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Margaret Pole walks a courtyard full of familiar faces. Her shoes crunch on new-fallen snow, the Tower’s parapets covered in frost. She ignores the sympathetic glances from family and friends and pulls the bell. A guard with deep-set eyes unlocks and wrenches the side door open across scarred stones. She enters from a November chill, a basket on her arm. He searches it for sharp objects but finds only her brother’s favorite honey-sweetened flatbread, a prayer book, and a rosary. Meg cannot stand his pity and averts her gaze. As he leads her upstairs, she realizes with each step she will never walk this path again. She pauses, her chest tight, sick with grief. The turnkey waits for her, a key ring in his palm. 

She must stay strong for Ned. 

Meg forces herself into an upright posture and grits her teeth. Her worn hem snags rough stone steps as the man unlocks the cell and she enters a comfortable space warmed by the sun. Books crowd the desk, thick faded velvet draperies surround the bed, and a fire burns in a brazier. Her brother, Ned, rises from a chair, twenty-four, with their father’s wide shoulders and handsome face, no longer the plump boy who chased her in the royal gardens. She is only two years older, but it seems like more as she stares into his plump, youthful face. 

The door closes, and once the guard shuts the spy hole, Meg crosses the room, drops the basket, and pounds Ned’s chest. Tears cloud her vision, and harsh sobs wrack her slender form as she collapses into his arms; her weight drags him to the floor. 

Ned’s voice  breaks as he holds her. “I’m sorry, Meg. I wanted freedom. Warbeck said he had friends in France!”

The traitor Perkin Warbeck lies in the ground, the most recent victim in Henry’s executions. Incredulous, Meg demands, “How could you scheme with him, attack a guard, and assume Lovell couldn’t catch you?”

“We escaped!” he insists.

She pulls back to meet his gaze. “You didn’t.”

Ned pushes her away. “If you spent every day for fourteen years inside these walls, what might you risk for freedom? You can walk in the sun, feel the rain on your skin, go where you choose, and visit whom you please. No one comes here but you. I cannot leave the yard. I’m alone.” 

Meg prefers his anger to his pain and drowns in guilt as Ned glowers out the window, his dark eyes haunted. “We were so careful in our plans! How did Lovell know?”

“The enforcer knows all.” Meg loathes Sir Thomas Lovell, a tall, gaunt man responsible for all her miseries. She wipes away bitter tears, rises to fetch the basket, and eats beside him in  silence. King Henry heard her petition with compassion but denied her plea to spare Ned’s life. “I’m sorry, Margaret,” he said, anguish behind his resolute gaze, “but Ned is a traitor.”

She listens for the knock to show she must leave, afraid to look at the figures gathered in the execution yard. Meg knows their precious time is short, and tries to memorize his face, unable to believe she will never see it again. She has no portraits, only memories. 

Once he eats the bread, Meg clasps the rosary and prays with him. Her legs shiver through thin cotton skirts on a hard floor. Ned wears faded garments a year out of fashion, his tangled golden hair too long. Meg runs her fingers through it, horrified to realize her shears lie in her sewing basket, forgotten in her haste. She cannot secure a lock as a remembrance.

The turnkey enters and says, “It’s time to leave, Lady Pole.”

Ned clutches her hand and leans their heads together, a gesture from childhood when he used to whisper secrets to her in the great hall. A tear dampens her cheek. “God go with you, brother,” she chokes.

He struggles to speak through his pain. “I love you, sister.”

She kisses him and bolts out the door. It shuts behind her as Meg covers her mouth to stifle anguished sobs. Unconcerned, the guard locks the cell and goes downstairs. She sags into the wall, falls to the floor, and rocks back and forth against the unforgiving stone as a shadow emerges from the gloom and pauses beside her. Meg identifies the owner and twists away from his bony wrist. 

Lovell says, “Don’t make a scene.”

“How should I react?” She glares at him. 

Emotionless eyes examine her flushed features, and Lovell drags her to her feet. “Ned will seek your face in the crowd. Be strong for him.”

“You tell me to find courage when you did this?” Meg struggles in his firm grip as he forces her downstairs, his expression rigid in the torchlight. “You deceived him, moved his chambers above Warbeck. You intended them to become friends.” 

As they descend a narrow passage to the outer arch, Meg wrenches her arm free and slaps Lovell hard enough to leave a mark. He touches his long jaw, his expression unreadable, and throws her into the snow. The door slams in her face. She rests her head against it, motionless until a hand strokes her back. 

“Cousin,” the Duke of Suffolk says, tenderness in his touch, “you shouldn’t witness this.”

“I must.” She cannot recognize her own voice. “Ned needs me.” 

The executioner mounts the stage, Suffolk beside her, his arm at her waist, his presence no comfort, their friends in the crowd. A downcast Ned emerges from the Tower, his hair tousled, and a rip in his sleeve. In minutes he will adorn a pine box, a once-fine doublet drenched in blood. 

Meg cannot stand it. She heard his first cries; saw him in her mother’s arms. She stuck a finger in his mouth when he teethed, smiled at him, nursed him through illness, dried his tears when he fell from the apple tree. They shared secrets beneath the table in the front room. She slept beside him whenever he felt scared. Now, she must watch him die.

Ned ascends the platform and kneels before a priest, Lovell behind him. Her thunderous heart drowns out all else. The cleric makes the sign of the cross and steps back. Ned rises, stumbles, and catches his balance on the block. He wavers, his voice soft. “I come here to die without anger. My sins demand death, but my merciful cousin the king spares me a traitor’s execution. Please pray for my soul to find rest.” 

Their gazes meet. Her heart shatters. 

It is time. 

Meg cannot watch but neither can she look away. 

Ned crosses himself, kneels, and places his neck on the block as the executioner steps forward, Meg shuts her eyes, flinches at first a loud followed by a second smaller thud, and sucks air through her teeth. Planks shift beneath heavy footfalls, and after a pause, she opens her eyes, the executioner nowhere in sight. A crimson pool stains the snow. The guard pounds nails into a wooden crate.

Lovell descends the steps, the priest on his heels. Meg pushes through the crowd to block his path, proof of her blow on his pallid cheek. “You will burn in hell for this, Sir Thomas!”

“I’m England’s servant, no more, no less.” Lovell’s scowl dares her to challenge him further. His detachment sickens her. 

The nobles scatter, her brother’s coffin loaded on a cart. Suffolk drags her to his carriage as the enforcer vanishes into the Tower, his blue lions painted on the door. Meg stumbles onto a velvet seat, too numb to weep. She finds Ned’s death hard to accept, preoccupied at his torn sleeve, his anguish driven into her heart. She half believes this a nightmare and longs for her husband, but Richard serves as Prince Arthur’s Lord Chamberlain in Wales.

Suffolk’s blue eyes seethe under thick black hair. “This cannot continue. Henry will kill us all before the end. Someone must stop the Tudors; make them suffer for their sins.” 

“Your brother tried and paid with his life,” she reminds him.

The first Suffolk rebellion failed and he died on a battlefield. Suffolk sinks into a sullen silence as the Tower falls behind them. Meg hopes he won’t follow in his brother’s footsteps. 
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Sir Thomas Lovell has tracked this conspiracy for months. Relentless rain pounds the countryside as darkness conceals the dozen mounted guards sheltered beneath a weathered yew tree. Lovell sighs. This isn’t the first time he has arrested traitors in Hampshire. An armored wagon sits outside Beaulieu Abbey, his men hidden in the trees. 

A shadow separates from thatched outbuildings to approach, slips in ankle-deep mud, and scrambles up the lane. A lightning flash illuminates a square face and brown hair plastered over sallow cheeks. The monk clutches Lovell’s horse’s bridle. “They’re in the wine cellar. The last arrived moments ago. Baskerville left a novice on guard, but I locked the brewery door so they cannot escape.” He hesitates, picks at his cassock, and turns distrustful eyes on the enforcer. “You won’t harm the others?”

“The innocent need not fear me,” Lovell reassures him.

Once the monk returns to the abbey, Lovell waits ten minutes to approach the closed iron gate. A lamp burns in the gatehouse. His captain, John Caldwell, dismounts to ring the bell. 

A hunched figure materializes with a lantern. “Who is it?”

“Travelers. We seek refuge from the storm,” Lovell replies. 

Dim light hollows the old monk’s cheekbones and pale, sunken eyes scan guards disguised as common laborers, their cloaks concealed by inexpensive gray cotton cloaks. He unlocks and opens the gate, Lovell’s horse startled by the low creak as they ride through the arch and past the outer buildings into the adjacent stables. His men dismount and track mud into the cloisters. Monks chant inside the church as Lovell locates the cellar door and leaves two men on guard. Their footsteps startle the novice and Caldwell wraps an arm around his waist, covers his mouth, and drags him away. The tunnel ends in shallow stairs at the base of a sunken room. A dozen candles cast distorted reflections over dusty wine barrels and wooden racks obscure their arrival from the six figures crowded in the small space. 

“One ship cannot transport an entire army,” a man protests. “Even if we steal it without the garrison’s notice, Suffolk needs ten thousand men and northern support to avoid defeat.”

Baskerville folds thin hands inside his cassock sleeves. “Suffolk isn’t Warbeck. He’s not a Pretender trained to imitate a lost prince, but a legitimate heir to the throne. He has friends in England and abroad. The local garrison is with us. They shall not fire until we’re out of range. Once the storm clears, we make for France.” 

Distrustful eyes glint in a scarred face as a man in rough boots and worn wool garments steps forward. “Which commanders side with him?”

“The less you know, the safer you are.” Baskerville shifts in the haze, his brown hair curled from damp. “Lovell has spies everywhere.”

“How true.” Lovell steps forward.

The others panic, and his guards swarm in to arrest them, but Baskerville overturns a shelf and flees into the brewery. Lovell grabs a torch to follow him into the cellars, careful as he descends shallow steps. Massive fermentation vats rise overhead, Baskerville invisible in the gloom. Once his men secure the outer door, the monk has nowhere to run. 

Lovell draws his sword and listens for slight footfalls. “Escape is futile, Baskerville. You cannot hide nor can your friends protect you.” He moves left on instinct and eyes the rafters. “I know everything about you. Your sister lives in Kent. Her husband hasn’t worked since he burned his hand in the forge. They have two daughters.”

He locates a ladder and ascends, the supports wide enough to walk on, scrolls and herbs stored in the crosspieces. “Shall I introduce myself to your nieces, Mary and Eleanor?” 

The monk lunges from the shadows. Lovell pivots and counters a blow from a stirring paddle. The reverberations shake filth from the ceiling. Baskerville’s second thrust throws them off balance, and Lovell loses his sword. They grapple over an eight foot drop and fall. Lovell misses the vat by inches. The impact knocks the wind out of him and sends a sharp pain through his ribs. He blinks to resume focus as the monk groans and gropes for his weapon. Lovell grabs the paddle, strikes Baskerville unconscious, and sags against the barrel, his teeth gritted. Baskerville has an odd angle to his left arm. 

Caldwell enters with a torch as Lovell feels for his sword. “Set the shoulder but don’t damage him further. The king wants to interrogate him.”

Caldwell claps Baskerville in irons and drags the dazed monk upstairs as Lovell finds and sheaths his sword, the cellar a mess of broken candles, scattered corks, overturned racks, smashed barrels, and spilled wine. Lovell emerges into a downpour as the guards force the captives into the prison wagon. 

Alarmed monks flood the cloisters and the prior shoves to the front. “These men sought refuge in the Church!” he shouts. “You cannot violate their sanctuary!” 

Lovell slams and bolts the door, then glares at the priest. “Save me your pious indignation. This isn’t your first warning. I’ll burn this abbey to the ground if it harbors traitors again. These walls cannot protect you. If I find out you aided or abetted this sedition, you’ll join them in the Tower.” 

Shaken, the man staggers after them, his cassock wet to the knees. “I’ll inform the Lord Chancellor! He won’t stand for this!” 

“It won’t do much good,” Lovell replies. “We’re old friends.” 

* * *
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Massive waves pitch the Spanish ship as a shrieking marmoset clutches the rafters. Chairs, books and trunks slide across a cabin crowded with frightened ladies, worried for their peace of mind. Their dueña took to bed the first week at sea and the girls must fend for themselves. 

Fair-haired, fifteen-year-old Inéz hovers at the window. She shudders at a lightning flash and tightens her grip on the sill. “If they cannot steer us safe into shore, we’ll crash into the rocks and founder.”

Katharine glares at her as twelve-year-old Estrella clutches a prayer book to her chest and wails, “I don’t want to die!”

The Spanish princess considers a cabin full of fearful faces. Francesca huddles in a corner, her knees pulled to her chest, and fingers the opal pin at her breast. Two Blackamoors cling to one another while the seasick Castilian musicians hang their heads. She must lift their spirits. Katharine staggers forward, grips the wall for support, and forces confidence into her voice. “Have faith. Remember when the Moors attacked our camp? We thought all hope was lost, but God did not save us from fire only to perish in water.”

A blow lurches the vessel to one side; the sea crashes in the window and sloshes the floor, Inéz quick to close and latch it. Katharine embraces Estrella, closes her eyes, and leads them in prayer. The storm worsens before it subsides into rain. Gradual calm falls over the ship and the soft sway lulls her exhausted friends to sleep. Relieved for the silence, Katharine peers at the shore, unable to see in the downpour. 

The captain knocks and ducks under the low doorframe, a bedraggled hat stripped of red feathers in one hand. Katharine wonders where the wind cast them—if the plumes are at the bottom of the sea or blew to Spain. He says, “We missed Southampton, but can land in Plymouth.” 

“Is the fleet within sight?” 

He nods. “Fifteen ships, scattered but unharmed.”

The number includes the English escort. Henry sent his finest admiral to guide them inland, but a storm caught them in the Channel. They have not seen the sun in a fortnight. Katharine gropes her amethyst cross, relieved none sank in the gale. “Praise God for our safe deliverance. Put ashore.” 

Granite-limestone culverts define the shoreline when the rain eases, Katharine curious at the countryside. A dozen tattered vessels straggle into the inlet and run up the Spanish black eagles. Crowds stretch for miles along the coast at word of her arrival. Her governess, Doña Elvira, rises from bed and laces Katharine into a stiff farthingale intended to hold her skirts in a cone shape. She exchanges a simple blue cotton smock for a purple velvet gown and silver sleeves. Katharine catches her dueña’s arm, a tremor in her voice. “I’m glad you’re with me.”

Doña Elvira kisses her forehead. “Always, my love.”

Ladies pack shifts, plates, and books into trunks for departure, relieved to reach land. Estrella drags the marmoset from the rafters, careful of his sharp teeth. Katharine takes a deep breath and goes upstairs, the ship a hundred yards from solid ground. Cheerful faces surround her on deck, the Spanish eager to disembark. She descends into a dinghy, settles beside Doña Elvira on a bench, and squeezes her hand. Blackamoors row her into the shoals, the crowd thrilled the storm carried her to them.

Frightened, Katharine reminds herself this is her destiny.

* * *
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Henry stands in the throne room, startled by the unrecognizable space. Torn standards flutter in a draft where proud tapestries hung, and he ascends the low step to remove his crown from a crimson pillow. It turns to thorns in his grip and blood gushes onto his blue silk robes. Frantic, he rubs at it but only smears it into the embroidery. Shadow lions roam between the columns but he fears the transparent figures in the gallery more, their heads in their hands. They whisper, “Murderer.”

Maggots crawl from their hollow eye sockets as Henry ducks past the throne to escape an accuser. “I had to do it.”

“Murderer.”

Sweat coats his palms. “Ferdinand insisted.”

Hysterical laughter sends a chill up his spine, Margaret Pole on the ramparts, a thin red gash across her throat. “Is it any wonder my cousin fled to Flanders to scheme against you? You think this marriage protects your throne. It does not.”

“It will,” he argues, desperate to defend himself.

She shakes her head. “God damn the Tudors!”

A hand grasps his ankle.  Henry screams as the floor snaps and splits above red flames and it drags him into hell. Blood fills his nose and mouth, his cries unheard as headless figures surround him and hiss “murderer!”

He awakes in the queen’s bed. 

Dawn penetrates thin bed curtains, a curved form asleep beside him; his wife’s soft breaths calm his frantic pulse. He touches the golden hair spread across the pillows, and kisses her cheek. Careful not to wake her, Henry withdraws. Meg Pole startles him outside the door, her eyes downcast as she curtsies and steps aside. Shaken, unable to forget her taunts in his dream, Henry enters his presence chamber. Dark panels frame a large room stuffed with crimson pillows, scattered books, and heavy chairs. Firelight glints across two-toned red draperies. “Change the colors in here,” he says.

His Lord Chamberlain scribbles a note while servants dress the king in gray trousers, an embroidered shirt and doublet, and thick woolen robes. Four guards follow him to the private dock on the Thames. Fog obscures the houses on either shore as the royal barge delivers him to the Tower under a raised portcullis. Lovell waits on the water-stained platform.

“How are you, Sir Thomas?” Henry ascends slimy steps. 

Lovell enters an arch. “Better with our traitors under lock and key, Sire.”

They climb the stairs, the air rank with rancid hay, filth, and unwashed bodies, and Lovell opens the spy hole at the end of the hall. Henry peers into a dim cell where a priest huddles on a hay mound. At the king’s nod, the guard unlocks the door. It scrapes scarred stones as Henry ducks to enter. 

“Your Grace.” Baskerville prostrates on the floor. 

After years hidden in French castles, Henry loathes confined spaces. He peeks out the narrow window, unable to see the shore as dim lights pass and bargemen shout to avoid a collision in the haze. “What did you call me last week, a usurper?” 

Greasy black hair frames a square face mottled in bruises; bloodshot eyes peer over a bulbous nose decorated in veins. Guards wake him each hour on Lovell’s orders. “Please show me mercy, Sire.”

The king accepts a stool from the turnkey and sits, careful not to snag his robes on the floor. “I see no reason to be merciful. Your conspiracy threatens my children.”

“I know you for a moral man, Sire. Lovell had no right to arrest us on Church grounds,” the monk pleads. “He broke sanctuary to arrest a man of God. This risks divine wrath.”

Henry unnerves him with a patient smile. “Since you show more interest in treason than your vows, the Lord Chancellor revoked them. You are no longer a priest.” 

Baskerville’s smirk disappears. 

“You emphasize sanctuary, but I know the scriptures.” Henry rises, his movements unhurried as he circles the prisoner. “Christ said ‘give to Caesar what is his.’ In England, I am king. God put me on this throne. His favor is upon me. I’ll defeat you in this life, and he shall punish you in the next.”

The monk buries his head in his hands and moans. 

“God holds us responsible for our actions but also rewards our obedience.” Henry adopts a persuasive tone as he strokes the man’s head. “Accept me as your lawful king. Give me useful information; help me commute your sentence.”

Lovell drags Baskerville onto the stool. “As a common man, you face a traitor’s death unless you name Suffolk’s associates.”

Fear shines in the defeated man’s face, his tone anxious. “I cannot. If my silence saves another’s life, I must not speak.”

Henry crosses his arms. “Have you ever seen a hanging, drawing, and quartering? I have. They hoist you a few inches from the ground by a rope. Your legs twitch as you suffocate but your neck does not snap. Before you pass out, they cut you free, lay you on a table and slit you from groin to throat. They remove and burn your organs. You survive long enough to smell your entrails in the fire.” 

The man lunges into the corner to vomit and sinks to his knees.

“Give me a name. It can do no harm without evidence,” Henry pleads.

Silence lingers in the gloom. Baskerville trembles and hides his face until Lovell nudges him with his foot. “Leave him to his punishment, Sire. My executioner knows how to keep him conscious until he takes the heart.”

Baskerville plucks at his cassock, fear in his voice. “I cannot.”

“You can.” Henry crouches beside him in the shadows. “Tell me, and I’ll reduce the sentence. You will hang, without torment or humiliation, and God will forgive you.”

The monk shudders, clamps his eyes shut, and shakes his head.

“I’ll speak to the executioner.” Lovell pounds the door for release. “He used rats in the prison cell last time. They chewed off the traitor’s fingers before they hanged him.” 

The door opens, and as the king ducks into the hall, the monk shrieks, “Sir James Tyrell! I acted on his orders!”

This confession does not surprise them. Sir James is a governor on the French coast, suspected since Suffolk eluded arrest and fled abroad. Henry and Lovell exchange a discreet glance before Lovell returns to the cell. “How did you communicate?” 

“Letters in pear crates shipped from France. God forgive me.” The monk drops his head to the floor as the door slams shut. 

Henry descends the stairs, careful not to slip, his fists tightened in his cloak. “Tyrell is careful. It may be difficult to arrest him.”

“Leave me to it, Sire,” Lovell replies. 

Dim light flickers beyond the portcullis and a cloaked boatman waits to ferry him to Richmond. Henry settles on the seat and breathes deep as they enter open air, the shouts muted in the haze. Lanterns flicker in the fog and houses materialize on the shore. 

He wonders how many traitors hide behind their walls?

* * *
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Prince Arthur’s procession lodges in the mud four miles from London. A dozen carts carry books, tapestries, chairs, jewels, silver plates, draperies, bed frames, and clothes, his entire Welsh estate, since his parents intend him to live with Katharine at Richmond. Servants try to force the coach from a ditch as riders come up the road. Arthur strides forward with a warm smile to meet his friend, Charles Brandon. “Charles, why are you here?”

“I bring news of your intended,” Brandon replies. “She landed!”

The fifteen-year-old stops dead. Until three nights ago, he only fretted over the ceremony. Then his Lord Chamberlain, Sir Richard Pole, explained what he must do on his wedding night. Since then, Arthur has not slept. Now his future wife is one step closer to his bed. “Oh,” he says.

Seventeen-year-old Brandon steadies his horse, a twinkle in his brown gaze. “You will soon suckle the delights of Spain. Does that not excite you?”

The prince blushes. “I have more urgent matters at present.”

Men push the cart forward but it crashes into the mud and the servants curse in several dialects. On any other occasion, Arthur could smile at their insults, which compare the cart to the bastard-end of a horse’s ass, but he scowls. 

Richard comes up behind him, removes his gloves, and says, “Please inform the king his son arrives soon.”

Brandon nods, turns his horse, and gallops for the city where distant spires rise into the gloom. The servants discuss whether to unload the furniture, the wagon too heavy to shift onto dry ground. Draft horses strain in the muck.

Arthur regrets they did not use oxen. “What if I dislike her?”

“You may grow to love your wife,” Richard replies. “I did.”

Richard’s marriage to Meg is the happiest at court aside from the king and queen. Arthur’s heart warms at the thought and he says, “May God grant me half your contentment.”

“I see no reason for you to stay with the procession,” Richard says. “Ride ahead, reach London before nightfall, and tell Meg I shall return tomorrow.” 

Arthur mounts a palfrey, his boots thick in sludge, and a dozen guards take him south. They travel fast, the roads slick from the constant rainfall. He reaches Richmond by dusk, his father’s refurbishments an improvement on the original castle, the main hall finished. Ornate arches and stonework favor a new style: white walls interlaced with dark timbers. He dismounts, gives the reins to a stable boy, and strides indoors. 

His twelve-year-old sister embraces him on the stairs, love in her brown eyes. “Arthur, how glad I am to see you.”

“Not half as delighted as I am. What news have you, Maggie?”

She brushes mud from his doublet. “Father says I shall marry the King of Scotland!”

This is no surprise, for the king kept him aware of negotiations, but dismays Arthur, for he longs to keep his sisters in England. When her Lord Chamberlain reminds her of her lessons, Maggie promises to see him later and continues into the music room, followed by her friends. Arthur fails to notice their playful glances, his soul heavy as he climbs the stairs. 

“Arthur!” Harry’s shout halts him outside the library. His fiery younger brother barrels into him and knocks him back two paces. “Come see! Father commissioned the Bible years ago but it arrived today.” Fat fingers grab his wrist and drag him to an emerald-adorned stand. Arthur smiles at the gathered nobles, embarrassed, but impressed by the exquisite Bible, bound in embossed leather. Delicate hand-painted dragons, flowers, vines, and letters decorate the pages. Arthur touches it, awed as Harry turns the page to a vivid portrayal of Daniel in the Lion’s Den. Ravenous beasts surround a weary man on his knees in a blackened pit. 

As Baron Mountjoy distracts his brother, Arthur slips into the corridor, drawn by citole music to the queen’s chambers. Elizabeth of York decorates in comfortable chairs, pillows, and gaming tables. She burns sage to disguise the scent of sweat, urine, and the Thames. Arthur enters amid entertainment, conversation, and dancing, several dozen people in his mother’s rooms. He weaves through the crowd, dodges the jester, and locates her at the fire. Thick golden hair escapes a sapphire headdress as Elizabeth embraces him. She smells of lavender. “My love, I missed you!”

Arthur wants to say how empty the days are without her, and how lonely he is in Wales, but cannot form words. He searches the oval face, anxious at the changes in his absence, but relieved at the mirth in her brown eyes. Light softens her curves, increased by pregnancies from the girl who first captivated his father. 

“The Spanish were fortunate not to sink in the tempest,” she says. “Katharine blew into Plymouth. We sent the Earl of Surrey to escort them north.”

Arthur dislikes his brutal manner, and distaste curls his lip. “Why a traitor and not Buckingham?”

Elizabeth embraces his waist and leads him to the hearth. “You must not be so severe upon him, Arthur. Your father reversed his attainder years ago. Surrey wasn’t the only nobleman to side with Richard. Put the past aside.”

Meg abandons her friends to greet him and he scans her thin form, his chestnut-haired cousin quiet since Ned’s death, her once animated face distant. She kisses his cheek. “I see my husband isn’t with you.”

“Mud slowed us outside London. Richard insisted I ride ahead but is eager to return to you tomorrow.”

“I hope I recognize him, he is so long away,” Meg teases, and retreats to her friends, quiet anguish in her stoicism. 

Arthur accepts wine from Nan Browne, his mother’s latest maid-in-waiting, her hair swept into fashionable French waves. He sinks into a cushion, grateful to rest his pained limbs. “How is Meg?”

A shadow crosses the queen’s face. “She survives.”

He fondles the cup and studies his cousin, beside the redheaded Duke of Buckingham, amused that Meg towers over him several inches. “I know why Father did it, but how could he do it?”

Elizabeth picks dog hair from her lap, sadness in her gaze. The light catches in her lashes. “He had no choice.”

“And we expect God to bless this marriage?” Arthur chews his lip and scans the flames, a knot in his stomach. 

His mother doesn’t answer, but instead asks questions of life in Ludlow and he shares feuds, land disputes, and endless rain. Arthur rises at his father’s arrival, Henry thinner and gaunter than their last meeting with dark circles under his eyes. It is six months since Arthur visited London. Henry embraces his son and steps back, admiration in his crooked smile. “A few more inches and you’ll dwarf me.”

Arthur blushes. “I hear my wife is short.”

“Diminutive is the word Señor Puebla uses.” Henry snorts and the fire highlights silver strands in his thick brown hair. “Whatever her stature, I’m relieved she reached us. Isabella should have sent her sooner. I warned her of our English gales.” 

“She may lead armies and dictate policies, but Isabella is still a mother.” Elizabeth leans into her husband’s side and strokes his chest. “Separation from our children is painful, even for a queen.” 

Compassion softens his father’s eyes. “Might I borrow our son?”

“For one hour,” she agrees. 

They leave her crowded chambers for a vacant council room, dominated by a tapestry of his father’s victory at Bosworth. Lord Rhys stands over the fallen king amid scattered bodies, broken standards, and warhorses. His grandmother’s fourth husband, Lord Stanley, holds the crown while Henry waits to receive it.

Arthur examines the new tapestry with interest, and asks, “Was it this dramatic, Sir Thomas?”

Lovell smirks from the shadows. “The facts are correct but the depiction imaginative.”

Closed doors muffle the lute music as Lovell finds a chair for the boy and Henry settles on the throne. “How are affairs in Wales?”

The prince traces the vines carved in the armrest. “Ludlow is secure, but the landowners suffer losses due to continuous rain. The worst storm washed out the main roads. Earls Meuric and Neirin dispute the border, and ‘sweat’ thins the peasants but they stay true. Suffolk lacks support among the Welsh.”

Lovell informs Arthur of recent events, the abbey arrests, and Baskerville’s confession; that Tyrell’s friend, Charles Rippon, runs the Hampshire garrison and they discuss how to make discreet inquiries. Arthur sits in a contemplative silence, uncertain how to proceed. Henry stares into the fire, lost in thought. Lovell frowns and says, “Katharine’s arrival in Hampshire works to our favor. Ride out to meet her, Sire. Policy mandates I secure the local garrison when the king is in the district. If evidence exists against Charles Rippon, I intend to find it.”

“Queen Isabella insisted we meet in London, but I’ll put it to my advisors, see if we can proceed without diplomatic incident.” Henry rests his chin on his palm and studies his son. “What say you, Arthur?” 

The prince has wondered at his wife for thirteen years. The idea he won’t have to wait another month to see her sends a thrill up his spine, his unease over his wedding night abated. Arthur hides his eagerness behind a solemn nod. “I’d love to meet her, Father.”

Henry shoves back his chair. “Then we leave at first light.”

* * *
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Not an hour after the king and half the court leave Richmond, Sir Richard escorts a dozen carts into the yard and dismounts. Meg abandons her post at the window, darts downstairs and dodges raindrops to embrace him. She has not seen him since before their son’s birth, relieved to find him unchanged. His green eyes shine beneath raven curls and their lips meet in a fiery kiss. Her body trembles, inflamed by his touch, and she gropes his damp chest. “Must you see Bishop Warham first?”

He nuzzles her cheek and escorts her indoors. “Our dalliance must wait until after my report in the council chamber.”

They separate in the hall, Meg reluctant to release him. She enters her spacious, furnished chambers across from the queen, hopeful Richard won’t notice the candle shortage. She cannot survive on his limited income and economizes in small ways. She enters the nursery, where her children sit with their nursemaid, Joan Kendalle. At nine, black-haired Harold resembles his father. Seated on a fur rug with his younger brother, Arthur, who is eight, his face brightens at her presence, and he extends a marionette. “Play with us, Mother.”

Richard arrives midway through a tale of a fearful knight on a quest to save a maiden from a dragon. Harold thrusts his puppet aside and charges into his embrace, followed by Arthur. Year-old Reginald hides his head in her skirt, unfamiliar with his father’s laugh. Meg kisses his brow and tousles his inky curls as Richard examines him with pride and turns to their eldest. “It’ll be awhile before Reginald is your size. Have you inspected him? Has he sixteen toes?”

Harold snorts. “Reginald has ten!”

“Are you sure?”

She loves him so much she fears her heart may burst. 

Richard checks the child’s feet. “Correct! What a perfect boy!”

He amuses them with stories of the Welsh lords until Kendalle escorts the children to supper and closes the door. She feels a moment of awkward intimacy until Richard leaves his chair to kneel beside her. Meg trembles and leans into his touch as he removes her headdress and unbinds her hair. 

“I missed you most at dawn.” Richard’s lips caress her throat. “You slept beside me each night, but I woke to an empty bed.” 

Their mouths meet, and months of separation deepen their embrace as Richard carries her into the bedroom and unlaces her silk sleeves and bodice. She steps out of her skirt, clad in a thin cotton shift, and removes his robes. He kisses her between the front laces, firelight caught in his wild locks. 

“I missed you,” she whispers. “Never leave me again.”

He brushes her lip with his thumb. “I won’t.”
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Katharine retires to the remote castle of Dogmirsfield, the resident bishop delighted to host her companions. As word spreads of her presence, a small crowd gathers at the gates, hopeful for a glimpse of her. Katharine shakes her head as she returns to the card game and a discussion on English lords. As she gathers hearts, Inéz says, “Surrey reminds me of a villain.”

Katharine peers across the room, amused but unable to deny it. Surrey is tall, his muscular frame scarred from battle, and his raven eyes send a shiver up her spine. Seated beside his father, young Edward Howard catches her gaze and smirks. 

“What do you dislike about him?” Katharine asks.

“His gaze.” Inéz plucks a king from the table as footsteps ascend the stairs and her confessor’s servant, Cordero, enters, raindrops in his unruly black hair. Once she acknowledges him, he bows and says, “King Henry approaches with a dozen nobles and the prince. They arrive within the hour.”

Shocked silence descends, her friends wide-eyed, for Señor Puebla has not yet arrived to instruct her in English formalities. Since she did not expect to meet the king outside London, and counted on several weeks of preparation, Katharine shudders. Doña Elvira catches her eye, motions to her confessor, Bishop Alessandro, and enters the privy chamber. Servants scatter from her path as he and her secretary, Señor Lopez, follow. 

“Can he demand to see you?” Estrella gasps. 

Francesca shuffles the cards. “We’re in England. Henry can do as he pleases.”

Unnerved, Katharine shoves back her chair, crosses into the privy chamber and shuts the door, comfortable in this intimate space. Black-embroidered Spanish draperies hang in the windows, her favorite tapestry of King Arthur and Queen Guinevere adorns the wall, and her mastiffs lie on the hearth. Golden heads lift and tails thump at her arrival. A parrot squawks on a stand, a gift from Columbus. Lopez skulks at the desk as her dueña frowns out the rain-drizzled window. “If we allow an unofficial visit,” Doña Elvira says, “Henry may believe he can control you.”

Alessandro shakes his head, his arms crossed over somber robes. Along with her dueña, the bishop has guided her decisions from birth. “Henry waited six weeks for her arrival after endless delays in Spain. Refusal might anger him.”

Doña Elvira secures the window from a draft, Katharine’s stomach in knots. Other than his love of falcons, she knows nothing of the king.

“Katharine isn’t an English subject yet,” her dueña argues. 

The bishop drops into a chair and fingers his cross. “Had storms not deferred our arrival, I might agree, but Katharine should not hide. Henry may fear a deception in our delays. Let him see her.”

Doña Elvira’s hazel eyes flash over a high neckline. “Isabella was firm in her instructions: Henry must meet her in London where it is too late to defer the match. The people should see her first.” 

The mastiffs stir from the corner and Katharine strokes their tan flanks, their fur soft beneath her fingertips, startled when the bishop asks, “What is your opinion, Katharine?”

She freezes. Her eyes dart between the bishop’s smile and her dueña’s scowl. Since her mother left Doña in charge, Katharine dares not contradict her. Katharine swallows hard and squeezes her wrist behind her back. “Doña Elvira is right. I’m unprepared to meet the king.” She cannot meet Alessandro’s gaze. 

They argue further before the bishop concedes. Lopez unpacks a sheet of parchment, inkpot, and white feather from an exquisite, silver-inlaid quill box, a gift from her sister in Flanders. Doña Elvira places them on the desk. “Encourage Henry to turn back. Tell him you must abide by the marital terms.”

Katharine writes with confidence, rereads it, makes a slight correction, and relinquishes it for inspection. Doña Elvira scans it and passes it to the bishop, who says, “You write well, child. Seal it and send it with a diplomat. We want no insult.”

“I’ll deliver it, Your Grace,” Lopez offers, and slips into the rain. 

Relieved, she returns to her friends. “Who won the last game?”

“Francesca.” Inéz deals eight cards each and turns the rest face up on the table. Katharine bets, picks up a knave, and discards a queen. After several rounds, Inéz glances at Estrella in the window seat. “What do you read, child?”

Estrella lowers her book, her face marked from leaning on her hand. “It’s an English faerie story about a prince who saves a tree dryad from a dragon. He sacrifices his kingdom to marry her.”

“Then he’s a fool.” Francesca shuffles the cards.

Estrella frowns. “It’s noble to forsake fortune for love.”

“A full heart cannot warm you when you have no wood for the fire.” Disdain sharpens Francesca’s high cheekbones, her brown eyes fierce beneath thick black hair, as her skilled fingers sort and flip painted faces. “The prince loves the dryad for her beauty. What happens when he grows old and she stays young? She may abandon him for a new lover.”

Inéz strokes her lapdog, a white Frise. “How cynical.”

“I am realistic.” Francesca shuffles and sorts. 

Edward leaves the knights at the fireside to approach, his shirt open at the collar. Raven locks curl at the nape of his neck as he surveys their faces with delight. “Have you cards for one more?”

Katharine drowns in his brown eyes, besotted. “Do you play?”

“Yes.” Edward draws forward a chair, insolence in his grin, the girls delighted. “But can you lose?”

* * *
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Henry halts on a mud-soaked hillside within sight of Dogmirsfield, his companions bedraggled from the drizzle. His hat feather hangs limp as riders approach and dismount under Spanish flags. Señor Lopez presents him with Katharine’s letter. She expresses zeal to meet but begs him not to violate her parents’ diplomatic terms. Amused, he gives it to his son, who asks, “Shall we turn back?”

The king scans his soaked councilors. “What say you?”

A dozen frozen noblemen confer in low voices and  choose Archbishop Foxe to deliver their consensus. “The formal agreement anticipated her procession from Southampton in late summer. Isabella did not expect the delay, the storm, nor their arrival in Hampshire. Your visit cannot violate terms no longer in effect.” 

Eager to avoid a political incident, Henry summons a stout form bundled against the chill. “Do you agree, Puebla?”

The Spanish envoy nudges his roan forward, his tone mild. “Katharine is in your kingdom, Sire. She must obey you.”

Curious to see the long-expected princess, Henry rides onward. Moss squelches underfoot as they cross the field to the road, and peasants emerge to greet them in the village beneath the castle. Arthur smiles and nods, his father delighted at their interest. Thick poplars guard the estate and they halt at the old gatehouse, water pooled under the portcullis, to consult his advisors. 

“Arthur,” he says, “I should meet her first.” 

Though disappointed, Arthur dismounts to enter the lodge with Charles Brandon. The rest ride up the narrow road and into the castle courtyard. Raindrops cling to skeletal tree limbs as Henry tosses his reins to a servant and joins the Spanish envoy on the stairs. “Tell me of her dueña, Puebla.”

The Spaniard frowns. “She’s a loyal diplomat. Doña Elvira has lived with Katharine from birth. She will test but never defy you.”

Henry enters the main hall, a fire in the hearth, faded banners in the rafters, and a stairwell adjacent to the door. Servants appear to take their damp coats and feed the greyhounds. Foxe shakes out his robes at the fireside and scrapes mud from his boots as the resident bishop arrives to greet them and assess their numbers. “Sire honors me with his presence. I’ve prepared the east wing.”

“I shall not stay over one night,” Henry reassures him. 

Surrey greets him on the landing, his expression unreadable. Henry’s suspicion at the unusual silence increases as he enters a lavish presence chamber decorated in gold and scarlet, but devoid of Spaniards. He passes into an abandoned privy chamber, the cards still face up on the table. “Surrey, where are our guests?”

Before the earl can answer, a middle-aged woman emerges from the bedchamber and smiles beneath intelligent hazel eyes. “I’m sorry, Sire, but you find us in siesta. Katharine is asleep.”

“Such customs are com—” Puebla falls silent at the king’s glare. 

Henry moderates his tone. “I prefer to see her out of bed, but...”

Doña Elvira’s mouth tightens. “I’ll wake her.” 

She ​​vanishes behind closed doors and, eager to test her, Henry follows without warning. A dozen scandalized girls scatter from his path as the outraged dueña throws a veil over Katharine at the window. The Spanish princess curtsies until Henry whips off the mantilla, startled by her beauty. Thick auburn curls caress deep curves and intent blue eyes twinkle over a perfect mouth. “I see the reason for concealment is not your face,” he says, relieved.

Katharine recovers from her astonishment and smiles. “It is an old Spanish custom, but it delights me to show myself to you.” 

He kisses her hand. “Forgive the intrusion, my dear. Your arrival gave me such joy I could not wait to see you.”

Doña Elvira fumes on the threshold, but Katharine beams, leads him to a bench, and settles on a crimson cushion, her eyes fixed on his face. “Puebla tells me much of you. Please, give me your account of the victory at Bosworth.”

The king studies her long lashes. “That was many years ago.”

“Sire is younger than that.” 

Insolence fills her flattery and Henry admires her natural grace, impressed at her swift recovery. “Am I as Puebla described me?”

Katharine shakes her head. “You are much taller.” 

“How do you find my subjects?”

“I adore them.” Katharine leans forward, a hint of breast at her bodice, the thin lace partlet unable to disguise her full figure. “I feared they might not care for me and trembled when I came to shore, but they welcomed me. I have never heard kinder words.”

She smiles again and steals his heart.

