
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



​​​​​​​​​The Queen’s Falconer


Charity Bishop


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without express written permission from the author.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Text Copyright © August 2020 by Charity Bishop

––––––––

ISBN: 9781005345938

First Printing: August 2020

Printed in the United States of America



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​The Misrule King

December 1502


[image: ]




Lambert Simnel steps out of the falconry, raises his simple brown hood, and strolls to the river. He did not expect Marquis Grey to include him in his will, but wonders what the queen’s half-brother has left him. He wants for little in the service of King Henry.

A boatman awaits him at the palace’s stone pier. He has spent most of his adult life at Richmond, when he has not traveled with the Tudors. An unfamiliar guard dressed in scarlet and black halts him. “Who are you? Where is your permission slip?”

“Lambert Simnel.” The falconer shows him the summons signed by Lord Dudley, the king’s secretary. “I can leave for an hour.”

The man scans it and stands aside. “See you do not dawdle.”

Careful not to slip on the steep steps, Lambert climbs into the craft. It rocks under his feet. An unlit lantern swings on its prow. The oarsman rows him past the banks of Southwark. Once, illegal activity flourished in the area. Now, rows of empty shacks sprawl underneath a massive cathedral. A few brave souls still live there, but most fled when the enforcer burned it to the ground.

They pass beneath London Bridge and float toward a section of vast houses. This is where the merchants and the nobles fallen out of the king’s favor reside. The marquis occupied the largest estate. The boatman leaves him on the private dock and agrees to wait. 

A stern-faced servant meets Lambert at the back door. Curious, the gray-clad man glances over the falconer. His gaze lingers on an ugly scar across Lambert’s left cheek. “Lambert Simnel?”

Lambert ignores his disapproval. “Yes.” 

“Come with me.” The servant leads him through a dark corridor and up a stairwell to a vast room heated by a walk-in hearth. Its roaring fire warms him even at a distance. Three men await him at a table, one of them the royal enforcer, Sir Thomas Lovell. Cowed by his presence, Lambert hovers on the threshold. 

The twenty-five-year-old can smell the recent death that hangs over the enormous house. A silence stretches into its halls. It feels empty, though Marquis Grey had seven children. His likeness hangs over the mantel. His shrewd eyes bore into his guests. Born into the nobility, Thomas Grey leaves behind a considerable estate.

The will’s executor, Lord Dudley, glances at a list of names and clears his throat. “Come forward, Lambert Simnel.”

His footfalls echo on the immaculate stone floor. To his relief, Lovell does not stare at him. He gazes out the window across the Thames. Sunlight glints on the gray in his dark hair. Dressed in his expensive black broadcloth, he reminds Lambert of a bird of prey. 

Lambert turns to the secretary seated behind the table. Several inches shorter than the enforcer and less fearsome, Dudley has a round face. A wave of his hand brings a servant to sit a chest in front of them. Dudley holds out a key. “He left this for you. Please open it in our presence, so we can account for its contents.”

Lambert fits a key into the lock. Its click echoes in the stillness. His heart thumps. He lifts the lid and stares into its depths. 

In a bored tone, Dudley says, “Show and tell us for the record.”

The enforcer looks at him. Lambert has never liked his hawkish gaze. He swallows his apprehension and finds his voice. “A cloak of gray russet fabric, a pair of protective sleeves, and a ruby ring.” It’s small but will fetch a good price, if he ever needs to sell it. 

Dudley notes this in his book. “He also left you the trunk.”

Too self-conscious to examine it, Lambert pockets the key. 

Dudley pushes a paper across the desk. “Sign this as the receiver. Then you may return to your duties, Master Simnel.” 

Despite the tremor in his hand, he scratches out his name. The sound the nib makes on the parchment seems loud. Glad to leave, he walks into the hall, but the servant has disappeared. Unable to remember the way out through the serpentine corridors, Lambert peers at the double staircases. His arm tightens around the box. 

A deep voice calls out, “The left one leads to the dock.”

The enforcer materializes out of the gloom behind him. Lambert shifts his burden to his other hip. “Thank you, Sir Thomas.” 

Much to his dismay, the enforcer follows him down the stairs. A bead of sweat forms under his shirt. Lambert tries to keep his tone steady. “Do you intend to escort me to Richmond?”

“No.” Lovell opens a door into the brisk morning air. It shocks Lambert into closing his cloak. In the boat, his oarsman blows into his cupped hands for warmth. Another craft floats to their side. Lovell reaches out to help fifteen-year-old Nan Browne onto the steps. Lambert has often seen her in Princess Maggie’s company. Her chaperone, Lady Boleyn, exits behind her. 

The boy climbs into his boat, grateful he did not make a fool of himself. He rests the trunk at his feet. He breathes easier on the river. Ice forms on the banks, and frost coats the slanted roofs. 

After a time, the oarsman asks, “Was that Sir Thomas Lovell?”

“Yes.” Lambert shudders at his infamous name.

Murky water passes beneath them. “Is he as bad as they say?”

“That depends on who you ask.” Lambert tucks his boots under the bench. “By God’s grace, I see not much of him.”

Lovell has imprisoned and executed many traitors, and Lambert feels privileged not to stay among them. He came close to their fate. The guard stationed at Richmond gives him a stern nod. He hurries past the stables on his way to the falconry. Lambert is so intent on his destination, he does not notice the king standing by his stallion’s stall until he calls his name. “Come here, Simnel.”

The boy’s heart sinks at his recognition. “Yes, Sire?”

Henry fixes an intent gray stare on him. It is distant to anyone except his family. The breeze tousles his silver-dark hair. “I intend to take the queen to Hampton Court after Twelfth Night. If the weather holds, my children will want to hunt. Ready our falcons.” 

Lambert looks into the face his last master hoped to supplant. It has little changed since his childhood, except in the creases around his mouth. “Yes, Your Grace. I’ll choose your swiftest hunters.”

