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Anne Tyrell stares out the window, lost in the beauty of the Welsh Marches. She spent her first year of marriage in its green foothills. The carriage winds through silver birch and blackthorn trees, each mile closer to her children. Anne dreads their reunion. She bears the shame of their father’s execution closer to them with each turn of the wheels.

A stallion pulls level with her view, its rider leading a dozen men. She peers at the tall, angular man astride its back. His hair grays at the temples, his narrow face severe. Once, she adored Sir Thomas Lovell. She awaited news from him with breathless excitement. Now, many years later, her stomach tightens whenever they meet. He came to Guînes under a pretext, persuaded her husband to return to London, and imprisoned him on board ship. He then sent men to disarm their son and threw them both in the Tower.

She wonders how they ever loved each other, yearning to forget their stolen kisses and amorous whispers. He escorts her into the Welsh Marches to attainder her estate in the king’s name. He and Lord Dudley will cram her valuables onto carts and keep them in the royal treasury until King Henry decides otherwise. 

The castle appears in a maple grove, its gatehouse covered in roses and honeysuckle. Her children wait in the courtyard, James is the tallest at seventeen, William is three years younger, and Pet is only twelve. Anne twists the door handle before the coach halts to embrace her daughter, bewildered by her height. Pet shares her height. Anne sweeps the hair back from her face, gasping, “You have grown!”

“I gained two inches last summer. I may outgrow you, Mother.” Pet’s amber eyes flit to Lovell, her tone guarded. “I missed you.”

She approaches her sons, aware of their audience. The boys hug her, their expressions glum. Lovell scans the castle with scorn and removes his gloves. Dudley dismounts and shakes out his mantle. Anne steers Pet into the house. “We are together now.”

“I wish it were under different circumstances,” Pet whispers.

Anne catches her breath in the foyer, moved by its sameness. The servants have altered nothing in her absence. Familiar colorful tapestries line the walls, the small staff assembled to greet her. She scans their faces, noting the steward’s absence with concern. Anne looks at her son, tension in her words. “Where is Hywel?”

James glances at his brother. “He fled after our father’s arrest.”

Her heart plummets. Anne prayed on the journey none of their staff schemed with her husband, knowing it would arouse further scrutiny of their finances. She considers how to handle this and turns with forced politeness when Lovell and Dudley enter. “My lords, you will find our records upstairs. The maid can show you. I trust you do not need me.”

The girl guides them upstairs, Anne relieved in their absence. “Come,” she tells her family, “we must discuss our future.” 

They follow her into the parlor where she shuts the door and joins Pet in a window seat. It overlooks the garden, the fountain dry and a rook’s nest in the crook of its statue. After a deep breath Anne asks, “Why did you not warn me of Hywel’s escape?”

James sinks onto a bench and runs his fingers through his curls. “I dared not write to you. I feared Lovell might read our letters.”

“Well, we can do nothing about it now,” his mother says.

William shifts a stack of books from a chair. “How is Tom? We have not heard from our brother. Is he in the Tower?”

“Yes. I have visited him twice. I believe him secure for now. Lovell could not incriminate him at your father’s trial.” Anne rubs her forehead. “I expect his release after the attainder.”

A bee buzzes the roses outside the window, its wings deafening in the sullen silence. Pet studies her palms, her voice small. “Nan Browne wrote us of the ordeal. Was it dreadful, Mother?”

Anne cannot speak around the lump in her throat. She saw her husband walk to the scaffold, mount the stairs, utter a speech, and lay his neck on the block. The ax severed it with a single stroke.

“How could it not be?” James asks. “They cut off his head.”

She cringes at his bluntness. “Do not dwell on it. Remember him as you saw him last. We had a fine Christmas together.”

Pet tries to smile but raises only one side of her mouth. Quiet fills the pause while Anne strokes her daughter’s hair. William fumbles with a piece of ribbon. “Must we go before the tourney?” 

She nods. 

Prince Arthur planned to lead the festivities, but now lies dead in a crypt. Reluctant to rob the public of their entertainment, the king appointed the Duke of Buckingham to hold it in his honor. 

Her eyes tearful, Pet says, “James has trained for months!”

Pained by their distress but unable to ease it, Anne squeezes her hand. “Our lives have changed. We can no longer do as we please. We must defer to the king’s wishes to live in London.”

“How much is our income?” William stares at her with anxiety, his feet pulled under him. “Enough to support our tutor?”

She scoured the accounts when Lovell announced her living, but had to choose between a tutor and a servant. Their faces fall at her pause. Anne forces confidence into her words. “Our situation will be painful and difficult, but we can survive. We have each other.”

“But not Father,” William whispers.

Anne blinks away her tears. “Never doubt he loved you.”

“If he had, he would not have chosen Suffolk,” James snaps.

She expects the others to defend him but they study the floor instead. Shocked, Anne scans their forlorn expressions. “Your father pursued his ideals. Do not deplore him for his mistakes.”

“My contempt is for the fiend who imprisoned him,” James says.

She reaches out to pull him near, reminded of his father in his unspoken anger. “Never let Sir Thomas know how you feel.”

Voices draw her attention to the courtyard where a monk parts from a maid to enter the side door. Pet’s long sleeve brushes the sill when she leans forward, her tone soft. “That’s Brother Elfric.”

“What befell your other confessor?” Anne asks, distressed.

James kicks at the hearth. “Abbot Ifan recalled him to the abbey after his strength declined. Elfric has tended us these last months.”

“I adore him,” Pet says with radiant eyes.

Anne estimates him at twenty-years-old, struck by his handsome face and gentle air. She chews her lip, concerned by her daughter’s infatuation. “Send him in to me. I want to meet him. Then we can walk in the garden. Meet me outside in ten minutes.”

Once her children retreat, Anne crosses to the sideboard to pour a drink. The monk enters after a knock, his bow graceful. Anne corks the bottle and scans the amiable face and intent brown eyes. “Brother Elfric, my family speaks well of you.”

