reign of four-and-forty years. The first two aspects of the prophecy had come to pass, mused Elizabeth, but any well-informed person of that time might have guessed that the dark-eyed beauty so hotly pursued by King Henry might become his queen and would almost certainly bear a child. As for herself reigning forty-four years, Elizabeth was extremely dubious. She was already twenty-seven. A woman still reigning as queen at age seventy? She thought not.


“You would do well to be more discerning about these Hermetic beliefs, my dear Robin, and not follow so blindly after every word this man proffers.”


“Do you believe in the teachings of Moses, Your Majesty?” asked Mary Sidney.


“By all means, Mary,” replied the Queen, startled by her waiting lady’s question.


“Moses himself was instructed in the ancient Egyptian and Hermetic texts which say that magic is simply the knowledge of natural things. He was a man who had power in both his words and his works, do you not agree?”


Elizabeth realized with sudden annoyance that she had blundered into a trap. But it was too late. Mary went on.


“Therefore if Moses, who was simply a learned man, practiced magic, why then should a learned man such as John Dee not do the same?”


Elizabeth slumped back into her cushioned seat, defeated. “There are four of you and only one of me,” she groused. “I shall never win this argument.”


“Will you keep an open mind at least?” urged Robin Dudley. “Accept the possibility that mathematics and the occult have a true place in philosophy?”


“When have I ever lacked an open mind, Robin? I will give our Doctor Dee every chance to convince me of his strange sciences.”


“Look!” young Philip suddenly cried, pulling back the curtain. “The rain has stopped.”


Indeed, the downpour had ended and the air wafted round their faces, fresh and sweet. They could see trees still dripping with moisture and the sun peeking through what remained of the black clouds. Robin thrust his head out the coach window for a moment, then turned to his friends.


“We’ve arrived at Mortlake,” he announced with a smile. “The adventure begins.”


An ancient and rambling farmhouse of many pieces and several levels, all cobbled together haphazardly, came into view. Waiting to meet their guests at the door stood the great man himself, his wife Katherine, and their eldest son Arthur, thirteen. The carriage clattered to a halt and Elizabeth had a glimpse of the spindly, middle-aged Dee, his long triangular beard and piercing blue eyes. The Queen’s men scrambled down from their mounts to take up positions near the entrance, and footmen pulled open the carriage doors, helping the passengers to alight.


There was a flurry of excited chatter and warm embraces all round between the Dudleys and the Dees. To the Queen her hosts offered their most sincere obeisance. But Elizabeth, happily informal with her previous company, desired to extend that same informality to the Dees, and so they were in good cheer as they entered the farmhouse, all weariness of the journey forgotten, and shut the heavy wooden door behind them.


Dinner of mutton pie and roasted quail was served almost immediately after their arrival, for it was the plan that they should have as much of the daylight hours as possible to wander amidst the doctor’s libraries and laboratories. Conversation and argument continued over the meal as it had in the carriage—lively, loud, good-natured. For Elizabeth this was an especial delight, to be far from the rigid protocol of Court, the constant malicious gossip, the never-ending responsibilities. Here she was a girl in the classroom again, with no need to impose her will or always have her way. It was, she concluded, a great meeting of minds at this table—brilliant men, intelligent women, even interesting children, all participating, all exchanging information and ideas.


Young Philip Sidney and Arthur Dee had become fast friends the moment they’d clapped eyes on each other. Philip, younger by half a dozen years and still a beautiful child with wavy dark hair and searching brown eyes, was razor sharp, brimming with wonder and anticipation of the day ahead. Arthur was self-possessed for his years, naturally well mannered and already exuding the inquisitive air of a scholar. Certainly he was in awe of the Queen sitting at his family’s table, but the young man took little time to realize that he could speak his mind as freely as with his own kin.


“Not sixty years ago,” said Arthur Dee gravely, “we thought the circumference of the entire world was twenty thousand miles, that we could get to the Indies by sailing west, and that the sun and all the universe revolved round the earth.”


“I take it, then, that you subscribe to the teachings of Copernicus, Arthur,” said the Queen with equal gravity. “That neither biblical evidence nor God’s own voice speaking through his church prove that the earth is the center of the universe? That the firmament moves because the earth rotates?”


“I do believe full well in the theories of Copernicus, Your Majesty,” he pronounced firmly. “His calculations showing the earth rotating on its axis, and the planets revolving round the sun, are most logical.”


“Indeed,” said Elizabeth with a smile, “we live in wondrous times. First the shape of the world is called into doubt, and now the shape of the heavens themselves. We must be very brave to meet the future, for we have little idea what our explorations might bring us.”


“I pray they bring us no more destruction such as Señor Cortez visited upon the conquered peoples of the New World,” grumbled John Dee. “The Spaniards burned the ancient Mayan libraries, saying the books contained nothing but superstitions and falsehoods about the devil. Think of what was lost to us in that one act of idiocy.”


“Unpardonable. Like the Turks when they burned the library at Alexandria,” added Mary Sidney.


“Oh, oooh,” moaned Dee, seeming almost in physical pain at the thought. “What we might have learned from those texts …”


“Come, John,” crooned Katherine Dee soothingly. “What’s done is done. You’ll upset your stomach crying over lost libraries.”


