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About the Book

Two women separated by time are linked by the most famous murder mystery in history, the Princes in the Tower.


Lady Katherine Grey has already suffered more than her fair share of tragedy. Newly pregnant, she has incurred the wrath of her formidable cousin, Queen Elizabeth I, who sees her as a rival to her insecure throne.


Alone in her chamber in the Tower, she finds old papers belonging to a kinswoman of hers, Kate Plantagenet, the bastard daughter of Richard III, who eighty years previously had embarked on a dangerous quest to find what really happened to her cousins, the two young Princes who had last been seen as captives in the Tower.


But time is not on Kate’s side – nor on Katherine’s either . . .


About the Author

Alison Weir lives and works in Surrey. Her non-fiction books include The Six Wives of Henry VIII, Children of England, Eleanor of Aquitaine, Henry VIII: King and Court, Mary Queen of Scots, Katherine Swynford and Elizabeth of York. Her novels include Innocent Traitor, The Lady Elizabeth and A Dangerous Inheritance.
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To Kezia Jane Marston and Persephone Gipps-Williams with lots of love


‘As circles five by art compressed show but one ring to sight,

So trust uniteth faithful minds with knot of secret might,

Whose force to break, but greedy Death, no wight possesseth power,

As time and sequels well shall prove, my ring can say no more.’

Lines engraved on Katherine Grey’s wedding ring

‘Love is a torment of the mind,

A tempest everlasting …’

Samuel Daniel, ‘Hymen’s Triumph’

‘Love is blind.’

William Shakespeare, The Two Gentlemen of Verona
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1568

I CAN NEVER forget the day they brought me the news that my sister’s head had been cut off. I was not yet thirteen, too young fully to understand why she had to die, but old enough to imagine the horrific scene at the end. They said she had committed treason, the foulest of all crimes, but it didn’t make any sense to me, for Jane had only done what she was forced to do. And by that reasoning, I too had been an innocent traitor, just as she was.

We had none of us girls been born to inherit a crown, and yet it has overshadowed us all our lives – and blighted them. I thought once that it would be a wonderful thing to be a queen, to wield power and wear the coveted diadem – but I know differently now. Tangling with princes rarely brought anyone anything but ill-fortune and grief. I have learned that lesson too, in the hardest of ways. I am no longer the innocent, placid child who struggled with shyness and lessons, and was happiest running free in the spacious wilds of Charnwood Forest, or playing with my dogs, my birds and my monkeys.

If, in the future, there is to be any remnant of that kind of happiness for me in this world, it remains in the gift of Almighty God alone, for I can hope for little from my earthly sovereign.

In the meantime, I must languish here, in this fine house that is really my prison, having little to distract me from my trials but the routines of everyday life and the stilted exchange of pleasantries with my unwilling hosts. The only pleasures – if that is the right word – that are left to me are writing daily in this journal that I began so many years ago, and gazing yearningly from my window across the flat green parkland and skeletal trees to the forbidden distance, beyond which lives the man I love more than life itself.


Part One
Acts of Usurpation


 

Katherine

25th May 1553. Durham House, London.

TODAY IS OUR wedding day. My sister Jane and I are to be married; all has been arranged so that the one ceremony will serve for both the daughters of my lord the Duke of Suffolk and my lady the Duchess. It has come upon us so quickly that I have scarce had time to catch my breath, and am somewhat stunned to find myself standing in this royally appointed bedchamber being decked out in my bridal robes.

Below the latticed windows the River Thames, busy with craft and the shouts of boatmen, glides swiftly past London towards the distant sea. There is the usual whiff of fish, mud and rotting stuff in the warm air, but the light breeze that stirs the heavy damask curtains and caresses my skin is pleasant, and faintly redolent of the flowers in the formal gardens that cluster below around Durham House.

We stand like statues as our nurse, Mrs Ellen, and our tirewoman, Bridget, fuss around us, pins in their mouths, hands fiddling with points and laces, dressing us in such finery as I have never possessed, while our mother looks on, hawk-like, screeching orders.

‘Stand still, Jane! And try to look happy. His Majesty has been most generous in his provision for you, and in finding you such bridegrooms. You would not wish word to get back to him that you are ungrateful, I am sure.’

Jane looks mutinous as the heavy gown of gold and silver brocade is lowered over her head.

‘He knows that I did not want this marriage,’ she says defiantly. ‘And it is my lord of Northumberland whom I have to thank for it. King Edward might rule England, but my lord rules the King.’

My mother would like to strike her, I am sure, but even she would not send a daughter to her wedding with bruises on her flesh. Instead she contents herself with tugging Jane’s wedding gown none too gently into place over her kirtle, and arranging the heavy skirts and train, which are exquisitely embroidered with diamonds and pearls.

‘You will keep your opinions to yourself, my little madam, and remember your duty to the King, me and your father, and to the Duke of Northumberland, who is to become your father-in-law this day. Rest assured, you would not be getting wed if the King did not wish it. Now, let me look at you.’

Jane stands awkwardly as our mother inspects her. She told me last night, not for the first time, that she despises outward finery; as a virtuous Protestant maiden, she insists on wearing sober, modest garments of black and white, which infuriates our mother, who is given to lavish attire. I can see that Jane is uncomfortable in more ways than one in her rich gold and silver brocade, with its low square neckline that reveals the slight swell of her small breasts.

I would give much to go forth to my wedding in such a dress, but I am the younger sister, and therefore not as important. Never mind that, unlike the spirited Jane, I am obedient, biddable and – so my mother says – the beauty of the family, and (which she never says) clearly her favourite, I must always come second. I am second now, my marriage less important than Jane’s, my gown of silver tissue banded with crimson velvet and pearls less costly; but as I catch sight of myself in the mirror, with my long strawberry-gold hair falling in glossy ripples down my back, my cheeks pinkly flushed, my blue eyes shining, and the tight cut of the pointed bodice outlining my slender figure, I know that I do not need more lavish finery to compete with my sister.

