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  For my readers—


  Thank you


  


  


  Set me as a seal upon thine heart … for love is strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave: the coals thereof are coals of fire, which hath a most vehement flame.


  -Song of Solomon 8:6


  


  A king’s wrath is like the roar of a lion; he who angers him forfeits his life.


  -Proverbs 20:2
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  William, King of Troixden, frowned down upon the wiry Frenchman. Courtiers and diplomats swirled about in the Great Hall, but the king focused on the self-satisfied ambassador before him. So, the French would not aide Troixden’s cause. William would see about that. He put his hands on his hips, short cape expanding like wings.


  “Norwick,” he called over his shoulder, “show the ambassador the rose garden. He apparently enjoys flowers. And pricks.” The ambassador’s pursed lips turned into a scowl.


  Robert, Duke of Norwick, slid his black eyes to his cousin and king. “By all means, my liege.” He strolled the few feet between them, giving William a tight bow. “Shall I request entertainment as well? From the ladies perhaps?”


  “Oh, I believe his lordship will be quite content viewing beauty of a botanical nature alone. No need to distract him with—how did you put it, milord?” The king licked his lips. “’Inconsequential advantages.’ We’d hate to put him to such pains as the ministrations of our fine ladies of court.”


  The ambassador harrumphed, sneered in Robert’s general direction, and muttered something unflattering in French. Robert gestured for the ambassador to take the lead and, while passing the king, gave William a long-suffering sigh. But William’s mind had already turned to a new strategy. With Spain, the German states, and possibly England playing Troixden’s allies at day, only to swallow his country whole in the night, this blow from the French was formidable.


  The French knew Spain wanted Troixden for its own. All the better to launch their attacks on England and shore up their control in the Low Countries. It didn’t matter that Troixden was Catholic. Troixden was land—land needed to keep all Protestants in check, to complete the vise that would squeeze the French power out of existence. So why would France’s new King Henry invite the Spanish fox into his henhouse? Was France running low on funds? Why could France not fight its own war against its own pesky Protestants? Did Henry not see the lunacy in leaving Troixden dangling as a secondary Spanish prize? Though not if William had anything to do with it. Troixden was a small, but mighty.


  “We may be inconsequential to France, but not to Spain,” Daniel, Duke of Cecile said, his pallid hand clapping William’s shoulder.


  “And therein lies the problem.” William looked to the ceiling, studying the massive gold-leaf eaves. Carved and painted heads of jolly courtesans stared down. The eavesdroppers. If only he could be as well informed as those wooden busts. He shook his head. “We’ll have to see what England has to say about all this.”


  “The enemy of my enemy is my friend, I suppose.” A look of metal glinted in Daniel’s pale eyes.


  William gave a mirthless laugh and turned to join his bedeviled cousin in the rose garden, but barely made it two strides.


  “Majesty, if I may, a moment of your time.” It was the Earl of Ridgeland. Tall as the king, but lanky and light. Fierce in a joust, horrible at cards.


  “Of course, Ridgeland.” William bent his head, only half listening to the earl. It wasn’t so long ago William enjoyed the press of court—the whispered intrigues, the flirtatious laughter, the riot of colors, the cacophony. But his distaste had grown with time. He would much rather be in his chambers with a select group or, better yet, alone with his queen. Or holding the princess in his lap, her silken head resting under his chin, reading him her Latin verses. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, focusing on the air as the earl droned. As if a lazy summer breeze curled through a propped window, the timbre of the hall changed. William glanced up in time to watch a sea of curtsies and bobbed heads cascade toward him.


  Inhaling again, his heart began to pound. Waiting. Wanting.


  The waters parted and there stood his queen, swathed in shining royal blue with golden sleeves, diamonds and emeralds dripping from her crown, her neck. There was fire behind her brown eyes as they locked on to his. His blood quickened, ready to know what secret they hid.


  Ridgeland prattled on, unaware of the king’s inattention. The queen made her way to William’s right, dropping an elegant curtsy, never releasing his eyes. Her brow arched and a half smile graced her face. He took in her scent, thick with lavender.


  “Majesty,” she said, not breaking pace. He seized her wrist before she passed, squeezing it.


  “Milady. Do not tarry this eve. Come to me at your earliest.”


  She nodded, her smile deepening, and continued toward the doors and the sun, taking all peace and pleasantness with her.
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  ”Well the king’s in a right foul mood,” said Mary, Annelore’s matron of honor, huffing along on the way to the queen’s private garden.


  Annelore jutted her chin toward the rose garden. “And I believe that’s why.” She could just make out the French ambassador’s plumage, blowing atop his silk cap. Shielded from view as he was, by precisely trimmed Cyprus hedges that formed the rose garden walls, she could neither see his face nor hear his words, but by the look on Robert’s face, Anna guessed the conversation’s content. As much as she loathed the king’s cousin, she pitied him now, cornered by thorns and blue ostrich feathers.


  “But ’tis nonetheless peculiar, my dear,” Mary said, pulling Anna back from her bustling ladies and over exuberant hounds. “The king’s always been one to shake off such slights. At least in public.”


  Anna frowned, turning away when Robert’s eyes met hers, a question on his dark brow. “He’s not had to deal with a threat on this scale before.” Anna lowered her voice. “If France abandons us to the Spanish, we’ve no choice but to plead with the heretics of England. And where does that put us in the eyes of our countrymen?” Anna held her head high and beckoned Mary to join the rest of the entourage. “The king will rally as he always does. And he will solve it with as little bloodshed as possible. Now come,” she gestured to the garden gate, twined with a riot of sweet peas, “we must needs replenish our doctoring kits. The alum is at its peak.”


  Mary nodded, but didn’t smile as usual. “And with any luck we’ll have some plump dandelion root to boot.”


  Anna wished Mary had said nothing. She didn’t want her afternoon ruined by thoughts of wars and invasions, theology taken to extremes, and her husband, her beloved king, ground beneath it all. No. She would keep this place sacred.


  Her ladies parted to allow her first entry to the garden. Stepping inside was like stepping into another world. A world of peace and harmony, of bluebells and berries, of fairies and fireflies, bees and buttercups. Towering delphiniums joined with juniper to shade the gravel path leading to the heart of her escape, the medicinal garden. There she grew the plants she and Mary, and half the Havenside physicians and apothecaries, used to heal and soothe and all manner of other things. She’d lost count of how many love draughts she’d made for her ladies, smiling at their superstition and sighing at their youthful hope, remembering her own failed attempts at evoking love with such potions.


  She removed her long smock from a hook and breathed in the warm, bursting scent of a June afternoon. Pushing up her sleeves, she strolled deeper into the gardens, letting the chatter of ladies and the twittering of birds fall away. She trailed her fingers along the flowers, squeezing the tips, releasing their fragrance. Coming finally to her destination, she stopped short.


