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King Henry reaches the monastery at nightfall.

Lush green ivy climbs its formidable walls. A dim lantern shines outside the moss-covered gatehouse. He halts his stallion a dozen paces from the entrance. Jones, his bodyguard, dismounts to jerk the bell. It jangles in the stillness. His eleven-year-old son sits astride a white pony. They have traveled twenty miles since dawn. The lad does not complain, but exhaustion slumps his shoulders.

A barefoot novice peers out at them. “Who is it?”

“His Grace, King Henry of England.” 

Gaping at them, the boy hurries to unlock the gates. The iron hinges creak under their weight. They pass him into a shaded lane framed by fruit trees. A round stone brewery looms to the right, a church visible in the inner yard. 

Henry swings to the ground to greet the priest, a tall, stout, serious-looking man. His cassock ripples over the wet cobbles. He bows in the weak torchlight. A modest smile flashes across his wide jaw. “Welcome, Sire. I am Abbot Rudolph.” He motions to the cloisters. “I have prepared the royal chambers.” 

Statues of saints decorate the arches in the monastery’s halls. Tallow candles cast eerie shadows over their carved hoods. The tang of fermenting grapes drifts in the breeze. The abbey has no relic to draw visitors or patrons, so its brewery earns its revenue. Henry removes his deerskin gloves and tucks them in his belt. Jones follows him up a stairwell into a large antechamber. Plum-colored pillows cover the chairs. Oak furniture clusters at the empty hearth. Meat, wine and fruit overflow silver platters. The king’s greyhound sniffs the bearskin rug. Rudolph beams at his pleased expression. “Do you need anything, Sire?”

“No.” The king peers into a bedchamber dominated by a four-poster bed. A fresh basin of rosewater sits on the sideboard. 

The abbot bows and shuts the door in his retreat. A sharp word scatters the onlookers in the hall. Their footfalls fade into the yard. Prince Harry kicks off his shoes, washes his hands, and drags a chair to the table. “I could eat a bear.”

His father peers out the low window into an orchard shrouded in darkness. Henry cannot see the stables, but hears Ghost, his stallion, give a loud whinny. The king has owned him a month, not long enough to tame him. “When will Sir Thomas arrive?” 

Jones says, “I expect him within the hour, Your Grace.”

The prince tosses the bodyguard an apple. “Sit and eat with us. I want to hear more about your adventures guarding the Tower.”

“Thank you, Sire, but I must dine alongside my men. We must discuss arrangements for your safe travel tomorrow. I’ll be across the hall if you need me.” Jones bows and retreats into the corridor. 

The boy feeds the dog under the table. The king inherited him after his eldest son, Arthur, died. “You should name him, Father.”

Henry eases his weary bones onto a crimson cushion. Twenty-mile days never troubled him in his youth. He finds it harder since his bout of consumption. The more severe symptoms faded but left him tired. “Arthur never gave him one?”

The candlelight deepens the prince’s hair into auburn. “No.”

A solemn mood enters the room. His dead son never told them many things. “We could call him Lancelot,” the king offers.

The child lifts the dog’s head to admire the long, pointed snout. His round, boyish cheeks break into a broad grin. “I like it.”

Henry eats in silence. His son chatters about how the peasants gathered by the road to shout “God save the Tudors!” The king feared Arthur’s loss might cause widespread dissent, but finds his subjects eager to support the younger brother. Absorbed in deep thought, Henry does not notice the prolonged pause.

The prince slips from his seat to touch his father’s sleeve. Henry stirs and looks deep into the earnest blue eyes. “Father,” the boy says, “what if Sir William is a traitor?”

“I will drag him to London and lock him in the Tower.” Henry pushes away his half-empty plate. He has lost his appetite. They approach a potential nest of rebellion. William’s brother, the Duke of Suffolk, wants to raise an army to seize the English throne. He has a claim through blood. Suffolk seeks allies in the Netherlands. Henry cannot afford to take chances with his family. He wonders how many more men must die before Suffolk yields.

Lancelot nuzzles the prince for attention. The child fondles his ears. His tone turns thoughtful. “If William were a traitor, would he not have fled beside Suffolk? Why stay and risk arrest?”

Henry does not want to discuss it. “Word may not have reached him in time, or he might have stayed to recruit local support. We can talk about it tomorrow. Go to bed. We have ridden far today.”

His son ambles across the room to his bedroom. He pauses at the threshold and turns his face into the light. “Good night.” 

“Sleep well.” Henry’s smile fades once the door closes behind him. The poised confidence he wore all day eases into a dejected slouch. His chamber feels empty in his wife’s absence. Elizabeth, her sister, and Lord Courtenay travel the Welsh Marches to restore public morale. It is the first summer they have spent apart in years. 

A familiar voice in the stairwell interrupts his brooding. His enforcer strides into the room and scrapes the mud off his boots. The tall, slender Sir Thomas Lovell has a thousand-yard stare and a fearsome presence. He removes his cloak and flings it on a chair. His soft leather gloves soon follow. Lovell spent the last month arresting Welsh traitors. “Good evening, Sire.”

“Thomas. How is the low country?”

The enforcer washes his hands at the sideboard. “I left it better than when I arrived. The Welsh will trouble you no more.”

Henry feeds Lancelot his pheasant, his humor improved. He trusts no one more than his oldest friend. 

Lovell loads his plate, joins him at the table, and reaches for the salt bowl. “Now, we can turn our attention to Sir William.”

“Do you have any proof he writes to his brother?”

The rich meat falls off the bones beneath his fingers. “None, but I recommend you not leave him in control of his estate.” 

Henry pours him a cup of wine. “Do you believe him innocent?”

