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Mistrust me not, though some there be
That fain would spot my steadfastness.
Believe them not, since that you see
The proof is not as they express.

—Sir Thomas Wyatt, the Elder

from Songs and Sonnets by the Earl of Surrey and Others


HISTORICAL PREFACE

In 1547 the obese body of King Henry VIII gave up its hold on life. During his tumultuous reign Henry had defied Popes, brought the sentence of excommunication on himself, and forged a national Protestant church—all to get a divorce. He had also wiped out a thousand monastic houses and dispersed their rich holdings to loyal servants of the Crown in an avalanche of sales. Henry had altered forever the face of religion in England.

He left behind three heirs from three different marriages: Mary, age thirty, Elizabeth, age fourteen, and Edward, age nine. As the only son, Edward ascended the throne as King Edward VI.

The boy king was guided by councilors. These included such powerful Protestant men as Henry Grey, Duke of Suffolk, and John Dudley, Duke of Northumberland. Led by Northumberland the government hardened into a severe Protestant regime that created strangling inflation through debasement of the coinage, siphoned off public moneys and lands to Northumberland’s friends, and brought in foreign mercenary troops to ruthlessly put down unrest.

On July 6, l553, Edward VI, not yet sixteen, died. His half sisters were his heirs, but a young great-niece of Henry VIII also stood in the line of succession: Lady Jane Grey. Jane was the daughter of the Duke of Suffolk, and was married to the Duke of Northumberland’s son. Northumberland immediately made a grab for power. He gathered a small army, bullied the royal council into acquiescence, and had his daughter-in-law Jane proclaimed Queen on London’s main street. The people listened in sullen silence, for they stubbornly believed that a child of old King Henry’s loins should inherit the crown.

Meanwhile, in Norfolk, Princess Mary was biding her time. Influential men started going to her side, and soon supporters were flocking to her. Northumberland could not shore up his position. The royal council switched allegiance and publicly proclaimed Mary as Queen. The people of London cheered, the Tower guns boomed, the city bells rang. On August 3 Mary rode into her capital, triumphant. Jane, the nine-day Queen, was imprisoned in the Tower. Her father, Suffolk, oddly, was set free. But Northumberland was beheaded.

The people were satisfied that the rightful heir was now on the throne. Many were anxious about Mary’s rigid Catholicism, but England was ready for any change that would deliver the country from the spoliations of Northumberland and his cronies.

The change that came was Queen Mary.


PROLOGUE

The Vow

December 31—New Year’s Eve—1553

Snow crunched under the feet of three cloaked figures—a queen, her lady, and a gravedigger—as they hurried along a moonlit path in Windsor Castle’s lower ward. The gravedigger pushed a cart that held a slab of marble, his pick and shovel, and some straw. When the trio reached the steps of St. George’s Chapel, Queen Mary stopped. She turned her head, pushing aside the fur of her hood, and a gust of wind needled her with crystallized snow. She looked back at her attendants. Was she wrong to trust them with this night’s work?

The gravedigger lowered his eyes in deference and nervously tightened his grip on the cart’s handles. Queen Mary had sworn him to secrecy. He shivered stoically and waited. The tall lady beside him stood pale-faced under the torch she held. She, too, looked anxious. But she did not turn away from the Queen’s scrutiny. Mary smiled. No oath of secrecy had been necessary with Frances. Daughter of a noble family, she and Mary had lived together as girls and women, enduring years of adversity. They were both in their thirties now; both had waited a long time for their happiness. More than a lady-in-waiting, Frances Grenville was Mary’s friend.

Satisfied, Mary beckoned the two to follow. She picked her way up the ice-crusted steps. The gravedigger’s cart thudded up each stair, grating over ice and stone. At the top, Mary pushed open the double wooden doors. Ghosts of snow swirled past her shoulders and into the church as though frantic for sanctuary, and then instantly, as if overcome with relief, collapsed in powdery drifts on the stone floor.

Mary led the others down the dark nave redolent with incense, toward the altar where two candles burned. The torch behind her swept firelight over the heraldic brass plates on either side of the choir, each brass—of lions and leopards, swords and crowns—commemorating a Knight of the Garter, immortalized here for two hundred years. But Mary did not look at the walls. She was searching the floor. Her father’s tomb was beneath this central aisle. Henry VIII. Great Harry. Bluff King Hal.

Mary reached the tomb’s marker on the floor near the high altar. She pointed at it for the gravedigger. “Begin,” she said.

The gravedigger’s iron tools clanged as he set them down. Mary walked on toward the altar. When her back was turned, the gravedigger glanced at the altar and crossed himself. Then he spit on his hands and set to work.

Mary knelt before the gem-studded great cross. She beckoned Frances to do the same. “You are my witness,” Mary whispered. She gazed up at the cross and was soon lost in communion with it. The gravedigger’s pick smashed into the stone floor, but Mary’s face remained as rigid in concentration as the marble saints watching her from their shadowed niches. This time, the saints would see that she was doing what was right. Once, she had known what was right but did not do it. She had tried to withstand her father’s torments and threats, but he had crushed her, just as he had crushed her mother; crushed all God’s faithful here, driving the realm into heresy and ruin. All to get himself a new wife, to satisfy his lust. Defeated, Mary had signed his abominable oath, acknowledging her mother as a harlot, acknowledging herself as a bastard, betraying God himself. The saints had watched her surrender. And seventeen years of misery had followed, for her and for England. Seventeen years of heresy. But five months ago God had given Mary a miraculous deliverance. He had brought down her enemies and raised her to the throne. God had not forsaken her. He had made her Queen of England. And from now on she would do what was right, no matter the cost.

“I make this vow,” she began, speaking to God, “to honor the memory of my mother, Catherine, Princess of Spain, who—”

A draught rustled the altar cloth. Mary stiffened. A breath from her father’s tomb? Her eyes followed its path as it warped the altar candle’s flame, twisting a thread of smoke so that it snaked up to an oriel window overlooking the altar. Her father had installed the window for her mother in the first happy days of their marriage, as a gallery to partake of Mass in the manner Catherine preferred—privately, silently, devoutly. Mary stared at the window. It was dark and empty. Her mother was with God.

And her father’s spirit, if it was here, came from the damned.

