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Chapter One

“The King is dead. Long live the King.”

It was not by mistake that Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, had, for this somber pronouncement of Henry the Eighths passing, brought together perhaps the only two individuals in Britain who would have cause to fall into the sincere and copious weeping that young Elizabeth and Edward Tudor now commenced. It was hard to say if the boy's tears and sobbing at his uncle’s words should be attributed to the loss of his beloved father or to the sheer terror of ascending the throne of England at the age of nine.

Despite a turmoil far greater than Edward’s — for her place in the scheme of things was, and had always been, convoluted in the extreme — the thirteen-year-old Elizabeth emerged as comforter to her half brother’s hysterical grieving.

“Edward, Edward,” she crooned, brushing away her own tears with the palm of her hand. She accepted a handkerchief from the appropriately condolent Somerset but, rather than using the cloth herself, wiped the boy’s nose with it. The king of England allowed the intimacy as natural, the two having shared a deep and abiding affection one for the other ever since he had been a small boy.

“May Edward and I be alone, my lord?” Elizabeth inquired of Somerset with polite dignity. She could see his lips tighten at the request, but the royal uncle backed away deferentially and pulled the nursery door closed behind him. Edward had fallen onto his bed in a new fit of weeping.

Elizabeth was steadily regaining her composure, as much owing to her genuine concern for the miserable little boy who lay, perhaps for father never again would be only slightly less often than when he was living. Elizabeth had loved her father, loved him far more than he had ever loved her. There were times, she had to admit, when he had been unendurably cruel to his younger daughter. Elizabeth finally sat herself at Edward’s side and watched his slender body heave.

“I am an orphan, Elizabeth,” he said between choked sobs.

“As I am … and your sister Mary” All of Henry’s children had long been motherless. Their half sister, Mary, had lost Queen Katherine of Aragon more than ten years before, after an enforced banishment from each other’s comfort and company at the king’s pleasure. Elizabeth had been barely three when her own mother, Anne Boleyn, was executed for adultery and treason. But poor Edward had lost his to a fever just weeks after his birth. Cruel prophesies at the time had promised that when he came to the throne King Edward the Sixth would be a murderer, as he had started his life by murdering his mother in childbed. So he had never known the demure Jane Seymour, Henry’s third and most beloved wife — the woman who had given him the son he had changed the world to have. The woman next to whom he had demanded to be buried.

“You’re an orphan, Edward, but you have me, and you have Mary. You know we both love you very much.”

“Who will tell Mary?” he asked, sniffing back his tears.

“I’m sure your uncle Somerset will see to it.” Elizabeth’s own relations with Mary were bittersweet at best, as the tragic history their two mothers shared was an ever-present barrier between the half sisters. “And our father has made very sure that you will be well handled in your minority, Edward,” Elizabeth continued. “Sixteen members of the Privy Council, including your two Seymour uncles, were carefully chosen to oversee the regency. You shall have sixteen fathers.”

“No one like His Majesty,” Edward wailed.

“I know that.” Elizabeth’s lips twitched involuntarily and tears sprang unbidden from her eyes with the truth of her brother’s sentiment.

Henry had been a truly magnificent man, even in his wretched old age. Until recently, with the excruciating pain in his ulcerous leg prostrating him for months at a time, he would confound his Councillors by suddenly insisting he be taken from his sickbed to hunt. There at the blind, his corpulence barely supported by his famous wide stance, the elegant archer would shoot all of an afternoon, his arrow rarely missing its mark. Then he would collapse in pain, raging violently at everyone around him, all the time cringing with inward revulsion at what the “handsomest prince in Christendom” had finally become.

“And how can you forget the Queen?” said Elizabeth, composing herself. “She has been mother to us all for years now.” Henrys sixth and final wife, Catherine Parr, had done more for the royal children than courtesy demanded. Far more. Kind and generous in the extreme, she had not only lavished the little prince with affection but had miraculously rescued Henrys two bastardized daughters from poverty and obscurity, bringing them back from exile into the Tudor family fold. More important, Catherine had remonstrated with Henry until he had reinstated Elizabeth in the succession — an extraordinary act that she could never repay. Further, the Queen had personally seen to the young princess’s education and insisted that, when this day came, Elizabeth should come and reside under the roof of the Queen Dowager.

“I do love Catherine,” Edward whimpered.

“Of course you do. Now come, sit up. We have been expecting this for a good long while.”

The little boy, dressed in the richest finery, sat up, face red and swollen, his legs dangling over the side of the bed. His feet did not yet touch the floor.

“No one can take the place of our father, but think, Edward. You are the king of England now. You’ve been preparing for this day since you took your first step, spoke your first words. You are brilliant, at least Master Cheke says so,” she added teasingly. “You already have the manners of a great nobleman. You are a fine athlete, just as your father was. You understand how battles are fought. You’ve memorized every port on the coasts of England and the Continent. And you know four languages.”

“My French is still poor.”

