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Davina has awaited this day since her childhood. From the gleeful faces around her, she isn’t alone. Rather than solemn mourners, delighted souls follow the funeral procession. Two massive horses draw an ornamental hearse down the street. Spit and dung spatter the back of his coffin. The driver and guards do nothing, because no one liked Magistrate Thorne.

News of his death reached her in the next county where Davina packed up her fire sticks, stuffed her precious jars into her satchel, mounted her horse, and made haste to watch his interment. A glut of people slows her progress through the streets, crowded by travelers eager to witness the princess’s historic trip to Scotland to marry its king. The princess is only fourteen. Davina pities her, married so young. 

“You come upon a favorable day, Davina.” 

Davina glances down to find the tavern owner beside her. Late afternoon light glints off his bald spot. Roberts has stepped out of his business to watch the unruly crowd pass. She tightens her grip on the reins. “How did the magistrate die?”

Roberts’ wrinkles his bulbous nose in contempt. “The bastard went in his sleep. His heart failed him in the night. It’s too good for him if you ask me. The old devil kept my brother in prison for six weeks after I refused to pay him a bribe. May Satan rot his soul.” Roberts crosses himself for protection against evil spirits. 

Shivers run up her spine. Davina has heard many similar tales and has more reason than most to celebrate his death. The mob follows the hearse around the corner, and their jeers fall into a lull. The odor of fresh dung lingers on the streets. Much as she wants to see Thorne buried, she knows the bishop’s guards may surround the graveyard to prevent a riot. Rather than continue, she dismounts. Last night’s rain has left the cobblestones damp.

“Who will the archbishop appoint to fill the position?” she asks.

Roberts climbs the tavern steps, his scorn discernible in his tone. “One of his nephews, as usual. The bishop never lets a promotion slip through his family’s clutches. His men mentioned Sir George, though I never listen to their conversations.” He winks at her. 

She loops her reins around a post. “Careful what you say about the bishop. The Blue Guards may believe you are on their side.” 

Roberts scoffs. “I no more support their master than yours.”

She has seen more of them in York than usual. The Blue Guards serve Percy, Earl of Northumberland. Under a pretext of helping keep order, he has sent a thousand of them into the city. They hate the archbishop, and his own significant forces are on edge.

Davina unties her satchel and carries it into the dim tavern. She never lets it leave her sight. It contains the precious liquid she uses to create her white fire. She scans the room and chooses an empty seat near the front. Roberts vanishes into the kitchen to fetch her supper and slides meat pie, bread, and cheese in front of her upon his return. She digs into it hungrily.

A group of hooded men tramp across the threshold. Roberts waves them to a large table in the corner. From their immaculate cloaks, Davina recognizes them as the bishop’s White Hoods. She catches Roberts’ sleeve and asks, “Have you seen any trouble?”

“Yes.” Roberts swipes a rag over the knife-scarred bar to knock the crumbs into his palm. “The Blue Guards put them on edge. I had to prevent a quarrel yesterday. I don’t need troublemakers to smash up my business. Watch yourself. I suspect Percy’s men will harass anyone employed by the archbishop.” 

“I’ll keep clear of them,” she assures him. “What can you tell me about the princess’s arrival? Who escorts her to Scotland?”

Roberts grabs a dozen tankards off a shelf and fills them with ale out of a barrel. “I hear many stories; I don’t know who to believe. They say the traitor Lambert Simnel tends her falcons. Surrey, who laid waste to York during the rebellion, leads her parade. Sir Thomas Lovell, the king’s enforcer, protects her. Trust him not, if you wish to keep your head firm on your shoulders. So they say.”

Lovell’s name causes her stomach to drop. “I know of him.”

“Roberts! Bring the ale!” a newcomer shouts.

“On my way, Captain Simpson!” Roberts whisks the cups onto a tray, sloshing the bar in his haste, and scurries to serve their table.

Davina savors her meat pie and checks to make sure none of her jars leaked on the trip. She shakes one, comforted by its familiar rattle, wraps it up in her costume, and secures the satchel clasp. 

A group of Blue Guards ascend the steps and enter the tavern, their arrival silencing all conversation at the full tables. A tension fills the air, and the locals hurry to finish their food. Their dark-haired leader pulls his gloves off his muscular hands, appraises the room, and points to the table nearest to Captain Simpson and his friends. “Ale and meat pies all around. Make haste.”

“You can wait your turn, Captain Jonas.” Simpson leans back in his chair, but his hand does not stray far from his sword hilt. 

Jonas says, “Our master outranks yours. We will get served first if the barkeep knows what’s good for him.”

The fire-eater counts her coins and leaves them stacked on the bar. She hopes to slip away before this escalates into violence.

Roberts’ focus flits between their scowls. “I can tend you both.”

“You know what the good book says,” Jonas sneers. “One man cannot serve two masters. Which one will you choose, Roberts?”

Simpson says, “We entered first. Fetch our meal if you please.”

Instinct turns her toward the door, but she sees a barmaid and jerks her head at the newcomers. “Get out there and help him.”

The girl hurries toward them. Simpson lifts his cup to his mouth. Jonas kicks his bench hard enough to make him spill it down his front. Simpson’s friends shove back their chairs in outrage, but the captain raises his arm to stop them. Simpson rises and wipes his chin. “That was an unfortunate accident, Captain Jonas. I shall let it pass if you apologize and purchase me another drink.”

“No. You are beneath me. I owe you no apology. You serve a nepotist not fit to kiss the earl’s boot,” Jonas says.

Davina is close enough to the door to hear a distant roar around the cathedral. She turns toward Captain Simpson. “There’s a skirmish in the street! Should you not stop it, Captain Simpson?”