“. . . the memory of my mother, Catherine, Princess of Spain,” she went on steadily, speaking again to the cross, “who spent her life in devotion to Our Blessed Savior. For my mother’s sake I vow to return this realm to the bosom of the one true Church. For her sake I vow to take my cousin, Philip, most Catholic Prince of Spain, as husband. And if I fail to keep faith in all of this, may You destroy me utterly.”

The Queen and her lady knelt for some time in murmured prayer. Behind them, the gravedigger hacked and shoveled, his labor forcing his breathing into grunts.

A last groan from him and a final grating of stone told Mary it was done. She rose and approached the spot. The new marble slab covered the tomb. On the cart, a dingy piece of canvas shrouded its contents. The gravedigger stood, wiping his glistening forehead with a rag. Mary lifted a corner of the canvas.

“No!” the gravedigger whispered in shock. But Mary was already reaching out to touch the gray bones. Was she imagining it, or did they give off a putrid odor, the very stench of degeneracy? She laid her hand on one. Its coldness sent a thrill of victory through her veins as if she herself had made the kill.

“Take the cart out to the cloister,” she said.

The gravedigger pushed the cart out of the chapel. The two women followed. The cartwheels scraped over the flagstones of the dean’s arcaded cloister surrounding a snow-filled garth. Mary ordered the gravedigger to turn into a narrow passage close to the outer wall of the castle. Here the dozen canons of the chapel had their houses. But the priests were asleep. All was dark and quiet.

Beside a kitchen door a cat’s eyes glinted in the moonlight. The cat stood still beside a mound of scullery refuse. As the intruders approached, the cat streaked away.

“There,” Mary said, pointing to the pile of moldy bread, cabbage leaves, fowl carcasses, and offal—all sheened with an icy slime. “Dump it there.”

The gravedigger’s jaw dropped. A king’s bones left out for the dogs? He did not move.

“Never mind,” Mary sighed, as if to a child. “You’ve done enough. Go home to your bed.” She motioned to Frances, who took out a purse and gave it to the gravedigger. He jerked a grateful bow at his liberation and hastened away.

“Frances, go in and wake Father Williams,” Mary said. “Bring him here. A man of God must do this office.”

Frances hurried toward the priest’s house. When her torch disappeared, there was only moonlight.

Mary stood alone in the alley, staring at the cart. She grasped the handles and pushed the load toward the rubbish heap. She raised the handles high and shoved. The contents slid out—canvas, straw, and grimy bones. A king’s bones. Great Harry. Bluff King Hal. He could do nothing to her now. She was Queen. She would restore the one true faith in the realm, and she would bring the heretics to burn at the stake, as they deserved for their wickedness. She would marry Philip, most Catholic Prince of Spain, and make a holy, new beginning.

The priest roused by Frances arrived confusedly blinking away sleep, then became wide-eyed with even greater confusion when he saw the Queen standing in the kitchen alley beside the scullery mess.

Mary took the torch from Frances. Without a moment’s hesitation she plowed it into the rubbish heap. The straw blazed instantly.

“Say the office, Father,” the Queen commanded. “Tonight we are burning a heretic.”
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Ludgate

January 1554

Isabel Thornleigh had treason on her mind. It was hardly the normal preoccupation of a well brought up girl of nineteen who planned, within the month, to marry the man she loved. But Isabel’s upbringing had hardly been conventional. And these, as she reminded herself, were hardly normal times.

Isabel slapped her palm down on the open book her father was perusing at an outdoor stall beside St. Paul’s Cathedral. “Father, we’re late,” she said. “We were supposed to meet Martin at the Belle Sauvage at noon. I won’t wait for you a moment longer.”

Her father peeled her hand from the page. “Why not? He’ll wait. If he won’t, he’s a fool. And if that’s the case, perhaps I shouldn’t be letting him have you after all.” He casually flipped the volume shut. “No, Martin will wait,” he said with a smile of challenge. “Even if you can’t.” He winked at her with his one good eye.

Isabel felt a blush flare her cheeks. She looked down, letting the furred hood of her cloak hide her face. A stupid reflex, she told herself; no one else was watching.

They were standing in the part of the busy churchyard where bookstalls were snugged between the cathedral buttresses and against the precinct’s wall. The churchyard hummed with the drone of trade. Men and women strolled and haggled. Sellers coaxed, buyers dithered. It was a clear, bright afternoon in the middle of January and half of London seemed to be milling through the churchyard, energized by the reprieve of sunshine after ten days of snow, sleet, and fog. A scrawny woman on a donkey harangued the browsers clogging her way, shouting abuse at them with surprising vigor. A yapping spaniel chased a sparrow and almost caught it. Everyone seemed enlivened and purposeful. But Isabel was afraid her father would never move on. She watched, exasperated, as his gaze roamed over a set of Chaucer’s works as if he had all the time in the world. “Besides,” he said, fingering the spine of an Herbal with an exaggerated show of procrastination, “I can’t go back to the inn without finding that volume your mother asked for.”

“The Cosmographia?” Isabel asked slyly. She pulled from her cloak the very book. “I’ve just bought it for her.” She held it up, victorious. “Now can we go?”

Richard Thornleigh smiled, acknowledging defeat, and before he could muster another defense Isabel steered him out of the honeycomb of stalls. But at the last one, a display of religious books and tracts, he dug in his heels and cried “Ah!” with extravagant delight. Isabel groaned as he lifted the book that had caught his eye, a massive volume entitled The Whole Duty of Woman.

“A wedding gift, Bel?” he teased. He leafed through the pages, simpering and sighing in a schoolboy’s parody of an ecstatic bride. More than six feet tall, looming over Isabel with his sea-weathered skin, storm-gray hair, and a leather patch on his blinded eye, he looked instead like a bridegroom’s worst nightmare. Isabel could not help herself—she laughed. Loudly enough to make heads turn. The earnest buyers of religious instruction were not amused, and that made Isabel laugh more.

Thornleigh chuckled. “Well, I can see this weighty tome is what you’d really like,” he said.

Isabel saw his delight at teasing her glitter in his eye, its color mirroring her own eyes, cobalt blue. She had inherited that from him; her dark hair from her mother. But there the similarity with her parents ended, a fact that Isabel noted with relief. She loved her mother and father, but they lived such quiet lives, so retired, so dull. She wanted far more from life. And with Martin St. Leger she was going to have it.

