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Prologue
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July 1536

Greenwich Palace

 

I tell you, it is her!”

“That such a strumpet would have the courage to return . . . It is scandalous!”

It had been years since Bess had been at court, and even longer since she had walked this vast carpet-lined gallery leading to the king’s privy apartments. But it was not so long that she had forgotten how it felt to be whispered about loudly enough so she could hear. Neither the king’s second cousin Lady Hastings, nor Lady Margaret Bryan—aging noble magpies in rich velvet, strings of pearls, and red and gold brocade—had changed at all.

Determined, she held her head high and ignored them. Time and years, more than two decades, slipped away. In those days she had simply been Bess Blount. But she was no longer that pretty, young, innocent girl; yet neither was he, the man she had come to see, the dashing young ruler he once was. But he was here, and he needed her.

As she made her way forward, the tall carved doors before her were parted by two stiff Yeomen of the Guard in green and white  livery and silver breastplates. Each bore a tall, flashing gilt halberd. A line of elegantly clad servants and curious courtiers on the other side bowed deeply or dipped into formal curtsies as she advanced. Like waves, one after another, they acknowledged her as the venerable Lady Elizabeth Clinton, whose reputation well preceded her. Then they backed away in a kaleidoscope of movement—rich Tudor green, white, blue, red, and yellow velvet; brocade; and pearls combined with glittering gold. The tunnel of light, sounds, and fragrances drew her back in time even more deeply. There was no place on earth that smelled quite like the court of Henry VIII: rich, musky, complex—very like the king, the man, and the legend himself. Ironic, Bess thought, that it was here in this very presence chamber that she had first seen him. Here, she had first touched his hand . . . and had first fallen in foolish, childish love when she was barely fourteen.

The empty throne before her was polished and heavily carved, placed beneath a tall silk canopy fringed in gold and emblazoned with an H and J intertwined. J was for Jane Seymour, his new—and third—queen. Bess was relieved not to have to face her newest rival today of all days.

“Elizabeth, Lady Clinton.”

Hearing her title announced by the herald, Bess fell into a deep curtsy herself. The rich amber-beaded velvet of her skirt, edged in gold thread, pooled around her as Thomas Cromwell, the king’s chief minister, approached. Then Bess heard the whispers flare again, but she did not recognize the voices this time—those of two women and a man. Still, the sentiment was all too familiar.

“What will the new queen say, knowing that the mother of the king’s son has dared to return?” one of the women wondered aloud.

“They shall likely say she looks surprisingly merry for her age, though she must be past thirty now,” the oily-voiced man replied.

“Ah, it seems only yesterday that she was a fresh-faced and eager threat to the queen,” remarked the second woman.

“Back then everyone in a dress was a threat to the Spanish queen,” quipped the man in return.

“Not so much a threat as Bess Blount. He very nearly married her, they say.”

As Thomas Cromwell, a stout middle-aged man in a black velvet robe and cap and a heavy gold and jeweled baldric, extended his hands to her in greeting, the conversation ceased.

“My Lady Clinton,” he said somberly.

“My Lord Chancellor,” she returned deferentially, acknowledging the king’s most influential adviser.

“While I understand that this is the hour of your greatest grief, I am afraid His Majesty does not wish to be disturbed by anyone.”

“His grief is my own, my lord.”

There was a slight pause as he studied her, his gray beetle eyebrows merging. “ ’ Tis true, I suppose. Under the circumstances, you are not just anyone.”

Bess pressed back the tears that filled her eyes, refusing to cry at his acknowledgment of what had brought her such notoriety. Mother of the king’s son. There had been rumors all across England less than a month before that Henry had actually been about to take the unprecedented step of formally naming his natural son—his only son—heir to the throne of England over Katherine of Aragon’s and Anne Boleyn’s daughters.

No one would ever know now if he had truly meant to do it.

His son; her son—precious Harry had been destined for greatness. He was meant to be Henry IX.

As Bess followed a porcine, tottering Cromwell down the long private corridor, her mind, still full of memories, caught and eddied  on bright, sharp moments and images through the years. They tugged at her, bidding her to remember how a tender girl from the Shropshire countryside had wound up here at the court of Henry VIII, so naive yet so full of ambitious dreams—mistress to a king; mother of the King of England’s only son.

Oh, yes, I shall go to court one day. . . . She heard her own voice echo across time, tumbling forward through her memories. When I grow up, I may even meet the king. Just you watch and see. . . .

When they reached the small rounded door, Cromwell turned back to her. His face was full, his snub nose was red, and his expression bore the barest trace of empathy.

“There is a secret staircase leading to the king’s bedchamber beyond this door, my lady,” he said. “You may be some comfort to each other, if he will see you.”

“He shall see me. And I know well the way,” Bess replied, turning the handle, its movement taking her very swiftly back in time. Each shadowy, winding step was like a year she had passed as the woman Henry VIII had met, loved, and had very nearly made his queen. . . .




 PART I

The First Step . . .

[image: 005]

A journey of a thousand miles
 Must begin with a single step.

—LAO TZU




Chapter One
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June 1513

Kinlet, Shropshire

 

“Bess, wait!”

Hearing nothing but the wind, she raced back across the broad, waving carpet of emerald grass dotted with rich bluebells, a full pace ahead of her siblings. A canopy of azure dipped low to the horizon, meeting the shadowy stand of oaks ahead, on this Midsummer’s Day. Her rich rose-colored skirts billowed out behind her so fully that she felt as if she might actually fly as the image of their father blossomed in her mind, kindling the excitement of seeing him. Of the six Blount children, she was his favorite, and these months had felt a lifetime to a girl of fourteen. Her mother had just returned from King Henry’s court, where she served in the queen’s household, and now her father was home from the war in France. All would be well with the world—at least with their own little world here in the countryside.

Tell us of the king, Father! Do tell us again!

Words echoed across memories, and images tumbled between them as her heart raced. In her mind, she was sitting on her father’s knee, rubbing her forefinger over the smooth plane of his square  jaw. He had always resembled a statue, she thought—chiseled, young, magnificent. Surely there could be no other father like Sir John Blount. Shortly after that, he had nobly gone off to France to fight alongside the king in order to reclaim English land. It was like something from a great romance, her mother drawing him to her and whispering devotions in his ear with tears in her eyes and her chin quivering as his great warrior bay stood ready in the distance. Bess and the other children had lingered silently nearby.

Mother had been home for only a few hours to be with her beloved. Still, that must have been something of a sacrifice, Bess thought, leaving the exciting court and its romantic, fascinating sovereign.

“He’s a handsome sort, tall as a tree, and trim. His Majesty can hunt and sing—”

“And joust!” Bess had chimed, knowing the details well, yet still loving how her father recounted the tale, as he did with Lancelot and other magical adventures he read to them, filling their heads with fantasy and possibility.

“Yes, after jousts he can dance on into the night, besting everyone!”

Bess was faster than the others now, and more eager, as she dashed up the brick steps outside the house and scrambled through the vast entry hall, her footfalls softened by the Turkish carpets. She was determined to be first to greet her father once they had heard the sounding of the trumpet announcing his return. It had been almost a year since he had left.

George and Robert, her two brothers closest in age, were not far behind. Their little sister, Isabella, fell back and cried out again.

“I shall tell Master Clarke, and he is going to flog the lot of you properly for leaving me!” the little girl stubbornly warned, using their sour-faced tutor as a threat.

Predictably, they all ignored the stout, rosy-cheeked little girl behind them, who always insisted on tagging along. Bess keenly felt the thump of anticipation in her slim chest as she sailed around the corner and into the drawing room, which bore a massive wall of leaded windows with panes shaped like diamonds and a heraldic panel in colored glass. Then she stopped so suddenly that both boys crashed into her as if she were a wall. The wounded man, covered in blankets and lying on a litter, was not her father, her mind said, yet her heart knew that he was.

For a moment, Bess stopped breathing. Her hands fell limply to her sides; her lower lip dropped. She could not force herself to move forward. He frightened her, this old-looking man with the gaunt cheeks, gray skin, and hollow dark eyes. He did not even sense her presence or call for her approach as he usually would have done.

There’s my poppet! Come give us a proper kiss.

The memory of his kind voice, so full of command from a year ago, shook her now, and Bess squeezed her eyes to chase it away as she fixed her gaze on someone who was not the man she remembered. This man was weak, defeated, and without the shine of the sun that once had so defined him. This was the last thing she expected. He seemed a stranger.

A heartbeat later, the boys pushed past her and ran to him, past the ring of Blount servants crowding the doorway. The litter on which he had been carried had been set on the sweet-smelling rush-strewn floor. Their mother was beside him, along with the steel-haired physician, Dr. Thornton, who had long attended the family.

“He really should be put to bed,” Thornton dourly advised. “Sir John has had a long journey home, and he is not the better for it.”

Catherine Blount held her husband’s hand and glanced up at the kind-eyed family friend. “He said this was the view of Kinlet  that kept him alive in France. He wants to look upon it for a moment longer. Then he will let us take him upstairs,” she explained.

“Very well, but only a moment more,” the doctor said, bargaining with her. “He must rest if there is any hope of a full recovery.”

“What’s happened to him?” George asked bluntly. He was the first of the children to draw near their father.

Two years older than Bess, George Blount could well have been her twin. He was slim and blue-eyed, and the color of his hair was exactly the same as her own—like wild honey kissed by sunlight, their father always said poetically. Finally catching up, Isabella pushed past the boys and fell to her knees beside the litter, but Bess remained beside the doors, stunned. It was like looking at a ghost of someone, she thought, feeling a shiver so powerfully that she almost could not look. She wanted her real father back.

“Shh,” Catherine admonished. “Father has been wounded in the war, but by God’s grace he has been returned to us.”

