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I dedicate this book to Audrey LaFehr.
My heroes were in exile. She brought them home.
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HISTORICAL PREFACE

When the corpulent and six-times-married King Henry VIII died in 1547, he left behind three offspring from three wives. Mary was thirty. Elizabeth was thirteen. Edward was nine. Henry could never have imagined the chaos he was bequeathing to England.

As the only son, Edward inherited the throne. He was managed in the second half of his reign by his powerful and ambitious councilor, the Duke of Northumberland, who took control and hardened the country into a severe Protestant regime. King Edward, always a sickly boy, died before he reached the age of sixteen. It was the summer of 1553.

Edward’s legal and declared heir was his half sister, Mary. But Northumberland struck quickly with a coup, proclaiming his daughter-in-law Jane, a great-niece of King Henry, as queen. She was fifteen years old. It was a dangerous time for anyone whom the brutal Northumberland considered a claimant to the throne, and the two princesses, Mary and Elizabeth, lived in fear for their lives. Queen Jane ruled for nine days with the sullen disapproval of the people of England, until Mary rallied dozens of powerful lords to her side, and a fighting force, and took the throne that was indisputably hers. Jane was imprisoned. Northumberland was beheaded. Mary was triumphant.

But not for long. Mary’s great cause was religion. She soon declared her intention to revert the country to Catholicism, and to marry Philip of Spain, “the most Catholic prince in Christendom.” Much of England was Protestant by now, and many people, whatever their religion, mistrusted a foreigner becoming the lord and master of their queen. They feared that Mary, controlled by Philip, would turn their small country into a vassal state of the mighty empire of Spain. When Mary gave the church free reign to begin burning heretics, people started to look to her younger sister, Princess Elizabeth, as someone who might give England back to Englishmen.

The people’s discontent with their zealous queen festered, and in early 1554 it broke out into open rebellion. The leader was Sir Thomas Wyatt. With the backing of some influential lords he drew an army of several thousand common Englishmen to his base in Kent, where they proclaimed their intention to overthrow the queen. Many among them said they hoped to supplant her with Elizabeth. In February, they marched on London. Wyatt was an experienced soldier, and his men were loyal, but he had waited too long to act. Mary’s forces were waiting at London’s gates, battle-hardened troops with artillery. Wyatt and his men were cut down and captured. The rebellion was crushed. Once again, Mary was triumphant.

But she did not forgive, or forget. Especially the woman in whose name the rebels had risen against her: Elizabeth.
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The Tower

March 1554

They came for her at dawn.

Through the long, dark hours Elizabeth had stared from the window at the garden made darker by the rain, knowing that if they were coming they would march along the gravel path under the bare, forked fruit trees. For three weeks the Queen’s guards had kept her a prisoner in these remote corner rooms of Whitehall Palace. The patch of winter-dead garden had been all she had been able to see of the grounds. Music and laughter from distant banqueting rooms had reached her faintly, like echoes of the life she had lost.

Voices of the guardsmen at her door made her turn sharply from the window. Two lords of the Queen’s council marched in past the guards. She had been wrong, they had bypassed the garden. Henry Radcliffe, Earl of Sussex, shook rain off his cap with the air of a man irritated at being burdened with unpleasant business. William Paulet, the sixty-year-old Marquis of Winchester, seemed far more troubled by their mission. Stroking rain from his wiry gray beard, he looked at the floor, and Elizabeth knew the old gentleman well enough to realize he was avoiding her eyes. Both men, with their damp garments and grave faces, brought in a chill that reached her like a cold hand at her throat. She had to swallow hard before she found her voice.

“My sister’s reply?”

Sussex clapped his cap back on. Elizabeth felt a jolt of anger. He should be kneeling. They should both be kneeling.

“None, madam.”

“But, my letter—”

“Her Majesty did not read it.”

It knocked the breath from Elizabeth. One moment—that was all she had entreated of the Queen. One moment, face-to-face, to swear that she was innocent of any involvement in the rebellion. I pray God that evil persuasions persuade not one sister against the other, she had written. I humbly crave only one word of answer from yourself. But her begging had been for naught. Mary would show no mercy.

Elizabeth stood tall, rallying her courage. She was the daughter of a mighty father, great King Henry the Eighth. She would not let these lords see her terror.

They led her out into the cold March rain. She was twenty years old and on her way to die.

They took her down the Thames toward the Tower. She sat shivering in the barge under a dripping canopy, as pewter-cold waves heaved around her, and pewter-gray clouds poured down their frigid rain. Her fingers, gripping the seat edge, were purple with cold. The turbulent river, reeking now at low tide, churned up smells of dead fish and decaying sea matter, turning her stomach. Above the din of waves beating the hull and rain beating the canopy, church bells clanged throughout London. It was Palm Sunday, the beginning of Holy Week. Elizabeth’s pious sister had brought back all the old Catholic rites—there would be creeping to the cross on Good Friday—and she and her council had ordered all the people to go to church this morning. “Keep to the church, and carry your palms!” had been the criers’ calls through the muddy streets. An ideal diversion, Elizabeth thought bleakly, for the religious ceremonies would keep Londoners from seeing the barge carry her away. She gazed out at the seemingly deserted capital with its scattered steeples thrusting into the gray sky. All those people crammed into the churches. She thought, Their palm fronds will have wilted in this downpour. Their stick crosses will be soggy relics for Mary’s priests to bless. She imagined them hurrying to get in out of the rain in their wet clothes—rough, homespun wool on fishwives and apprentices, rich velvets and brocades on the great merchants and their wives, but all of them jostling together, sharing a sense of community that she was now cut off from.

She had been arrested at her country home at Ashridge, and when they had brought her into London she had seen the grisly evidence of her sister’s justice. Gallows heavy with decomposing rebel corpses stood at every one of the city’s gates and in all the market squares. Body parts of rebels who had been hanged, drawn, and quartered were strung up along the city walls, a nightmare vision of dismembered arms and legs, the stench making the street dogs howl.

London Bridge emerged ahead through the rain. Its three- and four-story houses and shops looked as deserted as the city streets. Its stone arches bristled with spikes stuck with the gaping heads of rebels. Elizabeth thought she could smell the decaying flesh, putrid on the waterlogged air.

The river, squeezed between the viaduct’s twenty huge arches, roiled in treacherous rapids, and the bargemen squared their feet wide, preparing to “shoot the bridge.” Elizabeth gripped the gunwale to steady herself. The barge rocked and pitched in the angry water as it tumbled through the cavern of the stone arch. The light darkened. The water beat a hollow roar that echoed off the stone. The barge shot out the other side, wallowing in the confused currents, jolting Elizabeth’s neck and knocking her knee against the hull.

