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Prologue

The Tower of London, January 1499

 

“Papa!” little Topaz shrieked. She pulled free of her mother's grasp and bolted after the bruised, bleeding prisoner.

Sabine grabbed her daughter. “No, stay back,” she warned as two guards dragged her husband, his chains scraping over the stone floor. He fell to his knees and their eyes met. She froze in terror. “Ed—” His name clogged in her throat. He held up a grimy hand to warn her away. The guards jerked him to his feet and shoved him forward, ignoring the horrified woman. Watching him suffering like this tore at her heart.

“Where are they taking Papa?” Topaz's cries echoed off the stone walls. The torches pulsated in unison with her demand.

“I know not, little one. I know not.” But Sabine did know. She dreaded this day. Her beloved Edward, imprisoned in this foul, stinking prison by the cruel King Henry the Seventh, was condemned to death.

Her mind spun her back through the years: the passionate courtship, the blessed marriage, God's gift of three precious girls.

As the dark maw of the stairwell swallowed him, Sabine slid to the floor in heart-wrenching sobs.

Seeing her mother like this, Topaz began to cry. That scene haunted her for the rest of her days.







Part One







Chapter One

Marchington Manor, Buckinghamshire, 1509

 

“Prince Hal and Princess Catherine's coronation is in two weeks, on Midsummer's Day,” Lady Margaret Pole announced to her nieces, Topaz, Amethyst, and Emerald, as they sat in the solar tuning their lutes for a musicale. “You girls should attend. 'Tis a once-in-a-lifetime event.”

Topaz looked up, knowing her aunt's last sentence was for her benefit. She stared the plump matron squarely in the eye. “Aunt Margaret, how can you expect any of us to attend this travesty? After all we have been through.” Tears stung her eyes. “Oh, what a wasted childhood in that stark and haunted place, the hunger, the cold, seeing Papa dragged away in chains…” A stab of grief pierced Topaz's heart. Her mother's cries of sorrow echoed in her mind to this day.

“Why?” asked Topaz. “Why did King Henry have to kill Papa? He wouldn't have tried to take the throne away. All he wanted to do was play his lute and sing.”

“Simply because he was his father's son.” She strummed a minor chord. “No other reason.”

Topaz knew Margaret was trying to appease the young girls with this simple explanation, to protect them from the evil thoughts that threatened their innocent minds. Topaz had spent hours poring over brittle books, studying the history of the Crown, trying to justify it all, but mostly injustices scarred their heritage.

“Your father was a gentle, harmless soul. The king was simply afraid…” Margaret hesitated, her words trailing off as she fingered her brooch.

“That was a bad choice of words, Aunt Margaret. The king—afraid?” Topaz let out a mocking laugh. At fourteen, she was the most outspoken of the family, heedless of the family's warnings.

“Not in that way…your father was a threat to the throne, to Henry's kingship. He never did anything wrong. But Henry was the king, and a king can do whatever he pleases, as you know.” With a resigned sigh, her aunt returned to her lute-tuning.

“A cruel twist of fate, was it not, Aunt Margaret?” asked twelve-year-old Amethyst. “Henry killed King Richard. Had Richard won that final battle, then Topaz would now be queen. But God did not decree it so. So here we all are.”

“How can you just sit and accept all this?” Topaz blazed. “It should have been our father. The throne was his birthright. That taffy pretender had no business taking it. He was a usurper as is his son, and Hal will never be my king.” Topaz's hazel eyes filled with fire and her budding breasts strained under her tight bodice.

“No, no, Topaz,” Margaret scolded her oldest niece. “It matters not what you believe, it happened the way it happened, and Prince Hal is to become King Henry the Eighth next week. And we're all going to join in the festivities.”

“Well, I shall not go.” Twirling round, Topaz stepped inside the empty hearth arching just above her head. “How can you, Aunt Margaret?” she cried into the gaping space. Her voice rebounded through the solar. “How can you celebrate the crowning of a king whose father killed your own brother? I want no part of this undeserving pretender.” She pounded the wall with clenched fists. “I should be queen. Taffy Harry should have been bludgeoned and Father crowned king, even after Richard was killed. It just isn't fair!” She fled the chamber in a whoosh of satin, her copper hair flying out behind her. Amethyst started to go after her, but Margaret grabbed her by the sleeve.

“Let her go, there is naught you can do when she flies into one of her rages.” She pulled Amethyst back.

Amethyst shuddered at a terrifying thought. Topaz had once told her a gruesome tale of a prisoner being tortured on the rack to extricate a confession. She recounted the sound of bones cracking and flesh tearing, the victim wailing in unbearable agony as the guards tightened the ropes, streams of blood oozing from the victim's eyes, nose and mouth, dripping onto the floor. Topaz was not supposed to be there. She'd wandered away from her mother while strolling the ramparts and groped her way into the Black Tower. Up a winding staircase she went and down a narrow hall to find her way back. She followed the wailing cries and found herself at the entrance to an alcove, lit by the harsh glare of torches leaning from their sconces. Two hooded torturers stood at each end of a prisoner lying prone, naked, his arms and legs stretched out before him. She turned and fled, but the victim's agonizing screams filled her nightmares.

“Aunt Margaret, Topaz thinks of naught but this,” Amethyst said. “The news of Prince Hal's accession to the throne just made it worse. She tells Emerald and me of the horrors of the Tower…the moans of starving prisoners, the clanking of chains, the stench of body dirt and excrement. I am glad I was so tiny when we were freed, and remember none of it. But she does…” Amethyst sighed. “She relives it, again and again, relaying it all to us so clearly, as if we, too, remember it all.”

Amethyst glanced over at the music scores on the brass stand before her, graced with the swirling treble clef.

Ah, music, such a healing blend of concordance and harmony. How she loved to strum her lute and fill the room with delicate strains. “Aunt Margaret, will nothing ever make her forget?”

“Only time will heal her, Amethyst.” Margaret's gaze wandered round the chamber as she strummed random chords on her lute. “Time, that immortal force with neither beginning nor end, can comfort and heal as no physician or devout prayers or magic potions ever will. By morning she will have regained her appetite and be the first at the breakfast table as usual.”

“Another tantrum, I do hope they lessen as she grows up, she is so old already,” ten-year-old Emerald said to no one in particular. “Her tantrums used to frighten me. Now they simply bore me.” Shaking her head, she returned to tightening her lute strings. “Does that mean I can sing soprano tonight, Aunt Margaret?”

* * *

Midsummer's Day brought forth a dazzling sun in a cloudless azure sky, enveloping London in warmth and the promise of a new reign. The city gates, flung open, welcomed every citizen to share in the joy of their new monarch. Crowds thronged the narrow winding streets. Rich and poor reveled side by side, in drunken ecstasy from the wine flowing through the public conduits. The gutters were swept free of the usual filth. No slop pails would be dumped onto any heads today. People nearly tumbled out of the second- and third-story windows of their crowded dwellings leaning into each other.

Lady Margaret, Sabine, and the girls had all been invited to the coronation, but Topaz stayed behind. “I shall stay here and watch the grass grow and the sun sink and the moon rise,” she'd insisted when asked for the last time to join the party setting out for London. “Those are natural, honest acts. What you are going to witness is a travesty. And God won't smile down upon any of you!” She shook her fist as her family members and their servants entered their carriages. “May Henry Tudor meet a torturous end to his ill-gotten reign, just like his doomed father, the murderer.”

Topaz watched the carriages disappear round the bend of the wheel-rutted path. “May he never bring forth an heir,” she muttered to the twittering birds.

* * *

The carriages jounced down the rutted road. “I should have talked to her, I could have convinced her to join us,” Amethyst voiced her thoughts over the clatter of hoofbeats, watching Topaz's figure shrink into the distance. No one had paid heed to Topaz's wearisome tirade, just as no one listened to Amethyst. They all tittered, in short spurts of half-complete sentences, of the splendid festivities they were about to witness.

“I wonder what Queen Catherine will be wearing…I haven't seen London in so long…I hear Henry the Seventh's Chapel is just magnificent…” all the way down the dusty road to London.

* * *

The procession marched into Westminster Abbey as the brassy tones of trumpets from the lofts rang through the air. Lady Margaret, Amethyst, Emerald and Sabine walked at the head of the procession, leading squires and knights in ceremonial livery, Knights of the Bath draped in purple robes, followed by the peerage: dukes, earls, marquises, barons, abbots, and bishops in crimson velvet. The officers of rank followed: Lord Privy Seal, Lord Chancellor, and assorted archbishops, ambassadors, and lord mayors.

Amethyst had never seen anything quite so grandiose as Westminster Abbey. The church in their cozy Buckinghamshire village was adequate to accommodate the villagers for Mass, but it was simple and modest, in need of repair, a mere repetition of their own austere surroundings. Westminster Abbey was the gateway to heaven itself. She vowed to walk through Henry VII's Chapel and pay homage to her late king, to kneel at one of these splendid altars and pray for his son, her new king.

