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Relentless waves batter the ship so hard, Archduke Philip of Burgundy cannot remain upright in his cabin. The lantern in the rafters careens back and forth, threatening to extinguish its light, while the wind howls over the sea’s roar. His wife Juana clings to the bedstead with one hand and clutches a rosary in the other. Her constant prayers get lost among the terrified squeals of her ladies.

The sound of the mast splintering strikes fear into his heart. Philip jerks open the door and stumbles into the hall. His advisor, Don Pedro Manuel, follows on his heels, pleading for him to stop. Halfway up the stairs, the ship lists so far, Philip loses his balance and must grab onto the wall to stop him from falling. Icy water pours down the stairs to drench him, while the terrified cries of the sailors on deck turn his blood cold. He staggers into the night and grabs the nearest man’s arm. “What’s happening?” 

Rain batters their faces, but cannot hide the man’s distress. “The mast cracked! The mainsail is dragging us under, Your Grace!”

They set out from Flanders in ideal weather, but midway up the English Channel, dark clouds materialized. Everyone warned him not to sail in winter but they waited a year after his mother-in-law Isabella’s death, collecting money and support for this voyage. He could no longer afford to delay if he wants to take her throne. 

Their ship tilts and water consumes its lower decks. Philip yells, “Cut the damn thing loose!” Lightning provides enough light to see it, half-snapped off from the mast, the thickness of the sail and ropes dragging them into the sea. The sailors trying to cut it lose their footing on the slick deck, besieged by foaming waves. There’s one rope no one has noticed, strained from the tension.

Philip yanks the blade from his belt and charges at the mast. Salt water gets into his eyes, dampening his blond hair and leaving a bitter taste in his mouth. Fighting to stay upright, he grabs the rail and gropes for the rope. It vibrates under his grip with the tension of the waterlogged mainsail.

Philip finds sawing through it difficult with waves buffeting him, but feels each thread snap from pressure until it breaks. The ship lurches away from it and another wave throws them upright as their balance readjusts. The sail floats on the surface of the sea. Any concern it might slam into them ebbs as the waves toss it away.

The men cheer, slap him on the back, and shout his name in the gale. Exhausted by the stress and effort, he makes his way to the stairs. Don Pedro looks at him in admiration. “What a story you will have to tell in Spain,” he says. “How you saved our lives while your wife dissolved into hysterics in her cabin.”

Philip smirks at his suggestion. Few can detect a lie based on the truth. Anything to help them convince everyone he, not his wife, must rule Castile. All immediate danger has passed, but the ship may not last the night. 

He clatters down the stairwell to push into their cabin. Juana has not moved. She kneels beside the bed in prayer, calm despite the tempest, but her Dutch ladies rush at him, wide-eyed to hear what happened. Pleased, he tells them and waves aside their gratitude.

“Leave us,” he says. “I wish to rest awhile.”

They withdraw into the next chamber and shut the door. Don Pedro will tell them the story they must share of Juana’s hysterics, and because Philip pays their wages, they will repeat it. Rain pounds the windows, but each lightning flash gives them a spectacular view of the sea. He can no longer glimpse the lights on their armada. They left with twelve ships to claim Juana’s throne in Castile. Philip intends to arrive at the head of an army, so there’s no chance her father, King Ferdinand, can prevent his success. His mood darkens at thoughts of his father-in-law. Philip loathes him, and their last visit to Spain ended in tension. “Thanks to my efforts, Juana, we will all survive the night. Are you not going to thank me?” he asks.

Her raven head lifts from the coverlet, and her hand relaxes on the rosary. She turns a pair of intense blue eyes upon him, full of deep scorn. Juana never looked at him thus early in their union, but he has seen it often of late. “God sent us this storm to punish your arrogance,” she says. “It is not His will that we reach Castile.”

Annoyed by her piety, Philip strips out of his soaked garments. The lantern light flickers across his bare chest and the muscled arms strengthened by jousts. “God willed me to free the topsail so we would not drown,” he says. “So we can continue to Spain.”

She tenses her perfect lips. Juana is the most desirable woman he has ever seen, but he loathes her attitude toward him. “We shall see! This storm may blow us to England and my sister, where you will fail in your attempts to slander me and steal my throne.”

It is true. Katharine of Aragon would see through the rumors he’s spread of Juana’s insanity. She could write to Spain of Juana being sane, and then he would have trouble with the Castilian lords. He glares at his wife and prepares for bed. The turbulence and cries of the sailors make for an uncomfortable night, but the sea calms just before dawn. Juana is asleep when he slips out of their cabin and raps at the captain’s door. A disheveled man greets him, his boots caked in dried salt and his hair tousled. He is obviously exhausted. “Good morning, Archduke.”

“Any sign of the rest of the armada yet?” Philip asks.

He shakes his head. “Nor can we tell where the storm blew us.”

They study the nautical maps. The storm started in the north but shifted during the gale. It might have carried them to France, the English coast, or beyond it into the open sea. The answer comes at dawn. A deckhand clambers up what remains of their splintered mast, stares into the haze, and shouts, “Land ahoy!”

Philip prays it is France, the home of his ally King Louis, but has not studied the coastlines enough to tell the difference. Green hills are visible as their ship limps into the harbor. A lone vessel appears in the distance and sails toward them, but he cannot see the rest of his armada. Philip prays the sea did not claim them. 

A local nobleman and his men gather to greet them. Philip waits at the rail, his heart in his throat, and chews his lip. France will welcome him, comfort him, and rebuild his fleet out of friendship, but England will not. Months ago, he vowed to deliver the king’s enemy, the Duke of Suffolk, to them. He lied. Philip took the money and let Suffolk escape from Flanders. If this is England, King Henry will take him prisoner in retaliation. 