Her heart thudded as she saw the Tower through the steely curtain of rain. It lay dead ahead on the northern shore. Ancient royal fortress, palace, and prison, its precincts were a labyrinth of stone walls and towers and turrets that rose, massive and forbidding, crushing Elizabeth’s nerve.

Again, she plumbed a wellspring of strength from somewhere deep inside her and summoned defiance. “Not in by Traitor’s Gate, my lords. I am Her Majesty’s true subject and no traitor.”

Winchester’s voice was sad and kind. “Take heart, madam, the tide is with you.” The low water made it impossible to enter by Traitor’s Gate, a water gate. Instead the bargemen were rowing for Tower Wharf. Small victory, Elizabeth thought.

Yet Winchester’s somber face, showing how little he relished his duty, suddenly gave her heart. She had friends. Many friends. Influential men. Lord Admiral Clinton. The Earl of Bedford. Sir Nicholas Throckmorton and Sir Peter Carew and Thomas Parry and John Harrington, and her favorite, the stolid Sir William Cecil. A mad hope swept her. They would rescue her! Yes, Sir William was hiding there in the windswept rain on the wharf, waiting with a troop of soldiers. They would attack her escort and spirit her away to safety!

But no friends came as the two lords marched her across the drawbridge and into the Tower’s western precincts. She splashed through puddles that left her feet and ankles icy. Her sodden cloak, heavy on her shoulders, chilled her to the bone. Loose strands of her red hair plastered her neck, dripping icy water on her skin. The lieutenant of the Tower, Sir John Brydges, met them and led her across the narrow causeway. His soldiers lined the route hemmed in by the high stone walls. Rain drummed their steel helmets. Brydges led the party past the royal menagerie where Elizabeth could hear a lion roar. She did not flinch. She would not show the soldiers her fear.

One of them dropped to his knee and tugged off his helmet as she passed. “God save Your Grace!” he said.

Her heart leapt at this. A few other soldiers pulled off their helmets, too. But the show of loyalty changed nothing for her grim escort, who marched her on. She looked up at the stone walls glinting black with rain. Men were being tortured beyond those walls, she knew, tortured to scream out what they knew of her complicity in Wyatt’s rebellion. Wyatt himself was a prisoner here. So was the mighty Duke of Suffolk. Mighty no more.

She passed under the inner tower they called the Bloody Tower and glimpsed, across the courtyard, the scaffold on Tower Green. Terror stabbed her. Just weeks ago her cousin Lady Jane Gray—queen for nine chaotic days—had stumbled up the steps of that scaffold. Trembling, she had groped in confusion for the block on which to lay her head, and the Queen’s executioner had brought his axe thundering down. Pitiful, bewildered Jane, just sixteen years old. Yet the rebels had not fought in her name, but Elizabeth’s. How much more cause, then, did Mary have to hate Elizabeth?

Her bravado suddenly deserted her, and with it all the strength in her legs. She sank down on a wet stone step, shivering, faint with fear, lost. Her fingers groped the grainy stone, her fingernails grating. The icy wetness seeped through to the skin of her thighs, to her very bones. Mary’s hate for her was a well so deep, Wyatt’s treason had merely topped it up. Its wellspring had been Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn, despised by Mary for supplanting her own mother, Catherine, as Henry’s queen. Mary’s years of suffering before coming to the throne all stemmed from Anne. Now, as Queen, she was going to make Anne’s daughter pay.

“Madam, you cannot tarry here,” Sussex urged.

“Better here than in a worse place!” Elizabeth cried. “For I know not where you are taking me.”

The place they took her, through Coldharbour Gate, was both better and worse. Better, for it was no dungeon or filthy cell but a fine room in the ancient royal palace in the inner ward, a room warmed by a brazier of coals and resplendent with a bed plump with satin cushions and fresh, embroidered linens. Worse, though, because this was the very place where her mother, condemned by the King, her husband, had been lodged before he had executed her. This was Mary’s cruelest blow! Walking in, Elizabeth smelled coal dust and iron filings, and imagined her mother’s terror when she had been brought here, knowing that she would walk out only to her death. Elizabeth had been two years old. Later, she had heard the tales of her mother’s reckless courage in those days. Knowing that the axe of an English executioner sometimes hacked two or three times to finish its grisly job, Anne had demanded that an expert French swordsman be imported to make one clean cut.

The guards shut the great iron bolts of the door behind Elizabeth. No one had come to rescue her. Later that very day she heard drums and commotion as they led out the Duke of Suffolk, and then the executioner’s axe thundered down again. She tried to muster her mother’s courage. She knew she would be the next to die.
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The Bargain

November 1554

The tavern’s low ceiling and rough lumber walls had trapped generations of Antwerp’s harbor-front smells—fish, stale beer, wet rope, and salt-encrusted clothes. Boiled turnips, too, Honor Thornleigh thought as she walked quickly through the room. Winter fodder. Staple of the poor. She ate turnips too often these days.

She passed seamen sitting over pots of ale, their desultory talk a stew of many languages—Dutch, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian. One man, dressed in the fine doublet of a ship’s master, looked up from his foamy tankard as Honor passed. She lowered her face to hide it behind the edges of her furred hood. She had chosen this sailors’ haunt far from her house, but Antwerp’s mercantile community was as tight as a gossiping village and she couldn’t risk being seen by one of her husband’s business associates. Richard had no idea what she was doing behind his back.

She went straight through and out the tavern’s back door, and across a cobbled courtyard that stank of gutted fish, where the gusting November wind chased dead, dry leaves. She was relieved to enter the stable with its friendlier smells of hay and horses.

George Mitford was already waiting. He stood at a stall door, scratching the nose of a shaggy bay mare who bowed her head in contentment.

“She seems to love that,” Honor said, throwing off her hood.

He smiled when he saw her. “We all love a good scratch.”

“Scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours?”

“And so the world goes round, my dear.”

She gave in to impulse and embraced him. “Thanks to old friends, yes.” She paid for her action with a sharp spasm at her rib, cracked by a bullet ten months ago.

“Now, now, don’t tease,” he said as he pulled back from her embrace. It was his jest, but said with a blush that Honor found endearing, the cheerful fluster of a man who had not forgotten the passionate impulse of youth. She was forty-four and he was ten years older, but he was still fit, still possessed of a thick head of hair, though it was sheened with silver. In the old days, back in England, his hair had been as dark as Honor’s was still. Was that really more than two decades ago? He had caught her by the waist under the stairs on Richard’s ship as they had sailed into this very harbor, delivering George to safety from the heretic-hunting persecution of the bishop of London, and in that moment he had fervently declared his love to her. She had laughed. George was not the first man she had rescued whose giddy gratitude had flashed into ardor. “And all I had to do,” she’d teased, “was save your life.”

