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Chapter One
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“You should not have come.” Elizabeth Tudor whispered the admonition as her visitor crossed the cheerless room, making the sign of the cross defensively, as if to shield himself from her influence. At her words Simon felt some—though not much—of the tension in his spine lessen. He was dressed as a priest, the hood shading his long, plain face, the right sleeve pulled down to hide his crippled arm, and his body bent, apparently against the cold of March that invaded the room’s corners and chilled the floor. Despite that, the princess had recognized her old friend immediately. He might have smiled if his taut lips allowed it. Elizabeth Tudor’s first thought at his unannounced appearance was for his safety.

“I obey our monarch, lady.” Simon handed Elizabeth a rolled sheet of vellum, the same one he’d shown at the front entrance and at several succeeding checkpoints. The message was brief: The bearer acts on my orders. Assist him in all possible ways. The document was legitimate, to a point. Simon had, however, carefully scraped Henry VIII’s signature from the bottom and replaced it with “Mary,” the simple signature used by England’s new queen. He’d gambled the Tower guards would scan the message itself and miss the fact that the royal seal pressed into a splash of wax next to the signature was not current.

Elizabeth reacted to the order with momentary surprise then a nod of understanding. She’d been present when her father wrote it for Simon many years ago, allowing him to help investigate a series of murders. Now the terse command gave Simon entry to her prison cell, where he intended to do what he could to free her.

He’d chosen early morning for the visit, when the lowliest guards were on duty, men unlikely to question an official-looking document. As for Mary Tudor, their new monarch had much to keep her occupied in these early days of her reign. While she had no idea who Simon Maldon was or where he was, she would hardly approve if she knew.

Elizabeth was up early, or perhaps had not slept, Simon thought, noting that her face was even paler than usual and her eyes tinged with red. She wore unrelieved black, a stark contrast to her sister, who these days weighed herself down with every sort of bauble and frippery, perhaps to banish memories of years of deprivation. Elizabeth dressed plainly and behaved modestly, probably hoping to convince the world she had no desire for the throne. It had not worked.

Though Simon was sorry to see Elizabeth in a nervous state, it worked to his advantage. The surprise of a visit from a priest, followed quickly by the realization that he was not a priest at all, hardly showed on his old friend’s face.

“I am come to instruct you in the way of the True Church, daughter,” Simon said in a mumbled attempt at a Spanish accent. “Your sister the queen is most anxious that your soul be turned from any remaining bent toward the heretical teachings of the past.” With his back to the guard, he raised his eyebrows to indicate she should play along. “I am Father Stefano.”

Elizabeth’s face took on an expression of polite acceptance. “I am ready to hear your instruction, Holy Father.” She added with quiet emphasis, “And to make my confession.”

With all the authority he could muster, Simon nodded at the guard at his elbow. Confession was sacred, and though the man undoubtedly wanted to hear what juicy, treasonous sins “Boleyn’s Bastard” might confess, he backed away.

Knowing well the game she must play, Elizabeth retreated as far as she could into a corner and knelt on the cold stone floor. With a curt gesture, she indicated the three women in attendance should leave her with the supposed priest. They bowed slightly in acknowledgment and retreated with a rustle of skirts. Without doubt spies who reported everything Elizabeth said, heard, and did in her prison cell, they might well believe that Mary or someone close to her had sent the priest in an attempt to convert the heretic princess. As long as no one questioned exactly how he came, Simon could visit for at least a week by his estimation. Still, fear jangled along his spine. He’d entered dangerous territory, but it was for Her Highness, his friend.

The rooms Elizabeth occupied were small, drafty, and sparsely furnished. A window let in some light, and a brazier added warmth to the cold morning if one stood close enough to it. Not as bad as he’d feared but no place in the dreaded Tower of London was welcoming. He imagined Elizabeth’s terror at being ordered to the place where her mother had been held while her father and his council decided what to do with her. Sixteen years ago, Anne Boleyn had been led onto the Tower Green and beheaded. She was no more, but her daughter, not yet twenty, had since then experienced a lifetime of rejection, sorrow, and danger.