Bess glanced at him again, lying there motionless, his expression unchanged. It did not appear that he had even heard his wife, who had returned from court as elegant and graceful as ever.

As if Bess’s thought alone had brought the censure, Catherine Blount turned suddenly to look with reproach upon the prettiest, most willful, and eldest of her daughters.

“Bess, pray, do present yourself properly to your father. Do not cower there like that. It is not at all becoming or respectful.”

Her legs felt like lead as all eyes descended on her and she moved slowly forward.

“Come, child,” her mother urged with a note of irritation. “He wishes to see you. You know how he delights in you.”

George reached back, clasped her hand, and drew her forward, knowing too well that their mother’s level of patience did not match  her serene beauty. In addition to their father’s support, George’s she could not do without, so she complied, kneeling along with the others, beside the litter. When she took his surprisingly cold hand and gave it a gentle squeeze, Bess was surprised that, at last, their father opened his eyes. Bloodshot and weary, full of war stories she could never understand, they gazed up at her. At last, some small spark of the father she had known appeared.

“Bess,” he murmured in a raspy voice that did not resemble the one she remembered.

“Welcome home, Father,” she managed to whisper. When she felt the slight tightening of his hand in hers, tears began to slide in long ribbons down her smooth, pale cheeks. The bond, the unspoken connection between them, was still there. He would always be her father, the man she idolized, and a man who actually knew the King of England.
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As their father rested upstairs, Bess organized her favorite pastime—one into which her siblings were endlessly coaxed. By the hour, the music room became their presence chamber at court; a high-backed chair was her throne. George became Lord Chamberlain, Robert was her steward, and she, of course, was Queen Bess. Rosa, who was eight, and Isabella, who was seven, were her maids of honor. At not quite three, Agnes was too young yet to participate, but she was allowed to sit and watch the fantasy come to life. No one played the king since that seemed disrespectful. And after all, Bess reasoned, there could only ever be one King Henry VIII.

A copy of his portrait framed in heavy wood, a gift to the family from the king himself, hung prominently in the entry hall. Early on, Bess had committed each of his handsome features to memory.  She would stand before it especially whenever a long shaft of butter yellow sunlight moved across the paneled walls and made his image shimmer, almost as if he had come to life. And when Bess was certain no one was looking, she would smile shyly and make her best curtsy before it. Practice, her father said, was essential.

She would be prepared when her turn came to go to court.

“Must we play again, Bess?” Robert whined. “I do not at all like being a servant.”

Her hands went to her hips and her tone became one of reproach. “You must work your way up at court, use all of your talents to get ahead. ’Tis what Father always says.”

“What talents do I have?” he pressed. “I cannot sing or dance like you and George, and you always remind me that I am not at all clever.”

Bess tipped her head. The expression she made became exactly like her mother’s—serene, indulgent, and full of confidence. They looked so much alike, mother and daughter, with their smooth, milky, apricot-colored skin, wide blue eyes, small, perfectly shaped mouths, and golden hair.

“Then we must find what you are good at, or you shall not survive the rigors of court life,” she exclaimed so authoritatively that she sounded as if she had actually been there.

“I am not going to court,” Robert declared, his ginger curls stirring as he shook his head. “And neither are you. This is only a game, Bess.”

“Not to me,” she quickly countered.

“What are you so good at?” Robert asked belligerently as he crossed his arms over his chest.

“She is awfully pretty,” said Rosa. “Is that not enough?”

“Mother says court is full of pretty, empty-headed girls. So it is  most definitely not enough for me. I intend to go there and make the most splendid match with some great baron or earl. Just wait and see if I don’t. That is why you must keep up your dancing lessons and your singing, and you really must improve the way you play the lute,” Bess warned Rosa, who seemed only to be half listening, bored like the others with the repetition of the pointless game.

“I heard Father say that neither singing nor dancing is what the king fancies most in a girl,” George quipped, suddenly sounding older himself. “And he fancies plenty of them!”

Bess shot him a glare. “That is a vulgar thing to infer. But he is king, after all, and he can do precisely as he pleases with all of us. Whatever his pleasure with any of us might be,” she said, even though she really had no idea what that meant.

“Well, you get what you deserve if you ever go there,” he warned.

“Riches and adventure? Those I would gladly take.”

“And all that goes along with them,” George shot back.

“I shall take my chances,” Bess declared, asking herself, at that moment, what harm could ever come from the great honor of living in the presence of the handsome king at his grand and romantic court.
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Bess had been called upstairs alone by her mother’s maid. Such a summons was never good, although she could not imagine what she might have done that would have displeased either of her parents. Father had been home for only a few hours, and she had taken the other children and occupied them all, making certain they were not too loud. She lingered for a moment outside the door, straightening her rose-colored dress, then adjusting her posture. She glanced down at the lace of her flat, tight bodice, remembering there was a small stain of gravy there. She said a silent little prayer that Father  would not notice. It had always been important to her to be perfect for Father—as perfect, at least, as he had always seemed to her. If he should notice and remark about it, Bess was certain it would sadden her for the rest of the day. His disappointment in her really was the greatest punishment.

“Come in, child,” he called to her in that kind, cultured voice of his that was so reassuringly familiar.

Her mother was sitting beside him on the bed, but as Bess drew near, Catherine stood and clasped her hands before her in a more formal posture.

The bedchamber was suitably large, dominated by a grand tester bed and a vast armorial wall tapestry. There was a large table draped with fine damask silk that held a collection of thick candles and a stack of leather-bound books. Most prominent among the books was the volume of Chrétien de Troyes’s Lancelot from which John Blount frequently read to his children, filling Bess’s head most especially with romance. She stopped at the foot of the bed but quickly cast down her glance, trying to press back the coming flood of tears with which she was doing battle at the sight of him. It was difficult to see her strong and handsome father like this, wounded and vulnerable. A moment later, he held out his uninjured hand to her.

“Sit with me,” he bid her as her mother stood silently in her elegantly embroidered gown with turned-back bell sleeves, beadwork, and a heavy rope of pearls hooked onto the bodice.

“Your mother and I have been speaking, and we want you to know, since I will be unable to return to court for a while, we have decided it will be better for the family that she remain here in Kinlet with me.”

Bess could not help it. Her reaction was swift and instinctual. “Not go back? No! You cannot both retire from court! I shall lose  my chance, and there shall be no opportunity for me to be presented to Her Grace if neither of you—” Bess lurched forward, her words spilling forward and her tears drying suddenly in panic. “Father, I do beseech you!”

“Now, my dear, you must not react so strongly, or he will think I was wrong about your being ready. Young maids of honor to the queen have control, not only over their emotions, but over their words and actions,” her mother calmly reminded her with only a hint of a smile turning up the corners of her lips.

“Ready?” Bess looked back and forth at each of them. “Me?”

For a moment both were silent, each waiting for the other to speak. “My lord uncle Mountjoy, as you know, is the queen’s chamberlain,” John finally said. “I believe there is a very good chance that once I have written to him of our family circumstances, he shall invite you to function in Her Grace’s household in your mother’s stead. At least until she is able to return.”

“At court? But when?” The four words leapt from Bess’s mouth in a staccato rush, and her heart began to beat like a hummingbird’s wings against the tight plastron front and square neck of her dress.

“As soon as possible, before there is any loss of place,” her mother replied.

“I would go to the king’s court as a. . . maid of honor?”

“That would be our hope,” her father answered.

Bess sprang back to her feet as her face flushed with excitement. “I have dreamed of this forever.”

“We know,” her mother mused. “Your father is not as convinced as I that you are ready for the pace and the complexities of life there, but we haven’t much other choice at the moment.”

“Oh, I am most ready!” Bess replied excitedly. “I promise you I am. I will be the most extraordinary maid of honor, you shall see!”

“Settle down, child. Remember what I have told you. With this queen, it will not do to be too extraordinary, or too eager. She has yet to give the king a son, and everyone whispers that she has begun to fear competition.”

“From her own household?” Bess asked with naive surprise.

“Especially there. The king and his friends are all young and healthy men, and their flirtations are a daily challenge past which the queen’s ladies must navigate.”

Bess tipped her head. “A challenge?”

“To maintain the balance between not offending any of them with rude rebuffs, yet not angering our extremely pious young queen with disrespectful or flirtatious games.”

Bess felt her excitement pale just slightly as she tried in vain to understand and accept her mother’s words of caution. The king was a married man, after all. Katherine of Aragon was said to be an exotic Spanish beauty, the daughter of the glamorous and powerful Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand. Their story was the stuff of legends. Their daughter could not be anything less than magnificent, Bess was certain, and her marriage as romantic as a verse about Lancelot.

“Teach me, Mother, before I go,” she finally said. “You know I am a swift learner.”

“That I do.” Catherine Blount smiled with maternal pride at her daughter, so much like herself.

“I know I can make you both proud of me and keep your place for you until you are ready to return. And I shall keep the family honor as well.”

“Lofty goals for a girl of only fourteen,” her father observed as Catherine leaned down to give him another sip of wine.

“I am up to the task, I promise you! And I might even surprise you by attracting my own powerful man one day.”

John Blount chuckled wearily. “Do not get too ahead of yourself, my little minnow. Let us first see if Lord Mountjoy can secure you a place in Mother’s stead, shall we? And if he can, then we shall need to pray you do not irritate the queen with all of your ambitions and youthful excitement once you get there.”




Chapter Two
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August 1513

Greenwich Palace, Kent

 

The redbrick palace lay across the river and above a great broad meadow before her like an enormous glittering jewel, with its commanding series of turrets and great towers, both round and square. All of it was surrounded by a wide, mossy moat. Bess gazed at it all in wonder as the party drew near the drawbridge entrance down the long tree-lined causeway. Lord Mountjoy had sent an escort to Kinlet to accompany her, and although the royal guards and the two stout court maids had been largely silent, they had made it apparent that she was a person of value, superior to them, and accorded respect. At her young age, that was a heady sensation for a girl whose dreams alone had been her guide until now.