Now here he was, saving hers.

She noticed the sturdy case at his feet, a strongbox covered with amber leather, secured with studded copper bands and an iron lock. He was never without it. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure she had not been followed. There was no one. Just the soft chomping of horses munching hay, and the keening of wind across the roof’s patched holes. She was satisfied that she and George were alone.

She opened her cloak to display the top of her bosom to him, and touched her necklace, an almond-sized emerald pendant on a chain of filigreed gold. The gem was warm against her fingertips, her body’s heat infusing Richard’s gift from the summer they were married twenty-one years ago. To her, it held the essence still of that sweet, English summer. She bent her head to undo the clasp, then handed over the necklace. “I couldn’t give it to anyone but you, George.”

She saw a moment of deep feeling in his eyes before he lowered his gaze to study the goods. His demeanor was suddenly all business. “Milky inclusion in the left quadrant. Old-fashioned cabochon setting. A nick in the clasp.”

Honor winced at the criticism. She loved this necklace, a golden filament with its drop of green fire that connected her to happier days. But she stilled her tongue. George knew how much she needed the cash. He had been buying her jewelry, piece by piece, for months. She glanced down at his leather case, aching with curiosity. Were any of her gems still nestled in the black velvet lining, or did they already adorn his pampered clients? Her ruby earrings that Isabel, as a baby at her breast, had reached out to grab. Her rope of pearls bought on a trip with Richard to Venice. The diamond and sapphire ring he had given her seven years ago after a spectacular wool season. Her brooch of opals and topaz, an heirloom from the mother she had never known—Honor had planned to give it to her stepson Adam’s intended at their official betrothal. Her bracelets and necklaces of garnets, carnelian, amber, and coral, of lesser value yet cherished all the same. She lifted her eyes from the case, fending off the tug of regret. Her family could not eat rubies and pearls.

As always, George gave her an excellent price. Far better, she knew, than the emerald was worth.

The wind tugged at her skirt as she made her way home along the river Schelde’s crowded quay. Tall ships’ masts loomed over her, their furled sails stacked in massive tiers that blocked the watery sun. Their taut ropes creaked, straining against the wharf’s bollard posts in an age-old sea song. Winter was bearing in from the frosty North Sea and seemed to make the sailors and tradesmen hustle more earnestly in and out of the chandleries and harbor offices and boat sheds. She passed men hefting sacks from the hold of a Portuguese carrack pungent with a cargo of pepper and cinnamon.

She looked to the broad river’s western horizon. Was Adam’s ship sailing into the estuary right now, she wondered, battered from its battles with Russian ice? Would he make it back for tonight’s feast for Isabel? He had written from the port of The Hague to say he intended to be there, and Honor hoped that the wind and tides would indeed bring him. It would be a sadder party without her seafaring stepson.

There were shouts from crewmen on board a magnificent galleon coming alongside the wharf, its bright banners fluttering, and she stopped to make way for a gang of wharf hands jogging forward to secure the ship’s hawsers. Venetian, by its flag, and alive with men on the decks readying lines, and boys in the rigging, furling canvas. This controlled chaos of river traffic always impressed Honor. Antwerp was the trading and financial center of Europe, thanks to its fine seaport and crucial wool market, and hundreds of ships passed through here every day, making it an international city, with sailors and merchants and financiers hailing from Spain, Portugal, Venice, France, England, Poland, Sweden, and beyond. Antwerp embraced them all with a tolerance that Honor admired. The sights and sounds of the hectic river commerce reminded her of the busy Thames, and London, and a wave of homesickness rushed over her. How she missed England! But she and Richard were exiles. He was wanted as a traitor. They could never go home.

But what future lay here? The view of the ships dragged her thoughts far out to sea, south to Cadiz, to the storm four months ago that had cost them so much. She saw Richard’s two caravels pitch in the storm’s black fury. She heard their hulls smash on the rocks, the wood shatter, heard the screams of men hurled overboard. She felt their terror as they drowned, thrashing in the black depths.

She turned abruptly away from the water. Pointless to torture herself with visions of the catastrophe. She left the harbor and headed for home, her purse heavy with George’s coins, her heart heavy with regret. And something sharper. For the first time she felt fear. All her jewels were now gone.

John Cheke, a Cambridge don, announced the toast. “To Isabel and Carlos!”

The twenty-three men and women crowding round the Thornleighs’ dinner table raised their glasses high. Bright candles warmed the snug town house near the heart of Antwerp’s Grote Market. Richard had bought it, a fashionable address, in the heyday of his wool-trading business, to be a second home for his frequent trips from England. Now, Honor hoped their neighbors didn’t suspect that they could barely maintain the upkeep. “To the young couple,” Cheke cried. “The enemies of New Spain will quake at Carlos’s sword!”

“And if that fails,” a bookbinder quipped, “he’ll unleash a real terror—his wife!”

Everyone laughed, the toasted couple loudest of all. Isabel flashed her imitation of a fierce warrior’s face at her Spanish soldier husband. It made him throw back his head and roar with laughter.

Even Honor had to laugh—though her daughter’s exploits still astonished her. She glanced at Richard down the table and saw him, too, gazing at Isabel in wonderment. Their daughter, just twenty, had proved herself to be not the innocent they thought they had raised, but an audacious rebel who, a year ago, had helped Wyatt’s uprising almost bring down England’s Queen Mary I. It had happened as Honor lay here, barely conscious, sunk in a fever from a gunshot wound, and when she had recovered enough for Richard to tell her the tale, she had found it incredible. Isabel’s choice of husband had surprised her almost as much—Carlos Valverde, a mercenary soldier, unschooled, accustomed to very rough ways. But when she heard how he had saved Richard and Isabel, she had embraced him like a son. The wedding three months ago had been a happy interlude in the family’s financial troubles.

Adam’s wedding would be next. That would be a grand affair, and the rich connection very promising for the family, Honor hoped. It saddened her that the tides had not brought her stepson tonight, after all, but she did not indulge fears of a mishap. If any man knew his way around a ship, it was Adam.

Her eyes met Richard’s. He was head and shoulders taller than many of the men here, and with his leather eye patch and sea-weathered face and storm gray hair, he put her in mind of a rugged rock rising above the shallows of other folk. Tonight, though, he looked careworn and all of his age, a craggy fifty-six. As her glance met his, their smiles at the toast gave way to a mutual sadness. This was a farewell party. Isabel and Carlos were leaving for the New World.