“But your Greek is marvelous. And that’s the one that matters most. All else will follow. I tell you, Edward, you will be so utterly consumed with the business of state that you will forget you even have sisters.”

“I shall never forget you, Elizabeth. Or Mary either. Its just…” Edward’s lips began to quiver again.

“I cannot tell you not to grieve for our father. Heaven knows I shall miss him” — Elizabeth’s voice cracked with emotion — “but you were his greatest joy. His greatest hope.” Tears began gathering in Elizabeth’s eyes. “Much … was sacrificed so that you could be born.” A fleeting image of her mother kneeling at the block, and knowledge that the day following her execution Henry had betrothed himself to Edward’s mother, caused Elizabeth to shudder. “You were everything to him, brother. Everything. You must make him very, very proud.”

With that Elizabeth burst into tears. Edward, suddenly the comforter, placed an awkward arm around his sister. Then, laying his head upon her shoulder, Edward, King of England, began weeping anew.


Chapter Two

Hooves thundering on the damp spring earth, the geldings galloped side by side, their riders urging their racing mounts as they had since Elizabeth and Robin Dudley had been children. Elizabeth pulled ahead, grinning triumphantly at her competitor, her horse flinging clods of soggy grass up behind it.

“Ha! Ha!” she heard Robin crying, spurring his horse faster. He would catch her soon enough and pull ahead laughing as the wind whipped his long hair. And so it went, one overtaking the other, through the meadows and the wood, bounding across narrow streams till the animals were spent and the pair, reining in their horses, reluctantly dismounted.

They fell to the moss-covered ground breathless, reclining, hands under heads in the oak’s dappled shade. There was no one, thought Elizabeth — save Kat — with whom she was more at home than this childhood friend. She turned her head and found Robin, eyes closed, sucking in great gulps of the fragrant air, and smiled. He was a handsome boy, almost exactly a year older than herself, and she suddenly realized that sometime in the past months he had finally overtaken her in height, his voice becoming deep and manly. His betrothed, Amy Robsart, was a very lucky lady indeed, Elizabeth mused. For not only was she promised a handsome young husband instead of a toothless if wealthy old widower for her marriage bed, but Robin lusted for the girl, and she him. They could hardly wait the two years for their wedding. Such a match was very rare, and some even whispered that it was doomed, for carnal desire in a marriage was not in the natural order of things.

In the next moment, eyes still closed, young Dudley spoke. “My father met with Amy’s father yesterday.”

“Robin!”

“What?”

“You’ve done it again.”

“What did I do?” He turned on his side to face Elizabeth, bent his elbow, and propped his head on his hand. He wore a slightly amused expression and was, as always, extremely attentive.

“Just then I was thinking of the future Amy Dudley and in the next moment you mentioned her father.”

“So I’ve read your mind again,” he said, picking an oak leaf off the shoulder of her black riding gown. Only four months since her father’s death she was still officially in mourning.

“Well, I don’t like it,” said Elizabeth with mock petulance, for she did like his uncanny ability very much. Certainly her beloved nurse, Kat Ashley, loved her, and the Queen Dowager had been exceedingly kind and affectionate, but no one in the world cared enough about what Elizabeth was thinking to read her mind.

“Then I shall not do it again,” he said with an ingenuous grin. He, of course, knew how flattered she felt to be so well known and cared for by him.

“What did they talk about, your father and Lord Robsart — besides their children’s lusting after one another?”

Robin’s face colored with embarrassment, but the great reserve for which his father, John Dudley, was well known had recently begun to flavor Robin’s character as well. He ignored Elizabeth’s lascivious reference when he answered.

“Their concern is growing every day at the way our government is being run. And the Privy Council is furious at Edward Seymour —”

“The Duke of Somerset,” Elizabeth corrected with a touch of sarcasm.

“Indeed the duke, and self-proclaimed at that.” Robin sat up, the intimacy between them giving way to the fourteen-year-old’s political diatribe. “They’re saying that he and Lord Paget were busy changing your father’s will even as he lay dying.”

Elizabeth winced but did not interrupt. Now that she was living out in the country at Chelsea House with the Queen Dowager, Robin — through John Dudley — was her most valuable source of information about the goings-on at court. As she’d suspected it would, her brother’s correspondence since his accession, whilst remaining cordial, had become less and less frequent.

“The pair of them, Somerset and Paget, simply usurped control from the Councillors King Henry had chosen to guide Edward, and Somerset took it for himself. Now he’s sole Protector and no one else has a say in the King’s business — unless of course you count the Duchess of Somerset. And she’s a horrible, conniving old cow.”

“Robin!”

“Well, she is.”

“I think this is your father speaking, and he’s still angry at Somerset for taking away his admiralty and giving the post to his brother.”

“You’re quite wrong, Elizabeth. My father’s not angry at all, despite the fact he’s a better man for the job than Thomas Seymour will ever be. What the ‘demotion’ means is that my father is able to stay close to court now, which is desirable, and that Seymour will be forced by his duties to ship off to sea for the better part of the year. We’re all a good deal better off without him. My father says he’s the most grasping, unscrupulous man ever born on English soil.”

