
  
    [image: The Light in the Labyrinth]
  


  
    
      THE LIGHT IN THE LABYRINTH

    

    
      
        WENDY J. DUNN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Poesy Quill Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to my daughter, Elisabeth.

      From little girl to adulthood, you have always

      taught me the true meaning of courage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        First published 2014

        Second publication 2019

        Copyright © 2023 by Wendy J. Dunn

        ISBN 978-0-6458908-0-8

      

      

       

      
        
        All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or by any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Light in the Labyrinth is a work of fiction inspired by the life and times of Anne Boleyn and her niece Katherine Carey. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

      

      

      
        
        This title is also available as an ebook.

      

      

      

      
        
        Poesy Quill Publishing

      

      

      

      
        
        WENDY J. DUNN

        www.wendyjdunn.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Historical Personages

      

      
        Entering the Labrynth

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        References

      

      
        Bibliography

      

      
        Acknowledgements

      

      
        
          Inspiration

        

        
          
            Farewell Maid

          

          
            My Cousin, My Sister, My Queen

          

          
            Fire From the Comet’s Tail

          

          
            Before the Dawn Breaks

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also From Wendy J. Dunn

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rochford Hall, November 1535

      

      

      

      “You were foolish to marry him,” Kate said, perched on the edge of her mother’s unmade bed. Her father had more troubles than most. They were of noble blood, yet poor. Kate balled her hands in anger, thinking, ’Tis my mother’s fault. She’s the one who has brought shame on us. A sister of the Queen of England should know better than to wed a commoner.

      She seethed in her black mood, the black mood that had brought her to her mother’s chambers. Now she desired to annoy her mother by acting a child rather than a maid near to fourteen summers, and swung her legs, backward and forth. Her lady mother, as if aware of Kate’s intent, did not look her way, but pulled the drawstrings of her red kirtle around her tiny waist. Nimble fingers knotted cords. Two months after the birth of her fourth child, she was as slender as a maiden—indeed, more slender than Kate.

      Kate’s heart burned with jealousy. Not only was her mother beautiful—more beautiful than she could ever hope to be—but since her churching, her mother’s every waking hour was taken up with caring for her new baby son and infant daughter. It was time her mother remembered she also had another daughter.

      Her mother shot her a look from underneath a shifting curtain of golden hair. “Remember to whom you speak,” she snapped before snatching up the faded, patched bodice beside Kate and pulling it over her white shift.

      “Pray, why should I remember?” Kate murmured under her breath. While her mother dressed, she crumpled her own skirts, pieced together from remnants found in the clothes coffers and made anew. Since the unwise marriage to Stafford, spending coin on material for a new gown or even a simple shift was out the question. Kate wanted to jump off the bed and stamp her foot. “Madam,” she at last spat out, “'twas not me who dishonoured the family.”

      Straightening, Lady Mary stilled with widening eyes. Her mouth moved, but she made no sound; tears spilled down her pale, drawn face. Kate stood, and brought her hands up to her heating cheeks. She wished she could call the words back. For the past year, her anger had brewed, bubbled over, and scalded her too-tender mother. Confused, hating herself, she reached out her hand. “Mama, forgive me—”

      Her mother waved her away. “How dare you!” She stared at Kate as if seeing a stranger. “Do not speak to me of honour or family. You understand nothing; nothing.” The baby whimpered and she rocked the cradle. “Hush, poppet,” she crooned, brushing away tears. She faced Kate again to speak in a quieter, firmer voice. “The only true honour I’ve known in my life has come from becoming the wife of William Stafford. Will loves me—despite the world and its opinion.” A grimace distorted her beautiful face. “Why should I marry a man for his wealth or his bloodlines, when good fortune gave me the love of a true and honest man?”

      Kate fidgeted under her mother’s concern.

      “I want the same for you. Why do you think I refuse to allow your grandfather to find you a husband? You will thank me for it; 'tis better to beg your bread with a man you love than end up simply as a man’s property.” Her mother firmed her mouth. “Can you not see how Will treats me? Can you not see his gentleness, his respect, his devotion? Believe me, I am richer than your aunt.”

      Lady Mary bent over the cradle and tucked the blanket around the tiny, swaddled infant, talking all the while. “I am a patient woman, Kate. I’ve excused your rudeness and closed my eyes and ears to your cruelty to my husband when he has only offered you kindness. Every night I’ve prayed—every night I’ve asked the good Lord God to help you see the error of your ways so again you would be my good and dutiful daughter. But no more. I vow to you, my child, I will use the rod. Aye, Katherine, I will use it if you continue down this road.”

      Half-covering her mouth in shock, Kate stared at her mother. The baby bleated and filled up his lungs to ring out a loud cry. He kept crying until Kate clenched her fists at her sides. She wanted to block her ears. She wanted to hit something. She wanted to push over the cradle. To silence her brother forever. Silence my brother forever? Frightened by her thoughts, tears smarted her eyes. Oh God! Dear God, I didn’t mean it!

      Her mother gathered up the baby, blanket and all. Now she wanted to do the same, hug the child to her and beg for forgiveness. I don’t want you dead, but I wish both you and your sister had never been born. I will only share my mother with my brother Harry—not low-born, half-bloods like you.

      Sitting on the coffer at the end of the bed, Lady Mary loosened the drawstrings of her bodice and nursed the baby. Kate squirmed, discomforted by the sight of the white, swollen breast. Blue veins traced their way to her mother’s heart. Reminded of life and mortality, she raised her eyes to

      Lady Mary’s taut, grim face. Feeling slapped, she dropped her gaze and stepped away.

      “Do you want to know why I do not use the rod?” her mother asked. “Would you like to see the scars from my lord father’s discipline?” Lady Mary laughed, gazing above her daughter’s head.

      Kate shook her head, taken aback by her mother’s words and the sharp, bitter edge to her laughter. She had rarely seen her mother in this mood, with her temper so easily roused.

