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For Norbert,

for teaching me that vincit qui patitur






How dreadful knowledge of the truth can be, When there’s no help in truth!

—Sophocles








Foreword

For almost thirty years, from 1455 to 1483, England was at war with herself. It was a war between powerful ruling houses, and although common men were physically untouched by it, fierce battles were waged for and by noblemen throughout the country throughout those years. Unfortunately, the conflict has become known in history by the foolish, misleadingly charming name “The Wars of the Roses.” But these were acrimonious, hard-fought, bloody, bitter wars—as wars between relatives always are—for they were between cousins, the Plantagenets (the house of York) and the Tudors (the house of Lancaster), for the crown of all England. The wars weren’t waged over great ideologies, because, as in all family arguments, now or then, the issues are never so important as the personalities involved; but they changed the face of England and of history.

Still, in truth, all but ardent students of history find the wars confusing, since the crown passed so rapidly from head-to-head. To further complicate matters for modern minds, most of the men involved were named Edward, Richard, or Henry—and their wives and daughters all seem to have been named Elizabeth, Margaret, or Catherine. But they were all very different men and women, and their stories are worth remembering. One, in particular, has been called “the greatest English murder mystery.”

Edward IV, a genial, pleasure-loving Plantagenet king, died young (some say of his excesses) in 1483. His elder son and heir, Edward, was only twelve at the time and was king for only a space of days, because his uncle promptly put him and his younger brother under arrest in the Tower of London, proclaimed them illegitimate, killed their supporters, and made himself king: Richard III.

Within months, both princes in the Tower were gone, never to be seen again.

A year and a half later, Richard himself was deposed, killed in battle at Bosworth Field by his cousin Henry

Tudor, who in turn became King Henry VII. To ensure peace, Henry married the lost princes’ sister, thus blending the houses of York and Lancaster, mating Tudor and Plantagenet, and ending the “Wars of the Roses.” But it was an uneasy throne, for ghosts of the defeated continued to walk.

In 1487, thousands died at the Battle of Stoke, trying to wrest the crown from Henry for Lambert Simnel, an adventurer pretending to be a rightful Yorkist heir. Then for years Henry was harried by a claimant who said he was the younger prince in the Tower; escaped, grown to manhood, and ready to reclaim his throne. Henry threatened war with various kingdoms and went to war with France and Scotland, as well as with some of his subjects, because of their support of the youth, until he was captured in 1497.

The prisoner confessed to imposture, stating his real name was Perkin Warbeck. But his supporters never believed his rack-induced confession. The issue wasn’t dropped, although Henry insisted that the princes had been killed by their uncle in the summer of 1483. To end the matter, in 1502 he tried an unlucky surviving gentleman of Richard’s court for doing the deed, and executed him. But he couldn’t kill the controversy. As the Tudor line grew stronger, only feeble attempts were made to impersonate the two princes and the living issue finally died, but the questions never did.

Some agree that Richard was the villain; Shakespeare’s Richard III illustrates that theory. But Horace Walpole and Mary Shelley, among others, have disagreed. As the princes’ bodies were never proved to have been discovered, every explanation for their disappearance has been postulated over the years, from their natural deaths and secret burials, to their deportation, to murder done by Henry himself.

What did happen to the two unlucky boy princes? The conjecture has gone on for five centuries, despite the fact that no new facts have come to light. There are precious few old facts. Between the efforts of two clever usurping kings, Richard and Henry, and the natural depredations of time, most of the records have been lost or destroyed. The years 1475–1500 are a virtual black hole in history.

But it can’t end there; both nature and novelists abhor a vacuum. Where facts won’t speak, fiction must, and may sometimes come closer to the truth.






Chapter 1

April 1498

Cold. Intemperate, unseasonable cold—colder still because it was so late and lonely and growing later. It was an indecent hour and an embarrassing situation and certainly no place for a decent man to be. But then, kings never sent for decent men at this time of the night, unless they were dying. And Henry wasn’t. He’d summoned this man because he wanted to delay that unhappy state, the messenger thought, dancing from toe to toe in place as stealthily as he could as he waited. The corridor was cold, and his boots not only encrusted with ice, but thin, and thinned further from hard travel, and the stones beneath them held the chill of centuries, if not eternity. This was said to be a damned place.

But then, that would have made it hot, the messenger thought, welcoming the thought of eternal damnation if only because of the idea of unblessed warmth and then the hot flush such heresy brought to his cheeks. There were fires burning in every great room in the castle, heavy tapestries were flung against the walls and piled underfoot, the walls of hewn rock were five stout men thick, almost as thick as the fog he’d just come in from, and yet nothing defeated the damp or held back the wind that came in off the sea. Nothing attempted to in the long chill corridor in which he waited. Even the flaring wall torches bent to the constant draft; it took all his years of training at court for the young messenger not to do the same.

And yet the man who finally came walking toward him through the gloom seemed to carry a May morning on his shoulders; he sauntered down the gray corridor with springtime in his step, no more aware of the cold in this godforsaken rock pile than the devil would appear hot in hell. He was so damnably impervious to the moment and the season that the messenger refrained from crossing himself only by remembering who the man was. He was, after all, as famous, wicked, and dangerous in his own mortal fashion as the Prince of Lies himself was in his. And fully as fantastic-looking, the messenger thought, gaping at him.

He was tall, slender, and fair as ice, with deceptive bitter-blond hair that glowed like a daffodil in the torchlight, then grew pale as moonlight when he passed from beneath its leaping glare. Pale and graceful and elegant as a swan, the messenger saw, just as they’d said, and as they’d said, his light eyes were as glittering and cold as the night’s cold, for all he smiled and smiled.

It was astonishing that his face was the first thing noted because his costume was foreign, lavish, and as exotic as it was extreme. His cape was yellow and red, flung over a wide-shouldered amber velvet doublet slashed with yellow and white on its puffed sleeves. Beneath, his hose fit to his legs like yellow-and-black skins, and his shoes were soft; he lacked only bells to make him the very image of a madcap jester. But there was nothing amusing about him. The body beneath the colorful raiment was as strong as it was shapely, for though he moved like a dancer, there was little doubt he knew how to use those muscular limbs for more than dancing, as well as how to ply the long sword that swung so lightly at his hip. No, colorful and graceful as he was, he was easily as dangerous as a bright-colored snake such as came, they said, from the tropical lands where he’d lately been.

“Lucas Lovat?” the messenger breathed for the form of it, for he’d no doubt of it. His words were a white mist in the dank air as he swept into a bow and presented the paper he’d been charged with.

The brilliantly clad man held the paper to the torchlight and read the words, and the messenger stared at the light as it shone on those bright eyes until he was done.

“Ah. Henry wants me now, or even better, yesterday. Do you want me to ride with you tonight?” he asked in a low, mocking voice, as though he expected the answer to be amusing, as though he knew it would not be.

“Tonight?” The messenger’s breath caught in his throat, exactly where his heart had leapt. Only a madman or a determined suicide would travel by night in the dangerous darkness, where evil men and less-than-human influences might flourish. Well, and if the gentleman were a madman, or even in league with the spectral horrors of the night, what could a poor servant of the crown do, after all? He had the king’s seal of authority, but not the ordering of this journey. It was the gentleman’s game. He swallowed.

“Marry, it’s as you will, good sir,” he managed to say, as he consigned his soul to the care of God. He froze at the thought of leaving equally as much as staying in this dank corridor now, but decided whatever would be, would be God’s will, after all. And if it came to be that he had to leave this cold sanctuary for the darker dangers of the unknown, at least the open air might dissipate some of the unreasonable glamour of this man, and this night.

“Tonight, then, I think,” Lucas Lovat said. “Ah, me.

My lady will be outraged, but her husband might be more so if I stayed,” he added, as if the messenger and all the castle didn’t know what bed he’d been roused from. “Good Henry won’t rage if I’m late, but kings don’t have to—a waggled finger can do more mischief. Ah, well, make ready, and be easy, the fog will be warmer than this. I’ll warrant it can’t be colder.”

There was a hint of fellow feeling in his rueful smile; and such was the charm of that half-smile that when he turned away it was as though the one bit of warmth in the castle had died. The messenger didn’t know he’d been basking in it until it was gone from his view, and then he shuddered, as he suddenly felt the chill he’d forgotten. Oh, aye, he decided, shivering with twice the cold now as he watched Lucas Lovat disappear down a turn in the long gray hallway: that was a very dangerous man, just exactly as they’d said, or not at all a mortal one, as he began to suspect.