“Is that what he says?” said Elizabeth, mildly amused.

“Seymour was unsatisfied with all his new titles and properties,” Robin went on, “and was wildly jealous that his brother snatched away the regency for himself. He’s still steaming about the lowly place he was given in the King’s coronation procession. I tell you, the man gives ambition a bad name.” Robin smiled then, his demeanor lightening with the irony of his last statement. It was well known that his own grandfather Edmund Dudley had been executed for his ambitiousness, and John Dudley, though more reserved in his own political pursuits, was no stranger to powermongering.

“You may be right about the Duchess of Somerset,” said Elizabeth, “but I think my brother is better off for having one firm hand guiding him than sixteen. Nobody can ever agree on anything in Council, you know that, Robin. And by the time they’d got through arguing, Edward would be completely confused and never know which side to take. He’s just a little boy, and his uncle, from what I have heard, is a pious and high-minded gentleman of many accomplishments. He’s a scholar, and a famous soldier —”

“And so harsh and snappish he makes grown men cry,” Robin finished for her.

“Really?” Elizabeth’s interest was piqued. “Whom did he make cry?”

“Lord Rutland for one, in the Council Chamber. And he’s obsessed with subduing Scotland. He’s already gathering forces to invade.”

“I believe he’s right to care about Scotland,” argued Elizabeth. “They’re allied with England’s oldest enemy. If ever France wanted to invade us they could come marauding across the Scottish border.”

Robin stood and moved to his mount. As he lifted the front foreleg and examined the foot, he continued speaking. His natural ease around horses had already earned him a reputation as one of England’s finest young horsemen.

“You make a good point. It’s just his arrogance that riles people. His unshakable belief that the protectorate is his God-given right. And worst of all...” Robin hesitated for a very long moment.

“What is worst of all?” demanded Elizabeth.

“Worst of all is the way he treats the King. He ignores Edward entirely. Your brother might as well not be alive. He’s never consulted on anything. And only four months into his regency Somerset’s adopted the royal we.’”

“I think you’re being rather too hard on the duke. And his brother.”

“Maybe on the duke, but not on the Lord High Admiral. I tell you Thomas Seymour is scheming wicked schemes. There are rumors about, you know.”

“The ones that have him asking for my sister Mary’s hand in marriage? I’ve heard them. I don’t believe them.”

“And his courting Anne of Cleves?”

“I don’t believe that either.”

“He asked the Council for your hand, Elizabeth,” said Robin pointedly.

Now Elizabeth stood, flushing with indignation as she straightened her riding habit.

“That is simply a lie,” she said crisply. “You really should keep to political commentary, Robin Dudley Gossipmongering doesn’t become you.” She stood at her horses side and silently waited for a foot up. Robin complied instantly and she took the saddle. She felt, as always, the grace and natural ease with which he deferred to her. Although Elizabeth had only recently regained her title as princess — and at thirteen, with a robust Tudor brother at the beginning of a long and glorious reign, was accorded virtually no chance of ever sitting on the English throne — Robin Dudley treated with her as he would a queen. And it was for this reason, thought Elizabeth as she rode back to Chelsea House with her best friend at her side, that she loved him the most.

Chelsea House was a lovely country castle fit for the queen that inhabited it. Situated on a gentle curve of the Thames, its red Tudor brick walls and turrets were topped with dozens of chimneys. Broad mullioned windows flooded every chamber with light, allowing a cheerful atmosphere even on the darkest winter day. On the north side was a glorious park and woodland, well stocked with red and fallow deer, and it was from this direction that Elizabeth now approached on horseback.

Chelsea House was a large establishment, Catherine’s own servants numbering more than two hundred, besides the Princess’s personal household staff. But they were a happy, congenial lot, and more so in recent weeks with the exciting and mysterious comings and goings of the Queen Dowager’s lover.

Riding through the outer courtyard gate, Elizabeth was first met by the armed yeomen’s appropriately reserved smiles and nods, then by cheerful hellos from the battalion of gardeners who stopped their hedge trimming to tip their caps to her. When she reached the stables the liverymen and stable hand who helped her down from her mount and came to lead the horse away were decidedly warm and solicitous, inquiring if Elizabeth would be riding later that day and, if so, which animal would be her preference. By the time she walked through the great carved doors of Chelsea House the greetings of the Queen Dowager’s ladies standing in a gossipy clutch near the entryway, and of the maids scurrying up the great staircase, were profuse and respectful in the extreme.

“Good afternoon, Princess Elizabeth,” said Lady Tyrwhitt with a smile and curtsy.

“I do hope you had a lovely ride,” Lady Milton said shyly She was the youngest of Catherine’s waiting women.

“Very lovely, thank you,” replied Elizabeth, and started up the stairs.