The captain sends men ashore to inquire about their whereabouts. They return to say, “We are several hundred miles along England’s west coast. The resident lord invites you to come ashore and accept their hospitality. He has notified the king of your arrival.” 

Philip groans. The king of England will send an army of nobles, diplomats, and his enforcer to “welcome” them for an “extended stay at court.” Henry will not have forgotten his lies and betrayal, or the excessive amounts he paid for extradition treaties that gave him nothing. The storm has delivered him into Henry’s hands. And in a few days, unless he thinks fast, Katharine will know everything.

* * *
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KATHARINE OF ARAGON feels a thrill at this intrigue. It’s dark enough in London to leave the house by candlelight, but she snuffs it out at the side door, lest it shine across the courtyard and catch her dueña’s attention on the second floor. Doña Elvira Manuel would not approve of this meeting. She keeps their Spanish household under tight control at Durham House.

A guard bribed into silence lets them into the street, where her friend Francesca looks both ways for their promised ride. After a moment, she nods. Careful to make not a sound, Katharine steps out to receive the coach that approaches them. Its driver does not look at her from his perch, but his horse flicks its ears. Francesca twists the handle and they climb in. The instant the door shuts behind them, the mare springs into action.

Their progress through the street increases Katharine’s anxiety. It’s before dawn, so not even the shopkeepers stir. Her dread builds when she sees a formidable house set back from the street behind high walls. It belongs to London’s most notorious moneylender, Grimaldi. She and Francesca pass through the garden and mount the stairs where Francesca reaches for a door knocker formed into a lion’s head. It opens before she can touch it, and a steward lets them inside. The fire burning in the hall glimmers across an expensive tapestry. Given its immense size and age, she wonders if Grimaldi seized it when an earl could not afford to pay his bill. 

The steward shows them through a set of ornate doors into an office above the Thames. At this time of night, few lights shine in the harbor. The tall, gaunt man behind the desk turns to survey her, his dark eyes lost in the shadows. “Do not mind him,” Grimaldi says of his steward. “He’s mute and will never reveal our secrets. I am so glad you took me up on my offer of support, Your Grace.”

She feels awkward in his presence, and even more so when he kisses her hand. The touch of his lips against her skin makes her flesh crawl. If Katharine had a choice, she would never come here. She accepts the seat he gives her at the fireside. “I am sure you are aware of our current situation, Señor Grimaldi.”

The moneylender throws his arm across the mantel. “From what I hear, you cannot cover your expenses of late, as neither your father Ferdinand nor King Henry feels it is his duty to provide for you. It must be difficult for a woman of your stature to struggle to afford meat thrice a week.” He shakes his head. “It is not right.”

Aware of the hidden insult in his statement, Katharine swallows her pride. “I hoped to take you up on the terms you gave me.” 

A sympathetic look comes over his face, but she knows him too well to believe it. “It has been years since my first proposal, Your Grace. Much has changed since your mother Isabella’s death. I can give you a fair rate of interest, but prices go up in uncertain times.”

She expected this, because everyone warned her of his tricks, but keeps her disappointment off her face. “May I see the new terms?”

Grimaldi crosses to his desk to remove a document. Francesca peers over her shoulder at it. The loan is enough to cover a year’s expenses and keep her fashionable, but carries a thirty percent rate of return and requires part of her dowry as collateral. Her dueña would object to this, since without the dowry she has no worth. 

Katharine has struggled for two years to make ends meet since her mother died. Isabella’s passing led to divisions in her house and created rivalries between those from Aragon and Castile. She is a forgotten princess torn between two kings who do not want to pay her way. She stares at the patch on her shoe peering out from under her skirts. She can no longer endure the shame of poverty. Katharine lowers the document and meets his shrewd gaze. “I will sign it,” she says. “Will you give me the first portion tonight?”

“Yes.” A pleased smile curls his lips. Grimaldi pulls a moneybag from his drawer and drops it on the desk. The clank of its coins sounds like music to her ears. She pushes aside her misgivings and signs her name. It relieves her to reach for the money. He blows on the signature to dry it before he folds the document and slips it into his desk. Katharine scans the files on the shelves to his left, some fat and others thin, but all tied with colored ribbons to keep track of his debtors and the amounts they owe. It’s true what they say at court, Grimaldi owns them all. 

“Your Grace has only to ask me for what she needs,” he says. “I will handle all transactions and pay your debts if you report them to me. You need not repay the loan until you marry.” 

That may be another two years, since Prince Harry is just fifteen. A shudder passes over her, concealed by the warmth of her smile. She follows Francesca from his office and across the foyer. Their guard opens the door and escorts them into the coach.

A streak of dawn reaches toward them on the horizon. Frozen, crusted snow crunches under the wheels. Their journey took less than an hour, but they must hurry to get home before their dueña wakes the servants. Katharine turns to her friend, “I hope this is not a mistake, Francesca. Everyone says to avoid him.” 

“Sometimes you must make a deal with the devil to survive. In a few years, you can settle your debts and be free of him forever, but you should not have to fight for every scrap.” Francesca catches her gaze. “You are Isabella’s daughter. You deserve to live well.” 