Whether it had been rest or sport that Lucas Lovat had been interrupted at (and given the repute of the gentleman, and the fame of the lady of the household, it wasn’t hard to guess which it had been), the messenger resigned himself to a long wait in the chill. But it wasn’t long before the gentleman appeared again. He came so swiftly and silently, hooded and soft-booted, carrying his cases, but with his cape flowing like the shadows of the night about him, that for a moment the startled messenger worried that the figure drifting so lightly down the long corridor was one of the ghosts rumored to infest the ancient hold. Truly, the shaken messenger thought as he walked out into the night after his new companion, it was marvelous how the man conjured up the most unholy images.

But mounted on adjacent horses that stepped off the courtyard’s cobbles to follow the hard-packed earthen road, they were soon equals: both eerily secret as phantoms in the mist. Lucas’s sigh was the first human sound to breach the dreaming night, and his voice was filled with mockery and wonder.

“April in England! Faith, what a charming season! Snow on the buttercups and frosted lilacs. The grass was green just yesterday. Look now, it’s white with more than fog tonight.”

“It will pass,” the messenger said defensively, as though he and not his land was being insulted. “The morning sun will burn it off.”

“Oh, aye, I remember,” Lucas said softly. “I’d just forgotten that I did. It’s been years since I’ve seen an English spring. I’ve got used to plucking fruit from the trees for my Christmas puddings. I hadn’t expected such a cold welcome home, but now, I do remember, it is fitting.”

And his self-mocking laughter was the last sound he uttered for many miles as they rode out into the deepening night.

The night was well-advanced and they’d carefully followed the rime-encrusted track for many hours when Lucas spoke again. The messenger was so lost to the cold that he swore his neck creaked as he turned it to hear what the gentleman had to say.

“The horses weary, and there looks to be an inn ahead. Unless things in England have changed entirely since I left her, I doubt we’ll see another until long after daybreak. I think Henry will forgive us for sleeping a few hours, how say you?”

The messenger couldn’t answer. It wasn’t his place to, for all that he’d have given up a few years of his young life for a little warmth and a lot more safety now. He only nodded, for fear that his longing for a stopover might make his voice break if he spoke, as he made his horse follow the gentleman’s into the courtyard and began to flex his gloved fist, wondering if his frozen fingers would ever move independently again.

But Lucas Lovat jumped down from his saddle with ease, before the young messenger could dismount, and strode into the dark stable to rouse an ostler as if it were already morning, and a sunny one at that. And when the yawning landlord guided them up an inky, crabbed and twisting stair to his last vacant places, Lucas followed after, his face in the landlord’s candle’s light alert and bemused, before they were left to the relative darkness of one meager candle; and, the messenger noted with sorrow, only one rude bed. He sighed, and knelt as he took his cape and rolled it up so that he could get two widths of it together to lay upon the rushes on the floor. “There’s room for two,” Lucas said as he lay on the bed, his arms behind his head. “Do travelers no longer share beds in England? Or do you fear foreign fleas?” “God save you, sir, I’m just a page,” the messenger said, stiff with cold as well as protocol. “I was given this task because I’d know the road even without eyes. I was raised not far from here. I’m not even a proper messenger yet. I don’t mind the floor.”

“I do,” Lucas said absently. “I mind it too well. Take your side of the bed for your own safety. I’ve just come from the land of the Borgias and have learned to sleep lightly, but I do sleep. And rouse to strange noises that I cannot see the cause for with my sword drawn, and question their sources only after I’ve silenced them. It would be a pity to never achieve the glory of being a full messenger because you chanced to stir in your sleep below my line of vision, wouldn’t it? Take your side of the bed, boy. I’m not famous for minding whom I share my sheets with either, you know.”

Well, and that was true enough, but it was hardly his place to laugh, or disagree with anything the gentleman said either, the messenger thought, brightening. So he took his silent place on the bed, fitting himself along its outer edge precisely, as though he’d found a special slot marked with his name to lay his cold and weary body in. He pulled his cloak over himself, and found his consciousness closing in with his eyelids when the voice beside him spoke again.

“What is your name, lad?”

“Philip, Philip de Lacey, sir,” the messenger answered slowly, fighting sleep with newfound worry, wondering if he ought to have introduced himself, for although he was new at his elevated task, he knew his insignificance very well, so the matter hadn’t occurred to him before.

“Ah, and how old are you, Philip?”

“Nearly eighteen, sir,” the messenger answered promptly, deepening his voice to give it authority, for he was suddenly more awake than he’d ever been, wondering what sort of vices English gentlemen might pick up at foreign courts.

“And all of those many years at court? Or at least the last few, so that you can tell me a thing or two before we arrive there?”

Ah, it was gossip, and only that, that the gentleman was after. The messenger sighed and let his lids drift down as he answered with pride, “Eight now. I came to court, by the king’s grace, when I was nine. My father’s Sir John de Lacey, a Gentleman of the Chamber.”

“Eight years,” Lucas said thoughtfully. “The better part of your young life, the wandering portion of mine. Tell me, young de Lacey, have things changed that much? In my day Henry had as many spies as this bed has vermin. I’d heard he’d even more now. Why, he’s the envy of the Borgias for all his hired ears and eyes. Why summon me, do you suppose?”

The voice had been soft, musing, and companionable in the quiet of the room, and the messenger had just begun to lose its meaning for its cadence when the import of the question registered with him. His father’s son, he knew better than to speculate aloud on any question that had the king’s name in it, especially to such a man as this.

“I don’t suppose,” Philip said abruptly, and for all it was true, and a really remarkably clever thing for him to have said, he thought, it ended the conversation, as he’d wished. He discovered, to his amazement, in the ensuing reproachful silence, that he was sorry that it had.

“You’re known to be very clever, sir,” he said at last, grudgingly, into the darkness, unsure if his listener was awake to hear.

“Ah.” The answer came soft, but not at all sleepily. “Am I? But if I were, would I be here?”

The messenger stirred, and fell silent. And though Lucas waited, wide-eyed, there was, of course, no answer to that but the eventual morning light.

Refreshed, warmed within by the landlord’s breakfast and fresh ale, and without by strengthening spring sunlight, they rode out into a dazzling morning. As they rode, after a while, as the sun climbed in the cloudless sky, they spoke to one another, and the messenger found himself replying without caution, and not fearing to do so. The sun showed him many things clearly, and not the least was his own foolish nervousness in the night. Lucas Lovat might have a certain reputation, but even if half of it were true, the matter was surely exaggerated.

For one thing, daylight proved Lucas Lovat younger than candlelight had hinted. Not above thirty, for a certainty. He hadn’t registered the cold of the night, and neither did he comment on the newfound warmth this morning, but now he rode with his face uplifted to the sky, and with his face in full sunlight it was clear that the enviably smooth fair skin wasn’t creased anywhere, except by laughter, around the full, well-cut lips. And beneath the thin curved brows the arresting large turned-down almond-shaped eyes that dominated the face could be seen to be heavy-lidded by nature, not dissipation, because they were as transparently blue as the spring sky overhead, and their white surround faultless. He wasn’t handsome in the exact sense of the word; the nose was straight and thin but too strong, the pugnacious chin too prominent, as were the long bones that made his lean cheeks seem hollow beneath them; nor was his long thick hair actually flaxen—it was lightest brown at the roots, burnt by the sun to straw above.

But charm and magnetism obscured the observable features, and if his wasn’t a classic face, it was far better, for it was a mobile, fascinating one. Moonlight had made him seem spectral; daylight showed him no less exotic, but also engagingly mortal. So if the fellow had a name as a lady’s delight, how could he help it? Why, he could make even a mere messenger feel flattered by his complete and unswerving regard.

And I, Lucas thought as they rode on to London, and he watched young Philip de Lacey relax under his warming smile and begin prattling about his position, and his father’s, and all his expectations and hopes, was never, never so young; no, never.

Soon, for all he continued to smile and nod, he stopped listening. There was no new thing for him to hear in the boy’s eager reminiscences. He’d already found out far more than young Philip could know about his court and his world even as he’d sailed across the sea and back to England once again. Back to England! That was the fact that his mind kept turning on as Philip rattled on, as they rode on through the countryside. It was England beneath his horse’s hooves, it was her very air he breathed, and for all he’d left sunlight and laughter and lovers behind him to come on what might prove to be a fool’s errand in this cold country where he’d too few friends and too many terrors awaiting him, he couldn’t help but be awed and glad of that one fact: this was England. He was home again.

But it had changed, even as he had. He had to discover how much. There was an adjustment to be made before he could judge what had altered most—himself or his native land—in these past years. Even the landscape seemed more alien than he remembered. Surely there were more enclosed and cultivated fields now, even though there was more forest than he was used to seeing in the ancient lands he’d lately come from. He was accustomed to landscapes where each acre was marked and busy with labor or growth: patches of orchards, neat grape arbors, stands of olive trees, even orderly rows of sunflowers, and everywhere, peasants clothed as gay as the bounty they harvested. Here there seemed a dearth of people in the fields and lanes, and those that were there were all in peasant’s brown, as commonplace as the flocks of sparrows that they scattered in the fields they tended.