Bess held herself proudly as she sat unmoving in her blue silk gown, the back of her hair held by a matching silk caul lined with delicate pearls. She was feeling almost grown-up as they crossed the stone bridge on horseback and neared the central gateway. Yet all the while she was trembling. It was more awe than fear brewing within her as she tried to remember all that her mother had tirelessly taught her, and each thing about which her father had warned  her, over the last two months. Her heart quickened almost in time to the click of the horses’ hooves as they finally passed into the wide cobblestoned courtyard, with its grand statuary, splashing fountains, and formal ring of conically shaped yew trees. Just seeing it, Bess knew, no matter what, there was no going back now. She wanted to be a part of the court’s elegance, grandeur, and excitement.

The groom who approached her horse was a formal young man dressed in the king’s green and white livery. A crown and pretty Tudor rose were sewn prominently onto the front of his tunic. But he did not smile or welcome her; he only helped her down, then nodded perfunctorily and turned away. There were other groomsmen around them who did the same for the others in her traveling party, then silently led the horses toward the grand stables.

Just then, two richly dressed ladies emerged from an open door at the top of a small flight of stone stairs in the palace’s east wing and swept toward them. Bess was stunned by the elegance of their gowns. One was dressed in blue brocade with a square neck cut very low to her ample breasts, pearl ornamentation, and fashionably long, turned-back sleeves. The other wore a gown of topaz-colored silk with an underskirt and wide, puffed sleeves of sable-colored velvet. Both women wore gabled hoods and an abundance of pearls and beads. Neither of the young women smiled as they approached, but the one in brocade extended her hand, which was softer and more strikingly smooth than anything Bess had ever touched.

“I am Anne, Lady Hastings, Mistress Blount,” she said as Bess made a proper curtsy, which she had spent a lifetime perfecting. “And this is my sister, Elizabeth, Lady Fitzwalter. We are the king’s cousins, and our brother is the Duke of Buckingham.”

Bess had already heard plenty from her mother about Edward Stafford, the Duke of Buckingham, who was Lord High Steward.  It was the highest ceremonial position at court, and his influence would have been unparalleled had there not been whispers about the king and Buckingham’s married sister, Anne, who stood before her now. Catherine Blount had told her daughter that such an estrangement had developed between the two men over the girl’s flirtations that the only means of healing the fissure had been for the duke, as a show of fidelity, to follow the sovereign into battle, where both now remained.

Bess tried to look a little more closely at the elegant girl without staring once she remembered the story. Lady Hastings had a smooth face free of wrinkles or scars, but her dark eyes were wide set, her nose was long and prominent, and her mouth was too small to balance it all. Looking at her now, a liaison with the great and dashing king seemed slightly preposterous to Bess when he had such an undoubtedly wonderful queen. Lady Hastings’s sister was slightly more attractive and younger. Bess knew they were highly placed attendants to the queen and both were well regarded. She turned slightly then and honored Lady Fitzwalter with the same proper and well-schooled curtsy.

After the introductions and a chilly welcome, the sisters turned unceremoniously, as if their duty had been fulfilled, then went together back up the stairs, the intricate trains of their gowns sweeping along the steps behind them. That Bess should follow was implied, not stated, and she scurried to keep up, trying awkwardly to brush the dust from the hem of her own dress as she did.

“We are to show you to your accommodations. There, you may change and rest,” Lady Fitzwalter said in a glacial tone, without turning around. “Presumably you have something more suitable to wear when you are introduced to the queen later today?”

“Yes, my lady,” Bess replied nervously, wondering which of her  three dresses, all far more plain than theirs, would be considered suitable by either of them.

Her mother had told her that since she was now one of the youngest maids of honor, and certainly the prettiest, she must not incite any sort of envy among the others. Sabotage was a pastime she would not know how to battle, and the family was depending on her. Looking at the backs of Lady Hastings and Lady Fitzwalter, their elegant gowns sweeping across the tile floor of the first long gallery, Bess herself was quite certain that was true.

The gallery in the east wing led to a wide-open loggia in the Italian style, with a view down to the king’s intricate knot garden, ornamented with fountains, benches, topiaries, and stone statuary much like the courtyard. It was almost too much to take in so quickly, and Bess was not even sure where to look. Kinlet was elegant, but this was grandeur on a massive scale.

The walls of the gallery around her had the fragrance of fresh lime wash and were decorated with torches and vast Flemish tapestries on heavy black iron rods. The tile floors on which they walked were laid out in a beautifully intricate mosaic that resembled, almost perfectly, the shape of the knot garden below. The soaring beamed ceiling above was painted in a brilliant azure and decorated with the same crowns and Tudor roses as the servants’ livery.

Just as they were turning toward a prominent, sweeping staircase, a young girl about her own age and a boy, dark curls spilling onto his forehead, came stumbling down the stairs, laughing and chattering. Quickly and without missing a beat, the girl made a proper curtsy and the boy dipped into a bow, their laughter ceasing only as long as it took to honor Lady Fitzwalter and Lady Hastings before dashing past.

“Typical,” Lady Fitzwalter grumbled, rolling her eyes.

“If that empty-headed churl’s father were not one of the king’s closest friends, I do believe she would have been ousted long ago.”

“Who was that?” Bess asked, biting back a smile at the very last thing she expected to see amid the seemingly structured and rule-dictated court.

“’Twas Elizabeth Bryan. Her father is Sir Thomas Bryan and her mother, Lady Margaret, is one of us. It was a foregone conclusion that their little terror of a daughter should be placed as a maid of honor. But personally, I believe the child needs a sound flogging,” Lady Hastings declared.

“And the boy?” Bess dared to ask.

“Gilbert Tailbois,” Lady Fitzwalter said with a sniff as if his name alone were objectionable. “The wastrel boy lives by some mysterious connection to Thomas Wolsey. Appointed to the cleric’s household at the king’s pleasure, the frightful little urchin nevertheless seems free to roam the halls of court, disturbing whatever he wishes whenever he pleases.”

“His father is not of sound mind. You know that, Sister,” Lady Hastings amended as they began to climb the same staircase the youths had only just descended.

“See that you do not model their behavior, Mistress Blount. The queen has no fondness for folly,” Lady Fitzwalter warned.

“Nor patience for it,” added Lady Hastings.

“I shall keep that in my mind always,” Bess dutifully replied in the way she knew she was meant to.

At the end of a second tiled gallery, hung with portraits of various ancient dukes, lords, and kings, they came to what Bess realized must be the queen’s apartments. A collection of elegantly dressed ladies was gathered beyond the open double doors in the watching chamber and in the presence chamber beyond. Her heart quickened  again, so near to the absolute pinnacle of England’s power and importance. At last, she thought as they moved into the queen’s actual privy chamber. Before her lay the glamour, the music, the excitement of the queen’s world . . . and by some miracle, she was about to be a part of it!

Bess moved more tentatively, however, behind Lady Hastings and Lady Fitzwalter. She was mindful of her mother’s warning, even though she was secretly relieved to have seen at least one other noble maid, Elizabeth Bryan, with her same sense of spirit. If God favored it, perhaps they could one day become friends.

The queen’s privy chamber, like the rest of the palace, was impressively vast, with one whole wall of windows, ornamented by cornices and columns, facing the gardens below. The other wall was lined with massive hunting scene tapestries and paintings hung in heavy gold frames. Beneath them were carved chairs cushioned with red velvet and gold fringe. Chairs of the same style were also placed in the center of the room, grouped at small carved tables where many of the queen’s ladies sat sewing. But the thing beyond all else that struck Bess, as they moved inside the chamber, was the absolute silence surrounding her. There was no singing, no laughing, and no music. The occasional softly spoken word or whisper in Spanish was the only sound.

His eyes always glittered with excitement when her father told her stories of the gaiety of the king’s apartments. There were endless card games, dice, and laughter, and the sovereign was never without music—a lute player, pipe, dulcimer, tabor, or a performance on the virginals by one of the royal musicians. Bess tried to press back the surprise and disappointment of reality as two more women approached. Both had dark hair and darker complexions, and their dresses were ornamented only by prominent silver cross medallions hanging from heavy chains. Lady Fitzwalter introduced them.

“Mistress Blount, this is Doña Maria de Salinas. She is Her Royal Highness’s senior-most lady, as well as her dearest friend. It is to her authority you must answer above all others.”

Bess dipped into an especially solicitous curtsy and remembered to keep her eyes lowered properly as she rose.

“And I am Doña Agnes de Venegas. My husband is Lord Mount-joy, your father’s uncle and chamberlain over this entire enterprise,” the other dark-haired woman said in an accent heavily laden with her Castellón roots. “It is by his favor that you are here. Remember that.”

Again Bess curtsied. When she rose, she wisely did not smile. While both were young, they were sour-faced, serious women who set the tone for the queen’s household, which clearly Bess was meant to adopt. Her romantic fantasy faded a little bit more.

“I have informed my husband that you have arrived, and he hopes to find time to meet you later. If not today, tomorrow.”