Now they can pay the butcher, whether Doña Elvira approves of her decision or not. Light creeps up the narrow streets. Shopkeepers sweep off front steps and shake out their welcome mats. The walls of her estate become visible around the bend. At her rap on the ceiling, the driver slows and lets them out early. Raising her hood over her auburn locks, Katharine disembarks and runs to the gate. The guard lets them in and returns to his post. She and Francesca cross the garden and duck through the side door. A clank of keys alerts them to their dueña’s approach. They wait in the dark stairwell until her footsteps fade away, then go to their rooms. 

Katharine hangs up her cloak and stashes the money in the trunk at the foot of her bed. She tugs at the back laces of her gown but only has one sleeve free when the door handle turns. Seventeen-year-old Estrella peers around the corner and grins at her predicament. “I thought you might need my help.” 

Her nimble fingers release Katharine from the dress. Clad only in a shift, Katharine climbs into bed and draws up the coverlet. Estrella puts away the gown and tends the fire. Its glow flickers across the dark hair gathered at the nape of her neck. She has become a beauty, even though her lack of a dowry means no men yet call on her. It’s the same fate shared by all her ladies, trapped like her in poverty. 

“Did your visit turn out as you planned?” Estrella’s tone reveals her distrust in Grimaldi. She hates his mercenary schemes.

“Yes. There’s enough to pay our present and future debts.” 

The slender girl hangs up the poker without a word and glances out the window. “A messenger has just arrived.”

“At this hour?” Katharine watches him climb out of a dingy at the pier and pass from their view. Warmed by the flames, the girls await his reappearance. He soon leaves the way he came. She cranes her neck to catch a better view of him, but does not recognize him.

They need not wait long to know his business. After a tap at the door, a cheerful Doña Elvira enters and strides across the floor toward them. “It’s good news. Your sister Juana is in England.”

Happiness causes her heart to leap. Katharine grasps her hands and searches her intent blue eyes. “How is this possible?”

“She and her husband set out for Spain, but a storm blew them here. It’s a sign from God that your fortunes are about to change.” Doña Elvira fetches her dressing gown and helps her into it. “This is what I prayed for, Katharine. Once the king has seen your sister, he will value your ties to Castile. Juana will remind him of its great power and influence.” 

Katharine cannot believe her good fortune. 

Her dueña is right. This will change everything.

* * *

[image: ]


ISABEL LOVELL WAKES to find her husband watching her in the hue of dawn, a softness in his gray eyes he never reveals except in private. She rests her head against him, unable to turn over for the child in her womb. They lost the others, but this one will live. She knows it.

The door opens and a servant crosses to the bed, but does not part the curtains. “Sir Thomas, news arrived from the coast. I knew you would want to hear it, or I would not disturb you.”

Lovell sweeps aside the drapery to reveal his face. “What is it?”

Isabel fears it involves the Duke of Suffolk. Rumors of his desire to invade and challenge Henry for the throne continue to spread. Despite their extradition treaties and Philip’s promise to surrender him, Suffolk has escaped their custody and fled into Germany. 

“The storm blew the archduke’s armada to us,” the man says, to their amazement. “Philip and Juana are ashore in Dorset.” 

Thank God. It is not Suffolk after all. 

Delight at their misfortune replaces her husband’s initial shock. He cursed the archduke when his emissaries to Flanders returned empty-handed. Now Philip will answer for it. “Wake the king and summon his Council. We must send a delegation to meet them.”

After the servant scurries from the room, Lovell tosses off their covers and dresses at the fireside. Five years ago, a storm blew yet another fleet off course, that one carrying Katharine of Aragon. 

Lovell glances at his wife. “Our fortunes turn at last.”

“I will prepare to leave.” Isabel scoots to the edge of the bed.

“Are you sure you wish to make a journey? You could stay here.” 

She understands his concern. Isabel has never carried a child to full term or delivered a living infant, but this pregnancy has gone well. Her dreams are full of their future happiness. Isabel sees it as a sign that God has forgiven them for the terrible things Lovell does to protect the realm. Her bare feet land on the cold floor. Isabel crosses to his side, catches his hand, and presses it to her abdomen so he can feel their daughter kick. “No harm will come to me. I know it this time. I feel a peace about it as never before, Thomas.”

His guarded expression reveals none of his thoughts. Lovell has not her faith, nor her fears that his sins might ruin her chances. He leans in to kiss her. “Arrange for Lady Nan’s departure first.”

Though she dreads this, she nods. Charles Brandon’s lover, Nan Browne, bore him a daughter in the winter, but they are still not married. Unless they rush to the altar this week, her presence is inappropriate in the presence of a foreign queen. A silent squeeze of her hand reassures him she will attend to this unpleasant task.

Isabel dresses and summons the servants for their instructions. The news has set court abuzz and everyone wants to find out who the king will send in the welcome party. She finds a gossiping group of servants in the hall, one of which does not notice her presence. “They say Juana is mad and prone to terrible tantrums,” she says.

Another leans in to whisper, in a scandalized tone, “She accused one woman of seducing her husband, and cut off all her hair!”

Isabel clears her throat, a sound that makes them all jump. Her frown shows her displeasure. “Do not speak ill of Juana of Castile again, or I will inform your masters of your impudence.” 

Chastened, the girls scatter from her path. Isabel makes her way to Brandon’s chambers. Colorful displays of wealth meets her inside, from lush curtains to enormous tapestries. Brandon intends to prove himself the equal of the earls whose company he keeps. She meets a dark-clad man inside the door, and recognizes him as the steward of Nan’s aunt, Lady Neville. “It relieves me to find you here, Master Rutcliffe. Is your mistress also about?”

Older than her thirty-five years by two decades, he motions for a servant to carry out a trunk. “They are in the bedroom, milady. If you will excuse me, there’s much to do.” He bows and steps aside.

