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A faint mist hangs over the river.

The king’s enforcer, Sir Thomas Lovell, waits in an arch in the district of Southwark. Though an imposing man dressed all in black, no one notices him. The brothels and taverns close for the day, and early morning activity rings out in the streets. Rather than his usual captain of the guard, Lovell stands beside John Jones. The burly Yorkshire man watches the gloom for any sign of life, eager to prove himself. Though he guarded the king for three years, he wants to join the task force. Impressed by his initiative, Lovell has agreed to a trial.

Jones catches his breath and points into the distance.

A shadow moves toward them in the mist, a small boat carrying a single passenger. It reaches the wharf. A familiar tangle of red hair shows above the simple brown cloak. Lovell has searched far and wide for the Duke of Suffolk’s servants. This is the last, a page in his London service. Southwark is a good place to disappear among the thieves, defrocked priests, and beggars. 

The man pays the boatman and hurries down an alley. Jones looks to Lovell for consent and then follows at a distance. Lovell’s fingers tighten on his sword hilt and he creeps out of his hiding place. The old, faded boards creak under his weight until he reaches the muddy street.

They trail Cordon to a small house at the end of a dank lane. Cordon glances around before he shoves through the door. Jones covers the side window while Lovell tests the latch. To his surprise, it lifts. He makes his way up a dim passage and peers into a cramped kitchen. Cordon has just cut a loaf of bread. “Cordon,” he says, startling the man, “you’re under arrest in the king’s name.”

The page stares at him in shock—then dives out the window. Lovell hears a surprised shout and a brief scuffle before Jones slams him against the wall. The knife clatters to the paving stones. “Got him, Sir Thomas,” he cries, and trots him to the front door.

Lovell abandons the kitchen for a small parlor off the main stairs. He scans the bare walls, the aged furniture, and the minimal furnishings. The only personal possession is a carved wooden box on the mantel. He turns at the sound of dragging footsteps in the hall. Jones enters, shoves the furious young man into a chair, and stands over him. 

Cordon glares at them. “I did nothing wrong,” he says.

“Other than run away,” Lovell retorts.

Intelligent brown eyes flash beneath unruly locks. Cordon has a spattering of freckles across his slender nose. “Now, or then?”

“Does it matter? Innocent men have nothing to fear from me.” Lovell throws his arm across the mantel and tilts his head to study the man. Cordon sweats beneath his gaze. A loud silence fills the room. A cart passes in the street. The mist dulls the rattle of its wheels. 

Cordon wipes the sweat off his palms onto his gray hose. “How could I trust you, after what my master said of you, Sir Thomas?”

“I interrogated and released most of his servants.”

A crooked smile touches his mouth. “Most being the key word.” 

Lovell moves toward him, impressed he does not flinch. The man stares up at him, determined to show no fear. “Tell me what I want to know, and I shall never trouble you again. You served in Suffolk’s London house. Several months before he left, he intended to hold a dinner party. He even sent out invitations, yet he never held it at his London residence.”

“True, Sir Thomas. He did not.”

The enforcer grips the back of Cordon’s chair and bends over him. Jones observes with interest. “If not there, then where? Who attended? I know what idle tongues servants possess. Even if you did not take part in his plans, you must have overheard things.”

Cordon licks his lips. “Such as..?”

“A name. The guest list. Someone whose trust he kept?”

The muted light glints off the walls. Cordon swallows. “I might.”

Pleased by his cooperation, Lovell straightens. “Who is it?”

“I do not wish to implicate anyone. It may mean nothing.” He tugs at the bottom of his jerkin. Sweat dapples his forehead. 

Lovell softens his tone. “Let me be the judge of that.”

“If I tell you what I know, will you release me as promised?”

Quiet settles over the house. Most of the street still sleeps. The enforcer notices Jones’ intentness on his face as he nods. “Yes.”

“All right. I shall trust you.” Cordon stands and walks around them to the mantel. He picks up the box, turns it over, and pries off the bottom. A piece of paper falls into his hand. “I took this, in case I ever needed it.”

The enforcer glances at it. “A note from Lord Hussey?”

“It arrived a few days before Suffolk left for his country estate.” Cordon squirms. “I thought to keep it as proof, Sir Thomas.”

Jones peers at it over his shoulder. They read it together.

Cannot make it. Share any developments. Your friend, William Hussey

Lovell asks, “How did you come by it?”

Their prisoner replaces the box and straightens it. “I found it in the fireplace. Suffolk often burned his papers. This fell into the grate. Once I read it, I suspected something was amiss.”

“It’s an excellent start. Jones will take you to my associate. He’ll ask you questions.” Lovell pockets the note and enters the hall. 

Jones scurries after him. “What are my full orders, Sir Thomas?”

“Deliver him to the bridge and report for duty at Richmond.” The enforcer opens the door into a fine mist and lifts his hood. It is not far to his boat at the wharf, and no one troubles him on the way. The boatman lights a lantern to shine over the water. It reduces the houses on either shore to ominous shapes. Richmond lies across the river. It is an easy trip from Southwark for the lords who frequent its pleasures, and close enough for Henry to monitor them. Unable to control the crime caused by the fighting dens and prostitution in London, Henry forced them into Southwark soon after his coronation. 

They glide up to the royal dock. Since it is early, Lovell meets only servants in the corridors. Many duck their heads and duck out of his path. No one wants to draw his interest. He enters his room and removes his cloak. He hangs it up to dry and peers into his bedroom. His wife, Isabel, is asleep in their four-poster bed. Lovell glances at the tapestry of the Garden of Eden on the wall. Isabel did not like its arrival, for she knew he confiscated it off the Tyrell family, but she has not objected to its presence. 

Leaving her undisturbed, Lovell walks to the king’s chamber. King Henry examines documents on his oak desk. At his feet, his greyhound, Lancelot, welcomes Lovell by thumping his tail on the floor. The dried reeds scattered over the wooden planks put a sweet scent into the air. Lovell crosses to Henry’s side and says, “It was a success. We caught Cordon in Southwark. He gave me this.”