We are close, as sisters should be, but there has always been a healthy rivalry between us. Jane, my elder by four years, is the naughty, intransigent child, and I am the meek and dutiful one. Not for me the nips, slaps and pinches that Jane has frequently to endure for this or that supposed misdemeanour, or for not doing what she was told as perfectly as God made the world. She could never please our parents. Everything she did or said laid her open to their criticism. Poor Jane; I have often seen her run weeping to our beloved tutor, gentle Master Aylmer, for some respite from their harshness. Yet for me, the less clever but prettier daughter, there have been but mild reproofs and even occasional praise.

I was a quiet child, happy to bask in my brilliant sister’s light, and it suited me to behave well, because I was timid and shy, and wanted as easy a life as possible. If doing so earned me the kindness of my fearsome mother, and spared me the rigour she showed to my unsatisfactory sister, then I was content. But as I grew older, it began to dawn on me that our mother was unnecessarily unkind to Jane, and did not love her, and I grew more protective towards my elder sibling.

So I am sorry to see her looking so miserable, standing there in her unwanted finery, a frown on her plain, freckled face, as Mrs Ellen combs her long red hair. Mrs Ellen is dear and kind; she loves Jane much more than our mother does, and has stood up for her on many occasions; but my mother rarely takes any notice of anything that Mrs Ellen says. She is a servant, beneath her notice.

Jane should be rejoicing that being married will enable her to escape, for she should be mistress of her own household very soon, although matters have proceeded so fast that nothing has been said of that yet. But she says she is merely changing one form of bondage for another. To me, it seems a wondrous thing to be married – and I hope she will find it so, although I fear she is resolved not to. I shall miss her, my dearest sister; what will her life be like without me there to comfort her?

Jane was supposed to be a boy, the son and heir who would inherit our parents’ titles and estates, and their ambitions. For royal blood runs in my mother’s veins, and she and my father have ever had the crown within their sights; indeed, my mother is next in line to the throne after the King’s half-sisters, the Lady Mary and the Lady Elizabeth, although – they being in good health and like to marry – the prospect of her ever succeeding is remote. It took me a long time to understand that my mother’s unkindness towards Jane was born of disappointment in her being of the wrong sex. After that, nothing she ever did was right.

Once there had been an ambitious plan to marry her to King Edward and make her queen. I know little of how it was to work out – only that not very long ago our parents suddenly abandoned the idea and agreed to these new marriages.

Poor Jane. She did not want to marry Lord Guilford Dudley, in fact she had railed bitterly against it. All in vain. Our furious mother beat her into submission, shrieking that the marriage was highly advantageous for our family, while our father looked on, steely-eyed. ‘How could an alliance with the Dudleys ever be advantageous?’ Jane cried, cowering under the blows.

‘You will find out!’ spat my lady. ‘Just do – as – you – are – told!’ Each word was accompanied by a snap of the whip.

It was different for me. Last month, my lord and lady summoned me to the great chamber at our house at Sheen, where I found my mother seated by the hearth and my father standing with his back to the fire, his hunting dogs at his feet. They smiled at me as I rose from my curtsey and stood respectfully before them.

‘Katherine, you will be pleased to know that your father has arranged a marriage for you,’ my mother said, her sharp features wearing a benign expression as she fixed her gaze on her lord. Her deference to him is a sop to his vanity and the conventions, for it is no secret that he is quite content to be ruled by her, his royal wife, in all things.

The news was a complete surprise to me. At twelve, I had not expected to be wed for some years yet, and was rendered quite speechless, which my parents mercifully took for obedient consent.

‘You are young, it is true, to be a wife,’ my father said, ‘but you are of age, and this match pleases us well. Above all, it will be of great benefit to the realm.’

Benefit to the realm? What was he talking about? Surely I, unimportant little Lady Katherine Grey, had no place in the high affairs of the kingdom?

‘Why, the child is struck dumb!’ my mother laughed. ‘Are you so overcome by your good fortune, Katherine?’

‘I thank you, Sir, Madam,’ I stammered.

My mother turned to my father, crowing, ‘You see, Henry? I told you she would be more biddable by far than Jane.’

‘I am relieved to see it,’ he replied, with feeling. He loathes disruption, and having lost patience with Jane for making so much trouble over her betrothal, he had been difficult to live with for days.

‘Well, Katherine, I expect you are waiting to hear the name of the fortunate young man who is to be your husband,’ he was saying.

‘Yes, Sir, I am.’

My father put his hand into his doublet and pulled out a small, delicate oval object rimmed in bright gold.

‘Behold!’ he said, and gave it to me. It was a miniature portrait of a young man wearing russet clothing; he had brown curls, merry eyes and a pleasant, open face. The gold letters on the blue background proclaimed, in Latin, that he was in his sixteenth year.

I am innocent of life, yet old enough to have looked blushingly on a handsome youth with interest; and when I gazed upon the comely features of my future betrothed, something stirred within me, and I was suddenly suffused with happiness. I had been taught that my duty would be to love the husband chosen for me, but this was a face I could love with no thought of duty.

I looked up at my waiting parents and found my voice.

‘Sir, Madam, I could not have asked for a more handsome gentleman for a husband. Thank you, oh thank you!’

They beamed at me.

‘Don’t you want to know who he is?’ my father chuckled.

‘Yes, Sir, please … Who is he?’

‘Henry, Lord Herbert, son and heir to the Earl of Pembroke. The Herberts are an old and noble family. One day you will be my lady the Countess of Pembroke. It’s an excellent match.’

‘It is indeed,’ added my mother, ‘and I am gratified to see that you are suitably grateful. You’re a good girl, Katherine.’

‘May I ask a question?’ I ventured.

‘You may,’ said my father.

‘Sir, I understand why you are pleased to be marrying me to Lord Herbert, for he is a fine gentleman and will make me a countess. But you said earlier that this match would be of great benefit to the realm. I do not understand.’

‘This marriage pleases my lord of Northumberland, and binds us to his affinity. Pembroke is a great and influential nobleman, and an alliance with him is much to our advantage.’

‘And I am certain that he sees it as being much to his advantage too, to be allied with our royal blood,’ my mother added drily. ‘Katherine, you may rest content that your marriage will please many people, including the King himself.’

‘It is to take place as soon as possible,’ my lord informed me. ‘We are planning a double wedding with Jane and Guilford. But first, you must meet your bridegroom.’

