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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Milady

          

        

      

    

    
      “He can’t be serious.” A blonde curl escaped Lady Margaux’s headdress and quivered with the ire of its mistress.

      Robert, Duke of Norwick, seated behind his desk piled high with papers, arched a black brow, considering his sister. “While the king isn’t thrilled, he has steeled himself to his duty. And while he does so, I am in charge here at the palace. This should please you.”

      He signed a contract with a flourish, blew off the blotting dust, and handed the parchment to his secretary, whom he dismissed with a flick. Making his way to the front of his desk, he perched on the edge looking like a self-satisfied raven. “Besides, we need an heir—one of Troixden blood, not of some foreign land that will pitch us into war with the Germans or the French.”

      “Save your lecture for council! You recalled me to court for this? Even your tiresome wife hinted that I⁠—”

      Robert stilled her with a look. She waited for his entourage to exit, smiling sweetly at the bows they gave her. With the close of the door she was at him again.

      “How dare my own brother go along in recommending His Majesty look outside court for such a match? Have you no heed for your family?”

      Robert was up and twisting her arm before she could move. She yelped. “Keep your voice down!” he hissed. “You come here screaming like a banshee about succession when King James’s grave is barely cold, William one month on the throne, and I next in line?”

      He thrust her away and she tripped onto a waiting settee, her wine-red skirt a cloud swelling about her. “Don’t pretend you have no interest in the throne. Friend or no, you want your boys in our fair cousin’s place.”

      Robert turned to the girl he had once protected, the girl he had played knight and princess with, rescuing her from fiery dragons and their fiery father alike. Now she sat there, a shrill annoyance, twitching her nose like a rodent. Perhaps not a rodent— her nose was far too lovely for that, even he could admit.

      “And how does your becoming queen get me or mine any closer to the throne? My sons would be well behind any brats you’d bear⁠—”

      “Perhaps I wouldn’t have any brats.” She crossed her arms and frowned out the windows at the early summer gloom.

      “The king will have children—it’s the entire point of the marriage. And knowing William, well, he’ll be fathering children like Abraham.”

      "There are ways women know to keep children from coming."

      Robert walked over to frown down upon her. "'Tis repugnant, what you speak of.”

      “And what if the king should pass before I conceive?”

      Robert jerked her off the settee and steered her, shoulders first, into the stone wall. “You come to my rooms in the middle of the day while the king’s away and speak of his death!” She had the grace to flinch. “Do you not think all eyes are upon me? Do you think because he and I are old friends I’m immune to his vengeance?”

      He held her until her perfect face crumpled like a crushed flower then walked back to his desk. “Guards!”

      Margaux stood where he left her, shriveled against the wall like a dead spider. His guards came in an instant.

      “Please show my sister the door.” Without looking up from his papers, he added, “and my lady, I trust I won’t be hearing from you anytime soon.”

      She straightened to her full height, regal as ever, gave Robert a trifling curtsy, and preceded the guards out, leaving him alone with his discomfited thoughts.
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      In the far-flung duchy of Beaubourg, where the Truss Mountains tumble soft and green to the sea, Annelore squatted in her garden, plunging her grimy, bloodied hands into the cool earth, extracting the last of the sage. She frowned at one wilted, brown- stemmed sprig.

      Plants died, of course, but most merely drooped or refused to thrive, silently bearing their grievances only to sprout anew the next year. The blacksmith’s leg she and her maid Mary realigned that morning would not be so resilient.

      Sitting back on her haunches, she brushed a tendril of hair off her cheek, leaving a streak of earth in its place.

      “Annelore!” Her father leaned out the kitchen window, calling into the sunny June day. “Annnaaaaa!”

      “Mhm?” She looked up. Even from that distance she saw the mirth in his face.

      “Anna! Bryan is here—you must come to see. Comport yourself; make haste.”

      Hoisting herself up, she pushed through the kitchen door.

      “Papa,” she said, “certainly Bryan has seen me in much worse.” And she him, to be sure.

      “Have you forgot what this week is, my dear?” Her father ruffled her hair. “Or do you forget your friend unless he’s in front of your  smudged nose?”