The furious captain stares down his opponent, but then leads his men out into the street. Jonas laughs and sinks into his chair. “I see we shall eat our supper first after all.”

Relieved to avoid a scene, Roberts mops up the drink spilled on his floor. “Watch yourself,” he says to Davina on her way out.

She unties her mare, vaults into her saddle, and trots away from the disturbance to the archbishop’s palace. Since she often entertains the guests, the gatekeeper knows her by sight and lets her into the grounds. She dismounts at the stable. “What’s happening at the church?”

“A riot started after the magistrate’s funeral,” the groom replies.

Grateful not to get involved, Davina gives him her reins. “Brush her and give her extra oats. She bore me far today.” 

The boy accepts her coin and leads the animal away. 

A bearded stranger passes behind her on his way into the house. Curious, she says, “I know not your face, sir. Are you a guest?”

“No, lass. I’m McDougal. Sir George’s new manservant.” He has a Scottish brogue and a broad smile. His dark hair curls over his ears. “The bishop hired me to attend his nephew on the journey.”

She sticks out her hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Davina.”

“You are the fire-eater. I wondered when you would arrive. Here comes the archbishop’s latest find, a marionette master to entertain Her Grace!” McDougal strides forward to welcome the new arrival, but she holds back in the shadows. 

Though he has repainted his stage, she recognizes it from her childhood. Davina has not seen him perform since the night her father died. Her throat constricts and her heart races. She even remembers his name. Cinead. The man leaps down onto the cobbles to greet McDougal. The distraction lets her slip into the next yard. Drawn by excited yips, she discovers a deerhound pup seated beside a mountain of trunks. The servants who carry them indoors pay the dog no mind. Excited by the commotion, he barks at them. His tail thumps the ground at her advance. Davina kneels to let him sniff her garments and strokes his wiry fur. 

A familiar voice fills the stairwell. “What do you mean the King of Scotland has sent the princess a dog?”

Davina leaps to her feet, aware of her disheveled look. The heat and exhaustion of the day has settled upon her. She wears the simple traveling clothes of a peasant and has had no time to wash, but she stands to attention for his arrival. 

The house steward accompanies the bishop’s nephew around a corner. “The envoy’s manservant said to keep it a secret from her until the Scottish diplomat arrives. He’ll give it to her on the king’s behalf. I’m sure I can find someone to look after the pup.”

George takes one look at the adorable, long-legged creature and breaks into a smile. He kneels to shake the animal’s paw. He looks older than when they last met, and exhaustion lurks in his brown eyes. “Take him to the kennels. Give him a rub and a good meal. I’m sure you’ll find volunteers to play with him. Davina, I’m glad you arrived before the princess. My uncle worried your travels had taken you too far to reach us in time.”

“Not at all. I’m pleased to serve my master in York.” She bows.

Oblivious to her unkempt appearance, George walks past her. “I saved your usual room, but you better grab it before someone else does. Many servants have arrived ahead of their masters. Excuse me. I must ask my captain about the ongoing disturbance.”

Instead of dying away, a distant ruckus fills the twilight. Davina follows the steward to the door and remembers what happened in the tavern, but when she turns to tell him, George has vanished. She rubs away the shivers on her arms and enters the stairwell.

* * *
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CAPTAIN SIMPSON HAS controlled the insurrection by the time Sir George reaches him. He finds most of the damage centered at Magistrate Thorne’s house. The stench of fresh horse dung wafts in the afternoon heat and forces him to cover his mouth rather than gag. It coats the windows and doors and stains the spot where a silver plaque once bore his name. Someone has stolen it.

Aware of his dismay, Captain Simpson says, “It’s under control now, Sir George. We chased off the crowd and arrested the worst offenders. We stopped them before they broke into the residence. I cannot promise it won’t happen again. I suggest you remove his papers or they might wind up in a public bonfire.”

Much as he despised the magistrate, George cannot let their city civil records turn to ash. A sigh escapes him as he dismounts. He passes through the gate and picks his way over the rubbish strewn in the front yard. The peasants lobbed rotten fruit, vegetables, and fish into the garden. Overwhelmed by their stench, George enters the house. It’s quiet in its master’s absence, but makes him uneasy. 

George finds the documents locked in a small brassbound trunk, but must search for the key. The gloom has deepened by the time they find it attached beneath a cabinet. He gathers up anything else of interest and quits the residence. “Remove all the furniture and tapestries. A vacant home is too much temptation for thieves.”

The captain orders his men to locate a bailiff and a cart.

Shadows follow George up the street to the archbishop’s palace. He inquires after his uncle and learns he feeds his peacocks in the east garden. Rather than entrust the trunk to the servants, who might toss it onto the nearest dung heap, George carries it there. 

Archbishop Savage has loved peacocks since his boyhood, when he could not afford to buy one. They fill the estate in a testament to his newfound wealth and position. His favorite is an albino that cost more than a royal shoemaker makes in a year. George hears their strange cries long before he passes into the courtyard. The vine-covered walls separate them from the grounds and abundant peach-colored roses perfume the air. He drops his burden onto a bench, reluctant to approach the extravagant birds. Most of them hate him and he has the peck-marks to prove it.

His uncle tosses chunks of bread at his pets from the path. His face retains its boyish roundness, despite his advanced age. It gives him a deceptively innocent appearance beneath his graying hair. “Did Thorne’s funeral start the disturbance?”

“Yes. I cleared out his house. Where should I send his papers?” 

Savage scatters the last of the breadcrumbs. “Keep them.”

A long, meaningful stare passes between them. George feels heat rise into his neck. “Just a minute, Uncle. If you are suggesting—”

Savage wanders into the nearby pear orchard. A reverent silence lingers among the trees. “You cannot deny that someone needs to atone for his actions. Today showed me the unpopularity Thorne achieved in York. If I cannot restore their faith in the magistrate’s office, they may loathe me as well. You inspire as much regard as he did contempt. Everyone respects your honesty and fairness.”

