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      Tower of London, October 1508

      

      There was no blood on the Bloody Tower. Squat and unremarkable, it stood in a cluster of gray stone buildings near the Water Gate with nothing to show that it had been the site of a murder. Edmund Tudor, nine-year-old Duke of Somerset, stared at it for a long time. Maybe if he looked long enough, blood would leak from the mortar, oozing between the huge blocks of stone.

      A pleasurable shiver of distant horror skimmed him from head to toe. His uncles had died in the Bloody Tower years ago. The younger one had been no older than Edmund was now, a fact that exerted a strange fascination over him. Edmund had heard that the boys’ uncle had murdered them, but he thought it was a lie. The uncle had been King of England and Edmund could not imagine a king creeping through the darkness, intent on murder. Kings killed, he knew that, but they killed openly, using the law. So if his uncles had not been murdered, how had they died?

      He shivered again. The early autumn dusk filled the spaces between the buildings of the Tower with shadows, darkest where the red-gold sunlight splashed across the battlements. The Tower rooks, settling for the night, called to one another; for a moment, their raucous voices were the only sound he heard. He ought to be lonely or afraid; surprisingly, he was neither.

      He caught a glimpse of movement in the passageway bisecting the base of the tower. The flicker became a lone girl, wrapped in a cloak just slightly too long for her. She held its folds bunched against the front of her bodice with one hand while the other rubbed furiously at her eyes. Faintly, he heard the hiccup of her sob.

      “Who goes there?” he said in a soft voice.

      She jerked to a stop and looked up. “Who are you?”

      “I asked first.”

      She had dark eyes and dark hair that escaped her linen cap to cling to her damp cheeks. Judging by the material of her cloak, she was well-born, though he could not be certain how well-born in the tricky light.

      “My name is Cecilia,” she said. She started walking again. Impulsively, he moved to block her path. She jerked to a stop, the folds of her cloak flicking his ankles. “Let me by.”

      “No.”

      She scowled at him. “Let me by, I said.”

      Did she not know who he was? Did she not recognize the king’s youngest son? Perhaps not. She had paid him none of the usual marks of respect; there had been no curtsy, no lowered eyes, no waiting on his pleasure. She thinks I am a nobleman’s son. He grinned. How could she think otherwise? In a fit of annoyance, he had dismissed his attendants, one mark of high station. And his clothes, another indicator of rank, were not very rich since he had expected to spend the day in studying.

      “Do not go,” he said. “I will tell you my name if you stay.”

      She looked past his shoulder at the buildings and towers behind him, chewing her lip. He could see the reluctance in her face. Did she wish to leave him? Or was she loath to go within? She sighed and then met his gaze, the corners of her mouth beginning to lift. “Very well. I shall not go.”

      “Good.” Now that he had persuaded her to stay, what would he do with her? She turned her head so the light caught on the marks of her tears. “Why were you crying?”

      She scrubbed her cheeks with a fold of the cloak. “I want to go home.”

      “Home?” How strange, to have a home away from the Court. Sometimes he lived apart from the Court but when he did, it felt like exile.

      “Wednesfield Castle, in Hertford,” she replied.

      Now he knew who she was. “You are Lord Wednesfield’s daughter.”

      Her chin lifted. “Yes, I am the Earl of Wednesfield’s daughter. But I still do not know who you are. And you said you would tell me.”

      “My name is Edmund.”

      “Edmund?”

      “Edmund Tudor,” he replied, and waited for her to realize who he was.

      She bit her lip and then took a deep breath. “Do you like Court?”

      He let his breath out in a sigh. She had not recognized him. “Yes. Do you not?”

      “I do not like the staring. Or the mean things people say.” She lifted her arms out from her body so the cloak hung like brown velvet wings and then dropped them. “But I expect it is different for boys.”

      Or princes. “I expect so.” He searched for something new to say, but nothing came to mind. The grumbling of his stomach broke the quiet between them. All at once he was so hungry he could eat a beefsteak all by himself. That morning, he had put a few sweetmeats in the pouch hanging from his knife belt and he was fairly certain he had not eaten them all. Plunging his fingers into the purse, he rooted through the other useful things he had put in there: stones, a plover’s egg, a penny someone had given him, pearls that had torn off a doublet sleeve that he kept meaning to give to his tailor to sew back onto the doublet. Finally, his fingers closed on the soft, sticky sweetmeat. He pulled it out and examined it in the waning light. There were bits of lint clinging to it, but it still looked edible. He bit it in half and then remembered Cecilia.

      He held out the uneaten half as if he had always intended to give it to her. “I am sorry it is not more, but it is all I have.”

      A smile broke across her face. “Thank you.” She popped the sweetmeat into her mouth with no more regard for the lint than if she had been a boy.