The king pats his stallion’s side. No one except he dares stand so close to the horse. Ghost shoots the falconer a scornful look. Remorse crosses the king’s face. “I lack the time to ride today.”

“Your Grace has much to anticipate this evening. We all wonder what Baron Willoughby planned for the misrule.” Lambert knows he should not respond, but Henry has never proven unkind. Other than the scar. Though tempted to touch it, he keeps his hand low. 

“I hope the baron does not run to excess in his plans.” Henry Tudor strides across the gray slush to enter the palace. 

Lambert enters his bedroom beside the falconry. A fire keeps it warm. He enjoys living close to his beloved birds. The rustle of their feathers brings joy to his heart. He turned spits in the kitchen until the king saw his interest in falcons. His responsibility is to make the straps, hoods, and anklets for the birds, and gauntlets for the royal family. A half-finished glove lies on his table. 

The falconer puts away his gifts. He wonders why the marquis rewarded him. He tended his birds on hunts, but they never spoke.

Lambert picks up a bucket and enters the meat house. He cuts venison into small chunks for his charges. All know and greet him on his return. Lovell’s large brown falcon tries to peck at his hand. “You remind me of your master,” he says. 

The rest show better manners. He strokes their feathered chests and goes to the courtyard to rinse the bucket in the trough.

“Move the king’s stallion to another stall,” the stable master tells his grooms. Lambert looks up at his voice and watches him cross the yard beside them. “Lord Greene arrives tomorrow. The king told me in no uncertain terms to keep Ghost off Greene’s mare. I want no accidents. That stallion is worth a fortune.” 

Inconvenienced by this change of plans, the reluctant grooms clean another stall. No one looks forward to handling Ghost. The king is the only man, apart from his personal groom, who can ride the white beast without being kicked. On his way to fetch fresh straw, young Eldon catches Lambert’s eye. “Isn’t that just like the court? Not even the horses can breed without royal consent.”

Lambert laughs and dumps out the clean bucket. “Is it what you would change as the misrule king? Who we can take to bed?”

“Do not tempt me, Simnel. I hope I find the crown in my slice of cake. I want to rule the English court for the night.” Eldon pushes a full wheelbarrow into the empty stall.

The falconer can imagine nothing worse. On the way back to his room, he traces the scar on his cheek. Though Lambert no longer resembles the queen’s cousin, Edward Plantagenet, he did as a lad. The Duke of Suffolk’s brother chose him to become a Pretender in order to seize the throne. The day they invaded, battle tents and banners rippled in the wind. The rebels kept him on horseback to lead Suffolk’s troops. A spear killed the duke within the hour. His supporters abandoned him.

Lambert shudders. It’s better to live a falconer than die a king. 

* * *
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SIR THOMAS LOVELL LEAVES Lady Boleyn at the foot of the stairs. 

Patches of sunlight flit through the enormous room. Dudley and his servant await them at the table. The row of trunks on the shelf has diminished since their arrival this morning. A meticulous man, Marquis Grey thought of every detail. Yet his gift to Nan Browne puzzled the executors the most. It seems extravagant. Suspicious of any kind-hearted gesture, Lovell wants to gauge her reaction.

Nan cranes her neck at the stairwell behind them. The top of her head does not reach his shoulder. “Sir Thomas, I hoped to speak to his wife and children. Where are they?” 

“Milady thought it best to retire to the countryside,” Lovell says. “I will tell her you asked after them. You are the first to do so.”

She smiles sadly. “Please do. She and my mother were friends.” 

Lovell knows the marquis had more than a passing interest in her mother, but he holds his tongue. He slides out a chair. “Will you sit?”

“Thank you. I prefer to stand.” Nan folds her hands at her waist. She does not seem interested in the row of unclaimed trunks. 

Rather than reach for one, the secretary lifts a document. Dudley unfolds it and clears his throat. “Marquis Grey thanks you for your friendship to his daughters. He has given you an estate in Sussex.”

Nan sinks into the chair. The color drains out of her fair face. “I came here for a trinket. A necklace or purse. I do not understand.”

“That makes three of us, milady.” Lovell perches on the table.

She tightens her hands in her lap. Undaunted, Dudley says, “He bequeaths you five hundred acres. I made the king aware of the conditions. He will act as your executor until you turn twenty. You may read over the document. Then I need your signature.”

She folds the deed. “How generous of him. I knew him so little.”

“The marquis never acted without consideration. He must have favored you. Wanted a decent marriage for you.” Lovell can find no dishonesty in her mystified expression. “Take care, Nan. Once this news reaches the court, you will see no end of eager suitors.”

Color creeps into her cheeks. She signs the register and slips the deed into her purse. Lovell escorts her back to her boat. Nan stops to catch her breath in the hall. She looks faint from the news. Lady Boleyn notices them and comes forward to take her arm. 

Lovell sees them into their ferry and returns to the secretary. A shrewd man, Dudley leans back in his chair. “It surprised her.”

“Yes. I do not think she knew of it beforehand.”

His companion reads over the list of names. “I understand your suspicions against the marquis, but we find no proof against him. If he assisted Suffolk’s escape from England, he would leave no evidence for you to uncover after his death.” 

The enforcer crosses his arms over his chest. “We shall see.”

Lord Courtenay, the queen’s brother-in-law, arrives next to claim his inheritance—a white broodmare of impeccable bloodlines and the key to her trunk, which contains her expensive tack. 

The tempestuous weather darkens over the continual stream of hopeful visitors. Marquis Grey had many friends. Only the one trunk for Lord Greene remains, but he is not due to arrive until tomorrow.

Lovell leaves Dudley to close up the manor. It will stand empty until his wife decides whether to return to London for the autumn season. Given his investigations into their finances, Lovell suspects she may stay in the countryside for a while. It is less expensive than court. He carries the trunk intended for Greene to his coach. At his rap on the roof, the driver pulls away from the curb. His matched black horses trot through the narrow, cobbled streets. The enforcer opens the box to reexamine a sapphire ring, a deed for an orchard, and an expensive pair of gloves. He finds no secret cache and nothing strange on the deed. 