Remembering his charade, Simon raised his hands over Elizabeth’s head and began a singsong chant. Despite the gravity of the situation, he saw a glint of humor in her eyes. He spoke in Latin, a language the two of them had practiced together in the early days of their acquaintance. Their mutual love of learning had led to collaborating to solve a murder and that had created a bond as much like friendship as a princess and an apothecary might experience.

“How can I assist you?” Simon intoned, raising his hands in what he hoped was a convincing benediction. The guard watched with interest, peering across the poorly lit space. It was likely he knew little of Catholic practice, since England had been a Protestant nation for decades. All that had changed with Mary’s ascension to the throne.

Elizabeth had been arrested because of a rebellion planned by one Thomas Wyatt, who disagreed with Mary’s intent to return the nation to Catholicism and marry Philip, the Catholic future king of Spain. Wyatt and others feared the marriage would reduce England to a Spanish fief, so they’d plotted to put Elizabeth on the throne, despite her vigorous support of Mary’s reign.

If the rebellion had been successful, Elizabeth would have married Thomas Courtenay, an Englishman with some claim to the throne. Though most believed a woman should not rule the land alone, a woman married to a noble Englishman was acceptable. Elizabeth was well-loved, too, being like her father in coloring and bearing. There was even, Simon thought now, a tenor to her speech like Henry’s, confident and commanding.

“I had nothing to do with Wyatt and his plans.” Elizabeth spoke with head bent as if in meditation. She had switched to Greek, and Simon’s lips curved in a smile. She was testing him.

He’d expected her denial. To admit she had a whit of knowledge of a plot would be fatal. Her presence in the Bell Tower indicated she was believed guilty, and if judged so by Mary’s council, she faced death by beheading. Since her death would put an end to one of the queen’s greatest problems, Mary was surely tempted to order her sister’s death, guilty or not.

Simon thought not. His acquaintance with Elizabeth had revealed a mind so quick he often marveled at it, and he believed her intelligence made her unlikely to plot against Mary.

Members of the nobility had to think ahead, like chess players, and guess at what might happen in the future. The gamble of late was whether to support the restoration of the Catholic Church or hold to the Reformation. Each family, each person of influence, had to make that choice. How long could one afford to waffle? How much could he dissemble? Henry’s will called for his only son to succeed him, but Edward VI died at sixteen. As next in line, Mary overcame an attempted coup and now reigned, but at thirty-seven, she was possibly too old to have an heir. Elizabeth was next in the succession and would become queen upon Mary’s death. The trick was to avoid beheading in the meantime.

Simon repeated the query. “How can I help?”

Raising her face, Elizabeth said in English, “Pray for me.”

Simon maintained his chanting cadence with some difficulty. “You are in grave danger.”

“I will trust in God and in England,” Elizabeth said in Latin, “I am the daughter of Henry the Eighth, and my sister will not fail me, for the same blood runs in our veins.”

Simon said very softly, “I must do something, Highness.”

“It has helped more than you know to see a friendly face, Simon.” There was a note of distress in her voice, but she conquered it before continuing. “How goes the world with you?”

His petty life should have been of no concern to her, but he recognized genuine interest. “The apothecary shop prospers, and Hannah is now my wife.”

Remembering his role, Simon again made the sign of the cross, and Elizabeth bowed her head in apparent piety. He wondered what the guard thought, but it didn’t matter. He would do as ordered. They’d all been Protestants only a few months ago. Now they must all be Catholics. He added, “At least I am not penned like a beast.”

“I come and go,” Elizabeth said with a grim smile. “Three latrines down the hall are cleverly built to hang over the moat, and I may visit them whenever I like.” Unable to see the humor, Simon rolled his eyes at her jest.

Elizabeth sobered, glancing at the thick stone walls. “They brought me here on Palm Sunday, on a barge through the Traitor’s Gate. I was so distressed that I sat down on the lawn in tears. My jailer, John Brydges, who is not a bad man, spoke quite kindly and convinced me that sitting out in the rain would do no good when I could be inside, dry and”—again her lips twitched with humor— “relatively warm.”

“Most beneficent.” Simon’s tone was flat.

“John let me walk outside for the first few days, but people approached to give me things, flowers fashioned from paper or sweet-smelling pomanders. When it was observed that some still love me, my excursions ended.”

