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​​Prologue: The Last Plantagenet
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November 1499
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Margaret Pole walks through a courtyard full of familiar faces. Her shoes crunch on new-fallen snow, the Tower’s parapets covered in frost. She ignores the sympathetic glances from family and friends and pulls the bell. A guard with dark eyes unlocks and wrenches the side door open across scarred stones. She enters from a November chill, a basket on her arm. He searches it for sharp objects but finds only her brother’s favorite honey-sweetened flatbread, a prayer book, and a rosary. Meg cannot stand his pity and averts her gaze. As he leads her upstairs, she realizes with each step she will never walk this path again. She pauses, her chest tight, sick with grief. The turnkey waits for her, a key ring in his palm. 

She must stay strong for Ned. 

Meg forces herself into an upright posture and grits her teeth. Her worn hem snags rough stone steps as the man unlocks the cell and she enters a comfortable space warmed by the sun. Books crowd the desk, thick faded velvet draperies surround the bed, and a fire burns in a brazier. Her brother, Ned, rises from a chair, twenty-four, with their father’s wide shoulders and handsome face, no longer the plump boy who chased her in the royal gardens. She is only two years older, but it seems like more as she stares into his plump, youthful face. 

The door closes, and once the guard shuts the spy hole, Meg crosses the room, drops the basket, and pounds Ned’s chest. Tears cloud her vision, and harsh sobs wrack her slender form as she collapses into his arms; her weight drags him to the floor. 

Ned’s voice breaks as he holds her. “I’m sorry, Margaret. I wanted freedom. Warbeck said he had friends in France!”

The traitor Perkin Warbeck lies in the ground, the most recent victim in Henry’s executions. Incredulous, Meg demands, “How could you scheme with him, attack a guard, and assume Lovell couldn’t catch you?”

“We escaped!” he insists.

She pulls back to meet his gaze. “You didn’t.”

Ned pushes her away. “If you spent every day for fourteen years inside these walls, what might you risk for freedom? You can walk in the sun, feel the rain on your skin, go where you choose, and visit whom you please. No one comes here but you. I cannot leave the yard. I’m alone.” 

Meg prefers his anger to his pain and drowns in guilt as Ned glowers out the window, his dark eyes haunted. “We were so careful in our plans! How did Lovell know?”

“The enforcer knows all.” Meg loathes Sir Thomas Lovell, a tall, gaunt man responsible for all her miseries. She wipes away bitter tears, rises to fetch the basket, and eats beside him in silence. King Henry heard her petition with compassion but denied her plea to spare Ned’s life. “I’m sorry, Meg,” he said, anguish behind his resolute gaze, “but Ned is a traitor.”

She listens for the knock to show she must leave, afraid to look at the figures gathered in the execution yard. Meg knows their precious time is short, and tries to memorize his face, unable to believe she will never see it again. She has no portraits, only memories. 

Once he eats the bread, Meg clasps the rosary and prays with him. Her legs shiver through thin frieze skirts on a hard floor. Ned wears faded garments a year out of fashion, his tangled golden hair too long. Meg runs her fingers through it, horrified to realize her shears lie in her sewing basket, forgotten in her haste. She cannot secure a lock as a remembrance.

The turnkey enters and says, “It’s time to leave, Lady Pole.”

Ned clutches her hand and leans their heads together, a gesture from childhood when he used to whisper secrets to her in the great hall. A tear dampens her cheek. “God go with you, brother,” she chokes.

He struggles to speak through his pain. “I love you, sister.”

She kisses him and bolts out the door. It shuts behind her as Meg covers her mouth to stifle anguished sobs. Unconcerned, the guard locks the cell and goes downstairs. She sags into the wall, falls to the floor, and rocks back and forth against the unforgiving stone as a shadow emerges from the gloom and pauses beside her. Meg identifies the owner and twists away from his bony wrist. 

Lovell says, “Do not make a spectacle.”

“How should I react?” She glares at him. 

Emotionless eyes examine her flushed features, and Lovell drags her to her feet. “Ned will seek your face in the crowd. Be strong for him.”

“You tell me to find courage when you did this?” Meg struggles in his firm grip as he forces her downstairs, his expression rigid in the torchlight. “You deceived him, moved his chambers above Warbeck. You intended them to become friends.” 

As they descend a passage to the outer arch, Meg wrenches her arm free and darts out of the door ahead of Lovell, who slams it in her wake. She rests her head against it, motionless until a hand strokes her back. “Cousin,” the Duke of Suffolk says, tenderness in his touch, “you shouldn’t witness this.”

“I must.” She cannot recognize her own voice. “Ned needs me.” 

The executioner mounts the stage, Suffolk beside her, his arm at her waist, his presence no comfort, their friends in the crowd. A downcast Ned emerges from the Tower, his hair tousled, and a rip in his sleeve. In minutes he will adorn a pine box, a once-fine doublet drenched in blood. 

Meg cannot stand it. She heard his first cries; saw him in her mother’s arms. She stuck a finger in his mouth when he teethed, smiled at him, nursed him through illness, dried his tears when he fell from the apple tree. They shared secrets beneath the table in the front room. She slept beside him whenever he felt scared. Now, she must watch him die.

Ned ascends the platform and kneels before a priest, Lovell behind him. Her thunderous heart drowns out all else. The cleric makes the sign of the cross and steps back. Ned rises, stumbles, and catches his balance on the block. He wavers, his voice soft. “I come here to die without anger. My sins demand death, but my merciful cousin the king spares me a traitor’s execution. Please pray for my soul to find rest.” 

Their gazes meet. Her heart shatters. 

It is time. 

Meg cannot watch but neither can she look away. 

Ned crosses himself, kneels, and places his neck on the block as the executioner steps forward. Meg shuts her eyes, flinches at first a loud followed by a second smaller thud, and sucks air through her teeth. Planks shift beneath heavy footfalls, and after a pause, she opens her eyes, the executioner nowhere in sight. A crimson pool stains the snow. The guard pounds nails into a wooden crate.