The coach lets him out at Richmond. A servant hurries forward to open the door for him, but ducks his head to avoid his gaze. A gloom hangs over the courtyard. The torches cast long shadows on the cobblestones. Halfway to the castle, Charles Brandon, the king’s eighteen-year-old horse master, catches up to him. He has a quick smile and keen brown eyes. “Is it true Nan is an heiress?” 

“Why? Does it increase your interest in her?” The enforcer halts at the threshold to scrutinize him. Brandon has a square jaw and a mane of brown hair. Most of the women at court favor his looks. 

Before Brandon can answer, a snowball breaks over his head. It fell from the window above them. Six-year-old Princess Mary cannot contain her laughter behind her clasped hands. Brandon growls like a bear and snatches up a handful of wet snow.

Familiar with their constant shenanigans, the enforcer ascends the stairwell to the second floor in time to see snow burst across the sill. Mary laughs and taunts Brandon until her sister jerks her inside and slams the window shut. Maggie loathes Brandon. She spends little time at Richmond, but knows a cad if she sees one. 

Lovell’s entrance into his chamber stirs Isabel at her desk. His wife brightens to see him. Youth and beauty shine in her delicate features. Isabel smiles. “Did you see his will divided?”

“Yes. The marquis proved generous to his friends.” Lovell kisses her and glances at her letter. “He even left Lambert a legacy.”

Isabel puts aside her lavender quill. “How kind of him.” 

The enforcer scoffs. Isabel follows him to his bedroom door. “You cannot suspect everyone of treason, Thomas,” she says.

“I shall stop when they no longer prove me correct.” 

After a change of clothes, Lovell enters the royal privy chamber. Burgundy and gold curtains set off elaborate wood paneling. The wall tapestry depicts a midwinter battle. Crimson thread stains the snow bloody beneath the battered banners. Henry occupies a chair at the hearth. Lancelot, his greyhound, rests at his feet. The dog’s head lifts at Lovell’s arrival and his tail thumps the floor, but he will not move without Henry’s consent. 

“Join me, Thomas,” the king says. “Yet another suspect dead and beyond our reach. How did his friends react to his gifts?”

Careful to secure the door latch, Lovell takes a seat. “Nan showed the most shock. She did not expect an estate.”

The king turns his goblet in the light. It sparkles in the set rubies on its base. “Should we let her father keep the garrison in Calais? I worry about our foreign defenses.”

“I made extensive inquiries into his financial situation. Loyalties. Friends. Sir Anthony gives me no reason to doubt his devotion.” Lovell drums his lithe fingers on the armrest. “My informants will arrest him if you order it. We must focus on Suffolk.”

Henry rubs his cheek. “I wish all the Suffolk brothers had fought me on Lambert’s battlefield. I might have ended their treason and saved myself the trouble of picking them off one by one.”

“Soon, we will throw the last one in the Tower,” Lovell replies. 

A malicious gleam enters the king’s gaze. “Thomas, take care he does not fall on the stairs. I promised not to kill him.” 

“You did. I did not. Suffolk has earned whatever he gets under my imprisonment.” The enforcer leans over to pet the greyhound. Lancelot rolls on his back so Lovell can scratch his stomach. The king smirks, but offers no chastisement. In France, before he took the throne, he and his enforcer fought, hid, and escaped together for decades. 

If anyone understands the king’s intentions, it’s Lovell.

* * *
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ELIZABETH OF YORK GAZES out the window. She misses seeing the lights of her half-brother’s estate. The distant shore lies dark since Southwark has quieted. She turns back into her bedchamber. “Dudley has shut up the house.”

“I wish I felt more grief at his death but I never knew him.” Her sister Caitlyn offers her a choice of veils. She lays them out on the bed according to color. The queen selects a sheer silver garment to flatter her purple gown. Caitlyn pins it beneath her headdress. 

Though Marquis Grey was older than his half-sisters, Elizabeth knew him well. She smooths her gown across her knees. “In his absence, I can trust so few of our cousins. Why do so many support Suffolk? What did I do to earn their disloyalty?” 

Instead of the comfort she seeks, Caitlyn pinches her shoulder. Offended, Elizabeth turns to smack away her hand. Rather than apologize, her sister says, “You do no wrong. They are fools.”

“Listen to your sister,” Henry says in the doorway.

Startled by his unannounced arrival, Caitlyn steps out of his way. He enters, runs his hands down his wife’s arms, and kisses her. Henry draws back to admire her. She wears the gown he gave her at Christmas. “You get more beautiful every time we meet, Bess.” 

It is true. Their unborn child puts a bloom in her cheeks. His hand falls to her abdomen to feel the stirring inside her. Elizabeth welcomes his company after an afternoon indoors with her ladies. She rises. “Where is your mother?”

“Absent tonight, for she does not approve of Signor Parron’s visit. But we must indulge our court astrologer from time to time, in case we ever need him.” Henry chuckles. 

Elizabeth feels relief at her planned absence. Margaret Beaufort trusts nothing but the scriptures and her own shrewd insights. This leaves the queen free to enjoy the Italian seer’s conversation. 

They enter their crowded antechamber where the court awaits Signor Parron’s presentation. Elizabeth settles beside her husband on the dual thrones. She rests a protective hand over her abdomen. It calms the new life inside her. She hopes the child lets her eat well tonight.

The Italian struts into their midst ahead of a servant carrying a bundle wrapped in velvet. The servant keeps his eyes trained on the floor. Signor Parron bows so low the dyed purple feather in his cap brushes the ground. He rises to grin at them. In a deep voice, he says, “Your Graces, thank you for the opportunity to present my careful predictions for the esteemed House of Tudor.”

The royal children watch the servant unwrap the tome. Its thickness pleases them. Ornate jeweled decorations embellish the handmade velvet cover. The awed nobles crane their necks for a better look. Encouraged by their collective approval, Parron lays it on the table for the king and queen’s examination. The first page contains a colorful tribute to their reign alongside a list of portents for the decade.