All day, organizing the modest feast, Honor had tried not to give in to her sense of bereavement. When would she ever see her daughter again? She watched Richard quickly drain his goblet of wine and then pour himself another. It worried her to see him drinking so much, drowning his own hard regrets. He had wanted to give Isabel and Carlos some of the land he owned in England, determined to keep his family together, but instead, to make a living, Isabel and Carlos were sailing half a world away. Honor knew how it was gnawing at Richard. Queen Mary’s officers, in confiscating the moveable goods of all known rebels, had snatched everything at their home in Colchester, from flocks to looms. His fulling ponds and mills sat idle, his tenting yards fell daily into further decay, his warehouses lay stripped bare. And the manor house he and Honor had built—her beloved Speedwell House, named after the wildflower so dear to her heart—was reduced to a hulk. She knew how Richard longed to go home and revive his international wool cloth business, but that could never be. If he set foot in England, he would hang.

“Honor, your tankard is empty. That will never do.”

She turned to the affable face of John Cheke, who filled her mug with ale, the twinkle in his eye belying his reputation as a distinguished Cambridge scholar. She shook off her melancholy and quaffed some ale, truly pleased to see these good friends who had come to bid Isabel and Carlos good-bye. All were exiles, many worse off than she and Richard were. With George’s coins she had sent her scullery boy to pay off her debts to the butcher, the fishmonger, the grocer, and the vintner, and with her credit good again—for a while, at least—she had set a hearty table of English fare for these fellow refugees from Queen Mary’s oppression. The roast beef and beer, eel pie and cider, baked apples and custard, were comforts to a homesick community. A queer little enclave they had created, she thought as she watched John Abel pass the hat. As usual, he was collecting for the Sustainers of the Refugees Fund. There were hundreds of exiles throughout the Low Countries, and for those here in Antwerp her house had become a meeting place, a home away from home for hard-up Protestant gentry and scholars. Erasmus, her late mentor, would have loved the constant chatter about books and the New Learning.

They liked to dance, too. Honor called on the trio of musicians to play, and Isabel and Carlos had just got up to start the first dance when the maid hurried in, wiping her hands on her apron, her eyes shining. “It’s Master Adam!”

Honor turned with a happy smile. Her stepson had made it, after all. Adam strode in with a burlap sack slung over his shoulder like Father Christmas, and looking as jovial, if not as old, his beard not long and white but trim and black. Isabel cried out with joy and rushed over to her brother and threw her arms around his neck, crying, “You came!” Carlos clapped a congratulatory hand on Adam’s shoulder, saying, “And in one piece.” Honor hugged him in delight and welcomed him home. Richard shook his son’s hand in heartfelt silence.

The guests hadn’t seen Adam since his return from Russia, and as everyone crowded round, welcoming him, Honor looked on with a swell of pride. She knew from his letter the story of the Merchant Adventurers’ voyage. They had endured terrible privation, he had written, losing ships and men, and were returning with little profit to show for it. Reading between the lines, though, Honor gathered that Adam had acquitted himself bravely, helping to lead the remnant of the expedition overland to Moscow. At the guests’ urging he was telling tales of the extraordinary court of Czar Ivan IV—of caviar and saunas, and harbors teeming with whales. She watched him gesture as he talked, thinking how, at twenty-nine, he looked so like his father at that age. Tall and sturdy, with the easy movements of a man comfortable in his own skin, and that watchful gleam in his eye, observing others with alertness but never with fear.

“Where to next, my boy?” old Anthony Cooke asked.

“Back to Moscow, sir, if the company can raise the funds. They’re refitting Spendthrift. I’ll be captain.”

Honor caught Richard’s dark look as he quietly left the room. Their son’s advancement was bittersweet. An expert navigator since he was twelve, Adam had been not just captain but master, too, aboard Richard’s ships for years, an equal alongside his father. But the storm off Cadiz four months ago that had sunk their two caravels with all their cargo—a massive, horrifying loss—had left them stranded on the brink of bankruptcy. Richard’s third, much older ship, Speedwell, lay moored in the estuary, derelict, for they could not afford to repair her. To bring in money, Adam had signed on with the Company of Merchant Adventurers. It pained Richard to see his son a mere hired seaman. It pained Honor to see their family breaking apart.

She slipped out of the room and found Richard starting up the stairs. To rifle through his account books again, she wondered, searching for phantom profits? Several nights she had gotten up and found him poring over the ledgers in candlelight. The futility of it—his obsession to ferret out some cash—tore at her heart.

“He’ll want to talk to you,” she said. “Richard, come back.”

He turned on the step. “He doesn’t need my advice. And words are all I can give him.”

“He’ll want to tell you everything. Let him give you that.”

He frowned. “Why don’t you wear the things I gave you?”

Instinctively, her hand went to her neck, betraying her.

“That’s right, your jewels. You never wear them anymore. Have you suddenly turned Calvinist? No more frippery?”

“There was so much to organize, the food, the wine, I . . . I just forgot.”

He looked at her for a long, sad moment. “I hope you got a good price,” he said, and went on up the stairs.

She stood still a moment, shaken. Not just at being found out. It was the change in him that unnerved her. She had never before seen Richard despondent. During everything they had lived through, he had always faced the challenges head on, alchemizing dangers and turning them to his advantage, whether outsmarting the bishop of Norwich’s henchmen or bedeviling the Church’s murderous inquisitors. It almost seemed that he’d thrived on it. But this—being unable to provide for his family—had unmanned him. Honor did not know how to help him.

When she rejoined her guests, Adam was rummaging in his burlap sack and pulled out a sleek, black pelt. The women gasped at its opulence, and Dorothy Hales exclaimed, “A sable!”

Adam draped it around Isabel’s throat. “From the forests of Russia, Bel.” She beamed as she stroked the silken fur. “And what do you think of this?” he said. He lifted out a carved wooden figure the size of his hand, a Russian peasant woman so plump she was pear shaped, with clothes and a kerchief painted in bright red and yellow and green. He set it in Isabel’s hand, then winked at her. “Watch.”

He pulled off the top half of the figure. Nested inside was a surprise: another figure, identical but smaller, a baby replica of the original. The guests cried “Ahhh” in delight.

“They call it a matroshka,” Adam said.

“From the Latin root, mater, I should think—mother,” John Cheke said helpfully. “What a quaint fertility symbol.”

Isabel turned scarlet, tears springing to her eyes even as she kept smiling. She pressed her face against Carlos’s broad chest as though to hide her embarrassment. He wrapped a protective arm around her, his face beaming with pride. “She was going to tell you later. Isabel is—”

“With child,” Honor blurted out. She’d guessed it the moment she saw Isabel’s happy tears.

Isabel turned back, sniffling and smiling, and nodded to her.

“When?” someone asked.