Someday I shall come back here, she vowed. I must…

The little party took their seats along the North Aisle, facing the great nave, where the king and queen would make their entrance. Amethyst grabbed an aisle chair to get an unobstructed view of this once-in-a-lifetime event—and of Henry. Her picture of him was clear in her mind, from the many times Aunt Margaret spoke of him…the flaming hair that framed his intelligent gaze, the graceful gait of his stride, like a colt breezing over the landscape, that was Prince Hal. Also a talented musician, blessed with a melodious singing voice, he was a lute virtuoso, a master of the organ and recorder. Ah, to engage in a musical interlude with the king! Amethyst thrilled at the idea. To strum their lutes and intertwine their voices in concordant harmony…she drifted away in a whirlwind of court festivities, draped in a billowing satin gown, alighting from a carriage at the palace gates, partaking in the elegant dancing and sumptuous banqueting, curtsying before her king…mayhap at some later date it would be reality, mayhap…

For an instant she thought of Topaz and all the hateful things she'd been saying about the Tudors all her life. Amethyst had never known her father, the man Topaz so brazenly defended, relaying that day to them so many times, repeating every detail. Amethyst paid heed every time Topaz recited the line of succession, and studied her sister's diagrams scratched on parchment.

“This is our family tree, and this is where the throne went wayward, not straight down to me, but detouring through the Tudors. Taffy Harry is a murderer,” Topaz pounded into Amethyst's head incessantly, so she knew the routine by rote. “He murdered our father. He is not the true king and never will any of the Tudors be.”

Amethyst was afraid for her sister—she knew the punishment for treason. She often wondered about her father, this blur of a figure stumbling through the Tower, dragged over the flagstones, suffering a horrid death just for being an heir to the throne. She saw the pain in her mother's eyes, the tears that never fell, the unspoken grief interred deep inside her, hidden by her murmurs, “the king's pleasure, 'twas the king's pleasure…”

But to speak out against the king—that was a death sentence in itself. She held in her own rage over the injustice.

She knew Topaz's reactions were extreme. To try to displace the king was akin to committing murder. Who wanted to rule a kingdom anyway? Amethyst pictured herself as a courtier, delighting in the intimate circle of royalty. That was good enough for her!

The procession finally ended and the Archbishop of Canterbury appeared at the Abbey doors. He strode down the aisle, nearly lost in the thick folds of his velvet robes. His appearance meant one thing—the king and queen were about to enter!

The spectators turned to the entrance and stood. Amethyst, leaning out into the aisle, saw two figures blocking the light at the entrance. As the organ music swelled and filled the ancient abbey, they began their march toward the altar. Henry walked on the left, closer to her. She glimpsed Catherine on the far side, waves of golden-brown hair spilling over her shoulders, her gown a cloud of virgin white. Amethyst fought a pang of envy for the young woman at Henry's side, about to become his queen. Then her eyes landed on him and she stood transfixed.

Henry was draped in a full fur-lined purple cloak, its train falling in gentle folds over an embroidered tunic of gold and glittering rubies, emeralds, and diamonds. The broad lapels of his shirt spilled over a crimson satin doublet, lined with diamonds and pearls. Breeches fit his muscled legs like a second skin, threaded with stripes of gold silk. Black leather boots reached his knee.

She studied his features, trying to drink him all in as he swept by—the shock of lustrous red-gold hair, the eyes betraying a wisp of wisdom behind the youthful playfulness. His stride was confident, his movements graceful. They came closer, closer—the end of his cloak touched the toe of her shoe and for an instant their eyes met. She wasn't sure she imagined it, but it seemed at that very instant he slowed his step to let his gaze linger upon hers. She held her breath and stood in adoring awe of this beautiful man who would within moments be her king. Then he and Catherine strode past them and approached the high altar. Henry went to the centuries-old coronation throne, its finish scratched and marred. He sat upon it regally as the High Priest turned to face the assembly and asked if they would have Henry for king.

“Aye, aye, aye!” Thundering voices rang through the openness, fading away into the high arches reaching towards heaven. The High Priest anointed Henry with oil, then placed the glittering orb in his hand.

“All hail King Henry!” filled the hallowed space, rose to the high vaulted ceiling and died within the deepest recesses of the ancient sanctuary.

Amethyst, as did all his subjects in the very first moments of his reign, adored her new king.







Chapter Two

Marchington Manor, Buckinghamshire

 

Amethyst sat under her favorite oak tree strumming her lute. The clatter of hoofbeats approached and the instrument slipped from her hands as the messenger came into focus. Was that royal livery he was wearing? The red dragon of Cadwallader blazed on a field of white, and the same finery draped his horse. He dismounted, handing the reins to an equally startled stableboy. He approached her, looked down at her and gave her a smile that nearly melted her lute strings. “Is the Mistress Sabine about?” he asked.

Picking her jaw up off the ground, Amethyst stood and brushed the grass from her skirt. “Mother is abed, Sir, she's got a frightful summer grippe. May I deliver the message to her?”

“I suppose. It is from the king.” He handed her a roll of parchment embossed with the royal seal.

“Indeed.” Amethyst's heart gave a fluttering leap at the thought of holding in her humble grasp what had been touched by her great king. “I shall deliver it to her. It bears good tidings, pray God.” She looked into the messenger's eyes, wishing he'd stay a while. How seldom they had company such as this!

“I am but a messenger, my lady. I know not what news the parchment betells.” He tipped his hat and turned back to his mount.

“Uh—sir?” She dashed forward and faced him. “Would you like to stay for the evening meal? We have food aplenty.”

“Nay, my lady. I must be on my way.” He pulled on the reins and the horse turned and began trotting back down the path.

“Well, I bid you Godspeed then…” But he'd already galloped away.

She held the roll in her hands, stroking it with her fingers. 'Tis from the king, this actually came from the king…

She dared not open it, but headed back towards the house. Now her mother would recover a lot faster.

Amethyst met Topaz coming from the animal infirmary she'd set up in the south wing of the stables, wisps of dog and cat hair clinging to her skirts. “What is that you hold?” Topaz peered at it more closely, her eyes squinting upon the royal seal. “From court? From Henry?” Never had she referred to him—or his late father before him—as king.

“Aye, a messenger just brought it. 'Tis for Mother.”

“I shall read it then.” Topaz reached out to snatch the roll from Amethyst's hand. “She's ill and if it bears bad tidings, 'twill only serve to make her worse.”

“No!” She held her arm up out of Topaz's reach. “'Tis not yours! 'Tis for mother, and I shall deliver it unto to her. I'm sure it brings glad tidings. What bad would King Henry have to bring upon our mother?”

“You simpleton, it's probably our death warrants. He's planning to haul us back to the Tower just like Richard Humpback did to our poor little cousins.” She made another attempt to grab the roll. “Don't give it to her, Amethyst. Burn it, be gone with it. We shall say we never got it.”

“Oh, no, not again. Topaz, you're turning into a right lunatic.” Amethyst flattened her palm to her ear and turned to ascend the stairs. “I'm bringing it to her and 'tis up to her whether she would open it.”

“Take my word, Amethyst, when mother reads that note you will be facing one very disturbed woman,” Topaz called after her.

“No, I won't, because you are staying down here.”

* * *

Sabine sat up in bed, propped up against pillows, drinking from a pewter beaker.

Amethyst entered, approached the bed and fluffed her mother's pillows behind her. “Do you fare better, Mother?”

“Aye, but I would rather be out there enjoying the world.” She wiped her nose with a linen cloth.

“Well, have I got glad tidings for you!” Amethyst could never imagine a message from King Henry being anything else. She held out the parchment, the seal facing her mother. “From the king himself. Open it, Mother, pray open it, I'm dying to see what good King Henry has to say. Mayhap he would invite us to court for Christmas!”

“'Tis but August, my dear.” Sabine broke the seal and calmly began to unroll the parchment. Amethyst would have torn it to shreds. She sat on her hands in excitement. “Besides, why would the king want us…”

Sabine began reading, and just as Amethyst expected, a happy smile brightened her face. “Oh, Blessed Jesu!”

“What is it? God's foot, tell me before I scream!”

“Our great King Henry, our generous king, behold what he's given us!” She handed the note back to Amethyst and she read, in the king's own writing, the bestowing of an annuity of 100 pounds each to Sabine and to Aunt Margaret Pole to atone for the great injustice of his father Henry Tudor having had Edward Earl of Warwick executed. “In addition, he is…oh, Jesu! He's reversing the attainder against Father and…” She stopped to catch her breath, “full restitution is being made to the rights of the family! That means…oh, Mother!”

“Aye, my dear.” Sabine clasped her hands and raised her head to heaven. “Thanks be to our good Lord, Warwick Castle is ours!”

“Do you know what that means, Mother? Lands! Our very own Warwick Castle! Titles! You're Lady Sabine, dowager Countess of Warwick, I'm Lady Amethyst, dowries for me and Topaz and Emerald! I must tell them! Oh, I must tell them!” She was no longer the simple village girl doomed to the life of a plain wench. She was now a lady, titled and landed, bursting with gratitude for her generous king. Once again the misty vision of court life unfolded from the remote fancy of her dreams to solid possibility. “Oh, Mother, King Henry is so good, so kind! How could we ever repay him, how could we ever—”

“How, indeed?” Sabine spread her fingers. “What do we have, save a few nights to rest at Warwick Castle, that King Henry could ever want?”

“Oh, I know not, Mother! I'll think of something!” She held out her arms and twirled on her toes. “I would send him one of my songs!”

“Aye, he should like that.” Sabine nodded.

“I would give him something of myself…a part of me.” Amethyst danced around the room, fed by a rush of joy.

“Hah!” Topaz lingered in the doorway and Amethyst, overhearing her sister's grunt of disgust, shook her head in perplexity. How could Topaz be so ungrateful to the man who'd saved her family from the doom of poverty?