“Speaking of libraries,” said Robin Dudley with determined cheerfulness, “might we begin our afternoon’s pleasures in yours, Doctor?”


“Yes, yes,” said Dee, pushing back his bench and regathering his good spirits. “I’ve added a new room to the others, you must have noticed when you drove in.”


Everyone stood, Philip nearly knocking his stool over in excitement.


“I’ve done—I should say Arthur and I have done—a great deal of work on our collection, have we not, boy?” Arthur Dee puffed with silent pride at his father’s approbation. “We’ve separated the books and manuscripts into those of philosophy, science, mathematics, Hermetic sciences …” Dee, churning with enthusiasm, was already out one door through a curtained archway into another room when Robin Dudley offered the Queen his arm. With an anticipatory gleam in her eyes Elizabeth took it, and together they strode into Doctor Dee’s fantastical world.


Even at the height of the afternoon the light was faint in the musty rooms of England’s greatest library, for the doctor had, besides the neat rows of books lining the shelves, so many volumes stacked on tables and in piles on the threadbare Turkey carpet that the small windows were nearly blocked by them.


Elizabeth’s senses were at once alive with the musk of vellum and leather and ink in her nostrils, the hushed and whispering tones most naturally assumed in the presence of such splendor, the muted colors of the wood and paper, the sizes and shapes of books—some small enough to fit inside a lady’s hand, others when opened covering the breadth of a table. Here was an illuminated medieval manuscript lying open to be studied, here a parchment scroll in Hebrew text, its curling ends held down by carven Egyptian stones, there a mariner’s map of the African coast.


The library was not one vast chamber, rather a warren of small rooms and alcoves and window seats, all crammed with books. John and Arthur Dee shadowed their guests, holding up mirrored candles for extra light as they roved amongst the stacks quietly reading titles, perhaps choosing one to be pulled down from the shelves and reverently laid upon a table for perusal.


For Elizabeth, and she knew for the others as well, such a place as this conjured up childhood memories of the schoolroom, the first brilliant moments of a young mind’s life of learning—seeking, thirsting, feeding greedily upon the words and ideas of the great masters, ancient languages. Even now Elizabeth spent an hour or more daily translating Greek and Latin texts as a joyful pastime. Here amongst such a vast treasure of man’s greatest works she felt not so much a mighty queen as an overawed child.


Over the top of the volume she held, Elizabeth gazed at John Dee helping Lady Mary, now ensconced in a window seat, with the translation of a passage from Homer. It occurred to her then that this was a man whom she should keep close to herself, for whether she countenanced each and all of his pursuits or no, Dee was a person of eminent power and resource, and a true friend of England.


Now Robin had joined his sister and Dee, and the three were conversing ever more animatedly. Mary’s eyes flashed, Dee gesticulated broadly as he made a point. Elizabeth’s curiosity too much to bear, she replaced the volume she was reading on the shelf and moved quietly to the window seat.


“’Tis no wonder you’ve collected so many enemies, John, both Protestant and Catholic,” observed Robin, “if it is true that the Hermetic texts glorify man as magus and, by virtue of his divine intellect, equate him with God.”


“Yes, yes!” cried Dee. “Through intellect alone man can perform marvelous feats! The divine order is no longer man under God, but God and man standing shoulder to shoulder.”


“You are a mystery to me, Doctor,” interjected Elizabeth. “You are as pious and filled with Christian humility as a man can be, yet you are entirely arrogant in your claims of equality with God, and your pagan beliefs in magic.”


“In Hermetic philosophy, Your Majesty, man is raised from awestruck observer of God’s wonders to one who uses the hidden energy and power of the cosmos to his own advantage.” Dee’s eyes grew suddenly unfocused and he seemed almost to recede from them. “Energy is manifested in circular rays,” he whispered, his hands unconsciously demonstrating his words. “Emitted from everything in the universe … circular rays …” His voice trailed off.


“And is it through the working of this ‘hidden energy’ that you perform your marvels, John?” Elizabeth inquired.


The question seemed to bring him back to them. Dee turned to the Queen. “You will perform marvels in your reign, Your Majesty,” he uttered portentously, “through the coalescing of natural forces within your imagination. See the thing in your mind first!” he commanded her. “See it very clearly, and eventually it will come into being, yes!”


Elizabeth felt giddy, entirely bereft of words. Robin and Mary stared in amazement at Dee, this man who dared to speak so audaciously to a queen. He went on, his voice rising.


“You must build a great navy, yes! Advance exploration and expansion into the new territories to the west. You have examined my genealogical tables outlining your family’s historical claims. Through your father, King Henry, you are come from Wales and descended from the line of Great King Arthur, Majesty. ’Tis your sacred duty to build a British empire as he once did!” Dee was trembling with emotion. “Your claim to the Atlantean lands which the Spanish call America, those lands are yours,” he ended, his voice rising still further.


“Father,” said Arthur Dee, placing a quieting hand on John Dee’s arm.


“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” mumbled Dee. He dropped to his knees before Elizabeth and took her hand in his, kissing the coronation ring and bowing his head. “Forgive me.”


“There is nothing to forgive, John. You spoke plainly from your heart and mind, and I like what you say. My father laid down the great shipyards at Newport and Plymouth. Mayhap I should put them to better use. Come, rise.”