A flurry of other introductions followed with names she struggled in vain to keep straight: Lady Percy, Lady Bergavenny, the Countess of Oxford, the Countess of Derby. Few of them smiled and fewer still acknowledged Bess in return. Even the flat-faced, plain Marchioness of Exeter, the daughter of Agnes Venegas and Lord Mountjoy, and thus her own cousin, seemed unimpressed by her arrival. It was not hostility Bess felt as she followed Lady Hastings from the room, but definite antipathy. In spite of all her dreams and hopes, Bess was apparently just another girl to fill out the queen’s suite. And unlike the others, Bess did not even bear a title. She was merely plain Mistress Blount, an unimpressive maiden whose moderately connected father had called in a favor with a well-placed, distant relative. Everyone knew it, and there was no doubt that she was meant to know it as well.
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Bess had not expected the overwhelming wave of homesickness to hit her, or so swiftly. She could not remember a time when she had not longed to come to court. She had dreamed of it and planned for it as if she had known it was the one wish in her life that would come true. Now, washed and changed from the long journey into a new gown and fresh headdress, she walked slowly and full of hesitation, back toward the queen’s vast apartments.

Her dress was a suitably modest one of scarlet velvet with tight sleeves and white embroidery at the square collar. From the girdle at her waist, an enamel rosary hung. Her honey blond hair was swept up into a small, proper gold mesh caul. She was the picture of sweet elegance. Again, the silence in the queen’s apartments startled her. Although the rooms were filled with court ladies all sewing or reading as before, they did so without laughter and with only a minimum of conversation. Bess did not realize it until then, as she stood at the fringes of the activity, that the ladies were sewing banners and copy after copy of the Royal Standard. Clearly, they were to be sent as encouragement to the English troops at war in France. It was a noble, if slightly dreary task that surprised Bess nevertheless. Even though she knew the king had named Queen Katherine as regent in his absence, Bess had expected Her Highness to be engaged in far more entertaining pastimes than those strictly of duty, like this, and prayer. Upon seeing the girl called Elizabeth Bryan, who, seated at one of the tables near the warmth of a charcoal brazier, was sewing a standard with another young maid, Bess felt safe enough to approach.

“May I sit with you?” she cautiously asked. When they both glanced up, Bess said, “I am Elizabeth Blount, but I am called Bess.”

“Splendid. Because I am Elizabeth Bryan, and there can only ever be one of me.” The declaration had been flippantly delivered, but it was followed by a sweet smile. “Yes, do sit with us. We could use some fresh conversation. This is Jane Poppincourt. She is friends with the king’s sister, the Princess Mary. But occasionally Mistress Poppincourt deigns to entertain herself with less important maidens such as I.”

They both giggled softly then, and Jane put her finger modestly to her lips. She was pretty with pale hair, gentle eyes, and a kind smile. Neither girl seemed to possess the same haughty demeanor of the other court women, and Bess was glad of that.

“Your uncle is Lord Mountjoy?” Jane asked as she handed Bess a needle and some red thread. Her accent was thickly French, but her voice was soft and appealing. There was none of the condescension she had heard earlier from the others.

“My father’s uncle,” Bess clarified. “Apparently the Lord Chamberlain took pity on my family since my father was wounded fighting alongside the king.”

“We are all here as a favor to someone,” Elizabeth observed. “Most of the queen’s ladies do not fancy me at all, but my father and the king are inseparable, so, alas, they are forced to tolerate me, poor things.” Elizabeth Bryan smiled a bit more broadly, clearly proud of herself and the place she had made.

“I saw you coming down the stairs when I first arrived.”

“So you did. With Gilly. I am being punished by Lady Hastings for that bit of fun with no supper. Never mind, though, he is entertaining enough to be worth it.”

“Are you and he—”

“Gilbert Tailbois and I?” She giggled at the notion and cut a glance at Jane who lowered her eyes with a shy giggle of her own. “Great heavens, no. He is just entertainment in this dreary place.”

“My father always told me such stories of the dancing and the music here, the great and clever jests, and all of the magnificent banquets,” Bess said a little dreamily.

“That is the king’s merriment, not the queen’s. When Her Highness is with child, as she is now, we must put aside all fun. So we sit silently, murmuring prayers for a living son this time, and we sew flag after flag to be sent for the men to take into battle,” Elizabeth calmly replied.

It seemed a dangerous way for her to speak in the queen’s chamber, and yet it felt deliciously brave as well. Clearly, Elizabeth Bryan was not in the least intimidated by her royal mistress. Nor was Jane Poppincourt, who stifled another soft giggle with the back of her hand. In spite of herself, Bess smiled, too, and the homesick sensation began to wane just a bit in the glow of the first small spark of excitement at making friends.

“So, how is it that Lady Hastings can scold you if your father is so powerful?” Bess asked.

“’ Tis not power my father wields so much as a subtle influence,” Elizabeth corrected. “The king wisely leaves the maintenance of the queen’s household to the queen. Doña de Salinas worries after Her Grace, and Lady Hastings worries after all the rest of us.”

“Because the king fancied her,” Jane said in her soft voice.

“And because the Duke of Buckingham, her brother, is his most powerful minister?” Bess asked.

“Power wound and knotted like a fine skein of yarn,” Elizabeth replied in agreement. “Lady Hastings played the game particularly well, and at the end kept a wealthy husband along with the admiration of her former royal lover. We all could learn from her.”

Bess did not hide her surprise. “So the gossip was true about her and the king?”

Elizabeth leaned forward across the table, lowering her voice to a gossipy tone. “Well, naturally we cannot say for certain.” She glanced furtively around the room. “But what I can say is that after spending a great deal of time in the king’s company, Buckingham gained enough power to have his sister sent to a nunnery over the rumors. But she was quickly and quietly returned to court, to his dismay, and her position is even greater now. So naturally the rumors continue.”

“Surely the queen has heard them; yet she tolerates a rival in her own household?” Bess asked.

“That, Mistress Blount, is the importance of power and influence. By some means or other she has won the king’s favor, and no one, not even the queen, dares go against that.”

Bess had never considered that a woman might be more influential than the queen, and it surprised her to imagine the prospect now. She picked up two pieces of fabric and began to sew them skillfully together, but her mind was far from the task. It seemed to her a dangerous thing to go against the very person in whose household one lived. But Lady Hastings certainly had a haughty-enough spirit for Bess to believe she was doing just that, and gaining power, riches, and influence along the way.

Admiration for her spirit and ambition mixed with pity inside Bess for Katherine of Aragon as she contemplated the poor pregnant young queen who had to tolerate the daily presence of a beautiful rival. Just as the thought moved across her mind, everyone in the chamber stood suddenly and fell into deep, silent curtsies to the swish of stiff silk and heavy petticoats near the door. As Bess mirrored their movements, she saw entering the room a young pregnant woman dressed in dun-colored satin, with a heavy gold cross ornamenting her square neckline bordered in gold thread. Doña de  Salinas was on one side of her; a pretty, fashionably dressed young woman on the other.

The queen was not what Bess had expected. Although her Spanish olive skin was smooth, her face was plain and square, and her dark eyes were wide and bulging, especially with her hair entirely hidden beneath her tight, stiffly gabled hood. As she approached, Bess properly lowered her eyes and remained in her curtsy.

“You are Mistress Blount,” the young queen said in English deeply laced with a Spanish accent.

Slowly, Bess rose and faced the woman whom two English kings had taken as their queen. She seemed to Bess an uninspiring choice. “I am, Your Royal Highness.”

“I see by your expression that I am not what you expected.”

“Your Highness is far more than I expected.”

“You lie like Mountjoy.” The queen sniffed. “While it is less difficult to tolerate in one so young and obviously inexperienced, see that you do not make a habit of it. I do not suffer falseness gladly.”

“I shall, Your Highness.”

“Now then, are you suitably settled in?”

“Very well, thank you, Your Highness.”

The queen had a small mole on her chin and hairs growing out of it, and she smelled thickly of musk. It was the scent of a man, not of a woman, and least of all of a queen. She was not at all like Guinevere in the romance Lancelot, which most powerfully had guided her to this place. Bess tried her best not to stare, but the mole was distracting.

“Then you shall attend me now at prayer.”

It was four o’clock in the afternoon. Bess had been told that the queen attended matins each day upon rising, then returned to  the chapel at midday. Did she truly mean to pray a third time in one day?

“Yes, Your Highness,” she responded as dutifully as she could manage for every other thought swirling around in her mind.

Silent sewing. Repeated prayer. An absence of gaiety. Duty without pleasure. This was not at all the court Bess had envisioned, or the life. Perhaps things would be different once the king returned to England. Please let them be different, Bess found herself praying.
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Anne, Lady Hastings watched the Blount girl follow the queen and the other young maids back to the chapel. Good, she thought as she asked for a cup of wine and received it from one of the queen’s esquires. A few blissful moments to myself without having to fawn over Henry’s bland wife, she thought as she lowered herself onto a carved oak armchair at one of the unoccupied tables heaped with flag fabric, as yet unsewn, left beneath a window. It was only a moment more before her sister joined her. The chatter that always rose up when the queen was gone now made their conversation inaudible to others.

“She is a pretty little thing, is she not?” Elizabeth, Lady Fitzwalter observed as she picked up a half-sewn banner and absently examined it with no intention of sewing any longer.

“If one values doe-eyed youth, I suppose she is.”

“Half of the king’s men do value just that, if not King Henry himself.”

“His Highness seemed fairly pleased with my skills before he left for Calais.”

“Brother always says beauty is power. When mixed with youth, it is generally a far more lethal combination than any that maturity could provide.”

Anne frowned at her. “On whose side precisely are you, Sister?”

“The winning side, Sister. As any good courtier would be. You taught me that.”

“Then you would do well not to antagonize me. His Highness shall return to court soon, and, when he does, I fully plan to return to his heart, my maturity not withstanding.”

Lady Fitzwalter chuckled. “I do not think his heart was the part of him you captivated.”

“Well, whatever it was, it gained Sir George and me a lovely country house, and this ruby that is the envy of all.”

She proudly touched the huge stone in the center of a medallion accented with four shimmering pearls that lay against her tight silk plastron.