Topaz turned her back and scowled. “That hypocrite,” she spat. “I do not trust that wretch, his father's son down to the beady eyes.” A stab of fear replaced her anger. Oh, God above, what was Henry up to?

* * *

Warwickshire, September, 1510

 

On this sparkling autumn morning, wispy clouds scattered and the sun struggled to share its comforting warmth.

Two wagons pulled through sticky muck. The last days' rain had left the road to Warwick splotched with pools of mud. The thin wheel ruts streamed with mud.

The carriage followed the wagons, carrying Sabine, Emerald and Amethyst. Topaz refused to partake in the family's sudden recovery of their ancestral home. She chose to stay behind and tend her animals.

Amethyst so much wanted her sister at her side on that day, to share in this joyous occasion, for they were finally being granted a home that was rightly theirs.

They approached Warwick through Westgate, one of three ancient city gates. As they entered the dark tunnel, the horses' hoofbeats and squeak of the wagon and coach wheels echoed off the inner walls. They emerged on the High Street, in the midst of the bustling town. To the left stood a timber-framed house leaning into the street, a wooden sign reading “Leycester's Hospital” swinging from a chain, clanging against its post with each gust of wind. More timber-framed houses huddled against the hospital, their peaked roofs pointing towards the clearing sky.

They passed through the market square, where merchants displayed their wares on shelves under rolled-up awnings. Villagers bustled about, grabbing and squeezing fruits and vegetables, loading their goods into wagons. The doughy aroma of meat pies encircled them, and Amethyst breathed in the rainwashed air mingled with the scents of fruits and spices. A pig scurried across the road, followed by a parade of clucking chickens. They left the bustle of the marketplace and at the end of the curved road, she saw the top of a round tower rising over the trees.

As they followed the curve of Castle Street, Amethyst halted the party and jumped out of the carriage, wanting to finish the journey on foot, alone. She rushed ahead and broke into a run. At that moment the sun burst through the last veil of clouds.

And there it was.

It lined the riverbank, rising from its ancient mound, the stonework echoing the sun in an earthy yellow mingled with a rosy glow. Curtain walls connected a myriad of round towers inlaid with arched windows, majestically topped with crenelations. The imposing fortress extended farther than she could see, and as she approached, it loomed bigger still. She could discern even more towers, walls, and barricades—on and on, far as she could see.

She scrambled up the hill, tripping over her skirts, laughing and whooping in a frenzy of emotion, threw her head back and gazed up at the massive structure. It towered into the heavens, so imposing, so impenetrable.

She entered a gatehouse built into the side of the hill under the raised portcullis. Standing upon the dirt floor in the dark, she inhaled the dankness in the whistling wind that sang of centuries past. Her tears fell and seeped into the ground. She stepped back outside, taking another sweeping look. Opening her arms, she embraced the curved surface of the tower, letting the cold stones absorb her body's welcoming warmth.

“My home, my home,” she whispered, becoming one with her history. Finally, she knew where she'd come from. “Home, where I belong.”







Chapter Three

Marchington Manor, December, 1511

 

Topaz and Lady Margaret received Christmas invitations to neighboring Kenilworth Castle from its lord, Matthew Guilford. Feeling the need for a diversion, Topaz decided to go, while Margaret declined, as she'd already been invited to court.

Topaz had never made Sir Guilford's acquaintance, but imagined him as a stilted nobleman bedecked in stuffy raiment and a graying pate. However, she mused, nobles sired eloquent sons, capable of engaging her in lively debate far beyond the scope of any common Warwickshire yeoman. Her new title could do well to yoke a worthy counterpart. She knew she'd been obscuring her title when she could be using it to her advantage.

She folded her lacy cloths and placed them in a traveling trunk. Mayhap a younger Guilford would pluck one of these up twixt his teeth in the triumph of a won tournament.

After two days' journey, Topaz and her small retinue of servers cantered down the final rutted road leading to Kenilworth. The charming castle paraded a sandstone glow and sprawling gardens, a striking ornament astride the velvety pastures and sparkling lake that lapped up against its walls.

A groom helped her dismount in the courtyard and a maid escorted her to a set of comfortable apartments. She dressed conservatively for that evening's meal in the great hall, her subdued blue gown devoid of ribbons or lace, and with a higher neckline than the fashion dictated. Actually, it was one of her mother's older gowns. She didn't want to outshine Lady Guilford–not on the very first evening.

As she descended the staircase, her eyes swept the entry hall for familiar faces. She tried to guess who old Lord Radcliffe could possibly be, but the guests milling about and entering through the huge oaken doors were of her own age group.

She halted halfway down the steps, spotting the tallest head in the crowd. A crop of dark blond hair caught the light like a cluster of glowing embers. He stood draped in blue, from his turquoise hat to the moderate tones of his doublet and hose tucked into indigo shoes. A satin undertunic peeked out, trimmed in gold. Sapphire rings glittered on his fingers. Swirls of aquamarines studded his doublet.

His laughter, resonant and confident, prevailed over the tittering and chuckling. A growing circle enclosed him. Guests clamored for his attention, especially the ladies. They threw their heads back in gaiety, headdresses bumping, as they nudged each other aside to get near him. A bejeweled hand stroked his sleeve and lingered. One of the more aggressive ladies clutched his arm and turned him to face her.

His eyes swept across the entry hall and over to the staircase. He looked in her direction. She stood, rapt. His eyes met hers. He turned away, but she kept a steady gaze on him. A moment later he glanced her way again.

This time their eyes locked. Smile met smile. He excused himself and his graceful figure glided through the growing press of bodies. He met her on the staircase, above the crowd. They stood detached from the rest of humanity as if they'd been swept away on a cloud.

“'Tis a pleasure to make your acquaintance, my fine lady. Allow me to introduce myself. I am your host, Matthew Guilford.”

He took her hand and raised to his lips before she spoke a word. The image of the wheezing old man withered and died. “And I am Lady Topaz Plantagenet of Warwick Castle.”

She couldn't remember another word either of them said…except his last question before he excused himself.

“Would you be so kind as to honor me with your presence for a stroll over the grounds after we sup, my lady?”

She heard her voice say yes.

While the music played and the mummers jangled, Topaz couldn't even think of eating. The sight of all the roasted fowl, meats and steaming dishes made her stomach churn. She barely said a word to those seated around her at the long table. She didn't give a fig about crops, weather, or even the explorations in the New World—not now. She could only stare at that dark blond head, that warm smile, and that exquisite body so magnificently dressed.

* * *

She perched on a seat in the winter parlour for quite a while before he finally arrived. He apologized for his lateness.

“Your faux pas is forgiven, of course.” She lifted her hand to his lips and he kissed it. A thrilling shiver ran through her. Drowning in those green eyes, she heard his calm elegant voice speak of…she wasn't quite listening. His voice as smooth as the velvet of his doublet, he could have spoken his words backwards for all she cared.

She'd already decided that she would be the next Lady Guilford.

She found out all about him in the next few days, over the tournaments, card and dice games, asking casually of the other guests. Bred of good stock, he was landed and educated. His father, Sir John, had died fighting at Bosworth, the battle that brought Henry the Seventh to the throne. Throughout the entire twelve-day celebration, every slavish female in the shire flattered and fawned over him. He took it in good humour, brushed off his cloak and invited more. Though she ached for his exclusive company, Topaz acted aloof and disinterested, the opposite of all the other twittering wenches. It worked. She piqued his interest, for he asked to meet her again…and again.

He invited her back to Kenilworth, and she returned a second and third time. Oh, yes, I shall become Lady Guilford before Hocktide, she vowed.

* * *

“Tell me more about Topaz of Warwick. Who is she and where did she come from?” he asked one night as they sat before the fire in his solar. She'd just finished asking him more about the chapters of his life, learning of his love for hunting, ancient Rome, and his assortment of allergies.

Do I tell him the truth now or let him keep wondering? she asked herself. No, tell the truth. Spin a yarn and it'll backfire somehow, with these talebearers lapping up the juices of gossip like thirsty hounds. Besides that, she needed someone to talk to, to share her pain. Who better than her future husband?

“I know the Earls of Warwick go back several centuries.” He stretched his legs and rested on his elbows.

“To 1088, to be exact.” Her tone swelled with pride. “King William the Second created the Earldom. My father, Edward, was the son of the Duke of Clarence. My grandfather's brother, King Edward the Fourth, had my grandfather executed on trumped up charges and drowned in a butt of malmsey when he was twenty-nine years old and my father was but three.”

“Why? What did your grandfather do that his own brother would have him executed?” His eyes widened in curiosity.

“He tried to take the throne a few times.” She gave him the bare fact.

He nodded. “Ah. That will do it.”

“My father never got to know his father,” she revealed her sad history. “He was almost the same age I was when Taffy Harry killed my father.” Her voice dripped resentment, and Matthew refilled her wine goblet in order to ease the pain these memories evoked.

“My father, the last of the Plantagenet line, was born in Warwick Castle. King Richard knighted him along with his own son. When King Richard's son died, he named my father heir. When Tudor killed King Richard at Bosworth and seized the crown, my father was named de jure King of England, as he was the nearest in succession. So he was a threat to Tudor, being the rightful heir, by bloodline and all else.”

“So that is why Tudor imprisoned your father for the rest of his life?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “When my father was eight years old, Taffy Harry clapped him in Sheriff Hutton Castle, then had him brought to the Tower. He met my mother in the Tower when she went there to visit her father, the Earl of Ashford, who was awaiting execution.”