  Not twenty feet from her, sprawled in a garden chair, chin on her chest, bodice laces loosened to accommodate her blooming, baby-filled belly, was Margaux, Countess of Mohrlang, snoring. Upon her head sat a halo of a hat, made of fine straw with a hole in the middle, exposing her blindingly blonde head to the elements.


  Anna cleared her throat. “Countess?” Margaux stirred with a grunt, blinking her eyes at the bright sun.


  “Good Lord in heaven,” Yvette said, pressing past Anna with a hurried curtsy, a grim look marring her smooth face. “Take that ridiculous contraption off your head.”


  Margaux jumped up, uselessly pulling her bodice together. “’Twas a gift from Francesco de’ Medici. ’Tis all the rage in Florence.”


  “Your hair is light enough without the Medici’s getting involved.” Yvette snatched the offending solana.


  “Quite so, Countess,” Anna said. “And I doubt your husband, nor the king, would take kindly to you accepting beautifying gifts from the Grand Duke of Tuscany. We’ve enough diplomatic problems as it is.”


  Margaux closed her laces with a jerk. “With my husband away from court on so many occasions, I’ve all the more reason to keep my beauty fresh for his return.” A smirk tugging at her lips as her eyes raked Anna, pausing on the grungy smock … or was it on the stubbornly flat womb? “Wouldn’t you agree, Highness?”


  Anna nodded at Margaux, ignoring the jab. She didn’t wish to start another battle of wills with the woman. Especially over something so trifling as a ridiculous and ineffectual hat. As if Margaux needed any help being the most beautiful woman at court. Thank the Lord in heaven William was immune to her charms.
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  ”We just fought a civil war to keep our land Catholic. A war that ended only on the terms of a shaky truce. What does Your Majesty think the Laurelanders would do if we put in a plea to the Queen of England? Simply sit and watch—keep terms?” The king’s grand master general darted his sharp eyes about the men at council, demanding a response, demanding they take sides. Robert returned the man’s plea with a stony stare. He knew the king was in no mood to be pushed. Besides, if anyone would do the pushing, it would be Robert.


  “Patronizing your king does not further your cause, sir,” William said, matching the general’s glares with well-practiced calm. “Besides,” he smiled, “does not this recognition from the pope buy us a little grace—and a little time?” He gestured to the fine parchment on the table, dangling with thick wax seals the size of fists. “If I’m officially a Defender of the Faith, what is a friendly letter to the English going to do?”


  “I’ll tell you what it will do.” This was the Archbishop of Bartmore now, his ever-present sneer pronounced. “It will stir up the Laureland heretics yet again and spread more than imagined fear through the rest of your people. There will be fighting in the very streets of Havenside.”


  “Which you would be more than happy to champion?” Robert leaned into the broad table. “Or would you turn tail and run again, Your Eminence?”


  Bartmore had returned to court, oily grin on his face, five long months after fleeing, amid fear the previous war would turn Troixden Protestant. It didn’t take long for Bartmore to weasel back into his seat at Council Table. As the highest-ranking churchman in the country, concessions had to be made. But that didn’t mean Robert had to like them.


  Bartmore sniffed, stared down his hawk-like nose at Robert. “And what side would you fight for, Your Grace?”


  “Enough!” The king’s patience was at an end. “Much like before, you all seem to want to whip everyone into a false frenzy. The truce with Laureland still stands, and, with the earl possibly on his deathbed, there will be no rallying of anyone. If Spain swallows us whole, it does not matter what any of our countrymen believe, for they will no longer be our countrymen.” William rose with a heavy sigh and began to pace. “Since the French have thrown us off, we have a better chance of diffusing the Spanish interest if we reach out to England.”


  “But what if that makes the Spanish even more intent on making us their own personal port for an attack?” the general said.


  William ran his hands through his close-cropped hair.


  “At least it will do something to get them all to show their cards. The French, the Spanish, the English, even our own Laurelanders. We are stuck in a morass of guesses and hunches.” He slammed his fist into his open palm. “’Tis just a letter.”


  “Quite so,” Robert said, happy at the thought of dispatching a small entourage to England, with him at the head. “What shall it contain?”


  The king snapped his fingers in Daniel’s general direction. “Cecile, isn’t she negotiating with France again for the hand of the Duke of Anjou? We can make it a pretense of congratulations.”


  “I believe you’re correct, Highness,” Daniel said, quill scratching across the page.


  “Draw something up. Have it ready by week’s end.” The king returned to his chair, leaning upon its back, face weary. Robert wondered, not for the first time, if the queen’s powers to soothe him had begun to fade. “And with the royal tour headed south in a few short weeks, we can perchance play one off the other.”


  “My liege,” Daniel said, “I highly doubt the French will meet with us. After what the ambassador said …”


  “Can’t imagine why they would either,” William said, “but there will be eyes and ears at the border—that is a certainty. We must look our most resplendent and magnanimous. Thus our dear cuz shall lead the way.”


  The men at council chuckled; even the archbishop smirked. Robert tried not to wince at their mild mockery. He knew the king wasn’t being cruel. Indeed, this was nothing compared to their private ribbings. But that was it—those were private. William didn’t need to take his foul mood out on Robert.


  Or perhaps Robert was the one in a foul mood. He hadn’t seen Yvette in days, Margaux grew more haughty and mouthy at pace with her belly, and the thought of having to tag along with court like a well-dressed lap dog—in the highest heat of the summer—didn’t bode well for his spirits.


  “Yes, well, I do have a reputation to uphold,” Robert said.


  “Then, gentlemen, if that is all, ’tis late,” the king said, “and we have prettier things to look at than the glum faces of you dour lot.”


  The men rose as one as the king took his leave. Robert grabbed his papers and rounded the table to intercept Daniel, who was most likely headed to bow and scrape behind William. Robert pulled Daniel almost inside the horse-sized fireplace.


  “Is there no way to dissuade the king from this trip south?”


  Daniel’s brow crinkled. “You know it has been planned for months. For years even, as the king and queen were supposed to take their royal tour there directly after the wedding.”


  “And it’s really of that much import that I travel as well?”


  “You heard the king.” Daniel searched Robert’s face. “Whatever is the matter, friend?”


  Robert stared over Daniel’s shoulder, the lush green of the rolling hills beckoning through the window. He wasn’t sure if he was speaking to himself or answering Daniel when he said, “As much as you may not believe it, I miss my home. I miss my boys.”


  “Then why not ride to them now?” Daniel laid a hand on Robert’s arm. “Go. Take care of your estate business, then come back to court rested and ready to take on the French and the English and God knows who else.”


  Robert nodded, smile growing. “I do believe I shall, Your Grace. I do believe I shall.”
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  Robert didn’t know what inner compass drew him to the nursery. Perhaps the thought of heading home to see his boys compelled him to see his littlest cousin, or perhaps he thought she might bring him solace. Regardless, the greeting he got put all his brooding to bed.