“The queen—”

Elizabeth’s eyes rose to Simon’s in warning, though her voice remained calm. “—is my sister and your sovereign. If she receives bad advice from her councilors, that is not her fault. A ruler must have honest men about or just rule is impossible.”

“Her advisers look only to the nearest way to their goals.”

Her lip curled. “And that is to have my head separated from my shoulders.”

Simon shuffled his feet to ease the cold that seeped upward through the stones. “You could leave England. There are those who would help you, men with power.”

“Men like Robin, who languishes in this very prison with a death sentence hanging over him?” Robert Dudley was one of Elizabeth’s oldest friends. Vibrant and energetic, he would soon die because his father had tried to set Mary aside and put his own daughter-in-law, Jane Grey, on the throne. The elder Dudley had already met his fate, as had Robert’s brother Guilford and poor Jane, an unwilling pawn in Dudley’s play for power.

Simon met Elizabeth’s eyes. “There are others who would come to your aid.”

She shook her head, glancing at the women who whispered in the opposite corner. “My sister is the lawful queen. We must count on her goodness.”

Simon did not, but he didn’t argue with Elizabeth, who seemed to him Henry VIII’s rightful heir: strong where her brother had not been and fair where her sister could not be. The ways of the powerful were far beyond him, so he would do as she ordered. Still, it made him sad to see her pushed aside, her talents unappreciated, her potential wasted.

“Shall I come again tomorrow?”

Rising, she put her hands over his in a gesture that might have been inspired by religious fervor. They were cold, and a tightening of her fingers revealed reluctance to have him leave her friendless in this awful place. But she said firmly, “It is too dangerous. I prefer you live, Simon.” She would have smiled, he thought, but a glance at the eavesdropping guard stopped her. “I endangered your life more than once. I would not do it again.”

“Visits from a priest are no threat,” he said, pulling the hood forward to hide his face again. “In fact, it might be said you have set your feet on the right path.”

Elizabeth bowed, probably to conceal her bitter expression from the others present. “My feet do not matter,” she said softly. “It is my head that concerns me.”
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Chapter Two
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Hannah Maldon listened, her green eyes lowered to hide impatience, as her customer explained in detail the workings of his bowels. She’d already provided him with physic made with treacle, but he seemed unable to resist fully describing his problems. Reminding herself of Simon’s belief that a good listener was often better than a physician, she made small murmurs of sympathy and understanding when appropriate.

When the man finally left, Hannah returned to the worktable and began bottling medicines Simon had prepared that morning. Adjusting the coif she wore over her mass of brown curls, she tried not to worry about what would happen if Simon’s charade as a priest was discovered. The effort was unsuccessful.

Of course Hannah wished Elizabeth well. The princess had been kind to them both, and the dangers they’d shared together made them closer than a princess royal and two commoners had any right to be. But no one could protect Elizabeth from her sister, and while visiting her in the Tower was dangerous enough, Simon was certain to suffer a traitor’s death if he followed his conscience and tried to help her escape England.

Hearing a clink in her pocket, Hannah was reminded she’d put the money for the medicine there as her customer talked. She transferred the coins to the money box kept in a drawer under the table. Putting stoppers in the bottles she’d filled, she set them on a shelf and went into the living quarters behind the shop to see to supper.

The place she and Simon called home was not large, but it was more than Hannah had ever dared hope for. An orphan, she’d counted herself lucky to be taken on as a scullery maid at Hampstead Castle. She’d been content sharing a tiny room off the kitchens with two other girls. But Simon Maldon changed all that when he came to Hampstead and became acquainted with the Princess Elizabeth. There he and Hannah had fallen in love. Several years later Simon had inherited his master’s shop when the old man died, allowing the two of them to marry.

Along with Simon, Hannah had gained a family. Simon’s father Jacob, though distant, was unfailingly kind; his brothers and sisters were welcoming, and his mother, Mary Maldon, was helpful if a little bossy. Hannah felt blessed. The orphan was now an apothecary’s wife, with a business to run, a kitchen of her own in the back, and a loft above for children when they came.