It was arranged that my lord of Pembroke and his son should visit us in our new house, the former priory of the Charterhouse, at Sheen, which was granted to my father by the King earlier this year. Its splendid red-brick buildings and courts are dominated by a solid square tower with battlements, and it nestles close beside the River Thames amid the gentle wooded hills of Surrey.

When King Edward succeeded and England was proclaimed a Protestant kingdom, my parents ardently embraced the new faith. My father had profited well from King Harry’s break with Rome and the closure of the monasteries: he got not only Sheen, and before that the Minories in London, but also Bradgate in Charnwood Forest, where he built us a grand house on the ruins of an abbey.

My parents keep great state at Sheen, which is arrayed with the very best in tapestries, Turkey carpets, displays of gold and silver plate, and gilded furniture, such as would impress even the King himself. And on the day when the Herberts were due to arrive, my mother decreed that I should be nobly decked out too, just as Jane had been when my lord of Northumberland had brought his son Guilford on a similar occasion.

That had not gone well. Jane did not trouble to hide her aversion to Guilford, whom I thought a handsome but stupid youth. He too clearly had no inclination for the marriage. That was the first occasion on which I met John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland, the man who rules England as Lord President of the Council while my cousin King Edward is a minor, and I was overawed by the cold and arrogant manner of this great lord. His very bearing exudes power; and yet, young as I might be, I sensed that there lurked a ruthless spirit beneath the urbane courtier.

He is not liked. My father is much in Northumberland’s confidence, and active in the government of the kingdom, but I’ve heard my parents call the Duke an upstart, greedy and grasping knave, and scorn him as the son of an executed traitor – but only when they were not aware that I was listening. Since breaking the news of Jane’s betrothal, they have loudly praised his virtues as a husband and father, his statecraft, his courtesy and his exploits in the tiltyard.

But outward appearances are not always what they seem, especially among great folk. The very attitude of my parents towards Northumberland has shown me that a man or woman may say fair words outwardly, yet utter something quite different in private. I suspect that my father might merely be feigning friendship with Northumberland while using him for his own ends, for sure it is that an alliance with the Duke is the fastest way to advancement in this kingdom.

I instantly disliked the man. I was almost beneath his notice, thank goodness: he was too puffed up with his own importance even to acknowledge me beyond a courtesy bow; and he was plainly simmering with anger at Jane’s sullen reception of his son. My parents were all false gaiety and bonhomie, but later, when the guests had gone, they bared their teeth and snarled at my sister, who was sent to bed without supper for her discourtesy.

But today would be different, I was sure, for I was very happy to be betrothed to the fine young man in the miniature, and most eager to meet him. I could barely stand still for impatience as Mrs Ellen laced me into my yellow velvet gown with its neckline edged with delicate gold filigree beads and cutwork embroidery, its full skirts spread gracefully over a wide farthingale and a kirtle of crimson silk. She reproved me for fidgeting as she adjusted my oversleeves, clasped the chain of my scented pomander around my waist, and brushed my hair till it shone.

‘No hood today,’ she decreed. ‘You must wear your hair loose, as becomes a maiden.’

The effect in the mirror she held up was very pleasing, and I was thrilled that Lord Herbert – I could not yet think of him as Henry – would see me looking so fine on our first meeting.

The day being warm, we had thrown open the parlour windows to let in the light, fresh breeze from the river. The long oak table had been spread with a crisp white cloth and laid with silver candlesticks and an array of gold plate laden with cold meats and raised pies, tarts both savoury and sweet, and tall pyramids of fruit, with great ewers of Venetian glass full of good wine. There were bowls of sweet-smelling flower petals on the side table, and fragrant herbs scattered along the tablecloth.

My mother bustled about in her silken gown, hectoring the servants to ensure that no small detail should be overlooked. My father, who had gone out hunting at dawn, had been sent upstairs to change into his noblest apparel, and was now sprawling elegantly in his chair, reading a book. For all his inclination to sport and pleasure, he does love learning and is exceptionally well read.

Jane was reading too, huddled on the window seat. She was, as usual, in disgrace, having made her appearance in a black gown unadorned with any jewellery. It was only after some sharp words from our mother that she donned more festive-looking clothing, but that did not go far towards sweetening either of them.

Our younger sister, Mary, was not to be present. I have not spoken so far of Mary, because she rarely has a part to play in my story. My parents hardly mention her, and on the day of my betrothal they announced that, at eight years old, she was too young to join the gathering. Even so, she is not too young to be advantageously betrothed to the ageing and battle-scarred Lord Grey de Wilton, a friend of Northumberland. The truth is that my parents do not want poor Mary seen in public at all, with her poor little humped back and her stunted stature. They fear that people will point a finger and say that God is so displeased with the Duke and Duchess of Suffolk that he has not only withheld the blessing of a son, but has also cursed them with a misshapen daughter; or they will say that a twisted character must lurk in a twisted body, like that wicked crookback King Richard III, who had the poor Princes in the Tower foully murdered all those years ago.

But there is nothing twisted or wicked about Mary. She is a gentle soul who strives to be as normal as Jane and me in order to please our parents. I have seen her holding herself as straight as possible, hiding her poor humped back under a shawl, oblivious to the pain it causes her. But my lord and lady mostly leave her to the care of Mrs Ellen and the other nursery attendants. Anyone can see that, given the choice, they would prefer never to set eyes on poor Mary. But I am very fond of my little sister. I worry about her, knowing that I must soon leave her to go to my husband’s house. Yet I know that Mrs Ellen will go on caring for her as lovingly as she always has. She is a sweet, thoughtful lady, very fair and very feeling, and sometimes – God forgive me – I find myself wishing that I had her for a mother. But to think such thoughts is sinful, for I know I owe my love and duty to the mother who brought me into the world.

The truth is that I was so overwhelmed by the prospect of coming face to face with Lord Herbert that I gave my little sister barely a second thought.

At midday, craning my neck out of the open window, I glimpsed the Earl of Pembroke’s barge, ornate and majestic, gliding slowly up the River Thames towards our landing stage.

‘Hurry! We must make haste!’ my mother hissed.

