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      Praise for Heirs & Spares:

      

      “With a fresh voice, an intelligent and witty protagonist & vivid historical details, Heirs & Spares captured me from the start and never let me go.”

      -Maureen McQuerry, Time After Time

      

      “I slurped down this historical intrigue/romance like a chocolate milkshake. It's both delicious and delightful.”

      -Kimberlee Conway Ireton, Cracking Up

      

      “Heirs and Spares is one of those rare books I could have read in one sitting . . .”

      – Tamara Leigh, The Unveiling

      

      “The sheer joy of this book is the personality effused on every page . . . and we, lucky readers, get a front row seat in the action of a brilliantly imaginative mind. I am so eager to dive into this world again and hang out with Wills and Annelore: they are friends—book friends— the best kind of friends.”

      - A Fair Substitute for Heaven Book Reviews

      

      “I was engulfed by this story.”

      - I Hate Cats Book Reviews

      

      “J. L. Spohr brings us to a world where kings rule, ladies curtsy, and true love amongst arranged marriages is an occasional find. A quick page turning adventure through Elizabethan times, my only regret is that it was over too soon . . .”

      – Catherine Walker Johnson, descendant of Queen Katherine

      Howard

      

      “Heirs & Spares is a marvelously researched peek into the 16th Century . . . pitch-perfect with delightful details of the fictional kingdom of Troixden.”

      -  My Readers Block

      

      “Spohr doesn’t disappoint. Heirs & Spares is a fantastic novel thoroughly researched and full of fully dimensional characters Spohr was obviously in her element”

      – Stuck in a Story

      

      “Of all the historical fiction I’ve read, this one is up there with some of the best. It’s not an easy thing to weave history into fiction and keep it lively.”

      - Rebecca Reads
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Homecoming

          

        

      

    

    
      King William floated in his copper bath, eyes closed. His arms were draped along the sides, head resting against its cool edge, water rippling with each satisfied breath. He hadn’t been this filthy in years. Gone three full weeks from the comforts of Palace Havenside, he had been camping like a soldier with his retinue of men, seeking assurances of fealty from the Laurelanders in the northeast of his realm. A tentative peace was reached, but how long it would hold kept him brooding.

      William breathed in deep and slowly exhaled, willing himself peace, if only for a half hour. But solitude was not the luxury of kings. Even then, outside his chamber doors, attendants and councilors scrambled for attention, their impatience seeping through the cracks and creeping toward him like a suffocating vapor. He sank lower, water sloshing up his chest.

      The private door by his bedside groaned on its hinges. No peace to be had now. A smile tugged the corner of his mouth and his groin twitched as he heard the soft rustling of fabric behind him.

      “I can smell you from here.” His voice echoed back at him from the tub’s basin. “’Twas a nice try, though.”

      “And I can smell you through twelve feet of stone.”

      More rustling. He felt a slight drop in temperature as a figure settled itself on the rim of the tub, blocking the fire’s heat.

      “Never,” the voice said, “do that again.”

      William opened one eye, appraising his queen, perched in royal blue like a peacock, chocolate eyes glinting, soft bosom rising with her breath. Had it doubled in size? His hands ached to find out. He let his eyes roam, finally landing on the smallest of bulges poking from under her bodice. His heir, warm and cooking within her lovely belly.

      “Whatever do you mean, my dear?”

      Queen Annelore creased her perfect brow. “William, you know exactly what I mean. Leaving me to bumble about the palace alone for nearly a month⁠—”

      Quick as a porpoise, he thrust up to his knees and seized her face, his mouth attacking hers. Startled for the merest second, she responded, tangling her fingers in his hair, nipping his bottom lip. She gave a whimper of disappointment when he finally pulled back.

      “Just to behold you as you are right this moment, I would leave again in an instant.”

      She pursed her lips. “Then I shan’t let you out of my sight.”

      “Well then,” he said, moving dripping hands down her arms, “you’d best join me.” He dragged her into the tub on top of him, an “eep” escaping her, skirts bubbling up like boiling laundry.

      “What is it you have against my wardrobe?” she said.

      “It’s only that you wear so much of it.” He wiped a droplet of water from the tip of her nose and brought his lips to hers.

      She laughed and stroked his cheek. “Mother of Moses I missed you.” It was her turn to kiss him.

      “It’s only a bit of water, really” he said, looking down at the mass of blue and gold swishing with the tub’s tide. “Bernard!”

      Her Majesty’s meticulous master of the chamber swept in immediately. His eyes widened for a brief beat at the naked king and the fully clothed, half-immersed queen floating in his arms.