Thornleigh pretended to stagger under the book’s weight. “Hefty, though,” he said. “An awful lot of duty here. We’ll have to have it specially carted home for the wedding.”

“There won’t be time,” Isabel said, still smiling.

“How’s that?” He was setting the book down under the bookseller’s frosty glare.

“It’s in three weeks,” she reminded him.

“What is?”

She rolled her eyes. “The wedding, Father.”

Thornleigh looked surprised. “Is it? So soon?”

Isabel watched the mirth drain from his face and uneasiness flood in. She always thought of her father as a hardy, handsome man despite his fifty-five years, but this sudden wash of worry seemed to bring into unkind relief all his age and cares. “Father, what is it?”

He hesitated. “It’s just that—” He smiled gently. “That you really are in a hurry.”

His smile was fleeting. “Like Queen Mary,” he murmured. “They say she prays every day for good weather to send the Prince to her.”

It was Isabel’s turn to hesitate. Should she confide in him about the exciting, secret plans? No, she had promised silence. “Then the weather had better oblige soon,” she said with mild scorn for the Queen, “for she’ll refuse to be married in Lent. Besides, she’s almost forty, for heaven’s sake. At her age she mustn’t wait.”

Thornleigh laughed, his good humor rushing back. “Oh, yes, Her Majesty is ancient.” He grasped his daughter’s arm. “Come on, let’s meet Martin.”

They pushed their way out of St. Paul’s crowded precincts. Under the shadow of its great spire they headed west along Paternoster Row, equally crowded with strolling shoppers, gossiping priests, wandering dogs, and pigeons pecking at patches of brown grass in the trampled snow. Their destination, the Belle Sauvage Tavern, lay next to Ludgate in London Wall, only a long stone’s throw from the cathedral. They went down Ave Maria Lane and turned the corner to approach Ludgate.

Isabel heard the mob before she saw it.

“Spaniard papists!” a man shouted. “Be gone!”

“Aye, back home with you!” a woman cried. “We want no Spanish vultures fouling London!”

Isabel felt her father’s hand clutch her elbow and yank her aside. Too late. From behind, a running youth thudded against her side, almost knocking her down. Ignoring Thornleigh’s curses he scrambled on to join the angry crowd ahead. On a slight rise in the street, fifty or so people had formed a ragged circle and were shouting at someone trapped in their midst. They were so packed shoulder to shoulder that Isabel could not see the object of their insults. “Father,” she asked, wincing at her bruised ribs, “what’s happening?”

“I don’t know.” Thornleigh’s face had hardened with mistrust at the mob and he kept a protective hold on Isabel’s elbow. More people were running to join the crowd, drawn from nearby Ludgate and from the western gate of St. Paul’s, making the scene in the narrow street even more chaotic. From the crowd’s center Isabel heard the frightened whinnying of horses and saw the steam of horses’ breath roil into the cold air. Then she glimpsed in the crowd the top of a young man’s head capped with thick brown curls. “Martin!” she cried. The head bobbed, then disappeared. Isabel broke free of her father’s grasp and ran forward.

“No, Isabel!” Thornleigh shouted. “Stop!”

But she was already pushing her way into the dense knot of bodies—men, women, and children—trying to reach Martin St. Leger, her fiancé. She glimpsed his face—was his nose bleeding?—but he instantly disappeared again among the shouting people. Was he hurt? Isabel shoved her way further into the mob.

A gaunt man beside her yelled at the trapped victims, “Get you gone, papist pigs!”

Isabel was now close enough to see the objects of the crowd’s rage. The people had surrounded a half-dozen horsemen, all nobles. Their style and bearing reminded her of the Spanish overlords in the Netherlands where she had lived as a child. Their clothing—brilliant silks and velvets, plumed hats, jeweled sword hilts—was a shimmer of color above the winter-drab Londoners, and their magnificent mounts were caparisoned with silver trappings. But the nobles were in a panic to rein in those mounts, which danced nervously and tossed their manes and snorted as the crowd hemmed them in. Beyond them, arched Ludgate stood open. The gate had clearly been the Spaniards’ destination. Or rather, the route to their destination; about a mile beyond it lay Queen Mary’s palace of Whitehall.

Again, Isabel saw Martin. This time he saw her, too. Her way to him was blocked by a huge woman clutching a child on each hip, and by men crushing in on either side. But Martin was plowing through toward Isabel. “Stay there!” he shouted to her. He lurched back as a man hoisted a club in front of his face, crying, “Down with the Spanish vultures!” This brought a cheer from the people, and the man with the club marched forward. Others fell in beside him. But suddenly, a man flanked by two burly youths blocked the aggressors’ path. “The Spanish lords be Her Majesty’s guests!” one of the defenders shouted. “By God, you will not harm them!”

The two factions fell on one another. Other men barreled into the fray. Isabel saw fists swing, heard bones crack and men yelp in pain. She saw Martin watch the skirmish, his dark eyes glistening with exhilaration. “Down with them!” he yelled. A fist struck his jaw. Isabel gasped. Martin rocked on his feet, blood trickling from his lip. Isabel dropped her mother’s book in the snow and clawed around the fat woman, trying to get through to Martin. He squared off to fight his attacker, but was suddenly jerked backward by a hand grabbing the back of his collar. Isabel looked behind Martin. There stood the lanky, sad-faced figure of his older brother, Robert. Father Robert. A man of God, he did not attempt to engage his brother’s opponent, but simply yanked Martin further backwards by the collar, away from the mayhem. Martin, off balance and scuffling, was protesting—though whether to return for Isabel or for the brawl, she could not tell.

“Isabel!” Her father’s face, pale with worry, rose above the skirmishing men. “Take my hand!” he called. He was reaching out to her, pushing through to reach her. Isabel stretched her arm toward him through the thicket of bodies. “It’s Martin and Robert!” she cried as Thornleigh caught up to her. “They’re over there!” She pointed to the mouth of an alley where Robert had dragged Martin. Thornleigh scowled. “Come on, then,” he said. Together, they hurried toward the alley.

Seeing Isabel approach, Martin finally, violently, shrugged off his brother. “I told you she was out there,” he said, then called to her, “Are you all right?”