“I believe the Queen has been asking for you, Princess,” Lady Tyrwhitt called after her.

As she climbed the broad stone steps of the sweeping stairway and gazed down at the grand entry and the gaily dressed waiting ladies, Elizabeth’s heart swelled and tears suddenly threatened. She was loved and respected in this royal household, once again “Princess Elizabeth.” Certainly she had been born to that title, and as an heir to the Tudor throne, fawned over and protected as a valuable asset to her father’s kingdom. But all that had changed with Anne Boleyn’s humiliating downfall and death. Not yet three, Elizabeth had been bastardized, her title revoked by Henry’s decree, and exiled into wretched poverty. Her household allowance had been so pitiful that she had, year after year, been forced to squeeze into gowns she’d long outgrown. Her few loyal servants were paid but sporadically. The story was widely told — though Elizabeth herself did not remember — that at the end of the day on which the disastrous change in her circumstances had occurred, she had questioned her keeper, saying, “How is it that this morning I was Princess Elizabeth and this evening merely Lady Elizabeth?”

As she moved down the main corridor and made for her apartments in Chelsea’s south wing, she recalled how her condition and reputation had suffered further at the execution of her young cousin Catherine Howard, Henry’s fifth wife. Accused and convicted of adultery before and after her marriage to the King, Queen Catherine was widely compared to her kinswoman, “the goggle-eyed whore” Anne Boleyn. Afterwards all women of the Howard line, including the eight-year-old Elizabeth, were said to have wanton blood running through their veins. The reputation had persisted to make Elizabeth’s life an endless humiliation — until Henrys marriage to Catherine Parr. This kind and intelligent noblewoman, who’d borne no children of her own, knew more about mothering than most women who had. She’d lavished her affection on all of Henry’s brood, but of the three children, Elizabeth had benefited most specifically.

Edward, Henry’s long hoped-for boy, had always been doted upon and was given the brilliant education expected for the heir to the English throne. Mary had suffered a miserable life after Katherine of Aragon’s downfall and, like Elizabeth, had been bastardized by Henry’s decree. But by the time of Catherine Parr’s coronation, Mary was already an adult, with Catholic retainers and foreign allies to support her place in the royal landscape.

It was Elizabeth, of all the children, that lived in the most wretched of purgatories. Catherine Parr had swept the gangly redheaded nine-year-old from oblivion and infamy, restoring to her not simply her honor but the promise of a rich and dignified future.

“Princess Elizabeth,” she whispered to herself with a smile as she was admitted into her lavish apartments. There, standing beside the Princess’s canopied bed, now spread from corner to corner with fine new gowns, was Elizabeth’s beloved Kat, nurse and waiting woman since her fourth year. Katherine Ashley had been a rock of salvation in the terrifying storm of Elizabeth’s life. She had been doting, fiercely protective, and audaciously outspoken in her disapproval — even to King Henry himself— of the cruel treatment to which her young charge was subjected. The woman had fallen in love with the sad-eyed, precocious little creature and, whilst treating her always with the respect due a princess, title or no, she never spoiled the child. Herself an educated woman, Kat never allowed Elizabeth with her quicksilver mind to run roughshod over her. Bad behavior was punished sternly, but good was rewarded with lush praise and many embraces. Too, there had always been an understanding between them, a directness and a sometimes painful honesty made necessary by the harshness and constant peril of Elizabeth’s circumstances. She could at any time, by the King’s whim and pleasure, be cast off, accused of treachery — even “disposed of” as, in the past, other inconvenient youngsters of royal blood had been.

Even as a small child Elizabeth was taught by Mistress Ashley the politic behavior that might save her limb and life. She became adept at the abundant obeisances that must needs be shown her great father on the few occasions she’d been called into his presence. She would kneel three times before addressing him, proffer handmade gifts that spoke of her undying devotion to the greatest king in the world, and acquit herself admirably with her Greek and Latin and scripture if, at a moment’s notice, she was called upon to perform. Despite this, and to Kat Ashley’s undying chagrin, Elizabeth retained an untainted love for her father that no vile treatment or ignoring could sunder. She was ever proud to be Henry’s daughter, and delighted to be the only child of the three that bore a striking physical resemblance to him.

“What are these?” Elizabeth demanded gaily, moving up behind Kat, wrapping her arms around the woman’s waist and peering over her shoulder at the dresses. At thirteen the Princess was nearly as tall as her nurse.

“The Queen has made you a present,” replied Kat. “Or should I say a whole new wardrobe.”

Elizabeth, gawking now, moved to the bed to examine the silks and brocades more carefully. Though they were all in the blacks and grays of mourning, they were nevertheless exquisite gowns in cut and design. “Surely she cannot mean for me to have them all? I’ll choose the one I like best.”

“She means for you to have them all.” Kat now wore an indulgent smile. “Come, give me a kiss, young lady. You’ve been gone the whole morning and half the afternoon. Your tutor is becoming annoyed.”

