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1585—Spain is the most powerful empire
 in the world. Philip of Spain, a devout
 Catholic, has plunged Europe into holy
 war. Only England stands against him,
 ruled by a Protestant queen.










Prologue






He did not look like a king. More like an ascetic, swathed in black, but perhaps this was fitting for a man who had just accepted such a grave and holy mission, who’d sworn to put the Lord’s will above human concerns. He abased himself before God, bowing low in the palace chapel—a lavish space, its opulence worthy of a cathedral, a perfect contrast to the utilitarian rooms of his private apartment. Art was for the glorification of God, not a pretty amusement. Full of the satisfying confidence that comes with divine direction, he rose, eager to begin.


The Spanish empire was the most powerful in Europe. Its conquistadores, men like Cortés and DeSoto, had no qualms about destroying the primitive natives they found in the New World, people foolish enough to trade gold for feathers, beads, any worthless trinket. They rejoiced as they melted into coins the false idols of these heretics. Yet as great as their desire was for wealth, it paled when compared to something of far greater significance. These warriors were also meant to be crusaders, and their king, Philip, put great value on the conversion of souls.


And it was souls that consumed his thoughts as he limped through lengthy corridors beneath gracefully curved ceilings—servants darting out of his way, pressing themselves against the walls—and into a salon, where courtiers bowed, silent at the sight of their ruler, instantly aware that something of great significance had come to pass. Philip did not acknowledge them, only increased his awkward pace.


The core of the Escorial Palace near Madrid may have been monastic, but its state rooms were suitably royal, full of ornate decoration: spectacular tapestries depicting religious scenes, paintings by Titian, Bosch, and El Greco. The furniture was elaborately carved from rare woods, and gilded plaster and frescos covered the vaulted ceiling, at the base of which religious statues sat, looking as if they were contemplating the holy work conducted below them on the floor.


Ministers and members of the court fell to their knees as Philip entered his most magnificent salon, his eyes searching for one person, uttering not a word until he’d found the priest. The Jesuits were a powerful order, known for their superior schools and missionary work, and their political influence was growing, not only in Spain but in Germany and France as well, their well-educated members natural leaders of the counter-reformation. The English, a heretic nation led by an excommunicated queen, feared them, for although the Superiors of the Order had hesitated to go into Britain, once they’d begun their mission, they would stop at nothing to protect Catholic souls.


“God has made His will known to me,” Philip said, his voice full, authoritative. “The time for our great enterprise has come.”


Robert Reston, clad in his holy robes, met the king’s stare. “At last,” he murmured, gratified and determined, but too disciplined to show any emotion. He was more radical than others in his order, a person unlikely to obey the mandate of his superiors, who insisted that Jesuits in England avoid all discussion of politics and never speak against the queen. Reston remembered all too well the brutal execution of one of his holy brothers, Edmund Campion, who’d met his death in England. There were moments when he envied his friend’s martyrdom and other moments in which he longed to avenge his death. Hours of prayer did not take away the desire for revenge, confirming Reston’s belief that it must not be wrong, not in these circumstances—instead, this marriage of personal satisfaction and holy work was a divine gift. All he had been waiting for was his king’s order to begin.


From outside, the sound of cathedral bells rang, their rich tones competing with the cheers from the crowd in the plaza to fill the halls of the palace. Philip moved, instinctively regal, through open doors to a balcony, the cries of his subjects rising as he stood above them.


He did not wave.


He did not speak.


Only breathed and drank deeply the adoration flung before him.














Chapter 1






England had never before had a queen like her. Elizabeth was striking in appearance—fine red hair fell down her back and her pale complexion glowed—but it was her sharp intellect and quick wit that made her a queen worthy of her country. Her subjects were well-versed in the story of her tumultuous journey to the throne and admired her tenacity and her straightforward manner, never for a moment suspecting she was presenting them with a carefully crafted image of enduring strength.


“It’s not safe.” Lord Howard, second Baron of Effingham and cousin of the queen, spoke in a low, insistent tone as the royal barge glided along the Thames toward Whitehall Palace, a sprawling thousand-room castle that served as Elizabeth’s official home in London. Concern chiseled deep in the creases of Howard’s face, skin weathered by a youth spent at sea. “I tell you plainly, you will be murdered.”


“You would have me stay always in the palace, protected by an ocean of guards,” Elizabeth said. She hated the very idea of it. It would be like a paralyzing death. “Never come among my people. I will not do that. They must see me.”