“For what?”

“He fought on King Richard's side at Bosworth,” she replied.

“So what happened to your mother then?”

“When Ashford had his land stripped from him, my mother was shipped off to live with an aunt. She had nothing. My father had Warwick Castle taken away and it reverted back to the crown. He and my mother fell in love and got permission to marry. She took up residence with him there in the Bell Tower and became a court musician and singing minstrel.”

“So you were born and bred in the Tower?”

“Aye. A virtual prisoner. My only happy childhood memory was of the splendid Royal Menagerie they had there in the Lion Tower. They had monkeys, elephants, zebras, and giraffes, and huge tortoises, colorful birds, and all kinds of exotic animals from Africa.” Her hands fluttered like wings. “The guards let me go there almost every day and I would stand and stare at the animals, fascinated with their behavior, their ways of communicating with one another, their rituals. I named some of them and the guards let me feed them. When Matilda the elephant had a baby, I named him Perkin, and he became my playmate. I would grab his trunk and he would curl it round my hand like a real friend would. Then one day returning from the menagerie, my mother and I climbed the stairs to the Bell Tower and I saw…saw them dragging my father away…” She stopped, not wanting to relive this scene. “Taffy Harry had my father executed when my mother was breeding with Emerald. Just because he was a threat to the crown. It shows how preposterous it all was. My father, imprisoned since age eight, who they said was so simple-minded he couldn't tell a hen from a goose, trying to depose the king! He was executed on Tower Hill. Didn't even have the honor of the green, where the nobles get their heads lopped off. We were all sent to live with my father's sister Margaret and her husband Richard Pole, and their brats. I began collecting animals, healthy ones as well as sick ones. I gave them names, I cared for them all, and learnt how to heal the sick ones in very much the same way our family physician cared for us. I made medicines for them and birthed them. That was my only escape, the menagerie they let me have. Animals were my only friends. It was my world.”

Matthew sensed her pain permanently embedded within her soul.

But he understood. He held her and let her cry, and when she calmed down, he asked her to marry him.

* * *

Warwick Castle, October, 1512

 

Topaz strolled across the footbridge crossing the River Avon and headed for the Peacock Gardens where she was meeting her betrothed. Kenilworth Castle wasn't as grand as Warwick, but it was close enough to her rightfully inherited home that she could visit her family whenever she pleased and set up another animal hospital there.

She was now living at Warwick since Lady Margaret moved to court at King Henry's invitation, and took all her servers with her.

Topaz raised her left hand, and for the dozenth time that day, admired her betrothal ring, holding the cluster of rubies set in gold up to the sunlight. It glinted, twinkled and winked at her as if to commend her on her choice of a husband. No way would she succumb to any arranged marriage, as her sisters inevitably would. Marriages were for combining lands and titles, and the parties involved were merely vehicles to secure the claims. No, Topaz, Duchess of Warwick would bestow her generous dowry on the man of her choice, not her mother's, not that fraudulent Henry's, no one's but her own.

She watched the peacocks strutting proudly, the males displaying their brilliant tails. How much like Henry VIII they were, so pompous and haughty and proud! And what were they really, without that majestic splaying of feathers? Just ugly, scrawny birds, like Henry undoubtedly was under his royal regalia of ill-gotten jewels and robes. A pretender, nothing more. Males. Phonies, one and all.

Matthew was no exception. Handsome and comely as he was, he was there to serve one purpose: to sire her heir, her future King of England, Edward the Sixth.

She turned away from the peacocks and headed for the stables to check on her animals before Matthew arrived. As she crossed the moat towards the east entrance, she noticed an ornate carriage drawn by four white palfreys heading for the gatehouse. Surely that wasn't Matthew. Even he wasn't that extravagant. She broke into a run through the inner courtyard in order to greet them, excited at the prospect of a visitor, and a noble one at that. The carriage halted and the horseman dismounted to help his passenger alight. She didn't recognize his livery; mayhap it was someone calling on Amethyst or Emerald. Several noble gents were wooing the girls, the most persistent being the Duke of Norfolk, who'd had an eye on Emerald for some time now.

She gasped in delight when she saw the passenger daintily stepping to the ground was none other than her dear Aunt Margaret Pole!

“Auntie! God's foot, you look splendid!” And indeed she did. Her golden cloak was trimmed in fur, and the circlet on her head glinted with clusters of sapphires.

“I bring wonderful news!” She greeted her niece with a kiss on each cheek and a small box. “Don't open it yet. I have gifts for all of you.”

“Gifts!” Topaz jumped with delight. Aunt Margaret always had a heart of gold and distributed a large portion of her annuity to the poor. “What is the occasion? Another betrothal party? But I just had one last week!”

“No, my dear, let us all assemble and I shall dispense the glad tidings. Pray tell me your mother and sisters are in residence.”

“Aye, they are. I believe they're in the Green Drawing Room working on their needlepoint.” She led the way.

They entered the private apartments and found Sabine, Amethyst and Emerald in the Green Drawing Room, chatting and sewing. A servant was lighting the logs in the fireplace.

After exchanging warm greetings, Margaret took four small boxes from the velvet sack she held and gave them out. “One for each of you. One for Sabine and one for each of my jewels.”

Sabine opened her gift, a cross made of dark red rubies suspended from a gleaming gold chain. Amethyst's gift was a gold brooch inlaid with a round-cut amethyst, Emerald's was an emerald-cut emerald in a gold bracelet, and Topaz's was a teardrop-shaped topaz suspended from a gold chain. Sabine received a pearl choker.

“They're just magnificent, Margaret.” Sabine slipped the chain over her head and held the cross up to the window. The rubies glowed like embers. “But pray tell us, what is the news?”

“I have just been created Countess of Salisbury by his majesty the king, ratified by parliament. He bestowed upon me the family lands of the earldom of Salisbury, as well as property in Hampshire, Wiltshire, and Essex!” As her words gushed forth, she beamed like a child with a new toy. Sabine squealed in delight, for now she and her sister-in-law were both wealthy, titled noblewomen. Amethyst and Emerald glowed like the jewels they beheld.

Topaz scowled.

“His majesty the king,” she snickered. “No matter how many benevolences he conjures up, he cannot undo what his father did. Is this reversal of the attainder against our father, ten years after his death, going to bring him back? Lands and titles mean nothing to him, they are no sacrifice. Let him give up something that would hurt him to give up.”

“Like what?” Sabine wondered why she even bothered to argue with her daughter anymore on this matter.

“Like the crown, mayhap,” she retorted. With that she twirled away to meet her fiancé.

* * *

On the eve of Topaz's wedding, the three sisters sat in her bedchamber, appropriately named the Blue Boudoir, decorated in an array of blues: French blue silk wallhangings, a lapis satin covered the furniture, and velvet draperies the hue of bluebirds. The two younger sisters sat on the bed watching Topaz smear an oily concoction on her face.

“What is that?” Emerald wrinkled her nose.

“Lanolin, oil from lambs.” Topaz poured some more of the greasy substance into her palm and rubbed her hands together.

“Are you going to do that every night after you're married, also?” asked Emerald.

“Why, of course. Just because I've landed a husband doesn't mean I'm not going to keep myself looking young.”

Amethyst gasped. “God's truth, Topaz, you're only eighteen!”

“We'll be old hags before we know it, children.” She smeared the oil on her throat in firm upward strokes.

“But I'm sure Lord Gilford finds you just as beautiful. You need not make your face all slippery and slimy for him.”

Topaz looked at her sister in the mirror and laughed. “I do it not for him, nor for any other man, dear sister. I do it for myself. Once I am old and Matthew is gone and my looks are withered away by the ravages of time, I'll have naught but my wits to see me through. Men don't age as quickly as women, but I daresay look at your King Henry in the next few years, after a war or two and a few personal tragedies, and I can assure you he will begin showing his age. He won't be the pretty boyass he is now.”

“Topaz! What a way to talk about our king!” chided Emerald.

“Your king, you naive child, your king. I referred to him as such as I feel generous tonight, and do not wish to insult him.”

“I've heard you say worse things about your own husband-to-be,” said Amethyst. “And he's the one you'll be abed with every night.”

“Every night? Posh. I plan to maintain my own chambers, into which he will not set foot uninvited.”

“Surely you won't lock yourself away in separate apartments on your wedding night, Topaz!” Amethyst was at that age where curiosity about such matters fairly burst out of her. “I look forward to my own wedding night.”

“So you should, but to me, I have my own reasons for this marriage, least of which is the bliss of the marriage bed.”

“But you love Lord Gilford, do you not?”

“Love, sister? No, I do not love him. But it matters not to him, because he has enough love in him for the both of us. He is a lucky man, for very few people find love within marriage. I am marrying him for reasons of my own.”

“And what reasons may they be?” Amethyst asked, as Emerald had lost interest in the conversation and was now pawing through Topaz's wardrobe. “Surely 'tis not for Kenilworth Castle.”

Topaz turned to face her younger sister and looked deeply into her eyes. “A son, Amethyst, that is what I want more than anything, more than these empty titles, castles and lands to build them on. I want a son, an heir, to carry my legacy through history. And I'll be breeding as of tomorrow night, pray God. This is my mission. And I shall carry it out.”

Amethyst understood, as the younger Emerald couldn't, and what their mother Sabine dared not, Topaz's rants. She never quit this rampage about being the rightful queen. And poor Matthew Gilford, smitten as he was, was no more than the provider of the fuel.