* * *
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Arthur paces the hearth and scatters raindrops over a cracked floor, preoccupied as he envisions his future wife. His speed increases as he imagines her short and dumpy, her teeth crooked and eyes too close together. Charles Brandon smirks from the window seat. “She may be hideous. You might have to shut your eyes in bed with her.”

He glares at his friend. “Must you torment me?” 

“Calm yourself. She is young and untouched.” Brandon’s mouth twitches as he plucks a horsehair from his crimson doublet. “Puebla says she’s exquisite. You shall have no trouble.” 

Arthur kicks loose embers into the grate before they singe his boots. “Puebla tells my father whatever pleases him.”

“The Spanish envoy may be a deceitful bastard but he’s no fool. You do not call a woman a beauty if she is not when she will soon be on your doorstep. If he claim’s she’s radiant, doubt it not.” Brandon scrapes dried mud from his boots, his skin dull under heavy clouds. 

Edward crosses the yard and stomps into the hall. Arthur’s dog lifts his head from massive paws and his tail thumps the floor. The prince says, “I need a Guinevere for my Camelot, but I cannot trust dishonest men. Puebla simpers too much. How can I become a better man, a finer king, without strong advice?”

“You will be a fine king whether you find counsel or not.” Brandon stands at Edward’s arrival and leads them both into a steady rain. They mount and travel the short road. When Arthur’s horse shies at a thunderclap, he steadies it with his legs and searches the empty castle windows as they ride up the lane.

“Edward, what’s your opinion of Katharine?” Brandon asks.

His friend’s brown eyes twinkle as he drops into the courtyard. “The sun rises and sets in her smile.”

This consoles Arthur, for Edward has impeccable taste in women. Archbishop Foxe greets them in the hall. Arthur shakes raindrops from his hair and drinks wine to fortify his nerves. Dulcimer music draws him upstairs into a spacious chamber filled with dancers. As he enters, the dancers part. His father sits beside Katharine. Auburn locks spill past her waist, her back turned to him. The tune ends as he reaches her side. 

Henry beams. “Katharine, meet my son.”

She turns her gentle face into the light. 

His heart stops. Katharine is Guinevere: flawless. Prior concerns flit from his mind. Arthur drowns in her enormous eyes, unable to breathe. She blushes under his admiration and lowers her gaze. Henry motions to the musicians to resume, kisses her hand, winks at his son, and retreats. Arthur offers her his arm and leads her to a chair. She returns his shy attention with candid interest, and mischief enters her voice. “I expected a shorter man.” 

“And I, a taller wife,” he teases.

She plucks a silver thread from her skirt. “I heard rumors from the French ambassador you are often unwell.”

“The Portuguese envoy warned me of your buck teeth.” 

A shared solemn gaze turns into laughter. Katharine touches his arm, Arthur thrilled when their shoulders touch. “It’s wonderful to sit and talk to you. I could not share my heart in our letters.”

“What did you wish to say?” Arthur asks, curious.

“So much.” Katharine returns her gaze to the dancers and quiets her voice. “I wanted to ask your opinion on our union. Tell you how excited, and terrified, I am to be your wife.”

His heart softens. “I feel the same.”

“I know how to be a queen, but can I be a great one?” 

Arthur traces the armrest, amused. “Greatness depends on the individual. You may never attain your mother’s status, but I hope it is because you must never defend England from invasion.”

She searches his eyes. “That is why I am here.”

His heart skips a beat and he struggles to find words, his voice quiet. “Yes, but also for your pleasure... and mine. I hope.”

Dancers spin and weave across the floor as her dueña motions to her. A banquet awaits them downstairs. Katharine slips her arm into his and her skirts brush his knees as they rise. They descend into the great hall where Katharine describes Granada, Castile, and the Alhambra over sweetmeats and roasted pheasant. She flatters and flirts, her hand on his arm. They cannot dance together until married, so she performs with and outshines her ladies. Her dueña takes her away at midnight and he retreats to his room. Rain drenches the courtyard, but firelight softens an intimate space dominated by an enormous bed. Arthur sits at the fireside, his knees drawn to his chest, startled when the door opens.

Henry enters and settles across from him. Arthur longs to ask questions of love and marriage, but cannot find the words, surprised how Katharine fills his heart. Instead, Arthur asks, “What did Lovell find at the Hampshire garrison? Is Rippon guilty?”

His father sighs and strokes his forehead. “He may be.”

After a long silence, Henry shifts his lean frame. “I did not send for your mother for weeks after I became king. It upset her, but I let her wait. I could not decide whether to pursue our union. Others urged me to marry her, unite the royal bloodlines, produce a new monarchy.”

“Why did you hesitate?”

Henry strokes his brow, his gaze thoughtful. “I fell in love with her as an idea before we met and feared disappointment.”

“Mother could never do that.” His heart swells with affection.

His father smiles and stokes the fire. “I love with my entire heart or not at all.”

“Is that how to succeed?” Arthur asks.

The king nods, his cheekbones softened by firelight. “Love your wife. Put her first. Be faithful to her. Let no one come between you. Be her champion in happiness and sorrow. These virtues form a strong marriage.”

Arthur hugs his knees, lost in dreams for the future. 

Henry nudges his foot. “I’m glad you have Katharine. You will help her bloom and she will make you a better man.” 

* * *

[image: ]


Estrella Salinas scrambles downstairs, the last to wake. Too much wine, conversation, and excitement slows her feet. Shamefaced, she flies into the courtyard, ducks past Doña Elvira, and stands behind Lopez out of the draft. Englishmen gather in the yard as Katharine escorts Arthur to his horse. “Must you go so soon?”

“We should honor your mother’s wishes.” 

She pouts.

Hounds mill between the horses, the skies ominous. Bundled nobles mount under Henry’s standards: greyhounds and scarlet dragons. Arthur swings onto a white stallion, his doublet speckled with raindrops. Henry emerges from the castle to kiss her cheek. “My future daughter, safe travels until we meet again.”

Greyhounds stream up the road. Rain drives the girls indoors, the visit soon a thing of the past. A week passes before the Spanish leave in a long procession, Katharine seated in a litter. She waves at the crowds on the roadsides, but storms delay their progress. Mud clogs the wheels and a flood forces them to overnight in an abbey. Faced with the sparse halls, Estrella misses the detailed mosaics of Spain. The candles remind her of her mother who, before she left court, embraced her and said, “Though we may not meet again, let candles remind you of my love, for they shine across great distances.”

Heartsick for her family, Estrella follows Doña Elvira into a large, furnished chamber used for royal visits. Exhausted from a long day on dreadful roads, the Spanish eat, shake damp garments to dry, and retire. Estrella climbs into the trundle, draws her knees to her chest, and sniffles with tears. Katharine slips from bed to kneel beside her and stroke her back. “I miss my mother too.”

Estrella wipes her eyes, ashamed at her weakness as Katharine settles on the floor. “Grief shows the strength of our affections. It proves the depth of our love. Sorrow divulges truth. You cannot avoid pain, but as you fall asleep, consider our future. We’ll make new friends in England, and not everything is different. Listen to the nuns. Worship brings the same peace in any tongue.”

She lifts her head to hear the sung prayers. “Are they happy?”

“I hope so. Unless called to it, a life of solitude is lonely.” Katharine tucks in Estrella’s covers and banks the fire.

Warmth spreads through her tired limbs. “But closer to God.” 

“God is with us whether we’re nuns or not.” Katharine squeezes her hand, kisses away her tears, and returns to bed. 

Estrella wakes before dawn, reluctant to leave the warm blankets but fearful of Doña Elvira’s disapproval. She dresses in haste to avoid a chill, unable to lace her bodice until she breathes on her fingers. Estrella cannot find her slippers, but at a disturbance outside, creeps barefoot into the cloisters. A dozen men surround a round-faced, redheaded nobleman who exchanges harsh words with the abbess. From behind a column, Estrella studies his companions, intrigued by the youngest. His dark brown eyes spot her and she ducks from sight. Estrella’s heart races as they pass into the sanctuary. She emerges—and collides with him. Estrella blushes as he points to her foot. “We wear shoes in England.”

“You speak Castilian?” She hurries over frost-laden stones and shivers in her thin cotton skirt.

Amused, he nods and matches her pace. “I had a Spanish tutor. I am Baron William Willoughby. I come with the queen’s cousin, the Duke of Buckingham, to escort your mistress to Lambeth.”

“Lady Estrella Salinas.” She curtsies.

The baron snags her arm and halts her at the stairs. “Estrella, the abbess refused to disturb her guests. Can you fetch Doña Elvira?”

“Yes, if you tell me why your father insisted on a Spanish tutor.”

Willoughby moves aside to let novices pass. One beams at him until her friend elbows her in the ribs, then ducks her head and vanishes into the hall. He fondles a feathered hat, sadness in his tone. “Father had a keen mind. The king planned this marriage fourteen years ago, and my Castilian arrived eight months later.”

“Your father took a risk, for alliances change with the wind.”

“Our king is steadfast. England’s breezes blow in one direction.”

The frost tingles her toes, and she enters their chambers to rouse their dueña from breakfast. A disinterested Doña Elvira listens and points to a chair. “I found those under the table. Take better care of your shoes.”

Estrella slips into them and follows her and Señor Lopez into the courtyard to meet Buckingham. She searches the assembled faces for the baron and lifts her skirt high enough to reveal her slippers. He grins and warmth spreads through her cheeks. 

After an introduction, Buckingham says, “The princess may stay at Lambeth until the weather clears. From there, Prince Harry shall escort her into London in the queen’s litter. She will observe six pageants on the way to Saint Paul’s Cathedral.”

Doña Elvira leads an uncomfortable silence. Lopez smirks and the archbishop’s servant halts in the arches, curious at the tension. Estrella remembers his name. Cordero. He winks when he catches her eye. Her disapproval evident, the dueña says, “Queen Isabella requested limited extravagance. I understand the king’s need to showcase this union, but must insist Katharine enter London on a donkey, in accordance with Spanish custom.”

Incredulous, Buckingham cries, “A common ass?”

The dueña nods. “Spain values its Catholic symbolism. Christ entered Jerusalem on a donkey before his crucifixion and resurrection. To emulate this shows humility and abandonment of her former life to begin anew.”

Buckingham exchanges a baffled look with his companions and turns his hat in plump fingers. “May we leave within the hour?” 

“Yes.” Doña Elvira turns and enters the cloisters.

Estrella peeks at Willoughby as she leaves, proud of her dueña. Henry cannot have his way in everything. 

* * *
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Henry’s knights entertain them at Lambeth Palace with swordplay. Katharine admires Edward from her throne, his movements quick and skill unparalleled. She applauds as he disarms Willoughby with an upward thrust, and offers her the victorious blade. She stands to accept and examine it, impressed with its balance. “I cannot decide which pleases me more: the weapon or the knight.” 

She gives the sword to his servant, who carries it away. Edward grins, wipes sweat from his forehead, and slumps into a chair. “Both are yours to command, should you need them.”

“I shall remember that.” Katharine laughs and relaxes against a blue cushion. Her gaze flits across her ladies to Estrella, eager to comfort the baron. She hovers at his side and blushes at his small attentions. “Tell me of the Baron of Lincolnshire.” 

“You wound me! Have I lost your love so soon?” Edward clasps his golden doublet, his grin contagious. “His father died two years ago and left him England’s wealthiest landowner. It was a hunting accident. He fell from a horse in a ravine and broke his neck. Since Willoughby was only fifteen, the king gained him as a ward and brought him to London to serve Buckingham.”

She scans the crowd, her heart heavy. “I am sorry.”

“Death comes to us all, though it does not diminish the loss.” Edward snags a cup from Cordero’s tray. “Try our ale.”

The scent churns her stomach. Katharine defers, but he insists. She gags at the thick, weedy taste of barley, honey, and herbs, and considers spitting it onto the floor but swallows. Edward roars with laughter as she wipes her mouth, catches Cordero’s eye, and hisses swill in Castilian. 

Edward sighs as couples form to dance. “I wish to ask you.”

“I’ll wait until after my marriage to cause a scandal,” she teases.

He beckons to Francesca, who accepts his hand. “I can wait.”

Servants light candles and stock banquet tables with pheasant, fruit, and sweetmeats. Katharine leaves her throne to discuss protocol with Puebla and flatter Buckingham. She drifts in the crowd, near enough to overhear Estrella’s conversation. The baron leers, curls his lip, and raises his voice an octave. “Yes, Sire! Whatever you please, Sire! You shall have it at once, Sire!”

Estrella claps her hand over her mouth and shakes with laughter. It’s a perfect impersonation of Señor Puebla. Willoughby sticks his thumbs in his jerkin, tilts his head, and shoves out his chest, his tone Buckingham. “I assure you, I have a damn fine greyhound bitch in the stables, a damn fine bitch.”

Doña Elvira turns from a nobleman. “Estrella, come here.”

Her friend leaves with a rueful glance. Willoughby straightens at Katharine’s approach, his smirk shameless. She joins him at the fireside. “Buckingham might not approve.” 

“That has yet to curb my tongue.” He warms his hands, the left finger crooked. At her curious stare, he says, “Edward caught it with a sword hilt and it never set right.”

She asks, “How did you learn such exact impersonations?”

“I pay attention.” Willoughby folds his arms and scrutinizes the crowd. “Our eccentricities make us distinct. Surrey frowns when deep in thought. His oldest son, Thomas Howard, fiddles with his signet ring. Edward’s nose twitches before he laughs. Buckingham walks with his chest thrust forward, so his gait is uneven. People see but fail to observe.” He studies her in the firelight and his tone softens. “You tug your right sleeve when you’re nervous.”

Katharine stops herself. “What does the king do?”

“His Grace has no flaws. I’m a knight,” he retorts, “not a fool.” 

​​He entertains her at dinner and greets her in the courtyard at dawn. Rainless skies turn blue as servants find ribbons and secure banners. Lopez sends reports to the Spanish ships on her dueña’s orders. Katharine strokes a white donkey draped in pearl-inlaid gold cloth and waits for Cordero to bring the reins. Willoughby pauses behind her, his eyes mischievous. She warns, “Mock not the steed, lest you cause offense!”

“Never,” he retorts: “why the Lord rode one!”

She shakes with laughter. “Such insolence!”

“Mine is feeble compared to Thomas More.” He leads his horse from the stables and tightens the saddle cinch.

The name sends a delighted shudder up her spine. Katharine starts after him, but Doña Elvira emerges and motions her back to the donkey as Cordero returns to attach the silver reins. The dueña scans the assembled Spaniards and smiles. “Magnificent.”

Buckingham assembles four hundred nobles; Lopez organizes the procession. Spanish veils flutter in the wind as her ladies gather on albino mules. Edward lifts her onto hers and secures her foot in the stirrup. “Your Grace will enjoy Prince Harry.”

“Puebla claims he’s different from his brother.”

He snorts. “The Jew has a gift for understatement. Arthur is wind and Harry is fire.”

She tingles in anticipation, curious at the spirited ten-year-old. Buckingham leads them from the courtyard, her entourage full of distinct faces, dark-haired, olive-skinned Aragonese and fair-haired Castilians. The ebony-skinned Blackamoors draw curious stares from the crowds gathered in the orchards and fields, but they cheer to see her fly a pomegranate under her parents’ red lions and black eagle. Her heart in her throat, Katharine meets the aristocracy on the hillside above London. 

A stout boy with a small mouth, round face, and close-set eyes dismounts, saunters across the sodden ground, and offers her his hand. “Henry Tudor, Duke of York.”

“Katharine of Aragon,” she answers, impressed. 

The wind stirs his plumed cap as Henry invites her into the city. A hundred Englishmen join them as lush countryside becomes crowded streets. Houses, wharfs, and warehouses fill a riverfront packed in boats, towers and church spires visible above thatched rooftops. Ravens burst from the ramparts on London Bridge and draw her eyes upward. Severed heads line the battlements, the weathered skulls devoid of skin or hair.

She represses a shudder and enters London.

* * *
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The king travels by barge to a discreet house near the largest stage. Henry planned this for months with his mother and selected the pageants and symbolism with care. Excitement tingles his veins as Lovell escorts him to the second floor. A curtain half hides him from view, but Henry leans forward as the foreigners round the corner. “Christ entered over palm fronds, not golden cloth.”

Lovell smirks from an adjacent window as the cheers intensify. Emblems, Moors, tumblers, musicians, ladies, and fools precede Katharine into the square. Her skirts trail on the cobblestones and she scans the mob. Her loveliness and the crowd’s roar defeats his fear of the future. She wears no veil, so the English can see her.

“I’m not sure a better wife exists for Arthur,” Lovell says. “Her natural ease compensates for his shyness.” 

The prince nudges her and jerks his head at his father. Katharine sees him, her smile infectious. Henry’s fingers tighten on the sill as the performers shout for silence. The hushed crowd cranes their necks at the actor dressed as a bishop. He thrusts his arms wide and cries, “Friends, turn your minds to a parable in the gospel of Matthew. Our Lord compares the Kingdom of Heaven to a king who made a marriage for his son. Marriage unites the divine and the temporal and embodies the Kingdom of God.”

Henry studies their enraptured faces, pleased at the reaction. 

“Our gracious, devout, and wise king seeks such a union for his son and brings a pure girl from afar to join him in the marital bed! In pursuit of a greater England and his choice of a perfect bride for our fair prince, can we not compare our sovereign lord to the King of Heaven? God gives us rulers for our protection. We’re fortunate to have the wise Henry Tudor!”

The crowd roars in agreement. Henry has bought them with a spectacle. Bonfires will burn half the night, the city crowded. Inns, taverns, and shops will profit, their taxes restore his coffers. Once Katharine leaves for the final pageant, Henry shuts the window and descends the stairs, radiant faces everywhere he looks. London believes in England’s future. Let Suffolk challenge that. 

* * *

[image: ]


Meg stands behind the royal family on a balcony high above the street as cheers fill the air. Her hands tighten and her heart quickens as Maggie leans over the rail. “Oh, she is exquisite. Have you ever seen a fairer face?” 

“Put less emphasis on appearance, my dear,” Elizabeth says, but her smile undermines her tone. “From what Puebla tells me, Katharine has a kind nature. Her pretty face will fade in time, but her fine character will endure for a lifetime.”

Margaret Beaufort stares in amazement at the crowd. “I have seen nothing like it. They adore her.”

“You wanted them to,” Elizabeth laughs. “She is the future.”

Her mother-in-law’s mouth forms a fine line. “Yes.” 

Curious, Meg peers over Maggie’s shoulder into the square, astounded at the spectacle. Spaniards surround a fiery-haired girl on a white donkey, her curvaceous form draped in embroidered silk. Her radiance outshines the prince, and a shiver passes up Meg’s spine. She grasps the rail, unable to breathe. 

“Isabella has the same ability to enchant.” Margaret ducks indoors as the procession passes and enters the stairwell. Her black skirts rustle on narrow stone steps. “How else could a young woman seize Spain with so little effort?”

They descend into a spacious hall, thank the homeowners, and leave by a private dock. The queen’s barge floats on the Thames, its sides painted in Tudor roses. Meg tightens her cloak against a bitter wind and joins Elizabeth on a pillowed seat. The canopy offers shelter from sleet, the houses dim in the gloom. Bonfires roar in the side streets, London in celebration. Margaret and Maggie settle nearby, their heads bent in conversation.

Elizabeth squeezes her arm, her face aglow. “Now I understand how she besotted Henry. I have never seen him so taken. He spoke of nothing else upon his return from Hampshire.”

“Henry adores you,” Meg replies.

A gray stone house materializes from gloom, its windows aglow. Torches flicker across the water as the boat scrapes the pier, and they ascend into Baynard’s Castle. Firelight catches Elizabeth’s sapphires in the main hall. She shakes the damp from her cloak. “Affection is not blindness. He delights in a fair face and pretty smile. I don’t mind. I find his love constant.”

Servants take their wet garments and scatter as the king appears to greet his wife. He kisses her hands, admiration in his gaze. “Did you enjoy my festivities?”

Elizabeth nibbles his earlobe. “I adored them.”

The king pulls her upstairs, their daughters on his heels. Meg folds her cloak over her arm and brightens as her husband emerges from the next room. Richard strokes her back, his eyes dark in the shadows. “Arthur and I observed from across the square. Even from our perch, the crowds obscured her until the main street. I have never seen such excitement. His father’s choice pleases him, though he would never admit it.”

“Ned’s sacrifice brought him a fair prize,” she whispers.

Empathy fills his face, and he squeezes her hand, both silent as Margaret approaches. Shrewd brown eyes soften and she twists a rosary between two fingers. “How are you, nephew?” 

“I’m well, thank you, Countess.”

Her expression unreadable, the king’s mother motions to a side room. “I must see you in private.” 

Richard kisses his wife’s hand and shuts the door behind them. Music and laughter drift downstairs, the royal family gathered in the upper hall. Sleet fills the courtyard as Meg retreats to their chamber, removes her shoes, shakes out her hair, and sits in half-darkness until Richard returns. Meg twists in her chair, anxiety in her tone. “What did Margaret want?”

He throws his doublet on the bed and kicks off his shoes. “She’s concerned. Katharine has no training in our customs. Margaret wants someone familiar with court formalities to serve her—you.”

Shock steals the breath from her lungs until she explodes. “Her son demanded Ned’s execution! I have not slept since, tormented by nightmares! How dare she ask me! Is she heartless?”

She evades his arms, Richard’s tone terse. “Hold your tongue, Meg. She is the king’s mother. There’s not a malicious bone in her body. She trusts you. This is an honor, not an insult.”

Meg covers her face and sinks to her knees at the bedside. She moans into the floor until Richard embraces her, his lips pressed to her ear. “You have enough strength to survive this.”

She whimpers, her fingers locked on the bearskin rug. “What if you are wrong? I cannot endure your disappointment.”

Richard lifts her face to cover it in kisses. “I know every inch of you from your darkest fears to your deepest soul. I have seen your best and worst. Nothing can make me love you less.”

Meg clings to him until the anger fades and sleeps entangled in his arms. She wakes to frost-laden streets, the house in an uproar as it awaits Katharine’s arrival. Servants shovel sand over the ice, move furniture, sweep corners, set out food, and arrange pillows. Lady Guilford announces Katharine from a window. Flustered ladies plump cushions, shove card tables aside, and assemble behind the queen. Katharine leads in a dozen Spaniards, flushed from the ride. Meg hovers in the background as the Lord Chamberlain introduces Elizabeth to Katharine. 

The joyful queen takes her hands and kisses her cheek. “Your presence delights me, Katharine. I prayed for your safe arrival.”

“Thank goodness you did! The wind wanted to cast us to Ireland.” Katharine’s deep voice startles them, her hair copper in the firelight. “Mother sends her love. She so enjoys your letters. Isabella has little occasion to write other queens.” 

Elizabeth’s face blooms in delight. “I shall send her more.”

Katharine curtsies to Margaret Beaufort. “Countess, I hear you intend to build a charter school. Do you mean everyone to attend?”

“Yes, rich or poor, male or female.” Margaret accepts wine from a servant and settles into a chair. “It’s the first of its kind, but I hope others will follow. Education promotes advancement. The Church cannot improve until its people can understand mass.”

A servant offers, and Katharine hesitates to accept a silver cup.

“It isn’t ale, if that’s what concerns you,” Margaret teases. 

“Edward told on me?” Dismay surfaces in Katharine’s tone.

Elizabeth laughs and strokes her arm, radiant in blue silk. “Court has few secrets. It’s an acquired taste. Edward spit it on the floor his first time. He admires that you swallowed it.”

The Spanish spend several hours at cards, dances, and laughter, her ladies swift to adapt to the queen’s household. Meg cannot find a reason to detest Katharine; her smiles sincere, her manners perfect, her conversation engaged. She indulges the royal children’s conversation and listens with interest. Meg leaves them to an animated discussion on music to use the garderobe. The river rushes under the seat, her head in her hands. 

“Why are you sweet?” 

She cleans herself with moss and returns upstairs, grateful for the quiet. Wind buffets the windows and shadows fill the stairwell as night descends. Meg turns the corner and halts, two figures silhouetted in an arch. Katharine’s nervousness surfaces in her voice. “Countess, I cannot deny my husband if he wants me.”

Margaret touches her arm and steps nearer. “Do not let duty force you into a loveless act. If you dislike it, tell him to stop.”

Ashamed to eavesdrop, Meg tightens her hands at her waist and ducks into the gloom, but still hears Margaret. “My grandson has a tender heart. He will not force you as his grandfather forced me.” 

Stricken silence fills the corridor and Meg peers at them. Light falls across Katharine’s horrified face as she founders for words. Margaret turns away from her. “England has a common practice: to assign fatherless landowners as wards to noble families. The king granted me to Edmund Tudor. Desperate to secure my fortune, Edmund married me when I turned twelve.”

Katharine sinks against the wall. “And he...?”

Margaret nods and stares out the window. “The Yorks captured him within seven months. He died of plague. I had Henry eight weeks later. I was so small, so underdeveloped, it almost killed us both. But here I stand. Henry is the king England needs, and Arthur has his grandfather’s courage without his cruel nature. He can wait, and you can say no.”

“Thank you, Countess.”

Fearful of discovery, Meg turns—and bumps into a lean figure. Her heart races until she recognizes the sallow face, and she says, “You should not listen from doorways, Señor Lopez.”

He smirks. “That makes two of us.”
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Pandemonium fills the bishop’s palace in expectation of the banquet. Servants prepare the great hall as Henry arrives from Baynard’s Castle. He and the bishop go over the details one last time before he meets Lovell on the stairs between the palace and the cathedral. “Sire, due to the immense crowd in the street, the safest approach for the royal family is St. Paul’s Walk. I’ve stationed guards at each entrance to ensure Prince Arthur comes to no harm.”

Public processions unsettle Henry, but the commoners must see their future monarch and his bride. He suppresses his unease and surveys the Walk where massive, vaulted interlaid arches tower over immense stone pillars. Stained glass windows cast flickers of purple, blue, crimson and gold over the carved floor. St. Paul’s fills him with reverence for God’s greatness. “Katharine?”

“She’ll enter through the west doors with Prince Harry.” Lovell leads him into the sanctuary, the temporary platform stretched up the center aisle to the raised stage. A new gilded private box stands to the right of the vestibule. Henry scans its glazed windows and velvet-covered seats and prays nothing goes wrong.

As they leave the sanctuary, Lovell turns to the guards. “Let in the public. Have everyone seated before the procession.”

Henry enters the Walk, his arms crossed as he admires the vaulted ceiling. “What of Suffolk?”

“Still in the emperor’s court. He finds less support than he hoped. The Archduchess remembers Perkin Warbeck’s defeat.”

She believed him one of her nephew Princes of York. Henry confirmed his identity as a fraud but the resemblance between Elizabeth and Perkin still haunts him. They had the same brown eyes, narrow chin, and gold hair. “Maximilian is a reasonable man,” he says. “He must need something from us in exchange for Suffolk.”

The royal litter reaches the side entrance, Elizabeth followed by Margaret, their daughters, and ladies-in-waiting, each in their finest gowns, his wife exquisite beneath her crown. Henry halts atop the stairs as Lovell replies, “The emperor needs funds. He’s unwise in his wars.”

“And opportunistic.” Henry drags his gaze from his wife’s lithe form. “Offer him enough financial incentive and he’ll sell out Suffolk. We cannot move until the duke has nowhere to hide. Speak to my councilors. I want extradition treaties drafted with the independent states, in exchange for improved trade negotiations.”

Lovell bows and retreats as the women enter the corridor and come up the stairs. “I cannot remember a colder season,” Maggie complains, wrapped in an ermine cape. Henry smiles. His eldest daughter has never liked the cold. 

“It is winter, Your Grace,” Nan Browne replies. 

“And your father is a winter king,” Elizabeth adds. Sunlight glints in her exquisite sapphire headdress as she greets him with a kiss. She slips her icy hands into his doublet, her tone flirtatious. “You’re so warm. I needed you with me in the coach.” 

“Only there?” 

Her brilliant smile melts his heart. He kisses her and says, “The bishop awaits you in the great hall. I’ll join you soon.”

She, his mother, and their ladies continue into the decorated chamber to greet Archbishop Foxe. Lady Guildford loses hold on Mary and the child bolts forward for her father’s embrace, heavy in his arms. “You will soon be too old for me to lift you,” he says.

She shakes her head. “Then I shall grow no more, Father. Isn’t my new dress pretty?”

Henry feels the silver fabric and nods, enchanted by her resemblance to her mother. “It is, my love.”

Mary kisses his cheek, squirms as he releases her, and skips past Lady Guildford into the hall. The woman laughs and follows as Henry scans the assembled happy faces, relieved at what this union brings England—hope. Maggie takes his arm, tall enough to rest her head on his shoulder. “It is my turn to wed next.”

“You have time,” Henry reassures her. 

She strokes his sable collar. “Arthur is fortunate. She is...”

“Remarkable.” Henry squeezes her hand, Maggie more like his mother in her aloofness. “As are you.”

She flushes and continues into the great hall. Henry singles out one of her ladies and Nan Browne curtsies as he motions her closer. Nan is fair, about fourteen, her skin pale under dark hair, her likeness to her father evident in the high cheekbones and square shoulders. “Do you settle into your position, Nan?”

Golden-brown eyes lift under thick lashes. “Yes, Sire. Your wife has a gentle spirit. I enjoy her company.”

“And what of your father? I have not seen him at court in months. Does Sir Anthony intend to attend the wedding?”

She tugs her emerald velvet sleeves, unable to wear blue since her father isn’t an Earl. The gown flatters her gentle curves. “He intended to, but I received a letter this morning. He finds the French uneasy over this alliance. Duty keeps him in Calais.”

“That is unfortunate. I hoped to see him. Send him my regards when you write.” Henry steps aside so she can rejoin her friends. He refuses to let her innocence dissuade him, the garrison vital to their defenses, and her father a known friend to Sir James Tyrell. Sir Anthony cannot forget Henry has his daughter.

* * *
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Lovell opens the church to merchants, tradesmen, councilors, lawyers, and highborn Londoners. “Make sure no one approaches the royal box,” he tells a guard. The man nods and hurries away as his wife, Isabel, takes Lovell’s arm. Twenty years younger, fair-haired, and devout, she married him for status, not love. Both turn as Sir Richard Pole and Meg take a prominent position opposite the king’s box beside the queen’s sisters and their husbands. Lovell’s gaze lingers on her, Meg withdrawn since Ned’s death. 

Isabel presses soft curves into his side, bare skin visible under her low neckline. “Do you regret her brother’s execution?”

“Should I?” Lovell admires the flush in her cheeks. “His death was necessary. My actions are never without conscience.”

She slips an arm around him, her fingers entangled in his shirt laces. “I hope so. Lady Browne worries over your intentions. She fears you will use Nan against them. I agreed to look after her daughter. Promise me there’s no threat to Nan; you won’t...”

She falters under his annoyance. “Do what?”

Isabel picks a thread on his sleeve, her gaze downcast. “I see too much blood of late, Thomas. I cannot let the Brownes die.”

He crosses his arms, his stare fixed on the crowd, annoyed at her interference. “Lucy makes no secret of her friendship with Suffolk. She’s dined with him in England and abroad. Encourage her to stay loyal to the king, and I’ll overlook her former indiscretions. If she threatens the Tudors or uses the garrison in a traitor’s defense, I will arrest her.”

She fondles her emeralds and steps closer, hesitation in her tone. “I saw the royal physician. He claims there’s nothing wrong with me, no reason for my barrenness. If it cannot be physical, it must be spiritual. God does not rebuke without cause. Be honest with me, Thomas. Does God punish us for Ned Plantagenet?”

Lovell kisses her cheek. “No.”

“Then the rumors are untrue? You did not entrap him?”

He shakes his head. “God will send us children in time.”

Hope flickers across her face. Isabel squeezes his arm and retreats, the most desirable woman in the room, but not the one he wants. Lovell leaves as the bells ring in Europe’s tallest spire. 

* * *
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Prince Arthur has more to worry over than his wedding night, but cannot stop his dread. He tries to focus on the crowd, the ceremony, the endless rituals, but his mind returns to a massive bed and a diminutive redhead. Perkin Warbeck’s invasion didn’t terrify him this much. He glowers out a window and frets. 

Archbishop Foxe touches his shoulder, his spiritual guardian from childhood. “You are nervous, boy. May I ease your mind?”

Arthur studies his wrinkled face and plucks at a heavy white robe. “Is it moral to lie with your wife as strangers? What if she finds you repugnant?”

Foxe frowns and straightens the prince’s furs. “Katharine’s person is secondary to England. The marriage isn’t valid until you consummate. She understands her role and will submit. There’s no sin. Strangers have done this for centuries.”

“That doesn’t make it right,” Arthur argues, a chill in his words. 

“Don’t question tradition,” Foxe snaps. “This is your duty.”

Contempt tightens the prince’s chest as his respect for the man dies. He scans the others in the hall, his father’s highest courtiers gathered for the procession. “What if she resists?”

“She won’t.” Foxe sighs and guides Arthur to the stairs. “Your Grace shouldn’t fret, for you cannot steal what another gives.” 

Arthur churns with indignation. “Has she free will? Is this what she wants? Or must she surrender because others tell her to?”

The startled bishop blinks. “You think too much, Sire.”

Arthur glares after his departing form. “You don’t think enough.”

He stands alone in the arch until Brandon arrives dressed in scarlet robes, to the admiration from Maggie’s friends at the foot of the stairs. Brandon grins at them and leans into the wall, a wicked glint in his eyes. “I hope your dazed expression is anticipation. Never fear, Spain is formidable but you can invade.” 

Arthur blushes. “You think me so bold?” 

“Your Grace will rise to the occasion.” Brandon winks and follows him downstairs to Maggie and her friends in the hall.

His youngest sister bounds to Arthur with an elated squeal. Mary admires the purple feather in his silver cap and strokes his blue velvet sleeve. “Arthur, how divine! The silver suits you. Everyone is splendid today, Katharine too.”

She hugs his waist and buries her face in his doublet. His heart lurches and his voice catches in his throat. “Did you see her?”

Mary nods, twirls her skirt, and shows him her new shoes. “I adore her. I’m glad she’s our sister.”

Maggie abandons her friends to join them, dressed in pale green. “She isn’t yet,” Brandon teases, “but by morning will have more English in her.”

Arthur groans. 

Maggie strokes her sister’s curls and kisses her forehead. “That’s enough for now, sweet one. Go stand with Lady Guildford.” She waits until the child reaches the governess and turns to Brandon. “I’ll thank you not to say lewd things in front of her, whether she understands them or not. And you, Arthur, should curb his tongue.” She glares at him and rejoins her friends, her brother amused at her indignation.

Church bells peal and his parents descend the stairs in sable cloaks. Arthur wipes sweaty palms on his robes. His father stops to confer with Foxe as Elizabeth embraces him, smooths his hair, and beams with pride. “I’ve never seen you so handsome.” She kisses Arthur’s cheek and whispers, “You have nothing to fear.” 

“I hope so, Mother.”

She smiles and straightens the heavy gold chain around his neck. “Suffolk is no fool. He won’t threaten an English-Spanish alliance. Katharine makes us safe. After today, you can sleep easier.”

Though not alone. 

He hides unease behind a smile. Elizabeth strokes his cheek, brushes lint from his shoulder, and enters St. Peter’s Walk, followed by his sisters, grandmother, and their ladies. Henry leaves the bishop to walk with him. They enter the cloisters and halt in the hall. His family reaches the sanctuary unobserved and settles in the private box. Margaret pauses, her caress affectionate on his arm. “God bless you, my boy. She is right for you.”

Too emotional to speak, Arthur nods. Margaret smiles and retreats. The bishops withdraw, Arthur alone with his father as the crowd overflows the cathedral, the roar of peasants diminished on the street. The increased noise suggests Katharine has reached the square. His stomach lurches as Henry grips his shoulder. “Breathe deep. Calm yourself. Think of this moment, not what lies ahead.”

Arthur scowls. “I see nothing is private to Archbishop Fox.” 

“Do not condemn his concern. He frets over your welfare, and your concerns are legitimate.” Henry blocks his son’s view of the door and smiles. “You know right from wrong. Let it guide you.”

Arthur’s fears rise to the surface. “What if my instincts are evil?”

Fierceness flashes in his father’s gray eyes, a tremor in his tone. “You are not your grandfather. No wickedness dwells in you, only tenderness. Never doubt that.” 

Reassured by his father’s trust, Arthur’s unease subsides. Henry straightens his robes, touches his cheek, and vanishes into the private box. His heart in his throat, Arthur takes a deep breath and enters the sanctuary.

* * *
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Henry settles on the velvet seat and shuts his eyes to calm his unease. The crowd makes him nervous, pressed in around them. Elizabeth takes his arm, leans her head into his shoulder, and smiles. Her lips brush his earlobe. “I cannot believe this is real.”

He strokes her hand as Arthur ascends the platform, a fortune in jewels on his chest, to stand beside Bishop Warham. Henry links their fingers and glances at his daughters. “I want them safe.”

“They are,” she reassures him. “Henry, this secures them.”

Icy air billows into the sanctuary as guards open the doors. The external roar drowns out his response as Harry escorts Katharine into the church. She ascends to the raised platform, her hair loose beneath an embroidered silk mantilla. Gems sparkle in its hem and Maggie gasps in admiration. “What is that?”

“A Spanish veil,” his mother replies.

Exquisite blue velvet drags behind her as Katharine joins Arthur at the altar. White sleeves drape past slender wrists, her neckline bare, and sapphires glint in the ornate headdress. She takes his hand with confidence and the crowd silences in expectation. The archbishop reads the papal dispensations and recites marital terms in a loud voice. They sign the treaty with a jeweled quill. Lopez opens a silver chest that represents a twenty thousand pound bridal installment and rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds glint in the light. 

Henry has plans for them. They will buy him Suffolk.

In the seat behind him, Margaret Beaufort leans forward, her hand on his shoulder. “Katharine is smaller than I expected.”

He peers at the vibrant girl, a head shorter than her companions. 

“The kingdom needs no immediate heir,” Margaret says.

Elizabeth overhears and looks at them, her brow arched. Henry lowers his voice. “You advocate a separation?” 

“Yes.” Margaret straightens his collar. “Let them live apart. She’ll have many children when the time’s right.” 

Henry’s birth left her so devastated, she never conceived again. He suppresses guilt, stands for the final dedication, and nods. She sits back and his wife presses his hand. 

Katharine and Arthur pause at the golden vestibule gate and turn so the spectators can see their splendor. The roared approval shakes the cathedral. The hair stands up on the back of Henry’s neck and he exchanges a wide-eyed look with his mother. After the couple receive mass, Harry escorts her back up the walkway and into the twilight. A draft blows out the nearest candle as the doors close and guards arrive to escort out the royal family. Henry strides from the sanctuary, relief in his steps, Elizabeth on his arm. Margaret and Lady Guildford follow. 

Maggie clasps her hands, face aglow, dances in the hall and twirls her skirt. “I want a veil when I marry James.”

“It was ingenious to turn from the choir,” his mother says. She pauses under an arch, silhouetted as Lovell secures the east gate. “The gallery could not hear and it rewarded their attention. I should have thought of it.”

Henry shakes his head as he ascends to the great hall. Decorative banners hang from the rafters, food piled on the tables, and the musicians rise at their entrance. “You cannot decide everything in advance, Mother. You must leave something for them.”

She catches his eye and smirks. “You mean, for her.”

Katharine knows how to play the crowd. 

* * *

[image: ]


After several hours, the incredible weight of her bridal clothes makes Katharine fear her legs may give out the final hundred yards to the palace. She itches to abandon the sable robes and train. Harry struts beside her, his chest thrown out and feathered hat askew. Once inside the main hall, he removes his cap and boasts, “They loved us.”

“London adores its princes. You are popular, Sire,” she replies, relieved she did not catch her foot in her pearl-stitched hem. 

“They’ll love you, too, once they know you.” Henry kisses her hand. She smiles at his arrogance and turns as her excited ladies arrive. Inéz unclasps her robes and pulls them from her shoulders. She sighs in relief and moves her arms. 

“Come, we must lighten your garments.” Doña Elvira leads her into a private chamber where the girls remove her veil and fold it in a velvet-lined box. She changes a heavy embroidered kirdle for a lighter underskirt. Grateful for the fire, Katharine kicks off her silver slippers and rubs her sore feet.