The king scans the note. “More proof against Lord Hussey?”

Lovell nods. “I fear so, Your Grace.”

“Some days I wonder if we shall ever catch all the traitors who want me dead and my son displaced.” Henry rubs his temple. His elder son’s death aged him. His gaunt features show his weariness. He stirs at a sound in the passage. “My Council has arrived. I trust you keep matters well in hand?”

Suffolk fled because someone warned him of his impending arrest. Lovell has spent months searching for a traitor. Now, he suspects the person responsible. He nods. “Yes, Sire.”

* * *
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HENRY WALKS INTO THE next room. It is empty except for the young man at the fire. Baron Willoughby’s emerald jerkin brings out the similar hue of his eyes. Not for the first time, Henry thinks the lad resembles his father. His death left his seat on the Council unfilled until his son came of age.

“Baron,” he says in a warm tone at the man’s bow. “Welcome.”

Willoughby’s handsome face beams. “Thank you for this chance to serve you, Sire. I am honored to take my father’s place. I hope to do him proud.” 

“I am sure you shall.” Henry motions to his privy chamber and falls into step beside him. “I look forward to your insights. I hear you spend a good deal of time with the Spanish princess.”

Willoughby has an easy manner. “She is a pleasant companion. Smart. Formidable. England will suffer her loss if she goes home.”

Prince Arthur’s loss leaves her future uncertain. The king halts at the entrance to his chamber. He hears the low murmur of voices beyond its doors. “We consider what happens here sacred. I need not remind you what we say in confidence goes no farther.”

Willoughby clasps his breast. “No, Sire.”

The dozen men present turn at their arrival. The baron moves to a chair near the foot, across from the Earl of Surrey. Lovell sits at the king’s right hand and his chancellor, Archbishop Foxe, on his left. The rest sit once the king settles into a massive chair covered in Tudor emblems. Lancelot prowls the space, sniffs at their boots, and lies on the hearth. The servants withdraw and shut the doors.

Locked in seclusion, they discuss trade fees, the need for alum at reduced prices, and troubles on the Scottish border. Vagabonds on both sides harass the locals. Surrey says, “Send me north to deal with the bastards. I shall soon end their rebellion.”

Willoughby says, “And spoil our Scottish treaty in the process.”

Surrey owns property along the borderlands, and his family has feuded over the boundaries with their neighbors for generations. 

Aware of their contempt for each other, the archbishop rests his hand on the tabletop. “Princess Margaret’s marriage could stop the rancor between our nations if Your Grace sent her to Scotland.” 

The thought churns the king’s stomach. “She is only fourteen. He can wait. Inform our envoy to tell King James to curtail his bandits. I won’t tolerate much more of this.” 

Lord Dudley scribbles a note at the far end of the table. He says, “This brings us to the last order of the day. Katharine of Aragon.”

An expectant silence falls over the room. Since Prince Arthur’s death, no one knows what to do with his widow. She is not with child. For now, she stays at the king’s mother’s house at Croydon. Henry passes a letter to them. “Her parents offer their friendship but expect us to pay the full marriage portion.”

“How much revenues does the Welsh estate generate, Dudley?”

The dark-haired man glances at his precise figures. “A hundred thousand pounds a year, plus the castle of Ludlow is a stronghold against a foreign invasion. We cannot give it to the Spanish.” 

Surrey rubs his clean-shaven chin. His fierce eyes gleam in the weak light. “Spain may settle for less if you decline to pay it.” 

“His Grace cannot refuse,” the baron says, to their surprise. As one, they stare at him. His ears redden at their negative attention, but he persists. “This is a new monarchy. If we want to maintain respect in Europe, we must keep our promises to foreign thrones. We made a treaty with Spain. Katharine married Arthur. They lived together. As his wife, we owe her restitution for his death.”

“Some,” Foxe says, “but not a hundred thousand a year.”

Lovell opens a leather case, removes a document, and slides it onto the table. “I am not convinced we ‘owe’ her anything. The marital contract makes no provisions for the prince’s unexpected death, outlines no terms, and binds His Grace to no agreement. Legally, Katharine inherits none of his estates.”

Shocked, the Council demand proof. Foxe reads it aloud. At the end, he lowers it to the table. Incredulous, he asks, “How could Spain overlook such an important clause in the agreement?”

“They needed my support in their ongoing mêlée to control the kingdom of Navarre,” Henry says. “They had no time to waste on minor details. No one expected my son’s death.” The pain of it stings him, but he keeps his features blank.

“This makes matters easier,” Surrey says. “Whatever you offer is a gift, and not something the Spanish can demand you increase.”

Willoughby frowns over the terms. “The contract does not bind us to legal conditions, but what about moral ones? Katharine is a Dowager Princess. If we do not provide for her, she cannot afford to live in London. We all know the cost of even modest houses.”

The Council looks from him to the king. A subtle tension creeps into Henry’s deep voice. “I will treat her well. Never fear, Baron.”

The archbishop clears his throat. “Master Hollybrand, what about Prince Harry’s finances? Did you find ways to economize?”

A middle-aged man pulls out his papers. “I did, Your Grace.”

After his report, they disperse for the day. The king stays at the table to gather his thoughts. This conversation tires him. He has recovered from his recent bout of consumption but still feels easily fatigued. He looks toward the window. The mist has cleared and sunlight floods the gardens. Henry shoves back his chair and enters the corridor. His guard emerges from an arch.

“Jones, I hear you went on an adventure this morning.”

The guard follows him down the steps. “Yes, Sire.”

“I’ll miss your presence in my court, but I approve of ambition in its proper place.” Henry catches his eye and winks.

Jones chuckles. “Better a curator than a traitor, Sire.” 