Elizabeth moved into Kat’s arms for a brief but warm embrace. Just then Thomas Parry, the Princess’s longtime servant and now her household accountant, strode into the room.

“Good afternoon, Princess,” he greeted her cheerfully. “How was your ride? And how is young Dudley?”

“Both were excellent,” she replied.

“My good wife Blanche will have a word with you when you have a moment, Mistress Ashley. What’s this?” he cried when he saw the fine cloth bounty laid out on the bed.

“The Queen Dowagers generosity, it would appear,” answered Kat.

“Or perhaps a case of high and happy spirits overflowing to the members of her household,” he suggested with an obvious smirk.

“What have you heard?” demanded Kat, her nose fairly twitching with desire for a tidbit of juicy gossip.

Elizabeth pretended to examine the charcoal beaded gown but listened with the greatest of interest.

“So the newlywed has a hankering for more dirty linen than in her own bedchamber?” Thomas teased. Indeed, Kat had recently married John Ashley, though there had been some rumor that she’d had a previous lover torn from her in order to satisfy her parents’ wishes.

“Just tell me, Thomas Parry. What are they saying in the kitchen?”

“Yesterday the Lord High Admiral came to Queen Catherine again just before dawn. They remained secreted in her private apartments all through the day, and he left after dark.”

“Ooooh, the wicked widow,” crowed Kat devilishly.

“Come now, Mistress Ashley, be kind.” Parry continued in a jesting vein, though it was suffused through and through with simple truths. “The woman deserves a love match, married as she was three times for duty’s sake.” Thomas flushed suddenly in Elizabeth’s presence, remembering that one of Catherine’s “duties” was the Princess’s own father.

“You needn’t blush, Thomas,” Elizabeth said, giving up her pretense of studying the gowns. “If the Queen loves Thomas Seymour and he loves her the same, then I am happy for them both. I daresay my brother the King will feel the same. He adores Catherine and wishes her well. And he loves his uncle, too.”

“ ‘Tis the other uncle worries me, he that rules the King.”

Kat shot Parry a threatening look, one not lost on Elizabeth.

“It’s all right, Kat. I know the Duke of Somerset holds sway over Edward,” said Elizabeth with all the worldly wisdom she could muster. She was mightily grateful for Robin Dudley’s timely intelligence. “He changed Father’s will and wrested control from the sixteen Councillors he’d chosen for the regency.”

Kat’s and Parry’s eyes went wide as saucers to hear the girl talking. For want of a decent interval between the old kings death and a lesson in the current politics of treachery, Kat had not yet apprised Elizabeth of the dukes handling of young Edward.

“Despite the fact that Somerset takes no heed of the King’s wishes,” Elizabeth went on, “I still believe my brother will prevail in this matter. Hell let Catherine and Seymour marry if they ask. The one I would watch carefully is that conniving old cow married to the duke.”

“Elizabeth!” cried Kat in dismay.

Parry was trying unsuccessfully to stifle his laughter.

“It’s that young Dudley puts these foul oaths in the child’s mouth,” insisted Kat.

“At least he keeps this child’ informed, Katherine Ashley,” replied Elizabeth tartly.

“Aren’t you the rude little snippet!” Kat was outraged.

“I’ll be going now, ladies,” said Parry, edging out of the fray. “Don’t forget to have a word with Blanche, Mistress Ashley.” He closed the door behind him, leaving the Princess and her nurse squared off and steaming, neither of them prepared to give an inch and both prepared for warfare. A moment later the door opened again, only wide enough for Thomas Parry’s head to poke through it.

“Saved from the wrath of God, Lady Princess.” He winked. “The Queen Dowager wishes a word with you. Pronto.”

Elizabeth smiled sweetly, gave Kat’s flushed cheek a quick peck, and escaped before her nurse could fathom that she had once again been beaten at her favorite game.

“Your Majesty.” Elizabeth curtsied gracefully before the Queen Dowager and allowed herself to be embraced. Catherine Parr, thought Elizabeth, looked more radiant than she ever had. A mature woman at thirty-three, this day she had the air of a maid — eyes bright, un-rouged cheeks a natural glowing pink, lips relaxed into a graceful smile.

“Good afternoon, Princess Elizabeth,” said William Grindal, who stepped forward now. Her tutor and the Queen, it appeared, had been chatting on two stools set before a brazier in Catherine’s study.

“I hope you’ve not be waiting for me in the schoolroom, Master Grindal,” said Elizabeth, mildly alarmed.

“No, no. I received your message that we’d not begin our work until three.”

“Grindal has been visiting with me, Elizabeth. We’ve been discussing your studies.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” said Elizabeth, pleased with this news. It was a wonder, she thought, that the Queen, preoccupied as she was with her love affair and her household, should still have time to worry about Elizabeth’s education.