“I serve them as best I can under the circumstances, milady.” 

Anne drinks the rich, flavorful pear wine from their orchard, her husband’s pride and joy. “I’m grateful you could comfort them in my absence. I know not how to heal their broken hearts.” 

“Lavish love upon them. Trust God to manage their sorrow.” 

She sinks onto the cushioned bench. “How are they?”

“Pet has not confessed since her father’s downfall.” The monk stares into the honeysuckle. Anne notices a long scar on his neck. “William spends most of his time with his falcons. James mourns more than just his father. Lady Anwen no longer writes him.”

Anne moans, this the result of a feud between Anwen’s brother Lord Neirin and a local landowner, Meuric. After a felled bridge barred their return at Christmas, Meuric’s son caught them on his land. When he tried to molest her maid, Anwen cut his throat. The infuriated Meuric imprisoned her in his garret until Lovell offered him a place on the Welsh Council for her freedom.

“Has she shared the details of her ordeal?” she asks.

Elfric shakes his head, plucking a loose thread from his cowl. “She speaks not of her tribulation. Lady Anwen hasn’t left her castle. Unless a sympathetic soul reaches out to her, she may never recover. She might welcome a visit from you, Lady Tyrell.”

Voices float on the wind, her children waiting in the inner bailey. “Do you try to divert me from my torments with hers, Brother?” 

The confessor shrugs, a twinkle in his amber eyes. “Busy hands are the best cure for a broken heart... unless you want to listen to Lord Dudley and Sir Thomas assess the house?”

Aware of their footsteps upstairs, Anne shudders.

* * *
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Edward Stafford squints across the field from the castle parapet, reminded of his childhood in the Marches. At five-years-old, he knew not why they had to leave Brecon except that the king had executed his father as a traitor. 

Alone with his thoughts, Stafford scrutinizes the progress on the new tiltyard. Brecon sits on a ridge above a river on a slight slope into the hayfields. Carts loaded with timber cross the bridge while workmen build a jousting yard, a stage, and a castle backdrop. 

“I doubted you could achieve a proper tourney in six weeks,” a rich baritone says behind him. 

Stafford turns to survey a smiling older man, his hair graying at the temples, and body thin under a black cassock. “Abbot Ifan?”

The man joins him at the rail. “I did not expect you to recognize me, Your Grace. It’s been almost twenty years since we parted.”

“I’ll never forget what you advised, to carry my head high and let no one reproach me for my father’s sins.” Stafford scans the flags in the square, pleased to redeem his colors. “You took an anxious boy’s hand, led him to a coach, and bolstered his dignity.” 

Ifan chuckles, his footfalls quiet along the turret. “I met a dozen guards in your inner bailey. I may have given you excessive conceit.”

Stafford laughs and leads him downstairs. “I enjoyed my visits to the abbey. Do you still have the spear that pierced Christ’s ribs?”

Shadows stretch across the lower gallery, its arches open into the courtyard. Stafford breathes in fresh-cut grass and honeysuckle. 

“Yes. We will never sell our relic.” Abbot Ifan glances into each chamber on his way up the hall. “It blesses all who gaze upon it.”

Stafford leads him into his office. Ifan halts beside the desk and slips his hands into his wide sleeves. “I came to discuss business. I hope you do not mind.”

Stafford moves a sheaf of documents from a chair. “What is it?”

The abbot declines his invitation to sit and stands in the sunshine. Long years in the abbey gardens crease his face. “I fear invasion. With Hampshire closed to him, Suffolk may land in Wales. The abbey’s north estate blocks his route into England. Since I cannot defend it, I must sell it. You are the first to know, but I will also inform Sir Richard Pole and Lord Meuric.”

“Is it lush farmland or rough terrain? Has it many peasants?”

Ifan crosses the floor to watch the workmen finish the stage. “It earns six thousand a year from its fertile soil. The marshes do not intrude on its fields. It has six hundred tenants.”

Stafford sinks into a chair, hesitant to gamble against Suffolk. “Thank you. Once I have considered it, I will let you know.”

The abbot halts at the door, a grin easing across his face. “I saw your daughter, Your Grace. She reminds me of you.”

Stafford beams. He shifts his attention to the desk in the abbot’s absence. He does not stir until his wife emerges from a side arch hidden by a drapery. “You should buy the estate,” Eleanor says.

Eleanor has been his companion many years, but he has shared her bed only a brief while. His thoughts on their last lustful embrace, he pulls her into his lap for a kiss. Eleanor raises her head to scan his sapphire eyes. “It will give you more men.”

“I already have more attendants than pleases the king!”

Eleanor kisses him again, the taste of honey on her lips. “It would do him no disservice to see you as a threat.”

“Henry has banned personal armies for a reason,” he says.

She fingers the neat stitches in his tunic. “My brother will have a thousand men before winter. You should do the same.”

Dubious over the wisdom of her advice, Stafford looks up when the local courier crosses the threshold. Ravyn pulls the mail from his bag and studies the floor with polite embarrassment. Eleanor abandons Stafford’s lap to stand beside his chair. The older man hands over letters gathered from houses across the Marches. “I have a dozen replies to your invitations, Your Grace.”

Stafford scans them. “Thank you. Ride safe.”

The courier retreats, his footfalls muted on the stairs. Stafford dumps the correspondence on the table, Eleanor upset at no word from her friends. “I hoped to hear from Anne Tyrell.”

“She may not have occasion to write.” Stafford reads, crumples, and discards a note from Lord Rhys. “She accompanies Sir Thomas and Lord Dudley to fetch her children. Do not fret over her lost fortune. King Henry will eventually remove the attainder. Anne can then pay a fine to recover her estates.”

