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      For Brent

      

      Who watched his wife write a novel and never said:

      When will you be done that thing?

      Why can’t you make some real money?

      I need more help with the kids!

      And always said:

      You were born to do this.

      When can I read your book?

      Sure, honey, go and write.

      Sorry, Tudor ladies, he was born in my century. Phew.
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        THE HOUSE OF TUDOR

      

      

      

      England

      1485 Henry Tudor defeats King Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth to end the Wars of the Roses. He founds the Tudor dynasty and becomes King Henry VII, before dying of tuberculosis at age fifty-two.

      1509 Henry VII’s second son is crowned King Henry VIII. He marries six times and executes two of his wives. During his reign, Henry VIII breaks from the Catholic Church and declares England Protestant so he can marry Anne Boleyn.

      1547 Henry VIII’s longed-for son becomes King Edward VI at age nine and rules England for six years. Aged just sixteen, he dies of disputed causes.

      1553 In a Protestant plot to prevent the throne passing to Edward’s Catholic sister Mary Tudor, Henry VIII’s distant relative Lady Jane Grey is proclaimed queen for nine days and is never crowned. She is executed along with her conspirators.

      1553 Mary Tudor wins succession to become Queen Mary I. Her persecution of English Protestants earns her the nickname ‘Bloody Mary’. She dies childless, aged forty-two.

      1558 Mary’s half-sister Elizabeth fights off succession claims by her Catholic cousin Mary, Queen of Scots and is crowned Queen Elizabeth I. She cements Protestantism in England and rules the nation for forty-five years. Elizabeth dies unmarried with no heirs, despite a suspected romance with the Earl of Leicester, Robert Dudley.

      
        
        Or not.

        What if Queen Elizabeth I married her beloved Robert Dudley and gave birth to a son in 1560?  A son that would become the last, and most notorious, Tudor monarch of all…

        Nicholas the Ironheart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I have both wagered love and land

        Your love and good-will for to have.

      

      

      

      
        
        Lady Greensleeves,

        author unknown
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      He had one of those names that spelled terror. Nicholas the Ironheart. Like Jack the Ripper or Vlad the Impaler. Cue chills and my groan when my history teacher, Mrs. Campbell, handed out papers about him a month before high school finished forever. Couldn’t we just watch The Other Boleyn Girl for some Tudor history?

      Mrs. Campbell slapped a sheet onto my design sketchbook, her floral sleeve reeking of cigarettes. “Is the nickname ‘Nicholas the Ironheart’ justified for King Nicholas the First?” she announced, like none of us could read.

      Ugh. I only knew the sixteenth-century Tudor king was a prize-winning jerk and the grandson of the infamous head-chopper Henry the Eighth. I was pretty sure the Tudors were a bunch of psychos.

      Mrs. Campbell leaned against her cluttered desk, eyeballing me the way most Americans did whenever there was a British topic. Because I’d spent the first half of my life in England and couldn’t shake the accent, it was supposed to make me an expert on things like tea, cricket, and British monarchs. Never mind that I’d called America home for nine years now. Campbell should’ve read the memo by now. History was not my thing.

      “Work in pairs with whomever you like,” the teacher added.

      Cheers erupted, a celebratory pen flying from Logan Hunter’s fingers. I swapped a grin with my best friend Mia, who happened to be the smartest girl in the class.

      On our way to the lunch cafeteria, Mia pitched ideas about why King Nicholas the First wasn’t really a heartless savage. We slid into our usual corner beside the vending machines.

      “I think you’re confusing him with that other king, Nicholas the Wonderful,” I said mockingly, trying not to lose control of a slippery slice of pizza. “I’m pretty sure this one killed a whole bunch of people.”

      “We’ll get a better mark if we prove an unexpected angle,” Mia argued like it was non-negotiable, and it pretty much was. Mia did everything better than me, starting with her feline eyes and silky black hair, gifts from her Chinese mother. My mom had given me hair that didn’t know whether it wanted to be blonde or brown, curly or straight, and my grandpa once said my eyes looked like ripening olives, which is a weird thing to compare eyes to.

      “Happy Pizza Day, queens.”

      Josh Street dropped a plate of pepperoni beside Mia’s homemade tofu noodles. He sneaked in a quick kiss on Mia’s lips, and I pretended to gag. Before they’d hooked up at Avery Pearce’s Christmas party, the three of us had been best mates. Now Mia and Josh were a cringe-worthy rom-com. Despite that, I’d long forgiven them for making me the third wheel.

      “Happy day of birth,” I said through a smile, sliding Josh a crumpled packet.

      He pressed the present lovingly to his Labyrinth movie t-shirt before tearing it open. A bracelet made from odd-sized hex nuts fell into his palm.

      “A man-bangle. A mangle! Thanks, English.” He clipped the bracelet over his pine tree tattoo.

      “It’s kind of weird,” I admitted.

      “It’s your best ever,” said Mia, straightening her designer watch. “You should’ve used it for your application.”

      I scrunched my face. I was already late in applying to Central Saint Martins in London—one of the best design colleges in the world. For them to even consider me, I needed to design something beyond epic. Something way better than a bunch of hex nuts strung together. I pushed away my pizza.

      Mia was huffing to Josh about our Nicholas the Ironheart assignment. It meant they had to shelve their weekend plans for his birthday, which was kind of a drag, given his mom was in rehab.

      Josh’s caterpillar brows pointed downward. “But I dropped my recording session, even though I’m, like, minutes from finishing my EP.”

      “So un-cancel it.”

      “Right, because the studio’s sitting around waiting for my call?” He pretended to put a phone to his ear. “Hey, this is Josh Street. I’ll be there in seven-and-a-quarter minutes. I’d like the room cleared of pink tortilla chips. Oh, and shower shoes made from unicorn tears.”

      Mia whacked his arm and spun to me. “Come over after school? Mom’s making xiaolongbao for dinner. We can work on the essay.”

      “Those dumplings with the hot soup inside? I’m already on my way.” If we worked on the essay tonight, I’d have the weekend free to scan thrift stores for old jewelry pieces I could rework for the Central Saint Martins application.

      After school, I strolled home via the local rest home to pick up my pay slip and tell Mom I was having dinner at Mia’s. She was glad, having just started her night shift. I helped her clean Mrs. Horne’s bedsore and hurried home to change.

      Our house was a two-story clapboard with a decaying wrap-around verandah and no dishwasher, but it was the biggest place we’d rented anywhere. I filled the dog bowl with fresh kibble and scooped up Ruby for a quick cuddle before changing into my favorite white sundress. I scanned the jewelry hanger I’d built from hooks and pegboard and chose a synthetic jade pendant I made when I was fifteen.

      It took seven months of living in Hatfield, Massachusetts (otherwise known as the back-end-of-nowhere), before I discovered I could get to Mia’s faster by crossing the field behind our house. I clicked my tongue at the dusty old horses that inhabited the field, but they didn’t flinch. They were nothing like Bonnie, the friendly mare Dad let me ride back when we lived by the English seaside in Essex. “Easy, Emmeline!” he’d shout as my nine-year-old legs squeezed the horse to a canter. When Mom and I moved to Hatfield, I waited for years for Dad to visit so I could show him the horses behind our house.

      My naive faith in him still made me cringe.

      As I neared Bayberry Street, the chaotic grass shortened to uniform blades. Nurtured white roses sprouted along the curb. Across the road, my classmate Avery Pearce’s mom was wiping down her bay windows that faced Jane Stuart’s junkyard. Mrs. Pearce liked to remind everyone that Jane’s junkyard was the sole reason Bayberry Street wasn’t featured in any magazine spreads.

      But today, Jane Stuart’s broken furniture, wheel-less bicycles, rusted appliances, and tangled cables were sorted into ordered piles. A folding table full of trinkets stood beside a cardboard sign stating YARD SALE: Must Sell Today!

      “There’s plenty left; we close at sundown!” called a woman with spiky red hair. The words Community Cleanup Care stretched across her tight t-shirt.

      I hurried to the table and dug through cheap synthetic pearls and vintage watches, but I found nothing suitable to rework into an application piece for Central Saint Martins in London. My chest sank, and I hoped the thrift stores would have something. Otherwise, I was never getting accepted or ever getting out of Hatfield.

      The woman fished a ring from the pile. “It’s a touch flashy for me, but you young girls love these sorts of things, don’t you?”

      I took the ring from her palm, feeling my breath catch. A giant synthetic blue table-cut diamond sat centered on a band of gold, haloed by imitation rosette rubies. The ring was so brilliant I actually thought it could be real. I didn’t have a loupe to magnify it, but when I blew on the stones, they didn’t fog. I rubbed the edge against the table, but it didn’t scratch.

      “How about ten bucks?” The lady gripped her hips.

      “But this is…I mean, is Mrs. Stuart okay to sell this?”

      “The Council ordered Jane Stuart to ditch everything that doesn’t sell today. If you’re feeling kind, you can give me five dollars, or I’ll have the ring back. My niece might like it for her dress-up box.” She held out her hand.

      My fingers closed around the heavy gold band. There were a thousand ways I could rework it into a piece so worthy of Central Saint Martins that they’d roll out a red carpet for me.

      I pressed a five-dollar bill into the lady’s palm and slipped the ring onto my thumb.

      When I looked up, Jane Stuart was watching me from behind her screen door. Her wild white hair and pale skin made her look like a ghost.

      Guilt pinched my chest as I quickly strode away toward Mia’s iron gate. There was no way the old hoarder Jane Stuart could have a ring worth millions of dollars. It had to be a fake, in spite of my breath and scratch tests saying otherwise.
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      I always felt I should tiptoe up the curved staircase and along the corridor of Chinese silk paintings that led to Mia’s bedroom. She emptied a mound of books about Nicholas the Ironheart onto her bed, which smelled like the spa in Springfield she took me to for my eighteenth birthday. I groaned and kicked off my sandals, hearing the patter of rain against the balcony door. Mrs. Fairbanks’s restaurant-worthy Shanghai dumplings and salted duck warmed my stomach.

      “Play Say You’ll Stay again,” said Mia. “It makes me miss falling in love.”

      “Yikes, that was fast.”

      “You know what I mean. Those first days when you can’t sleep or eat.” She sighed.

      I opened my laptop and clicked on Atomic’s mesmerizing new track. Truthfully, I had no idea what Mia was going on about. I’d had a few dates, kissed a few frogs, but I’d never experienced anything close to love, at least the way Mia described it. I twisted the ring on my thumb. When I’d graduated design college and had an internship with a top jewelry designer…that’s when I’d think about a boyfriend.

      Mia scooted onto her knees. “I forgot to tell you. I saw Logan and Avery last night buying Garden Party tickets. They were totally butting heads over whether to get one- or two-day passes.”

      Garden Party was an annual music festival in Northampton, and this year Atomic was headlining. “Sounds epic,” I said sarcastically.

      “Shut up, it was one of those fights you have right before you break up. When you’re totally over the other person’s crap.”

      I chuckled. It had taken me a year to get over my missed chance with Logan, but if he really was breaking up with Avery, it was way too late for me to care. If I didn’t get into Central Saint Martins, I was going to London anyway.

      Mia snorted at her phone. “Uncle Pete’s making Josh play backgammon.”

      Her fingers flew over the keyboard, her eyes doing that ‘Josh thing’ they did nowadays.

      I exhaled and grabbed a library book titled History’s Monsters: Nicholas the Ironheart.

      Yawning, I scanned the introduction.

      

      Nicholas I of England (1 June 1560—18 November 1599) was the son of Queen Elizabeth I and Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. When Queen Elizabeth died at the age of 39 while giving birth to her daughter Catherine, Nicholas was crowned King of England at the age of 12. The early years of his reign were peaceful, until his eight-year-old sister was murdered in 1580 under mysterious circumstances. The 20-year-old king’s reprisal was harsh. King Nicholas slayed thousands of suspected Catholics, believed to be in retribution for Catherine’s death. The reign of terror continued for nearly two decades, earning the Tudor king his famous epithet ‘Nicholas the Ironheart’.

      

      I flipped to the pictures, pausing on a portrait I’d seen before. The date had the king at nineteen years of age, but he looked twice that. He was flabby and dour-faced, with a feathered flat cap and navy coat draped with a thick gold chain. His mouth was a thin straight line through his dark beard, his eyes as cold and blue as an Alaskan lake.

      Mia’s phone hit the cushion. “Josh is getting boring. We should start.”

      After a monotonous hour of reading, Mia pushed play on a documentary she’d downloaded about Nicholas the Ironheart while my toes massaged her alpaca bedspread. Her earlier argument that the young king was more misunderstood than merciless had just started to make sense when the images turned darker. Paintings of decomposing bodies in London streets dissolved into drawings of Catholics being hanged. The narrator described a ravage of the nation that plunged England into poverty and civil war.