Her dueña and Lopez discuss what to write Isabella as Estrella returns to her side. “What can I fetch you, Your Grace?”

The unease in her face matches the fear in Katharine’s heart. She has a few hours before she enters the prince’s bed and enough knowledge to dread it. She grasps her friend’s arm, brightness in her eyes. “Nothing, thank you.”

“Go to the great hall,” Doña Elvira urges. 

Shadows deepen as the sun sets, Estrella hesitant before she embraces Katharine, squeezes her tight, and darts out the door. The secretary withdraws as Doña Elvira pours a cup of wine and offers it to Katharine, affection in her smile. “Estrella loves you.”

Katharine tastes the fermented grapes. “But not more than you.”

Emotion crosses Doña Elvira’s face, and she kneels beside the chair. “I cannot stay with you this time.” 

A knot in her throat, Katharine embraces her, her face nestled in the woman’s partlet. Music drifts from the great hall as she dons her slippers. Margaret Beaufort echoed the blue and gray theme in the decorations; expensive fabrics cover the tables on either side of the dance floor, the venison, partridge, and woodcock on silver plates. Nobles crowd the room and the royal family gathers at the throne. She joins them, curtsies, and rises to take Elizabeth’s hand. The queen kisses her. “My daughter at last.”

Her heart dips, and homesick for Spain, Katharine hides her grief in a radiant smile. Elizabeth hooks their arms and whispers in her ear. “Please tell me if you need counsel. I know how difficult it can be to bed a stranger.” 

Katharine looks at Henry, seated with his youngest daughter on his knee. He laughs as Puebla whispers in his ear, the plump Spaniard elated at his alliance. “You love your husband?”

“Yes.” Elizabeth meets her gaze. “Arthur will be easier.”

She greets the royal family and settles beside Arthur at the high table. Servants bring mounds of food and she points to her choices. Cheeks bright from drink, Arthur says, “When my groom married, the bonds took less than half an hour. Ours took three.” 

“Peasants marry humbler than monarchs,” she replies.

Arthur flicks a lock of hair from his forehead, his hand beside hers on the tablecloth. “Do you ever envy simpler lives?”

She lifts her heavy sable-trimmed sleeves. “Yes, but we cannot lament the life and responsibilities God gives us.”

A jester darts and cartwheels among the crowd. Servants dodge him to wait on the tables. The archbishop enters in magnificent purple robes and leans over the king’s shoulder. Arthur shreds bread across his plate, his tone hard. “Peasants can marry for love. They enter the marital bed as friends.”

Her stomach knots and she clutches the armrest. “Do you not want to enter my bed, Sire?”

“I wish you were longer in England. I covet knowledge of your heart more than your body.” Arthur touches her arm, fear behind his eyes, and flushes as he glances at the bishop. “Everyone except my father tells me to get on with it.” 

Surprised, Katharine glances at Margaret Beaufort. The queen’s mother speaks to a somber, thin figure at her side. Embarrassment warms her face as Estrella serves them sweetmeat. She peeks at their companions and lowers her voice. “Do you like me?” 

“Yes.” Shyness turns his eyes silver in the candlelight. 

Her heart pounds. “Then have me.”

Dismayed, he turns away as the Spanish envoy reaches the table. She greets Puebla and they speak at length, Arthur distant as the night wears on, his friends unable to rouse his humor. Katharine’s fear increases when her dueña escorts her to the bedchamber and undresses her. She unlaces the sleeves, bodice and kirdle, and leaves Katharine in a thin embroidered shift. She bites her lip and her dueña takes her hands. “It shall not hurt long.”

Katharine nods and climbs into a bed scented with rosewater. Muffled voices travel the hall and a group of knights enter, Arthur several paces ahead. She cannot meet their eyes. He shrugs out of a heavy sable robe to join her. Katharine stiffens at the pressure on the mattress and closes her knees. Priests swing incense as they circle the bed and the archbishop steps forward. The scent churns her stomach, and she grips the bedclothes. 

“Lord, bless this marriage bed and those in it. May they live in your love, multiply, and grow old together. Send angels to guard and protect them, amen.” Bishop Warham flicks holy water at them, closes the sheer curtains, and expels the crowd. Brandon winks at his friend and shuts the doors.

Katharine peers sideways at her husband. After a long pause, Arthur shifts until their legs touch under the blanket. His eyes seek permission before he winds a lock of her hair around his finger. She forces herself to kiss him, his lips warm and dry, Katharine uncertain how to move her tongue. She lies back with him into the pillows, their eyes locked as Arthur lifts the coverlet to climb on top of her. She doesn’t enjoy his weight and averts her gaze. His lips move to her neck as he settles against her, his breath labored as her hands tighten on the sheets. In his curious but hesitant exploration, Arthur finds bare skin. His body tense, he slides up her shift and reaches between her legs. 

His head lifts at her startled gasp and he scrambles off her and draws his knees to his chest. “I cannot do this. I won’t.”

Relived and humiliated, Katharine bursts into tears, turns on her side and curls into the fetal position. Firelight flickers beyond the curtains and music drifts from the great hall. 

He sighs. “England can wait.”

* * *
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Estrella gawks at the closed bedroom door as the English return to the festivities. She doesn’t move until Doña Elvira nudges her, then joins her friends in an unfamiliar court. Lopez fills a wine cup at the table. Inéz clutches her waist, a worried flush in her cheeks. “She’s terrified, and we left her there.”

“We had no choice,” Francesca replies. “This is her duty.”

Estrella shudders and notices a gaunt figure beneath the arch beside the king’s mother, his eyes fixed on her raven-haired companion. “Who is that?”

Inéz glances at him. “Grimaldi, the Genoese banker. Puebla says half the nobles owe him money. He bought Buckingham’s cape and Brandon’s horse. Until repaid, he owns them.”

“It appears he wants to own me,” Francesca says, uneasy. Older than the king, his features severe, Grimaldi moves toward them. She shudders at his stare and turns her back so he cannot read her lips. “I won’t dance with him.” 

Inéz wrinkles her nose at a bite of plum. “You must, if asked.”

Francesca stiffens as the banker weaves through the dancers and Lopez steps between them, his voice low. “Go. I’ll distract him. We have common friends in Genoa.” 

Estrella pulls her friends into the crowd, relieved when Harry’s Lord Chamberlain intercepts them. Mountjoy flashes pale eyes and a handsome smile. “Dance with me, Inéz.”

The delight in her friend’s gaze doesn’t match the scornful leer at his wife. “Shouldn’t you dance with her?”

“Bess prefers to dance with Thomas Howard.” He extends a hand, his smile an invitation. Inéz lifts her chin, studies him through narrowed eyes, and accepts. Estrella shoots a glance across the room as Lopez intercepts Grimaldi and mild annoyance flashes across his face, his answers terse. 

Grimaldi brushes Lopez aside and strides toward them as Estrella drags her friend toward a familiar face. “Edward!”

He turns from his friends, a cup of wine in hand, amused at her enthusiasm. Mockery defines his grandiose bow. “Ladies.”

She grasps his sleeve and stands on her toes to whisper in his ear, “Please rescue Francesca from Señor Grimaldi.”

Edward abandons his cup, his disgust evident. “We cannot have that hideous old hellhound dance with you.” 

Relieved, Francesca follows him to the floor. The banker scowls and retreats. Estrella ducks into the shadows behind a column and fondles her necklace, weary of the crowd. She doesn’t move until a familiar voice reaches the banquet table, her dueña speaking Castilian. “Before I left Spain, Queen Isabella wondered whether the prince and princess should live together before he turns seventeen.”

“The sooner she produces an heir, the better,” Puebla replies. 

Estrella jumps as Willoughby taps her shoulder, whirls around and presses a finger to his lips. Amused, he steps further into the shadows as Doña Elvira says, “Arthur may exhaust himself in the marital bed like Prince Juan. She might die in childbirth. We cannot take the risk.” 

Wine trickles into a silver cup and the Spaniard says, “Henry has more to lose than Spain. I shall speak to him.”

“Good. Use your talents to her advantage.” 

Their footsteps fall away and Estrella relaxes. His brown eyes twinkle in the gloom. “Shame on you.”

“You caught me.” She blushes and rearranges her skirts, nervous at his nearness. “I needed a moment alone.” 

“I understand.” Willoughby walks with her on the outskirts. Her friends dance and flirt with English nobles, but he eyes the banker at the banquet table, his sinewy arms folded as he speaks to Buckingham. “I saw how you tried to escape him. Warn Francesca to keep away from him, if you can. Grimaldi collects beautiful things, but does not care for them.”

Her heart tightens until he takes her hand. “Shall we?”

* * *
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Meg knew nothing of intimacy before her husband took her to bed, but Richard had her with tenderness. Her friends were less fortunate. She shouldn’t fret for Katharine, but cannot help it. She turns over as dawn pierces the curtains, Richard asleep beside her. Meg loves every curve of his face, the crook in his nose from a jousting accident, the curl at the nape of his neck. 

She dresses in gray russet, twists her chestnut hair up into her headdress, and waits outside Katharine’s chamber, unable to enter until the prince emerges. After muffled voices, the door opens and Arthur appears, his smile genuine. “Good morning, cousin.”

“I trust you slept well, Sire?” She curtsies. 

Arthur tugs on a robe and snaps his fingers to the greyhound sprawled across the threshold. “Yes. I had too much wine.”

The dog scrambles after him up the hall as Meg enters a spacious chamber draped in blue silk, an enormous tapestry of lovers on the long wall. A chill fills the air, the fire out. Katharine stands at the window and rubs her arms beneath a thin dressing gown. Meg introduces herself, stuffs wadding into the hearth, and blows it into a flame. She rises as the warmth spreads, surprised to find Katharine behind her. “I heard your name more than once in Spain, Margaret Pole.”

Her stomach dips and she smooths her skirt. “Did you?”

“My father had endless discussions over your brother and the traitor, Perkin Warbeck.” Katharine offers a chair and Meg sits, her knees unable to hold her up. She conceals grieved anger behind lowered eyes. “Ferdinand is protective of his children. I did not realize Ned featured in the alliance until I reached England. Señor Puebla told me what happened. It grieves me.”  

Incredulous, Meg searches the earnest face, her tone tense. “It grieves you? I stood on the Tower Green and saw the terror in his eyes, heard a tremor in his voice, listened to them throw him in two pieces into a plain wooden box and nail on the lid. Do not pretend to understand my pain. You cannot imagine it.” 

Stunned silence fills the room, a flush in Katharine’s cheek. Aware the princess can dismiss her from court, Meg burns with fear and lowers her head into her hands. The girl settles in a chair and studies her beneath long lashes. “You are right. I cannot know your exact pain. Mine is different. I loved my brother Juan so much, after his death I refused to eat for weeks.”

She looks up at the tremor in the girl’s voice. Katharine’s fingers tighten on the armrest and she leans forward. “That I caused your loss breaks my heart. You have no reason to forgive me, but I pray you can. You need not attend me if you find me unbearable.”

Meg cannot hate this radiant, tearful innocent. “Thank you. I know his death was never your intention. I shall serve you.” 

Relief floods Katharine’s face. “You must teach me a great deal. I do not understand English custom. Why must I stay in today?”

“After your ordeal, you deserve a restful day.” Meg rummages in a trunk and pulls out a modest blue gown. Katharine slips into her shoes as Doña Elvira enters and searches the sheets, surprised. They speak in Spanish, Meg unable to understand until she sees the spotless bed. Overjoyed at his compassion, Meg strips the sheets and interrupts them. “No one need know. I’ll wash them.”

Doña Elvira scrutinizes her, shakes her head, and holds out her arms. “I shall take them. You may fetch breakfast.” 

Unsurprised by her distrust, Meg abandons them to further debate, sidesteps the dueña’s secretary in the hall, rounds a corner, and collides with Lovell. Her breath catches and she backs into the wall. “Pardon me, Sir Thomas.”

“I trust Katharine is fine this morning?” Lovell clutches a ledger to his dark brown doublet, amusement in his voice. “She seems vivacious. I suspect a day alone will not please her, but I trust you to advise her on the proper protocols.”

Suspicion sends her into his path. “You suggested my place?”

“Yes. I thought it important you reconcile your grief with her presence.” Lovell endures her horrified stare with indifference. “Your service proves the loyalty of the English court.”

She shoves past him down the stairwell, halts at the curve and turns, her eyes ablaze. “Sir Thomas, I’ll not share her secrets. I don’t care if you make whores of everyone, you won’t have me.”

Lovell smiles. “We shall see.”
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Arthur descends from the bridal chamber lost in thought but without regret. Katharine cried herself to sleep but awoke grateful. His robes stir dried scents from the reeds as he pauses outside his door, takes a deep breath, and enters. Raucous cheers erupt from his friends. Brandon bounds forward with a cup of ale. “Fortification for a night in Spain. How did you find it?”

Frozen under eager stares, Arthur drinks. Sir Richard emerges from the next room and motions in a servant to remove Arthur’s robe. Edward drops into a chair and sprawls long legs across the floor. He grins. “It’s a good pastime to have a wife.” 

“Yes,” Arthur replies, and thinks of her asleep beside him.

“That’s the spirit.” Brandon cackles, kicks Edward’s feet aside, and strides to the window. “Since she spends the day in solitude to recover from your...” his lips twitch, “invasion, will you watch us at the tiltyard? I intend to thrash Willoughby.”

“You can try,” the baron sneers.

The High Council’s week-long celebration starts with three days of tournaments, the knights invited to compete in the princess’ honor. While it delights him to see his friends break lances, Arthur must visit St. Paul’s and give thanks for his wife. He shakes his head and laces up a green doublet. “God demands my presence.” 

“A prince’s duties never end; and with such little sleep, too,” Brandon teases. 

Heat enters Arthur’s cheeks, and he turns his back to pull on his breeches. Richard meets his eye, snaps shut his ledger, and turns to his companions. “Prince Arthur has much to attend this morning. Leave him. And do not let me hear further vulgarities. You forget yourselves. Katharine is a future queen.”

They withdraw, Brandon with an impish wink. Arthur sighs with relief. “Thank you, Sir Richard. I don’t know how to stop them.”

“If Your Grace tells them to cease, you must mean it.” Richard assists Arthur with a belt and secures the clasp, raven locks loose on his forehead. “The king wishes to see you after breakfast.” 

Unease tightens his chest as he dismisses the servant and catches Richard’s arm, fear in his voice. “I didn’t touch her.”

Richard doesn’t react and retrieves his ledger. 

“What shall I tell my father?” Arthur asks.

Seriousness fills his Lord Chamberlain’s face as he pivots and fixes Arthur with a stare. “Do you regret it?”

“No, but had I done otherwise, I might.”

Skeletal branches move in the garden as the wind rattles the windows. Richard passes him an over-gown draped in silver fringe. “Then you have nothing to explain.”

A servant knocks and enters with meat, bread, and wine. Richard sits to discuss the planned day’s events as Arthur uses white bread to sop up his gravy. “May I ask you a personal question?”

“Sire can ask whatever he likes,” Richard replies.

Arthur asks, “When did you first lay with your wife?”

Richard closes the ledger and leans on it, his tone mild. “When she grew accustomed to me. I never forced her, but she did not choose me for her husband. Each time I touched her, I feared... I wasn’t sure she wanted me until one night, she came into my room.”

“Is that proper?” Arthur asks, shocked.

His Chamberlain laughs. “No, but I’m glad she did.”

Arthur licks honey from his thumb, his tone resentful. “Archbishop Foxe said it was our ‘duty’ to consummate the marriage.”

“The greater sin is to betray your conscience.” Richard grips his knee, sincerity in his deep gaze. “Listen to no one else in your union. This is between you, Katharine, and God.”

The palace corridors are quiet, the nobles asleep. Arthur enters his father’s presence, the usual councilors absent, Henry alone with three greyhounds. Official documents crowd the table. He lowers one at Arthur’s entrance, satisfaction in his steely gaze. “Bishop Warham brought me Suffolk’s extradition treaties.”

Arthur’s heart sinks. “Do you still expect him to invade?”

Henry pushes aside his chair and rises to place an arm around his son’s shoulders. He leads Arthur away from the open door, two servants in the presence chamber. “A wise king expects nothing but anticipates all.”

They reach the fireside and Arthur sinks into a chair, his heart full of dread. He does not want to admit the truth. Henry sits, leans forward, and catches his eye. Seriousness underscores his voice. “Lord Rhys received an invitation to join an army against the Tudors, unsigned but sealed with a blue lion. It said to hang a cobalt flag over the castle walls if interested.” 

Arthur expected questions over his wedding night, not treason. Fear grips his chest, horrified sedition reaches his friends. Henry drops his head into his hand. “Will this torment ever end?”

“Lord Rhys won you England,” the prince insists. “It’s madness to assume he’ll change his mind. Is Suffolk insane?” 

“Boldness and lunacy are not the same.” Henry stokes the fire and kicks the embers into the grate, a tremor in his hand. “You must return to Wales. I intended you to stay at Richmond with your wife, but under the circumstances, we have no choice.” 

* * *

[image: ]


Katharine loathes her day in seclusion, unable to receive guests or leave her privy chamber. Though her ladies dare not ask, curiosity burns behind their interested stares. A fretful Estrella hovers over her until Katharine laughs at her unease. “I’m fine.”

Relief enters the girl’s brown eyes, and she kneels, careful of her skirt near the fire. “Francesca said you might have soreness.” She reddens, her lip clenched in her bottom teeth.

Sunlight glints across the floor as Katharine peers into the next room where Francesca bends over a tapestry with her friends. “I see. Francesca knows more than she should.” 

Estrella strokes her arm, curiosity in her shy smile. “Do you still favor him?”

“I like him even more now than before,” Katharine replies.

Her dueña studies her from the window as a servant knocks. Lopez stirs from his desk to answer it and summons Doña Elvira. After a whispered conversation, her dueña crosses the threshold with a small trunk. “A gift from one of the queen’s friends. I tried to refuse but the young man insisted.”

Katharine receives it, heavy for its size. The lid lifts over an exquisite leather-bound book atop white velvet. She doesn’t know the author, but the title contains love, chivalry, and poetry. A note falls from its pages and Estrella snags it. “Thomas More.”

The name intrigues her, and she scans it. “Please accept this gift, for it has deep thoughts for a clever mind.”

Doña Elvira frowns but says nothing in her retreat. Estrella reads aloud, Katharine enraptured at the prose. It sustains her through a dull evening and she carries it to a window seat the next day to read its final chapter. She closes the volume, peers out, and says, “Thomas More.”

“A man of tremendous wit and occasional insolence,” the king replies. The book crashes to the floor as Katharine bolts into a curtsy. Henry retrieves it, notices the title, and returns it to her. “Thomas More wants to see if a strong mind lurks within your beauty.” 

She blushes and invites him to sit. “I enjoyed it.”

“Elizabeth liked its thoughts on romance and forced me to read several chapters.” Henry sinks onto the crimson cushion. “The author suggests love is divine. Do you agree?”

Katharine joins him, aware his gaze never leaves her face. “I don’t believe he should make generalized statements. Love is not all divine. I ‘love’ my purple gown and my mother, not in the same way. We use love for affection, or favoritism, but it defies definition.” 

“That answer should please even Thomas More. If you argue the divinity of love, you justify actions taken in its name.” Henry leans against the pillows, his head on his hand and elbow on the sill. “‘Love’ for another woman might prompt you to leave your wife; that isn’t divine. How you define love matters. Pursuit of love lends itself to infidelity, for when ‘love’ wanes, the heart strays.”

She thinks of her father’s discreet affairs and fights a flush of shame. “How do you describe love?”

“Commitment over emotion, a decision to stay faithful even when inconvenient, and willingness to sacrifice self for a cause.” Henry gazes into the rain-drenched the courtyard, distance in his gaze. “It shapes our actions. If we love a stranger, we do nothing to damage them; if we love a nation, we sacrifice for its welfare.”

Katharine imagines the deaths that brought her to England. Her expression falters until Henry catches her hand, his smile warm. “If I rule well, England will never demand too much of you.”

“You sacrificed on my behalf to bring me here.”

The king’s expression changes, a shadow behind his eyes. He dismisses his demons and rises with a smile. “Come to Richmond where a knight-filled tiltyard and a tournament awaits.” 

Servants fetch her cloak and her ladies brighten and abandon their needlework. Katharine strokes her sable fur collar and travels the stairs beside the king. “When will I meet Thomas More?”

“That I cannot say.” Henry motions to the outer door, a twinkle in his eye. “He is never where I want him.”

* * *
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Colorful ribbons decorate lances, favors from the queen’s ladies. Nobility fills the royal pavilion, merchants, tradesmen, and envoys in the stands. Dirt spews under flying hooves as Brandon turns a chestnut stallion for a second run. He unseats his rival and wins the day. The court withdraws for a masque banquet, the great hall transformed into a magical realm. Jeweled trees decorate the hall, mounds of food pile on golden plates, and luxurious silver fabric drapes the tables. 

Elizabeth presses her husband’s arm. “Do you like it?”

“I adore it.” Henry leads her in the first dance, every caress an act of devotion. Aroused by her graceful steps and the flash of skin at her throat, he pulls her against him. Her brown eyes sparkle before she darts away. Elizabeth flirts from across the room as she speaks to Señor Lopez, Henry driven mad by her smiles and gestures. Katharine distracts him at the banquet table, her glorious hair hidden beneath a veil, flushed from a Spanish dance. “You have light feet,” he observes.

“Thank you, Sire.”

His younger son trudges to Elizabeth, who strokes his shoulder, listens to his question, and shakes her head. Harry scowls and joins Maggie on the floor, his small form weighted under white velvet, blue satin, and sapphires. He tugs the heavy clasp at his throat and deepens his frown. The king plucks a plum from a tower, the juice on his fingertips. “I’m surprised you know the English dances.”

“Your daughter showed me.” Katharine responds to his surprise with a smile and fondles her diamond earrings. “Maggie taught me the steps my first afternoon at Baynard’s Castle. I learn fast.”

Harry trips on his hem and stumbles, near enough his father hears his curse. Maggie glares and hisses, “Stop fidgeting.”

“My robes are too heavy, I cannot see my feet!”

His father snorts and returns to Katharine as she says, “Sire must let me introduce Spanish instruments at court. Your wife enjoys the sound of our bandurria. You have nothing like it.” 

The prince turns in a half circle, catches his heel a second time, and storms to the sidelines. Maggie stands alone on the floor, horrified, and the music halts. Harry yanks at ribbons and flings the gown aside. Servants scramble to retrieve the fallen gemstones. Clad in a plain doublet, Harry returns to his sister. “Shall we?”

She gawks and looks to her father, bewildered. Henry wants to laugh, but motions for them to continue. Burdened by less weight, Harry performs without fault and retreats to applause. 

Henry glances at Katharine. “Grateful you have Arthur?”

She laughs.

The festivities last past midnight and end with a treasure hunt. Edward wins the purse and shares a ruby ring with Katharine, his reward a vivacious smile. Doña Elvira shepherds the girls away and the nobles retreat. Gradual stillness fills Richmond while servants clean the great hall. Henry waits for the queen’s ladies to withdraw before he enters his wife’s chamber. Elizabeth kneels at prayer before a candlelit altar. He studies the enormous tapestry of Adam and Eve on the wall. “How do you interpret this scene?”

She crosses herself and rises to come up behind him, her hands at his waist. “God is with us even when we make mistakes?”

“Or women can tempt men into folly.” Henry turns into her arms and gropes beneath her silk robe. Their lips meet in a long, sensuous caress and his fingers glide up her spine. 

Her curves press against him as she asks, “Are you tempted?”

He answers with a kiss and slides her robe to the floor. Henry caresses her face, entwines his fingers in her hair, and takes her to bed. She trembles beneath him and her soft gasps fill his ear. Their kisses deepen until he empties himself into her. Henry seldom permits this pleasure, fearful she may fall pregnant. He cannot bear to lose her in childbirth and drops his head to her shoulder until his heart slows. “I love you.” 

“I noticed.” Amusement dances in her brown eyes. 

She warms him through the night but he wakes before dawn to a familiar urge. Pain fills his breast, and he convulses. He covers his mouth, chokes, and stumbles from bed. Careful not to wake her, Henry smothers the sound until the cough passes. 

Traces of blood coat his fingertips. 

* * *
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Arthur changes out of mud-drenched shoes and enters the great hall. Remnants of the masque linger in stuffed owls and jeweled trees. Frozen nobles gather around massive fireplaces to discuss the tournament which ended when Brandon unseated Edward. The victor snatches wine from a tray and boasts to Maggie’s ladies. Edward slumps into a chair and glares at the Spanish acrobat. 

“You fought well, my lord,” Katharine soothes. 

Edward shrugs. “I’ll prove myself on a battlefield.”

“Let’s hope England has no future wars,” Arthur says. He rests his chin on his hand, intrigued by the dancers. “Maggie’s marriage offers a Scottish peace. Suffolk cannot invade without support and struggles to find it. I foresee many years without conflict.”

The Spaniard juggles silver goblets, his dark features distinct under a red and green hat. Edward shakes his head, his hair messy from the rain, dampness in its curls. “Until humans abandon ambition for tolerance, England will have battlefields.”

“I see no harm in defense, but I don’t intend to start conflict.” Arthur applauds as the acrobat finishes his act. His silver belled shoes jangle across the floor as he kneels before Katharine and produces a folded paper rose from his sleeve. She accepts it. 

“For Your Grace to remember me by in her new life.”

“Gracias,” she whispers.

The Moor’s face softens, sadness in his black eyes. “Though we return to Spain, Your Grace stays in our hearts.”

Her breath quickens under the lace partlet and she nods. “I’ll remember you, Fernando. Give my love to my mother.”

Edward returns to his friends as the Spaniard clasps his heart and retreats. The rose trembles in Katharine’s pale fingertips. She breathes in its scent and smiles. “He poured incense on it. I shall miss them. I have not felt abandoned until now.” 

Arthur’s heart aches, and he touches her sleeve. “Katharine, I hoped to stay at Richmond over Christmas, but Suffolk sent agents into Wales. I must return to Ludlow. Will you come?” 

Surprise fills her blue eyes, the rose forgotten in her palm. “My parents expect me to stay in London. Doña Elvira won’t consent.”

“I see no reason to stay here when you could form a court. I’ll speak to my father. He can persuade her.” Arthur kisses her hand and accepts a drink from Cordero. “Shall I ask him?”

Pink enters her cheeks and she nods. 

The Spanish amass at dawn in the courtyard to leave. Arthur watches them from a window, his heart heavy, and enters the privy chamber. Henry looks up from documents at the fireside.

“I want Katharine in Wales.” 

Instead of shock, his father smiles. “I thought you might.”

“It’s important she establishes herself as my wife. The Welsh lords need a reminder Spain is on our side.”

Henry glances at a document and throws it on the fire. “I agree. Puebla assures me the Spanish are amenable to whatever we decide, but we must consult our counselors and convince her dueña. I shall discuss it at the council meeting.” 

The door opens and Lovell enters, arms laden with documents. Arthur retreats to the closet outside the chamber to listen. Once the other members arrive, they discuss Scotland, his sister’s intended dowry, their payments in Flanders, and increased trade. After a lull, Henry says, “Arthur wants Katharine in Wales. How will the Spanish respond?”

Lovell leans back in his seat, his fingers linked. “She must use her financial resources in Wales instead of reliance on your generosity. This will diminish her dowry’s value. Ferdinand may object. 

Surrey snorts and rearranges a stack of papers. “Her dowry became her husband’s property upon the marriage.”

“If consummated,” Bishop Warham injects.

The earl snorts. “He’s fifteen. He had her, and more than once.”

Arthur’s face reddens, and he ducks his head. 

Archbishop Foxe sits at the table foot. “An heir secures England’s future. Send her. Let events unfold. She’ll have a child.”

“The alliance ends if she dies in childbirth,” Henry warns. 

His fingers tighten on the casement, face pressed to the lattice. Sunlight catches in Surrey’s thick dark hair, his tone impatient. “She is small but has wide hips. Isabella is not tall but had many children, without complications. And her sister Juana is fertile.”

Arthur covers his face and seethes with indignation. The quarrel continues for an hour until his father implies her presence symbolizes Spanish support. Fearful to overstep their authority and anger Isabella, the council agrees to ask Doña Elvira.

Arthur emerges once they withdraw. “Thank you, Father.”

“I’m sorry you had to hear us.” Henry stacks ledgers, exhaustion in his face. “Let’s hope her dueña is more agreeable.”

* * *
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The Spanish retreat as they arrived, with dignity but without their princess. Katharine embraces nobles, and receives gifts and compliments. Her smile hides deep anguish, for their departure leaves her alone in England, separated from Spain. Her heart constricts with each farewell and her clasped hands tighten.

“Now, we must be English,” Francesca mourns after the last Spaniard withdraws. The massive rooms are empty without them, and their footfalls fade in the courtyard. Estrella watches them enter barges from the window and bursts into tears. 

Doña Elvira surveys their downcast faces, shakes her head, and takes the youngest into her arms. “This is God’s will for your lives. England is your home, but you are Spanish. Nothing can change that, no matter what language you speak.”

Katharine mangles a scarlet ribbon in tight loops and flees into her bedchamber. She covers her mouth to muffle sobs, oblivious as a shadow falls over her. The queen closes the door on the others and sinks onto the bed beside her. She strokes Katharine’s back, tenderness in her voice. “I’m sorry, my love. I know what it is to feel abandoned, but you are among friends.”

She stares out the window. Haze obscures the gardens, the trees reduced to obscure shapes. Katharine wipes her nose and leans her head on Elizabeth’s shoulder. “Arthur shall also leave me.”

Elizabeth squeezes her hand. “Go with him.” 

“How can I choose between you, Elizabeth?” 

“Given the choice between a mother or a husband, choose the lover.” Elizabeth wipes a tear from her cheek and stands. “You will not spend the afternoon alone. I have music, dancing, and the virginals in my chambers. You promised to play for me.”

The instrument is exquisite, its lid painted in scarlet dragons.  Katharine fondles the keys before she sits, checks the strings, and plays one tune after another, long after her audience’s attention ends. Lost in the music, she stops when the king shuts the lid. 

Henry joins her on the narrow seat, his silver eyes deepened in the firelight. “I lived in exile in France most of my youth. I found life as a foreigner difficult, but you are not alone or friendless. I shall do whatever is necessary to make you happy.”

She nods and stares at the floor.

“Your dueña believes you should stay in London.”

Katharine glances at her across the room, beside Lopez. She twists in her seat and offers the king her hand. “Shall we dance?”

“Is this your attempt to distract me?” Henry asks.

Her skirts brush his long legs as she stands. “Yes.”

She dances with him, impressed at his skill, dines on rabbit, and falls asleep from exhaustion. A storm hits in the middle of the night. Windows rattle and wind gusts the chimney as rain fills the courtyard. It continues into the next afternoon while Lopez and Doña Elvira inventory the dowry to record every plate, ruby, coin, and tapestry. Katharine wipes condensation from the window as Arthur joins her. Voices stir in the presence chamber, and her ladies look up from the fire as the king crosses the threshold. “I have a gift for you.” 

Arthur trails them to a massive door carved in knights, maidens, and mythical creatures. Henry motions servants to open it. She enters an immense library; its shelves overflow with scrolls, books, and tablets. She turns in breathless wonder. “Sire, it’s wonderful.”

Ornate arches unfurl over plump cushions, and the fireplace casts a warm glow across the stained glass windows. She clasps her hands as she stares at them. “Legends! Is that King Arthur?”

“Yes, and across the room is Guinevere.” Arthur points to the astrological constellations painted on the vaulted ceiling. “Father spent hours on this room’s design. It’s his favorite place.”

The king laughs from beside a shelf. “Books are friends that never change even when abandoned. I find them a comfort. You may read whatever you choose whenever you like.” 

Arthur plucks a slender volume and brings it to her. “Poetic tales. Shall we read it together?”

She sits beside him on a pillowed bench, lost for hours in his eyes, the verses sweet on his tongue. Dusk descends by the end and Arthur strokes its cover, his features enhanced by candlelight. “Father has another gift, though he told me to present it.”

“Is this not enough?”

The prince shakes his head, takes her hand, and leads Katharine into the next room. Katharine gasps at the collection of gems, crowns, gold pieces, and necklaces laid out on velvet pillows. Arthur beckons a well-dressed man from the shadows. “This is the royal jeweler. You and your ladies may choose your favorite stone and have it set.”

Excitement shines in her friends’ faces and Katharine leaves them to admire. She finds the king among the library shelves. Lost in a book, he doesn’t move as she comes up behind him. “You are too good to me, Sire.”

“You are my daughter now.” Henry returns the volume, half hidden in shadows. He takes her arm and strokes it as he leads her upstairs. “Your happiness is my main concern.”

* * *
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Since Baskerville mentioned James Tyrell’s name, Lovell has scoured his reports for evidence against him. He has hundreds of spies in Europe and scrupulous records overflow his desk. Lovell finds a reference in a letter from the Netherlands, tucks it into his doublet, locks the door, and ascends to the king’s privy chamber. He enters unannounced, Henry surrounded by account books. He drops the letter before the king, his tone indifferent. “Tyrell sent his private secretary, Robert Wellesbourne, to Flanders for trade two months ago; what if he conspired with Suffolk there?”

Henry reads it in weak candlelight and frowns into the storm. “If so, he must trust Wellesbourne. Can we turn him?”

“Tyrell faces allegations of treason. Wellesbourne may not care to die.” Lovell retreats to the fireside, his chest strained from cold, an ache in his rib. The king nods and he asks, “How are you, Sire?”

“My physician believes I’ll recover.” Amusement twitches thin lips as Henry returns to his ledger. “He may have consulted my astrologer, who promises me a long life.”

The door opens, and a servant enters, his gaze fixed on the floor. “Bishop Alessandro requests an audience.”

“Show him in.” Henry rises.

A distinguished black-clad Spaniard enters, touches the ruby cross on his chest, and bows. Lovell slips into shadows, his arms crossed. Alessandro ignores him and accepts the king’s invitation to sit. “Doña Elvira intends Katharine to stay in London, but I believe Wales better serves our mutual interests. Señor Puebla shares my opinion Her Grace should live as Arthur’s wife. She is old enough to establish a household and produce an heir.” 

“I agree,” Henry says, “but have no desire to anger Isabella.” 

The bishop leans forward, his voice lowered. “Isabella cannot benefit from an invasion. Her daughter represents an alliance. If you cannot wait for her agreement, put it to Katharine. She values my advice. I’ll encourage her to favor the marriage.” 

Henry studies him in the firelight. “Thank you, Archbishop.”

The man nods and retreats. Henry tears a page from his book and casts it into the fire. “The power struggle in her household may work to our advantage.”

“Yes.” Lovell turns from the drenched garden, a sneer on his lips. “Katharine’s decision will tell you who has more influence.”

* * *
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Estrella returns from the laundry with an armload of fresh linen and shoves it into the cupboard. She dusts loose white threads from her bodice as she enters the presence chamber, her friends scattered at the fireside. Katharine sits with Alessandro in the next room, her face distressed, and Estrella lurks out of sight. 

“A wife’s place is with her husband,” Alessandro urges.

Katharine picks at her kirdle, the underskirt of velvet. “I agree, but Doña Elvira believes my mother wants me to stay in London. She knows Isabella better than anyone at court.”

“You forsook allegiance to your parents when you married the future King of England,” the archbishop argues. Fabric rustles as Katharine rises to pace. Estrella darts to the window to stroke the marmoset, her ears strained to hear. “Arthur is your husband. You must obey him. He asked you to go to Wales. He wants you.”

Tensed, Estrella listens for an answer, unnerved at the pause. The monkey nips her fingers, and she jerks them free with a squeal. The noise draws their attention and her cheeks burn as she turns away. Katharine tugs at the back of her dress, indecision in her tone. “You tell me one thing, and Doña Elvira another.”

“I’m your spiritual advisor. Your first loyalty is to your husband.”

Tension fills the air. Estrella watches her mistress in a mirror. Blue eyes flash in indecision and she squares her thin shoulders. “Thank you, Bishop. I’ll pray on what you told me.”

“Do not make the king wait long for an answer,” he replies.

Once Alessandro leaves, Estrella enters to sit in the window seat. “If you had no responsibilities, what choice might you make?”

Katharine smiles. “Arthur. We are the future and the better we know one another, the more secure our reign. But the best decision may be none.”

Estrella’s brow wrinkles in confusion but she rises as the dueña opens the door. “Prince Arthur arrives with his friends.” 

He spends every afternoon in her chambers, and Katharine emerges to greet them. She kisses his cheek, exchanges a smile with Edward, and snaps her fingers at the musicians. Arthur says, “This time, let me teach you a new dance.”

Katharine knows them all thanks to his sister, but clasps her hands in delight. “Where do I stand?”

He directs them into lines and shows her a three-step and kick. Estrella smirks on the sidelines as Willoughby leans over her. His eyes follow the dancers. “Her Grace has not missed a step yet.”

Katharine stumbles and collides with Arthur. He catches her, slow to release her waist, his mouth in her ear. Estrella blushes at their caress and raises her brow. “You are wrong, baron.”

“I said she hasn’t missed; that was deliberate.” Willoughby leans into the column beside her and bites into a plum, careful not to stain his jerkin. “What did you choose from the king’s treasures?”

Estrella extends her wrist and a ruby ring catches the light. He lifts it for a better view, his fingertips soft beneath her sleeve. She drowns in his dark gaze as he observes, “Modest.”

“Katharine says a beautiful soul needs no adornment. I chose for my enjoyment, not to draw attention.” Estrella enjoys his touch and aches when he removes it. Skirts fly behind them in colorful patterns, and Lopez joins Doña Elvira under the arch. 

He smiles. “Your decision shows a humble spirit.”

She flushes at the compliment and taps her foot to the music. Arthur winds an arm around Katharine, grasps her wrist, and leads her in the three step. She makes no mistakes and Estrella claps her hands in tune, happy to watch them. The baron studies their dueña and the bishop. “Has the songbird chosen its winter nest?”

“It depends who guards the tree, the raven or the bluebird.” 

Willoughby follows her to the banquet table. Estrella examines sweetmeats and wine before she chooses a pomegranate. She bites a slice, the seeds thick on her tongue, and rearranges the star-like fruit in a pattern. “Will you travel north with the prince?”

Willoughby shakes his head and pours ale from a golden pitcher. “Suffolk has many friends in Lincolnshire. Since my father owned half the county, the king expects me to maintain order. I’ll spend a few weeks on the estate and return to London.” He sips, and tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “What would you decide?”

“London makes me happy,” Estrella lies. 

“Some days, that’s true,” Willoughby says.

She blushes. “Honesty flatters no one, Baron.”

“It proves you can trust me.” The music concludes and Arthur and Katharine retreat to the sidelines. Willoughby abandons his cup and extends his arm, fondness in his eyes. “Shall we dance, little Spaniard?”

Heat fills her cheeks and Estrella accepts with joy. The dance is swift with turns and passes, an invitation for innocent touches. He brushes her waist, and she grasps his robes. Her ankles flash in the candlelight as she kicks. Estrella’s pulse increases as she admires his radiant face. It ends too soon, and the baron leads her to a table for a drink. 

Maggie enters with her dozen ladies, and tenderness alters his expression. He caresses her back in farewell and darts across the room to greet Nan Browne and kiss her hand. Estrella envies their interactions, her laugh when he whispers in her ear, and turns from them. 

Katharine leaves her husband and comes nearer. “She is not you.”

“No,” Estrella replies, “but today, I wish to be her.”

* * *
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Muffled laugher and conversation penetrate the wall while Henry reads and signs tedious trade agreements. The quill pauses at footsteps in the hall and he blinks as his son passes. “Arthur!”

The prince enters flushed from a dance and Henry dismisses his secretary from the room. Lord Dudley gathers an armload of documents and leaves the council chamber. Henry shoves back his chair, places an arm around the boy, and leads him to the window. “Has Katharine reached a decision yet?”

“No, Father.”

Frustration floods him and the king glares into the garden. She has endless smiles and compliments, but has not decided in a week. Henry slams the latch shut. Arthur studies his face, his tone amused. “I cannot resent her indecision, for the politics involved.”

Footsteps cross the hall and Brandon reaches the threshold. He bows and says, “Her Grace intends to walk in the garden, Sire... she invites your company.”

“Go,” Henry growls, “see if you can persuade her.” 