“No.” Lovell tears off a hunk of bread and soaks it in gravy. “He stayed for a reason. Give me enough time and I’ll prove his guilt.”

Years of experience have taught Henry to trust his enforcer’s instincts. He rubs his cheek and ponders what awaits them. Lovell tosses a scrap at the dog. Lancelot snaps it up and looks to him for more. He scratches behind the hound’s ears. 

“Sir William does not expect us for two days,” Henry says. “Men let down their guard in their homes. What if you arrive early?”

They share a conspiratorial glance. “I’ll leave at dawn.”

After further discussion, they retire to separate chambers. The king shuts the door on the servants clearing off the table. Lancelot explores every corner of the small room and flops onto the bed. His weight sags the rope supports. Henry kneels at the altar and crosses himself. After his usual prayers, he adds, “Forgive me what I must do to protect my children.”

He executed two men to secure their throne. He hopes there will be no more. 

A draft flutters the curtains at the mullioned windows. He slips between the clean cotton sheets, plumps the pillows, and puts out the light. Lancelot heaves a happy sigh and rests his nose on the king’s chest. Henry rubs the hound’s ear between his forefinger and thumb. “You are a less pleasant bedfellow than my wife.”

In his dreams, he sees Elizabeth’s fair hair and teasing smile. He follows her up a corridor, never able to catch her before she darts away. Her golden skirts flutter in her wake. Elizabeth turns the corner into the courtyard, and Henry steps out into the snow. 

He finds no trace of her. 

* * *
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EDDA ALLARD WAKES AT dawn in the tiny attic. She scans the thatch overhead, the dried straw packed tight to keep out the rain. She folds the warm blanket over the cot and smooths the sheets like her mother taught her. The room in her father’s house has not changed since she left it to serve in Suffolk Hall. Lady Keelyn, her mistress, insisted she visit before the king’s arrival. His presence may give her little time for family. She touches the gown draped over a chair. The silver damask skirt and gray russet sleeves catch the dim light. She says, “I wish you could see it, Mother.” 

Her mother’s absence pervades the house.

She wraps the dress, tucks it in a basket, and descends the ladder into the kitchen. A steaming stewpot tempts her at the massive hearth. The smell of woodcock bathed in sauce makes her mouth water. Sunshine streams in the window over the wash bucket. A fat honeybee buzzes the wildflowers in a vase on the oak table.

Her father hovers at the fireside. Edda shares his short, muscular build and chestnut-brown hair. “Did you sleep well?” he asks.

“Better than I have for a long time.” She comes to kiss the round face. “My room in the Hall feels empty without Jane.”

Like most of Suffolk’s servants, her friend Jane vanished when her master fled. The tall, fair-haired beauty left a void in her wake. She knows not what became of her, and the ache never subsides.

Edda deposits her things on the bench beside the back door. She loves this house. Her father’s artistic talent makes it beautiful. His carved creations and flourishes decorate every corner. Roses climb their chairs and foxes frolic across the mantel. She peers at the almost-finished throne in his workshop. Her skirts brush the golden pile of shavings. “I hope King Henry accepts William’s peace offering.”

Allard quotes her mother’s favorite mantra. “Do your best and entrust the rest. Best not fret over needs unmet.” He maneuvers her to a stool and places a bowl into her hands. “Eat.”

She digs into her breakfast. “We expect the king tomorrow. Sir William asked about the throne. When will you deliver it?”

“I should finish the dragon this afternoon. I’ll have it to him by dusk.” Allard finishes his breakfast and leans back in his chair. 

The meat melts in her mouth. She lets it linger on her tongue to savor the herbs. Sad to reach the bottom of her bowl, Edda rises to rinse their cutlery. Allard catches her hand. She looks into his golden-brown eyes. “That gown would make your mother proud.”

She swallows the lump in her throat. “I miss her.”

The sweating sickness took her overnight. They share the loss in a poignant pause. Allard pats her arm. “As do I. I feel her here sometimes. You’d better go before Griggs sends for you.”

Contempt wrinkles her nose. Edda has never liked the stern lord chamberlain. She shares her mother’s contempt for his coldness. Edda hugs her father farewell, gathers her basket, and walks up the street. Local women sweep and scrub their front steps. They want to impress the king. Since her mother served as the hamlet’s midwife, they wave at her. A young man sticks his head out of the forge. “Good day, Edda!”

“And to you, Lede,” she tells her best friend. He returns to his work. Years of labor show in his muscular arms and back. Edda finds him handsome, but she knows his heart belongs to Jane. He plunges a hot iron into a water barrel in a great plume of smoke. 

Edda climbs up the steep path to Suffolk Hall. It is a half mile from town to the Norman castle on the cliffs. It has guarded the coast for centuries. She has walked the incline so often it no longer tires her. Halfway there, she stops to watch a caravan on the road. Bright ribbons woven into the horses’ manes flutter in the wind. The dozen wagons boast a theatrical troupe on their painted sides. 

The lead cart halts at the crossroads. Two men perch on the high seat. One wears a modest green jerkin, the other a crimson velvet doublet. The younger waves her closer. “Good morning!”

She notices his charcoal-rimmed eyes before his crooked smile. Drawn to him, she approaches the wheel. “Welcome!”

The stranger beams at her. “Thank you. I am Tristan. This is my friend Malik.” He motions to his overdressed companion. Malik doffs his hat and gives her a flirtatious wink. Amused, Edda bows her head. Tristan’s keen brown eyes study her. “We traveled far to reach this hamlet. Do you know where we might camp tonight?”

“Try the clearing a mile past the town.” Edda points them in the right direction. “There is a stream nearby. It’s beyond the church. The tracks lead off the lane. You cannot miss them.”

“Who may I thank for such splendid kindness?” Tristan asks.