“Every Catholic in England is a potential assassin,” he said.


“And I will not be held hostage by imagined threats of violence.”


“If your stance on the Catholic threat were harder—”


“I have said it before: I refuse to make windows into men’s souls,” she replied, watching the boat’s bright silk canopy flutter as her rowers pulled, their oars rising and falling in perfect time. “There is only one Jesus Christ, and the rest is a dispute over trifles.”


 


THE BANKS OF THE river were teeming with people, most of them smiling, waving, delighted to find themselves in such close proximity to their queen. Even the lower classes, living in poverty, adored her. To the wealthy and the new merchant class her policies brought more tangible benefits, not only monetary but intellectual, as education spread and new schools were built. And as English explorers set off for the New World, the boundaries of the beginnings of what might become an empire grew along with a heightened sense of excitement and possibility. London itself was a city brimming with opportunity.


Among the throngs of devoted subjects cheering the royal party no one took notice of two men—Anthony Babington and John Savage—who looked more intently than the rest, who stared with no admiration but hid their malice carefully as they faded into the crowd with little effort.


“Do you ever feel nervous?” Savage asked, watching the crowd. “About what we’ll face if anyone discovers us?”


“It’s quite a policy, isn’t it?” Babington kicked at the dirt beneath his shoes. “Stay quiet and let the Protestant fools mislead the people and we won’t kill you.” The Catholic minority had been warned against irritating the queen lest she turn the sword of justice on them. Those who stayed out of politics and drew no attention to themselves were safe. The rest faced torture and the scaffold. “We’re doing God’s work. It is the queen who puts herself in a dangerous position by adopting heretical views.”


“Yes. She must die.” Savage hoped his companion did not detect the fear in his voice.


“And if it is God’s will that she die, why should I be scared of the consequences for myself?” Babington asked. “If we are caught, the heretics will make us glorious martyrs. That is something I could never fear.”


Savage swallowed hard. He agreed, in theory, with everything Babington said, but was finding the reality of it slightly harder to accept. He’d heard too many stories of joints dislocated by the rack, men crushed by the scavenger’s daughter. And he’d seen firsthand what hours of hanging by the wrists did to his father. There was no mercy to be found in the Tower of London. These thoughts scared him, so he prayed, and God restored his focus, and they continued along the river, planning the details of the attack they hoped would change their world.


 


THE BOAT HAD REACHED Whitehall, north of Westminster Palace. Elizabeth’s father, Henry VIII, had extensively renovated the medieval palace, adding tiltyards for tournaments and tennis courts, creating for himself a perfect royal playground. The waters of the Thames lapped against the Privy Stairs as the queen’s party disembarked to walk through mazes of courtyards and buildings whose very structure was designed to reflect the hierarchy of the court. Public rooms came first, but the farther one delved into the palace, the fewer people were admitted through the guarded doors. At the end were the queen’s private apartments, where only a select few were ever allowed.


Elizabeth stalked into the Privy Chamber, within whose stone walls the business of the realm was conducted, where her most trusted advisors, her Privy Council, surrounded her. Sir Francis Walsingham had been ambassador to France before his appointment as principal secretary over foreign and domestic concerns, but he was also her spymaster, coordinating all covert operations. She’d given him the nickname Moor because of the dark tone of his olive skin, and he’d become a friend.


“Is this what I’m to expect today?” Elizabeth asked him as she entered the room. “Endless talk of religious discord?” She knew it was unavoidable, that the fervent beliefs of her subjects, both Protestant and Catholic, could tear England apart. It was the same bloody battle raging across Europe, a battle set in motion when Martin Luther posted his 95 Theses on the door of Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany, and hardly slowed even by the implacable violence of the Spanish Inquisition.


“It is necessary, Majesty,” Walsingham said. “But there is another matter—”


She saw the papers in his hands and cut him off. “Not now, Moor. We’ll discuss it later. Much later.” He had brought her another petition begging her to choose a husband—she’d recognized it at once. Marriage and religion, the two favorite topics of her ministers, the least favorite of hers. She liked to say that her father, who’d taken six wives, had married enough for both of them, but she alone appreciated the humor of this statement. “Let me deal with Howard and his concerns.”


Walsingham bowed and stood to the side, watching as the queen joined her other advisors seated around a long refractory table beneath an enormous portrait of Henry VIII, the painted image staring at them through small eyes.


“The Catholic faction grows bolder every day, Majesty,” Lord Howard said.