John Dee stood and Elizabeth took his arm. Together they strolled through a low archway into the science collection. Robin and Mary smiled with relief, listening to the Queen ramble on about her man Francis Drake and his first successful voyage to the New World.


“One calamity averted, dear sister,” whispered Dudley. “But what adventures await us tonight in this den of pagan idolatry?”


The afternoon had passed without further incitement. All were nestled cozily amongst the great books, happy in their quiet pleasures. John Dee, in one of his practical laboratories, extolling the virtues of applied science, had demonstrated the concept of invisible energy with a large magnet, and the importance of optics, which made far-off things seem near and small things great. But he had drawn sniffs of disbelief from even his most ardent supporters when he described how a vacuum, and air pumped from a cauldron, could be employed to keep a man under the sea for a time.


The rain had begun again after a light supper, but since the party would lodge at Mortlake that night there was no alarm, and the evening proceeded at a leisurely pace.


The boys abed, John Dee cleared his throat loudly. With an almost mischievous grin showing his long ivory teeth, his bony fingers thumping his chest, he inquired, “Would you care to taste a little of the magic arts?”


Where the friends had sat moments before were now but empty benches, for they had risen as one, and with such enthusiasm that there was great laughter all round. They walked back through the nest of library rooms and reassembled at the closed door of an as yet unexplored chamber. Dee unlocked the door and, with a twelve-pronged candelabra in hand, led his guests into his famous magic laboratory.


This odd room had five equal sides, the floor painted with lines from corner to corner in a five-pointed star. The chamber was devoid of furniture or books, save one overlarge volume which lay open on a pedestal and appeared ancient and well worn. Dead center in the room, within the pentagon formed by the lines of the star, was an object four feet square, waist high, covered entirely by a black silk drape painted in red with mystical symbols.


“The magic which I practice, Your Majesty,” Dee began, ignoring the group’s quizzical stares at the object, “Hermetic magic, is none other than the science of the divine. ’Tis a direct revelation from God, you must understand, and therefore cannot possibly be evil. You may not know that Hermes Trismegistus—the most pious of Egyptian priests who lived before the time of Christ, and whose original treatises form the basis of the Hermetic tradition—actually foretold the coming of Christianity, yes!” Dee paused only long enough to take a breath. “As you have noted, Majesty, I am a religious man, and you should know that the highest attainment I seek through my magic is salvation through divine abilities … albeit without the church’s intervention and with only God’s help.”


Elizabeth refrained from replying, from acknowledging Dee’s apology, or otherwise speaking, for she knew this was the lecture of a great teacher, and she was humble before him.


“’Tis common knowledge,” he went on, “that the stars influence everything on earth, bathing all in their heavenly effluvia. The magus performs his many marvels by manipulation of those effluvia. A magician such as myself could, theoretically, change the stars themselves, even control the heavenly powers, yes!”


Elizabeth was thunderstruck at the boldness of Dee’s statement but she forced herself to remain silent.


“My body, however, would be entirely destroyed in the attempt,” he added with a wry smile, “so I will refrain from such an experiment this evening.”


At that there was a flurry of relieved laughter, and now the man strode purposefully to the center of the room where, with a great sweeping gesture, he flung the black silken drape from the object hidden beneath it. There were low gasps all round, for in the many years of the Dudley family’s friendship and tutoring they had never been allowed the sight of Doctor Dee’s magic accoutrements.


The object was a four-sided claw-footed table of normal height, though that was where the normalcy ended. Painted in an astonishing kaleidoscope of brilliant colors—vermillion, royal blue, pea green, violet—its carven sides were covered in characters, hieroglyphs, and esoteric names written all in vivid yellow. A seal had been placed under the four claw feet, and a great seal was set in the center of the table. The tabletop itself was covered in bright red silk, and upon the central seal sat a smooth, perfectly round black crystal gazing glass.


As everyone stood gaping at the sight of the table, Dee had been lighting a multitude of candles set round the room’s perimeter, so that now the gazing glass blazed with a brilliant reflection.


“Move back … if you please,” said Doctor Dee to his guests as he pulled two benches up to opposite sides of the table. “Madame.” He gestured for Elizabeth to take a seat on one bench and, with no fanfare, took the other. Then he reached across and grasped each of her hands in his own.


The room was suddenly still, those assembled loath even to breathe too heavily. There was portent in the air, for the Queen of England sat before the greatest magician in the land, conjuring visions of King Arthur and his magus Merlin. Robin could see the round tops of Elizabeth’s milky breasts heaving rhythmically, and a single bead of sweat forming at her temple. She bit her lip to stop it trembling.


John Dee closed his eyes and began to drone in measured verse a Hebrew chant in a strange, low and guttural voice that bore no resemblance to his own. Over and over he sang the words. They ran together and the unintelligible babble filled the listeners’ heads with endless sound, endless sound … Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance. Eyelids grew heavy. Elizabeth’s were the last to close.


When John Dee spoke next, it was neither his usual voice nor the guttural one of Hebrew chanting. It was clearly the voice of a young woman. First there was a great exhalation of breath, almost a cry, “Iieeee!” Then the words, clear and simple, “I hold the hands of a queen.”