      Why were none of the girls he met like this? She made him forget he was a prince and that did not seem like a bad thing. Wiping his fingers on the front of his doublet, he said, “I can stand on my hands like a mummer. Do you want to see?”

      She flung one corner of the cloak over her shoulder. “Oh, yes, I do.”

      He took off his short gown since it would only get in the way. The first time he tried, he hesitated so his legs only lifted half off the ground. The second time he used enough force to fling himself into balance. “Watch me!” He began to walk on his hands, his heart pounding. She could not be any more surprised than he; he had only learned to stand on his hands last week.

      “Cecilia!”

      Edmund overbalanced and landed on his back, the impact driving the breath from his body. He lay still on the ground for a long, stunned moment, then rolled onto his stomach and looked for the owner of the sharp voice that had sent him reeling.

      A girl stood at the corner of the White Tower, her hands on her hips. At this distance, it was hard to be sure but Edmund guessed that she was a few years older than he and Cecilia.

      “I must go,” Cecilia said, pulling the folds of her cloak more tightly around her.

      “Who is it?”

      “My sister, Beatrice. We are leaving tomorrow so I do not think I shall see you again. Farewell.”

      “Do not go!” He stretched out his hand to grasp the cloak. It was hard to be commanding lying on his stomach in the grass.

      She took a step backward and stumbled a little on the hem of the cloak. Righting herself, she shook her head. “I must.” She turned around and hurried to join her sister.

      Edmund crouched in the grass, wondering if he should stand and call her back. If I command it, she will have to stay. But the only way to command it was to reveal who he was. He pressed his forehead against his clasped hands. What should he do? Lifting his head he saw Cecilia turn the corner of the White Tower and disappear behind its ghostly bulk. His question was answered. He was too late.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He looked for her later when he went to his supper in the king’s Hall but she had not joined her parents. He looked away, disappointed. He wanted to see her again. She made his rank invisible, lifting the weight of being Duke of Somerset off his shoulders. How strange. He liked being someone other than the king’s youngest son. That could not be right. He ought to want to be a duke.

      Later that evening, he joined his father in his private rooms for one of their frequent games of chess. Save for a gentleman usher, a pair of hounds and a man playing a harp, they were alone.

      For a long time he and his father played in silence, absorbed in the intricacies of the game. His father made no concessions to Edmund’s youth and won more often than not; Edmund prized his few victories. Tonight would not bring one of them: His pawns were in disarray, his queen much threatened. No matter what he did, he could not bring himself out of danger.

      “I am told you dismissed all your attendants today, Edmund,” his father said into the quiet.

      “Yes, Sire, I did.” He chewed his lip and gripped the seat of the chair, afraid he would betray what he saw to his father.

      “Was that wise?”

      Edmund glanced up. His father was apparently studying the board between them, but Edmund was not deceived. All his father’s attention was focused on him.

      “I needed to do something. Alone.”

      “A king’s son should never be alone.” His father moved the pawn. Edmund moved his bishop, his shoulders tightening. “But you know that. What was so important you must ignore that knowledge?”

      Edmund adjusted his slippery grip on the chair. “I wanted to see—” His father would think him a fool. He glanced up again and found his father watching him. The affection in his father’s normally cold gray eyes gave him courage to continue. “I wanted to see if the Bloody Tower was bloody.”

      He knew by the way the corner of his father’s mouth quivered that his father was trying not to laugh. Then his father’s expression altered, his eyes looking inward. His mouth drooped at the corners.

      “Do you know why they call it ‘bloody,’ Edmund?”

      “The murdered princes.”

      His father’s eyebrows lifted and a little of the coldness crept back into his eyes. “Who told you about the princes?”

      His brother would thrash him if he told; his father would have him beaten if he lied. Edmund swallowed. He might be able to avoid his brother. “Harry told me.”

      His father sighed. “I should have known. Do you know why the princes died?”

      “An evil tyrant murdered them.”

      “That is partly true. They also died because a man broke his promise to his king. The Duke of Gloucester promised his brother the king that he would protect the king’s sons and then, when the king was dead, he killed his nephews and stole the throne.” His father gripped the edge of the table so hard that the chessman rattled on the board. “He burns in hell for his sins, Edmund. Do you understand that?”

      His father stared into his eyes, his thin mouth a seam in his face. Edmund wiped his palms on his hose. “Yes, Sire.”

      “Promise me that you will never betray your king.”

      Those eyes could winnow his soul. “I promise, Sire.”

      “Swear it by the love you bear me.”

      For a moment, he had the notion that this man was not his father, but a stranger who happened to look exactly like the king. “I swear it, Sire.”

      The man relaxed and became his father once more. “England was torn to ribbons by civil war for thirty years because men could not keep their promises to the king. I will not let that happen again. Nor should you.”