Though tempted to answer him, Edda wants to make him work for it. She grins and backs up the road. “Safe travels.”

Tristan tips his faded cap and drives away. She halts at the gates to watch their arrival in town. The enthusiastic townspeople rush to greet them, for a troupe has not visited in years. In the square, Malik shouts, “Come one and all to see the Duke’s players!”

Edda notices the chamberlain on the turret. Griggs wears his usual scowl. Unconcerned, she crosses the courtyard. 

* * *

[image: ]


LADY KEELYN DREADS the enforcer’s arrival. His last visit to an old friend led to an execution. The man’s wife accused him of lies and subterfuge. Given what Keelyn knows of Sir Thomas Lovell, she believes it. She sits in an expensive four-poster bed and broods. The rumpled coverlet trails onto the faded floorboards. She looks up at a sound on the stairs. Her husband, William, enters and tosses his cloak onto a window seat. The wind has blown his black hair into soft waves. Keelyn asks, “Where were you?”

“I went for a walk. I should have waited an hour. The tide came in and soaked my new boots.” William settles in a chair to remove them. They thud on the floor. “It gave me time to think. Henry cannot touch your Scottish estates. He has no jurisdiction abroad. That may serve you well, if the worst happens.”

She winds her thick hair around her finger, aware of a few gray strands. “Do not say that,” she whispers.

The younger man brushes sand off his heel. “It’s a fact. I do not anticipate my arrest, but we must think ahead. Lord Grey’s land in Scotland will provide your income if the king takes Suffolk Hall.”

Keelyn looks so forlorn, he takes her into his arms. Her heart races in excitement at his touch. He kisses her and rests her in the pillows. She slides her fingers up his spine and wraps her leg around him. His hands crease her shift over her hips. He nips her bottom lip.

She moans. “Make love to me, William.”

He does.

It has none of the tenderness of her previous husbands, but is a fierce, lustful joining that leaves her flushed in its wake. She flops onto her back to stare at the ceiling afterward. William tugs off his shirt and pours water into the silver basin on the sideboard. 

“Griggs says the king’s visit might bankrupt us if he stays over a month.” Keelyn turns her head toward him. “Is it true?”

Water dribbles down his chest and clings to his lashes. He wipes a towel across his scarred muscles. “Yes, but Henry has traveled all summer. London needs him. Queen Isabella wants her daughter in Spain. Once he accepts our innocence, he will leave us in peace.”

She rests her foot on the bedpost. “What shall you tell him?”

“The truth.” William enters the closet for a fresh shirt. “Since I have not heard from my brother, the enforcer cannot arrest me.” 

She picks at the leaf-patterned coverlet. Fear tightens her chest. Keelyn looks around the spacious hall. William’s family has owned this estate for generations. She’d hate to see it in the enforcer’s grip. “Lady Tyrell says Lovell framed her husband.”

William pulls on the cotton garment and reaches for his doublet. “Sir James had every reason to fear Lovell. He helped my brother escape, then refused to defend his actions. I regret his fate, but he behaved like a traitor. I have cooperated. Henry will believe me.”

Reassured by his confidence, Keelyn fastens his belt at his waist. At a knock at the door, she invites her maidservant to enter. Edda joins them, a flush in her cheeks and enthusiasm in her hazel eyes. She lifts a bundle out of her basket. “Good morning, milady.”

“I saw a caravan on its way into town,” William says. “Gypsies?”

The girl shakes her head. “A theatrical troupe, milord.”

Her husband glances out the window. “That’s providential. I wondered how to entertain the king this week.”

“You finished it?” Keelyn hurries to her side.

“Yes. Last night.” Edda unfolds the gown in a gray shimmer.

Keelyn’s breath catches in her throat. She reaches out to stroke a slender waist and fitted overskirt. Edda embroidered thick black thread onto the wide sleeves and hem. Keelyn has not worn such a beautiful dress since her last husband died. Lord Grey loved to show her off at court. “It’s wonderful, Edda.”

Pride shines in the girl’s heart-shaped face. “Thank you.”

She turns her back to have her stays tightened. William leans on the wall to watch. His admiration makes her blush. Edda helps her into a hoop and lowers the bodice over her head. She laces it shut. Keelyn studies her reflection in a mirror. She looks years younger. She touches her hair and regrets hiding it under a headdress. 

William sweeps it aside to nuzzle her throat. “You’re ravishing.”

She squeezes his forearm. “Is it enough to charm the king?”

“You could seduce any man. It may even disarm Sir Thomas.” He turns her around to kiss her breathless. Her knees weaken and she melts into his arms. Edda pretends not to see them and busies herself making the bed. William pulls away and slips into the hall.

“Help me out of it, Edda. I must save it for tomorrow.” Keelyn changes and sits at a dressing table so Edda can fix her hair. She enjoys the stroke of the brush in her locks. “How is your father?”

Edda braids her thick golden strands. “Better of late. It helps him to create. Your husband’s commissions keep him occupied. It restored joy to his life. Thank you.”

She gives Edda hairpins off her silver tray. “Your mother wanted us to look after him. There’s no need. His work speaks for itself.”

The throne cost them dear, but she prays it softens the king’s mood. They cannot afford his contempt.

Edda coils the braid around her head, secures it, and pins on her headdress. The wind teases the pale blue veil across her shoulders. Keelyn turns to take her hands. “Edda, before your mother died she asked me to provide for you in her absence.” She removes a purse from her desk. “It’s enough to finance a dress shop in London. I promised to do my best for you. Edda, you have talent. Do not squander it. If Henry arrests us, I’ll have no work for you.”

Edda slips it into her pocket. “It won’t come to that, milady.”

Keelyn shuts the drawer and rises. “I hope not.”