“Wedding night,” Carlos said, grinning.

Isabel playfully swatted his shoulder. “April,” she said.

“A little April fool, just like its mother,” Adam said, and before she could snap a retort he kissed her cheek.

Honor nudged past the guests and enfolded her daughter in her arms. “Oh, my darling.” She held Isabel so tightly it sent a stab of pain through her tender rib.

Isabel saw her flinch and quickly let her go, whispering, “I’m sorry, Mother.” She knew how near death that bullet had left Honor. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, yes, fine. And so very happy for you.”

The news of the baby sparked new life into the party and the guests threw themselves into eating and drinking with fresh gusto. Some bombarded Adam with questions about how the Russians lived, while others heatedly debated the Spaniards’ harsh rule in Peru, where Carlos was headed to captain the governor’s cavalry. And the dancing began. Honor wanted to hurry upstairs and give Richard the sweet news about the baby, but Henry Killigrew tugged her out to join the dance and was bowing to her to the strain of “Greensleeves” when Adam came to her side.

“Can I speak to you?”

His sober look was so at odds with his cheerful mood moments ago. What is wrong? Honor wondered. She excused herself to Henry and followed Adam to a deserted alcove behind the bowl of spiced wine.

“I’ve been round to the Kortewegs,” he said to her quietly. “It’s off. No betrothal. No wedding.”

Honor was shocked. “But, I thought you and Margriet had an understanding.”

“We did.”

“What changed her mind?”

“Not her. Her father.”

“Why? He found you suitable enough at Michaelmas.”

“That was before Cadiz.”

Honor felt it as a blow. Margriet Korteweg, daughter of a wealthy Antwerp burgher; Adam Thornleigh, son of a near-bankrupt. “He’s refused his consent?”

Adam nodded. He watched the dancing as though he was considering joining in, not for fun but for a diversion. He looked angry, Honor thought. And sounded angry. Not in an ominous way as though he meant to strike back, more like he had absorbed the deep insult and meant to move on, though the anger simmered. Did he love the girl? She was a catch, both pretty and rich, but Honor did not have the feeling that Adam’s heart was broken. His pride, yes. And his lively plans.

“Don’t tell your father. Not tonight.” She knew it would wound Richard almost as much as Adam, and for the same reason. The Thornleighs were suddenly not good enough for the Kortewegs.

“I hoped you might do that task. Better than me.” There was a hint of a smile in his eyes, self-deprecating, as though to acknowledge that he lacked her finesse. But she sensed it was to mask the stinging humiliation he felt at his loss. “Money,” he said with quiet fierceness. “It’s all that really matters, isn’t it?” He gave her a determined smile. “Well, from now on, money shall be my guiding star.”

There was a flurry of sound through the room, voices abuzz with surprise. Honor realized the dancers had stopped. The music dwindled and died. She followed the gaze of her guests to the door. A lanky man stood there, bundled in a russet cloak against the cold autumn night. A draft of frosty air had rushed in with him, but it was not the cold that held the whole company frozen, including Honor. It was the extraordinary fact of his presence.

Everyone here knew Sir William Cecil, both for his eminence in England as a minister of the late, Protestant boy-king, Edward VI, and for his tireless support of the exile community. He was thirty-four, and several of the guests were his relations—Anthony Cooke was his father-in-law and John Cheke his first wife’s brother. Honor had known Sir William for years. But his home was London, where he carefully balanced a life of partial retirement under the strict, new Catholic reign of Queen Mary. He rarely left England. What had brought him all this way?

“You are welcome, sir,” Honor said, going to greet him. “Come in and warm yourself. And sit you down to some supper before these home-hungry souls devour you first.”

Cecil did not smile. “Honor, I must speak with you.”

“And what of the people? How did they take the Queen’s rough handling of her sister?” Honor asked Cecil when they were alone, sitting before the fire in her parlor. She had never met Princess Elizabeth, but hearing now of her plight she recalled how everyone, whenever they talked about the clever and striking young Princess, did so with affection. Elizabeth inspired people. It was a power that Queen Mary could not ignore.

“Widespread dismay,” Cecil said with feeling. “Indeed, they showed their love for Elizabeth when the Queen moved her under guard from the Tower and out of London, to Woodstock. That was in May. They traveled by water to attract as little notice as possible, but when the barge passed the Steelyard, the Hanse merchants had their gunners fire a salute to Elizabeth. It brought Londoners running out into the streets to see what the commotion was, and the event that the Queen had wanted to keep quiet turned into a noisy parade.” There was a flash of pride in his shrewd gray eyes. Five years ago, when Princess Elizabeth was fifteen, he had been named surveyor of her estates, an honorary post. He had been close to her ever since.

“It was the same when they turned inland,” he went on. “The Princess was carried in an open litter surrounded by guardsmen, and the country people rushed from their hayfields and cottages to see her. They thronged her on roadsides and bridges. They showered her with flowers and cakes at every village, even as the guards bristled around her with their pikes. At Aston Rowant some villagers rang the church bells as she passed.”

“Which must have put the Queen in a terrible fume?”

“It did. She arrested the bell ringers. But this love the people bear Elizabeth may be what saved her. The Queen faced much hostility after she executed Wyatt and so many scores of rebels. The people grew sickened by the hangings. They would not have tolerated Elizabeth’s death.”

Honor shuddered. Richard had been about to hang alongside those rebels. “You really think she was planning to execute the Princess?”

“I know it. The chancellor prepared the order, drawn up with instructions to the lieutenant of the Tower. But the Queen did not dare sign it.”

“For now,” Honor said, thinking it through.

“Exactly. The Princess is far from clear of danger.” Cecil edged forward in his chair, tension in his voice. “Honor, the Queen has lost no time wrenching the realm back to Catholicism, just as we expected, since she married Philip of Spain.”

The most Catholic prince in Europe, that was how Philip was known. “And the Pope’s legate? Has he arrived yet? We heard the Queen had invited him.”

“Cardinal Pole will be in London soon.”

“Then the burnings will begin.” All over again, Honor thought, looking into the fire as it consumed the logs. Once, she had saved men from that fiery death. Once, she had been terrifyingly close to it herself. She thought that such barbarism in England had died with old King Henry. Not so, it seemed. How she pitied the hapless Protestants who crossed this new queen’s path.

“I fear so,” Cecil said. “An English Inquisition. Which fuels the danger for the Princess. Queen Mary is only waiting for Elizabeth to make an error in religion, to fail to conform. That would give her the excuse she needs to execute her sister.”

What a family, Honor thought. Mary had learned from their father when he cut off the heads of two wives.