“Bolder how?” Elizabeth asked. This was Howard’s typical stance, and she anticipated he would next bring up lingering memories of a Catholic uprising among the earls in northern England—a rebellion Howard had helped to quell—as a beacon of warning.


“The Spanish speak openly of Mary Stuart as Queen of England in waiting,” Howard continued.


William Cecil, Lord Burghley, who’d been at her side from the time of her coronation, nodded. “She is dangerous, Majesty.”


This was not the direction she’d expected the conversation to move, and she did not like it. The beginnings of anger crept into her stomach and she slapped her hand on the table. “Mary Stuart is a queen cast out by her own ungrateful nation.” A revolt in Scotland years ago had delivered Mary from her third husband, James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, a brutal and abusive man, but left her a prisoner, forced to abdicate her throne to her young son, James. Escape to England had provided little respite.


“Mary Stuart is the arch-plotter at the heart of every Papist plot,” Sir Christopher Hatton—whom she called Lids—said.


Elizabeth closed her eyes, stopped listening. She could recite his litany herself. The previous year, the former Scottish queen had accused him of being Elizabeth’s lover, but she knew his opinion of Mary was not formed simply out of bias or desired revenge. Mary provided Catholics in England with a potential Papist queen, one ready to act, primed for sedition. Elizabeth should tread very carefully and take heed of the warnings her ministers brought.


She was so tired of all of it.


“Mary is my cousin. She is our guest. You will pay her the respect due to her rank.” Guest. It was, perhaps, an extraordinary choice of word to describe a woman who for nearly twenty years had been shuffled from prison to prison. Her cells may have been in castles and country estates, yet they nonetheless held her against her will. But as exhausted as Elizabeth was by all this, she was no fool. She recognized the dangers posed by Mary. It was unfortunate, though, that her advisors refused to see the inherent difficulties caused by holding a sovereign queen prisoner.


“All Catholics are traitors,” Hatton said. “Why do we leave them free to practice their Papist religion? They should all hang.” Free. Elizabeth smiled at realizing that she was not the only one using ill-chosen words.


The public celebration of the Catholic mass was illegal, and though she tacitly tolerated its practice in private, this was a long leap from religious freedom, and she knew it. Furthermore, she’d let herself be persuaded to change the recusancy laws. Now, instead of being fined a shilling per week, those who did not attend Anglican services on Sundays were fined twenty pounds per month. It did not please her to do such things, but they were necessary. Still, she would not be pressured when she did not want to be.


“How many Catholics are there in England, sir?” she asked. Her face, the beginnings of wrinkles showing her age, was serious, her blue eyes rimmed by lashes so pale they were nearly white.


“Immense numbers, Majesty. Some say half the nation clings to the old superstitions.” Hatton met her stare with an even calm.


“What would you have me do? Hang half the people of England, or just imprison them?” she asked. Walsingham still hung back, not entering the conversation, and Burghley had risen from the table to stand next to him.


Half the nation. A nation that remembered all too well the brutal religious persecution ordered by Elizabeth’s predecessor and Papist half-sister, Mary I: burnings, torture, all hideous justice in the name of God. The Catholics had their turn at bloody power during Mary’s reign, and the proud woman seated in the Privy Chamber had no intention of letting the Protestants follow, unchecked, the same ugly course. But spectacular executions were still far from uncommon, like those, four years earlier, when three Catholic priests—Edmund Campion, Alexander Bryant, and Ralph Sherwin—had suffered unspeakable torture in the dungeons of the Tower of London before they were hanged, drawn, and quartered.


They’d met a traitor’s death, witnessed by faithful supporters who collected drops of the martyrs’ blood and any other grisly relics they could. Supporters who would not soon forget how the law acted against holy men wearing the wrong robes. Religious persecution was far from finished.


“I would not have you hang all of them, Majesty,” Howard said. “But we must show our resolution. We must act against the more extreme elements.”


Skepticism leached through the heavy, white lead paint on the queen’s face. “And how are we to know these extreme elements?”


“By their actions. By their plots and treacheries.” There was an urgency in Howard’s voice, an urgency that irritated the queen.


“Do we not have laws already against plots and treacheries?” She spoke forcefully, wanting no one to doubt her authority. “If they break the law, let them be punished. Until that day, let them alone.”


“Until the day they rise in rebellion. Majesty, we have proven reason to fear every Catholic in the land—”


Elizabeth did not let Hatton finish. “Fear begets fear, sir. I will not punish my people for their beliefs. Only for their deeds. I am assured that the people of England love their queen. My constant endeavor is to earn that love.”