If they came. So far Hannah’s womb had not quickened, and none of Simon’s learning could explain why. It was not for lack of love between them, she thought as she surveyed the silent room. She was happy with Simon, but a baby would add so much to her life: a tiny body to cuddle and hold, a growing child to cherish and guide. She had prayed and prayed. Chiding herself for questioning what God ordained, Hannah set the thought of children aside. Again.

Stirring the soup that hung far enough off the fire to simmer but not scorch, she turned to the small loaves of bread she’d made that morning and left under a cloth on the hearth. Frowning, she counted them. She had made six loaves. Now there were five.

For a few minutes she stood, stupidly counting the loaves over and over. Five. She pictured them in her mind as she shaped them and put them in to bake. Six. There had been six loaves. She returned to the shop, but her mind remained on the bread. Was she certain there had been six loaves? The more she thought about it, the less sure she became. A happy thought occurred. Newly pregnant women were said to suffer tangled thoughts. Perhaps she was finally going to have a child! A miscounted loaf of bread would be nothing compared to that.

* * * * *
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SIMON PAUSED OUTSIDE the Tower gate, attempting to put his thoughts into order. He’d meant to see Elizabeth then return home, but now he changed his mind. He’d visit St. James’s Palace, where Calkin, a guardsman there, might know something of Elizabeth’s future. If she had one.

In no time he was swallowed in the mass of shops and homes that was London. Their random placement made it difficult to travel in a straight line from one place to any other. The streets were filling with people, some with heads up and eyes forward, looking toward to their destination, others with shoulders hunched and faces turned down. The noise level rose as a peddler began hawking his wares and others raised their voices in competition. Simon kept to the center of the bumpy street as much as possible to avoid stepping in—possibly being doused with—night soil when chamber pots were emptied into the street from balconies above.

Once he was away from the Tower, he stepped into a deserted alley, took off the cassock he wore, and stuffed it into his medicine bag. He’d further assured his welcome for the coming days by offering to bring medicine for the head guard, who’d betrayed a distressed stomach with constant, unconscious rubbing. Priests and monks had for centuries provided physic for minor discomforts, and, Simon thought with a smile, so could apothecaries disguised as priests.

Simon admitted to himself that he enjoyed playing different roles. He kept a small store of costumes in their loft and could become a sailor or a scholar, a peddler or a felon, with a change of clothing, some makeup, and an adopted attitude. In private he practiced walking with the sailor’s roll or the beggar’s slink. Even the princess had at times entered into his playacting, giving him advice on how to be convincing in different roles.

The day was fine, and the world welcomed spring everywhere he looked. Flowers grew uninvited in the cracks of walls and at the edges of streets. Birds flew back and forth with sprigs in their beaks, set on nest building. As Simon neared St. James’s he heard the sounds of men practicing the soldiering arts on the green. A commanding voice ordered them left and right, forward and back, and though it maintained a stern note and the men answered smartly, he heard in their voices a note of joy. Winter was over. They were free of the castle and the cold.

In the Royal Guard, the men charged with protecting the king or queen and family, only Calkin was left of three guardsmen Simon had once known. Now a sergeant, Calkin seemed unsurprised by Simon’s reappearance after several years. Leaving his men to their drills, he met his old friend halfway. “Simon, how goes it?”

“Well enough, Sergeant, well enough.” Simon reached out his left hand and Calkin took it and pulled him in, adding a clap on the back that almost hurt.

“It is good to see you! I heard you have taken a wife.”

“Hannah and I are married, yes.”

“That state is not for me, as you well know, but your Hannah is a jewel.” Calkin pointed a finger at Simon. “Do you recall her courage when they said the princess poisoned old Amberson?” He slapped a hand against his thigh. “I knew then she was one of a kind.”

For a while they caught each other up on the events of their lives since their last meeting. “Do you still practice with the knife?” Calkin’s raised brow added import to the question.

“When I can.” Though skill with a knife had served him well, Simon was no soldier, and in dreams he often relived the moment when he’d killed a man using the skill Calkin had taught him. The dreams were not pleasant.

Calkin pointed an admonishing finger. “Your eye is remarkable, but throwing skills must be practiced faithfully.”

“Hannah does not like to see me at it.”