      Watching her mother gaze down at the sucking baby before she stroked his fair head, Kate welcomed, after her sinful thoughts, an unexpected connection to her tiny brother. Despite their different fathers, he, too, was blonde like their mother, blonde like her and Harry. Kate drew out a tendril of her uncombed hair and studied its reddish tinge. No. Close, but not completely alike. For several heartbeats, she daydreamed of her tall father, the father she could barely remember. His face obscured, the sun shone down on his head and turned his hair aflame.

      Lady Mary kept her eyes on her infant. Her low voice trembled. “The scars from his rod are still there for you to see.” Kate shuffled her feet. “What did you do?” she asked, not daring to pose the real question in her mind: How could my kind, good-natured grandfather beat anyone? She squirmed, putting aside the memory of his last visit. Nay—that day, and her mother’s scars, must have been her mother’s fault.

      Everything was her fault.

      Eagle-proud that his second daughter was consort to the King, and proud, too, that he was now Earl of Wiltshire and Ormond, her grandfather shared that pride by his choice of costly gifts to Kate, his oldest granddaughter. “Ah,” he would say, “the blessing of fine grandchildren. You and your brother are truly your father’s children.” He would laugh then and kiss her brow, ignoring the distress of her lady mother; it always upset her mother when she was reminded of Kate’s father.

      Kate bent her head to hide her smile. Her mother’s eyes filled with tears whenever Kate mentioned her father, William Carey. It proved to Kate that her mother loved him more than she did Stafford. Happy in that knowledge, Kate remained content to keep her precious memories of her father to herself.

      Her lord grandfather had visited them rarely at Rochford Hall. The last time was when he had come to express his anger at her mother’s new marriage, his raised voice roaring in the solar so none could fail to hear him. “You not only unforgivably dishonoured the name of the family, but also the sire of your children,” he shouted. After he rode away, her mother had hurried away to her room and locked the door. Despite its thick wood, Kate heard from within the sound of weeping. There had been no more visits or gifts since that awful day.

      Lifting her gaze again, it seemed her mother, now focused utterly on her baby, didn’t wish to look at her. Is she still angry? Kate pondered the threat. Her mother always disregarded their household priest when he warned her: “Spare the rod and spoil the child.” Once, she only needed to narrow her eyes in Kate’s direction for her to remember to behave. Now a devil had her in its grip. She struggled to control her rage, her jealousy, her smouldering resentment. Far too often, they devoured her.

      “What did I do?” Lady Mary asked. She shifted the baby to her other breast. “I was unwise and spoke my mind about the offer of marriage to … your father.” She paused and stared at Kate. “As if I wished to marry a man I knew only by name. Daughter, I was not much older than you.” Her lips formed an uneven gash in her unhappy face. “My harsh words angered my lord father. He called for his rod and broke me into submission. It was many days before I slept on my back again. I vowed then I would never use the rod on a child of mine.” Lady Mary laughed. “But I had my revenge. The beating inconvenienced your grandfather, and he needed all his skills of diplomacy to smooth out matters before the wedding could take place. Your grandfather doesn’t make a habit of damaging his property, but Anne and I had our ways to rile him.”

      Kate shrugged and stopped really listening. Basking in her own youth, Kate disregarded her mother’s ancient history, thinking it no concern of hers. Mention of her aunt recalled to her the recent letter from court. She shuffled her feet for a second time. “I want to go to court.”

      Startled, her mother looked up, her quick movement dislodging the baby. Deprived of his milk, he yelled in protest. Murmuring, her mother resettled him and gazed again at her daughter. Had she mistaken her mother’s fear? Now her stern expression made Kate blink.

      “Why? For whatever reason would you want to go there?” her mother asked.

      Kate hesitated over her answer, not brave enough to tell her mother how much she wanted to be with her aunt. From her first years, she had always idolised Aunt Nan, desiring to be just like her. She did not want to be weak like her own mother—a woman satisfied with so little. But a kernel of truth offered Kate an easy answer, one her mother would better understand. “I miss Harry. I haven’t seen my brother for so long. Since—” She bit back the rest of the words, but her unsaid accusation thrummed between them.

      Lady Mary did not move. Grief cut into her face: she no longer looked like a young woman. “I miss him, too.” Holding the babe securely in the crook of her arm, she rubbed her eyes with her free hand. “I cannot understand my sister. Does she not realise how my heart aches for my son? Every day, I pray for my summons to court…. I beg her to send for me … only to receive from my sister a gold cup and a bag of angels. She thinks coin and a costly cup, a reminder of the status I reject, recompenses me for Harry, for my son. Then she asks for you to come. Nay, commands you to come.” The pain unhidden on her face, she blinked, her mouth moving silently, as if in prayer. She began to speak. “It was difficult enough before Will. Now I am punished and utterly robbed of Harry because I married for love.” Lady Mary lowered her head, nestling the baby closer. “It seems she now wishes to rob me of you. Methinks Nan is jealous. Mayhap she has reason.”

      Kate almost laughed. “Jealous? Jealous of you?” She lifted her head in pride. “Aunt Nan is Queen of England.”

      Her mother raised her eyes, and a shutter fell down. “You’re too young to understand.”

      Furious, Kate charged towards her mother, stopping but a step or two from her. “Always, you say that. I am near fourteen, Mother. Old enough to wed, old enough to leave this place.”

      Lady Mary’s eyes flashed. “You are old enough when I say so and not before.”

      Before Kate could hurl back an answer, the door opened. Ducking his head under the low lintel, honey brown hair sweeping its curl against his shoulders, her stepfather entered the chamber. Seeing his wife nursing his son, he dimpled his boyish grin. Kate clicked her tongue in annoyance. When her stepfather noticed her, his wide smile all but disappeared. “Our Kate causing trouble again?”