      Anna clapped her hands. She thought her mood couldn’t be lifted, but this—how could she have forgotten?  “And here I have nothing to congratulate him with.”

      “I daresay your smile will be sufficient,” the duke said, smiling in his own turn.

      She tore through the castle, tossing her filthy apron on the Great Hall table as she flew past. Washing her hands as best she could, she pinched extra color into her cheeks, and hurried to the stable yard.

      She stopped short. The was Bryan, mounted on his steed in full chain-mail regalia—quite literally glowing.

      “Bryan!” she called with a wave. “Or do I say Sir Bryan now?”

      He dismounted, fell into a bow, and doffed his helmet, revealing all that golden hair.

      Laughing, she ran to him. “Our very own knight, newly minted!”

      “My lady,” he said, then lifted her and swung around, laughing himself. “Yes, ’tis true.”

      “Well done,” she said when he put her down. “And what of court? What of the new king? Even more wicked than his brother? What wore the ladies? What did they serve you?”

      “Questions, questions—you’re worse than my mother.” He held out his arm. “But let’s walk and I’ll tell you all there is to tell, starting with silk—the ladies wear burgundy silk.”

      She looped her arm through his. “Blast, and here I am in blue taffeta.”

      “Even in a woolen tunic you would shine like a princess amongst all of those painted peacocks.”

      Clucking her tongue she looked down at her hands and frowned at stubbed nails filled with sediment. “Court has no use for Beaubourg and I have no use for it.”

      They set off to their favorite spot, the willow leaning by the stream at the far end of the east meadow.

      “Oh, I think we’d make a fine pair there. Don’t you?” Bryan said. “The Knight of Beaubourg and his lady love?”

      “Court just seems a whole other world,” she said. “As if you’ve traveled home from the Far East. And I suppose the ladies were no less exotic…”

      They came to the willow. Bryan, reaching for her,  lost his footing and the two tumbled giggling to the soft moss below.

      Sun dappled their faces and a soft breeze lifted the tree branches like a swishing skirt over their heads. Anna lie on her back, weaving her fingers through new summer grass, while Bryan, propped on an elbow as best he could, picked up a lock of her chestnut hair and wrapped it around his finger.

      “May I be lashed severely if I thought even one held a candle to you, my love.” He gave her forehead a kiss. It was dry. Quick.

      “I see they haven’t spared your education in the art of courtly love.” She smirked at him.

      He laughed, gave a drawn-out sigh and threw himself, chiming, onto his back. “You vex me, Anna. One day I think you love me, the next you don’t. One day we’re to marry and care for your father in his dotage, the next you shall never marry and I’ll be cast out to haunt the lands sad and alone.”

      “Well, then, shall we find out today’s answer?” She picked a clover daisy and began to pluck its petals. “I love you, I love you not, I love you, I love you not⁠—”

      Bryan grabbed the flower, tossed it aside, and seized both her hands. “Annelore, hear me.” She cocked an eyebrow at his sudden zeal.

      “Now don’t tease,” he said. “Being knighted—it’s made me take a firmer look at the future. Even the king is casting about for a wife. I too want my future to be secure, to be settled. You know I’ve planned for us…” He looked into her dark eyes and swallowed. “You’ll be twenty-one by month’s end, well past time to marry⁠—”

      “And my father will finally relent to any suitors I may have, yes, we’ve discussed this.” She kissed him gently on the hand, but he scowled and pulled away.

      “Bryan, you know you’re the nearest and dearest person in the world to me, forsaking Father and Mary. Be of good cheer. Why would he refuse you?” She picked up his fallen right hand, intertwining their fingers.

      “But you’ll tell him, won’t you? That it’s what we both want?” He searched her face. “We can start our own little family soon—the girls will look like you and the boys like me, and⁠—”

      “And any second now you’ll be naming our grandchildren.” She patted his hand and smiled at his frown. “Come now, tell me more of court.”

      Relenting his talk of love, he relaxed against the tree and told her of the grandeur of Palace Havenside, its courtiers and feasts, animation increasing. Then he spoke of the new king.