Elizabeth touches the stiff parchment made into a thick volume, eager to read it. Her husband tilts it toward her enough for Elizabeth to find her prophecy. Relieved, she beams at the fat, dark-haired man. “You give me a long life, Signor Parron. I shall live to eighty?”

“Yes, Your Grace. Your astrological chart shows me an affluent lifeline.” He rests a hand over his heart. His many jeweled rings glint against the rich green fabric of his doublet. 

Prince Harry asks, “What does it say about me, Signor Parron?”

The court smiles at the eleven-year-old boy’s pride. The Italian turns to scan the eager, freckled face beneath a mop of red hair. “I see a marriage to a woman of absolute character, Sire. You will give her many sons to carry on the Tudor bloodline.” 

This pleases him. The astrologer speaks of Katharine of Aragon. Since she left her marriage to his brother Prince Arthur intact, they agreed to create a new alliance. She will marry Harry when he turns seventeen. 

Henry lets his wife examine the book, then his steward moves it to an honored shelf. The light of a hundred candles bathes it in a gentle glow. Signor Parron receives a purse for his efforts. The king turns his attention elsewhere. 

Caitlyn climbs the steps to stand at her side. “What a fine gift!”

“What did our brother give your husband?” Elizabeth watches him and Thomas Howard, the Earl of Surrey, talk across the hall. The robust and charming Courtenay is a fine match for her sister. 

“A mare. William intends to breed champions.” Caitlyn scoffs.

The queen rubs her embroidered sleeve between her fingertips. “The baron has a new Spanish horse, a beautiful white stallion. He should speak to him. Lady Estrella mentioned it to me last week.”

Laughter draws their attention to the Spanish in the corner. Her daughter-in-law, Katharine of Aragorn, catches her eye and smiles. Though the shortest woman present, she draws attention with her infectious charm and intent blue eyes. Elizabeth warms to her.

“I shall mention it to him, if he asks me,” Caitlyn says.

Elizabeth scans her sister’s features in the weak light. “Have you lost interest in one another? I see him less at your side of late.”

“He has a greater passion for horses than his wife.” Caitlyn tries to hide her pain beneath a shrug. “I’m used to it.”

Their marriage has cooled since the death of their youngest son. Elizabeth hoped her sister might take comfort in her husband, but Courtenay lacks Henry’s steadfast nature. She sighs.

Murmurs drift from the great hall. Once its doors open, their knights will invite them into the revels. A crowd gathers outside it in anticipation of the festivities. Content to wait his turn in the line, her friend Thomas More approaches the prophecy book. 

Eager for his opinion, Elizabeth joins him. “What do you think of our Italian seer? Do you disapprove of his attempts at flattery?”

“At least you see them for what they are, Your Grace.” Square-shouldered and dark-eyed, More chuckles. “I find Signor Parron a vain peacock, but time shall reveal whether he speaks the truth. I hope these prove correct.” He points to her extensive predicted lifeline. “Long may you reign.”

She touches his arm, able to feel his warmth through his sleeve. “You should visit court more often. I hoped to convince you to write me another poem. Master More, I adored the last one.”

Pleasure softens his eyes. “I shall do it at once, Your Grace.”

The queen understands why More spends more time at Durham House, the home of Katharine of Aragon, than at Richmond. The beautiful Spanish redhead has caught his attention. Beneath the arch, Katharine’s eyes sweep the crowd for him. She finds him and beams. More straightens at her notice. 

The queen feels for them. “Greet her for me.”

More weaves his way through the crowd to her side. Katharine’s eyes alight in his presence. They find it hard to hide their affection. 

The enforcer stands behind her and catches her eye. Elizabeth turns to him. “Did you come to see Parron’s book?”

“No. I believe the future is what we make it.” 

She snags a goblet off a passing tray. “Do you have any faith?”

The enforcer shakes his head. “Not of the kind you and my wife enjoy. I doubt a divine force controls us. Our decisions shape our futures. God offers me no proof of his existence.”

She lifts her brow. “We find what we seek in life, Thomas.”

His mouth twitches at her tender reprimand. Their kinship has made him fond of her. Lovell kisses her hand and retreats into the shadows. Elizabeth joins her daughter at the wine counter. Maggie wears a new amethyst teardrop necklace. The queen touches it.

“A gift from my uncle, though he gave Nan an entire estate.”

Surprised, the queen seeks her face in the crowd. Surrounded by admirers, Nan blushes under their attention. The queen looks past her to a grim figure in the corner. Though discreet, Lovell watches her. The queen’s heart sinks. Nan has drawn his suspicions. 

* * *
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BARON WILLOUGHBY SUMMONS the knights for the revels. Most disappear into the corridor. Displeased to see Brandon approach her friend, Maggie takes Nan’s arm and steers her away from him. Thwarted, Brandon follows his companions into the hall. Maggie quizzes her. “If anyone knows what to expect, it’s you. Has the baron given you a hint as to his intentions toward you?” 

The chestnut-haired beauty shakes her head. “Not a word.”

Maggie turns at a touch on her arm. She scans Katharine of Aragon’s delicate face and intent blue eyes. Despite her auburn hair, she has no freckles. Maggie envies her, for she has a spatter of them on her nose.

Katharine speaks well despite her accent. “You look splendid.”

They kiss each other’s cheeks, and the princess accepts her hand. “I am glad the snow did not delay your arrival, Your Grace.”

Katharine turns sympathetic. “Sir Edward Howard told me of your uncle’s death. I am sorry. Did you know him well?”

Maggie thinks of the stern man seldom at court. “No. Father did not favor him. He even considered him a traitor a few times. But he left me this.” She touches and lets her admire the necklace. 