      I leaned into Mia, who snored in my ear.

      “Mia!” I whispered. Typical. She’d never once made the New Year’s Eve countdown. The screen filled with the same famous portrait from the book. The camera close-up traveled along the king’s grim face and down his wide velvet sleeve to his right hand clutching a gold-tipped sword. My stomach hit the floor as I focused on the ring flashing from his third finger.

      The center stone was a deep-blue table-cut diamond, circled with rosette rubies.

      When the image changed, I grabbed the book I’d had earlier and thumbed back to the portrait. I compared the ring on my thumb with the one on Nicholas the Ironheart’s finger. Every detail was identical.

      “Mia!” I hissed, but she didn’t stir.

      I switched off the documentary, my heart pounding, and clicked on a romantic comedy from Mia’s movie library. But I barely looked at the screen, my eyes firmly glued to the ring on my hand. How could I have bought a replica of some mad king’s ring on the same day we landed an essay about him? It was too creepy. I pulled the bedspread over my legs, the window shuddering with rain.

      Just as the movie couple was about to kiss, my eyelids filled with lead. Blackness drifted into my vision, intense images appearing like flashcards…heads on stakes, glittering rings, and deep, sea-blue eyes.
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      The pain was indescribable. It slapped me awake, shooting from my thigh up my back. I rolled sideways, my teeth clenching. Something thin and hard was sticking out of my leg.

      “By Christ, it is a lady,” said an approaching male voice.

      When I tried to speak, a moan came out, dirt crumbling off my lips. Leaves fluttered across a cloudy sky above me.

      “Who in the devil’s name are you?” The man’s accent was English, and he had the rasp of a smoker.

      “Please, help.” I strained to sit up but something sharp jabbed my chest. I blinked to focus on the gleaming tip of an impossibly long sword. The man holding it straddled a smoky-black horse, his lace-up ginger coat right out of a storybook. A long bow hung from his broad shoulder.

      I touched the stem of a wooden arrow skewering the edge of my thigh. This medieval-obsessed nutcase has hit me with his bow and arrow!

      “You shot me,” I said angrily.

      The man leapt off his horse and brought a muddy heel down onto the arrow. My full-bodied scream echoed in the trees.

      “I said who are you, whore?” he barked. “How did you get in here?”

      “Stop, barbarian!” cried a second Englishman, this one with knotted blond hair, galloping on horseback from the dense trees. He was small and skinny, but his voice was deep, like a radio announcer’s. “You shot a lady?” he said with wide eyes.

      “Shut your gob! Does she look like a lady to you in that scant nightgown? And who says it was me? Sober as a pike, you still cannot shoot for snails.”

      The two of them started arguing over me about shots, arrows, and who’d find us first. I tried to speak, but I was incoherent, my legs beginning to shake. Where was I? Where was my mom?

      “Please…an ambulance,” I murmured, pins and needles spiking up my leg. My cheeks felt wet, but I didn’t remember crying. Stay with it, Emmie. What would Mom say to do? To stabilize the wound and get help. Don’t even think about pulling the arrow out yourself.

      I fumbled the scratchy ground, but the only cloth I had was my white dress. My feet were bare, the blades of grass like ice between my toes. My hair moistened with sweat, and I couldn’t feel my throat.

      The petite man dismounted and squatted beside me, pointing a birdlike finger at the sparkling ring on my thumb. “Where did you get this, mistress?”

      “Is that?” grunted the mean one.

      “I believe so.”

      They started on about the details of Jane Stuart’s ring like a pair of fashion critics. Jane Stuart’s ring. Mia’s house. Studying. Nicholas the Ironheart. What is going on? My vision dimmed. I could just make out a small lake about fifteen feet away as a bug whizzed past my eye.

      The big one hunched over me, his hair shockingly red. “Who gave you this, girl?”

      “Brother, if she is known to him, we are in a storm of trouble.”

      “How could she be, pigeon? Look at her!”

      A leathery hand gripped my thumb and yanked the ring right off.

      “Patience, brother. It would be expected of us to handle this with care.”

      “Fool! She is a trespasser and a thief! He would want her arrested, not paraded in like an honored guest.”

      Scuffling broke out beside me before they both froze. “By Christ, they are catching up.”

      Fingers dug into my arms and hauled me upward. I collapsed over a man’s lap, groaning. A horse grunted and jolted to life under us. My heart pounded against the snarling redhead’s thigh, and I started to moan.

      He thrust his boot into the animal’s gut. “I will take her to the Tower myself. Inform Warwick.”

      “You cannot arrest her to get out of shooting her!”

      We accelerated to a gallop, whipping wind drowning out the elfin man’s shrieks.

      Through the agonizing bounces and sickening nausea, all I could make out around me was a giant sandy-colored wall with towering turrets. Thunder ignited the sky as we passed white buildings crossed with black beams, horses and carts, and whirring bodies in hats and coats. I turned my nose from the horse’s musty hip. When the skies burst open, I couldn’t see anything except splashing mud.

      I might’ve passed out until my eyes opened to the sound of grating metal. A man in a black cloak and stiff cap waited under a portcullis. My teeth chattered like a snare drum. This was the worst, most real dream I’d ever had.

      My kidnapper dragged me off the horse, covering my mouth when I cried out in pain. Everything hurt—my chest, my throat, my toes. He slung me over his muscular shoulder, the pebbled ground swinging in my vision.

      “Caught trespassing at the Parkside and in possession of crown property,” he announced to the man. “I trust you can handle the injury.”

      “Certainly, my lord.”

      I whimpered as I was swapped to a smaller shoulder that smelled like herbs. I strained to see how high the whitewashed stone wall reached before we passed through a door into blackness. The smaller guy carried me down a narrow corridor and up two spiral staircases before spilling me onto a table that reeked of blood.

      There was just enough light to make out a man with monkey ears and a black hood gaping at me. The room felt like it had no air.

      “Please,” I whispered, gasping through sobs. “Don’t hurt me.”

      I didn’t realize he was touching my wound until I heard my own screams. He shoved a vinegary cloth into my mouth that made me gag. The last thing I felt was the arrow ripping through my flesh before a black wall hit me in the face.
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      A distant shriek shook me awake. I was slumped against a stone wall in a different room to the one before. Light streamed thinly from a single arched window with intersecting iron bars. The stone floor was brushed with hay, the only furniture a narrow wooden bed and a table splattered with candle wax.

      Someone had changed me into a stained linen smock. I roared for help but heard only my echo. Why is this nightmare still going on? Have I gone insane?

      I struggled to stand, unbearable pain tearing down my leg. There were two small holes in my skin that had been cleaned, but without any dressing or stitches. Thank goodness the arrow hadn’t had a barb on the end.

      Squeezing my thigh to apply pressure to hopefully keep the bleeding from starting again, I limped to the locked wooden door. A faint scream rebounded from the other side.

      I hobbled back to the window and climbed onto the chair. What awaited me beyond the iron bars could’ve turned my hair white. A jumbled mass of short timber buildings punctuated with sharp spires and smoky chimneys gathered on both sides of a wide river. Ships from a maritime museum swerved their cream sails on the choppy water.

      It took me several minutes to figure out it was London, but the London from an olden-day painting or history book about knights and castles. Nausea crept into my face, and my legs wobbled.

      I climbed off the chair and breathed slowly and deeply to settle my asthma, retching into the stench of sewage. I had an open wound in a room littered with rat poop and soiled hay. It was a fast track to gangrene and death.

      There was a thump at the door. The iron handle grated as it turned, sending my back shivering against freezing stone inscribed with Latin graffiti. My arms shook all the way to my fingers.

      A young man stepped in, barely visible in the waning light. His coat was the color of blackberry jam and patterned with bright red ovals. A heavy gold chain hung across his shoulders, dark chocolate curls spiraling elegantly around his neck. He dropped a silver plate of cherries onto the table, unsettling the dust.

      “Where am I?” I stammered.

      “In a considerable amount of trouble.” A black goatee spoiled his otherwise not-ugly face.

      “Who are you?” I said.

      His brows slanted downward. “I am Francis Beaumont, the Earl of Warwick. And you are in the Tower of London, accused of threatening the King’s Majesty.”

      I could’ve laughed. Mom and Dad had paraded me around the Tower of London the day before we moved back to America. It was a tourist destination.

      “This amuses you.” His glove brushed the gold handle of his sword. “How did you get inside the park, wench?”

      The word sent me back a step. “It’s Emmie. I mean…which park?”

      He launched himself toward me with a slow stride. “Your mode of speech, your dress, your manner are curious and common. But your hair, your teeth, your skin suggest you are of means. The only conceivable explanation is you are a spy. Which hairbrain are you working for? Is it the Spanish?” His pitch-black eyes were accusing.

      “Please,” I said, my heart beating into my throat. I inhaled deeply, trying to speak clearly. “The truth is, you’ve mixed me up with someone else. I was in a forest when a guy shot me with an arrow. There were two of them. They said they were brothers, but they didn’t look anything alike, and then one brought me here. I have no idea why. Please—my wound, it needs proper treatment!”

      He shook with laughter, his breath scented with wine.

      “The entertainment is tawdry, but appreciated. Now I strongly suggest you confess to your crimes, or you will be punished without delay. His Majesty does not take well to traitors or spies.”

      “I couldn’t care less about your king!”

      An arm snapped out, black leather crushing my throat. He smelled of cherries and horses.

      “Do not believe I have ruled out torture. Shall we begin with the Cat’s Paw or the Scavenger’s Daughter?”

      Fireworks burst inside my eyes as footsteps charged through the door. The man released his grip so fast I hit the floor, coughing into the stench of urine.

      The jailer’s tone was gruff. “Milord, I ’ave not received the proper authority—”

      “Get out,” Francis snarled.

      The silver plate clashed like a cymbal inches from my ear, sending cherries scampering across the floor. The earl crushed them with his charcoal leather boots.

      “You are hereby charged with trespassing and high treason,” he spat. “You will be sentenced to death by the axe or the rope at His Majesty’s pleasure. I do look forward to seeing your face again. At the bottom of a bucket.”

      The door banged shut, closing in my wails. I doubled over, almost convulsing as I screamed and sobbed. I hadn’t cried like this since we left London. Mr. Whitecotton, my English teacher, would’ve called that ironic.
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      My leg jolted, my eyes springing open. The jailer was leaning over me, grinning in the moonlight through a wiry beard and four teeth.

      “Get away!” I cried. When I thrashed my arms, he squeezed my wounded thigh until I screamed.

      “We do not get many like you in ’ere. You some manner of strumpet?”

      He crawled right on top of me, the straw mattress prickling my back. When his beer-soaked tongue neared my mouth, I bit as hard as I could. He screeched, blood seeping into his beard.

      In one movement, he tore me from the bed and shoved me against the wall. “You fink you the first beast we seen in ’ere?”

      He whipped the rope from his belt and tied me to an iron hook in the floor, knotting the rope around my bleeding thigh. The pain was too paralyzing for me to fight back.

      “It need not be our weddin’ night,” he slurred as he barged out, locking the door behind him. I clasped my aching jaw, tears and blood mingling in my mouth. I lay there shaking, sinking in and out of consciousness to the bizarre sound of a distant lion’s roar, until another clang shocked my eyes open.

      The cell was bathed in the auburn glow of morning. A rat surfaced from the hay and darted into a hole in the wall.

      A gentle cough drew my eyes to the doorway and the person I hadn’t heard come in.

      A young man stood there, his light eyes pinned to mine. His outfit was so grand it belonged on someone older, but he owned every inch of the navy coat geometrically woven with sky-blue ribbon. A brilliant sapphire shone from the center of his stark-white collar. As attractive as the outfit was, it didn’t hold a candle to his face. He was movie-star handsome, his chestnut hair sitting up with the perfect amount of rockiness and curl. I wanted to look away, but his magnetic gaze had mine locked.

      He walked toward me and crouched, black leather boots rising to his knees. When he reached for my smock, I scrambled backward.

      He held a hand out to reassure me, his middle finger circled with a cabochon emerald the size of a lime. “Be calm.” His voice was a soft command.

      I let him slowly pull up my smock until he stopped at my trembling thigh. His soft fingers tilted the bloodstained rope into the light. A line formed across his brow as he gently guided my chin upward, scanning my injured mouth. Up close, his eyes were a clear bluish-green, like the color of aquamarines. They narrowed and flared with anger.

      He marched to the door and flung it open. Two men in crimson coats stiffened as the boy passed through, returning quickly. He had the jailer by the collar and kicked him toward me with his boot.

      “She attacked me,” the jailer stuttered.

      When I tried to protest, the jailer thrust his swollen tongue out. The men in red coats drew their swords, the young man flinging his palm out to stop them.

      “Release her, before I slice your tongue off,” the boy commanded to the jailer, touching the gold tip of his sword.

