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        In every court, in every century, someone profits from poison.

      

        

      
        And someone must stand between the chalice and the crown.

      

        

      
        — Tester’s Proverb, Circa 1521

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      First Taste

      Hampton Court Palace — May fifteen, 1521

      The wine touches my tongue, and I know.

      Foxglove—masked beneath Spanish muscatel—bitter as betrayal. Metallic undertones bloom across taste buds long scarred by survival. Copper rides in on sweetness like a knife sheathed in velvet.

      Three heartbeats. Four. Still standing.

      Across the candlelit din of the Hall of Presence, I meet Margaret’s eyes. Her fingers work dried yarrow in her apron pocket. I see the tension in her shoulders—how she’s already read the room, the rim of the goblet, the page’s trembling hand.

      Someone here wants the king dead.

      And they’re willing to kill me to do it.

      My name is Thomas Tester. My family does not rule, or pray, or heal for coin.

      We taste for poison.

      Born in the shadow of Black Mountain—where Wales meets England’s edge, where wild things cling to stone—I was raised to swallow danger before others sip. My grandmother taught me the difference between healing and harm the way other boys learned hymns.

      She pressed diluted belladonna to my lips when I was seven. “Feel that burn?” she whispered. “Good. That’s your body learning to live.”

      I wept blood and bile for two days. But I lived.

      Men like Bainbridge call this concoction medicine when they administer it. Witchcraft when women do. Tonight, it’s neither.

      Tonight, it’s murder. And I’ve just swallowed it.

      Behind Harrington’s thin smile, Thomas Boleyn watches like a man who’s already measured my coffin. These wolves have circled for weeks—sniffing weakness ever since Anne caught the king’s wandering gaze. Court politics sharpen faster than knives.

      Harrington lifts his own goblet, feigning camaraderie. “A fine vintage, wouldn’t you say, Master Tester?”

      The poison licks its way down my throat. My gut clenches, but I smile. I have to.

      To spit at the king’s table would get me beheaded faster than the foxglove can work.

      My son Edward watches from the gallery—eight years old, eyes too old for his face. I will not let him see me fall.

      Margaret’s hum threads the noise—soft, steady, a Welsh healing song no one else here would recognize. It’s our tether. Our ward. I feel it in my bones, in my breath, in the ache of muscle resisting collapse.

      We prepared for this.

      Beneath the floorboards of our quarters lie elderberry tinctures gathered in secret, hawthorn to calm a failing heart, charcoal for drawing poison. Remedies passed mouth to mouth for generations—never inked on parchment, never trusted to the hands of men who burn knowledge once they’ve stolen it.

      I sip again.

      Because a Tester does not flinch. We do not panic. We buy time for the antidote to reach our blood. We play our part until the danger passes—or kills us.

      Some families test metals for kings.

      We test death.

      The only question is whether I survive this cup . . .

      . . . or whether my son inherits a legacy of sacrifice without understanding its cost.

      Because in every court, in every century, someone profits from poison.

      And someone must stand between the chalice and the crown.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            STORIES THAT WON’T STAY BURIED

          

          Carter County, Tennessee — March fifteen, 2025

        

      

    

    
      Mist clings to my grandmother’s headstone like breath refusing to leave the body.

      I trace the carved dates: born sixty-two years ago, died three months before I could drag the truth into the light. The coroner called it an accidental overdose.

      I know better.

      I press wild yarrow to the granite. Its scent rises sharp and bitter, cutting through the fog. The same herb she tucked in her pockets, in her medicine pouches, beneath the mattresses of the people she tried to save. Painkiller, fever-fighter, spirit-clearer. Now it’s an offering.

      “I found the files,” I whisper. “The ones they tried to bury.”

      The wind shifts like someone listening.

      Two whistleblowers are already dead. One “fell asleep at the wheel.” The other overdosed on his own research chemicals—convenient, considering his final report accused Northeastern Medical of falsifying addiction data.

      I have their notes. Their access codes. Their ghosts riding shotgun every time I sit down at my computer.

      This week, I testify before the state oversight committee. The data I’ve recovered—clinical trials, internal emails, dosage schedules—could spark criminal investigations. Maybe even shut them down.

      If I survive long enough to deliver it.

      The university medical building gleams across the foothills, white and sharp as a scalpel. Funded by the same pharmaceutical conglomerate that buried Grandma with a double dose of prescribed dependency.

      They call this progress. In these hills, we know better.

      This is extraction, dressed up in lab coats.

      The parking lot is empty—it’s a Saturday. My office lights flicker on as I swipe my badge. I should be home. But I need to work. To organize the files, encrypt the records, prepare for what comes next.

      But before I touch the handle, I know.

      Someone’s been here.

      The air smells wrong. Like pine cleaner covering expensive cologne. Like someone rich tried to erase their presence. But I smell intention.

      My desk is too neat. The death certificates—three twenty-five-year-olds—are laid out with surgical care. Each one has a photo clipped: Jessica Winters, Marcus Tillery, Amber Collins. All local. All started on Northeastern Medical’s “non-addictive” painkillers after workplace injuries. All overdosed last weekend.

      These aren’t statistics. These are people I know.

      Jessica’s mother reads to my cousin’s kids at the library. Marcus played ball with Caleb before the accident shattered his spine. Amber’s daughter lives three doors down from my Aunt Ruth Ann.

      Grief connects us in these mountains like creek beds—on the surface, visible. But it runs deeper.

      The pharmaceutical rep steps into my doorway like he owns the oxygen in the room.

      Harrison. Tailored suit. Factory smile. No calluses on his hands. His presence smells like entitlement and aftershave.

      “Dr. Grace Blackwood,” he says, rolling the title like it’s temporary. “Your research raises . . . concerns about our marketing practices.”

      My hand tightens around the flash drive in my pocket. The access codes stored there lead to three years of buried data—proof
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