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        'I was ever sorry that your lordship should fly with waxen wings, doubting Icarus's fortune.'

      

      

      
        
        - Francis Bacon
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          ASH WEDNESDAY, 1601

        

      

    

    
      It was early at the Palace of Whitehall and the winter sun had only just begun to lighten the sky.

      Servants had risen to perform their duties, but all courtiers were still in their beds. All except Robert Cecil. He had been awake for hours, listening to the steady breathing of his wife beside him. What sleep he had managed to get had been broken and inadequate. As his back began to ache from immobility, he grew worried that he would disturb his wife if he turned over to find a more comfortable position and so rose, thinking that as he was awake, he may as well go to work.

      Cecil went to his office, savouring the slightly musty odour of parchment and herbs crushed beneath the rush matting and the smoky, woody smell of the fire his manservant was kindling in the grate. He opened the wooden window shutters himself, and when the fire had caught and was beginning to warm the room, dismissed his servant, refusing the man’s suggestion that he bring food so that he could break his fast.

      Cecil was not hungry, not this morning. He stood at the table that held pile after pile of state papers: reports from his agents, petitions for lands, requests for positions at court, and some that even asked for justice. He pulled out a file and opened it. He read a few sentences but their meaning did not register and he had forgotten them before he moved on to the next. The file was shut and thrown aside. In exasperation, he looked for something else in his office he could occupy himself with. His black eyes fell upon a small stack of items that had been delivered late the previous night by a Tower messenger. Two miniature portraits, a pair of leather gloves, a roll of parchment and a book, a book whose leather binding looked a little familiar.

      Intrigued, Cecil opened it. He scanned the lines and recognised the story of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. It was, he realised with surprise, his father’s old copy of Le Morte d’Arthur. He carried the volume to his desk and sat, easing his misshapen shoulder into the padded rear cushion of the chair. Laying the book across his lap, he turned over the front cover. A memory came, immediate, without warning, making his eyes sting from the tears that pricked at their rims. He had forgotten what he had once written on the flyleaf: ‘To Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, from his loving friend, Robert Cecil.’

      He had been thirteen years old when he had written those words twenty-five years earlier. Had there ever been a time when he and Robert Devereux had been friends?

      He re-read the inscription and the scene was suddenly, vividly, in his mind. He and Robert had been in his father’s study at Burghley House on the Strand, he taking advantage of the old man’s absence to show Robert some of the house’s treasures. Robert had gravitated towards the room’s collection of books that were kept on shelves in a recess. Cecil had stood at his father’s desk, on the same spot he stood to watch his father work at his state papers.

      Robert Devereux had only been at Burghley House a week, coming as a ward of court. His father, Walter Devereux, had died in Ireland, leaving his nine-year-old son the holder of the Essex earldom. Robert had been like all the other boys who came to the house to stay. Boys who laughed at Cecil’s limp and pointed at the hump in his back, boys who rode horses and practised archery while Cecil stayed indoors and worked hard at his lessons, telling himself he enjoyed them because he could not join in with the others in their sport. He had dismissed Robert as just such another creature until the handsome boy had spoken of poetry and shyly shown some of his own scribblings to the stunted son of the house. The poetry had been poor, he remembered, but the gesture had been rich, and Cecil had felt warmth towards a fellow boy for what may have been the first time in his short life.

      That day in his father’s study, Cecil had obeyed an unfamiliar impulse and taken down the book from where it sat on the lowest shelf, believing Robert would enjoy it more than any other. He had shuffled back to the desk, dipped a quill into the inkpot and, dripping ink over the dark-brown oak desk, written the inscription. Drying the writing with a shower of sand from the shaker, he had closed the book and held it out to Robert.

      Robert, his light brown eyes twinkling in the sunlight, had taken the book, read the inscription and thanked Cecil, declaring it to be a fine present.

      It was also a costly one, as Cecil found out later that evening when his father returned from court and noticed the Devereux boy deep in study with the book in his lap. His father had taken Cecil aside and reminded him that the books on the shelves were not Cecil’s to give away. But Lord Burghley, not being a mean man, had not embarrassed his best-loved son by making him ask for the book’s return. Instead, Cecil had to pay for the book, which meant eight months without his allowance. It had been a memorable punishment, but the boy Cecil never regretted the present.