      Edmund crossed himself. A great burden had been laid on his shoulders, greater even than any a king might bear. “No, Sire.”
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      August 1516, Eight Years Later

      

      Cecilia swung her bare feet and shifted in the crook of the tree limb. Her stomach grumbled as a trickle of sweat crawled between her shoulder blades. She had not taken the time to snatch something to eat before escaping her duties after Mass and now she could not climb down without running the risk of being seen. Hurry, John, she thought and pushed clinging wisps of hair off her damp forehead. Shading her eyes against the glare, she peered southward. No dust on the road. No sign of her brother John.

      Her eyes wandered to the sprawling bulk of Wednesfield. Her nurse, Mistress Emma, stood just outside the gatehouse, exasperation clearly expressed by fists planted on her hips. Cecilia stiffened, resisting the urge to leap from the tree and flee. Dressed in brown linen and screened by oak leaves, she should be invisible. The only way Mistress Emma would see her was if she gave herself away.

      She held her breath until her nurse turned away, disappearing into the courtyard. She released the breath in a gusting sigh. Still free. Last night, Mistress Emma had requested her help with the mending and her mother had reminded her she wanted Cecilia to spend some time working in the herb garden. Cecilia had awakened before sunrise knowing she would do neither. Today was hers.

      She looked toward the road from London again. No dust. No John.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flicker of movement at the gatehouse and turned her head to look more closely. Her older sister Beatrice stood in the archway, dressed in one of her plainer gowns, a broad-brimmed straw hat shading her face and a cloth bag hanging from her hand. Cecilia’s eyes sharpened. She watched as her sister sauntered down the lane, glancing back once or twice as if for pursuers, and swore softly to herself. Here was an opportunity to pay Beatrice back in her own tale-bearing coin and Cecilia couldn’t take advantage of it without getting into trouble herself.

      Beatrice drew closer. Sweat shone on her flawless skin, golden curls clung damply to her white brow, dust powdered her hem nearly to her knees but she was still beautiful. It was unfair. She never moved as if her hands and feet had wills of their own. Words never tumbled in disjointed knots from her mouth. Worst of all, she had never been small and awkward and dark-haired. Cecilia thought, Go away. Go away and never come back.

      Stopping beneath the branches of the oak Beatrice looked up. Cecilia expected her sister to scold her for being too old to climb trees like a child, that at sixteen it was past time Cecilia comported herself as a noblewoman.

      “Madam my mother and Mistress Emma are hunting for you,” Beatrice said.

      Cecilia scowled to conceal her surprise. “Are you going to go back and tell them you found me?”

      “No, I shall not betray you if you will not betray me,” Beatrice replied calmly.

      “A pact, then,” Cecilia said. “You keep my secret, and I shall keep yours.”

      “Done.” Beatrice wiped her upper lip on the cuff of her shirt. “Why are you in the tree?”

      “Waiting for John.”

      “He has been gone for six months—you cannot be sure he will return today.”

      “I know.”

      Beatrice smiled and for moment, despite the fact that John was as dark as Beatrice was fair, she looked like him. “How long have you been up there?”

      “All day.”

      Beatrice wrinkled her nose. “You must be bored.”

      “No.” Cecilia lifted the books she held in her lap. “I have my friends Virgil and Erasmus to keep me company.”

      “Does our father know you brought books outdoors? If it rains—”

      “They are mine, given to me on my name day.”

      Beatrice sighed. “Then I’ll warrant you’re hungry. Here.” She reached into her bag and tossed something to Cecilia. It was an apple, firm, warm and a little green. “Will just brought a basket in.”

      Cecilia took a bite. The apple was sour but her stomach growled in relief. “Picked too early,” she said with puckered lips.

      “But better than nothing,” Beatrice said, and turned toward the river.

      “Beatrice!”

      She turned around. “Aye?”

      “Tell Sebastian I said good day.”

      Beatrice smiled slyly. “I shall.”

      Her heart in a tangle of longing and resentment, Cecilia watched her sister walk down to the river until she was lost in the mist of green willow branches.

      She was kind to me. I wish she liked me. She pushed away the treacherous thought and clung to the familiar image of vain, mean, tale-telling Beatrice.

      Looking toward the road, she saw a cloud of whitish dust hanging over the hedgerows. Was that John, home at last? She swung her feet in excitement. John had not been home since Candlemas and she had a hundred things to tell him, everything she had been unable or unwilling to write in her letters for the last six months.

      A rider trotted into sight but he was not John. Her stomach dropped and she blinked back quick stinging tears. He will be here today, she told herself fiercely, he will. Throwing the half-eaten apple aside, she dug her fingers into the strands of ivy swarming over the trunk of the oak as curiosity pushed through the pall of her disappointment. If this wasn’t John riding toward her, who was it? A guest, obviously; she hoped it would be someone important or interesting, someone who would distract her mother and Mistress Emma.