“We’re fine,” she called, running to meet him. As she reached him she saw the bright blood dripping from his lip. “Oh, Martin!”

He grinned. “It’s nothing.” But Isabel pulled off her glove and reached inside her cloak for a handkerchief.

Thornleigh was catching his breath. Here at the mouth of the alley, the four of them were well beyond the fracas. “What in God’s name is this all about?” Thornleigh asked with a nod toward the skirmishing mob.

“Spanish bluebloods,” Martin said with a sneer. “The Emperor sent them to sign the royal marriage treaty. He can’t have his son, the high and mighty Prince Philip, arrive before every ‘i’ is dotted and every ‘t’ is crossed—and, of course, every royal post handed out to Spanish grandees. The arrogant blackguards act like they own the country already.”

“Hold still,” Isabel ordered, dabbing her handkerchief at Martin’s cut lip. He grinned at her, and she couldn’t resist a smile back, thinking how handsome he looked, his brown eyes sparkling from the excitement, his thick unruly curls as shiny as chestnuts in the sun.

There was a scream. The four of them looked out at the mob. One of the Spaniards’ horses had reared and its hoof had smashed a woman’s shoulder. She lay writhing on the ground. As the nobleman jostled to regain his seat, a boy pitched a snowball at the horse’s nose. The horse reared again, hooves pawing the air, eyes flashing white. The Spaniard tumbled to the ground. The crowd let out a loud, low groan of thrill. As the nobleman lay thrashing in the snow, slipping as he tried to get up, a dozen hands grabbed his horse’s reins. The horse was pulled among the crowd. Its silver-studded harness was stripped. A cry of victory went up.

People ducked to scoop up snow. Volleys of snowballs pelted the Spaniards. Shielding his head with his arms, the fallen lord hobbled toward one of his brother noblemen who swooped him up onto the back of his horse as if they were on a battlefield under attack from French cannon, not from London citizens. A huge snowball spiked with a rock smashed the rescued man’s temple. Blood spurted. His head slumped onto his rescuer’s shoulder.

The Spanish horseman nearest Ludgate broke through that end of the crowd. His sword was drawn and he was shouting in Spanish. Sensing escape, the other nobles spurred their mounts and bolted after him. The people in their path scattered, several tripping and falling in the crush. As the lords dashed toward Ludgate a hail of snowballs drubbed them from the rear. They galloped under the arched gate and out to safety, the loose horse following. The few citizens who had been resisting the mob gave up, turned, and ran back toward the cathedral. The victorious faction, having won the field, crowed insults in both directions, after the fleeing lords and the losers.

From the mouth of the alley, Isabel, her father, Martin, and Robert had watched it all. Thornleigh turned, running a hand through his disheveled hair. “Martin,” he said sternly, “did you have anything to do with this?”

“No, Master Thornleigh, he did not,” Robert said evenly. “We were waiting for you in the Belle Sauvage when we heard the disturbance begin. Martin was anxious that Isabel and you might be caught in it, so he ran out to see. In fact, he’s left his hat inside.”

“Never mind that,” Martin interrupted. He offered Thornleigh a sheepish smile. “Sir, I’m afraid you’ve come for nothing. The business friend I asked you here to meet bolted as soon as the trouble began. Sorry. Especially after I had Isabel lure you with promises that my friend and I would make you rich.”

“I am rich,” Thornleigh said.

Isabel had to hide a smile.

“Yes, sir,” Martin said carefully. “But the Muscovy consortium really is a fine scheme. Particularly for a Colchester clothier like yourself. The vagaries of markets you face, and all that. I mean, the risk you carry in your ships alone—”

“Martin,” Thornleigh said, “leave the Colchester cloth trade to me, and stick to your family’s wine business. Even in lean years vintners never suffer. Now look,” he said with a glance back at the thinning crowd, “the Crane’s not far, where we’re staying. You need that lip seen to, and my wife has some excellent balm. And I’m sure Father Robert could use a quiet half hour by the fire after this.” He wrapped his arm around Isabel. “I know we could, eh, Bel? So come on back to the Crane with us, both of you.”

“Thank you, sir,” Robert said quietly, “but I have another appointment.” He gave his brother a severe look. “Stay out of trouble, Martin.” He bid good-bye to Thornleigh and kissed Isabel’s cheek. She whispered in his ear, “Soon, Robert, you won’t have to visit Meg and your babes like some thief in the night. We’ll make this Queen let priests live like men.”

Robert pressed her hand in thanks and gave her a wan smile. He slowly walked away toward the cathedral.

Martin shook his head. “Robert always thinks he has to watch out for me,” he scoffed, but there was unmistakable affection in his voice.

Thornleigh was scowling, far from happy as he watched the remnants of the crowd. The women and children and older men had left, but many young men remained, cockily milling after their triumph. A Spaniard’s horse harness lay in snow that was pink with blood, next to iridescent blue feathers from a lord’s hat. Two boys in tatters were foraging in the litter, and one whooped at finding a Spanish leather glove. Thornleigh muttered, “This was a bad day’s work.”

“Maybe not,” Martin said, “if it makes the Queen think twice about the Spanish marriage. And about bringing back the Mass.”

“The Mass is the law now, Martin,” Thornleigh said. He made it sound like a threat.

Isabel wanted to get both men away before an argument could swell.

“Aye, it’s the law,” Martin grumbled. “And there’ll be full-blown popery next, as soon as Philip of Spain lands. And dumb dogs set up again in monasteries. And the Inquisition. They’ll be burning people in our market squares.”

“Don’t talk rot, boy,” Thornleigh snapped. He added, more gently, “The Catholics bought up as much monastic land as we Protestants did. They won’t give it back any more than we will. As for the Inquisition, Englishmen would never stand for it.”

“Englishmen may not have a say in it. There’ll be Spaniards at court, and Spaniard troops here obeying a Spaniard King of England.”

Thornleigh sighed, apparently unwilling to debate the matter. “All I know,” he said steadily, “is that we’ve got to help Queen Mary find her way toward tolerance. In spite of what happened today, people are ready to support her. They rallied to her when Northumberland tried to change the succession. We must all—”

“Good heavens, sir,” Martin cried, “you sound like the papists.”

Thornleigh looked the younger man intensely in the eye. “Some of my very good friends and associates hold to the Catholic ways. They wish me no harm. And I wish none to them. That’s the only way to make this country work.”