“Payment for your body makes you no better than a Smithfield whore,” Elizabeth parried.

“You are only jealous the king never wanted you,” Anne sniped.

“Are you so certain he will still want you? They say King Henry values most the thrill of the chase. You were hunted and caught long ago,” her sister tauntingly reminded her.

“Your analogy bores me.”

“Did you not see how many times his eyes rested upon pretty, virginal Lady Bryan at that final banquet before he left for France?”

“She is a child, and dull as dirt.”

“Youth and beauty.” Elizabeth smiled, reminding her sister. “Our dear older brother, the Duke of Buckingham, truly does understand a great deal more of our king than the one part of him you were allowed to know.”

“You are poisoned by envy,” Anne scoffed, and turned away.

“Rather, I have a realistic nature, Sister. And I am looking to keep my own fortunes sound when yours begin predictably to wane.”

Anne stiffened. “I’ll not share the king with a chit like Mistress Bryan, or Mistress Blount, for that matter.”

“Will you have much of a choice?”

“There is always a choice when one knows how to play the game,” Anne countered.

Elizabeth leaned toward her sister, then lowered her voice. “You would not do anything to either of them, would you? I mean, truly, Sister, they are only silly little girls.”

Anne touched the ruby at her chest once again, then glanced up, her eyes narrowing. “Did our good brother not also say that all is fair in love and war?”

“Well, he certainly did not say anything about carnal relations.”

“He well should have,” Anne quickly countered. “After all, is it not all one and the same? And like all good warriors, I, too, protect what is mine. I tell you, no one is taking away what I captured for myself. Certainly not without a fight.”
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There had been a bland and quiet supper with the other maids of honor in a small, private dining hall, then a fourth journey to the chapel for evening prayer with the queen and her attendants before Her Highness at last retired. As the young queen read her dispatches and news from Calais, her servants were finally excused.

Bess lay exhausted in the small bed in the plain little room above the queen’s apartments. The whirling thoughts in her mind had finally begun to slow, and she felt the heavy pull of sleep just as she heard a click of the latch at her door. The sound startled her, and, disoriented, Bess sat upright in the dark, her heart racing in fear. “Who’s there?” she called out in a whisper.

Footsteps, breathing, and the faint scent of roses filled the cool,  dark room. It was a feminine presence, though Bess could not see anyone in the dark. Suddenly, a candle flame ushered in a second person, the glow revealing a sweet-faced boy with a mop of dark curls that hung down onto his forehead. In the candlelight she could see that the girl beside him was Elizabeth Bryan.

“Are you prepared for your initiation?” she asked.

“I do not understand,” Bess murmured.

“Mistress Poppincourt is standing guard just outside. We must see if you are one of us before we trust you with our friendship. Thus, the initiation,” Elizabeth explained.

Bess now recognized the dark-haired boy as the one called Gilbert Tailbois. He was modestly handsome by this light, she thought; tall and lanky, his bearing as straight as a small tree. His face was long and narrow and dominated by his eyes, which were round and as black as his hair, framed by remarkably long, dark lashes.

“What precisely would you have me do?” Bess asked warily.

“Only as much as the three of us have done. You shall steal into the king’s bedchamber by way of the secret staircase to which we shall lead you, then report back to us some detail of the room that will prove you were there.”

“By my lord, I cannot!” she gasped.

“Of course you can. We will show you,” Elizabeth said with a laugh. “It is an ancient staircase, which no one but the king ever uses; and he is away, so it will not be difficult.”

“Then why do it?” Bess asked, still clutching the bedcovers and trying frantically to think of a way to dissuade them.

“Why do anything? Because you can get away with it,” Elizabeth answered with a beguiling little grin. “And because it is a bit of fun in this dreary old place, which is far too dull with most of the men away at war.”

Gil gave a little huff of indignation at the slight that was buried in her response, and Elizabeth tossed him a carefree glance. “No offense to you, of course, Gilly,” she added, still smiling in a way that seemed capable of winning her just about anything she desired. “So, will you join us then?”

Had she any other choice? Bess wondered. They, alone, were befriending her, and the alternative—a solitary existence—was not a pleasant one, considering the other women she had met.

Silently, the four youths stole quickly down the torch-lit corridor, Bess in a hastily donned pair of slippers and a gray cloth cloak to cover her white linen nightdress. Her heart was racing as they neared the entrance to one of the several round palace turrets that housed a steep staircase, but it brought with it an unexpected sensation, which she liked. There was pleasure and novelty in excitement—the first she had found at court.

Suddenly, Elizabeth Bryan stopped, and the others backed up behind her. A quiet, nervous laughter followed.

“All right, this is where we leave you,” Elizabeth declared.

“But why?” Bess asked, her sense of panic beginning to rise again.

“That is the point of the game. Beyond that little door is a staircase. At the top are another door and a grand tapestry like a drapery past which you shall find the king’s bedchamber.”

“Bring us back an account of something or small token proving you were brave enough to enter there, and you shall be one of us for life,” Gil added with the gravity of one advising a military maneuver, in spite of the adolescent sprinkling of pimples she now saw spotting his cheeks.

Bess glanced at each of their three faces lit by golden torchlight, all gone quite serious. “What if I am caught?”

“Have courage,” Jane replied on behalf of them all. “But just in case, you are to say it was entirely your own idea.”

“Implicating us,” Elizabeth added gravely, “would be unfortunate. And it would immediately void our offer of friendship.”

For a moment, Bess considered objecting or declining the challenge completely. The risk would be far greater than the gain if she were caught and sent back to Kinlet. And yet Father always said that in life there were risks. The spoils generally went to those who were brave enough to confront a challenge. Father. . . She thought longingly then, wishing he were here to tell her what to do.

“It will be dark. How will I see?” Bess asked, stubbornly willing her voice not to break.

Elizabeth and Jane exchanged a quick glance as Gil explained. “The turret is lit by moonlight through several small windows, the bedchamber by half a dozen larger ones.”

And with that, she was pushed through the door, like a lamb from a pen, and she was on her own.

Bess’s heart pounded beneath her nightdress and cloak as she held on to an old rope handrail, fed through iron loops, to steadily make her way upward. Although it was summer, the turret was dank and musty, making it apparent that the secret staircase was rarely used. Good, at least I have that, she thought, trying to still her heart enough so that she would not entirely lose her faltering courage.

The bedchamber she entered at the top of the stairs was vast and full of frightening shadows. As the summer wind blew the trees outside, the shadows danced before her. Pressing back the overwhelming sense of panic, Bess tried to focus on the task at hand so that she could scramble quickly back down the stairs victoriously.

The bed at the room’s center was massive, raised high on a platform, with a tall, crimson velvet tester emblazoned with a gold H.  Beside it, on the wall, was a mural depicting the life of Saint John. Bess tried quickly to survey the rest of the shadowy chamber for a distinctive detail that would prove she had been inside. A large round table with turned legs holding a stack of books was near the grand stone hearth. The soaring buttressed ceiling bore painted oak beams and a crown. There was an ornately carved cabinet, a small writing table near the window, tapestries on the other walls, and a grand portrait of the king’s father, Henry VII, in armor, dressed for battle.

Bess moved toward the table carefully, feeling the wood floor beneath the carpets creak with each careful footstep. She could not still her heart, but she had stopped trying. This was simply going to be terrifying until the moment she escaped.

She glanced at the table piled with books. Prayer books sat stacked along with volumes by Petrarch, Aristotle, and the work of John Skelton, all of which she herself had at least partially read. Each was bound in rich black or crimson leather, the titles tooled in gold. She picked up a small, black leather-bound volume of Lancelot , the old epic story of chivalry and romance her father had read to her when she was young. So the handsome young king had a romantic heart, she thought as she scanned the familiar pages—a heart challenged, no doubt, by war, and many other matters of office.

Suddenly there was movement. She heard the click of a door handle. The sound of heavy, controlled footsteps followed. Someone was entering the darkened bedchamber behind her. Struck by a new surge of fear, and with her means of escape—the secret door across the room—suddenly blocked, Bess instinctively scrambled beneath the massive bed.

She had thought this game a mistake—now she knew it. The very best she could hope for was simply to get out in a single piece, and without being caught.

The footsteps, as they neared, were commanding, full of purpose—not tentative like her own. It was a man’s heavy-footed stride that shook the cold floorboards onto which she pressed her face and felt her heart slam. Carefully, still holding her breath, Bess lifted the velvet skirt of the bedcover and dared to peer out. There was a swish of black satin, and the man was beside the book table, in the very spot she had stood, now lit by a candle lamp, which he held. He was tall and thickly set, dressed in clerical garb. His nose was long and hooked; his face defined by prominent jowls.

Suddenly there was a flash. Candlelight illuminated a ring on his finger, making it sparkle. And she knew. This was the famous cleric Thomas Wolsey—Henry VIII’s Almoner and key adviser, as well as the architect of the war in France. Her father had described the important players at court so well that she knew them all. Wolsey was unmistakable.

She watched him more keenly now, moving past her own great sense of panic to wonder what he was doing alone at this late hour in the king’s private bedchamber. In his long cassock, buttoned to the floor, close-fitting sleeves, white rochet, and biretta, he moved methodically. The strong scent of ambergris swirled around him, invading the room. She kept silent watch as he flipped through each of the books as if searching for something hidden between the pages. He moved next to the tall, ornately carved cabinet.

Stories about Thomas Wolsey played through her mind as she watched him. In great detail and with much gesturing, her father had told her of a boldly ambitious man, the son of a merchant from the village of Ipswich, who had found not only his calling in the clergy, but his path to greatness. An unattractive middle-aged man, who seemingly presented little outward threat to the other ambitious courtiers, Wolsey had become the king’s private Almoner, a  member of the Privy Council, and eventually, and determinedly, an intellectual counselor whom the king had come to trust implicitly. But, as Bess studied him from beneath the bed, she felt instant distrust. Knowing he was here in these private quarters when the king was away seemed to confirm her feelings.