They walk out into the garden. Intricate hedges flourish beneath old oak trees. The roses faded over the summer, leaving a tangle of barbed thickets. His wife Elizabeth greets them on the path. She turns to his companion. “What is this I hear about your intention to leave us, Master Jones?” 

Color creeps into Jones’ cheeks. “I shan’t go far, Your Grace.”

The king touches his wife’s back and kisses her cheek. Her ladies avert their eyes to the tiltyard. A crowd has gathered to watch the prince’s training session. Elizabeth winds an arm around Henry’s waist and they walk there together. He breathes her in, reminded of a thousand embraces. She stirs his heart and his passions. 

She asks, “How was the Council this morning?”

“Foxe thinks we should send Maggie north to quell the disputes on the Scottish border.” Henry watches the royal squires rake and smooth the wet sand. He strokes his wife’s hand, lost in thought.

She turns to him in alarm. “You will not give her away?”

He shakes his head. “Not unless I have no choice.”

A group of men settle where they can see the prince’s first run. The queen follows his gaze to Willoughby. “How did he do?”

“He challenged my intentions toward Katharine of Aragon.”

Elizabeth’s smile makes her eyes sparkle. “Good for him.”

Henry raises his brow. “Do you encourage his defiance?” 

A squire leads a pony out of a tent. Prince Harry moves toward him in a shiny suit of armor. He cannot hide his excitement. He begged long and hard before his father agreed to let him train. 

Elizabeth waves to him. “The baron is our best knight, Henry. You can trust him to keep you honest.” 

“You think well of everyone,” the king argues.

Her expression darkens. “Not of my traitorous cousin Suffolk.”

Both grimace. Suffolk’s claim to his throne has cost many lives. 

The prince mounts his white steed. A squire checks his stirrups. He accepts a practice lance, perfect for piercing the rings hung at different heights in the center of the tiltyard. It’s a test of skill.

Elizabeth passes through the gate to lay a hand on the animal. She looks up at her son and unties the ribbon at her wrist. “Here,” she says, “you may wear my favors your first time.”

The boy beams. “Thank you, Mother. I shan’t miss.”

She returns to the king’s side as the squire steps away.

“Give it your best shot, Your Grace,” Willoughby shouts.

Harry kicks his mount and canters in a wide oval. He grips the lance under one arm and clasps the reins tight. He has watched them do this in tournaments many times.

The pony gallops toward the rings. The tip of the lance rises. His audience holds their breath. Harry leans in and spears the ring.

Shock becomes applause. The queen’s lavender ribbon flutters in the breeze. Harry turns his mount and barely gets the second ring. It shuttles down his lance to rest on the hilt. The third is easy.

The squire catches the animal and stares at the rider in awe. “I’ve never seen them all speared on a first attempt,” he says.

Pride lifts the child’s chin. “How many princes have tried?”

The queen glances at her husband. “Should we check his ego?”

Henry watches his son trot in a circle while a servant replaces the rings. The crowd hangs on the boy’s every movement. The more they like him, the less chance Suffolk has against him. 

“No,” he says. “It helps him more than it hinders him.”

* * *
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KATHARINE OF ARAGON recognizes the Spanish ship by her standards. Her mother’s black eagles flutter in the sunlight above a splendid vessel en route to the London harbor. Croydon, their residence, lies between the docks and the inlet, so each new craft that sails up the Thames passes it. It’s a favorite pastime for the Spanish ladies to stand on the roof and observe. It diverts them from worrying over what will become of them now her husband is dead. At first, her mother insisted she come home, then bade her stay.

This ship should bring instructions. They must soon decide, for in a few weeks, winter storms may enter the Channel and make passage difficult. Katharine dreads another crossing. The last one almost sank them and blew them a hundred miles off course. 

Her youngest lady-in-waiting leans on the turret. The wind whips her dark hair against her back. Estrella says, “I hope it brings us dried fruit and spices from home. I tire of French pears.”

“It may come for us.” Francesca has the exotic looks of Aragon. She is prettier than the others. “I yearn for Spain. Its tastes, scents, and sunlight. I will soon grow mold in this moist climate.”

Inéz rests her chin on her hand. Her brown eyes scan the ship as it sails past. “I miss how sharp the sage smells after a rain.” 

Katharine shivers. “Let’s await the news downstairs.”

She ignores their excited chatter in the narrow stairwell. They are alone in the house today, since the King’s mother, Margaret Beaufort went to visit her printer. She has a new pamphlet for him to distribute that praises the Tudors. In her absence, the manor is quiet. Gardeners tend the spacious grounds and her servants have gathered around the fire. 

Katharine enters her antechamber, grateful for its huge hearth. She finds it difficult to stay warm in England. Her dueña, Doña Elvira, decorated the space to resemble her home. Colorful drapes and pillows brighten the walls and furniture. Their shoes sink into the rushes spread on the floor to absorb the damp. The cheerful girls gather at a table to play cards. 

Katharine holds a book at the fireside but does not read. She does not know what she hopes her mother will decide. Soon, her confessor joins them. Bishop Alessandro settles in the chair across from her. He has known her since birth and senses her unease. “It’s all right,” he says in a gentle tone. 

She catches his eye. “Whatever happens?”

Alessandro nods and it comforts her.

Their diplomat, Señor Puebla, arrives within the hour. He limps up the stairs into her presence, flushed by the exertion. Gout often troubles him in the autumn. She notices the bandage on his foot. 

Katharine searches his face and her heart sinks. “What is it?”

He wears a familiar wrinkle between his eyes. “Bad news.”

The bishop bids him sit and elevate his toes. Inéz scurries to find him a cushion. She tucks it beneath his ankle and joins her friends. The girls stand in a half circle around him. Chastened by their rapt attention, Puebla confesses, “Spain lost Navarre to the French.”

Katharine’s heart sinks. Navarre is an important and profitable territory on the border. Dismay brings silence to the chamber. Her musicians cease their strumming. Alessandro crosses himself and grasps the crucifix on his breast. Her dueña looks shocked.