To his overstimulated eyes, England seemed dull, drear brown and gray now, with just a faint wash of promising green over all, as though even the spring was less loudly generous than the ones he’d got to know. He needed to use a process of reduction in order to see the truth, he realized. For here he wouldn’t be greeted with theatrical embraces and smacking kisses, loud laughter and as much ado as he was used to, either—although it might yet be that he would eventually be more warmly welcomed here than anywhere else on earth.

But laughter covered over many things, and the widest embrace could be the one that concealed a dagger up a sleeve. He’d known men to toast their hosts from a poisoned cup even as their health was drunk to, and who better than he knew how deeply love and hope could be buried from view? No, for all he missed the gaiety and ease of life abroad, he was home now, and if there was a just and merciful God, here he’d stay until he was one with his native soil. Only not too soon, please, he thought, as he automatically smiled at something young Philip was smiling at, because he’d learned long ago how nicely a mirrored expression made up for lack of attention. Who better to know such artifice? He’d been in the king’s service since his nineteenth year, and so he’d had eight years of secret servitude to the crown now. And most of them abroad, because he’d passed most of his life away from this gray little island of his birth and first youth. He’d not noticed any lack of sun and color in that childhood, because his life had been warm and exciting enough for any lad, until he was just turned twelve, the night his father died. Then, despite his resolve to be brave and endure, complete darkness had set in. Because his brother was gone soon after, his family shattered, his home vanished, he’d been betrayed at every turn by the damnable double turns of fate and war. He’d resisted leaving even then, vowing to fight against the tide. But he’d been beyond fortunate to have found a foster father wise enough to overrule him and send him away to heal beneath the warm sun of Italy. To heal, to grow, to bide until he was old enough to return and volunteer to serve the king, so as to be able to live in hope of revenge.

And what should a clever, bitter, nobly born, and well-bred boy burning for justice do to earn favor in such an age, at such a court as Royal Henry’s? Why, spy, of course. It only needed money, and his adoptive father had that. And a safely noble name, which he’d been given, and a way about him, which God alone had granted. And the king’s goodwill, of course, without which he’d have neither home nor life.

Then, he thought wryly, a hopeful youth must go back to Italy and visit France; traverse the Continent, and charm and deal and delight; be a trader and make a fortune in goods, and a vaster one in information. What are the Medicis, the Orsinis, the Fuggers, the Borgias, and their cousins doing? No matter, what are they planning to do? Never mind God’s anointment, merchant princes are the making or unmaking of royal ones; a clever man soon learned that. So travel the old spice and silk and gold routes as one of the unseen army that traveled from market to palace, from bed to board to dark meeting places so as to whisper to tell the king how his friends and foes went. And now and again, return and bend a knee to the anointed king so that he might remember your face when you arise and leave again. And so that you remembered never to forget his.

“Aye,” Lucas Lovat thought as he continued to seem to smile at the young messenger’s story; the very way to win success. Do all of this until you are as rich as you desire, and sick to the heart at how no one trusts you, as you trust no other man. Then go on until you are richer than you care, and no longer care if you have a heart at all. Then, and only then, you are ready to return. It only needs the summons. And now he had that.

He focused on his companion again, and sighed. The boy was young enough to have grown an inch in the night, and his fine clothes were disgraced at ankle and wrist by mute testimony to just such a rapid pace of growth. He’d a thatch of unlucky red hair, and beneath it, an open face with an embarrassment of freckles. God save the lad, Lucas thought in wonder, what had that supposedly wise father been thinking of to bind such as he to service in wily Henry’s court?

“Westminster Palace?” Lucas said suddenly, frowning, belatedly paying attention to a word he’d caught in Philip’s tangled tale to do with another page who’d begged for the honor of his escort, and lost. “I’m expected at Westminster? But I thought the king rested with the queen at Greenwich—she’d a babe due by summer, I’d heard.”

“Alas, that came to nothing—a month past, poor lady,” Philip replied. “She’s still there, with the children and her ladies. The king’s at Westminster, and charged me to bring you to him there. He often stays there without her.”

“Stays there, and everywhere else, without her,” would be the truer statement, Lucas thought, but said no more, too secretly pleased and grateful that he’d be spared the sight of his queen and her brood to comment further.

They paused for a brief meal and took to the road again, riding hard now, anxious to get to London’s walls before the night fell, riding onward even though the dusk grew deeper gray, and a worried look replaced Philip’s usually amiable smile. He knew that the nearer they came to the great city, the greater the danger of man-made mischief on the road, for robbers, like spiders, set their webs where there was most frequent passage of their prey.

But “They say these roads are difficult by night, sir,” was all that he dared to say, though his eyes constantly slewed to the edges of the road as more and more cottages came into view, and less and less daylight showed around them.

“Sooth, I’ll be more difficult than anything we chance to meet if I have to wait another night before I arrive,” was all Lucas said, but he said it harshly. It quieted his companion, and when he glanced at the silent boy, he saw admiration, and not fear, in Philip’s awed eyes.

It wasn’t courage; he really felt the need for speed more than he felt fear. He seldom felt fear in any case. He didn’t count himself brave. More likely, he thought, when he thought about it at all, he’d learned to ignore fear, since living with it intimately for so long had blunted it for him. For now he no more felt the force of it, even in danger, than he’d notice any other omnipresent sense of his, such as touch or taste. But he did feel those things. In fact, he noted that the hour was late because he became aware of hunger. He disregarded it, as always, but as they took a bend in the road and he saw what lay ahead, he couldn’t ignore the sudden surge of a different hunger, more acute and overwhelming than any he’d felt in a very long time.

As they came into view of the city walls, he was gripped by a wave of longing and joy and a tumult of other emotions he’d forgotten, so moved that he actually saw his own hands shaking on the reins. His mount missed a step and lost its steady, even beat, even as his own heart did. It was only for a half second, but that loss of control of his horse and himself almost entirely unmanned him. Philip saw nothing but the horse’s little dance of distraction, and the tightening of his companion’s generous mouth as he reined it in, but Lucas was shocked at himself. He hadn’t expected to be so overset. He’d returned to London only five years past, but now at last there was the possibility that he might never have to leave it again, and surely it was that which had thrown his heart into his throat and made him bereft of breath.

Still, there was no excuse for such a lapse; at least, he wouldn’t allow one. And so he rode on, his face set grim and cold again, as though, Philip de Lacey thought apprehensively as he eyed him sidewise, he really was transformed into a different creature at the coming of the night. They rode side by side and silently as they came into London, riding in beneath the great crenellated western gate before it closed, and entered the town in the last hour of the dying day, in the last hour of lingering light. Lucas looked about eagerly, and yet as they rode into the heart of the city, his spirits fell. There was a time when he’d thought this city the pinnacle of modern man’s attainments, but now, to his tutored eye, it seemed less beautiful than that queen of graceful cities, Venice; less civilized than her learned brother, Rome; less elegant than clever Florence; and not half so sophisticated as envious Paris. Even now, on this longed-for return, even in the gracious flattery of twilight, the city seemed diminished. After all his travels, this, his beloved lost home, seemed primitive, backward, awkward in style and civilization, compared to the great cities where he’d lately been.

But, he reminded himself, a boy’s home, however noble, always shrinks when the man returns to it. And also, it was the twilight hour—the least typical time to see this city, too late for respectable trade, too early for the sport and commerce of the night. Even now the last few shop windows were being boarded over as the merchants and guild members of London ended their long workday. Only moments before, there would have been traffic and noise, masses of people on foot and on horseback, and the usual tumult of London’s main business—business—would have deafened them. More than seventy-five thousand human souls crowded together within the walls of London, but now there were few passersby in the streets. Only an occasional robed apprentice hurrying to his master’s bidding, or a cowled monk hastening to his, was abroad to note their passage, for the several hundred scents of London’s dinners rode high in the air.

Young Philip knew his way, and Lucas followed without comment. It was difficult for him to remember which districts they rode through now, with the usual gaily colored trade signs obscured and the bustle of commerce stilled, but an observant eye might note the guild arms on the houses they passed, and if not, Lucas decided with a smile, even the dullest nose could remark the differences between the streets of the goldsmiths and the grocers, the skinners and the ironmongers. But those scents, however rank, were yet familiar, and brought him ever closer to his home.

“Westward even now, young Philip?” he asked in surprise as they rode past a perfectly decent inn that he’d expected to stop at. “Is that wise? Henry knows I’ve traveled leagues to reach him, but do you think he wants to see evidence of it on my boots and face? Surely it would be best to stop and wash and rest awhile. Kings, like battles, are best faced fresh in the morning, don’t you agree?” he asked.

Philip’s face was dim in the growing dusk, but his voice was sure. “I warrant it’s so, good sir, but I’ve my orders, and for all I’d welcome respite, they are clear. ‘At once,’ he said, and so I must take him at his word.”