Needing no second bidding, I flew to the door, but then I felt a hand grip my shoulder and heard my lady’s voice again, saying, ‘Slowly! It does not do for a bride to be too eager. It is unseemly. And you do not want to look like a hoyden, running down to the barge with your clothing flying in disarray. What would the Earl think?’

I subsided into obedience, as I had done countless times before, and walked down to the jetty as sedately as a lady should, my hands folded over my stomacher, my eyes downcast, looking at the grass – although I was desperate to behold the face of my intended and assure myself that he was indeed as handsome as his picture.

‘You are fortunate, Sister,’ murmured Jane beside me, looking directly at our guests, as we came to a demure standstill behind our parents. And it was then that I dared to raise my eyes.

The Earl of Pembroke, a soldierly, black-bearded figure garbed in fashionable attire that was no less lavish than our own, was making his vigorous way along the gangway between the raised oars of his boatmen, and leaping onto the landing stage. Behind him came a stately woman in a stiff brocade gown, who could only be his wife, the Countess. And then – there he was, my bridegroom, a slim young man with brown curls, wearing silver and blue silk, and his face was recognisably the face in my miniature. I caught my breath.

For the painter, whoever he was, had lied. His brush had not been equal to its task. It had not captured the cornflower blue of Lord Herbert’s wide, dancing eyes, or the manly contours of his face, with its straight nose, broad cheekbones and full red lips. It had not delineated his graceful figure or his long, muscular legs encased in white hose and soft leather shoon.

There were introductions, I am sure, but I remember little of them except this glorious young man gazing down with sincere admiration into my eyes as he raised my hand to his lips and gently kissed it, warmly declaring himself well content with his beautiful bride. His father the Earl was in a jovial mood, clapping him on the shoulder and saying how fortunate he was, and kissing my lips, saying I was even more fair than he had been told; then my father and mother welcomed their ‘son Herbert’, and everyone was congratulating us as we turned and walked back towards the Priory for the betrothal ceremony, the toasts and the cold meats.

The day seemed more than sunny now: it had taken on a special radiance, its colours and hues brighter and sharper than I had imagined; it was as if the world was revealing itself anew because I was seeing it through the eyes of another. All through the afternoon, Lord Herbert and I observed all the courtesies of which our parents had told us to be mindful, but our eyes were saying much more. Our elders made very clear their belief that betrothed couples should be closely supervised, but later my debonair young lord contrived to speak to me in a quiet corner, saying that he fancied himself already to be in love, and could hardly endure the prospect of the empty days that must pass before we could be married. My cheeks burned at that, but my heart, my ardent, childish heart, was soaring.

It was late, and my candle had burned down almost to the wick, but I could not sleep. I lay abed, reliving the events of that happy, merry day, recalling the converse I had had with my Harry – as he had asked me to call him, saying it was how he was known in the family – and thinking of Jane, who had smiled upon me and wished me every joy in my betrothal. ‘For you are meant for marriage, Kat,’ she told me. ‘You have a sunny, giving nature. I know you are going to be happy. Whereas I should like to be wedded to my books!’

Poor Jane! I do believe she meant it.

I had not eaten much of the feast provided by my parents. My head had been in too great a spin after looking into Harry’s eyes as we made our betrothal vows and swore to be true and faithful to each other for ever.

‘I thank God it will be but a short time until we are wed, my fair Katherine,’ he had whispered just before we said our farewells. ‘I long to make you mine!’ His words, and the way he squeezed my hand as he said them, promised so much. I had been brought up with horses, pet monkeys and dogs, so I was not ignorant of physical things, but in that instant I began to realise that there was much more to human love than I could ever have dreamed. I blushed and just smiled; I had been brought up to be modest and discreet, and to regard all mention of such matters as proper only for the marriage bed. There was no way I could have conveyed to Harry how much I longed for him too.

After that, I could not expect to sleep, for I had much to dream about while awake. And presently I realised that I was hungry, having eaten so little, and took to wondering if there were any of the leftover cold meats, or anything else, in the court cupboard in the great hall.

I rose from my bed, donned my new nightgown – an expensive one with puffed sleeves and a high buttoned neck – and carried my candle down the curving stair that led to the hall. To my right the door to the parlour was slightly ajar, and I could hear voices. It was my parents, sitting up late as they often did, enjoying a drink by the fireside. I was about to go in, but stopped short when I heard something that disturbed me. I should have gone away then, I know, but I was ever a curious child, and did not pause to remember that eavesdroppers rarely hear any good of anything, especially themselves.

‘I hope Pembroke doesn’t waver.’ It was my mother’s voice that had stopped me in my tracks. Waver? Why should the Earl want to waver? Was it my marriage they were talking about? I held my breath.

‘He, waver? Not a chance,’ my father said. ‘He’s bound himself now, and cannot get out of it.’

‘Oh, but he can. This agreement about the marriage not being consummated immediately. I don’t like it.’ My heart began beating fast at that, and it would be pounding heavily before I was finished listening.

My lady was strident. ‘I told you, you should have insisted on their bedding together on the wedding night, but instead you go and agree to the Earl’s condition.’

‘But Katherine is young – she’s just twelve. He said he was being purely considerate of her age, which I rather liked him for.’ My father sounded defensive.

‘Words! Fair, empty words! She’s old enough for wedding and bedding,’ my mother snorted, as I shrank at her coarseness. ‘It’s clear to me that Pembroke doesn’t entirely trust Northumberland, and that he is sitting on the fence to see if my lord Duke can hang on to power after the King dies. It’s well known that Catholic Mary has no love for Northumberland. She’d as soon hang him, given the chance. I wouldn’t give a groat for his prospects with her sitting on the throne.’

The King – dying? He was but fifteen years old. I had heard he’d been ill, with measles or smallpox, but that he had recovered. He could not be dying, surely? It was too much to take in. As for the consummation of my marriage, I knew what that meant, but why shouldn’t it be allowed? Surely Pembroke would want to bind himself to us, who are, after all, of higher rank than the Herberts, and of royal blood to boot? Modest as I am, I have been brought up to consider myself and my sisters great prizes in the marriage market.

‘Northumberland will hold on, never fear.’ My lord’s tone was confident. ‘The country was glad to turn Protestant under Edward. People will rally to the Duke. It’s too late to go back to the old ways. Mary must understand that.’