      An fuzzy image of the king—then a young prince—floated to mind. He was giving her flowers... But she shook the thought away, knowing the cruelty of his family all too well.

      “He’s surely a brute. Just like the rest of them, God rest their souls—if he must.”

      “He’s no brute, Anna. He⁠—”

      “He what?” She could feel her cheeks turn hot. It was enough that Bryan had to serve this king—to risk his life, but to extol the monstrous man? “I for one have had enough of his family. Beaubourg’s wool market sold more than ever this year, but our farmers saw no profit—though I’m sure the crown did. Not to mention the⁠—”

      “Anna, I tell you, this William…” He paused. “There’s something in his countenance—something in his manner of being, in the set of his jaw… I can’t describe it.” He looked up, as if the right words might be found in the wind. “I would follow the man wherever ordered, even straight down the road to hell.”

      “Well then, perhaps you could marry him and all our problems would be solved.”

      “Don’t.” He shook his head then sighed. “Speaking of hell and marriage, this waiting for us to wed grinds my soul.”

      “I say again, Sir Bryan,” she gave him a wink, “you must wait ’til Father is at his leisure⁠—”

      He interrupted her with a kiss full on the lips. This one was also quick, but wet. Forceful. She broke away and stood, dusting off her skirts.

      “I must bid you adieu for a time,” she said, “but come sup with us—we are to fête you properly.”

      “Mother won’t have it.” He gave her a half smile. “She’s impatient to hear more of court and the goings on.”

      She backed slowly away from him up the hill. “For heaven’s sake bring her along, and your brothers and Charity too. That’s an official order from the House of Carver and the Duke of Beaubourg.”

      With that, she turned heel and ran back home. When she reached the castle’s outer gate, she looked back at their tree and saw him still sitting beneath, plucking a clover daisy, sun splattering his chainmail with shocks of light.

      What ever was she going to do with him.
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      Anna returned home to find her father doling out coins to a royal messenger at the foot of the Great Hall table. The little man doffed his feathered cap and left the duke with a letter sealed in thick, red wax.

      “Well, what news?”

      “’Tis from the king,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. Not him again. She stared at her father.

      He started back. “You’d like me to read it?”

      Anna pursed her lips. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

      He turned it round and round, ever so slowly broke the great seal with a knobby finger, and began to read. To himself.

      “Out loud, Papa, out loud.”

      The duke’s mouth curled at the edges, eyes twinkling. “But of course, my lady—if you demand it.”

      She stamped a foot, but couldn't help a grin.

      He cleared his throat and began. "From His Royal Highness, King William the Second of the Mighty Kingdom of Troixden, to His Grace the Honorable Duke Stephen of Beaubourg et cetera, et cetera…” He scanned the letter, lips twitching. “Ah! Here’s the meat: On a matter of both personal and national import, Our Royal Person shall arrive to Castle Beaubourg on the fifth of June, the year of Our Lord fifteen-hundred and sixty-nine. All persons of the House of Carver are obligated to attend…”

      “June fifth? That’s the morrow!”

      “The courier said there were some delays on the road...”

      While the duke continued reading Anna hollered for Mary, who was already peering over the balcony.

      “I’ve started on the beds,” Mary called down, “and I suppose we’ll be having to strangle the swans for feasting.”

      “Surely not!” Anna looked over at her father. “We don’t want things too pleasant, lest His Majesty want Beaubourg for himself. For why else would he lower himself to come here? We’ve been disdained by court for years.”

      The duke, still reading, frowned.

      “Papa?”

      “We must ready the castle—no time to waste. You as well, my dear—and until the royal party leaves, there’ll be no more digging about like a mole.”

      She was about to make retort, but glanced at her hands and thought better of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            His Highness

          

        

      

    

    
      The royal carriage was stuck—again—leaving the freshly crowned King William II and Daniel, Duke of Cecile, standing in the mud under a hastily erected canopy. It did not put the king in a courting frame of mind.

      As William’s closest friend and advisor, Daniel was as new to Council Table as the king to his throne. It was against all tradition to name a novice to such high standing, an unpopular decision in any case thanks to Daniel’s being a bastard, in lineage if not in manner. But the king was happy to have his friend by his side again.