“It goes even beyond the Queen,” Cecil went on. “Ambassador Renard itches to remove Elizabeth. And plots it, I fear. Poison, perhaps. Or an assassin’s dagger.”

Honor did not doubt the imperial ambassador’s agenda to bolster Queen Mary, who was a cousin of mighty Emperor Charles V, and now his daughter-in-law as well. Renard would be ruthless, for his master’s sake, in removing any obstacle to Mary’s reign.

“It is dire,” Cecil said. “The Queen keeps Elizabeth as closely guarded in Woodstock as in a prison, allowing no one near her except two women of her chamber, and those straightly chosen for their loyalty to the Queen. And every day she sends her councilors to press Elizabeth to confess her guilt in backing Wyatt’s rebellion. Elizabeth has resisted so far. But she is young, and so isolated, and friendless. It has left her adrift, bereft of trustworthy, experienced councilors.”

Honor admired his devotion, but could not resist a small tease at his supreme confidence in his own abilities. “Councilors like you, Sir William.”

“No, Honor,” he said soberly, “like you.”

“Me!”

“That’s why I’ve come. To ask you to accept a mission. Come home, I entreat you, and advise the Princess.”

She could not hide her astonishment. “Advise her? To do what?”

“Survive.”

“You expect much of me!”

“Everyone knows you survived worse.”

“Not everyone, I hope, else from a dungeon I’d be advising no one.”

“Everyone in our circle. Honor, this is no jest. Your steady strength is needed. The Princess’s very life is at stake. She must not fall into the Queen’s trap. The hopes of all reasonable Englishmen—the very future of England—lie in Elizabeth.”

“Sir William, you flatter me. Truly. And I pity the young Princess. But even if I felt it was in my power to help her, I could not go home. Richard awaits a traitor’s death if he ever sets foot in England. You know that. He can never go back. And I will never desert him.”

“Honor, hear me out. I—”

“No. I’m sorry, but you’ve made a long journey for nothing.”

He puffed his cheeks and let out an exasperated breath. “How does Richard manage such an obstinate wife?”

She had to smile. “Is Mildred so meek?”

“At least she listens!” He got up and kicked a stray ember back into the fire.

Honor pursed her lips at the rebuke. “Do go on, sir.”

He turned, composed again. “I am not such a fool as to come unprepared. I believe I can solve your problem.”

“My problem?” Melancholy swept back as she thought how she and Richard were teetering toward bankruptcy. If Sir William could make that problem go away it would be a miracle.

“Richard’s, I mean,” he said. “I believe I can secure him a pardon.”

Her breath caught in her throat. “Good God. How?”

“The lord treasurer, the Marquis of Winchester, owes me a favor. I finessed his purchase of several lucrative manors in Devon formerly belonging to the abbey at Montcross. As one of the Queen’s closest councilors, he can draw up this order.”

Honor sprang to her feet, daring to hope. “A pardon for treason? Or for killing Anthony Grenville?”

“For everything. A general pardon.”

“But . . . the Queen. Why would she sign it?”

“She has signed several other pardons put before her by various councilors. I think it not impossible she would do so again. After all, she does not know Richard personally, his name is just one of many rebels’ names, and as I told you she prudently stopped after the first wave of executions, seeing the dark mood of the people. Besides, she is so happy now in the thrall of her marriage, I am told she thinks of little else but entertaining her husband with feasts and jousts and pageants. If Winchester puts the thing in front of her, I believe she will sign it without a second thought.”

It was a miracle. Honor’s heart beat fast with excitement. But her sudden jump up sent the familiar pain flaring through her side, and she reached for the chair and sat again, carefully propping herself on one practiced arm to ease the soreness. Was she mad to consider this undertaking? Was she up to it? Was her body? And what actual outcome did Cecil expect? How long would she be expected to act as “councilor” to this royal personage she had never met?

She put this last question to him, and he seemed about to speak, but stopped and gave a shrug of uncertainty that she sensed troubled him as much as her, for he was a man who loved precision. These were chaotic times, and he was doing the best he could for the Princess, someone he cared deeply about—that was all. Honor saw that the mission was terribly vague, her exact responsibilities unknown. Unknowable. Every inner voice of prudence and experience told her to be wary.

But, to go home! She and Richard could restore his wool trade business. And eventually, when they were back on their feet, they could reunite the family. Home. Achingly, she thought of her abandoned garden at Speedwell House. She could be there in time to see the yellow exuberance of spring—scatters of celandines, sprays of forsythia, banks of daffodils.

“We would need more than the pardon,” she said, anxious, but needing to know.

“More?”

“We have debts.”

Cecil’s shrewd eyes registered the satisfaction of a win. “Money can always be found.”

Seagulls wheeled, screeching above Speedwell as her bow carved the waves, reaching for England.

Honor stood on the foredeck with Richard, hardly needing her winter cloak as the strong midday sun beamed down from a sky of cobalt blue. She had to hold up her hand against the brightness as she looked aloft. Everything was new, from the virgin white sails, to the freshly painted masts, to the taut rope rigging. She glanced back across the ship at Adam, standing high on the sterncastle deck, conferring with the helmsman at the wheel. She took a deep, contented breath of the cold air tangy with salt and freedom. The refitted ship pleased her enormously. But not, she knew, as much as it pleased Richard. It had done her heart a world of good to watch him and Adam these past weeks as they had thrown themselves into overseeing the carpenters, caulkers, riggers and sailmakers.

“The old girl’s got the wind in her teeth,” Richard said, squinting his one good eye at the new spritsail gleaming in the sun. “It’s good to have her back.”

“Never count us old girls out, my love.”

He laughed. “Never.”

She hooked her arm through his with a happy sigh. Her only pang was for her daughter. Isabel and Carlos at this very moment would be sailing into warm, southerly waters, bound for Peru. It was hard to think that, come spring, Isabel would face childbirth in a strange land without her mother at her side. But Isabel could rely on the strong arms of Carlos. He would take care of her. And Honor dared to hope that one day, when she and Richard had reestablished themselves, they would host a homecoming feast for their daughter and son-in-law, and their first grandchild.

She gazed toward the horizon that cradled home. “Will you hire Winthrop back?” she asked. “Is he still in Colchester? And don’t forget to ask your sister to recommend a good housekeeper. You’ll need someone with her wits about her until I can get home. I don’t know low long I’ll be with the Princess at Woodstock.”

He didn’t answer.

“Richard?” She turned to him.

He was looking at her intently, his smile gone. “Honor, it’s not too late to change your mind. Princess Elizabeth has other friends to help her. Ones who wouldn’t be risking their necks.”

“We’ve been through all this.”

“But maybe not enough. We were so relieved at getting the pardon. But now that we’re really on our way back, I’m thinking I should never have agreed to Sir William’s bargain. In this new Catholic England, it could get you killed.”