      Kate stiffened, and almost choked. It wasn’t a question, rather a statement. She wanted to spit and snarl at him. How dare you? How dare you? He had no right, no right at all to lay claim to her. Since wedding her mother, he blithely purloined a father’s role and showed his wide-eyed wonder when she took offence at his mummer’s playacting. Was he such a fool, so blind, not to realise she detested him, that he could never replace her lord father?

      Kate fought back her desire to shout, “He’s not my father.” Time after time, her lady mother forgot the man of true nobility who lay cold these last nine years in the grave. Kate did not forget. Her father lived in her memory bathed in golden light, a laughing, gentle giant who came home bearing gifts. He taught her to ride, to sing and make music. At night, he sat her on his lap, telling her stories about England’s kings and queens. Sometimes he pretended Kate was a princess, making her giggle when he fell to his knees and begged for her boon, her mercy. Safe in his arms, she fell asleep listening to the croon of his lullaby. He still sang in her dreams— dreams in which she ran and ran towards the sound of his song, searching for him, calling for him, but never finding him. She awoke, weeping, her heart broken anew.

      Even dead, her lord father, William Carey, was worth ten of Stafford—and more.

      Bent over the baby, Lady Mary drew a deep breath. “She desires to go to court, Will.”

      Her stepfather frowned and looked towards Kate, then back at his wife. He smiled like a lovelorn country bumpkin and strode across the room, his stepdaughter all forgotten. He kissed her mother, next kissing the top of his son’s head. Kate clutched the sides of her gown, once more wanting to hit something. Every day was the same, watching her mother and her husband at their love games. She might as well not exist; utterly engrossed in each other and their little daughter and baby son, their world left no room for her.

      Her stepfather stirred. “Why not let her go?”

      “You know why.” Her mother spoke so quietly, so distressed, Kate stared at her, confused.

      Her husband touched her cheek and dropped the hand to her shoulder. “You cannot protect Kate all her life.”

      Her mother shook her head and gazed at the sleeping baby before pulling firmer his swaddling cloth. His stomach full for a time and his mouth open, her half-brother reminded Kate of an ugly, dead fish.

      “'Tis too soon,” her mother said. “I do not forget what happened to me. I never will.” Glancing Kate’s way again, her stepfather kissed her mother. “Mary, tell her.”

      Kate’s mother stared up, her face ashen and her eyes large and panicked. “I cannot. I vowed to William.”

      “Carey’s long dead.” He softened his tone and took her hand. “Sweetheart, no one expects you to keep a vow to a dead man. Think you. The vow was only important while he lived.” Lady Mary shook her head and lowered her face to smell the baby; she often did this since his birth. A faraway look transformed her face.

      Where is this conversation leading? Sadder stories about Mother’s youth? Kate wanted none of it. Her mother’s past

      didn’t concern her—even her lady mother’s vow to her lord father. As long as it didn’t prevent Kate from going to court, her mother was welcome to her secrets.

      Audibly sighing, Mary Stafford dropped her husband’s hand. “I swore to William, on my immortal soul, I would never speak of it. I cannot break a vow such as that. I will not.” She turned. “Leave us, Kate.”

      “But—”

      Her mother’s eyes sparked in warning, her hand gesturing towards the door. “Leave us, I say.”

      “Do as your mother asks of you,” her stepfather said. He touched his son’s cheek, not even bothering to glance her way.

      “You cannot tell me what to do,” Kate snapped.

      “Kate.” Babe in arms, her mother rose, her eyes blue fire in a white, furious face. “Leave now, or I will find that rod and you’ll rue the day you were born.”

      Kate opened her mouth, but her mother’s burning gaze sizzled her protest into unspoken ash. She licked her dry lips. She had never seen her mother so angry, or so hard.

      Her beloved lord Father had died from the Sweat when she was only five. One day laughing and singing, teaching her to play the lute, the next day, in the grave. William Carey was no more. She wished he had never died; that he was here to protect her, care for her. Guide her. Love her. Life would have been so different. She would have grown up with her brother, rather than grieve again two years later when her grandfather forced her mother to relinquish Harry. But her brother was the heir, the all-important male; he had to be raised at court to learn his proper position. From that time, Kate could wrap her lady mother around her little finger and get her own way. Her mother’s unspoken terror that her daughter, too, could be stolen from her made Kate feel the most precious thing in the world.

      She glared at her stepfather’s lean, broad-shouldered back, wishing she could dagger him with a look. Taking the sleeping babe from her mother, he carefully and tenderly placed him back into his deep cradle, watched on by his wife with a beatific smile on her face. Jesu’, she looks like the chapel’s holy Madonna. Her mother was such a fool. Both of them, seemingly no longer aware of her, were fools. Especially him.

      She blamed her mother for turning her life upside down, but shouldn’t she lay the true blame at her stepfather’s feet? Yes, all of it was his fault. Despite missing her brother, Harry, she and her mother were happy together. She had gloried in her mother’s love and needed no one else but her.

      She was ten when Stafford came to court her mother, and he had swept her away from Kate with his smiles, his sweet talk, his caresses.

      Before her jealous eyes, her mother blossomed, became a young woman again. Marrying him she acted the bride, wed for the first time. Kate could not understand why her mother surrendered to him with joy and a bewildering relief. She could not understand her mother at all. Like a flower in full bloom these past years, her mother stood straight and tall, and astonishingly strong. A flower with petals opening to the sun; the sun of her husband’s love. It was Kate who wilted now.

      “Katherine Carey,” said her mother, standing next to her husband. “Why are you still here?” She scowled at Kate, fisted a hand and enclosed it in the other.

      Kate decided it was time to flee. About to shut the door, she heard her stepfather say, “You’ve no choice; send the girl to court.”

      Astounded to hear him champion her, she paused outside the chamber. She cocked her head, full of disbelief as she listened to Stafford. Soft words, soothing voice and no doubt gentle hands—the thought flaming her anger again—at last coaxed from her mother the permission Kate needed. Kate shook her head in bemusement. He had patiently used the same tactics with her mother as he did with a nervous, man-shy horse.