“Sir, I only mean—”

“Just what the hell do you mean? You’d better think hard on it, boy. Because you’re going to have the responsibility of a family soon. And if you think I’ll let my daughter—”

“The book!” Isabel cried. She was staring at a man unconsciously trampling the volume she had bought for her mother. He moved on and the book lay in the dirty snow, abandoned in the open space between the alley and the crowd. Isabel started toward it.

“No, I’ll get it,” her father said, stopping her. “And then, Bel,” he added sternly, “we’re leaving.” He set out to retrieve the book.

Watching him go, Martin whispered to Isabel, “Does he suspect?”

She shook her head, smiling. “Nothing.”

“Good girl.” There was no condescension in his voice, only admiration.

“It hasn’t been that difficult,” Isabel said, her smile turning wry. “My parents see nothing but their own little world. Father with his eye all day on wool fleeces and cloth bales. Mother with her nose forever in a book.” She shook her head with disdain, then with vigor to clear these thoughts; it was not about her parents that she wanted to talk. She looked at Martin expectantly. “Well?” she asked. She could barely mask her excitement. She wanted so much to be a part of this great undertaking with him.

“Yes,” he said with a grin. “Sir Thomas Wyatt has agreed to meet you.”

Isabel took in a sharp breath in surprised delight, and felt the cold air sting her lungs. “When?”

“At our conference, tomorrow afternoon. When do you leave London for home?”

“The day after.”

“Good. But will you be able to get away from your parents?”

“I’ll manage it. When tomorrow?”

“Dinnertime.”

“Your house?”

Martin nodded.

“But is that wise?” she asked.

He smiled. “Most of my relatives have stayed on after Christmas, and with so many people coming and going it’s actually the safest place to meet. And tomorrow’s Thursday, so the whole family will be trooping off to the bear garden.”

Isabel felt a thrill warm her veins. It was part exhilaration, part apprehension. She pressed Martin’s arm, wanting to mark their communion in this great risk. Naturally, it was the men who would be facing the real hazards, but she was sure there was something she could do—arrange for horses, deliver a message, something. “I want so much to help,” she said eagerly.

Martin covered her hand with his own and squeezed it. The look in his eyes was pure love. Isabel lifted her face nearer his, wanting him to kiss her. “You’re wonderful,” Martin murmured as their lips came close. Suddenly he straightened and laid a warning finger to his mouth. Her father had started to come back, batting snow from the book.

A shout made Thornleigh turn. Isabel caught the sound of pounding hooves. Horses were galloping up Ave Maria Lane.

“It’s the sergeant and his men!” Martin cried.

Twenty or more horsemen in half-armor were bearing down on the remnants of the mob. The young men in the street stood still, gaping. From the opposite direction, a matching thunder of hooves echoed under Ludgate’s stone arch as more horsemen from the palace galloped in.

“Run!”

The mob broke apart, men dashing in all directions. Isabel saw her father engulfed in the swarm of fleeing people and converging horsemen. A horseman’s sword swung up, glinting in the sun, then slashed down. There was a scream.

“Father!”

She lurched toward him. But shouting men surged around her, stopping her. She was trapped. She caught a glimpse of her father’s face, then heard another cry of pain and whipped around to look for Martin. The swarm of arms and shoulders swamped her vision. She could see nothing. A man’s elbow jabbed her breast, shooting pain through her chest. She saw a horseman’s breastplate gleam above her and his sword plunge down. She saw a screaming man claw at his dangling ear that gushed blood. She saw a dagger raised before her face. She dropped to her knees.

She scrambled blindly back toward the tavern alley, past boots and hooves and blood-spattered snow, the cries of men above her. She made it to the mouth of the alley and struggled to her feet. She twisted around to find Martin. But the battling men had pushed closer to the alley and Martin was nowhere to be seen. Men ran past her, shoving her aside in a frantic bid to escape the sergeant’s men. A horseman was pounding straight toward her, sword raised, murder in his eyes. She bolted into the alley. High walls darkened the narrow space. Running, she stumbled over scattered garbage. Ahead, a lopsided hay wagon missing a wheel blocked the alley. She stopped and frantically looked back.

The horseman had not followed her.

Someone laughed. Isabel whipped around. Crouched on the back of the wagon were the two scavenger boys. Isabel gasped. They had hanged a black cat from the wagon, an iridescent blue feather stuck in its ear. One boy grinned at her as he gave the dead cat a poke to set it swinging. “See?” he said. “It’s the bloody Prince of Spain.”
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English Justice

Carlos Valverde, the defendant in the fifth case beginning at the quarter sessions in Colchester, Essex, narrowed his gray eyes on the visiting circuit judge and channeled his intensity onto the man, willing his favor. Miraculously, it seemed to be working, because the thick-necked judge glared down from his bench at the opposing lawyer and said sternly, “Master Sydenham, this court has other pressing business. In view of the absence of the plaintiff, I must rule that—”

As though responding to the summons, a man pushed through the rear door and strode in to join the lawyer. Edward Sydenham respectfully addressed the bench. “Your Honor, here is my client, Lord Anthony Grenville. And we do beg pardon for the delay.” They both bowed and sat.

Carlos swallowed his deep disappointment. He was not surprised, though; he’d never believed in miracles. This was going to be war.

“Quiet in the court!” the bailiff shouted. Grenville’s entrance had caused a stir at the back of the room among the small crowd of observers, including a knot of family well-wishers who’d been congratulating the lady who had won the previous case. The family scuttled out. The remaining dozen or so people hushed.

Carlos was studying his opponent, Lord Grenville, a solid, florid man of about seventy, dressed richly but not fussily, with a thick mass of white hair and an impatient air of authority. Without a word to his lawyer, Grenville sat back and laced his fingers over his stomach as if to say, Let’s get this over with. It was the first time Carlos had seen Grenville, though the harassment had been going on for months through Grenville’s agents. Carlos had had to sell his warhorse and all his battle gear to pay the legal costs; there was nothing left except the land. He had even been considering taking a wife, some wealthy citizen’s plain-faced daughter; the plainer the woman, the bigger the dowry. Carlos had taken possession of the manor only four months ago, so his tenants’ rents weren’t due for another month, and God knew he’d needed cash these last weeks to pay Powys, the bloodsucking lawyer seated beside him. And to buy this fancy cloak, he thought wryly, looking down at the fox-lined, black velvet folds that draped from his shoulders. The extravagant purchase had been a bid to appear the fine gentleman in court, as his new status as a landowner demanded, but underneath the cloak he wore his battered, quilted-leather jerkin and, as always, his scuffed riding boots. He could do very well without fancy clothes, but not without the land. The land was everything.