George glances at the trunk. It seems to mock him. “Please, no.”

“You could achieve much in that office.” Savage catches a low branch to examine the fruit. “I need you. The city needs you. You can sway opinion in our favor and return honor to the position.”

The light in the east tower deepens the shadows under the trees. Guilt eats away at his resolve, but George remains stubborn. “My appointment will draw you more criticism, not less. I am not the first nephew you raise into a powerful position, Uncle.”

Savage clasps his hands, his face a picture of innocence. “I know you want a quiet life, George, but you owe me this much for your schooling. I paid for you to receive the finest education. After a year, I will find you a replacement. You will do this for me.”

Given no choice, the young man nods. Pleased at his success, the archbishop disappears into the palace. Resentful of the pressure to accept a position he does not want, George carries the trunk inside. Candlelight stretches toward him across the marble floor. Deep bitterness churns his stomach on his way upstairs. A door opens ahead of him and his best friend, Lord Fengal, steps into his path. Merry blue eyes dance under a shock of black hair as he greets George, “At last I find you. I waited for you all day.”

“I thought you intended to stay at your vineyard.” 

The tall, broad-shouldered man invites him into his chamber. “Sir Thomas Lovell suggested I create a buffer between your uncle and Percy. I could not refuse him, since he suggested it would be in my best interest. Come over here and sample my wine. From your dejected expression, you need it. Put down the trunk.”

This prospect cheers George enough to unload it on a bench. 

Fengal pours him a cup and shoots a curious look at the trunk. “What a hideous old thing. Where did you get it, George?”

“It belonged to our despised former magistrate. Now it’s mine, stuffed full of his nefarious deeds, along with the damned office it represents.” Aware of his friend’s incredulousness, George toasts him and takes a gulp. The welcome burst of flavor fills his mouth and raises his brows. “Why, Fengal. This is wonderful.” 

“I know.” Fengal flops onto the divan and stretches his long legs across a footstool. “So the bishop gave you the job after all?”

“You knew?”

A smirk creases his friend’s mouth. “I bet on it and won.”

George gives him a playful smack across the head and sinks into a chair. “I should have guessed my uncle had this in mind when he asked for me. Next time, I will heed my instincts and fall ill.” 

His friend laughs. “I doubt even that would deter him.”

George’s tone grows serious. “You do not know what problems arose in the last fortnight. We discovered the princess has eight hundred companions, too many to enter the city without blocking the gates for hours, so my uncle ordered them widened.”

He has disassembled a thousand-year-old wall for a child bride. The magnitude of the decision hangs over them. A breeze caresses the candle beside him and trembles its flame and he shivers.

“I doubt she knows her own importance,” Fengal says.

George shakes his head. “After this trip, she will.”

* * *
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LAMBERT SIMNEL, FALCONER for the princess, has no warning. A boom cracks the air a mile from York and frightens his carthorse. The roan skitters and pulls at the reins, forcing him to fight for control. His wagon lurches forward, but the crowded road forces the animal to stop or crash into the person ahead of them in line. The alarmed falcons flutter in their cages. He soothes the beast and lets his heart regain its pace. 

“What was that?” he demands of the nearest White Hood.

Curious about the white and green tarp cast over the birds, the man waves him onward. “The bishop ordered the gates widened to accommodate visitors. Follow the detour to the east entrance.” 

They move forward at a snail’s pace. Stuck at the back of a royal procession of servants, Lambert does not see the rubble pile until dusk. Ancient stones set in place by the Romans litter the hillside. His companions grumble over the delays and insufferable summer heat, but he keeps his mouth shut and his eyes on the road.

An hour later, he passes into the magnificent city. Darkness has brought it alive. Merchant stalls cram the square and narrow their route to the bishop’s palace where the princess will stay. Travelers cram into the taverns and inns, and the delicious smell of fresh bread causes his stomach to growl. Shadows cast by torchlight flicker and dance away from his wheels. A palpable sense of anticipation fills the air. Most people have never seen Princess Maggie and cannot wait to greet her.

A foul stench wafts up the side street. Lambert glimpses a house behind a wall before they rumble past. He can see the archbishop’s palace ahead, but once more, the procession halts. Aware of his birds’ discomfort, Lambert waits a few minutes, then climbs down. “Stay here,” he orders the boy sent to help him.

The falconer pushes through the throng to see what has stopped them and finds a brawl in process. He watches a dozen men trade blows and asks of the nearest stranger, “What started it?”

“An insult against the archbishop. Those are Percy’s boys.” 

Lambert recognizes the noble crests on the blue uniforms. He shakes his head, aware the king hates the feud between the earl and archbishop. Hoofbeats and shouts move toward them. Rather than get caught, the agitators disappear into the crowd and scatter into the marketplace. Quick to return to his cart, Lambert climbs onto the seat. 

The captain that broke up the scuffle leads them to the castle. A sentry checks his name against a list and lets him into the estate. York Palace has an extravagant sprawl. Lavish gardens frame it on three sides and an orchard rises in the distance. Lambert has never seen so many peacocks. Disturbed by their odd cries, the falcons let out aggravated chirps. Lambert parks outside the large stables and breathes a sigh of relief.

A steward strides forward and checks another list. “You must be Lambert Simnel. My master warned me of your arrival.” His sharp appraisal brings a flush to his cheeks. Though used to scrutiny, Lambert still hates it. Everyone takes an interest in the boy who pretended to be in line for the throne and invaded England. The man continues, “Once you carry your birds into the falconry, take your things upstairs. You sleep on the right. Our marionette master has the other bedroom.” 