      “Ah, Bernard, the queen will need clothes and ladies.” Bernard opened his mouth to respond, but the king cut him off. “Not now—let’s say in, oh, a half-hour’s time.” Annelore frowned. “No?” She gave his chest a wet thump. “Apparently Her Majesty feels she may not be completely dry by then,” he said, hiding a grin. “Better make it a full hour.”

      “Yes, Majesty.” Bernard gave his signature heel-clicking jig and took his leave.

      William craned his neck toward the door, spying a wall of courtiers and messengers jostling like pent-up horses, vying to be let in.

      “And where’s the warmed mead?”

      The royal taster pushed his way in, bearing a tray laden with a large kettle and two silver mugs. He placed it by the fire.

      “And some victuals please, Peter,” William said. He eyed Anna. She was the only thing he hungered for in that moment, but knew they’d both be famished after. “But wait until I call to bring them in.” Peter bowed and hurried from them. “As for the rest of you,” William called, “you may take your leave. The queen and I have much to discuss.”

      Annelore raised her eyebrows. “Discuss?”

      His smile broadened. “We’re discussing the best way to get you out of these wet clothes, my queen.”

      Her smile matched his. She was already reaching behind her back to untie her skirts. “That will make quite a mess.”

      “Do you promise?” He dove for her neck, sucking until she groaned, his hands untying the sleeves of her opposite shoulder. He’d been dreaming of her skin against his since the moment he’d left and he wanted to savor her properly. But God she was gorgeous, soft and moaning as her hands danced all over his chest and back and he couldn’t help his hips straining up against her, his need for her threatened to overtake him.

      She broke away to clamber out of her skirts, heaving them, sopping and slapping to the floor before the fire, the stone replying with a hiss. She turned her ripe, swelling bottom to him and he thought he might faint dead away at the sight if it weren’t for his raging blood.

      “You need to undo the corset,” she said holding aside tendrils of hair that had escaped her intricate updo. She started to sink, but he did not want to lose that opportunity. He grabbed her instead, biting that succulent rosy cheek she’d so helpfully presented to him. He slid his hands under her buttocks, reveling in their pillowed sweetness.

      “Come closer,” he said, desire tightening his throat and roughening his voice. She was the only person he would let down his guard for, the only person he knew wouldn’t use his heart against him. He backed her to him, kneading her with his left hand, tickling his right underneath, finding her silky cleft. She gasped and leaned forward, grabbing the rim of the tub for support.

      “You like this then?” He grinned and ran two fingers along her folds, pinching ever so gently at the top. A throated grunt was her only reply. It was taking every ounce of will power he had to not simply take her there, like that, bent over the tub, water sloshing out with every thrust . . . . But he’d been waiting too long for this. He would relish each touch, each sound, each ecstasy.

      He circled her opening with his ring finger. “And this?” She whimpered as he slipped it inside. So warm, so ready. He was near bursting for her. “And this?”

      Her walls clamped on to him, her head snapped back. “God, Will, please!”

      He wanted to keep teasing her, wanted to say ‘Please what,’ but the racing need in his veins finally overruled. He spun her to face him finding one breast dislodged from its fabric prison, nipple taut. Rising to meet it with his lips, he guided her hand to his rigid cock, nearly exploding when her nimble fingers encased him.

      “Out,” he growled. “I need you out of this tub now.”

      He clambered out, water sluicing off him to the stone, joining the puddle of her skirts. She beamed at him, eyes dancing, as he scooped her up and out, unceremoniously plopping her on the bed. His physical need did not surprise him: it was constant, humming in the background of his mind, always coiled and waiting to be unleashed. But this drive, this gut yanking need to be with her, to have her, to undo her with his body, his Anna, that was the continued surprise. His hand could bring him an orgasm, but he found he was never truly, deeply sated, unless she brought him there. Did she know what she did to him? Was it cunning?

      She leaned up on her elbows, one brow raised, knowing smirk on her waiting lips, knees relaxed, open, beckoning him in. Sliding his way up her body, slipping inside her, feeling her clench, hearing her gasp, seeing her breasts arc up to his chest, he found he didn’t care to know the answers. He simply never wanted it to stop.

      “I will try to be gentle,” he said, “but I’ve been away so long . . .”

      She seized the back of his neck and pulled his face to within inches of her own. “Did I say I wanted you to be gentle?”

      That alone nearly undid him. God, this woman. She reached her lips to his, tongue licking, seeking, his answering with force. That growl deep in her throat made his thrusts harder, faster, building. Her bouncing breasts brushed him as she ground against his speeding rhythm, her lovely pink lips parted in gasps, that tell-tale furrow creasing her brow above clamped-closed eyes. For a fleeting second, he wonder what she saw there, right before she succumbed to him. How he loved watching her like this, loved that he was the one to bring her this pleasure, to undo her as she constantly undid him.