* * *
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CHEERED BY THE LOCAL enthusiasm at their arrival, the caravan leaves the town for the woods. They debated whether to visit this hamlet. Malik convinced them. Now, he grins and returns his gaudy hat to his brow. “We’ll make our fortune here, mark my words, Tristan. You may find yourself a pretty companion. That girl liked you.”

Tristan has never seen such mesmerizing eyes, hazel speckled with brown flecks. They jolted him out of his melancholy. Shy of his feelings, he shifts the reins to his other hand. “I seek no wife.”

“No one says you must marry her. A summer romance would improve your plays. You need heartbreak to write love scenes.” The actor chuckles and digs him in the ribs.

Though Tristan smiles, his stomach churns. His father deserted his mother when she fell pregnant. She left the infant in a monastery for the monks to raise. He’d never do that to anyone.

Tracks lead them off the road to a clearing large enough to park in a circle, and has room to tether the animals in the trees. A spring flows into a brook at the bottom of the incline. The troupe makes camp. Malik unloads the lead caravan. Tristan handles the horses. Women unpack trunks and set up the communal table. The men block the wheels and dig a fire pit. 

Tristan fills a bucket at the stream and struggles to lift it. He meets a man on the footpath. “Are you the blacksmith?”

“Yes. I am Lede. I came to welcome you to the hamlet.” Lede grasps the bucket and easily hauls it to the wagon. He waves at the animals. “Your gelding has an uneven stride. May I look at him?”

“Go ahead. We need a farrier.” 

Lede ducks under the rope to walk among the horses. Interested, they sniff his apron. Soft words calm the bay. Lede runs his hand down the muscular leg and lifts the hoof. His blackened fingers feel inside the iron shoe. He uses a pick to dig out a stone. “That’s better. They do not need much work. If you want me to trim their hooves, bring them to the forge. I’ll give you a reasonable price.”

“I shall!” Tristan walks him up the hill.

The smith returns the tool to the pocket of his leather apron. “I have never seen you before, my friend. Where are you from?”

“Essex.” Malik comes up behind them. “Let’s open the stage.”

The blacksmith trails after them, fascinated by the process. They release the ropes on the roof and lower the platform on a crank. The men secure the base and step back to admire their handiwork. It’s a small theatre, six feet wide and five deep. They tap an ale barrel to celebrate. They buy it at breweries along the way to sell at their performances. Tristan takes his time with the first swallow, savoring the foamy, earthy taste.

Malik gives their guest a cup. “Join us, my friend.”

Lede carries his drink into the shade. “That’s a remarkable stage. Traveling troupes usually stack boards across barrels. You must have a rich patron to afford such comfort. What brings you here?”

“We need a new benefactor,” Tristan admits.

Malik perches on a stump and drapes his hat over his knee. “Our lord cannot afford to keep us under the king’s increased taxes. We must attract another sponsor before winter or we’ll starve.”

“You think the king might hire you?” Lede leans on a yew tree.

Tristan watches a bluebird flit between the branches, envious of its freedom. “Even if he does not hire us, his friends might.”

“Friends are luxuries kings cannot afford,” Lede says. “He trusts no one of late. Not that I blame him. Suffolk has rattled him.”

The writer drains his tankard’s last drop. “What claim has he?”

“His mother was the previous king’s sister.” Malik sighs.

They consider this in a contemplative silence. Lede returns his cup. “I must get back to work. Thank you for the drink. Come to the tavern this evening. I’ll introduce you to the townspeople.” 

“I trust we have arrived before the king,” Malik says.

“He comes tomorrow.” Lede whistles on his way to the road.

Troubled by their conversation, Tristan climbs into the wagon he and Malik share. It smells of the berries he uses to make his ink. Paper overflows the desk crammed between his bed and the door. He falls onto his unmade cot. “Malik, what if we cannot find a patron? We drove a hundred miles for nothing.”

The floorboards creak under his friend’s weight. “Have hope.”

Tristan gives the wall a halfhearted kick. “Henry comes to depose a lord of his estate. Why would he make time for us?”

Malik rifles the shelf over their heads for his moneybox. “Henry has lost a great deal. His dead son leaves him vulnerable. England may not retain its Spanish alliance. He needs a distraction. We can provide it. Let’s visit the tavern and make new friends.”

Tristan doubts he will see the hazel-eyed girl there. 

* * *
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SIR THOMAS LOVELL WAKES to monks passing his door on their way to prayers. Their footsteps stir him out of his bed. Low, reverent chants fill the chapel as he emerges into the yard. He finds a novice and asks him to saddle his stallion. The barefoot boy leads his horse from the stables. Before he can reach for its reins, a high male voice calls, “Sir Thomas!”

The prince abandons his pony to come to his side. Harry has grown an inch since the enforcer last saw him. The cheerful face tilts upward. “How were your travels? Did you see Mother?”

“I did, Sire.” Lovell tightens the cinch, aware his stallion likes to hold its breath. Sure enough, he finds it loose three notches. 

Harry catches the bridle and strokes the animal’s nose. “I heard you attended the Duke of Buckingham’s tourney. Did he win?”

“Lord Neirin won, though Buckingham made a valiant effort.” 

Children tend the stalls and shovel muck into wheelbarrows. The orphans left to the church wear the same simple homespun as the novices. The abbot will choose which ones become monks. The horses watch them over the half doors, twitching their tails at flies. 

Harry sighs. “I wish I had not missed it. I am tall enough for a lance. Father might agree to my training if you asked, Sir Thomas.”

The enforcer knows he would rather joust than learn Greek. He hooks a buckle and says, “Harry, your studies take priority. You have much to learn before you assume your brother’s place.”

“It isn’t fair. Father never meant me to be king.” The boy kicks the cobbles. “Arthur loved to read and study. I don’t.”