He shuffled his feet in the cold draught, pernicious as ground fog, and felt a familiar jab of pain in his right knee—the legacy of too many of his thirty years spent in the Emperor’s soggy bivouacs. English winters afflicted his knee the worst. Madre de Dios, he thought, how can a country be so cold and so wet at the same time?

“Thank you, Master Sydenham, we now have a plaintiff,” the judge said witheringly. “However, the question remains, do we have a defendant?” He looked hard at Carlos, then at the lawyer beside him, Powys, a reedy man with wispy gray hair, parchment-colored skin, and sour breath. “After all, Master Powys, I understand your client is an alien.”

Carlos stiffened. After six years in England he spoke the language well enough, but he feared a barrage of bewildering English common-law terms. The law was terrain he had no experience in. It made him feel awkward, exposed. He hated that.

Powys stood. “With respect, Your Honor, my client was awarded denization five months ago along with the grant of the lordship of this manor, a deferred reward for his exemplary service in the King’s wars against the Scots. The affidavit from Chancery is before you.”

“Denization? Of a Spanish mercenary?” The judge was searching for the affidavit among his papers. “Most unusual.”

“Yes, Your Honor, but not without precedent,” Powys said. “One Alfonso Gamboa, colonel, received denization with his grant of the lordship, manor, and advowson of the rectory of Stanmer in Middlesex, in the year—”

“Quite, Master Powys,” the judge interrupted, holding up his hands, having found the document. “I said it was unusual, not impossible. I have no trouble accepting the veracity of this affidavit. And therefore the legitimacy of the defendant.”

“Thank you, Your Honor.” Powys sat.

The judge cast a look of skeptical appraisal at Carlos. “And how do you like it here, Master”—he glanced at his notes—“Master Valverde?”

Carlos offered a crooked smile. “It is cold, sir.”

The judge barked a laugh. “Well, I trust you will not find our justice cold.” He looked at his clerk for some appreciation of his wit and received the clerk’s insincere smile. Both lawyers also chuckled politely.

Carlos swiped a hand uneasily over his head, the hair close-cropped like boar bristles, then scratched his stubbled jaw. He had no envy for these soft, book-wise men, but they wielded the real command in this arena. He glanced at the two bailiff’s men who lounged, bored, against the wall near Sydenham, and he knew, with an uncomfortable conviction, that he had more in common with them. They were the brawn here, but not the power. The knot in his stomach tightened, a mixture of desperation and hope that had tormented him for weeks. Strange, because he’d faced far greater dangers on the battlefield and survived. But that was just it. He’d had enough of battlefields. And the tantalizing taste of luxury and status he’d been given—and, even more intoxicating, the power to build something permanent—had sharpened his hunger to hang on to what he had, no matter the cost.

“Now,” the judge said, suddenly all business. “The manor in question, known as—” He scanned his notes. “What’s its name, Master Powys?”

Powys jerked halfway to standing. “Prittlewell, Your Honor.” He sat and glanced at Carlos with a confident little smile that said: Our title deed is good. We’ll win.

“Prittlewell, yes,” the judge said. “In the borough of—” Powys jerked up again. “Rochford, Your Honor. By the sea.” And sat.

“And the manor is comprised of . . . ah, yes.” This time the judge had found the information in his notes. “Comprised of two hundred and ten acres of arable land and meadow,” he read aloud, “and one hundred and twenty of heath. A windmill and a horse mill. Twenty-one farming tenants, of which eight have freehold tenure and thirteen have leasehold tenure. The demesne, I see, is chiefly marshland.” He peered down at Carlos. “Good for livestock farming, that,” he said. He smiled. “And horses.”

Carlos liked this judge. They saw things the same way. After studying the fine horseflesh bred and raised on the marshes, Carlos had already planned to expand in that area. Horses, he knew.

“Well, then,” the judge said, “on to the matter of the plaintiff’s claim to the manor.” He looked hard at the opposing lawyer, Sydenham. So did Carlos. Something in Sydenham’s bearing put Carlos on his guard. The man was past the vigor of youth, not strong-looking, not particularly fiery in aspect despite his red hair. In fact, the languid ease with which he sat, absently flicking a trace of dirt from his green satin sleeve, gave him a sheen of effeminacy. But Carlos sensed that it was, indeed, only a sheen.

The judge’s stern look deepened into something resembling contempt. “The plaintiff claims title to Prittlewell by authority of a writ from the Court of Augmentations. Is that correct?”

“The manor was part of the estate of the late Duke of Somerset, Your Honor,” Sydenham said. “It was forfeited to the Crown at Somerset’s attainder, then was deeded to my client in socage tenure.”

“Quite,” the judge sniffed. “Indeed, I note before me a paper drawn up by a clerk of that august body. However, this document”—he sneered the word as if he were dignifying a notorious whore with the title of “lady”—“bears no date, Master Sydenham.” He lifted the paper by a corner as if it gave off a foul odor. “It bears no witnesses’ signatures. It bears no description of the manor. It bears no description of the manor’s whereabouts. Can it, in all conscience, be called fit to bear this court’s scrutiny?”

Sydenham opened his mouth to speak.

“Or even,” the judge boomed suddenly, “to bear our interest?”

The court hushed.

“I can only reiterate, Your Honor,” said Sydenham, “that the document does issue from Her Majesty’s Court of Augmentations at Westminster.”

“Master Sydenham, farts and belches also issue from the Court of Augmentations at Westminster, but I do not acknowledge them as jurisprudence!”

Sydenham looked down.

“Therefore . . .” the judge said, shoving the papers aside.

Carlos felt a ripple of hope. Was this victory? Wait, he told himself.

“. . . as I can find no claims outstanding against the defendant’s lordship of this manor . . .”

Madre de Dios, it is true. The judge is ruling in my favor!