“Let us hope when the hour arrives, she can afford it.” Eleanor scatters birds from the window when she swings wide the window. “I pray Sir Thomas lets her attend the tournament, but I doubt it.” 

Wary of the royal enforcer, Stafford hopes he stays away from the Marches. Eager to return to the battlements, he climbs the stairs. His five-year-old daughter meets him in the upper hall, her governess seated nearby. She abandons her bowling to hug him. Stafford smooths her hair off her face to kiss her cheek. “So you met the abbot this afternoon,” he says.

She beams and rubs her chin on his velvet doublet. “I did.”

Hexstall, her companion, raises her head from her book to smile. 

“Will you play with me, Father? Just two games?”

Unable to resist his daughter’s cherubic face, Stafford agrees. His first toss scatters the pins. Elizabeth claps and scrambles to right them. “I hear a ghost haunts Brecon, Father. Is it true?”

“Do you want to believe it?” he asks.

She scrunches her nose in thought. “I prefer the facts.”

He tosses the ball in the air and catches it. “They speak of Lady Wyvern. She fell from the roof when an army took the castle. They buried her in an unmarked grave so she haunts the grounds.”

She gazes out the arch toward the tower, her brow knitted. “If I discovered and reburied her in holy ground, would she rest?”

Stafford kneels to clutch her shoulders, their faces level. “I believe so, but only a wholesome soul can find her. Are you pure?”

Elizabeth nods, her amber eyes large. “I am, Father!”

He brushes her cheek. “Then she may present herself to you.”

Golden sunlight touches his daughter’s thick dark hair. Elizabeth gauges the distance and swings her wrist in a smooth arc. Her toss slams the pins in all directions. Pleased with herself, she dusts off her hands, her smile determined.

* * *
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Lady Margaret Pole’s coach crests the ridge above Brecon Castle and plunges into the town on the riverbank. She squints at the old abbey, its spires visible from the road. As directed, her driver turns toward it. Meg wants to pray over the holy relic before meeting the Staffords. Cedars trail over a moss-flecked wall, a barefoot novice in simple robes ready to open the gate. Once the coach rumbles to a halt, Megs emerges into the courtyard. 

A lanky, graying abbot greets her, his face cheerful. “Welcome, Lady Pole. Our relic awaits in the vestry. Please join me.”

She pursues him past stained glass windows and elegant rood screens into a room beside the sanctuary. Circular arches frame a box on a pedestal. A tarnished spear rests on its deep blue velvet cushion. Its power radiates in her bones, the air hushed. 

“A crusader brought it from Jerusalem?” she asks, fascinated.

“Yes, after he recovered it from a cavern in the Holy Land.” A solemn Ifan circles the stand. “It has blessed our parish with many wonders. I saw it cure blindness in a pilgrim. The last abbot believed it raised a man from the dead.” 

She struggles for breath in her excitement. “May I pray to it?”

The abbot fetches her a pillow from behind a pillar. Careful of her unborn child, Meg crosses herself and kneels. She closes her eyes, letting the spear’s holiness fill her, her mind on her husband and children, the infant in her womb and its life. Meg asks for favor, absolution, prosperity, and piety. 

Ifan helps her rise when she finishes. He waits until she drops a coin in the donations box to show her into the cloisters. Laughter draws her attention to a courtyard where a dozen boys sit under an oak. One meets her gaze until his tutor snaps his fingers. 

Meg asks, “How came the children into your care?”

“Our world has many unwanted souls—bastards, second sons, a few whose mothers need a refuge.” Ifan leads her up the steps to the priory. “They have a secure future inside our walls.” 

“Are they content?”

Her driver stands beside her horses in the churchyard. Ifan glances at the boys from the top of the stairs. “Happiness is a comfort only the prosperous can afford, Lady Pole.”

It haunts her. 

She settles on a faded coach seat, powerless to end their misery. The abbot will send a few to Rome to pursue a higher education, the rest left forever behind cloister walls. She rubs her belly, thankful her children have their parents and a bright future.

Cattails wave in the breeze, the river edged with willows, poplars, and yew trees, the water black in the shadows. Her horses’ hooves clatter across the drawbridge into the castle’s inner bailey. The coach halts in a yard packed with trunks. Meg accepts Edward Stafford’s hand and steps onto the cobblestones. She once played with him in Margaret Beaufort’s garden. Her fondness surfaces in a smile. Meg kisses Stafford’s cheek, his nose brown from the sun. “Edward.”

“Meg,” he roars without ceremony, “welcome! We expect your husband by nightfall. Eleanor saved you our largest chambers.” 

She turns to acknowledge his wife, envious of her trim waist. Eleanor’s dark eyes gleam in an oval face. “Forgive the fuss,” she says. “Lord Whyte just arrived.”

Once he unloads her trunk, Stafford points the driver to the stables. Meg grasps her friend’s arm and climbs shallow steps into a vaulted foyer. “I heard the wonderful news of your son’s birth.”

Servants rush between rooms in the corridor, busy in the great hall with decorations. They move tables, hang banners, and haul fresh meat into the kitchens. Indifferent to the disorder, Eleanor sidesteps an abandoned trunk. “I will introduce you once the noise subsides. I will not wake him. He howls like a tormented spirit.”

Their sudden appearance atop the stairs surprises a couple in an arch. The woman ducks under the man’s outstretched arm to flee, her face crimson. 

“I see you have not mended your ways, Lord Whyte,” Meg says.

Whyte grins with a regal bow. “I yearn for what I cannot have, Lady Pole. You married another. I’ll never recover.”

Eleanor gasps with mock exasperation. “For shame! Hush!”

The Welshman winks at her and enters the stairwell. Meg trails her friend into two bedchambers separated by a privy chamber, the view across the river to the abbey. Carved wooden bedsteads and chairs compliment the gold brocade. “I have never known a finer house than Brecon,” she admits.