      He knew she was on the brink now. He pressed his thumb just above her opening and latched his lips to her right nipple and she thrashed and clenched and screamed beneath him. And, like a story he didn’t want to end, but the finish of which he was desperate to reach, he raced to his own bursting, shuddering, howling climax. Completely, and happily, abandoned to his queen.
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        * * *

      

      Annelore looked down at William’s damp head lying on her bare belly, watching as it rose and fell with her breath.

      “Hello, little prince,” he said, tapping her navel.

      “The babe hasn’t even quickened yet, Wills,” she said. “And certainly can’t hear you.”

      “Well, he’d better get on with it,” William beamed, “for I expect a son at the top of his game.”

      Anna laughed, William’s head shaking with her. Heavens, it was good to have him home. She’d been keen to help run the palace and court in his absence, but in reality she’d done little more than show off her barely visible pregnant belly and preen for ceremony. The most she’d decided was what color thread to embroider with or what to eat, her only companions gossiping ladies and the ever-so-polite Daniel. It was as if part of her had been shuttered away when William left. It was intolerable. Anna smoothed William’s cowlicks.

      And yet she could not squelch a pang of concern. Everyone spoke as if the babe were a boy. It was supposedly good luck, as if speaking the words would make it so, but every time a boy was mentioned, especially by the king, she flinched. Would a princess really be a calamity? Seeing William there, deep blue eyes soft, full of hope, her contentedness faltered. A girl could not secure his place on the throne or the country’s legitimacy in the world. A girl was only good for marrying into another kingdom. A girl, in short, was barely better than no child at all.

      “The babe’s barely four months.” Anna caressed a particularly stubborn wave of William’s hair. “The quickening will happen soon, or so says Mary.”

      “Perhaps I shouldn’t be so keen.” William rose to his knees and slid off the bed. “That’s when we must cease coupling, no? When he moves?”

      Anna shrugged. “Both Mary and my mother felt the act of love was helpful for a potent pregnancy. Of course, that’s not widely held, nor I daresay popular. I doubt the court physicians will allow it.”

      Having pulled on fresh trunks, William grabbed a leg of guinea fowl, took a bite, and spoke through a full mouth.

      “Well, if two of the most gifted midwives Troixden has known recommend it, who am I to go against their sage advice?” He smirked, then broke wind.

      “Oof.” Anna winced and waved a hand under her nose. “If this be your way of wooing me, Majesty, we shall certainly follow the royal doctor’s strictures.”

      “Ha!” He slapped his thigh. “You should feel honored your king is so comfortable in your presence that he allows such displays.”

      “Ah, so gas be an honor, sire?” She pulled the sheets to her chin, snuggling down into their warmth. “Then I have been inducted into the highest of earthly honors many times over. My nose, however, begs to differ.”

      He let out a bellow, grabbed the platter, and sat next to her.

      “I suppose I’ve been without the presence of a woman for too long, my dear. You’ll have to reform me.”

      “An impossible task.” She leaned in to give him a nip on the arm. He grunted and took another bite of bird. “Come, tell me of the envoy. Did the Laurelanders listen to reason? Did they fall to your feet once they got a good look at you?”

      William’s face turned down. “They were pleased and honored that I took the news of our heir to them personally. They were also surprised, but gratified, at Norwick’s presence. Perhaps hearing of the heir and seeing Robert in the flesh gave them confidence in the royal line.”

      “I’m sure Robert was quite content to be recognized as the next heir, baby or no.” Anna scowled.

      William looked sidelong at her. “Anna, I know you don’t care for him, but he’s my cousin and one of my dearest friends. Like it or not, his very existence helps keep the crown on our heads.”

      She knew full well that the Duke of Norwick would much rather have the crown on his own head, even if her husband refused to acknowledge that.

      “They seemed appeased, at least to my face,” William said. “But Robert heard more talk of them throwing in with the Lutherans.” He looked down at the exposed bone, tendons dangling. “’Tis one thing to threaten a man’s pocket, another to threaten his soul.”

      “They will relent.” She touched his thigh. “Many a man’s noble cause falls by the wayside in the throes of earthly suffering. The last thing they want is their lands plundered and their families dead or destitute.”

      “But if they feel the crown is unstable, they may secede or lead German forces into our lands.” He looked at her, sadness in his eyes. “We’re a small realm. We couldn’t survive that.”

      She held his hand, caressing it, feeling the bumps and dips, the smattering of hair, his gold ring of office. She never understood why those Protestants were so hell bent on tearing the world apart. Certainly the Holy Church had problems, but when were there not? Devotion to God was what mattered and since God ordained pope and king, that should be the end of it.