Lovell softens at his crestfallen expression. He leads his stallion past the cloisters. “Princes need enjoyment as well as lessons. I shall speak to your father. It’s time you learned to handle a lance.”

Happiness returns to the lad’s face. “Thank you!”

“For what?” Henry leaves the nearest arch. A good night’s sleep has restored the color to his cheeks. His bodyguard, Jones, keeps a respectful but watchful distance in the cloisters. The wind tousles the king’s gray-streaked hair. “What do you two conspire?”

Lovell winks at the prince. “You’ll know soon, Sire.”

The king tweaks his son’s nose. “It’s time for a music lesson.”

Because he loves his dulcimer, Harry trots back to his room. The enforcer mounts beneath the apple trees. “Great kings hold less attraction than knights for your son. He wants to fight.”

“We must make sure he never needs to, Thomas.” Henry gives his friend a meaningful look and disappears into the garden.

Lovell and a dozen men ride out into the lush countryside. They pass travelers and tradesmen on the road that winds through the trees into open fields. Ramshackle stone fences separate the farms. Locals gather their children and send them indoors, remembering how Lovell searched their homes. He found and interrogated all Suffolk’s servants, but could not find Suffolk’s mistress, Jane. He wonders if she still lives here, hidden somewhere in the wood.

Suffolk Hall stands on a cliff above a small town. Storms have battered its turrets for centuries. It passes in and out of view once he descends into the valley. An unfamiliar tune drifts on the wind, and Lovell halts his men to listen. “What is that?”

“A fife, Sir Thomas,” his captain offers.

They follow the sound to a crowded clearing. A dozen wagons form a circle around a stage. Men repair buckles and harnesses. Women wash clothes in a stream and hang them over branches to dry. A child spots them and runs to knock at a door. “Tristan!”

Suspicious of newcomers, the troupe keeps its distance. Lovell’s men tense and rest their hands near their swords. He estimates a hundred souls in the wood. A handsome young man descends the steps to approach. “If you came for the play, we are not ready.”

The enforcer narrows his eyes. “When did you arrive?”

“About four hours ago,” Tristan says. 

Concerned at their nearness to the king’s intended route, Lovell asks, “Have you visited this hamlet before? Why camp here?”

A more impressive man approaches in a velvet doublet. A large hat frames his angular features and dark hair. “This is our first time. A young woman pointed us to the hollow. Forgive me, but are you Sir Thomas Lovell?”

The enforcer cannot place his face. “Have we met?”

The actor removes his feathered hat, clasps it to his breast, and bows. His deep, booming voice echoes in the clearing. “Yes, Sir Thomas. You saw us perform last summer for Earl de Vere.”

He remembers. The comedy impressed him. Lovell tilts his head. Their tattered clothes suggest de Vere released their contract. They are not the first casualties of the king’s taxes. He keeps his lords poor so they cannot conspire against him. 

Everyone watches for his reaction. Lovell turns his horse into the lane. The northern ballad resumes in their absence. He pulls up next to his most trusted guard. “Take the north road to the abbey. If you meet no trouble, have the king use it. It’s longer but safer.”

The man’s departure raises a cloud of dust. The townspeople pause in their work to watch them ride through the main square. Lovell knows many by name, for he interrogated them all. Their horses scramble up a steep incline to the fortress. A portcullis rises to admit them into the large inner bailey. They pass a stable and servant’s quarters. The chamberlain greets them in the courtyard. “Welcome to Suffolk Hall, Sir Thomas.”

Lovell dismounts. “Good morning, Master Griggs.”

Suffolk Hall has not changed. Lush green ivy flourishes on the ancient gray stones, the last of the blooms gone until spring. Lady Keelyn descends the steps to welcome him. She curtsies. “I did not expect you until dawn, Sir Thomas.”

“I trust there’s no inconvenience,” he says.

She smiles and turns him into the castle. “None. Please excuse my husband. He’s busy with the household accounts today. I sent him word of your arrival. He will join us soon. In the meantime, let me show you the king’s quarters.”

The royal apartments take up the larger portion of the second floor. Blue fabric ripples in many arches. Their footfalls echo on the stone floor. Two bedrooms frame a huge antechamber and a council room. Lavish embroidered cushions line the huge chairs. A wall of mullioned windows overlook the cliffs. 

Lovell leaves the king’s bedroom. “Where does that door lead?”

“To the battlement.” She follows him up the circular staircase.

The narrow walkway has a magnificent view across the Channel. Lovell finds no other access to the roof. He admires the sea and turns to survey the courtyard. Grooms scurry in the stables to prepare stalls. Servants hang bedding from the lines. A handsome dark-haired man crosses beneath them and enters the house. 

William appears at the top of the stairs. Windblown and flushed, he kisses his wife’s hand and comes to Lovell’s side. “Forgive my absence. His Grace’s impending arrival forces me to make many last-minute arrangements. I trust you find everything satisfactory?”

“Yes. Your bride keeps a fine house, Sir William.”

She blushes. “If you’ll excuse me, I have much to do.”

Lovell stands aside to let her pass, but Keelyn must brush by her husband. They share an intimate smile. She glances at him at the tower door and then vanishes into the darkness. 

The enforcer says, “So that is how it is between you.”

William braces his hand on the wall. Thick yellow moss grows between the cracks. “Let us not dance around the issue. I know you came to arrest me, but I’m innocent.”

“Forgive me if I do not believe you.” Lovell passes him on the walkway. The drop does not intimidate him. “You had a choice of every virgin in the district and married a wealthy, childless widow.”

“You wed both your wives for money. Why should I not?”

The enforcer snorts. “The king wonders why you want to inherit her property. To further your brother’s cause? Buy him support?”