      Cecil turned some of the book’s pages at random. There, in the margins, was Robert’s handwriting. It had not been done recently for the letters were almost clumsy, lacking the style of the adult. He had written words such as wonderful, heroic, foolish and Cecil thought how aptly they could be used to describe the man Robert Devereux had become.

      He heard a click, loud in the quiet room, and looked up to see the latch on his office door lift and the door open.

      Elizabeth Tudor stood in the doorway, dressed in a linen nightshift, a green silk dressing gown, and with a nightcap covering her thin, grey hair. It was only the second time Cecil had seen her look so unadorned, devoid of finery, devoid even of the white lead paint that he could now see hid several liver spots on her forehead and cheeks. The shock of her appearance passed and he realised he was still seated. He moved to rise, but she waved him to be still and stepped into the room.

      ‘You are here early, Pygmy,’ she said, shuffling past him to the window and pressing her forehead to the glass, sighing softly as it cooled her skin.

      ‘I have much work, madam,’ he pretended.

      ‘You are always working. Such a busy little elf.’ She turned and pointed to the book. ‘But that does not look like work.’

      Cecil laid his fingers almost protectively over the leather cover. ‘No. It’s Malory. Le Morte d’Arthur. It belongs to the earl.’

      ‘His favourite book. Many nights he read to me...’ She broke off and turned back to the window. ‘What time is it?’

      Cecil glanced at the clock on his desk, a gift from the Queen to his father, given some ten years earlier. ‘It is not quite the hour. Madam, I must ask. Were you not minded to rescind the order?’

      She looked at him over her shoulder, one plucked eyebrow arching. ‘Would you have had me do that, Pygmy?’

      He shrugged as if it were a matter of little importance. ‘By law, he is rightfully condemned. I merely thought your fondness for the earl⁠—’

      ‘My fondness ended when he tried to depose me,’ she snarled. ‘Would you have me free such a traitor?’

      ‘I would not have you free him, no,’ he protested, getting to his feet, ‘but why not imprisonment? Would that not be punishment enough?’

      ‘Why, Pygmy, are you playing the advocate for your old adversary?’

      He opened his mouth to answer, but church bells across London began to toll the eighth hour, the small clock echoing them with a more delicate chime. As the eighth bell died away, Elizabeth turned away from the window.

      ‘You are too late, Pygmy. If you wanted Essex to live you should have appealed to me sooner. It would have been a pleasant surprise to discover you possessed a heart after all.’

      She knocked a quick tattoo on the windowsill and left his office, closing the door behind her. Cecil sank slowly into his chair. He heard the rustle and drag of Elizabeth’s dressing gown on the floorboards, the slap of her slippers as she made her way to the music room a few doors along the corridor. Moments later, he heard her playing a merry tune upon the virginals.

      Cecil turned the book’s pages back to his inscription, read the words once more, and held the book to his chest. He breathed in the smell of the paper and the leather, fancying he could detect the smell of Robert himself.

      Elizabeth continued to play while Cecil wept.
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      Elizabeth Tudor forced a wan smile onto her face as the young man sat opposite her at the table glanced up and shuffled the pack of cards.

      It had been only a few days since she had unlocked her privy chamber door and allowed her ladies and counsellors in to tend her. She had not cared that her thin body was covered only by a soiled shift, her magnificent dress having been torn off, nor that her lustrous red wig had been discarded upon the floor. She had not cared, for Leicester was dead. Her dearest, truest friend was gone.

      When she had first been given the news of the Earl of Leicester’s death, she had locked herself in her rooms. She had cried, not quietly, not like a woman, but like an animal that had been mortally wounded, with savage sounds that forced their way up from the very core of her body. Her howls had scraped the sides of her throat, leaving it raw and capable only of mewling noises that came once her initial anguish had subsided.

      For the first two days of her seclusion, she had not eaten, only drunk the wine she had found in a cabinet, not bothering to dilute it with water as was her normal practice. For once, she wanted to be drunk, to feel that sense of numbness, that insensibility to pain that alcohol offered.

      On the third day, her stomach had begun to ache for lack of sustenance and her fingers had grabbed at the few walnuts that had been left over from a four-day-old meal. But they could not satisfy her long.

      On the fourth day, having experienced enough of solitude, she had let the world back in.