She rose from the table, a swish of blazing brocade, exquisite lace and jewels, the air around her heavy with rose-water and musk. The gentlemen leapt to their feet, bowed. The conversation was over, the queen unmoved.


 


AGAIN, THE ROYAL BARGE slid through the waters of the Thames. Again, Londoners on the riverbanks cheered at the sight of their queen, and she watched, giving at periodic intervals the slightest nod of her head, a slim acknowledgment of the pleasure she took at the devotion of her subjects. Traveling by river, particularly in a boat full of luxurious seats and fine silk cushions, was far preferable to subjecting oneself to the dirty misery of London’s roads, whose dreadful condition made riding in a coach uncomfortable, if not impossible.


Bess Throckmorton, possessor of a captivating beauty that surpassed the exuberant glow of youth, had quickly risen through the ranks of the Ladies of the Privy Chamber to become the queen’s favorite. Her full lips and delicate nose, flawless skin and blue eyes would tempt the most dedicated celibate, but it was her sharp mind that drew the queen to her.


Walsingham, across from the ladies, leaned forward. “You can’t put it off forever. The people have presented a petition with over a thousand signatures.”


Elizabeth could think of nothing she’d better prefer to put off forever than this petition. She had even hoped that he’d left the dreaded document in the Privy Chamber. She tried—and failed—to remember how many times she’d been given similar papers demanding that she marry. Once, Parliament had done it, saying that by marrying and having children, she would give herself immortality. The Speaker of the Commons had assured her that this was the single—the only—prayer of all Englishmen. But all that had done was make her wonder at the lack of imagination necessary to be able to think of nothing better to beg from God.


She disdained demands that she take a husband, whether they came in the form of a petition or were couched as thoughtful advice from her ministers. There had been moments—some long, some brief—in which she’d nearly succumbed to the charms of her favorite gentlemen, but she’d reigned alone for too long. She had no desire to share her power, wanted no master in her house, and she turned her attention back to Bess, brushing aside a soft lock of hair that had fallen over the girl’s smooth forehead. “Don’t hide your face.”


“The bishops of Ely and Wells are saying that the continued sterility of Your Majesty signifies God’s displeasure with us all,” Walsingham said.


She did not reply, watching her Moor in silence before looking back to her companion. “We shall have to look out for a husband for you soon, Bess.”


“Not too soon, my lady.” Porcelain cheeks stained red.


“Don’t you want to be married?” the queen asked.


“I’ll want the marriage if I want the man.”


She could tell Walsingham was trying to stifle all signs of frustration. His eyes bulged, but he was not slipping into the sarcasm to which he was prone. “You’ll do as you please, of course. But at least look as if you’ve read their petition,” he said.


“What sort of man do you want, Bess?” Elizabeth asked, continuing to ignore him.


Bess smiled, musical laughter escaping from her rose-colored lips. “A fine gentleman-like appearance.”


“What does that mean? Tall?”


“Tall.” The girl paused, thought. “An open face. Friendly eyes.”


“Personally,” Walsingham began, “I would advise you to keep the possibility open. Maintain uncertainty.”


A vibrant spark filled the queen’s eyes. “And good legs. You’ll want good legs.” The two women moved closer together, pleasure brightening both their complexions.


“And he’s not to eat with his mouth open, or tell the same joke over and over,” Bess said.


Walsingham spoke with more force. “At least enter negotiations for a contract with a foreign prince. Just to show the world that England still has friends.”


A smile spread the queen’s painted lips. “And sweet breath, Bess. So that you can kiss him without choking.”


Walsingham’s voice rose again. “To show the world that you may yet have issue—” This got her attention. Elizabeth struck him, her sharp hand delivering a solid blow. She relished the stinging sensation on her skin.


“Child. Say ‘child.’ You are talking like a bishop now, Moor. ‘Issue,’ indeed!”


“Child, then. I was being delicate.”


Her voice fell as she grew serious. “There’s nothing delicate about having a child. It kills women every day.” All lighthearted joking and lusty pleasure flew from the barge and a tense silence settled on the party. Uncaring, sunlight continued its dance on the rippling water. Elizabeth watched it, untroubled by tension. Anything was better than discussing marriage.