There was silence. Robin Dudley, Mary and Henry Sidney, mildly startled at the woman’s intonation emanating from Dee’s mouth, awaited further utterances, for the words themselves had so far been unremarkable—a simple statement of fact.


But Elizabeth’s eyes flew open as a shuddering bolt of recognition shook her, body and soul. These were the words, the very words spoken by the young Holy Maid of Kent, when Anne Boleyn sought to hear her future in the Convent St. Sepulchre almost thirty-four years before! How? How could it be that this man could know, could utter in that voice a prophecy given her dear mother all those years ago? The first words of the very seeing that would impel Anne to cast her fate into King Henry’s hands and lead her to her doom? No one knew of it but Elizabeth and old Lady Sommerville, who had brought the diary to Elizabeth. And that lady … no, ’twas impossible! The Queen peered round at the others in the candlelit shadows, their eyes still closed. No one knew her turmoil. Could they not hear her heart thumping wildly in her chest?


The magus exhaled once more, long and slow. Elizabeth held her breath, terrified of what Dee would next say. Should she stop him from continuing? No, she could not. The man, the magus, was certainly involved with the manipulation of celestial effluvia, reasoned Elizabeth. If she should interrupt him at such a time, might his body not be destroyed? She could never be responsible for such a thing!


But John Dee had grown quiet. Mayhap, thought Elizabeth, he had finished with his seeing. Mayhap she had imbued the simple words he’d spoken with far too much importance. He had, in fact, been holding the hands of a queen. And the young woman’s voice … who was Elizabeth to say ’twas the Holy Maid of Kent’s voice? She was simply overwrought.


But now the room had begun to change. The air had somehow thickened. There seemed to be a strange humming, though Elizabeth could not tell if it was inside her head or coming from a great distance. And suddenly her nostrils were assailed with the unmistakable scent of fresh flowers, the delicate spicy fragrance of roses … Tudor roses. But the room was closed. And there were no roses in bloom. Elizabeth began to swoon. John Dee was yet blind to the world. She looked to Robin, who stood swaying slightly, his eyes still closed. There was an almost questioning look about his beautiful face. Was he smelling the roses too?


“Ahhh,” moaned John Dee.


Elizabeth turned and saw a smile soften the magician’s face.


“A life,” he whispered. “A soul.”


What was his meaning? she wondered.


“Within you, Elizabeth”—he answered her silent question—“a child is growing.”


Her heart heaved. No, he could not mean … Impossible! She dared not meet Robin’s eyes.


“A son,” cried Dee. “A son, yes!”


“Enough!” roared Elizabeth, wrenching her hands from Dee’s, uncaring now of breaking a celestial spell. ’Twas a hoax, this magic! Robin and Mary Sidney rushed to the Queen’s side, patting her hands and trying to comfort her. The magus, though glassy-eyed and startled with the suddenness of his return to present reality, seemed otherwise intact.


Elizabeth attempted to compose herself. Had the others heard? Did Dee himself remember that, a moment before, he had announced that the Queen of England was pregnant with an illegitimate child?


She pushed back her chair and glared down at John Dee and his infernal gazing crystal. He was aware that something had gone terribly wrong. The Queen, he could see, was very, very angry. But, helpless and momentarily weak, all he could do was lift his hand in a silent supplication of forgiveness.


“John Dee,” she said finally. “I have accepted your gracious hospitality this whole day long and I am grateful for it. You are a friend of my friends and of England too. But I do not approve of your magic, for it is false, and causes you to speak falsely in its name. Good evening to you all.”


She turned and, pushing out the door, was gone.


With a look to his dazed companions, Robin followed. He reached her as she marched through the darkened library.


“Elizabeth!”


“I do not wish your company.”


“Please, listen.”


“Listen? To what? More lies? I am not pregnant, Robin. Can never be pregnant. I do not bleed like other women. You know that.”


“Yes, I know. Where are you going, Elizabeth?” She was heading to the front door of the farmhouse.


“I’m going to Greenwich.”


“Tonight? Are you mad? The storm is peaking. I will not let you go!”


“You cannot make me stay.”


He stood defiantly blocking her way.


“Call my carriage or I will call it myself. I will send a coach for you all tomorrow.”


“Why does this upset you so? If you say you are not pregnant, then you are not. ’Twas a false seeing, my love, that is all. No need to rush away so angrily. Poor John is beside himself. He meant you no harm!”


Elizabeth felt suddenly cold, and Robin, who sensed her moods and temperatures keenly, wrapped his gentle arms about her and rocked her trembling body.


“Stay, please stay, Elizabeth. I have been dreaming of this cozy night abed with you, under no royal roof, no disapproving eyes spying on us, gossiping. Just to wake with you on a sweet spring morning in the country surrounded by friends, oh stay!”


“I am not pregnant,” she said quietly but firmly.


“You are not pregnant,” he replied dutifully.


“And we shall not speak of it again.”


“Agreed.”


“Would you make my apologies to the others?” she said more mildly. “I’m suddenly tired.”


“No need. They will understand. Here, let me show you to your room.” He smiled the crooked smile she so loved. “Our room.”


Elizabeth felt good humors flowing back through her veins in a warm rush. ’Twould indeed be lovely to lie in a warm bed with her love this night.