      Except at the moment. At the moment, William could have wrung his wiry neck. Although, to be fair, much of his anger derived from endless talk about the inevitable royal marriage.

      “Can she not be pretty and witty as well as willing?” William said.

      “I don’t see why not, Majesty.” Daniel said. “You’re quite regal, you’re⁠—”

      William rolled his eyes. “You sound like a courtier wanting another title.”

      “I think you’ve done enough for me already.” Daniel looked at his feet. “But truly, sire, you’ve nothing to worry on.”

      Daniel kept talking, but William had heard it all before. With the effects of his family’s disastrous bloody reigns still lingering, and the heretical Germans hoping to take a bite out of his realm, the crown needed security. The country needed stability. William needed heirs and spares and he needed them soon.

      “Negotiating with England for the hand of Elizabeth appeals more and more at the moment.” William watched his men working valiantly, and thus far fruitlessly, to dislodge the carriage wheels from the thick mud.

      Daniel smiled in his quiet way. “You’ve been out of the realm these fifteen years in lands hostile to the Holy Father. To marry a heretic⁠—”

      “I know, I know.” William eyed his straining men, itching to put his own shoulder to the task. “Besides, she’s too aged for our purposes—though not much more so than my creaky self.” He created haphazard rivers and tributaries in the sludge with his foot. “But at least I’d be dry. And her mind would make me merry. And I daresay, if our past acquaintance is any indication, she wouldn’t find the idea abhorrent.”

      Daniel watched the progress of William’s miniature riverbed for a minute, frowned and looked up at him. “You’re but thirty, sire. And since when has Your Majesty ever balked in the face of such exploits as⁠—”

      “’Tis William when just the two of us.” He clapped his friend on the back. “Didn’t think I had to tell you that twice. And as for exploits, I’ve never had to tromp through fields, forests, and foulness in such absurd costume.” He held up his arms, modeling his damp royal finery. “As king come a-courting, I cut a damned sorry sight.”

      Daniel scratched his temple in consideration.

      “Yes, friend,” William said, “I’ll give you all the gold in the realm if you can spin this yarn into something agreeable.”

      Daniel swallowed a smile. “We can head south, turn back to⁠—”

      “Turn back?” William said. “As you say, our people already have a foul opinion of their sovereign. Shall they now find a little mud forces him to retreat?”

      “They shan’t, Majes—William.”

      “Then let’s review our route. Again.” William rubbed his large hands together as if to magic away the damp. “Why on earth we started by going north…”

      “Seven duchies. Seven ladies. Seven chances to charm your people⁠—”

      “I’m sure the people of Hosmer were quite charmed as we sloshed through town in a hail of filth and rain, not even stopping for a royal wave.”

      “Hosmer is not even the halfway point,” Daniel said, “and we’d already been delayed over four hours. We may have to skip Beaubourg entirely⁠—”

      William looked up at the canopy just as a large drop of rain hit him square on the nose. He swore.

      “We’ll not skip it. Though the duke will have to wait.” He massaged his jaw, feeling the scrape of its close-cropped stubble. “As will the rest.”

      At the rate they were moving, the Duke of Beaubourg would have to wait quite a while.
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      That evening, when Anna retired to her chamber, Mary was standing ready with a hot bath and Anna’s most luxurious gown hung to air.

      “Ugh,” she said, stretching her arms, “what a day, and what a morrow.”

      To Anna, Mary was frozen in time, smelling of spice-bread, roses, and a curious blend of tinctures. As a child Anna had spent many a night nestled against Mary’s ample bosom as the nurse sang away the witches and goblins.

      “What a day indeed, m’dear. Now off with your filthy clothes and into the tub.”

      Mary helped Anna out of her day dress and into the copper bath in front of the fire, then set to scrubbing Anna’s hair with a frenzy normally reserved for an outbreak of lice.

      “Do you want me to go bald?” Anna turned to her nurse who, holding the ends of Anna’s dripping tresses in her calloused hands, continued unabated to thwack the dark locks into submission.

      “Mary, do you think he means to take our lands?”