“I don’t accept that. It was so long ago, almost twenty years, it’s all been forgotten.” Nineteen years, to be exact. She could never forget. She had been tried by the church court for heresy, and convicted. Condemned to burn. She had escaped, and later, under the reign of the Protestant young King Edward VI, she had been safe. She understood Richard’s unease now about the zealously Catholic Queen Mary, but Honor wasn’t unduly troubled. Her conviction had been so very long ago, and the country had experienced so much upheaval since then, under three different reigns. Her personal history was a mere speck lost in the country-wide dust of all that former chaos. “It’s all forgotten,” she said again. “A new generation runs things now.”

“The past could catch up with you yet. Does Sir William know?”

“About our old missions, yes.” Before her arrest for heresy, she and Richard had smuggled persecuted dissenters out of England on his ships. “But about how and why we fled England back then, no. Heavens, Richard, he was fourteen at the time.”

“Still, I don’t like it.”

“It’ll be fine. I’ll just do what I can to help the Princess, then come home and live as quietly as a mouse.”

He cocked a skeptical eyebrow. “Some mouse.”

“Other non-Catholics are doing it. Sir William himself is doing it.”

Richard’s expression turned serious. “There’s the Grenvilles. That was just ten months ago.”

Honor couldn’t suppress a shudder, remembering Anthony Grenville’s pistol, his deranged face, the searing bullet he had fired into her. She shook off the sickening memory. “Grenville is dead. So is the past.” She would not let ghosts frighten her.

“Grenville’s dead, but his children are very much alive. And fast friends of the Queen. She’s made John Grenville a baron.”

“But what can he do to you now? You have your royal pardon. He must accept that.”

He said darkly, “Kin do not forget murder.”

She was startled by the word. Murder. They never used it. They had found it better never to mention how Richard had bludgeoned Anthony Grenville to death.

“Anyway,” he said, “it’s not me I’m thinking of, it’s you.” He went on firmly, as though settling the matter, “No, given all the risks, you’re safer in Antwerp. When we land, I’ll ride home and get the business rolling, you sail back with Adam. Sir William will understand. As soon as I’m on my feet again I’ll repay him.”

“Go back? Run away again?”

“It’s not running. We’ll just have two homes, Colchester and Antwerp, the way we used to.”

“Only I’ll be barred from one.” She longed for an end to this gypsy existence, never secure, never completely safe. They had established themselves in Antwerp after fleeing all those years ago, but had returned to England in the mild reign of King Edward, and had lived quietly in Colchester for several years and prospered, Richard keeping the Antwerp house for business. But then Edward died and his sister Mary took the throne with a vow to exterminate heresy, and so, with persecution threatening them again, Richard had joined Wyatt’s rebellion. When it failed, he and Isabel had barely escaped with their lives. Honor had had enough of it.

“No,” she said decisively. “England is our real home. The home of my heart. I won’t let these religious zealots run us off again, not the Grenvilles or Cardinal Pole or bloody Queen Mary herself. They can’t be allowed to keep attacking their neighbors. Burning people for their beliefs. Making Englishmen quake and dissemble like beaten children. Someone’s got to stop them. Until that happens, we’ll never be secure, not me or you or Adam or anyone.”

He was looking at her now with a frown. “I thought you were going back to advise the Princess.”

“I am.”

“Are you sure that’s all? Because it sounds like you’re going back to try to make her queen.”
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The Gatehouse

December 1554

Woodstock in Oxfordshire was far from the noisy moneymaking of London and its hectic royal court. The village lay in a steep, wooded valley with the sluggish River Glyme at its feet. The people lived from harvest to harvest, and when those failed they felt want. The summer had brought the worst rains in years, punishing torrents that had left the fields and gardens an unhealthy bog. By winter, hunger haunted the poor.

Though remote, the village had felt the royal presence for centuries. Woodstock Palace had been a hunting lodge since Norman times, and generations of English kings had come to hunt in the royal forests. Here, 430 years ago, Henry I had kept a menagerie with leopards and porcupines. Here his grandson, Henry II, had kept his mistress, fair Rosamund Clifford. Yet the palace seemed haunted by death. It was at Woodstock that Henry II first clashed with Thomas à Becket, his friend and archbishop, who was later stabbed to death in his cathedral by Henry’s loyal men. Woodstock was a frequent retreat of King John, whose murderous rule, according to legend, kindled the revenge of Robin Hood. Here Henry III survived an assassination attempt. Here, in 1389, the Earl of Pembroke, a Christmas guest, was killed by a jousting foe.

And here, Princess Elizabeth, by order of her sister, Queen Mary, had been kept under house arrest for eight months. The palace had been in sorry disrepair for decades and was now a palace in name only. Its dilapidated medieval buildings rose from the marshy riverbed, a managerial headache of crumbling stone, leaky roofs, and cracked window casements. The place, never meant as a jail, had few doors with locks, so for security reasons the man appointed as the Princess’s custodian, Sir Henry Bedingfield, had lodged her in the gatehouse.

All this, Honor had learned from Thomas Parry, the Princess’s steward, as they conferred at Woodstock’s inn, the Bull. Each had been alerted about the other by Sir William Cecil, and now they were discussing how they might find a way for Honor to get in to see the Princess. They stood at the upstairs hall window overlooking the main street. The Bull’s customers were downstairs at dinner, and the clack of cutlery and whiffs of braised rabbit with leeks drifted up the stairs. Still, Honor and Parry kept their voices low, for they could not risk anyone, guest or servant, wandering by and overhearing them. Parry had said he suspected that the village held at least one of the imperial ambassador’s spies keeping a vigilant, hostile eye on the Princess.

“Is she allowed out to walk?” Honor asked.

“Once a day, but only in the garden and always accompanied by guards. Usually by Bedingfield as well.”

Honor looked out at the muddy street where strips of browned snow lay shredded by the ruts. Across the street the parish church of St. Mary Magdalene with its squat, Norman tower stared sternly back at her. Wind keened through its battlements.

“Do they take her to church? The Queen must insist on that, on her sister attending mass.”

“Indeed, but there is a chapel beside her bedchamber. She does not leave the grounds.”

“How many rooms in the gatehouse?”

“Four, counting the chapel. The guardsmen occupy one. Elizabeth is left with just two for herself and the women of her chamber.”

“Any hope there, among her women? Friends to help us from the inside?”

He shook his head. “Both were strictly chosen for their religion. They are the Queen’s women.”

“Jailers themselves,” Honor said grimly. “And no one’s allowed to visit her?”