“Come, Robin,” she said, taking his hand. “Show me the way.”









Seven


“THE CHIN A BIT HIGHER, Majesty.”


Elizabeth rolled her eyes in irritation at Master Thomas Rhys, the timid young portrait artist whom Robin had convinced her to hire, then thrust her chin skyward at an extreme angle.


“Like this?” taunted Elizabeth.


The poor young man, entirely discomposed by the uncooperative queen, was careful to refrain from speaking impertinently.


“’Tis a bit … high, Madame.”


Elizabeth fought the temptation to drop her chin to her chest and further upset the painter, his paintbrush suspended impotently in midair, but restrained herself and leveled her chin to the perfect haughty angle she knew he desired.


“Beautiful, beautiful!” cried Rhys enthusiastically and with obvious relief.


Elizabeth felt herself flush with the compliment and was suddenly contrite. She knew she’d been irritable of late and unreasonable in the extreme. All of her servants and councillors, even Robin, had been treading lightly in her presence, but she’d made no attempt to change her behavior and continued acting the spoilt child. Kat and Lady Mary Sidney, sitting silently to one side with placid countenances staring straight ahead, dared even not exchange glances when Elizabeth was in such a temper.


With a sharp knock the Presence Chamber door opened. Sir William Cecil and Sir Nicholas Throckmorton moved forward and presented themselves to the Queen.


“Secretary Cecil.” He nodded, and she then skewered Throckmorton with her gaze. “And how does my ambassador to the French court?” Elizabeth’s question was sharpened to a fine edge.


“Well, Your Majesty. With much news to report.”


“’Tis clear from Sir Nicholas’s intelligence that we must pay strict attention to your cousin Mary, Your Majesty,” offered Cecil. Alone amongst her men and ladies, William Cecil showed no fear of Elizabeth even in her most difficult moments, having served her from the earliest days of her reign and possessing the most finely honed instincts of all her councillors. He was trustworthy, loyal, and generally unflappable.


“Now that Queen Mary’s husband is dead and she is merely queen dowager in France,” Cecil went on, “she is far more dangerous to you than before. A wild card. For she is still queen of Scotland and may, in her widowhood, be played in one of many directions.”


“Speak to me, Throckmorton,” said Elizabeth, turning to her ambassador. “Tell me the good news first.”


Throckmorton hesitated, knowing full well he was riding into an ambush, with Elizabeth the entire raiding party. For what was good or bad news to the Queen depended entirely upon her mood, and her mood, he could not help but be aware, was entirely foul. He feigned an optimistic tone and began.


“Since young King Francis’s death—”


“A death not unexpected,” interrupted Elizabeth peevishly. “He was always feeble, always sickly. A pathetic creature, stunted in growth, a child whom his mother de’ Medici was always reminding to blow his nose. He was, I am told, not a capable man at the time he married my cousin.”


“The rumors were that the couple were intimate, Your Majesty. You are aware that they were childhood friends—grew up in the same household. They loved each other dearly. But no, he was by all reports not yet … capable. ’Twas said that Mary might have many, many children, but not by Francis.”


Childhood friends, mused Elizabeth, like herself and Robin Dudley, and yet Mary’s and her upbringings had been as different as they could possibly be. Her own motherless youth had been miserable. Elizabeth, rejected as a bastard by her father and the court, had been stripped of her title as princess and banished to a poor and distant household. And despite her great charm and intelligence, she had suffered from an overwhelming sense of unworthiness mitigated only by the constant, blessed love and devotion of her servants Kat and John Ashley, the Parrys, and finally her father’s sixth and last wife, Catharine Parr. This upbringing she could not help but compare to her cousin Mary’s. Henry VIII’s own great-niece, crowned queen of Scotland at nine days old, was by some standards—Catholic standards—more deserving of the English crown than Elizabeth, child of the great whore Anne Boleyn. Henry had, in fact, attempted to betroth the infant Mary to his own son, Edward. Had the Scots nobles allowed that marriage, and had her dear brother Edward lived, thought Elizabeth with equal measures of relief and regret, Mary Queen of Scots would have been her own sovereign.


Betrothed at four to the dauphin, heir to the French throne, Mary had been brought up at the sumptuous Valois court, pampered, pleasured, embraced as one of the royal family, adored by her young husband-to-be, and loved, always loved. The little queen had sailed blissfully through childhood on gossamer clouds, comfortable within her place in the world. When Francis’s father, King Henry II, had died suddenly and tragically, the young couple had ascended the throne effortlessly. Mary, thought Elizabeth with a raw pang of jealousy, had never had to fight simply to survive as she herself had had to do.


“Go on, Throckmorton,” commanded the Queen. “You were saying that since Francis’s death …”


“Yes, the queen dowager has seemingly begun to know her own mind on matters—”


“As she had not previously, taking all guidance from her mother’s family, as well as her mother-in-law de’ Medici,” interrupted Elizabeth again.


“She was, after all, only sixteen, her husband fifteen. But now she is showing the greatest modesty and excellent wisdom for her years.”


“How so?” demanded Elizabeth.


“By thinking herself not too wise, and taking good counsel from learned elders on the matter of her remarriage … a great virtue in a queen, Your Majesty.”