The falconry pleases Lambert. Clean straw nests and fresh perches await his charges and barred windows let in enough light to tend his needs. Satisfied, he moves his birds to their new home. Lambert talks to them, strokes their soft breasts, and feeds them. By the time he finishes tending them, the commotion in the yard has died down and he finds his trunk on the step.

A flash of fire arcs into the sky in the main courtyard. Startled, Lambert joins the curious crowd in the arch to watch a fire-eater juggle torches. He has never seen one before, and it shocks him to realize the entertainer is a woman. She has bound her hair close to her back, and the flames cast yellow flickers across her painted face. She douses her sticks in a water bucket, obscured by the haze of steam. Once it clears, their eyes meet. Rather than wander away with the others, Lambert approaches. “That was remarkable.”

“Thank you, Master...?” She sticks the tools under her arm.

He’s almost ashamed to admit, “Lambert Simnel.” 

“The Pretender?” Fascination sparks in her angular face. 

Lambert sighs. “Yes. I’m afraid so, though I am wiser now.”

“I hope so.” She grins at him. “Nice to meet you. I’m Davina.”

Her long legs eat up the distance to the door. Lambert follows, interested in her outfit. No wonder he took her for a boy. She wears a short, colorful jerkin over her hose and jester’s shoes. “Are you new to England? Why did you never visit London and seek your fortune at court? I thought all the fire-eaters left ages ago.”

“Most of them did, but my master had not their common sense. I hope you come to my first performance, Master Simnel. That was a mere taste of it.” Davina disappears into the stairwell.

Movement draws his attention to the shadows. A tall, lean man leaves them to approach him. Curious gray-green eyes flicker over him. A silver cloak falls in neat folds around his gaunt frame. “I’m your neighbor, Cinead. Let me help you take your trunk upstairs.” 

They wrangle it upstairs between them, drag it into a small room, and leave it by the window. A blanketed cot stretches along the wall, wedged between his table and stool. Since Lambert’s garret butts up to the hayloft, a sweet fragrance fills the space. 

Cinead turns to him, “I saw you as a child astride a great stallion. A week later, I heard Lovell had captured you. You’re fortunate you lived.”

“I know. I think about it every day.” Lambert resists the urge to touch the scar across his cheek, a reminder of his survival.

The marionette master withdraws to let him unpack. Lambert lays out fabric pieces on the bench, intended as a new gauntlet for the princess. It is a token of their friendship before they part forever. He has become rather fond of the child. 

Reminded of his stomach, Lambert finds the kitchen and carries a bundle of food to his room. He prefers to eat alone to avoid unwanted stares. Lambert sets out the meal and lights a candle. A splash draws his attention to the yard. On the balcony opposite, Davina drains her washbasin and turns indoors. A strange warmth creeps into his heart. Lambert cannot wait to watch her perform. 

* * *
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SIR THOMAS LOVELL IS proud of the princess. She has managed the crowds that mob the road to see her, the appeals of local bishops to bless their coffers, and the long miles astride her beloved horse, Pocket, but by the time they reach their overnight destination, she has gone quiet. Once they swarm into the yard, the portcullis lowers behind them. The chatter and activity of their companions fill the air. Maggie gives him a helpless look, too tired to dismount. Before anyone notices, Lovell helps her down and blocks her from view while she catches her breath. She grips his sleeve, unsteady on her feet. Aware of her need for comfort, he says, “Your Grace, the rest of the journey will not cover so much ground in a day.”

“I want to honor my parents,” she mutters. “I must stay strong.”

She has endured much over the last fortnight. A tearful separation from her father under the knowledge she may never see him again is a great dealt to face at fourteen, however mature she pretends to be. Lovell tilts back her chin to meet her weary brown eyes. “You honor them with each breath you take, Maggie.”

A faint curve touches the rosebud lips. 

His wife, Isabel, takes her arm, and they follow their host into his home. Many vied for the privilege of hosting the princess, but Lovell accepted only the most honored and reliable ones. All her father’s knights escort her, including the Earl of Surrey. Lovell enters the foyer ahead of him and his sons. 

A servant leaves the gloom to offer him a pouch. “If you are Sir Thomas Lovell, a royal courier has brought this. He arrived an hour ago.”

Lovell tucks it under his arm and retreats to his apartment, glad to let Isabel manage the princess for the rest of the day. His spies report huge crowds along their route. Maggie’s expected arrival has brought joy and excitement into the country that also adored her mother. This eases his mind. Lovell feared the queen’s death might cause riots in York, but her subjects seem determined to support her daughter. Elizabeth’s position was the only thing that appeased their rebellious factions. His men also note an increased number of Percy’s guards. Most of them wear his colors, not the king’s rosettes. There is trouble between them and the archbishop’s lads already.

He sends for the messenger who delivered the pouch. A boy not much older than the princess enters his presence, a tremor in his step. Lovell asks, “What is this postscript, about a riot in York?”

Nervous eyes dart toward his face and fall to the floor. The lad swallows. “It did not concern Her Grace, Sir Thomas, but was a display of contempt for the dead magistrate. Everyone hated him.”

“Is that an excuse for official upheaval and chaos in the streets?”

A flush rises into the boy’s freckled cheeks. “No, sir, but Captain Simpson soon controlled them. There’s no reason for concern.”

Lovell tosses the letter on the table. Percy’s father died in the last riots. Furious over his support of the king’s taxes, rebels stabbed him to death. “It’s vital the princess witness no aggression on her trip. Do you understand? I will tolerate no violence in York.”

“Yes, Sir Thomas. I shall inform the archbishop.”

The enforcer opens his door, and the terrified courier bolts from his presence. Isabel passes him in the corridor and enters. “He acts as if you scared him to death. What did you say?”