Eleanor clasps her hands and surveys it with approval. “I’ll send you bread and wine. Join us once you feel refreshed. I imagine you have not had a decent conversation since you quit London.”

Meg removes her dusty headdress, grateful when her friend retreats without an answer. She cannot tell Eleanor why she traveled to London or what transpired there. 

* * *
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Exhausted from travel, Sir Richard Pole leads his trunk-laden cart around a bend, keen to reach Brecon before dark. He reins in, disturbed by the commotion in the farmyard. Blackthorn trees surround a hovel in chaos, furniture scattered in the yard. Six goats bleat behind a wagon stuffed with crockery and chairs. Men thrust chickens into crates, chase pigs, and toss clothes from the windows. Dismayed by the three terrified children, his servant asks, “Shall I interfere?”

“No. Leave it.” Richard dismounts when a man approaches them across the mud. “Is this necessary, Beynon?”

Lord Meuric’s overseer scans him with indifference and spits in the bushes. His twisted mouth tilts up on one side, his voice surly. “She has not paid the rent in eight months. Lord Meuric cannot afford a remiss tenant when others could work the land.”

The woman snatches a pot from the mud, her eyes fierce above flushed cheeks. “My husband died last winter. Our son cannot tend the farm alone. What does Lord Meuric suggest?”

Pitchfork in hand, a sallow boy glares at them from the lean-to, so scrawny his father’s doublet hangs on his shoulders. Beynon tells his men to finish loading the cart. “Iestyn is what, fifteen?”

Suspicious, she asks, “Why should that concern you?”

Beynon kicks aside a broken stool. “You pay rent so milord can pay his taxes. King Henry’s coffers hold his enemies at bay. If the traitor Suffolk invades England, the crown will order his lords to raise armies from their estates. Iestyn is old enough to fight. Better to pay than send him off to die.”

She gapes at him. “How am I to do that?”

Beynon scans her with a lecherous smile. “Women have ways.”

Iestyn charges, his pitchfork aimed at Beynon’s chest. The man draws his sword, meets his raised weapon with a thrust, severs the handle, and slams him to the ground. Concerned he might slice him from navel to nose, Richard steps between them. Beynon sneers, “I doubt he could survive a war.”

Flushed with shame, Iestyn races into the trees behind the hovel. His mother motions her children away from the cart. Beynon’s men struggle to load a table, trunk, and spindle atop trunks and tools. Richard joins Beynon beside his horse, his tone persuasive. “You taught them a lesson. Give them one more night here while I discuss this matter with Lord Meuric.”

“Milord has no interest in charity, Sir Richard. It does not pay his taxes. Shuttered windows on empty hovels remind his tenants of the rent.” Beynon mounts his stallion with a firm hand. “I leave them to your care.”

Richard steps aside to escape the horse’s hooves. Men drive the furniture-laden cart into the wood. Quiet sobs fill the evening air, the children clustered on the front step while their mother stuffs their discarded clothes into a sack. Richard rounds the side of the house, careful not to stumble over the honeysuckle. “Iestyn?”

The boy beats a stone wall with a willow branch until it snaps. “I despise him. I want to murder him.”

Sensitive to his injured pride, Richard scans the backyard, its garden tidy and the vegetables fresh. “You showed courage in her defense. Shall we take your family to the abbey?”

Iestyn puts the food in a basket, and stuffs what he can onto the wagon. Richard leads them from the farmyard, a child in his arms. The road curves into Brecon, the castle visible from the priory. A surprised novice lets them into the yard.

Richard drops the tearstained girl to the worn cobblestones and dismounts. “Inform your master Sir Richard Pole has arrived.”

Branches stir in the gardens, the orphans curious in the cloisters, Richard distracted when the abbot descends the stairs. His severity fades at their downcast faces. “How may I serve you?”

Iestyn steps forward, his shoulders square and eyes hard. “My family needs shelter, not charity. We cannot pay for our room and board, but I will work for the abbey during our stay.”

“You can tend the orchard for the harvest.” Ifan motions into the arches. “Come to the cloisters.”

He shows them to an ample chamber set with a half dozen cots where the widow puts her children to bed. They fall asleep in tears. Iestyn unloads their possessions onto the table, his face haunted. Quiet until they reach the courtyard steps, Abbot Ifan says, “I must find him work or he will ponder revenge. They are not the first. I never found Lord Meuric unreasonable, but Beynon has changed since Meuric’s son died. We can discuss it on your next visit, Sir Richard... and an offer that may tempt you.”

Richard mounts, intrigued. “What is it?”

“I expect to sell our northern estate before winter. I can share the details at your leisure. Good day.” Weariness in his footfalls, the abbot unlatches the gate and stands aside. 

Richard rides across town and over a drawbridge. While his servants unload the cart, he enters a crowded presence chamber. Richard skims the room for their host’s familiar shock of crimson hair and notices his wife nearby. His heart lurches. Richard had forgotten her beauty. Meg holds his gaze while he greets Stafford. She flushes when he approaches her. Richard longs to kiss her lips but settles for her hand. 

“I had half given up on you,” Meg teases. “Where were you?”

He shares the incident on the road. Meg touches his arm. “You did what you could. Take comfort. God sent you to save them.”

“I have seen many bitter men, but none so brutal.” Stafford scowls at his goblet and swirls the spices until a faint aroma rises. His wife leans into him, her cheekbones sharp in the dim light. 

Lord Whyte joins them, the scent of beer on his breath. “Ravyn said Lady Anwen escaped one night into the bog. Lord Meuric let Beynon hunt her with his hounds. After he captured her, he ordered her to walk to the castle barefoot in only her shift.”

Meg flinches. 

“I never fought Meuric’s son in the tiltyard,” Stafford says. “I heard none could defeat him.”

Richard traces the back of his wife’s neck until she trembles. His lips brush her ear. “I must hold you. Come with me, my love.”