      Mary stopped, looked square at Anna, opened her mouth, seemed to reconsider, then snapped it shut. “I’ll be saying nothing about the whole matter—I’m just a servant here, after all.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Mary.” Anna shook her head. Everyone was so peculiar today. Even the mottled cat Mae sulked under the bed, refusing to come out. Perhaps it was the approaching dark clouds from the sea harkening yet another storm that put them all to such brooding.

      Anna resettled herself in the deep tub. “Once he sees our natural splendors, how could he not want them for the crown?” she said. “And then what would happen to us all?” If she had to start wearing scrapped wool again to keep food on the tables of her people, she would do it.

      “Well, m’love, as I said, I’ll not say a thing about it.” Mary helped Anna out of the bath and into a towel, then her shift. “’Cepting I think he’s here for some other reason altogether.”

      Anna saw tears starting in Mary’s eyes. “Mary, for heaven’s sake, whatever is the matter?”

      She thought of her father. Was he going to be called away? How could she manage running Beaubourg by herself?

      “Tell me or I shan’t sleep a wink!”

      Mary patted her head as if she were a welp. “’Tis nothing, dearie. The early summer winds are making me head fuzzy.” She went about turning down the bed, Anna following right behind.

      “Tell me or I’ll leave my candle burning all night and read the whole of St. Paul’s epistles. Aloud. In the Greek.”

      “You wouldn’t do that to your old Mary, now would y’?” She wouldn’t meet Anna’s eyes.

      “If it’s about Papa…”

      “Don’t be playing on me weak heart. I told you ’tis not my place. But I daresay you’ve nothing to badger me about.”

      Anna sighed. She would not be getting more information from her unusually tight-lipped maid. Perhaps things would be clearer in the morning. She climbed into bed and opened her Bible.

      While Protestantism was gaining purchase in other lands, the Pope still held sway in Troixden. And the gentry were expected to know their Scripture, if only to appear learned. If they had a Bible at all. Anna enjoyed the stories—they fed her sense of adventure and drama. She loved the wisdom and poetry, the epic tales. Every night she read until her candle burned out or her eyes fluttered to a close.

      “Not too late, dearie. You’ll be needing your sleep.”

      Anna arched a brow. “For what, pray tell?”

      Mary shook her head and Anna smiled through a yawn. “I’m tired—and in Leviticus. I’ll soon be asleep.”

      Mary gave her one last lingering look and wiped a creased eye.
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      It was getting on eleven the following evening, and the entire House of Carver, from the lowest stable hand to the duke himself, stood at attention in Castle Beaubourg’s courtyard. The rain was misting, a fine drizzle that showed no sign of abating.

      Anna had been up and down and up and down what seemed like twenty times that day. No one dared touch the feast—now gone cold—and no one dared take a bit of leisure, lest His High and Mighty arrive without warning. They had been kept apprised of the king’s halting progress by a succession of messengers, all claiming His Majesty would arrive soon, the last one having left them a half-hour ago.

      He’d been due early that afternoon.

      Blast these royals! Anna shivered in her damp gown. Selfish, slow, full of their own airs. The butcher’s wife due with her babe any moment and Mary and I stuck here…

      She heard the thick clomp of hooves fast approaching. No doubt another fleet of messengers. She’d go to bed after this final insult, king or no.

      Just as she turned to beg permission from her father, horses tore into the yard, mud flying, whining and wet, their riders bedraggled in their court dress. A tall, cloaked man at the center dismounted in haste, barely waiting for his black beast to halt, the others scrambling after him.

      “Your Grace,” the man said, striding to her father, not bothering to pull back his hood. His boots were covered with mud. How disrespectful of her father’s rank and wait! They were all alike, no matter what Bryan said.

      “Please accept our most humble apologies for our tardiness,” the man said. “It seems the weather up north frowns upon our journey. And as you can tell from our state, we have been stuck a long while.”

      “Your Majesty,” her father said, bowing, then taking the king’s proffered hand and kissing his ring. “’Tis a trifle to wait upon such an honor. Please, let us retire to dryness and warmth.”