There was a moment’s pause and then the young voice asked more hesitantly as his horse slowed, “Marry, sir, but now I wonder too, how say you? I’truth, I hadn’t thought to ask, but to appear in all my dirt before the king? I’d thought to bring you to him at once, since he’d said at once, but now…”

“Be easy, lad,” Lucas said, smiling. “At once’ means ‘before you possibly can’ to a king, and so you’re right to hurry. Never mind my doubt; I can wash in a palace as well as at an inn, if needs must.”

He rode on, glad to be home again, pleased to be at the end of his journeying, curious as to his king’s summons, but prepared by training and by habit to let the matter unfold in its own due time. It was too dark now to make out much but the forms of the wood and stone and thatched houses around him; even Philip was only a caped and crouched silhouette beside him now. But above, the sky retained a last glow. Glancing up, he saw a purple sky streaked with gold that foretold a good morrow. His smile faded as he noticed what dominated the skyscape, looming over all London that lay beneath its stone feet. And so he looked away at once, turning his head abruptly from the outline of the Tower, and rode onward toward the dying light, to Westminster Palace, his king’s pleasure, and his fate.

Now, here, Lucas thought, is majesty at last. Men came running to take their horses from them as quickly as they’d been challenged and passed into the palace courtyard. Torches blazed in many hands, and more atop each parapet and wall, so many that they made the night sky insignificant, driving it back, making it a mere background for the works of man. The palace itself, in all its size and glory, stolid and forthright as its outer wards were, was so vast and richly furnished, Lucas thought as he and Philip were led down gilded halls and through frescoed passages, that it was fit for any sovereign, and ranked with the best in any land he’d visited. But his admiration for architecture was stilled when he saw who awaited him in the anteroom he was led to.

The well-dressed, short, gray-bearded older man and the round-faced elderly lady stood side by side and stared at him with growing but tentative smiles on their faces. Lucas came forward at a rush, surprise and delight in his incandescent eyes.

“Father!” he cried, and took the older man hard by the shoulders as he looked down into his smiling face. “You never said you’d be here. And Mother!” he added gladly, releasing the stocky man and taking the diminutive lady into his arms in such haste that her wimple was set askew. “How long has it been since I’ve set eyes on you, my lady?” he asked in a wondering whisper, before he added, more loudly, “I just saw this rogue yesteryear, in Amsterdam. But you! Let me look at you. Faith! Why, the rascal must be feeding you on potions of powdered bats and topaz. They say that’s what preserves eternal youth. Confess! You’re bound to him if you want to remain so wondrous fair, aren’t you? Fie! I see it now. The knave! Why else should you stay with him, when every gentleman in the land must be clamoring for you? It can’t be mere loyalty or habit; I’ve never seen such steadfastness given for so little cause,” he said, laughing at last as he hugged her closer, and she tried to encompass him in her arms in turn, trying so hard that the bottoms of her little slippers left the floor.

When he set her on her feet again, her eyes were red, and her husband had to run his sleeve under his nose for a moment and pretend to help his wife straighten her coif before he spoke. Yet, Philip thought from where he watched in the shadows, although the three of them stood mute for a moment, it seemed only the elder pair was struggling with their emotions. Because pleased as Lucas appeared to be, it was hard to tell if he’d been moved, aside from the warmth of his words. In no way, then, neither face, nor form, nor attitude, was he like his parents, but still they gazed at him with love that bordered on reverence. For himself, Philip thought, he’d like a son whose face and figure showed exactly who’d begot him. But then, noting the age of the doting couple, he saw that Lucas was obviously their consolation child, got at the eleventh hour. And too, he decided, staring at the graceful form of the tall figure before them, any parents might dote on such a son, however unlike themselves, maybe especially unlike themselves, at that: so tall, so fair, so quick of mind and body; for all his fine lineaments and narrowness of bone, a champion at the joust and ring; for all his caution, a master of diplomacy and much renowned. And with the special blindness of parents, they might make themselves unaware of the other things he was said to excel at too.

“Well,” Sir Charles Lovat of Ilchester said a shade too heartily, in an attempt to disguise the way his voice trembled. “Try to keep her away when she’d heard you were coming! Rode all the way up to London without a murmur; not a word of complaint if it was to see her darling boy.”

“Whereas if she has to travel so much as to town on a festival day, her laments can be heard throughout the land: Faith! The road’s all muddy… look out, there’s a ditch… God keep us! Blockhead, can’t you keep your horse steady?” Lucas cried in an uncanny mocking falsetto. “Oh, I do remember,” he added as the lady colored up and hid her face, and her husband laughed loudly.

“Marry, it is good to see you. How well you look; but your hair,” his father said, staring at him.

“Aye, so fair…” his lady put in tremulously as she raised a hand to touch it.

Lucas caught that quivering hand and kissed it. “It was not just the fashion, but the sun of Italy,” he answered lightly. “Only a Moor remains dark in that clime. I’d be much remarked on if I had,” he explained.

“Oh. Well, it’s no matter,” Sir Charles said. “What is, is how long we can keep you with us. Do you stay long this time?” he asked, and a sudden quiet descended on the room, as if do you stay for good this time? had been the question asked instead.

“I am, as always, at the king’s pleasure,” Lucas answered gently.

And as if he’d been standing waiting, listening patiently for the exact moment at which to enter, a liveried young page came up out of the shadows, and after making a deep obeisance, said, “Good sirs, lady, God save you masters, the king wishes to see Lucas Lovat, and now, by your leave.”

The lady made as if to catch at her son’s sleeve; the older gentleman started, but in a moment both had recovered their composure. This time, Philip de Lacey was surprised to see it was their son who reacted. For although his face was just as calm as ever, it had suddenly gone white, as chalky as if it had been carved on a sepulcher for himself, and it seemed he no longer breathed.

And then he moved, drew in a breath and laughed, and was his poised, immaculate self again.

“By your leave, Father, Mother, I go now. I’ll see you as soon as I’ve discovered what it is our king wants of me, for in all his haste to summon me, he didn’t say.”

“By my faith, I don’t know either,” his father said hoarsely. And because his face was in no way like his son’s, and either had no guile or had lost the knack of it due to his age, there was nothing but fear in his expression then, as there was nothing but dismay in his wife’s eyes.

“Wait for me. I doubt I’ll be long. Come, Philip, and take your bow for your swift pace and the successful completion of your first errand,” Lucas said as he moved to the door.

As Philip stirred himself, lifting his back from the wall he’d rested against, the page stopped him with an uplifted hand. “Only Lucas Lovat,” the boy said softly.

Such was the silence in the room, they all heard, but by the time they looked to see Lucas’ reaction, he was gone from them..






Chapter 2

He went down to one knee and bowed his glowing head until it touched that bent knee before raising his eyes to see the signal giving him permission to arise again.

“Sire,” Lucas said, all obedience, all dignity.

“Lovat,” Henry said, as though that were greeting, welcome, and explanation enough.

But this king was scant with words, so each one weighed heavily. Lucas stood before his sovereign and gazed at him and held his tongue, for it wasn’t his place to ask the questions most natural to him, and he never forgot himself in the presence of power, wielded worthily or not. They studied each other in silence.

Henry Tudor was tall, almost Lucas’ own height; almost youthful, only a decade or so his senior—although he appeared much older, and thin, with a narrow and pinched face that spoke of some terrible impoverishment in boyhood. He’d long thin drab hair and a long thin mouth, and small gray hooded eyes beneath his scanty brows—everything about him spoke of thrift as eloquently as he did not. Despite his black velvet finery, he looked more like a miser than a sovereign, more like a merchant than a king. But so he was a frugal, watchful, careful man. He was nothing like his predecessors: there was none of the golden splendor that had been the easy, affable Edward about him, nor even a trace of the powerful, restless, nervous tension that had marked ill-fated Richard’s presence. But there was clever calculation within this almost invisible king, for those who could sense it, and Lucas could always sense danger, however concealed it was.

“You are come in good time,” Henry said at last, after he’d studied his guest.

“You have young de Lacey to thank for that, sire. He wouldn’t stop to tie his breeches. I don’t doubt that if you’d ordered him to more speed, he wouldn’t even have stopped to make water. A conscientious lad, that,” Lucas said, all at his ease, all affability.

“I don’t remember you as being so fair,” Henry said, fixing his gaze on Lucas’s bright hair.