Lovell descends the steps, the priest on his heels. Meg pushes through the crowd to block his path, proof of her blow on his pallid cheek. “You will burn in hell for this, Sir Thomas!”

“I’m England’s servant, no more, no less.” Lovell’s scowl dares her to challenge him further. His detachment sickens her. 

The nobles scatter, her brother’s coffin loaded on a cart. Suffolk drags her to his carriage as the enforcer vanishes into the Tower, his golden leopard’s heads painted on the door. Meg stumbles onto a velvet seat, too numb to weep. She finds Ned’s death hard to accept, preoccupied at his torn sleeve, his anguish driven into her heart. She half believes this a nightmare and longs for her husband, but Richard serves as Prince Arthur’s Lord Chamberlain in Wales.

Suffolk’s blue eyes seethe under thick black hair. “This cannot continue. Henry will kill us all before the end. Someone must stop the Tudors; make them suffer for their sins.” 

“Your brother tried and paid with his life,” she reminds him.

The first Suffolk rebellion failed and he died on a battlefield. Suffolk sinks into a sullen silence as the Tower falls behind them. Meg hopes he won’t follow in his brother’s footsteps. 
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October 1501
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Sir Thomas Lovell has tracked this conspiracy for months. Relentless rain pounds the countryside as darkness conceals the dozen mounted guards sheltered beneath a weathered yew tree. Lovell sighs. This isn’t the first time he has arrested traitors in Hampshire. A prison wagon sits outside Beaulieu Abbey, his men hidden in the trees. 

A shadow separates from thatched outbuildings to approach, slips in ankle-deep mud, and scrambles up the lane. A lightning flash illuminates a square face and brown hair plastered over sallow cheeks. The monk clutches Lovell’s horse’s bridle. “They’re in the wine cellar. The last arrived moments ago. Baskerville left a novice on guard, but I locked the brewery door so they cannot escape.” He hesitates, picks at his cassock, and turns distrustful eyes on the enforcer. “You won’t harm the others?”

“The innocent need not fear me,” Lovell reassures him. 

Once the monk returns to the abbey, Lovell waits ten minutes to approach the closed iron gate. A lamp burns in the gatehouse. His captain, John Caldwell, dismounts to ring the bell. 

A hunched figure materializes with a lantern. “Who is it?”

“Travelers. We seek refuge from the storm,” Lovell replies. 

Dim light hollows the old monk’s cheekbones and pale, sunken eyes scan guards disguised as common laborers, their swords concealed by inexpensive gray wool cloaks. He unlocks and opens the gate, Lovell’s horse startled by the low creak as they ride through the arch and past the outer buildings into the adjacent stables. His men dismount and track mud into the cloisters. Monks chant inside the church as Lovell locates the cellar door and leaves two men on guard. Their footsteps startle the novice and Caldwell wraps an arm around his waist, covers his mouth, and drags him away. The tunnel ends in shallow stairs at the base of a sunken room. A dozen candles cast distorted reflections over dusty wine barrels and wooden racks obscure their arrival from the six figures crowded in the small space. 

“One ship cannot transport an entire army,” a man protests. “Even if we steal it without the garrison’s notice, Suffolk needs ten thousand men and northern support to avoid defeat.”

Baskerville folds thin hands inside his cassock sleeves. “Suffolk isn’t Warbeck. He’s not a Pretender trained to imitate a lost prince, but a legitimate heir to the throne. He has friends in England and abroad. The local garrison is with us. They shall not fire until we’re out of range. Once the storm clears, we make for France.” 

Distrustful eyes glint in a scarred face as a man in rough boots and worn wool garments steps forward. “Which commanders side with him?”

“The less you know, the safer you are.” Baskerville shifts in the haze, his brown hair curled from damp. “Lovell has spies everywhere.”

“How true.” Lovell steps forward.

The others panic, and his guards swarm in to arrest them, but Baskerville overturns a shelf and flees into the brewery. Lovell grabs a torch to follow him into the cellars, careful as he descends shallow steps. Massive fermentation vats rise overhead, Baskerville invisible in the gloom. Once his men secure the outer door, the monk has nowhere to run. 

Lovell draws his sword and listens for slight footfalls. “Escape is futile, Baskerville. You cannot hide nor can your friends protect you.” He moves left on instinct and eyes the rafters. “I know everything about you. Your sister lives in Kent. Her husband hasn’t worked since he burned his hand in the forge. They have two daughters.”

He locates a ladder and ascends, the supports wide enough to walk on, scrolls and herbs stored in the crosspieces. “Shall I introduce myself to your nieces, Mary and Eleanor?” 

The monk lunges from the shadows. Lovell pivots and counters a blow from a stirring paddle. The reverberations shake filth from the ceiling. Baskerville’s second thrust throws them off balance, and Lovell loses his sword. They grapple over an eight foot drop and fall. Lovell misses the vat by inches. The impact knocks the wind out of him and sends a sharp pain through his ribs. He blinks to resume focus as the monk groans and gropes for his weapon. Lovell grabs the paddle, strikes Baskerville unconscious, and sags against the barrel, his teeth gritted. Baskerville has an odd angle to his left arm.

Caldwell enters with a torch as Lovell feels for his sword. “Set the shoulder but don’t damage him further. The king wants to interrogate him.”

Caldwell claps Baskerville in irons and drags the dazed monk upstairs as Lovell finds and sheaths his sword, the cellar a mess of broken candles, scattered corks, overturned racks, smashed barrels, and spilled wine. Lovell emerges into a downpour as the guards force the captives into the prison wagon. 

Alarmed monks flood the cloisters and the prior shoves to the front. “These men sought refuge in the Church!” he shouts. “You cannot violate their sanctuary!” 