      Anna gasped, unsure whether to be appalled or astounded at this behavior. The two men entered the castle followed by another four of the king’s party. Anna heard the king’s deep voice booming out.

      “Our carriage shall be along at some point. Hopefully by the time of our needed departure.”

      “Certainly, sire, my men shall attend to every need,” her father replied. “They’ll soon be about seeing to your steed. A creature of rare beauty, I might add…”

      Their voices faded and Mary caught hold of Anna’s arm, pulling her to the foyer.

      “Ye look a fright.” She busied about Anna’s hair, which had frizzled in the damp.

      “What does it matter? I shall retire and make my official appearance in the morning.” She didn’t care how the king would look upon such a breach. It served him right, keeping them waiting like this. Weather! What a paltry excuse.

      “You’ll do no such thing, dearie,” Mary said, moving to re-fluff Anna’s sleeves. “’Tis the king who’s here, not some horse trader.”

      “And the king needs to learn his manners.”

      “By flouting your own? Nay, Anna, you were raised better, if I say so meself.” Mary gave a final shake to Anna’s skirts. “Maybe with the light so dim he’ll not see dirt on the hem.”

      Anna stood glowering as more laughter echoed in the hall.

      “Out with you.” Mary gave her a little shove on the backside.

      Anna stumbled the few steps to the archway leading to the sunken hall where the men had all sat down to eat, the king at the far end—in her father’s usual place—her father to the king’s right.

      The hall was darker than normal, as if the gloom from outside had drifted in with the king’s party and hung over the table. She could barely make out the men’s faces closest to her, shadowed as they all were by the pall that even a surplus of candles could not pierce.

      She stopped on the top stair, unsure whether to enter there or go around through the hallway to her father. The laughter crested and she noticed the king joining in. He glanced in her direction, stroking his cheek. His smile faded. Even at such a distance she could feel his eyes bore through her. Her heart sped like a sparrow under Mae’s paw.

      Benches and chairs scraped the stone floor as the men rose to honor her entrance. All but the king. He remained seated, watching. She furrowed her brow at him and saw the flicker of a smirk break. So she was entertaining, was she?

      “Your Highness,” her father said, hurrying to her side, “may I present my daughter, the Lady Annelore Matilda of Beaubourg.”

      Anna curtsied low, glad to avoid the king’s sharp eyes.

      “Lady Annelore,” the king said, “we are pleased. And hope you accept our regrets for the lateness of the hour. Please, join us at table.”

      At her table.

      “Thank you, Majesty,” she said. She rose and moved to the lone open seat at the far end between two of the royal party, a thin blond man and an older one, heavy and balding. She sat without ceremony, took a long swig of wine and set her goblet down with too much force, hushing the conversation enough to attract Bryan’s attention. He gave her a sheepish look from across the table.

      She picked up a fork and stabbed at a piece of cold venison. Meat secure, mouth open, and morsel halfway to its mark, she looked up to find the king still staring at her. She put her bite down slowly, her eyes following it to her plate.

      Dammit! Stop looking at me with those blasted eyes!

      “By all means, dear lady, eat,” he said. The men were silent, everyone now watching her.

      “Begging your pardon, Majesty,” she said, eyes glued to her plate. “As we long awaited your party, I had not a moment to eat since noontime.” She knew it was rude, but she couldn’t help it. At least it should stop his stares.

      “Of course,” the king said. She felt his eyes leave her and them, her breath return. “Your Grace, tell me more of your stables.”

      This was the cue for the rest of the men to resume eating and talking. How skittish they all seemed, all save the two flanking her. The one to her left, the big one, reached out and patted her forearm.

      “Pay no heed, my lady,” he said. She glanced up to find hazel eyes dancing in the dim candlelight. “I especially enjoy the plum sauce with the venison. Finer plum sauce is not even found in Havenside I daresay.” His smile was so sincere she couldn’t help smiling back.

      “The Duke of Halforn at your service, my lady.” He made a little twirling salute with his hand. “And the gentleman to your right is His Grace, the Duke of Cecile.”

      Cecile turned to her and nodded with a perfunctory smile. “My lady, it is indeed a pleasure. And His Grace is correct— the plum sauce surpasses that of even Rome.”