Francesca covers her mouth. “What about my father?”

“Safe. He held them off as long as he could and then fled.”

Concerned her friend might faint, Katharine moves to her side to take her hand. Doña Elvira asks, “How did this happen?”

“Ferdinand pulled his troops out of the province to quell a small uprising in Castile. The French seized the chance to invade. The king has had no success in reclaiming it and must wait for spring.”

Katharine knows the impact this will have on their treasury. Her father stretched it as much as he could to provide her dowry, but relies on Navarre to replenish it. Sprawled across the mountains, the region has rich soil, unlike the barren hills of Aragon. 

She takes a deep breath. “We shall not go home?”

“Your parents need you to stay.” Puebla gives her an apologetic look. “King Henry promised support to protect Navarre in the treaty. If you leave, it ends. We must keep it alive.” 

Doña Elvira crosses the room to stir the fire. She has similar fair features to Katharine’s mother, but stands a foot taller. “I hope this does not mean you will ask less for Her Grace’s pension.”

“I should take care.” Though Puebla is polite, Katharine senses his tension. “Henry faces an expensive fight to capture Suffolk.”

Her dueña raises her brow. “Suffolk relies on Archduke Philip’s protection. Despite her estrangement from her daughter, Isabella still has influence in his court. She could sway Joanna to Henry’s side. Remind the king of that.” 

Francesca leaves the room to conceal her distress. Concerned for her, Katharine follows her. She catches up to her friend in the drafty corridor. “It’s all right, Francesca.”

“No. My father lost Navarre.” Francesca halts in a window arch. She clenches and unclenches her fists. “It’s shameful.”

Katharine touches her arm. “He can reclaim it. And he’s alive.”

The young woman’s face softens. “Father is all I have left.”

Her mother died in childbirth and she has no siblings.

They stand in mutual sorrow before a figure comes up the steps behind them. Alessandro asks, “Your Grace, may we speak?”

She presses her friend’s hand and leads him into his quarters. She loves them for the books gathered in his European travels. He says, “Katharine, you cannot go home. You must dissuade your ladies’ hopes. You are our alliance.”

She sighs and sinks onto a bench. “I know not what I can do.”

“Self-doubt does not become you, Katharine.” His tone makes her look up into his brown eyes. Alessandro offers a hand, and she takes it. He searches her face. “You forget my presence the day you stood in for your father at Parliament. Though a child, you commanded and held the respect of every noble in that room.”

Warmth creeps into her cheeks. “It terrified me.”

“You never showed it. You looked fearless.” He grins. “A tiny redhead with her father’s cunning and her mother’s courage.”

She frowns. “But if Puebla cannot obtain my inheritance, what influence can I wield at court?”

Alessandro settles into a chair and picks up a quill. “Doña and I can manage your finances. Put your mind to more vital things. Gain the king’s affections. Remind him how much he likes you.”

They sit in contentment until curiosity gets the better of her. “You saw my speech in Parliament? How? Where were you?”

Her confessor smiles. “Behind the lattice, beside your father. He had no urgent need to travel north that day. Ferdinand wanted to see how well you handled Parliament.”

“What did he think?” Katharine asks.

The man dips his quill in the ink. “You fulfilled his expectations. That is how he knows he can trust you to hold the alliance.”

Comforted, she steps into the hall and shuts the door. 

* * *
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THOMAS MORE LOOKS AROUND his room. His books no longer weigh down the shelves and his bed stands stripped in a corner. His window overlooks the Thames. His father, Sir John More, travels upriver each day to his judicial seat. More pats down his unruly dark hair and picks up his trunk.

A servant takes it from him and carries it to the hired barge. Their garden ends at the riverbank. Fragrant flowers leave their traces in the bushes, though a chill threatens to kill them. He stops to touch his mother’s willow. It has suffered since her death. No one tends it as often. More says, “I shall honor you, Mother.”

“Thomas.” Sir John’s booming voice brings him to the dock. He has the same broad build and wide features as his father, but is not as tall. The older man looks him over and gives an approving nod. Sir John reaches out to flick a speck of dust off his doublet. “I sent word for the archbishop to expect you within the hour.”

More does not look forward to his internship at Foxe’s palace, since he detests Southwark. His father hopes this may prepare him for more important duties. “I will write often if I do not see you.”

They walk to the end of the dock. The oarsman stares over the canal to grant them privacy. Autumn light plays across the bank. His father rests a firm hand on his shoulder. “Mind your manners and hold your tongue. I pray this does you good.”

The scholar twitches his fingers behind his back. He makes a last attempt. “Father, this will not cure my desire to join the Church.”

His father’s polite expression becomes strained. “We shall see.”

Grateful to escape without their usual argument, More steps into the boat. It rocks until he settles on the bench. Sir John waves to him and disappears into the house. The oarsman rows them into deeper currents. Soon, the river bends and hides their manor behind the trees. It is a pleasant trip up the Thames. Once the passage widens, More fixes his attention on Southwark. A huge cathedral towers above the squalid streets. 

He asks his companion, “Should the Church profit off sin?”

The man shrugs. “I cannot say. I will let better men decide.”

More climbs out at the dock. His trunk does not weigh much, and he hauls it up the street, careful not to step in the filth. The stench of human waste makes his eyes water. More staggers up the stairs and drops his things at the doorstep. He mops his sleeve across his face.

“Master More?” a curious voice asks inside the door.

He nods.

A monk steps into the sunlight. He has severe, slender features and an intelligent gaze. He points to the trunk and a servant grabs it. He leads More into the palace. “Never walk up from the public docks. Use the private one. I am Brother Ralfkin. Follow me.”

White stone rises above them in an impressive foyer. A hearth large enough to stand in dominates the space. More studies Ralfkin in their ascent up the main staircase. “I have seen you at court. You attended the archbishop on his last visit.”