  “Uncle Robert!” Cate threw herself at his chest, barely in time for his open arms to receive her. She nestled her chin on his shoulder and whispered, “You are my favorite.”


  He pulled back with a cocked brow. “Surely not above your Mama and Papa?”


  Her face grew serious, and she shook her head slowly. “Not above Papa. But Mama sometimes makes me mad.”


  He laughed and whispered, “Me too.”


  Her eyes widened so he could see the whites all around her hazel irises. “You won’t tell.”


  Robert put on his most serious court face and held up two fingers. “I swear it upon the hairs of my chin.” Then he tickled her until she squealed for him to stop. “Right then. With that covered, what shall we up to?”


  She took his hand and pulled him to the window seat. “Stories,” she said, and clambered up to rest in the nook of his arm.


  “You’re like your auntie, always wanting stories,” he said, smiling down at her auburn curls.


  Though really, she wasn’t like the first Cate. Everyone else seemed to think so, and she did resembled her late aunt, with her long lashes and bow lips, but her brow was more William, her cheekbones her mother’s. And her eyes. Her eyes were nothing he’d ever seen in one so young. Sometimes they flashed keen intelligence, lacking all naiveté. As if she could read one’s very heart, as if she were seeing something others couldn’t. An old soul returned to earth to teach them all a thing or two.


  Robert began a fable, for she liked stories with lessons, looking down her nose at tales of knights and princesses.


  “Well look at this pretty picture.”


  Both Robert and Cate glanced at the door to find Daniel bowing in.


  Robert bent to Cate’s ear. “Do you like me more than him?” he teased.


  She flashed those eyes at him, but then they softened back to a child’s. “Don’t tell.”


  He held her gaze and brought two fingers to his chin. She pursed her lips, hiding a smile.


  “Cecile,” Robert said, “what brings you down to these frivolous parts of the palace?” He poked a finger into Cate’s soft side, making her kink and giggle.


  Cecile looked at them, uncertain. Robert thought Daniel carried himself as though Cate might bite his ankles, yet he also seemed drawn to her …probably that resemblance to Will’s sister.


  Daniel smiled placidly at Cate. “I’ve come to speak to the princess’s maids in regard to the trip south. We want to make sure she stays cool, rested.” A sadness swept Daniel’s face, and Robert knew he recalled the Realm Review that in all likelihood had killed the princess’s namesake.


  Daniel paused, then set off to speak with Cate’s entourage.


  “That reminds me,” Robert said, with a kiss to Cate’s head. “I leave tomorrow at sunup to see your boy cousins.”


  “But can’t I go with you?” she asked, twisting in his lap.


  “I’m sorry, my pet, but I’ve business to attend, and besides, your parents would never allow it.”


  She jut small fists into her sides. “But I only see them at Christmastide!”


  He gathered her into a hug. “You stay and keep your parents company, and I’ll see if I can’t bring the boys back with me. How would that be?”


  He felt her nod against his neck, her arms tightening around him. She released him and busied her hands in her hair. Finally extracting a blue velvet ribbon, she handed it to him in all formality.


  “Then you shall have my favor.” She kissed it then lay it across his palm.


  He brought it to his heart. “Then I shall indeed have a most pleasant journey.”
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  ”Again, Papa, again!” Cate hopped on the balls of her silk-slippered feet, sparrow-brown curls bouncing about her round face.


  William’s smile broadened at her pleading. Every day her face matured into her mother’s high cheekbones. Every day her language grew more proficient, eloquent even. Every minute she seemed taller. And with all of it, William’s heart winced. His baby girl was certainly not such anymore. He glanced across his chamber to Anna, sitting in her favorite deep leather chair, her eyes clouded even as she smiled at the princess. Maybe her thoughts turned the same way as his, but he couldn’t tell like he used to do. Her face used to be unsuitably readable for a royal, as if he could hear the thoughts running through her mind before she even opened her mouth. But royal life had changed her. The mask he remembered seeing on his mother’s face, broken only in private moments with him and his sister, now covered his wife’s.


  He harkened back to a time when Anna was so open, so guileless. He’d known even then it would change. It had to change if she—they—were to survive as king and queen. But as husband and wife … he regretted the reserve that shadowed her now, so hard for her to shake, even in his company. He sighed, returning his attention to Cate.


  “If you insist, my pet.” He jumped up, grabbed her under the arms amid much giggling, and foisted her high in the air, catching her to him as she fell back to earth. Giving her a swift kiss on the head, he set her softly down on the bearskin rug. “Now that’s it, Princess-pie. No more. For it makes Mama nervous.”


  Anna’s smile was tight. “Oh, I know you’d never hurt our Catey.”


  “But you’re nervous all the same.” He strolled to his wife, cupped her chin in his hand. Ah, there it was, the true face of his love—free, eyes twinkling, waiting to jest. He bent down and kissed her long and sweet. Releasing her, he straddled her chair arm and sat. “All mother’s hearts quicken at the sight of their children in peril, even if the peril be naught.”


  She patted his thigh. “And how would you know so much of mothers?”


  He shrugged. “I’m a keen observer. I do recall a certain someone who would not be farther than twenty feet away from the princess for about a year …”


  “And there was another certain someone who would not be farther than fifty feet …” She nudged his leg with her elbow, trying to keep a straight face.


  “Ah, but the someone I speak of would not even let our fair Daniel hold said princess … Robert I can understand—I mean, the man can break a rock by looking at it cross-eyed—but Daniel …”


  She laughed now, holding out her arms for Cate to climb into. “Indeed, I was fairly horrible to both men. And it wasn’t a year … only a few months.”


  William whistled, shook his head. “A lioness has nothing on my queen.” He kissed Anna’s and Cate’s heads in turn.


  “Now, Catey, ’tis time for bed.” Anna gave the princess a final squeeze. “Off with you.”


  “But I haven’t recited my Latin.” William knew that pout. How Anna could withstand it was beyond him. Big eyes wet with the start of disappointed tears, mouth open in disbelief.


  “One night will not erase all your lessons. Look, Nurse Claire is here.” Anna nodded toward the door.


  “But, Mama …”


  “No buts, my dear.”


  The princess turned her charms to William. “Papa?”


  He had to look away, giving his answer to the room at large. “Now, Catherine, a princess must follow the instruction of her queen to the letter. And at the first.”


  “But—“


  “To question in order to understand is all well and good, but to question to forestall the inevitable is folly.” She scrunched up her face at this, whether in confusion or umbrage, he couldn’t tell. “Besides which, you must obey your mother.”


  “Goodnight, princess.” Anna shoved her charge off her lap. Cate shuffled away. “Is that any way for a lady to walk?” Cate stopped, mumbled something under her breath, then lifted her head and walked as though she floated. Upon reaching her nurse, she turned and gave her parents a perfect curtsy.