      “Your Grace has been to Rome?”

      His pale cheeks flushed. She had not been able to mask her eagerness.

      “Yes, my lady, but I did not mean to boast, only to compliment the sauce.”

      “But of course. I merely wish to—it’s just that… please, Your Grace, speak to me of your travels.”

      Daniel acquiesced with almost enough details to satisfy her, the jolly Halforn interjecting his wit until the talk of travels finally subsided.

      “So ’tis true. Your Ladyship has a learned mind,” Halforn said after a mouthful of sweetbread. “If only my daughters would take a lesson from you, my dear.”

      “How have you heard such, Your Grace?” How could anyone outside of Beaubourg have heard anything about her, let alone the state of her mind? Ah, but of course: Bryan had just returned from court.

      Halforn laughed. “Why, it’s our business to know of all the ladies of the land⁠—”

      “What His Grace means to say—” Cecile started, but the voice of the king rose above them.

      “We are afraid there’s no remedy, Your Grace, as we are already so delayed. We really must away tomorrow morning. Please do not take it as any reflection upon your hospitality.”

      “Of course not, sire,” her father said. “I only wished you to have the time you needed, as the matter is of such import.”

      “Worry not,” the king said. “Things shall present themselves much more clearly after a night’s rest. If her ladyship would be so inclined as to break fast with us, we do not believe our early departure will hamper the matter.”

      “If that be the case, Highness,” Anna said, “I shall to bed now, if you please.” The king raised his thick brows at her.

      Her father sat stunned. “Please excuse my daughter, Highness, she is used to less formality, as in usual circumstances only she and I are at table.”

      “Think nothing of it, Your Grace,” the king said. “A lady who speaks her mind is one to be admired, is she not?” Several at the table called out “Here, here!” and raised their glasses in a toast. To her or the king she could not tell.

      She pushed herself away from the table. “Then I shall⁠—”

      “You have our leave,” the king said, fixing her in mid-rise with that unnerving stare of his. How dare he make her feel so small in her own home? But of course, that’s what kings did best.

      “Majesty,” she said, dipping into the faintest of curtsies and meeting his gaze with the force of her own, “the distinct honor of your presence has been mine. Please continue to enjoy our hospitality as seems fitting to you.”

      With that she turned from all those men with their disconcerted faces and left them to grovel before their tyrant of a king.
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      The morning came bright and clear as the sound of men and hooves from the stable yard below wakened Anna. Mary had laid out a pretty, yet perfectly average, day dress for her—apparently she had not been called to breakfast with the king. She lay still, listening to snippets of conversation that floated to her ears.

      “A hearty thanks for your hospitality, Your Grace.”

      A reply from her father she couldn’t make out. “Yes, we shall see you soon.” The king’s voice.

      See you soon? Oh Papa, no - he couldn’t be leaving!

      She threw off her sheets and ran to the window. The plump duke was shaking hands with her father, grasping his arm and laughing. The Duke of Halforn. He was merry enough last evening. Now she loathed him.

      The king, about to climb into his carriage, glanced up. He caught Anna looking at him and gave her a quick nod before she could duck.

      “Fair journey, Majesty, milords,” her father called as the last of the men mounted. “Farewell, Your Grace, and to your fair daughter, highest compliments of your king.”

      With that His Royal Highness settled into the carriage, the Duke of Cecile in his wake.

      Anna turned from the window. “I must find out what’s going on, and if you won’t tell me, Mary— as I’m sure you know the whole of it—I’ll just have to force it from Father.”

      “If that be your mind, dearie, I shan’t be changing it.” She tried to help Anna dress, but Anna wouldn’t stay still. “It all started with this business of Bryan’s being knighted—Mary, tie me!— perhaps ’tis all to do with that.”

      Not caring to glance in a mirror, Anna hurried to the door, but then ran back and gave Mary a tight hug.

      “Oh, Mary, I couldn’t stand being separated from Papa. What am I to do?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough. Now off with you.”

      Anna tore down the staircase and into the Great Hall, where she found her father meeting with his horse master, Jeffrey.