He sits as his son vanishes into the passage. Young people tramp past, descend the stairs, and amass in the rain-drenched yard. Katharine and Arthur stroll with entwined arms, their heads bent together. Annoyed at her laughter, Henry drums the sill.

Elizabeth enters the room, wraps her golden sleeves around his chest, nuzzles his neck from behind, and nips his ear. He fails to respond, and she strokes his hair. “Why do you brood?”

The damp increases his cough, his torso pained from suppressed spasms. His ribs ache and he conceals pain behind a sigh. Henry turns into her embrace, his head in her breast. “Katharine wants to go with him. I see it in her eyes. Why not speak?”

She slings an arm over his shoulders and slinks into his lap. Her free hand strokes his shirtfront. “Katharine is seventeen and has never made a significant decision. Her parents dictate her every move from what she wears to her ladies. She is used to it, for she has no choice. Where she had license, Katharine could turn to her dueña and archbishop for advice. Before now, everyone agreed. Now, the two people whose counsel she values most disagree.”

He groans. “What can I do about it?”

“Choose for her, Henry.”

“And risk Isabella’s displeasure?”

Her fingers inside his shirt, Elizabeth distracts him with a wine and honey kiss until she pulls back to meet his eyes. “She is in an impossible situation where she cannot decide without accusations of disobedience. You are a diplomat. The Spanish will accept your decision. Love her enough to save her.”

“How can I choose between my wife and my son?” Henry asks. Confusion darkens her brown eyes, and she tilts her head as he breathes in her lavender scent. “You adore her. Shall I separate you from a kindred spirit?”

Elizabeth laughs and leans their heads together. “Make your son happy. You are enough to satisfy me.”

Their lips touch and the embrace deepens as he runs his hands over her waist. Henry dumps her on the window seat, his mouth at her throat. Elizabeth clutches his side as his teeth graze her jaw. She looks at the cracked door and shoves him aside. “Henry.”

“Should not a king’s mistress be in his room this time of day?”

Elizabeth rewards him with a pinch and scrambles from his arms as footsteps enter the hall. She darts to the threshold as Spanish girls scatter raindrops across the oak floor and shake velvet cloaks. He creeps up behind her, and she swats his hand away. “Katharine, how was your walk?”

“Fine, Your Grace. You look flushed, are you unwell?”

The queen catches his hand behind her back and squeezes. She smiles at the child’s innocence. “It is hot in this chamber. I should return to mine. I hope you will take my advice to heart, Henry.” Her eyes laugh at him as she crosses the hall.

Katharine turns to follow the others until Henry calls to her. “Can we speak for a moment, my dear?”

Trepidation flashes through her blue eyes but she enters and halts at the fireside. Golden light catches in her headdress, pushed far enough back to reveal red locks. Henry commands the greyhounds to retreat and they slink beneath the table. He motions to a chair and sinks into the one opposite.

“I understand your bishop and dueña disagree on London.”

She picks at her sleeve, her eyes downcast. “I cannot fault their opinions for each has my best interests in mind.” 

He doubts that. “What do you want?” 

“What I want is not within my power.”

Henry crosses his ankles, his chin on his hand. “Why not?”

“My greatest desire is to please everyone, but that is impossible.” Katharine spreads her hands, an embarrassed flush in her cheeks. “I cannot bear to disappoint the people I love most.” 

Her youth becomes evident by firelight, in the round face, the graceful curves under her gown, the smallness of her hands. His irritation fades and Henry’s tone softens. “You love your dueña.”

“She has never left my side even in hardship.” Katharine’s emotions shine in her eyes as she leans forward. “She saved me as a child. I wandered away from my guards, distracted by a flower. My mother receives great respect in Spain, but has many enemies. The Moor came at me with a knife. Doña thrust herself in the way.” Her hand traces the nape of her neck, tears in her eyes. “She has a scar on her shoulder. She bled into my new bodice.”

His hand falls to the armrest. “And Bishop Alessandro?”

The dogs lift their heads as she smiles into the fire. “Between one war and another, he has spent more time with me than Father. I cannot choose between them.”

Servants set out supper in the side room. Henry shifts in his seat. “Can you choose between my wife and son?”

“No, for that leaves you behind.” She lowers a modest gaze, her cheeks flushed. “My father is different from you, yet your presence comforts me. I feel... safe.” 

Suspicion tugs his soul and his eyes narrow as he studies her downcast face, the hands clasped at her waist, the even breaths. Henry asks, “What does your heart want, Katharine?” 

“Arthur.” She straightens her skirt, her shoes damp from the rain. Water pools beneath her seat. “I want your son. My mind prefers London. I must sacrifice my opinion for England.”

“This nation may be safer with you in Wales.” 

She lifts her chin, intelligence in her eyes. “Then send me.”

“Shall I command you? Will you force me to decide?” 

Katharine takes his hand, the king captivated at her nearness. She searches his eyes and shifts forward to whisper, “I live to serve and please you and my husband. Send me.”

The hair rises on the back of his neck. Figures pass in the outer room and Lovell waits for an audience. Henry tries to stare her into submission but she never lowers her gaze, defiant under her demure expression. Her dueña comes to the threshold. Katharine’s eyes plead with him under thick lashes. His brow twitches, his tone louder. “You will travel to Ludlow. Arthur needs your support.”

“Yes, Sire.” Katharine rises, curtsies and squeezes his shoulder. Henry looks up into her amused eyes and she withdraws. 

Lovell steps aside to let her pass and enters, curiosity in his face. Henry motions for him to shut the door and coughs, relieved not to bleed. He shoves a chair back for his friend, rueful admiration in his tone. “I underestimated her. She is as sly as her father.”

“She has her mother’s looks and his temperament.” Lovell pulls documents from a leather pouch, gives them to the king, and considers the door. “Ferdinand always smiles at his enemies.”

* * *
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The Genoese banker Grimaldi makes frequent court appearances to collect debts behind closed doors. Meg never invites him into their home, fearful her children might see, and desperate to avoid discovery. She managed on a meager income until several bouts of serious illness forced her to seek a loan. Meg searches her jewel box, finds a necklace and drops it in her pocket. 

She peers into the presence chamber, grateful for her husband’s absence, and slips into the hall. Since the Spanish left, there are fewer nobles present. Meg crosses the landing, descends a short stairwell, and reaches the linen closet. She touches the latch but turns as Surrey and Lord Dudley pass to attend a council meeting. She lowers her head and waits until they retreat to enter. Dim light penetrates a round window where Grimaldi gazes across the Thames, his back turned to her. 

“This room sees more excitement than we bring to it. Edward Howard often uses it.” He fondles a crack beneath the arch, turns, and extends a sinewy hand. She shudders and drops the choker into it, careful not to touch him. Grimaldi examines its value, tucks it into his doublet, and notes the sum in a ledger. 

Meg peers at the amount. “It’s worth more!”

“No one cares for sentimental value, so your mother’s necklace is worth six small emeralds and one diamond. It’s more than you’ll get from the pickers.” Grimaldi steps toward the door and Meg shrinks from his glare. “You are months behind. Shall I speak to your husband?”

Richard trusts her to manage his estates and revenues. She hides the poor harvests and incomes from him, aware it might make him ill. Anxiety surfaces in her voice as she grasps Grimaldi’s arm. “Say nothing, you’ll have it.”

“How do you intend to pay me with little to trade? You cannot sell furniture without attention and no longer serve the queen. Does Katharine intend to lavish you with expensive gifts? I doubt it. Puebla tells me her dueña keeps a tight hold on her finances.”

Meg twists her skirt behind her back and hides unease with false poise. “The prince will reward Richard.”

“Vapid promises when another offers to buy your debt.” Grimaldi pockets his account book and brushes lint from his immaculate black sleeve, the cloth so expensive to dye, few can afford it. 

Terror twists her heart and Meg staggers into the shelf. She struggles to breathe, aware that one man at court knows everyone’s secrets. Her voice is small. “Who offered?”

“Who do you think?”

Sickened, she clutches her stomach. “Lovell.”

“Yes. He keeps records of all the courtiers’ debts. The king finds them useful. He took particular interest in yours.” Grimaldi grasps the handle, and glowers at her, his eyes hard. “Lovell will use any advantage to manipulate, control, or force you into his service. I am not responsible if he succeeds.”

Meg lunges forward as the door opens to pull it shut. She grips his doublet, frantic as she searches his heartless face. “Promise me you won’t sell me into his debt. I’ll do anything.”

Grimaldi studies her flushed figure and shakes his head. “Unless you have influence I lack, you can do nothing. I have enough nobles who do ‘favors’ for me at court. I want payment.”

He reaches for the doorknob and she grabs his arm. “Please.”

They study one another in the gloom. His brow twitches and his hand falls. “I’ll raise your interest.”

She nods, unable to fathom how she can repay him. His current terms are outrageous. Voices pass on the stairs and fade into the upper hall. Grimaldi moves her aside from the door. “I demand a sizable payment by midsummer. I’ll give you six months but if you cannot pay the balance, I don’t care who buys your debt.” 

Meg sags to the floor as he leaves and wraps her arms around her knees. She breathes deep until her heart quiets, smooths her skirts, and enters the corridor. Servants rush between floors and haul trunks into the courtyard. Katharine and Arthur depart at dawn. Half-packed crates fill their chambers, hay littered across the floor. Richard looks up from a stack of books, straw caught in his hair. “Where were you?”

“The queen had an errand for me.” Meg dusts him off and empties the nearest shelf. She left his philosophers, novels, and a few history books. She has sold as much as she can hide from Richard. 

He frowns over the titles. “I thought we had more than this.”

She opens her mouth and flinches as their son charges through the door and storms into the nursery, his face flushed. She drops a candlestick into a velvet-lined trunk to follow. “Harold?”

“Go away, Mother.” He buries his head in the trundle pillow.

Sunlight glints in his dark locks before it passes behind a cloud. Kendalle has packed most of his clothes and books. Meg joins him and strokes his back, Richard on the threshold. “What’s wrong?”

Furious eyes turn to her and he demands, “Are we traitors?”

She gasps and the blood drains from her face. Meg cannot move. She pulls her hand into her lap and tightens it into a fist. Her husband kneels at their side. “No, where did you hear it?”

“One of Prince Harry’s friends shoved me and said Uncle Ned died a traitor. He said all the ‘bastard’ Plantagenets are traitors. They claim his head decorates London Bridge!” Harold scrambles up to grasp her arm, a plea behind his eyes. “Say it isn’t true!”

Richard sits beside him, his elbows on his knees. “Your uncle is dead but his head lies in the family crypt. You are no traitor, nor is your mother, nor am I.”

Meg embraces the child, shaken at the devastation on his face. “Not everything people say is true, Harold. Many nobles at court have strong opinions, but not the facts. Do not listen to them. Your father and I love you. Your brother admires and looks up to you. Prince Harry considers you one of his best friends, and Arthur finds you a fine boy. Remember that, the next time someone accuses you of treason.”

“Did the king kill Uncle Ned?”

She exchanges looks with her husband and tightens her arms around him, hardness in her voice. “No, my love. Lovell did.” 
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Doña Elvira wakes Katharine before dawn, silent since the king ordered them from London, and tight-lipped, helps her dress in warm wool garments. 

Katharine says, “Wales isn’t the end of the world.” 

“I hope you’re right.”

Dressed in deerskin gloves and a sable cape, Katharine enters the bitter winter air, the courtyard frosted in white. Disappointed ladies assemble to leave the English knights, but her smile widens as Edward Howard descends the steps behind her husband. “I did not expect you to come with us.”

Raven hair frames his square features as he peers into the palace. “My father insists I make myself invaluable to the prince.”

Arthur chuckles and stomps his boots for warmth, his breath visible in the sunlight. “I assume you enjoy my company.”

“I do, Sire.” Edward grins at her. “And your companions, too.”

Horses and coaches pass under the arches, her furniture carted into the lane. A frazzled Lopez looks after the dowry and trunks, his eyes distant. The royal family emerges and her heart lurches as she bids farewell. Henry draws his son aside for a private word while Katharine approaches the youngest Tudor. Mary embraces her, her brown eyes miserable. “Must you go?”

“I’ll write letters from Wales, and send presents,” Katharine says. “Lady Guildford can read them to you. Learn the Spanish steps I taught you, so when I come back we can dance together.”

Mary brightens but is slow to release her and turns into Lady Guildford’s side. Katharine strokes her chestnut curls, smiles, and moves up the line to grasp Maggie’s wrists and kiss her cheek. “Arthur tells me we may escort you to Scotland before long.”

Fear flickers across Maggie’s face and her voice lowers. “I hope James is as wonderful to me as you are to Arthur. I’m glad he has you for a companion. He finds Ludlow lonely.”

The wind rustles their skirts as Katharine curtsies to the king’s mother, surprised as Margaret Beaufort embraces her. “Remember what I told you.” She pulls back, intensity in her direct gaze, and straightens her wimple. Curious faces turn toward them and Katharine nods. Margaret smiles and releases her.

Elizabeth hugs her, dampness in her eyes. “I’ll pray for you.”

“I cannot wait to meet your favorite upon my return.” Katharine peers past her at the gathered nobles, pained to leave them behind. “I hear much of Thomas More.”

The queen squeezes her sleeve and replies, “You shall meet and marvel at him.”

Arthur abandons his father to embrace Maggie and swing Mary through the air until she squeals. The horses stamp and toss their heads, impatient as servants load the final trunks. Katharine turns to Harry, a twinkle in her eye. “What grand heroics will you perform in my absence, Sire?”

“I want to learn to joust,” Harry sulks, “but I’m not old enough.”

Henry tousles his hair with an indulgent smile. “There’s time for that, my son. Katharine, let me escort you to the coach.” She takes his arm, warm beneath a velvet cape, and crosses the courtyard to the litter. The king opens the door and hesitates. Behind them, Arthur embraces and confides in low tones to his mother. 

“I trust Arthur to you,” Henry says. “You are older with more diplomatic experience. Use it on the Welsh lords.”

Concern puts a tremor in her as he assists her into the coach. Katharine settles on a wide crimson seat beside Sir Richard and Meg. Arthur soon joins them and her ladies enter a separate litter with Doña Elvira. Henry shuts the door and steps back as Meg tucks a bear rug over her knees. The royal family waves them out the gates under Spanish and English flags. Her heart tightens in her chest. “Arthur, is Wales loyal?”

“No.” Arthur takes her hand. “But we can change that.”

* * *
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Elizabeth distracts herself from their son’s absence with Christmas festivities. She transforms the great hall into a wonderland. Painted faeries, dragons, and knights decorate backdrops, jeweled owls nestle in branches, and fragrant holly centerpieces boast wine, glazed buns, and sweetmeat. She dances and accepts gifts, but her joy fades when she turns away from the Spanish envoy. 

Mary nestles into her father’s arms on the throne and rests her head on his shoulder. Sadness creeps into her voice as she watches her mother converse with Lady Guildford. “Her smile does not reach her eyes. Can you bring it back, Father?” She twists to look up at him, hope in her face.

Henry’s soul aches and he squeezes her plump form. “I’ll try.”

Brownish-auburn hair brushes his velvet sleeve as Mary falls asleep. Lady Guildford retrieves her and Mary kisses him before she stumbles upstairs beside her brother. Once Maggie follows, the king withdraws from court. A dog watches from the hearth as Henry undresses alone in his room. Firelight casts his shadow across the wall as he slips up the passage to his wife’s chamber.

Nan Browne bumps into him as she leaves, Elizabeth’s gown in her arms. She curtsies and steps aside, relief in her eyes as Henry enters and shuts the door, the latch click lost in the silence. Elizabeth stands at the window, London aglow across the Thames. Henry embraces her and rests his chin on her shoulder. She touches his fingers, a tremor in her voice. “I miss him so much my heart aches.”

Henry turns her around and caresses her mouth with his thumb. “I’ll fetch him home once Suffolk is no longer a threat.”

“When?” Elizabeth abandons his arms to pace and wring her hands, her hair aglow in candlelight. “Who can we trust? Which nobles scheme against us? Is our family safe? Ludlow is so far away, the thought of Arthur outside Lovell’s protection frightens me!”

Rain buffets the window and she shivers in the draft. Henry catches her arm, cradles her face, and forces her tearful gaze to meet his eyes. “No one can hurt the children. Suffolk won’t touch them. Lord Rhys saved my life. He won’t let harm befall our son.” 

Elizabeth dissolves into tears against his chest. Henry strokes her hair and longs to ease her pain as she clings to him, their bodies pressed together. She whispers, “Suffolk took him from me.”

“I know from experience, he will not forget you.”

She searches his eyes and clutches his shirtfront. “How could you endure it, a childhood without your mother?”

“I had my uncle, and her letters.” Henry kisses her forehead, his arms tight around her. “You have not lost him.”  

She cries herself to sleep beside him, her head on his chest. Henry slides from beneath her, tucks the coverlet over her, and slips into the passage. Several greyhounds stir, the usual guard absent. Concerned, for he should never abandon his post, Henry pauses and searches the darkness. Unease fills his footsteps, but the hounds suggest no threat. They follow him up vacant corridors into the great hall. He hesitates on the threshold as jeweled owls cast eerie shapes in the torchlight. A dog growls low in its throat. 

Henry senses a presence but sees no one. “Hello?”

Shadows shift in the magnificent room, the silence unnatural. The hound relaxes its hackles and wags its tail. Henry follows it up a short flight of stairs to knock on his enforcer’s door. The hound sits as Lovell answers it, still dressed but without his doublet. “Come in, Sire.”

The firelight plays on a tapestry of St. George and the Dragon inside the spacious chambers. Scattered papers and lit candles cover the massive oak table, the room immaculate. Henry fondles the back of a carved chair. “Do you ever sleep, Thomas?”

“Occasionally,” his enforcer replies, and waits for orders.

Henry considers the closed bedroom door, disinterested in Isabel. “I have decided not to wait. Go to Guînes and arrest Tyrell. I leave the method to your invention but use no violence unless he incites it. He may lead us to Suffolk. Once he’s in the Tower, my son can return to London.” 

“Yes, Sire.”

They discuss his intentions before the king climbs the stairs into the great hall. The greyhound abandons him in the upper corridor. Shadows shift and flit as a footfall draws his attention to a dark corner. Dim light shows contours but not faces and a figure darts behind a backdrop. Unnerved, Henry says, “Declare yourself.”

When no one answers, he strides across the hall, unnerved at the jeweled owls. Gnarled, misshapen branches beautiful in candlelight become horrific in the gloom. They twist and snag his garments, Henry forced to shove past them. His sleeve catches and he tears it free, unable to breathe as he rounds a corner—and gasps as a figure looms before him.

“Sire...?” A guard peers past him into darkness. “Are you well?”

Pain arcs through his lungs as he turns to say, “He’s...”

No one is there.

His eyes dart between distorted branches and owls, the tapestries motionless without a draft. “I saw someone. Where were you?”

“I went to relieve myself, Sire,” the guard admits, red-faced.

Henry glares him into submission and unclasps his fist, ice in his tone. “Next time, use the rushes in the corner. You left the queen unguarded. That must never happen again.”

The guard hangs his head. “Yes, Sire.”

* * *
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Lovell gathers letters from informants across Europe, locks them in the desk, and hides the key around his neck as his wife leaves their bedchamber. She shivers and pulls her robe closer, anguish in her face. “Must you do this, Thomas?”

“You should not listen to my conversations.” He throws papers on the fire and stands over them until the edges curl and burn. Lovell grips the mantel, his tone quiet. “I protect the throne.”

She reaches him barefoot and grasps his arm. “Thomas...” She halts at his sharp look, bites her bottom lip, and softens her grip on his wrist. “Please do not harm the Brownes. Lucy is my friend.”

“Friendship means little when it threatens the realm’s safety.” Lovell pulls from her grasp and studies her face in the candlelight. “You are naïve and inexperienced. This is serious. Henry faces another invasion. Suffolk has allies in significant households across England. Unless I secure our French garrisons’ loyalty, we cannot stop him at sea. He could fire on our fleet from our fortresses!”

Desperate, she follows into the bedroom. “Lucy is not a traitor!”

“Lucy is a Neville and they side with the Plantagenets.” Lovell sits to remove his shoes, studies her flushed features, and pats the coverlet. “If the Brownes prove loyal, I shall not arrest them.”

She joins him, her arms crossed. “I don’t believe you.”

He removes his doublet and lays it across a chair. She shivers until he motions her into bed. They lie together in partial darkness as rain pounds the yard. Lovell turns over, lifts his head, and pulls her onto her back. Resentment fills her eyes, and he strokes her waist. “I’ll prove my intentions. Come with me, urge Lucy to show Suffolk no favoritism. Tell her how well Nan does in the royal household.”

Her thin form trembles. “You intend me to put them at ease so you can spring the trap. I shall not be part of it, Thomas.”

“So you won’t come with me?”

She tenses and peers over her shoulder. “I will, to warn her my husband does not suffer traitors.” She moves to the far side of the bed. Lovell turns over and goes to sleep. 

* * *
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Eager people gather for alms at the chapel door, their clothes threadbare. Grateful to escape despondency at her first Christmas without her parents, Katharine steps past the gate, touches their bowed heads, and distributes coins. One woman has three children, their faces scrubbed clean but their thin cotton garments worn. They cling to her and stare at the princess. She gives them an extra silver piece and returns to the church. A priest shuts the gate and the beggars walk home, their shoes thick with mud. 

“What happened to her husband?” Katharine asks.

Bishop Smyth sighs and tucks his hands in wide cassock sleeves. His velvet garments sweep stone steps as he ascends into the snow-dusted churchyard. “Lawlessness and dissent is common in Wales. Feuds stretch back generations, with casualties on both sides. He died in conflict, in the right place at the wrong time.” 

Katharine accepts her gloves from her dueña. “She should not suffer for another’s sins. I cannot help them all, but provide food, clothes, and money for her at my expense. Speak to my bursar.” 

Smyth bows and escorts her into the castle for the banquet. Beggars gather at the gate to receive what the nobles do not eat. Troubled at their extreme poverty, Katharine pushes the roasted pheasant around on her plate. Tumblers entertain them on the floor, and musicians serenade them from the corner. 

She catches her husband’s eye and touches his sleeve. “Does it ever trouble you that some have much and others little?”

“Yes. The rich must provide for the poor.” Arthur strokes his chin, his hair coppery in the sunlight. “It must be a choice, of Christian duty. I cannot force the landowners to cooperate, nor afford to feed the masses. You gave them a precious gift today.”

She scoffs and tears bread apart. “A few coins?”

“No. Dignity.” His eyes penetrate hers until she blushes under his admiration. “You didn’t look aside or step back. They must reek, but your nose never wrinkled. You touched them, held their hands, spoke to them. Some go untouched for months. An exquisite Spanish princess smoothed the grease-soaked hair from their foreheads and treated them as valuable. You loved them.”

“Someone must.”

He takes her hand. “You excel at it, because you mean it.”

She brightens beneath his praise and squeezes his fingers. Edward invites Francesca to dance a three step, her dark hair vivid among her fair companions. Servants offer roast pig but the smell turns her stomach. Katharine shakes her head, dips into the finger bowl, and shoves aside her plate. “The bishop mentioned feuds. Are the Marshes lawless?”

Arthur sighs and sits back in the ornate chair. “My Council tries to reconcile disputes and prevent violence but frequent conflicts range from simple harassment to murder. The landowners feud and the peasants suffer for it.” 

“Cannot we stop it?” she asks, dismayed.

He shakes his head. “The worst dispute is between two earls. Lord Neirin is young and inexperienced, his father died only last year. Lord Meuric...” He shudders and a shadow crosses his face. “I find him contemptible and his methods barbaric, but I cannot censure him too much unless I want to provoke a conflict.”

“He has an army?” 

The dance concludes and her husband pushes back his chair. “Father forbade private armies when he took the throne. Meuric has power. His influence among the northern lords is undisputed. Still, we need not consider this until we reach Wales. Shall we?” 

She joins him on the floor, but cannot shake her unease. 

* * *
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Estrella notices changes as they travel north. Woodlands turn into fields and ash trees become birch and elder. The royal procession travels at a pace that allows Katharine and Arthur to make frequent public appearances. They attend mass, hunt, ride, and host banquets. Peasants amass on roadways and in towns to greet them. She receives countless small gifts and hands out alms in each village. 

Shouts fill the air after them and Estrella asks, “What is it?”

“God bless Arthur and Katharine,” Richard replies.

Rain spatters the road and thickens into a downpour. It pounds the ground and beats the tree branches. Richard directs them to a monastery where a prior shows them into the queen’s chambers. Estrella dodges raindrops to fetch her things from the cart. A crash startles her, and Cordero swears as he straightens his trunk. She stops to help him. Estrella snatches garments from the mud and admires a small silver-inlaid box. “This is exquisite. What secrets does it hold?”

Cordero laughs and settles it amid his things. “Quills and ink.”

She takes her small trunk inside, shakes out the princess’ favorite tapestry to adorn the wall, retrieves furs, and lays a fire. Servants unload and stow silver plates and goblets on the shelves. 

Katharine retires to the fireside and tries to comfort her angry marmoset. He snaps and snarls at her fingers. “He loathes travel.”

“I don’t,” Francesca replies as she hangs cloaks to dry. She tidies the floor and lines muddy boots at the door. “Given my choice, I’d not sleep in the same bed twice. The world has much to see.”

Edward crosses the threshold, shakes water from his hair, and accepts a cup of spiced wine from Inéz. He winks and drops into a chair. “Never stay in one place. Columbus understood that.”

Flames snap in the hearth and Estrella stamps out a fallen ember before it catches the rushes alight. Katharine strokes the monkey, its tail wound around her arm. “I’m sure your interest in ships has nothing to do with war, just exploration.” 

“Our poor armada was in shambles before Henry became king.” Edward stretches his heels to the fire. Water drips from his boots into a pool under his feet. “Edward neglected it. Richard took no notice. England is safer with a proper fleet.”

She lets the marmoset climb her chair. “You want to lead.” 

“Is that wrong?” Edward leans forward, passion in his eyes. “My heart burns with love for this country. England is my blood, my soul. Should I not defend her to my death?”

“I hope you never have to, Edward.”

Estrella enters the bedchamber to rummage in a trunk, their voices muffled. She shakes out her mistress’ shift, embroidered in black thread, and carries it to the window to examine a small tear. Footsteps quicken beyond the door and she darts behind a drapery as they cross the threshold. 

Katharine asks, “What is it? I have never seen you so pale.”

“The feud I mentioned escalated into violence last night.”

Estrella peers between fabric folds as the prince wrings his hands, paces, shakes his head, and halts beside his wife. “Meuric forbade Neirin or his sister access to his land. They did not listen. Meuric’s son is dead, and he blames her.” 

Katharine gasps and sinks onto the bed. “What happens now?”

“Meuric wants her life. Male or female, murderers hang in Wales.” Arthur sighs, touches the carved bedstead, and rests his head against it. Estrella doesn’t move, fearful he might see her. “We cannot delay further. Storm or not, we must leave at dawn. Lord Rhys shall meet us midway and escort us to Ludlow.”

A draft sends a shudder up Estrella’s spine. Katharine nods, drops her gaze to the floor, and rearranges her skirts. Silence fills the air until Arthur touches her shoulder, his voice tender. “May I sleep beside you tonight? This monastery makes me uneasy.” 

“Sire has an open invitation to my bed.” Katharine smiles.

Estrella blushes but cannot look away as Arthur lowers his hand. “I’ll always ask.”

“Shall I have your ale prepared for you, Sire? I understand you must drink it to ‘fortify your constitution,’” Katharine teases. 

His footsteps retreat toward the door and Estrella risks another look. Arthur pauses at the latch and turns, mischief in his gaze. “I shall not ask you to drink with me.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.” Katharine rises, her form silhouetted against the wall. “The vinegar-soaked cloth extended to our Lord to nourish his thirst tasted better.”

* * *
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Tudor lion and greyhound standards flutter over the Calais harbor. Stone and thatch houses populate the cliff, merchant and English naval ships fill the port, and the fortress defends its shoreline. Lovell studies its position from the deck, a threat if it falls to Suffolk, and notices an increased military presence in the city. Isabel rides with him and a dozen guards up narrow streets. Stone walls defend the garrison from external assault. Lovell calculates how difficult it might be to reclaim as he enters the gates. 

Nan Browne’s parents stand atop the stairs at the barracks, Sir Anthony older than his second wife, gray and hardened from service to the crown. Lovell dismounts and assists Isabel from the coach. Lucy Browne embraces her and draws her indoors. “I hope the voyage wasn’t turbulent. Come, it’s warmer by the fire.” 

He follows them into a hall filled with fine furniture. Colorful pillows line chairs, books crowd shelves, and cards beckon from the table. Rain-drenched windows overlook the harbor. Lovell removes his cloak and passes it to a servant. “You hired more guards.”

Their wives enter a side parlor and shut the door. Browne offers him a drink beside a massive fireplace, stretches an arm across the mantel, and strokes his brow. “The marriage unsettled France. I face increased violence in Calais. I brought in more men to fend off assaults. Until Spain ceases its threats to invade Navarre, King Louis will remain hostile. He fears Ferdinand may trade military support against Suffolk for Henry’s financial support.”

Lovell counts the guards on the battlements. “I’ll examine your books this afternoon and ride to Guînes tomorrow.”

Browne escorts him into a cluttered office stacked with record-filled ledgers. A candle burns in the corner and dusty tapestries cover the walls. Browne clears an annoyed tomcat from the chair and retrieves a book from a locked drawer. “It’s all in order. Here’s the list of annual expenditures.” 

“Thank you.” Lovell opens it and feigns interest. Browne secures the window latch, picks up the cat, and withdraws. Lovell rises to lock the door, slip behind a tapestry, and grope the wall until he finds the catch. The hidden door opens and he enters musty gloom, the air stale, and follows a narrow passage to the end, able to see his wife through a spy hole. 

Lucy Browne decorates her small privy chamber in crimson and gold. She stirs the fire and settles across from Isabel. “I’m glad Elizabeth finds Nan a good companion. She’s a sweet girl.”

Isabel sets wine aside to take her hand, her face concerned. “I didn’t come to discuss your stepdaughter, but to warn you: since Suffolk fled to Flanders, Henry suspects his garrisons. He trusts no one. Henry sent my husband here to watch you and weigh your words. Thomas knows your love for Suffolk.”

“The same blood runs in our veins. It should not condemn me.”

His wife leans forward, her thin features silhouetted against the flames. “You do more than that; you make your contempt for the king obvious. Sir Anthony claimed you missed the wedding due to upheaval in France, but I suspect you refused to come.”

“Henry bought that alliance with a Plantagenet’s head.” Lady Browne bursts from her chair, her face flushed, paces and turns, her hand on her hip. “Should I pretend it does not matter?”

Isabel rises to catch her wrist and lead her back to the fire. “I understand what you suffer, but these are uncertain times. Henry allows no threat to his children. If he shed royal blood without fear of divine wrath, he might do worse to your family!”

Lovell shifts position, careful not to dirty his robes. 

Lady Browne sighs and drops her head into her hands. She sinks into a chair. Light caresses her brown sleeves and catches the gold thread on her hem. Isabella grips her arm and kneels beside her, a catch in her voice. “I beg you not to side against the king. Give him no reason for distrust. Your life depends on it.”

Footsteps pass as Lady Browne studies her earnest face. “Does Thomas use you to deliver his threats now?”

“Thomas strikes without mercy. He cares not where the ax falls. I cannot stand by and see you undone, Lucy.” Isabel leans closer to whisper, “Your opinion is not worth your life.”

Storm clouds form over the harbor and wind whips standards outside the casement. Lovell steps nearer, his eyes fixed on Lady Browne. She smiles, invites her friend to sit, and straightens her skirt. “Thank you for your concern, Isabel, but it’s unnecessary. The king has my husband’s loyalty—and mine.”

Satisfied, Lovell retreats into darkness.

* * *
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Arthur remembers his first glimpse of Ludlow as they ascend the hillside. It towers on a rocky outcrop above the town, protected by an external wall. Katharine leans across him to see and he breathes in her scent, a mixture of pomegranate and wine. Her eyes sparkle. “An enchanted castle amid dangerous wilds. Where’s the dragon?”

He laughs. 

Three dozen Welsh lords amass under Lord Rhys’ eagles to greet them. The coach stops and Rhys dismounts, a tall black-haired man, silver in his beard and fierceness in his gaze. A scar covers his cheek from a blow at Bosworth.

Arthur embraces him. “Rhys, it does my heart good to see you.”

“I’m sorry for your sake it’s sooner than expected.” Rhys’ voice resonates, his thick accent rich. “I hoped to avoid disaster.”

Arthur glances at his companions and leads him out of earshot across ankle-deep snow. “Is it that awful?”

Wind stirs the man’s furs as he nods. “Meuric wants her dead.”

“A life for a life. That’s not our Lord’s command.”

Rhys squints at the procession, a dozen coaches with equal wagons and horses sprawled on the road. “I rescued her from the locals and put her in the dungeon. Her story won’t please you.”

Arthur turns from the wind, his stomach in knots. “Have you heard further from Suffolk’s agents?”

“Not since I received this,” Rhys says, and extends a letter. 

He turns his back to the coach to open it as Katharine descends. Arthur has seen Suffolk’s sigil before—a blue lion with extended tongue. He crumples it, furious at his distant cousin’s subterfuge, and eases the concern from his face. 

Katharine joins them and offers a hand to Rhys, undaunted at his great height. She’s small beside him, her smile glorious. “Once Sir Richard told me your name, I had to meet the man who defeated Richard Plantagenet on a battlefield. Lord Rhys, my husband speaks of you with affection. I look forward to our acquaintance—if possible, indoors.” 

The Welshman snorts and motions to the litter. “Shall we?”

She nods and returns to it. Rhys mounts a black warhorse and escorts them across a bridge, through town, and uphill. Delighted figures line the roadside to cheer. The coach passes iron gates and halts at the main bailey. Servants untie the luggage as Sir Richard steps into the yard. Arthur leads Katharine into a symmetrical passage with gilded windows. Stone stairs ascend over an elevated room to the great hall. His greyhounds charge away as Arthur removes his cloak. The castle is empty without tapestries and furniture. It will take several days to dress the rooms. They unload the bed first and Doña Elvira sends it upstairs. 

Arthur shows Katharine into a bare chamber, the vast wasteland visible outside the windows. “You sleep here.”

Katharine examines it with a serious eye. “Where is your room?”

His heart flutters and he crosses her presence chamber into his quarters. Trunks crowd the floor, servants unpack velvet draperies, Lopez directs the dowry trunks, and Sir Richard shoos his hounds. They slink into the corridor with their tails between their legs. He touches the windowsill, and sighs. “What can I do, Katharine?”

Small fingers brush his sleeve and slide to his wrist, warm despite the chill. She leans against him, her mouth at his ear. “You are not alone, Arthur. We’ll fix this problem together.” 

* * *
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Uneasy in Lovell’s absence, Henry dismisses the council and retreats into his wife’s chambers. Maggie sits at the harpsichord and brightens as he kisses her cheek. She never misses a chord. “I cannot reach the final note.”

She has little hands and too short pinkies. Henry joins her on the bench. “If that’s your only defect, you’re fortunate.”

His mother, wife, and youngest sit at the window. The ladies play cards with Brandon and Willoughby, Nan Browne between them. Harry lies on the floor surrounded by drawings of knights, lances, standards, and battleships.

Maggie turns anxious eyes. “Will James favor me?”

The Scottish ambassador plagues him each week to send her, insistent she grows up in Scotland and learn the customs. Henry has little opinion of James, aware he’s a notorious philanderer, but smiles. “James shall adore you, for you have your mother’s charm and my insight.”

Her fingers cease playing and lower to her lap. “How soon must I leave you?”

Anguish tightens his chest, and he shakes his head. “I cannot answer that, child. Put it from your mind. Play for me.”

Gray skies cast shadows over the garden as she performs his favorite Welsh melody, comfortable at the keys. Harry strokes her shoulder and retreats to stare across the grounds. His mother puts aside a book, lowers Mary to the floor, and joins him. He inherited her slenderness, and she is tall enough to meet his eye. “I find the Scottish envoy impatient, but Surrey cannot stand him.”

Henry snorts. “Surrey despises the Scots.” 

Margaret scowls into the downpour, and fingers the ruby cross at her throat. “Scotland is a thorn in our side. James’ envoy hinted he may support Suffolk if he cannot have Maggie’s dowry soon.” 

He snarls, “James will lose both if he isn’t careful.”

Maggie finishes a difficult tune with a flourish and joins her mother. After servants offer wine and sliced apples, his son carries a silver plate to them, flushed from the hearth. “Charles Brandon has a new horse, Father. It’s a proper stallion.”

Musicians strum dulcimers in the corner until one picks up a fife. Henry settles in the window seat, stretches his arm across its back, and studies his son’s face, aware of his intentions. “Is that so?”

Serious, Harry nods and sits beside him. His feet cannot reach the floor. Margaret looks on in amusement as he fingers the fruit. “He started not much older than I am now. I can hold a lance. When may I learn to joust?”

The queen overhears and peeks at them, concern behind her frown. Henry motions his son nearer and pats his knee. “Brandon almost lost an eye in the last tournament. You are not a common knight, Harry. You are an English prince. Your life is worth too much to risk it on frivolities. You may train when your wisdom is greater than your ambition.”

* * *
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Fog surrounds the garrison and blankets the road, the soldiers reduced to obscure shapes. Lovell enters under a raised portcullis, uneasy despite a dozen guards. They dismount in the courtyard, his eyes drawn to men on the battlements. Sir James Tyrell stands on the stairs, broadened by furs as Lovell lifts Isabel from a mare. “Lady Lovell, welcome to Guînes.” 

They ascend into a great hall decorated in standards. Tyrell’s speared eagle and his wife’s wolves hang under the king’s hounds and dragon. A dark-haired woman stirs from the hearth, her curves unchanged from when she filled Lovell’s arms, and drops a lapdog to the floor. “Isabel, what a delightful surprise!”

“Lady Tyrell, how wonderful to see you. London misses your presence. I have not had a proper conversation in months.” Isabel kisses her cheek and accepts a cup. Lovell receives her cloak and gives it to a servant. His wife conceals nervousness behind a smile. “This is delicious! Pear brandy? How do you get the sweetness?”

Her friend smiles and takes her arm. “Come, I’ll show you.”

They retreat into the corridor followed by the white and tan Phalène. Lady Tyrell glances back at him from the threshold, her dark eyes unreadable. Tyrell invites him into a meticulous office where a thin, dark-haired man rises from a desk, his head bowed and palms flat at his sides. Large windows overlook the ramparts, the view unobstructed of the French coast. 

Tyrell motions to the ledgers. “My documents are in order, but if you have questions, ask Wellesbourne.”

Lovell studies his companion as much as the financials. Firelight sharpens Wellesbourne’s features as he scribbles and frowns over a task. Lovell dips a quill into an ink pot and asks, “How long has Sir James entrusted you with the accounts?”

“Several years in the autumn,” Wellesbourne replies.

He pushes back from the desk to fetch a different ledger. The secretary pauses as Lovell stands over him. Neat sums and notations fill the parchment. He waits until Wellesbourne looks up to say, “This is fine work.”

A servant comes to lead him to his room before dinner. She abandons him outside the door. Lovell enters, his wife seated on the bed. Isabel watches him wash his face and run damp fingers through his hair, but before she can speak, he touches a finger to his lips. Lovell lifts tapestries, feels cracks, and fondles the fireplace before he sits and removes a muddy boot.

She shifts nearer to him. “Did you come here to arrest him?”

“Did you not overhear my conversation with the king?”

Isabel grips her skirt and shakes her head. “I heard Guînes.” 

He dons a fresh shirt and tucks it into his breeches. “Henry told me to invite James to London to discuss the garrison. It’s our primary line of defense should Suffolk invade. He cannot trust the royal messengers. Suffolk may have spies among them.” 

“You don’t intend to imprison him?” Isabel laces his doublet, her hair scented of violets. He shakes his head. She wants to believe him and studies him at dinner, his manners easy and conversation light. They discuss strife between France and Spain, wine, and Arthur’s marriage, then retire from the table. 

Lady Tyrell lingers with him in the passage as her husband and Isabel enter the great hall. She touches his hand, her eyes deep. “Your visit is to secure Guînes’ annual taxes, Thomas?”

He searches her face. “What other reason might draw me here?”