Lovell slams and bolts the door, then glares at the priest. “Save me your pious indignation. This isn’t your first warning. I’ll burn this abbey to the ground if it harbors traitors again. These walls cannot protect you. If I find out you aided or abetted this sedition, you’ll join them in the Tower.” 

Shaken, the man staggers after them, his cassock wet to the knees. “I’ll inform the Lord Chancellor! He won’t stand for this!” 

“It won’t do much good,” Lovell replies. “We’re old friends.” 

* * *
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Massive waves pitch the Spanish ship as a shrieking monkey clutches the rafters. Chairs, books and trunks slide across a cabin crowded with frightened ladies. Their dueña took to bed the first week at sea and the girls must fend for themselves. 

Fair-haired, fifteen-year-old Inéz hovers at the window. She shudders at a lightning flash and tightens her grip on the sill. “If they cannot steer us safe into shore, we’ll crash into the rocks and founder.”

Katharine glares at her as twelve-year-old Estrella clutches a prayer book to her chest and wails, “I don’t want to die!”

The Spanish princess considers the cabin full of fearful faces, worried for their peace of mind. Francesca huddles in a corner, her knees pulled to her chest, and fingers the opal pin at her breast. Two Blackamoors cling to one another while the seasick Castilian musicians hang their heads. She must lift their spirits. Katharine staggers forward, grips the wall for support, and forces confidence into her voice. “Have faith. Remember when the Moors attacked our camp? We thought all hope was lost, but God did not save us from fire only to perish in water.”

A blow lurches the vessel to one side; the sea crashes in the window and sloshes the floor, Inéz quick to close and latch it. Katharine embraces Estrella, closes her eyes, and leads them in prayer. The storm worsens before it subsides into rain. Gradual calm falls over the ship and the soft sway lulls her exhausted friends to sleep. Relieved for the silence, Katharine peers at the shore, unable to see in the downpour. 

The captain knocks and ducks under the low doorframe, a bedraggled hat stripped of red feathers in one hand. Katharine wonders where the wind cast them—if the plumes are at the bottom of the sea or blew to Spain. He says, “We missed Southampton, but can land in Plymouth.” 

“Is the fleet within sight?” 

He nods. “Fifteen ships, scattered but unharmed.”

The number includes the English escort. Henry sent his finest admiral to guide them inland, but a storm caught them in the Channel. They have not seen the sun in a fortnight. Katharine gropes her amethyst cross, relieved none sank in the gale. “Praise God for our safe deliverance. Put ashore.” 

Granite-limestone culverts define the shoreline when the rain eases, Katharine curious at the countryside. A dozen tattered vessels straggle into the inlet and run up the Spanish black eagles. Crowds stretch for miles along the coast at word of her arrival. Her governess, Doña Elvira, rises from bed and laces Katharine into a stiff farthingale intended to hold her skirts in a cone shape. She exchanges a simple blue linen smock for a purple velvet gown and silver sleeves. Katharine catches her dueña’s arm, a tremor in her voice. “I’m glad you’re with me.”

Doña Elvira kisses her forehead. “Always, my love.”

Ladies pack shifts, plates, and books into trunks for departure, relieved to reach land. Estrella drags the monkey from the rafters, careful of his sharp teeth. Katharine takes a deep breath and goes upstairs, the ship a hundred yards from solid ground. Cheerful faces surround her on deck, the Spanish eager to disembark. She descends into a dinghy, settles beside Doña Elvira on a bench, and squeezes her hand. Blackamoors row her into the shoals, the crowd thrilled the storm carried her to them.

Frightened, Katharine reminds herself this is her destiny.

* * *
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Henry stands in the throne room, startled by the unrecognizable space. Torn standards flutter in a draft where proud tapestries hung, and he ascends the low step to remove his crown from a crimson pillow. It turns to thorns in his grip and blood gushes onto his blue silk robes. Frantic, he rubs at it but only smears it into the embroidery. Shadow lions roam between the columns but he fears the transparent figures in the gallery more, their heads in their hands. They whisper, “Murderer.”

Maggots crawl from their hollow eye sockets as Henry ducks past the throne to escape an accuser. “I had to do it.”

“Murderer.”

Sweat coats his palms. “Ferdinand insisted.”

Hysterical laughter sends a chill up his spine, Margaret Pole on the ramparts, a thin red gash across her throat. “Is it any wonder my cousin fled to Flanders to scheme against you? You think this marriage protects your throne. It does not.”

“It will,” he argues, desperate to defend himself.

She shakes her head. “God damn the Tudors!”

A hand grasps his ankle, and Henry screams the floor snaps and splits above red flames and it drags him into hell. Blood fills his nose and mouth, his cries unheard as headless figures surround him and hiss “murderer!”

He awakes in the queen’s bed. 

Dawn penetrates thin bed curtains, a curved form asleep beside him; his wife’s soft breaths calm his frantic pulse. He touches the golden hair spread across the pillows, and kisses her cheek. Careful not to wake her, Henry withdraws. Meg Pole startles him outside the door, her eyes downcast as she curtsies and steps aside. Shaken, unable to forget her taunts in his dream, Henry enters his presence chamber. Dark panels frame a large room stuffed with crimson pillows, scattered books, and heavy chairs. Firelight glints across two-toned red draperies. “Change the colors in here,” he says.

His Lord Chamberlain scribbles a note while servants dress the king in gray breeches, an embroidered shirt and doublet, and thick woolen robes. Four guards follow him to the private dock on the Thames. Fog obscures the houses on either shore as the royal barge delivers him to the Tower under a raised portcullis. Lovell waits on the water-stained platform.

“How are you, Sir Thomas?” Henry ascends slimy steps. 

Lovell enters an arch. “Better with our traitors under lock and key, Sire.”