“No one. Excepting, of course, the Queen’s councilors who come regularly to press her to confess her guilt in the rebellion. Or did until this week. I expect we’ll see them back again after Twelfth Night.”

“May she receive letters?”

“None, unless read and approved by Bedingfield.”

“Books?”

“Only approved religious texts, and only after Bedingfield has leafed through every page for contraband.”

The challenge seemed insurmountable. How was she to advise the Princess when she could neither see her nor communicate with her? The wind hurled gusts of grainy snow against the window like a tempestuous child hurling handfuls of sand, and Honor hugged herself against the chilly draft. A farmer plodded up the street behind his ox, the beast strapped with a load of firewood on each of its bony sides. Christmas was approaching. Honor had hoped to spend it at home in Colchester. In her absence Richard’s sister was overseeing the holiday preparations, and Honor could imagine Joan busily ordering the baking of plum and currant puddings with brandy, while the servants bedecked the great hall with fragrant cedar boughs. But it seemed that she would be stuck in seclusion at the Bull Inn for some time. She felt like a prisoner herself.

At least there was Parry. They had met only this afternoon but already she liked and trusted him. A stout, fleshy, plain-speaking man about her own age, early forties, he had a no-nonsense view of his job and the people around him. He had been Elizabeth’s factotum for years, carefully husbanding her estates, for she owned several homes and was the second largest landholder in the realm. Parry had made the Bull his headquarters and from it he continued to manage her tenants, collect her rents, and protect her deer parks, sending his reports to her through Sir Henry Bedingfield and hoping to one day get in to see her. His devotion to the Princess reminded Honor of Sir William Cecil. So did his pity for her. “My poor young Lady Elizabeth is so lonely, brought so low,” Parry had said with a catch in his voice. Honor observed it with some wonder. How this girl could move men.

“Tell me more about her keeper,” she asked. She knew that Bedingfield was of an ancient Norfolk family, a stoutly Catholic knight, but little else about him.

Parry rolled his eyes. “A pusillanimous donkey. He fears the Queen’s displeasure, fears the council’s disapproval, fears even offending Elizabeth herself. Fears his own fart, I shouldn’t wonder. His solution is to make not the slightest decision without first asking permission of his betters and getting it in writing. Though the oaf can barely read. But he is blindly loyal to the Queen, conspicuously so during the rebellion, for which she rewarded him with Wyatt’s confiscated lands. He’ll go far.”

They talked for some time about the routines of the household, about who came and went, why and how, Honor trying to spot a gap through which she might slip past Bedingfield’s notice. She wondered aloud if she might hide in some delivery cart. “How about deliveries of food?”

“His staff buys here at the village market.”

“No one goes in?” she asked, adding in exasperation, “Not the butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker?”

He smiled wanly at her jest. “They do, but the guards check every item brought in. Bedingfield’s orders. As far as I can tell, the only thing to enter or leave the gatehouse that is not viewed and searched is the Princess’s smalls.”

Her underclothes? “How so?”

“Bedingfield’s orders, again.” His voice took on the tone of a pronouncement. “All linen brought to Her Grace clean by the laundress is to be delivered to the Queen’s women, and they are to see all fouled linen delivered to the said laundress.”

Honor liked this. A plan, at last.

She had slung the burlap bundle over her shoulder. Wrapped in homespun shawls against the cold, her head lowered under a shawl kerchief, she trudged up the road to the palace, the ruts iron hard with frost this morning. Her borrowed dress was brown as a burr and shapeless as a sack, but it was clean, as befitted her pretended occupation. After her years of soft living, the bristly wool grated her skin like sandpaper, and the borrowed leather shoes, coarse as bacon rinds, were already raising blisters on her heels. She was afraid her wincing would give her away. Could she really hope to deceive these people?

No one stopped and stared at her on the road, at least. A drayman rumbled past in his cart piled with ox hides that stank in the strengthening sun. A grimy little girl and boy with sticks prodded a couple of geese that honked their distress, waddling fast as though to escape the death that no doubt awaited them. A priest trudged past Honor munching a chicken leg. She had to stop for a young shepherd driving sheep out of a muddy lane and then across the road to a half-frozen field. He whistled to his dog and it came tearing past her, splashing muck onto her hem. She tried not to flinch like a lady. Dirt was as routine in these people’s lives as the gnaw of hunger.

She walked up the gentle slope and reached the palace walls. Four guards were stationed at the gate, all decked in Bedingfield’s livery of blue and tawny, complete with his badge of stars over a field of grain. Her heart beat fast as she approached the forward guard.

“Halt there. What’s your business?”

“Laundress, sir. Delivering Her Grace’s smalls.”

He frowned. “The laundress is Meg.” He spread his arms to indicate a woman of more than ample girth.

“My sister. Down with a flux, she is. Poor soul can’t leave her bed. I’m doing the job till she’s better.”

He grunted. Was this a negative or affirmative? Unsure, Honor didn’t move.

“Let’s have a look,” he said, beckoning her to set down the bundle.

She did so, very careful to display its sewn-on Bedingfield badge. The guard poked through the clean, folded underclothes—linen smocks and shifts, detachable linings of bodices, stockings both silk and worsted. Honor hoped there wasn’t some password the laundress had forgotten to tell her. Parry had paid the woman well, but she had been hesitant in instructing Honor, eager for the coins but nervous about the risk. What if there was something she had missed?

“A bloody flux, it is, something awful,” Honor prattled on, hoping to disgust the guard or bore him, anything to nudge him to be done with her. “Bloody mucous running out one end of her, mixed with far worse. And our pease pudding supper chucked up out the other end of her. I can tell you, cleaning up that mess is—”

“Enough of that,” he said, making a face. He retied the bundle roughly, apparently satisfied. But then said, “The chamberlain said nothing about Meg.”

“It came on her in the night, sir. You can tell his lordship yourself. Unless you’d rather have me go away and leave Her Grace without her underclothes.”

“Don’t be daft.” He waved to his fellow guard to open the gate.

In for a penny, in for a pound, Honor thought as the gate creaked open. “As I don’t know the way, sir, could you tell me where I’m to take these to Her Grace?”

He gave her directions, and she walked through, careful not to hurry, to plod on like a working woman who was far from eager to get to her chores.

She had made it in.

The courtyard, surrounded by its jumble of decaying buildings and neglected gardens, was in a sorry state. The palace had been built over springs that left a spongy marsh of melted ice and a stench of swamp grass. Pigs snorted from a pen notched into the crumbling wall. Honor could smell them, along with pungent cow dung. Some soldiers lounged under an archway, talking quietly, a couple of them playing cards at a table while another tweedled a tune on a pipe. Two servant women ambled past Honor, gossiping, carrying
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