      Her ladies, hurrying in, had viewed with shock the chaos of her bedchamber: the books scattered upon the floor, her jewels, earrings and necklaces tossed aside, the stench of her piss and shit as it festered in the close stool. Her older female companions who understood better what she was feeling had fluttered around her, fussing without asking any questions, while the younger ladies held back, willing to concern themselves only with the tidying of the room, not the emotional crisis of an old woman.

      Silent and distant, Elizabeth had let her ladies bathe and dress her. Silently, she listened to Lord Burghley and Sir Francis Walsingham express their condolences at the Earl of Leicester’s death, while she secretly scorned them for their poorly hid relief at her reappearance. They were there even now, at the periphery of her vision, huddled together, anxiously looking out for any further signs of weakness from her. They need not have worried. Elizabeth had her mask back on.

      So, here she was, dressed in one of her most glittering gowns, her face and bosom covered with a thin layer of white lead paste, her cheeks and lips smeared with red cochineal, her wrists daubed with civet perfume and her thinning ginger hair covered with a tightly curled red wig, playing cards as if Leicester had not died. Playing with Robert Devereux, his stepson, who she knew had been sent for to cheer her up. Robert was grieving too, for he had loved Leicester dearly. Elizabeth thought kindly of him for that.

      Robert had dealt the cards and was looking at her expectantly. His brown eyes were kind, enquiring. He did not ask her if she were well. She would never be well again, and he, this boy of soft countenance and sweet charm, somehow realised that.

      ‘I wish I could take the pain away,’ he said, his hand reaching across the table to hers, not considering, or perhaps not caring, that it was not permitted for a subject to touch a sovereign uninvited.

      ‘You ease it, my lord,’ she replied, sliding her hand away to pick up her cards, ‘which is all I can hope for.’

      Robert spread his cards, fanlike, in his hand and began the game. ‘My mother is broken-hearted.’

      He mentions his mother ingenuously, she thought. There is no inflection in his voice that points to a caution, the holding of a hidden meaning. He does not mention his mother, that she-wolf Lettice who stole Leicester from me, to wound, so I cannot be unkind to him. ‘Is she?’ she murmured.

      ‘I did wonder if I should be with her,’ he continued, ‘but then I realised she has my sisters for company, and of course, I could not leave you.’

      To Elizabeth’s ears, he actually sounded as if he meant what he said. Does he? Can he? Is it possible? ‘You are very kind to think of me, my lord.’

      ‘Please,’ he said, leaning forward a little, ‘will you not call me Robert? ‘My lord’ - it puts me at such a distance from you.’

      She smiled, a true smile this time. ‘Not Robert,’ she said with a little shake of her head that set her pearl earrings jiggling, ‘Robin.’

      He frowned, his smooth, high forehead becoming marred by a single, deep crease. ‘Did you not call the Earl of Leicester so?’

      ‘I did,’ she nodded sadly. ‘He was my bonny sweet Robin. But it would please me to call you Robin. Do you object?’

      ‘If it please you, madam, then, of course, I do not.’

      Elizabeth nodded and laid down a card. No man could ever replace Leicester, but if any man could lessen the loss of him, she felt that perhaps Robert Devereux was that man.

      

      Cecil opened the door of his father’s private office and entered. Of all his father’s offices in every of the Queen’s palaces, it was this one at Whitehall with its small, diamond-leaded windows and panelled walls hidden behind piles of papers that he loved the most. He loved it for the feeling of comfort and security it gave him, folding around him like a fur cloak. He sat down in the special chair his father had brought in from home for him, custom-made so that his humped shoulder was cushioned as he sat.

      ‘What is she doing?’ Lord Burghley asked, not looking up from the papers he was working on.

      ‘Writing poetry with the Earl of Essex, Father.’

      Burghley pondered this for a long moment, tapping his quill against his lips. ‘Good,’ he decided eventually.

      ‘Is it good?’ Cecil wondered quietly, glancing at his father from beneath lowered lids.

      ‘What harm can it do?’

      ‘Well, that’s the question, is it not?’

      ‘My boy,’ Burghley put down his quill and looked at his son, ‘the Queen has her favourites. It took me a long time to accept it but accept it I did. I had to. For thirty years, her favourite was the Earl of Leicester. In the beginning, I felt him to be a problem, distracting the Queen from her duties and giving her ill advice, but it became obvious to me that the Queen would not countenance parting with him. I found I had to either work with Leicester or forsake the Queen. And I must admit Leicester did have his uses.’