She blushes and draws him upstairs. Once away from the guests, Richard catches her waist and pulls her into his arms. Their lips meet, Meg’s fingers in his doublet. “I missed you, Meg.”

His disheveled wife yanks him into their room and kicks the door shut. They settle on a bench, Richard eager to dispose of her headdress. Her unbound hair tumbles over her shoulders. He fondles it, their kisses breathless. Meg trembles in his arms. He raises his head, overcome with relief. “I feared I might never hold you again.”

“Sir Thomas took me to the king in the Tower.” Meg strokes his spine under his shirt and softens at his horror. “It drove me sick with terror but Henry saw the truth in my fear. I did not poison his son. He ordered me to leave London.”

“Good.” Richard leans her back, his fingers in her laces. “The queen can do without you. I cannot.” His lips move to her throat, Richard startled when the door opens. Their servant drops a trunk with a thud. His wide eyes flit between them, his face on fire. He mutters an apology and lugs the trunk into the bedchamber. 

Richard says, “Thank you. You may leave.”

Once the latch clicks, Meg dissolves into giggles. 

* * *
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Lady Anwen watches her brother train from the castle step. Neirin strikes, but the instructor taps him with the blade. “Guard your right shoulder. Stafford uses his left hand. If you squander the sword fight, you cannot win the tourney.”

Neirin plants his feet in the dirt and blocks his forward thrust. The wind tousles his golden hair, the clang of his next blow deafening. Distracted when a rider ascends the hill, Anwen shades her eyes and approaches to receive the courier. She rubs his mare and squints at his face. “Ravyn, we have not met in far too long.”

The older man grins and rifles in his pouch. “If milady wishes to see me, she must write more letters.” 

She laughs and accepts the mail. Anwen knows the landowners’ seals by heart. She hesitates at a letter from the king. Neirin tosses his sword to his instructor to join them, sweat on his brow. Ravyn watches a squire carry weapons into the armory. “I have a bet on you to win the joust, Lord Neirin. You must not fail me.” 

Neirin grins under unruly golden locks. “You made a shrewd investment, my friend. I intend to win.”

She finds an envelope from young James Tyrell under the king’s missive. Her heart stops. She shoves the letter aside. 

“Can you stay for dinner, Ravyn?” her brother asks.

“Thank you for the invitation, milord, but my son awaits.” He bows his head and guides his horse onto the road. Hoof beats fade into the imminent darkness. Glad to have news from his friends, Neirin carries the mail into the castle. 

Anwen halts in the sunlit hall, unable to abide her curiosity. She swallows her pride halfway up the stairs. “James writes to you?”

“Yes. I wish you would read and reply to his letters.”

Her favorite tapestry moves in the draft. Anwen sinks onto the step and folds her arms around her knees. “I cannot.”

Her brother stands over her, his tone tender. “I have done my best to console him after his father’s death, but he wants to hear from you. Anwen, you have his heart.”

Where kisses once roused her, now they fill her with dread. She cannot abide a man’s touch. “I cannot give him what he needs.”

Neirin opens the letter to scan the contents. “He writes of their troubles. The enforcer soon arrives to begin the attainder. Unless he persuades Sir Thomas, he cannot come to the tourney.”

“I am sorry.” Anwen knows how much it meant to him. 

After a long pause, Neirin breaks the king’s seal. “Henry orders us to rebuild the bridge with Meuric’s help. He says, ‘each man will provide an equal share of timber, stones, and men.’ I’ll inspect the ruin and find craftsmen. My foreman says we have good lumber to the south.” Neirin vanishes into his crowded office.

Anwen climbs the tower stairs to her bedchamber, her view across the valley, its trees thick and flowers abundant from the rains. A breeze in her dark hair, her maid looks up from a blue dress. “I must hem it, but your mother’s gown should fit you.”

Enid altered the bodice and sleeves into the current style and took in the waist. Anwen tries it on, reluctant to examine her reflection. She rubs the silver brocade between her fingers. “Does it become me?”

“Oh, yes, milady!” Enid’s eyes dance with happiness.

She turns to the mirror and sucks in her breath. The gown’s rich sapphire color sharpens her gaze and enhances her thick, golden hair. She feels the skirt. Her heart aches for her mother. 

Enid says, “If you take it off, I can finish it before supper.”

“No,” she whispers, “let me wear it awhile.”

* * *
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Hywel’s tiny bedroom sits off the side stairwell, the chimney black with cinders, a cot shoved in the corner. Sir Thomas Lovell stirs the ashes with his foot but finds no unburned scraps. Troubled by the man’s disappearance, he peers out the window at the stables. “Did your steward run from fear or guilt?” he asks.

James Tyrell leans on the doorframe, his arms crossed. “You should not assume every man a traitor, Sir Thomas.”

“Honest men do not flee in darkness.”

“Hywel may have feared your false allegations,” James retorts.

The floorboards creak under their retreat, this side of the castle built during the Norman invasion. Lovell enters a privy chamber filled with sunlight from the large windows. Chalked prices mark its furniture, curtains, silver plates, and sconces. He examines a tapestry of Arthur and his knights, and marks it at twenty pounds. He pins on the note, adds it to his record book, and glances into the garden where Pet reads on a bench. She shines an apple on her sleeve and turns the page. Lovell crosses to a table to count its assorted baubles. “Shall we discuss Hywel or the tournament?”

James lifts his chin, his eyes defiant. “Let me compete.”

Aware of his urgent desire to prove himself, Lovell closes his ledger, distracted when the breeze catches Pet’s book. She turns her back to protect the precious pages. Lovell says, “Your father died a traitor. You suffer the consequences. I cannot help you.”

“You have no scruples yet punish me for another’s sins. Shall we discuss yours?” James clenches his fists and strides forward with contempt. “I heard what you did in London, how you tried to force Mother into bed to save my brother’s life. For shame!”