      The rider drew close enough for her to see he was a young man of perhaps her age, well-dressed, astride a very fine horse. Tawny gold hair glinted beneath his blue cap; strong cheekbones and jaw balanced a proud, high-bridged nose. He put her in mind of a young, half-fledged hawk.

      I know you. But when had she known him? And where? She closed her eyes.

      Against her eyelids, memory unfurled like a flag. She had been eight or nine, truly a child, when she and Beatrice had gone to Court with her parents. Every moment of her stay had been a torment of boredom. Every moment but the one that came at the end of the last day.

      She had met a boy who gave her half a sugarplum and walked on his hands like a mummer. He made her want to laugh at a time when she felt as if she would never laugh again. If everyone at Court had been like him, she would have gladly stayed.

      Later she had wondered about him. The old king had a son just her age, named Edmund. Could the Edmund who had shared his sucket with her have been the king’s son? It had been a foolish thought; kings’ sons did not wander the precincts of the Tower without attendants. No, her Edmund had been a different boy.

      But was this man the boy she remembered? She peered through the flickering leaves of the oak, narrowing her eyes against the glare. He was too far away.

      She leaned forward, clutching the ivy for support. Please God it would hold her. He rode beautifully, graceful in the saddle as he turned his head to examine the property. She leaned a little bit further out. The ivy gave an inch or more, and for a heart-stopping moment, she was certain she was going to fall. The books slid out of her lap and crashed to the ground.

      She dragged herself backward and thrust herself into the safety of her former seat. “God’s nightgown!” She closed her eyes, her heart thumping against her breastbone and her breath coming in gulps. “Sweet Jesú, thank you for saving me. Saint Cecilia, thank you for watching over me.” She pressed her hand to her throat, trying to calm the fear there.

      “How now, what is this?”

      Opening her eyes, she found the stranger riding toward her, coming closer until the hooves of his mount were inches from her books. Her heart gave a great leap and then subsided into quivering.

      “Mind your horse, sir! He is going to trample my books!” she said sharply.

      He looked down. “So he is. I beg your forgiveness.” Chirruping, he backed his horse away from the books and leaped from the saddle in one easy motion. He looped the reins of his horse around a nearby sapling and returned to the tree. Bending, he retrieved her books, opening one and then the other to read the front. He looked up at her, his brows raised. “You grow strange fruit in these parts, mistress. Latin?”

      She leaned forward to see him better. His gray-blue eyes, framed by stiff brown lashes, glinted like river-water. His mouth curled up at one corner in a smile that was friendly and sly and clever all at once. She had seen those eyes, that mischievous smile before; there was no longer any question in her mind that it was he. She smiled back, happy laughter tickling like bubbles in the back of her throat. “May I have my books, sir?”

      “It is my pleasure to deliver them.” He tucked the books into his doublet and tightened the laces. Seizing a fistful of ivy, he dragged himself up the trunk of the tree.

      Was he mad? She scrambled backward into a higher perch to make room for him, managing skirt and petticoats with the deftness of long practice. And was she mad to allow it? She would do penance for this as she did for all her sins. For now, she could not worry.

      He sat where she had been a moment ago, larger than he had looked from above, so close he filled the sky. She thought, He is just a boy, no older than you. He could be anyone: a neighbor’s son, one of Sebastian’s cousins, a scholar returning to Oxford or Cambridge. It did no good. He was too big, too close, too alien. She needed room. Suddenly breathless, she leaned back against a branch and tilted her head up to gaze at the dense, dusty leaves overhead.

      “I know you,” he said.

      “Do you?” She tilted her head, glancing down at him. She could not make herself confess her suspicion.

      He cocked his head and grinned at her. “I do.”

      That smile . . . She pulled her scattered thoughts together. “Who am I?”

      “Cecilia Coleville. But you do not know me.” His eyelids lowered and his mouth curled. How sure of himself he was.

      I shall bring you down a peg or two, braggart. Or she would make a fool of herself. She closed her eyes and resumed her relaxed position against the branch. “Edmund Tudor, who could walk on his hands like a mummer.”

      He laughed. “I am caught out.”

      She peeped through her lashes at him and fought against the corners of her mouth as they tried to curl up in a smile. With the color in his face and the laughter in his eyes, he looked abashed and amused at once.

      He took the books from his doublet and held them out to her. “I give you your books, mistress, though I beg leave to doubt you read them.”

      She opened her eyes wide at that, ignoring the outstretched books. “You have a proper wit, sir, to think I risk the loss of valuable books for no better reason than they are an ornament to my linen.”