Isabel finds Margaret Neville assisting her niece in packing her personal possessions. A beautiful dark-haired girl, brown-eyed and slim despite her recent childbirth, sweeps forward to greet her. “Is it true? Has Queen Juana come to our shores, washed up in a storm?”

Her heart softens at Nan’s innocent sweetness. “Indeed.”

Nan turns to the mound of gowns draped on the bed. Brandon dresses her in the finest clothes he can afford. She folds them over her slender arms and sighs with envy. “I wish I could meet Juana.”

Though her companions exchange a glance, neither comments. She will not be welcome at court until she marries her daughter’s father. Their child coos in the cradle beside the window. Isabel peers in at her and smiles at her chubby cheeks. The others instruct the servants to haul out the luggage. Isabel catches the infant’s hand, overwhelmed by her perfection. “Let me take her downstairs.”

Margaret wraps a shawl around her niece’s shoulders and scans the room. “If I find anything we forgot I’ll send it to you.” 

They traipse down the east stairs, the baby warm and content in her arms. Dressed against the cold, Baron Willoughby awaits them in the courtyard. He asked permission to marry Nan, but the king refused because the Nevilles are Suffolk’s cousins. Henry cannot let his kin marry the richest man in his kingdom. The pain of this has eased in the last two years, but the baron still looks after her. 

“You came to see us off,” Nan says. “How kind of you.”

Willoughby smiles. “I could not let you leave without a farewell.”

Nan casts him a shy look of gratitude and joins her aunt near the driver to discuss their route into the north. Isabel comes forward to show him the child. “I shall miss her. Look at that dimple.”

Warmth softens his eyes. A gentle hand brushes the girl’s plump cheek. “To think Brandon wanted a boy. Any baby is a miracle.”

The pain of her lost children grips her heart. “Yes.”

Dismayed, he looks at her. “Forgive me; that was thoughtless.”

“No. It is the truth and makes this child even more special.”

Nan returns and holds out her arms for her daughter. “I fear she will cry for days without your visits, Lady Isabel. I shall miss you as well. You have been so kind to me these last few months.”

“We shall see you soon for the wedding.” Isabel kisses the baby and drapes the blanket over her face to shelter her from the cold. “I intend for our daughters to grow up as friends.” 

This brings a smile to the young mother’s face. “I hope so.”

Brandon emerges from the stable, confidence in his long stride. The strength of his shoulders makes him a natural champion of the joust. Isabel has never trusted him because of his ambition. He pursued Nan for the fortune Lord Grey left her, but cannot touch it yet. Brandon leans close to Nan. “Farewell. I shall see you soon.”

The child nestled between them in her grip, Nan turns up her lips for a kiss. Once he lifts his head, he murmurs, “I shall miss you in my bed. Who will comfort me in the darkness?”

Though a flush creeps into her neck, Nan glances at Isabel, who pretends she did not hear. “Dazzle them at the joust, my darling.”

“The king has given me much to do, so I must go. I shall write.” Brandon kisses her again and walks up to her aunt without glancing at his daughter. “Milady, your groom did not know your preference. Did you want the bay mares for your trip to Windsor Castle?”

Margaret embraces her niece and follows him into the building. 

Nan sighs and accepts the baron’s help into the coach, where her maid takes the child. Willoughby keeps hold of her hand and removes a small object from his pocket. “I am glad the silversmith finished it in time,” he says. “I did not want you to leave without it.”

She unwraps a silver cup inscribed Anne Brandon, 1505. 

Nan kisses him on the cheek. “We will treasure it. Thank you.”

He shuts the door and raps it to signal to the driver. The coach lurches away accompanied by her mounted servants. Once it rolls out the gate, Willoughby follows Isabel into the castle stairwell. Aware of her silent sympathy, he says, “You need not pity me any longer, Lady Isabel. Nan has carved out a new place in my heart as a friend and sister. I no longer yearn for her love.”

“I hope you find someone worthy of yours,” she says. She knows one woman who would be perfect for him. Estrella Salinas, favorite to Katharine of Aragon. She has loved him since she laid eyes on him. Isabel hopes it soon blooms into a romance.

He follows her upstairs and leaves her in the corridor. Isabel enters the rooms of the court’s midwife and herbalist, surprised to find it crowded. A line of servants waits outside the inner chamber to give Lady Massey their instructions, but Isabel’s rank lets her go first. After the next customer withdraws, she steps into the fragrant space. Herbs hang in the rafters and fill pots on the tables beside Massey’s medicine stores. Isabel shuts the door behind her and says, “I hoped to ask you to come with us on our journey, but find you in high demand this morning.”

The tall, muscular woman has large hands and warm brown eyes. She chuckles. “They all want last minute tinctures, as they expect me to escort you south. I am ready to leave as soon as needed.”

“That is what I came to ask you. Is it safe for me to travel?”

Their eyes meet in the muted light of the window behind them. Massey’s face softens, and she extends her hand. Isabel accepts it, reassured by the confidence in her voice. “There is nothing to fear. I see no reason for alarm. The child is not due for weeks.”

She licks her lips. “I thought the same of my other children.”

Massey moves closer, a note of authority in her voice. “Do not let your fear of the past lessen your faith. Trust God, milady.”

Comforted, Isabel returns to her work. She has much to do.

* * *
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SIR THOMAS LOVELL REACHES the council chamber ahead of Henry to find excited chatter among the men gathered around the table. He drops his papers on the table beside Willoughby. “How is Nan?”