      She stopped short at the bottom of the stairs. “Father?”

      The two men were hunched over some sort of ledger, the table still showing remnants of a sumptuous breakfast. The duke’s one vice was horses. He searched the country for the fastest, prettiest, smartest, heartiest ones he could find, and his stables were the envy of many beyond Beaubourg.

      “Father, I must speak with you.”

      “Tush, you know we don’t stand on ceremony.” He smiled broadly, opening his arms in welcome.

      “I fear my temper in front of Master Jeffrey, begging his pardon.”

      The duke turned to his faithful horseman. “Would you excuse us please? I shall find you in the stables later.” He took in Anna’s dour expression. “It may be a while.”

      She tried with no success to calm herself while Jeffrey took his time gathering and arranging papers. The duke tapped the seat to his right at the head of the table.

      “Anna dear, please sit. I have much to tell you.” He smiled at her, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. Was he nervous?

      He reached for her hands, engulfing them. “My darling daughter, I can’t believe it, but the day has come that I may have to bid you goodbye.”

      She grabbed his forearms, as if she could hold him there forever. “Papa, you can’t leave us⁠—”

      He unclenched her hands gently. “My dear, you misunderstand. It’s you who are to go—to go and be a wife.”

      I thought Bryan was going to wait... She frowned.

      “So he’s asked you already?” she said. “And you’ve agreed?”

      Her father cocked his head. “But however did you know, my dear? And are you pleased?”

      “Certainly Bryan and I have long⁠—”

      “Bryan?” he said. “I’ve never intended your hand for him.” He gave her a quaking smile. “You, my darling daughter, have been given the greatest honor a woman could dare dream. The king has selected you to be among his choices for queen.”

      Anna’s heart dropped to the floor.

      “After his tour ends this month, he’ll call three of the seven ladies he has seen to court for final review. And I have given my consent should you be among the three. Though I daresay my blessing matters little in the equation.”

      Anna sat there, still mute, trying to take in words that couldn’t possibly mean⁠—

      “Annelore, you might be queen.”

      “No.” Her voice was no more than a whisper.

      “I can tell you’re surprised, as was I when I read the full letter. I’d heard His Majesty was looking for a bride outside of court, but never dared imagine he’d come to Beaubourg…” He stopped and took a long look at her. “Annelore?”

      Her insides were stone. Worse, the room seemed to careen to the left, tapestries swaying as if on a ship. This was all a horrible mistake, a terrible misunderstanding.

      “But… I’m to marry Bryan.”

      “What do you mean?” His face clouded over. “What have you two done?”

      “I asked him to wait until my birthday⁠—”

      “Are you telling me you’ve betrothed yourself to Bryan? Without my knowledge or consent?”

      Anna could count on one hand the number of times her father had ever spoken to her in that tone of voice.

      “Well… no. I didn’t—I don’t know.”

      He pounded his fist on the table.“Has he defiled you? I’ll have his testicles!”

      “Papa! How could you think such a thing of him? Of me?”

      “Are you or are you not bound to each other, girl?” He slammed the table again, the clatter of dishes making her flinch. Her face crumpled in defeat.

      “Only by assumption.”

      He sighed and crossed himself, sinking back into his chair. “Thank the Lord.”

      “But you know well how close we are — have been for years!” She knew her voice was shrill. “How could you not intend to give him my hand?”

      “If that were my intention I’d have betrothed you much, much sooner than this.”

      “So what—you planned to marry me off to some faceless duke? She pushed herself to her feet and turned from the table.

      “Don’t be absurd, Anna.” He watched her pace the floor, only half cleaned from the morning’s revelry. Sighing, he leaned down to pick up a fallen goblet from the wine- soaked straw and stood.

      “Nothing is certain, Anna. His Majesty may very well choose another—he didn’t see much of you and⁠—”

      “But he’s a horrible, selfish old man who’ll rob our people blind!”

      “Enough!” He stared hard at her, shaking his head. “I raised you better than this— or thought I did.”

      She quieted, well censured.“You raised me to be useful and happy, Papa. Happy here. With our people, with you.”

      He came to her and lifted her chin. “Your
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