“That unless his master intends me to restore order in York, he must keep disturbances to a minimum.” Not wanting her to read them, Lovell sweeps his papers into his desk and turns the lock. His window overlooks a town in celebration. A bonfire burns in the square, and music drifts on the wind. “Rioters gathered outside a dead man’s home today. Did you know Magistrate Thorne?”

His wife removes her earrings on her way into the bedroom and drops them into her jewelry box. “By reputation alone. My father hated him. Who will Archbishop Savage appoint in his place?” 

Lovell leans on the door. “His nephew George. What do you know of him?”

“Enough to assure you he’s an excellent choice. At fourteen, my father went abroad and left me at the archbishop’s house. George visited that summer to further his education. He spent most of his time in the library. He’s intelligent and bookish. I found him full of all the virtues you hold in contempt.” She glances at him in the mirror. She has not forgiven him his methods in recent years. 

“Well,” he says, unconcerned, “he won’t last long in politics.”

Her maidservant enters to help her undress. Lovell leaves her and accepts Surrey’s earlier invitation to join them in his chamber for drink and conversation. Glad for their company, he stretches out his long limbs beside the hearth and shares his news. 

The large-boned, dark-haired Surrey furrows his brow. “The riot surprises me less than the reason for it. I expected Percy’s men to cause turmoil in York. Everyone knows he resents the archbishop’s power. He’ll use whatever methods he can to undermine him.”

“The king forbade such behavior,” Lovell growls.

Reclined across a window seat, Surrey’s eldest son scoffs. “Percy cares not for the king’s authority. He fancies himself a monarch. You should hear him boast when he’s outside of your presence.”

His brother leans forward, “If you need me to thump him, Sir Thomas...”

Lovell chuckles. “I may take you up on that, Edward.”

The remnants of a feast litter the table, since no one has called in the servants to clear it. The wind sputters the candle flames. After a brief silence, Surrey says, “I cannot blame the locals. Magistrate Thorne had a callousness to him I’ve rarely seen in a man.”

Given the awful things Surrey did to stop the northern uprising, Lovell takes him at his word. Once the castle quiets, he goes to bed. Isabel has not waited up for him. His arrival wakes her just enough to turn on her side, but she soon falls asleep again. 

Lovell stares at the ceiling for a long time, remembering what befell Percy’s father. He took no sides when the usurper Henry reached England. Many in York considered him a traitor because he did not support King Richard. Henry spared him any royal disapproval, but his increased taxes in Northumberland caused a rebellion. The senior Percy went on his behalf to negotiate with the leaders. Midway through their discussions, they stabbed him to death. He stumbled into the courtyard and died in a pool of blood. Henry sent Surrey to discipline those responsible. After months of unrestrained violence, the last traitors surrendered. Lovell knows the younger Percy must learn his place and stay in it, unless he wants to face the consequences. 

* * *
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ISABEL LOVELL EXPECTS Percy to impress them all in affluence, and he does not disappoint her. Over a hundred banner and liverymen dressed in his trademark blue and white follow him up the road three miles outside York City. The blond earl wears red for the occasion. The diamonds sewn in his doublet sparkle and silver spurs gleam on his velvet-trimmed leather boots. He rides astride a giant black warhorse, its livery adorned in tassels. 

A glance at her husband reveals the contempt on his face, but the princess looks impressed. On cue, his guards fan out behind him and prompt their horses into a short, clipped gait. They dance in unison for the thrill of the crowd. Percy halts before Maggie and sweeps his wide-brimmed, plumed hat off his head. “Your Grace, allow me to escort you into the capital.” 

Childish innocence shines in her eyes. She walks Pocket forward to accept his invitation. Isabel knows Percy arrived early to gall the archbishop and steal attention away from his preparations, but the princess assumes him impatient to honor her arrival. Lovell drops back to give Percy the privileged position beside her in the parade. Isabel leads the princess’s new ladies, all garbed in green and white. Surrey and his boys ride ahead to control the mob. 

Percy draws admiration in his finery, but the princess’s livery matches his for richness and emblems. The guards spot them from atop the walls and ring the city bells. So many faces line the road, Isabel cannot see their end. Though unused to all the attention, Maggie loves it. Her brothers have drawn all public interest and approval until now. A flush fills her cheeks and her brown eyes brighten at their exuberance. The peasants wave and throw flowers under her horse’s hooves. In a fortnight, her modest entourage has swollen to over two thousand courtiers. 

Isabel catches her breath. “Thomas, they widened the gates.”

“As they should. She is the future Queen of Scotland,” he says.

She visited often enough in her youth to notice the difference, but Maggie rides through them oblivious to the expense her party has incurred. Trumpets herald her arrival. So many travelers flood the city, it takes forever to reach the cathedral where Archbishop Savage holds Mass. Afterward, he escorts them to his castle. 

Isabel feels her husband’s tension ease once they reach the archbishop’s estate. Lovell has watched the crowd for days, in fear of disruptors, but their host does not dare let any harm befall Henry’s daughter. A dozen peacocks roam the lush gardens tucked under the old trees. Isabel remembers similar ones from her youth.

Maggie turns to the archbishop at her side. “Lady Isabel said you collect peacocks, Your Grace. I see your interest has not faded.”

He grins. “They are noble and beautiful birds, Your Grace.”

Though she has not seen George in a decade, Isabel recognizes him at the entrance. His youthful awkwardness has matured into a good height and sense of calm composure. He bows and descends the stairs to greet the dark-haired princess. “Your Grace, welcome to York Palace. I’m sure so much excitement has tired you.”

“The last week has taught me endurance, Sir George.” 

Percy dismounts and approaches the steps. The warmth of her old friend’s expression becomes strained. “Good day, Percy.”

“George.” Percy inclines his head. They stare at each other.