The younger man casts him a sidelong glance. “She has left.”

The note of disapproval in his voice indicates his thoughts. The enforcer draws out his chair, but does not take it. Henry sweeps through the door, followed by his greyhound. The dog never leaves his side, a prized possession of his late son, Prince Arthur. They believe Philip and Suffolk planned his murder together. His face brightened by his triumph, Henry takes his place at the table. “Have we located the rest of Philip’s fleet yet?”

As his most-trusted advisor and enforcer, Lovell sits on his right, his back to a bank of windows overlooking the Thames. A foot of snow covers the garden. The draft cannot penetrate his black coat. Its distinct lack of color separates him from the other counselors.

Across from him, the Earl of Surrey says, “One vessel joined his flagship in the harbor at dawn, but they spotted the rest hundreds of miles to the north, almost to Wales. It will take the armada time to regroup, repair the damages, and sail around the coast.”

Henry cannot suppress his delight. Time is on their side. His dog, Lancelot, rests his head on his knee and receives a caress. “Philip must come to court while he waits. Where shall we meet him?”

“May I suggest Windsor Castle?” Dignified in his purple robes, Archbishop Foxe leans forward to draw their attention. The ruby cross on his breast catches the light. “William the Conqueror built it. Let him feast his eyes on the glory of our ancient roots.” 

This pleases them. It is miles inland, which makes any attempted escape impossible. Foxe has a strategic mind despite his pomp. 

Willoughby asks, “Who should we send to greet him?” 

Surrey straightens his strong shoulders, a determined look in his fierce dark eyes. “Give me that honor, Sire. The Dutch consider us a land of barbarians. Let my sons and I change his mind.” 

“I think you should send Prince Harry,” Lovell says.

This silences the room. Though named the Prince of Wales, the boy has never handled such an important occasion. Lovell leans back in his ornate chair, shifting his attention between them. “It will give him the political experience he needs and show your faith in his succession to your throne. Surrey and I can escort him.” 

Their brows furrowed, they consider this proposal at length. Foxe speaks first. “I agree, Sire. It sends the archduke the right message; he must first please the prince and then his father. I can host them at Winchester Castle. Let us make an event of it.”

“Should Katharine of Aragon accompany you?” the baron asks.

The enforcer shakes his head. “She would distract from Harry.”

A beautiful, charismatic woman despite her diminutive height, Katharine is the main attraction wherever she goes. They discuss the details then disband to attend to their individual duties. Only Lovell lingers at the table. Once the doors shut, he says, “Fortune’s Wheel has turned in our favor today.”

“It’s divine will. Philip has betrayed me for the last time.” Henry says, “Greet him with the respect he deserves, but never let him forget he is my prisoner. He cannot leave without my consent.”

“Do you wish me to remind him of his sins?” Lovell asks.

The king looks at the portrait of his eldest son above the mantel. “No. I cannot undo the past. Let us focus on the future.”

He finds it easier to forgive than Lovell, who held the prince in his arms and watched him struggle for his last breaths. The poison that killed him also threatened Katharine’s life. Though she has never admitted it, he suspects she knows her sister’s husband took part in the scheme. She will not welcome his arrival in England.

Lovell meets the Spanish diplomat, in the hall and raises his hand to halt his inquiries. “I have no time to answer your questions, Señor Puebla. I must prepare to meet your future queen.”

His round face twisted in concern, Puebla limps after him. “Do you intend to bring Philip and Juana to court?”

“Yes. We depart at dawn if you wish to accompany us.” 

Lovell knows the reason for his apprehension. King Ferdinand has fallen out of favor since Isabella’s death, because he has not paid Katharine’s dowry. Both kings assume she is not their problem. Philip’s presence could lead to an alliance that isolates Ferdinand. 

“I might do that, Sir Thomas,” Puebla says, falling behind him. 

The enforcer enters their chamber to find the servants busy, and seeks out his wife in their bedroom. He pauses on the threshold to admire her. Motherhood puts a flush in her cheeks and brightens her green eyes. Isabel notices his presence and abandons her maid to join him in the sunlit arch. “How soon do we leave?” she asks.

“Tomorrow morning. It gives us enough time to assemble.”

She cannot conceal her relief. “Will Katharine accompany us?”

“No, she goes to Windsor to await our arrival in a few days. It is best if the prince makes a strong impression. Her presence would distract from his debut.” Lovell draws his fingertips across the slit in her partlet, a sheer garment tucked into her bodice for modesty. The faint caress sends a tingle up his arm. “If Katharine is astute, she will use this visit to her advantage. Her position is precarious. She may need to turn against her father to secure her future.”

Isabel looks concerned. “I doubt she would ever agree.”

No, she would not. Katharine’s loyalty is her greatest fault. 

* * *
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FOR THE FIRST TIME in two years, Lady Estrella Salinas sets out to run errands with enough coins in her purse to pay their debts. An icy wind blows her mantilla on her way to the butcher’s shop. The fat, cheerful man sighs once she reaches the counter. She has run up a considerable tab. “I suppose you want meat,” he says.

“I’ve come to pay our account and suspend all future deliveries.” She places the coins on the counter. “Her Grace will be traveling.”

Brightened by the news, he scoops them into his palm and drops them into the front pocket of his bloodstained apron. “So it’s true. Her sister’s arrival has turned around your mistress’ fortunes.”

She does not like his assumption, but keeps a pleasant smile on her lips. “Indeed, young master. I wish you a fine morning.”