* * *

Topaz's wedding day bloomed with a quilting of sunshine illuminating the clouds. The trees unleashed their papery leaves, carpeting the castle grounds with a matting of red and gold.

The great hall sparkled with Warwick Castle's magnificent array of plate. The butler laid the high table with gold cloth and set the salt cellar just below the middle of the board. The coppery tile floor shone like a mirror, reflecting each burst of candlelight. The massive stone fireplace housed the crackling logs. Sparks spewed forth and died within the fire's lustre. This was her autumn wedding, decorated with an autumn theme. Huge cutouts of leaves made from cloth of gold hung from the gallery and fluttered as the servants scurried about. A horn of plenty graced each table, a cornucopia of plump grapes, apples, nuts from Spain and colorful nubby gourds.

Matthew and 16 village lads wearing blue bridelace and sprigs of broom tied round their arms led the wedding procession into the tiltyard. A party of Morris dancers, musicians, and the village fool followed. Serving maids came after them, carrying spiced bridal cakes, and a village lad bore the bride cup full of sweetmeats, decorated with broom and streamers. Topaz rode atop a white stallion liveried in gold, gleaming in the sunlight as her horse's graceful muscles shifted in his noble stride.

When the noon sun had reached its zenith, the actual ceremony began.

Inside the small chapel sat their families in the carved wooden pews. Candles glowed in the chandelier above, sending their warmth to the arched stained glass windows above the altar. With Matthew at her side gazing at her, she stood at the altar before the priest, draped in white robes. She smiled lovingly at her groom. Matthew spoke his marriage vows as if reciting a prayer. She echoed them, thinking ahead to the day she would hold her first child in her arms.

They swept down the aisle, the kingdom's newest man and wife, her satin gown shimmering in splendor, her butterfly headdress fluttering as they glided through the corridors to the great hall.

The guests poured into the hall, the marshal seated us at their proper places, and the feasting began.

The minstrels played rondos and humoresques throughout the feast of autumn dishes of stockfish and red herring, fresh from the ocean. From the river they'd procured salt-eels and salmon. Topaz smiled in contentment at her new husband satiating his healthy appetite. She relished the garden gatherings, the delicious array of peas, squash, and carrots seasoned with cloves, ginger, saffron, and mustard. At the end of each course, servers brought a magnificent pastry to the table, shaped to represent the Holy Trinity watching over them.

There was no bedding ceremony; none of Matthew's attendants accompanied him to the bridal chamber singing bawdy tunes, preparing him for his wedding night. Topaz had always considered the tradition degrading to the sacrament of marriage, and especially to the bride, and would have none of it. The bride and groom simply mounted their palfreys and rode back to their new home at Kenilworth.

* * *

Matthew brought two silver goblets over to the fire where Topaz lay luxuriating on a pile of feather pillows, her hair splayed out like a fiery sunburst.

She sat up to take one goblet and clinked it against her husband's. “I hope to be breeding as of tonight, my lord.” Her voice lilted in anticipation.

“Tonight?” A twinkle shone in his eye. “That would be a noble feat indeed.”

“It would be, but I doubt your prowess not one bit, my lord.” Topaz rested her gaze over her husband, her choice alone. She sat at eye level with his nether region. He lowered himself to his knees to tend the fire, and she scrutinized his every feature with discerning female curiosity. The dark blond hair brushed the top of his collar. A jagged gash interrupted the smoothness of his jawline. And he's all mine! Topaz displayed a racy grin as she anticipated Matthew hard and demanding against her, wanting her, begging her.

He lay down next to his bride with a leisurely stretch. She ran her hand over his nightshirt of fine Holland cloth, straining against his muscles.

“We shall create many beautiful children. We have time aplenty, our entire lives ahead of us. Oh, my darling.” He stroked her hair. “I want to give you all the love in my heart.”

“You are truly one of a kind, Matthew.” And she knew he was. In a land of political alliances secured by wedding vows, love was as rare as spun gold. He held her tightly, and she'd never known such comfort and safety as in this man's arms. She returned his embrace and let his warmth seep into her.

He caressed her arms with his fingertips and slowly met her lips. She responded to his penetrating warmth. Closing her eyes, she pressed her body to his.

Her lips tingled from that teasing, too-short kiss as her fingers laced round his neck. She pulled him back down to her. Searching his lips, desperate to reclaim them, she begged, “Matthew, I want you now…”

He cut off her words with another demanding kiss as his mouth covered hers.

He removed her raiment piece by piece, more quickly than she could have done herself. In an instant, he was naked, beside her. His hands touched her everywhere at once, gently at first, then more probing and urgent as she responded. As her fingers explored, she sensed his urgency. She pulled him closer, to fuse his body with hers, in hers. But he stopped. She caught her breath. Volcanos erupted everywhere he'd touched her. He reached over to the table next to them and grabbed a small white jar. He opened the lid and waved it under her nose like a perfume bottle. She detected the faint aroma of mint.

“What is it?” Desperately wanting him to touch her again, she rotated her hips towards him.

He lowered himself to her side. “A special mixture of honey, herbs, and oils of hyacinth and sunflower, and will ease your pain, for I must break your maidenhead.” He spread it over her breasts, down her stomach and twixt her thighs. It got warmer to the touch, and hotter still when he ran his tongue over where he'd creamed her. Her body a pillar of fire, her breaths came ragged and gasping as he pulled back and sat upright.

The delicate fragrance whirling round them, he laid her on her back once more. She wrapped herself round his body and eased him in, bit by bit. As he probed against her maidenhead, she thought again of the son she so longed for. A brief pain tonight is a small price to pay for a future I deserve, she reasoned. Then all reasoning gave way as Topaz slid her hands down the length of his back, gripped the taut flesh of his buttocks, and pressed him to her. As he breached the barrier, and they rocked against each other until they exploded together in a fit of passionate agony.

They lay touching on the soft pillows, her hand stroking his damp body. His solid muscles were the product of many years of vigorous athletic training. She opened her eyes and admired his powerful and commanding physique, smooth as marble and graceful in movement.

“Are you breeding yet, my lady?” He kissed the tip of her nose.

* * *

Kenilworth Castle, August, 1513

 

“Bring hot water, linens aplenty, and make haste, Topaz is about to birth!” Amethyst whirled round from her bedside vigil and ordered the chambermaids as Topaz's groans became high-pitched wails of agony.

“'Tis all right, love, the midwife is on her way, I can hear the hoofbeats now.” Amethyst pulled the drapery aside and peered out the window facing the inner courtyard. There she could see Mistress Ellen dismounting. A servant now guided her through the front entrance. “She's here!” Almost afraid to look, Amethyst forced herself to turn and face her sister, to help her in this most crucial time. Even though she knew naught of the birthing process, she wanted Topaz to know she was by her side. Sabine propped Topaz up on goosedown pillows, her chambermaid running a cloth over her face, pushing back damp strands of hair.

“Here, I'll do that.” Amethyst took the cloth from the maid and dipped it in the bowl of cool water. She looked down at her sister's face, devoid of the radiance that always graced her complexion. “There, there, is that better?” she soothed, trying to steady her trembling hand as her sister's cries of agony intensified.

“Oh, Jesu, it feels like I'm being torn…apaaaart!”

Though her sister's pain hurt as if it were her own, Amethyst couldn't help but wonder if a tiny bit of theatrics enhanced the scene—Topaz was the sister most gifted with the dramatic flair, after all.

Mistress Ellen burst through the door, ordered a fresh bowl of water and soap, and laid her black bag on the table next to the bed. She approached Topaz, swallowed up in that cloud of pillows and sheets. She sprinkled wallflower juice on the linens, to ease childbirth pain. That must have done it, because at that instant the midwife announced the appearance of the child's head.

“Take our hands!” Amethyst demanded above Topaz's screams. She squeezed Amethyst's fingers so tightly she thought the bones would break. In an instant, Topaz relaxed her grip and with a sigh, threw her head back on the pillows and laughed weakly, taking in deep breaths.

“You have a son, Lady Topaz,” announced Mistress Ellen from the foot of the bed. At Amethyst's first sight of her nephew, the midwife held him by the feet, a bloody blue-red form covered with a glossy sheen. The midwife wiped him down, and the pinkish hue of healthy flesh emerged along with a loud squalling cry. Amethyst heaved a sigh of relief.

“Oh, he's just lovely, Topaz. Your son is just lovely. He's got a head of thick coppery hair, just like you!” she praised her sister, smoothing her sweat-soaked hair back.

“His name is Edward,” Topaz whispered, so faintly that only Amethyst could hear. “Edward Plantagenet, King Edward the Sixth.” She then turned her head away, and with a languorous smile, drifted off into oblivion.

* * *

Warwick Castle, Christmas, 1516

 

Sabine held her first grandson in her arms and swept through the great hall, watching the servants readying the castle for the holiday festivities. This Christmas would be like none other—King Henry VIII and his court were coming to spend the holidays! She placed little Edward on the floor and watched him toddle towards his pet cat. He is so much like my Edward, who never lived to see his youngest daughter, Sabine thought, unhealed grief bearing down on her heart. Now here was his first grandson, his namesake, that same deep brown hair laced with threads of gold, those same blue eyes, the dimple indenting his left cheek.

Amethyst entered the great hall carrying a necklace dripping with sapphires. “Mother, do you think this is too fancy to wear in front of King Henry? After all, we do not want to outshine Queen Catherine.”