      “’Tis fine for men to bluster, but they wouldn’t be so reckless as to attack their sovereign. King James plunged our country into fractious parts, but there is still Troixden pride, still loyalty.”

      He took her hands and squeezed them.

      “For now, my queen. For now.”
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            The Spanish Plague

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert, Duke of Norwick, watched in barely restrained silence as the men of Council Table glared at his friend Daniel, Duke of Cecile. Daniel had made himself out to be the man with all the answers and his fellow councilors wanted a quick one. Preferably before the king joined them.

      “Your Grace,” the grand master general said, shifting in his chair, leather squeaking, “as a man who’s never seen battle, you’re quick to refuse one.”

      Daniel gave the general a rare sharp look from beneath his white-blond brows. “And for one who has seen so much, sir, you are quick to shed the blood of your countrymen.” Rumblings started around the table.

      Robert flashed a smile. “Gentlemen, let us not forget ourselves. ’Tis the king who will decide the matter.” Robert sat back in his chair and stroked his black goatee.

      “But the king,” the general said, hands working his own vast, white beard, “listens only to Cecile.”

      Robert’s smile faded as his colleagues rapped the table in agreement with mumbles of “Here, here.”

      “If that were the case,” the king said, striding into the room, making the men startle, “we would have left you all behind instead of dragging you off to the hinterlands.” He stopped behind Robert’s chair and lay a hand on his shoulder, squeezing. “And yet it was Cecile who stayed at Havenside.”

      There was scuffling of chairs, bowing, and “Your Majestys” all around as the king settled himself at the head of the table and considered each council member in turn.

      “By all means, my lords, continue to besmirch us, for surely we deserve it.”

      The general reddened. Robert had always thought he looked like a wizard from a fairy tale, fearsome and ridiculous at the same time.

      “Majesty,” the general said, “’tis just that Cecile is tentative, and in times of danger one needs men of action.”

      The king looked from the general to Daniel, who scratched his receding hairline and pressed his lips.

      “Master General,” the king said, “we took all our ‘men of action’ to Laureland and all of these men—including you—felt that launching an offensive attack would not be in our best interest. And that our Laureland countrymen did not seem disposed to a fight.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “Has two days’ time changed your mind so drastically?”

      The Archbishop of Bartmore yawned with ceremony.

      “Do we bore Your Grace?” the king said.

      Bartmore shook his head, jowls jiggling. “My apologies, Highness. Age, you see, catches up with one when one least expects it.” He gave an oily grin. “But since you ask, Norwick and I have given more thought to the talk of heresy in the north. While ’tis true the landowners seemed to have eased their rhetoric, the general population’s penchant for speaking German is disconcerting.”

      Robert scowled at the man. Why did Bartmore always drag him into these things?

      “And that is their heresy?” the king said. “Speaking German?”

      Robert turned his laugh into a cough. These papal puppets needed to be taken down a peg, but His Grace was right. Besides, Robert needed him. Might as well stir the pot further and see how the soup tasted.

      “Indeed, to speak it is to disrespect the crown,” Robert said, with a casual look at William, “and to show their loyalty to another.”

      “Exactly,” Bartmore said. “I have heard they even pray in German. I found and confiscated numerous pamphlets extolling the Lutheran heresy.”

      The king nodded, all playfulness gone. “We are well aware of their religious leanings, Your Grace. We are not, however, willing to set them ablaze just yet. If we start burning heretics it will be war whether we want one or not.”

      “And that is my point, Majesty,” the general said. “How can you let your people hold you captive by their own heresy?”

      “We are held captive by no one,” William said, raising his thick brows at the general. “We will decide when, if, and who we fight, based not on hearsay but on facts.” The king glanced toward the rotund Duke of Halforn. “And you, dear duke, what have you deduced? You walked amongst the people as well as the lords.”

      Halforn puffed out his cheeks as he exhaled. “Majesty, I believe the Laurelanders are true to their word. They do not want to shed blood; they merely needed confidence in the new king and court. They are still fearful that the days of your brother, begging Majesty’s pardon, will return. But since they’ve seen you and heard your regard for them—and with an heir on the way—I believe they are satisfied.”

      “Until the queen has a girl!” The general smashed his fist to the table. The king’s face did not change, but his eyes blazed with a ferocity that could turn the table to cinder.

      “I daresay,” Halforn said quietly, “that Queen Elizabeth of England may have much to say on the topic of female rulers.”

      Robert snorted and slapped his hand on the table, happy to help break the tension.

      “Well said.” He turned to William. “And speaking of burning heretics, we see it has not helped her reign.”

      Bartmore glared at Robert. “You now change your opinion, Norwick? And based on that blasphemous pretender queen?”