Suddenly, her thoughts were distracted by a small, soft slip of lace fabric edged in silk bunched up on the floor beside her. Bess pulled it to her in the shadowy darkness, as there was some sort of embroidery sewn into the center in small, neat stitches. She watched Wolsey open the cabinet next and begin rifling through one of the drawers there. She did not move, and she tried to not even breathe too loudly. But she watched.

The prelate took a small blue velvet pouch, heavy with coins, and she watched him withdraw several, as if they were his own, before replacing the pouch. Next, he took a small brick of crimson wax and a gold stamp and put them into a pocket in his ankle-length black satin coat. Did he really have this sort of access, Bess wondered, or was he actually stealing from the king?

She had heard some of the women saying that after victories at Thérouanne and Tournai, young King Henry was now seeking appointment for the older Wolsey as Bishop of Tournai. Perhaps Wolsey had returned early to watch over the pregnant queen now that victory belonged to England? Bess knew she had much to learn here, and she could not be certain of any of the players enough to trust them. She clutched the lump of fabric and waited until he finally left the room. Only then did she scramble back out from beneath the bed as she dived for the secret door, anxious to be out of there.

In the corridor at the bottom of the turret, Bess expected to see Elizabeth, Jane, and Gil waiting for her, but they had vanished.  As the panic came at her in another powerful wave, Bess tried to remember from which direction in the black maze of hallways they had come so she could make her way back to her chamber. In the dark, the corridor, which ran in two directions, was impossibly long and forbidding. If she went the wrong way now, she could easily become lost and at greater risk of being caught. Neither path before her looked familiar. Yet with the sturdy determination of a Blount, she chose one, exhaled an unsteady breath, and moved forward.

“Lost your way?” a deep-voiced man called out behind her.

Bess’s heart stopped. She froze where she was. She was afraid to turn around. When she did at last pivot back, tucking the fabric into a fold in her skirt, she saw that it was her father’s uncle, the balding and formidable William Blount, Lord Mountjoy. She had met him at Kinlet on only two occasions, but the family resemblance to her father, particularly the cool blue eyes, was unmistakable.

“My Lord Chamberlain,” she said, curtsying properly, as she knew her father would wish her to do, even as she wondered what he was doing here so suddenly.

“You may call me uncle, Elizabeth. It may smooth your way around here a bit.”

She was relieved by the courtesy he was showing her in spite of her surprise at his appearance here. She thought about asking him, in return, to please call her Bess, as the rest of the family did, but she decided against it. Perhaps that was just as well. Mountjoy was a stranger to her really, and a forbidding presence. He was only doing a duty having her in the queen’s chamber. And when her mother returned to court, Bess was likely to be sent home to Kinlet. She had only a brief chance to make an impression, and she must not do that by being too familiar with the man who held so much power over her.

“So, who put you up to it, Mistress Bryan or young Master Tailbois?” Mountjoy asked as they began to walk.

Bess was surprised that he knew. Then again, Mountjoy did oversee the queen’s entire household. “I do not believe they were being malicious,” she carefully replied.

He shook his head. “I should have known. Those two are as thick as thieves, and together they are twice as dangerous.”

“But they seem so pleasant.”

“Few at court are as they seem, Elizabeth. You must be vigilant about that, constantly assessing. Our king and his queen may be spirited souls, but they take loyalty seriously.”

Hearing him speak of loyalty, she thought then about mentioning Wolsey’s apparent midnight theft from the king, but she decided against it, at least until she knew the players better. When Mountjoy walked her in the opposite direction from the one she had intended, it was a symbolic reminder that, at the moment, she really was in need of all the guidance she could get.

Her father’s uncle then bid her a good night at the door to her little room above the queen’s apartments and informed her that she must rise early the next morning to attend matins with Her Highness. In spite of the objectionably early morning hour, it was an honor, doubtlessly one he had secured for her, and she must not be late. While Bess still found her very formal uncle an extremely intimidating man, now she felt a tiny glimmer of relief that there was an adult here at court upon whom she might actually come to depend.

When she opened the door and went inside, Bess was surprised to find Elizabeth Bryan sitting alone on the bed, her skirts pooled around her and her face bright with a smile.

“You abandoned me,” Bess declared angrily.

“Yes, well I am sorry about that, but it was unavoidable. The king’s Almoner, who is also Gilly’s benefactor, Thomas Wolsey, returned to court unexpectedly today, so Gilly was called upon immediately to attend him.”

“At this late hour?” she asked skeptically.

Elizabeth Bryan chuckled. “You shall learn soon enough that courtiers—particularly important statesmen—have little sense of time, or duty to it. We all serve at the pleasure of our masters.”

Bess closed the door, moved forward, and slipped off her shoes and cloak. Her entire body ached, and her mind was still spinning. “Why has Master Wolsey returned from France without the king?”

“Apparently our sovereign wished a trustworthy accounting of the queen’s health, and of her pregnancy. The queen badgered him into naming her regent while he is away, but since there has been so much trouble bringing a royal child to term, the king is said to have realized the gamble. He trusts Wolsey to the exclusion of all others to tell him how his wife truly is.”

“My father said Wolsey battles for place with the king’s childhood friend, Charles Brandon.”

“In truth, he does. But Wolsey’s advantage is his tie to the Church. Where Brandon feeds his spirit, Wolsey feeds his soul, and he does it with aplomb.”

“You doubt the cleric’s devotion?”

“It is more that I understand his ambition,” Elizabeth clarified.

“I feel far too young to understand the ambitions of grown men,” Bess said as she began to unlace her gown.

“Wait until you are here for a while. You will understand them well enough.”

“Then what drives a man like him, do you think? A man who has been given access to the King of England? What would a man like him hope to gain?”

“As much as he can, I suspect. Just like the rest of us,” Elizabeth pointedly replied. Bess sank wearily onto the bed beside her as Elizabeth twisted her head, changing the subject, and asked, “So then, did you complete the task we gave you?”

“Of course. I have the article right here to prove it.”

Elizabeth tipped her head. An incredulous smile broke across her small face. “You took away something?”

“Only some scrap of cloth from beneath the bed, just to show for certain I was there.”

“Gilly thought he saw spark enough in you that you might actually go through with it,” she said with a chuckle.

Bess felt a surge of anger at the sound of Elizabeth’s laughter. “Oh, he did, did he?”

“Gilly said he thinks that great beauty brings courage along with it, so he will be glad to know he was correct.”

Bess sprang indignantly back to her feet. “Oh, will he?”

“Oh no, do settle your tail feathers, Bess. It was all just a bit of fun.”

“At my expense! What if I had been caught?”

“You are far too clever for that. Even I could tell that from the first. You take after your mother, whom we all like a great deal.”

Bess knew that flattering her mother was a ploy, but her homesickness allowed it to work predictably. “Do not do anything like that to me again,” she warned a little more tepidly.

“It is a promise. Now then, what exactly did you fetch?”

Bess held up the article then, looking at it herself for the first time. In the light she could see that it was a baby’s cradle blanket. The embroidered initial she had felt in the dark was not an H but  an A sewn in gold thread with a crown embroidered above it. The A was clearly for Arthur, the king’s older brother, first husband of Queen Katherine. For a moment, both girls gazed at it in awe. The king’s bedchamber was not a place an infant’s cradle ever would have been placed or stored, so it had likely been secreted there intentionally—a link perhaps to a lost son or brother by this king or the last. Bess considered the romantic thought. It was a poignant reminder of the humanity and mortality behind the grandeur of the ruler Bess had yet to see or meet.

“The women in the queen’s suite always speak of how close the brothers once were. Perhaps it remains there as a comfort and reminder,” Elizabeth offered, losing her smile and sounding, for a moment, almost like an adult.

To have married his own brother’s widow must have brought a certain amount of guilt, and even a sense of betrayal, Bess thought, knowing well of the sibling bond between herself and George. She could not imagine George gone forever from her life, or what small token she might wish to keep as a reminder.

“That is so sad,” Bess said softly.

“Some whisper that the king’s marriage is cursed because he married Arthur’s wife, which in Leviticus the Bible expressly forbids, and that is why she has not yet been able to give him a living child. It is said he might well believe this himself.”

“My father always says the marriage bond is the most important thing. I cannot imagine going outside of that.”

“Here, there is very little fidelity. You shall see that soon enough,” Elizabeth warned.

“So, do I pass the test from you and Master Tailbois?” Bess asked, changing the subject.

They both glanced down at the baby’s cradle blanket she had  taken from a king. “Indeed you do. Actually, for that, we should well call you our new leader,” Elizabeth said with a clever smile.
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Gil knelt and removed Wolsey’s lambskin riding boots from his thick, blistered feet and placed them neatly beside the chair. Then he stepped dutifully back beside the fire to pour the cleric a cup of warm ale. Wolsey had grumbled to the boy already that his journey had taken him two arduous days, traveling from Calais back to Richmond. It was three hours on choppy waters, crossing from Calais to Dover, then another long ride over hard, rutted roads, stopping only for fresh horses that would see him to his duty. By the time he had arrived, it was dark and the queen had already retired, so Wolsey would have to settle for speaking with her in the morning after matins, and then begin the exhausting return journey. Such was the level of his ambition to please the king who had sent him.

Gil prepared a basin of warm water for Wolsey’s feet, then brought it to him. “Your feet and ankles are blistered from the stirrups.”

“And they shall be so again tomorrow as I return to Thérouanne.”

“Can you stay no longer and rest, perhaps?”