“Yet it saved her life.” Calkin shook his head at the mysteries of a woman’s mind. Simon might have suggested that to understand the female sex one might concentrate on a single one rather than a succession. He didn’t, knowing he’d never convince Calkin of that.

Turning advice into action, Calkin said, “Let us throw a few times at the butts.” Simon thought of arguing he had things to do, but he wanted to learn current gossip amongst the guards. “As long as you don’t pule like a babe when I best you.”

“Are you asleep, man? It’s a dream you describe.”

He led Simon across the practice ground where men grunted and swore as they sparred with swords, wrestled, and practiced a variety of other exercises meant to keep their skills sharp. Finding an unused target, Calkin took a stand some feet away and threw his knife at it. The blade stuck in the outermost edge. “Do you take my meaning now?” he joked. “Lack of practice makes a man throw wide.”

Simon pulled his own knife from his belt and examined it. Of late it was more tool than weapon, and the blade was slightly dull. Wiping it on his shirttail he took a stance, pulled in a deep breath, let it all out, and threw. The knife stuck in the target’s inner ring, almost at center.

“The best I ever trained; that’s you.”

In a flush of pride, Simon resolved to spend more time practicing. His crippled arm made it impossible for him to compete with other men in many areas of physical activity, but a knife required different skills—and only one good arm.

As they went forward to retrieve their knives and try again, he asked, “Have you heard what might become of the princess?”

The man’s expression sobered. “Elizabeth?”

“I understand she is imprisoned in the Tower.”

“She is.” Calkin put a hand on Simon’s shoulder. “I know you are fond of her, but it is unlikely she will live out the year.” He added more softly, “Perhaps not the month.”

The words were like a blow, though he’d tried to prepare himself. “I feared as much.”

Looking around to assure no one was listening, Calkin lowered his voice even more. “It is said Mary and her council are decided. It is only a matter of framing the pronouncement to convince the people that Elizabeth plotted against her sister.”

Simon felt sick. “Is there no hope the queen might change her mind?”

Calkin’s reply sounded bitter. “The Spanish bridegroom comes soon, they say. Perhaps she will wait to hear what he thinks on the matter.”

That didn’t make Simon feel any better. Why would Philip want an extra princess around, especially one who’d be the focal point for rebellion among England’s Protestants?

“When will he arrive?”

“It’s a matter of weather, they say.” Calkin looked sharply at his friend. “Stay away from her, Simon. Your princess is a doomed ship that will drag those nearby under as she sinks.”

Unwilling to lie, Simon said simply, “I understand.”

They continued throwing, but Simon’s mind was elsewhere and Calkin bested him seven of twelve times. “See!” he crowed. “Your first toss was mere luck!”

Simon smiled ruefully. “It’s true my skills are rusty, but I must return home. Hannah is minding the shop.”

“Come again when you find the time.” Calkin patted his stomach. “I need the practice after lying about all winter.”

* * * * *
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“HOW COULD MARY ORDER her own sister to the block?” Hannah asked, aghast at Simon’s news.

“The queen is convinced, I think, that everything she does is for the good of England. Her faith was her support through years of turmoil, and now she feels justified in getting rid of anything in the way of her church’s return to prominence.”

Hearing himself say “her church,” Simon realized he could never consider himself a Catholic. More highly educated than most due to his father’s influence, Simon identified with those who believed the Bible should be read by anyone who wanted to undertake it. He liked the passionate arguments he’d heard among reformers, the earnest questions of what is faith, what is religion, what is man. Though he didn’t participate in reform, he approved of the idea that a person’s soul was in his own hands and not in the judgment of another, even a priest.

Hannah began the tale of her morning’s activities. As she talked, her busy fingers searched for weevils in the flour she’d bought that day. When she found one she cast it into the fire, all the while explaining she was sure she’d made six loaves. Listening patiently, Simon wondered at the juxtaposition of a commoner’s life with that of the mighty. Elizabeth might lose her head, and Hannah was puzzling out the loss of a bit of bread.

Sensing that his thoughts strayed, Hannah left off her report and asked, “Will you go to see her again?”

“I believe it is safe to do so,” he answered, hedging the question a little. “Those who guard her will think she hopes to save herself by embracing the queen’s faith. The priest himself will be in no danger.”