      ‘But the Earl of Leicester was of a similar age to the Queen. Essex is so much younger than she.’

      ‘The Queen is missing her favourite, so she has found another to keep her company, that is all. Essex is a plaything, an amusement for her leisure hours. She has always had a need for handsome young men about her.’

      ‘Which I am not,’ Cecil said bitterly.

      He knew he was not handsome, disfigured as he was with a hunched back and a shortened left leg that made him limp and could not help but envy his handsome peers who were. It seemed to him that people were ready to believe, forgive or excuse a great deal if a person had been blessed with a beautiful exterior. And it certainly did nothing for Cecil’s self-esteem to be called Pygmy by Elizabeth. When Elizabeth had first called him so, even Burghley had been shocked and upset at so unkind a nickname, but he had tried to persuade his son that with Elizabeth a nickname was a mark of favour. Cecil knew that his father spoke true, but the name still hurt.

      ‘What you are is better, my son. These handsome young men like the Earl of Essex are only good for entertaining and flattering the Queen. They cannot govern her kingdom for her, but you can, Robert. It is what I have trained you for all these years. When I’m gone⁠—’

      ‘Please, Father,’ Cecil said, holding out his hand and closing his eyes, ‘please do not talk of it.’

      Burghley sighed and picked up the quill again. ‘It will come, my boy, whether you allow me to speak of it or not. And when my time comes, you will be able to serve the Queen as I have done. She will have need of you then.’

      ‘And what am I to do in the meantime? I cannot dance nor write poetry⁠—’

      ‘We will have to see. You will continue to help me with my work, I trust?’

      ‘Of course, I will, Father.’

      But, Cecil thought, I would have liked it if I could have been made just a little bit handsome. Not to attract the Queen, but because… well, just because.

      As if he knew what his son was thinking, Burghley reached across the table and patted Cecil’s small hand. ‘Let the Queen have her young men, my boy. Your time will come.’

      

      His wife was already in bed when Cecil returned to his rooms. Like many women of her generation, his wife was named Elizabeth after the Queen. In the short time they had been married, she had grown used to her husband’s late hours and always left a candle burning by his bedside.

      Cecil entered the bedchamber as quietly as he was able and began undressing, groaning softly as the action of taking off his shirt stretched the atrophied muscles in his shoulder.

      A light sleeper, Elizabeth awoke. ‘Husband?’

      ‘Oh, did I wake you?’

      ‘Yes,’ Elizabeth yawned. ‘Is your back hurting?’

      ‘A little. It’s been a long day.’

      ‘Shall I rub it?’

      Cecil shifted further up the bed and presented his bare back to her, unconcerned as he would have been with others that she would find the deformed shape of it unpleasant. Their marriage, like all alliances of their class, had been arranged, but Cecil could not have hoped to be conjoined with, in his eyes at least, a more perfect woman.

      ‘Did you talk to your father?’ Elizabeth asked as her fingers probed and rubbed his shoulder.

      ‘I did,’ he said, closing his eyes and wincing as her ministrations caused him both pleasure and pain. ‘He said I should not worry about Essex.’

      ‘You sound like you think he is wrong and you should worry. There, that’s enough. Get into bed.’ Elizabeth patted his pillows to plump them up.

      Cecil leant back against them, a weariness creeping up on him. ‘He doesn’t see things the way I do. Father thinks that all I have to do is work hard and the Queen will reward me.’

      ‘He has known her for a long time, Robert.’

      ‘But he has a biased view of her. I am sure he still thinks of her as she was when she first became queen. But she is different now. I have seen the change in her. I remember her when I was a boy and Father let me come to court and watch him work. The Earl of Leicester was alive and everyone knew how close they were. She was, I am not sure… kinder, somehow.’

      ‘She loved Leicester and maybe she was happier then. And with Essex, well, perhaps she feels she still has something of Leicester. I believe Essex and Leicester were very close, even though there was no blood tie.’

      ‘Yes, I think they were. It surprises me though, that the Queen should welcome Essex as she does.’

      ‘Because he is Lettice Devereux’s son?’