They climb the stairs, the air rank with rancid hay, filth, and unwashed bodies, and Lovell opens the spy hole at the end of the hall. Henry peers into a dim cell where a priest huddles on a hay mound. At the king’s nod, the guard unlocks the door. It scrapes scarred stones as Henry ducks to enter. 

“Your Grace.” Baskerville prostrates on the floor. 

After years hidden in French castles, Henry loathes confined spaces. He peeks out the narrow window, unable to see the shore as dim lights pass and bargemen shout to avoid a collision in the haze. “What did you call me last week, a usurper?” 

Greasy black hair frames a square face mottled in bruises; bloodshot eyes peer over a bulbous nose decorated in veins. Guards wake him each hour on Lovell’s orders. “Please show me mercy, Sire.”

The king accepts a stool from the turnkey and sits, careful not to snag his robes on the floor. “I see no reason to be merciful. Your conspiracy threatens my children.”

“I know you for a moral man, Sire. Lovell had no right to arrest us on Church grounds,” the monk pleads. “He broke sanctuary to arrest a man of God. This risks divine wrath.”

Henry unnerves him with a patient smile. “Since you show more interest in treason than your vows, the Lord Chancellor revoked them. You are no longer a priest.” 

Baskerville’s smirk disappears. 

“You emphasize sanctuary, but I know the scriptures.” Henry rises, his movements unhurried as he circles the prisoner. “Christ said ‘give to Caesar what is his.’ In England, I am king. God put me on this throne. His favor is upon me. I’ll defeat you in this life, and he shall punish you in the next.”

The monk buries his head in his hands and moans. 

“God holds us responsible for our actions but also rewards our obedience.” Henry adopts a persuasive tone as he strokes the man’s head. “Accept me as your lawful king. Give me useful information; help me commute your sentence.”

Lovell drags Baskerville onto the stool. “As a common man, you face a traitor’s death unless you name Suffolk’s associates.”

Fear shines in the defeated man’s face, his tone anxious. “I cannot. If my silence saves another’s life, I must not speak.”

Henry crosses his arms. “Have you ever seen a hanging, drawing, and quartering? I have. They hoist you a few inches from the ground by a rope. Your legs twitch as you suffocate but your neck does not snap. Before you pass out, they cut you free, lay you on a table and slit you from groin to throat. They remove and burn your organs. You survive long enough to smell your entrails in the fire.” 

The man lunges into the corner to vomit and sinks to his knees.

“Give me a name. It can do no harm without evidence,” Henry pleads.

Silence lingers in the gloom. Baskerville trembles and hides his face until Lovell nudges him with his foot. “Leave him to his punishment, Sire. My executioner knows how to keep him conscious until he takes the heart.”

Baskerville plucks at his cassock, fear in his voice. “I cannot.”

“You can.” Henry crouches beside him in the shadows. “Tell me, and I’ll reduce the sentence. You will hang, without torment or humiliation, and God will forgive you.”

The monk shudders, clamps his eyes shut, and shakes his head.

“I’ll speak to the executioner.” Lovell pounds the door for release. “He used rats in the prison cell last time. They chewed off the traitor’s fingers before they hanged him.” 

The door opens, and as the king ducks into the hall, the monk shrieks, “Sir James Tyrell! I acted on his orders!”

This confession does not surprise them. Sir James is a governor on the French coast, suspected since Suffolk eluded arrest and fled abroad. Henry and Lovell exchange a discreet glance before Lovell returns to the cell. “How did you communicate?” 

“Letters in pear crates shipped from France. God forgive me.” The monk drops his head to the floor as the door slams shut. 

Henry descends the stairs, careful not to slip, his fists tightened in his cloak. “Tyrell is careful. It may be difficult to arrest him.”

“Leave me to it, Sire,” Lovell replies. 

Dim light flickers beyond the portcullis and a cloaked boatman waits to ferry him to Richmond. Henry settles on the seat and breathes deep as they enter open air, the shouts muted in the haze. Lanterns flicker in the fog and houses materialize on the shore. 

He wonders how many traitors hide behind their walls?

* * *
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Prince Arthur’s procession lodges in the mud four miles from London. A dozen carts carry books, tapestries, chairs, jewels, silver plates, draperies, bed frames, and clothes, his entire Welsh estate, since his parents intend him to live with Katharine at Richmond. Servants try to force the coach from a ditch as riders come up the road. Arthur strides forward with a warm smile to meet his friend, Charles Brandon. “Charles, why are you here?”

“I bring news of your intended,” Brandon replies. “She landed!”

The fifteen-year-old stops dead. Until three nights ago, he only fretted over the ceremony. Then his Lord Chamberlain, Sir Richard Pole, explained what he must do on his wedding night. Since then, Arthur has not slept. Now his future wife is one step closer to his bed. “Oh,” he says.

Seventeen-year-old Brandon steadies his horse, a twinkle in his brown gaze. “You will soon enjoy the fruits of Spain. Does that not excite you?”

The prince blushes. “I have more urgent matters at present.”

Men push the cart forward but it crashes into the mud and the servants curse in several dialects. On any other occasion, Arthur could smile at their insults, which compare the cart to the bastard-end of a horse’s ass, but he scowls. 

Richard comes up behind him, removes his gloves, and says, “Please inform the king his son arrives soon.”

Brandon nods, turns his horse, and gallops for the city where distant spires rise into the gloom. The servants discuss whether to unload the furniture, the wagon too heavy to shift onto dry ground. Draft horses strain in the muck.

Arthur regrets they did not use oxen. “What if I dislike her?”

“You may grow to love your wife,” Richard replies. “I did.”

Richard’s marriage to Meg is the happiest at court aside from the king and queen. Arthur’s heart warms at the thought and he says, “May God grant me half your contentment.”

“I see no reason for you to stay with the procession,” Richard says. “Ride ahead, reach London before nightfall, and tell Meg I shall return tomorrow.”