Prince Harry strides to their side. He wears a dagger on his hip. A pleased smile lurks on his lips. “Katharine, my tutor told me a marvelous tale about your mother this afternoon. Will you tell me about the night the infidels set fire to her tent?”

Katharine laughs. “It’s less exciting than you think. Moors did not set our camp ablaze. My sister knocked over a lamp. It caught the maps alight and spread. It burned half our camp that night.”

“Did you ever see battle?” Harry cannot conceal his excitement. 

“Yes.” Katharine tucks a stray hair behind her ear. “My parents settled Spain on battlefields. We lived on them half our lives.”

Envy flashes across his freckled face. “I long for adventures.”

“I understand, Sire. Women pray for peace. Men make war.”

Maggie debates whether to speak. “Unless it is your mother.”

Her brother chokes on his wine. Nan shoots her a dismayed look. But she is not wrong. Isabella of Spain took the throne from her niece. She fought and conquered hundreds of cities. 

Katharine gives her a strange, detached look, but does not avoid the accusation. She raises her brow. “I consider her an exception.” 

“To what?” 

The Spaniard raises her cup to her lips. “Everything.”

A chill passes over her. Maggie thinks of a falcon above a field. It flies high over carnage strewn across the bloody ground. “Isabella shows her enemies no mercy. Would you do the same?”

“Yes,” Katharine says in an ominous tone, “if ever I must.”

The doors to the great hall creak open. The guests cheer and surge forward. Maggie and Katharine do not break their eye contact until Harry offers to escort them. Katharine accepts his arm. The king and queen lead them into the revels where their knights and others will entertain them. Their intricate decorations take Maggie’s breath away. The baron has created a magical wood. Yards of gold and green fabric hang off the rafters. Candles twinkle amid mounds of garland. Jeweled birds peer out of branches shaped into trees. It smells like the forest. Once they form a circle around him, Willoughby says, “Will Scarlett, I told you to keep watch.”

His features distinct beneath his mask, Brandon walks to his side. “I told Friar Tuck to stand guard but now cannot find him. What is it, Little John?”

Exasperated, the baron gestures at those watching. “Travelers.”

“Oh.” Brandon scratches the back of his head. “What of it?”

The crowd titters.

The baron asks, “What shall we do with them?”

Dressed as a fat monk, Lambert Simnel waddles into their midst. “Let us detain them until Robin Hood returns from Nottingham. Pick their pockets! Give them ale! Let them dance until they drop! They can leave at dawn with no memory of us! What say you?”

The knights and courtiers roar their approval. Knights burst out of the trees to steal the ladies. Brandon reaches Nan first, to the baron’s annoyance. Willoughby glares at him, but asks his little friend, Lady Estrella, to dance. Their musicians strike up a tune. The king and queen retreat to their thrones to watch.

Caught up in the excitement, Maggie partners with Sir Edward. They all clap, sway, and kick in sequence. Muscular arms lift her in the air and she lands light on her feet. His brown eyes glint beneath his hat. “Why are you not Robin Hood tonight?” she asks.

“I bid for him but the baron has another thief in mind.” 

She glances at her parents. Henry watches her with an odd look on his slender face. She does not understand it until she recognizes the envoy from Scotland at his side. In a few years, she will marry Scotland’s king. James often asks for her to join his court, but her father refuses, fearful for her misuse. Maggie feels relief. No doubt the ambassador makes another appeal on his lord’s behalf.

The room applauds at the end of the dance. Willoughby lifts his hands for silence. The gold threads woven into his green doublet catch the light. “I saw Robin slip in among us,” he says. “You cannot fool me, friend. Step forward for your hat.”

He pulls one from his waistband. Its jaunty crimson feather bobs in the upturned band. The baron extends it to her brother. Harry beams. The guests cheer. He accepts it, struts onto the floor, and asks for Katharine’s hand. She gives it and he leads them into the reel. The Duke of Buckingham invites Maggie to dance. 

Over the next hour, the entertainments grow boisterous. Their jester picks their pockets, though he avoids the king. Lambert throws off his monk’s cowl to reveal a simple jerkin. When Maggie smirks at this, he blushes and says, “It’s too hot, Your Grace.”

Her feet ache by the time they bring in the misrule cakes. The cook cuts the first section for her mother. Radiant in her favorite plum-colored gown, Elizabeth finds no silver crown in her slice. Excited guests shove forward to receive their pieces. 

After a careful search through her cake, Nan puts aside her plate. She cannot keep her eyes off Brandon. “I do not covet a throne, just a husband.”

“Brandon would make you his mistress.” Oblivious to her friend’s glare, Maggie’s fingers close around a hard round object. 

Nan’s lips tighten. “Your uncle made me worth marrying.” 

They scowl at each other. Maggie lifts the trinket. “I found it!”

She carries it forward amid cheers to receive a real golden crown, elaborate but in intentional poor taste. Garish faces surround its band. Her mother places it on her head and kisses her cheek. 

Maggie raises her brow at the crowd. “Where is my king?”

Cheers erupt in the corner. The castle grooms shove someone to the front. Her breath catches. The room quiets. Lambert Simnel holds the token. Once, Suffolk’s brother sought to put him on this throne. Now, he has won it in jest. Her eyes dart to her father. 

Lambert stops in front of him. “With your permission, Sire.”

She cannot read her father’s blank expression. Long fingers lift a similar hideous circlet off a crimson pillow and hold it above the falconer. Henry says, “I never thought this day would arrive. You may have it.” He drops it onto Lambert’s head. “Just for tonight.” 

The king and queen vacate their thrones. Relieved at their good humor and tolerance, everyone cheers. On Lambert’s arm, Maggie climbs the tiered steps. She sinks into her mother’s chair at once, but Lambert hesitates before he takes her father’s place. She waves a hand and proclaims, “Let the entertainments resume!”

Music floods the hall. Chatter returns to the tables. Her parents retreat to the hearth to talk to Lovell. A steady stream of visitors come to the thrones to receive blessings and instructions. She and Lambert make up absurd demands. They laugh until they cry. 