‘I doubt it!’ my mother interrupted, tart. ‘She’s spent most of his reign fighting for the right to have her Mass.’

‘But she has no support. Of course, the Catholics in the north will cleave to her, yet I doubt she’ll command much of a following elsewhere. It may be that his Majesty and Northumberland have some other plan in mind.’

There was a pause, and once more I held my breath, in case my parents should discover that I was listening outside.

‘Do you know something that I don’t?’ my lady asked at length.

‘I know nothing,’ my father replied, not entirely convincingly.

‘But he is plotting something. If it affects us, I have a right to know. I am, after all, the King’s cousin, and in line for the throne myself after his sisters.’

My father never could withstand my mother’s iron will, but what he said to her next I could not hear, only the sibilant hiss of a whisper.

‘For me?’ I heard my mother exclaim.

‘Shhh! Walls have ears,’ my father muttered, with more truth than he knew. ‘I know for a fact that one of our servants is in the pay of Pembroke, and have no doubt that the Earl is aware that something momentous is afoot. He has Northumberland’s confidence.’

‘But is it to be me?’ my lady persisted. Her tone was urgent.

‘In truth, I do not know what the Duke is planning,’ my lord murmured, so low that I had to strain to hear. ‘Only that he means to set her aside.’

‘But her right is enshrined in law …’

‘Acts of Parliament can be repealed.’

‘And you think Pembroke knows of this? That explains everything. It’s as I feared. He is pleased to ally himself to us, and thereby to Northumberland, but only for as long as the Duke holds power. Pembroke means to hunt with the hare and the hounds, and if the hounds should by any chance win, he will have all the pretext he needs for breaking this marriage.’

‘That may be so,’ said my father, ‘yet I think you are fretting in vain. Northumberland is strong, and he has the nobility and the country behind him.’

‘I do hope so, my lord. I do hope you are right. It’s a good match for Katherine. The child was much taken with Pembroke’s boy. I don’t want to see it broken.’

I heard a rustling of silks as my mother rose from her chair, and tiptoed back up the stairs, all thought of food abandoned. I could not have touched a morsel anyway, for my mind was in turmoil. Was my marriage in some way uncertain? Would it not even be a true marriage? I did not sleep at all that night.

But now it is my wedding day, and as I stand here in my bridal finery, waiting for Mrs Ellen to make the final adjustments to Jane’s train, and for my mother to clasp around our necks the priceless jewelled necklaces sent as wedding gifts by the King, I am still in torment. Whenever I think of my Harry’s handsome face, his loving countenance and all the promise in his fair words, I dread to think that I might lose him, or that they will forbid us to become man and wife in the truest sense.

But there is no more time to brood on this, for the trumpets are sounding and my lord my father, dazzling in white and gold, is waiting to escort us down the grand processional stair to the splendidly arrayed state apartments, through which we must pass towards the chapel. Durham House, where we have come to be married, is a palatial residence surrounded on the Strand side by a high wall buttressed by marble pillars. The guest chambers that have been allocated to us give onto the river, and the great hall and chapel overlook a wide courtyard. This is an old building, not much used these days, but I’ve heard that King Harry the Eighth’s queens once lived here. It is now the property of his Majesty’s sister, the Lady Elizabeth, who has graciously allowed us to use it for the celebration of our joint wedding. I have never met the Lady Elizabeth, but I know of her by repute as a great lady, and very learned. Jane was brought up with her for some years in Queen Katherine Parr’s household, and although they were never close – being two very clever girls, they were too competitive for that – Jane did come to admire Elizabeth; indeed, she speaks often of her wit and erudition.

Sadly, the King cannot be here today. He has sent his regrets, and has generously commanded his Master of the Wardrobe to have the house refurbished in royal style, and to supply us with sumptuous wedding attire. These rich clothes that we are wearing, the cloth of gold and silver tissue, the damasks, the silks and velvets, the exquisite embroideries, are all the King’s gifts. And as I walk in procession, my hand resting on my father’s left arm, with Jane on his other side, through the great chambers of Durham House, I marvel at the magnificent display of King Edward’s great bounty: the exquisitely woven tapestries, some of them shimmering with gold thread, the Turkey carpets on floors and tables, the brand new hangings of crimson taffeta. The vast chapel, smelling of old, hallowed stone, is royally adorned too, and I am overawed by the rich jewel colours of the tall, stained-glass windows and the altar furnishings – but even more so by the sight of my smiling but pale bridegroom, who is waiting for me in a shaft of rainbow sunlight.

I stare at Harry in alarm. He does not look like the robust young man who came to court me at Sheen. He looks ill, in truth, and thinner than I remember him.

The binding words are spoken over us; we make our responses, and I swear to be true and loyal all my days, and to be obedient and amiable in bed and at board; and now the blessed moment comes: we are pronounced man and wife, and kneel together for the Bishop’s blessing. I have eyes only for Harry, whose hand is squeezing mine so meaningfully. But I cannot but notice his drawn face, and Jane’s visible unhappiness as she is bound to Guilford Dudley.

But now here are our parents and guests, clapping and congratulating us, kissing me and Jane, and jocularly slapping our new spouses on the back. The Bishop beams as Harry ventures a chaste kiss on my lips, and I feel a great lightening of the spirits. Harry and I are wed now; surely no one can prevent us from becoming one flesh, as Holy Scripture enjoins.

It is only at this moment – for I have been utterly enrapt by the ceremony – that I become aware of so many great lords among the company.

‘The entire Privy Council is here!’ my mother breathes. ‘Are you not honoured?’

‘Yes, indeed,’ I stammer, overwhelmed that I should be thought so important, and hastily curtseying to the fine gentlemen. ‘I thank you all for coming, good my lords.’ Their presence, not to mention the splendid display put on for the wedding, is making me feel dizzy with conceit. These marriages must indeed be important to warrant such honours. But why?

The Duke of Northumberland bows.

‘This day I have gained a daughter,’ he says, addressing Jane. ‘I hope you will be happy in your new husband, my dear.’

Jane murmurs a reply. He cannot fail to see the resentment and misery in her eyes.