      My mother a horse? A ray of knowledge pierced the ugly laughter bubbling in her throat and prevented its escape. Man-shy? Her twice-wed, beautiful mother—man-shy? All Kate’s life, her mother allowed few into her circle of trust and rarely ever a man. One year it took of Will’s well planned wooing before her mother completely gave her heart to him. Most women, even her mother and sister, she viewed with suspicion; she put up a barrier of protection between her and the world. Even with her mother and sister? Why? Kate carefully shut the door. Something, or someone, must have hurt her. And not a little hurt. A hurt she could not forget. A hurt that still bled.

      From the chamber came the sound of her mother weeping. Surely her going to court was no reason for her mother to sob like this, like her heart broke—or as if she had just learnt someone had died. Kate wiped her clammy hands on her gown and walked away, unable to shake away her sense of foreboding.
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      Outside the window, a lark broke into a ripple of morning song, joyfully adoring the new day. Finishing plaiting her hair, Kate fidgeted while her mother bolted down the lid of her clothes coffer.

      “You truly wish this, Kate?” Mary Stafford half-sat on the coffer, hands planted on either side, her slim, long fingers curled over the carved wood’s edge. “Am I wise to let you go…?” Kate digested the question, and her mother’s unfinished thought. She glanced at her again. Head bowed, strands of blond hair escaped from her untied linen cap and curled against her cheek. Despite her great age of two and thirty, her mother many times seemed to Kate younger than herself, untouched by time. Now she seemed a maid caught in transgression.

      The drawstrings still undone, Kate’s shift slipped off her shoulder. In the morning’s cold breath, she shivered.

      Her mother frowned and stepped towards Kate, pushing loose hair back underneath her cap. She tugged at Kate’s shift, and tied and secured it. “Pray, child, remember your modesty.” Pacing to the bed, her mother, shoulders slumped, stroked the velvet of the new bodice waiting to be packed. She and two of her maids had spent weeks sewing, re-making old court gowns to fit Kate’s measurements. In this instant, she seemed to be grieving. Surely Mother isn’t grieving for her old dresses?

      Kate’s mouth trembled as she blinked away the memory of the once-beautiful gown she had worn for Aunt Nan’s coronation two years ago. Now that she was taller and closer to womanhood, it no longer fitted her and her mother had cut the fabric to fashion two new bodices with matching sleeves. Kate punched her fists against her thighs, angry that not one garment in her clothes chest hadn’t been made up from old gowns. Surely the niece of the Queen of England should go to court with at least one, new fashionable dress? It was hard enough to deal with her mother and stepfather’s lack of wealth, but now she fretted that she would shame her aunt, the Queen.

      Her mother held out her bodice and skirt. “You’ve sat in your small clothes long enough. Get dressed. Your father waits for you.”

      Kate bit back an angry retort. It made her sick to her stomach how besotted her lady mother was about her living husband, her sweet Will, her Dearest Heart. How she insisted that Kate honour him with a daughter’s proper respect.

      Even so, the last weeks gave Kate reason for thought. She could not forget that it was Stafford who convinced her mother to let her go. Her thoughts a jumble of confusion, she fumbled with her bodice’s cords. Without a word, her mother took over and pulled until the bodice encased and supported her upper body; it took Kate’s breath away.

      Her mother hurried to the other side of the room to pack more clothes into her coffer. Almost dressed, Kate padded over to the unpacked gown, picking up from beside it a book, one of her most treasured possessions. A gift from her mother’s brother and sister for her thirteenth birthday, not only had Aunt Nan painstakingly embroidered its deep red velvet covers with gold thread, but half its pages bore the handwriting of Uncle George. The letter accompanying the gift, written jointly by both her aunt and uncle, told Kate that he had translated from the Greek for her the words of a woman poet from ancient times. Sappho was her name, but little was known of her other than what her beautiful words conveyed.

      In the letter, her uncle and aunt reminded Kate that poetry ran deeply in the blood of the Boleyns. They hoped their gift and Sappho’s example would encourage Kate to write. Indeed, in twelve months they planned to ask to see if she had filled all the blank pages with scribblings and verse. Kate sighed. She only learnt to write to please her mother.

      Now her mother’s brother and sister expected her to write verse. Aunt Nan had written the request like a royal command, even saying she wanted to share Kate’s poetry with her husband, the King. All of them were likely to be very disappointed with any of her efforts. But she liked to read the verses that her uncle had translated for her. She flicked open to the first page:

      
        
        
        Six birthdays of mine had passed

        when the bones of my parent,

        gathered from the pyre,

        drank before their time my tears.

      

      

      

      She blinked away tears. Reading that brought to mind her dead father. Slipping the book into the deep pocket of her skirt, Kate turned to the window. Sighing, she wished the thick, crinkled glass allowed her more view of the countryside surrounding their manor house. She was always happiest when her mother allowed her to ride her horse or wander in freedom the meadows surrounding her home. On this grey, misty morning, the only thing she could really make out was the stately tower of Saint Andrews church. Built by her great-grandfather when he took possession of this estate, it had proclaimed to all his lordship of Rochford, a lordship that continued down to her grandfather. It reminded her that she had right to pride—and the right to claim her place with her royal aunt, rather than remain here, hidden away with her too often soft mother who lacked all trace of ambition.

      Kate smiled. She was young—in the beginning of her spring, the golden, glorious time to plant the seeds for her own life. Her mother hurt easily, but her? She had the lion strength of her father’s untainted nobility, his undoubted good blood.

      She wanted to dance, to spin around and revel in the freedom that would soon be hers. The weather promised good travelling and a journey of no more than two days that would take her away from here, a home where she no longer belonged. London, the court and her Aunt Nan, England’s Queen, beckoned.
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        * * *

      

      A raven cawed and wheeled in the sky above Kate. Now almost at the end of her journey, she followed the raven’s flight to the towering gateway of London Bridge. Along its ugly, overhanging spikes, more ravens returned to roost. Their wings fluttered and flapped in short bursts of flight, and opened the morning to horror. Black wings beat amongst white human skulls. Amongst death.