“I have my duty, boy, as you have yours,” Wolsey answered gruffly.

He watched the youth flinch at his words, which were delivered in a clipped tone. Thomas Wolsey had not intended to sound harsh, but softness was weakness, he reasoned, and that could only get in the way of his ambition.

In the beginning—a lifetime ago now—he had taken responsibility for the boy out of guilt. He had retained him as a ward out of affection. Wolsey touched Gil’s head as he felt the warm water’s relief. The boots really were too tight, but they were of hand-tooled  Spanish leather, from the same maker the king himself often used. Wolsey was a vain man. Few knew that about him because he hid it well behind his greater show of piety. He hid many things well. The road to court from the life of a simple rural priest in Norwich had been a long one, and he had made many mistakes along the way. The greatest threat to his wild ambition was his continuing hunger for women. He glanced again at young Tailbois, still tenderly washing his feet. The lad did not seem to know that particular variety of temptation—or, perhaps, just not yet.

Thomas Wolsey had not so much desired to join the clergy as he had accepted it as his sole path to a life of prominence and riches. And once decided, he had trod that path well. He had greedily taken every opportunity, attending Oxford, befriending the powerful Marquess of Dorset, and eventually becoming rector in Somerset, where the marquess was patron. But, as with everything, Wolsey had done it all by taking careful shortcuts and using other unconventional means, and satisfying himself along the way with more than one mistress.

Then, ten years ago, he had found himself chaplain to the great Archbishop of Canterbury, and thus in the direct pathway to the new young monarch, Henry VIII. And nothing—nor anyone—was going to get in the way of that.

“Is that better?” Gil asked, drying Wolsey’s feet and carefully pressing them into soft black velvet slippers.

“’Tis far better, actually. My thanks.”

Wolsey watched how the reply, casually spoken, worked like a balm to heal the sting of his earlier words. He could see it in the boy’s face. He idolized him.

“I am glad. I can only imagine so arduous a journey.”

“Yes, lad, it was that. And I shall be forced to depart as soon as I have spoken with the queen.”

“When will you return for good, now that you have so masterfully arranged for the king’s victory in France?”

Thomas smiled in spite of himself, and his meaty cheeks puffed into two round balls above full red lips and below coal black eyes.

“You did do that, after all. I know it is your victory,” Gil proclaimed.

“’Tis true enough, I suppose,” Wolsey said, voicing his agreement with a boastful flourish as he again drew up the cup of ale. “And it was no simple task with Brandon always in the way.”

Charles Brandon, the king’s affable childhood friend, was Wolsey’s nemesis in all things—and the single greatest impediment to his complete dominance over the sovereign. While Wolsey was stocky and ruddy faced, Brandon was slim, muscular, athletic, and handsome. While the king’s Almoner was serious and intense, the king’s friend was blithe and witty. These past months in France had been a daily struggle for Wolsey to keep himself in the forefront before Brandon. The selfless offer to ride home to check on the queen was the culmination of that struggle. The taking of a few coins from the king’s private stock had not been out of need for money so much as to prove that he could get away with it whereas Brandon could not. He, alone, had such unfettered access to the king. It was not behavior befitting a royal Almoner perhaps, but behavior certainly expected of the scrappy son of a commoner, one not to be underestimated by anyone.

“The king has it in his mind to meet with the emperor’s sister. But after that rather meaningless show, we shall all ride back to England, triumphant, drenched in our victory, prepared, at long last, for the birth of the royal heir,” he said with a sneer.

He liked Katherine well enough. She made a tolerable queen, if not a stunning one. But he, like the rest of England, had already  begun to grow weary of the wait for a living heir to secure the monarchy and the country. Certainly, there was no one else to be blamed for that but the queen. Marguerite of Navarre was said to be beautiful and witty, which Wolsey knew was the real reason Henry was keeping his army in Thérouanne longer than necessary. But the boy did not need to know that when he was still innocent about many of life’s more harsh realities. That veil would be lifted the moment Gil found someone he truly wanted but could not have.

Wolsey knew all too well the pain of that.

A light knock sounded at the door then, and Thomas set down his cup. “You may leave me, lad. I am certain you are tired.”

“I should see you to bed first.”

Wolsey stood as the door clicked, then slowly opened. A slim middle-aged woman with a narrow face, prominent nose, and straight, unbound russet-colored hair walked into the room. She was wearing a cambric nightdress, a blue velvet dressing gown, and a matching cap.

“Forgive me, my lord. I believed you would be alone by now,” she said, seeing the boy still kneeling at Wolsey’s feet.

“So did I. That shall be all for this evening, Master Tailbois. You may retire now,” he declared, drawing one of the king’s coins from a pocket in his coat and handing it to him.

Certainly the gesture was more than generous, but silence was golden, and keeping the lad’s tongue, as well as his loyalty, was worth the price. He watched Gil regard the woman, then look back at him. For the first time in a long while, the boy’s expression did not reveal what he was thinking.

“Shall I return in the morning to attend you, sir?” Gil finally asked as he moved slowly to the door, openly clutching the valuable coin.

Wolsey made certain not to look at the woman as he responded. “That shall not be necessary this time, lad. But thank you just the same,” he replied in a calm, well-schooled tone, betraying nothing of himself beyond the words.
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The next morning just before dawn, Bess was awakened by a young servant girl who quietly helped her into a modest dress of beaded yellow satin with white lace frills at the wrist and wide, hanging sleeves. Once again, she was to attend the queen for matins. Everything at court was much more somber than she had imagined. Bess dressed her own hair by lamplight at the small polished looking glass framed in etched silver on a table next to her bed. Carefully, she pinned on a plain cap with a white linen fall that met her shoulders, and topped that with a gabled hood. She studied her reflection for a moment. Her skin was smooth and pale, her eyes were wide and vivid blue, and her nose was small and turned up sweetly at the end. She had always known she held the promise of beauty. But who might think her beautiful when there were so many sophisticated women at court, she could not imagine.

Gathered in the presence chamber among ladies-in-waiting and other maids of honor as the sun slowly rose, pale pink, through the leaded windows, were Elizabeth Bryan, Jane Poppincourt, and Mary, the girl she knew to be the king’s younger and favorite sister. Bess lingered near the door at first, uncertain of her place among the elegant players. Elizabeth moved among the women with such grace and ease that it only increased Bess’s discomfort. Bess linked her hands at her waist, uncertain what else to do with them to stop their trembling. If there could be one friendly face, like that of her brother George, she could stop longing so desperately for the  predictability of home and enjoy her limited time here. As yet, she did not trust Elizabeth Bryan.

“I never thought you would do it. I am sorry we asked that of you.”

The voice, young, male, unsteady, and whispered, came from behind her. Bess pivoted slowly. It was Gil Tailbois. He had entered the vast rooms with Thomas Wolsey, who had continued into the presence chamber just as Queen Katherine came out of her bedchamber through an arched doorway and drew near him. Bess watched the king’s stout Almoner bow reverently to the queen and then embrace her affectionately. Their inaudible whispers forced Bess to turn her attention back to the slim youth with the dark curls, and even darker eyes, who stood before her. The reference to the previous night set her even more on edge.

“Do you and Mistress Bryan test all of the new girls at court this way, or was I the only fortunate one?”

Clearly surprised at her sharp tone, Bess watched him shrug his shoulders, then run a bony hand behind his neck. “ ’Twas only a game, mistress.”

“One that well could have seen me ejected from court altogether. I find little humor in that sort of game.”

“More’s the pity when you are so splendid at it,” said Elizabeth Bryan, who had come up beside them in a sweep of amber-colored brocade, a gold and pearl pendant glistening at her throat.

People here seemed always to be doing that, listening and lurking about, Bess thought angrily, remembering not only Wolsey but her own uncle. It was off-putting, to say the least.

“We were wrong and you know it,” Gil suddenly said to Elizabeth. “Our boredom is not a sound reason to risk another’s position.”

“Mistress Blount is going to discover that no place at court is ever without risk. She may as well find that out sooner than later. I believe we did her a service,” Elizabeth parried.

While Wolsey continued speaking with the queen, Bess watched the Princess Mary whispering and laughing with Jane Poppincourt. Their light chatter was in direct contrast to the constant restraint, fear, and oppression Bess felt. She had clearly prepared her tourdion and her pavane for nothing; all anyone seemed to do here was sew or pray. For her, there was no reason to laugh or smile.

As the queen linked her arm with Wolsey’s and headed toward the door for prayer, the rest of the court ladies and younger girls silently assembled behind them. As it was with everything else, the procession was a grave and orchestrated undertaking.

When Lady Hastings nodded to her, Bess slipped into the line where she was directed beside the king’s sister. At eighteen, Mary was poised and breathtakingly pretty, and she seemed to Bess more elegant than anyone else in the queen’s household. It was difficult for Bess not to turn her sideways appraisals into stares as the collection of women walked silently out into the corridor, across a rich inlaid tile floor, and advanced down a twisted staircase to the king’s chapel. As they neared the open doors, the ladies before her all steepled their hands solemnly, and Bess followed suit. The queen and Wolsey were still speaking in low tones at the head of the line. Childish curiosity made her long to know what they were saying. Lines from Lancelot and sweepingly romantic images moved through her mind, and she nearly fell out of step before she steadied herself by looking at the back of Gilbert Tailbois directly ahead of her.

He walked beside Elizabeth Bryan, her pretty amber brocade dress sweeping over the tiles. He was not unattractive, Bess decided, as they moved in a silent double-file line into a small, cold chapel,  a sanctuary with a very high vaulted ceiling and far fewer chairs than ladies. It became obvious that those behind her and the princess would be required to stand. Bess had no idea how someone so young and new at court as she would have been given such prominence of place, but she was old enough to realize that those behind her would not like it. The thought only set her further on edge.