      The jailer’s hands shook like jelly in an earthquake as he tore the rope from my wound. I cried out, seeing stars.

      “Gently!” added my rescuer through clenched teeth. The jailer’s forehead glistened as he slowed his wobbly movements until the bloodied rope dropped to the floor. Sweat slid down my cheeks as the boy turned to the men.

      “Hold him. And bring her something to eat, for Christ’s sake. Tell Master Carey I will speak with him.” He sighed heavily.

      The jailer backed out of the cell, chased by the two red-coated attendants.

      The handsome boy and I were alone.
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      He leaned against the wooden table, looking like an image from a photo shoot.

      “You do not look much like a stag,” he said smoothly.

      I just stared at him like an idiot.

      He coughed and stepped forward. “That was indecent of me. Can you rise?”

      It hit me that I was free to move. I pressed my palms to the icy stone and tried to stand, but every limb felt locked with pain. When I glanced up, he was crouching beside me.

      “Get away,” I snapped. I’d graduated from terrified to anger beyond belief. There were laws against false imprisonment!

      The boy swiftly stepped back. “You have clearly been mishandled. Some food and wine should clear your mind. Be assured, my presence should not alarm you. I was calling upon Lord Winton when I received word of your circumstance. At first I did not believe what I was hearing.”

      “That I was shot with an arrow, locked up for no reason, attacked by a guard, and left with a festering wound?” If Mom had heard my tone, she’d have said I was back to my usual self. My head felt like an exploding furnace.

      The boy huffed and dropped in front of me again, his breath like fresh mint.

      “The jailer will be handled. I detest to say the entire incident smacks of the idiocy I’m surrounded with at present.” He brushed his fingers through his hair, only encouraging its hot ruggedness. “You plainly deserve proper investigation, which I will supply. You need not despair.”

      No matter what baffling, adult words came from his pretty mouth, he could’ve sold wood to a forest. My jaw loosened a little.

      A knock at the door brought his hand to his sword. One of the attendants carefully placed a tray of pewter serving platters onto the grimy table.

      “Leave us,” the boy said to him. He stood up. “Breakfast?”

      My starvation sent me to my feet, pain pulsing down my thigh. Before I knew what had happened, his strong arm had slipped through mine, our shoulders nearly touching. 

      “Forgive me,” he said to the floor.

      He helped me to the table, smelling of something sweet and familiar I couldn’t put my finger on. Something tugged inside me when he stepped away.

      He lifted a gray lid, releasing a waft of Thanksgiving, and loaded me up a plate of roasted chicken, bread with cheese, and what might’ve been stewed cabbage. It took proper effort to sit without stumbling.

      “What’s for lunch then, a blue whale?” I said awkwardly, hunting for a fork, but there weren’t any.

      The boy frowned, pouring liquid from a flask. “It seems merely the sight of food is enough to return your strength. I am pleased. You say you are from Hertfordshire?”

      I picked up a greasy chicken leg. “Hatfield. For a few more months, anyway.”

      But he just looked at me like we’d said the same thing, handing me a cold pewter goblet.

      Hang on, I’ve heard of Hertfordshire. My mind took a second to pin down the memory. Mom, Dad, and I once visited an old town north of London called Hatfield, which was in Hertfordshire. Dad did research near there for his history doctorate.

      And then I got it. These lunatics had me figured as a girl from Hatfield, Hertfordshire, England. Confirmed by the accent I was suddenly lucky to still have.

      “That’s right,” I stumbled through vinegary lips. “Hatfield in Hertfordshire.”

      As he crossed the light streaming from the window, I noticed a light scar in his cheek, partly obscured by a light layering of scruff.

      He shifted back into the shadow, crossing his arms. “Your name?”

      “Emmie. Well, technically, Emmeline Eleanor Grace. Emmie Ellie, I know…if you call me that, I might have to lock you up.”

      A cough burst from his mouth so suddenly I thought he was choking.

      But his intense eyes sparkled, studying me. “You speak rashly. And your name is not familiar. You are not of distinguished birth, I presume?”

      I stared at him blankly.

      “Are you of the nobility or the gentry, Mistress Grace?”

      “My father is a very distinguished doctor in Hatfield.”

      Emmie. Stop saying things.

      He nodded, looking out the window. “I admire physicians. What is his name?”

      “Martin Grace…Doctor Martin Grace.” Okay, so technically it was an academic doctorate rather than medicine, but this was turning out much better than the truth I’d tried with that psycho earl, Francis Beaumont. I took a sip from the goblet and nearly choked on warm wine. For the first time since the nightmare began, I could breathe without wanting to puke.

      The boy continued to probe me with blunt, solemn-faced questions, my energy returning with every bite. He asked me how I got into the park grounds and why I had no luggage or “horse”, as he put it. I made up a vague story about being in London to visit my uncle and finding my way into the park by mistake. He actually seemed to believe everything that came from my mouth, promising to punish the “dimwitted” guards who’d missed my unintended entry. My performance would’ve even impressed Mia, especially given the audience. “Get it, girl,” she’d have said with a wink. Give Mia a life-threatening situation and she’d find the romance.

      He stood up, tidying his magnificent coat. “You will come to court.”

      “You mean like a trial?” I dropped my wine cup, which was just as well. I was getting woozy.

      “I’m beginning to feel you have not stepped out of Hertfordshire too many times, Mistress Grace. Court at Whitehall. I will issue a conditional pardon until we receive corroboration from your uncle. Where may he be reached?”

      “Actually, he left London yesterday.” My throat stuck like glue. “He had to go to France.”

      “He knows not where you are?” Lines crossed his brow. “Good God. I suppose I could send word to Hatfield. In the meantime, I will inform the court that you are visiting Whitehall with permission from your father. Once your identity is verified, you will be free to go.”

      I nodded before I could think, my stomach in knots. There were so many ways this could go wrong. But if time wouldn’t wake me from this hellish dream, maybe a sharp blow to the neck would. I shivered.

      The boy’s eyes flashed across my bare knees as he headed for the door. “You will wait here for appropriate dress and transportation. Master Carey will be well informed. Good morrow to you, Mistress Grace.”

      Panic swiped at me. “You’re leaving me here?”

      He stopped mid-stride, his mouth falling open a little. “If you are asking if I will be personally accompanying you to Whitehall, then perhaps you are in need of rest before you are fit to travel.” He glanced at the sagging mattress in the corner. “I’ll have a new bed brought in at once.”

      He looked at me like he was waiting for something before frowning and giving the door a light knock with his knuckle. It opened immediately, revealing an attendant standing at attention.

      The boy’s angelic face steeled. “No further harm is to come to the girl. On pain of death.” The attendant swallowed so hard I could hear it from where I sat.

      The door closed with a bang, sending a draft barreling through the cell. I draped the blanket over my shoulders, finally figuring out the scent that followed the boy everywhere. A smell that took me right back to Bayberry Street in the spring.

      It was roses.
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      It was impossible to tell how much time passed while I counted the forty-seven sailboats crossing the Thames like a superhighway, my forehead resting against the iron bars.

      I couldn’t help but think the words…time travel.

      The idea was so bonkers, like something out of a kids’ book, yet I couldn’t explain how else I was here. I’d thought it was a dream, but I’d already fallen asleep several times and woken up in the same place. Plus, I’d never known a dream to last so long or to feel so real.

      But…TIME TRAVEL, Emmie? Really?

      Two boys in breeches burst through the door, breaking my thoughts. They hastily carried out the bed, replacing it with a spotless wooden frame and a mattress that smelled like freshly cut hay.

      After they left, I perched on the edge to rest my throbbing thigh, my brain feeling like mashed potatoes. If I’d legitimately time traveled—I still wanted to slap myself for even thinking it—how did it happen? In all the stories I’d heard, there was a tool that made the person pass through time: a portal, a magic door, a sacred poem. I hadn’t done or said anything strange at Mia’s; even the movie I’d put on was banal. The only connection I had between this place and my own was…the blue-diamond ring.

      My whole body trembled, my legs like water. I squeezed my bare thumb, worrying where the ring could be, when the door swung open with a creak.

      The impish guy from the park stepped in, his small hand clutching a canvas sack. I stumbled upright, fear swooping through me as I looked for his brother, but the hostile redhead wasn’t with him.

      The man offered me a small bow. “Mistress Grace, I beg your pardon for this misunderstanding. My brother, Lord Lansbury, was already reprimanded for his impulsive actions. Take your time to change.” He handed me the bag and closed the door behind him, his protruding ears as red as his cheeks.

      Inside the sack was a thick velvet dress the color of pale-pink ballet slippers and edged with fraying champagne lace. I brought it to my nose, inhaling its lavender scent. The bottom of the sack held a pair of satin shoes, a white square of fabric, and a billowy clover-green cloak. I hadn’t been to a fancy-dress party since my friend Gemma’s fifteenth birthday in San Diego—two days before Mom moved us to Western Massachusetts.

      This dress came in pieces and didn’t fit that well, but I was finally warm, fiddling with the ribbon at the front until I figured out how to lace it up. The skirt was long and full, the sleeves tight to the elbow where they fanned outward. I laced up the shoes, which were also a size too big but wearable, with a short heel. As I combed the tangles from my hair with my fingers, I had the weirdest wish that the hot guy with the amazing eyes would come back and catch me dressed like a cut-price Cinderella.

      But when I rapped on the door, the elfin man stepped in, frowning. “Do you require assistance with your coif, mistress?”

      “My coif? Always.”

      He gently tied the white fabric over my hair like a bandana, hiding my ponytail.

      “Thanks,” I said sheepishly.

      He held the cloak open. “Your barge is waiting.”

      I followed him into a slim corridor, burying my nose in my coat to block the smell of beer and urine. I kept my head low as we passed several whiskered guards, my stomach curling, but none were the aggressive jailer.

      After descending two circular staircases, we stepped outside into blinding sunlight. I covered my eyes and climbed down onto a dock sloshing with pungent seawater. Bobbing below a raised portcullis was a wooden rowboat with two oarsmen, one whacking pigeons away with his feathered cap.

      “This barge will take you to Whitehall,” said my sonorous-voiced minder. “The tide is now favorable.”

      “You’re not coming?” I heard the fear in my voice as I stepped onto the rotting deck. The man took a shaky step backward.

      “I have king’s business to attend to in London.” His voice lowered. “You are known to His Majesty, mistress?”

      “No way.” I hadn’t forgotten Francis’s threats of torture just because I’d offended his great king.

      “I assure you, I offer my hand in friendship. I have known the king since I was a babe.” His sight line shifted to my bare thumb. “If there is anything I may assist you with at court, know I am at hand. Sir Mathew Fox.”

      “Emmie Grace.” I gave him a small smile.

      Mathew dipped his head. “Good morrow to you, mistress.” He signaled to the boatmen, and we glided from the shore, waves tossing themselves at the bow. I sat and gripped the bench like a life raft before spinning to face the land.

      The Tower of London loomed in a farewell wave, its onion-shaped turrets higher and whiter than I remembered. Seagulls swooped overhead and foul-smelling saltwater sprayed my shoes. We were on some kind of liquid interstate, sailboats crossing between wharfs leading to muddles of black-and-white buildings with slanted red roofs. The howling wind muffled the oarsmen’s chatter as I sat higher in my seat, trying to work out whether the spiked turret in the distance was the old St. Paul’s Cathedral. I spotted a tangle of pikes topped with balls jutting from the southern end of a Gothic bridge like olives on cocktail sticks. When I squinted, I realized each ball was a decapitated human head.

      I dropped and breathed into my thighs, gulping air infected with fish and sewage. What is happening to me?

      When I looked up again, an enormous high brick wall was heading right for us, flags of red, blue, and gold whipping in the wind. The castle stretched on forever as we sailed to the wharf. Boys in caps grasped ropes in readiness.

      Three figures in billowy dresses gathered at the end of a raised dock. I hopped off the boat and slowly climbed the stairs to approach them, the ground still swimming.

      A woman in a high-necked gown stepped forward, an ebony hood framing three rows of gray curls above her ears. A diamond centipede necklace with rubies for eyes circled her collar.

      “Mistress Emmeline Grace?” Her voice was croaky; her accent right out of a posh costume drama.

      “Actually, it’s just Emmie,” I said with a nervous wobble.

      Her white-powdered cheeks barely moved. “Good morrow to you. I am Margaret Beaumont, the Countess of Warwick. I have been requested to welcome you to court.”

      “Dowager Countess,” breathed a girl behind her with olive skin and dark wavy hair flowing to her waist.

      The countess didn’t seem to hear her, presenting me with a weathered hand that smelled like potpourri. Her bumpy gold ring nipped my finger as she squeezed. “Henceforth, you will call me Madam. May I present my daughter, the Lady Isobel Beaumont.” She gestured to a stony-faced girl with wheaten hair beautifully plaited under a pearled hood. “And this is Mistress Alice Grey.”