“Come, sit,” instructed the Queen as Grindal pulled up another stool. They all sat, the women taking a longer moment to rearrange their skirts. Even without the rigid stays beneath her bodice, Elizabeth’s tall slender body would have remained, after the long years of posture and deportment training, perfectly erect in the backless seat. Lately, though, she had had to overcome shyness in the presence of men, even her beloved Grindal, for her small breasts had begun to bud.

“We were arguing the merits of enlarging your study of mathematics,” began the Queen. “Your Greek and Latin, logic, and other languages are of course superb, but the former, so says your tutor, is somewhat lacking.”

“I admit I do not much love numbers,” offered Elizabeth earnestly. “Shall I increase the mathematics, then?”

“Not necessarily,” Grindal replied. “A debate now rages in Cambridge about the merits of teaching that science within the boundaries of a humanist education. One Roger Ascham, a don there and a brilliant fellow, claims that studied too rigorously, mathematics thwarts the soul.”

“Tempora mutantur, nos et mutamur in illis, “said the Princess.

Grindal and Catherine laughed delightedly. They were both mightily proud of Elizabeth’s shining intellect.

“True, very true, Princess,” Grindal agreed. “And so do you believe that ‘in these changing times’ mathematics will prove an important course of study?”

“Much as I hate to admit it, I do think so,” she replied.

“Interesting,” said Catherine. “With this argument against mathematics, things have come full circle.”

“How so, Your Majesty?” asked Grindal.

“I was thinking of my grandmother Fitzhugh, and your father’s grandmother Margaret Beaufort,’ she said, looking at Elizabeth. “The two were friends around the turning of the century. And the New Learning had not yet taken hold. Highborn girls were promised no education save elementary law and arithmetic, enough to manage their husbands’ estates whilst they were off fighting foreign wars for months, even years at a time. But their mothers sensed a change coming and a need for their daughters to know more. Happily for us, all the tutors whom they imported for the girls were teaching humanism.”

“Many of those mothers quietly sat in on their daughters’ lessons,” interjected Grindal.

“Indeed,” agreed Catherine. “This was the first generation of educated women. King Henry’s grandmother Beaufort was both well positioned and a passionate champion of education for girls as well as boys. The school she and my grandmother, and later my mother, fought to establish at court fostered not only your father and your friend Robin Dudley’s father, but your aunts, your sister Mary, and myself. Your mother too, for your grandmother Elizabeth Boleyn was part of that inner circle of women who loved learning.”

The unexpected mention of her mother made Elizabeth flush with sudden shame, but Catherine went on.

“They struggled, learning to fight men with the greatest weapon on earth — their intellect — and they finally won the right for gentlewomen to receive the same classical education as boys. Greek, Latin, the sciences. Mathematics. And here we sit today debating the merits of teaching it at all.”

“Full circle indeed,” said Grindal, smiling with enjoyment at the Queen’s remembrances.

“Will you come and continue our conversation in a fortnight, Master Grindal?” inquired Catherine pleasantly.

“My pleasure and my honor, Your Majesty,” he said, standing to take his leave. He bowed to both ladies and made for the door.

“Elizabeth will be up presently,” called the Queen after him. “I’ll just have a few more words with her.”

The door shut behind him. Queen Dowager and Princess found themselves alone and comfortable in the quiet of each others presence. Elizabeth warmed her hands at the brazier as the late afternoon chill crept into the room. Watching Catherine’s face — one some considered attractive, others prim — it occurred to Elizabeth that her stepmother was not merely enjoying her company in the quiet. She was actively collecting her thoughts. Elizabeth began to grow impatient, wishing to know those thoughts, though of course it would have been impertinent to do anything but wait. Finally Catherine spoke.

“There is more to your education,” she began, “than what Master Grindal and your chaplain and your music and dance instructors can teach you. Of course you know this.” She looked to Elizabeth for affirmation, but saw instead a face filled with confusion. Catherine continued. “One of my greatest teachers, Elizabeth, was your mother.” She paused, knowing the upwelling of emotion this would produce in the girl. In fact, Elizabeth was well and truly speechless, her lips tightening into a thin, straight line.

“Anne Boleyn possessed one of the most brilliant minds of her day. Many dismiss her intellect and her contribution because of her … infamous end. I never knew her personally, but my sister Anne Parr waited on her when she was queen, and her friend and chaplain Archbishop Cranmer served and befriended me when I was married to your father. They both had nothing but the highest regard for Queen Anne. As a girl, just your age, I watched her closely but from afar. You see, I’d lived my whole life with my mother and sisters in Henry’s court and inner circle. Your half sister, Princess Mary, was my dear friend. I observed Anne’s unparalleled rise to power and her equally rapid fall from grace. I learned many of the rules of queenship from Anne Boleyn, some by good example, many more by her mistakes.”

Elizabeth found she could hardly sit still, so discomfiting were Catherine’s words. She wished the Queen Dowager would stop this talk about her mother — her rightly reviled mother, to whom Elizabeth owed not simply her bastardy but also her father’s shabby treatment for most of her childhood.