“Yes. I acted as his secretary that day. His usual man, Biswell, made an unexpected departure. Now you are here, I may resume my other duties. Please pay attention. I cannot escort you through these halls more than once. They are easy to go astray in, if you are not observant.” 

They reach a landing above a crowded corridor. The scattered crates catch the afternoon sun and straw litters the floor. “Is that a statue?” More asks, amazed. He points to a half-covered figure.

“Yes. His Grace receives gifts from many nobles.” Ralfkin lifts the hem of his cowl to climb another flight. “Our room is in the tower above, but first I shall take you to see Archbishop Foxe.”

They pass through an arched door into a tapestry-lined passage. He glances into opulent rooms on either side. The scribes at their desks ignore his presence. Ralfkin halts outside the ornate double doors. “Please wait here and do not wander.”

He vanishes through them. More studies the wall hanging. It depicts Daniel in the Lion’s Den. He stands beneath a light beam with outstretched arms. Golden thread glints amid the shadows on the beasts’ manes. A decorative border frames it in red flowers. Its design, skill, and size implies it cost a small fortune. Compared to the poverty in the streets, it turns his stomach. 

Ralfkin reappears and leads him into the bishop’s presence. Foxe sits behind a desk in an intricate chair. His windows overlook his private dock and face Richmond. His hand rests on a stack of documents. Brown eyes scrutinize More. “Sir John says you earned higher marks passing the bar than all your companions. Your headmaster found you devoted but opinionated. I need you to put my accounts to rights. My last secretary was a dismal failure. Did you hear of it?”

More shakes his head. “Your Grace, I never listen to gossip.”

The bishop gives him a long, hard look, as if gauging whether it is true. “You begin today. Ralfkin will explain the system to you.”

Foxe returns to his letters. The scribe in the corner resumes his work. More bows and retreats into the corridor. Ralfkin leads him to a small, crowded office. Ledgers jam the shelves and documents overflow the desk. The window overlooks the river.

At his dismay, Ralfkin says in an apologetic tone, “Biswell left in a hurry. I hope you have infinite patience. You may need it.”

“That is not one of my traits, but I work hard.” More swipes at the dust on his chair. “Why did my predecessor leave in haste?” 

Disapproval wrinkles the monk’s brow. “He was a Benedictine. Foxe caught him and a girl in bed. The scandal brought shame to this household. I hope you have no similar inclinations.” 

“No. I care little for most women.” 

Ralfkin warms to him. “Southwark holds many temptations for men of loose morals. The local harlots are an unscrupulous lot. Do not trust them. I will leave you to work until six.” 

The room feels stuffy. Despite the stench in the streets, More cracks a window. To his relief, a breeze blows in off the river. He picks up a stack of papers. Foxe collects rent in Southwark, then pays taxes to the king. Unless he wants an audit, their records must be in scrupulous order. The first ledger contains accounts paid. A drawer holds the tax receipts. 

More works all day and does not notice dusk fall. Startled by a knock, he looks up. The light has gone. He answers the door. 

Ralfkin peers past him into the room. “Finished already?” 

More groans at the mischievous glint in his eye. “Not by half.”

The younger man chuckles. “I’ll show you to our chamber.”

The crates, statues, and armor in the hall cast ominous shadows on the walls. Ralfkin leads him into a circular tower. Richmond’s lights blaze across the river. Books and scrolls overflow a personal library. Interested, More approaches to look at them. “May I?”

Ralfkin nods. “Let me know if you have recommendations. I study theology often. I hope to succeed in the Church.”

“I suspect you’ll do well if you understand these.” More glances between the covers. “Does Foxe support your ambition?” 

The man shakes his head. “He sees me as the son of a common laborer. I must prove myself before he will speak for me. I want to attend the Vatican in Rome. Perhaps even become a cardinal.”

“Knowing what you desire is half the battle.” More’s trunk sits at the end of his cot. He washes his face in a basin until distracted by a twitch in the rafters. Two yellow eyes peer at him. 

Ralfkin says, “I hope you like cats. He keeps away the mice.”

The scholar smiles. “I am fond of them. His name?”

“Merlin.” Ralfkin coaxes him down for a stroke. “Will you dine across the Thames tonight or shall I show you to the dinner hall?”

Though he yearns to spend the evening with his friends, he feels tired. More drops the towel. “I’ll eat with you if you don’t mind.” 

Pleased, Ralfkin takes him to the dining hall. A hundred servants crowd the long tables. More does not see any women. They load their plates at the sideboard and squeeze onto a bench. “Your tone has changed toward me since this morning,” he says. “Why?”

The monk flushes. “I did not want you to disappoint me.”

More takes a bite of pheasant. It melts in his mouth. “How so?”

His companion sighs. “Biswell and I arrived together. We were friends at the monastery. I thought him earnest in his faith. But he fell to common pleasures. Knowing you have no similar interests, I feel able to discuss serious matters with you. If you allow it.”

“Please do. I want to join the clergy but my father disapproves.”

Ralfkin cuts into his meat. “You are his only son?”

“Yes, but I hope to leave a legacy of belief, not children.”

Two diners abandon the table. Given room to spread out, More scoots over and moves his plate. Ralfkin frowns into his cup. “The Church does not suit all men. Most cannot stand a vow of chastity. Our Pope even has a mistress. I consider that outrageous.”

“How did Biswell come into his misfortune?” More asks.

The torches sputter in the draft. Like most castles, the common rooms lack glass windows. A fire pit in the center of the room warms them. Ralfkin rests his elbows on the table. “Southwark has many temptations, but virtue is a choice. Biswell could not control his thoughts and fell into evil deeds. All sin starts in the mind.”

The scholar strips meat off the bone. “How did Foxe find him? He must have hidden his secret. Did someone betray him?”

Color rises into the monk’s cheeks. 

More asks, “You?”

His eyes sorrowful in the dim light, Ralfkin lowers his voice. “I warned him. I caught them in intimate conversation. I told Biswell if I saw them share company again, I would tell Foxe. The Church cannot condone lust.”