      Silence fell, heavy like a shroud, before knifed open by a

      new disharmony. One raven shrieked, its beak gaping wide apart. Bluish-black wings fluttered and opened wide, and thrashed the air with power.

      The bird cawed again, its spread wings catching the wind in the dull sky, before swooping down to claim the fresh dead upon the long spikes. Trembling, Kate found herself unable to take her eyes away as the bird pecked and tugged, tearing at bloody flesh. Dark clots of blood oozed thick and worm- like from ripped skin.

      Other scavengers alighted near the feasting bird. Crouched upon the bloody head, the raven screamed in warning, in possession. Its sharp beak scraped against bone and delved into grisly eyeholes. The bitter, cold wind brought down to Kate the smell of decaying flesh, fecund on this graveyard wall.

      Kate swallowed down bile, tasting vomit in her mouth. Wherever Kate looked, right or left, black, empty eye sockets stared back at her. Eye sockets of the dead.

      Kate shut her eyes briefly and prayed: God in Heaven, forgive them the sins that brought them here. Keep safe their souls.

      She looked up again at the cast-off shells of these poor souls while, at the same time, the living eyes of the ravens glinted down to her with coldness, aggression, arrogance. Robins, doves and pigeons flocked beside the meat-eating birds. Their coos and chirps punctuated the harsh, punctuating caws of the ravens. But that didn’t blunt the nightmare.

      She tugged at the reins of Rachel, her mother’s elderly palfrey, kneeing the horse’s sides until she quickened into a trot. The entire journey from home, even when they broke for the night at Barking Abbey, Kate ensured she stayed a

      clear and careful distance away from her stepfather. Now her failing courage edged her closer to him. Reins held tight in leather-gloved hands, she steered Rachel beside his black stallion. Her stepfather grinned. “Keeping me company now, are you, lass?”

      “I want to see Harry,” Kate blustered and looked away from him. More mighty wings thrashed above her head, drawing her eyes back again to the ravens. Beside her, Kate’s stepfather laughed grimly. “Aye, come to London and be greeted by the welcome of death. I hated it as a lad, and I hate it as much now.”

      Kate jerked around in her surprise. Resisting her stepfather’s attempts at friendliness, his attempts to be her father, she had never heard him speak of his boyhood. And Kate had never cared or wanted to ask him. He cocked his head and smiled at her. “Do not be afraid. The dead cannot harm us—only the living.”

      Kate lifted her chin, tightened her mouth and stared ahead. Why does he continue to smile and speak so gently to me? She desired none of his friendship. Very soon, Kate would have no more need of him. Once he brought her to the court, she would bid him farewell and thank God for it. She hoped the farewell would be for good.

      Beginning the journey over the bridge, Kate bent to soothe nervous Rachel, her thighs feeling the quiver of the horse’s muscles. The horse snorted and neighed, her walk a jittery dance that tried to shy away from the press of women, men and children. Most of them made their way across the bridge by foot, but a few also rode like her and her stepfather.

      With Rachel at last reassured and no longer threatening to balk at the crossing, London again captured Kate’s attention. Over two years ago, she had come with her grandmother to London from Rochford inland by water for her aunt’s summertime coronation. During the two weeks she stayed with her kin, she continued to travel by water in the Boleyn’s stately barge, going up and down the river with her grandparents, from one destination to another.

      This time her mother took it in mind to show that she, too, had the Boleyn pride, insisting that Kate journey to London through the only means that she and Stafford could afford: riding the horses they owned.

      Now the city of London seemed to reveal itself to her for the first time. Their way to London Bridge had taken them through streets both wide and narrow, the narrower streets outnumbering the wide.

      Travelling down the narrow streets, Kate had looked up to houses that jutted out and cast them into dark shadow and made the streets seem narrower still. Their occupants yelled to one another from their homes, tossing slops and the contents of their privy pots upon people rushing by.

      Heady smells overcame and confused her senses, one moment vile, making her grab the pomander hanging on her girdle and bring it to her nose, the next appetising. The cries and songs of men and women selling their wares. So many people, young, old, rich, poor.

      Kate’s eyes darted everywhere as she rode across the bridge to the other side, passing under arched gateway after arched gateway. Tall shops of all descriptions mingled with four-storey houses that declared the wealth and status of those who lived within, preventing sight of the river. The outdoor, open privies occupied by poor men and women alike. Startled into staring, Kate’s cheeks heated even more

      when a man caught her watching. Wiggling his bare backside in her direction, he gestured rudely, yelling, “Want to look, m’lady? Perchance you’d like to eye m’other side while you’re at it?”

      Her embarrassment was complete when her stepfather gazed over his shoulder and laughed at her.

      The way at last open before her, Kate dug her heels into Rachel’s sides, quickening her to a canter. I must be close to reaching Greenwich Palace and the end of my journey. So close to reaching an aunt who never laughed at her, or treated her like a foolish child.
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        * * *

      

      Handed over to one servant and then another, Kate was brought with her clothes coffer to a chamber deep within the palace confines and handed over one more time to a young, pretty maid-servant.

      When she heard Kate’s name, the girl bobbed a curtsey. “Lady Margaret told me to expect you.” She hung Kate’s cloak on a wall hook over the place where they had put her coffer with two other coffers, and then came back. “I’m Alice, m’lady. I look after my Lady Margaret and her sister Mary. Expect now I look after you, too.” Alice studied her. “First things first, if I do say, m’lady. How about you sit by the fire and take off that gown. I’ll round up those squanderers outside to get the tub and hot water for you to have a proper wash before you go and greet the Queen.”