When at last they’d reached their destination—no one having enjoyed the awkward remainder of the trip—they climbed off the boat and headed toward St. Paul’s Cathedral. Elizabeth turned to Walsingham with a calculated smile, ready to reconcile with him. “If I did marry, you’d do well to remember it would not necessarily solve the problem of succession. A child of mine might not make a good heir. It could grow out of kind and become perhaps ungracious.”


Walsingham opened his mouth to reply, but Elizabeth silenced him with a shake of her head and continued toward the steps of the cathedral. The long Gothic building loomed above them, taller than the other buildings of the city despite the fact that its spire had been destroyed by a lightning strike. Scaffolding surrounded the church as renovations, funded in part by the queen, were underway. Inside, the nave’s Norman triforium and vaulted ceiling soared, though much of the splendid medieval decoration had been removed. No signs of Papist superstition and idolatry were welcome in an Anglican church.


But the reformists had left the stained glass, and Elizabeth looked up at the rose window as she entered, sent Bess back to her place among the other ladies-in-waiting, and then spoke, her voice hard but quiet, to Walsingham.


“I have darker concerns than marriage. Shipbuilders are being recruited in Spanish ports at double wages. The seawall at Dover is cracking. There’s no money to rebuild our defenses. I don’t need advisors to tell me my business.”


“They care for your safety, Majesty. The threats to your person are real.”


“And they know very well that if I fall, they all come tumbling down after me.” She had reached the steps at the foot of the altar, lowered herself to her knees, and began to pray. Without turning around, she held a hand out behind her. Bess stepped forward, taking it at once, and knelt to join her queen in prayer. The warmth of the girl’s hand brought a smile to Elizabeth’s face. Surely friendship was a more reliable cure for loneliness than marriage.


 


FAR FROM LONDON, A ship drew into view of Dover’s white cliffs. Birds dipped and soared, black streaks against the bright chalk, their sharp cries carrying far over the open water, and the slim green strip of land atop the high ridge called out to sailors elated at the sight of England. The weariness that had set in during their long journey home evaporated in an instant. Already they could imagine their homes, their wives, food that hadn’t been stored in brine or dried until it was barely edible. Comfort was long overdue these men, and now that it was so close, they worked with an energy they’d not had in months.


They pulled ropes, unfurled the dingy canvas sails of their square-rigged ship. Every inch of the Tyger was battered and worn, its wood bleached from long hours in the sun, paint beginning to peel. But the ship was solid and returned from the New World carrying treasure and stories of endless adventure.


They’d skirmished with Spanish vessels and plundered more than a few. But they’d spent most of their time scouting out locations for future English colonies, because their captain’s primary mission was to find a place suitable for permanent settlement—a city that would start the English empire, bringing glory to his country but also to himself. He’d decided on the island of Roanoke, a place where crops grew at astonishing speeds in the fertile soil and the natives they’d encountered were gentle and faithful, greeting strangers with no aggression.


The indigenous people were everything exotic, with their walnut-colored skin and clothing of leather. But they were far from uncivilized. They were farmers who cultivated fields, fishermen with boats. Their houses were built from cedar, surrounded by stockades made from tall logs whose tops had been sharpened to deadly points. Thomas Harriot, the expedition’s scholar and scientist, had set to learning their language, Algonquin, and succeeded in teaching English to two natives who had decided to leave their tribal homes near Roanoke and go to England.


Manteo was a chief of the Croatoans, and Wanchese a high-ranking member of the Winginas. They’d entertained the sailors admirably during the journey home, Harriot translating their stories when the natives’ English failed them. But now, as their time at sea was drawing to a close, they were protesting loudly in their own language as well-intentioned but thoughtless sailors forced them into stiff coats of brown taffeta.


“Leave him alone, Mr. Calley.” The ship’s captain, Walter Raleigh, skin bronzed from the journey, curly hair tousled by the wind, crossed to his first mate, who was having no success getting a hat over Manteo’s thick hair.


“Scare away all the ladies, sir. Paint his face white, I think,” Calley said, his own face tanned nearly as dark as the natives’.


Though Raleigh was no less weather-beaten than his men, he could not be taken for anything short of their leader. It was in his walk, his posture, the steady and commanding calm in his green eyes. He’d fought with the Huguenots in France—had been a devoted Protestant since his youth—and had helped put down a rebellion in Ireland. But he was also a poet and a man of science. Manteo and Wanchese watched as he approached them with a quick, courteous bow. The natives smiled, and Raleigh threw an arm around Manteo’s shoulder, steering him to the foredeck.