“Agreed. But we all make mistakes.”

Ralfkin sighs. “Biswell must ask God’s forgiveness. It’s not mine to offer. I want to see the best in men, but they disappoint me.” 

“Idealists search for the good and find reality,” he says.

“I believe we can change the world.” Ralfkin pushes aside his empty plate. The candlelight catches in his eyes. “A soul at a time.” 

* * *
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ESTRELLA SALINAS WAKES up excited. She expects her friend Baron Willoughby to visit today. She has not seen him in a month, since he rode to Lincolnshire to attend a family crisis. Estrella examines her gowns and picks the one she assumes he likes the most. 

Struggling to tighten her laces without aid, Estrella feels relieved by a knock at the door. Katharine peers in and her warm blue eyes twinkle. “I thought you might need help this morning.”

Desperate to halt the tremor in her hands, Estrella rubs them on the gown’s stomacher. “Do you think me foolish to love him?”

“No.” Katharine fastens the back of the green dress. “At your age, I fancied my brother’s best friend. He had a beautiful amber gaze and a wide smile. It does us good to give away our heart.”

Estrella’s sinks. “It will hurt when he marries.”

She feels the cords slacken and sees her friend’s face in a mirror. A shadow of despair falls over it, but the princess forces it aside. Katharine lifts her chin and ties a knot. “Do not think on that.”

Estrella says, “He’s eight years older. He may not wait for me.”

“That is true.” Katharine turns her around and rests her hands on the slender shoulders. She smiles. “But you have this moment. And none of us knows what the future holds. Enjoy today, child.”

A noise in the courtyard draws them to the window, but it’s only a gardener hauling a wheelbarrow to the garden. Estrella puts aside her disappointment and goes to sit in the antechamber. She picks a chair with a view across the Thames.

Katharine enters her room to read a book. Francesca and Inéz play cards at a round table. Francesca lays down three queens and collects her winnings. “King Ferdinand and my father will reclaim Navarre once spring arrives,” she says. “He knows the region.”

“I fret over that less than a winter in England.” Inéz keeps one hand on her white dog. “How can we survive on so little?” 

Estrella does not want to return to Spain. “We’ll manage.”

“How?” Inéz frowns. “Henry should offer us a proper income.”

Francesca sorts the deck and deals her several cards. “Give him time. Henry has much on his mind. Arthur’s death makes him secure his defenses. Suffolk could invade and force his hand.” 

“Is that not why we stay here?” Estrella asks. “To protect him?”

They concede this and resume their game. 

Distracted for a moment, Estrella glances outdoors. Her heart leaps in joy. A barge rests at the end of the pier. The baron climbs onto the dock. He has not changed over the summer apart from a tan. The wind catches his shoulder-length locks and blows them against his face. He enters the house. Estrella hurries to the foyer. 

Willoughby laughs at her sudden appearance. “There you are.”

She flies to his side but shyness stops her embracing him. 

Emerald eyes sparkle at her. “How is my little Spaniard?”

“Delighted by your visit.” She beams at him and walks him up the stairs. “You left us a month without news. We missed you!”

The baron scoffs. “I am sure you had many visitors.”

“No.” She halts on the landing. “Her Grace had few, apart from Thomas More. Most seem to have forgotten us.”

Concern darkens his features. “I am sorry.”

“It is not your fault. Arthur’s death made us out of favor. The knights see no more reason to court our approval.” Estrella hides her sadness. “Now you are here. That will cheer us, Baron.”

She turns to lead him into the antechamber and he catches her sleeve. Willoughby searches her eyes. “How are you? The truth.”

A knot settles into her stomach. She peers at Katharine’s door. “We spent most of our Spanish allowance and our dueña says we shan’t have more, since Navarre fell. The king delays in giving her the prince’s estate. Katharine has low spirits.”

He looks sympathetic. “What about you, little Spaniard?”

“I covet only her happiness.” She longs to touch his arm.

Aware of his arrival, the others welcome them on the threshold. Inéz puts down her dog to guide him to the fire. Francesca fetches a cup of hot spiced wine. Katharine emerges from her room to greet him. The baron kisses her hand and searches her face. “Your Grace looks well,” he says.

She smiles. “I do my best. How is Lincolnshire?”

“My tenants had a good harvest.” He accepts their invitation to sit and leans on the arm of his chair. “My sister fell in love with a landowner, but they cannot wed. That was unfortunate.”

Estrella settles on a footstool at Katharine’s feet. “Poor girl.”

He rubs his temple. “We all do our duty. She must marry well.”

“Puebla says you attended your first Council.” Katharine leans on her armrest. “Did it enlighten you?”

A shadow moves over his features. “It did. My father never told me what happens behind those closed doors. I saw another side to King Henry. He is more cunning than he lets us believe.”

Something in his tone arouses Estrella’s concerns. “Is he?”

“Yes. Never doubt he is a king. No matter how much he charms and flatters you, Henry will protect his assets with his last breath.” He leans over to prod the fire and rests the poker aside. “I heard about Navarre. My father was right. Never trust the French.”

Francesca moves closer. “Do you share our dislike for them?”

“I care neither for their food nor their ambitions, but my hatred is not so intense as many at court. France sheltered the king until his invasion, but Prince Harry has none of his loyalty.” Willoughby rubs the back of his neck. “The boy wants to conquer France. Harry speaks often of war and his desire to joust. He succeeded at spearing the rings the other day. He did not miss once.”

Katharine laughs. “That must have pleased him.”

“It did. He strutted through court like a peacock.” He puffs his chest and imitates the boy’s swagger. They all laugh. Willoughby softens. “I enjoy Harry. He livens up Richmond. Since the king arrested Suffolk’s brother, no one knows who’s next. It’s tense.”

Fascinated by the sunlight on his lashes, Estrella says, “I hope you have no reason to fear the king’s disapproval.”