Isabel unhooks her leg from the sidesaddle so her husband can help her, but George comes to offer his assistance. She slides off the mare into his arms. “I heard you married Lovell,” he says.

She arches her brow. “Do we not make a formidable couple?”

Laughter creases the corners of his eyes. “I fear you do, Isabel.”

Any apprehension she had about this visit melts away. Once he turns his attention elsewhere, the tension eases between him and Percy. The archbishop takes them on a short tour of his wonderful house and delivers the princess to her opulent chamber. “I hope it is to Your Grace’s tastes,” Savage says.

Maggie’s voice reveals her delight. “It’s beautiful!”

“I arranged another surprise for you.” The archbishop claps and a woman steps forward from his line of servants. She wears her hair in a loose bun at the nape of her neck, and her bright costume shows off her long limbs. “Your Grace, let me introduce you to my fire-eater, Davina. She will perform at the banquet tonight.” 

A murmur of excitement ripples through the guests. 

Davina conjures a little flame out of midair and makes it dance between her fingers. Each time it fades, she brings it to life again. She captures it in her palm and closes her hand over it, vanishing it in a puff of smoke. Her audience gasps in approval. She bows.

The princess claps loudest of all. “I cannot wait to see more. I have read about your kind in my history books. I thought they had all left England in the thirteenth century.”

“My guardian was the last of his kind.” The silver powder on her cheeks gives Davina an ethereal air. “He taught me the secrets of fire he learned in the Holy Land. I will show them to you tonight.”

Maggie cannot contain her enthusiasm, and the bishop beams. Once the guests scatter into their chambers, Isabel walks the girl into her bedroom for a rest. Maggie sinks onto the bed to tug off her shoes. Pleasure fills her cheeks. “Isn’t Percy wonderful?”

She has a less flattering name for him. “He is quite handsome.” 

Maggie flops backward across the coverlet. “Did you see how his horses danced? And the bannermen who led them? That takes rare skill. I wish father could have seen him, Isabel.”

“Turn over so I can loosen your gown.” At Isabel’s insistence, the girl rolls onto her stomach. Isabel brushes aside her long hair to reach the laces. Though she knows such a bold display of riches and importance would anger the king, she holds her tongue. “Tell him about it in your next letter. For now, you must sleep.”

Undressed to her shift, Maggie curls up on the velvet coverlet. Her chatter turns into yawns and she goes quiet. Isabel brushes the curls off her brow and kisses her temple. She promised the queen she would look after her daughters. Elizabeth’s death hangs over them all. If she had survived childbirth, Maggie might not travel to Scotland so soon, but her father now needs powerful alliances. His wife was the only reason the York factions supported his throne.

Isabel picks up the gown and carries it to a lady-in-waiting. “Brush out the dust and hang it up in the closet,” she says.

She and her husband share the adjacent chamber. Isabel’s arrival does not stir Lovell from his desk. He leans back in his chair, his eyes fixed on the nobles in the gardens. Percy holds court among his admirers, trailed by a peacock until he scares it away. 

Isabel says, “The fire-eater may outshine even Percy tonight.”

Lovell arches his brow and returns to his letter to the king. “His temper will burn hotter than any of her tricks, if that’s the case.”
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George enters his room to change for the banquet and notices the magistrate’s trunk on his desk. Puzzled since he left it on the floor, he approaches and sees fresh scratches around the keyhole. A quick search reassures him the intruder touched nothing else. His papers remain undisturbed. George wonders if someone started a riot at the magistrate’s house to conceal the theft of his personal files. He crosses to the door to ask, “McDougal?”

“Yes, Sir George?” The cheerful Scot looks up from his work in the outer chamber where he mends a tear in his master’s cloak.

“Did you move that trunk closer to the window?”

The bearded man shakes his head. “I did not touch it.”

“I was afraid of that,” George mutters. Someone tried to break into it. He does not want to believe the worst of their servants and guests, but no one could have sneaked onto the grounds. He will lock the box in the cabinet. “Will you play cards tonight?”

His task finished, McDougal shakes out the fabric and drapes it over a chair before he bundles the sewing kit onto a shelf. “Yes, but I will return in time to lay out your clothes for tomorrow.”

“Better not win too much or they may resent you,” he says. 

McDougal chuckles. “I shall keep that in mind, Sir George.”

Music floats through the open window, reminding George of why he came upstairs. He lifts the brassbound trunk off his desk, opens the cupboard, shoves it inside, and locks it. He changes his doublet, stows the key in his pocket, and traipses down the hall.

At the head of the stairs, dressed in splendor, Percy does not see him and continues, “... has placed another nephew in power.”

A companion clears his throat to indicate George’s presence and all eyes turn to him, most of them aloof. Percy has many friends in York who share his contempt for the archbishop. Tension in his broad shoulders, the earl nods at him and smirks at his humble attire. It cannot compare to Percy’s fine garments. “Your uncle has made vast improvements since my last visit, Sir George.”

“Yes. I hear your wife joins us tomorrow,” George says.

Percy sniffs. “I trust she need not wait her turn in line.”

The archbishop has invited the local noble families to meet the princess after church. George hates to give Lady Percy any favors, but adopts a pleasant expression. “Of course not, Percy.”

Appeased by this peace offering, Percy struts down the stairwell into the great hall, surrounded by his admirers. Reluctant to join a flurry of discussion and activity, George lingers in the shadows outside the room. The low, melodious voice warns him of Fengal’s approach long before his friend strides into view. He kisses the hand of his companion and sends her into the vast chamber. 

George watches her retreat in a dazzle of rubies. “You should marry one of the baron’s daughters, not just flatter them all.”

“I see no wife on your arm, George. She married Lovell instead.”

Warmth rushes into George’s cheeks. “I never...”