“England, my friend. The mother of us all, and our sweet home.” Dover’s cliffs were closer now, white rising from the sea, gleaming against the sky.


“And not before time,” Calley said, the rest of the sailors on deck shouting hearty agreement.


“As soon as she’s seaworthy again we’ll be back to your world, my friend.” Raleigh smiled at Manteo, who grinned back but gave no reply. The Tyger’s crew did, however, answering their captain with a chorus of groans.


“Don’t worry, boys,” Calley said, then turned to Raleigh. “You’ll need your warrant from the queen, sir. They say it’s not so easy to see the queen. They have officers at court, they say, whose only job is to keep people like yourself waiting. Sometimes for years, sir. They say.” Hopeful-sounding murmurs flew from the sailors.


Raleigh filled his lungs, pulling in the clean English air as deep as he could. He’d always considered patience the most overrated of the virtues, and it was said the queen was not immune to the charms of adventurers. If he could win her favor…his eyes turned away from Dover back to the open sea, his mind full of visions of a new colony. He didn’t relish the idea of playing sycophant, but if it gave him the means to found a civilization, it would be well worth it. He could think of no other way to obtain what he’d need: money, more ships, more sailors, and people willing to live in the New World.


And yes, as Calley reminded him, he would have to have a warrant from the queen. That would be his first priority. Queen Elizabeth. What could he do to impress her? To get her attention, and quickly? A crooked smile crept onto his face. This might be an adventure all of its own. He called to his first mate.


“Well, Mr. Calley, we’ll see about the queen. But for now, let England know we’re back!”


Raleigh’s sailors cheered, stomped their feet on the deck, and he felt the pulse of their enthusiasm in his chest. The gunmen stationed in front of the ship’s eighteen cannons stood, watching for his signal. He raised his hand, dropped it, and the guns fired toward the distant white cliffs. The Tyger was home.














Chapter 2






It was impossible not to be drawn outside when the sky turned that perfect shade of blue that was at once cool and warm and looked as if it could swallow whole the crisp clouds that dared cross its broad spaces. Elizabeth had spent much of the afternoon watching her courtiers playing tennis on her father’s courts. She picked her favorite competitors and gave them handkerchiefs to indicate her support, but she paid only half-attention to their games. After supper, she’d sat through a disappointingly tedious play—there had to be someone in England capable of producing something more entertaining—and then she and her courtiers had danced in the Presence Chamber.


La volta, with its jumps and turns, had always been her favorite dance. She loved the way her heart raced from both the exercise and the feeling of strong hands around her waist, the intimacy of a handsome face close to hers. But tonight, though she was as exuberant as usual, she noticed that her first partner—a young earl who’d only recently come to court—though attentive, was smiling at one of her ladies.


“You like her?” Elizabeth asked, as he spun her around.


“Margaret?” he asked, and she did not like how quickly he’d responded with a name. “She’s a sweet girl, but nothing compared to you, Majesty. How could a man’s attention be diverted, even for an instant, when he’s with such an engaging beauty?”


They were pretty words. She expected nothing less. But they meant little when the man uttering them was, in fact, diverted by someone else. Her second partner, a duke from the North, threw her high as she jumped.


“You’re an excellent dancer,” she said.


“It must be a gentleman’s priority to dance well if he aspires to such a regal partner,” he replied, spinning her furiously. “I practice daily, my head full of thoughts of you.” Ordinarily, his speech would have pleased her. But tonight she noticed it was too rote, too memorized, too impersonal. She could not fault the way he spoke, his tone, the expression on his face, yet there was something beginning to tug at her, something uncomfortable that was keeping her from feeling the full delight of la volta.


The next man to stand up with her was Sir Christopher Hatton, who, before his appointment to the Privy Council, had courted the queen. His letters were the most beautiful she’d ever received. She could still remember his words:





Would God I were with you but for one hour. My wits are overwrought of thoughts. I find myself amazed. Bear with me, my most dear sweet Lady, passion overcometh me. I can write no more. Love me, for I love you.




The memory of it brought a smile to the royal lips, and Elizabeth relaxed in his arms as they danced. “Sometimes, Lids, I think you’re the finest dancer I’ve known,” she said.


“I’ve not the vigor I used to,” he said. “We’re neither of us so young anymore, are we?”


“I show my age?” She bristled.


“Not at all, Majesty. You are like a living miracle. Your face is as lovely as when you first ascended to the throne. It is as if you’re entirely immune to time’s hands. How do you manage it?”
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