      “Good morrow,” I said with a small wave. I’m speaking Shakespearean!

      Alice was the one who’d said ‘dowager countess’. Her face was plain but pretty, with warm eyes the color of gingerbread.

      They walked fast down a passageway decorated with rich cloth, their long skirts making them look like they were gliding. My dowdy cloak was a total cringe-fest beside their pearl-lined gowns, but at least it hid my limp. We stepped outside again into a courtyard buzzing with carts and wagons, men with swords swinging from their waists swirling past like the pages of a history book.

      “Your father did not bring you to court to announce you?” the Dowager Countess of Warwick croaked as we approached a huge building with a gabled roof.

      “Uh, not likely.”

      Alice giggled, jeweled hearts dangling from her ears. She pulled a pouch of sugared almonds from her purse and offered me one. I took it, my hollow stomach grateful.

      A man strolled by with a hawk on his shoulder, nodding to the countess in greeting.

      “I understand your father is a physician from Hatfield,” the countess said to me, sounding progressively more irritated.

      “Right. Doctor Martin Grace.” News travels fast in the old world. Take that, internet.

      “Where did your father study?” asked Isobel in a girlish voice. She walked like she was on a catwalk, her ocean-blue dress embroidered with a peacock tail in full display.

      I scrambled for the names of England’s oldest universities. “Oxford.”

      “Oh, my cousin is a professor there,” she replied. “Charles Beaumont.”

      My face ignited. “Oxford is where he wanted to go, but he ended up at Cambridge.”

      Isobel scoffed. “Cambridge men hold nothing against Oxford.”

      “Well, my father is a Cambridge alumnus, and he is a shameful failure,” said Alice with notable sarcasm. “Which college was yours in?” she asked me.

      “I always forget.” I tapped my skull. “It’s temperamental.” She frowned and laughed at the same time. I knew I was acting slightly idiotic, but after the terrifying Tower of London, it felt like I’d wandered into a fairytale.

      I could hear Mia’s capable voice in my head, instructing me to become a quick study on the University of Cambridge, not to mention formal pleasantries and how to twist my hair into a halo braid…whatever it took to survive here while I hunted down that blue-diamond ring which could hopefully get me back home.

      We passed under a sprawling archway painted with a sun garnished with a gold crown and the letters NR, entering the grandest building on the lot. My eyes took a moment to adjust to the dark corridor, which smelled like old herbs. Men wearing feathered caps huddled in hushed conversation, while others strode solo with an urgent pace. We crossed through several rooms with paneled walls and painted floors laid with rushes before reaching a gigantic hall lit with hundreds of candles. Practically every wall was adorned with shimmering gold hangings and vibrant tapestries of battle scenes, biblical stories, and mythological creatures. Sunlight seeped through stained glass windows curtained with crimson satin, warming the floor of black-and-white squares. The hammerbeam ceiling was an art masterpiece in itself, its gleaming golden beams intersected with cobalt blue arches.

      Alice leaned into me, cinnamon finding my nose. “The first time I saw it, I must have soaked my skirts. But, then again, I was four.” She giggled.

      The roaring flames inside the cavernous fireplace didn’t cut through the cold air. I crossed my arms inside my cloak.

      “His Majesty the King!” cried a voice.

      Trumpets blasted from the minstrels’ gallery, bodies all around us spiraling into bows. Alice folded elegantly forward, her arms outstretched like a ballerina’s.

      And then all the air escaped my body like a popped balloon.

      The beautiful boy from the Tower stood in the archway, bounded by a sea of bending bodies. A line of guards behind him scanned the crowd like the secret service. The boy’s eyes locked onto mine, one brow lifting. Alice tugged my dress hard.

      I dropped into a clumsy curtsy, my heart hammering.

      He was too young to be a king—too gorgeous. Kings were old and obese or had mean faces like Nicholas the Ironheart. Mia would call this guy the King of Pants-Dropping Hotness.

      When I stood back up, he was sauntering right to us and Isobel was shuffling from one foot to another. The king walked with a swift elegance, all long legs and broad shoulders. The Dowager Countess of Warwick kissed his jeweled fingers as gentle chatter resumed around us. Every eye was on the king.

      “I trust you have had a fine morning, my lady countess,” he said in that velvety voice that sucked strength from my legs.

      “Delightful, Majesty, thank you. The lutenist performed a lovely tune in the south garden.” She smiled, exposing three black teeth.

      The king tipped his head slightly. “Lady Isobel…Mistress Grey.” There couldn’t be a girl at court who wasn’t in love with him. His eyes moved to mine. “And this is?”

      I felt the surprise overcome my face.

      “Oh, this is Mistress Emmeline Grace,” the countess rasped. The way the king blinked at me blankly made me understand how quickly I’d been forgotten. “Doctor Martin Grace’s daughter, visiting from Hatfield,” she added. “I cannot say his work is familiar.”

      “I was not aware you are an authority on physicians,” he said coolly.

      “Certainly not.” She curtsied, blushing through her white face paint. “That is a gentleman’s position.”

      A pair of men approached the king with feathered caps in their hands, but a bald-headed guard rebuffed them. The king never moved his eyes from mine.

      “I trust you will enjoy my court, Mistress Grace. You are in fine and gracious company.”

      My voice barely registered. “Thank you.” The king held his hand out to me in invitation. I dropped into a shallow bow until my wound pinched and took his fingers, nervously pressing my lips to the back of his hand. His skin smelled like a bouquet of roses. Slowly, his warm fingers curled into mine, cold metal touching my bottom lip. My eyes opened, meeting the blue-diamond ring glistening from the king’s finger. The room started to spin. When I rose back up, his eyes steadied me, entrancing and curious.

      The Dowager Countess of Warwick pushed Isobel forward. “The Lady Isobel and I are greatly anticipating your blessed companionship this evening,” said the countess.

      “I do hope we may share a dance,” Isobel said in a strange, stilted tone.

      “I regret your late husband cannot join us himself,” the king said to the countess. “He would be immensely proud of this occasion.”

      “Indeed.” She dropped into another curtsy.

      He continued past us as hurriedly as he’d arrived, not so much as glancing back. I turned to watch him stride right out of the hall, my stomach as tight as a fist.

      Great, I have to steal a ring from a king. A ring that’s probably some major family heirloom. He’s likely one of the grandsons of Nicholas the Ironheart. Are they all time travelers? Dating back to freaking Edward the Confessor?

      “Mother, we should reconsider the jewelry,” Isobel said, looking ashen. “Something less tiresome than diamonds. He is wearing none himself this day.”

      “What His Majesty is tired of is your impertinent behavior! Fancy asking the king to dance with you in public.” The Dowager Countess of Warwick shook her head, rattling her tight gray curls. “We must practice again. In haste.” She shot me an icy look before hurrying Isobel away.

      Alice grinned and took my arm in a way that reminded me so much of Mia it hurt. We continued down the center of the hall, where servants lugged in trestle tables while men pored over card games and papers.

       “This is the Great Hall,” Alice explained proudly. “Where we dine, where His Majesty’s most esteemed guests are received, and where the celebratory feast is happening this night. My father was the one who proposed the new peace treaty with France on behalf of the king.” Her voice danced with excitement. “You should absolutely attend this evening; the king encourages maidens of the court to join the feastings.”

      But I was only half listening as I gazed up at the colossal painting eclipsing the far wall. The portrait was of a grim, bearded man wearing a flat cap and navy coat, a blue-diamond ring shimmering from his third finger. It was the exact painting from Mia’s book.

      “Who is that?” I said, my chest seizing.

      “Our beloved King Nick, of course,” said Alice. “He does not look at all like his portrait, does he? Although no one dares point that out to him; I think he likes it.”

      I clutched my stomach, stopping it from crashing to the floor. That gentle, breathtaking boy who’d saved my life in the Tower wasn’t a descendent of Nicholas the Ironheart. He was Nicholas the Ironheart. One of the cruelest, most fearsome kings in history.

      And I’d lied to his face about everything.
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      “There’s no scar.” The face in the portrait had two perfectly smooth cheekbones. Maybe it wasn’t him.

      Alice gawked at me like I’d just said I was from the twenty-first century.

      “Never speak of the scar, especially when you are near the king’s person.” She glanced around, her voice hardly above a breath. “And best not stare too long. Until His Majesty takes a wife, every young lady at court is at risk of slander.” She glanced at the servers placing steaming platters of whole fish onto lines of trestle tables. “Oh curse it; it’s Fish Friday.”

      A trio of musicians played a lute, violin, and oboe in the minstrels’ gallery, the merry tune right out of a Shakespeare play.

      “So the king is still single, huh?” I said as Alice and I settled onto opposite benches. Her brows snapped up like rubber bands. “Just joking,” I added with a smile. But on the inside, I struggled to breathe. Nicholas the Ironheart was going to burn me alive.

      The spicy wine Alice poured from a pewter flask burned my throat.

      “Many believed His Majesty would ask the Lady Isobel Beaumont for her hand in marriage last year,” she said, clearly enjoying the chat about the king’s love life. “Nevertheless, at Christmastide, the French king proposed his sister Princess Henriette as a match, and my father has made three trips to Paris since. Henriette is said to be very beautiful…they call her the ‘Pearl of France’. Father refuses to speak of it with me, but I know an alliance with France is critical if we’re to war with Spain. Not even a Beaumont can compete with a blood royal.”

      “But didn’t you just say there’s a new treaty with France? Isn’t that what the feast tonight is about?”

      Alice stabbed a steaming whole fish with a two-pronged fork. “Treaties break. Marriage is forever. Unless one is widowed, of course.” Her lips tightened.

      Fish of all types and smells turned my stomach. Typical that the first boy I’d looked twice at since Logan Hunter was a murderous, medieval, and practically engaged king.

      “His Majesty doesn’t eat here?” I said, picking at my boiled white fish with a tangy green sauce. I surveyed the room. There was no sign of the black-toothed Countess of Warwick either or any of the men I’d met at the Tower. I hoped Mathew Fox could help lead me to the ring somehow.

      Alice snorted. “The important people at court eat upstairs. Maidens are encouraged to dine in our rooms, which is monstrously dull.” She took tiny bites, chewing silently. I was swamped with a sudden ache to share a plate of hot wings with Mia and Josh at Grill ‘n Chill.

      A scream erupted from several tables away. A man with curly white hair was slumped forward, a young guy whacking his back with violent blows.

      “Heaven help him, he is choking!” cried the man opposite them.

      I was already on my feet. I’d never forget the time Mrs. Horne crashed to the floor at the rest home, her eyes bulging as Mom skillfully applied the Heimlich maneuver, dislodging a butter cookie from the old girl’s windpipe.

      “Don’t hit his back!” I cried, but the guy with bobbed sandy hair was going at him like a boxer. A wall of ogling ladies in stupidly big dresses blocked my path. I hitched up my skirt and climbed onto the trestle table, treading over platters and flasks, grease spattering my shoes.

      The whole palace was a freaking fire hazard.

      “Don’t hit him!” I repeated, jumping between them and pulling back the choking man’s shoulders. I hugged him from behind, jabbing my fist hard into his abdomen. On the third push, a chunk of carrot fired from his throat. He tumbled backward, drinking air. Every eye in the place was on me, and Alice’s hand was clamped across her mouth in what looked like shock.

      “You saved his life…God bless you!” said the man facing the baron. He plucked the carrot from his bouffant hair.

      “No problem.” I hurried back to my seat, avoiding the stunned army.

      “Did your father teach you that?” said Alice.

      “My mother, actually.”

      “What an extraordinary lady.”

      She took a big drink of wine while I gulped fresh milk from one of the smaller flasks, my fingers still quivering.

      “I beg your pardon.” The blonde back-hitter stood over us. His dark blue eyes matched the sapphire pinned to his collar. “I cannot thank you enough for your gallantry. Lord Ashley is my uncle.”

      “I’m glad he’s okay,” I said. Three men were leading Lord Ashley out of the hall, a King Charles Spaniel yapping at their heels.

      The man made a small bow of greeting. “Viscount Hereford. I believe I have not seen you at court before.”

       “Well, that checks out, because I just got here. Emmie.” I could’ve offered him a handshake, but it didn’t feel right.

      “Mistress Emmeline Grace,” Alice quickly corrected. Every new introduction felt like a trial that could land me back in the Tower, but they were getting easier. I even made it through the exchange about Hatfield and my fake family without sweating.

      “Would you be so kind as to accompany me to His Majesty’s celebratory feast this evening?” Hereford’s angular jaw stained red. “Presuming you are not already spoken for. It is a dash presumptuous, but I should very much like to learn more about you.”

      Alice nodded her head vigorously behind his shoulder.