“Ah, ‘tis my folly to be fashionable,” Lucas said on a sigh. “Alas, but what’s fashion there is bizarre here, I see. I changed my hose to these drab black ones this very morning so as to be more acceptable. Still, all Englishmen see is my hair. My parents, too, remarked on this yellow crop before they so much as noticed me. But it’s utmost style in Italy, sire. The sun and a judicious application of saffron or onion skins will do it for any man, unless he’s got a touch of the Moor. I didn’t care to smell like a dinner pot, so it was the sun and some lemon for me. Both Italian ladies and their gentlemen sit outdoors until you’d think their brains would bake like pies, in order to achieve the golden crusts they seek. The ladies guard their skins, so they wear straw hats with holes poked in them, and pull their hair through. I thank some unknown ancestor for the ease with which mine bleached. It made me very much admired… why, your own lady’s golden tresses are famous there, and spoken of most enviously too, your majesty,” he added.

But as if that last reminded the king of the trivial nature of their conversation, or Lucas’s easy smile did, Henry looked away before he spoke again. As his king paused, Lucas gazed about the room to which he’d been summoned. It wasn’t well-lit, at least to a man used to the radiant palaces of spendthrift princes in lands that were in love with the sun; it seemed ill-lit and dull. But it was undoubtedly a room a frugal man could feel comfortable in, with only a few torches and candles and the hearth fire for illumination. Still, that intermittent rosy glow showed riches befitting a king: some of them inherited from less lucky monarchs, no doubt, but others just as fine, and new. Because for all his care with a coin, Henry knew what befitted a throne, and whatever his own tastes, was wise enough to know that men tend to value a king only as much as he himself seems to do. And so Lucas noted in one swift bright glance that there were several ornate hangings, and fine carved chests to fit up against them, along the painted walls, and thick colorful tapestries beneath his feet as well, and heavily carved chairs with embroidered cushions that he’d not yet been invited to rest himself upon. Then he noted one dark shadow behind the king, and he froze, and stood arrested in his place. That one small lapse from his studied ease was noticed by Henry at once. He smiled, and turned his head for a moment to look at the form behind him as though he’d just seen it himself. Then he glanced back to Lucas.

“Oh. You hesitate?” Henry asked. “No need. This is Brother Robert. Pay no mind, Lovat. He’s often close by me. He’s a gray friar and a very holy man, and is by way of being a confessor, a confidant of mine, because his only confidant’s not in reach of any lesser man.”

Lucas bowed from the waist. “Your pardon, good brother, if I seemed startled,” he said sweetly. “I’m lately come from the chambers of his excellence the pope himself, and his confidant’s—his son—and any wench his delighted eye happens upon that day.”

The friar didn’t move or speak; his face remained concealed in the shadows of his cowl. Lucas was reminded of the tomb of Henry the Bold that he’d seen in France, shown to him by the delighted Henry himself before he’d come to occupy it. It had been a carved representation of a band of hooded monks, black as death’s deepest night: eyeless, faceless beneath their great cowls, they struggled into eternity with the heavy casket that rested on their obsidian shoulders. They’d personified death and grief to him, just as this lurking friar did—as did all men who hung in the shadows behind kings.

“Popes are infallible,” Henry snapped, with a trace of temper, “or so we are taught. And this is England. Be grateful I’m no theologian, Lovat, to debate or to deny you your freedom to. Howbeit, Brother Robert is no pope, no ordinary man either. He’s pious.”

There were both threat and finality in that, and so Lucas swept into a deep and gracious bow again.

“By your grace, forgive me my rude tongue, sire, brother. I’m a contentious, thoughtless fellow. Forgive my casual comments on holy matters, I pray you. I forgot myself. Where I’ve just come from, no one takes His Holiness that seriously, except to his face, of course. I’m too used to his son’s twitting him; my friend Caesar was forever teasing his father—our holy one—you see.”

It was too smoothly said, too charmingly made an apology for the thin suggestion of a threat to be taken seriously. This was too clever a gentleman to really believe that the possibility of his injury or death on English soil would roil international waters. Yet the reminder of powerful friends and excellent service to the crown because of those associations was well-taken and drew an appreciative half-smile to Henry’s pale lips. He nodded. The friar remained still.

Lucas smiled back seraphically, but for all his smiles, he was troubled. Henry was a religious man, but he’d never known him to be a stupidly devout one. In Lucas’s opinion, any man who trusted a priest was a fool, because priests, when all was said, were only mortal men, and Lucas had never trusted any of them implicitly either. Henry swore allegiance to Archbishop Morton; that was true, but the bishop was a man who’d helped put him on the throne, and was as good a politician, spy, and tactician as any Lucas had ever met. But he’d never met a holy man, in any guise, and so doubted the reason given for the presence of the friar. Lucas had rested in some of the most labyrinthian courts in the world, and never doubted this was one of the best of them, despite his king’s solemn manner and holy demeanor. If he insisted on Brother Robert’s presence, it only meant the man was another element of danger to be taken into account, for Henry Tudor had one of the best spy networks in the world. He should know, Lucas thought wryly, being a part of it himself, and yet having survived to this day.

“What do you know of Perkin Warbeck?” Henry asked suddenly.

But he didn’t catch Lucas off-balance, for all he’d been expecting anything but that question. After a life of deceit, he was quick on his feet, and was ready for Henry, and men like him, at all times. He paused to think—not only of his truthful answer, but of the one best to give, the reason for the question, and how he fitted into the matter. He spoke up almost at once, deciding that in this case, honesty could do no harm.

“The pretender? But his career is ended. You’ve caught him, confessed him, and hold him fast, last I heard.”

When he got no answer, he shrugged, understanding that Henry wanted more than what he’d heard.

“We all knew of his confession, in Italy,” Lucas went on. “An impostor, like Simnel was, only not merely claiming to be a nephew to Edward Plantagenet, as Simnel did, but instead swearing to be Edward’s lost son: Richard of York. And trained in his paces by the same bitch, Margaret of Burgundy, to punish you for succeeding her brother Edward, or to spite you for overthrowing her brother Richard. Sooth! Who can fathom a vengeful female mind? Another year, another claimant to royal blood. And this one a resurrected prince, no less. ‘Ho-hum,’ says Italy. But they hear it’s a plausible impostor with the mark of the Plantagenets on his face and form, and on his honeyed tongue. Neither is that unreasonable, since Edward sowed bastards as his peasants did grain, and so say all who support you. As always with these impostors, sire, those who champion you applaud his defeat and call him rogue. But those who bear you a grudge or malice persist in proclaiming him the rightful king, and would if Christ himself—begging your sweet pardon, Brother Robert—came down off his cross and swore to his falseness.”

Then, faintly disappointed to see no reaction at all from the friar, Lucas added with genuine curiosity, “Does he still live?”

“He does,” Henry said. “A pleasant fellow. He ornaments my court here.”

Oho, Lucas thought, twist and twist again, King Henry: Well done. A dead pretender, especially such a plausible one, might become a dead rightful king in time. And such a man, however much dead, can yet overset a throne. A live pretender might yet dwindle to a fool.

“Ah, and does he tend the turnspit in the royal kitchens, as does his brother-in-ambition, Simnel, as we heard in Italy?” Lucas asked. “That would be a lovely touch.

Why, sire, you’re the envy of the Italian courts for that jest. To take your would-be usurper, defeated in honest battle, and put him to work—not fertilizing your fields from beneath them, but turning roasts in your kitchens? Sweating over the preparation of your dinner meats instead of your downfall? And to have him earnestly grateful for it, as they say he is?” Lucas laughed. “A masterstroke, sire. They’re all admiration and envy for that in the courts of the Borgias and the diminished ranks of the Medicis, and only wish they’d thought of such a revenge for a foe first.”

But now he’d gone too far, and knew it. Henry’s sallow face grew cold, and his eyes narrowed. Before he could speak, Lucas spoke up again, lightly. “Indeed, sire, that’s the face they put on it in the corrupt courts from which I lately come. It’s to be hoped, of course, that your humanity and forgiving nature, your forbearance and the great generosity of your act, impress themselves upon them and serve as an example to them in God’s good time.”

Clever, quick, capricious Lovat, Henry thought, and smiled his thin smile as Lucas waited, wondering if he’d been swift enough to save himself. For no matter how adroitly he danced, he never forgot that seemingly slow Henry was as quick with his wits as he himself was with his tongue. Henry was the sort of man who might never think to make the jest, or find it very funny when it was made, but only a fool forgot that he’d always understand it very well. Henry Tudor’s was a different sort of mind, only that, but just as keen, and perhaps, Lucas admitted, even a more circuitous one than his own.

Royal pardon was made as quickly as the retraction

had been, and bore the same sort of sting within it.

“So it is to be hoped. I have enough enemies as it is, and don’t need to count mere mistaken men as new ones.”

Lucas inclined his head, but kept his eyes open, for he saw the monk move into the light. For all the good it did, he thought without humor as he saw the monk speaking softly to the king, since the folds of the cowl obscured his face entirely, so that not even brightest noon would pierce that shade. He’d seldom met such a heavily cowled friar, but had heard of them. They lived in the world, counted themselves teachers and helpmeets of men, but however much they abandoned the isolation of the monastery, they took the cloister with them just as a snail carried its home on its back. Their veiling signified total sacrifice of self for the sake of purity.