      Kate stared and the maidservant burst out laughing. “Well-a-day, m’lady, you do look like you’ve been journeying. The Queen, well, she’s a good nose and likes us to keep our bodies clean, no matter our station. She is fastidious about that—more so than even the King. Don’t you worry—I’ll send one of the lads to let her know you’re getting ready to see her.” Kate blushed and looked down at her dirty nails and grimy hands. Two full days of travel had left their mark on her. Obediently, she sat down a stool and began to pull at the cords of her bodice.

      “That’s right, m’lady. You do that while I go and get the lads organised to bring us the tub and good, hot water. Nothing better I say than a bath after a journey on horseback—you’ll be back the pretty maid you are in no time.”

      Kate spent the next two hours washing and getting ready to meet her aunt. She luxuriated for a long time in a tub filled with water so warm it loosened her limbs and made her feel sleepy. Alice washed and combed her hair before helping her out of the tub and into a clean, fire-warmed shift. All the while, Alice chatted. She told Kate she was a daughter of a yeoman, a farmer who had fallen on hard times. For the last three years, the crops had failed. Alice had gone into service because there were too many at home; too many for the family to feed and care for.

      “I’m not complaining, mind you,” Alice said as she plaited Kate’s hair. “There’s famine everywhere—and we’ve still got a roof over our heads, while our neighbours were driven out of their homes like animals. At least my good father was able to place me here because he has served a lord or two in his day.” Alice went over Kate’s clothes chest and rampaged through its contents. Selecting the pieces that made up Kate’s best court gown, she sang softly:

      
        
        
        In every part

        Dame Nature’s art

        Gives her the start:

        With all my heart

        I wish she could rule her tongue

      

      

      

      Alice stilled into sudden silence and turned back to Kate, her eyes full of worry. “M’lady—I’m not one of those to blame all misfortune on Queen Anne.”

      “What do you mean?” Kate asked, taken aback.

      “I am not like the others—I do not take it in mind that these bad times are brought about because of the King’s marriage to your aunt. On my honour, I revere the Queen, as do many here who serve her. 'Tis the ignorant, who know no better, who say the dire things.”

      Kate blinked in her confusion. “What do the ignorant say of my aunt?

      Alice, now lacing Kate’s bodice, gazed up at her in alarm. “M’lady—I would rather repeat none of it.” Alice bit her bottom lip. “And 'tis not my place to say, but I think you should know hard times are not simply for those of my station.” Kate tugged the cord of her skirt. Her tiredness opened up to anger. “If these hard times you speak of concern my aunt, pray spit it out and tell me all.”

      Seemingly not hearing her, Alice went over to Kate’s clothes coffer and began to bring out her possessions. She turned with a tied bundle of white cloths in her hand. Kate blushed, and looked down at her feet.

      “When it comes to your time, my Lady, do not be shy and think you cannot tell me. I’ll find you a box for you to use for your bloodied rags, and then you just let me know when you need me take them down to the laundry maids for washing.” Alice returned to unpacking Kate’s coffer, at last bringing out a small box. Opening it up, she took out a black gable-hood. While the headgear was plain and unadorned, it was clearly made with costly materials and once graced Kate’s mother at court.

      Her eyes resting on the gable, Kate fidgeted. Alice’s avoidance of her question, and even the way she unpacked Kate’s coffer, seemed a reminder that the servant held the upper hand within these walls, and anger was no way to win her acceptance. She swallowed. “Pray, Alice, could I not know of these matters that concern my aunt?”

      Turning the gable-hood around and around in her hands, Alice bent her head. “You desire to know what the ignorant say, m’lady? They say that your aunt’s marriage has displeased God and thus she is blessed with no son. They say it is her fault that famine curses the land, and blame her for all the blood that has flowed these past years. Aye—even when King Harry sent the good monks to their death last year, it was the Queen, your aunt, that people, low born and high born, spoke of with scorn and hate.” Alice looked up. “But that is not what I say, m’lady. I’ve been at court for over one year now and have seen the Queen for what she is—a good, brave woman.” She smiled, brought over the gable and carefully placed it on Kate’s head. “Aye, the Queen has a temper that is wisest to stay clear of—but when she smiles it is like sunshine.”

      Alice stood back, and Kate squirmed under her close inspection.

      “If I do say so myself, I think the Queen will be pleased with ye—a proper court lady, you are now.” At a knock on

      the door, Alice rushed over and opened it. She spoke to someone and turned back to Kate. “Just in time, too. One of the Queen’s grooms is here to escort you. Now—the other thing the Queen dislikes is waiting. You best be going.”

      All the way to her aunt’s chamber Kate felt more and more a country lass, wide-eyed and astonished at what she saw. Along the long length of the galley Kate walked by groups of young men and women. Some danced together while one of their fellows played a lute, others sat on benches teaching one another to play their instruments, or just singing together. There was even a woman dwarf, dressed in unusual garb, juggling apples for a small audience of children. Music accompanied Kate all the way to the royal apartments as cold draughts escaped through cracks in the gallery’s ill-fitting windows. Their uneven, dull glass could not hide the grey and weary yet rainless winter’s day. Far below, the wind churned the Thames into frenzy, the froth of its water spilling over the steps to the river and the moorings of the royal barge.

      Despite her thick clothes, Kate shivered, cursing herself for forgetting her mantle. Like her mother and aunt, she detested winter. Its slow, harsh, dark weeks, turning into slow, harsh, dark months, trapped her within walls and forbade her the outside world. She sighed, yearning for winter’s end, yearning for spring. Yearning for winter’s end? Yearning for spring? Her mother told her that everyone yearned for something; it was a song sung by all until death. She thought for a moment about her still unpacked journal. Might she try and write that first poem when she returned to her chamber?

      At last, Kate’s journey brought her to a place she

      remembered from her last visit to court—when her grandmother had brought her to witness Aunt Nan’s coronation. Lifting her heavy skirts, she gave an excited skip—very soon she would reach her destination and see her aunt again.