      “I guess…thanks.” I instantly regretted the words. I needed a way out of this extravagant prison, not to attend a swanky dinner with some nobleman who looked at me like I was cookie dough ice cream. But going to the feast could put me in front of the king and his blue-diamond ring. I needed it back before he discovered I’d lied through my teeth to him.

      Hereford bowed, firing instructions about where to meet, before darting after the baron.

      “His wife died last year of the sweat,” explained Alice. She held her cup with both hands like it was a mug of coffee. “Perhaps he is finally ready to share his unspeakable wealth again.” She smiled at me. “Marvelous entrance to Whitehall, Mistress Grace.”
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      Alice walked me to my room, which was through a jumbled warren of winding passages, across an inner courtyard, and inside a thin building that smelled like horse manure. My cramped room was at the end of a musty corridor.

      I took note of which way we’d come in case I needed a quick escape route. I still had no idea how I could steal a ring from a king—or even if it had any powers at all—but I had to try. The thought of being stuck in this place forever was unbearable. “It is a little basic, but we can work on Francis,” Alice observed, taking in the single bed and tiny lattice window with its view of a high brick wall.

      “You’re not talking about the ‘Earl of Warwick’ Francis, are you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “He has not had that title long. Francis is Francis. He is head of the household, unfortunately. He allocates the lodgings.”

      I swallowed the rock in my throat. Awesome. The guy who’d threatened to torture me for speaking against the king was also in charge of my accommodation. No wonder the room smelled like the window hadn’t been opened since the dark ages. Literally.

      Alice swept two fingers across the hearth. “At least the fireplace is nice and sooty. I use it to clean my teeth when the mint runs low. Besides, any room at court is an honor these days. Last year, the Venetians went on strike when they learned they would have to lodge in the city.” She leaned against the desk. “Is your father a wonderful physician then? He should come to court. The king is quite fascinated with the remedies. Francis would steal the apothecaries’  pouches for us all to poke through when we were children.” She laughed.

      I sat on the edge of the mattress, feeling like a truck had collided with my head. Plus, now I was the one about to soak my skirts.

      “Is there a bathroom close by?” I said, trying not to turn red.

      “We passed a wash room coming in,” Alice replied. “Although, being the horsemen’s quarters, I fear it will be in constant use, and not by any maidens. If you mean relieving yourself, use the chamber pot. The necessary woman will empty it.” She glanced at the gold clock on the mantel. “Mercy, I must run. Father will be back and perilously vexed. I will see you at the feast.” There was a touch of mischief in her smile. “On the morrow, I can take you to see the entrance to the Presence Chamber where King Nick gives his audiences. We might even see a scandal unfold. Oh, and you should know where the kitchens are. Go early if you want the French macarons. They are miraculous.”

      She left me alone to stare at the small painting of a young boy in a feathered cap, his eyes two bluish crystals. I’d barely met Nicholas the Ironheart, but he didn’t seem like the murderous type at all. He’d been the opposite…gentle and kind. But he’d also forgotten me like an Alzheimer’s patient. Was that an early sign of madness?

      After making use of the chamber pot, I poked through the space, finding a pile of canvas-bound prayer books under the bed. On the desk was a half-melted candle and a small box filled with metal, charcoal, and paper. The top drawer was crammed with blank scrolls and cool quill pens with ink jars. In another drawer sat a hand mirror, four wooden combs, a tin of creamy white powder, some smudgy black stuff, and bright-red paste. I rubbed a dab of the paste between my fingertips.

      The wooden chest beside the bed was packed with stunning dresses in colors like buttermilk, crepe pink, sage green, and lavender. There were three hooped petticoats and a comically large fur coat. Five pairs of satin shoes lined the bottom alongside worn leather boots, a wooden box of tasseled silk scarves, and a container of pins.

      A hard rap on the door sent me out of my skin. It had to be the king’s messenger, back from Hatfield. I was going right to the bottom of Francis Beaumont’s bucket. My eyes darted around the room, hunting for escape routes.

      A man in a black hood marched in, squinting with age. He let in a draft from the corridor.

      “Lay on the bed, if you please,” he said curtly, dropping a leather bag onto the table.

      My heart shot to my mouth. “What for?”

      “I am Doctor Norris. I’m here to inspect your wound.”

      His firm touch guided me down. Weathered hands gathered my dress to my thigh.

      “Why was this not sutured?” He made a tsk-tsk sound as he opened his bag, retrieving a ball of sponge and a tied bundle of cloth. He opened the tin box on the desk and struck the papery stuff with the metal. It released a shower of sparks, which he caught on the charcoal. He blew to light a flame and heated the cloth bundle.

      “We will let the humors drain,” he said with his back to me. “A poultice will help the healing after I pack the wound. There will be some pain.”

      I clenched my teeth, knowing I was lucky to get any wound dressing at all.

      Doctor Norris pushed the sponge deep inside the holes. I cried out, my fingers clawing the mattress. Norris didn’t flinch, sopping up the blood and placing the warmed bundle over the top before applying pressure. Sweat and tears skated down my cheeks.

      “No bathing for several days,” he said with kind but weary eyes. “I shall be back with a new poultice in a time.”

      I wanted to ask who’d sent him to me, but he packed up and left before I got the nerve.

      I gripped my aching thigh, dizzy with exhaustion. I needed a four-hour shower and a hundred years of sleep, but my heart was beating faster than a marathon runner’s. I limped along the dark corridor, finding a steamy bathing room.

      “Bath or wash, mistress?” said a girl in a coif, folding linen towels. I hadn’t even seen her in the darkness.

      “Wash, please.”

      She handed me a sloshing bucket of water and a cloth tinged with lavender. Behind her was a small room with a burning fire and wooden benches lining the walls like a sauna. I dipped the cloth into the water and quickly wiped myself before I had any horsemen for company. I also speedily washed my underwear.

      Back in my room I changed into a fresh smock and hung my pink koala undies across the window. They may as well have been embroidered with Look at me, I’m from the twenty-first century; why don’t you burn this koala undies-wearing witch at the stake? Do you even know what a koala is?

      I yanked them back down and stuffed them under the mattress. There was nothing resembling fresh underwear in the clothes’ chest, so I tied a clean coif around my legs like an infant.

      The clock from the mantel made a dim chime. I was supposed to meet Viscount Hereford in half an hour. Time to get that ring back and get the heck out of Nicholas the Ironheart’s house.

      I flipped the chest back open, drawn to the sage-green gown with sliced open sleeves. Decorative stitching swirled across the cream bodice and into the petticoat below. The top fit all right, but the bottom hung like a sad balloon deprived of air. I shimmied into a hoop skirt, the dress opening like a flower over it.

      I barely recognized myself in the cloudy hand mirror, brushing my face with white powder and lining my eyes with the black cream. I dabbed the red paste onto my lips and cheeks and braided the top half of my hair on both sides before fastening it at the back with a peony-pink ribbon. I’d looked worse at parties.

      Hoping Alice wasn’t having a laugh, I crouched in front of the fireplace and rubbed soot over my teeth. It tasted surprisingly mild, like charred food, and my mouth felt strangely clean.

      I kept my head low as I passed through the court that reminded me of a walled city, ornately dressed folk pacing in all directions like they were late for their next meeting. For every one woman, there were at least ten men.

      As I cut into the corridor leading to the Great Hall, I nearly collided with Isobel Beaumont. She looked stunning in a black dress crisscrossed with white satin, her pale hair twisted under a white hood.

      “You are attending the king’s feast?” she said, clearly taken aback.

      “I’m as surprised as you are,” I replied with a chuckle. “You look nice.”

      She gaped at my dress before her pink lips opened into an unnerving snigger. I thought I smelled wine on her breath. The Dowager Countess of Warwick appeared behind her, fiddling with a diamond spiderweb necklace woven over her jet-black gown. When she saw me, she made a throaty snicker like I was a punch line. “Come, Isobel. His Majesty has already arrived.”

      They left, giggling and leaving behind a whiff of lemon cake as I hung back from the hall’s entrance, my eyes burning. Was there a century on earth where I wasn’t the weird new kid who no one liked?

      “I’m pleased I am not the only one who cannot read a sodding clock,” said Alice as she practically skidded in beside me, a satin purse wedged under her arm. Her face popped with makeup that complemented her black satin gown, her hair loose beneath a halo-shaped hood. She took my wrist. “Heavens, your frock!”

      “What’s with everyone and this dress? Is it on backwards?”

      As the shuffling crowd carried us into the Great Hall, I finally got the joke. Hundreds of guests stood chattering over the lively music—every single one of them wearing black or white.

      My face burned brighter than the chandeliers. “Why didn’t you say there was a theme?”

      “Forgive me, I thought you knew,” said Alice, clapping a hand to her forehead. She unpinned the black hood from her hair and fixed it on mine. “Here. Only one feature in black or white. Hoods make me itch, anyway.” She jiggled her loose waves with her fingers.

      I spotted the king in the far corner, touching a man’s shoulder as he laughed. He was so hot it was criminal, his black leather coat slashed diagonally with a thick white stripe. When he caught my eye, I tried to look away, but his eyes drew mine back. He gave me a slight nod—like a greeting—and I tilted my head while clutching my dress in an awkward curtsy. When he turned around, I stretched my neck to see if he was wearing the ring, but Alice led me away.

      We wandered deeper into the hall, guests greeting Alice like she was royalty. “I could eat a swine,” she said, scrutinizing the servers with a hand on her stomach.

      The beefy red-haired guy from the park stepped into my vision—the one who’d taken me to the Tower.

      “Who’s that?” I said tightly.

      “That is Robert Fox, the Earl of Lansbury, with the daughter of Baron Wharton,” Alice replied. “Lord Lansbury is a gentleman of the Privy Chamber and one of the king’s closest friends. Nevertheless, stay clear of him. He drinks ale for breakfast and likes to take the maidenheads of young girls.”

      Lord Lansbury leaned too close to the skeletal girl in the low-cut gown. I scanned faces for his pint-sized brother who’d released me from the Tower, but the cordial Mathew Fox was nowhere to be seen.

      Alice pointed out a silver-haired man speaking with a bearded guy in a black cloak. “That is my wonderfully accomplished father, Sir Thomas Grey, with Rodrigo Montoya, the ambassador of Spain. Father is likely doing his best to appease him. Spain may be the most powerful country in Christendom, but it is still no match for England and France united.”

      Alice then shrieked as a pair of miniscule hands clasped around her skirt. A little girl appeared through the folds in a white V-shaped gown. Her fire-engine-red hair was intricately plaited with matching ribbon.

      “Kit,” laughed Alice, crouching. “You plum.”

      The child’s startlingly blue eyes met mine. Her face was as serene as an olden-day painting.

      “This is my new friend, Mistress Emmeline Grace,” Alice explained.

      “Oh please, it’s Emmie,” I said, my cheeks warm.

      Kit gazed up at me. “May we be best friends, too?”

      I smiled. “Sure.”

      A figure stepped between us, coal black eyes attacking mine like assault rifles. They belonged to the Earl of Warwick, Francis Beaumont.

      “I am pleased you arrived safely, Mistress Grace,” he said with far more courtesy than he’d shown in the Tower. “I trust your ride from Hatfield was pleasant.” He emphasized the town’s name, and I got the message. My stint in the Tower of London was not public knowledge.

      My mouth turned to sand again. “It was fine, thanks.”

      “May we go hunting again on the morrow?” Kit said to Francis. She grinned at me through a missing front tooth. “I shot a boar today.”

      “Truly? I thought it was a deer,” he replied, looking right at me.

      Alice glared at Francis. “You took an eight-year-old hunting?”

      “I took a young girl out for some amusement. Is there a problem?”

      “When you are involved? Habitually.”

      “Did you wake on the wrong side of the sun today?” he snapped. “Come, Kit. We must present you to Philippe Renard, the new French ambassador.”

      Alice snatched a cup from a passing server as Francis led Kit away. “Pillock.”

      “I pray you do not mean me,” said a crisp voice.

      We spun to face the triangular chin of Viscount Hereford. He was a touch dashing in a white coat with black pants, James Bond–style, his hair combed straight back.

      Alice excused herself with perfect poise and threw me a subtle thumbs-up behind his back. Holy crap, the thumbs-up is as old as heads on pikes.

      Hereford kissed my hand, his lips icicles. “Mistress Grace, you are an enchantment. You arrived without me, wicked girl, and in the wrong color.”

      “I just went with one feature in black. Thought I’d switch things up a bit.” I touched my hood.

      He smiled at me like I was a kitten he wanted to play with. “Tell me. Are you as daring on the dance floor?”

      “Depends on who’s playing. Got any Atomic?” I couldn’t resist.

      Emmie, speak normally. Sixteenth-century normal.