The lord shakes his head. “I have no such intentions. I married Keelyn because I love her. I do not expect you to understand.”

“Keelyn is old enough to be your mother,” Lovell replies.

They stare each other down but neither flinches. Seagulls soar to their nests high on the cliffs. A ship sails in the distance.

William smiles. “Think of me what you will, it does not change the truth. I married her for love. The rest matters not. Search this house. Interrogate my servants. I have no ulterior motives.”

He ducks into the turret. 

The enforcer arches his brow. “We’ll see.” 
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A Bad Omen
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In the courtyard beneath them, Lady Keelyn watches her husband disappear off the parapet. She wonders what the enforcer told him. Rather than follow William into the tower, Lovell turns to gaze down at her. She cannot see his face, but a shudder runs up her spine. She can guess at his suspicions—that William married her for her fortune. 

The stable master clears his throat beside her in the empty stable yard. The blacksmith has taken the horses for re-shoeing. Glad for a distraction, Keelyn turns to him. “Place the king’s mounts in the main building. Our animals may have the side stalls.”

“Yes, milady.” 

A loud groan draws her attention to the castle gates where the porter swings them wide to admit the smith. Lede rides in on her mare, leading the others on a tether. Keelyn steps from his path. “Good day, Lede! I see you finished your task early today.”

“I did, milady! I trust you are well.” Lede dismounts and pats the chestnut flank. “I shaved their hooves and replaced their shoes.”

She offers her favorite horse a carrot and strokes her forelock. “I doubt the king will need our horses for the hunt, but you never know.”

Lede turns them over to the stable master who leads them away. The flash of new iron on their hooves catches the sunlight. He avoids her eyes and scuffs his feet on the cobbles. “Milady, I need full payment.”

Her heart sinks. He isn’t the first. Everyone wants the castle’s debts settled ahead of the king’s arrival. Since she has known him from childhood, his lack of confidence in their survival pains her. Keelyn struggles to contain her distress. “Ah.”

The smith blushes to the root of his hair. “I’m sorry, milady.”

“It’s understandable. You too have creditors. Wait here.” Keelyn hurries indoors to hide her shame. She climbs the stairwell into the upper corridor. A breeze shifts the ornate tapestries in the arches. She knocks at the chamberlain’s door, twists the knob and steps into a small room. A desk takes up most of the space in front of a wall of ledger-stuffed shelves. The only window faces the stables.

Griggs looks up from their accounts. “What is it, milady?”

Keelyn shuts the door so the servants cannot hear. She crosses to the view. Lede waits patiently in the side yard. “The blacksmith wants the full amount for his services. My purse is empty.”

The older man drops his quill and rises to open his lockbox. He counts the right change into a small bag. “I’ll take it to him.”

She sinks into a chair to await his return and sighs at his reentry. “The locals will drain our coffers before Henry at this rate.”

“Fear makes men anxious.” Griggs sinks onto the faded cushion and dips his pen into the inkwell. The general noise drowns out his scribbles. “Our creditors will trust us after the king leaves.”

Keelyn musters the courage to ask, “Have we any hope of that?”

“I do not know.” He scratches the side of his nose. “Given your brother-in-law’s ambitions, I doubt it. Suffolk causes him too much trouble.”

She bites her bottom lip. “Lord Grey relied on your advice. You must have seen a good deal of Sir Thomas Lovell in London.”

“Yes, though it gave me no pleasure.” Griggs surveys her across the books stacked on his desk. “Lovell would not come here if he did not seek an excuse to arrest your husband. The prince’s death gives Suffolk the perfect chance to invade. Lovell cannot let that happen. He considers you and this fortress a threat to the king’s survival. You must convince him otherwise.”

The wind rustles the ivy on the castle walls. Keelyn stares past it up the road. “William has done no wrong. Lovell will find nothing to implicate him.”

A troubled frown creases the older man’s brow. Griggs drops his quill and leans back in his chair. “That may not matter. Lady Tyrell swore her husband’s innocence. He denied the charges. They even accused Lovell of framing him. He still lost his life. Henry values the truth less than his security. Your rival is not Lovell, but Henry. Remember that. Never underestimate him.”

Her mouth turns dry. “What are our chances of survival?”

“Fair if you stay honest. Henry knows a liar when he hears one. Give him what he wants. Make him believe in your virtue. I will do what I can to protect you. But never let down your guard.”

She leaves his presence unnerved by his advice.

Keelyn carries a novel into her apartment and settles in a chair on the balcony. She catches herself reading the same paragraph six times and glances into the courtyard. The household staff sit on the step eating their lunch and flirting with the grooms. Griggs’ sharp rebuke on his way out of the gatehouse scatters them. 

Edda carries her basket to the clothesline and shakes out a sheet. “You cannot stop them,” she says. The chamberlain pauses on the step. “Young men and women gravitate toward each other.”

“I can do my best to prevent sin before it ruins their lives. It starts in an idle flirtation and moves into a bedroom. Jane learned it the hard way.” Griggs bats off a persistent honeybee. “I saw you speak to the troupe. We cannot trust strangers. I want you to steer clear of them.”

She laughs. “Do you fear one of them may seduce me?”

“You are a friendly girl unacquainted with the ways of the world. Guard your reputation. It’s all you have. Report to your mistress once you finish here.” He vanishes into the lower kitchens without a second glance.

Edda snaps tuffs off a sheet and glances at the balcony. Ashamed to get caught listening, her mistress busies herself in her book. Edda soon appears in the doorway. “You wanted me?”

“Yes.” Keelyn leads her into the bedroom. A beautiful light blue gown lies across the coverlet. “I found a tear in my riding habit. I must have caught it on the last hunt. May I sit with you? I want to avoid our guest.” She settles onto the padded window seat. 