      “I never said burning people was the course of action.” Robert couldn’t hide the accusation in his voice, his own mother’s burning fresh in his mind as if the ashes were still warm and not scattered by the winds more than twenty years prior. “I merely said that a man’s convictions may drive him to stupidity and treason if not put in check.”

      The king looked to heaven and rotated his square jaw in his hand, making it pop.

      “Regardless, gentlemen, we cannot pledge peace with our people one day and turn against them the next without cause. We will wait. And see.” The general glowered but most of the men nodded, faces grave. “Now to other matters,” the king said. “Your Grace, tell me, are the stables prepared for the Spanish ambassador’s hunt next month?”

      The Duke of Beaubourg, Queen Annelore’s father and master of His Majesty’s stables, was eager to speak of his favorite topic.

      Robert used the opportunity to shoot a glance at Daniel and wink. Daniel’s reputation, for the time being, was restored.
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        * * *

      

      Anna gazed down at her matron of honor and Mary beamed back, holding Anna’s blossoming belly in both her hands. Anna’s ladies busied themselves with the final preparations of the night, flitting among the shadows cast by candles.

      “’Tis four months,” Mary said. “Ye look fine, dearie. How do you feel?”

      “Tired,” Anna said. “I can barely keep my eyes open in mass and privy court.”

      “That likely means he’s growin’ right strong.” She gave Anna’s belly one last pat and moved to pull down the sheets, Anna cringing in her head at Mary’s choice of pronoun.

      “Though my private audience with Father was a bright spot.” She laughed, remembering. “Apparently he’d a letter from cook about some particularly ornery chickens. With him leaving for Beaubourg today, he’s afraid she’ll think he rushed home over recalcitrant poultry.”

      “Ha!” Mary fluffed a pillow. “Cook’ll think she’s coming up in the world, the duke leavin’ council to tame her birds.”

      “And he says she’s already coming up with new pastries for the baby shaped like animals, and he is already seeing about a pony.” Anna yawned through her grin and lifted her shift to climb in to bed only to find Margaux suddenly at her side, goblet in hand, hair glowing gold in the low light.

      “Majesty,” she said, making a curtsy. “Your warming cup.”

      Margaux had left court months ago, saying she preferred the company of her fourteen-year-old new husband Eustace, Earl of Mohrlang, which everyone found hard to believe. Even more surprising, she’d begged to be placed back into service the same day the king and his entourage left court for Laureland. And thanks to her rank, Anna had no choice but to allow her return.

      “Thank you, Countess,” Anna said, “but where is Lady Jane this evening? Was she not to stay the night?”

      Margaux tightened her lips. Something had happened in the short months she’d been gone. Her alabaster face was drawn, her eyes not just cold, but icy.

      “Does Your Majesty disapprove of my service?”

      “I was simply expecting Lady Jane, Countess,” Anna said. “Nothing more.”

      “Her Ladyship’s boy has a cough again,” Margaux said, “and she wanted to tend him. I told her I would trade evenings with her.”

      “How generous of you.” Anna gave Margaux a tight smile. “We shall all keep our Lady Jane and her son in our prayers.”

      “As you wish, Majesty,” Margaux said, bowing her head.

      Anna dismissed her, then got in to bed, setting the untouched wine on her bedside table. Mary shut the bed curtains with a snap. But even enclosed within her feathered bed, Anna could sense Margaux’s eyes upon her, boring through the curtains, measuring her. Anna burrowed in her bedding like a squirrel in its tail and shut her eyes to the cold comfort outside.
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        * * *

      

      Finally the ground was soft and freezes no longer threatened. Anna could plant her herb garden. William insisted she simply tell the gardeners what she wanted and where and they would take care of the rest, but she told him it didn’t work that way. She had to feel each plant, know it, urge it in to new, fuller life. Needed to tend to them like a mother to a child. Only then would she know when to pick for what purpose. Only then would she feel the garden was truly hers and not one more ornament of the palace.

      Other than Mary, Anna was the only one enthused by the project. Even Countess Cariline, who normally took on any job with joyful aplomb, looked befuddled at the prospect of spending the day on her knees, digging in the dirt. Despite all this, Anna led her troop of ladies to the tilled patch next to the cooks’ garden.

      “Each one of you can have your own section,” Anna said, face bright, “and in time, you could learn to make some simple remedies.” Margaux smirked at this and whispered something to Brigitte, who covered her mouth and snickered.

      “Right.” Anna pulled up her skirts and knelt on the cold earth. She grabbed a trowel and started to dig her first hole. “You’ve got to make it larger than you think so the roots have room.” Her ladies frowned down at her. Picking up a rosemary, she held its roots dangling in the hole she had made. “It is important to make sure each plant has sufficient space.” She began scooping dirt back in, pressing down with her knuckles.