      A blast of trumpets sent guests hunting for their place settings. It was clear that no one was allowed to sit until the king had settled into his royal chair atop a platform draped with a black-and-white canopy displaying his coat of arms. As the king leisurely took his seat, his golden crown reflected a glimmer from his third finger. I was too far away to tell if it was the blue-diamond ring.

      Hereford guided me to my spot beside him, which was miles from Alice.

      “I have an estate near Hatfield,” he said, offering me a plate of salted anchovies. “Where is your manor?”

      I coughed. “Just outside town. So were you involved with this treaty?”

      “Naturally.” He grabbed a handful of almonds and tossed them at his mouth, a few hitting the checkered floor. “King Nick lodged at my estate near Dover when he made the terms. His Grace was quite a fan of my hawks, commandeering two of my best. He swore to replace them with more favorable young, but has not yet obliged, which is scarcely a surprise.”

      “I guess he’s pretty busy. Negotiating world peace and everything.”

      Hereford sneered. “Actually, if it were not for me forgoing countless jugs of my finest wines, I believe the French king would have been not so agreeable.”

      As Hereford’s Ode to Himself continued, I took my chance to look the king’s way again. He was gracefully accepting a parade of dishes presented before him—roasted whole turkeys, pigeons and pigs, enough breads and cheeses to feed a village, vegetable towers assembled like desserts, and a baked swan redressed in its own feathers.

      When two servants carefully carried the final platter to the king’s table chased by a sweaty chef, Hereford’s breath moved to my ear. “Watch closely.”

      “For what?”

      “Magic.”

      The chef slowly lifted the lid, uncovering a gigantic roasted partridge. When he brought the knife to the bird’s chest, I felt my eyes pulled upward. Nicholas the Ironheart was looking right at me, a bolt of electricity charging down both my arms and legs. He held the eye contact until my cheeks flushed, his mouth curling up slightly. A second later, five pigeons flapped right out of the partridge’s open cavity, breaking the moment.

      When the king laughed politely, the room exploded with claps. The partridge was switched with a freshly cooked alternative, and swiftly divvied up between each table. I barely tasted it, my brain scrutinizing what had just happened. Why would the king look at me like that? I was a high-school student from the twenty-first century who hated history. And why hadn’t he looked back my way since? Was it my scrappy hair?

      Hereford was chewing my ear off about his estate in Northumberland as I dug into a block of cheese. I’d barely got a word in by the time dessert arrived, which was giant jellies filled with fresh berries, custard tarts garnished with violets, and freshly baked macarons sprinkled with sugar and chopped almonds. As full as I was, I downed the macarons in two bites and took another serving. Alice was right; they were miraculous.

      Hereford rose, dusting sugar from his narrow lips. “A marvelous feast. Now, we work it off.” He presented his hand to me. Couples sashayed to the center of the hall as the music lifted in volume and pace.

      “I’m not really a dancer,” I stammered. “Too much coordination required.”

      He pulled me to my feet. “It is the most elementary dance in the realm.”

      It was beyond lucky that the ache in my leg had diminished a little and the steps were easy enough—step toward your partner, hold your right arm up, and circle around them. Repeat the other way. My chest began to constrict with unease. I needed to find that ring, not get my groove on.

      My eyes hunted for Nicholas the Ironheart, seemingly known here as King Nick, when Hereford spun me into the scowl of Francis Beaumont. He took Hereford’s place, who circled away with a burly woman wearing a hood of midnight-blue opals.

      Francis’s black curls smelled like soap. “Less than a day at Whitehall and you have already forgotten where you spent the night,” he said under his breath as we danced. “And I see you have made a new friend.”

      “You mean Alice?” She was at her father’s table, straightening his velvet coat.

      “I mean Lord Hereford. An utter hairbrain, but far above you in station. And you would be wise to steer clear of Mistress Grey. Her mind is as sharp as a pike. She will soon catch on that you are nothing more than a spy, when I acquire proof.”

      “You clearly have no idea that it was the king himself who brought me here,” I said shakily. “And I’m thinking that even you have to do what he says.”

      Francis’s shoulders tensed. “I take pleasure in anything His Majesty desires, but it is my position to protect him. I will not resign myself to any degree of trust.”

      “It’s okay. He’s a kind person and you’re not. I get it.”

      He laughed lightly, revealing a gap between his center teeth. “You believe the king is merciful? That jailer who attacked you in the Tower? He is already dead. I prepared the warrant myself at His Majesty’s command.”

      The aftertaste of macarons gurgled in my throat as the king’s angelic face came into view, speaking intensely with one of the ambassadors. Did he really kill that guard because of me?

      The song ending was an act of mercy. I hightailed it away from Francis, spotting Hereford taking a seat at the card table with a bunch of bearded noblemen. I crossed a drunken cluster to find Alice, and in doing so, weaved my way into the mesmeric stare of King Nick.

      “Mistress Grace,” he said with soft surprise. Flecks of diamonds glittered from his tousled hair, his strong legs wrapped snugly in black leather. Before I could find my tongue, a stout man glided between us, speaking French. The king replied fluently, gesturing to me.

      The Frenchman kissed my hand. “C’est un plaisir de faire votre connaissance, mademoiselle.”

      “Sorry, I don’t understand French,” I said with a stammer.

      The king thanked the man before stepping into my space, nearly tipping me backward.

      “Let us dance,” he said closely. “An escape from this endless fanfare.”

      The couple beside us danced with their palms facing, but leaving a clear inch of space between their hands.

      The king rotated around me with his hand held up and I followed, our palms so close together I could feel the heat of his skin. It made my own skin tingle and my cheeks burn. My eyes zeroed in on the blue-diamond ring gleaming from his third finger. Panic gripped my chest and squeezed it like a vice.

      King Nick’s gaze swept across my sage-green dress. “You enjoy somewhat unusual attire.”

      “Fashion’s pretty forward in Hatfield,” I replied, my lips dry. “Black and white is so last season.”

      I wasn’t prepared for his heart-melting smile at close range, his cheeks dotted with dimples. His aquamarine eyes focused on me so intensely I had to look away. Behind him, the Dowager Countess of Warwick literally pushed Isobel toward us. Isobel stumbled and nearly face-planted. The king’s bald-headed guard led her into a dance as if to rescue her from embarrassment.

      “I was not aware you are courting Lord Hereford,” Nick said close to my ear.

      “Neither was I.”

      Thomas Grey cut in, his pale eyes passing over mine as the king took a step backward. Thomas bowed to the king. “Your Grace, may I present the French ambassador, His Excellency Philippe Renard, with a gesture from Princess Henriette of France in celebration of this wondrous occasion.”

      “Another one?” quipped Nick.

      The French ambassador stepped forward, holding a gargantuan bouquet of yellow flowers fastened with diamond-lined ribbon. “The chrysanthemums represent optimism, loyalty, and love between England and France,” he said, tipping his coiffed curls.

      The king politely inhaled their scent before waving the bouquet away.

      He then caught something over my shoulder and smiled. “I fear I am in a dream. My companion for this evening has finally agreed to dance with me.”

      I turned to meet Isobel Beaumont’s dainty face, her eyes glassy from all the wine I’d seen her drink. My chest hit the floor. But a tiny figure brushed past her skirts to take the king’s hand. He squeezed it, facing me. “Mistress Grace, may I present my delightful and deeply-afraid-of-dancing sister, Her Royal Highness the Princess Catherine.”

      I dropped into a curtsy as Kit tapped his arm. “We are already best friends.”

      “You are?”

      She lifted her shoulders at me. “I enjoy dancing. But not with my brother. His feet are too quick.”

      Nick scoffed and tugged her into a turn while I fought to catch my breath.

      Kit was Princess Catherine. The same one who was brutally murdered at the age of eight—the exact age Alice said she was now. The murder that would destroy England and turn its king into a merciless tyrant.

      Kit squealed with every spin, Nick’s face bright with laughter. He was beaming, his demeanor totally different with her. No one dared cut between them.

      If I wasn’t gaping at them like a freak, I wouldn’t have noticed the king’s steps begin to slow, his forehead lining with strain. He stopped and made an abrupt turn, coughing into his fist. He wavered in his boots, grabbing his neck with both hands, his eyes wide.

      “Majesty?” said one voice and then another.

      Kit’s glove flew to her mouth as hundreds of feet stilled, a crowd of spectators quickly taking shape. The music fell to silence, the players leaning over the minstrels’ gallery.

      Coughing uncontrollably, the king tumbled backward into the clutches of Francis Beaumont, Lord Lansbury, and three other men with panicked faces. They hoisted him up and carried him away, Thomas Grey chasing them with a handkerchief pressed to his own brow.

      “God save the king!” cried the Dowager Countess of Warwick. Isobel burst into tears.

      I wasn’t sure God could save him. But maybe I could.
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      The court was a different place when the king was in danger: women crying like babies, pale-faced men meandering the drafty halls, everyone whispering. I didn’t wait to ask Alice if what I was doing was totally insane, because I already knew that didn’t even cover it. Still, my feet steered me upstairs toward the Presence Chamber as if I had every right to be there.

      It was the only option I had. Not only was I almost sure I knew what was wrong with King Nick, but I had to get that ring, especially if he was on his way to the royal crypt ahead of schedule.

      The spiral staircase opened into a waiting room with three sets of double doors crossed with pikes. I folded my arms over myself to keep warm and approached the nearest guard with the bushy beard.

      “May I help you, mistress?” he said.

      “Is it possible to see the king?”

      He looked at me like I’d grown seven heads. “His Majesty is indisposed and not giving audiences.”

      I spotted Francis Beaumont glaring at me through the gap in the pikes. He pushed through the guards and pulled me aside.

      “What in the devil are you doing here?”

      “I saw what happened. I think I can help.”

      “Half the country’s noblemen saw what happened. Why do you insist on making such a spectacle of yourself? Are you that impatient to meet the scaffold?”

      “Is the king okay?” The moment I asked the question, I craved the answer.

      Francis exhaled heavily. “By God’s grace, His Majesty appears to have recovered again. The deep breathing usually helps, as does the harpist.”

      “This has happened before?” I dropped my voice. “I think it was the chrysanthemums. I think he’s allergic to them. I’m obviously no expert on asthma, but you should look into that, especially if this has happened before.”

      Francis grunted with amusement. “You accuse Princess Henriette of France of poisoning the King of England with flowers?”

      “Not intentionally. But you should get rid of all the flowers in the court to be safe, as well as dust and pets—especially cats. Things that can make his airways swell up until he can’t breathe.” I held my neck, remembering the feeling. Springtime always made me wheezy.

      Francis crossed his arms. “Your father is a specialist in the breath?”

      I hesitated. “Yes.”

      Oh God, I think I just invented the word ‘asthma’ as well as Dr. Martin Grace, the pulmonologist.

      Francis shook his head, his brow lining. “Sir Thomas Grey has had over ten years to fix this dreaded affliction, and yet it plagues His Majesty more than ever. Now before the courtiers, no less. What will it be next? A meeting of Parliament?” He slapped his forehead. “Come. You will share your father’s theories yourself.”

      I felt my face pale, even though this was exactly what I’d wanted.

      Francis made a face at me. “Look not so alarmed, Mistress Grace. You are hardly the first maiden to be brought to the king’s chambers at nightfall. Ask my sister Isobel.”

      The words stung a little as he led me through a lavish throne room and into a rear office. An elongated meeting table plastered with books and papers drew a line down the center of the room. At the far end an immense stained-glass curtained window overlooked the Thames, the moonlight illuminating tapestries of eagles in flight and roaring lions.

      We approached an ajar door. Francis stopped beside a platter of oranges and pressed his finger to his lips. I froze, all the air trapped in my lungs.

      “—the opportunity, Majesty,” said a man’s voice through the gap. “You may demonstrate your strength in person, as well as your support of this historic treaty of friendship.”

      “Is that what you are calling it now?”

      My breath snagged at the unexpected sound of Nick’s voice. It was a little gravelly, but he sounded okay. Francis listened intently.

      The second man continued. “If I may persist in my most unworthy speech, Majesty, visiting France would be most opportune now. The ink on the alliance is not yet dry.”

      When the man’s volume dropped, Francis slanted forward to listen closer, accidentally knocking the door shut. A second later, it swung open again in his face.

      Alice’s father, Thomas Grey, lurched through the gap. “Are you so devoid of your own opinions you must resort to spying on others?” He glowered at me. “Who is this?”  

      “Mistress Grace,” said King Nick, leaning into the arched doorway. He was painfully cute in a white linen shirt unbuttoned at the neck. He didn’t look at all like he was dying from asthma.

      “The lady requests an urgent audience,” Francis said quickly.

      The king barely blinked. “Sir Thomas, prepare a notice to the court that I am in fine health and was simply a touch fatigued this evening after brokering this historic agreement with France. Francis, go to Kit’s rooms at once and share the news I am feeling better. I will break fast with her in the morning.” He stepped aside in invitation for me to enter. “Mistress Grace.”