Edda digs into her purse for a needle and thread. She drapes the brocade over itself to find the rip. “It’s a seam. It won’t show. Why has Griggs taken it upon himself to guard my virtue?”

“He has seen the unhappiness immorality brings. His story is not mine to tell. I am sorry. If you wish to know, you must ask him.” Keelyn uses a purple ribbon for her bookmark. She rests her novel on the table beside them. 

The girl frowns over her task. The bed her father carved dwarfs her. The sunlight dances on her thick, dark hair. Keelyn notices a shadow in the arch across the hall. Lovell watches them behind a drapery, hidden from view. She relaxes once he vanishes.

* * *

[image: ]


LOVELL RUBS HAY OVER his stallion until his coat shines. He prefers to take care of his own animals, since it builds trust between them. The animal thanks him by nuzzling his hands. Lovell strokes his mane. A porter opens the gates for a horse-drawn cart. A peculiar shape dominates its bed beneath a blanket. Lovell leaves the stall, careful to latch it. He recognizes Allard, a local artisan. 

Edda abandons a basket of clean sheets to greet her father. She hurries over the cobblestones to catch the mare’s bridle. Allard sets the handbrake and leaps down to loosen the ropes. His hat shades his friendly face. “I brought it on time as promised.”

“I cannot wait to see it.” Delighted, Edda clasps her hands.

A servant runs to the storehouse to fetch their master. Curious staff gather in a circle around him. Keelyn appears on the balcony. Allard and two grooms lift the delivery onto the ground. They groan under its weight. He dabs the sweat off his brow. 

William reaches his side. “Allard! Let’s have a look at it.”

He whips off the cover to reveal an intricate throne decorated in Tudor roses. Fauns and dryads dance in a bramble patch beneath the seat. The dragon resembles Henry’s emblem. Such a generous gift may soften his mood. The crowd gasps and applauds. 

The creator blushes. “Thank you.”

Proud of his achievement, Edda beams at her father. She takes his arm and leans against his shoulder.

“Magnificent.” William walks around it to admire the design. “It is better than I hoped. You have outdone yourself this time.”

The artisan’s modest smile betrays his appreciation. They carry it into the great hall where it complements the long tables. 

Edda squeezes her father’s hand, at a loss for words. 

“Would your mother approve?” Allard asks.

Tears shine in her large hazel eyes. “Yes. It’s wonderful.”

William runs his fingers over the arched back. “Come into my chamber, Allard. Such fine work deserves a bonus.”

They vanish up the main staircase. The maids converge on Edda to compliment her father’s talent. They become aware of Lovell in the background and slip away downstairs. Edda’s happiness falters. Lovell and she spent a tense hour together after Jane disappeared. She approaches him in the doorway. “What do you think? Will the king approve?”

“I dare not speak for him, but he appreciates beautiful things.”

She stands aside to let the grooms leave the room. They give him a wide berth. It is quiet in their absence. “Have you found Jane?”

“No. I trust you have not seen her?” Lovell moves to the stairs. Voices fill the upper corridor and Allard appears above them. She shakes her head. He rests his foot on the bottom step. “I know what befell your mother. I am sorry. The sweat takes too many.” 

“I wish it had never come to England. It is not a pleasant death.”

The great hall’s massive doors diminish Edda in comparison. A servant lights the torches in the lower chambers. The fire crackles in his hands. A wisp of smoke drifts in his wake. Her father comes to their side. “Milady wants you, Edda. She’s in her quarters.”

She curtsies and hurries up the stairs. Lovell watches her vanish into the gloom. “William told you the truth, Allard. You created a remarkable throne. Henry has nothing to match its magnificence. I hear you also carved Suffolk’s antechamber. Will you show me?”

The artisan leads him to a room overlooking the cliff. A massive table and twelve chairs dominate the space. The oak panels tell the story of a hunt. Dogs and men chase a stag over hill and dale. He eludes them in a thicket. Intricate ivy decorates the baseboards. 

“Few things impress me, Allard, but this is exquisite.” Lovell tilts his head to study the ornate carvings. “How long did it take you?”

Allard runs a hand over the polished tabletop. “Eighteen months for the walls. Another five for the table. I built it in place. Suffolk and I collaborated on the design. I worked off his sketches.” He drapes his arm over a large chair. Dust covers its lush red cushion. “I am no fool. You brought me here for a reason. What is it?”

The enforcer pauses beside the bank of mullioned windows. The Channel stretches out before them bathed in twilight. “Your work here ended a week before Suffolk fled. Your wife served in his hall. If anyone knows his secrets, it’s you.”

“I told you what I knew last summer, Sir Thomas. He entered this chamber only to check my progress. If he schemed against the king, it was never in my presence. His mistress could better answer your questions.”

Aware of a draft, Lovell checks the window latches. “I’d love to ask her. Jane had several friends, among them your wife and daughter. Did Mary know the truth of her disappearance?”

“She gave me no indication.” Allard strides to the doorway. “It grows late. If I go, I can make it home by the last light. May I?” 

At his nod, the artisan slips into the corridor. Lovell opens the door into Suffolk’s bedchamber. It has not changed since he first searched it. Suffolk tore the place apart before he left. Dust covers the clothes on the floor, the unmade bed, and the overturned drawers. 

Lovell dumps all Suffolk’s personal effects into a trunk, carries it to his room, and shoves it into a corner. Henry will want to examine them. He busies himself with the day’s dispatches. A knock disturbs his focus. The bedroom has darkened. He lights a candle and opens the door. 

The torchlight plays across Lady Keelyn’s features. Edda stands behind her holding a tray. “Do you crave supper, Sir Thomas?”