No one was prepared for Elizabeth’s violent outburst as she sprang from her chair and rounded on Throckmorton, nearly knocking him off his feet.


“You blatantly contradict yourself, ambassador! First you have the queen knowing her own mind, and one breath later claim she thinks herself not too wise. That she no longer takes counsel from some, but now takes counsel from others. Which is it?”


“I am sorry, Your Majesty,” Throckmorton mumbled.


“And is your estimation of the most modest Scots queen being wise to take counsel on matters of her marriage a comment on your own immodest queen refusing to do the same?”


“No, Your Majesty, never!”


Throckmorton held himself rigid to control the trembling Elizabeth’s outburst had produced in him. The others seemed to fade into the walls, hoping the Queen’s wrath might not be turned in their direction.


“Methinks,” continued Elizabeth, pacing the room, glaring at her unfinished portrait as she passed behind the artist, now quaking in his shoes, “that Mary is a fool. She is undisputed queen two times over, yet she is eager to hand her power to men below her. Well, whom is she considering marrying?”


“The suitors are many,” replied the ambassador. “Don Carlos of Spain, Philip’s heir, is her first choice.”


“Don Carlos!” shouted Elizabeth in outrage. “Don Carlos is an idiot, a more wretched oaf than her first husband! Small, crook-backed, cursed with the falling sickness and a lisp! He is known to fly into maniacal rages and attempt murder! Is she mad?”


“I do not know, Your Majesty. I can only assume she places dynastic considerations before personal ones.”


“Who else?”


“The Earl of Arran—”


“A Scotsman,” spat Elizabeth. “She will never marry a Scotsman.”


“Her Valois brother-in-law Charles.”


“De’ Medici would never allow it. She will be rid of her darling daughter-in-law as soon as it is seemly, of that you can be sure.”


“And Lord Darnley, Your Majesty.”


“My cousin, Lady Lennox’s son?” Elizabeth asked, perplexed.


“He holds a weak but definite place in the succession, Majesty,” added Cecil quietly but firmly.


“God’s death!” cried Elizabeth. “Does Mary believe that two weak claims to my throne together make a strong one? So, is she still demanding that I name her my successor?”


“Demanding may be too strong a word, Your—”


“And does she still refuse to ratify the Treaty of Edinburgh which Cecil negotiated last July?”


“She has declined only until she might consult with her council in Scotland, but she indicated her answer will then be favorable to you. She wishes above all else, Your Majesty, to meet with you personally to discuss your differences and solidify your affection as cousins and friends.”


“Does she? My cousin Mary. I hear she is overlarge for a woman. A giant,” said Elizabeth, “with large floppy ears.”


“She is nearly six feet tall, Majesty, but delicately boned and willowy.”


“Willowy … And is she as lovely as they say, Throckmorton? Tell me the truth.”


The ambassador found himself suddenly speechless. Whilst his previous reports had soundly angered the Queen, he knew a truthful discussion of her younger cousin’s physical attributes would drive Elizabeth to paroxysms of fury, for it was widely held that Mary was the most beautiful queen in Europe. Throckmorton chose his words with extreme care.


“Her hair is reddish gold like your own, Madame, and her eyes are the color of amber. Her skin is very pale. They say it was whiter than the white veil of mourning at her husband’s death.”


“Her features, Throckmorton.”


“Some say her nose is too long.” The ambassador was pleased to be able to report that. “And, as you say, her ears are quite large. The eyes slant upwards a bit, and her mouth …” Throckmorton had blundered into dangerous territory.


“Go on.”


“Her mouth is well formed with a pretty curve to it, and her speaking voice”—he drove on with no road of escape—“is considered very sweet indeed.”


“Unlike the voice of your harridan queen!”


“Your Majesty,” interrupted Cecil. “You are acting most unreasonably with your good ambassador. You asked for a truthful report—”


“And what I have gotten …” Elizabeth stopped midsentence with a suddenly confused look spreading across her face. She had gone a shade paler than her normal alabaster skin tone. Her hand groped blindly for support, finding it with Cecil’s arm. Kat and Mary Sidney had instantly leapt to their feet and surrounded the Queen, Mary fanning her briskly and Kat patting her cheek.


Elizabeth’s lips were pursed tightly together and Kat Ashley could see that the Queen was fighting nausea. Mayhap this was the onset of one of the Queen’s migraines.


“Come, Elizabeth,” Kat crooned soothingly. “Let us get you to your bed.” But before the Queen could take more than a few steps toward the door, she fell into a dead faint.


“No!” shouted the Queen, slapping away Kat’s ministering hands. “I am not pregnant!”


The elder waiting lady sat still as stone at Elizabeth’s bedside, her expression almost as horrified as her mistress’s. Mary Sidney stood a few paces away wringing her hands in silence, but otherwise the royal bedchamber was empty, all waiting women sent far from sight and hearing.


“I have seen too many pregnant women to be wrong, Your Majesty. You have all the signs.”


A wild-eyed Elizabeth looked to Lady Mary for reassurance that Kat was somehow mistaken, but Mary stood firm, meeting and holding the Queen’s pleading gaze. “John Dee foretold it, Madame. And the symptoms are there,” she said.