      ‘Elizabeth hates the woman for marrying Leicester and I know she is eager to do that lady all the ill she can. Why, as soon as Leicester died, she was calling in his debts so that the countess would have to pay them. Elizabeth may have been grief-stricken at Leicester’s loss, but the Queen is never sentimental when it comes to money. So, you would naturally think that she would not wish to favour any of the Devereux children, would you not?’

      ‘Perhaps she does so for Leicester’s sake?’

      ‘Perhaps,’ Cecil said doubtfully. ‘But I think she just likes the looks of Essex.’

      ‘He is very handsome. So tall. He stands a full head above everyone else at court.’

      ‘Does he indeed?’ Cecil muttered. ‘How very impressive.’

      ‘Oh, husband,’ Elizabeth scolded, slapping his arm lightly. ‘What does he matter? I think your father is right to counsel you not to worry. You have no wish to be a favourite, do you? To be entirely dependent on the Queen? To have to write love letters to her? To be on hand at all hours of the day and night? To not be allowed to show interest in other women for fear the Queen will grow jealous?’

      ‘Well, I already have my wife, and no other woman will look at me twice, so there is no fear of that.’

      ‘Oh, shush. Why must you always think that I made such a bad bargain in our marriage? I love you, Robert, though you think you do not deserve it. I do not care that you are only a few inches taller than me or that your back is crooked. You have a fine mind and I know that you love me. It is enough. Had I made another marriage, who is to say that my husband would love me so well as you?’

      ‘You would not have preferred the handsome Earl of Essex?’ he asked playfully.

      ‘No, I would not. I do not know him well, but I think he is not so pleasant as he appears.’

      ‘He can be cruel,’ Cecil said quietly, his mind travelling back to his youth. ‘But then he can also be kind. In fact, he can be whatever he has in his mind to be. That is his attraction.’

      ‘Do you know, I cannot work out whether you like him or not?’

      ‘I admire him, and the truth is, I envy him, Elizabeth. He is loved by many, he has favour, he has beauty, he has talents. I could like him better were he not so proud. When we were young, he was always boasting about his family, how the Devereuxs could trace their ancestry back to the Conquest. “Mine is a proud and lofty heritage,” he would say. “We Devereuxs are destined for great things. It is in my blood”.’

      Elizabeth laughed. ‘He said that?’

      ‘I swear he did,’ Cecil laughed too. ‘So you see, how can I possibly compete with his glorious destiny?’
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          CHARTLEY, 1589

        

      

    

    
      Sir Christopher Blount uncrossed his legs, careful not to tread on the skirts of Lettice Devereux sitting by his side. He looked sideways at her, wondering if she was going to speak, but her profile appeared resolutely silent. Her chin, somewhat marred by a bulge of sagging flesh, was thrust forward, her lips pursed, and her eyes fixed on her son as he stood by the window.

      Christopher followed her gaze, wishing he knew what Robert was thinking. Anger, of course, and resentment, that was to be expected upon hearing such news, but what else? Christopher had known Robert since he was a young boy and had lost his father, Walter, to the flux in Ireland. Christopher had been in service to Leicester as his Gentleman of the Horse and had often taken Robert riding. He knew all too well of Robert’s changeable moods that were almost impossible to predict and thought it best he remain silent, at least until it was clear what Robert’s attitude to him was going to be.

      Robert, dressed in travelling clothes, had arrived at Chartley, his country home in the county of Warwickshire, a quarter of an hour earlier, a little weary from the long journey from London, but otherwise looking fine and healthy. Lettice had greeted her son with a tight embrace and a smacking kiss that had left a patch of red cochineal on Robert’s cheek. Christopher had followed at Lettice’s heels into the entrance hall, and before Robert and he had had a chance to greet one another, Lettice had introduced him as her husband. Robert had stared at them both in astonishment, then stalked past them without a word into the room all three now occupied.

      ‘Do you not think it unseemly, Mother?’ Robert said at last, keeping his back to Christopher and Lettice. ‘You have been but six months a widow.’

      ‘Would you have me alone for the rest of my life?’ Lettice retorted shrilly, grabbing Christopher’s hand and holding it firmly in her lap.

      Was it a gesture of defiance, Christopher wondered, or was she worried I would bolt?

      Robert turned to face them. ‘But you are not alone, Mother. You have Dorothy and Penelope and Walter. You have me.’