Anne offered herself to rescue her son. She scandalized London with a malicious accusation after he refused. Lovell snorts. “I know not whether to call you a fool or respect your gallantry. If you tell me about Hywel, you may attend the tourney.”

“You ask me to profit from treachery,” James says.

Lovell shrugs. “The choice is yours.”

A butterfly flits through a window to land on a silver chalice. A muscle leaps in James’ cheek until he growls, “Hywel served us five years. He kept exact records, never caused trouble. He did not confide in us nor befriend the staff. Hywel never spoke of his family. He left after we heard of our father’s imprisonment.” 

“Did you see him leave?” Lovell asks.

James scratches behind his ear, his eyes on the bare floor. “I did. I could not sleep. He rode out before dawn and never returned.”

“He burned paper in the hearth. What could it be?”

A thud resounds in the hall, the men drawn to the stairs. A crate lies on its side at the foot, hay scattered across the bottom step. Servants shove it upright, nail on the lid, and drag it away. 

“Hywel kept letters in a lockbox above his desk,” James says. “He tended the mail, so I never saw who sent them.”

Reluctant to invade her privacy, Lovell enters Pet’s bedchamber. Half-filled crates litter the floor, books on the table, abandoned toys beside her sewing basket, her chest beneath the window. He scrutinizes a superb tapestry. “I will escort you to the joust.” 

“Do you believe me a man who would abandon his family?”

Lovell notices Anne in the shadows. “Your father did.”

James looks savage, but storms downstairs rather than strike him. Anne enters the room, irritation in her stride. She picks up and tosses a sleeve into a box. “You should not bait him.”

“He held his temper, a crucial asset in a fight,” he says.

She tucks shoes into a crate, her grip unsteady. “Do not barter with my children, Thomas. I will not have them in your debt.”

Anne does not look over her shoulder when Lovell moves closer to her. Their last encounter in a bedroom ended when he insulted her. Lovell gives her a book from the side table. “You should warn them to hold their tongues. I mind neither slights nor threats, but Lord Dudley feels not the same.” 

“You executed their father. Can you blame their malice?”

Lovell leans on the bedpost. “Tyrell chose his death.”

“You sent him to it.” Anne’s flushed anger stirs him, her eyes livid. “I never believed you vicious, but you forced him to confess to the lost princes’ murders.” 

“The queen deserved to know her brothers’ fate,” he argues. 

“You tortured him into a false confession!”

“Is that what he claimed?”

Anne plops onto the bed, her bottom lip between her teeth. 

Lovell considers whether to tell her the brutal facts. “I did not torture him. His Grace forbids the rack. James buried the princes in the stairwell. He told us where to search. We found their remains, Anne. I removed their skeletons myself.”

She covers her face and slumps sideways on the coverlet.

“I know you do not wish to see that side of your husband, but he murdered the royal children. You should not delude yourself.”

She trembles with shame, her face turned away. Lovell reaches for her, concerned by her despair. Anne flinches under his hand. It traces her shoulder before he retreats into the stairwell.
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Richard Pole admires Brecon Castle in the gloom. Torches glint in the darkness of the courtyard, the great hall crowded with guests. Silver plates heaped with roast pheasant, peacock, fruit, white bread, and sweetmeats line the tables. Servants pour wine from gold pitchers. Stafford’s musicians serenade dancers from a corner. Lord Whyte draws a lady aside to whisper in her ear. 

“I hope her father guards her virtue,” Meg says.

Richard sighs and rubs his eyes. “Whyte has too many bastards.”

A draft sputters the torches. Flushed with excitement, Stafford abandons his wife to join them, his hair rumpled from a dance. Richard asks, “How go the tourney preparations?” 

“Splendid! Would you care to see them?” Enthused by a nod, he sees Richard into a side chamber, the plans spread across a long table. Richard examines them with interest—a four-day tourney for the knights with feats of skill and strength for the peasants. 

Impressed by his meticulous details, Richard says, “Edward, these are exceptional. My only suggestion is to stagger the tents around the tiltyard. Too many causes confusion between sets.”

The duke nods and leans on the table to better survey the map. “Abbot Ifan agrees to host three hundred travelers at the abbey. It should keep the road clear. His sole condition is to restrict the ale wagons to the north corner and forbid any sale after midnight. He wants no drunken riots.”

Richard falls into a chair, relieved to escape the hot commotion of the hall. “I hear the abbot intends to sell his northern assets.”

Shadows flicker when Stafford moves the candle. “I plan to make him an excellent offer.” 

Music and voices reach them through the closed doors. Richard arches his brow. “Since the funeral, the king looks upon even his friends with mistrust. You already own the grandest estate in England. Increased revenues make you more of a threat to him. Should you test his trust in this way, Edward?”

“His Grace has no reason to distrust my loyalty,” Stafford argues. “I can verify it a thousand times over if he requires it.”

Laughter drifts from the stables, the grooms at a card game. Richard senses ambition under his feigned innocence. “I see.”

“Should the king’s suspicions concern me, or yours?”

Richard ignores the insult. “I forewarn you as a friend, Edward. Do not test his patience. Meg says the prince’s loss changed him. If you found Henry hard before his son’s death...”

Stafford leans over the table, sparks in his sapphire eyes. “Would you rather Meuric have the estate, so he can misuse his tenants?”

“I prefer the abbot kept it,” Richard snaps. “My advice holds for anyone who wishes to evade royal suspicion. I’ll offer Meuric the same counsel when next I see him.”

The duke touches his chair, his face half concealed in shadows. “I expect a visit from him tomorrow. You will have your chance.”

“Send for me when he arrives. We have much to discuss.” 

Stafford opens the door, the room saturated with light. Music fills the hall, the guests entertained by tumblers, their cartwheels and backward flips enhanced by their colorful costumes and belled shoes. Lord Whyte emerges from an arch to join his host, his eye on the ladies. “I approve your choice in companions, Edward.”