Sabine laughed. “I'm sure you will not, my dear. However, I hear the queen is very pious, and does not wear her jewels whilst on progress. Wear it if you wish. I trust the king will have much else to do than spend more than a few moments in polite conversation with you lasses anyway.”

Amethyst lowered her head, her lips drawn tight. “But I so hoped he would listen to me play the song I wrote for him.”

“If time permits, dear, we shall see.”

“If only Father were here to meet the king.” Amethyst seemed to have read Sabine's mood. Sabine gazed about the great hall, at the paneled walls, the ceiling that rose two stories, the galleries above. A stab of remorse shot through her, for her Edward had left here at age eight, never to return. But she knew he watched over on his grandson from heaven, enjoying every moment of the child's life here and at Kenilworth.

“How long will they stay, Mother?” Amethyst fastened her necklace and smoothed the blue stones over her chest.

“Just 'til New Year's Day.” She followed little Edward as he skittered after his cat. “These royal progresses are very carefully planned, and they will be moving on to another noble's domain.”

“Kenilworth mayhap?” Amethyst caught up with her nephew and knelt, taking his little hands in hers.

“God forbid.” Sabine feared for her eldest daughter and her treasonable beliefs. “Windsor Castle will probably be their last visit on this progress, as the roads will be impassible ere too long. We've been lucky so far in that the winter's been mild, but it should be in like a lion soon.”

“I trust his majesty will be spending much of his time with Aunt Margaret.” Amethyst remembered Margaret's titters of delight when she broke yet another royal seal and unrolled one of many letters from the king, chirping, “His majesty says I'm 'the most saintly woman in England!' ”

“I can't help but wonder if that was because Margaret had sent Cardinal Wolsey five thousand marks for the king's wars with France.” Sabine knelt next to Amethyst and gathered Edward in her arms. “'Tis a saintly enough sum indeed. 'Tis good, though, the mutual admiration is still going strong as ever, and Margaret carries her newly acquired title and riches with aplomb, I must say. We've all got to stay in the king's good graces, my dear.”

As they both stood, Amethyst understood the unspoken message in her mother's tone. She worried about Topaz, too. Topaz had her young son so convinced that his name was Prince Edward, 'prince' had been the child's very first word.

“The entire shire is buzzing with news of the king's visit here, Mother.” Amethyst's throat constricted with excitement even after yet another sip of mead from the sideboard. “They'll all be trampling upon us like an invasion!”

Sabine smiled, cooing at her beloved grandbaby, and Amethyst could see her own excitement reflected in her mother's eyes. “Just consider our family very fortunate, my dear. A visit from court is a great honor.”

“As much as I'm going to miss having Topaz here, in a way I'm glad she's staying with Matthew at Kenilworth. Who knows what kind of trouble she would stir up if she got on her high horse.” Amethyst sipped her mead, licking the sweetness from her lips.

With the squirming Edward in tow, Sabine swept through the hall, heading for the door. “Oh, I don't think Topaz would dare cross the king. I'm sure she wouldn't want to see history repeated.”

Amethyst put down her goblet, but on second thought, she refilled it one more time.

* * *

By mid-December the lower-ranked courtiers began trickling in—the jesters, privy chamber attendants, clerks of the wardrobe, queen's maid of honor and ladies-in-waiting, the king's Yeomen of the Guard.

Amethyst stood at the top of Guy's Tower at the southeast corner of the castle, searching the snow-blanketed landscape for any sign of the royal party's train of carriages. She hugged her cloak about her and pulled her ermine hat over her ears to block the icy wind whipping round the tower. Up here she enjoyed the sweeping view of Warwickshire, the winding River Avon and the surrounding countryside. Scattered among the spiky tree branches, the timber-framed houses of the adjoining villages stood bunched together as if huddled against the cold, thin streams of smoke trailing from their chimneys. Where the fallen snow had thinned, parcels of land were strewn with patches of brown. The sun offered a grayish tinge of light.

About to turn and go back inside, she glimpsed a gilded flash and heard a wheel squeak. The head of the procession lumbered towards the castle grounds, a parade of stallions draped in cloth of gold. Although the majority of the party had already arrived, this procession trailed on and on, snaking up the hill. She wondered if there would be enough food after all, for the party already numbered in the hundreds. When the gold-trimmed royal carriage reached the foot of Guy's Tower, Amethyst turned, ran along the rampart walk, down the winding staircase, and caught her breath at the bottom, forcing puffs of steam from her lungs.

As the procession entered the gatehouse, she ran across the courtyard and up to her chamber. Her maids fitted her with a much too cumbersome headdress, but in the presence of royalty, a sheer necessity. Ribbed bands of silk covered her forehead and let wisps of her hair show through. She pulled on her satin waistcoat, embroidered with seed pearls, over a purple satin gown. Round her waist she wrapped a beaded belt terminating in a silver pendant lined with rubies.

Checking herself once more in the looking glass, she twirled round in a rustle and swish of rich satins.

She quit her chamber and searched the private apartments for her mother and Emerald. “They're here!” she blasted the news when she found her mother in her chamber, her maid of honor securing Sabine's headdress.

With one more glance in the looking glass and a deep calming breath that did naught to soothe her jittery nerves, she raised her head and strode down the corridor, ready to meet her king.

* * *

Amethyst stood at the entrance of the crowded great hall. Her eyes landed on the magnificent figure. Oh, Jesu, there he is. She swallowed, her parched throat desperate for a sip of liquid. She stepped inside and took her first longing gaze at King Henry since he swept by her in Westminster Abbey. A page presented her to Queen Catherine first. From her pyramidal head-dress lined with diamonds to her purple robe turned up at the sleeves displaying ermine, she carried all the grace of royalty. Amethyst returned Catherine's smile with a practiced curtsey. She then faced the king. She dared to look into his eyes once again, those clear gold orbs, that playfulness yielding just a bit to maturity. A smile produced matching dimples in his cheeks. He nodded in recognition, yet his eyes questioned, as if he'd seen her before, but not knowing where. Those eyes sparkled with a lustre matching his cloth of gold doublet, trimmed with sable, the open front displaying a French chemay underneath. The shirt, open at his neck, exposed a mat of red-gold chest hair. The skirted doublet gave way to the sturdy legs adorned with slashed breeches to the knee, his hose woven with gold threads. His fashionable leather duckbill shoes showed gold silk within the slashings of the leather, gold hose peeking out. Diamonds adorned the slashings. Dazzling her, he sparkled from head to toe.

“Your grace, welcome to Warwick Castle.” As she curtsied low, he held out his hand. It was large, yet graceful and slender, with fingers that could compel a keyboard into an exquisite blend of harmony, fingers that could run rivers through a harp…

She rose and grasped his fingertips. She and her king, that illusory object of her fancies, touched for the first time.

He smiled, obviously pleased at his adoring subject. “Lady Amethyst, the Lady Sabine tells me you are quite a talented lutist and organist.” His light and amicable voice eased her. She let out a breath she didn't know she'd been holding.

Her hand still tingled where he'd touched it. She opened her mouth to reply, nodded and cleared her throat. “Oh, yes, your grace. I would enjoy performing for your grace during your visit, as I've composed several songs for the occasion.” She hadn't meant to blurt it all out at once. But at this point she was beyond thinking, her mouth and brain two separate entities.

“We would be pleased. It would be an appropriate accent to these splendid festivities.”

As the king moved on, she realized how cold and stiff her fingers were. She cringed in embarrassment, hoping he hadn't noticed. She scurried over to the fire and warmed her trembling hands.

The festivities began in earnest the next day. Servers cut the Yule log, and the king with the immediate members of his party attended Mass in the chapel along with Amethyst, Sabine and Emerald. Later they enjoyed masques, miming, songs and joking jesters and fools. The great hall glowed under thousands of candles in their talons fixed in the chandeliers above. Fine linen draped the royal dais, set with plates and goblets of gold. Fires blazed in the hearths. Minstrels played lively tuned in the loft overlooking the great hall. To Amethyst, this was the next best thing to actually being at court. Warwick Castle glittered like a palace, graced by royalty. She wished she'd been born into such splendor.

The king invited Amethyst to join the King's Musick, the company of court musicians, for a few pieces. Thirty members of the current King's Musick made up the company: lutists playing the treble lute, the larger archlute, a theorbo and cittern. It included a harpist; a recorder and hornpipe player; two clarions; three musicians each playing the virginals; a dulcimer; three viola-da-gambas; two viols; and a rebec. The gallery also had a clavichord. Amethyst doubled as the clavichordist, and thrilled at its somber strains that echoed and swirled through the great hall.

When the king signaled his chief steward to begin the meal, the party took to the tables and feasted. Servers brought game upon gold trays: venison, crane, quail, duck, rabbit, goose, seafood: oysters, crayfish, prawns, and the king's favorite, baked lampreys. They washed this down with wine, and indulged in an array of sweets featuring a sugar sculpture of Warwick Castle.

When the servers cleared all that away, the dancing began. Amethyst flexed her fingers, stood up from the clavichord and came down to watch the courtiers dance to the sprightly tunes from the loft. She swayed and hummed to the music. Oh, how she wished someone, anyone, would ask her to dance…the thought of dancing with the king crossed her mind and she chided herself. How absurd! He led out the first dance with Queen Catherine in a pavane. Amethyst couldn't take her eyes off the king's strong leg muscles as he led the queen round the floor. The King's Musick then played a few motets composed by the king himself.