Before he can ask her questions about Juana, Estrella steps into the street. The snow has turned to slush. She tries not to dirty her boots in her walk across the square. The bell over the bookshop’s door jangles to announce her arrival. Katharine cannot satisfy her love of books. Her friend Thomas More gives her what books he can, but the newly married scholar has less to spend these days.

Passing through the free-standing shelves, Estrella approaches a counter covered in new titles. The owner emerges from the back room carrying an armload of scrolls. “Good morning, milady!”

“I came to settle our balance.” She holds out the coins.

The owner sweeps the change into a purse. “It’s unnecessary, but appreciated. Our future queen should never want for books. A new one from Erasmus has arrived from the Netherlands. Do you want to take it to her?” 

If Katharine were here, she would fawn over it. Estrella glances at its cover and shakes her head. “My mistress has no time to read now, but she will send for a copy once we return to London.” 

“I will keep one for her in the back.” 

Another customer comes to the counter, and she turns to leave, but a dark figure glides out of the stacks and falls in behind her. “You must let me buy her the book as a gift between friends.”

Grimaldi never fails to send a shiver up her spine. Estrella looks at him over her shoulder and steps out the door. “Thank you, but no, Señor. I told the shopkeeper the truth. She expects to spend all her time in her sister’s company.”

The moneylender follows her out into the street, to her dismay. “I hope your mistress can afford to greet Juana in style. It would not do for our future sovereign to look drab by comparison.”

She halts in her tracks and turns to face him. “That is cruel.”

“The truth stings more than a lie.” Grimaldi steps closer to her, his nearness causing her to stiffen, and whispers, “Her clothes are years out of fashion. Whatever she needs, I will provide it.” 

Estrella longs to banish him from her sight, but cannot. He has his hooks into them now. She raises her chin. “I will tell her.”

“If Lady Francesca wishes a new gown, she may have it on me.”

This turns her blood cold. Grimaldi has wanted Francesca since he first saw her. The thought of his hands all over her friend makes her sick. She opens her mouth to tell him what she thinks, but a shout pulls them apart. Thomas More hurries toward them, careful not to slip in the slush. He reaches them, out of breath but joyful. “What a pleasant coincidence, Lady Estrella! I intended to visit your mistress this morning. Shall we walk there together?”

Grateful his intervention checked her tongue before she made a powerful enemy, Estrella nods. She turns to the moneylender and says, “I will pass on what you said to my friends. Good day.”

Grimaldi inclines his head and returns to the shop. In her haste to leave it behind, Estrella forces More to increase his pace. She breathes easier around the next corner. “Thank you for rescuing me, Master More. I almost lost my temper at him.” 

“There’s no man who deserves it more, Lady Estrella.” His tone of wry merriment forces her to smile. Thomas More has impudent eyes and unruly dark hair that reaches his shoulders.

“How is your wife? Has she settled into your new home?”

The dimple in his left cheek appears. “Indeed she has and scrubs it from top to bottom in my absence. She disturbs my books and my cat, but I know not what we would do without her.”

Estrella knows his marriage brought Katharine joy and sadness, for a yearning has lingered between them since they first met. But a future queen cannot marry a commoner, however much she favors him. His visits and lively conversation makes their lives bearable. 

Inside the castle grounds, More glances at the bank of windows above them. “What’s your opinion of the archduke and his wife?” 

She unlatches the side door and takes him up the back stairwell. “I only met Juana once as a child, and know little of him. Their arrival pleases me because of the joy it gives Katharine.”

A softness forms around his eyes. “That is a blessing.”

Estrella removes her cloak on her way into the antechamber and hangs it on a hook. She peers into the next room. “I ran your errands, Your Grace. Thomas More has arrived.” 

Katharine abandons her desk to greet him. She cannot conceal the affection in her gaze, but keeps her hands folded at her waist rather than touch him. “Thomas, how good of you to visit. Will you accompany us on our journey north?”

“Yes, Your Grace. My father cannot leave London, so he asked me to go in his place.” More sweeps off his hat, brushes his dark hair off his forehead, and lets Estrella take his cloak. She notices he has put on a few pounds. His wife feeds him better than he ate at the Charterhouse. “You must look forward to seeing your sister.”

Happiness puts a warm glow into Katharine’s cheeks. “Yes. You cannot imagine how lonely I felt to learn of our mother’s death. Spain and my family seem so far away. I long to embrace Juana.”

More settles into his usual chair. They leave it in his favorite spot beside the fire even when he does not visit. “Are the rumors true of her unparalleled beauty?” 

“Yes. Her hair is raven black, and her eyes are blue. You will like her, Thomas. No serpent has a sharper tongue than my sister.” 

The scholar laughs. “That makes me even keener to meet her.”

Katharine leans back in her seat, radiant in the fire’s hue. She has an innocent tone, but watches him beneath her long lashes. “Will you bring your wife with you to Windsor Castle?”

“I invited her, but she will refuse. Court holds little attraction for her. No matter. She can read my account of it when I return.” 

The princess relaxes her posture and asks, “How is business of late? Do you entertain many clients in your new law practice?”

“Yes, but not as many as I want. They will come to me in time.”

Estrella retreats into the next room to help Francesca pack their library into a straw-laden crate for their journey. Katharine travels nowhere without her books. As Francesca hands her each title, she says, “I met Grimaldi in London today. He told me if you want a new gown for the occasion, you can send him the bill.”

Her friend nestles a volume of poetry into a cloth cover for its protection. “He has never tempted me more,” she confesses.

“He would ask something from you in return,” Estrella says.

Francesca chuckles. “He wants a wife, not a mistress.”