“Rumors.” She steps nearer in the shadows, her fingers light on his arm, intensity beneath her long lashes. “Our enemies spread lies we support Suffolk. Why would my husband risk his life to turn against the king who pardoned him?”

“Sir James does not strike me as a fool,” he concedes.

Fear darkens her face, and she hesitates until her husband asks, “What keeps you in the hall, my love? Come to the fireside.” 

She flashes a brilliant smile and enters. “Was the bride radiant?”

“Katharine is exquisite,” Isabel sighs.

Lovell pulls up a chair. “More than that, she’s intelligent.”

“Given her parents, that does not surprise me.” Tyrell warms his backside at the fire, his shadow across the floor. “I regret we could not leave the garrison unguarded. Such radiant reports from London of her beauty and manners make me eager to see her. Be honest with me, Thomas: was the king upset at our absence?”

Lovell studies his face in the candlelight, unable to read it. “No. Guînes’ safety matters more than your presence at court. He wishes to discuss his concerns over the fortress in person. Our informants suggest Suffolk may try to invade from France.”

Interest sparks in their eyes and Tyrell’s son leans forward, tall, dark-haired, and handsome. “Has he allies in France?”

Isabel glares at him, suspicion behind her gaze. 

Lovell nods. “Henry intends to fortify the defenses. Have you plans of the harbor and fortress? Bring them, the king may need them. Your boy can manage until your return.” 

Concern stiffens Lady Tyrell’s posture, but her husband nods. “If you anchor ships in the inlet, our cannons can protect them. Suffolk could not escape our shores without a bombardment.” 

They discuss it until midnight, then withdraw in agreement to leave at dawn. He stares out the window, lost in thought as Isabel undresses and climbs into bed. She wraps her thin arms around her knees. “Thomas...?”

He glowers at her, his expression so severe she falls into silence. 

* * *
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Meuric enters in a wind gust, tousled from a rainstorm, and his long-haired sheepdogs slink away at his command. His fierce black gaze compels Meg to move nearer her husband. She twists her wrists behind her back as the earl studies the council chamber. Arthur turns from the window, several lords seated at the table. “Meuric,” he says, his tone guarded.

The Welshman bows, clutches his hat, and approaches. “I’ll not waste time. I come to get justice for my son. Lord Neirin and his sister crossed my land without consent, came upon Drystan in a hunt, and challenged him when he told them to leave.”

Meg drifts to the fire, her gaze downcast. Richard crosses his arms and stands behind the prince’s chair. “Neirin says your son threatened and attacked them. Lady Anwen acted in self-defense.”

“She stabbed him in the throat. From behind.” 

Silence fills the room as the council exchanges glances. The earl paces the length of the massive oak table and pauses at an empty seat. “You must have time to reach a decision, but I urge you to act soon. My peasants lost their lord and may seek retribution.” 

The subtle threat draws her gaze to her husband. Richard does not respond but Arthur sinks into his throne, his tone steady. “I trust you to keep your estate under control, since I prefer not to impose martial law. I shall decide within a fortnight.”

Meuric considers their faces and retreats. Servants scatter from his path and Meg follows as far as the landing. He shouts to his men, whistles to his dogs, and mounts his horse in the yard. She finds Katharine and shares the conversation. The girl frowns, sinks into a chair, and contemplates in silence. 

Gloom fills the passage as Meg retreats to their chamber, the nursemaid and younger children downstairs. Harold lies on his stomach, his thumbs covered in blue ink. She gathers scattered books, wooden knights, tops, and marionettes, and peeks at his work. Her heart stops, and she clutches an armload of toys. Fearful she imagined it, Meg dumps them in a trunk and returns for another look at a magnificent sapphire lion with an extended tongue. Her heart pounds as she asks, “Where did you see that?”

Harold admires it. “On a note slipped under our door.”

“Show me.” She struggles not to panic and peers into the next room, relieved the servants are not present. He produces Suffolk’s sigil from his pocket. Meg crumples it in her fist, grasps his arm, and forces his startled eyes to meet her gaze. “Did you share it with anyone, the nurse or the tutor?”

Harold shakes his head. “Are you angry at me, Mother?”

Meg embraces him and forces calm into her voice. “No, but it’s a wicked lion, so you shouldn’t draw or speak of it.” 

Footfalls and voices enter the outer room as Meg grabs the drawing and, despite her son’s protests, throws it on the fire. The note drifts beneath a chair. She drops to her knees and gropes for it as the door opens. Richard asks, “What’s this?”

Her hand closes around crinkled parchment.

“Mum says blue lions are evil,” Harold whimpers. 

Meg casts it into the blaze as Richard bolts forward. She catches his arm, tries to pull him back, and cries, “Leave it!” He forces her aside, knocks it into the hearth, and stamps out the corner. Meg covers her face and moans, “We must destroy it.”

“You cannot be sure no one saw it. This implies guilt, Margaret.” Flushed from the struggle, Richard snatches it from the floor and demands, “Is this the first you’ve received?” 

She falters. 

Horror fills his face. “If you find any more, bring them to me.” 

Meg shrinks into her seat. 

He beckons his son forward and grips his shoulders. “Did your mother frighten you, boy? Never mind. She has nightmares about these lions. I’d enjoy a crimson wolf, can you paint it for me?” 

Harold nods, wide-eyed. 

She strokes his back as he returns to his art. Richard tousles his hair, smooths the note, and departs. Meg retreats to her room, sinks on the bed, and covers her mouth until she stops shaking.

* * *
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Sunlight greets them in the courtyard as Lovell prepares to leave. Horses and guards crowd the garrison and his host mounts a fine black stallion, his son attentive at his side. Lady Tyrell darts past them to grasp his arm, fear in her eyes. “Can I trust you?”

“Yes, Anne.” He smiles. “Your husband is safe with me.”

She relaxes and steps back as Tyrell calls to her. Lovell throws his leg across his horse and avoids his wife’s suspicious gaze. Lady Tyrell kisses her husband, strokes his knee, and waves to them from the yard. She clutches her son’s arm as they retreat inside, the road thick from mud. 

The men ride through Calais and take a longboat to the ship. Tyrell enters the cabin, casts his hat on the table, and glances over the harbor. Wellesbourne stacks ledgers for Henry’s inspection on the desk, unties his cloak, and throws it over a chair. Isabel vanishes into the adjacent room as Lovell speaks to a guard in the hall, shuts the door, and removes his gloves. Tyrell turns from the view and says, “The wind is with us, we should set sail.” 

“I have another traveler to collect before we leave for England.” Lovell takes ink and parchment from the desk, strides to the table, drops a quill on its surface and lifts his gaze. “I came to France to arrest you, James.” 

The color drains from the man’s face and he steps forward. The guard at the door reacts but Lovell halts him with a glance. Tyrell holds his anger and crosses his arms over his chest. “Henry does not wish to discuss the garrison’s fortifications. You lied.”

Lovell straightens, frustration in his voice. “Henry pardoned you.”

The ship moves with the waves and a shadow stretches beyond the door as his wife pauses behind it. Lovell crosses to shut it in her shocked face, betrayal obvious in her eyes. Tyrell shakes his head and drops his arms. “On what evidence do you arrest me—or is it your practice now to arrest first and find proof later?”

“Suffolk has similar accusations,” Lovell counters.

Tyrell grips the back of the chair and his secretary slinks to a corner. “You descended on his castle in the middle of the night. What proof sent you to him beneath the cover of darkness?”

“My informants insist you helped him escape into France.” 

The knight snorts. “Does that lie condemn me to the Tower?”

“No, though it is treason. Suffolk is the king’s enemy.” Lovell fondles the quill and leans over the table. “If you wish to know what brought you here, consider what a monk named Baskerville might say. I arrested him in Hampshire.” 

Tyrell’s expression does not change but Wellesbourne turns his back. Lovell pushes the parchment toward him in the silence. “Tell your son to surrender the garrison to Sir Anthony Browne.”

“So you can arrest and imprison him?” Tyrell shakes his head.

Lovell sits and writes it for him to sign. The nib scratches the paper, his script neat. “I lack evidence against him, and cannot guarantee his freedom, but if he cooperates, no harm will come to him.” He blots it dry and offers the pen, but Tyrell refuses. He asks, “Do you value your son’s liberty or his life? My archer has orders to shoot him unless he surrenders.” 

Silence brings defeat. Tyrell signs the document, shoves it across the table, and holds it when Lovell reaches for it. Their eyes meet in the shadows, his tone quiet. “You’re a bastard.”

“Yes,” Lovell admits, “but I make England safe.”

Tyrell storms aside and the guard arrests Wellesbourne. The secretary’s protests follow him across the hall. Lovell halts on the threshold as Tyrell points at him. “I curse you for this day, Sir Thomas. May your wife stay barren, and you burn in hell.” 

“Save me a seat,” Lovell retorts and slams the door. He locks it, gives the note to his captain, and enters the next room.

Isabel turns from the window, arms wrapped around her waist, rigid as he secures the door between the cabins. “You deceived me.”

He unlocks the desk and stows his papers.

She crosses the floor to stand over him. “How many other enemies curse you? Is that why we have no children?”

Lovell drops into a chair, studies her flushed face, and reaches for her, but Isabel backs away. He shakes his head. “To protect the realm demands terrible deeds.” 

Tears fill her eyes as she asks, “At what personal cost, Thomas?” 
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Arthur descends slick steps, his heart heavy, and gags at the stench of rot. Rhys motions the turnkey to unlock the door and it opens into a draft. Arthur ducks into a small cell lit by a brazier. Startled from the cot, Anwen curtsies, her tangled blonde locks loose on her shoulders. Bruises mar her high cheekbones. He hesitates at her bloodstained gown, his breath visible. “I heard witness accounts. Meuric offered his opinion. I want your side.” 

She kneels, her skirts muddy and skin scratched. Defiance sparks in her cobalt eyes beneath long lashes. “My brother and I visited England for Christmas. Storms slowed our return, and a washed out bridge forced us overland. Meuric’s son and Neirin exchanged words, which became actions and injured servants on either side.”

“You didn’t harm a servant, you put a knife in Drystan’s throat.”

Water trickles over the walls as rain drenches the yard. Anwen lifts her chin and demands, “Did Lord Rhys tell you why?”

He inspects the impassive earl and shakes his head.

The prisoner pulls her sleeve, bites her lip, and shudders. “My maid, Enid, is twelve next month. Drystan dragged her from under the coach. She fought. He decided to ‘put her in her place’ and tried to violate her.”

Arthur’s hand tightens into a fist behind his back, his brow furrowed. Horrified silence fills the cell. Her inevitable fate sinks into his anxious soul. Anwen cannot avoid punishment: Welsh law demands justice. He peers into the downpour, unable to see the main tower. “Is that your justification—you saved Enid?” 

“Yes.” Anwen turns to his companion and her eyes soften. “Thank you for my rescue, Lord Rhys. I prefer this death.” 

Rhys nods.

Arthur takes in the cell, its slime-oozed walls and frost-laden bars. “Was there no other way to stop Drystan’s assault?”

Anwen unclasps her arms, picks a thread in her skirt, and shrugs. “I acted on instinct. He had her on the ground. Her screams rang in my ears. Sire, could you do different if Enid were your sister?”

His grandmother’s face enters his mind, the torment behind her dark gaze, her reluctance to accept even casual touches. Arthur shakes his head, his stomach in knots. “I empathize but cannot release you.”

“I understand.” Emotion fills her eyes and she shivers on the floor. “I do not deny my actions, and will pay for them. Please let me see Enid. She must not blame herself. It was my decision.” 

Arthur cannot stand the injustice and conceals his anguish behind a nod. He staggers to the door and motions the turnkey to open it. A key twists in the lock as he says over his shoulder, “You cannot stay here. Rhys, move her to the west tower under guard.”

“Yes, Sire.”

The Welshman follows him upstairs into the rain. Arthur sags against the wall, grips immovable stone, and gasps until the urge to vomit decreases. Water floods his face and mud stains his cloak hem. “She deserves life.” 

Rhys turns his back on the stairs and steps nearer, his voice low. “She murdered Meuric’s heir. If you pardon her, Meuric will resent you. I led your father to victory with a single Welsh army. Meuric could raise double my numbers. You cannot give him a reason.”

Arthur moans. “And if I ignore my conscience and execute her?”

“Neirin may do the same. Suffolk needs either man’s support.” Rhys’ boots squelch the moss across the grounds, his head bent against the drizzle. He reaches the door and yanks ancient hinges, which scrape and screech across grooved stone. “She is popular. Her continued imprisonment or death may cause dissent.” 

“God’s teeth, what a mess.” Arthur dodges raindrops to enter the hall and strips his gloves. His greyhounds rise from the hearth and he strokes their heads. The female nuzzles his leg and his tone softens. “What can I do, Rhys? How can I save her?”

Damp clings to his black beard as Rhys removes his cloak, grips the prince’s shoulder, and forces him to meet a confident gaze. “It seems impossible but is not. A shrewd ruler appeases both sides.” 

Arthur grasps his arm, his throat dry. “Am I that wise?”

“God grant us wisdom,” Rhys replies, “the Council needs it.”

He sighs, messes his wet locks, and ascends to his room. Music and conversation drift from his wife’s chamber, but he passes, his brow furrowed and stomach uneasy. A servant helps him into dry clothes, Arthur distracted as he stares at the heath beyond the window. He dismisses the boy and stands at the fireside. “God help me.”

The door creaks. His wife enters, concerned. “What happened?”

“Anwen attacked Drystan because he assaulted her maid.” 

She halts halfway across the floor and the color drains from her cheeks. Arthur turns his tormented gaze to the flames, drops into a chair, and covers his face, his voice muffled. “I must stay impartial but have nothing but contempt for him. My conscience says to let her go, but I cannot challenge Meuric.”

“Is there no loophole in the law to allow her release?” Katharine sinks to the floor beside him and grasps his armrest. 

He strokes his temple, a lump in his throat, and kicks the grate. “No. She dies or receives a pardon. I must not give her one.”

Firelight plays across her features, Katharine lost in thought. He traces her bottom lip with his thumb, her hair loose. “Get up, you do not belong on the floor. Sit beside me.” 

Arthur moves to offer more room but Katharine puts an arm around his shoulders and settles on his knees. His breath quickens at her nearness, uncertain where to put his hands as she leans their heads together. He shuts his eyes. “How does a man rape someone? How can such vileness dwell in him?”

She reaches inside his jerkin to spread her fingers over his heart. “You cannot understand because you are incapable of their evil.”

“What have I that Drystan lacked?”

She sighs, strokes his hair, and gazes into the flames. “Meuric is hard. Can we judge Drystan for his deeds when his father is no better? If Meuric is merciless, can we expect other from his son?”

“Virtue exists regardless of negative influence.” Arthur’s caress shifts to her leg, the fabric thick under his fingertips. “Society does not value fidelity but my father has no mistress. No one taught him this, nor do others set an example. He chose it. God holds each soul responsible. Drystan’s childhood is no excuse for his actions.”

Katharine searches his face and pushes a curl out of his face. “If that’s what you believe, we must save her.” 

“How?” Arthur slides her from his lap to rise and pace. Rainfall increases in the yard and his greyhounds inch nearer the fire. 

Katharine leans back in his chair, twists a ring around her finger, and studies him in silence, deep thought behind her eyes. “There is always a way.”

* * *
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Elizabeth’s moans wake him at dawn, her slender form tense on the pillow. She thrashes, and Henry turns over, concerned at the sweat on her brow. He grips her shoulder. “Elizabeth?” She gasps, bolts upright, and shoves him away. Blonde locks fall over her pale face and her breast heaves. Elizabeth struggles for awareness. “I saw them! Dead faces in a stairwell... I heard their voices...”

“They cannot follow you into this world..” Henry embraces her. Elizabeth trembles in his arms, her face burrowed into his shoulder as he lowers her into the sheets. He kisses her cheeks and forehead, and wipes away her tears. “I am here, my love. Nothing can harm you. Who did you see?”

Elizabeth twists his shirt, anguish in her eyes. “My brothers. I never saw them again... Richard took them from us... They played in the inner bailey... and disappeared.” 

She stares into the yard, emotion behind her silence, and shivers. She clutches at his hands and asks, “What happened to them?”

Henry nuzzles her neck and strokes her wrist. “You know.”

“I need to know who did it.” She clutches his sleeve, despair in her tone, her shift twisted around her supple form. “How could anyone harm children, even for a throne? What did they do with them? Where are they, Henry? Where are the bodies?”

Henry shakes his head and strokes her cheek. “Elizabeth, we may never know what became of the boys, but must not let it distract us from our purpose. We have others to protect.”

She follows him from bed, her hair tousled. “Could you stand ignorance, if it were your brothers?”

The king retrieves his hose and breeches from a chair. “Either your Uncle Richard or Lord Buckingham murdered them. How they did it or where they hid the bodies cannot restore them. You cannot bring them back, my love.”

Elizabeth grips his arms, forces him to meet her tormented eyes, and tightens her mouth. “I walk past men every day with access to the princes and wonder if they did it. How can I trust anyone at court with my family unless I know who murdered my brothers?”

He pulls her into his arms, heartbroken. “Forgive me, I forgot how the Tower unsettles you. You don’t belong here.”

“I should be wherever you are,” Elizabeth replies. 

Their mouths meet in a slow caress and they break apart as a servant knocks and enters. Nan sees their embrace, flushes, and ducks her head. “Sire wanted to know when Sir Thomas arrived.”

“Thank you, Nan.” Henry admires his wife, leans his head on hers, and strokes her arms. “I’ll return as soon as possible.”

She releases him with reluctance and asks, “Is... he guilty?”

Nan opens a trunk and withdraws a blue gown, unaware as her godfather arrives on the Thames. Henry pauses at the door, tightens his grip on the latch, and sighs. “Lovell is never wrong.” 

He retreats to his adjacent chamber for a warmer coat, and descends the stairwell, roars muffled in the menagerie downstairs. An intricate tapestry conceals a hidden door to the prison block. Henry ducks under it and collides with Isabel Lovell. She curtsies and drops bloodshot eyes to the floor. “Forgive me, Sire.” 

Concerned at her expression, Henry gapes as she pushes past him. Her husband materializes from the darkness and accompanies him up a dank corridor, past torches, and into the office. Shelves stretch into gloom, the desk cluttered with documents, half-burned candles, and daggers. Two guards stay outside as Lovell shuts the door. “Tyrell demands an audience. He complains of abuse. I had to restrain his son, he’s inclined to...” Lovell shows contempt, “ill content. And Lady Tyrell is furious.” 

The room lacks a fire, dead embers in its hearth. Henry scrapes his shoe through them and studies his friend in the dim light. “Did you find proof in Guînes of his involvement?” 

“Meticulous records and increased forces, with similar signs in Calais, but we have no evidence against Lord Browne. Isabel has convinced his wife to behave.” Lovell glares out an arched window into the courtyard. “Tyrell denies association with Baskerville. Wellesbourne refuses to speak to me but offers to tell you the truth ... for his life.”

The king crosses his arms and leans against the table, troubled. “Find more proof than last time. Ned...” He shudders, considers the floor, and steadies his voice. “I won’t condemn a blameless soul to death.”

Lovell nods, but waits until he reaches the threshold to say, “Your Grace has never executed an innocent man. No man is.”

* * *
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Señor Lopez carries the mail pouch into the presence chamber and disperses the contents. Katharine receives word from both parents and her sister and carries the letters to her room. She settles on the bed and opens her father’s first. Ferdinand shares news of a crisis in Spain and encourages her to be frugal, for I know not when I can send more. She traces his thick penmanship and smiles. 

“You should not encourage notes from married men,” Francesca says next door. 

Katharine peers through the arch as Inéz scowls, turns her back, and flips her golden hair over her shoulder. “Baron Mountjoy has no evil intentions. He wants to discuss Erasmus.”

Francesca shakes her head and throws a letter into the fire. When Estrella gapes at her, she snarls, “Grimaldi.”

“Is it wise to ignore his correspondence?” Estrella asks. 

The dark-haired Spaniard drops into a chair. “I don’t care.”

Doña Elvira carries garments into the bedchamber, folds stays, and stows them in the cupboard. Katharine opens her mother’s letter, careful not to wrinkle the parchment, and breathes in ink and pomegranates. Her heart sinks as she reads. “Columbus continues to mistreat the natives. Mother is furious.”

“What does your sister say of recent events?”

Katharine blinks, her suspicions aroused. “Why?”

“My brother writes often from their court. Juana cut off a young lady’s hair after it caught her husband’s attention.” Doña Elvira shuts the closet door, frowns at the draft, and checks the window. “Her behavior worries me. She should show greater composure in the face of his betrayal.”

Katharine closes her mother’s correspondence, her tone flat. “Juana should object to his affairs. Philip vowed faithfulness.”

“A promise every man makes and none keep.” Her dueña comes to grip Katharine’s shoulders, sorrow behind her eyes. “Juana had unreasonable expectations. You must not share them. Infidelity is inevitable. Women change after childbirth. Their bodies no longer satisfy their husband the same way. And since he cannot have you while pregnant, he must fulfill his needs elsewhere. Juana must learn to control and hide her emotions, smile despite her anguish.”

Katharine shakes her head. “Henry has no mistress.” 

Doña Elvira fluffs and reties the bed curtain. “Ask yourself why. Bastards threaten the succession.”

“Might not love dictate his decisions, Doña? Not all men are as vile as Archduke Philip.”

The dueña glances outside as hoof beats pound the yard, loud in the silence, her back straight, silhouetted against gray skies. “Here is a perfect example of malice to illustrate my point.”

Katharine joins her at the glass as a dark-headed man dismounts and ascends the steps. A dozen guards wait under black and gold banners decorated in boars, and his wolfhounds sniff the bailey. Doña Elvira meets her inquisitive gaze and says, “Lord Meuric.” 

She shivers and twists a ribbon into knots. “Arthur isn’t here.”

“Then you must meet him.” Doña Elvira retrieves a headdress and tucks her hair under it. “Be careful. He’s a powerful enemy.” 

Shouts echo in the lower hall and footsteps ascend the stairs. She stifles her fear, takes a deep breath, and reaches the landing as Lopez emerges from the council chamber and shuts the door. His fretful eyes look past her, his expression tense. “Sir Richard...”

“I heard him arrive. You may go.” Richard emerges from his study as the man vanishes downstairs and steps between her and the council chamber. “Your Grace need not meet our guest.” 

She clasps her hands to prevent them from shaking. “I should assess him for myself. Has he enough French to converse?”

“Yes. His first wife came from France.” Richard pauses, his voice lowered. “Reveal no weakness. Show only strength. Meuric resembles a wolf. If he sniffs blood, he won’t stop.”

A lump forms in her stomach but she nods. Her entrance startles the massive Welshman, his thick raven hair damp from the rain. Gnarled hands drop from the mantel as he turns from the flames. Black eyes sweep over her and the corner of his mouth twitches. “Katharine of Aragon. You resemble your mother.” 

Richard closes the doors and remains on the threshold. Grateful for his presence, Katharine draws near, determined not to let him intimidate her. She tilts her head and asks, “Have you seen her in person, Lord Meuric?”

Surprised at her deep voice, he shakes his head. “No, but I took interest in her rise to power. The ruthless and intelligent Isabella taught you well. You showed no fear when you entered.” 

“Should I fear? Are you not loyal to my husband?”

Meuric’s smile unnerves her as he sinks into a chair. “I only seek justice. I have no quarrel with this house. Prince Arthur shall have no trouble provided he holds my son’s murderer accountable.”

She takes the opposite seat, curious about the scar on his cheek. “What does Welsh law say?”

“Our justice is independent from the monarch’s rule.” Meuric studies her by firelight, and she holds his gaze as a chill creeps up her spine. “The landowner can inflict punishment on those who commit crimes on his estate. It’s my right to execute Anwen.” 

“Her death won’t restore your son’s life,” Katharine says.

Meuric shrugs. “It sets a precedent that no one is above the law.”

She shifts position, careful in her words. “Do you insist Arthur abide by laws older than his governance?”

“Yes, without question.”

Katharine stands and inclines her head. “I’ll inform my husband. He is on a hunt and may not return for several days.” 

The earl retreats downstairs, and she crosses to a window as he mounts, shouts to his dogs, and rides into the drizzle. Meuric smirks at her before he vanishes up the road. She turns to Richard. “Spain keeps records of all its laws, past and present, even those my mother overturned. Is it the same in Wales?”

“Yes, the Council has accounts dated back to the Saxons.” 

She crosses into the hall, and a shadow prompts her to peer at the side stairwell. She shivers. “Who knows the ancient laws best?”

Richard closes the door, his face pale in the light. “Lord Rhys.” 

A tickle at the base of her spine prompts Katharine to look again into gloom. No one uses the rooms above in the tower, but she senses a presence. Sadness lurks in this part of the castle. She rubs her arms and moves to her chambers. “Summon him.”

Richard nods and descends toward the hall. Katharine calls after him, “Have children ever lived here?”

“Yes.” Richard touches the rail and turns, his features grieved. “The queen’s brothers occupied Ludlow before they disappeared.”

She stiffens and tightens her hands behind her back. “How?”

His shadow stretches over the floor as Richard ascends. “After King Edward died, his young brother took them and housed them in the Tower ‘for their protection, to prepare for Edward’s coronation.’ No one ever saw them again.” 

Horror tightens her chest. Katharine closes her eyes to listen to the wind at the window, disconcerted by its mournful wail. “God rest their poor souls,” she whispers. Richard nods. She enters her bedchamber and studies the grounds as dusk deepens. 

Estrella hugs her from behind and kisses her cheek. “What is it?” 

“Ghosts,” Katharine whispers, haunted, “and what stirs them.”

* * *
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Henry imprisons Tyrell’s private secretary, Robert Wellesbourne, in the lower block, the stairs worn smooth by generations of guards. Lovell leads the way up a corridor amid the stench of mold and filth. Torches cast eerie shadows over the walls as the key turns in the lock and a guard forces the door. An angular figure scrambles from the cot in the corner under a narrow window. 

The king ducks under the low doorframe. “My enforcer says you have information for me.”

Recognition sparks in the gaunt face and Wellesbourne bows. Shrewd eyes gleam under a shock of hair as he glowers at Lovell, menace in his voice. “I prefer a private audience, Your Grace.” 

“I have no secrets from Lovell.” Henry motions for the turnkey to withdraw and lock the door, unnerved at the room’s closeness. The man straightens and crosses his arms but does not speak. Henry smiles and leans on the wall, mindful of his cloak. He waits.

“I have valuable information on Lord Tyrell. I ask for a pardon, since I acted on his orders, without choice.” Wellesbourne finds no interest on their faces and steps forward, his gaze fierce. “Tyrell is cautious. You will not find evidence against him. I’ll testify beyond his involvement in Suffolk’s escape. There is much more. I’ll not say it under torture, but ask for my life.”

Henry stifles his disgust. “Prove it.” 

“He sent me on a secret mission to Flanders.”

Lovell kicks aside rank hay and scrapes the stone with his boot. “You traveled under an assumed name, traded for your master, and vanished for hours in a small house off the main square with double arches. A prostitute lives next door. She kept us informed.” 

Smugness fades from his face. “Do you know what we said?”

“Tell us and we’ll see if it matches.” Centuries of rot and dirt turn the king’s stomach and clog his nose. 

The prisoner studies their faces. “Sire, forgive me. I do not trust the enforcer after what I’ve seen. I want a written, signed pardon.”

The king prowls the corner, unable to pace for the small room, and motions him toward the cot. “I thought you might.” 

Lovell removes a scroll from his doublet and passes it to Wellesbourne. He unties the scarlet ribbon and reads the slanted words. It curls in his hand as he sinks onto a threadbare blanket. “I visited Suffolk in his house on the river. He keeps four servants, and three trained guards. There’s a broken fountain in the main square a stone’s throw away.”

Henry squints at his enforcer, who nods. 

Wellesbourne lowers the pardon and wipes his damp palms on his hose. “Suffolk seeks the emperor’s support but distrusts him. He fears you may buy Maximilian and extradite him.”

“What business did Suffolk have with you?” Henry asks.

The man fingers the pardon. “Tyrell helped Suffolk escape from England the night before Lovell’s intended arrest. He spent a day in Guînes where Tyrell offered his garrison should Suffolk need it. In Flanders, Suffolk informed me of a plot to steal a ship from Hampshire. He wanted to know the local garrisons’ loyalties.”

The king hides unease behind indifference. 

Wellesbourne traces a pattern on the torn blanket, subdued. “Suffolk needs three ships, the Hampshire vessel the first. He negotiates in Scotland for a second and asks the archduke for a third. Unlike his father, Philip favors his cause. Suffolk promised to lift Your Grace’s trade taxes after he becomes king.”

Henry’s hand tightens into a fist beneath his cloak. 

“We discussed the means, method, and details of the theft. Suffolk is careful and knows you watch him. He gave no names and mentioned no one outside the emperor’s court. I relayed the plans to Tyrell. He shares Suffolk’s caution, but did not burn his secret letters well enough. I found a name: Charles Rippon.”

Lovell’s eyes dart to the king. Rippon commands the Hampshire garrison. Sickened, Henry rests his head against the wall.

“Suffolk said to watch for a British ship under a blue flag.”

Silence fills the room and rain pounds the yard. Unnerved at their silence, Wellesbourne offers, “I suspected another scheme, but Suffolk told me nothing. He had too great of confidence in his intended invasion. He has more than ships.”

The king crosses to the door, bangs on it, and tells the turnkey, “Fetch a desk, chair, and inkwell.” The man nods and darts into gloom. Henry turns to his prisoner. “Write and sign a confession.” 

Once the tools arrive and Wellesbourne scratches on parchment, Henry escapes into the hall. Unable to breathe in the damp space, he staggers into a wall, clutches his chest, and coughs. Pain wracks his slender form and crimson stains his fingertips. Henry wipes them as Lovell emerges to escort him downstairs. “Learn what you can from Wellesbourne, then take a disloyal monk to Porchester, set in motion their scheme, and arrest Rippon in the act.”

“Should I convey the traitors to the Tower?” Lovell asks.

Henry shakes his head. “If you find them guilty, kill them.”

* * *
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Estrella waits as Edward Howard thrusts his shoulder against a door off the council chamber. The wood gives way, and smashes open into a dark, musty interior. She covers her mouth to avoid it. Dust floats in the air as Katharine shines in a candle. Shelves stretch into haze, lined with cracked leather books. Sheets of yellowed parchment threaten to crumble beneath her caress. 

“I’ll leave you to study,” Edward says.

Katharine sets the light aside and feigns disbelief. “You have no interest in a night spent amid old laws?”

“Much as your presence delights me, I cannot speak Welsh and Rhys loathes me since I beat his son in a tournament. Better to let you soothe the bear.” Edward winks and retreats downstairs as Estrella enters, careful not to snag her skirt on the doorframe. 

She wrinkles her nose at the smell. “What do you hope to find?”

Katharine lifts the light to shine on the upper ledge, her brow furrowed. A massive frame darkens the door and Rhys ducks to enter, his hair damp from rain. His clothes stink of peat and his robes drip on the floor. “How may I serve Your Grace?”

“Henry sent me a book on English customs. England had laws of trial by combat in the middle ages.” Katharine’s impassioned eyes glow over the flame. “Is there a precedent in Wales?”

Shocked, the Welshman nods. Estrella ducks aside as he touches weathered spines. “Yes... my father mentioned one in his lifetime, a dispute over a stolen woman settled by a swordfight. It predated Henry’s law that a man cannot marry an heiress against her will.” 

“Help me find it,” Katharine says, “and Anwen has a chance.”

Rhys plucks books from the shelf and considers Estrella. “Fetch me ale. I rode five miles in a downpour and this may take a while.”

She darts downstairs, grateful to escape, crosses the hall and starts as the door bangs open and greyhounds enter, accompanied by Arthur and three lords. Richard emerges from a side room as he shakes water from his cloak. “The bridge was out. Neirin told the truth.”

“Meuric sought an audience this afternoon,” Richard replies as Estrella creeps toward the kitchen, “but your wife sent him away.”

The prince thrusts his coat into a servant’s arms. “Good for her. I must think. Send ale to my room.” He whistles to the dogs, and they bound upstairs as he leaves his friends.

Estrella descends to the pantry, uncorks a barrel, runs foam into a cup, and carries it upstairs, careful not to spill. She passes Lopez on the landing, the secretary distracted, his arms laden with ledgers. He ignores her, and she diverts into a side passage. Her eyes probe the shadows as she pauses in a torch-lit corridor. “Who is there?”

“Ghosts, ghouls, and Welsh spirits.” Cordero emerges burdened by an armload of the archbishop’s boots. One drops to the floor, which she retrieves and adds to the pile. He holds it with his chin, his eyes mirthful. “How a man can muddy so many shoes is beyond me.”

She giggles. “Clean them more often. You leave them too long.”

“What fun is that?” the Spaniard scoffs.

She glances at the unfamiliar doors. “Why are you here?”

“I got lost on the back stairs.” Cordero groans. “Where am I?”

“Sir Richard and his wife live across the hall.” Estrella moves to leave, hears voices, and darts into an arch. Cordero presses against her and clutches his armload. 

Doña Elvira reaches the landing and turns on her companion, Estrella unable to see his face. “Isabella entrusted the dowry to me. It stays in Katharine’s custody until she instructs otherwise.” 

“Since she and Arthur share household expenses,” Alessandro replies, “I suggest the princess keep her valuable possessions in the treasury rather than a locked cupboard.” 

Estrella peers around the corner, her dueña silhouetted at the window. Doña Elvira scoffs and starts forward until the bishop grabs her arm. Estrella gasps but Cordero blocks her and shakes his head. She seethes as Alessandro hisses, “Katharine’s destiny is here. Your attempts to thwart her future are futile.”

Doña Elvira frees his grasp and descends, a snarl in her voice. “Given a choice between us, she hasn’t chosen you yet.”

He pursues her down the narrow steps and their argument fades in the lower hall. Cordero emerges from the arch, concern in his brow. “Better tend your errand. I doubt your dueña will be in good humor tonight.”

“What does it mean?” Estrella asks, her chest tight.

The Spaniard dusts off a boot. “It’s a fight for control. But if two dragons fight over a maiden, they might tear her apart.” 

* * *
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Lovell leaves his office exhausted, his fingers black with ink. He has studied Wellesbourne’s testimony, compared it to notes from his informants, and found it immaculate. Torches flicker along a dark passage as he ducks past the tapestry into the Tower apartments. Lord Dudley’s secretary passes and calls after him, “Your wife left with the queen for Richmond. She asked me to tell you.”

“Thank you.” Lovell enters his chambers, removes his over-gown, and crosses to deposit it in the closet. Candles glow along the table, the rooms furnished with furniture from his travels. He senses a presence and draws a knife from his boot as a figure slips up behind him. It has no time to react as he spins around, grasps the slender throat, and slams it into the desk. The impact knocks the hood from her face. Lady Tyrell gapes at him, terror in her eyes. Lovell releases her. “Anne, you should not be here.”

Lady Tyrell sits up as he retreats and touches her neck. “You lied to me in Guînes. You looked into my eyes and deceived me.”

“I cannot let past associations cloud my judgment.”

She scoffs and traces the desktop. “Once, we were honest with one another. Tell me the truth. How bad is it?” 

He studies her reflection in the mantel mirror. “I have sworn evidence James conspired against the king. He will die.” 

“James is not a traitor.”

“Love blinds you to the facts.” Lovell carries a candle into the bedroom. Shadows flit across the walls as he slides it onto the side table and unbuttons his jerkin. A light step crosses the threshold and she hovers beside the door, her face haunted.

She touches the damask bed curtain. “Isabel likes red. Married to you, she might see enough of it.”

His breath catches, his thoughts torn between an executioner’s ax and blood-stained sheets. “I cannot spare your husband.” 

“What fate awaits our child?” She comes up behind him.

Lovell throws his jerkin on a chair and turns, her face gaunt in the feeble light. “You say it as if he is mine.”

“Can you be sure he isn’t?” Lady Tyrell pauses beneath a portrait of his first wife. “She left you with empty arms. I filled them until you found Isabel. I have three sons. Do not take one from me.”

The enforcer shakes his head, coaxes embers into a blaze, and rises beside the mantel. “I cannot save him based on sentiment.” 

She steps nearer to caress his arm. “You wanted me once.”

Lovell turns, and she presses against him. Warm lips nuzzle his neck and her tongue caresses a familiar spot. He trembles and she breathes in his ear, “I remember you well, Thomas. Let my boy live and you shall never sleep alone again.” 

He catches her wrist as it slips inside his shirt and searches her dark eyes, curious how far she’ll go. “Your husband is upstairs.”

“I cannot save him... but you hold our son.” 

Aroused, Lovell kisses her. She responds and draws him to the bed. He removes her headdress and loosens her hair. She unclasps his belt as he dumps her on the coverlet. Their tongues entwine as he lifts her skirt and shoves her onto her back. Candlelight floods her curves, her breath quickened. He leans over her, resentment in his voice. “I never thought of you as a whore, Anne.”

“Isn’t that what you make of everyone in time, Thomas?” Tears shine in her eyes as she shoves against his chest. He crosses to a shelf for wine as she sits up and rearranges her skirts. “You exert authority and force them to do your will. You accept their favors; why not mine?”

“You’re not the woman I want.” 

Lady Tyrell straightens, snatches up her headdress, and pauses on the threshold. She glares at him in the firelight. “I pity her.” 

“She has better fortune than you at present.” Lovell catches her flash of hatred and sighs. “I lack evidence against your son but will keep him until I’m sure he won’t pursue his father into treason.”

“Why mislead me if you had no intention of acceptance?”

Contempt surfaces in his tone and Lovell glowers at her. “You deserve humiliation if you think I might trade favors for traitors.” 

Lady Tyrell snatches her velvet cloak from a chair. “You should choose your enemies with greater care, Thomas.”

“Do not threaten me, Anne. You shall be the worse for it.” 

Lovell turns his back, and she disappears into the shadows.

* * *
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Arthur wakes to a presence in the room, the fire low and chamber dark. He tenses as a figure approaches and parts the curtains. His fingers form around a dagger under the pillow, his body stiff until his wife whispers his name. Relieved, he turns over. Katharine dumps an enormous book on his lap, takes a candle to the hearth, and lights it in the embers. He blinks at a cowhide cover and wrinkles his nose at the smell. 

“I found it,” she says, elated. “Do you read Welsh?”

At his nod, she points to a faded passage.

“If a dispute comes before the king he may...” Incredulous, Arthur looks at her, prompted at her grin to continue, “summon a champion from either side, to settle the quarrel in trial by combat, March 1324.” 

Katharine joins him on the bed, her hair unbound. Arthur winds a curl around his finger. She says, “Meuric respects the old laws.”

“What if our defender fails?”

She clutches his shirt and her nearness quickens his heart. “God will decide her fate. She had no hope, but this restores it. I’m sorry to wake you, but wanted you to know. I’ll let you sleep.”

Impulse tightens his grasp on her wrist. “Stay with me.”

Katharine meets his gaze, rises to her feet, and guides him to her front laces. She cannot undress herself. Arthur’s breath catches, their eyes linked as he removes pins and drops them on the table. He slides the dress from her shoulders in a velvet heap. Katharine lets him unlace her stays, her curves visible beneath the thin fabric. He trembles as he rids her of it and she climbs in beside him.

The curtain falls, their features lost in darkness. Arthur enjoys the soft body pressed against him and tastes wine on her lips. Their kisses deepen and his hands wander to her side and breasts. She tenses as his mouth moves lower and he stops. Arthur shifts off her, and nuzzles her hair, his tone muffled. “It’s all right. Let me hold you. That delights me.”

Fear taints Katharine’s voice. “Will you ever take another?”

“No,” he answers without hesitation, “only you.”
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Once a fortnight, Richard and Meg visit the town beneath Ludlow to find what the castle cannot provide, from shoemakers to fresh meat. Narrow lanes wind amid thatched roofs as they descend into a muddy street, ash smoke thick in the air. 

Lord Neirin greets them at the forge, his guards in the square. “Has the prince decided my sister’s fate?” 

“He summons you and Meuric to Ludlow tomorrow.” Richard strips his gloves to remove a key ring from his pocket. He turns to the grizzled blacksmith as his wife warms herself at the flame. “I need a copy, as soon as possible. Her Grace wants a set of keys.”

The man nods and carries it to a table scattered with tools. Neirin waits while an apprentice fits his black stallion with new shoes. The iron sears into the hoof and creates steam. 