      He laughed. “Then read to me, O Mistress Scholar.” He tucked Erasmus back into his doublet and offered her the Aeneid.

      “Do you not fear I shall find a portion I have committed to memory to impress skeptics such as yourself?” She pushed the book away. “Select a passage for me, Master Doubter.”

      He opened the book and flipped through the pages, plainly searching for something in particular. “Ah!” With the book open near the middle, he turned it so she could read it, his finger marking his place. “Read this.”

      It was somewhere in the middle of Book Four. Cecilia began, “‘All-pow’rful Love! what changes canst thou cause/In human hearts, subjected to thy laws!/Once more her haughty soul the tyrant bends:/To pray’rs and mean submissions she descends . . .’” She looked up at Edmund, her eyebrows lifted. “Is that enough, or do you require more?”

      He released the book into her hand, laughing ruefully. “You have proven your point, mistress.”

      She grinned at him before closing her eyes and sitting back. All around them, the leaves rustled as the breeze, heavy with the clean green scent of new-mown hay, moved through them. Cattle lowed in the water meadow near the little river Wednesford and the heat of the afternoon was heavy and soft.

      “How peaceful this is,” Edmund said.

      “It is my favorite place in the world.”

      “The whole world?”

      “I would rather be here than in the Grand Cham’s kingdom.” She blinked, trying to drive her sudden drowsiness away, and then glanced at Edmund.

      Their eyes met and held. His were intent, as if he saw nothing but her. Her heart jumped, her mouth growing sticky. The moment spun endlessly and she felt like a woman under enchantment.

      “What a peculiar pair of birds,” a deep voice said from below, breaking the spell.

      She looked down to find her brother John leaning on his saddle as he eyed the pair of them nested in the tree. Her drowsiness vanished. “John!”

      “Ceci.” Her brother’s black eyes glittered as he looked from her to Edmund, sitting together in defiance of every precept drilled into her.

      “Oh, John, I am so glad you are home!” She shifted in her seat, longing to leap down and into his arms, longing to escape the peculiar intensity of Edmund’s eyes and the uncertain way they made her feel. Edmund was in the way, blocking the only safe path out of the tree. Belatedly, she remembered her manners.

      “John, allow me to present . . .” she began and then realized she knew nothing more about Edmund than his name. Assuredly, she was mad to be in this tree with him.

      “Edmund Tudor of Pembrokeshire,” Edmund said, rescuing her.

      “Good day, Master Tudor of Pembrokeshire.” John nodded at Edmund and then glanced at Cecilia, a tiny crease between his brows. Her heart plummeted. Not only would she be obliged to endure a scolding from her nurse and perhaps a whipping from her mother but she would have to survive one of John’s rare rebukes.

      “My brother, Lord John Coleville.”

      “Sir.” Edmund nodded back.

      “Let me get this brute to Tom Stableman and then the three of us can take a walk by the river.”

      “Beatrice met Sebastian down there,” Cecilia warned.

      “All the more reason to take a walk. Do not go without me; I will be back in a trice,” John said lazily, and turned his horse toward the castle.

      She did not need to be told that at least one reason for walking down by the river was to get her out of the tree. Heaviness settled against her breastbone, surprising her. Why was she reluctant to join him when she had waited for him all day? What ailed her?

      Understanding came like a slap. She wanted to dally with Edmund. Not only did good manners demand she depart, but also the hard facts of life. She was too old to be sitting in a tree with a young man, especially one who did not meet her in rank. She looked at him, his eyes full of distance as he looked south, past the castle, and her breath caught. What a fool she had been. This man was dangerous to her.

      She handed Edmund her copy of Virgil. “Will you carry this and climb down?”

      He tucked the book into his doublet and clambered out of the tree, dropping the last few feet and lifted up his arms. “Jump down. I’ll catch you.”

      “Get out of my way.” The last thing she dared do was leap into his arms.

      He stepped back and she climbed down, swinging easily to the ground beside him.

      “You are not like anyone I know,” Edmund said.

      She looked up at him. “Do you have no sisters?”

      “I have two but neither of them is anything like you.”

      Unsure of his meaning, she turned her head toward the castle, in time to see John pass under the gatehouse into the lane, moving with that deceptively relaxed stride of his. He never looked as if he hurried but whenever they walked anywhere together, she had to trot to keep up. As he walked, he carried the battered canvas satchel that contained his drawing tools: paper, charcoal and an oak board to draw on. The satchel meant John would spend time under the trees with them, rather than detaching Sebastian from Beatrice and bearing him away. But they must join him—he had bidden them wait for him but that did not mean he would wait for them.

      She turned back to Edmund and smiled at him. “Come. We must hurry or we will lose him.” She lifted her skirts and ran toward her brother, Edmund shortening his long stride to keep pace as he trotted at her side.