Concern tightens her chest. “You would never accept him?”

“It has crossed my mind on the days we go without heat. Better to die in a rich man’s warm bed than alone in a cold one.” She finishes her task and secures the lid. “But I may not need to accept him. If Juana charms the king, our situation will soon improve. I hope the rumors about her aren’t true. They say she is quite mad.”

Laughter spills out of the next room. “I pray not,” Estrella says.

Francesca goes to the foot of the bed to pick up a discarded pair of shoes. “It would not surprise me if she were insane. My father told me it enraged Queen Isabella to discover Ferdinand had a mistress. She threw the poor woman out of her court. Half her possessions went out a window, and she had to rescue her gowns from the mud. Juana had a similar reaction when she discovered her husband’s infidelity.”

Their beautiful, flaxen-haired friend, Inéz, steps into the room. “That’s not all. I heard from a cousin in Flanders that Juana became hysterical after her mother’s death and refused to leave her room or eat for days.” 

“If we cannot count on her to rescue us, what becomes of us?” Estrella follows them across the hall to the space they all share.

Francesca draws out the desk drawer to remove their quills and ink. “Then we can bid any hope of a good marriage farewell.”

Haunted by this thought, Estrella shakes out her best blue dress. Now that Grimaldi has insulted their wardrobe, it seems drab and unfashionable. She hates him for tainting her appreciation for it.

Francesca says, “A royal messenger brought our official invitation in your absence. Baron Willoughby will fetch us tomorrow.” 

Estrella turns away to conceal her happiness. She has not seen the young baron since Christmas. This knowledge improves her mood. 

Since they sail upriver rather than ride, the king sends Brandon to fetch their horses that afternoon. Proud of her mare’s sleek white coat, Estrella slips her bridle over her ears and leads her out to him. “Congratulations on your daughter’s birth, Master Brandon,” she says. “I trust she has her mother’s beauty.”

Brandon accepts the reins. “She’s fair enough for a girl.” 

All men want sons. Estrella cannot ignore the sting of it.

A chill settles over the gardens and creeps after her up the stairs. Thomas More has gone home and left them in bare rooms. If not for the anticipation of tomorrow, it would feel somber. Estrella carries a book to the window seat, but does not open it. She asks their dueña, “Does your brother accompany Philip and Juana?”

A proud gleam enters Doña Elvira’s eye. “Yes. This will end our torment. Pedro will put things right once he sees our plight.”

Estrella thumbs through the pages. She hopes her dueña is right.
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Sir Thomas Lovell knows the prince will make a fine impression on Philip. Though only fifteen, Harry has a boundless enthusiasm for life. The boy strides forward to greet him, a flush of frustration on his face. “I expected Katharine to accompany us, but she won’t arrive until after we leave. This will dishearten her, Sir Thomas.”

Harry has grown fond of his future wife in the last few months, despite his father ordering him to renounce her as his bride. Lovell puts an arm around him and guides him back to his dresser. “Your father and I thought it best you welcome them first. Katharine can meet her sister in a few days, after Juana’s grand tour.” 

His expression still disgruntled, Harry lets his servant button up his silver-trimmed green doublet. “Brandon says the Dutch believe Juana is the most beautiful woman in Christendom.” Harry casts a look into the mirror and picks up his cloak. “I do not think that is possible. She cannot be more striking than my Katharine.”

His voice reveals a mixture of shy admiration and self-assurance. Her auburn hair and blue eyes have besotted him. Lovell says, “All men boast of their wives’ beauty. It does not mean it is true, Sire.”

A smile on his full lips, the prince gives the enforcer a cloak long enough to drape over the back of his large stallion. Lovell escorts him up the hall to bid his father a formal farewell. His bright red hair stands out amid a sea of flaxen courtiers. 

“I cannot wait to meet Philip,” he says on the stairs, at the head of a delegation. “No one has ever defeated him in the tiltyard. He has the finest lance in Europe. May I try it if he offers it to me?”

The older the prince becomes, the harder it is to keep him out of jousting tournaments, but his father is stubborn about his survival. Lovell halts him outside the king’s room and straightens the boy’s doublet. “I think he might allow it, Your Grace.” 

The crier opens the door and announces him. A full court gathers to see him off, and his arrival causes them pleasure. Harry walks through them to the throne and takes a knee. “Thank you for this honor, Father. I shall represent you well to the Queen of Castile.”

Unable to conceal his pride in the boy, Henry rests a hand on his head. “May God grant you success on your journey.” 

Harry stands, bows, and departs, followed by his friends. The contrast between them amuses Lovell. Henry is withdrawn, but his son wears all his emotions on his sleeve.

A gleam in his gray eyes, Henry says, “I received word Philip has not left his chamber since he reached our shore. No doubt he is in a panic, trying to decide how to fix his dilemma. After he caused us such inconvenience, I wish I could accompany you to see his face.”

Lovell touches the sword buckled at his hip. “It’s his turn to sweat and wonder at your intentions. Should I give him a warm reception or am I the iron fist inside your son’s velvet glove?” 

The king arches a dark eyebrow. “Show Philip all the respect his position demands, but remind him he is here at my pleasure.”

Lovell nods and retreats to the busy courtyard. Since all of London turns out to see their historic procession, he does not want for companions. The nobles ride behind their standard-bearers, but the ladies climb into coaches, accompanied by their maids. His wife waves to him beside theirs, draped in furs to keep warm. Lady Massey assists her inside and turns to greet him. He grips her by the elbow and steers her several feet away so his wife cannot overhear their conversation. In a low voice, he asks, “Are you sure this is an advisable trip for my wife, Lady Massey?”