      “But it’s so dirty.” Brigitte worried her hands. “Won’t it make us ill?”

      “Dirt? Ill? Bah,” Mary said, scuttling out from behind the group and grabbing her own tools. “God made the dirt and a little dirt won’t hurt.”

      “He made the plague too,” Margaux muttered.

      But even Margaux’s sourness didn’t dampen Anna’s mood at finally being about something she loved, something she was used to, something she was good at. She breathed in the soil’s scents of both decay and freshness and soon, all her ladies were playing in the dirt. Even Margaux had a determined air about her.

      Anna looked at the bare patch next to her plantings with anticipation. She patted her belly. “And what about for you, little one?” Boy or girl, Anna would make sure her child knew the difference between milkweed and dogbane, thyme and marjoram. She conjured a picture of herself and a bonny brown-haired girl, sitting side by side in the sun, harvesting a bundle of herbs, Anna telling her their Latin names, quizzing her on how long they should dry, a cherubic face beaming up, rosy lips smiling, pudgy hands caked with mud. She planted a golden dwarf rose in her—or his—honor and sat back, satisfied.

      She stood, dusted off her hands on her apron, and went to inspect her ladies’ work. Countess Cariline’s were already snug in perfect rows, her tender sprigs standing at attention, Stefania was content to plant wildflower seeds and witch hazel and Yvette was still digging, lost in her thoughts. Then Anna came to Margaux and Brigitte. Margaux had gathered all the medicinal plants she could find, pennyroyal, mint, anise, smartweed, wort, verbenum.

      “Countess Mohrlang,” Anna said, “that is quite a collection. Perhaps you would like to borrow a book on these plants and their uses?”

      “Thank you, Majesty,” Margaux said, “but I have become a student on my own.” Her lips formed a tight line.

      “As you wish,” Anna tucked this information away to ponder later, and moved on to find Brigitte prodding with a long stick at a hole against the palace wall.

      “Milady, best to plant farther from the stone,” Anna said.

      “I thought I saw a worm,” Brigitte said, pretty face scrunched with revulsion, “and Mary said they were good for the plants to eat? Or some such?” Brigitte squinted up at Anna, while still needling the ground, disturbing the ancient moss.

      “The worms are good for the soil,” Anna said, smiling at Brigitte’s frown of concentration. The lady itched her hand. “And good soil is good for the plants, so I guess, in a sense⁠—”

      “Blagh!” Brigitte startled and dropped the stick, shaking her hand like wet off a cat. “Oh, oh, oh!”

      “Let me see that, milady.” Anna bent down, reaching for Brigitte’s hand. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the distinctive scuttle of a gnarled brown spider, retreating to its recently disturbed home. She grabbed Brigitte’s hand and saw the two red punctures, already starting to swell.

      “Mary!” Anna called, voice rising. “Mary, quick!”

      Brigitte began to whimper as the bite puffed up more and more. Not only was it poisonous, but Brigitte was having a sensitized reaction. Anna brought the bite to her lips.

      “It’s a recluse bite,” Anna said between sucks and spits. “We must get the venom out if we can.”

      Brigitte yelped, from fear or pain, Anna couldn’t tell. Mary arrived, clutching a peppermint start, the rest of the ladies crowding around.

      “Majesty, nay!” Mary fell to her knees, shoving Anna aside with her shoulders.

      “There’s no time for formalities,” Anna said. Mary looked at Brigitte’s hand, then crossed herself.

      “Send for my kit!” Mary hollered. A page flew through the kitchen doors.

      “And you, Majesty, will stay well clear of this poison.” She elbowed Anna once more.

      “Lady Yvette,” Anna said, “get coals from hearth—quick!” She reluctantly turned the bitten hand over to Mary and held Brigitte’s other. “Hush, milady. We’ll get you back to rights.”

      “But you said I wouldn’t get ill—” She hiccuped a sob and Anna brought the lady to her chest, tucking Brigitte’s straw-blond head under her chin.

      “We won’t let you get ill,” Anna whispered. “Not under our care.”

      Margaux, who had been strangely absent, pushed through the gaggle of ladies, cheeks red with exertion.

      “Lady Brigitte!” She flew to Brigitte’s side, face all concern. She opened her arms to the lady, beckoning her to leave Anna. “I will make the lady comfortable, Majesty.”

      “Have your lessons in medicinals gone so far, Countess?”

      “She did not wish to come today,” Margaux said, “and look at what has become of her.”