      My feet obliged, knowing I had no choice. Nick didn’t move as I brushed past him. He closed the door on Francis and Thomas arguing.

      “Christ, since I was but five, they have fought worse than father and son,” he said, offering me sweet wine, but I shook my head. “Surely you’ll take a macaron then? Provided you did not finish them off at my feast. I am astonished we have any left in the castle.” He lifted the lid on a plate that smelled like a French bakery.

      I helped myself to two, surveying the tower of beige meringues. “You don’t have any other colors?” I said, attempting to meet his sarcasm. Nick frowned and closed the lid.

      It was hard not to gape, not just at him but at everything in sight. We were in some sort of opulent living room, the walls lined with crimson and gold satin, purple velvet chairs tilted toward a grand fireplace embossed with a crowned Tudor rose. A table right out of a museum presented fanned-out playing cards and a chessboard. The rose-tinged air was the perfect temperature.

      “Is something amiss?” Nick touched the leather pants that gripped his legs so well, the blue-diamond ring still circling his finger.

      “Every room here is so…beautiful.”

      The firelight glinted from his teeth as he smiled. “You should see Hampton Court.”

      “You have another one of these?”

      He laughed. “I have more than fifty manors. Some are smaller.” For a moment we just stood there, butterflies swarming in my stomach.

      King Nicholas the First, is it okay if I borrow that priceless diamond ring for a few hours? So I can see if it takes me back to the twenty-first century? That’d be awesome, cheers.

      He cleared his throat. “What is it that could not wait, Mistress Grace?”

      “Oh. Well, I was there when you collapsed tonight,” I stammered. “At the party.”

      “I remember.”

      “And I thought I might be able to help, but you seem fine now, so I’m really sorry to have bothered you.”

      A knock cut between us. “Come,” Nick said firmly.

      The gentleman who’d danced with Isobel stepped in with a bow, his bare scalp slick with sweat. “Doctor Norris is still occupied with the apothecaries, Majesty, but insisted I bring you fresh remedies.”

      “Leave them. Oh, and Mark, bring some more macarons. Do we have any other colors?”

      The gentleman’s copper brows puckered. “Colors, Majesty?”

      “I’m certain you have heard of them. Blue, green, purple, that sort of thing.” Nick sent him away with a flick of his hand.

      The steaming cups smelled like Mia’s boiled Chinese herbs when she had unexplained dizzy spells. I tried not to swallow the foul stench.

      “Norris and his hideous concoctions,” Nick said to the bay window, as if he’d heard me.

      “Do they help?” I said gently.

      “Likely not. I have had this condition since I was a child. I’ve lost count of how many occurrences.”

      “Do you know what it is?”

      He paused, inhaling deeply. “Norris claims it is something called anxiety. A condition not of the body, but of the mind. He believes it is a suppressed call for my mother, God rest her soul.” He brushed his forehead. “Christ, why am I telling you this? I may have to lock you in the Tower still.”

      “So you do remember me.”

      He turned to me, his face furrowing. “You doubt it?”

      “I didn’t seem very memorable this morning when you chatted with that pompous woman in the Great Hall.”

      He walked slowly toward me. “If the pompous woman you speak of is the Dowager Countess of Warwick, she is the last person you would want discovering you spent a night in the Tower of London on suspicion of treason. That lady has a small mind and a large voice and will stop at nothing to bring down anyone lovelier than she. You should thank me.”

      He stopped so close to me I could smell the rose oil on his skin.

      “Thank you,” I said, a little winded.

      “Tell me why you really came here,” he said softly, his face probing mine. “Because, Mistress Grace, it may come as a surprise that I have not met quite so forward a lady—”

      “I don’t think you have anxiety.” My sweaty fingers fisted my skirt. “Unless you get panic attacks or something, but it looks more like asthma to me. That’s all I came here to say.”

      His face creased. “Come again?”

      “Asthma is an allergic condition. Certain triggers like flowers, exercise, dust—even grass—can make the airways in your lungs close up so you can’t breathe. If you stay away from those things for awhile, you could see if it makes a difference.”

      His brow lifted. “You are proposing I stay away from grass?”

      “If that’s what it takes. It would only be certain types of grass, I think; I’d have to check.” I pointed at a vase of orange flowers shaped like crab claws. “And you should really take those out. Mom said flowers can be the worst.”

      Emmie, these people are going to lock you up…and for spectacular reasons.

      Nick hadn’t moved. “But those are from the Canary Isles.”

      “Exactly. Where the canaries are surely missing them.”

      Chuckling like he wasn’t sure he should, he stepped past me and picked up an exquisitely carved lute. He settled into a chair, holding it like a guitar. “Did your father also teach you that trick you performed today on the Lord Ashley?”

      “How did you know about that?”

      He plucked a few strings. “Perhaps I shall call upon Hatfield on my next progress, which is sure to have come and gone by the time you sit down. You may keep me company awhile.”

      My stomach trembled as I balanced on the edge of the opposite chair, still working out how to maneuver the dress. Sixteenth-century England needed jeans. Man, his legs would look good in jeans.

      “Do you enjoy the lute?” he said, strumming lightly.

      I refrained from saying it looked like a smashed guitar. “Sure.”

      The gentle tune was beautiful, and I could tell from years of watching Josh that Nick played well. As he concentrated on his fingers, I was free to gaze at his beautiful features one by one, before his scar tipped into my sight line. He stumbled over a note.

      “Pretty song,” I said gently.

      “It is merely an original composition I’ve been experimenting with. Although I feel it may work better on the harp.”

      “You play the harp as well?” I helped myself to another macaron.

      “Of course, alongside the lute, the flute, the viol, and the virginals. Which do you play?”

      I tried not to laugh. “I’m musically challenged.”

      He rested the lute between his long legs. “You cannot play music, you know not even basic French, your dancing is mediocre at best, and yet you speak in a way that is so…” He searched for the right word. “Worldly.” My laugh escaped before I could stop it. His eyes glimmered. “You agree not?”

      “Oh, I completely agree about the dancing.”

      “You should study more. I believe women of decent breeding should be educated in all the classics, as well as music and dance. At age eight, my sister Kit is nearly fluent in four languages and is an extraordinary painter.”

      His face lit up like a Christmas tree just as mine fell. Shouldn’t I warn him that his adored little sister is about to be murdered?

      Dimples pressed his cheeks. “Now come on, there must be something you can do. I’ll wager you are a fiend for embroidery.”

      His playful smile was making it hard to think, but I was determined to prove I wasn’t totally useless. My eyes dropped to the tanned fingers grazing his thigh.

      “There is one thing, I suppose.”

      I crouched in front of him, fumbling to untie the pink ribbon from my hair. When I reached for his hand and gently opened his fingers, I felt the air between us spark like a struck match. I wrapped the ribbon twice around his middle finger, crushing the urge to slide the blue diamond right off his smooth skin. Holding the ribbon there with my thumb, I pulled each side down and across, before folding the silky fabric to make two loops. My heart thumped so loudly they could surely hear it in Morocco. I tugged the knot to tighten it, and fed the loose ends through the ring.

      “Ta-dah,” I said shakily, letting go. “It’s a knot ring. It looks a lot better when it’s done with wire.”

      When I glanced up at him, those killer eyes entangled with mine.

      “Jewelry is what captivates you,” he said softly.

      “Making it, mostly. And don’t forget macarons.”

      His laugh was too cute. He stood up. “I want to show you something.”

      I followed him through another small room with plush chairs and mirrors, what looked to be a dining chamber, and into a far room, my cheeks flooding with heat. A four-poster bed stood in my path, its wooden pillars twisting like vines in assorted shades of wood. Mercifully, Nick walked right past the bed and stopped at a stunning cabinet made of layered bone and decorated with gemstones. He cocked his finger for me to join him.

      I zigzagged past a tall sculpture of an eagle in flight and peered into the cabinet. The array of jewels would’ve put any Fifth Avenue window to shame. Strings of perfectly round pearls shared space with rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and diamonds—some as large as golf balls. One pendant necklace displayed an emerald the size of a postage stamp.

      “The ancient people believed jewels were tears cried by their gods,” Nick said near my shoulder.

      “What a sad day for the gods.”

      He opened a tray, my eyes drawn to his muscular forearm. Resting on purple velvet was a magnificent necklace of glittering blue diamonds delicately positioned beside a pair of matching earrings. I brushed their cold surfaces with my fingers.

      “A little ladylike for you, don’t you think?”

      He laughed, but stiffly. “These are the official jewels of the Queens of England. To be presented to my bride upon our betrothal.” He twisted the blue-diamond ring right off his finger and placed it beside them. “Designed as a match to my coronation ring. A ring you were found wearing yesterday.”

      Every bone in my body snapped as Nick turned to me, his expression darkening.

      “And now you will tell me, Mistress Grace. Why did you have a ring stolen from my court many years ago? And what does it have to do with you compromising your character to come to my chambers at midnight hour?”

      I fought to speak, when a thump at the door made us both jump.

      “What is it now?” Nick said sharply.

      The second I saw his strong shoulders turn for the door, I snatched the ring and dropped it down my bodice. It felt like a block of ice in my cleavage. I nudged the drawer closed with my butt, taking a second to recognize Mathew Fox bowing in the doorway.

      He gripped a small pair of black leather gloves, his face as shocked as mine.

      “What news from Hatfield?” said Nick, pacing toward him. “You may speak it in front of Mistress Grace.”

      The king’s words bounced between my ears like an echo. Nick sent Mathew to Hatfield to contact my family. I’m too late. I’ve been smoked out as a liar, and Nicholas the Ironheart is going to slice off my head.

      I’d forgotten the smooth resonance of Mathew’s voice. He sounded nervous. “Doctor Grace was not at hand during my visit, Your Majesty. However, I assure you, he is well known in Hatfield and of a respectful name. I assured his family that his daughter Mistress Grace is safe and well. In fact, they would be most honored for her to stay at court as long as the king is gracious. She may write to them at once. Also, Majesty, I corroborated Mistress Grace’s account that she purchased a blue-diamond ring from a market seller not three weeks past. She had no knowledge of it being crown property. Naturally, I am following up with the merchants as to how your coronation ring arrived there in the first place.”

      I stopped breathing entirely. In a day of unbelievable shocks, this took the grand prize.

      Nick squeezed Mathew’s thin shoulder to thank him, before waving him away. He took a moment to speak, his back to me.

      “You must think me a monster.”

      “It’s fine.” My voice wasn’t my own.

      He turned to face me, but his eyes didn’t meet mine. “I must prepare to greet the court in the morning. You will be seen to your room.”

      “Of course…sorry.” I backed toward the door the way the others had, my heart leaping out of my chest. But the ring felt stuck, and Nick didn’t so much as glance at the cabinet. He looked only at me.

      “So will you?” he said, his tight voice stopping my feet. “Stay?”

      I felt myself stiffen. “Here? In your room?”

      His cheeks were like burning tinder. “At court. Will you stay for the summer? If your father consents?”

      When I struggled to reply, his face pinched. “I understand. You have a family to return to.” He stepped away from me. “You have my permission to leave court, if it pleases you. Be certain that your family will be granted compensation without delay.”

      He called for Mark, the gentleman of the bedchamber, who hastily escorted me back downstairs past incoming platters of macarons in various shades of beige. I rushed back to my room and tried to lock the door behind me, but there wasn’t one. Has no one here thought of locks yet?

      I tore off the itchy sage gown, my palms a sweat factory. My fingers fumbled to slide the ring onto my thumb. The king’s guards could burst in with swords pointed at any moment.

      After throwing on a linen nightgown trimmed with lace, I climbed into the vanilla-scented sheets. I tossed back and forth on the scratchy mattress like the bed was a nest of insects. Is this going to work? Am I really going home? My hand pressed a sickly feeling in my stomach.

      There was a light tap at the door. I froze, the sound repeating.

      “Mistress Emmeline Grace?” said a female voice.

      “Yes?” I could barely breathe, my thumb sliding deeper under the blanket.

      A young maid entered and dropped a navy velvet pouch on the desk. She curtsied and left.

      I scrambled out of the bed, untying the string. Inside was a fresh sprig of rosemary and a note. The writing was beautiful and cursive.

      

      For beneath your pillow, for the sweetest of dreams in this place of unfamiliarity.

      Thank you for your kindhearted care for my health. I will be mindful of grass.

      Goodnight,

      Nicholas R.

      * You are right. Whitehall is very beautiful tonight.

      

      My heart galloped as I read the words, trying to decipher the last line. I slid the rosemary under my pillow and twisted in the sheets, trying to get comfortable. All I could see was the glimmer in Nick’s eyes as they’d stared into mine. It was like being watched by an angel.