She is one of a few people who dares meet his gaze without fear. No one knows childbirth better than Massey, who delivered all the queen’s children and the ones Isabel miscarried. “Yes, Sir Thomas. This pregnancy is different. She has none of the usual bad signs.”

“If you are wrong, I will hold you responsible,” he warns her. 

She raises her chin and says, “I know, milord. Trust me.”

His confidence restored by her reassurance, Lovell lets her rejoin his wife. Goliath, his black stallion, awaits him, decorated in silver tack. Seated on a white stallion, the prince makes a splendid sight in a golden saddle. Lovell maneuvers them into position and glances at the guards around them. They are ready to defend Harry with their lives, though it’s never been necessary. 

Surrey leads them from the courtyard, through the palace gates, and into narrow streets cleared to let them to pass six abreast. It pleases the prince to hear his subjects call his name. Though taught not to wave to them, he beams at their approval. 

They break for lunch in a heated tend in a field midway to their destination. Lovell slips up behind a familiar figure at the wine table. “Señor Puebla, did you come to assess your opposition?”

The Spanish diplomat heaps baked onions on top of his roasted pheasant. “I hope you will support me, Sir Thomas, and convince the king not to place his faith in Philip. He has been less generous to you than Spain, in all her efforts to capture Suffolk for you.”

“It’s true he took the king’s money but did not give up Suffolk.” Lovell accepts a cup of wine from a taster and scans the Spaniard’s plate. “But Ferdinand also does not keep his word. He has not sent the dowry, even though Isabella made it a condition of her will.”

Puebla frowns under his shock of dark hair. “Now is a difficult time for him, but Ferdinand wants his daughter to marry the prince. He will keep his promise. Do not let Philip pollute the king against him. Beneath his charm lies utter ruthlessness.” 

“We shall determine that for ourselves in a few days,” he says.

Laughter draws their attention across the carpeted tent to where Harry sits surrounded by his friends. Though they are years older, the Howard boys vie for his attention and favor with stories of their tiltyard antics. Harry clasps the second-eldest, Sir Edward, on the shoulder. “You must win the tournament for England,” he says.

“It will be my honor, Sire.” Edward places a hand to his heart.

The prince looks a little mournful. “I wish I could join you all.”

“Your father may be lenient after we get Suffolk,” Edward says. 

They set out in a renewed frame of mind after lunch. News of their approach reaches the towns, and people brave the cold to see them since the court rarely rides south. The low temperature drops even further before they reach a castle at dusk.

Fires and food greet them in their chambers, but the servants must assemble their beds. They carry in the carved frames and stuff fresh hay into the mattresses. A sweet scent wafts through the halls. Her cheeks red from the cold, Isabel warms her hands at the hearth and watches him read his dispatches. “Is the news good, Thomas?”

“Yes. The damage to their flagship will take a month to repair.”

That should be enough time to coerce Philip into giving them what they want. Isabel smooths the folds of her gown and watches him toss the letter into the flames. “I almost feel sorry for him.”

The humor drops from his voice. “Don’t. He does not deserve it.”

* * *
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THOUGH KATHARINE WISHES she could accompany the prince to greet her sister, she finds contentment in the idea of Windsor Castle. It filled the English stories of her childhood, but she has never seen it. Seated away from her companions, she watches her dueña pack the last of her dowry into crates for transport. Doña Elvira places a silver plate into the straw and nails the lid on the final box. 

“Now, to keep it out of the king’s treasury,” she says.

The servants grunt and heave the trunk between them down the stairs. The princess closes her book and says, “I do not think Henry is as diabolical as you fear, dueña.” 

“You trust him too much.” Doña Elvira casts her a strange look and trails her fingers across the arch of a chair. “I had a peculiar experience when I went to settle our account at a butcher’s shop.”

Katharine’s heart plummets into her stomach. “Oh?”

“He said Estrella paid it yesterday.” Her dueña looms over her in the sunlight and crosses her arms over her chest. “How had Estrella the means to pay such a sum? I had to scrimp for it.”

Rather than fake ignorance, Katharine puts down her novel. “I accepted a loan. We need not live in misery any longer, Doña.” 

From her dueña’s unaffected expression, she knows this is not a shock, but that does not disguise her disapproval. Doña Elvira says, “Tell me you did not accept money from that rat, Grimaldi.” 

Anxiety spirals through her, but she hides it. “Only a small loan.”

Doña Elvira shows exasperation. “Nothing is little with him.”

“Are you not tired of begging Master Hollybrand for meat?” She searches the woman’s stern blue eyes and reaches out to catch her hand. “Isabella’s daughters should not beg for scraps! You told me that. I need not repay Grimaldi until I marry the prince.” 

Her dueña’s words stop her dead. “If that day ever comes.” 

Confusion spirals through her. Katharine draws back as if struck and searches her harsh countenance. “We made a new agreement.”

“Yes, before your mother died.” Doña Elvira sinks onto the seat beside her, lowering her voice so it does not carry. “Henry made an alliance with Spain based on her influence in Europe. She ruled the more powerful and prosperous nation. No one knows what Spain’s future holds now. You no longer represent a united kingdom. Not everyone accepts your father’s authority in Castile.”

Katharine curbs a flash of anger. “Those who defy Ferdinand are traitors. Mother gave him control until Juana arrives.”

Her dueña raises a hand to halt her outburst. “However true, he needs England more than they need him. Philip can offer them Suffolk. You must impress him. I pray your sister is amenable.”
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