      “Countess,” Anna gripped Brigitte tighter, “I will not allow you to⁠—”

      Yvette was back, cloth filled with coals. Anna left her test of wills with Margaux for another time and grabbed the coals, crumbling them to ash, spitting, and making a paste. She spread the thick, black substance on Brigitte’s bite, pressing the granules into the wound.

      “It soaks up the venom,” she said, in response to Brigitte’s puzzled face.

      “Surely, leeches—” Margaux started.

      “Countess, enough!” Anna said. “Lend the hand that is needed and asked for, or be gone with you.”

      All color drained from Margaux’s face. She stood, dusted off her hands, stuck her nose in the air, and stomped toward the palace, paying no heed to her cohorts’ recently planted tender sprigs. Anna watched her disappear around the corner and, looking to her wake, saw the single bloom of the babe’s yellow rose crushed to the ground.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The newly appointed Spanish ambassador arrived a week later to subdued fanfare. It was a delicate balance: one wanted to impress an ambassador yet not let him feel overly important. To that end, the throne room was stuffed like a meat pie with dukes, counts, councilmen, ladies—even Brigitte, none the worse for wear—and a few hounds, all flanking the throne in descending order of rank, but no music, no mass, no crowns of state.

      The king welcomed the Spaniard, Count Valencia, in the man’s native tongue, and the young ambassador gave his steward a look of surprised approval. Valencia looked every bit the conquistador, standing tall and taciturn in his brocade silks, bowing before the royals.

      That afternoon, the king and queen entertained Valencia and his entourage in the privy dining room, filled again with courtiers, all waiting to form their opinions of this new face at court. Valencia sat in a place of honor next to the king, his pointed mustache twitching under his long, thin nose. No less than twenty Spaniards wrapped the table like bunting, in matching gold and red puff sleeves. Only the Archbishop of Bartmore stood out, a stain of purple amid the gold, rising to lead them all in the blessing.

      “Holy and blessed Father,” he began in Latin, “we give thee thanks for smiling upon the travels of our dear friends so gathered⁠—”

      Clang!

      All heads turned toward the queen’s end of the table, seeking the source of the disturbance. Anna kept her head bowed, hiding her flushing cheeks. She’d been surprised by a queer fluttering sensation near her bladder, like she’d swallowed a live anchovy. She could not help startling, her hand sending flatware banging against her plate.

      Bartmore glowered, but William, all the way at other end, peered at her through the dripping flowers and candles, his brows creased.

      The archbishop cleared his throat and began again, blessing the meal with such ferocity and length that the soup became cold. The Viscount de Alba, seated to Anna’s right, grabbed her hand and squeezed it, smiling at her after all the amens.

      She was delighted he had made the journey. He had attended the royal wedding and stayed on at court for a month, during which time she grew quite fond of him and he of her.

      “Is there anything the matter, Majesty?” he said.

      She smiled weakly. “No, thank you, milord. Just a twitch.”

      “Ah, methinks you are too young for such curiosities of the body, Highness,” he said, picking up a soup spoon.

      “’Tis the pregnancy, milord. I have the most unsettling symptoms—all normal, of course, but not quite fit to bring to His Majesty’s table.”

      “Oh-ho, Highness,” he said, dribbling a bit of golden broth on his thin white beard, “I thought you and I were past such formalities.”

      “How I wish you could have been appointed ambassador,” she said. He frowned. “Not, of course, that Ambassador Valencia is anything but the picture of decorum⁠—”

      “Tut-tut, Majesty,” the count said, his easy way returning. “It would have been my wish too. But diplomacy is for younger⁠—”

      Anna clutched her belly, her elbow knocking cutlery against her wine, sending it spilling toward the artfully arranged bowls of fruits and nuts. All this as the conversation reached a lull. It seemed the room took a breath, then stewards were upon her, mopping up the mess. Valencia looked as if a mouse had scurried across his meat platter and William dashed to her side, ignoring the questioning brows and grumbles of those he passed.

      “My queen?” His face was stern but his eyes were all worry.

      “Majesty,” she said, attempting a straight face, “’tis nothing—I just startled. Please, enjoy our guests.” She gestured to the table. “We shall speak later.”

      “Nay, Highness,” he said, moving closer for some semblance of privacy. “I will know why you grab your stomach so. Are you ill? Do you need rest?”

      “Majesty, I do not think it appropriate to discuss in such prestigious company.” She flicked her eyes to Valencia, who pretended his utmost to be concentrating on the droning Bartmore.

      “Patience isn’t a virtue of mine,” William whispered as he bent a knee to her. “If you’re ill, I’ll send them all away—I care not what they think.”

      She took his hand in hers and pressed it firmly to her belly. He looked at her, confused. She met his eyes.

      “Your heir has chosen this moment to make my womb a tumult.”