“Like your mother,” Catherine went on, ignoring Elizabeth’s discomfort, “I was ambitious, but the ways in which Anne achieved her objectives were sometimes harsh. When an enemy was brought down — in the case of Cardinal Wolsey, for example — she gloated openly. Though he was widely hated, her manner earned her enemies of her own.”

Catherine could see Elizabeth fairly cringing at her words, but plunged ahead. “Once her hard-won queenship was established, she made what I consider to be one of her deadliest blunders. She refused to share any of her power with other women of the court. She guarded it so fiercely and so singularly that her ladies — many of them more highborn than herself— came to resent her deeply When the balance of power began to shift, many of these women spoke out against her, happily bore witness to her alleged adultery, which led to her death.” Catherine paused thoughtfully, her expression reflecting seemingly fresh emotion rather than an old memory “Perhaps your mothers greatest folly was due not to arrogance or ambition but to a dearth of experience. Perhaps she did not understand your father nearly as well as she supposed she did. He was a complicated man with complicated motives —”

“Why are you telling me this, Your Majesty!” Elizabeth finally blurted. She sprang from her seat and began pacing, hands flailing helplessly at her sides. “I do not want to hear about my mother. I do not!”

“Elizabeth, Elizabeth,” crooned Catherine. “Please, I promise I’m not telling you this to torture you. Let me finish. I’ve told you of the mistakes Anne made, and how I learned from her poorly chosen methods, but more important were her contributions. In ways, she and I were sisters under the skin.”

Elizabeth turned and stared at the Queen Dowager, who was smiling with that sweet mildness the Princess so loved in her. “Your mother was a champion of the New Learning, and that in itself was of great importance, for she carried on the traditions of learned women going back to Margaret Beaufort. But more important, she was the very ringleader of Protestant reform. Few people know this, Elizabeth, but your father placed her at the head of a coterie of powerful men in his government, and together this group devised the master plan for Henrys divorce from Katherine of Aragon and broke the power of the Catholic Church in England.”

“I still do not understand, Your Majesty,” said Elizabeth, exhausted with upset and confusion, “why I need to hear this.”

“Because it is queenly intelligence, my dear,” replied Catherine in a suddenly steely voice, “and you must begin to understand such things.”

“But I shall never be queen. My brother sits on the throne and, despite what the Catholics would have the people believe about his sickliness, he is a healthy young boy. When he comes of age he will marry and beget heirs. And even if he should not for some reason have children, Princess Mary takes precedence over myself. What need have I, then, for queenly intelligence’?”

Catherine was silent again as she studied the normally calm, pale-skinned girl who now, flushed bright pink, stood before her, nervously wringing her long-fingered hands.

“Kings and queens rule, Elizabeth, not so much by blood as by the Fates, and the Fates have no master. You may never rule England, but just as easily, you may. Indeed, you may become a queen through marriage. So as long as you are under my protective wing I will see to it that you are prepared for any eventuality. Therefore” — Catherine took a long, slow breath, and the fierceness of her demeanor was suddenly transformed to ironic amusement — “whilst I am gone for the next fortnight, you shall oversee Chelsea House.”

“I?” Elizabeth’s jaws fell open and she gaped wide-eyed at the pleasantly smiling Queen Dowager.

“You’ll see to the planning of the meals — and take especial care in the buttery. There’s been something of a rebellion amongst the milkmaids.” Catherine suppressed a smile. “Of course the laundresses need constant overseeing or they’ll overstarch the linen. The candlemakers need the least watching, but the gardeners can be difficult in planting season. I’ve already told Master Beem, my cofferer, that you will be inspecting the books regularly —”

“Your Majesty, I —”

“— and your signature will suffice for any bills that come due in my absence.”

“I thank you for your confidence in me but...”

“I was hardly older than you when I took over my first household,” said Catherine firmly. “These are things a great lady, even a princess, must learn to do. You have excellent servants around you for guidance — Mistress Ashley, Master and Mistress Parry. I have every confidence in you, Elizabeth.”

“But my studies?”

“I expect you to continue your studies, of course, though Master Grindal has been informed of your additional duties. I’m sure he’ll give you some latitude.”

“Where are you going?” asked Elizabeth, finally coming to her senses.

“’Tis a secret,” replied Catherine with a decidedly wicked smile. “Now go along and see your tutor. Hell be wondering why I’ve kept you so long.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Elizabeth curtsied and moved to the door. She turned back and regarded Catherine Parr with bemused affection. “Thank you ... I think,” she said.

Catherine laughed. “You are going to be fine, Elizabeth. You are going to make me very proud.”