“. . . and as I can see no other impediments to the defendant’s lordship of the manor—”

“I beg pardon, Your Honor,” Sydenham broke in. “But if it please the court, there is a witness I should like to call.”

The judge looked annoyed. “A witness?”

“I heartily concur with Your Honor’s astute appraisal of the writ,” Sydenham said. “It was presented by my predecessor, Lord Grenville’s former solicitor. However, new evidence has come to my attention that warrants this court’s notice.”

Carlos watched Sydenham in suspicion. The change of solicitors was true enough. Lord Grenville had got rid of the last one a few weeks ago, and this man Sydenham had stepped into the breach. But Carlos now had the uncomfortable feeling that Sydenham had just been waiting for his predecessor’s tactic to be played out before launching his own fresh assault.

Powys leapt to his feet. “Your Honor, I must protest. What need is there to drag in a witness when the plaintiff’s claim to the manor has been dismissed outright?”

Before the judge could respond, Sydenham spoke, fixing his pale blue eyes almost threateningly on the judge. “I humbly request that you allow me to proceed, Your Honor. Her Majesty Queen Mary, whose interest in seeing justice done throughout her realm has extended to Your Honor’s own exemplary appointment, would surely wish it.”

The judge cast a baleful eye on Sydenham. “Very well, sir,” he said. “In the interest of the Queen’s justice.” He sat back with a sigh that showed he was exasperated but willing. “Call your witness.”

The witness was a thin, stooped, bald man. He was sworn in. George Hoby, farmer, leasehold tenant on the manor of Dindale. Sydenham pointed out to the court that Dindale was adjacent to Prittlewell.

Powys frowned at Carlos and whispered, “What’s he here for?”

Carlos shrugged his ignorance.

Sydenham smiled at the witness. Hoby responded with a deferential nod. He did not look comfortable, but neither did he seem intimidated. “Master Hoby,” Sydenham began, “will you tell this court of your actions on the afternoon of October second of this year?”

Hoby cleared his throat. “Took a pig to market. Came home for dinner. Went to the beach with Susan.”

“And Susan is . . . ?”

“My granddaughter. She’ll be six come Lamas Day.”

“And what occurred on your way to the beach?”

“Came upon the new lord of Prittlewell. The Spanish lord, yonder,” Hoby said, pointing at Carlos.

“Master Valverde,” Sydenham clarified for the court. “And what did Master Valverde say to you?”

“Not much. He were busy putting up a hedge fence. It cut off the path to the beach. He said Susan and me should take the other path, the one round Pollard’s hazel grove.”

“So the path he told you to take passes through Dindale, not through Prittlewell?” Sydenham emphasized.

“Aye. Past Pollard’s marsh. Path used to be all bog, but the Spanish lord’s drained it all thereabouts for horse pasture. He said the path through Pollard’s were a fair route now. Quicker, too, he said. So Susan and me, we went round that way.”

“Now, Master Hoby, how long have you been accustomed to using the first path, the path through Prittlewell, to get to the beach?”

“Oh, time out of mind.” Hoby pulled his ear, thinking. “At Susan’s age I stumped along it with my grandfar’s pa.”

Sydenham turned to the judge. “In point of fact, Your Honor, Master Hoby’s family has enjoyed ancient, customary rights of access to the beach via the path through Prittlewell. Master Hoby’s ancestor, one Cuthbert Hoby, was verderer of the Dindale and Prittlewell forests during the reign of King Henry the Fourth. In recognition of Cuthbert Hoby’s service in saving the King’s life, the King granted the post of verderer to Hoby’s direct descendants in perpetuity.”

“Saving the King’s life?” the judge asked, intrigued.

“I believe the circumstance was an attack from a boar, Your Honor,” Sydenham explained. “I have here an affidavit setting forth the particulars”—he glanced up and added smoothly—“dated and witnessed.”

The judge perused the affidavit and appeared satisfied. “But, Master Sydenham, what has this event of some hundred and fifty years ago to do with the case before this court?”

“Your Honor, for many generations the residents of Dindale have taken the path through Prittlewell to collect sand.”

“Sand?” The judge turned to Hoby. “Is that what you were after that day? Sand?”

“Oh, aye, Your Worship.”

“For what purpose?”

“Susan’s rabbit hutch. She’s a good girl with rabbits, our Susan is,” Hoby added proudly.

“But Master Valverde stopped you, did he not?” Sydenham said, bringing Hoby’s attention back to the important fact.

“Aye. Pointed out the other path. ’Twere quicker, too, just like he said.”

“But he did impede you from taking the customary path,” Sydenham emphasized sternly.

Hoby shrugged. “Aye.”

Carlos threw Powys a look of concern. What was all this about? But Powys ignored him, frowning in concentration as he followed Sydenham’s line of questioning.

“Now, Master Hoby,” Sydenham went on. “Yesterday you made a formal complaint to Master Valverde about this matter, did you not?”

“Aye.”

“Would you tell the court?”

“He were in the alehouse. I told him he should not have”—he paused to find the word—“impeded me from taking the path.”

Powys frowned at Carlos. “You didn’t tell me this,” he whispered. Carlos bristled. Was he supposed to run to a lawyer every time an old man spoke nonsense in an alehouse? “Well,” Powys growled, “Sydenham sent him to complain. I can smell it.”

Sydenham continued his questioning. “And was there a witness when you made your complaint?”

“Aye. My neighbor, Roger Pollard.”

“And what answer did Master Valverde give?”

“He said ’twere easier both for his pasture and my Susan if we used the other path.”

“So he refused to redress the wrong he had done you?”

Hoby appeared reluctant to go so far. But he grunted, “Aye.”

Sydenham told Hoby he was excused. Hoby walked away, touching his cap to Lord Grenville. Sydenham lifted a heavy volume and began to read aloud. The language was Norman French. Carlos could follow none of it. “What’s he saying?” he whispered.

“An ancient statute,” Powys murmured. “Basically, if a landlord impedes the progress of a verderer of the Crown’s forest through a customary right of way, and if, after receiving complaint by the offended party, the landlord willfully continues to impede, the landlord shall forfeit his property to the Crown.”

Carlos understood imperfectly this rush of English words against Sydenham’s droning in French. But one word hit him like a cannon shot. Forfeit.