Arthur mounts a palfrey, his boots thick in sludge, and a dozen guards take him south. They travel fast, the roads slick from the constant rainfall. He reaches Richmond by dusk, his father’s refurbishments an improvement on the original castle, the main hall finished. Ornate arches and stonework favor a new style: white walls interlaced with dark timbers. He dismounts, gives the reins to a stable boy, and strides indoors. 

His twelve-year-old sister embraces him on the stairs, love in her brown eyes. “Arthur, how glad I am to see you.”

“Not half as delighted as I am. What news have you, Maggie?”

She brushes mud from his doublet. “Father says I shall marry the King of Scotland!”

This is no surprise, for the king kept him aware of negotiations, but dismays Arthur, for he longs to keep his sisters in England. When her Lord Chamberlain reminds her of her lessons, Maggie promises to see him later and continues into the music room, followed by her friends. Arthur fails to notice their playful glances, his soul heavy as he climbs the stairs. 

“Arthur!” Harry’s shout halts him outside the library. His fiery younger brother barrels into him and knocks him back two paces. “Come see! Father commissioned the Bible years ago but it arrived today.” Fat fingers grab his wrist and drag him to an emerald-adorned stand. Arthur smiles at the gathered nobles, embarrassed, but impressed by the exquisite Bible, bound in embossed leather. Delicate hand-painted dragons, flowers, vines, and letters decorate the pages. Arthur touches it, awed as Harry turns the page to a vivid portrayal of Daniel in the Lion’s Den. Ravenous beasts surround a weary man on his knees in a blackened pit. 

As Baron Mountjoy distracts his brother, Arthur slips into the corridor, drawn by lute music to the queen’s chambers. Elizabeth of York decorates in comfortable chairs, pillows, and gaming tables. She burns sage to disguise the scent of sweat, urine, and the Thames. Arthur enters amid entertainment, conversation, and dancing, several dozen people in his mother’s rooms. He weaves through the crowd, dodges the jester, and locates her at the fire. 

Thick golden hair escapes a sapphire headdress as Elizabeth embraces him. She smells of lavender. “My love, I missed you!”

Arthur wants to say how empty the days are without her, and how lonely he is in Wales, but cannot form words. He searches the oval face, anxious at the changes in his absence, but relieved at the mirth in her brown eyes. Light softens her curves, increased by pregnancies from the girl who first captivated his father. 

“The Spanish were fortunate not to sink in the tempest,” she says. “Katharine blew into Plymouth. We sent the Earl of Surrey to escort them north.”

Arthur dislikes his brutal manner, and distaste curls his lip. “Why a traitor and not Buckingham?”

Elizabeth embraces his waist and leads him to the hearth. “You must not be so severe upon him, Arthur. Your father reversed his attainder years ago. Surrey wasn’t the only nobleman to side with Richard. Put the past aside.”

Meg abandons her friends to greet him and he scans her thin form, his chestnut-haired cousin quiet since Ned’s death, her once animated face distant. She kisses his cheek. “I see my husband isn’t with you.”

“Mud slowed us outside London. Richard insisted I ride ahead but is eager to return to you tomorrow.”

“I hope I recognize him, he is so long away,” Meg teases, and retreats to her friends, quiet anguish in her stoicism. 

Arthur accepts wine from Nan Browne, his mother’s latest maid-in-waiting, her hair dressed in the French style. He sinks into a cushion, grateful to rest his pained limbs. “How is Meg?”

A shadow crosses the queen’s face. “She survives.”

He fondles the cup and studies his cousin, beside the redheaded Duke of Buckingham, amused that Meg towers over him several inches. “I know why Father did it, but how could he do it?”

Elizabeth picks dog hair from her lap, sadness in her gaze. The light catches in her lashes. “He had no choice.”

“And we expect God to bless this marriage?” Arthur chews his lip and scans the flames, a knot in his stomach. 

His mother doesn’t answer, but instead asks questions of life in Ludlow and he shares feuds, land disputes, and endless rain. Arthur rises at his father’s arrival, Henry thinner and gaunter than their last meeting, with dark circles under his eyes. It is six months since Arthur visited London. Henry embraces his son and steps back, admiration in his crooked smile. “A few more inches and you’ll dwarf me.”

Arthur blushes. “I hear my wife is short.”

“Diminutive is the word Señor Puebla uses.” Henry snorts and the fire highlights silver strands in his thick brown hair. “Whatever her stature, I’m relieved she reached us. Isabella should have sent her sooner. I warned her of our English gales.” 

“She may lead armies and dictate policies, but Isabella is still a mother.” Elizabeth leans into her husband’s side and strokes his chest. “Separation from our children is painful, even for a queen.” 

Compassion softens his father’s eyes. “Might I borrow our son?”

“For one hour,” she agrees. 

They leave her crowded chambers for a vacant council room, dominated by a tapestry of his father’s victory at Bosworth. Lord Rhys stands over the fallen king amid scattered bodies, broken standards, and warhorses. His grandmother’s fourth husband, Lord Stanley, holds the crown while Henry waits to receive it. 

Arthur examines the new tapestry with interest, and asks, “Was it this dramatic, Sir Thomas?”

Lovell smirks from the shadows. “The facts are correct but the depiction imaginative.”

Closed doors muffle the lute music as Lovell finds a chair for the boy and Henry settles on the throne. “How are affairs in Wales?”

The prince traces the vines carved in the armrest. “Ludlow is secure, but the landowners suffer losses due to continuous rain. The worst storm washed out the main roads. Earls Meuric and Neirin dispute the border, and ‘sweat’ thins the peasants but they stay true. Suffolk lacks support among the Welsh.”

Lovell informs Arthur of recent events, the abbey arrests, and Baskerville’s confession; that Tyrell’s friend, Charles Rippon, runs the Hampshire garrison, and they discuss how to make discreet inquiries. Arthur sits in a contemplative silence, uncertain how to proceed. Henry stares into the fire, lost in thought. Lovell frowns and says, “Katharine’s arrival in Hampshire works to our favor. Ride out to meet her, Sire. Policy mandates I secure the local garrison when the king is in the district. If evidence exists against Charles Rippon, I intend to find it.”