He now danced with Lady Margaret, bantering as they pranced along. Margaret had no trouble keeping up with the energetic king, and he led her back to her seat.

Then he crossed the great hall, taking long strides, closer, closer. She blinked to make sure this wasn't a dream. He approached her, reaching for her hand. Her heart simply stopped.

The music swirled round them and the candles' glow spun over her head, a galaxy of dazzling suns. “Would you care to dance, Lady Amethyst?”

“I—I—” she stammered, clearing her throat. Come on, voice, don't quit me now! “I would be honored, your grace, but my dancing leaves much to be desired.”

“Simply follow me, then.” His smile lit up the entire great hall.

As their hands touched, hot blood rushed through her veins. They moved together so naturally, as one with the music. His sense of rhythm and timing flowed through to her. The music captured their souls, aiding the spark already glowing between them. They danced and enjoyed each other as two young people sharing their love of music and movement.

When the music ended, he released her, his eyes twinkling in the candles' glow. “Thank you, my dear, you are quite the dancer. A superb array of talents.” He excused himself, leaving her there, rooted to the floor in a daze.

* * *

The following day, a page brought Amethyst a message to her chambers. King Henry wanted her to meet him in the conservatory for a musical afternoon! She lunged for her lute, her music, and asked her chambermaid to lay out her burgundy velvet gown with the rabbit-trimmed square neckline. Simple and elegant, it wasn't flashy enough for eveningwear, just appropriate to join the king for an afternoon.

He had not yet arrived when she entered the conservatory. Of course, why would a king sit waiting for a subject? Protocol demanded that she arrive first. She spent the next few moments tuning her lute and practicing scales on the virginals with cold trembling fingers.

The door opened and he then joined her, alone, without an entourage, dressed in a cream chemay under a satin doublet, with velvet breeches and silk hose. He was completely devoid of jewels except for a square ruby ring on his thumb. He greeted Amethyst, commented on the lovely weather, and took his harp from its velvet-lined case. “I would play a little ditty I wrote whilst riding here to Warwick.”

“You wrote a song upon your horse?” she marveled. “How do you compose without an instrument, my lord?”

“'Tis nothing.” He shrugged. “The notes enter my head, the melody plays to me over and over, and by the time I can sit down to a sheet of parchment, I can write them down. There is no need for an instrument. Not 'til the actual playing.”

“That is magnificent, my lord.” She shook her head in wonder. “I cannot compose without the instrument.”

“Ah, mayhap you shall learn.” He gave her a glance and a smile. “Try it. All gifted musicians have the ability. Do you not ever have melodies playing through your head?”

“Oh, all the time!” She nodded. “Especially in dreams. Beautiful melodies visit me in my dreams. But I awaken and forget them so quickly. It would never occur to me to write them down.”

“Try it next time,” he suggested. “Keep parchment and pen by your bed. Write the notes down whilst they are still in your head.”

“I shall try that, sire. I always had the desire to compose. I simply didn't think I had the ability.”

He positioned his fingers on his harp and she noticed his ring didn't even touch the delicate strings. The harmonic strains of his simple tune filled the room. She began strumming chords with her plectrum, accompanying his melody. The strains blended, creating a complete tonal consonance that only musicians completely in tune with each other could deliver. His eyes closed and on he played, swaying with the music, a dreamlike expression on his face. His entire being became one with the instrument. On they played together, exchanging each other's music, adding notes here and there, changing a chord or two. He accompanied her on the harp while she played the virginals. She was especially proud of her singing voice, a clear sharp soprano, and prided herself on her ability to sing such high notes. A resonant baritone himself, the king harmonized with her beautifully, just as she had dreamed so long ago! To sit with the king and share her love for music…this was more of an honor that any titles or riches.

Later they sat on the plush chairs facing the windows overlooking the River Avon. “Now that we're aware we can share the language of music so well, what about a verbal exchange?” the king challenged.

Oh, she was up for this matching of wits. She wanted so badly to show off her years of tutoring. “On what topic do you wish to engage in discourse, your grace?” Besides horticulture, science and philosophy, would King Henry ask her feelings about being the daughter of a murdered heir to the throne?

“Have you any prospects of marriage?” That shot twixt the eyes caught her off guard.

She'd expected him to start with something superficial—her Latin studies or even her knowledge of Greek, but not this!

“Why, nay, your grace. I would like to continue my studies for a bit longer before I consider marriage. We have had wonderful tutors, several from Harrow and Eton. I so enjoy learning, about philosophy and science arithmetic because I enjoy numbers, but most of all I prefer music. 'Tis so much like arithmetic, the way the quarter-notes and half-notes all must add up to fit the time signature, the number of beats you must put in each measure. 'Tis very much a blend of body and soul.”

“Aye, Lady Amethyst, 'tis a harmonious blend of science and art, but one need not be a scientist to enjoy it.” He gave her a sly grin.

“So, with all my studies, attending services at five a.m. and falling into bed quite tired at night, I have not given much thought to a parti. I would finish one chapter ere opening another.”

Now his grin brightened his eyes. Yet he had not a wrinkle. “Quite wise, Lady Amethyst. One or two more years will not hurt. Although my Queen Catherine was but sixteen when she married my departed brother Arthur, and royals are known to be betrothed virtually at birth, a matter of necessity. I always relished the idea of marriage following love, instead of the other way round.”

“Aye, your grace.” Very noble, indeed. Almost the same words spoken by Topaz. But coming from Henry, it seemed to have more credibility.

“I trust you will find a suitable parti, Lady Amethyst. For your dowry chest must be quite generous,” he commented, as if he didn't know.

“Oh, aye, your grace. Thanks to you and your kind benevolences, having given us back…er, giving us Warwick Castle,” she corrected herself.

“Aye, your grandfather might have been king,” he admitted. “But I am king and I must do my best. You see, Lady Amethyst, my father ran the realm a different way than I. He won the crown by fighting. A poor, struggling pretender, he virtually plucked it from the head of Richard's corpse. I came into it in my own right. I was born to be king. If only it could have been that simple through history, had the crown been passed from father to son through the ages, instead of having been snatched through subterfuge and wars, it would have been so much simpler. Then again, I wouldn't be king at all.” He chuckled, as if being king were just another occupation, like tinsmithing.

Oh, would Topaz have loved to hear that, she thought.

“My father selected his councilors for their loyalty instead of military prowess,” he explained. “His was the last reign of his kind, and I plan to be known as the first king of what I like to call modern times. The Dark Ages are over, Amethyst. This is the rebirth…the renaissance, if you will.”

“I am glad, your grace.” She was proud of her ability to sustain eye contact with him and not turn to blubbering mush. “I would marry a man for love, rather than the union of our lands.”

“And what of your sister?” His brow cocked in curiosity.

“Oh, Emerald is only—”

He cut her off. “Nay, your older sister, Topaz.”

She hoped he wouldn't ask. Oh, if only he'd forgotten Topaz even existed. “She lives at Kenilworth with her husband Matthew Gilford. She runs an animal hospital and distributes alms to the poor.”

“Ah, yes, Gilford, Duke of Lancaster.” He broke eye contact and glanced out the window. “His father fought beside mine at Bosworth. Kenilworth and the title were granted to him at that time.”

Topaz didn't seem to care how her husband's magnificent castle, lands, and title had been attained. As long as there was ample room for her animals.

“Topaz has a boy, Edward, named after our father,” she informed him, not sure he knew every time a subject birthed another.

“Pray God he won't follow in your father's footsteps,” he quipped. That was still a very touchy subject in her family, and she was surprised the king chose to jest about it. Yet that was just one of the things that enchanted her about him. His ability to laugh—at just about anything.

“I pray for the same, your grace.” Oh, did she! Pray God Topaz had mellowed with the rearing of her son and the running of the castle and her animals and abandoned her so-called quest. “I believe Edward will become a faithful subject, as will my sons and daughters.”

“Indeed. Well, my Lady, I must bid you Godspeed for now, for we must prepare for the New Year's festivities on the morrow and the journey back to London.” He stood, took her hand in his, pressed his lips to it and released it. As he turned to leave, she curtsied, awestruck with this private audience, bursting to tell her mother and Emerald all about it.

As the king swept out of the room, she touched her hand to her lips, at the very place where he'd kissed her. She gazed out over the Avon, seeing nothing, only the delicate strains of his music running through her head.

* * *

On New Year's Day the entire household gathered in the great hall. With the king's gracious permission, Sabine collected all the servants, from her Maids of Honor to the stablehands, and they were granted the honor of spending a few hours in the king's presence. Sabine had gotten them all gifts, and they were distributed before the king and queen's arrival. When the royal retinue arrived, they exchanged gifts with Sabine and the girls. The king had presented them all with necklaces–pear shaped diamonds suspended on gold chains of varying lengths–the longest with the biggest diamond for Sabine, and gradually smaller sizes for the girls. They presented the king with a solid gold replica of the key to Warwick Castle's main gate mounted on a plaque depicting the Warwickshire arms of the bear and ragged staff. “This represents our eternal gratitude for granting us this land, your grace,” Sabine told the king upon presentation of the key. “Warwick Castle will always be your home as it is ours.”

He gracefully accepted the gift, kissing Sabine's hand.

“God willing, we shall meet again, Lady Amethyst.” Henry took her hand as the retinue prepared to depart for London the following day. She curtsied, his cloak a flash of glitter as she dipped down and back up again.