      They found Beatrice and Sebastian where Cecilia expected, near a still reach of the river. Beatrice sat with her back against a willow trunk, her knees drawn up with her arms around them, a hard little smile curling her lips. Sebastian lounged on the soft turf beside her, scowling.

      “Who is that?” Edmund whispered, his breath soft as feathers against Cecilia’s ear.

      “Which one?”

      “The beauty.”

      A chill rippled across her skin, as if the sun had gone behind black clouds. She would warrant no one asked after her as “the beauty.” “My sister, Beatrice.”

      “Is she going to Court? She will be pursued by everyone if she does.”

      “She has a post in the new Duchess of York’s household. She is to go France next month, when the ambassadors go to fetch the duchess.”

      “Fetch! You make her sound as if she is a bone and the ambassadors are dogs,” Edmund said.

      “I don’t know how else to put it. It is what they are doing.”

      John said, “Beatrice, Sebastian, allow me to introduce Edmund Tudor from Pembrokeshire. Edmund, my sister Lady Beatrice Coleville. And Sebastian Benbury.”

      Introductions made, John sat down beside Beatrice, nudging her away from Sebastian. She muttered something that made him grin, but he did not move. Cecilia assumed Edmund would choose to sit with Beatrice since her sister gathered men the way a honeypot gathers flies. Cecilia moved to sit in her usual place on the high bank above the river, bunching her skirts underneath her and slipping off her shoes to dangle her feet in the cool water. She had learned to abandon her escorts before they abandoned her for Beatrice. Cooling her feet in the river gave her something to do as well as the appearance of indifference.

      But Edmund flung himself down on the turf beside Cecilia, propping his head on his hand. The sun came out; he had not gone to Beatrice. She glanced at him. He was watching her with the same focused intensity he had shown in the tree. She turned her head away, suddenly shy. She lifted her foot from the river and watched the drops of water sparkle as they fell from her toes. Anything rather than look at Edmund.

      “Who is Sebastian?” he asked softly.

      “The only son of Lord Lionel Benbury. Benbury Manor is over that hill.” She nodded eastward.

      Male voices murmured behind her. John spoke first, then Sebastian, then John. Laughter, and more talk. Beatrice was silent. Cecilia scooped water with her foot, letting it run over her ankle.

      Edmund leaned close. “And you, mistress? Do you go to Court?” His breath tickled her throat, the tickle curling deep inside her.

      “No.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “My father attempted to obtain a post for me in the new Duchess of Somerset’s household, but they had been filled.”

      “Then you must know German.”

      Surprised, she turned to face him. He was looking at the ground, rolling a pebble under his forefinger.

      “I do not, but I have heard the Lady Anne knows enough French and Latin to get by.”

      “I have heard the Germans do not educate their women, so perhaps she does not.” He began digging a hole in the soft ground with his finger.

      “That cannot be so. My father says a woman must have an uncommon wit to succeed at Court.”

      He rolled the pebble into the hole and buried it. “She is a child of eight. She will have time to learn.”

      He sounded almost sad. She laid her hand over his without thinking. Warmth flowed through her hand and up her arm. He turned his hand to clasp hers and the flow of warmth became a flood.

      “I am going home,” Beatrice said suddenly.

      Cecilia turned. Her sister stood under the tree brushing bits of grass from her skirt. Nothing could destroy the perfection of her features, but her wan face and shadowed eyes dimmed the glow of her beauty.

      “I will go with you,” Sebastian said, rising.

      “Please do not,” Beatrice said coolly. “I should prefer to be by myself.”

      “Do not be a carping misery, Bea,” John said abstractedly. He had pulled out his sketching materials and was more than half absorbed in the work on his lap. “Stop awhile in the sunshine.”

      “I stopped before you came,” she said tartly. “If you had been home sooner you would know it.”

      John looked up from his sketch. Cecilia watched her brother and sister intently, knowing from experience how his black gaze could bend the will. Beatrice glared at him but did not move. The silence between them stretched to the snapping point. Cecilia stole a quick glance at Edmund, curious to see what he thought. He watched Beatrice and John as if he, too, could see the battle of wills taking place.

      “Oh, very well,” Beatrice said. “If you will make such an issue of it.” She sat back down, graceful even when annoyed. If Cecilia sat down when she was irritated, she thumped.

      “Turn ‘round, Ceci. I want to draw you,” John said.

      Pulling her hand free of Edmund’s, she moved so John could see her face. She had been his chief model for as long as she could remember and was used to sitting still in the poses of his devising while he sketched. If nothing else, it had taught her the appearance of patience. Her reward was to see his sketches, even the ones he showed no one else. Through the gentle burble of the water against the bank and the soughing of the wind through the thick grass, she could hear the rasp of the charcoal on the paper. The soft scratch was the most soothing sound she knew. The paper rustled.