  “Good eve and good morrow, Majesties.”


  She still spoke with the lisp of the young, and it took everything William had not to run across the room, scoop her up, and hold her captive the rest of the evening. Instead he nodded. “Good eve and good morrow to you, Your Highness.”


  “And the sweetest of dreams,” Anna added.


  With Cate collected and off to bed, William and Anna were alone. It felt like weeks to him, even though it had only been three days.


  “And you, my queen?”


  “And me what, my king?”


  “Shall we also to bed and share the sweetest of dreams?” He glanced down at her, watching her eyes, trying to read her again, the shadow-mask flitting across her face. She leaned over and kissed his knee.


  “That sounds like a perfect end to a perfectly frustrating day.”


  “A perfect end to most days, I’d venture.”


  She rose and came to stand between his legs. She took his face in both her hands, looking him up and down.


  “Ah, Wills. If I didn’t have you I …”


  “What?” He peered into her dark eyes. They began to glisten, tears gathering at the corners. Before any could fall, he wiped them with his thumbs, kissing away the salty wetness. “If you didn’t have me …”


  She drew his face to hers, pressing a warm, smooth cheek against his scratchy stubble. “Tell me I’m enough for you.”


  He laughed, low in his chest. “Good Lord in heaven, Anna. Enough? You overflow. So much sometimes I can hardly stand it.”


  She nuzzled his jaw, and he felt his groin tighten. But he knew her sentiment wasn’t some flirtatious bid for attention. He must nip this in the bud if his plans for the evening were not to be thwarted. He took her face and gazed into her eyes.


  “The murmurs of courtiers have no place between us, Anna.” She gave a sad smile. “You must know by now that I don’t give a damn who’s pregnant, or how many sons Robert has, or any of it.” She flinched. “And if you give me a fleet of daughters … or never give me another child, there is nothing—not a thing—that will take me from your side.” And now her smile was true, those stubborn tears gone from her eyes. “You keep me sane. You remind me who I am. You speak to me out of love rather than duty. And you grow more beautiful to my eyes every day.” He smoothed her cheeks again. “Now, does that about cover it?”


  She sputtered a laugh. “Dear Wills, do you make my heart skip beats simply to get me in your bed?”


  “Well, I daresay it has worked many a time before.” He grinned back at her, and all traces of her sorrow fled.


  “Rogue.”


  “Saucy minx.”


  “I’ll show you saucy.” She arched a brow and coaxed him forward, but before he could grab her she jumped, giving chase. He watched her flit about the room, laughing as she sought to hide in various uncooperative locations. He stood, slowly unlacing his shirt.


  “Sometimes to catch the mouse, all the cat must do is set a trap.”


  “Indeed?” She brought a hand to her chest, catching her breath. “What trap exactly, my feline friend?”


  He yanked off his trunks, stepping out of them as he went to the bed. Grabbing a glass at the bedside, he filled it with the summer fruited wine he knew she loved. He held it to his lips and took a long drag.


  “You’ll have to do more than tempt me with libations, for those are easily obtained by other means.”


  He nodded, contemplating. Then he tore off his shirt. She gasped, unabashedly staring at his naked form. Picking up a tray of grapes, salami, and cheeses, he slid it to the center of the bed, then grabbed his glass and climbed in.


  “I’ve got all night,” he said. She chewed the corner of her lip, eyes narrowed.


  “Damnable man.” She headed to him, shaking her head. “You know I can’t refuse when meat and cheese are involved.”


  “And with such endearments, how could anyone refuse thee, my sweet?”


  She burst out a good, hard belly laugh, one he hadn’t heard in ages. She came to the side of the bed, swiped the glass right out of his hand, and drained it.


  He gaped at her, falsely incredulous.


  “Well, the mouse must be fortified when dealing with the cat,” She said, then took a cheese knife and handed it to him. “Here.” She turned her back to him. “Since you’re clearly in the mood for ruining clothing again.” She looked over her shoulder with a sly grin. “I never cared much for this one anyway.”


  As he sliced through her bodice laces, seeing her breath quicken with each snap, he wondered who exactly was the cat.
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  Robert’s eyes roved the prone form of his olive-skinned lover. He wanted to hold this picture in his head, remember the feel of her beneath him, next to him, see the curve of her mysterious smile, the dark depths of her eyes. He would be at Norwick nearly a month, and he certainly couldn’t take his mistress with him. Other men were that bold, but Robert held to a certain sense of decorum. As much as he would miss Yvette, he wouldn’t so easily disturb the fragile calm he had taken pains to create at his homestead.


  He leaned forward and sucked her shoulder. She turned her head and kissed his temple. “Now tell me,” she said. “For you are never so sweet and so gentle as when you have bad news to share.”


  Robert laughed and rolled on to his back. “Sometimes, my dear, I fear you know me too well.” She didn’t laugh in return. “I am away to Norwick until court leaves for the south.”


  “That’s an entire month.” She hoisted herself up from the thick rug, Robert ignoring her displeasure and watching her move. She was panther like—sleek, muscular.


  “Admittedly, I generally only stay for a fortnight, but, if you will recall, I have yet to return this year. There is much business to attend to.”


  “Meaning the duchess.” She cinched her robe about her waist and poured a glass of wine to the brim.


  “And my lords.” He reached for the poured glass. She snorted and sucked the drink down herself. “Come now, you would not begrudge me my sons.” He roused himself and joined her by the table, poured his own wine, and grabbed a bunch of green grapes.


  “Oh, your sons I can abide, even take pleasure in. But you must imagine it does not excite me to have you sharing your wife’s bed.”


  “You do realize how that sounds?” He gave her a mischievous smile and she cracked a little.


  “Of course I do.”


  He cupped her cheek in his palm. “And you do know I bear no love for my wife, save that as the mother of my sons and the kindness and patience she gives me.”


  She rolled her almond-shaped eyes. “Come now, Robert—we’ve been at this before. Love does not play into it for us either, remember?” She put down her glass, avoiding his gaze. “Whenever you leave court, your sister becomes unbearable, and the king irritable.”


  “Well, you’ll have to encourage the queen to help him take his leisure more often.” He took a long swig of the rich wine. “As for my sister, ignore the woman. I certainly do.”


  “Ha! Like when you ignored her last week as she flirted with every man at court, and all were whispering yet again about who might be her babe’s father? Or when she ignored your warnings to stay away from that horrid Westerville when he rode into court last autumn on his high horse?”


  “Touché.” Robert put his glass down and faced her. “All the same, your main concern should be getting the queen into the king’s bed as much as possible.”


  “I thought you didn’t want the threat of another heir.”


  “The queen’s womb has not proven fertile.” He sauntered to her, sliding his hands beneath her robe, around her hips. “What I want is a happy, pliable king. And nothing makes him more so than when things go well with him and the queen.”