On the sidelines, her sister Mary walks up to Brandon and yanks his sleeve. Flirting with Nan, he waves her aside. Infuriated that he would ignore her, Mary kicks him in the shins. Maggie covers her mouth to conceal her mirth. Shocked by her behavior, Mary’s poor governess drags her away from the knight for a reproach.

Lambert’s lips twitch. “Your sister has passionate opinions.”

“She has Tudor blood in her veins. Too much of it.” She studies his profile in the torchlight. Apart from his scar, he has a pleasant face. She points to it. “Did a falcon give you that?”

“No.” His voice quiets. “I earned it on your father’s battlefield.”

She accepts a wine cup off a platter. The servant disappears at her wave. “My father gave me the facts from his point of view, but I know not your side of the rebellion. Will you enlighten me?”

“A priest plucked me out of a gutter to mold me into a prince.” The crown does not suit Lambert. It stands out in contrast to his simple clothing. His shirt has no decorations or embroidered cuffs. “Suffolk’s brother thought me similar enough to Edward Plantagenet (whom he believed to be dead) to sway the nobles. My masters beat me into obedience.”

She shudders. “I am sorry. They should not have abused you.”

He shrugs. “I wonder what fate might have befallen me had we succeeded. Would I have shared the plight of the queen’s brothers, the lost princes? Shut up in the Tower and never seen again?”

Her breath catches in her throat. “I never thought of that.”

Candlelight bathes his crown in a glow. It makes the fearsome faces in it dance. Lambert puts aside his drink. “It terrified me to ride over the hill and see your father’s army. I’d never seen a war. Suffolk’s brother died twenty feet from where I sat on his horse.”

A shiver runs up her spine. Maggie holds her breath. 

“His downfall scattered my supporters. They followed him, not me, you see. Fought in his name, not mine. I doubt they even believed my claim. Next thing I knew, Sir Thomas Lovell dragged me off my mount into the mud.” Lambert shudders. “He forced me to your father’s tent. I expected to die. I will never forget his response. ‘You are just a terrified boy who knows not his place.’ So he taught it to me.”

Fresh off her chastisement for kicking Brandon, a sullen Mary crosses to her father’s side. Henry strokes her curls while he talks to the Spanish envoy.

Lambert rubs his forehead and straightens his crown. His hand falls to the throne. Light plays over its intricate carved pattern. Foxes, dragons, fauns, woodland nymphs and roses adorn its sides. Though she knows not why, it reminds her of secrets. 

The merriments conclude at midnight. Snow falls hard and fast beyond the arched windows. Glad not to travel upriver to her home, Katharine bids them goodnight and sweeps away to her room. Maggie leaves her mother’s throne. She spies her brother draped across a chair. Exhausted from the revels, he has fallen asleep. An empty cup sits in his loose fingers. His Robin Hood hat tilts over his ear. His lord chamberlain, Mountjoy, rouses him.

Lambert presents the circlet to her father. “To its true owner.”

“I’m glad you know that now, Master Simnel.” He accepts it.

They watch the falconer rejoin his friends and slip into the night. Henry tosses the coronet to a servant who collects Maggie’s crown and carries both out of the room for the next year. The king puts an arm around Maggie. “It may snow all night. I doubt we may take our ride in the morning.”

She conceals her disappointment, for she enjoys a good canter at Richmond. Its grounds stretch for miles outside London. It’s her only chance to spend time alone with her father. 

He sees her disappointment. “Bring your chess set to my room.”

This improves her mood. “Father, about your throne...”

Curious, he searches her face in the candlelight. “What of it?”

She regards it in the shadows, surrounded by red velvet curtains, and chases away her unease. “It’s beautiful.”

The concern leaves his face. Henry sends her to bed.

Halfway up the stairs to her chambers, Brandon calls after them. “Sleep well, merry maids of Sherwood!” Since they consider him a favorable catch, her ladies giggle and wave goodnight. He throws them a flamboyant kiss and hurries to catch up to his friends. 

Maggie sweeps through her antechamber into her bedroom. Its windows overlook the parkland. A bright fire burns in the hearth. Her ladies stay in the next room except for Nan. Maggie sits to remove her shoes. “My feet ache from so much dancing.”

“Brandon asked me four times.” Nan bustles about the space. Her happiness shows in her flushed face. “Is he not handsome?”

She frowns. “He’s more attentive since you became an heiress.”

Nan shakes her head. “He has courted my favor for months.”

“Consider his reputation.” Maggie drops her shoe to the floor.

Resentment creeps into her friend’s gaze. Since she cannot air it, Nan enters the closet for a nightdress. “What man has none?”

Maggie says, “Sin being common does not make it right.”

The fire snaps in their silent tension. Nan helps her undress and yanks her nightgown over her head harder than necessary. Maggie pushes her hand away to secure her own neckline. “Why cannot you favor the baron? Willoughby has a good and gentle spirit. I find no fault in him. Lovell never caught him at a brothel.”

“I cannot help my heart, Your Grace. It wants Brandon.”

She sighs. “Sentiment has led many a girl into grief.”

Nan snatches up her blue gown and storms out of the room. In a passion, Maggie climbs into bed. She snuggles into the feather pillows and dreams of a white falcon in the wood. It soars above her in the moonlight. Silver beams caress its wings. She reins in her horse to admire its slow descent.

The arrow comes from nowhere. The bird shrieks and falls.

Maggie stumbles off her mare to find it. Branches scratch at her face and tear her garments. They leave red welts on her hands. She falls to her knees beside the bird. It does not move. 

Its death breaks her heart, though she knows not why.

* * *
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FOR AN INSTANT, HENRY thought his daughter sensed the truth about his throne. Her Uncle Courtenay passes treasonous notes through it. The king needs this to stay a secret until he finds the proof to arrest him. And discovers the identity of his allies. He shoves aside his unease. He stands at the arched window in his wife’s chamber. 