The Earl of Pembroke, my new father-in-law, is more effusive.

‘You are heartily welcome to the family, my Lady Katherine,’ he declares, lifting my hand and kissing it. His wife, the Countess Anne, my husband’s stepmother, hugs me warmly. She is a large lady, and no beauty, but she displays a good and loving heart.

The Earl turns to his son. ‘I trust you are feeling better now, Harry. You will not know, Katherine, that he has been confined to his bed with a fever these three weeks, but he is happily amended now.’

‘Do not worry,’ Harry protests. ‘I feel much better than I did, really I do!’ And he smiles broadly.

The trumpets are sounding again, and it is time for the wedding feast. Northumberland departs bowing, pleading urgent business with the King – much to my comfort, for I find the man intimidating – and a jubilant Harry takes my hand as, with Jane and Guilford, we lead the merry procession to the great hall. Here the tables are lavishly spread with dishes of every description, all artfully arranged on gold and silver platters, and an impressive array of plate is displayed on a tall, ornate buffet for all to admire. As we seat ourselves at the high table above the great gold salts, the servitors come running with napkins, ewers and small manchet loaves, grace is said, and the feasting begins. Reassured about Harry’s recovery, I begin to enjoy myself immensely.

On my right, Jane waves away roast peacock dressed in its plumage and a hot salad, on which Guilford pounces ravenously, then she turns to me and murmurs, ‘Do you not think it strange that every lord on the Council has deemed it proper to come? And all this lavish display. Our parents did not merit as much when they married. I have heard them speak of it. It was a quiet ceremony, overshadowed by Queen Anne Boleyn’s coronation. So why all the pomp?’

I lay down my knife and sip my wine. Her words reawaken my suspicion that there is more to our marriages than we have been given to understand; and suddenly I am no longer so confident about the future.

‘This is disgusting,’ Guilford says, pushing away the salad and reaching once more for his goblet, which has already been refilled several times. Jane ignores him.

‘Think on it,’ she whispers to me, toying with a venison pasty for which she clearly has no appetite. ‘For all their fair words to Northumberland, our parents hate him, and six months ago they would never have condescended to our marrying into a family tainted by treason and not long ennobled.’

‘But it is a good alliance,’ I argue, in my twelve-year-old wisdom. ‘He is a powerful man. It is important to be friends with him.’

‘Maybe.’ She does not sound convinced. Then she whispers: ‘I just wish I were anywhere else! Tell me, Kat, do you fear your wedding night?’

I can feel the heat suffusing my cheeks. ‘A little. But in truth I do long for it.’

‘You long for it?’ Jane looks shocked. ‘I tell you, I dread it. I hate Guilford. I don’t want him touching me.’ Her tone becomes vehement.

Our mother is leaning forward slightly, frowning down the table at us. We have been taught that it is rude to whisper in company, so I turn and smile at Harry, who has been holding my hand while engaging in a lively discussion with my lady about hunting. He has managed to eat a goodly dinner.

‘Sweet Katherine,’ he says. ‘I shall never forget how beautiful you look this day.’

‘You are not looking so badly yourself, my lord!’ I answer, pert. He laughs, and I am enchanted. The more I come to know of Harry, the more delighted I am in him. Unlike poor Jane, I am not dreading my wedding night.

Perhaps Harry knows why the councillors are all here.

‘It’s out of friendship for Northumberland,’ he tells me, and I feel greatly cheered by that. Of course, it must be. These lords all work closely with him, governing the realm, and many must be related to him. And when Harry leans forward and kisses me again on the lips, more slowly this time, I forget all about them, blushing at the whoops and knowing remarks of those who have observed us. By now, everyone is rosy with wine, all but Guilford, who wears a petulant face; he doesn’t just appear drunk, he looks green. Well, it serves him right for being so greedy!

After the feast, two masques are performed for our entertainment. One is outrageously bawdy, and I don’t understand much of it, but the guests are guffawing and rocking with mirth, so I join in. Only Jane sits there stony-faced as the dancers in their indecent diaphanous costumes weave in and out, singing risqué songs to the very suggestive young man playing Hymenaios, the Greek god of weddings, and his youthful acolytes, the Erotes, gods of love.

Afterwards, laughing and chattering, we go out into the sunlight, making our way in procession to the tiltyard by the river, where we take our places in the stands for the jousts that are to do honour to the marriages. Harry is one of the gallant contestants, and looks very splendid indeed in finely chased tilting armour, seated on his charger. When he bows in the saddle before me, lowering his lance for me to tie on my favour as his chosen lady, my heart feels fit to burst with happiness.

As the crowd roars, hooves thunder across the earth, spears splinter and armoured knights crash to the ground. Harry gives a good account of himself, even though he wins none of the prizes. But I am inordinately proud of him for his efforts. He is but fifteen, much of an age with Guilford, who is now too drunk even to sit straight on his horse and retires early from the tourney. His mother watches him go with a fixed smile. I sense her embarrassment, and I don’t miss the angry looks exchanged by my parents, or Jane’s barely concealed grimace of disgust. Poor, poor Jane, I think, yet again. Her obvious misery makes me feel guilty for being such a joyous bride.

As we walk back to Durham House, in a less orderly fashion than before, she catches up with me as I stroll arm in arm with Harry.

‘Guilford has been sick,’ she mutters. ‘Our mother is worried that people will think we have poisoned him. I told her I didn’t care if we did.’ Harry chuckles, but I am not laughing.

‘What did she say to that?’ I ask.

‘She pinched me hard for my lack of duty to my husband, and told me that I had better start making the best of things and put a smile on my face.’

Guilford is behind us, white-faced and leaning on his mother for support, as my lady makes solicitous noises and promises all manner of vengeance on the cook, who must, she insists, have put the wrong leaves in the salad.

It is now evening, and many of the guests take their leave, some of them a touch unsteady on their feet as they wobble into their waiting barges. I see their early departure as ominous, for usually at weddings the company stays to see the bride and groom put to bed, but Harry seems unbothered and I push the thought aside. And anyway, the festivities are continuing, as my parents invite their new kinsfolk to a private banquet. Harry squeezes my hand as he leads me to the table; already there is a sense of togetherness between us. I am in no doubt that he likes me as much as I like him.