He steps aside. Edda arranges his plates on the table. She peeks at his papers. Though most servants cannot read, he covers them. She ducks past him onto the stairs. Rather than follow her, Keelyn pauses. “How is Lady Tyrell? I hear little of her since the spring.”

Surprise shifts his interest away from his letters. “She’s done well under the circumstances. She lives in London on a pension.”

“You once considered her husband your friend. What changed?”

Lovell washes his hands. “He chose the wrong side by helping Suffolk escape. I can offer the king’s enemies no mercy. Anne Tyrell is a traitor’s wife. She defended him in court and slandered me. If you want to win my approval, milady, forget she exists.”

“I cannot do that, Sir Thomas. I will not abandon my friends. She stood by her husband. Anne should not atone for his sins.” Keelyn sweeps out of his presence. 

Lovell draws up his chair, impressed by her courage.

* * *
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THE TAVERN GLOW’S SPILLS through the open door into the road.

Tristan strolls up the narrow street, the houses so close together the thatched roofs touch. He passes a handcart full of freshly-sharpened tools parked at the forge and enters a room crowded with small tables. A bar runs along one side in front of a stash of ale barrels. Dim stairs lead upstairs, and a trapdoor covers the cellar door. He spots Lede in the far corner. Tristan squeezes past a group of farmers to join him and his companion. 

Lede turns to his friend. “Allard, allow me to introduce Tristan.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Tristan.” Allard has a friendly face. 

Tristan pulls out a chair. “What is it you do, Allard?”

“I’m a woodcarver, though my father wanted me to build ships.” Allard signals the barmaid. “Lede tells me you craft with words.”

Surprised, the young man says, “I try. How did you know?”

Lede chuckles. “Malik came to the forge for a mended buckle. I asked about you. He sings your praise to anyone who’ll listen.”

Rather than set a drink before him, the maid holds out her palm. Tristan digs into his purse for a coin. She makes the trade and walks away. Mortified, he turns red. “I don’t think she likes me.”

“Once she knows you’re good for it, she’ll trust you.”

The ale has a strong tang beneath the foam. Tristan loves it.

Lede glances at Allard. “I saw Sir Thomas Lovell ride past today. I dread the sight of him. Did you meet him at the castle?”

“Yes. I think he wants to unearth poor Jane.” The artisan sighs. 

The blacksmith drains his tankard. “She’s long gone.”

“I hope so, for her sake.” Allard notices Tristan’s confusion. “Jane is the duke’s mistress. She fled the night he left. Lovell interrogated the rest of his servants, but she evaded his grasp.” 

Tristan shudders. “I would not care to have him pursue me.”

“Even if she stayed, he’ll never track her.” Lede pushes away his cup. “She knows these woods. It has a thousand hiding places.” 

Allard drums his fingers on the tabletop. “She could not survive alone. Jane lived in a castle. She cannot hunt for herself.”

Conversation ceases, and men crane their necks as Malik enters wearing his best jerkin and fattest hat. A peacock feather decorates the wide brim. He struts to the bar, sweeps aside the red lining in his cape, and grins at the barmaid. “A pint, love.”

Tristan says, “She won’t ask him to pay first.”

His companions snort. Lede says, “Not a chance.”

“You don’t know Malik,” the writer retorts.

The shrewd girl narrows her eyes. Malik arches his brows over a flirtatious grin. She wipes the counter, fills a tankard, and plunks it onto the bar. Tristan bangs his fist on the table. “I told you.”

“That’s incredible,” Lede mutters.

Malik raises a toast. “Gentlemen, I invite you to attend our play three nights hence. It’s a tale of dastardly deeds and romance.” He drinks it all and shoves the cup toward her. She refills it. Malik makes his way to them, drops into a chair and brushes an invisible hair off his cloak. He laughs at their incredulous faces. “Tristan, who is our new friend?” 

“John Allard.” The artisan nods in greeting.

The actor surveys the room. “I like this crowd.”

“You find them in good humor, despite our unexpected guest.” In response to his raised brow, Lede says, “Sir Thomas Lovell.”

“Ah, yes.” Malik shakes his head with a solemn air. “I heard he searched your homes. He did far worse in Hampshire. Dragged priests out of the monastery where they plotted treason. Sanctuary means nothing to him. The abbot denounced him, but the Pope conceded to his influence. Lovell can do whatever he wants.” 

“They hanged the monk responsible,” Tristan adds.

Their companions’ mouths fall open. A disconcerted silence falls over the table. Tristan uses this opportunity to finish his ale. He tilts back his head to drain the last drop.

Allard rubs his chin. “I do not care for that, Malik. We live in dark days if we cannot seek shelter in a church.”

The barmaid looms over them. “Anyone for supper?”

“No, thank you.” Allard pays for his drink. “I must get home.” 

Malik presses a coin into the lass’s hand and doffs his hat. She asks him about the performance. He runs his finger up her arm. Her father’s glare sends her to the kitchen and them into the night. Malik turns on the steps. “Come to our play, Allard. My treat.”

“Thank you. I shall.” Allard frowns into his cart. “That’s odd.”

Tristan takes a deep breath of country air. “What?”

“My ax has gone missing. I hope someone hasn’t nicked it.” The annoyed artisan rifles through his tools. “Maybe I left it at home. I have been so busy of late, I haven’t thought straight. I must go. Have a good evening, my friends. Welcome to our town.” He drags the cart into a side street.

Lede stretches his back. “Bring in your horses tomorrow.”

“I will.” Tristan and Malik leave him in the square and enter the woods. The long grass muffles their footfalls. An owl hoots in a tree. The caravan fire flickers through the trees. Tristan avoids the path that leads to the church. “All this talk of Lovell worries me, Malik. Should we have come here?”
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