      Kate turned into the final corridor. Startled that the door was open to her aunt’s chamber, she came to a sudden halt and almost stumbled before remembering to walk forward again. During her past visits to her aunt, Aunt Nan’s doors were not only always guarded but also closed. Now stock-still guards gave no inclination that they could hear what went on behind them. Why this strange lack of privacy for the Queen? Kate asked herself, bewildered. It was like Aunt Nan invited all to observe her chambers.

      Halfway within, encircled within a diaphanous haze of winter light, Aunt Nan sat and sewed by a tall window. Lounging by his sister’s side, leaning his shoulder against the wall, Uncle George read out aloud from a thin, leather-bound book. A beam of light gilded his fair hair gold and turned his blue eyes into iridescent gems. He recited in a strong, melodic voice:

      
        
        
        All things obey their ancient law

        And all perform their proper tasks;

        All things thou holdest in strict bounds,

        To human acts alone denied

        Thy fit control as Lord of all.

        Why else does slippery Fortune change

        So much, and punishment more fit

        For crimes oppress the innocent?

        Corrupted men sit throned on high…

      

      

      

      Kate looked from behind the stocky groom. She caught sight of her aunt’s hands, ever busy, as Kate had seen in times past, with embroidery hoop and thread. A length of material tumbled over her lap; its silken sheen shimmered against her black skirt. Head bent over her work, her aunt sewed quickly and with great skill. Curled up in a honeysuckle wicker basket at her feet lay a tiny white terrier, fast asleep.

      With a low bow, the groom announced Kate as she entered the large chamber. He bowed again and backed out of the room. Kate gazed around the large chamber, taking in the stained-glass windows and the beautiful tapestries suspended on the long length of wall before and behind her, and their shimmer of gold, silver and silk threads.

      Dropping into a deep curtsey, she rose to the welcoming smiles of her aunt and uncle. Uncle George was first to move. He put down his book, strode over and lifted her in his arms. Swinging her a little, side to side, he chuckled and bestowed a kiss. Kate giggled, rubbing her face from the tickle of his beard. “Dear girl. How dare you grow,” Uncle George said, putting her down. He gripped her shoulders and studied her closely. “You make me feel old. A year ago you were a child, now look at you—you’re a young woman.”

      Kate blushed and gazed at the floor. Woman? My uncle called me a woman! A shadow fell over her and she gazed up to the warmth of her aunt’s smile. She blinked. Silver light outlined Aunt Nan’s head and shoulders in a nimbus. Kate curtseyed again.

      “Sweet niece.” Aunt Nan laughed a little. “Your uncle is right. The child is gone and the pretty maid stands before us.” Like her uncle but more closely, Aunt Nan considered her. “More and more, you remind me of your mother; aye, two peas in a pod.” She pealed with laughter and said, “Well, not quite.” She gestured to her small breasts. “My sister at your age drew a man’s gaze. I see you’re yet like me.”

      Kate blushed and circumspectly considered the toe of her green slipper peeking out from under her gown. Her mother told her once she flowered her breasts would come. Her flowers had started four months ago, but still Kate’s chest remained as flat as a boy’s.

      Uncle George laughed. “Mary drew men’s thoughts, but, unlike you, rarely to marriage.”

      Her thin brows brought together, Aunt Nan scowled at her brother. “Pray, George, speak not of our sister in such a fashion. She’s Kate’s mother, after all.”

      Kate shifted her feet and gazed uncertainly at her uncle and aunt. Aunt Nan smiled and took her hand, changing the subject. “Where have you been placed? I told my chamberlain to find you a room not far from my own.”

      Kate looked over her shoulder. The bold colours of the tapestries stilled time, and she was back in these same chambers over two years ago, the only time she remembered speaking privately with Aunt Nan during the days leading up to her coronation.

      That bright afternoon, her grandmother had brought Kate to her aunt while she rested before the evening’s banquet. With great delight, Aunt Nan had showed her a gift she had received from the King, a book from his own library. “City of Ladies?” Wasn’t that what her Aunt called the book? Aunt Nan told her the illuminated manuscript was about a city of peace, built for women and by women out of books—the stones of learning. Carefully and slowly, she had turned the thick pages so Kate could see the exquisite depictions of women dressed in garb of one hundred or more years ago.

      Her hand on the swell of her belly, Aunt Nan lingered over the illustration of the Virgin Mary. Crowned, she held proudly her son, leading the way for all the other women, entering the city to claim it for her own.

      And what of the illustration of the woman who had written “City of Ladies,” the one of her presenting her book to a queen in her chamber, where a strong gathering of her women attendants watched and talked? The same scene played out in her aunt’s chambers on that sunlit day. Now these two images and four others took on another life, woven into huge panels of tapestry to adorn the walls.

      “Kate?” Aunt Nan stirred impatiently, her grip tightening on her hand. “I asked, is your room close by?” Kate blinked away her memories and thought again about the distance from her aunt’s chambers to the room allotted to her on arrival. It seemed to take forever to reach her aunt’s rooms; it seemed forever since her stepfather had handed her over to another’s care. Kate gnawed her bottom lip. “Everything is yet so new to me I cannot tell. I’m with Madge and Mary. I haven’t seen them yet, only their maidservant.”

      Aunt Nan released Kate’s hand. A look of meaning passed between her uncle and aunt. “You’ll see Madge soon enough, but Mary’s none too well and has gone home to be with her family for a time. No matter—you’ll meet many more cousins. With all the young women at court, you won’t lack for company—or kin. If I hadn’t expected your arrival this morning, many of them would have filled this chamber with their idle chatter. Even your cousin Mary, our little Duchess, is here.” Aunt Nan turned back to her brother. “She waits, like me, for her husband to return from hunting. For three days we have waited.” She shrugged. “Your grandfather is hunting with the King, too. Still—their absence allows me more time for you, and gives you chance to draw your breath.” “Where’s Harry? Where’s my brother?” Kate asked. Ever since she had come into her aunt’s chamber she had barely been able to restrain herself from bursting out with this question, heart-achingly aware of what lacked in this welcome. On her rare visits to court, Kate’s brother Harry always greeted her with her aunt.