Guilford is looking a little better now – well enough to guzzle the delicious sweetmeats provided – and the Duchess of Northumberland is disposed to be gracious about the shortcomings of our cook. My lady the Countess of Pembroke is full of smiles for me, her new daughter-in-law, and talks of dogs and horses and the happy life I will lead with my new family at Wilton Abbey, the Herberts’ country residence in Wiltshire; and the Earl adds a kind word here and there, telling me how comfortable and welcome I will be there.

‘But tonight you will lodge with us at our town house, Baynard’s Castle,’ he says. ‘I hear that the Lady Jane is to return home to Suffolk House with your parents.’

That sounds a little strange. Jane is to return home, while I am to go to my husband’s house?

‘What of Lord Guilford, Sir?’ I ask.

‘He too is to return to his parents.’

‘I see,’ I say, but in truth I do not. And I am not much enlightened later, when I meet Jane coming out of the stool chamber.

‘I am so glad to see you, Kat,’ she says, looking a lot happier than she had been earlier. ‘I have such good news. I am not to bed with Guilford for the present. I can go back home to my studies, at least for a while!’

‘But why?’ I ask. This news may have pleased her, but it dismays me.

‘I do not know, and I do not care. They are just using us. They made these marriages for their own benefit and profit, not ours. Are you to come home too?’

‘No!’ I say, more sharply than I had intended. ‘The Earl says I am to go to Baynard’s Castle with them.’

Jane smiles and embraces me. ‘Well then, I wish you joy of your marriage bed, Sister. I can see you are eager for it.’

After hugging and kissing Jane and kneeling with Harry to receive my parents’ blessing, I climb into the Herberts’ gilded barge and seat myself in the cushioned cabin for the short journey to Baynard’s Castle. I have passed it often, that massive white stone building with tall towers that rises majestically from the river; and as we glide past the gardens of the Temple, Bridewell Palace and the mouth of the Fleet River, it lies before us, with the tower of the church of St Andrew by the Wardrobe behind it. But tonight, when I see Baynard’s Castle, I feel an odd frisson of unease: eerily pale in the moonlight, it has something unearthly about it, as if it has taken on a different aspect with the coming of night. What secrets do its walls contain? I wonder. Who has lived here, laughed here, loved, suffered and died here in the hundreds of years it has stood?

The impression of strangeness is fleeting, the result of too much wine, no doubt. I am with Harry, and this is his home, and it is one of the greatest houses in London. And now it is to be my home too. I should count myself fortunate!

Imposing stone stairs ascend from the lapping water to a first-floor doorway, and torches burn brightly to light our ascent. As the barge draws alongside, Harry takes my hand; we follow his parents up the steps, cross the balustraded bridge and pass under the lintel on which is proudly displayed, carved in stone and painted, the arms of Pembroke, three lions on a red and blue ground. I feel the grasp of Harry’s hand on mine, and catch his sweet, loving looks in the moonlight glimmering on the river below us. The night seems magical, filled with promise.

Servants wearing the green dragon badge of Pembroke hasten to take our cloaks, unload my gear from the barge and attend us to our chambers, and then Harry leads me through room after room appointed with lavish splendour. Yet the fine furnishings, the costly carpets, the brilliant tapestries are as nothing compared to the young man at my side. Soon we will be alone together. The thought of that makes me catch my breath.

‘This is a very old house, but you will grow to love it,’ Harry tells me, squeezing my hand again. His eyes are merry, warm and inviting.

‘The first building on this site was built in the time of William the Conqueror, for defending the City of London,’ the Earl adds, ‘but later it was sold to our former neighbour, the Black Friars’ monastery. This house was built early in the last century, on land reclaimed from the river. It was the London residence of the royal House of York.’

‘It was a fine mansion then, by all accounts,’ the Countess Anne continues, ‘and parts of it still remain today – I will show you tomorrow, if you wish – but much was remodelled by King Henry VII, who converted it into a royal palace.’

‘Indeed, many illustrious royal persons have lived here,’ the Earl says with pride, as we pass into a vast, opulent chamber graced with tapestries threaded with gold that glitters in the torchlight. ‘It was in this hall’ – he waves an expansive hand at the cavernous timbered space – ‘that Edward of York was acknowledged as King Edward IV after his victory over the House of Lancaster. And it was here too, regrettably, that his brother, that villainous crookback Richard of Gloucester, was later offered the crown.’

‘You mean Richard III?’ I ask.

‘Yes, Katherine. He had no right to it, of course, but nevertheless he accepted it. He had meant to have it all along. He stood in that gallery up there, pretending reluctance.’ I look up, suddenly chilled.

I have heard this tale from several people over the years: how, seventy years ago, Edward IV, dying long before his time, had appointed his hitherto loyal brother, Richard of Gloucester, as Lord Protector of England during the minority of his twelve-year-old heir, Edward V. Our tutor, Master Aylmer, told us the story, for there was some talk of these events in my childhood, after King Edward VI succeeded to the throne at just nine years old, and the kingdom again came under the rule of a protector. That was the late Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, brother to Queen Jane Seymour, and therefore uncle to King Edward, my cousin: ‘the Good Duke’, the people had called him. I’m not sure just how good a duke he was, for there were those who resented his rule. Overthrown by Northumberland, he met his end on the block last year.

Richard of Gloucester had fared rather better in his struggle for power – at least to begin with. According to Master Aylmer, he was an ambitious man, a tyrant even, twisted in body and soul, and Aylmer held him up as one of the worst moral examples in history. Having ruthlessly eliminated all opposition, Richard had deposed the young Edward V and usurped the throne himself. By then, the poor little King and his brother had been imprisoned in the Tower of London, and soon afterwards they were secretly murdered, although even to this day no one knows for certain how. Because of this, their fate has never ceased to fascinate me. Certain it is that King Richard ordered their deaths, and Aylmer told us that, in the end, his ill-fame was such that his supporters deserted him and switched their allegiance to the rightful Lancastrian heir, Henry Tudor. And everyone knows what happened at the Battle of Bosworth …

I gaze about me, awestruck, suppressing a shudder. This was where the usurper had stood, reading a prayer book to boast his piety, as his henchman, the Duke of Buckingham, recited his virtues and his right to the crown to the leading citizens of London. And here – their pockets no doubt lined with bribes – the city fathers had been persuaded to press Richard to accept what they were so humbly offering.