Isabel Lovell undresses Elizabeth in the room behind him. She has a quiet presence, different from her intense husband. Henry watches their reflection in the window. In a few weeks, another child will enter their lives. He prays it lives. The last two did not. Their loss so devastated them, they decided on no more children until their son Arthur died. Then they took comfort in each other and Elizabeth became pregnant. 

Once wrapped in a light blue robe, Elizabeth dismisses Isabel. The woman picks up the discarded garments and withdraws. Her golden hair loose around her shoulders, Elizabeth says, “Do not pretend you cannot see me, Henry. I feel your admiring gaze.”

“Cannot a husband admire his wife?” Henry crosses the floor to take her into his arms. Firelight plays across her curves. He strokes her cheek. “You are as beautiful as the day we met.”

She unlaces his shirtfront. “Thank you. You did so well tonight. Not one harsh look at Lambert, despite his place on your throne.”

“God has a cruel sense of humor.” He sinks onto the bed. The feather mattress shifts beneath his weight. 

She stands between his knees and brushes his hair off his brow. “He has no designs on it nor did he fill it. Not like you do.”

“True.” Henry wraps his arms around her and presses a cheek to her abdomen. He feels their child moving inside her. She strokes his neck and kisses the top of his head before she retires. She turns on her side. Henry blows out the candles. It leaves them in firelight. Lancelot sprawls at her feet as Henry joins her. 

“Caitlyn told me they inherited the marquis’ mare,” she says.

He pats the hound and scoots lower into the sheets. Elizabeth welcomes his arm around her midsection and a kiss on her neck. She smells of lavender. “Yes. It’s a fine animal.”

“I think Caitlyn’s attentions toward him have cooled,” she says. Henry chuckles. Elizabeth turns her head to look at him. “What?”

“You show so much concern for others’ happiness.” His finger traces her neckline. Time has not altered her flawless skin. 

She studies his face in the gloom. A knuckle brushes his cheek. “I wish you would confide in me. I see secrets in your eyes.” 

If she discovered Courtenay’s treason, it would distress her. She cannot afford a miscarriage. Henry cradles her face in his hands. He kisses her breathless. “Do you trust me to keep you safe?”

“I do.” She links their fingers across her midsection. “Always.”

But he sees the disappointment in her expression. 

Voices wake him at dawn. Their presence in the courtyard draws him from her side. Elizabeth sleeps snuggled beneath the coverlet. Careful not to wake her, Henry draws on his robe and pulls aside the drapes to peer outside into a winter wonderland. Three inches of snow fell overnight. It coats the trees and frosts the ramparts. 

A group of servants leave the kitchen, load the banquet leftovers on a cart, and pull it to the gates to feed the poor. 

Henry dresses and eats breakfast in his privy chamber. His lord steward reads the day’s reports while he picks at the fresh kippers. He despises them, but his doctor insists he eat them once a week. Lancelot finishes the scraps off a silver plate. A strange quiet fills the castle. “Will any of my knights arise before noon?”

“I doubt it, Sire.” The steward snaps shut his ledger and tucks it under his arm. “Most of them drank for hours after the festivities ended and gambled until dawn in Brandon’s room. Only the baron retired at the usual time. I daresay he will soon stir.”

The king dismisses him and moves to the window. Sure enough, the baron emerges within a few minutes to exercise his horse. Lost in thought, Henry watches him trot his new stallion in circles. The baron makes questionable choices in whom he protects from the king’s wrath, but at least Henry can trust him. 

His daughter enters and sets out her favorite chess set on a small round table. Henry sits down and makes a first move. She shifts a knight. He says, “I hear you bested your brother in his last match.”

Maggie looks pleased. “He’s too impulsive. He takes risks.”

Henry captures a bishop. “Calculated risk has its place.”

Music drifts from her mother’s rooms. Tired of pacing, Lancelot flops down beside his chair. The winter sunlight caresses Maggie’s face. Her delicate fingers hover over a knight and move a bishop. She has a sharp intellect, but he soon grasps her intended strategy. 

“Father,” she asks, “why did you spare Lambert Simnel?”

He remembers the day Lovell thrust the boy into his presence, covered in mud and Suffolk’s blood. Henry stood above him in surprise. He knew a child led the army, but never expected him to resemble his son. “I discredited him before the battle. I produced the real Edward Plantagenet and showed him to the public. His sister swore to his identity. I revealed Lambert as a Pretender. Why should he suffer for another man’s treason?”

“Boys grow into men. Had you no fear of him in adulthood?”

The king lets her take one of his bishops. “Should I?”

“No. Lambert does not want your throne. I thought he might faint when he sat on it last night.” Her smirk catches his eye. “I asked him what it was like to meet you. You terrified him.”

“I made him what he is today. Loyal. Dedicated to me. Behead a boy and you end his life. Pardon him and you earn his devotion. But he is no saint, whatever his virtues. All men want power. If I offered him a promotion, he would leap at it.” 

“One day, Father, someone might surprise you.”

He scoffs. “I doubt that.”

In a daring move that should have caught him off guard, Maggie checks him. She beams in satisfaction and sits back to enjoy it. 

He checkmates her. 

Maggie stares at the queen in his hand. “How—?”

Henry sets it on the board between them. “You focus too much on the result, not enough on your tactics. Now and then sacrifice a pawn. Next time, you won’t make that error. But you did well.”

“I lost. How can you say that?” Maggie sweeps the pieces into their box. She dissolves into a sulk until he touches her hand.

Henry says, “Because you almost beat me. You came closer than anyone. Learn to think six moves ahead, but change your strategy when the opportunity presents itself. You showed a keen mind.”

She beams beneath his praise. Her eyes wander to the yard. “I wish I knew how to shift pawns in real life. Nan cares not for the baron. She has her heart set on Brandon despite his ill repute.”

Brandon has a considerable debt, and a married lover, though the king suspects Maggie has not yet discovered that. Henry offers no advice. 

Maggie asks, “Why do you lack a mistress? Everyone has one.”