“None, though a recent decision may change that. Or earn his gratitude. I can never tell with Henry.” Willoughby notices their alarm and grins. “Do not fret. The worst he will do is refuse. How much do you know about the younger Tyrell’s imprisonment?”

Inéz strokes her dog. “They sent him to trial after his father.”

“Yes and found nothing to implicate him in Sir James’s treason. Lovell holds him out of concern he’ll use his resources to retaliate, but he’s less a threat since the family attainder. If a lord agrees to stand for him, Lovell may release him.” 

Estrella’s heart catches in her throat. “Is that your intention?”

“My family defends the Tudors. My father swore his fealty in the war. Henry trusts me. My sister needs a husband. Tyrell will do.”

A log settles in the hearth and casts sparks on the floor. Before it spreads to the rushes, Estrella grinds them out under her heel. 

Katharine asks, “Is that wise?”

“Henry has reversed other attainders. Surrey spent time in the Tower as a traitor and now sits on the Council. In a few years, the king might restore his property. If so, my sister becomes wealthy.” He leans back in his chair. “The Tyrells are my friends. I want a clear conscience for helping a family in need.”

Though concerned for his safety, Estrella likes him better for it. 

She walks him downstairs at dusk. A servant hands him his cloak and he pauses in an arch to fasten it around his neck. She picks up the letters on the sideboard to take upstairs and grimaces.

He notices her disgust and asks, “What is it, little Spaniard?”

“Grimaldi writes Francesca every week. She tears them up and throws them in the fire, but a lack of a response never deters him.” She shudders at the memory of the old, gaunt moneylender.

Willoughby pulls out his gloves and slips his fingers into them. “She does well to ignore him. I hear too much of him for my taste, and none of it inspires my affection. Many of my friends use him.”

She lays her hand upon the door. “I hope you will not.”

“I’d rather die. He lives off others’ hardship.” Willoughby fixes her in his gaze. “Never accept his help. It comes at a grave price.”

Estrella accompanies him to the pier. Rather than enter the boat, Willoughby grips her arm. His gentle pressure sends a tingle into her veins. Estrella searches his eyes. The baron says, “Tell your mistress she must be smart in her financial negotiations.”

She catches her breath. “Why?”

“Not everyone at court has her welfare in mind.” Her friend steps into the barge and disappears beneath the canopy. 

Estrella waves to him and carries the letters upstairs. Francesca snatches up hers, tears it in pieces, and scatters them in the grate.

A shocked Inéz asks, “Do you not want to know what it says?”

Francesca flounces into a chair and cracks open a book. “I need not look in a wolf’s mouth to determine he intends to devour me.” 
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Henry awaits his first audience of the day in his privy chamber. 

Richmond bustles in activity as his court returns for the season. Carts bearing furniture pass in and out of the yard. A warm hue brightens the garden and draws his eye to his wife and son. Harry shows off his bow by centering an arrow in the target. 

“The prince has a remarkable aptitude for sports.” Hollybrand, his royal comptroller, strides through the door and joins him at the window. The tall man carries a ledger tucked beneath his arm. 

Elizabeth applauds and glances at his balcony. Henry raises his hand, and she beams at him. “Did you reconcile his accounts?”

“Yes, Sire.” Hollybrand follows him to the table and opens his book. “I found several places to economize and still grant him the additional servants his new situation requires. His chamberlain did well in maintaining a steady household. I wrote it down for you.”

The king scans the numbers and finds them agreeable. He settles into his chair and calls his greyhound to his side. Lancelot comes for a stroke. “I want you to undertake a similar position in the Spanish court. I aim to put Princess Katharine on a fixed income, and I fear she is not used to frugality.” 

Hollybrand raises his brows. “I am fluent in Spanish. I trust you want a full account of her assets and resources, Your Grace?”

“Yes,” the king says.

They share a meaningful look before Hollybrand lowers his gaze. Katharine arrived with a dowry and income, and Henry is curious how much she spent of it. Henry strokes his dog and keeps his tone mild. “I will rely on your discretion but I need to know what happens in her household.” 

“I shall keep you informed, Sire.” Hollybrand spells out the most crucial changes to the princes’ finances and withdraws. He passes Señor Puebla in the doorway and gives him a nod.

The king motions him across the threshold. “Come in, Puebla. I shall speak to you in a moment. Jones, are you on duty today?”

A cheerful face peers into the room. “For another hour, Sire. Sir Thomas wishes me to run errands for him this afternoon.”

“Good. Shut the door.” Henry waits to hear it latch and smiles at the Spaniard. “Sit, Puebla. I know your gout troubles you this time of year. You should speak to my physician.” 

The dark-haired Jew eases into a chair, thankful to rest his foot. “He tells me to drink less wine, which I find a disagreeable cure.”

Henry chuckles. “There are few greater pleasures in life. I heard what befell Ferdinand’s hold upon Navarre. I am sorry he lost it.”

“It is an unfortunate loss, Sire. Navarre is one of our better outer provinces. It has rich soil and mountainous terrain.” Puebla laces his hands over his round stomach. “I suspect the French will beg your help to keep it secure, but Spain hopes you may prioritize our friendship above France since we share a common enemy.” 

The king nods. Ferdinand’s son-in-law prefers the French and also harbors Henry’s adversary, the Duke of Suffolk. “I do not favor the French. Louis may ask for my support. I won’t give it.”

“Excellent. I hope in a few months we can discuss financial aid.” Puebla watches for a reaction out of the corner of his eye.

Rather than accommodate him, Henry observes his wife on the path. Her golden skirt catches the light and casts a glow upon her beautiful features. She looks magnificent when she carries a child. “Not until we come to terms over Katharine’s settlement.”

Puebla nods. “Arthur widowed her five months ago, Sire.”

“Yes. I spent a tremendous amount on the wedding. His death forces me to recoup my losses before I grant a legacy. I will give her a thousand a year. And she may add my trusted comptroller, Hollybrand, to her house. He can manage her financial affairs.” 