Here indeed was humility, Lucas thought wryly: to hide one’s face, whether it was a beautiful or beastly one, from the sight of mankind forever, lest temptation show itself in any way—by flattery, or lustful glances, or even pity. Such mendicant monks hid their identity from all but God. They claimed to be friends to all, and answerable only to God, vowing lives of utmost poverty, chastity, obedience, and anonymity.

And very clever it was, too, Lucas thought with genuine admiration, for out of his billowy grey habit, Brother Robert could be any man, anywhere. He seemed slender, but such a wealth of sacking tied at the waist could make any shape it chose, and though he seemed tall, any sort of footwear beneath the long skirts could achieve that. For he was as anonymous as the darkness he stepped back into now, and even his voice had been so soft that Lucas’ quick ears caught only the susurration of it before he was done speaking in secret with his king, as he supposedly did with his God. Lucas would sooner trust a hangman with his shoes than this so-humble holy friar of Henry’s with his least thought.

“I see, it’s as I was told,” Henry said, as though there’d been no interruption. “But what do you think of Perkin Warbeck, Lovat?”

“I?” Lucas asked, using that extra heartbeat to formulate his answer, again deciding on the truth, since he saw no harm in it for himself. “I think it is exactly as it is said.”

And then, hearing the silence, and realizing Henry wanted still more, he gave him all. “After all, I’ve seen him close, and often, as you might have guessed, sire. Well, and if a gentleman claiming to be the lost Richard of York, and so now King Richard IV of England, was roaming about Europe, gathering crowns to back him up, as well as lists of common men ready to take his hand, it would hardly be reasonable for me not to arrange to have a look at him, would it?”

“Crown, and lists of men to help, as well as to be rewarded if he succeeded, I heard,” Henry said dryly.

He hadn’t been asked to sit, Lucas realized, because a man’s legs sometimes told truths his face and voice would not. And something so decisive was being asked, and judged, that he could feel it in every bone in his body. But he was as much an athlete as he was a courtier, so he continued to stand straight, and moved nothing but his head to the side, and his lips in a smile, as he raised his arms in a gesture of helpless submission as he replied.

“In sooth, sire, is there need to ask? If I’d been one of those men, you’d have known it by now, I’m sure. And I’d have known you did, of that I am certain. No, I saw him at Frederick’s funeral in Vienna, marching with a royal guard as befitted the station they decided it prudent to agree he was; I watched him at court in France, in Flanders; I even spoke with him awhile once, a long time since, in Amsterdam. But I never pledged anything but his health in a toast as we drank. I marked how he took in the courts on the Continent; marry, I could see how he could have enchanted the Irish, and beguiled even someone as wily as Scots James. For he’s beautiful, daring, princely, and charming, with Plantagenet eyes and a facile tongue, but whoever he is, he is not Prince Richard returned to us. On that, I would swear my life.”

And since that was entirely honest, and since all three men in the room knew that was precisely what he was being, there was only a second’s more consideration before Henry unbent, seated himself, and waved Lucas to another, albeit lower, chair nearby.

“Much the same could be said of you,” Henry said as he settled himself, and Brother Robert stepped into the gloom behind his chair. Lucas sat, lifting mild, inquiring eyes even as he did so, as Henry added, “Especially with that hair, I remark it now; except for the nose, and the fact that you’ve less flesh, you’ve much the look of him… and the sound of him too, at that.”

“Aye, I and a few hundred others,” Lucas said as he reached out with a steady hand to take a cup of wine his king proffered to him, “for though my mother was faithful to my father, I can’t swear to her grandmother, can I? And we know how successfully inconstant some of the gentlemen of that line were,” he added, and waited for Henry to appreciate how adroitly worded that had been, incriminating the Plantagenet males, with never a hint of a word against the females of the line, since one of them was his own queen.

When the king nodded at Lucas with something very like bitter humor in his thin face, Lucas said more seriously, “But I only seek to serve the throne, not sit upon it. As you well know, sire,” he added, greatly daring, for he knew the time of inquisition was past, and the moment for the other reason for his being summoned was near. “Else I wouldn’t be here, would I?”

It was too true to even comment upon, and as Lucas sipped at the overly sweet wine that Henry favored, Henry spoke again.

“Perkin has a way with him. I hold him prisoner here. He’s known the force of my army, my anger, as well as my forgiveness, because he’s unimpaired. He only kissed the rack, and we had his confession, whole.”

Lucas sat quietly, swallowing down the sticky wine with the same calm forbearance as he did the story, since he doubted “Perkin” was even the impostor’s name. It was more likely a thing gotten with the rest of the confession they’d written and instructed him to sign when they’d shoved it beneath his pain-blurred eyes.

“Which doesn’t surprise me, since he proved such a warrior at Taunton,” Henry said with a sneer in his voice, for he himself was a tireless fighter and couldn’t understand how the impostor could have fled the field that day. What he understood less became apparent as he went on. “But although he ran from the battle and into my arms, he rests too easy here. Why? It makes me uneasy. Yes, I give him his freedom; he runs tame here in my household, but he must know he could just as easily have remained in the Tower, or in an unmarked grave within it, and yet… and yet,” Henry said harshly, with some strong but unreadable emotion beginning to show in his tense face, making Lucas reconsider the reason for the dimness in which he kept this room, “…and yet, still, knowing this, he acts as though he were himself king here. And so although I’m certain he knows his every breath is taken at my charity, I don’t trust him.”

“He’s hardly free, sire,” Lucas said softly, thinking of the weight of the pretender’s invisible fetters. “He is, I understand, kept apart from his lady, is he not?”

Henry relaxed. “Trust you, Lovat, to think that the hardest trial a man can suffer,” he said with an indulgent smile.

“I have my preoccupations,” Lucas answered lightly, as if the thought of his reputation as a seducer didn’t sting. “As do most men,” he added, as though he never knew that Henry’s constant distance from his queen wasn’t much remarked upon, even as his odd fidelity to her was, “for, having a lovely wife, as they say he does, most men would find abstinence bitter punishment. Even the good, chaste brother must see that.”

“Punishment? Say simple sense, instead. Should I help him breed a race of pretenders to bedevil my Arthur with in his time?” Henry asked, genuinely angry, rising to his feet in his agitation, even as Lucas leapt to his, wondering whether his hand had been too heavy on the needle for once, if he’d struck too deep, and gone too far this time.

He seldom miscalculated, but the oblique reference to Henry’s relationship, or lack of it, with his queen, had nettled the king more than he’d have dreamed. It was a political marriage; there was little reason to think it anything else. Indeed, there was much evidence it was a difficult thing for Henry to accept, even so. A usurping Tudor bonded in wedlock for the sake of expediency with a Yorkist daughter; the victor wedding to the departed but well-remembered and beloved golden Edward’s daughter, and she also the niece of his defeated bitter enemy, Richard, must be a bitter union for both. For the lady, to be wed to a stranger-conqueror, even though that was a woman’s lot; for Henry, to be compared to one predecessor and then the other by his wife as well as by the nation, and likely to be as despised by her as her line was by him, it was no wonder he was wary of her. Indeed, it was a wonder he dared turn his back on her in the marriage bed when he was done with breeding with her, which must be why he so seldom did. He always left her soon after his efforts in that tense bed began to bear fruit, each time, and from the first.

In fact, it was secretly jested that Henry dared meet his queen only like that—face-to-face, in bed, when she was bare, with no place to conceal weapons. It was said that holding a disputed throne, he remained faithful for fear of offending the nation, not the lady, for he showed little desire to please her. He’d even withheld her coronation until he’d gotten her with child, and nothing seemed to have changed since that first year. Although he treated her with courtesy, he never stayed with her for very long, except to get heirs on her, or inspect them when they saw the light, or bury them if they failed to survive infancy.

Or so they said. Now, belatedly, Lucas realized the folly of disregarding one of his chiefest rules, for he never acted on common knowledge, preferring the witness of his own eyes. And he’d never seen the king and queen together.

But Henry didn’t remain angry with him long; or else it was that he needed him more than he was vexed with him. In either case, a murmur from Brother Robert distracted the king, and when he sat again, he looked at Lucas expressionlessly. Then, though Lucas showed no more emotion than his king did, he was genuinely alarmed, knowing it was just as dangerous to be needed by a king as it was to be useless to him.