  She watched his hands. “And you think more bed-sport will make me happy and pliable too?”


  He tilted forward, gently bit her chin. “I do not know about you, but it will certainly make me so.” She tried and failed at a frown as his hands traveled up her back. “Think of it as a going-away present.”


  “Mine or yours?” The corners of her mouth curved into that luscious smile.


  “Both.”


  


  


  Chapter 2: Entourage
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  The height of July sent the palace to sweltering. And Anna knew heading south would be even worse. She stood amid piles of gowns and accouterments, deciding what was appropriate both for an official royal tour and for the heat. The answer was apparently nothing and everything. She pushed aside a mound of kirtles and flopped on the bed, head in her hands, ladies swirling about, tittering and gossiping while the court musicians played softly from the window seat.


  Yvette held up sapphire earbobs for Anna to consider. The late King Charles of France had gifted them to her after Cate’s birth.


  “Would it do to remind the new French king of his father—would it somehow offend him?” Anna shook her head. No matter how long she’d been queen, she couldn’t get used to the fact that her wardrobe could have political import. “They’re small, to be sure. Might as well pack them.”


  “Then you’ll be wanting the blue and green gown from the silks Queen Catherine sent,” Yvette said, almost in a grumble. Robert still hadn’t returned from Norwick, making the normally composed lady tight as a wound clock. And it made William touchy too, as if Robert took part of the king’s joviality with him to his far-off estate. The last few nights had ended with mild bickering between the king and queen instead of their tradition of fondness and, well, more than fondness. She’d been racking her brain for a way to smooth things out with him, something other than the princess to give them a mutual purpose.


  “That’s it!” Anna sprang from her seat. “All this time and it was right under my nose.”


  Yvette turned back to Anna, with a barely restrained look of burden.


  “All the while, the king and council have been trying to deal with Henry and his ambassadors—not the Queen Mother. Yet she’s the one who pulls the strings.”


  Yvette nodded. “Which means they’ve really been dealing with the queen the entire time.”


  “Yes, but not outright.” Anna started to pace, thoughts on the edge of something—something that could crack the nut of these cowardly Frenchmen. “It’s all been cloaked in language to Henry. Perhaps if we—if I—started a cordial correspondence with Catherine. One queen to another. Woman to woman …”


  Yvette kept packing. “Henry’s policies are de facto Catherine’s policies.”


  “Yes, but not acknowledged by anyone. If I appeal to her vanity, joke about how the men sputter about …”


  “Our king don’t sputter about,” Mary said, hauling a pile of shifts from the bed to an open chest. “And I doubt he’d take kindly to ye spoutin’ it to that Medici woman.”


  “Of course he doesn’t sputter,” Anna said, frowning. She was simply thinking out loud. Mary of all people knew the habit of hers. Lord she was sick of everyone’s testy moods. “I wouldn’t say it so bluntly. Besides, he’d be in on the whole thing. In fact, I shall tell him of my thoughts at once. He can help me formulate them into a more coherent strategy.”


  “I cannot believe I’m saying this,” Margaux piped in, “but Mary is right. It confuses me as to why you would want to paint your king and husband in such an unflattering light.”


  “I didn’t say that, Countess.” The king would be sure to hear of her slip, no matter how she broached it with him, and would no doubt be hurt by it. Blast all. And here she was hoping this could be something Wills and she could do together … She was about ready to respond with a more witty return when her caller announced a visitor.


  “His Lordship, the Earl of Mohrlang!”


  Mohrlang? What on earth was Margaux’s husband doing here?


  In he strode, his gait that of an assured courtier, no longer of a blushing, shy boy. Almost twenty, he had grown nearly as tall as William, his orange hair now a rich copper. Gone was the childish chub of his earlier days as Margaux’s husband. Here stood a young man, all tautness and high chest and cleft chin to prove it. Looking at him again after all these months, Anna wasn’t so sure Margaux would have cuckolded her husband this time around.


  “Majesty, ladies.” He bowed low to Anna. “I came back to court as soon as I could.” He turned to Margaux, took her hand, and kissed it with devotion. “My darling, you must not travel with the court and must fly back to Mohrlang with me.”


  Margaux looked both vexed and entranced. “Whatever for? Frederick and I are nearly packed for—“


  “Perfect,” the earl said, a broad smile on his face. “We can send the trunks with us and waste as little time as possible here at court.”


  Margaux lowered her voice to no avail, annoyance clear in her eyes. “Why must we away from court and from the south, my lord?”


  “Have you not heard?” He looked about the room, stricken. “Why there is plague about, even now crawling toward Havenside, surely to bloom in full in this sweltering heat.”


  Mary clucked, pushing past a pale-faced Lady Jane. “The heat’s got nothin’ to do with it, milord.” Lady Jane clutched at her skirts, eyes flitting to the doors, worry creasing her brow. Surely she too would want to stay back with her son John, or flee to the north.


  Mohrlang frowned at his wife. “All the same. I will not put my sweet wife, my heir, and our unborn child at risk.”


  Margaux cast desperate eyes at Anna. If there was one thing Anna knew Margaux hated, it was being cooped up, away from court. Even if her jailer was a comely and obviously doting husband.


  “Indeed, my lord,” Anna said, happy for an excuse to be rid of the meddlesome woman. “We cannot risk the countess’s health, nor that of any sons of Troixden.” Margaux’s eyes grew wider, if that were possible. Anna was sure to pay for this in some petty way.


  “Then ’tis all settled!” He grabbed Margaux’s hands again and kissed them both. “Besides, I have dearly missed having you all to myself, wife.”


  “But do you not, dear husband, give a care for their majesties and the princess royal?” Margaux slipped out of his hands, face innocent. “Should they not as well seek shelter with us?”


  “I … uh …” His face colored. “My apologies, Majesty. ’Twas thoughtless of me. Of course the court should come west. While we are not yet prepared for such a large undertaking, I’m sure—“


  “You are too kind, my lord,” Anna said with a smile, “but the court must needs attend to politics in the south, plague or no plague. We will of course take the utmost precaution, and perhaps I shall send the princess to Beaubourg to be safe. I’m sure my father would be delighted.”


  “Of course, Majesty, if it is what you prefer.” Mohrlang bowed again.


  “I’m sure the countess will take pleasure in her stay with you. And what a joy to have your child be born in your own estate, with you there to care for your wife in her recovery.”


  Mohrlang’s eyes danced with pride. “It will be my privilege and honor.” He turned again to his stunned wife. “We will leave on the morrow. Anything left can be packed and sent along after us.” He smiled. “I never thought news of a plague would bring me such joy.”


  Margaux dipped a small curtsy. “And I, my lord.”


  When he left, Margaux refused to look at Anna.