      Aunt Nan screwed up her mouth and then sighed. “He wanted to be here. But he’s twelve now and has other obligations. I’d fail my duty as his guardian if I granted him permission to escape his tutors.” Her aunt gazed at Uncle George. “He’s not like us, is he? Harry would rather hunt all day than spend time with his books.”

      Uncle George half closed his eyes and the suggestion of a smile disappeared from his face. Disquieted, Kate wondered what was wrong. “He’s very alike to his father,” her uncle said. He turned to his sister. “There’s no question about his intelligence. Harry just has a common boyish desire to do other than read and write.”

      Aunt Nan’s mouth tightened, her face becoming falcon sharp. “Boyish desire—fiddlesticks. As a girl I relished my hours of learning; everything my tutors put before me I lapped up. Can anyone deny the worth of the tutors I’ve chosen for Harry? Is the poet Bourbon to be scoffed at? A tutor fit for a prince—and one who honours his young scholars by dedicating to them his new book. Tell me, brother, is a work like Bourbon’s Paedagogion to be quipped at? Our nephew but wastes his opportunities, and for what—boyish desires?” She sniffed in clear annoyance. “I relish the hunt, too, but I never allow my enjoyment of it to interfere with my duties.”

      Her uncle’s hand rested on his sister’s arm. “I remember well our childhood, if you do not. Mayhap the time you spent with our dogs and horses was the real cause for our lord father to send you abroad. You’re too hard on the lad.”

      To Kate’s bewilderment and embarrassment, her aunt’s eyes shone with tears. For her mother, tears came easily, but never would have Kate said the same of her sister. The change seemed more than could be simply explained by the years since she was last at court; it seemed a change in her aunt herself. Something had shifted, and cracked apart. Her aunt seemed exposed—no longer the confident woman of the past.

      Aunt Nan lowered her head, brushing her face. “Do you think I wish to be? What if I fail in my care of him?” Her aunt rubbed her temple with her palm and glanced Kate’s way. “Kate will help me with her brother.”

      Uncle George shook his head. “I’ve told you before what troubles the boy. Harry wants his mother and not his aunt to worry over him. You could give him the world, Nan, but it would mean nothing as long as his heart’s desire of seeing Mary is denied.”

      Kate stared from her uncle to her aunt. Wanting to go to court, she had never thought that her brother, perchance, wanted to come home. All his letters had spoken of his health and happiness; now she knew otherwise. Catching her aunt’s eye, she was answered by a frown. “Do not concern yourself with this, Kate.”

      “But Mother desires to see Harry, too. Why can he not come home for a time? He would want to see our little sister and brother.”

      Aunt Nan, her eyes glittering, turned away. “My sister’s other son, such is her good fortune. Mary does not know what trouble she causes me.”

      Uncle George put his arm around Nan’s thin shoulders. His face serious, her uncle glanced at her. “Nor does Kate. None of this is her fault, or, if you but think of it, our sister’s.” Turning a tremulous smile to her brother, Aunt Nan lifted her head, then turned to Kate again. “Forgive me. I am happy for your mother. She has the life she always wanted. But Mary must realise that it comes at a cost, and that the decision about Harry is not mine to make.”

      “Why?” Kate asked. More bewildered than ever before, Kate’s eyes fell upon another nearby tapestry that told the story of the noble Queen Esther hearing of the plot to exterminate her people. The richly garbed figures seemed drawn from the men and women of court she had seen on the way to the Queen’s chambers.

      At a loss, Kate could not take her eyes from Esther. Praying to God for salvation, the woman in the tapestry looked lost, desperate—just like her aunt had looked a moment ago. Just as lost as I feel now. She stumbled as if blindly in a dark labyrinth. Unable to discover her way out, pit holes opened at her feet.

      Kate’s question ignored, her uncle and aunt spoke briefly to one another; their words seemed to twist and twirl, offering up very little meaning she could understand. Surely it would be a simple thing for her aunt, the Queen, to send her brother home? Even just a day would mean the world to her mother.

      Her aunt and uncle considered her guardedly and met each other’s eyes. Aunt Nan tossed her head, and the tendons in her neck tightened. She muttered in an undertone, “Not yet.” She threaded her arm underneath Kate’s, then led her to a stool near the window. “Pray, child, sit,” said her aunt. Picking up her embroidery hoop, she sat back on the chair she had vacated on Kate’s arrival and studied her stitching. Vivid colours of silk threads depicted a spring knot garden hedged by purple lavender—a work of hours, days, weeks, months. Hollyhocks, daffodils, carnations, marigolds, every flower Kate could name, the garden burst into abundant, wild life. A threaded needle in her hand, Aunt Nan lifted her eyes. “Child, you do not understand, but I promise you will soon. Let’s not talk more of this until then.”

      Uncle George joined them, putting his hand on Kate’s shoulder. “One step at a time, sweetheart—first, settle in. Come tomorrow, I’ll be on my way to your mother. I think when I return you’ll find yourself less in the dark.”

      Aunt Nan lifted her eyebrows at her brother. “And Jane, George? Did you do as I asked and speak to her?” She poked the needle into her canvas as if in a gesture of impatience. “I do not wish to hear her protest in your absence that you neglect her.”

      He shrugged. “I have spoken to her, sister. I have explained the matter to her, but you know my wife. She thinks everything I do is forgetful of her presence. I am sick of her spite, and her jealousy. Believe me, I am happy to be away from her tongue for a time.”

      Aunt Nan gazed at him. “Be careful, George. I know you’re not at fault, but Jane worries me. She can no longer hide her dislike or jealousy even from me.” She turned back to Kate. “Pray, forgive us for speaking of family matters. But you, too, are family, and should know to be wary of your uncle’s wife. She has little to recommend her. All she
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