“I have discovered almost every hand behind the pretender’s schemes,” Henry said bluntly, “and have had their heads for it: Dean Worsley, Lord Fitzwalter, Lord Stanley, Lord Audley, the lawyer Flamank, Lord Stanley… many, many, too many others.” His voice dwindled and he grew still. Lucas knew Henry was genuinely moved, for he seemed not to have noticed that he’d named the perfidious Stanley twice, although that unlucky nobleman had had only the one head he’d lost for his crime of supposedly saying, when Perkin Warbeck first appeared: “If the lad is indeed Richard, then he should indeed be king.” For all that brave Stanley had fought side by side with Henry on Bosworth field, he’d lost his life for that one mis-saying, and it might be that the king regretted it. Although, being the man he was, Lucas thought, it was more likely he regretted the necessity, not the deed.

“Too many others,” Henry went on abruptly, “and too many others I can’t reach abroad. But I know them, and know they’d intrigue to put a crown on a pig and call him rightful heir, if they could. Margaret, of course, will hate me until she dies.” Then he paused, and smiled, as though he admired that. “And Charles of France?” he asked. “Why, France never loved England, and Flanders will meddle where she will, as Rome, or any ambitious land in Europe. And Ireland, where it all began? She’s ever ready to make mischief for us. Scotland? But I can see why James took this impostor so close to his bosom—going so far as to war for him, and giving him a wife from his own house. He and Perkin are of an age, and he’s just such a dashing, impudent, rash boy himself.”

Henry’s cold, thin voice was trying to be warm; he almost chuckled, as though the war on his borders was nothing but a boyish prank. Such divine forgiveness, Lucas thought, amused, as if no one knew that James and Henry had begun to repair the rift the war for Perkin’s rights had started, and had opened negotiations for wedding Henry’s half-grown daughter to the hot-headed Scot.

“As for the others here, I know there are those who loved the house of York and will until their last breaths. Shall I hate them? I admire loyalty. I hope to satisfy them with children of the union of our houses. If they can never love me, they may be more comfortable with the idea of the king to come after me: my Arthur. If not, it little matters. I have their names, and their directions. All, I think. But I prefer, of course, to know absolutely. I thought that if I had a clever, smooth young fellow, a new face, from abroad, but at my service,” he continued as Lucas listened closely, knowing the line had been cast and his fortunes hung in the balance, “and one with a way with ladies, who might make himself pleasant to some females in strategic places—why, then I would know all.”

“Ah,” said Lucas, and bit back a bitter smile at the sudden thought of how he was to be used for his sex, in his own way, just as the queen was, in hers. Although he’d almost forgotten the unmoving figure in the gloom behind the king, he was surprised to find himself almost as embarrassed for his presence as he suddenly was for his own reputation.

“Such confidence in my… charm—I’m flattered,” he said dryly.

“Oh, I’ve heard you’ve other—more prodigious, shall I say?—tools,” Henry said, and the twist of his lips showed he was well aware of the play on words, and perhaps even of Lucas’s distaste for his opinion of his assets.

“I see. So you’ll give me the names of those ladies you hope will be susceptible here?” Lucas asked with not so much as a grimace.

“No,” Henry answered, “I’ve no need for your services here. You may stay the night, or two. Refresh yourself, make yourself comfortable with your good parents. You might even be well-advised to renew your acquaintance with Perkin and try for his friendship. But then I want you to go to Greenwich, where I’ve sent Lady Katherine, Perkin’s wife, to be part of the queen’s court.”

“Lady Katherine!” Lucas was genuinely surprised. His great eyes opened wider and he whistled softly. “I fear… you hold me in too high a regard,” he sighed. “She’s said to be as great a lady as she is a beauty, highly born, a connection of James himself, as lovely as ‘The White Rose of Scotland’ they call her. And unhappily, said to be entirely faithful to the pretender. Faith, sire!” He shook his head. “You rate my charms too high, to set me to seduce a lady said to make patient Penelope a cheat by comparison. Unless,” he mused aloud, “being a mortal female, she tires of longing for him now, and you think that because I bear some small resemblance…”

“No!” Henry snapped. “Not her. You are to leave her alone. She is, just as they say, virtue and beauty personified.”

There’d been more than admiration in that explosive command. Lucas looked at his king with sharpened interest. But the traces of temper were gone from Henry’s face and voice as he went on, “There are other females in her train, in that household. Women say things to each other that they might not say to men—except to some clever one, in their pleasure, in the dark of night. It’s those sorts of confidences I’m after. A man such as you should be able to discover what I’m after. And that is: is there to be any more trouble from Perkin Warbeck? And if so, from whom?”

Lucas sat silent. It was a simple-enough task, so simple he knew there must be more to it. He’d have to discover what other purposes Henry had in mind, in time. But it was no difficult thing he’d been assigned to do; he’d done as much on his own, many times in the past. He could do it. He would, in fact. But he’d no taste for it. Or more accurately, he realized, he’d little stomach for the realization that this was what he’d come to, as well as what he’d come to be thought of.

“What? Surly silence now?” Henry asked in heavy tones that he doubtless thought were teasing. “Marry, I’d think you weren’t pleased. You’re known for your way about bedchambers. Isn’t that flattering?”

“Hardly,” Lucas drawled, and then, grinning like the buffoon he decided he was being played for, added, “If you’ll forgive the pun—hardly, at all. It’s my pride, sire. A fellow wouldn’t like a reputation of being led about by the nose. I don’t enjoy being thought to be led about by another, lower member.”

“Ah, but we know that’s not true,” Henry said seriously, “as we know you’re not guided by any feelings at all, for that matter. It’s that which makes you so valuable.”

“Thank you, my gracious lord,” Lucas said with every evidence of sincerity.

It was only when he’d bowed himself out of the room that Henry spoke again, without turning around.

“Done. How say you, brother?”

“Only,” the monk answered in a slow, sure voice, “that I would have thought such a clever young man too clever to be a spy, sire.”

“Would you? Aye, so would I. So, you see, I try to catch two birds in one snare.”

But as he turned about, the king caught the glimmer of eyes shining in the recesses of that overwhelming cowl, and he looked away, discomposed.

“Ah, well, and but you know, Robert, it’s only common sense. I’m an economical man, that’s all.”

When there was no reply, in motion or in words, he added gruffly, looking down to his hands, as though the words were pulled from him, “I would, I vow, rather find nothing.”

Only then did the friar nod, and the king relax again. Henry’s next audience was briefer.

“Watch Lovat,” he told the tall young man,

And received a nod, which was as good as a bond. When the monk turned his head to him after the young man had gone, Henry shrugged.

“I never do anything by half-measure, Robert,” he explained,

Which might have been another reason why the monk hesitated a moment as he left the chamber, when he saw who awaited audience with the king he’d just left.

The archbishop was still frowning after the monk as he painstakingly settled himself in a chair.

“I know you dislike him,” Henry said immediately, “but Brother Robert has his uses.”

“I don’t dislike him. I don’t know him. And so I distrust him,” John Morton, Archbishop of Canterbury, said.

Henry smiled his thin smile.

“You, my friend,” Henry said with rare warmth, “procured a throne for me, and my gratitude is endless. He procures my ease of mind, and wants nothing from me but my salvation. So I do believe. All London spoke of his sainthood, and testing it, year after year, I have found it to be so. I share him with the lowest prisoners in the Tower, as well as the rabble in Cheapside. Imagine that! I know you’ve little use for my piety,” he added with a slight laugh, “but it’s part of me, you know that too. I need this friar, John. Marry, but you know this. I’ve no doubt that if you’d ever heard otherwise of him, I’d know that too.”

“Aye, and you would,” the old man, his lord chancellor, agreed with a long sigh. “But I don’t trust him; but then, you know I trust no one but myself when it comes to you. I leave for Canterbury in the morning. Why have you not done anything about what we last spoke of?”

No man on earth, not even the holy friar, spoke to Henry Tudor so, but then, no man was as responsible for the throne he sat upon. Morton was old, older than almost any man Henry knew, but every breath in that old body was his, and he knew that as well. Morton mightn’t do a thing for his soul, but no man on earth was as preoccupied with his earthly safety.

“Don’t fret. I’ve begun. Do you think I passed fourteen years in exile only to let a pretender strip me of my crown? Or threaten my Arthur’s future? I yearn to end him.” Henry’s dark face grew taut with anger. “Seven years, John! Seven years he’s deviled me. Now I have him, and he plagues me still. I itch to remove his head now I have it beneath my roof. But you’re right. If I destroy Warbeck now, I feed my enemies. They’d proclaim him king the moment his head was off his shoulders, saying I’d done it because he was truly Richard of York; his death at my hands without good cause would be his coronation.”

“And so?” the old man asked.

“And so I will have good cause. Cause enough, at least, to cage him well and keep him from sight until either he’s forgot by the world or I’ve time to find a better reason to put an end to his pretensions. I’ve been busy of late ensuring that Perkin himself will give it to me. He’s here, his lady’s there; in between, I’ll see to it that there’ll be a dozen temptations to err in every direction, and I’ve a man, and one behind him, in each to catch him when he does.”