“I look forward to it, sire.” She tried to keep the quiver out of her voice. She wanted to say more, but he'd already moved on, for there were many good-byes to be said, and when the castle emptied of the retinue, her heart hit a bottom as hard as the stone floor. This brief taste of court life had been her most magnificent experience. Oh, yes, this is the life I long for, she sighed. But alas it wasn't her destiny.







Chapter Four

Warwick Castle, January, 1517

 

“So you met Henry then?” Topaz gave a disinterested sniff as she and Amethyst watched little Edward chase a butterfly through Warwick Castle's rose garden. They hadn't seen each other since before court visited the castle at Christmas. Edward, now a spirited, energetic three-year-old, looked like a miniature adult in his blue breeches and doublet, tiny gold buttons marching down his little breast.

“Aye, he was just fascinating. A marvelous dancer, superb musician, so easy to talk to…”

“He talked to you?” Topaz stopped in her tracks and pushed a lock of hair off her forehead. Amethyst peered through the cedars to watch Edward rolling in the grass, yanking clover out of the ground, chewing on it and spitting it out.

“Aye, we had a lovely chat. We even played music together, in the conservatory, just the two of us.”

“How cozy.” The breeze stirred the fragrance of roses. Topaz caressed one of the petals. “What could he possibly have found to talk with you about?”

“We talked about music mostly. His love for music is even greater than mine. We had a musical afternoon. We harmonized beautifully together,” she gushed.

“Aye, so I heard the king has been known to harmonize with many ladies, but not necessarily in the musical sense.” Topaz cast her a narrow-eyed sideways glance.

“The king's private affairs are none of ours,” Amethyst said. “He is a modern man. He told me we should marry for love.”

“Ha!” Topaz laughed without a smile. “That's a joke! Only because he wishes he will someday.”

“Why?” Amethyst studied her sister's face, her brows knitted in ire. “Do you not believe he loves the Queen Catherine?”

“Surely you jest, Amethyst. He marries his brother's widow for an alliance with Spain and he talks about love.” She sneered. “There is some talk that he isn't even legally married to Catherine, she being Arthur's widow.”

“Oh, Topaz.” Amethyst threw her hands up. “Where do you get such absurd ideas?”

“'Tis a well-known fact. The Pope erred in granting them a dispensation to marry. Therefore, they've never been married in the eyes of God. He is a bachelor and the Princess Mary is a bastard, just like his son by that whore Bessie Blount,” Topaz stated, grabbing Edward's arm before he scampered away.

Amethyst gasped, openmouthed, at the cocky grin curling Topaz's lips. “Topaz, you may talk like this with me, for I am your own sister and I shall never let your words go farther than the two of us, but if anyone ever hears you speaking of the king like this—”

“'Tis no secret, Amethyst. God's truth, the man is not the Almighty. He's a man, a mere mortal. And mortals make mistakes. He'll make many more, no doubt, before he departs this earth.” She straightened Edward's jacket. “Tell Auntie Amethyst all about the king.”

Edward, his tiny fist full of daisies, thrust the flowers at Amethyst. She accepted her gift and breathed in their earthy aroma.

“The king is not really married to the queen,” Edward recited in his high-pitched, yet carefully articulated voice.

“And what is the Princess Mary?” Topaz goaded.

“The Princess Mary is a bastard,” Edward nearly sang.

“And why is she a bastard?” she coached.

“Because his marriage to Queen Catherine is a sham. The king longs for a male heir but is cursed with a female bastard.” The boy giggled and as his another butterfly captured his attention, he sprinted off, a powder blue bundle of energy.

Amethyst shook her head in dismay. That wasn't her nephew talking. That was Topaz, talking through him, feeding his mind with this vile scandal about the king. She feared for his life as she thought of their innocent father locked in the Tower for life, nary a harsh word about any king ever passing his lips.

“Topaz, how could you?” she berated her sister. “How could you teach that boy all those things?”

“He knows of what he speaks, Amethyst.” Topaz plucked a red rose from the vine and ran it down her neck, crushing it twixt her breasts. “He knows who he is.”

* * *

Topaz gave birth to Richard George in November of 1518. Once again, Amethyst and Sabine both attended the birth, at Topaz's insistence. Yet this birth went much more smoothly, as if Topaz knew what to expect. She'd mastered the breathing techniques, the rhythmic pushing and bearing down, and brought forth a beautiful eight- pound boy. Just like his brother, a shock of copper hair crowned his head and his first squall of life could have been heard in the far reaches of Scotland.

“Richard George Plantagenet Gilford, Duke of Lancaster,” Topaz recited in a resonant voice, so unlike her weak yet determined proclamation of Edward's name upon his delivery.

“Aye, Topaz, a lovely name.” Amethyst smoothed Topaz's hair off her forehead. She turned to watch the midwife wash her new nephew.

“Richard after our mother's father, George after our father's father!” Topaz proclaimed.

Edward, of course, had been named for their father. He bore no middle name. He was simply Edward.

* * *

When Topaz completed her confinement, she fetched the leatherbound journal from her writing desk, a pen and some ink. The pen scratched across the pages just as they had when she began recording her thoughts at age 8.

 

“Now that my two heirs are upon this earth, the succession is secured. I shall engage Henry's enemies and begin my quest for the throne. And what a queen I shall be. I shall lift the heavy tax burden from my good subjects and distribute the Crown's fortune among the poor, the fortune hoarded away by the miserly old Henry Tudor, the profits he extorted under his false pretenses, the riches he reaped by digging up breaches of forgotten laws, the seizure of the property of his political offenders, my own father included!

I shall shorten working hours for the peasants and their children so that they will have time for learning. They may learn medicine to heal the sick of plague and sweat. They may learn law, to uphold justice throughout the land. They may learn drama, poetry and music, so that they may sing and dance and spend their leisure hours on refined entertainment. They may learn economics, to engage in equitable commerce, trade fairly, and watch their hoards grow into comfortable sums.

The prison will be a tolerable place to repent, a place to reform and prepare those convicted for another chance to live among society, to be treated like human

beings, a much more effective deterrent to crime than torture.

There will be wine and ale for everyone, and at the same time, no one will be fat and overfed, like these royal pigs who stuff their faces to corpulence with the flesh of the deer that roam the wild forests…the forests will once again belong to the animals and the lands shall belong to the people. My realm will love me and my son after me, King Edward the Sixth.

 

She clapped the book shut as Edward's governess brought him into the bedchamber. Tall and lanky, he stood straight, chin up, shoulders back. He moved not with that gawky movement of four-year-olds whose undeveloped muscles undermined them, but with the grace and pomp of a man–a future king.

“And have you beheld your baby brother today, Edward?”

“Aye, Mother, he sleeps.” The boy strode up to her for a hug. “He is such a quiet pup.”

“So unlike his brother,” Topaz laughed, reaching out to hug her son her heir.

“And what do you want to be when you grow up?” she asked him, as his tutor asked all the children, sons and daughters of nobles and gentry, who invariably answered, “Liege of many lands,” or “Healer of the sick.” Only one boy answered, “I shall be king.”

* * *

Warwick Castle, June, 1524

 

Amethyst led her nephew Edward around the stablegrounds on his new pony. Upon the small compact animal sat the tall and lanky Edward, his feet stuffed into the stirrups, the reins wound round his long fingers. The pony was her seventh birthday present to him. Topaz nearly fainted when she saw her son mount the beast, but Amethyst checked her annoyance and chided her sister. “God's foot, Topaz, you were riding the back of the Royal Menagerie's camel when you were but a four-year-old. Why are you so worried about Edward?”

“Because he's my first-born son, and I don't want any accidents at his delicate age,” she retorted, biting her nails.

“'Tis a pony, not a wild stallion. A sweet, gentle pony. What would you name him, Edward?”

“Oh, 'tis a him? I would name her Princess Mary if he were a girl.” Edward stroked the pony's mane.

“Name him that anyway,” Topaz scoffed. “I hear the bastard princess has a voice as deep as a well. She must get her masculine features from her mother.”

Amethyst wanted to box her sister's ears for continuing this badgering of the Tudors in front of the children, but she did her best to stay out of it and not argue. She still harbored an odd respect for her sister for maintaining her belief, out of reverence for their father, but the family had long since given up trying. Reprimands, logic, and reasoning…all had failed.

Through the entrance of the stables Amethyst glimpsed a messenger riding towards the gatehouse. She recognized the royal livery, would know it anywhere. “'Tis a message from the king!” She broke into a run to meet him.

She stopped him halfway to the gatehouse. Remaining on his mount, he handed her a note embossed with the royal seal. “For Lady Amethyst from his majesty the king,” he stated. The king had recently taken to being called “your majesty” as introduced by Cardinal Wolsey, a title to suit a monarch, as Wolsey felt “your grace” was beneath the king's dignity.

“I am Lady Amethyst.” She broke the seal.

“The king wishes a reply by Tuesday week.”

“A reply?” She tore into the parchment. The messenger began to rear his mount and begin his return journey.

“Wait!” she summoned him, and he halted the horse. “I can give you an answer right now. Tell his majesty I would be honored to attend court for his thirtieth birthday festivities. I shall be there.” A sharp thrill sent a tremor through her as she ran her fingers over the creamy royal parchment. She imagined the glow of a thousand candles above her head as she and her king danced over the great hall's gleaming floor, lavishly dressed courtiers following her every leap and dip with overt admiration, her satin skirts rustling, her diamonds and pearls glittering…
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