      “Relax, Ceci. I’ve finished. Now you, Edmund.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      The barest note of arrogant surprise rang in Edmund’s voice. Cecilia looked sharply at him, intrigued and disturbed. How dare he? He had not sounded like a gentleman’s son a moment ago. The old suspicion that he was a king’s son stirred, and with it the old objection. Logic insisted that a king’s son did not go anywhere without a dozen or more attendants, nor did he put off the deference due his rank. This Edmund, whoever he was, did not demand a prince’s due, so he could be no prince. She made a very neat argument, but the doubt remained, fed by the unthinking arrogance of Edmund’s question.

      “I am going to sketch you. Turn ‘round so I can see your face.” John spoke so mildly Cecilia wondered for a moment if she had mistaken Edmund’s tone. But no, she saw the consternation in Edmund’s face, wiped away in the instant before he turned.

      Who are you?

      John drew quickly, his hand dancing over the paper resting on the board on his knees. The sketch of her rested at his feet; she could see enough to distinguish the shape of her face. Before Edmund had the chance to break his pose, John was done. He laid the second sketch beside the one of Cecilia and began another. Edmund crawled over, picked up both sketches and returned to Cecilia’s side.

      He studied the sketch of Cecilia first. Looking over his shoulder at it, Cecilia’s first reaction was despair. She was still not beautiful. Her eyes were dark and narrow, their expression suspicious, her nose without character or definition. Her mouth was too wide. God had given all the family beauty to Beatrice, leaving her with nothing.

      She picked up the sketch of Edmund. John had captured his hawk look as well an indefinable air of otherness. She had not seen it clearly before; now she wondered in earnest who and what he truly was.

      “Is that how I look?” Edmund asked, resting his chin on her shoulder. She was suddenly conscious of his body pressing lightly against her from shoulder to hip. A pulse beat in her throat and her mouth went dry. I am going to make a fool of myself. Her flesh did not care that he had almost certainly lied, nor could she make herself feel outrage or anger.

      “Yes,” she managed to say. “It is very like you.”

      “It is very like my brother.” He held out the drawing of her. “This is exactly like you. May I keep it?”

      Her blush burned all the way down to her bones. “With my great pleasure.” She hesitated. “May I keep this?” She lifted the drawing of Edmund.

      “I cannot imagine why you would want it.”

      A sly little devil took hold of her tongue and spoke. “I imagine for the same reason you wish to keep the one of me.”

      She felt his start of surprise then the shaking of his frame. She turned her head and saw he was laughing silently. “Keep it with my blessing,” he whispered and stood. “It grows late. I am expected at Hatfield and must not tarry.”

      “You will not make it before nightfall,” John said, frowning at the oak board.

      “In August?” Sebastian asked. “It will be light enough to see for hours longer and there is a moon tonight.”

      “You need not fly to Hatfield tonight, whether there is light to see or not.” John looked at Sebastian for a moment before turning back to Edmund. “I offer you the hospitality of Wednesfield.”

      “I thank you, but I may not accept.” He bowed, first to the trio under the tree and then to Cecilia. He took a step toward the Wednesfield lane and then stopped, his mouth quirked up at the corner. “I do not know my way.” He held his hand out to Cecilia. “Mistress, I should be glad of your instruction. I pray you, show me the way.”

      Her hesitation lasted only an instant. “Gladly.” She rose and took his hand.

      “Ceci—” John said.

      “John.” She had never defied him before; she did not know if she had the courage to do it now. Please, do not say it. Do not forbid me. She looked into his eyes, hoping her heart was in her own. Do not shame me before him.

      His black stare softened. “Do not tarry.”
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        * * *

      

      It seemed only an instant before they were back at her tree, his horse drowsing on three hooves beneath it. Why was the journey back always shorter than the journey away? She did not want him to leave.

      “Hatfield is that way.” She pointed past Wednesfield, glowing golden in the late afternoon sun, its hundred windows glittering.

      “I know the way,” he replied, stepping closer to her. “I said I did not because I wished to say farewell to you alone.”

      The heat of his body, shimmering through the warmth of the afternoon, brushed her like a caress. She reached out and stroked his horse’s nose, aware as never before of her hands and feet, arms and legs. She did not know where to put any of them and feared that looking up at him would only worsen her awkwardness. “You are welcome to return when your business at Hatfield is finished,” she said, staring at the long sunlight glittering on the brass rings of the bridle. People came and went from Wednesfield in every season; one more visitor would be unremarkable.

      “I do not think I shall return this way, mistress.” He reached into his doublet and pulled out her small books and John’s sketch. He handed the books to her and tucked the sketch back into his doublet, patting it so it crackled. “But I shall not forget you.”