“I noticed your attentiveness to Lady Isolde.” Stafford slaps him on the back. “She is no easy conquest. Her father expects her to marry Gruffydd Rhys. He guards her virtue like a wolf.”

“Whyte,” Richard says behind them, “you have dallied for years. Should you not take a wife and have legitimate sons?”

“In time, Sir Richard.” Whyte drains his cup with a smirk.

Tired of revelry, Richard climbs a dingy stairwell to his quarters, surprised by a light under his wife’s door. At his entrance, Meg looks up from her book and marks her place with a smile. Richard pulls up a stool and captures her fingers. She caresses his hair, her eyes radiant. “Since I left London, I have dreamed of our sons.” 

His thumb traces her sleeve. “And our daughter?”

“Is it a girl?” She blushes and caresses her bump. 

Richard touches her with gentle fingers. “I hope so, my love. We have enough boys. I crave a little version of you to adore.” 

She melts into his arms with the next kiss.

* * *
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Lord Dudley pours over Lady Anne Tyrell’s household records and interrogates her servants. Infuriated after a discussion over how her husband spent their income, she knocks on Lovell’s door. 

“Enter!”

She opens it and strides toward the paper-strewn desk. Lovell turns from a shelf jammed full of ledgers, his expression guarded. She says, “I want permission to leave the estate for several hours.”

Lovell sinks into his chair and tosses a book aside. “Why?”

“I hope to visit Lady Anwen. I have not spoken to her...” Anne falters, unable to finish, conscious of her husband’s death. She looks past him into a rose-laden courtyard. Her sons cross to the stables, but Pet leaves them to dart back into the castle.

Lovell picks up a quill. “Take a guard. Return by nightfall.”

“If you fear I might collude with my friends, I have none.”

“You underrate your influence,” he says.

Anne steps into the hall, distracted by servants in the next room. They pack silver plates into a hay-filled crate, mindful of the cups. Saddened by the loss, Anne meets her daughter on the stairs. 

Pet catches her arm. “Mother, have you seen my prayer book?”

“No, my love, but check my chambers. You had it last night.” Anne enters the yard, her sons in the tiltyard. Brother Elfric watches from the steps, his elbows on his knees. Under her instruction, a guard goes into the stable to fetch their horses. She regards her son with pride. “How does James fare, Brother?”

The confessor smiles, dusts off his cassock, and rises. “He has a natural eye and a firm hand. James should succeed at the tourney.”

She follows him across the yard. “Have you plans for today?” 

“I must visit the village to say the burial rites.” Elfric strokes his gelding and tugs the reins from the hitch rail, his eyes curious. “If milady can tolerate a brief detour, I may accompany you to see..?”

Relieved for companionship, she smiles. “Lady Anwen.” 

Elfric escorts her up a poplar-framed road, Lovell’s guard close enough to overhear. The confessor says, “It must be challenging to obey a man you distrust. I suffered a similar struggle when I joined the Church. I had to vow obedience to my abbot. Each day demands a new surrender, sometimes to the unjust.”

Anne sighs. “I never have my way.” 

“Then you know what a monk endures,” he says.

She offers him an impish grin. “And you, a woman.”

Elfric laughs. 

Dogwoods and ancient beech trees line the path to the village, its thatched roofs huddled near a square where children play at a stone well. Elfric halts in a side lane to knock at a hovel. The door opens, the interior deep in darkness. Before he enters, Elfric says, “I will return soon, Lady Tyrell.”

Drawn by honeysuckle to a house up the street, Anne dismounts to admire a yard of flowering herbs. She jumps when a chestnut-haired young woman raises her head from a patch of tender stems. She sits back on her heels, a dirt streak on her cheek. “It’s easier to grow herbs than comb the woods for them,” the girl says. “I find them useful. If you blend this with onion and rose petals, it pulls pain from open wounds.”

“You must be the local healer,” Anne replies, fascinated.

The woman rubs the plants with grass-stained fingers. “The peasants have another word for me. Witch.”

She states it without bitterness, malice, or sadness, but a sincere expression that warms Anne toward her. She follows her along the fence, curious. “What title do you give yourself, Healer?” 

The woman smiles. “Winifred.”

“Lady Tyrell.” Anne watches for a reaction but finds none. She peers at the stone hovel. “Did you tend him?”

Winifred plucks lavender stems for her herb basket. “No. They forbade it. Some trust me, but not all.”

The door opens. Mourners carry the sheet-wrapped corpse to a handcart. Elfric leads the procession to the graveyard, lights the incense, and recites the Latin prayers. The men drop the body into the hole amid the acrid smoke, shovel in the rich black earth, and return to their homes. Anne stays with the horses until he blows out the pot and stuffs it into his saddlebags.

“Could you have saved him, Winifred?” Elfric asks.

The healer shreds excess leaves from a stem. “Yes, but they did not allow it. I wish you could induce them to trust me.”

“People fear what they do not understand,” Elfric says.

They ride out, Anne quiet across the bridge onto Neirin’s estate. Woods become open fields, a castle in the distance. “Why do you trust the witch?” she asks.

They pass under an imposing gatehouse into a busy yard. “I do not fear Winifred. Her mother tended the monks in the abbey. I know her from childhood. She’s a healer, not a witch.”

“Would you risk your soul upon it?” Anne asks.

Elfric does not dither. “I would.”

A groom grasps the horses’ bridles, the yard crammed with carts to haul Lord Neirin’s armor, lances, swords, tent, and banners to Brecon. A blacksmith shoes his stallion in the stables, enveloped by smoke. Elfric drops to the ground and straightens his robe. 

Intrigued by his faith in the girl, Anne dismounts, startled when a surprised feminine voice calls from the yard, “Lady Tyrell!”

A figure approaches to receive them, her stride hesitant. Relieved to find Anwen unchanged except for dark circles under her eyes, Anne says, “I hope you do not mind my intrusion.”