      Lettice drew in a deep breath. ‘Robert, my darling, as much as I love you, you cannot give me what a husband can.’

      Christopher saw Robert’s cheeks flush and felt the heat in his own, but he knew that if Lettice’s cheeks flushed beneath her paint, it was through determination, not shame. He felt it was time he spoke. ‘Do not criticise your mother, Rob, she is not the only one to blame. I know you think that I have betrayed our friendship and I am sorry for that.’

      ‘And Leicester?’ Robert demanded, coming towards him and almost knocking over a small octagonal table. ‘Did you betray him?’

      Before Christopher could reply, Lettice threw his hand away and rose. ‘I loved your stepfather, Robert, but even you must have realised he was no husband to me by the end. I turned to Christopher for comfort.’

      There, it was out, Christopher winced. Did Lettice have to admit that we cuckolded Leicester?

      ‘Did Leicester know?’ Robert asked, horrified.

      Lettice’s narrow shoulders shrugged. ‘I think not. If he did, he never mentioned it. And remember, Robert, before you condemn me, that for all the time I knew him, I had to share Leicester with Elizabeth. I was never allowed to have him all to myself. Have you considered that?’

      Robert raised his eyes to hers and Christopher saw that they had softened. ‘You are right, Mother. I have no right to criticise you. Nor you, Chris. Forgive me.’

      Lettice moved towards Robert and tugged his sleeve, an instruction for him to lower his head to her to receive another kiss. ‘Good. I do so hate to quarrel. Now, I shall leave you two boys to talk while I have a lie down. I am feeling tired. Be sure to eat something, Robert, not just drink. Christopher, my dearest, see that he does.’

      Christopher assured her he would and Lettice withdrew, closing the oak door behind her. Christopher waited a moment until he heard her footsteps on the wooden stairs and then turned to Robert. ‘Shall we have that drink first?’ he asked mutinously.

      Robert nodded, smiling at the conspiracy. ‘We must toast your marriage. No,’ he held up a hand as Christopher opened his mouth to speak, ‘let us say no more on the matter. It is done and cannot be undone.’

      Christopher handed him a cup of wine, realising by the last statement that could the marriage be undone, Robert would be happy to see it. ‘Thank you, Rob, very generous of you.’ He returned to his seat. ‘It is happening again, of course.’

      Robert took a seat opposite and stretched out his long legs towards the fire. ‘What is?’

      ‘Your mother having to share with the Queen. We hear you are greatly in favour.’

      Robert smiled shyly. ‘In truth I am, Chris. Elizabeth must have me near her, no matter what time of day or night. We talk, we write, we ride, we play games.’

      ‘That does not sound very arduous. How wonderful. Tell me, what do you think of the Queen?’

      ‘She is not unlike Mother,’ Robert said and they both laughed. ‘It can be quite disconcerting. They even have the same laugh.’

      ‘Well, they are cousins. But I hope it is not all take take take on the Queen’s part?’

      Robert looked away, swirling the wine in his cup. ‘I have the Master of the Horse.’

      ‘You got that post from Leicester. What is Elizabeth doing for you? You must get something from her, Rob, else your attendance at court is all for naught.’

      ‘I know, Chris, and I am sure something will come.’

      ‘Then you must needs be patient? Is that how it is? You have many virtues, Rob, but let me tell you, patience is not one of them.’

      ‘I am trying. I ask for this and that from Elizabeth, but I am not the only one petitioning her. There is Ralegh.’

      ‘Still? I would have thought he would have disappeared on one of his voyages or swaggered back to Devon by now.’

      Robert sighed and gestured hopelessly. ‘He appears immovable. The Queen graces him with favour, yet I cannot understand why. After all, what is Ralegh? A lowly knight from some backwater in the West Country. Why should he enjoy sovereign favour the same as I?’

      ‘Well, as for that, I am but a lowly knight myself, Rob,’ Christopher reminded him, ‘yet here I am, husband to a countess. I have risen.’

      ‘Yes, my mother has certainly raised you,’ Robert nodded, unaware of any offence he might cause, ‘yet still you know your degree and pay me all due deference as your better. Ralegh is no respecter of rank. He seeks to rise, but what has he to recommend himself?’

      Christopher shrugged. ‘A handsome face, a ready wit, and a willingness to please. What else does he need?’