Instead, she tried to focus again on the young man in front of her—the only male, besides Wolsey, in their company. Gil seemed taller than most young men his age, certainly taller than George, her brother. He was not quite gangly, yet youthfully slim. His rich wheat-colored doublet bore slashings at the puffed sleeves, and a dagger and tassel were slung from a belt at his waist, in the current fashion, all of which seemed to wear him, rather than the other way around. Yet he walked with a certain confidence bespeaking his feelings that he belonged precisely where he was, however mysteriously. Bess liked that about him, even though she was still angry about the challenge.

She was too aware of the people around her after that to hear much of the service, making sure to know for certain who each lady was, her title, and level of importance at court. She silently catalogued each of them as the cleric at the altar droned out the prayers. It would be dangerously easy, her mother had warned, to insult someone if she did not.

After the early-morning service, they returned to a large, elegant chamber beside the queen’s apartments for breakfast. It did not come as any surprise to Bess that the meal was simple. There was baked fish, porridge, and bread served at a large tapestry-draped oak trestle table in a room overlooking the bowling green. The queen did not join them; neither did Wolsey nor Master Tailbois. She was disappointed at that since, besides Elizabeth Bryan, Gil  seemed the only spirited soul at this rather dull court, and the comparisons she was continually making between them had begun to remind her of George.

Bess sat between Elizabeth and Jane, eating silently as she tried not to stare at Princess Mary, who sat on the opposite side of the table. Such elegance fascinated her. Her dress was rich pumpkin-colored velvet, the square-cut necklace outlined with a border of gold, set with jewels. At her breast was a heavy gold square pendant adorned with four pearls. Her pale copper-colored hair was caught up above her neck in a gold mesh caul. Even for matins, Mary looked noticeably lovelier than the other girls, and still there was a spark of fun about her. It made Bess wonder if her brother, King Henry, possessed the same spark. He certainly had that reputation.

After the silent meal, the ladies returned to the predictable task of sewing more banners and flags. As it had been the day before, it was largely silent work, and Bess was certain she would soon go mad from the tedium, when a commotion exploded in a flurry of Spanish in the privy chamber just beyond the doors. Murmurs, whispers, and serious cutaway glances occurred all around her, but no one dared move from their places.

A moment later, one of the queen’s stewards bent down behind Mary. After he whispered something to her, she pressed back her chair, stood, and went alone in a swish of velvet skirts into the presence chamber next door.

Bess glanced at Elizabeth. “What is happening?” she whispered.

“I heard this morning that the Scottish are attempting to use the king’s absence as an opportunity to attack England in the north. The troops are collecting there, and the queen is planning to lead them herself against King James.”

“But the queen is with child!” Bess exclaimed, stunned by such a possibility.

“That is what’s causing everyone’s concern now. Her Highness waited until Wolsey left for France with his report of her health for the king. Now she wishes to go into battle like her mother, the warrior Queen Isabella.”

“Will she go, do you think?” Bess asked with wide-eyed surprise.

“Her aides as well as her ladies are trying to counsel her against it. But the queen is a stubborn woman once she sets her mind to something. And she believes having had the king name her regent in his absence, before he left, is a great honor that should not go untested.”

“She seems so mild mannered.”

Elizabeth smiled. “She does, does she not? But the daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella is not someone I would wish to go up against.”

“I shall take that as a warning.”

“You would be wise to do so,” Elizabeth Bryan concurred, glancing back at the open door. They could still hear arguments back and forth in both Spanish and English.

“Will she go, do you think, even risking the royal child?” Bess asked again.

“I believe it is likely that her warrior side will trump her maternal side for now.”

Each girl went back to the banner she was sewing, trying to eavesdrop on a conversation all of England would soon be privy to if Queen Katherine got her way. From that moment, Bess had new respect for the proud Spanish queen, a seemingly plain and  understated woman. She had much to learn, Bess thought as a warm summer wind blew through the open windows, ushering in the scent of wisteria and wildflowers from the garden.
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The next morning, the women and young girls of the queen’s house-hold peered out open windows and collected in the courtyard below. They watched as Henry VIII’s wife, four months pregnant, was helped onto a proud Spanish Jennet, which waited, elegantly draped in red velvet with gilded stirrups, at the head of a uniformed contingent of the king’s guard.

Bess turned around to see Gil, who stood towering above her beside Elizabeth.

“The king would not let her go if he knew, would he?” Bess asked.

“Unfathomable. He wants a son. Yet she wishes to be a part of her Spanish legacy. Wolsey always says that. I think it was the biggest reason he returned,” Gil said.

Bess came away from the window, and he followed her. “The king does not trust her?”

“I think it is more that he understands the circumstances,” Gil replied.

“So shall we have a bit of fun, finally?” Elizabeth proposed, wrapping an arm over Bess’s shoulder as the trio moved toward the door.

“While the cat’s away?” Gil said with a chuckle.

“Of course,” Elizabeth countered blithely, and Bess was happy to be included in whatever sudden merriment the two might conjure, even if she did not quite trust either of them yet.

Running down a brick pathway, her dress flying out like a sail behind her, Bess laughed as she struggled to keep up with Gil and  Elizabeth, who knew well their way. In the queen’s absence, the three of them were free to explore the vast palace grounds in the still, balmy air of late summer.

One pathway led to another, and Bess was quickly lost among the fountains, trees, and hedgerows, but even that was better than the monotony of the queen’s household and the silent drudgery there. They ran until the brick became gravel paths, bordered by daylilies and wild marigolds. Near a flint wall covered with clematis, they tumbled onto a spongy bed of clover, laughing and out of breath. Bess gazed up at the broad blue sky, the thick billowing clouds moving quickly by as she tried to make shapes from each of them.

“What do you dream?” Elizabeth asked of neither of them in particular, and Bess was uncertain of how to answer.

“I dream I shall one day be a duke,” Gil said fancifully. “And I’ll have no walls or fences to keep anyone out or in. I shall eat my supper at midnight, only because I can, and I shall never wake up before dawn for anyone’s prayers!”

Elizabeth giggled, but Bess was afraid to show amusement because she had been warned she must never say or do anything to jeopardize her family’s standing. Secretly, however, she daydreamed of a life like Guinevere’s, full of romance, excitement, and even a bit of danger. Ah, that she might find her own King Arthur, as she dreamed at home in quiet Kinlet.

“I dream of being kissed on the lips very slowly by Master Brandon,” Elizabeth finally revealed.

Gil spit out a laugh and sat up. “Charles Brandon? The most notorious jackanapes at court?”

“That title would belong to the king, by your leave,” Elizabeth responded, parrying the question with a false little sniff of indignation.

“Brandon has eyes only for the king’s sister; everyone says that,” Gil teased. “So you dream of being second choice?”

“As long as I was chosen.”

“For a kiss?” Gil asked.

“For anything,” Elizabeth replied.

They began to chuckle naughtily at that, and, in spite of herself, Bess joined them.

“So, now you, Mistress Blount,” said Gil. “What do you dream of?”

She drew in a breath, then exhaled. “I dream of my father being well again and of both my parents being here at court with me.”

Everyone was silent; the only sound was that of geese overhead. “A noble, if less than creative response,” he remarked.

“Come now, Bess,” said Elizabeth. “Surely you can do better than that.”

“No, truly. That is what I dream of. My father was wounded at Calais.”

“And yet if he were here, then your mother would be here with him, and you would not be,” Gil observed. “And I, for one, do not at all fancy the prospect of that.”

“Truly, Gilly.” Elizabeth chuckled. “Your flirtations are clumsier than a farmer wrestling his pig in the mud.”

“Thank you very much indeed,” Gil said haughtily, his face flushed with indignation. “Being pleasant does not have to mean flirtation, you know.”

“It does not have to mean that,” Elizabeth quipped, “but in your case it does.”

Bess watched his pale cheeks grow even more crimson as the friends exchanged a little glance.

“Tell us whom you really would not mind kissing then, if you fancy embarrassing me,” Gil pressed.

“That was just harmless, personal fantasy,” Elizabeth defended, her smile and blithe tone quickly fading.

“By my troth, no matter what she says of Master Brandon, our dear Mistress Bryan dreamed more than once of kissing the king,” Gil revealed in order to match her cruelty. “The married young king, I might add.”

“Yes, as if we did not know that. Well, he is incredibly handsome and dynamic. What more need I say?” Elizabeth defended. “If you were a girl, you would dream about him, too. He is humorous and clever, and those eyes of his pierce you right to the core if you are fortunate enough, even for a moment, to have them gaze upon you,” she said dreamily.

Gil laughed. “I do wonder what our warrior queen might be driven to do if she heard you speaking like that of her husband.”

“He may be her husband, but he is my king, and I most certainly would serve him any way he pleased.”

Gil and Bess exchanged glances, smiling. She liked the way his eyes crinkled at the corners above a long, relaxed jawline. There was an innocence about him, not unlike her own. He was different than the others. She could see that.

“Go ahead and laugh, the two of you,” Elizabeth said. “But you shall see what I mean about the king when the men are home from France. Believe me, you will see.”
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By the time Katherine of Aragon arrived near the border of England and Scotland, the Battle of Flodden was over, the English troops  were victorious, and the Scots’ King James already lay dead of his war wounds. The price Katherine had paid for her dedication to England and her young husband was the miscarriage of another royal child. To convalesce and to mourn, she did not return to court, but instead went to Windsor. Only her ladies to whom she was closest were summoned there to attend her. Bess, Jane, Elizabeth, and Princess Mary were to go on to Richmond Palace with the others to await the triumphant return of the king and his collection of soldier-courtiers, all of whom Bess had heard about but could not begin to imagine. That, however, would come soon enough.
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