“No.” Anwen forces a smile, her gaze fearful. “Come inside.”

* * *
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Pet reminds Lovell of her mother at that age. She has the same wide gaze, raven locks, delicate shape and long arms. Unaware of his presence, she lifts the cushions in her mother’s chamber. 

“What did you misplace, child?” Lovell asks.

Startled, Pet drops a trunk lid with a thump, her cheeks flushed. She tucks her hair behind her ear and gestures to the disheveled seat with an apologetic twitch. “My prayer book. Have you seen it, Sir Thomas? It has an embroidered blue cover.”

Lovell enters to help her search. “And white rosettes?” 

“Yes.” Pet nods, her curiosity aroused. “You know it?”

“I gave it to your mother when she turned sixteen.” Lovell scans the books stuffed into a shelf, aware of her confusion. 

Pet returns to the bench. “Mother never said you were friends.”

“She has not considered me one in decades, child.” Lovell offers a faint smile at her suspicious glance. “We planned to marry.”

The girl stares at him, wide-eyed. “Why did you not?”

“A rebellion forced us apart. I fled to France. In my absence, she found your father. Sir James suited her better. You resemble him.”

She opens a trunk to rummage its ink bottles and quills. Her shoulders quiver, her voice soft. “I miss him.”

“That’s understandable. He was your father.” 

Pet blinks away her tears. “And a traitor.”

Swords clash in the tiltyard, her brothers with their trainer. Lovell turns away to let Pet wipe off her cheeks, overcome with sudden loss. His hand trembles on the bookshelf. “That will not ease the pain. Our grief fades but never dies.”

“Who have you lost?” Pet studies him in dismay.

Touched by her sympathy, Lovell softens. “My daughter died from a fall on her second birthday. Within four years, her brothers fell to the sweat, and my first wife to despair.”

Empathy shines in her tender face. “I am sorry, Sir Thomas.”

“Life can be unpredictable, so we must make prudent choices.” He pulls the prayer book from under her mother’s cloak. 

“Thank you!” Pet hugs it to her heart and skips into her room. 

Lovell banishes thoughts of his daughter from his mind. He goes to the courtyard to watch James train for the joust until the courier arrives, an older man with a keen gaze. His breeches spattered in mud, James crosses the yard to greet him. “Ravyn, do you carry news of the tourney?”

“I do, Master Tyrell! The Duke of Buckingham built a splendid tiltyard and stands. I have not seen their like in his lifetime. The castle has not had such excitement since his father’s days.” Ravyn digs into a leather mail pouch. “The abbey expects three hundred guests. The rest will camp in the field. Do you compete?”

James beams and takes the mound of letters. “I shall win.”

“Lord Neirin intends to defeat you,” the man teases.

James sorts the mail. “He’s welcome to try. Sir Thomas! I have one for you. It looks important.”

Lovell leaves the arch to take it. Interest sparks in the courier’s gaze. “So you’re Sir Thomas Lovell. I have often seen your name.”

Pet emerges to join them, alight with happiness. She grabs the man’s sleeve. “What news have you, Ravyn?”

“Many great nobles descend upon Brecon. I saw the first arrive. I paid attention to any details I knew you would like, Mistress Pet. Lady Ellis has a black coach drawn by four white mares. And the Duchess has a blue gown embroidered in silver thread.”

Lovell enters the castle to break Richard’s seal.

Sir Thomas, upon my arrival I discovered Abbot Ifan intends to sell the abbey’s northern estate. Since it involves an important fortress in our Welsh line of defense, its purchase may interest you. Please instruct me.

“I wish I could attend the tourney,” a mournful Pet says.

The courier pats the seat beside him. Pet joins him, her red skirts vivid against the drab stone. “You will see many in your lifetime. I hear you will live in London. The king could even appoint you to his daughter’s service.”

Lovell continues upstairs. He scrawls an answer and seals it with wax. His return disturbs them from the top step. “Give this to Sir Richard,” Lovell says. “He will send no reply. I have questions for you, Ravyn. Walk me to the gate.”

The courier tucks his note into his pouch, pulls an apple from his saddlebags, and tosses it to Pet. She plucks the stem, polishes it on her sleeve, and takes a bite. Ravyn grabs his horse, loops the reins over his hand, and crosses the yard. 

Lovell glances at him. “How often do you visit this house?”

“Whenever letters arrive, but I get fewer these days.”

Lovell asks, “They came to the steward, Hywel?”

His hair windswept, Ravyn mounts and steadies the beast with his knees. “Yes, from the stewards of adjacent lords, and the abbot when the confessor fell ill. Abbot Ifan’s land borders this estate in the south. He and Hywel did not agree on the tenant rights.”

“Had you much cause to speak with Hywel?”

His dark eyes thoughtful, Ravyn rubs his horse. “No. Hywel had few friends. I found him aloof, preoccupied. He had family near Brecon, but I have not seen him since he left.”

Thankful for the information, Lovell steps aside. Once the man vanishes up the road, lost in thought, he enters the fortress. 

* * *
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Exhausted from their revelries, the guests do not stir in Brecon Castle until mid-morning. Content to stay in bed, Meg fingers her husband’s hair, his ear pressed to her abdomen to feel their child kick. She beams at his happiness. 

Richard lifts his head to say, “She has your strength.”

“Should you give her a gender so soon, my love?”

He laughs and nuzzles her lower lip. “I have faith.”

A servant enters with a breakfast tray, slides it onto a table, and opens the curtains. Light floods the room. They rise. The maid makes the bed, her eyes averted until Richard pulls on a robe. He kisses his wife and enters his own bedchamber. Meg nibbles the rye bread but ignores the fish, her stomach unsettled. 

Meg emerges an hour later laced into a green velvet gown and silver sleeves. She waits outside the nursery for Eleanor, content to watch servants trail the nobles
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