“Queen Isabella insisted we meet in London, but I’ll put it to my advisors, see if we can proceed without diplomatic incident.” Henry rests his chin on his palm and studies his son. “What say you, Arthur?” 

The prince has wondered at his wife for thirteen years. The idea he won’t have to wait another month to see her sends a thrill up his spine, his unease over his wedding night abated. Arthur hides his eagerness behind a solemn nod. “I’d love to meet her, Father.”

Henry shoves back his chair. “Then we leave at first light.”

* * *
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Not an hour after the king and half the court leave Richmond, Sir Richard escorts a dozen carts into the yard and dismounts. Meg abandons her post at the window, darts downstairs and dodges raindrops to embrace him. She has not seen him since before their son’s birth, relieved to find him unchanged. His green eyes shine beneath raven curls and their lips meet in a fiery kiss. Her body trembles, inflamed by his touch, and she gropes his damp chest. “Must you see Bishop Warham first?”

He nuzzles her cheek and escorts her indoors. “Our dalliance must wait until after my report in the council chamber.”

They separate in the hall, Meg reluctant to release him. She enters her spacious, furnished chambers across from the queen, hopeful Richard won’t notice the candle shortage. She cannot survive on his limited income and economizes in small ways. She enters the nursery, where her children sit with their nurse, Joan Kendalle. At nine, black-haired Harold resembles his father. Seated on a fur rug with his younger brother, Arthur, who is eight, his face brightens at her presence, and he extends a marionette. “Play with us, Mother.”

Richard arrives midway through a tale of a fearful knight on a quest to save a maiden from a dragon. Harold thrusts his puppet aside and charges into his embrace, followed by Arthur. Year-old Reginald hides his head in her skirt, unfamiliar with his father’s laugh. Meg kisses his brow and tousles his inky curls as Richard examines him with pride and turns to their eldest. “It’ll be awhile before Reginald is your size. Have you inspected him? Has he sixteen toes?”

Harold snorts. “Reginald has ten!”

“Are you sure?”

She loves him so much she fears her heart may burst. 

Richard checks the child’s feet. “Correct! What a perfect boy!”

He amuses them with stories of the Welsh lords until Kendalle escorts the children to supper and closes the door. She feels a moment of awkward intimacy until Richard leaves his chair to kneel beside her. Meg trembles at his touch as he removes her headdress and unbinds her hair. 

“I missed you most at dawn.” Richard’s lips caress her throat. “You slept beside me each night, but I woke to an empty bed.” 

Their mouths meet, and months of separation deepen their embrace as Richard carries her into the bedroom and unlaces her silk sleeves and bodice. She steps out of her skirt, clad in a thin linen shift, and removes his robes. He kisses her between the front laces, firelight caught in his wild locks. 

“I missed you,” she whispers. “Never leave me again.”

He brushes her lip with his thumb. “I won’t.”
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Katharine retires to the remote castle of Dogmirsfield, the resident bishop delighted to host her companions. As word spreads of her presence, a small crowd gathers at the gates, hopeful for a glimpse of her. Katharine shakes her head as she returns to the card game and a discussion on English lords. As she gathers hearts, Inéz says, “Surrey reminds me of a villain.”

Katharine peers across the room, amused but unable to deny it. Surrey is tall, his muscular frame scarred from battle, and his raven eyes send a shiver up her spine. Seated beside his father, young Edward Howard catches her gaze and smirks. 

“What do you dislike about him?” Katharine asks.

“His gaze.” Inéz plucks a king from the table as footsteps ascend the stairs and her confessor’s servant, Cordero, enters, raindrops in his unruly black hair. Once she acknowledges him, he bows and says, “King Henry approaches with a dozen nobles and the prince. They arrive within the hour.”

Shocked silence descends, her friends wide-eyed, for Señor Puebla has not yet arrived to instruct her in English formalities. Since she did not expect to meet the king outside London, and counted on several weeks of preparation, Katharine shudders. Doña Elvira catches her eye, motions to her confessor, Bishop Alessandro, and enters the privy chamber. Servants scatter from her path as he and her secretary, Señor Lopez, follow. 

“Can he demand to see you?” Estrella gasps. 

Francesca shuffles the cards. “We’re in England. Henry can do as he pleases.”

Unnerved, Katharine shoves back her chair, crosses into the privy chamber and shuts the door, comfortable in this intimate space. Black-embroidered Spanish draperies hang in the windows, her favorite tapestry of King Arthur and Queen Guinevere adorns the wall, and her mastiffs lie on the hearth. Golden heads lift and tails thump at her arrival. A parrot squawks on a stand, a gift from Columbus. Lopez skulks at the desk as her dueña frowns out the rain-drizzled window. “If we allow an unofficial visit,” Doña Elvira says, “Henry may believe he can control you.”

Alessandro shakes his head, his arms crossed over somber robes. Along with her dueña, the bishop has guided her decisions from birth. “Henry waited six weeks for her arrival after endless delays in Spain. Refusal might anger him.”

Doña Elvira secures the window from a draft, Katharine’s stomach in knots. Other than his love of falcons, she knows nothing of the king.

“Katharine isn’t an English subject yet,” her dueña argues.

The bishop drops into a chair and fingers his cross. “Had storms not deferred our arrival, I might agree, but Katharine should not hide. Henry may fear a deception in our delays. Let him see her.”

Doña Elvira’s hazel eyes flash over a high neckline. “Isabella was firm in her instructions: Henry must meet her in London where it is too late to defer the match. The people should see her first.” 

The mastiffs stir from the corner and Katharine strokes their tan flanks, their fur soft beneath her fingertips, startled when the bishop asks, “What is your opinion, Katharine?”