  “I assume you will want the evening off to attend upon your lord, Countess?”


  Margaux gave a curt nod, rubbing under her eyes. “If it pleases your Highness, I shall finish with this last trunk and see to mine own packing.”


  Anna felt a twinge of guilt. She didn’t realize Margaux would take being sent away this harshly. While her presence was a daily reminder of Anna’s barren womb, alongside all the woman’s haughty looks and flirtations with the king, there was no reason to punish the countess. In fact, Anna almost wished she were going west as well—anywhere but south in this horrid weather in a long train, staying in close quarters in relatively small estates. Ah, well. By the time they all returned, Margaux would probably have another baby boy to croon about.


  “And Countess?” Anna said, Margaux finally meeting her eyes. “Know I wish you all health and gladness in the birth of your babe.” Margaux blinked, face stoic. “Believe that we will eagerly await the news of your safe delivery. To that end—Mary?” Mary bustled over, moping sweat from her brow. “Would you please send three bottles of your birthing draught as well as a large vial of oils to the countess’s rooms?”


  Mary nodded and headed to her stores.


  Margaux curtsied, the smallest hint of a truce on her face. “I thank you, Highness.”


  As much as there was no love lost between them, Anna always held the health of a mother and child as sacred. And Margaux could leave now, with the olive branch of coveted birthing tinctures tucked in her pocket.
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  That evening, Anna took supper with the king in his private dining room, but privacy was not to be had. Servers and tasters and other attendants were present, including a smattering of her ladies, and a handful of courtiers, Daniel and Ridgeland among them. Anna felt the heat of their stares, the lick of their whispers. She would be unable to see the king privately later as he had business, so she swallowed a last bit of bread, cleared her throat, and smiled.


  “I’ve been thinking about France.”


  “Oh?” William put down his fork. “And here I try my best not to think of them.”


  She kept smiling and plunged ahead. “It seems to me, perhaps if I reach out to Queen Catherine, queen to queen, perhaps there might be a way to garner their support, militarily and otherwise, should another uprising occur.” He stared blankly back. “Or, at the very least, smooth things over a bit.”


  “My dear Queen,” William sat forward, leaning his chin on steepled fingers, “we’ve been negotiating with Catherine for years.”


  “Yes, but through the king. I understand it’s all artful diplomacy, but I thought I might be able to coax her into a softer side. You know, commiserate about men mucking things or whatnot.”


  “Mucking things?” William’s face changed, though his voice stayed even. “I’m mucking things?”


  The room was silent, and she swore her pounding heart could be heard all the way to the kitchens.


  “Will—Highness, you know I don’t mean that.”


  “But you’d like to have a little laugh with the Queen Mother of France about it?” He shoved up from the table, crossed his arms over his broad chest, and paced. “And this will help them to see us as a country to take seriously? When our queen mocks our king?”


  “You misunderstand.” She rose to meet him. Damn her thoughtless mouth! “She sent me silks a while back, and I had a dress made of them. I thought I’d send her the sketch of the design and thank her. Tell her I’ll be proud to wear it on our visit to the southern border … small, unimportant feminine things.”


  “There is not a feminine bone in that woman’s body.” His face relaxed a hair. “And how is speaking of clothes going to get her to send us ten thousand men in case the Spanish or Low Countries decide to invade?”


  Anna moved in close so she could speak without being overheard. “For once it’s you who are overreacting and not me.” She touched his tense arm. “I don’t see what’s wrong with striking up a correspondence—“


  “Overreacting?” His deep blue eyes turned to a steel rarely directed at her. “This is not some courtier we’re talking about, not some wealthy widow who melts at the first flattery. Why, ’tis rumored she plotted to kill the Queen of Scots on numerous occasions.”


  Anna swallowed her own frustration. “Again, you shoot down my efforts at diplomacy before even hearing me out, before even talking it through.” Someone, probably Daniel, cleared a throat. William’s eyes did not leave Anna’s. She was pinned like a specimen on a needle.


  “Leave us!”


  With much shuffling and murmured “Majesties,” the room cleared in haste. All the while, Anna’s shallow breath heaved with offense. He knew she wasn’t trying to insult him. Why did he have to be so patronizing about what was a very sensible strategy—the beginnings of one anyway?


  When the room emptied he grabbed her upper arms, his face even closer. “Why would you say such a thing to me in public? It’s like you were crowned yesterday, Anna.”


  “That I would dare to think I could be a help in negotiations with France?” She narrowed her eyes at him.


  “You are aggrieved?” He squeezed tighter. “You just told a room full of gossips that I was mucking things with France and that some paltry pleasantries about clothes would solve all. You made both of us look like right idiots! And what’s worse, you made me look weak. You might as well have chopped off my balls with your steak knife!”


  “That’s ludicrous and you know it.” She wrenched her arms free. He turned from her and strode back to his drink. “No one thinks you’re weak, or an idiot—“


  “Apparently my own wife does!”


  “I’m trying—“


  “Well stop bloody trying, Anna!” He downed his entire glass in one slug and slammed it down to pour another.


  “You have transformed a casual supper conversation into the apocalypse. Why can’t we—”


  He stilled, turned. “And do you remember the last time you had a slip of the tongue at a causal meal?” His voice was like flint. She could count on one hand the number of times he’d spoken to anyone, let alone her, in that tone. “It caused a riot in the city. People were killed—including one of your fellow midwives if I recall. Houses burned. Then we went to war.”


  “These are not the same.” She shook her head. “And if your wounded pride would quiet, you’d also remember that it was by my actions the riot was quelled.”


  His mouth twisted in retort, but pounding at the door stilled him.


  “The Countess Cariline,” the caller announced.


  “Send her in,” William said, retreating back to the table.


  Cariline had previously served as one of Anna’s ladies-in-waiting, but as she had grown children of her own, Anna had sent her to be Cate’s governess and nurse. The compact and lithe woman, her dark hair graying at the temples, took a loving, yet no-nonsense approach to her duties, a needed counter to Anna and William’s constant indulgence.


  She gave an abbreviated curtsy. “Majesties. I knew you would want to know. The princess has taken to bed with fever.”


  Without a word, William strode past both Anna and Cariline not caring whether they followed, not caring what else the woman had to say.


  “Majesty, wait,” Anna called.


  “I will to my daughter without delay,” he said, his voice booming down the hall.


  He heard Anna and Cariline hustling behind, crisp skirts crackling.


  “Tell me more, Countess,” Anna said.


  “She hadn’t been feeling well all day, saying she was hot.” Cariline’s words were clipped, focused. “We thought ’twas the heat. We brought her in to lie down and be fanned around three o’clock. She slept. And has not wakened since.”


  It was now ten o’clock.


  William continued to walk a few paces ahead, grinding his teeth.