      Robert grunted. ‘Elizabeth has made him Captain of the Guard. He is always nearby. If I am in the chamber with her, then Ralegh is at the door. If the Queen and I walk in the gardens or ride in the Chase, Ralegh is there, not ten feet away. Remember when the Queen and I visited Warwick Castle? Dorothy was there too and when Elizabeth found out, she said she must stay in her room because she didn’t want to have to look upon her, and just for marrying without her permission. My sister, Chris! I told Elizabeth that she was being cruel and she just laughed at me. I saw her look past me to Ralegh – he was standing by the door – and they both laughed. At me! I could not bear it.’

      ‘You left, didn’t you?’

      ‘Of course, I left. I wasn’t going to put up with such an insult, not just to my sister, but to me. And I certainly wasn’t going to be made the butt of jests between Elizabeth and that bastard Ralegh.’

      ‘You made your point though, Robert,’ Christopher assured him. ‘After all, Elizabeth sent someone after you to fetch you back, didn’t she? She obviously knew she had upset you.’

      ‘Aye, brought back like a wayward child. I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be treated in that way. And there was no rebuke to Ralegh. Elizabeth did nothing, though I insisted she punish him.’

      ‘If she is that keen on him, you may then have to put up with the fellow.’

      ‘I cannot bear to. The man is odious. I did think perhaps I should try to discredit him in some way.’

      Christopher grunted and rubbed his temple. ‘Be careful, Rob. That may take more practised hands than yours and such manoeuvring needs a subtler, more cunning nature than you possess. I would not want you to undo yourself.’

      ‘Perhaps you are right. I have not the courtier’s nature,’ Robert said proudly. ‘I should not concern myself with the Raleghs of this world. I must rise by my own merits, not by doing down another, an unworthy fellow. Let us talk of other, happier things. Mother gave her order and we have failed to obey, Chris. Let us eat.’
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          HAMPTON COURT PALACE

        

      

    

    
      Sir Walter Ralegh weaved his way around the box hedges of the palace gardens, nodding greetings to the men and women of his own station that he passed, bowing elegantly to those in rank above him. As he cleared the formal gardens with their beautiful roses and aromatic herb beds and painted figures of unicorns and other mythical creatures mounted on posts and entered into the wooded area, he looked about him to make sure that he was not observed.

      ‘There you are, at last.’ Bess Throckmorton pushed herself away from the tree she had been leaning against and waited for Ralegh to move nearer.

      ‘My my, Bess, how very impatient you are,’ he said, bending to kiss her lips.

      Bess turned her head away, so that his lips brushed against her cheek. ‘You know I will be missed if I am away too long.’

      Less than an hour earlier, they had both been in the Queen’s privy chambers, Bess in attendance on the Queen and Ralegh being given his instructions for the day as Captain of the Guard, receiving a list of who had an audience with the Queen so that they would be seen in the correct order. Ralegh had not looked in Bess’s direction, had not greeted her or engaged in a pleasant exchange. It was not wise to pay attention to other ladies in the Queen’s presence, though Bess would have been happy to receive even a fleeting glance from her lover. She had hastily scribbled a note while Ralegh talked to the Queen, then slid it into his hand under pretence of passing him a cup of beer. With consummate ease, he had placed the note inside his cuff, Elizabeth never realising that an assignation had been made.

      ‘I can leave,’ Ralegh said carelessly, ‘if you think you ought to get back.’

      Bess’s throat constricted. How could he say such a thing unless he did not truly love her? She knew that there were plenty of women at court who would gladly submit to his caresses, but he had picked her out from all of them and she was not sure why. ‘Do you not want to see me?’

      ‘Of course, I do, my love, but not if you are going to nag me. There are far pleasanter things we could be talking about. Or doing.’

      He leant in towards her and Bess felt herself melting as she breathed in the smell of his skin. She allowed herself to be kissed.

      ‘There now, is that not better?’ he said, nuzzling her neck.

      She moaned, bending her body to his, only stopping when his hand began to lift her skirts. ‘No, Walter, I must not.’

      Ralegh let her skirts drop, disappointed but not displeased. She had said ‘must not’ when she could have said ‘cannot’ or ‘will not’. There was hope yet. He sat down at the base of the tree, choosing a spot between its large, protruding roots. Bess settled alongside
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