“Damn the symptoms!” cried Elizabeth, then suddenly, with one hand slapped to her mouth, gestured to Kat for the basin. The Queen vomited prodigiously, then lay back on her pillows and began to weep.


“I warned you, Elizabeth,” scolded Kat sternly. “Warned you time and again that no good would come of this untoward passion. Now it is too late, and all that you have fought your whole life to have, that which you and I, my husband, the Parrys have sacrificed and nearly lost our lives to secure, is forfeit!”


“Not forfeit,” sobbed Elizabeth, wiping her mouth.


“No? And how do you suppose you should save your crown? Rush into marriage, as if that were possible, with the prince of Sweden, or Archduke Ferdinand? Pretend the baby is premature and pray that it does not resemble your lover too closely?”


“I will not marry them, either of them,” whispered Elizabeth.


“Ah, then the Queen of England will give birth to a bastard child. That should do wonders for her already besmirched reputation,” hissed Kat. “Her loyal subjects will no doubt be delighted to have a harlot queen for their—”


“Silence!” thundered Elizabeth, suddenly in command once more. “You will not speak to your queen in such a tone again, Katherine Ashley, or you shall find your head on a pike on Tower Bridge!”


Silence there was. Mary Sidney stood quivering in horror at Elizabeth’s words. Kat simply stared at the Queen in disbelief. In all her time with Elizabeth, from the earliest days of childhood when Kat had been the only human being who cared if the little girl lived or died, through all the years of Kat’s outspoken opinioning and impertinent scolding, Elizabeth had never spoken so harshly. And now this, for simply stating the truth.


“So you’d have me beheaded, is that it? Bowels ripped from my old belly? Drawn and quartered too?” Kat sniffed indignantly and rose from the bed.


“Kat …” Elizabeth grabbed her lady’s hand, immediately contrite. How could she have uttered such a terrible threat to her dearest friend and keeper? But her waiting woman had unknowingly touched a painful wound in Elizabeth’s soul, the memory of her mother—by repute England’s harlot queen, in truth a headstrong and honorable woman who had fought courageously against all odds so that Elizabeth could one day wear St. Edward’s Crown.


“Forgive me, Kat. I’m out of my mind with worry. Please sit. And Mary …” Elizabeth looked to Mary Sidney, who had yet never moved, hardly breathed for some minutes. “Come close to me. I need your loving counsel, too.” Mary approached the bed, sat down at Elizabeth’s feet. “We must think, be reasonable.”


The three women were quiet for a long moment. When Kat spoke again her voice was so low Elizabeth had to lean in to hear.


“I can speak to Treadwell, the apothecary. He need never know for whom the potion is meant.”


“No,” said Elizabeth. “I will not do away with this child. I mean to have my baby.”


“But, Elizabeth …” moaned Kat.


“May I speak, Your Majesty?” said Mary Sidney. Elizabeth nodded her consent. “Are you not forgetting my brother?” Mary could feel Kat stiffen next to her, but she went on. “He loves you so, from the depths of his soul … and you love him. No one would make you a better husband than he. And there is already some support for such a match, both here and abroad. You have no less than King Philip’s blessing on a marriage with Robin. Even Lord Suffolk is said to support it. Robin is an Englishman and the true father of this child. The ceremony could be performed quickly so that appearances could be preserved—the child conceived immediately after the marriage, born prematurely. You might even announce that you have been married secretly for some time. There is rumor to that effect already. I see no better solution to your dilemma, Majesty.”


“Let me think, let me think!” cried Elizabeth.


She was a Christian queen, Supreme Governor of the Church of England. Her reputation for strength as well as piety would in the future determine the measure of power she wielded amongst the monarchs of Europe. She reflected with a shiver of awe that in this day and age women ruled a vast portion of the known world—de’ Medici in France, Mary in Scotland, herself in England and Ireland. A child born out of wedlock now would brand Elizabeth once and forever as a whore, a prince ill suited to reign … a weak woman.


But what of the promise she had made to herself on her mother’s grave, that she must never marry? What of the perception that to give her hard-won power away to a husband, no matter how beloved, no matter how trusted, was as good as a sentence of death? If not death of the body, thought Elizabeth, then death of the spirit. For that part of her which lived for her country and her subjects, marriage and the relinquishment of her duty as queen was as mortal a sin as treason.


But she was young still, thought Elizabeth. She could not allow the world to know her mind’s true turnings. Her subjects would think her mad. Rebellions and civil wars would boil up to topple the lunatic queen who refused to marry and bear heirs. Crucial foreign alliances would be lost. Robin, her darling Robin, might desert her.


Now was the moment, Elizabeth knew—and John Dee had foreseen it—when England should sail forth into the future, not as the meek and tiny island nation it had always been but as a mighty vessel bound to conquer the world. And she, Elizabeth, standing alone at the helm, should be its captain. For this to happen she must let them all go on believing that she might yet marry. She must play for time. Yes, that was what she needed most of all. Time.


Elizabeth gazed first at Kat Ashley and then at Mary Sidney, who sat with eyes downcast, allowing Elizabeth the privacy of her own thoughts. Wild and grandiose schemes, she mused, of a mad queen pregnant with an illegitimate child. Her child. Dudley’s child. A child of her body. The idea was staggering.


“Your Majesty, please,” Kat began. “We must think what to do.”