Meg nudges her husband. “Her Grace... or Doña Elvira?”

Richard smiles and glances past her into the street. “Oh, God.”

The wind pulls at her skirt as she follows his gaze. She freezes as Meuric’s overseer and guards pass, crimson on their doublets. Horses flood the square and scatter frightened townspeople. The overseer dismounts. Neirin lunges forward and Richard blocks his path. He presses a hand to Neirin’s chest, his voice low. “Do nothing.”

“He tried to hang my sister from a tree limb!”

Snowflakes fall from gray skies as a falcon lands on the church roof, a dead dove in its talons. Richard shakes his head. “You cannot act without the prince’s consent. I’ll handle this.”

Meg clutches his arm but Richard reassures her with a smile and descends into the square. His favorite punishment for poachers is to hang them by the ankles overnight from a tree. Meg hovers on the threshold as Neirin grips his sword hilt behind her. 

Richard extends a scroll tied in blue ribbon, sealed with Arthur’s crossed lances and double lions. “Take this to your master, a summons to appear before the prince.” 

The servant accepts and casts dark, humorless eyes toward Neirin. “Has he reached a decision against the murderous bitch?” 

Neirin draws his sword and charges. The overseer grasps his hilt and responds to the assault. Swords strike and clatter, horses shy, and guards react on either side. Richard shouts, “Stay there!”

Confused men form a circle as they duel. Neirin dodges a wide blow over his head and scrambles in the frost. Meg clutches the doorframe, her heart thunderous. He snarls, “Anwen’s only crime was she didn’t castrate the bastard-rapist before she slit his throat!”

Meuric’s man knocks him to the ground and raises his sword. She covers her mouth as Richard barrels into him. They grapple over the sword and a punch in the face staggers the overseer. Blood drips from her husband’s sleeve as he stands between them. “Enough! Either you desist or spend the night in a prison cell.”

Murderous anger glints in the overseer’s leer. Richard plucks the fallen summons from the mud and passes it to him. “Get on your horse and leave. Arthur will view further violence as defiance.” 

The blacksmith descends several steps, a fire iron in his fist. The snowflakes melt and sizzle in the steam. Neirin staggers to his feet, wipes his mouth, and storms into the forge. He bumps her as he passes, Meg shaken at the fury in his gaze. The overseer mounts and motions for his sword. 

Richard shakes his head. “You may retrieve it tomorrow.” 

Resentment spurs the man from the square followed by his men. The hawk responds to a whistle and soars overhead, its wings flat against an updraft. Meg darts across the snow to examine his arm. “It’s nothing.” Richard lifts the sword hilt. “Ghoulish, isn’t it?”

Misshapen ruby eyes glint in a grotesque face, its mouth gaped. Meg shudders and dabs the scratch under his sleeve. Richard embraces her and leads her into the forge.

* * *
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The monk climbs uneven steps into the tavern’s upper room, his features hidden under a hood. Steam from the chimney clouds the windows, uncomfortable cots shoved under the eaves. He retreats to a corner as Lovell pays the tavern keeper. “Send her up, once she arrives.”

The man counts the coins and smiles. “Yes, sir.”

Candlelight softens the space, his prisoner silent as a servant girl enters and sets the small table with stew. She eyes the enforcer beneath thick lashes, retreats, and closes the door. Lovell pulls out a seat and pours wine from a pewter jug. “Eat and tell me again.” 

The monk slouches into a chair, scowls at the tasteless meal, and scrapes the contents onto a chunk of bread. “I signal to the fortress with two lanterns on the hillside and inform the man we move tonight.”

Lovell paces, crosses his arms, and glares across the yard. Pig sties frame the outer buildings, his horses stabled under an arch. “Betray me and I’ll put an arrow through your skull before you can beg absolution and bury you in unmarked ground. You’ll enter hell a traitor against God’s anointed king.”

The monk chokes on his dinner and Lovell draws a blade. He jerks the man’s hood away. “Come, let’s attend to your tonsure.”

Once shorn, the prisoner curls up on a cot, gropes a rosary, and stammers Latin prayers. Gradual sleep quiets the room. Lovell doesn’t move from the window until someone knocks on the door. He wrenches it open and a fair face smiles at him beneath a mop of golden hair. “You sent for me?”

He steps aside, and she enters, surprised at the monk’s presence. Lovell turns the lock and concern surfaces as the key disappears into his doublet. She starts forward, and he pushes her against the table. “I hear the garrison commander is your best customer.”

Suspicion darkens her uneven brown eyes and her hand tightens in her skirt. She studies his profile and says, “You don’t want me.” 

“No, but I need you.” Lovell blocks her from the door, aware of young curves in a tight bodice. She cannot be fifteen, the same as his daughter, had she lived. “Rippon shall summon you tomorrow night. You will sneak me into the garrison. Tell the guard a patron struck you in town so you hired protection. I’ll pay you more money than you can get off Rippon in six months.”

The slender form shifts and she lifts her chin. “I want half now.”

He drops a purse into her expectant fingers and she looks inside, then up with an unreadable expression. “Rippon won’t believe me unless you make it look real.”

Lovell recoils and turns his back to gather his composure. He pushes aside a moral objection. She squeals as he grasps her arms, bruises her soft flesh, and forces her onto the cot. Startled from sleep, the monk bolts upright, and his protests fall on deaf ears as Lovell slaps her hard enough to draw blood. She trembles and clutches her bloody lip as he strides to the door and unlocks it. “Tell no one.”

Drizzle pervades the thatched roof, a draft in the passage. She darts past him downstairs. Lovell turns the lock, glares the terrified monk into submission, and returns to the window. 

He cannot face his reflection and vanishes into the shadows.

* * *
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Curious onlookers assemble in the great hall once Meuric arrives, the corners packed with servants, grooms, and priests. Snowflakes buffet the windows as Katharine takes a chair, nods at Arthur, and prays. Firelight floods his face, anxiety under his stoic expression. Arthur studies his earls and tightens his grip on the throne. “I did not reach this decision without grave consideration. Anwen was within her right to defend her handmaiden, but Drystan is dead. Since either sentence enables an injustice, I leave her fate to God.”

Neirin frowns and shares a baffled look with Edward Howard, but Meuric tilts his head, his eyes intense beneath thick raven locks. Arthur motions Lopez forward with the book, its pages tattered. “I instigate a trial by combat to take place one week hence and decide her execution or freedom.” 

Shock stirs the crowd and the knights exchange excited glances. Katharine watches Meuric, unnerved at his lack of expression. He studies their faces. “Does Your Grace impose any limits?”

“The first man disarmed loses the fight. I prefer ground combat and swords. Their skill must be equal and their size well matched. Beyond that is your choice. Each household selects its champion.” Arthur leans forward and rubies shine in his crown. “This resolves the matter. Violate these terms and I will attainder your estate.”

Meuric catches Katharine’s eye. “I find the terms fair.”

Attention falls on Neirin, his cheek muscles tense, and he nods. The Welshman leaves alongside his men and his sheepdogs stream into the snow, their snarls lost in the wind. His overseer recovers his sword from Richard, mounts, and travels up the road. 

Lord Rhys watches their retreat from the threshold, shuts the door, and turns to the prince. “He’ll fight.”

Katharine gapes at him, incredulous as the servants scatter and her ladies assemble on the floor. Doña Elvira snaps her fingers at the musicians and they lift lutes, dulcimers, and fifes. “He is sixty.”

Rhys crosses his arms and frowns at the dancers. “That will not deter him. Meuric is strong, intelligent, and ruthless. He trains his own men. Neirin must choose someone who can outlast him.” 

Katharine shivers in the draft and moves nearer the fire, careful not to singe her skirt. “I assume he has battle experience?”

“Yes.” Rhys turns his back on the knights and lowers his voice. “He rode with me to Bosworth. Richard knew we had him routed but assaulted our center. The courageous but foolish maneuver caught us off guard. One of his archers unseated Henry, and the others defended Richard as he charged. Meuric slaughtered six of them before he forced Richard from his horse to the ground.”

She flinches and grasps her waist. “And then you killed him.”

The earl nods. “Beware of his upward thrust. It’s lethal.”

Snowflakes melt under his boots as he strides away. Katharine stands alone at the fireside until a familiar hand touches her sleeve. She peers over her shoulder at Edward. “Has he selected you?”

The young man snorts and drops into a chair. He stretches his feet to the fire and crosses his ankles. “Is there another choice?”

“You understand your defeat means a woman’s death.”

Seriousness enters his dark eyes, and he nods. Katharine waves aside a wine-laden servant and settles on her throne. Silver thread glints in her skirt as she leans forward. “You should consult Rhys. He knows Meuric’s techniques. Let him train you. We cannot lose.”

* * *
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The London Tower menagerie stinks of death. Ravenous lions, jaguars, and tigers snarl as they await a feed. Keepers dump an oxen carcass into the pit and the cats rip it apart. Blood spatters the walls. Henry steels his resolve as footsteps ascend the stairs. Tyrell joins him on the balcony, but the two guards halt on the threshold. Henry studies his aged face and gray hair, and crosses his arms. “You swore a complaint against Sir Thomas Lovell.”

Tyrell leans against the rail, his profile half in shadow. “He came to Guînes under false pretenses, deceived me in your intentions, arrested me without evidence, and threatened my son’s life unless we surrendered the garrison.” 

“Cease the hypocrisy, James; your ethics are in question, not his.” Henry examines the pit as cats snarl at one another. “I asked you multiple times to account for your absence, to reassure me Suffolk’s visit involved innocent conversation, to convince me you didn’t aid his flight from England. You refused.”

The older man studies him in the gloom and ignores the sound of torn flesh. “My nonattendance at court is not proof of treason. Your alliance with Spain makes France uneasy. I stayed in Guînes to keep order.” 

“Did you entertain Suffolk for the same purpose?”

Tyrell searches his eyes and drops his hand to his side. “Suffolk visited the barracks, but claimed he came for trade. I offered him a room and supper, no more. I was unaware Lovell intended to arrest him until the outcry over his absence.”

“The York claimant reaches Guînes at midnight and you assume he lacks an ulterior motive?” Henry scoffs, paces the narrow ledge, and shakes his head. “You’re not that foolish.”

One lion lunges another and deep-throated snarls fill the cavern. The females scatter marrow bones as they fight. A thrill passes over Henry to be near such raw savagery and both men stare into the fray. The larger beast subdues the other, and it slinks into darkness as she drags the carcass across the floor. 

Henry’s pulse resumes a normal pace as he turns to the prisoner. “I suppose you discussed the state of trade and not how death might befall my eldest son.”

Unease surfaces in Tyrell’s face, and he stiffens. “Sire...”

“Wellesbourne claims you observed any successful assault on my throne must begin with dismantling my northern support.” The king tightens his fist behind his back. “He remembers the specific words: Arthur’s death might offer the right catalyst for invasion.”

Tyrell gasps as the guards seize his arms and force him against the rail. “Sire... you cannot trust the man, he lies to save his skin.”

“Truth often surfaces when the body is in peril.” Henry nods. 

They hoist a terrified Tyrell over the edge of the pit by the ankles, his head a dozen feet above the lions. Interest peaks in golden eyes and one bolts forward and chuffs. Tyrell screams as another lunges into the air and misses him by a foot. “Oh, God!”

“I know of the ship.” Henry ticks charges on his fingers as the man struggles. “You corresponded with Baskerville in pear crates and smuggled Suffolk from England through Guînes to Flanders. Suffolk lured you into a conspiracy with my Hampshire garrisons.”

Enticed by movement, the lioness snarls and circles under him. Tyrell gropes their doublets and begs, “Help me!”

The guard squints at the king and lets him slip several inches.

Henry leans on the rail. “What have you to tell me, James?”

“I know nothing!” the man screams.

Henry retrieves a human skull from a wall niche and brushes dust from its teeth. “Baskerville refused to cooperate. The cats tore him apart and picked him clean, they even licked his eyes from the sockets.” He tosses it over the edge and it smashes.

“Henry, I swear on my son’s life, Suffolk involved me in no plans.” Tyrell worries their sleeves, his voice panicked. “Suffolk dares not trust me with everything.”

After a long pause, Henry nods. The guards haul up Tyrell and deposit him on the floor. The king kneels to touch his shoulder. “I pardoned you, James, let you govern Guînes. Why betray me?”

Fury surfaces as Tyrell staggers to his feet. “You dare ask me? I remember the idealist who conquered England, defeated Richard, and promised a better future. What made you paranoid and cruel? London abounds with corrupt, ruthless advisors. You distrust your friends and offer your enemies no mercy. You put an innocent boy to death for an alliance.”

Dust floats in the air and Tyrell shakes his head. “God have mercy on your soul, Henry, for your actions damn you.” 

“If you seek an idealistic monarch, Suffolk will disappoint you.” Henry glares him into submission. “How is his intent to kill me and my sons different from my need to protect the throne?”

Tyrell pounds the wall and the guards move forward. Henry stops them with a lifted hand. “You could have earned his loyalty, but you persecuted the family instead.”

“I’ll cease my harassment when they stop trying to usurp my crown!” Henry snaps his fingers and his men drag Tyrell away. He squeezes the rail until pain fills his knuckles. A shadow separates from the stairwell as his mother descends. Henry sighs and covers his face. “I seek a better future for England, but they fight me with every step! I never wanted bloodshed.”

“God chose you as the rightful king.” Margaret searches his eyes and tucks hair behind his ear. “Any who stand against you defy divine authority. God won’t punish you for their deaths. You have no choice but to defend your children.”

He sighs and watches a spider crawl the floor. “What can I do?”

Margaret lifts her hem and grinds the insect under her heel. 

* * *
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Two candles burn on the hillside in a clump of bushes. The monk hovers under an outcropping as a cloaked shadow slips from the garrison to cross the field. Concealed amid the birch trees, Lovell grasps his sword hilt. An archer beside him lifts an arrow. After exchanged words, the guard retreats and the cleric bolts. A slip of moon lights the terrain, the grass slick underfoot. Lovell pursues across a meadow. The archer sends several arrows into the ground as the man tries to scramble up a ravine. He slides downhill into a puddle. Lovell stands over him. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing.” The cleric covers his head with crossed arms, his tone muffled. “A lantern will appear to signal the ship.”

Coast stretches before them, a dozen ships in harbor. Lovell removes his gloves. “Then why did you run?”

“You have no further use for me,” the man cries.

Lovell rolls his eyes and waves his hand. The archer drags the monk upright and forces him away while Lovell hides beneath the garrison in shadows, near enough to overhear the guards on the ramparts. A light flashes from the tower; another responds from the sea. 

The nearest guard says, “The signal. Inform Rippon.”

Footsteps descend steps and bodies strain against the parapet. Sails unfurl in moonlight and shift in the wind. Boots scuff stairs and Rippon leans into the darkness. “My God, the monk did it.”

“What if the harbormaster sounds an alarm?”

Rippon changes position and Lovell presses into the wall, the moss soft beneath his fingertips. “Fire shots across the bow, but don’t strike them. Prepare the cannon. Do not send for me unless a commander arrives.” 

The moon shifts behind the clouds as Lovell escapes to the road. He ducks into the trees and nods to his captain. Caldwell drops his horse’s reins, dismounts, and comes to aid him with a cloak. “Sir Thomas, should I go in your place? Rippon may recognize you.”

“I intend to stay unseen. Wait here unless I fail to return.” 

Lovell stands under an alder tree in the drizzle, his garments worn but warm, and darts into the road behind a slender form. Her head turns as she approaches the fortress. “What shall I do?”

“What he pays you for, but keep him from the office.”

Water reflects the moon in the ditches and their shoes sink into mud. A portcullis guards the entrance and torches flicker in the courtyard. The whore steps forward, lowers her hood to show her face to the guard, and lifts it again. He squints past her into the darkness, distrust in his gaze. “Who’s he?”

Damp gathers on her lashes as she leans into the gate. The light unveils the bruise across her cheek. “My cousin, he’s a mute halfwit. A Frenchman accosted me in the tavern last night. I dare not walk alone. Please let him in, he might wander otherwise. I’ll leave him in the arch.”

Lovell lowers his head and holds his arms limp at his sides. The guard snorts, winches up the gate, and admits them into the yard. She grasps Lovell’s arm, says, “Wait here,” continues over uneven stones and ascends the stairs. Lovell leans against a wall and counts thirty men on the battlements. 

“Mute halfwit, eh?” The scarred sentry leers in the weak light and shoves him. Lovell stumbles and lands hard on his backside. Pain jolts in his injured ribs but he makes no sound and ducks his head, his teeth gritted in anguish. “Some protection you are,” the man sneers, “she’s better off with a knife.”

He kicks Lovell, spits on him, and stomps to the gatehouse. The guards ignore Lovell as he shuffles to his feet. He watches them long enough to find their patterns and enters the fortress. He meets no one on the stairs, the men asleep or gambling in the hall. Laughter drifts upstairs as he opens a window onto the archer’s walk. His first step dislodges tiny rock fragments. Lovell hugs the wall and navigates a narrow ledge, unsteady in the damp. He slips and his breath catches. He continues with greater care and jimmies a window with a knife. Lovell drops into a dark room off Rippon’s bedchamber, familiar with the layout from his former visit. He searches the desk in light from the half-open door and picks the locks, but finds nothing useful in the drawers. Cannon fire shakes the castle as Lovell gropes underneath and frees a leather pouch. 

A frightened female voice asks, “Shouldn’t you...?”

“It’s a routine training session,” Rippon replies. 

Lovell crouches behind the desk, spreads the papers to read the contents, and smirks. He secures and thrusts them in his doublet. No one notices as he retraces his steps, returns to the arch, and slumps against the wall. The guard emerges from the gatehouse as she reappears to lift the portcullis. “You need a better protector.”

“You offering?”

He shoves Lovell, who punches him in the face and knocks his helmet to the ground. Blood spurts between clasped fingers as the man staggers up and clutches his nose. Startled, the whore grasps Lovell’s arm. “Now Alaric, he meant no harm.”

“Leave him outside next time!” the sentry snarls.

They cross scarred stones and follow the path to town as the portcullis lowers with a crash. Her face flushed, hair mussed, and bodice undone, she pivots into his path. “Rippon is the finest man I know.”

“So honorable that he takes sexual favors from a child,” Lovell retorts. Hatred flashes in her eyes and she tightens her cloak, bruises visible on her arms. She accepts the rest of her payment but his voice halts her at the tavern. “If Rippon were an honorable man, he’d not bed you, but protect your virtue.”

* * *
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Dawn flickers over the bed curtains as their fingers link in the covers. Arthur gazes into her eyes. “We shall know today.”

She nods and lifts her mouth to his, her hand on his chest. The gentle caress deepens and he pulls her to him. Arthur’s head drops to her shoulder and his lips caress her earlobe. His fingers entwine in her hair and support the back of her neck. “I love you.”

“Then have me, Sire.”

Amusement surfaces in his eyes and his hand lowers. He draws their lips together. His tongue enters her mouth and he grasps her hips. She rolls him onto his back, straddles him, and cradles his face as the kiss intensifies. His head dips to her throat, his palms slide up her spine, and she stifles a whimper as he bares her shoulder. Her breath quickens, and she grips the bedstead as his mouth moves to her breast. 

The door bangs open and Katharine scrambles aside as Doña Elvira enters, freezes at the sight, and drops her gaze. She curtsies and blushes under her headdress. “Forgive me, Sire... I thought her alone.”

Arthur sighs and smiles at his wife. “I must consult Edward.”

She kisses him and he slips from bed, snatches a robe from a chair, and pulls it on as he passes Estrella on the threshold. The dueña motions the door shut, sends Estrella to stoke the fire, and rifles in a trunk. “You should wear velvet today, it’s colder than I expected.” Her hazel eyes lift above the lid and twinkle as she adds, “Though you may not notice.”

Estrella drops the poker and Katharine conceals a laugh. Birds flutter on ramparts and rain drips from the eves as her dueña shakes out a purple gown. It snaps dust into the air. Doña Elvira motions her to turn and draws the shift over her head. Katharine shivers until a new one replaces it. The dueña helps her into the skirt. She stiffens at hoof beats in the yard and darts to the glass. Meuric enters the courtyard, dismisses his men with a shout, and dismounts. She rubs her arms and Estrella trembles beside her. Wide brown eyes lift and the girl asks, “What if Edward fails?”

Katharine avoids her dueña’s concerned eyes, wraps an arm around the child’s shoulders, and conceals unease in a cheerful tone. “We cannot lose.”
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Arthur kneels before the altar, unable to stem his doubt. His knees shift in discomfort on the cold floor, and he rises at rapid steps. A shadow lurks on the threshold as he crosses himself and pivots, Sir Richard drawn and pale. “Meuric has arrived.”

Edward awaits him outside the chapel. Fresh snow crunches underfoot as they approach the inner bailey. Two thrones await him, his wife seated on one, her smile confident. A crowd fills the arches, and Meuric strides forward, his sword belted. Shivers assault his spine and he turns to his friend. “Do not lie, for a girl’s life depends on it. Can you take him, Edward?” 

The young man considers his rival, pulls on deerskin gloves, and nods. A snowflake lands in his raven locks. “Rhys taught me.”

Restrained wolfhounds and greyhounds snarl across the yard as Anwen descends from the tower, her hair loose and gown still bloodstained. His chest tightens, and he scrutinizes Meuric, who shrugs out of his robes and throws them to his overseer. Arthur presses Edward’s arm and takes his seat. Tension fills the throng as Neirin hugs his sister and whispers in her ear. She hides her face in his furs. Rhys calls them to attention and motions to the prince.

Standards ripple as Edward removes his cloak, his green doublet stark against the imminent storm. His breath visible in the air, Arthur says, “This tournament is the trial. You may not kill your opponent. First blood, or loss of sword, ends the fight. If Howard triumphs, Lady Anwen goes free. If Meuric wins, she dies.”

The braziers in the arches offer warmth and light. Flames flicker as he sinks into the throne, his limbs rigid. Katharine presses his arm and takes a breath. Meuric and Edward touch swords and circle. His heart increases pace at the lack of movement. After a long pause, Edward lunges and Meuric parries. Katharine flinches at the clash and grasps Estrella. The men fall back, inspect one another, and shift on slick stones. Swords meet in a fierce attack. Edward twists under a fierce blow. Meuric blocks his upward thrust. Blades slip and glint as Meuric drives Edward’s assault to one side. They retreat several paces as snowflakes sizzle in the fire. 

Meuric charges. The swords lock, Edward struggles to shove him away, and the hilt catches him in the face. His head snaps, blood spurts from his nose, and he breaks free, still with his weapon. Edward gapes, incredulous, at the crimson streak on his hand and charges his opponent. Meuric defends a low blow, spins behind him, and forces merciless strokes. Katharine gasps and her ladies flinch as Edward shoves Meuric into the wall. The blade dings icy stone as the older man ducks under it. 

She whispers, “The upward thrust, watch out for it.”

Edward shifts downward to block the expected blow but Meuric strikes high. The sound reverberates and the dogs snarl and whine as Meuric throws him backward, kicks his legs out from under him, and sends him to the ground. Edward lands hard on his back, his head pounds the yard, and he yelps as the earl stamps his wrist. His sword clatters away, and Meuric points the blade at his throat, eyes furious, and dark hair speckled in snowflakes. “Yield!” 

Shocked faces surround them. Katharine covers her mouth. Her bodice heaves and Estrella gropes for their dueña, who holds her. Anwen sinks to her knees as Edward spits blood into the snow. Defiance keeps him on the ground as his mouth hardens into a line. Arthur bolts forward, scrambles down the steps, and reaches their side. “He yields. You disarmed him, there’s no need for this.”

Meuric sneers and averts his sword. “Bring her here.”

Sickened nobles look away as Rhys strides to the prisoner and drags her from her brother’s arms. “You cannot do this,” Neirin shouts. Anwen staggers into the yard and falls to her knees. Her brother lurches forward. Richard restrains him. Edward scrambles to his feet, wipes blood from his chin, and glowers at Meuric. 

“Come away, Katharine,” the dueña insists and tugs her arm.

Meuric stands over the shaken girl and the sword moves in his firm grip. Katharine shakes her head and resists any attempt to pull her from the throne. “No, I made this decision. I must see it.”

Snow buffets the arches as Meuric tilts her chin with the blade. Anwen glares beneath thick golden hair. He looks at Katharine, twitches his narrow lips, and says, “Put her on my horse.”

Horrified gasps escape the bystanders and Arthur grasps his arm, the earl warm under a stained jerkin. “That is not our agreement.” 

“Sire did not read the clauses in the ancient laws.” Meuric rests the blade point between them, his sneer triumphant. “It states the victor decides her fate. Execution is not mandatory.”

Arthur cannot stomach his shock and fights bile in his throat. Meuric smiles at the prisoner as his overseer brings his horse. “Previous earls found creative punishments, because of it. Should he force her to bear him a son? Drown her in the lake? Let wild dogs chase her into a bog?”

She trembles at their feet. 

Edward steps closer and snarls, “How medieval.”

“His Grace insisted on an ancient law and must stand upon it.” 

Arthur singles out a familiar face amid the huddled Spaniards. “Cordero, fetch the book from my room. Leather binds it.”

Snowfall thickens, the pause anguished until he reappears with the volume. Rhys, Richard, Arthur, and Edward turn through its pages. A scarlet ribbon marks the text, and he traces the curved penmanship to the foot. Arthur’s heart sinks and weakness enters his legs. Katharine reads the truth in his face and shuts her eyes.

“You cannot give her to him, whatever the law,” Edward hisses.

Rhys slams the book shut and blocks them from Meuric’s sight. “You have no choice. Meuric won and will retaliate if you refuse.” 

“This is no small matter,” Arthur snarls, “her virtue is at stake.”

The earl waits with crossed arms, Anwen in a heap before him. She shivers in thin garments. Arthur’s stomach lurches, and he turns to his Lord Chamberlain, desperate. Richard shakes his head, his eyes tormented. “You must not default on your word.”

“She faces a fate worse than death,” Arthur hisses. 

Guilt shines behind their downcast eyes and slows his step as he turns to Meuric. Anticipation mingles with hope in the audience, and he seizes upon it. “You cannot have her.” 

“You swore that the victor determines her fate. If you break your word, you prove the Tudors false,” Meuric warns.

Tension fills both sides and snow blows into their faces. Anwen stares between them and whispers, “Take me.”

“No!” her brother shouts.

Tears gather behind her eyes. “I am not worth war, Sire. I killed his son. God chose my fate. You should not pay for my crimes.”

“Agree,” Rhys begs. “She will save us.” 

He cannot stand the look in her eyes. “Very well.”

* * *
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Mounted guards reach the Hampshire garrison in the king’s colors. The guard recognizes them from the ramparts and his shout raises the portcullis. They charge into a rain-soaked yard and dismount, their reflections caught in shallow pools. Rippon emerges from the main building and invites Lovell into the hall. “I’m surprised you reached us so soon, Sir Thomas.”

“These are uncertain times. The king underestimates no threat.” Lovell follows him up a curved stairwell into the candlelit office, untouched since his search. His captain stays in the passage as he removes his gloves and cloak and tosses them into the window seat. No trace of the whore lingers other than a scarlet ribbon in the rushes. He snatches it up as Rippon retreats behind the desk.

“Has the fleet captured the ship?” Rippon flinches in the draft and secures the latch. The fire casts shadows on his face. 

Red lions flutter over the bay and raindrops spatter the glass as Lovell slumps into a chair. He twists the ribbon into a feminine shape. “No, but I know its location. Our enemies won’t get far. The harbormaster said when he raised the alarm the merchant vessel left cannon range before you fired.”

“That’s true.” Rippon prods the beech wood in the hearth and squints into the flames. “A dozen men boarded a ship, forced its crew overboard, and set sail. He sent word after midnight. I could not respond in time to catch them. Our artillery fell short.” 

“I see.” Lovell leans back in his chair, crosses his ankles, and scrutinizes him in the weak light. “Then you didn’t signal them?”

Muscles work in Rippon’s cheek, and he grasps the poker. “No.”

“If that’s the case, you lack control over your fortress.” Lovell picks horse hair from his hose. “Last night, I saw a lantern flash in the tower, in response to a sign a monk passed on to your captain. He has an unmistakable face... a scar above his cheek.”

Fear flickers behind the commander’s dark gaze. Lovell rises to pull leather-wrapped pages from his doublet and unfold them on the desk. “I took the liberty to search the office last night while you were otherwise... entertained.”

Rippon stiffens.

Lovell stands back to admire his work. “Your meticulous nature damns you, Charles. The noted provision expenses are enough to supply a French voyage. Baskerville mentioned a cache a mile up the coast, a cavern to store supplies... provided no locals looted it; its contents will match your records.”

Rippon presses his forehead to the mantel as Lovell rounds the desk. He reacts fast, and the poker misses him by inches. Lovell pivots as the larger man swings again. Caldwell charges through the door and barrels into his chest. Rippon crashes to the floor and swears as Lovell wrestles the weapon from his fist. He thrashes and kicks until Lovell knocks him senseless. He pants, drops back on his ankles, and says, “Drag him to the prison and arrest his captains. Use whatever force you need. Inform the garrison is it under my command until the Earl of Surrey arrives.” 

“Yes, Sir Thomas.” Caldwell hauls Rippon to his feet and shoves him into the hall. Lovell watches the fray from a window, the guards reluctant to resist the king’s personal escort even for their officers. His soldiers thrust six men into the prison block. He sinks into a velvet cushion and rubs the ribbon between his forefinger and thumb. The smoothness catches his dry skin.

Footsteps ascend the stairs but he does not turn as Caldwell enters. “I secured the fortress. Shall we execute them or wait?”

“I want them dead by Easter.” Lovell suppresses his unease, tucks the ribbon in his jerkin, and traces a pattern in the damp glass. “Use a single stroke. The king has no interest in martyrs.”

* * *
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Katharine’s breath quickens when Meuric drags his prisoner to her feet. She stands beside him as the overseer halts his horse. Neirin lunges forward and Richard wrestles him to the ground. “I’ll kill you!” the young earl screams. “Touch my sister and you will die!”

Snowflakes cloud her lashes as Meuric thrusts the girl into his overseer’s arms and mounts his black stallion. Arthur turns away, unable to watch, and grips Edward to stop his intervention. Katharine bolts from her throne and evades her dueña’s grasp. Wind blows her skirts and silence follows her across the yard. “Let go of her.” 

Flames cast hideous shadows over the overseer’s face, defiance in his eyes, but at his employer’s nod, he submits. He thrusts Anwen forward, and she catches herself on rough stone. She gasps and looks up past tangled locks as Katharine crouches before her. Meuric’s horse shifts beside them, his men tensed to intervene. 

Katharine embraces her and turns her mouth to the girl’s ear. She stares at Meuric, her lips hidden. “Do you speak French?”

Anwen nods.

Meuric steadies his stallion with a sharp word. Fear tightens her chest and her arms tremble as Katharine pulls back to stroke Anwen’s terrified face. “Stay alive. Whatever happens, do not take your life. Someone will come for you.” 

The young woman rises to her feet. Katharine resists the urge to save her, drag her back to the throne, loose the hounds on them, and steps aside. Meuric slips his stirrup and extends a gloved hand. Anwen hesitates, lifts her skirt, fits her bare foot into the leather strap, and swings up behind him. His overseer mounts his horse and follows his master into the road. Anwen glances back at the gate, her curls caught in the wind. 

Arthur sinks onto the throne, stricken. Rhys claps his hands to scatter the servants. “Be off with you!” 

“Let me up,” Neirin snaps, his cheek pressed in the snow. White flakes cling to his hair. Richard removes the knee from his spine and he scrambles to his feet. “Today was a grave injustice!” 

His accusation echoes in the arches as Arthur covers his face. 

Rhys storms forward, grasps Neirin’s jerkin, and throws him against the wall. The dueña gasps and sends the girls indoors as Katharine approaches her husband. Rhys snaps, “No one despises what happened here more than me, but you will stay civil.”

Neirin shoves him, pinned to the icy stones. “He’ll defile her.”

“Your sister chose to save your life,” Rhys snarls. 

Katharine shuts her eyes, sick to her soul. 

Arthur bolts from the throne, staggers around a corner, and vomits into the damp grass. He clutches the tower wall and heaves as she slips up behind him. They cling to each other and his weight drags her to the ground. “How could I not see it?”

“That does not matter,” she whispers.

Indignation surfaces in his stormy eyes. “Why not?”

Snowflakes land on his cheek. Katharine wipes one with her thumb and finds her voice. “We cannot change the past, but we may shape the future. Anwen lives... and we will save her.” 

* * *
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Elizabeth’s whimpers wake him from deep sleep. Henry turns over to look at her in the moonlight. Golden hair covers her shoulders as she buries her head in a pillow, clutches the sheet, and thrashes. Her beloved greyhound whines from the hearth and pads forward as the king touches her arm. Elizabeth opens her eyes, scrambles away from him, and crashes into the headboard. She stares past him, wide-eyed. A shiver runs up his spine and he peers into the darkness. She stiffens and, careful not to startle her, Henry brushes the hair from her face. Recognition floods over her and she collapses into his arms. “Henry.”

He strokes her spine, damp from sweat. “Your brothers?”

She trembles and nods, her cheek in his chest. “They haunt me.”

The hound nuzzles the curtains, and she caresses its head. Henry pulls back to search her face. “Why?”

“I don’t know, but I cannot sleep because of their visitations.” She sinks into the pillows and draws his head to her chest. Her heart races beneath his ear. “Something disturbed them...”

He conceals his unease and meets her eyes. “Superstition.”

Elizabeth runs her fingers through his dark locks and falls asleep. Once her breath evens, Henry rises, pulls on a robe, scratches the dog’s ears, lights a candle in the fire, and reaches his desk. He pushes aside dispatches from Hampshire to open Tyrell’s file. Dim light flickers on countless notations but an insignificant detail halts his thoughts. He strokes his chin. “How did you earn a land grant and appointment from King Richard?”

He flips several pages, Tyrell’s former career unremarkable, and rubs his eyes. An icy hand falls on his shoulder and he shudders. Henry lowers his arms to the desk, exhausted. “Go back to bed.”

Cold seeps into him and the dog growls. His breath crystallizes in the air and terror seizes his heart. “Elizabeth?”

A grotesque face materializes in the window reflection, more skeletal than human, its flesh rotted. Henry gasps and turns. His elbow jars the desk and the candle crashes to the floor. He stamps out the embers before they catch the reeds on fire. Hot wax seers into the document and he stares at it, horrified. 

Henry storms into the corridor and rouses his guard. “Fetch my servant and a barge. I go to the Tower of London.” 

The servant dresses him in exhausted confusion, Elizabeth still asleep in his bed. He dons a wool cape and descends to the dock where a bleary-eyed boatman awaits. The feeble lantern casts eerie shadows over the bank and carves shapes in the depths. Shouts rouse the Tower guards and they lift the portcullis. It drips water on his neck as they glide under it and bump the slanted steps. An unfamiliar turnkey emerges from the office. 

“Take me to Tyrell.” 

The stench of urine and vomit churns his stomach as Henry ascends. His companion brandishes a torch and unlocks the door. It scrapes scarred stones and startles Tyrell from sleep. Flames flicker over the walls and scatter rats as the prisoner stumbles from bed. Henry scans the books, papers, and faded velvet, his mouth dry. “King Richard made you High Sheriff of Cornwall.”

Tyrell scratches a half-grown beard, wariness in his gaze. “Yes.”

“A notable appointment for a man without an impressive service record.” Henry nears and his cloak catches on the uneven floor. “What service did you offer to earn such revenue and power?”

The man drops onto the straw mattress and runs his fingers through his hair. “King Richard rewarded his friends.”

Anguished at the thought, Henry presses his forehead to the wall, comforted at its coldness. “Did you find two sleeping boys and smother them, slit their throats, slip hemlock into their wine?”

“Children die easily,” Tyrell says without remorse.

Henry keeps his face in shadows, a hitch in his voice. “When?”

“Does it matter? They threatened King Richard’s reign.”

The king crosses his arms and turns. “The eldest was twelve.”

“I forgot, your scruples prefer them older. Like an Easter lamb, you feed, protect, and stroke them, then slit their throats when they trust you.” Tyrell scans the room’s fine furnishings and fondles a chair. Henry stiffens as he smiles, his eyes malicious. “You made this a perfect prison for Ned Plantagenet. Shame he lost interest in it, simple as his mind may have been.”

Henry suppresses his guilt at the window. “He was no fool.”

“That’s not what Suffolk claims. Since he visited the poor boy once a week for months after you sent him to the Tower, I trust his word.” Tyrell glares at the guards. “Ned had not the brains to conspire an escape. That was Lovell’s invention.”

The king snorts and shakes his head. “You murdered two boys.”

“I served a monarch.”

“And I serve the realm and protect my children.” 

Shadows fill the corners beneath the torchlight. Sickened at his hypocrisy, Henry crosses to the door. The guards duck outside as  a voice emerges from darkness. “How did you know, Sire?”

He shudders. “The princes told me.”

* * *
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Lopez delivers the mail pouch, sorts its contents, and carries the important letters to Doña Elvira. Inéz pounces on the rest, plucks one from its depths, cackles and brandishes it in the air. “Estrella, have you an admirer?”

“I hope not.” Francesca snatches it from her. “She’s a child.”

Estrella thrusts aside the sewing basket, scatters crimson thread across the floor, and grabs the folded parchment. Francesca holds it out of reach and squints at the spidery handwriting. “Give it!”

The girl laughs and dodges a second try, careful not to step on Inéz’s Frise as it pounces on their heels. “I should keep it for you.” 

Sunlight penetrates the room, Estrella’s brow furrowed as she shoves Francesca into the corridor. Her skirts brush the wall as she jumps for it—and Cordero steals it, scowls at Francesca, and gives it to her. She clutches it to her chest, winded, and tucks her hair behind her ear. “Shame on you,” he snarls. 

Francesca snorts, tosses raven locks over her shoulder, and vanishes into the bedroom. Estrella blushes and scans the leather pouch on his arm. “Thank you.”

“Never let someone oppress you even if they are four inches taller.” Cordero rummages in his sack and peers into the room. “I should teach you how to fight back. Where’s Doña Elvira?”

Parchment crinkles at her bodice as she descends the stairs. “She vanishes for hours at a time. I think she quarrels with Alessandro.”

The narrow lips twist into a smile and he says, “I know she does.”

“Where are you headed?” 

He pauses on the landing and shows her a round bottle filled with black granules. “Edward Howard’s stallion ate a poisonous plant. I’ll force charcoal and oil in his throat and see if it helps.”

She leaves him at the side door and continues to the garderobe to open the baron’s letter. Estrella locks the door, settles near the window, wrinkles her nose at the smell, and breaks the familiar seal. Willoughby writes from Lincolnshire, mentions his sisters, and describes the country. She scans for any mention of Nan Browne and smiles to find none. Estrella folds it into its original shape, presses it to her lips, and tucks it in her pocket. Her skirts rustle as she returns upstairs.

Muffled voices penetrate the hall and she peeks into the privy chamber as she settles among her friends at the fireside. A gaunt Katharine paces while Bishop Alessandro informs her of intended Easter celebrations. She has not eaten in days. 

Francesca scrapes mud from leather shoes. “She isn’t well.”

“Lord Meuric has an innocent girl imprisoned,” Inéz hisses. “She cannot sleep, she won’t eat, all she does is think.”

Estrella suppresses unease and unravels a thread in her skirt. She picks up Inéz’s dog and nuzzles its white fur. Francesca knocks dust into the hearth, her scowl contagious. “Grimaldi complained to Puebla that I won’t respond to his letters and the Spanish envoy scolded me. He cannot force me to return that man’s interest.” 

Francesca pounds a boot on the floor, her expression ominous. Estrella lifts her chin, shifts the dog, and stretches her feet to the fire. “I thought you favor money over romance.”

“My prospects are brighter than a man twice my age. I refuse to become another owned treasure. He has enough of those. I want a Howard boy.” Francesca rises as Arthur crosses the threshold and curtsies. “She’s in council, Sire. You are welcome to wait. Inéz, fetch the prince wine.” 

Dark circles frame his eyes and his hand trembles as he takes the cup. “Thank you. Katharine says you sweeten it with honey. It tastes better than our English beer.” His gray eyes twinkle as he sips and puts it aside as Katharine emerges from the inner room. She brightens, grasps his arm, and leads him into her bedchamber. He greets the bishop on his way past, and the man smiles as he leaves. The door shuts behind them and Estrella returns to her seat. She cuddles the Frise and gawks into the fire. 