Hannah’s expression revealed she wasn’t completely convinced, and he added with a grin, “I also promised the head guard some physic for his bilious gut. If he finds my remedy effective, he will have all the more reason to allow my visits.”

“Well, then,” she replied, her tone still doubtful, “take our best concoction. Visiting the Tower seem to me like a man I saw once at a fair, putting his head into a lion’s mouth.”
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“Do they speak languages other than their own?” Simon asked Elizabeth on the second day, noting the baleful glances of her women. When allowed to choose, the princess had chosen women of learning, but these were not her usual attendants.

“Not Greek or Latin,” she answered, “though I think the homely one knows Spanish.” She glanced at the coterie huddled in the opposite corner, working to repair a musty-smelling tapestry. “We must be grateful my sister thought less about their learning and more about their loyalty to her.”

Simon indeed thanked God for the queen’s single-minded choices. In all the time he’d known her, Elizabeth had been spied upon, every move reported to someone: her father, her brother, her enemies. Used to it, she had a hundred ways to thwart spies. Simon, however, was unused to being constantly observed, and the hairs on the back of his neck prickled as he considered how news of his visits might be carried to the queen by some means they never considered.

“I was sad to hear of the young king’s death,” he said, and Elizabeth lowered her eyes at the doubly troubling memory. Not only had Edward’s death resulted in political danger for Elizabeth, but she had also truly loved her half-brother. Now only Mary remained of her family, and she was hardly a warm or comforting presence.

Elizabeth asked, “Have you children?”

“Not yet, but there is plenty of time” Simon answered with the automatic addition he used when Hannah despaired of getting pregnant: There is plenty of time.

“Of course.” Elizabeth’s eyes told him she understood more than he could say. A childless wife was a curse to most men.

“Women care much about such things.” He paused, embarrassed to have spoken to the princess about the desires of women. She was a woman, he knew, but she seemed somehow different from Hannah, who wanted only to be a good wife and become a good mother.

Her answer confirmed that she was different. “I have never understood the desire for children. Still, you must carry my good wishes to Hannah, and my hope that children will come soon, as many as you can afford.” Her smile was genuine, and with a glance at her watchers, she quickly pressed her hands together to indicate it was religious fervor that brought pleasure, not something else.

* * * * *
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HANNAH MADE ANOTHER unnerving discovery that morning. The stew she’d made on Monday should have been enough for a second supper, but when she looked in the pot, it was almost empty. Had Simon woken hungry in the night and helped himself? That wasn’t like him. She looked around the room nervously. Bread missing yesterday, and today her stew was depleted. What if there was a thief in the neighborhood?

The door leading to their back garden had no lock, only a latch that operated from both sides. Beyond that door lay their newly planted vegetable garden. Hannah pulled back the window covering and peered out, assuring herself that all was as it should be. At one corner, beyond the row of turnips, was a dovecote against a fence separating them from their neighbors. The dovecote, little more than a raised wooden box, allowed the birds to get out of the weather. Common folk were not allowed to keep doves, since that business was a profitable enterprise for many noble estates. The medicines of an apothecary required dove eggs, so the Maldons could keep no more than two dozen birds if they used the eggs only for physic and did not sell the birds for meat.

There were footprints in the soft soil around the dovecote, but Hannah herself had probably made those. She saw no strangers lurking outside their home. Vague hope stirred in her a second time. Perhaps pregnant women walked in their sleep and ate stew as well.

* * * * *
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SIMON LEFT THE TOWER the way he’d come, his step slow and stately as befitted his vision of a priest. He spoke briefly with the guard, repeating instructions about when and how to take the medicine he’d provided. Then he headed for the Outer Ward, which meant crossing a green space flanked by some of the less desirable housings of London’s Tower.