      Slowly, comprehension lit his face. “My son quickens?”

      She could not help but laugh. “Yes, sire, and mightily to be sure. I thought I might have felt something earlier this week, but this ’twas most definitely a strong appendage.”

      Leaping to his feet, the king hooted, silencing the room.

      “My lords, we have just had the most wonderful news.”

      “Sire—” Anna said.

      “Oh tush, my dear, we’re among friends, are we not?” He threw his arms out to embrace the whole room. “Most honored guests, know that you are present at a historical moment—the quickening of the prince!”

      Anna blushed scarlet as the men clapped. Surely this was not news to be made public in such a manner, but William was so happy, and her missteps at the table had a satisfactory explanation.

      Valencia came to her, bowed, and took her hand, brushing his lips against it, his thin mustache tickling her knuckles.

      “Majesty, it is an honor to be present at such an occasion.” He rose and bowed his head to the king.

      “Perhaps,” William said, patting Valencia on the back, “we shall call him William Espania.” The Spaniards laughed and clapped as both men returned to their seats.

      Anna looked down the table and saw Robert scowling. She almost scowled back, then realized he was staring at someone behind her. She discretely glanced back to find her exotic lady-in-waiting, Yvette, standing behind her, fine black brow arched at Valencia, a satisfied smile on her lips.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Anna had not eaten much of the evening feast and she returned to her chambers feeling the now familiar indigestion of pregnancy. Yvette helped her with her last preparations for bed. Anna would not be able to join William again in his chamber until his return from the hunt.

      As if on cue, the king entered from his private passageway by the south windows, fully dressed and smiling, apparently sneaking away from entertaining Valencia. He climbed onto the bed next to her, moving his hand under her covers, his cold fingers finding her belly.

      “I couldn’t let the day pass without another attempt to feel my son.” He kissed her languidly. “You seem distant, my dear.”

      She gazed back at him, cupping a stubbled cheek in her hand. “Just tired. And missing your company.”

      She would not tell him of the fear that poked at the seams of her days. If the babe were a girl . . . well then, she was a girl. Anna could do nothing about it, but how she wished that extra glimmer would not be in his eyes when he spoke of a son.

      “If it were mine to decide, I would lie here all night waiting to feel a feisty kick.”

      “Your arm might get tired,” she said. “It seems the babe only makes an appearance at the most inopportune times.”

      “A bit like his father then.” He laughed and searched her face. “Anna, you really don’t seem yourself.”

      “Don’t fuss, Wills.” She patted his cheek. “You should return to our guests.”

      “I should, but I shan’t while you’re in ill ease.”

      She traced the outline of his jaw with a slow finger, landing on his lower lip. He took her finger into his mouth, tickling it with his tongue as she studied his face, the flutter it sent to her groin making her wish he could stay as well.

      “Go,” she said, “enjoy the hunt tomorrow. Bring us back a gigantic stag. And once you return, we shall return to each other as we are accustomed. That’s what will ease my spirit.”

      William narrowed his eyes and kissed her, parting her lips, searching for more. Finally, he grunted and rolled off the bed.

      “I will hasten to your side triumphant, my dear. And you shan’t leave my mind till I return.”

      “Nor will you leave mine.” She watched him go, feeling a part of herself go with him. He hesitated on the threshold, opened his mouth as if to speak, then stopped. Anna pressed the ruby he had gifted her at Twelfth Night to her chest.

      “I will keep you ever close to my heart,” she said.

      “Yes, my love.” He took his leave with a sigh of boyish ardor.

      She had to withhold a whimper at this separation. Indeed what was wrong with her? She felt as though she might weep at his parting. She settled back in, feeling a dull ache in her lower back similar to her menstrual pains. All that standing and extra weight she was carrying was starting to wear on her small frame. She reached for her Bible only to find Yvette at her side, handing her a rosewater-soaked cloth for her face and neck.

      “Majesty, may I speak plainly with you?” Yvette kept her black eyes trained on the perfumed towel as Anna wiped.

      Yvette rarely sought her out for private conversations, most of which caused Anna to blush violently. She was a woman of many secrets, though being Robert’s lover wasn’t one of them—everybody knew or guessed, probably even his long-suffering duchess back in Norwick. In any case, something about Yvette drew Anna into her confidence, despite the lady’s close quarter with Robert.

      “Now that the babe has quickened,” Yvette said, “the king will not be able to take his pleasure with you through the usual means.”

      “But Mary says⁠—”

      “I know what Mary says and it may be true. But know this, Highness. When it comes down to it, the king won’t risk his son’s life for a bit of pleasure. And neither should you.” Yvette flicked her eyes to the others, who were
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