      “Nor I you,” she whispered.

      He took her hand and raised it to his mouth, his lips soft and cool against her knuckles. She looked up, daring to meet his eyes. They stared into hers, blue as the sky above. She began to tremble, the inside of her mouth drying. He murmured, “God keep you, mistress.”

      Unable to bear the intensity of his stare, she broke her gaze from his, looking at the white velvet of his mount’s nose instead. “And you.”

      For the first time in her life, she did not feel as if everything she said or did was wrong. He had liked her erudition; he had understood her oblique remarks, never once giving her the blank stare she had come to expect. How could he leave her, when she had never known anyone like him? Yet she was glad he was leaving—for all that he followed where her wit led, he unsettled her more than anyone she had ever known.

      She heard the whisper of his feet through the grass and then the creak of leather as he mounted. She loosed his rein from the sapling and handed it to him, daring to look at him once more.

      His beauty caught in her throat, all tawny gold and soft, English gray-blue. Her fledgling hawk. He touched the brim of his cap and turned his horse. Within minutes, he had ridden out of sight.

      

      When she returned to the river, Sebastian and Beatrice had disappeared. John remained where he had been, still intently sketching. He glanced at her swiftly as if he had just become aware of her but she knew otherwise. John always knew when someone came near to him.

      “Sit with me, Ceci.”

      “You are going to scold me,” she said, pleating her skirt with her fingers.

      “I shall not.”

      She had no doubt he lied but she also knew his persistence. Let him speak his piece and be done with it. Settling beside him, she waited for him to begin. When he did not, she kicked off her shoes, closing her eyes and listening to the river burble against its banks. Soft as the gentle breeze, so softly she barely heard him, John sighed. “So, poppet, you have your first swain. Not as noble as our parents would like, I’ll warrant, but pleasing enough.”

      Her eyes opened as her calm dissolved. She could not speak of Edmund. “Do not.”

      “You ought not to have walked him to the road—you are not a child any longer—but no harm was done.” His voice was flat, as if he spoke the words without truly knowing their meaning and some darkness in his eyes as he stared at her spoke to her of dread and excitement mingled.

      “Is that all you wish to say?”

      “No.”

      He took her hand, clenching it in his own. Her heart pounded against her ribs. This was going to be worse than a scolding; she had no desire to hear anything more. Yet she was more afraid not to know. He whispered, “Promise me you will not tell anyone what I am about to tell you.”

      She swallowed, her throat hot and sore. It must be very bad, the very worst thing he had ever done if he was swearing her to secrecy. She fought the obstruction in her throat. “I promise.” The pain in her hand was nothing.

      “I am leaving.”

      “Leaving?” The tightness in her chest grew to suffocation as her sight clouded. I am dreaming. This is a nightmare and I shall wake. Now.

      “I am going to Germany, to find a painter, Master Hans Holbein. I am hoping he will let me study with him.”

      “A painter? Germany? John, I don’t understand.” This was growing stranger and more awful by the moment.

      “I cannot stay here, Ceci. I cannot. Father has arranged a place for me in the Duke of Norfolk’s household. I cannot go. I cannot go on pretending to be a nobleman.”

      “Pretending? John, you are a nobleman. You were born one!” She had never felt so stupid, her mind resisting his words.

      He released her hand and pulled her against him in a quick rough hug. “I am not a nobleman. I have no desire to live at Court, or make a great marriage, or do any of the things expected of me.”

      “That’s sinful!”

      “Oh, Ceci,” he said, looking down at her in the curve of his shoulder, his eyes full of doubt and pain, as if he feared she would repudiate him. Worse, he looked as if he expected it. She clutched the edge of his doublet with her free hand. “Do you really believe God would give me the ability to draw and then make it a sin for me to use it?”

      “He might. It might be a test.” Her voice broke on the last word. She bit the inside of her lip to forestall tears. Something, some clear cold part of her mind said she must not go back to the castle with red, swollen eyes. Her mother would badger her until she was driven to confessing John’s secret. The only way to keep her word was to avoid the interrogation. The same passionless part of her suggested that if she betrayed John, their parents would force him to stay. She thrust the thought away. Anything, even breaking her heart, was better than that.

      “And it might not. Perhaps all the worldly glory of being a Coleville is the test, hmm?”

      “Don’t go, John. Don’t leave me.” She threw her arms around him, burying her face in his shoulder. Maybe if she held tightly enough he would stay.

      “Poppet, I promise you I will come home. I promise.”

      “You could die. It’s dangerous in Germany.”

      “It’s dangerous in England. I won’t die.” Gently, he pushed her away, pressing a kiss to her forehead and tucking a strand of hair back from her face. “Whatever it takes, I will come home.”
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