  “We finally saw fit to feel her head and she was burning up, her cheeks flush …”


  They arrived at the door as Mary was opening it. Her mouth dropped open in surprise. She wiped her hands on the apron that covered her working dress. She must have been there for some time. And no one had come to fetch him? Mary strode forward, arms stretched in front of her, waving her hands.


  “You can’t be here, Majesties,” she said, forgetting to curtsy.


  William glanced to his daughter’s bed, but all he could see was a mass of women swarming about her. He pushed past Mary and started for Cate.


  “Majesty, wait!” Mary yelped, following him with Anna right behind.


  He turned, eyes blazing. “You will tell me the issue, Madam. Now.”


  “’Tis the scarlatina, Highness.” Mary crossed her arms over her chest, as if that settled matters. Anna released a strangled cry. Despite their arguing, he depended on Anna, especially with illness. She was always so confident, so determined to whip whatever sicknesses or blights came their way. But the look on her face now … it undid him.


  “Where are the physicians? Why were we not told immediately?” The nurses cowered under his wrath. All except Mary.


  “Majesty, the physicians have been here. Since there’s nothing you an’ the queen can do, we wanted to wait until—“


  “Wait!” He charged the matron, who finally flinched. “Dammit, I will not be kept ignorant of my daughter’s health!”


  He heard a tiny cough from the bed. “Papa?” came a croak.


  He started toward her again, but both Anna and Mary blocked his path.


  “Highness,” Anna said, hands on his chest, holding him at bay, “if it’s indeed scarlatina you cannot go to her. If you were to contract it—it runs worse in adults.” She searched his face.


  He saw the pleading in her eyes. He knew she wouldn’t hold him back for a trifle. He knew the danger. But he didn’t care.


  “I will not be put away. Not this time.” He glared at Mary, memories of just such an encounter bubbling within him. “For I am king now, no mere prince.”


  Anna brought him away from Mary, out of the sight line of the bed.


  “Wills, please,” she whispered, her eyes reddening. “What will become of us if you …”


  He got closer to her, voice low, urgent.


  “Anna, don’t ask this of me. You of all people. I will not leave our daughter to die alone. No matter the outcome.”


  “I will stay with her day and night. I’ll send you word every half hour if you desire. You’ve got to think of the realm—“


  “Do not presume to tell me how to be a father as well as a king. If you can’t stand it, I suggest you retire to your own chambers until the morrow. I will not leave my child.”


  She bit her lower lip, nodded, then released him.


  Taking a deep breath he strode to Cate’s bed, flanks of nurses curtsying and parting at his approach.


  Catey lay with a damp cloth on her forehead, hair splayed about her pillows. Her cheeks looked as though someone had smacked her, or that she’d been too long in the sun. The scarlet blotches reached down her neck and onto her exposed flat, tiny chest.


  “Papa,” she said, hoarse voice barely above a whisper. Her hand reached for his over the sheets, curling her fingers over his forefinger in a loose grip.


  “Shh, darling,” William said, reaching a hand to stroke her head. “Hush now, sweet pea. Papa’s here.”


  Her eyes rolled back, her fingers relaxed, and she was gone to the world in a deep, sweaty sleep.
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  It was well past two in the morning when Anna rose from Cate’s bedside to again replace the wet cloth on her forehead. William sat across the bed from Anna, head between his hands, occasionally murmuring soft prayers or pleas. Neither had slept. She couldn’t help but worry, and now for her husband’s health as well. Anna had scarlatina as a child—though not a case this severe—and knew she could no longer catch it. William was another story. He prided himself on his robust constitution, claiming he’d never been ill a day in his life. Hyperbole certainly, but it did mean he must have never contended with any serious illness, else he would remember it well. He felt himself immune. But Anna had nursed many a strapping man of Beaubourg cut down in his prime, permanently crippled or sent to an early death. Disease paid no heed to age or station.


  She wrung out a fresh cloth set to cooling by Cariline and the other nurse still present. Anna had dismissed all but two, allowing the rest to take shifts, Mary only persuaded when Anna promised to wake her personally to take the next shift. Countess Cariline too refused to leave Cate’s side and stayed on, quietly readying more cloth, stirring serums, and preparing teas.


  “Thank you, Countess,” Anna whispered over tinkling of water.


  Cariline nodded. “She is a sweet, precocious, imaginative girl. And she’s a fighter that one. Takes after her mother.” Cariline honored Anna with one of her few, quick smiles. “She will pull through this, ’tis certain.”


  Anna nodded in return. “At least her fever has not increased, though I would dearly like it to break.”


  The countess laid a hand on Anna’s arm. “Highness, you of all people know this sickness has no fast healing. The fever may not break tonight, but it will break. Mark my words.”


  Anna pressed Cariline’s hand. “Let us pray you are right.” She tiptoed back to Cate’s bedside. Before replacing the old cloth, she kissed her daughter’s forehead. William stirred, face haggard yet hopeful. He seemed to Anna like one of the palace wolfhounds, exhausted after a day of unfruitful hunting, eyes weary, face shaggy, but alert to any movement that might prove a triumph.


  She shook her head in answer to his silent question and sat back down, eyes drifting over her sleeping child.


  “Is there anything more we can do?” William whispered, desperation in his eyes.


  “We must watch and wait.” Sensing his need to do something, anything, she said, “It may be time to change the wraps at her feet. Would you like to do so, my liege?”


  “Absolutely. Anything.” In two long strides he reached the foot of the bed, hands covering Cate’s mummified feet.


  Anna went back to the table arrayed with supplies. Collecting two long strips of fresh cloth and two poesies of lavender, mint, and broadleaf sage, she joined William, brushing her arm against his. Despite them pulling together for their daughter, she still felt the prickles of their argument, felt the dense storm hovering.


  She placed the herbs on the bed, readying the wrap.


  William rubbed his thumbs over Cate’s covered ankles. “I wish she would wake.”


  “Her long sleep, while distressing to us, is restorative to her.”


  William grunted. Anna slid her hands over his, skin tingling with the contact, her body aching to be wrapped in his arms and told it was going to be all right—Cate, the politics and plotting, their marriage, all of it. She rested her hands on his longer than necessary, feeling the roundness of his knuckles, the hardness of his rings, the tickle of sparse hairs, then reluctantly pulled his hands aside.


  “So then,” she said, taking the tail end of the old wrap, “let me show you how to change these out.” Gently, she lifted Cate’s feather-light leg, nesting her daughter’s foot in her palm. The foot was barely the length of her fingers. She swallowed the catch in her throat, hit again by the princess’s frailty. This tiny appendage reminded her she wasn’t dealing with a young lady, but her barely-not-a-baby girl.