“Do you believe she loves him?” Inéz asks.

Francesca starts as a wind gust rattles the window and resumes her task as the dueña crosses the hall and vanishes downstairs. “I don’t know. How long have they shared a bed, a few months?” 

“One day is enough to know a kindred soul,” Estrella says, her thoughts elsewhere. She blushes at their scrutiny.

Inéz threads a needle and mends a silver hem, her neat stitches in small loops. “We will know when she is with child. She has no secrets. That is a luxury none of us can afford.”

A draft creeps in from the hall. Estrella shivers and inches nearer the blaze, relieved when Doña Elvira materializes to shut the door. The dog licks her hand, and she straightens its collar. The letter crinkles beneath her hand. “Everyone needs secrets.”

* * *
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Surrey and his son Thomas Howard reach the garrison after dusk and dismount in the yard. The breeze stirs their fur-lined cloaks as they toss the reins to servants and ascend wet steps to greet Lovell on the landing. The enforcer scrutinizes their guards. “I trust you found no trouble on the way.”

“England’s full of traitors, but after tomorrow, there’ll be six less.” Surrey stalks the corridor to Rippon’s chambers. He casts aside his cloak and stirs the fire. Lovell skulks at the window as the younger man sniffs the wine. Surrey glances at him. “No response? I thought to find you in better humor. Half a dozen heads will never scheme treason again.”

Lovell peers into the hall and shuts the door. His brow furrows as he joins them at the fireside. “It makes no sense.”

“Must it? Rippon is a traitor and his head will decorate a spike.” Surrey scrapes a chair nearer the hearth and drops into it. His son smirks behind the desk and rummages the drawers. He dumps a stack of ledgers on the surface and spews dust as he opens one. 

Voices mingle downstairs as Lovell stares into darkness. “The timing troubles me. It’s irrational. Katharine’s arrival strengthens the alliance and weakens Suffolk’s cause. She may be with child.”

“Suffolk’s ambition might surpass his intellect,” Thomas says. 

“I doubt that.”

Flames cast Surrey in sick hue as he stirs them, returns the poker and shakes his head. “You have a suspicious mind, Sir Thomas. Rippon and his associates shall die at dawn. You may sleep well.”

He struggles to rest that night, unable to quiet his thoughts. Lovell ponders the ceiling until light appears in the east and descends to the yard. Mist reduces the castle ramparts and guards to obscure shapes. Doors open and several men drag a wooden platform from the stables. Horses spook and toss their heads. Lovell moves aside, aware of the bloodstains. No grooves mark the dogwood. Garrisons execute prisoners with swords, not axes.

Slanted steps spiral into the prison block, the traitors huddled in two cells. Rippon stands out for his bulk, his attention focused out the barred gap. Arms crossed over his chest, Rippon says, “I never wondered before now what a man’s last thoughts could be, though I have struck many heads from their shoulders.”

“Liberate your soul’s torment and confide in me.” Lovell approaches rough iron bars and scrapes damp beneath his shoe. 

Rippon steps over his companion and emerges from the shadows. “You will be in a cell one day, Sir Thomas. Some king, be it Suffolk or Arthur, will take your head.” 

Lovell grasps the bar and demands, “Why now, Charles?”

The commander nudges his men awake and scatters rats into the gloom. He leans against the bars, his arms folded. “Why should I tell you anything? You may offer me nothing in exchange. Henry cannot let me live. I’ll carry Suffolk’s intentions to my grave.”

“Your death is worthless. Suffolk will never be king.”

Rippon shrugs and turns his back. “You will see.”

Frustrated he has no time to interrogate further, Lovell enters the courtyard and squints at the portcullis as a priest ducks under it. Recognition crosses the lean face and Beaulieu Abbey’s prior storms across wet stones. “We meet again, Sir Thomas. Death follows you wherever you go. Did you have warrants this time?”

Distaste curls the enforcer’s lip, and he pulls his cloak away from the man’s muddy robes. “I need none, for I am the warrant.” 

“You are a curse upon all who know you.” 

Gloom shifts around them as Lovell eyes the execution platform and says, “I’m a demon to the guilty, an angel to the innocent.”

The priest spits at his feet and descends into the cells. Surrey gathers the garrison, insistent the men see their treasonous leader die. Rippon strides among them without shame and ascends the stairs. Ravens rise from the battlements, disturbed by the footfalls. Lovell stares at a dead one crumpled beneath the tower.

“Some souls prepare for death on their knees, others find it late at night,” Rippon says and scans their faces. “Mine comes at the orders of our gracious monarch, King Henry. Long may he reign.”

He sneers at Lovell and falls to his knees. Suspicion stirs in the enforcer and he hisses, “A distraction.”

Thomas Howard turns beside him as Surrey steps behind the prisoner and raises his sword. “What?”

“Where do you want your enemy to look while you take action?” Lovell shoves past him and through the crowd, their faces pained as the blade arcs through the air. Blood spatters and thumps ring in his ears as he motions to his captain and demands a horse. “Fetch my guards, we must leave.”

Concerned, Caldwell nods and bolts for the stables. Thomas Howard grasps his arm, his intent black eyes bewildered. “Shouldn’t you witness the executions?”

“I’ve seen enough. The king needs me elsewhere.” Lovell mounts as the next traitor ascends the platform to die. Henry’s entwined lions and greyhounds flutter from the battlements as he spurs into a sodden road and prays he isn’t too late. 

* * *
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Baby Reginald is sick again. 

Meg’s children suffer frequent illnesses, but it strikes him the hardest. She brushes black hair from his flushed forehead, strokes his cheek, and checks his stomach for a rash. “Give him half-ale and keep him cool until the fever lifts.”

Kendalle kneels beside the cot, concerned. She tugs her exquisite emerald sleeves, a gift from Meg and Richard at Christmas. “I have never seen him this hot. Should we fetch the physician?”

Meg bites her lip and shakes her head. She cannot afford it. “Not unless the poultice does not work. Use onion and rosemary. One shall draw the poison from his lungs, the other soothe his sleep.” She kisses his cheek, tousles his curls, and retreats. She closes the door and gasps as a figure emerges from shadows. 

“Forgive me, Meg, I did not mean to startle you.” Arthur grasps her hands and peers at the inner room. “Is it Reginald?”

She nods and draws him to the fire. “When is it not?”

“You must let me care for him, whatever he needs.” 

Meg stiffens and studies his face. “You know too much, Sire.”

“I know enough.” Arthur shifts the wooden lions on the mantel and nudges the cold ashes with his shoe. “Grimaldi’s terms are outrageous. Why go to him and not me?”

She sinks into a chair and covers her face. “My problems are not yours. Between Harold’s education and illnesses, I had no choice. I cannot turn to you whenever we have needs. Richard doesn’t know the miserable state of our finances. You must not tell him. Our income may improve provided we have a good harvest.”

Arthur frowns, but doesn’t insist. She pleads in silence until he nods. He straightens, silhouetted against the gloom. “Harold mentioned to me what my brother’s friends said about your family in London. It troubles him. I want to lift his spirits but since it is an expensive gift to keep, I shall pay for its continued use.”

Baffled, Meg rises as her eldest son crosses the threshold and drops his horn book on the table, returned from his lessons. Harold says, “Good day, Sire.”

“Your father claims you adore greyhounds,” Arthur replies. 

Harold’s face brightens, and he bounds across the floor. “Yes!”

“Come with me.” Arthur grasps his shoulder and leads him downstairs. Meg trails them up the hall and descends circular stairs to the kitchen. Servants step aside as Arthur opens a side door and enters a small sunlit room full of flour sacks, a whelping box in the corner. Six gray puppies old enough to wean squirm beside their mother and yelp in excitement. Arthur surveys them, a glint in his eye. “A prince can have too many dogs.”

Harold gapes at him in disbelief.

Arthur smiles. “I entrust one to you.”

She sags against the door, touched at the intimacy of the gift. Arthur does not share his hounds with anyone. A lump forms in her throat as Harold drops to his knees, open-armed to receive the puppies. They scramble over each other to lick his chin. 

Arthur sits cross-legged beside him and scratches a pair of ears. “It’s your choice which you want, but I think you should take the biggest male. He will be the finest hunter.”

Overwhelmed, Harold swallows hard. “Thank you, Sire.”

“Cousin,” Arthur corrects, gentleness in his eyes.

Harold flushes and strokes the largest. “He’s wonderful.”

“He is a handful but you’re old enough to train him. He’ll eat with my hounds but sleep in your room, so you must teach him not to trouble your brothers or leap on your mother.” Arthur squeezes a muzzle as a puppy tries to nip him and taps it on the nose. Her son scrutinizes his movements and shifts closer.

She catches the prince’s eye and mouths, “Thank you.”

Affection softens his gaze as it returns to Harold. Arthur strokes the boy’s back. “Now you have one of the king’s hounds.”

Her boy nods, happiness in his dimples. He gathers the largest into his arms and kisses its head. “What shall I call him, cousin?”

“Something grand.” Arthur ponders. “Sir Galahad?” 
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Henry descends slick steps into the barge and settles on the velvet seat. Torchlight flickers in the arches, the Tower melancholy in the dawn. He covers his face and breathes deep to calm his revulsion until the boatman asks, “Back to Richmond, Sire?” 

“Yes, but not in haste.” He needs time to think. 

London quiets before sunrise, not even its whores on the streets. Stray dogs scamper up side lanes, the barges docked along piers. Black water passes under them, the stench lessened from abundant rain. He twists an emerald ring, torn with what to tell Elizabeth of her brothers’ fates, and grimaces as Richmond materializes from the darkness. Two guards escort him up the steps, through vacant corridors to his privy chamber. Henry leaves them outside, refuses a cup of wine, and dismisses the servant. 

Hours pass beside an extinguished fire, its embers dulled when the Lord Chamberlain enters to apprise him of the day’s events. “Send my wife in,” Henry says, distracted from his thoughts.

Archbishop Foxe retreats and Elizabeth’s blue silk rustles as she reaches his chair, amusement in her eyes. “I awoke to find you gone. Should I take it as an insult?” 

He catches her sleeve and pulls her into his lap. “Only the most urgent matter will draw me from your side.” Henry hesitates and peers into the garden, the roses budded in the hedge rows. 

Her face darkens, and she tugs his jerkin. “What is it, my love?”

“Fine words cannot soften the truth.” Henry strokes her knee and suppresses his ache. “I know what befell your brothers.” 

Silence fills the room. Elizabeth falters, withdraws her hand from his heart, and clenches it in her lap. She scans his face and flutters long lashes. “Are they dead?”

Henry nods. 

She bolts from the chair. Her hair glints in the sunlight as she halts at the window, grabs the sash, and struggles to open it. The latch sticks, and her frustration turns to tears. Henry reaches around her, forces the catch, and jerks it inward. Fresh air drops her into the seat and she covers her mouth. Elizabeth rocks and clutches at his arm. Henry touches her shoulder and kneels. 

“Who did it?”

He strokes her cheek. “James Tyrell.”

Elizabeth gasps, shoves him aside, and paces the floor. “How could he betray us? My mother trusted him! He brought notes from the boys! We called him a friend! I spoke for him when Richard fell at Bosworth. I entreated you to pardon him! And all this time, he enjoyed my protection in the knowledge he murdered my brothers!”

“You had no reason to distrust him.” Henry rises to intercept her, and she quiets as he pulls her to his chest. He strokes her hair, his voice muffled. “Do not fault your compassion, but his malice.”

Henry’s secretary, Lord Dudley, passes in the garden with the steward, a ledger under his arm. Servants clean the outer room and a chord comes from the virginals as they move it from the main table. Elizabeth tightens her grasp on his emerald sleeves. 

“Tyrell will die,” he says. 

Sorrow accompanies her retreat, exhaustion in her words. “That won’t bring them back.” 

* * *
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Arthur has not slept in his wife’s bed since he lost Anwen to Meuric. He cannot endure the thought of pleasure in her arms while the earl abuses his prisoner. He tosses a stick for Galahad and the lanky dog snatches it from the grass, baits his master with it, and scampers over the green. Harold laughs and chases him as Arthur sinks onto the castle steps. 

“May I intrude on your solitude, Sire?” Katharine ducks out the door behind him and her skirt brushes his shoulder. He smiles as she settles on rough stone, shivers, and takes his arm for warmth. Harold grasps the end of the stick and the dog pulls him off his feet. “You show him such kindness.”

“Compassion costs nothing but teaches me to be a better man,” Arthur says. He rubs his face and sighs as his hands drop. “Never let an opportunity for benevolence pass unnoticed.” 

Katharine rests her chin on his shoulder, scrapes her shoe free of mud, and sighs. “Some men choose malice.”

“I fell straight into Meuric’s snare.” Arthur shades his eyes as Harold struggles to his feet and the puppy dances aside. He tears a letter from his pocket and thrusts it into her hands, furious. “He knows damn well my father passed laws against stealing an heiress for her fortune, but it says nothing of lawful seizure for crimes. She inherits nothing, so the law excludes her. This challenges my authority, forces me to keep her brother in line, and presents him with negotiation opportunities. I offer him property and revenues. Neirin promises to relinquish his claim to the disputed border, pay him enormous sums... and he refuses!” 

She scans and crumples the document. “He wants more.”

“What?” Arthur bursts from his seat and kicks the nearest dirt clod. His frustration turns to fury. “What does he want?”

The dog bounds up and Harold arrives breathless, a flush in his cheeks. He brandishes the stick with triumph and gloats, “Cousin, I defeated Sir Galahad! He refused to return it but I tricked him.” 

“Clever boy!” Arthur hugs his shoulder and walks him to the stairs. The wind tousles their bent heads, his attention fixed on his wife. “Harold, Sir Galahad sees you as his equal but you must become his master. If you don’t chase and pull the stick, he’ll lose interest. Sir Galahad will learn his pleasure comes from its return, so you can throw it.” He strokes the boy’s back and nudges him toward the castle. 

Katharine shifts to let Harold pass and hugs her knees. “Until you cease your proposals, Meuric controls the situation.” 

He crouches to brush moss aside from a small white flower, its petals lost in the grass. “Six months ago, Meuric caught a thief on his land. Instead of an arrest, he loosed his hounds and let them run him. They mauled him half to death before Rhys intervened. Anwen is valuable but how safe can she be, in his house?”

“Meuric has greater malice than your other lords.” Katharine rises and tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. She cannot keep the abundant auburn locks in her headdress. “What is his family history?”

Arthur plays with the gold chain around his neck. “The feud stretches back three centuries to an abduction and forced marriage. Meuric’s ancestor had only female descendants; to gain the estate, Neirin’s ancestor kidnapped and raped the eldest. She bore a child, but the law intervened. The king divided the estate. Neirin and Meuric still dispute the land. Richard placed Meuric under an attainder in his reign, but my father restored him for service at Bosworth. I pray he wants something of value.” 

She stops to admire his stallion in the paddock. “Why?”

“Because if not,” Arthur snarls, “he holds her for revenge.” 

* * *
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Katharine stares across the dark countryside at the distant town lights, and half-listens to her dueña’s instructions for the Easter services. Estrella unlaces her sleeves and lays them aside, the ribbons in a pile. Katharine removes jeweled pins from her bodice and drops them into the girl’s hands. “I suspect the worst day of the Virgin Mary’s life was the hours between the crucifixion and the resurrection.”

Estrella unfastens her skirt, and it billows to the floor. “She saw Christ executed. Could anything be worse?”

“Saturday, she could do nothing.” Katharine throws her headdress onto a chair and crosses to the sideboard. She fumbles cups in search of wine and grimaces as she sniffs beer in a jug. “Mary went home to wait. She could not bathe her son, wrap him in spices. She had to think. The day an awful event happens is difficult, but we are in shock. Once that wears off, the true torment begins.”

She finds no wine and gives up in despair. Doña Elvira gathers her garments, folds them, and carries them away. Firelight glints in Estrella’s raven locks as she asks, “Is that what troubles you?”

“Yes.” Katharine sinks onto the bed. “I cannot stop my thoughts from a snow-filled courtyard, from the abuse Anwen suffers... I stare and wonder if he forces her each night.” 

She clutches her arms and shivers as Estrella banks the fire. The door creaks and, without a glance, she says, “You can go, Doña.”

“Good. I hoped she might not join us,” Arthur replies. She starts as he steps aside to let Estrella snatch her shoes and retreat. He winks and shuts the door before he crosses to the sideboard. He pours the beer into a ruby-studded silver cup, a smirk on his lips. “Alessandro lectured me this afternoon on ‘marital relations before Lent concludes.’ Doña Elvira told on us.” 

“So you come to spite him?”

He surveys her in the candlelight. “No. I have missed you.”

She blushes, climbs into bed, and pulls up the covers. He kicks off his shoes, careful not to spill his ale. She plucks at the coverlet, her tone shy. “Do you intend to defy him?”

“I don’t mean to sleep alone but shall preserve your virtue. I do not want to bring the wrath of God down upon us.” He sips the foam and wrinkles his nose in distaste. 

She nudges him with a foot. “How can you drink swill?”

“Does Her Spanish Highness denounce our good English ale?” He catches her ankle, drops the cup on the bedside table, and leans over her. Their lips meet in a gentle kiss that deepens as his hand moves to her thigh. She grasps his dressing gown and her breath quickens as he pulls back to study her face. “I dare you to swallow half of it.”

Katharine laughs and shoves his chest. “No.”

He shrugs, amused, and strokes her cheek. Firelight softens the color of his hair from dark brown to copper. “Edward said you’re too soft to drink it a second time. I retorted he’s a damn fool, Queen Isabella’s daughter cannot fear a stout beer.”

Flames crackle in the hearth and she pushes him away. “Fine.”

He gives her the chalice. Emeralds glint as she stares into thick golden foam and raises it to her lips. The bitter taste of spices and wheat turns her stomach, but she drinks half of it and shoves the cup into his chest. Arthur has the rest. She offers a halfhearted kick as he climbs in beside her and draws the curtains.

“How can you do that every night?”

Arthur strokes her back, shifts against her, and nuzzles her hair. “The physician claims it’s good for my health, and will give me a ‘strong stomach.’ Father drank it as a child.” 

She fondles the ties on his shirt and tilts her chin. “What might he do in our place? Have you informed him of these events?”

“Yes and await a response. Father is clever... as is Ferdinand.” Arthur stares at the velvet canopy, sighs, and pulls her closer. 

Katharine rests her chin on his chest and scrutinizes his face. “Ferdinand would offer something he wants more than revenge.”

“What?”

The darkness deepens around them and she shivers. “Power.” 

She falls asleep in his arms but wakes before dawn, uncertain what disturbed her until she gags. Katharine scrambles away from him, gropes for the curtain, founders under the bed for the chamber pot, and vomits into it. She heaves in the gloom, the fire out, and gasps for breath. Sweat coats her brow and her heart thunders in her chest. Arthur does not move to comfort her. She presses her foot to his thigh and shoves, but he doesn’t stir. She blinks as exhaustion claims her and pain subsides into numbness. 

“Arthur?”

Her whisper troubles the darkness but prompts no response.

* * *
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Estrella loses her way in the endless corridors but follows the flutter of Katharine’s skirt and her laughter. She cries out but her mistress doesn’t stop as she reaches the tower. A loose step crumbles and her hand scrapes the wall. Estrella enters a derelict room, its furniture broken, Katharine perched in the window. Icy air blows her auburn curls as she stares into the courtyard. 

“Can you see the faces?” Katharine asks. “One wears a mask.”

Estrella shivers and peers over the ledge. “Come here.”

“I must follow Arthur.” Katharine inches toward the edge.

Her friend grasps her arm, struggles against her weight, and her foot slips on frozen stones. She cracks her shoulder on the floor as her mistress leaps from the window. Sickened, Estrella scrambles after her. She searches the lower yard and sees no one, only black mist. It darkens the grass and rots the roses as it climbs the castle.

She starts upright in bed, cloaked in sweat. 

Dawn teases the curtains, Francesca asleep beside her. Estrella shivers, throws off the coverlet, and fumbles under a chair for her shoes. She dons a dressing gown, crosses the hall, darts downstairs and collides with Cordero. His amusement softens at her terrified expression. “You look dreadful.”

“I had a terrible dream.” She rubs her arms for warmth.

He tucks in his shirt, scans the upper passage, and motions to her. “You’ll have a horrible day if Doña Elvira catches you half-dressed.” A door opens, and she bolts, the floor slick under her slippers. She races by several familiar doors, throws herself against Katharine’s, and vanishes as her dueña’s voice reaches her ears. 

Estrella pants and leans against it in the darkness, shakes her head, and pushes into the bedchamber. She dares not wake them, aware of their silhouettes beyond the draperies. Estrella tightens her robe at her waist, nears, and frowns at the hand over the edge of the bed. She lifts the curtain, gasps to find Katharine half-off it, and hauls her into the pillows. Limp in her arms and flushed from fever, Katharine doesn’t respond to a firm shake. Estrella stares past her to the unconscious prince and backs into the chamber pot. The stench of vomit rises as it skitters across the floor. She covers her mouth, her heart loud in her ears. Dust moats float in the air as the sun enters the room. 

Estrella bolts. 

She searches the hall for Doña Elvira, hesitates on the landing, and crashes into Sir Richard on the stairs. She grabs his wrist and drags him along the passage, unable to speak full sentences. Her dueña meets them on the threshold and protests, but her outrage subsides in the bedroom. Richard thrusts aside the curtains to check the prince’s lips and chest, turns a fierce eye to the bedside table, and sniffs the cup. “Hemlock.” 

Doña Elvira falls back in horror. “Can we save them?”

“I pray so, for the consequences are severe.” 

Estrella stumbles into the privy chamber and sinks onto a stool, oblivious to the quiet, concerned voices within. She rises and walks the corridor, pounds on the bishop’s door, and enters without invitation. Cordero looks up from dressing him, and Alessandro’s sharp rebuke halts at the sight of her ashen face. “My child, what is the matter?”

She twists her gown into knots and tells them. Cordero sags into the sideboard, his master half-clad, and the bishop grasps his ruby cross. “You saved Edward’s horse,” she says, numb. “Can you help them?”

The Spaniard throws aside thick wool garments and storms across the hall. His entrance scatters worried ladies from the threshold. Doña Elvira protests until Alessandro snaps, “Let him see her.”

Cordero examines her eyelids and fingertips. He lifts her limbs to detect their stiffness, feels her forehead, and checks her mouth. Richard retreats from the bedside as he does the same for Arthur. He grips the bedstead, closes his eyes, and shakes his head. “It is hemlock, and large doses are lethal, but Katharine vomited. Give them separate rooms but the same treatment. It may be too late, but I’ll do what I can. Fetch milk, charcoal, and cabbage seed.” 

He opens a window and rolls up his sleeve as Estrella sags to the floor. She hugs her knees as the dueña throws back the covers. 

Richard grasps her arm, his eyes tormented. “Tell no one.”

* * *
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Meg checks the onion and mustard poultice, relieved her son’s symptoms fade. Dawn peeks through the curtains, the other boys asleep in trundles. Kendalle emerges from the side room and tucks her curls under a cap. “I can take him. You sat up half the night.”

“His breath eases but he’s still warm.” She frowns and smooths the hair from his face. “Reginald should be well sooner than this.”

Kendalle takes him from his mother, strokes his back, settles in a chair, and nestles the child to her breast. “Damp may prolong his recovery. Are you sure we shouldn’t consult a physician?” 

Mindful of her purse’s meager contents, she shakes her head. The nurse hums as Meg withdraws to the outer room, startled by her husband’s presence at the fireside. Richard does not move, his forehead on his arm as he stares into the flames. She studies the defeat in his posture and her stomach tightens. “Richard?”

“Arthur is ill. The physician cannot wake him. He may die.” 

Terror stops her breath and drains the blood from her face. The room recedes, and she staggers into a chair. Meg clutches her waist, takes several breaths, and asks, “What is it, the sweat?”

“Hemlock.”

She covers her mouth and grips the chair arm. 

“Katharine received a dose, too, but Cordero has higher hopes for her life.” Richard kicks the flames and scatters embers across the floor. Crimson glints in their depths and they smolder on the rushes. Meg stares, unable to move as he stamps them out. His raven locks tousled, her husband says, “Henry will suspect us. Leave me to think. Go with Lord and Lady Rhys into town. Pretend the prince has influenza. Pray for his soul and our lives.”

She clutches his arm, doubt in her voice. “Should I stay here?”

“No.” Richard softens at her expression and touches her cheek. “The physician does what he can. I hope it’s enough. No one outside her caretakers know the truth.”

Meg hugs him and pulls away when her son enters the room. Harold rubs sleep from his eyes and asks, “Shall we go to church?”

“Yes, my love. Where is that fine green doublet I gave you?” Meg dresses him, finds a lost shoe under his bed, puts Sir Galahad by the fire, and takes Harold downstairs for the procession. 

Six Welsh noble families show disappointment that the prince and his bride cannot attend, but retreat to the inner bailey where Lady Rhys helps Harold into the litter, gathers her skirts out of the mud, and pulls on fur-lined gloves as she settles. “His illness doesn’t surprise me. He’s been pale since he arrived.”

“Spring rains do not help,” Meg agrees, and hugs her son. 

She attends mass and gives out alms at the side door, but cannot focus, preoccupied by visions of her husband at the block and her children in the Tower. She forces herself to stay calm, but retains none of the sermon. Meg trembles as she returns to the litter as the sun peers through the clouds. Darkness fills the horizon, a storm imminent.

Harold catches her sleeve and asks, “Is it the evil lion?” 

She summons a smile and squeezes his arm. “No.”

He’s quiet on the ride home and races upstairs to greet his dog. She retreats to their chamber, checks her son, finds him improved, and paces herself into exhaustion. Richard does not appear for lunch and she enters the prince’s room at dusk to find him, her stomach in knots. She halts at the threshold, unable to believe the gaunt, unconscious figure is Arthur. The steady rise and fall of his chest convinces her he lives. Richard sits at the fireside.

The physician glances at her. Meg scrutinizes his face for hope and despairs as he shakes his head. “Hemlock stiffens the muscles. It weakens him from the inside. Some patients never wake.” 

She sinks to her knees beside Arthur and grasps his hand. Tears gather in her eyes and she drops her forehead to the bed. “Fight.”

“He is strong.” The physician stirs to touch the boy’s shoulder, a stout, dark-clad figure with a hooked nose and herb-stained fingers. “There’s no way to know how much he ingested. Arthur may make it. Every hour of life increases his chances.” 

Meg withdraws to the window. Darkness creeps over the land and obscures the town as lights appear in the square. She does not move as Richard comes up behind her, hugs her waist, and rests his chin on her shoulder. “This must bring back memories.” 

“I cannot be sure our maid poisoned my mother.” Meg has vague memories of Isabel Neville-Plantagenet’s death. Enraged, her father pursued the servant to her execution and fell from the king’s favor.

Richard squeezes her midsection. “She paid with her life.”

She nods and tightens her hold on his sleeve. Shadows drift as Meg touches his cheek. “Will you come to bed tonight?”

“Arthur may wake,” he replies.

Meg cringes at the anguish in his voice. “I’ll send you supper.”

The outer chamber lacks music and entertainment, the castle subdued. She enters the kitchens, arranges for them to take soup upstairs, and climbs a dim corridor, startled at a sound in the arch. She hesitates, peers into the gloom, and recognizes the slender form in a window seat. Her heart softens. “Doña Elvira?”

The dueña wipes damp cheeks and dries her hand on her thick cotton skirts, her eyes red. She bites her lip and stares into the darkness. “I spent a week away from Katharine in her childhood. Isabella ordered me to escort her sister, Maria, to a summer residence. Katharine refused to eat in my absence. I returned to find her distraught.” She smiles and fingers a black lace sleeve. “She made me promise never to leave her again.” 

Torchlight flickers over the wall as voices pass downstairs. Meg moves nearer and studies her face. “Have you children?”

“I have two sons in Spain, and care of the royal family.” Doña Elvira scans the floor, a tremor in her voice. “Juan’s death tore me apart. Bella’s gave me a sorrow no happiness can ever fill. I cannot lose Katharine too. I never told her how much I love her.”

She grasps the woman’s arm. “You don’t have to, she knows.” 

“How can she when I contradict and correct her?” 

Meg’s heart constricts at the dueña’s pain and a lump enters her throat. “You protect her, walk beside her, guide her decisions. She sees you as a second mother. Your every action has love. That transcends words.”

The woman covers her mouth as torches bob up the road and pass beneath the gate. A figure leads a small contingent into the yard, Meg unable to see his face until he dismounts. Fear tightens her heart, and she grasps the cross at her throat. 

* * *
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Lovell has not slept in days, and the castle’s silence confirms his unease. Lopez meets them at the door and Lovell shakes raindrops from his cloak as he sends his men to the fireside. He strips his gloves, his tone terse. “Where is Sir Richard?”

Concern darkens the secretary’s face, and he tightens his grip on his ledgers. “He and Lord Rhys are in the council chamber.”

Lovell thrusts his robes into a servant’s hands and ascends the stairs, the castle unusual in its gloom. He glances into Katharine’s chambers as he passes and the frightened faces gathered at the fireside deepen his fear. His entrance startles Richard and Rhys from the table. Rhys knocks over an inkwell and curses as he rights it. Richard’s gaze shoots past him into the empty hall. He pushes back his chair and demands, “How did you know?”

He is too late.

Unprepared for the grief that robs him of thought, breath, and intent, Lovell halts. He struggles to find words, shuts the doors, and crosses the fire-lit room. He tucks his gloves into his doublet, and stares into the flames. His voice hitches. “Does he live?”

“Arthur weakens and may die.” Richard traces the table edge, settles into his chair, and clears his throat. “He spent last evening in Katharine’s room. The evidence suggests hemlock in his ale. He drinks it every night. She must have taken it, for she’s in similar peril. Katharine woke for a few minutes three hours ago. Arthur has not regained consciousness.”

Furious, Lovell slams the mantel and his companions flinch. He snarls, “Damn Suffolk. He encouraged treason in Hampshire as a diversion. This was his true scheme. Have you fed him charcoal?” 

“Yes... and cabbage seed and milk, but it does nothing.” Richard bolts up as Lovell throws open the door and storms across the hall. His entrance startles the physician from the bed and he crosses to stare at the skeletal figure, motionless beneath the covers. His heart sinks. Lovell knows death. He has seen it many times. Arthur lies under its shadow. 

Poison is a cruel method this gentle boy doesn’t deserve.

The candles cast a sick pallor over his gaunt face. Lovell checks his eyelid, disturbed at the ashen hue, and turns his back. Richard and Rhys stand on the threshold, concerned as he moves to the window. “Suffolk cannot know. The weather is poor and Arthur tired from travel. He caught influenza. I must search the castle. Rhys, spread the rumor Suffolk’s agents sign their letters in blue lions. Henry sent me to find evidence. Gather everyone in the great hall, from your wife to the lowest servant. No one returns to their room. Richard, bring me the records of anyone with access to Ludlow, no matter how menial.” 

Richard and Rhys nod and vanish into the corridor. Lovell reaches the bed, his emotions tumultuous. He grasps the stiff arm, leans over the unconscious form, and whispers in his ear, “Go if you must, Arthur. Suffer not for our sake.” He kisses the fevered forehead, blinks tears from his eyes, and leaves.

The castle occupants gather in the great hall, unease in their faces. Doña Elvira refuses to abandon her mistress’ bedside, and he consents to her presence, but orders her room searched first. They find nothing but prayer books and letters from her brother in Flanders. Lovell closes the silver-plated trunk and sends them to the next chamber. His men overturn mattresses and feel amid the straw, shake out drawers, and empty closets. They unearth herbs, ointments, and tonics, but none smells of hemlock. 

“Check the fireplaces for loose bricks,” he says.

He rifles Richard’s desk, feels behind bookshelves, and enters the bedroom at his captain’s summons. Lovell passes the bed, Caldwell at the hearth. The man drives a knife into the stones and pulls; one inches outward and falls into his outstretched hand. Lovell gropes in the niche and withdraws a blue vial. It shimmers in the firelight as he sniffs, the bitter odor of hemlock discernible. 

“Lady Pole has reason to want the prince dead,” Caldwell says.

Lovell frowns, pockets the poison, and touches the hearth. Soot and rock fragments stain his fingertips, his thoughts distracted as a guard enters. “Sir Thomas, you should see her maid’s chambers.”

A door opens through the nursery and stairs continue to other servants’ quarters. Lovell ascends several steps and ducks through a low arch. A rumpled cot sits under a narrow window, her trunk open at its base. The guard says, “Lift the mattress.”

He fumbles beneath it and locates a pouch. Dried herbs fall into his hand. He sniffs them and scowls. A further grope finds an ink bottle, its contents blue in the dim light. 

“Should I arrest them, Sire?”

“No. Leave me alone to think.”

The men withdraw to continue the search. Lovell scrutinizes the bed, the stairwell, the ink, and the herbs. Rain dampens the glass, his brow furrowed until recognition comes into him. “Little bitch.”

* * *
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Arthur cannot figure out how to open the locked door. Laughter spills behind it, and glorious white light peers around the cracks, but without a handle, he cannot force it. Drizzle beats windows in the childhood playroom and toys cast sinister shadows in firelight. He pounds the door, frustrated as Katharine embraces him.

“Where is the key?”

She strokes his fevered brow and scans the arch, Richmond eerie in the silence. His brother should be in the next room and his sisters up the hall, but they are alone. Katharine kisses his cheek and squeezes his waist, amused. “For what, my love?”

He breaks away and grasps the door. “Cannot you see it?”

Concern deepens her blue gaze, and she peers past him. “What?”

“The door... the light...” Incredulous, Arthur motions to it. Katharine approaches to caress the golden surface, but shakes her head. Startled, he draws back and bites his thumb, the room out of focus. She has a strange, surreal hue as she walks to the fireside. The flames contort in unusual ways, blue in their depths. 

Katharine stirs them and replaces the poker. “Should we stay?”

“What do you mean?” Arthur joins her at the hearth and touches her cheek, startled at its coldness. She is not quite real. 

Quiet fills her movements as she peers at him in the dim light. “Can you hear the voices that call us back?”

Shapes flicker beneath oak floorboards and mist seeps through the cracks. Arthur steps away from them, grasps her wrist, and drags her across the nursery. “Come, the door might open if we both touch it.”

“There is no door!” She resists as he pulls her to it, and a hand bursts from the floor to grasp his ankle. Arthur gasps as icy fingers close around his leg and shrieks as it jerks him down into gloom. Katharine rakes his arms with her fingernails, desperate to keep him, but he vanishes. He falls into an endless darkness, slams into a bed of moss, and opens his eyes. Dim lights flicker, faerie traps in the mire, but as he stares at them, they become candle flames.

Lovell grasps his arm and leans over the bedside. “Sire.”

His limbs are on fire, his lungs so tight he cannot breathe. He has never faced greater pain, even when his siblings died. Arthur cannot move his hand. His tongue fills his mouth. “Lovell?”

Tears shine behind the man’s gaze. “I’m here.”

Concerned faces come into focus around the bed. The room fades from dark to gloom, from night to rainfall, from Ludlow to Richmond. He chokes and rasps, “Sir Thomas...”

Lovell leans over him, his breath warm on Arthur’s ear. “Yes?”

“Katharine...” He convulses and cries tears of pain. “She is...”

The terror of loneliness strikes his heart and he whimpers. Richard covers his mouth and turns away. Meg embraces him, her face hidden in his doublet. Lovell shoves the physician aside and picks Arthur up, cradles his head to his chest. His hands stroke the slender back and arms, his tone muffled in Arthur’s hair. “Arthur, you need not stay with us. Go into the light.” 

Sobs reach his ear. Arthur stares at the door. Death creeps upon him and a lump enters his throat. He cannot be sure he speaks aloud, except for the man’s reaction. “I’m glad you’re here.”

Lovell releases an anguished moan, and Arthur leaves him. He passes through the sorrowful forms but no one sees. The room shifts and he stands in the nursery, Katharine at the fireside. She starts toward him and halts to look into the corridor. The door opens an inch and white light spills across the floor. It pulls Arthur forward. He caresses the glow, and it solidifies in his fingertips.

“Arthur,” she pleads.

He searches her tearful gaze. “Go back to them, my love.”

She embraces him, dampens his doublet in her tears, and releases him. The door opens wide and luminous shadows form behind it, their arms opened to welcome him. He crosses the threshold. 

* * *
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Arthur takes a strained breath and shudders, the silence profound. Meg listens for a second gasp, watches the boy in Lovell’s arms for a chest movement, seeks light in the distant, fevered gaze, but he’s gone. Richard doesn’t react as she slumps to the floor. Lovell holds the prince, lays him against the pillow, and shuts his eyes. He steadies against the bed and turns without emotion, torment in his eyes. “Inform the king his son died of influenza.” 

She rests her forehead against the footboard, its carved roses and lions pressed into her cheek, and returns his fierce stare with fear. Lovell crosses the room and vanishes into the hall. Richard turns to the physician and whispers, “Tell no one the truth.”

The stricken man ducks his head and retreats. Meg crawls across the floor, grasps the boy’s limp hand, and kisses it. She cannot speak. Her husband hauls her to her feet and takes her to their chamber. Gray skies thicken overhead as he shuts the nursery door and leans against it. Richard moves to the window.

“Arthur had no cruelty in him,” he says. “He deserved better.”

Tears dampen her cheeks and she flies into his arms. Richard cradles her to his chest, strokes her spine, and kisses her forehead. “I loved him. He knew. Lovell knows it. I pray Henry believes it.” 

Meg draws back, startled. “Richard...”

He paces as drizzle dampens the parapets. “Should I send you abroad? It may arouse suspicion but he might not pursue you in the Netherlands. Suffolk could find you shelter among his friends. Archduchess Margaret sympathizes with your cause.” His stride increases and he pulls his hair, Meg disturbed at his face. “Will Lovell act against you, Margaret?”

She flinches beneath his direct gaze and shakes her head. “I...”

“He watches you more than anyone else at court.” Richard storms into the bedroom, throws open the trunk at the foot of the bed, and rummages its contents. “What could he find?”

Meg hovers on the threshold, frightened at his fear. “Nothing!”

Richard shakes her books for loose letters. She bolts forward, struggles with him, and falls back into a chair at his glare. Meg strikes the poker with her foot and it slams into the stones. Light illuminates a crack in the mortar. Her stomach plummets and she inches a stone free, a vacant spot behind it. She replaces it before he can see, kneels beside him on the floor, and takes his face into her hands. “Richard, we shall handle whatever happens together.” She embraces him and her heart thunders in her chest. “Our innocence will save us.”

She prays it’s true. 

* * *
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Henry cannot shake unease. Rainclouds darken London and wind whips standards in the yard. Servants rush to the stables, their heads bent against an imminent storm, and tremulous hands smooth his jerkin. The boy rises and fastens a belt at his waist as Archbishop Foxe crosses the threshold. He snaps his plump fingers and scatters companions from the room. Henry sees his stricken face in the mirror and pulls on his robe. “What is it, Foxe?” 

The bishop falters, anguish behind his pause. Emeralds catch the light as he wrings his hands, unable to speak. 

Fear seizes Henry, and he thrusts aside reports. “What?” 

“Sire...” Foxe crumples a letter in his hand and Henry’s stomach drops at the familiar penmanship. “Sir Richard... your son is...”

He snatches the document, scans it, and gasps, “Dead?”

Pain explodes in his heart and head. Henry’s knees give out, and he falls to the floor. The bishop darts forward, but he snarls, “Leave me!” He doubles over, his dreams destroyed, his beloved son gone. Disbelief numbs into anguish as he reads, Richard’s tone sorrowful. Henry chokes, grasps his chest, and moans.

Foxe bolts and slams the door. 

Henry claws at the oak floor until his fingers bleed. Feet pound the corridor and his wife rushes in, half-dressed. Her gown billows as she falls beside him and embraces his heaving form. “Our son...” he gasps, unable to breathe. “Our boy.”

He remembers every moment of the child’s life, from the frantic lust that made him to the pride of his marriage. Images flood his mind of happier times: Arthur in his arms, a kingdom elated at his birth; his first steps, the boyish laughter as he teased his sisters, the sparkle in his eyes. Elizabeth whimpers in his ear, tightens her grip on his waist, and dampens his face in her tears. 