“Oh, tell me you did not consider it.” Fengal elbows his ribs.

The summer they spent together, George read more books than he talked to her. Isabel had formidable opinions even then. To his relief, the princess’s arrival saves him from further comment. Isabel follows among her ladies. Though many years have passed since they chased each other in the garden, her beauty still shines bright. She has the delicate shape of a goddess and eyes like emeralds. 

George says, “Lovell is a fortunate man. And the one husband who need never fear his wife’s infidelity.” 

Fengal sniggers. “He would drown her lover in the Thames.”

They enter a chamber decorated in the king’s honor. Henry’s banners ripple in the rafters and his striped colors cover the tables under the silver plates. The guests part to let the princess forward, and she ascends the small platform. Dressed in his best robes, his uncle rises to greet her. “You look divine tonight, Your Grace.”

The child beams at him. She wears her hair woven into a jeweled net to appear older, but has a wide-eyed innocence. Maggie knows nothing of the rivalries in this room, though George senses each one. The princess takes her honored position behind the banquet table. Percy sits on her left, and the archbishop on her right. Lovell and his wife join Percy, leaving George a spot beside Isabel.

A steward leans over his shoulder. “Your captain wants a word.”

George slips into the corridor to meet Simpson. The young man bows, but his eye wanders into the great hall, curious about their guests. “I do not mean to disturb you, but my men report minor disputes all across York. Percy’s forces seem determined to incite a quarrel. How should we react?”

“Keep your distance. Do not engage them. I want no brawls.” 

His captain conceals a glimmer of disappointment and slips away into the night. George grits his teeth and returns to the hall in time for the meat course. 

“Your uncle said you accepted the role of city magistrate.” Isabel reaches for a goblet. The graceful movement causes the diamond bracelet on her wrist to sparkle against her dark blue sleeve. “I thought you desired to live a quiet life, George.”

“We rarely get what we want, Lady Isabel.” George sighs.

Isabel fingers the cross around her throat. “How true.”

The note of yearning in her voice arouses his attention. George watches her fidget, curious about what she has not obtained in life. She married the most powerful man in England. 

Aware of his scrutiny, Isabel drains her cup and requests more. Rather than pay attention to the servant who hastens to obey her, Isabel studies his face. “Your reluctance makes you ideal. You do not want power, so you will not abuse it. Thorne’s decisions made many enemies. You can make amends.”

“That may prove no small task. I hate to crack open his trunk and unearth his evil deeds.” He shudders and leans toward her. “I fear those in the castle suffered under his authority. Someone tried to get into his papers this afternoon. I left them in my office and found scratches around the lock. I cannot even trust my servants.”

Lovell leans forward in the candlelight. “I hope you hid them.”

“I did, Sir Thomas.” George drinks his wine to hide his unease. He did not realize the enforcer listened to their discussion. Lovell returns his attention to the earl and a discussion about northern fortresses. George casts about for a subject of interest. “When did you become the princess’s companion, Lady Isabel?”

“A few months ago. Her mother asked me to accept the position before she passed. Bess knew she needed a mother in her life.” A tremor enters her voice, and she lays down her knife. Isabel dabs her mouth. “I wanted more time, but must leave her in Scotland.” 

George senses how much she loved the queen. Elizabeth need only enter a room to bring sunshine into it. She was a gracious and beloved woman whose loss devastated her subjects. Sympathy quiets his tone. “I’m sure your presence comforts her. Her Grace has a pure and earnest heart. You need not worry about her.”

“I doubt that is possible.” Isabel gives him a mournful smile.

Her husband does not turn to her, but his hand falls on her arm. It’s such an intimate gesture of affection, George looks away. 

Conversation and music give way to entertainment. After a long, involved performance, the acrobats tumble out of their presence to make room for the marionette stage. Beautiful in its intricacy, blue paint and golden swirls cover its ornamental carved sides, and detailed scenes illustrate the backdrop. Cinead glides in wearing a silver cloak. George suppresses a shiver of anticipation. Though Lord Fengal suggested him, they have never seen him perform. 

The puppet master’s eerie eyes gleam under a velvet hood. After he introduces a fairytale, Cinead vanishes into his stage and soon spellbinds them. His extraordinarily lifelike puppets seem to move and speak without him, and his careful use of shadows and light makes them come alive in their delicate, beaded garments. Once good triumphs over evil and justice prevails, the curtains close. 

The princess bounds to her feet to applaud. “How wonderful!”

Cinead emerges to receive their praise and approach her table. Maggie leans across it in her excitement. “I’ve never seen that story told so well, Master Cinead. Your miraculous puppets are the finest in the land. Please accept this token of my appreciation.”

He accepts a purse from her attendant. Rather than whisk it into his sleeve, Cinead lifts it to his ear and shakes it so they all hear the clink of coins. He overturns it on the table, but nothing falls out of it. Everyone gasps. The princess looks alarmed until he shows her the sum in his hand. “Never fear, Your Grace. They went not far.”

She laughs in delight. “I see you are also an illusionist.”

“A useful skill, Your Grace.” He bows his way into the gloom.

Amid the widespread murmurs of approval, George sneaks a glance at his rival. Much to his satisfaction, Percy wears a scowl. 

* * *
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ISABEL LOVELL’S FINGERS stray again to the cross around her neck. We rarely get what we want. She has a barren womb and a husband whose unscrupulous methods protect the throne. Isabel needs no one to convince her that God punishes them for his actions. She sighs, the faint sound unnoticed amid the laughter and chatter. 

The staff snuffs out the candles to leave them in partial darkness. The fire-eater appears out of nowhere. One moment an empty floor stretches before them, and the next, Davina materializes. A spark flashes to life in her palm and illuminates her painted face. The flame passes between her fingers and leaps onto a torch. She makes it dance, adds a second and third, and juggles them higher. 