Surprised, the ambassador blinks. “How generous, Sire.”

“I’ll send him at the end of the week. Katharine will benefit from his experience.” Henry abandons his chair, forcing Puebla to rise, and walks him to the door. “Assure the Spanish of my continued amity. We both must shore our defenses now.”

Puebla bows and limps up the hall. 

Henry turns to Jones, “Show in the baron when he arrives.”

“Yes, Sire.” 

The king moves to his desk to examine his papers. Philip’s father the emperor is reluctant to hand over Suffolk, since he knows he’s worth a fair amount. Suffolk lies in Aachen while kings debate his fate. But Henry does not sit idle. He negotiates extradition treaties in the surrounding states so Suffolk has nowhere to run. 

The door creaks behind him. Henry turns over the documents. “Your request for an audience to speak of Tyrell intrigues me.”

Willoughby approaches at his invitation. “I hoped it might, Sire. Thank you for seeing me. I will not waste your time.”

“You wish to help him. In what way?” Henry moves to stand at his chair. He rests his fingertips on it and arches his brow.

The baron faces him with confidence. “I assume since Lovell found no evidence to convict him, you consider him innocent. But you cannot release him for fear he might support Suffolk. What he needs is a family willing to oversee his actions. I volunteer.” 

“How?”

“My sister requires a husband. She is over twenty and unmarried. I shall risk my reputation and expense to see he remains loyal. I only ask that you consider reversing the attainder in a few years and restore his estate as you did with the Earl of Surrey.” 

Henry crosses his arms over his gray doublet. “You understand I will hold you responsible if he betrays me? Do you have such faith in his innocence you will endanger your welfare to speak for him?”

The baron nods. “I do. Tom is no traitor. I believe him.” 

Mystified, the king searches his face and finds no doubt. “I see. Your loyalty to your friends is admirable. I’ll consider it.”

“Thank you, Sire.” The man bows and leaves him. 

Lost in thought until his wife returns from her walk, Henry rises to greet her. She takes his hand and touches his cheeks. “You are so warm, I wish I could slip my hands into your doublet.”

He folds his fingers over them and presses them to his heart. “I saw our son impress you with his archery. Did you praise him?” 

“Yes. Harry thrives on positive attention. You know that.” She studies his face and says, “You look preoccupied. What is it?”

Since he does not wish her ladies to overhear, Henry shuts the door to her chamber and puts his arms around her. “Your favorite knight astonished me by asking to supervise young Tyrell.”

Elizabeth blinks, but breaks into a smile. “How noble of him.”

“Sir James Tyrell helped Suffolk escape. How can Willoughby be sure the son will not try to avenge his father?”

A pair of finches quarrel on a windowsill and flutter to a turret. His hound lifts his head and cocks his ears at their noise. His wife caresses his temple and says, “He has faith in his fellow man.”

Henry sighs. “That is a luxury I cannot afford.”

* * *
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KATHARINE DOES NOT react to Puebla’s news, though her heart sinks. A thousand a year? To mask her disappointment, she drifts to the window in her dueña’s chamber to watch her friends play on the lawn. Estrella throws a ball for Inéz’s dog. The little beast never wants to return it. 

Bishop Alessandro rubs his forehead and frowns into the fire. Doña Elvira asks in a suspicious tone, “Master Hollybrand?”

“You met him among the diplomats that came to welcome you,” the ambassador says. “Remember, he speaks fluent Spanish?”

The wind carries a scent of rain. Katharine shuts the window so their conversation does not drift to her friends. “That should make it easier for him to deal with our assets. How thoughtful.” 

Irritation twitches her dueña’s mouth. “This is no kind gesture. In such a position, Hollybrand will know the state of our finances. He’ll learn our exact income and expenses. That information may influence how Henry deals with us. You bring a spy into our midst, Puebla. I see not how you thought this beneficial to our cause.”

“He could not decline without insulting the king, Doña Elvira.” Her confessor spreads his hands in a helpless gesture. “We are still guests in England. If Henry wants to assign us a comptroller, we cannot refuse him. We must make the most of it.” 

Estrella wrestles the ball out of the dog’s jaws. She wrinkles her nose at the drool and tosses it under a willow tree. Afternoon light slants through the trees and bathes her in a soft glow. 

Puebla leans on the back of a chair and shifts his weight. “It may prove beneficial in the long term. Hollybrand is a financial expert. He perfected the queen’s accounts. He performed a similar service for the prince. If anyone can help you survive on a fixed income, it’s Hollybrand.” 

“Eighty pounds a month is not enough,” Doña Elvira says. “It’s a fraction of our current lifestyle. King Henry owes her Ludlow or its equivalent. To accept this meager sum sets a poor precedent.” 

The bishop’s foot traces a pattern in the hearth. “From what I hear, it’s what the queen lives on and Henry supplements it with frequent gifts. It is not as if he abandons us, Doña.” 

“We cannot maintain a proper household and keep our servants on that amount if we must also pay for food and other expenses.”

“That is what Hollybrand will help you decide,” Puebla says.

Katharine turns to face him in sudden concern. “Who stays?”

“Yes.” He notices her dismay and eases his tone. “I doubt he’ll suggest you dismiss your intimates, but you need no followers. You do not require all your servants, grooms, or archers.” 

Her hand falls to the sill. “They rely on me for their income!”

Puebla limps toward her. “Most can find positions in Spain.”

“They left their families and homes to accompany me.” She digs her nails into the wood to conceal her alarm. “They escorted me in faith, believing in a secure future. Is this how I will reward them?”

Aware of her horror, the bishop says, “This is mere speculation. Let us not borrow trouble before Hollybrand arrives. He shall tell us where to economize. We’ll decide who leaves or stays. This is no crisis. It means the king is amenable. We will use this to our advantage, Doña Elvira. Show Henry we’re malleable.” 
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