Henry thrusts aside the letter. “I failed.”

“No.” Elizabeth grasps his bloodied hands.

Panic replaces distress, and he pushes her away. Henry staggers to his feet, and slams the door on his frozen servants. “Arthur was our future! How may I protect England?”

“You have three more children.” Elizabeth crawls toward him as he sinks into a chair and covers his face. He finds it hard to breathe. She grasps his wrists, and her hair caresses his knees. “Maggie can marry James of Scotland. He’ll support you against Suffolk. Mary will form another alliance when she comes of age. Harry can rule.” 

His heart threatens to burst from his chest. Henry looks up at her, her eyes bright with tears behind a false smile. Doubt fills his tone. “Harry.”

“Yes, Harry... our most adored son. Everyone loves him. He has great passion.” She inches closer, between his knees, and touches his cheek. Elizabeth grasps his hand and lowers it to her abdomen. His fingers spread across silk fabric, and she breathes into his ear, “I am not too old to give you further sons.”

She embraces him until he quiets, the last of his tears spent, then withdraws. Lord Dudley comes to the door, finds him calm, and retreats after an anguished silence. Henry stares across a rain-drenched London, its people unaware of their great loss. He grips the casement and does not move until a distraught Nan Browne crosses the threshold. Her voice breaks. “Sire... your wife.”

Her muffled sobs penetrate the walls.

Without a word, he goes to comfort her.
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Estrella has no time to mourn Arthur as Katharine drifts in and out of consciousness. Doña Elvira bathes her to ease her muscle tension. Cordero forces cabbage seed and milk into her throat to make her vomit. Helpless and terrified, the child heads for the chapel. She encounters Lopez on the stairs and shrugs when he asks if the princess’ health improves. In the yard, her slippers sink into mud and the frozen wind tugs her skirts. She shivers without a cloak, grasps the icy handle, and pulls, but the door sticks. Estrella shoves, unable to shift it. She pummels the rough wood with her fists and kicks it until her toes numb. She sags against it, slides to the ground, and bursts into tears. 

Edward hurries from the stables, dampness in his raven locks. Pale, his eyes bloodshot, he grasps her shoulders. “How is she?”

“I don’t know.” Estrella trembles at his touch. “Arthur’s dead.”

Remorse fills his face, and he pulls her to her feet. Edward kicks in the door, his boot more effective than her slipper. Candles flicker in the arches. Estrella squeezes his hand, approaches the altar, kneels on hard stone, and directs her focus to the Virgin Mary. She speaks Spanish, fearful Edward may overhear. “Holy Mother, comfort the queen in this time of loss. Send angels to guide Arthur’s spirit through Purgatory.”

The cold floor seeps through her skirts and Estrella shudders. She clenches her fingers together, desperation in her tone. “Take my life for hers. I give it as a servant to Katharine. Intercede, let her live, and I’ll never leave her side.”

Flames waver in a draft and an ethereal wail draws her to the threshold. Estrella stares at the lit upper window of Katharine’s chamber. She rubs her arms for warmth, startled as Edward stirs from an arch, a shadow across his face. “The east wind blows past the south tower to produce that sound. Mournful, isn’t it?”

“It’s not the breeze,” she whispers, shaken. Death walks among them. She crosses into the castle and ascends the back stairs. Lady Pole’s maid meets her on the threshold and their arms brush as they pass, both stricken at the continued howl. Francesca clutches a rosary at the hearth. Inéz paces the corner, the dogs uneasy as she enters the bedchamber, their exhausted dueña asleep in a chair, Cordero at the bedside. 

“Wake!” Estrella grasps Katharine’s shoulders and shakes her. Cordero reaches for her and she shoves him aside. “Katharine!”

Auburn hair straggles on the pillow, her mistress motionless. The Spaniard hovers as Estrella hisses in her ear, “Catalina de Aragon, you did not come from Spain to die here.” 

An angry wind assaults the tower. Glass rattles and the fire roars as shadows burst across the walls. Katharine tenses, twists, convulses, and thrashes her arms and legs. Cordero pins her to the bed. “Fetch the chamber pot. She must vomit.”

Estrella snatches it from the corner and shoves it into place as he turns Katharine on her side. Her eyes open and she expels the contents of her stomach into the basin, most of it cabbage seed and milk. She heaves, chokes, grasps the coverlet, and goes limp. Cordero eases her into the pillows. 

Katharine clutches her friend’s hand, her blue gaze wide. “Arthur’s gone. I couldn’t follow. Your voice drew me back...”

Shaken, Estrella wipes Katharine’s chin and embraces the frail form. Cordero opens a window, empties the chamber pot, and shuts it. The icy wind stirs the curtains as Doña Elvira joins him in the corner, his tone low. “She is past danger. Let her sleep, but don’t feed her more than broth for several days. The poison might have harmed her stomach.”

“Thank God you acted so fast.” Doña Elvira grasps his hand.

Weariness shines in his face, for he hasn’t slept in two nights. “I regret I could not do the same for her husband.” 

Firelight plays across drawn features, and dueña strokes his arm. “Rest. My manservant can attend the archbishop today. Please tell him she lives.”

The Spaniard smiles and ducks into the privy chamber. Estrella strokes her friend’s cheek and shoves loose hair behind her ear. Katharine cannot stay awake and her lashes flutter on pale cheeks. Estrella leans over, brushes her lips against hot skin, and whispers, “I shall never leave you.”

Doña Elvira caresses her back and says, “Go to bed, my child.”

Estrella tucks her friend beneath the coverlet, gazes upon her tousled form, and withdraws but not before she vows, “Ever.”

* * *
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Rain soaks the grounds and casts the rooms in gloom. Lovell sits a long time in silence, his thoughts across the hall with Arthur. The prince’s favorite dog lies at his feet, lifts it head, and growls as footsteps approach the door. Lovell places the ink bottle on the table as a fair-haired, curvaceous young woman enters, her locks tucked under a nursemaid’s cap. She has never interested him before, but he scans her as she folds her small hands at her waist. 

“You sent for me, Sir Thomas?”

“Joan Kendalle, from Summerset?”

She nods.

Lovell shoves out a chair with his foot and shuffles papers in his lap as she takes it. “Do you know why I summoned you?”

“Lord Rhys says you intend to question everyone in the house.” She peers at him in firelight. “You suspect collusion with Suffolk.”

“Yes. Your family is from Keyford?” 

Kendalle nods. “My father is a blacksmith, my mother a servant until her death in my childhood. I served in the Neville household until Lady Pole required a nurse after her second son’s birth.” 

“Have you any reason to believe Suffolk reaches out to your mistress?” She tightens her hand under his stare, drops her eyes to the floor, and quickens her breath. Suspicious, he shuts the ledger, the papers disordered. His tone sharpens. “Suffolk is an enemy of the state. Any attempt to hide his treason will fall hard upon you.”

She smooths her brown cotton skirt. “Lady Pole’s kindness...”

“Meg has a tender heart and foolish mind. Speak the truth.”

Her hesitation is not long enough and she cannot conceal a glint in her eye. “I have no proof but believe she receives letters marked in blue lions. She burns them, but I found remnants in the hearth. She may mean no harm.” 

“I’m sure she received blue lions,” Lovell retorts. “You slipped them under her door, into her trunks, and left them where others might see, to terrorize and frame her as a Suffolk sympathizer.” 

She gapes at him. “That’s absurd.” 

“Is it?” Lovell shoves the bottle toward her. She does not flinch, but lifts her chin. “I found this in your room. Blue is a turbulent ink, never the same shade. It has a violet tint and matches this.” He pulls a wrinkled letter from his pocket. “To your misfortune, Joan, your mistress didn’t burn it. Richard gave this to Arthur once he learned the truth.”

Fear flickers behind her hardness but she stays silent. 

Lovell crumples the note and pushes away the ledger. He rests his elbows on bony knees and shifts forward to study her face. “Suffolk fears the king. He’s loathe to endanger Margaret Pole, so you do not act on his behalf, but your own. Did you mean the children harm, was that your original intention?”

“No,” she snaps.

Lovell bolts toward her and she falls back, frightened, as he leans over her. Kendalle cowers as he snarls, “I found herbs in your room, not enough for fatalities but they explain why her sons have such terrible health.” 

She turns her face away, and his lips brush her ear, his tone low. “Meg spends a fortune on throat aches, upset stomachs, sticky tongues, rashes... inconvenient, non-lethal, and expensive.” 

Resentment surfaces and she shoves him aside. “Your reputation for coercion and threats does not intimidate me, Sir Thomas. Your accusations are worthless. Suffolk’s blue lions are famous. After he learned the truth of his uncle’s death, Harold asked to see one. I drew it for him. Should not an intimidation note have words?” 

He admires her intelligence if not her intentions and smiles. 

“The herbs are for my headaches,” she continues, a cruel twist to her lips, “though your interest in Meg’s welfare intrigues me. What do you want from her? Must you have her head too? Where do you covet it, on the block, in a Tower cell, or on your pillow?”

She searches him for indignation and finds none. Lovell studies her and dismisses her with a wave. Kendalle saunters to the door and pauses as he adds, “Joan, if any further unnatural illnesses befall those children, Meg will find you dead of a broken neck at the bottom of the stairs.”

Her expression changes from elation to alarm and she darts out, her footfalls quiet. Lovell strokes his temples, crosses to the sideboard for wine, and pats the hound. It whines as it rubs his leg, the sound lost in the downpour. “I miss him too.”

* * *
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Laughter trickles downstairs as Henry and Elizabeth ascend the stairs, the rainfall thick in the garden. It casts eerie shadows over their faces as he halts in the corridor outside the playroom. She pulls his hand but Henry does not move, and Elizabeth returns to his side. “Henry, we must tell them before someone else does.”

“I cannot bear it,” he whispers, afraid of his daughter’s tears.

She steps closer, entwines their fingers, and breathes in his ear. “I love you.” Surprised, Henry draws back, and she cradles his face, emotion in her eyes. “You defeated Richard at Bosworth and survived revolts. God chose you for this purpose. Our children may have lost a brother, but Suffolk has not defeated you.” 

He kisses her, squeezes her arms, and enters a lavish room. Crimson curtains hang at the windows, the furniture child-sized. Maggie cradles her lapdog in the window seat, a book open beside her. Harry abandons the virginals, Mary with a marionette at the fire. “Mother, you come early today. Shall you hear my new tune?”

He drags her to the instrument, delighted. “I wrote it myself.”

Mary races forward and Henry picks her up, surprised at her weight. She hugs his neck and kisses his cheek as a grief-stricken Lady Guildford leaves. The door shuts behind her and suspicion sparks in Maggie’s eyes. She shifts the dog to the floor and comes to embrace him. “You never visit in the morning, Father... has something happened?”

Henry touches her face, heartbroken, without words.

“Yes.” Elizabeth embraces her son. “We have sad news.” 

“Suffolk?” Maggie grasps his sleeve, terror in her face. 

He shakes his head and leads her to a chair. Henry settles her sister beside her and kneels to grasp their shoulders. “I cannot soften this, children. Forgive my bluntness. Your brother caught influenza and died two days ago.”

Stricken silence fills the room until Maggie bursts into tears. Henry pulls her to his chest, and she trembles against him. Mary clutches her sleeve, strokes her arm, and sniffles. Elizabeth tries to hold her son, but Harry pushes her aside and shakes his head. “No,” he says, his voice thick, “no, this cannot be true.” 

Elizabeth covers her mouth, helpless at his outrage. “Harry...”

Harry staggers back, turns, bolts through the side door, and shoves past his Lord Chamberlain in the hall. Henry halts his wife’s pursuit and strides after him as the boy throws open a door and stumbles up the stairs to the roof. Unnerved, Henry halts at the foot and shudders in the wind. 

Baron Mountjoy leaves the gloom. “Sire, shall I...?”

“No, he must hear this from me.” Harry ascends the steps and emerges, rain-battered parapets visible in a haze, London reduced to shadows. Harry paces the battlements, his hair whipped by the breeze. Fists clasped and face flushed with tears, he shouts, “Liars! You swore I’d never be a king, that I won’t have to rule!”

Henry darts forward, grasps his shoulders, and forces the boy to meet his gaze. “Do you think I wanted this? I spent my youth in France, fearful of my life. I intended to marry a peasant girl, be no one, but here I stand. God sent me here. He chose you.” 

His son wails, “Arthur promised me. How can he leave me?”

Overcome with anguish, Henry embraces the child. Harry sags into him and his weight drags them to their knees. Rain dampens their sleeves and flattens his son’s thick auburn hair. “I cannot be a king,” Harry sobs, his voice muffled. 

His father flinches and closes his eyes. “You have no choice.”

* * *
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Meg cannot breathe the prince back to life, so she washes him instead. Moss drips on the floor as she cleans his arms and chest, careful to get under his fingernails. She streams water through his dark hair and clips a lock as a remembrance. Candlelight softens his hair as she dries it. Her tears dampen his cheeks. She hides her face as Lovell enters. “You need not, he has servants.”

“I bathed him the first time and should do it the last.”

Lovell rounds the table to inspect the herbs. They intend to disembowel him, stuff him with spices, and cauterize the wounds. She notices weariness in his stride. “Where is his burial?”

“Worchester Cathedral.” Lovell turns to the body and touches Arthur’s forehead. He smooths dark hair and returns her gaze. “I must speak to you and Richard. It cannot wait. Come to us when you’re finished.” 

Her heart pounds in his absence and she trembles as she covers the prince in a sheet. Silence fills Ludlow as she crosses the hall into their presence chamber. Richard stirs at the fireside, Lovell at the window. He pulls a vial from his pocket, and places it on the table beside them. “I found this in your room.” 

She suppresses a lump in her throat. “Hemlock?”

“Enough to poison half the castle, much less Arthur.” Lovell scans the dragon tapestry behind her and retreats to the hearth. 

She plucks it from the flat surface, warm beneath her fingertips, sinks into a chair and offers a bitter laugh. “Is this how you intend to frame me? Shall I rest my head on a block beside my brother’s ghost, Sir Thomas?”

Lovell shakes his head. “I know it isn’t yours.”

“Does that matter?”

The fire sputters as rain trickles down the chimney. Lovell steps closer and Meg shifts away from him, concerned at the anger in his eyes. “Someone planted that to cast suspicion on you. I want to convince them it worked. Come with me to London.”

“You executed her brother,” Richard snarls. “Why might she trust you? Why should I trust you? How can I be sure you don’t intend to imprison her in the Tower?”

Lovell rests his arm on the back of her chair. “No one suffers more than the queen from this loss. I have watched your wife from childhood. She could no sooner harm her cousin than drive a knife into your heart.” 

“Our absence suggests your disinterest in anyone here?”

He nods. 

Meg stifles fear and clutches her skirt as she stares into the fire. Lovell scuffs the floor with his shoe, his shadow cast against the wall. Her children talk behind a closed nursery door, the nurse’s voice muffled as she reads to them. “Since you have such high rank, your retreat will cause no suspicion among the innocent. You’ll escort the body to its rest and visit London. Do you agree?”

“Have I any choice?”

Lovell’s brow arches as he turns to her husband. “If concerned for her safety, you may come with us, Sir Richard. I shall leave you to discuss it, but must have an answer tomorrow.” He withdraws and shuts the door. She expels her breath and covers her face. 

Richard thrusts the poker into the fire. “I should go with you.”

Meg bolts to his side and grasps his arm, tears on her cheeks. “If Lovell imprisons me, protect our children. Send them abroad.”

“None of them mean as much to me as you,” he replies.

Pain chokes her breast, and she embraces him to hide her anguish. She clutches his waist. “I cannot lose any of you.”

“If I must, I shall send them to our friends in Flanders.” Richard pulls back to study her face. “And then I will come for you.”

She kisses him, the taste of tears on her lips. 

* * *
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Katharine cannot bear to face her husband’s death. She refuses to respond to the ladies who serve her with downcast, anxious faces. Pain fills each hour and conversation, a decade of negotiations undone. Each night without him burdens her soul. She sniffles into the pillow until Estrella creeps from the trundle to join her. She cannot rise for several days but insists when Surrey arrives.

Her dueña secures her sleeves, tugs the stiff bodice, and shakes her head. “Katharine, you should stay in bed. You cannot walk.”

“I won’t meet Lovell and Surrey as an invalid.” She grips the bedpost to rise, unsteady on her feet, and grasps the woman’s arm. “Take me to the fireside. I can hold onto the mantel.” 

Doña Elvira abandons any protests under her stern gaze and supports her. Katharine clutches the wooden ledge until the room ceases its undulation and nods. The dueña smooths the bed and admits her guests. Surrey has ridden for days, mud on his boots as he bows on the threshold and comes to kiss her hand. Dark eyes sweep her face, relieved at her upright position. “I’m glad to find Your Grace well. England cannot endure your loss too.”

“England might prefer its prince to a Spaniard,” she replies.

Lovell lurks in the distance as she sinks into a chair, asks Surrey to join her, and half-listens to funeral arrangements. She cannot attend, but offers an opinion on the service. Surrey says, “Once you recover, you may return to London. Margaret Beaufort invites you to stay at Croydon.”

Katharine longs to embrace the queen and suppresses grief in a nod. Surrey surveys her exhausted face, hesitates, consults with Lovell, and retreats. His steps fade in the hall and before Lovell follows, Katharine grasps the armrest and says, “Sir Thomas! May we speak?” She offers the abandoned seat, and he settles into it. “Arthur believed no more loyal man exists in England.”

The enforcer smiles, but his silence unnerves her. She clasps her hands against her skirt. “He wanted Lady Anwen freed. I cannot bring him back, but may fulfill his final wishes with your help.”

“Whatever you offer must surpass his pleasure in her torment.”

Sickened, she bites her lip to suppress her internal discomfort. Katharine waits until her chest pain subsides to say, “Meuric’s ambition won’t let him reject a position on the Welsh Council.”

“Henry may refuse because he seized Anwen.”

She leans forward and touches his arm. Her long sleeve brushes his leg as she searches his face. “The king listens to you.” 

“Henry sees him as a threat. Meuric governs through violence.” Lovell kicks a fallen ember into the fire and shakes his head. “He won’t elevate him to a higher position. The risk is too great.”

Katharine rises too fast and her head spins. She gasps and fumbles at the mantel, Lovell quick to take hold of her. He lowers her into the chair and his hand lingers on her shoulder. She gasps, “Meuric is a gifted opportunist. Ruthless or not, his intelligence is unsurpassed. The Council needs Meuric to stabilize Wales.” 

Respect surfaces on his face as he returns to his seat. “You have a clever mind.”

“Does that mean you will help me?”

Firelight dances across gaunt features, the enforcer slow to nod. He motions for her dueña to escort her to bed and reaches the door. She struggles to her feet, winded from the effort, her body weak. Lovell turns and says, “England shall be the less without you, Katharine of Aragon.”

She chokes on the lump in her throat. “Thank you, Sir Thomas.”

* * *
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The short ride across the parkland to visit his son causes Henry to cough. He retches in a stairwell, grateful for no blood, and enters the playroom where wooden horses and knights, books, games, and instruments litter the floor. Elizabeth chose soft fabrics, thick draperies, and a medieval tapestry for the wall. A carved table displays a map of Europe, his son bent over it. 

Harry brightens at his arrival, shoos three greyhounds aside, and drags him toward the ships. “Look, Father, I invade France!” 

The king has heard nothing for days except funeral provisions, relieved for a distraction. Sunlight plays over his face as he fingers a vessel, their sigil painted on deck. “Who captains the lead ship?” 

“Edward Howard! Charles Brandon has the gunrunner. William Compton holds the left flank!” Harry leans across the lines to shift the blockade, his brow furrowed in concentration. “Should I press inward or turn to defend our rear from Emperor Maximilian?”

Henry strokes the boy’s back, his hair deeper red in the sunlight. “You should consider this with care. It’s difficult to control a foreign province, separate from the mainland. Think of your men. How shall you feed them through the winter?”

“My advisors can find a way.” Harry advances and knocks over a French craft. Passion burns behind his eyes, and he looks up at his father with hunger. “France belongs to England. Joan of Arc may have taken her from us, but I will reclaim her, for you.”

A reproach for the expense and needless lost lives comes to Henry’s lips, but he halts at the plea in the child’s expression. His heart aches. “So you shall. Deploy half the army to defend your flank from Maximilian and bombard the French coast with gunrunners. Send Surrey inland and capture this castle. It’s crucial.” 

Delight brightens the boy’s face and they scheme further, until Henry withdraws to the presence chamber. Baron Mountjoy stirs from the fire. “He knows his brother’s funeral is tomorrow?”

“Yes, Sire... but your son conceals his grief.”

Agony accompanies him to Richmond, but conversation cannot lift his spirits. Distracted, Henry dismisses the Council, refuses his ambassadors, cancels his supper, and sits alone in his bedchamber. He sends away his servants, undresses, and goes to bed. Sleep evades him, Henry unable to shake the thought of his son from his mind. He stiffens as the door opens until Elizabeth lifts aside the curtain and climbs in beside him. “Henry...” emotion fills her voice, “I need you.” 

He turns over and sits up into her arms. 

“Our son,” she sobs and dampens his shoulder, “our baby.”

Henry kisses away her tears, studies her anguished face, and joins their lips. He wants to feel something, anything, other than pain. She responds without hesitation, her anguish evident as she clings to him. Their hearts quicken and she pulls him on top of her. He lifts his head to study her face. “My love...”

“I need you.” 

This time is different. Grief accompanies each caress, her pain conscious and present, his own muffled beneath his frantic heart. Quiet, tender touches become more urgent and her legs tighten, her neck arched against the pillow as he makes her forget. Henry collapses against her and they hold one another in the darkness. He doesn’t know whether the tears on his cheeks are hers, or his.

* * *

[image: ]


Shadows fill the hall. Estrella hesitates at an unfamiliar sound, clutches her robe closer and peers into the arch. Rain drums the roof and hazes the windows as she creeps around the corner. The noise increases and she finds two bodies entwined in a nook, their faces obscured. Estrella bolts away, takes a different set of stairs, blushes and halts to reconsider before she knocks on a door. 

Edward answers it disheveled, his shirt undone and eyes sunken, drink on his breath. Surprised, he peers into the darkness beyond her and she says, “Her Grace requires your presence.”

“Does she intend me to whisk her away to Spain in the dead of night?” Edward lets her in and searches for a clean doublet, his room cluttered in sketches of ramparts, ships, and invasion tactics. 

Estrella swallows hard. “She wants to see Arthur.”

He falters as he tucks in his shirt. His pain surfaces before Edward recovers, sinks into a chair, and fumbles underneath for his shoes. He escorts her upstairs, and she directs him away from the arch. “This way,” she says, eager not to disturb them, “hurry.” 

Edward snags her arm and pulls her up short. “Why?”

“I... saw...” Heat floods her cheeks. 

Interest sparks in his gaze and he pushes past her up the stairs. She trails after him, her pleas for him to wait ignored, and cringes as he reaches the landing. The torch up the corridor casts dim light, Estrella relieved at the lovers’ absence as she peers into the gloom. “Do you know who it was?” Edward asks, curious. 

She remembers nothing of their faces. “Does it matter?” 

“Love affairs are never insignificant.” Edward frowns out the window, grasps her arm, and propels her up the stairs. Shadows form and fade as he crosses the presence chamber, careful not to rouse Doña Elvira in her room, and she breaks away from him. 

“Wait here.” Estrella fumbles the door and slips inside, her mistress on the floor. She gasps and rushes forward to haul her up, censure in her scowl. “Katharine, you should be in bed.”

Shaken and pale in the candlelight, Katharine shakes her head, ten pounds lighter than before and gaunt from illness. “He leaves me tomorrow. I cannot send him to his rest without a farewell.”

Estrella helps her onto the straw mattress, secures her robe at her waist, and admits Edward. Uncertain, and forbidden from entrance, he stops on the threshold until Katharine extends her hand. “Edward, I lack the strength to walk. Will you carry me?”

“Your Grace should remember him as he was,” he replies.

She stares him into submission, tenderness in his face. Estrella wrings her hands, fearful dueña might hear them. Edward slides an arm under her knees, the other around her back, and lifts her. Estrella leads the way to Arthur’s room, the door closed but unlocked. Her hand falters on the latch.

It opens into candlelight, hundreds burned to their base. Sweet scent fills the air to conceal the stench of decay, and her stomach churns at the sight of him laid out on the table. She cannot bear it and steps back while Edward carries Katharine to his side. 

* * *

[image: ]


A draft flutters the flames and sends a shiver up her spine as Edward halts several feet from the corpse. Muscles move in his cheek, pain behind his eyes as he returns her gaze. “Are you sure?”

Her stomach heaves but Katharine nods, and he lowers her the floor. Edward steadies her until reassured she won’t fall. She gropes for the table, takes a deep breath, stifles her anguish, and drops her gaze. “Oh, my love.”

He wears his marital robes, embroidered white silk with a blue doublet. Arthur’s pale cheeks are sunken, dark circles under his closed eyes, his hands folded across a gold chain, the incision line visible at his throat. Katharine gasps and touches the soft hair. Hot tears spill over her cheeks and pain constricts her breast. 

Confronted with his dead form, her dreams crumble into dust. They slip into oblivion as heartache causes her to collapse. Edward catches her before she hits the floor. 

Estrella rushes forward. “Take her to his bed.”

The child opens a window so she can breathe fresh air. She sinks into the mattress and gropes for the bedpost. Katharine heaves but has not eaten and forces bile from her throat. Her fingers caress an unusual pattern in the wood, sharper than the tangled roses. She peers into the gloom. A rough impression shines in candlelight, raw from an unskilled blade, their initials entwined in a heart. Fresh anguish doubles her over, and she sobs into the coverlet. 

Edward kneels beside the bed to cradle her face. Candle flames dance behind him, dampness in his eyes, tenderness in his words. “Arthur loved you. If you believe in nothing else, trust this.” 

She nods and struggles for breath, her chest pained.

Estrella darts to the doorway, gawks into the hall, and returns, fear in her voice. “She can’t stay, Lopez comes.”

Edward picks her up and carries her to her room. The secretary doesn’t see and continues upstairs. Katharine rests her head on his shoulder, closes her eyes, and falls into darkness. 
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​​​​​​​Broken Pieces
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Meg wakes to a gentle rainfall. She doesn’t want to leave Richard’s arms and snuggles into his shoulder. She strokes his chest, his hair tousled on the pillow. Quiet fills the castle and when he stirs, she lifts her eyes, traces his chin, and says, “I love you.”

Green eyes twinkle as his hand catches hers. “I adore you.”

She beams and shakes her head. “That isn’t fair.”

Richard gives her a scratchy kiss. “Should I...?”

“No. You must stay here.” Meg sits up, keeps her shift loose, and prays he won’t notice her swollen breasts. 

She squeals as he grabs her around the waist, pulls her back into the bed, and growls in her ear, “Shall we not discuss it?”

Meg laughs as she looks at him and stifles unease as she touches his raven locks. “The children need you.”

“You made me swear never to leave you,” Richard whispers.

Her heart lodges in her throat and she drops her hand to his shoulder. Drizzle caresses the windows and turns the room gray. “I go this time, but I shall return in two months if not sooner.” Meg responds to his kiss, shifts closer, and hugs him. 

Richard says, “Do not trust Sir Thomas.”

Meg envisions her brother’s head in the snow. “I don’t.”

She rises to dress and pack a trunk, careful to stow a purse in the side pocket. She must pay Grimaldi. Her Welsh servant laces her into a gown and secures her curls under a headdress. Meg enters the nursery. The boys do not stir as she kisses their cheeks, but Sir Galahad emerges from under her son’s cot to nuzzle her hand. She strokes him. “Guard them well.”

“You can trust me, Lady Pole,” Kendalle says from the door. 

Meg straightens, wipes away her tears, and turns to smile at her. She wears plain sleeves today, dowdy without her exquisite emerald fabric. Meg removes a letter from her bodice, hesitates, and offers it to her. “Give this to Harold when he wakes.”

She warned them she might leave before dawn. The note has her love but no details of her fate beyond London. She hopes Lovell has no plan other than he described. Meg lacks an appetite but forces herself to eat, the bread thick in her throat. She assembles with the servants in the prince’s room, icy without a fire. Lord Rhys, Edward Howard, and Surrey lift Arthur into a plain wooden box and nail it shut. 

“He deserves more adornment,” she whispers.

Richard squeezes her hand as four young earls bear the coffin into a brisk April morning. White flowers dot the hillside, two horses hitched to a funeral cart. They slide it into place, drape it in expensive black brocade, and secure the latch. Mist dampens her face as Rhys throws Arthur’s banner over the top. A stable boy leads her horse forward, and she turns to her husband. “Keep them safe.”

Richard kisses her beneath the arch, reluctant to let her go. He looks to her servant, her eyes downcast. “Care for her.”

“I shall, Sir Richard.” 

He escorts Meg to a mare and lifts her onto its back. He secures her foot in the stirrups, rearranges her skirts over them, and steps aside. Her servant rides beside her out the gate. The horses strain under the rainfall and a hundred companions leave thick tracks in the mud. Ribbons stream in the wind and sorrowful faces line the road. She does not look back, fearful her emotions may show.

Arthur arrived to great cheers but as Meg’s mount descends the long lane, the terrible silence sinks into her bones. 

* * *

[image: ]


Katharine watches them leave from a window surrounded by Spaniards. She twists her skirt and plucks at the wooden slats that hold it in a bell shape, fearful to speak lest she weep. Her dueña, the archbishop, and Lopez retreat once the caravan fades from sight. Estrella takes her hand and leans into her side, warm against the draft. Her companions drift away as Katharine strokes the girl’s arm. “What if I forget him?”

“You cannot.” Estrella leads her to the fireside as Inéz and Francesca return to their needlepoint. “He’s part of your soul.”

She settles beside the hearth as Estrella drags a footstool closer, the musicians silent. Katharine tugs her sleeve, the crimson fabric stark on her pale skin. Her stomach lurches and her heart sticks in her throat. “Memories slip away from us. My brother used to speak in my dreams but now I cannot recall his voice.” 

Estrella picks up Inéz’s dog and strokes its ears. “Everyone Juan knew is better for it. The same is true with Arthur. You may forget his voice, his eyes, even his touch, but he lives in each person who knew or loved him.”

“When we die, we become an ideal.” Katharine shifts her feet to make room for her friend. “Our imperfections exist no more in our soul nor in the minds of those who love us.”

“That is true.” Estrella hugs the Fríse and drops it on the floor. It scampers to Inéz. “Better to remember virtues than faults, but we must take care not to create idols of our lost loved ones.” 

Rain drips from the eaves as Katharine traces carved lions on her armrest, their tongues extended. “Who poisoned him, Estrella?”

“Suffolk,” the child replies, her eyes wide.

Loud, muffled voices penetrate the privy chamber door, her dueña and archbishop locked in an argument. 

Katharine shudders and rises. “Walk with me.”

“You are too weak,” Estrella protests, but grasps her arm.

She shakes her head and leans on the girl as they enter the hall. Haze lurks in the corridors, the chill damp, but Katharine must escape. She dare not pass her husband’s chambers and turns the other way, her hand on the wall as she descends unfamiliar steps. “I cannot rest until I know the truth. Someone left Arthur ale in my chamber even after Bishop Alessandro forbade his presence.”

Estrella peers into side stairwells and tightens her grip. “We spent hours in church that afternoon; anyone could have slipped into your room without notice. Can you remember everyone who attended the service?”

Katharine falters and stops in an arch, her legs uneasy. She rubs damp from the window and stares across the grounds toward the chapel. “Alessandro, Doña Elvira, and Lopez sat behind me, with my ladies in the next row. Sir Richard, Lord Rhys, and their wives came next. Cordero and the rest stood at the back.”

“Any of them could have slipped out unseen,” Estrella argues.

Birds flutter in the branches as Katharine glances at the floor, frowns and picks up a narrow black ribbon. “A sleeve lace.”

Her friend blushes and says, “She must have lost it.”

She ties it into a bow, curiosity in her voice. “Who?” 

“I found lovers here when you asked me to fetch Edward.” Estrella takes the ribbon and entwines it around her finger. She tucks hair behind her ear. “I did not see their faces.” 

It pains her to think of romance days after her husband’s death but Katharine represses her grief. “I hope she is careful or he will leave her with more than lost laces.” She takes it back, startled at footsteps on the stairs. Lopez descends and bows before he enters his quarters. She takes Estrella’s arm and grips the wall in her ascent. “Why here and not a more private place?”

“One may share a room or not want to risk notice.” Estrella’s skirt rustles as they return to the presence chamber. Katharine takes her chair and studies her ladies’ faces, an ache in her soul. She wonders which forsook her virtue in a darkened corridor. 

* * *
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Drizzle turns to rain four miles from Ludlow and mud slows their progress up the road. Hooded ladies shiver on horseback as Lovell reins in to scan the terrain. Water covers the path and lush green peat makes it impossible to leave the mud-soaked lane. He shouts a halt and brings his horse alongside the Howards. “The next dozen miles are marsh. If we try, the cart will founder in the mire.” 

“Until they rebuild the bridge,” Surrey says, “we’ve no choice.”

Exhausted horses drag a mud-caked litter. Lovell scans the horizon and halts at the castle on the hillside. “Fetch Meuric.” 

Edward scowls but turns his stallion up the line, the Welsh earls scattered amid English nobles. The wind whips Arthur’s standard and Lovell dismounts to secure it. His boots sink, his gloves frozen as he touches the coffin. His hand lingers until he notices Meg’s compassionate gaze and returns to his horse. Edward returns with Meuric and Lovell asks, “May we borrow your oxen?”

Meuric nods. “A ruined monastery lies up the road. The arches should offer shelter while the others wait.” 

Relieved nobles leave as five guards escort them over drenched fields to the castle. Stone turrets rise over marshes and the horses struggle for solid ground, Lovell grateful to enter the courtyard. A female face peers at them through a high window and vanishes as they dismount. Servants dart into the rain to take their mounts.

“Fetch and harness my strongest oxen team,” Meuric shouts. 

Lovell follows him into an enormous hall where a half dozen wolfhounds stir from the hearth and snarl, fangs bared and hackles raised. A long oak table fills the space, faded standards hung from blackened ceiling beams. Dried rushes soak up the drip from his cloak, scented with herbs. 

“Silence!” Meuric snaps and the dogs retreat. He strips his gloves and abandons them at the fireside. “It’s hard to bury our dead in this damned weather.”

A side door opens and a slight blonde figure enters, her face downcast. Lovell recognizes nobility in her slender form, beneath the bruises, her gown still stained with a man’s blood. She carries and slides a silver tray onto the table. “Wine, my lords?”

Meuric glowers at her and says, “You drink it first.”

Tangled locks shine in the firelight as Anwen sloshes crimson liquid into a cup and drains it. Her hand trembles as it falls and defiance flashes in her dark eyes before she lowers them. Meuric sits and motions for her to serve. She pours and slides the cups to them. “My latest servant is not yet compliant, but she will learn.”

Lovell scrutinizes the bruises on her throat and chest, visible on her arms under fur-trimmed sleeves, sickened at her plight. He turns away as she withdraws. “Do you mourn the prince?” 

Meuric stretches his boots to the fire. “I valued Prince Arthur as a man of his word. I know my reputation among his friends, Sir Thomas, but never doubt I loved him. I wanted him to become everything he could be, so I dealt with him through force.”

“It’s a harsh tutorial,” Lovell replies.

“The first thing a monarch must learn is their choices impact lives. You cannot be naïve. Arthur intended to outsmart me but I taught him caution. Had he lived, the lesson might have continued.” Meuric turns the pewter goblet and strokes the nearest hound.

“He offered you significant land increases for her return.”

Meuric snaps his fingers, a glint in his eye, and leans forward as the dog slinks away. “You’re an intelligent man, Sir Thomas. Let’s not pretend my methods offend you. Have you an offer?”

“Exchange your prisoner for a seat on the Welsh Council.” Lovell grasps the mantel, his guards on the threshold. Rain clouds the high windows as the earl kicks dried mud from his ankles. “Put your shrewd mind to greater tasks. Suffolk threatens to invade and Henry seeks allies. Promise the king support and he will overlook this... unpleasant fortnight.”

A drenched servant emerges from the storm. “The oxen await.”

Meuric retrieves his gloves and enters a downpour. Horned, gentle yoked beasts stand in the courtyard. The driver guides them with a command. Lovell meets Anwen on the threshold and says, “Keep heart, child. You shall be home in a week.”

Anwen lifts dark eyes beneath pale locks, her despair obvious, and parts chapped lips. “What can they do in that time?”

Lovell shivers against the deluge, grasps the reins, and mounts. Damp thickens his lashes as he glares at the earl’s servants. “I am Sir Thomas Lovell, the king’s enforcer. If any of you further abuse Lady Anwen, you will answer to me.” 

* * *
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Richmond’s chapel comforts Henry, his footsteps muffled on its stone floor. The delicate masonry draws his eye, angels, lions, and roses on the vaulted ceiling above the altar. Stained glass depicts Christ’s life, trial, execution and resurrection. He lights a candle in the arch, unmoving until his mother enters. 

Margaret crosses herself and sits on a narrow pew. She clasps the golden cross over her heart. “Elizabeth said you were here.”

“I find solace in God’s presence.” Henry turns from the flames and joins her on the hard seat. “I thought of you in similar places, in France. Jasper told me you are often in prayer. It comforted me to know wherever I knelt, our posture might be the same.”

Her dark eyes soften and she takes his hand. “I missed you.”

“But you found me again. There was purpose in my absence.” Henry’s stomach churns as he stares at the crucifix, the mangled form stretched in death. “Status may divide us but death unites us. None escapes its grasp unless Christ calls them from the tomb.”

She twists an emerald ring in the candlelight. 

Henry grips the seat until his knuckles whiten. “Do you ever wonder about the stories the Bible doesn’t contain, Mother? What happened to Joseph? He wasn’t present for Jesus’ ministry nor at the cross. He died and his son left him dead.”

Margaret peers at him in the dim light and touches his sleeve. “Jesus had to experience mortality. He could not comprehend pain if he never faced loss. Because he lost Joseph, he understands.”

His soul aches, and he leaves the bench, his shadow on the floor. “Sons need their fathers’ protection and wisdom. I came so close, and now I begin again. Arthur could have ruled without a regent.”

She hardens and grasps her skirt. “Why should he need to?”

“I have consumption.”

Stricken silence fills the air. Margaret struggles to breathe. Her inky eyes penetrate his soul while the color drains from her cheeks. Henry drops to his knees beside her and clutches her fingers. “Forgive me. I should not have told you without warning. The blood came in midwinter and subsided in recent weeks.”

Margaret touches his cheek, unable to form words. He covers her hand, shivers from the cold floor, and searches her face for reassurance. “Will you be regent, if my son needs one?”

She nods, kisses him, and lays his head in her lap. Margaret strokes his hair, the room quiet, music forbidden for a fortnight. His ear pressed against her expensive brocade, he asks, “Is this divine punishment? I did not want to send Ned to his death. I might have spared him but took his life to secure an alliance. I shed royal blood for a girl of no use unless she carries a child.”

She stiffens. He looks up, anguish behind his gaze, as footsteps fill the hall. Margaret softens at his pain and shakes her head. “God sees our intentions and knows our soul. You do nothing with malicious intent, Henry. Trust him with your family.”

Flames ripple in the draft as a figure darkens the doorway. Nan scans the room and curtsies. “Her Grace summons you, Sire.” 

He rises, careful not to snag his hose on the floor, and squeezes his mother’s hand. “Tell no one.”

She nods, and kneels to pray as he ascends the hall, crosses a flight of stairs, and enters his wife’s presence chamber. Her ladies scatter as she darts forward, takes his arm, and leads him into her bedchamber. Elizabeth closes the door and leans against it, emotion behind her eyes. “I want to send Katharine my litter.”

“This time, she may not object,” he says.

Her laugh becomes a sob as Elizabeth covers her mouth. Henry embraces her and she trembles in his arms. She grasps his sleeve, tilts back her head, and demands, “Were we wrong last night?”

Light streams across the bed where they made love three times before dawn, the pillows damp from their tears. Henry cherishes the memory, for in their despair and desperation to comfort one another, he felt closer to her than ever before. He kisses away her pain, rubs her arms, and leans their foreheads together. “I regret neither our pain nor our affection. I am your husband, and you are my wife. God doesn’t intend us to grieve alone.” 
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