There is someone in the gallery looking down on us: a man in dark clothing, I think, although he is in shadow. It’s a servant, no doubt, standing still and silent, awaiting his master’s pleasure or – more likely – sneaking a peek at me, his future mistress. His scrutiny makes me uncomfortable, although the Earl, the Countess and Harry ignore him. My mother would have reprimanded him for staring at us so insolently, and told him to lower his eyes when his betters passed. But maybe not all masters and mistresses are as particular as my mother.

Tonight, there is little time to stand and admire this magnificent hall where history was made. It grows late, and Pembroke is leading us onwards, as his servants pull open the great double doors and light us through. We enter an antechamber; beyond, he tells me, are the private apartments of the family. There too, of course, will be the bedchamber we are to share, my young lord and I.

‘I have something of import to say to you, my children,’ the Earl says, turning to face us and regarding us intently. ‘Now heed me well …’

Kate

April–June, 1483. Middleham Castle, Yorkshire, the City of London and Crosby Hall, London.

Katherine Plantagenet – known to all as Kate – looked up in surprise as a mud-spattered courier, smelling of horse sweat, ran into the great hall at Middleham, threw himself on his knees, and presented her father the Duke with a letter. It bore the seal of Lord Hastings, whom she knew was a trusted friend of her uncle, King Edward. Kate and her father were seated at table, where they had been enjoying a game of chess. Her half-brother, Edward of Middleham, was kneeling by the hearth, playing with his model soldiers, watched by her stepmother, the Duchess, that had been born Lady Anne Neville, daughter of the Earl of Warwick, the famous ‘Kingmaker’ who had turned traitor to King Edward and perished on Barnet field. Kate’s brother John was out in the bailey, practising swordplay with one of the sergeants. It was a peaceful Sunday afternoon, a rare opportunity for the Duke of Gloucester to spend time with his family, away from public affairs.

Kate watched as her father took the letter and broke the seal. She saw his expression change as he read it, saw him lay it down and close his eyes as if he were in unbearable pain.

‘My lord?’ The Duchess half rose to her feet, her voice sharp.

Richard of Gloucester turned to her, his face bleak and ravaged. ‘My brother the King is dead,’ he rasped, almost choking with emotion.

‘Dead? Oh sweet Mary! No, he cannot be. He is but forty-one and in good health.’ Anne was utterly shocked, and Kate could feel tears welling in her own eyes. She had met her uncle only twice, for he ruled England from Westminster or Windsor, but she had been impressed and charmed by the big, genial, pleasure-loving monarch, who had kissed her most fondly on greeting, brought her thoughtful gifts – a wooden doll attired in cloth of gold, a ruby pendant and even a dear little puppy – and taken time out from his important conferences with her father to talk to her and tell her jokes; and at dinner, he had even passed her the choicest sweetmeats from his own dishes. He had little girls of his own, he had told her: Elizabeth, Cecily, Anne, Katherine and Bridget – lovely girls, the lot of them, and Elizabeth, the oldest and the most beautiful, was going to be Queen of France one day: it was all arranged. He’d spoken too of his pride in his sons, Edward, Prince of Wales, the heir to the throne, who was residing at Ludlow Castle on the border of his principality, being tutored in the art of ruling kingdoms; and Richard, Duke of York, a merry scamp if ever there was one, another like his father, if the King wasn’t mistaken. Kate had quickly warmed to her uncle, and had often regretted that she did not see more of him. And now she would never see him again, that larger-than-life, vital man with the twinkling eyes, sensual lips and ready wit. Her tears spilled over.

‘He became ill when he went fishing in the damp cold,’ Richard said. ‘He is buried already.’ His voice was bitter with anger as well as grief. ‘They did not wait. He was my brother and I loved him. I should have been there!’

Anne looked at him, understanding how deeply that had hurt him. ‘It was the Queen’s doing, no doubt, and her Wydeville kin,’ she commented, tart.

Kate watched through her tears as her father’s brows furrowed.

‘They hate me,’ he muttered. ‘Nay, they fear me too – and they will have cause! What’s worse, they have allowed me no time to grieve. Lord Hastings writes that I must act now, or the Wydevilles will seize power. You see now why they sent no messenger to tell me of Edward’s death. They were playing for time, damn them. My brother’s son is a child, and they are bent on ruling in his name. But according to this letter, Edward, on his deathbed, named me Lord Protector of England. Me, not the Queen and her party.’

The Duchess had turned pale. Her thin hands were unconsciously pleating the ribbed fabric of her skirts. She was a slender slip of a woman, twenty-seven years old, with fair hair pulled back severely beneath her embroidered cap, light blue eyes and a finely boned face. She was delicate, like her son, and the rich blues and scarlet hues of her gorgeous high-waisted gown served only to enhance her pallor.

‘What will you do?’ she asked.

The Duke began pacing agitatedly. ‘I will see that my brother’s wishes are respected. Hastings advises me to gather a strong force and hasten to London, to avenge the insult done me by my enemies. He says I may easily obtain my revenge if, on the way, I take the young King under my protection and authority.’

‘But he is in Ludlow.’

‘Not now. He is being brought to London by his uncle, Lord Rivers, and his half-brother, Sir Richard Grey – Wydevilles both! – with a small escort. My lord writes that the Queen wanted to send an army, but he warned her that that might be to court bloodshed, and threatened to abandon her cause if she persisted. She backed down, but I doubt it has made relations any the sweeter between them. After all, he and my brother shared – well, we have all heard of Mistress Shore and the others.’

A look passed between the Duke and Duchess. Kate was aware that there were things about King Edward that her father did not want to discuss in front of his children. But for all his care, even she knew that Mistress Shore had been her uncle’s whore. You could not stop servants gossiping.

‘I will not speak ill of the dead,’ Richard was saying, ‘or this good lord who has warned me of the danger in which I stand. For, as he writes, he has put himself in peril by sending this letter: he says that the hatred of his old enemies has
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