“Not true. Sir Thomas Lovell has not, but for different reasons than mine. I made your mother a vow when we married. Even if it were not a sin, I love her too much to break her heart.” Aware he must work today, Henry kisses her cheek and sends her away. 

Dudley writes at his desk in the outer chamber. Henry opens the door between them and pokes in his head. His secretary rises half out of his seat. “What is it, Sire?”

“What is the annual worth of the estate the marquis left Nan?”

Dudley checks a ledger. “Two thousand a year for her lifetime.”

“And the merit of the deed he left Lord Greene?”

The ink-stained finger runs down a list of sums. “On a decent year, the orchard is worth three hundred pounds. I checked the court’s records. Greene’s father lost the property in an attainder. He sued the marquis for it. Grey took it before a judge and won.” 

Satisfied, Henry shuts the door and returns to the view. Despite the cold, the ladies of court line up at the tiltyard to see the baron put his stallion through his paces. The wind catches their colorful skirts and flutters in their veils. Willoughby has many admirers, but Henry notices Nan is not among them. 
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Lambert Simnel steps out of the boat and trots up the steps to the castle courtyard. He carries a fortnight’s worth of supplies tucked under his arm. If the king intends to spend two weeks at Hampton Court, he must repair the royal family’s gauntlets. Made of thick leather, they protect the Tudors’ arms from their birds’ sharp talons. 

A pair of horses twitch their ears at him outside the stable. Servants, crates, and furniture await transportation into Richmond. Eldon drops a brush into a bucket and hurries to his side. “Master Tybalt is in the falconry. He has awaited your return for over an hour.” The falconer’s heart sinks. Though he sees the steward only once a year when his master Lord Greene attends their Twelfth Night revels, they have never shared an amicable relationship. He thanks his friend for the warning and crosses his threshold. 

A muscular, brown-haired man glowers at him from the hearth. He wears a green and black livery to represent his house’s coat of arms. “I did not intend to waste my day awaiting your coming.”

“I did not know you had arrived, Master Tybalt.” Lambert places his basket on the table and removes his damp cloak. A few errant snowflakes melt on the hay-strewn floor. A large covered cage sits on his workbench. Lambert pulls off his gloves. He fights to keep open contempt out of his voice. “How may I serve you?” 

“Lord Greene has brought the queen a falcon. He wishes you to bring it to him this afternoon for his royal audience. It needs fed. I suggest you take excellent care of it.” Tybalt bumps past him on his way to the door. “It’s worth more than you earn in a year.”

Tybalt flashes his golden-brown eyes at the falconer in a sneer and disappears into the yard. Halfway across the cobblestones, he barks at the servants, “Take care of that trunk!” lest they drop it.

“I do not envy you your traveling companion,” he tells the cage. Curious about his charge, Lambert lifts off the cover. An exquisite white falcon with black wing tips perches inside. Intelligence shines in her sharp gaze. Lambert’s resentment fades. He feels honored to keep her. He feeds and settles her in a corner. 

At half-past two, Lambert approaches her. She snaps her beak at him. Used to temperamental birds, he jerks back his hand. He uses a piece of raw meat to coax her inside her cage and secures the latch. “I must take care with you for a time. You have a temper.”

The arch of her wings almost appears indignant. 

He covers the bars and carries her into Richmond. Lord Greene occupies a modest set of chambers at the back of the castle on his intermittent visits. Since so many visitors fill the palace over the season, Lambert finds the corridors crowded. He must wait for the servants, diplomats, and nobles to clear his path. 

The falconer enters a well-decorated foyer and places the bird on a table. Greene has brought enough furniture to keep him comfortable for a fortnight. A fire warms the space. Two swords hang over the mantel. Masculine voices drift out of the next room. Curious, he leans forward to peer through the door.

Sir Thomas Lovell and Lord Green stand over an ornate desk to examine the contents of a small silver trunk. It resembles the one Marquis Gray gave Lambert. A tall, muscular man, Greene makes a formidable contrast to the gaunt enforcer. He tucks a deed into his pocket. Its faded ribbons catch the afternoon light.

“An orchard is a peculiar gift, milord,” Lovell says.

Greene chuckles. “It belonged to my father before King Edward took it in our attainder. He gave it to his stepson as a reward. I appreciate its return. I hear the marquis left Lady Nan an estate. A favor to her dead mother, perhaps?” 

Lovell does not acknowledge the question, but slides an official document toward him for his signature. “Sign this, to state that you received the box.” He waits for the ink to dry, then takes it. 

Aware of Lovell’s advance to the door, Lambert rearranges the blue velvet cloth over the cage. He pretends he heard nothing. Nan’s bequeath makes him happy. She often shows him kindness. 

The enforcer passes him without interest and disappears into the outer hall. Lord Greene beckons to him. Intelligent hazel eyes dance in a pleasant face. “What do you think of my falcon, Master Simnel?”

“She’s exquisite, milord.” Lambert lifts a corner of the fabric to reveal her. “I never see white falcons. What a splendid gift.”

Greene pulls a leather case off a shelf and tucks it under his arm. “I hope the queen agrees. I raised her to hunt at Hampton Court. My falconer trained her well. Take her to the queen’s room in one hour. I must speak to the king before my audience with her.”

Like everyone else that does not live in London, Greene brings Henry his accounts so the king knows where he spends his money. The king fears his landowners may support the traitor Suffolk. Greene presses a few coins into Lambert’s palm and strides away.

Pleased by this gift, the falconer carries her cage up the stairs to wait outside the queen’s antechamber. He places it in a quiet corner and sits beside her on the floor. Lambert watches the servants scurry past him on their masters’ errands. None of them notice or speak to him.

A shadow falls over him. He scrambles to his feet. “Lady Nan.”

“Master Simnel. I did not expect to find you here.” Nan peers at the cage. Interest puts a bloom in her cheeks. She has warm eyes. “Is that a present for Her Grace?”
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