She freezes. Her eyes dart between the bishop’s smile and her dueña’s scowl. Since her mother left Doña in charge, Katharine dares not contradict her. Katharine swallows hard and squeezes her wrist behind her back. “Doña Elvira is right. I’m unprepared to meet the king.” She cannot meet Alessandro’s gaze. 

They argue further before the bishop concedes. Lopez unpacks a sheet of parchment, inkpot, and white feather from an exquisite, silver-inlaid quill box, a gift from her sister in Flanders. Doña Elvira places them on the desk. “Encourage Henry to turn back. Tell him you must abide by the marital terms.”

Katharine writes with confidence, rereads it, makes a slight correction, and relinquishes it for inspection. Doña Elvira scans it and passes it to the bishop, who says, “You write well, child. Seal it and send it with a diplomat. We want no insult.”

“I’ll deliver it, Your Grace,” Lopez offers, and slips into the rain. 

Relieved, she returns to her friends. “Who won the last game?”

“Francesca.” Inéz deals eight cards each and turns the rest face up on the table. Katharine bets, picks up a knave, and discards a queen. After several rounds, Inéz glances at Estrella in the window seat. “What do you read, child?”

Estrella lowers her book, her face marked from leaning on her hand. “It’s an English faerie story about a prince who saves a tree dryad from a dragon. He sacrifices his kingdom to marry her.”

“Then he’s a fool.” Francesca shuffles the cards.

Estrella frowns. “It’s noble to forsake fortune for love.”

“A full heart cannot warm you when you have no wood for the fire.” Disdain sharpens Francesca’s high cheekbones, her brown eyes fierce beneath thick black hair as her skilled fingers sort and flip painted faces. “The prince loves the dryad for her beauty. What happens when he grows old and she stays young? She may abandon him for a new lover.”

Inéz strokes her little white lapdog. “How cynical.”

“I am realistic.” Francesca shuffles and sorts. 

Edward leaves the knights at the fireside to approach, his shirt open at the collar. Raven locks curl at the nape of his neck as he surveys their faces with delight. “Have you cards for one more?”

Katharine drowns in his brown eyes, besotted. “Do you play?”

“Yes.” Edward draws forward a chair, insolence in his grin, the girls delighted. “But can you lose?”

* * *
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Henry halts on a mud-soaked hillside within sight of Dogmirsfield, his companions bedraggled from the drizzle. His hat feather hangs limp as riders approach and dismount under Spanish flags. Señor Lopez presents him with Katharine’s letter. She expresses zeal to meet but begs him not to violate her parents’ diplomatic terms. Amused, he gives it to his son, who asks, “Shall we turn back?”

The king scans his soaked councilors. “What say you?”

A dozen frozen noblemen confer in low voices and choose Archbishop Fox to deliver their consensus. “The formal agreement anticipated her procession from Southampton in late summer. Isabella did not expect the delay, the storm, nor their arrival in Hampshire. Your visit cannot violate terms no longer in effect.” 

Eager to avoid a political incident, Henry summons a stout form bundled against the chill. “Do you agree, Puebla?”

The Spanish envoy nudges his roan forward, his tone mild. “Katharine is in your kingdom, Sire. She must obey you.”

Curious to see the long-expected princess, Henry rides onward. Moss squelches underfoot as they cross the field to the road, and peasants emerge to greet them in the village beneath the castle. Arthur smiles and nods, his father delighted at their interest. Thick poplars guard the estate and they halt at the old gatehouse, water pooled under the portcullis, to consult his advisors. 

“Arthur,” he says, “I should meet her first.” 

Though disappointed, Arthur dismounts to enter the lodge with Charles Brandon. The rest ride up the narrow road and into the castle courtyard. Raindrops cling to skeletal tree limbs as Henry tosses his reins to a servant and joins the Spanish envoy on the stairs. “Tell me of her dueña, Puebla.”

The Spaniard frowns. “She’s a loyal diplomat. Doña Elvira has lived with Katharine from birth. She will test but never defy you.”

Henry enters the main hall, a fire in the hearth, faded banners in the rafters and a stairwell adjacent to the door. Servants appear to take their damp coats and feed the greyhounds. Foxe shakes out his robes at the fireside and scrapes mud from his boots as the resident bishop arrives to greet them and assess their numbers. “Sire honors me with his presence. I’ve prepared the east wing.”

“I shall not stay over one night,” Henry reassures him. 

Surrey greets him on the landing, his expression unreadable. Henry’s suspicion at the unusual silence increases as he enters a lavish presence chamber decorated in gold and scarlet, but devoid of Spaniards. He passes into an abandoned privy chamber, the cards still face up on the table. “Surrey, where are our guests?”

Before the earl can answer, a middle-aged woman emerges from the bedchamber and smiles beneath intelligent hazel eyes. “I’m sorry, Sire, but you find us in siesta. Katharine is asleep.”

“Such customs are com—” Puebla falls silent at the king’s glare. 

Henry moderates his tone. “I prefer to see her out of bed, but...”

Doña Elvira’s mouth tightens. “I’ll wake her.” 

She ​​vanishes behind closed doors and, eager to test her, Henry follows without warning. A dozen scandalized girls scatter from his path as the outraged dueña throws a veil over Katharine at the window. The Spanish princess curtsies until Henry whips off the mantilla, startled by her beauty. Thick auburn curls caress deep curves and intent blue eyes twinkle over a perfect mouth. “I see the reason for concealment is not your face,” he says, relieved.

Katharine recovers from her astonishment and smiles. “It is an old Spanish custom, but it delights me to show myself to you.” 

He kisses her hand. “Forgive the intrusion, my dear. Your arrival gave me such joy I could not wait to see you.”

Doña Elvira fumes on the threshold, but Katharine beams, leads him to a bench, and settles on a crimson cushion, her eyes fixed on his face. “Puebla tells me much of you. Please, give me your account of the victory at Bosworth.”