“I know what we must do,” replied Elizabeth, forcing herself to remain outwardly calm.


“Tell us, Majesty,” said Mary Sidney. “What have you in mind?”


“The progress,” she said. “We shall make our summer progress as expected. And all will then be revealed.”









Eight


“GOD BLESS MY GRANDFATHER HENRY Tudor,” swore Elizabeth, settling back into the red leather seat of her coach. “These roads are excellent still, fifty years since their building.”


“Aye,” agreed Kat Ashley, herself well pleased with the smooth ride. “Not even the plushest of cushions can save a rump from the ruts of a foul road.”


Elizabeth, always passionate when the topic was her kingdom or her people, clung to the subject like a terrier with a bone. “Unlike my father, my grandfather had nothing in him of vainglory. He did for his country what was good and wise with little unnecessary spending.”


Kat glanced sideways at the Queen. ’Twas the first time in all their many years together she had heard from Elizabeth’s lips an iota of criticism of her father.


“Do you know,” Elizabeth went on, “that when my grandfather died he bequeathed two thousand pounds for the making and repair of his highways and bridges between his principal houses?”


She thrust her head and shoulders far out the window for a better look, and had to shout to be heard. “Look at this, Kat, how well and substantially ditched they are on both sides, how nicely graveled and raised to a goodly height! And in most places two carts may pass one by the other with ease!”


“Elizabeth, come in from there! ’Tis unseemly for the Queen of England to be poking from her carriage window like a turtle from its shell.”


Elizabeth pulled back in, her face flushed and moist.


“Unseemly to whom,” retorted Elizabeth, “the sheep?”


Indeed, the royal carriage, four hundred lumbering wagons and carts overladen with bag and baggage, and the full complement of Elizabeth’s entire Court—the Queen’s summer progress—now traversed the wild meadows and silent soggy backwaters of rural England, inhabited more thickly by herds of cattle and flocks of kingfishers than human beings.


Kat peered out at the desolate landscape made even gloomier by the grey and threatening skies. “’Tis as rough and inhospitable a place as when Caesar found it, I daresay.”


“’Tis beautiful to me, Kat.”


“I’m hoping our lodgings tonight are far from any swampland. They are unhealthful, harboring poisonous vapors. Breed the plague. We haven’t come this far from London to …”


“Hush, Kat, your complaining makes my head ache. My harbinger reports the house to be large and rambling, with sweet and airy chambers overviewing a deer park round about it. And the village, he claims, is free from plague. So have no fear, we are well taken care of. Now let us hope it begins to rain.”


Kat grumbled quietly at Elizabeth’s last comment. Rain indeed. ’Twas all part of the Queen’s most fantastical and secret scheme for concealing her pregnancy—a scheme, Kat was forced to admit, which had until now worked marvelous well. Few were privy to the plan—herself, Secretary Cecil, Robin Dudley, his sister and brother-in-law the Sidneys. Elizabeth insisted it was elegantly simple and foolproof if followed to the letter. Kat found it agonizingly complicated and contrived—and riddled with opportunity for exposure. All it would take was one misstep, one unexpected glimpse by a pair of unfriendly eyes, one tiny mote of foul luck. But blessedly, luck had so far been on their side.


After only a month of nausea, which was put down to the flux, Elizabeth had regained her good health and cheerful disposition. Since she had never bled with the moon’s cycle, her lesser waiting ladies were none the wiser. The idea had been to begin the progress in late June, heading out for stays of a fortnight or more to the Queen’s several residences—Oatlands, Richmond, Eltham, Hampton Court—and also to the closest country houses and estates owned by her most important nobles. Here she had shown herself publicly, in the earliest stages of her pregnant condition, before it had become apparent.


Kat recalled Elizabeth’s almost childlike enthusiasm as they had approached Richmond Palace, its towers and pinnacles rising like a fairy castle from a cloud of pale pink blossoms, for the cherry orchard surrounding it was enormous. They had passed the gilt aviary filled with exotic birds from many lands, and arrived at the front gate ablaze with heraldic decorations to a joyful welcome of song and dance accompanied by pipe and tabor.


The entertainments at Richmond had been magnificent, the already fabulous royal residence outfitted for sheer pleasure. Out of the storehouses came bedsteads of marble and gilt, cloth of gold window carpets latticed with diamonds and silver. Each meal was more lavish than the one before. A single course might consist of chickens, pigeons, dotterels, peewits, gulls, pastries, and oysters. Food appeared in elaborate shapes—castles, animals, even human forms. And wine was overflowing. Elizabeth, who generally partook most sparingly, enjoyed her food with great gusto, surprising and delighting the castle cooks.


But most magical—and what Elizabeth loved above all, a remembrance from childhood—were the dozens of palace towers, each capped with a bulbous onion dome and a tall vane, which, together in a high wind, became like the strings of an Aeolian harp. The Queen had woken each morning of her stay hoping for a storm, and was finally granted her wish on a dark afternoon in July. As the gusting increased, Elizabeth had hastened out the front gate, and despite Kat’s and Mary Sidney’s many pleadings had stood, hair and skirts flapping wildly about her, beneath the marvelous instrument made of the castle towers, and listened to the strange and otherworldly music, entirely enraptured.
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