  Cate was loquacious well beyond her years and tall for her age. And she would come up with the most dizzying questions. Certainly anything beyond what Anna remembered pondering as a child. Not but a month past, Cate demanded to be given grace when she had stuck out her tongue at the French ambassador and was sent from the king’s presence. “What do you mean you want grace, Catey?” Anna had asked. “Grace is something good you don’t deserve,” Cate had answered. “I was bad, but I want to stay with you and Papa. So you should give me grace.” William and Anna had laughed about it that night together by the fire, William quipping that of all the courtiers who deserved a stuck out tongue it was surely the French ambassador. Bartmore being a close second. Then they had self-indulgently marveled at what a startling child they had made together. Recalling the rest of the evening brought a blush to Anna’s cheeks and a different kind of pang to her heart.


  She glanced sidelong at William, watching as he imitated her movements on Cate’s other leg. Then, taking a wet cloth, she wiped away the sweat-drenched herbs from the bottom of Cate’s foot, concentrating on her task to slow her heart.


  “Blast it all, I forgot the rosemary water.” She went quickly again to the sideboard and, turning back with a carafe of the herb-scented water, she halted. William was bent low over Cate’s feet, one hand easily cupping them both. He was kissing her toes, a tear glistening on his cheek, oblivious to anything but their girl.


  Anna came back slowly, not wanting to disturb the scene. When she reached his side, he reverently handed a foot to Anna. With her free hand, Anna soaked a sponge in the water and drew it up Cate’s leg and back again, washing away the stink, replacing it with soothing coolness. William covered Anna’s hand as she had his, thumb swiping slow along her pinky’s spine. He then drew the sponge from her, water trailing over her knuckles.


  “Like this?” he said, following Anna’s motions exactly.


  She nodded, but he was absorbed in his actions. When finished, he looked to her, expectation on his face, a soldier of healing, ready for the next order.


  She held up the poesy. “We’ll put these on the bottoms of her feet as they were before. Arrange the leaves to cover as much skin as possible.”


  William took up his own bunch of herbs. “What does this do?”


  “Well, in the best case, it helps draw the sickness out of her body through her feet.” She placed the herbs and began to wrap.


  “Huh.” William twirled the poesy in his fingers, eyeing it with suspicion. “I suppose at least the scent is pleasant.”


  “I suppose.” Anna finished her task. “Now your turn.”


  He deftly held the spread leaves on Cate’s foot with his thumb and forefinger, using the other fingers to help work the wrap around her foot. Anna leaned in, checking his work. As she suspected, the wrappings were too tight.


  “Just a moment, Wills—we need to adjust these.” She snaked the end out of his hand and folded it over Cate’s ankle loosely. “If they’re too tight she’ll swell. Her skin needs to be able to breathe. Here, feel.”


  Instead of simply observing Anna’s work, he came behind her, covering her, chin over her shoulder, his body heat pressing in, creating a cocoon around them. He took her hand again, reaching around to feel the light tension of the cloth. He nodded. She began again. As she reached mid-calf, he slid his hand over hers, callouses brushing along her fingers, and gently took the remaining cloth from her. She cradled Cate’s leg as he finished the task, his free hand going casually to Anna’s waist, his thumb stroking her dress ribbing. She tried not to tremble.


  Anna set Cate’s leg down and, for the second time that evening, didn’t want to break the bittersweet spell.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his breath tickling her ear. She turned in his arms, facing him, both his hands now circling her waist. “At supper …”


  She searched his eyes. “I am sorry too. I get ahead of myself—heedless. And as much as I try to watch my words, they do not obey when I’m riled.”


  Taking a hand from her waist, he clasped her head to his chest, pulling her in. They swayed together, relieved tears streaming silently down Anna’s face. He brought both hands to her cheeks, wiping them, then brushed his lips against her forehead.


  “Your passion is what I so love about you. And your faithfulness—to me, our daughter, our realm.” She leaned up on her toes and let her lips meet his. They tasted salty and mildly of wine. Breaking away, she gave him a timid smile of contrition.


  He moved to sit on the edge of the bed, pulling Anna beside him. “I’ve been so … on edge as of late. ’Tis not fair of me to take it out upon those who love me best.”


  “And ’twas not fair of me to put you in such a position in front of observers,” she said. “I know your mood has been dark these past weeks, and I shouldn’t have antagonized you.”


  He snorted. “I’m not a bear, to be treated with tenterhooks, my dear. Though I must admit I do feel caged.” He held her hand in his lap, tracing her fingers. “I received a letter from Elizabeth today. ’Twas typical. Coy, noncommittal. A brief thank you and well wishes on our travels. It seems we shall have no succor from any of our neighbors. Neighbors we buffer from each other, I might add.” He sighed. “She no more wants the Spanish taking over Troixden than I do, but all she gives us is disregard.”


  “Is that not some hint though, her mentioning our travels? Not something she would concern herself with if not of some import.”


  “Indeed. Daniel and I agree she’s making a pointed dismissal there, showing us she knows we head to France. And even though she flirts with a betrothal to Anjou, she only does so to keep the beast to heel.” He pushed up from the bed.


  “For heaven’s sake, if anyone has the right to take umbrage, it’s us to England,” she said, watching him head away from her then back, thumbnail caught between his teeth. “They’ve never stopped wanting a piece of France, especially after losing Calais, and as Calais’s closest neighbor, we have much more to fear from the English than they of us.”


  “Ah, but ’tis those with the most power who have right to take offense. Not we ‘inconsequential’ states.” He came to sit next to her.


  “Do not let these other haughty monarchs make you feel powerless.” She patted his knee. “Remember Socrates’s gadfly, who ‘all day long lands in all places, fastening upon you, arousing and persuading and reproaching you?’”


  “Yes, my love, but they swatted that gadfly flat, if you recall.”


  “The point still stands. We may be a small country, but we have the loyalty of our people and the strength of our king.”


  William shook his head, but smiled all the same. “For now.”
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  Robert lifted his face to the sun, soaking in the mild heat, pulling its energy into himself. He would need all he could get for his reappearance at court. This was his last day at home, and he would savor it.


  Giggling broke his meditations and he opened his eyes to find his youngest son, Gerard, diving through a hedgerow. A second later his middle son, Thomas, followed suit, hollering threats, his wooden sword aloft. Robert smiled.


  The vast garden was kept in tight, clean rows, as it had been in his father’s time. Robert had never bothered to change it, since he was rarely at Cheval Castle, and if changes were to be made, the strolling gardens would be well down on the list. Besides, the boys enjoyed them, giving chase, holding make-believe jousts, racing from end to end to see if Thomas or Gerard could ever beat their oldest brother’s record.


  Even so, each time he saw the close-cropped rows, erect as palace guards and equally taciturn, he had to remind himself his bastard of a father was dead. Only then would his chest unclench and breathe clean air in peace.


  His mother had loved gardens, but her tastes ran more toward the current queen’s, flowers spilling over unkempt boxwoods, all manner of exotic herbs, and bees. Always the bees. She
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