Damp clung to the stone walls around him, and dew wet his shoes as he crossed the expanse of new grass growing slowly inside the dark, high walls. If he’d been less concerned about getting free of the place, Simon might have stopped to gaze at the maze of buildings that made up what was simply called the Tower. William the Conqueror had built the original structure as a fortress and royal residence. Henry III later ordered the place whitewashed. After many additions, the White Tower was now thirteen towers, and while the royal family at some times and the Crown Jewels all the time could be found there, it was more and more these days a place of sorrow and despair. Beheadings, torture, and years of imprisoning people from all walks of life seemed to have stamped its mark on the place. Simon could almost hear the screams of the condemned and the roar of the crowds when their appetite for death was appeased. At the Outer Ward, he glanced backward. The towers rose within the solid wall of stone like tombstones in a massive churchyard. How demoralizing it must be for Elizabeth to look daily upon those walls and know she might never again see outside them!

“Good day to you, Father.” It took a moment for Simon to realize someone was addressing him. He turned to see a man just inside the ward, a guard on either side.

Simon lowered his head, hiding his face with a bow. “Good day, my son.” He meant to go on, but something about the man stopped him. The face was familiar, though dried blood obscured his features, and one eye was closed with swelling. Despite that, he seemed slightly amused. A prisoner who had not yet lost his sense of humor?

“I wonder, if these fellows will allow it, do you have leisure to hear my confession?”

Simon felt dismayed. It was one thing for Elizabeth to pretend she was confessing as they conversed in secret. It was quite another to shrive a man with serious crimes to his charge.

He looked again at the face and the knowing expression. Recognition hit, and he almost said the name aloud. Peto! A feeling close to joy rose in his chest, but he managed to remain outwardly stoical. A hundred questions demanded answers, and he could ask none of them.

Some of the answers were obvious. Like Elizabeth, Peto was a prisoner, apparently newly arrived. And somehow, the criminal who had years before become Simon’s friend had recognized him despite his priestly disguise.

Another thought made him hesitate to answer the question Peto asked. Did the officers of the law know they had Peto the Pope in custody? He took great pains to keep his identity secret from the world’s so-called honest men, and those who knew Peto protected him, both from affection and in appreciation of his generosity. But he’d been brought to the Tower and not the Clink, the prison nearest his usual haunts. If authorities in Southwark had turned him over to the Crown, the guards knew their prisoner’s identity.

Peto seemed to read Simon’s thoughts. “I was arrested last night in Southwark.” He indicated his guards. “My friends here will find me a cell and provide me with worst bread every other day until I tell them what I know of London crime.” Worst bread, a coarse bread made of bran and ground peas, was often a prisoner’s only sustenance. It was given every other day, and on intervening days he got only a drink of water from the nearest pond or puddle. The practice was meant to make a criminal confess quickly. If starvation didn’t bring the desired result, there was always torture. Beyond that? For Peto, the Tower was only a stopping place, with a death sentence and public execution to follow.

Despite knowing what lay before him, Peto’s voice was firm, his tone natural. “Before I confess to these fellows, I would confess to God.”

Simon repressed a shudder at the thought of what awaited his friend. Peto’s gaze seemed to will him to agree, so he made the sign of the cross. “I will hear your confession, my son.” He turned to the guard. “Where can this man absolve himself of sin in private?”

“His sins are not easily dealt with, Priest,” said the guard. “Peto the Pope has plagued the law in and around London for years.” The guard stopped, waiting for Simon to look impressed.

He tried to sound congratulatory. “Most clever of you to have caught him.”

The guard glanced at his companion, who shrugged. “He has given us no trouble, and it behooves a man to make things right with God before he is hanged. Come with us. He is to have solitary cell, away from friends who might help him escape.”

The guard led the way to a tower smaller than the one Simon had just left, took a flight of stairs leading downward, then opened a low door with a large iron key. Replacing the key on his belt with a metallic clink, he gestured at the dark space beyond. “Call when you finish.” He added with a chuckle, “Mayhap he will light the cell with goodness when you’re done with him!”

The door closed behind them with a scrape and a bang, and Simon couldn’t help but shiver at the finality of the sound. As the stench in the place assailed his nostrils, he almost gagged. The room was little more than a closet with a bucket in one corner—no doubt the source of the evil smell—and a pallet in another. The door, solid and banded with metal, had a slit in the center just large enough for meals to be handed through. The room’s single window was barely large enough to see out, and the view only a small patch of grass and the encircling wall. There was nothing in the cell: no furniture, no means of passing the time. It was the most miserable place Simon could imagine. Even the common cells, though overcrowded
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