Isabel can feel their heat. She grips her husband’s wrist, excited by the danger. Beneath her fingertips, his pulse remains steady. 

Davina has such superb skills, they forget the fire is not alive for her to control while she bends it to her will. After an extensive performance, Davina douses each torch until left with one. She takes a nip off a flask and blows into the fire. The white flames explode and fade in a haze of sparks. Loud cheers fill the room. The knights stamp the floor. Davina repeats the trick thrice and moves the flame to a taper. She tilts back her head and lowers it into her mouth. It extinguishes in a wisp of smoke. The darkness closes in on them until the servants light the candles. Deafening applause rocks the great hall. Her expression proud, Davina bows and thanks her audience. She accepts a purse and withdraws.

Isabel watches her graceful progress behind the tables. Lambert Simnel greets her at the door. Davina tucks her reward in her belt and stops to talk to him. There’s a natural energy between them. The music resumes and acrobats return. Isabel glances past her husband, not surprised by the envious scorn Percy shows. 

Once she can slip away unnoticed, Isabel goes upstairs to attend to the princess’s needs. She has servants turn down the bed, clean her slippers, and lay out a gown for tomorrow. Once satisfied, Isabel starts downstairs, but halts at the stairs. A suspicious tingle works its way up her spine. She suspects a stranger watches her in the haze. Isabel rests her fingertips on the wall. “Show yourself,” she says. No answer. The silence slithers around her. 

She recalls what George said about an intruder and hurries down the steps. In her haste to rejoin her husband, Isabel rounds the corner too fast and bumps into George. She loses her footing, but he grabs her before she can fall. She clutches his arm and says, “I felt someone who does not belong here watching me in the hall.”

The amused retort dies on his lips. George brushes past her and runs into the corridor, but finds no one, though he shines a candle into all the rooms. “If anyone was there, they’re gone now.”

Her pulse races. “What about the magistrate’s papers?”

Alarm leaps into his brown eyes. George throws open his door and strides to the cupboard. Mindful of any faint sound and aware she should not enter after him, Isabel hovers on the threshold. He unlocks it and drags out the trunk, half-hidden beneath a blanket. “It’s untouched. Maybe it had nothing to do with what happened earlier. I’m sure there’s no reason to fret, Isabel. I had best deliver you to your husband. He would not want you in my bedroom.”

Isabel releases her breath. “Thomas is not a jealous man.”

“I cannot believe that. Not when it concerns his wife.”

Unconvinced of his explanation, Isabel walks beside him into the great hall. The servants cleared off the tables and shoved them against the walls to widen the dance floor. Seated on her throne, the princess holds an animated conversation with her host. Isabel spies her husband in the arch, his arms crossed and his gaze on Percy. She says, “Thomas trusts me never to betray him. Even if I did, he would know in twenty minutes. My lover would either die or find an excellent reason to turn his interests elsewhere.” 

“In that case, milady, may we part here?” George winks at her.

She smiles for the first time since her arrival and sweeps past her friends to join her husband in the gloom. She takes his arm. 

Lovell glances at her. “What took you so long?”

In a low voice, she tells him what happened. “George told me to ignore it, but I suspect someone did not want to be seen.”

“George has not learned to distrust the shadows. He’s never had an enemy in them until now. Leave it to me. If the intruder intends any harm, I shall know. In the meantime, I suspect Her Grace is ready for bed. She can no longer conceal her yawns.” Fondness softens his expression and amusement darkens his gaze.

Relaxed by the good food, Maggie blinks at the ambassador. For once, she does not protest her removal to her bedchamber. Isabel escorts her upstairs and takes off her gown. Maggie talks about the fire-eater and the marionettes, but falls asleep once her head hits the pillows. Isabel closes the curtains around her bed and enters her own room. A maid helps her undress and withdraws. Left to ponder her reflection in the mirror, Isabel unpins her hair. Her husband loves to fondle it. Lovell has not touched her since the queen’s death, fearful she might fall pregnant, but she wants a child. Isabel yearns for proof of God’s forgiveness.

Isabel waits up for her husband. He enters after midnight and unbuckles his sword to lay it on the sideboard. “I made inquiries but did not find your ghost.”

Her dressing gown slides off her shoulders. “It matters not.”

Lovell leaves a window cracked for fresh air. Its draft flickers her candle flame. He undresses and joins her in bed, where he laughs. “Percy intended to dine on peacock tonight and ate crow instead. He was very distressed after the fire-eater’s routine. She’s remarkable. I wonder why they do not hire her full time.”

“Percy is an arrogant fool. I cannot wait to see the last of him.” Under the pretext of putting aside her book, Isabel lets her hair fall over her shoulder. Lovell catches a strand and twists it around his finger. She leans closer to nuzzle his neck. The sensual caress has the desired reaction. Lovell cradles her face in his hands and joins their lips. She tastes the wine he drank after dinner on his tongue. Intoxicated by her warm body, he pulls her against him. Isabel trembles with desire and slides lower into the pillows. Their kiss deepens and his hands wander to her hips. His mouth moves to her throat. She moans and winds her leg around him, but she has made the wrong move. His head lifts and their eyes meet. Lovell passes a thumb over her bottom lip. She sees his indecision and, hopeful she might influence him, gives his finger a gentle bite.

“You little temptress,” he says, his voice throaty with lust.

She brushes the hair behind his ear. “You want me. Take me.”

“Not tonight.” Lovell rolls off her and turns his back to her. 

He told her a reason—no more miscarriages or little graves. She believes if they try once more, this child will live. She has prayed for God’s forgiveness, and her husband has done no evil of late. Isabel wants Lovell to find his faith. To believe. Her heart heavy, she puts out the light and shuts her eyes.
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