“But Master Sydenham,” the judge said with a frown, “there has not been forest in Dindale for over fifty years. And the witness has just told us the child only wanted sand for a rabbit hutch.”

Sydenham put down the volume. “Your Honor, Master Hoby and his family, as direct descendants of Cuthbert Hoby, hold the rights of verderers of the Crown. And a verderer, as you know, is responsible for maintaining order in all manner of trespasses of the forest, of vert and venison.”

The point dawned on the judge. “And rabbits,” he acknowledged grudgingly.

“Brilliant,” Powys murmured in spite of himself.

Carlos glared at his lawyer. “Do something,” he whispered fiercely.

The admonition seemed to rouse Powys. He stood suddenly. “Your Honor, I must vehemently protest this abuse of court procedure. Earlier, the plaintiff was claiming with his writ that my client did not legally own the manor. Now, suddenly, he claims that my client does own the manor but must forfeit it. This shift in parameters of the case is insupportable!”

“But,” Sydenham quickly spoke up, “Your Honor wisely saw fit to discredit the former parameters because of the flawed writ.”

The judge frowned. “Still, Master Powys has a point that—”

“Your Honor,” Sydenham interrupted smoothly. He lifted a paper. “I have a writ of mandamus to present.”

“Good God,” Powys whispered in amazement. Wide-eyed, he turned to Carlos. “Mandamus. From the Queen’s own hand.”

“I trust Your Honor will find it satisfactory in execution,” Sydenham said, giving the Queen’s writ, and the volume whose statute he had cited, to the clerk. The clerk carried them to the judge. The judge took the paper and looked at the Queen’s handwriting with unabashed awe. “This writ,” Sydenham went on, “gives title to my client, Lord Anthony Grenville, of all land forfeited to the Crown in this shire. By the events you have just heard related, the manor of Prittlewell is forfeit. It must therefore become the property of my client.”

The judge stared at the evidence, clearly daunted. The court waited. Carlos’s heart thudded in his chest. Something terrible had occurred, but what? The sick feeling of panic was alien to him, disorienting. He sensed only that he had taken a fatal blow. And that the lawyer, Sydenham, had delivered it.

The judge sighed deeply. His shoulders sagged. He put down the paper and sat back, a man rendered powerless.

Carlos knew his land was lost.

When the verdict finally came from the judge’s mouth Carlos barely listened. His eyes were fixed on Sydenham. Sydenham glanced over at him, then turned back to the judge. But Carlos had recognized something in the look. He had seen the same nonchalance in the eyes of a German Prince-Bishop he had once fought for. Following a murderous skirmish before a fortified town, the Prince had sat his horse on a safe mound, gazing over the strewn corpses of his own troops. “Eighty,” the Prince had said. But it was not the dead men he was counting, only yards of terrain gained in the brutal advance. Sydenham’s glance at Carlos had made the same cold-blooded reckoning.

The judge rose. The court rose. The judge left through a side door. The clerk rustled papers together. Grenville got to his feet, bestowed a smile on Sydenham that said he had expected no less, and strode out of the court. Sydenham moved toward the clerk to retrieve his legal volume. Carlos heard Powys’s voice at his shoulder, a drone of apology—the words, to Carlos, a senseless mumble. Then Powys, too, walked out.

Carlos rose, his eyes still locked on Sydenham. Sydenham had killed him. Carlos knew that much: he was still standing, but Sydenham had killed him. And now Sydenham was chatting with the clerk and laughing. A polished laugh, like a woman’s. There was a pain inside Carlos’s head like a longbow too tightly strung. It snapped. He started toward Sydenham.

Sydenham turned and saw him coming, and the mirth drained from his face. He stepped backward toward his table, the backs of his thighs hitting the tabletop. Carlos kept on walking, stalking. The bailiff at the back of the room shouted to Carlos, “Hoy!” Then, to his two men, “Stop him!”

One of the bailiff’s men thrust himself between Carlos and Sydenham as a shield. All that registered in Carlos’s mind was that the man was smaller and afraid. He grabbed two fistfuls of the man’s jerkin at his chest and shoved him aside like a scarecrow. The man fell, then scrambled away. Carlos was now only an arm’s length from Sydenham. Sydenham, trapped by the table, groped behind him for balance, knocking books and papers off the table.

Carlos’s hand shot out for Sydenham’s throat. But before he could make contact two hands from behind clawed at his ears and jerked back his head. Carlos knew it was the bailiff’s other man. The man’s knee rammed the small of Carlos’s back, sharp as an ax. His arm whipped around Carlos’s throat, clamping his neck in the crook of his elbow. With his windpipe on fire, Carlos leaned forward to break the stranglehold, but the bailiff’s man hung on so that he was practically on top of Carlos’s back. Carlos absorbed the pain, knowing that to get to Sydenham he must shake off this pest. But he saw Sydenham inching away along the edge of the table—slithering toward safety. With a sudden savage burst of power Carlos ran backward and rammed the man on his back against the wall. The man slid off Carlos’s back and collapsed on the floor, moaning in pain.

Sydenham hurried for the end of the table. Carlos saw it. He was about to lunge for Sydenham, but from the corner of his eye he saw the bailiff himself running toward him, dagger raised. Carlos responded instinctively, reaching for the hilt of his sword. He stepped away from the wall to give himself a broader field of play for his weapon, and onlookers lurched backward from the blade’s deadly arc. As the bailiff with the dagger reached him, Carlos swung around with his raised sword, all his weight thrown into the downward movement, giving it ferocious momentum.

The sword hacked diagonally into the bailiff’s face. The blade carved off half his chin. The tip sliced the artery in the side of his neck, then ripped a gash through the cloth and muscle of his opposite shoulder. Horror flooded his eyes. He dropped the dagger and clutched the scarlet pulp where his jaw had been. Blood gushed from the severed artery. He thudded to his knees and looked at his dripping red hands with amazement. Then he toppled. Dead.

Carlos heard the commotion around him—shouting, scuffling, sounds of panic. But he was calm now, no longer disoriented. No man in this room could have killed so swiftly.

He swung around to locate Sydenham. But other men had moved in around Carlos in a wide circle, and Sydenham was not among them. The men’s eyes were full of fear and aversion, as though they had surrounded a maddened wolf.

Carlos heard an icy voice inside his head telling him that he had just made the biggest mistake of his life.
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