The overseeing of Chelsea House had in fact been daunting. Despite the good counsel of her servants, Elizabeth was faced every day with a hundred new tasks and decisions to be made. It was discovered that the whole stock of apples in the root cellar was rotten and must somehow be replaced, for the fruit was the Queen Dowager’s favorite. A shipment of wool cloth from Flanders arrived moth-ridden and had to be sent back. Catherine’s barge sprang a leak and a boatbuilder had to be found to repair it. Elizabeth fell into bed every night exhausted, though her mind continued racing, so that sleep evaded her for hours. And whilst Grindal made some allowances in her rigorous schedule of studies, he had no doubt been instructed by the Queen Dowager — who had clearly meant to test the Princess’s limits of endurance — to continue what for an average pupil would have been a full course of education.

It happened that on the day of Catherine’s return home Elizabeth was preoccupied with several rounds of cheese that had gone bad, so when Lady Tyrwhitt poked her head into the buttery to say that the Queens carriage had just come through the gates, the Princess was taken entirely by surprise. She hurried to a looking glass and tucked her flyaway red curls into the combs of the simple coif she’d lately been wearing, and noticed with dismay that her bodice and kirtle were spotted with oil. But there was no time for perfection. She must be at the door to greet the Queen when she arrived.

The great front doors, lined on either side with Catherine’s servants, were swung open just as Elizabeth reached them. Catherine Parr entered her house — but, thought Elizabeth in that instant, it was not Catherine Parr at all. A strange thought, but strongly felt nonetheless. It was not just the extreme radiance of the Dowager Queens face nor the spring in her normally dignified gait. The very soul of her had somehow changed.

Seeing Elizabeth, Catherine embraced her with an almost crushing fervency, then pushed the girl back to arm’s length to look at her. When she noted the condition of Elizabeth’s gown and hair, she began to laugh.

“Look at you, Elizabeth,” she said. “A proper lady of the house with half the larder on your bodice.”

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I was quite taken by surprise at your return and I —”

“No apologies! My house is still standing” — she looked around at her smiling servants — “and my staff has not mutinied. Whilst I’m sure you’ll have some stories of hair-raising domestic mayhem to tell, it appears you’ve survived the fortnight reasonably intact.” With great affection Catherine pushed one of Elizabeth’s errant curls behind her ear.

In the next moment a commotion at the still open doors caused all eyes to turn and witness the explosion into Chelsea House of what was more a force of nature than a man. Lord High Admiral Thomas Seymour — tall and elegant, broad-shouldered, slim-hipped, with a great red beard framing a boldly handsome face — wore a smile that easily outshone the sun. As he came, a whirlwind through the hall, he greeted each and every manservant and waiting lady with a hearty back-slap or a brotherly kiss.

Elizabeth, as if glued to the spot, watched as the women were reduced to tittering girls. The men, unsure what had just occurred, themselves began to smile and shift from foot to foot, bantering with each other in relaxed laughter.

Kat, the Parrys, and the rest of Elizabeth’s household had just descended the staircase from her upstairs apartments when Catherine, beaming from ear to ear, announced, “I should like to present my husband, Lord Thomas Seymour, High Admiral of the King’s Navy and Baron of Sudeley.”

The response was a burst of sincere applause, but when Thomas strode to Catherine and, pulling her into a bears embrace, kissed her full and passionately on the mouth, any decorum left in the house dissolved into hearty shouts of laughter and congratulations. When he finally released her, his eyes fell on Elizabeth standing nearby, stock-still and staring incredulously at the unexpected and outrageous display.

“By Gods precious soul!” he fairly shouted. “She’s even more beautiful than you told me, Catherine.” Then with a bow more low and gracious than any man had ever honored her with, Seymour took up Elizabeth’s delicate white fingers and kissed them. “Princess Elizabeth,” he intoned solemnly, “I am ever at your service.”

“My lord Admiral” was all she could utter before her servants, Kat at the fore, pressed forward to be presented to him. Elizabeth was so stunned by the man’s presence that although she was vaguely aware he spoke individually to each of her retainers, charming and disarming them every one, she was at the same time somehow absent, and, whilst conscious, paralyzed altogether. She prayed that she would not be called upon to speak again, for she was quite sure she would be unable. By God’s grace it was Catherine who next spoke.

“I thank you all heartily for so warm a welcome home. And I thank my daughter Elizabeth” — Catherine turned and caressed the Princess with her eyes — “for making sure my new husband and I had a home to return to.”

More laughter and applause as Catherine and Thomas made their exit to the palace’s east wing. Elizabeth’s servants gathering around her, themselves all atwitter, never realized that the fabric of the Princess’s existence had begun an unravelment that would, though at present imperceptible, come to threaten the lives of them all.

Why, Elizabeth asked herself, do I not remember him as he is now? The question kept repeating as she walked through Chelsea’s corridors on her way to Lord and Lady Seymour’s private apartments. Surely she had seen the Admiral as recently as Edward’s coronation celebrations. The little king had even commented to Elizabeth on how gallantly his uncle had performed in the lists. Of course, Thomas would have been unrecognizable in heavy armor. But at the feasts afterwards, and in years past, she would have seen him at all the court events. In those days had he not been so grand, so boisterous, so marvelously handsome? Or had she simply been a child with no eye for such qualities in a man?
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