The old man remained passive.

“He has two cravings,” Henry said impatiently. “One for the crown, and the other for his lady. Given the nearness of one and the distance of the other, he’s bound to make a misstep soon, and fall to me.”

“And if he doesn’t?” John Morton asked.

“He’ll be pushed,” Henry said coldly.

“Ah.” The old man smiled, and relaxed. “And what of Ireland, now?” he asked, sipping his wine.

And so reassured, they discussed mere politics.

After the first courses, when the meats and fowls and fish were done, when the edge was gone from hunger and the mind ready to receive its share of the king’s pleasure, there was music. A cart with a cut-out castle upon it was pulled into the main dining hall by men dressed as horses, and when the laughter stopped, a dozen boys came out of the castle onto the platform and began singing, as a dozen little girls answered them from the cut-out windows, and threw flowers down upon them. It was a simple thing, and charming, and delighted the guests. But when it was wheeled away, and the jugglers entered, it could be seen that the king turned his attention away, and the conversations at the several tables rose up again.

“Don’t worry for me. Sooth, your face, dear Mama, is enough to give the king second thoughts! He’s treated me well, given me an easy commission. When I’ve done it, I’ll come to visit with you.” Lucas held the lady’s little hand and sighed as he looked to his father, seated on his other side. “What’s to be done? She believes nothing I say. See how she looks at me,” he jested, “as though I’ll march to the block, not our home, when I’m done here.” But there was too much to worry about in what he said for his father to laugh with him. His wife stared at Lucas with her heart in her eyes, those anxious eyes going from his blond head to his face, and then darting swiftly toward the king, as though she thought her sovereign might any moment stop speaking, rise, and put down his knife—in her dear boy’s heart.

“Her thoughts were ever in her face,” Sir Charles said sadly.

“Ah, so that’s how you summoned up the courage to ask for her hand.” Lucas laughed, but his father went on, shaking his head, “And when I tax her with it, it grows worse. Best we leave in the morning, lad. She frets for you, but you don’t need everyone knowing that.”

“That my love for you should be a cross to bear!” the lady cried, tears welling in her eyes. “Oh, my dear lord…”

“Mama,” Lucas said, after he’d quickly covered her trembling lips with his own for a moment to gain her silence, “if Father says he’s needed at home, you must bear up. I know I’m only a youth you worry about leaving alone in this wicked court,” he added, his eyes sparkling as he smiled at an interested couple across the long table, who’d obviously been caught by the drama of the moment, “but trust me that I’ll do well for myself by being chaste and gentle, as you taught me.”

As everyone in their vicinity grinned at his statement, his mama smiled back. When a lady nearby gained all attention with her gossip, his father arose, and laying his hand on his son’s broad shoulders, said lightly and with a hidden tremor, “It’s off to bed with us now, lad. We’ll see you in the morning. We country folk rise with the barnyard, if you remember. So don’t stay up late, because we expect you to bid us good-bye then.”

“Now you sound like Mama,” Lucas said with a laugh as he too rose and gave them good-night.

After his parents left, he walked down the long lines of tables and sought the lowest of them. There he took his sweetmeats with young Philip de Lacey, who was both proud and astonished at the honor paid him, and flushed red as his crop of hair as his companions gaped at the sight of him being so honored by a gentleman.

Only when the tables were being put up, and the men settling on which games of chance to play, and the ladies on whether to game, go to bed, or chance their luck with a gentleman, did Lucas leave Philip. Then he began to walk the great hall, as though aimlessly, but always in the direction that his eyes had sought, as though looking for diversion all night.

Even in such a crowd, it had been as impossible to overlook Perkin Warbeck as it was easy to understand the king’s discomfort, and everyone else’s interest, in him. Aside from the allure of the man himself—and it was considerable, even from afar—there was the fascination with the situation. It was a wonder that they’d been seated in the same room; with any other king, in any other court, the pretender, if he still lived, would have been seated beneath this dining hall, in the dungeons. For his own reasons, Henry had kept Perkin Warbeck not only breathing but also eating and drinking with his other guests, not ten body-lengths from his own table. He might have thought the irony of it amusing at first; it might have begun as a jest, or a testimonial to his mercy, or it might even have been true mercy; anything was possible. But now, it couldn’t be clearer that whatever the impulse had originally been, unless it was to show how unkingly this Henry was compared to his would-be usurper, it had failed.

Because wherever he sat, no eye could have failed to note Perkin Warbeck in his splendor. That majesty had little to do with his clothes, although he wore them well. Well, but he would, Lucas thought, remembering the man had first been noted when he’d arrived in Ireland as a model for the shirts his master sold. Then, they said, his princely ways were so obvious that all knew him for what he was, whatever he pretended to be. Lucas had heard such tales in his nursery: the princess obvious even as she posed as a goose girl, the stolen prince shining out from the rags of the Gypsies who’d stolen him—the myth of royal blood so golden pure that it sang out when it was spilled: “Hold! I am the king.” All of it was just that—myth. He’d known too many kings who looked like swineherds, and too many princesses who didn’t look as good as goose girls, to credit that. But even he, with all his special wisdom, almost believed it again as he gazed at Perkin Warbeck now.

It went beyond the pretender’s height and breadth of shoulder and well-made body. It was the way he carried that gracious form, the way he inclined that noble head when he was spoken to. The rack had indeed left no mark upon him, for he was all fluid grace, and had none of the characteristic floppiness, the disjointed movement, and stumbling gait of those who had stayed overlong, at the king’s grace, in the bowels of his Tower.

Remembering Warbeck from brief observations in previous years, Lucas thought that he was being flattered when Henry had remarked on his slight resemblance to the impostor. Now he realized he’d been mocked. The youth had attained a glorious manhood. Perkin had skin of creamy, milky purity; his eyes were slumberous and azurine, his long and shining hair was a dulcet shade of fresh-churned butter, his cheeks full, his nose retrousse, his chin, though pronounced, with a slight slurring hint of a double beneath it, determined. In all, it went beyond good looks, for his imperfections didn’t matter. He was larger than life, and more regal than a common man should be. He looked more than the culminating flower of generations of the handsome Plantagenet line; he was the very image of a prince of fable. Better, for his was warm, approachable, and living splendor that nevertheless breathed welcome as well as glory. So had Edward looked, and he had been a king. What was this Warbeck, then?

Lucas hadn’t felt heat or cold or pain or true joy in a very long while, but he felt an odd thrill of something he’d forgotten run along his spine as Perkin looked up to him with mild, inquiring eyes. He bowed as he came to the table where the pretender sat at his ease among several gentlemen, not a few of them there to guard him, not a few come to mock and stayed to admire him.

“I doubt you remember me,” Lucas said, “but we met years ago, in Amsterdam. I am…”

“Lucas Lovat. I recall you well. You traded in wool. We drank to the health of England,” Perkin said in his warm, rich voice.

Such a memory was the hallmark of kings, Lucas thought with a start, before he remembered that it was also the trademark of spies.

“I’m flattered,” he replied, “and pleased to see you, and so well, again.”

“Come sit with us,” Perkin said, moving a hand so that the gentlemen made a space for him.

As Lucas sat, he had to use his utmost self-control not to glance to the end of the room, where the tall, thin, gray king sat in the shadow of the impostor. For Perkin’s welcome and his easy acceptance bore a grace that Henry could never achieve. Only born kings knew how to make a man they gave no thought to feel so worthy. Only born kings and a few gifted men could make a frozen man feel such things as Lucas began to feel again now, even though he knew it was all facade and that he’d be gone from Perkin’s mind a moment after he’d been registered upon it. He doubted Henry could ever make a man he loved—if he could love—feel so welcomed as Perkin made a stranger feel.

“I remember you said you traveled. Are you returned to England for good?” Perkin asked as though he cared, as though he’d a right to know.

“Ah, not for long,” Lucas said, realizing he’d lost his glibness, realizing the statement sounded naked because it hadn’t been ended with a “your grace” or “sire.”

Confused for the first time in many years, and angry for it, he added, “Alas, no. It seems to be my portion to be a wanderer. I go to Greenwich Palace next, on business. Ah, but…” He hesitated, and so as to retain a portion of himself until he could reason out this unreasonable joy he felt in Perkin’s presence, and to further his own interests even as he began to despise them, he added quickly, “Greenwich… is that not where your lady waits now? But then, how fortunate! Can I be your messenger? Have you word for her?”

He had thought the man glowed. Now it was as if he had poured spirits into a flame. Perkin’s eyes blazed up, and his joy was so brilliantly reflected in them that Lucas almost shrank away, feeling like something of the darkness that must scuttle back into the cracks of the floor so as to save its small life.

“I knew,” Perkin said as he laid a warm hand over Lucas’s cold one, “I knew that you would do me good someday.”
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