The king studies her long lashes. “That was many years ago.”

“Sire is younger than that.” 

Insolence fills her flattery and Henry admires her natural grace, impressed by her swift recovery. “Am I as Puebla described me?”

Katharine shakes her head. “You are much taller.” 

“How do you find my subjects?”

“I adore them.” Katharine leans forward, a hint of breast at her bodice, the thin lace partlet unable to disguise her full figure. “I feared they might not care for me and trembled when I came to shore, but they welcomed me. I have never heard kinder words.”

She smiles again and steals his heart.

* * *
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Arthur paces the hearth and scatters raindrops over a cracked floor, preoccupied as he envisions his future wife. His speed increases as he imagines her short and dumpy, her teeth crooked and eyes too close together. Charles Brandon smirks from the window seat. “She may be hideous. You might have to shut your eyes in bed with her.”

He glares at his friend. “Must you torment me?” 

“Calm yourself. She is young and untouched.” Brandon’s mouth twitches as he plucks a horsehair from his crimson doublet. “Puebla says she’s exquisite. You shall have no trouble.” 

Arthur kicks loose embers into the grate before they singe his boots. “Puebla tells my father whatever pleases him.”

“The Spanish envoy may be a deceitful bastard but he’s no fool. You do not call a woman a beauty if she is not when she will soon be on your doorstep. If he claims she’s radiant, doubt it not.” Brandon scrapes dried mud from his boots, his skin dull under heavy clouds. 

Edward crosses the yard and stomps into the hall. Arthur’s dog lifts his head from massive paws and his tail thumps the floor. The prince says, “I need a Guinevere for my Camelot, but I cannot trust dishonest men. Puebla simpers too much. How can I become a better man, a finer king, without strong advice?”

“You will be a fine king whether you find counsel or not.” Brandon stands at Edward’s arrival and leads them both into a steady rain. They mount and travel the short road. When Arthur’s horse shies at a thunderclap, he steadies it with his legs and searches the empty castle windows as they ride up the lane.

“Edward, what’s your opinion of Katharine?” Brandon asks.

His friend’s brown eyes twinkle as he drops into the courtyard. “The sun rises and sets in her smile.”

This consoles Arthur, for Edward has impeccable taste in women. Archbishop Foxe greets them in the hall. Arthur shakes raindrops from his hair and drinks wine to fortify his nerves. Dulcimer music draws him upstairs into a spacious chamber filled with dancers. As he enters, the dancers part. His father sits beside Katharine. Auburn locks spill past her waist, her back turned to him. The tune ends as he reaches her side. 

Henry beams. “Katharine, meet my son.”

She turns her gentle face into the light. 

His heart stops. Katharine is Guinevere: flawless. Prior concerns flit from his mind. Arthur drowns in her enormous eyes, unable to breathe. She blushes under his admiration and lowers her gaze. Henry motions to the musicians to resume, kisses her hand, winks at his son, and retreats. Arthur offers her his arm and leads her to a chair. She returns his shy attention with candid interest, and mischief enters her voice. “I expected a shorter man.” 

“And I, a taller wife,” he teases.

She plucks a silver thread from her skirt. “I heard rumors from the French ambassador you are often unwell.”

“The Portuguese envoy warned me of your buck teeth.” 

A shared solemn gaze turns into laughter. Katharine touches his arm, Arthur thrilled when their shoulders touch. “It’s wonderful to sit and talk to you. I could not share my heart in our letters.”

“What did you wish to say?” Arthur asks, curious.

“So much.” Katharine returns her gaze to the dancers and quiets her voice. “I wanted to ask your opinion on our union. Tell you how excited, and terrified, I am to be your wife.”

His heart softens. “I feel the same.”

“I know how to be a queen, but can I be a great one?” 

Arthur traces the armrest, amused. “Greatness depends on the individual. You may never attain your mother’s status, but I hope it is because you must never defend England from invasion.”

She searches his eyes. “That is why I am here.”

His heart skips a beat and he struggles to find words, his voice quiet. “Yes, but also for your pleasure... and mine. I hope.”

Dancers spin and weave across the floor as her dueña motions to her. A banquet awaits them downstairs. Katharine slips her arm into his and her skirts brush his knees as they rise. They descend into the great hall where Katharine describes Granada, Castile, and the Alhambra over sweetmeats and roasted pheasant. She flatters and flirts, her hand on his arm. They cannot dance together until married, so she performs with and outshines her ladies. Her dueña takes her away at midnight and he retreats to his room. Rain drenches the courtyard, but firelight softens an intimate space dominated by an enormous bed. Arthur sits at the fireside, his knees drawn to his chest, startled when the door opens.

Henry enters and settles across from him. Arthur longs to ask questions of love and marriage, but cannot find the words, surprised how Katharine fills his heart. Instead, he asks, “What did Lovell find at the Hampshire garrison? Is Rippon guilty?”

His father sighs and strokes his forehead. “He may be.”

After a long silence, Henry shifts his lean frame. “I did not send for your mother for weeks after I became king. It upset her, but I let her wait. I could not decide whether to pursue our union. Others urged me to marry her, unite the royal bloodlines, produce a new monarchy.”

“Why did you hesitate?”

Henry strokes his brow, his gaze thoughtful. “I fell in love with her as an idea before we met and feared disappointment.”

“Mother could never do that.” His heart swells with affection.

His father smiles and stokes the fire. “I love with my entire heart or not at all.”

“Is that how to succeed?” Arthur asks.

The king nods, his cheekbones softened by firelight. “Love your wife. Put her first. Be faithful to her. Let no one come between you. Be her champion in happiness and sorrow. These virtues form a strong marriage.”

Arthur hugs his knees, lost in dreams for the future. 

Henry nudges his foot. “I’m glad you have
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