      I thought back to the image of Kit’s heart-shaped face and Nick’s loving gaze as he’d danced with her. She was so tiny and sweet. Why would anyone want to kill her? And why on earth did Mathew Fox lie to his king for me?

      The last image I glimpsed before tumbling into oblivion was the Tower of London jailer. He glared at me with ochre eyes, blood splattering across his beard as his head was struck clean off his shoulders.

      Just because he’d hurt me.
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      Fingernails pierced my skin like needles. I could smell fish sauce, and someone was shaking my forearm. Ebony eyes with smudged liner met my blurred vision.

      “Emmie, what are you doing here? Where have you been?” Mia’s usually calm voice was shrill, her lean legs bare under a vintage Metallica t-shirt. She lurched off the bed, her eyes glued to me as she shouted for her mom.

      I sprang up, lavender walls and marble furniture attacking me from all directions. You’re back. You did it. You’re here.

      “Where were you?” said Mia, her eyes threatening tears. “And you just show up in my bed? What the f—”

      “Stop,” I said, holding my palm out. The blue-diamond ring glittered from my thumb. I shivered like I was freezing, but sweat beaded on my neck.

      Mrs. Fairbanks barged through the door, calling for her husband. A second later, all four of them were gawking at me—Mia, her mom, her dad, and her brother Tristan. Mr. Fairbanks held his shaking cell phone to his ear.

      “Carol, she’s here,” he said, his voice sped up. He handed me his latest-issue smartphone. I pressed the cold aluminum casing to my ear, my mouth like sandpaper.

      “Emmie? Emmie?” Mom was saying frantically.

      “I’m here,” I said, my voice scratchy from sleep. The Fairbanks still stood there like I was some kind of variety show. “I’m okay.”

      Mom was sobbing, barely able to speak. When she asked where I’d been, I gripped my lead forehead.

      “I’m going to come home now.” My cheeks crushed the urge to cry. “I’ll talk to you then.”

      “I’ll drive you,” said Mrs. Fairbanks. Her husband put his arm around her. Mia wiped silent tears from her puffy eyes.

      I hung up on Mom’s sniffles and handed the phone back to Mr. Fairbanks, whose face was a firestorm. None of them moved an inch as I scrambled to find my sandals, totally lost as to what to say.

      Okay, yes, I disappeared. I didn’t mean to, but this ring sent me back to the freaking sixteenth century. To the court of Nicholas the Ironheart, who wasn’t the frightening old tyrant in the books, by the way. He was young, and kind, and unbearably cute. And he and his sister are in grave danger, and I could have helped them.

      The panic surged without warning, sending me to my feet.

      “I’m really sorry,” I mumbled. “How long was I gone?”

      Mia’s voice wavered. “A whole day. Half the town’s been looking for you.”

      “Really?” I don’t even know half the town.

      “Where were you, Emmie?” said Mrs. Fairbanks.

      “And what are you wearing?” Mia cut in. “Is that some kind of costume?”

      I glanced down at the thick linen nightie. “Yeah, actually. It’s…it’s from a play.”

      “You’re in a play?”

      I picked up my bag, keeping my face to the floor. “At one of those community theaters in Southbridge. That’s where I was. Sorry I didn’t tell you. I was…I was embarrassed. But I’d forgotten my stuff here, so my friend dropped me off.”

      “We thought you were dead and you were on stage?” Mia cried. “And which friend?”

      “It was just one day,” I said, biting my lip so hard it nearly bled. “I’ll explain it all later, but I just want to go home.”

      Mr. Fairbanks nodded. “Come on.”
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      Mia didn’t even look at me as I climbed into her parents’ chilly Cadillac SUV, let alone come along for the drive. The rain had stopped, but the roads were foggy, the street lamps a string of fuzzy halos.

      Mom ran down the path as the car pulled up outside. I stepped out and hugged her tightly, breathing in her dollar-store shampoo. She wouldn’t take her eyes off me, walking me inside like I was an invalid.

      “Where were you?” she said, her chest rising and falling like an old lady’s.

      I’d forgotten how stale our house smelled, how it didn’t feel like home, even after three years. I scooped up our miniature schnauzer, Ruby, and flopped onto the stained mocha couch.

      “I was fine,” I said shakily. I repeated my vague story about being in Southbridge for a play and my friend driving me to Mia’s to get my laptop.

      “A play? Do you know I had to call your father? And that woman answered?” If there was a button to switch off my hearing, I would’ve pressed it right then.

      Mom’s voice shot up ten decibels. “And then I called the police! But they can’t do anything until the person’s gone more than twenty-four hours.”

      “I know,” I muttered. “I’ve seen it on TV.”

      “Emmie!” she slammed her fist onto her jeans. “How can you take off like that? Even Mia didn’t know where you were.”

      My hands flew to my ears. “Please, Mom, stop! I’m sorry, okay?”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose, her fingers shuddering. “Has this got something to do with a boy?”

      I kneaded my eyes. “Can’t I just go to bed? We can talk about it tomorrow.”

      “No, you may not. I am your mother, and I was worried sick about you. I have no idea what to even do with you right now.”

      I stood up and hitched my bag over my shoulder. “Mom, I’m eighteen. I’m really sorry I scared you, but you can’t make me do anything. I’m going to bed.”

      “Is it that Logan boy again? Is that who you were with?” Her broken voice shattered me with guilt. “Because this really isn’t like you at all.”

      I turned back at her, blurting the words. “His name is Nick. And don’t worry, I’m not going to go running off chasing some guy like an idiot.” I had to press my lips closed to avoid finishing the thought out loud.

      Unlike you moving us twenty minutes away from Dad’s college in case he decided to love us again.
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      I tore off the ring that reminded me too much of Nick’s perfect hands and dropped it onto my dresser. In my world, girls like me didn’t hang out with guys like Nicholas Tudor.

      Ruby shadowed me more than usual as I spun the shower tap to warm, wanting the heavy feeling washed away. I caught my reflection in the glass, panting. Two small holes bulged from my outer thigh, packed with bloodied sponge. I gripped the surrounding skin and squeezed, tears I couldn’t fight slipping into the shower stream.

      I sat on the toilet and carefully pulled out the sponge with Mom’s tweezers. There was a bruise, but no pus or angry redness, so I wrapped the wound with a clean bandage. I could hear Mom on the phone downstairs.

      I threw on my favorite thrift-store t-shirt that said Will Design For Money and sat at my desk, pushing aside my tackle box. I flipped open my laptop, Ruby settling at my feet. Typing his name into the search engine sent a ripple of excitement through me.

      

      Nicholas the Ironheart

      

      The image search flooded with various sizes of that same menacing portrait in the books, until a painting I’d never seen loaded at the bottom. My chest caved, emptied of air.

      The face was young and handsome, the eyes translucent blue, the dark auburn hair thick and tousled. A light scar drew a thin line down his cheek. It was unmistakably the guy I’d met. Clicking on the picture opened a biography page. I scanned the text, breathless at the fifth paragraph.

      

      The king’s closest friend, Francis Beaumont, the Earl of Warwick, married the queen’s maid-of-honour Alice Grey in 1580 and was executed for treason in 1582.

      

      Alice married Francis? That shocked me more than the fact that he’d had his head lopped off. Almost everyone I’d met at the Palace of Whitehall showed up in an internet search, even Viscount Hereford. There were thousands of entries about Thomas Grey, chief advisor to one of England’s most notorious kings, some mentioning his two daughters, Violet and Alice. Their mother, Susanna Grey, Thomas Grey’s wife, went missing in 1576 and was never found.

      I continued searching. Isobel Beaumont fell off the radar at a young age, while her croaky-voiced mom, the Dowager Countess of Warwick, became one of the richest and most powerful women in England—ugh.

      I read about Kit’s death until my eyes stung, every article saying the same thing: Princess Catherine was murdered in June of 1580, and her killer was never found. She was taken from her bed without a struggle and strangled with a set of wooden Catholic rosary beads, her neck broken. England was fiercely Protestant at that time and practicing Catholicism was punishable by death. The rosary beads were seen as a symbolic attack on Nick’s Protestant faith.

      I rubbed my eyes and typed one more search, my cheeks tingling.

      

      Nicholas the Ironheart wife

      

      Hundreds of portraits of a pretty girl with inky black ringlets and dark eyes sent me sinking into the chair. She was Princess Henriette of France, who the king married in 1580. Henriette died of consumption several years later, leaving King Nick childless. He never remarried and died at the age of forty-three on the battlefield, but not from war wounds. Witnesses said he choked on his own breath, England rejoicing at the death of their brutal king. The crown passed unchallenged to the Scottish King James the Sixth (the First of England), launching the reign of the House of Stuart and unifying England, Ireland, and Scotland.

      So it looked like asthma got him in the end after all.

      I didn’t know if it was possible to feel any worse as I collapsed onto the mattress, Ruby licking her paws beside me. My mind turned cartwheels, but I was asleep in minutes, kicking the sheets through fitful dreams of Nick collapsing on a bloody field. The image morphed into his corpse burning on a stake as blackened teeth around him cheered.
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      At first, I didn’t know where I was. But then my eyes began to recognize the thin line of light around my alphabet blinds—a relic from the toddler who’d had the bedroom before me. Ruby was barking her head off downstairs: a signal that Mom was leaving for work.

      I rolled onto my side, struck with the memory of King Nick and his amazing court. Had it actually happened? Had I survived time travel, like an alien abduction, my face nearly ending up on every news channel in America? I kicked off the comforter and lifted my thigh, the bandage corroborating the story. The idea of it—that something so spectacular had happened to me, of all people—almost sent me catatonic. The hardest part to grasp was why me? And why did the ring travel between Tudor England and Hatfield, Massachusetts? Was there a connection between them?

      I dug my phone from my bag and turned it on. A message from Mom appeared instantly.

      

      I had to leave for work. Please call me when you get up.

      

      There were two from Josh saying he was glad I was home safe, and one from Mia, her tone way terser than usual.

      

      Come over today if you’re not out of town. We have to do the essay.

      

      Nothing from Dad, of course. I flopped onto the pillow and dialed Mom’s number, tight with guilt over my callous thoughts about her and Dad. Mom’s devotion to the man was borderline humiliating, starting with her chasing him to England uninvited when they’d first met, but she’d always looked after me.

      Mom was driving, so our conversation was mercifully brief, but she told me she had to work a double shift and if I thought about disappearing again, she’d change the locks.

      After a quick shower, I tied on my scuffed shoes and jogged to Mia’s, clouds huddling overhead. How the heck was I going to write an essay about Nicholas the Ironheart? The thought made my stomach curl over itself.

      Mia’s house had morphed into the rock-music bar we snuck into in Southbridge once, Atomic’s sophomore album blasting from speakers she’d set up on her mom’s Qing-dynasty cabinet. I’d loved the album when it first dropped, but after the gentle Tudor violins, it sounded exhausting and loud.

      “Your folks are out?” I said, the marble countertop a mess of bacon slices, fried eggs, and piles of grated cheese.

      “There’s an issue at the hydroponics farm. Something to do with a pump.” Mia handed me a breakfast wrap. I hoped it was a peace offering.

      “Thanks,” I said with a smile, but she didn’t reciprocate.

      We took our wraps outside to the pool and made a picnic on our towels. Mia had already laid out two new notepads with blue, green, and red pens, and a pile of books about Nicholas the Ironheart.

      “We should start,” she said, without looking at me.

      I lowered my wrap, my stomach jittery. “You don’t want to talk about yesterday?”

      “What’s there to talk about? You said you were in a play in Southbridge, and I thought you were dead.”

      My hand flew to her bronzed thigh. “Mia. I’m so sorry.”

      She angled her cheek away. “I just don’t get why you wouldn’t tell me about any of this. It’s so unlike you. Who’s this friend you were with anyway? Do I know her?”

      I watched Tristan flap open a towel at the waterfall end of the pool. His size made him look twenty instead of fifteen.

      “Actually, it’s a he,” I stammered. “A guy I met in Southbridge. He’s a director and asked if I wanted to be in one of his plays. I didn’t say anything, because…I don’t know, it’s not the play I’m interested in—it’s him—but he’s all wrong for me.” I almost wanted to give myself a round of applause. The lies had poured out like water to my best friend in the world.

      Mia gaped at me. “Oh my God, Emmie, you have a boyfriend?”

      “No! Not a boyfriend.”

      “And what do you mean he’s wrong for you? Is he married?”

      “God, no.”

      “He’s a druggie?”

      He’s a Tudor king.

      “He’s older than me,” I blurted, tossing my pen onto my notebook.

      Mia sat up on her knees, her voice speeding up, her hands twitchy. “I had no idea this was why you were acting so nuts. Oh my gosh, you’ve caught yourself a silver fox. Okay, I forgive you.”

      “Ugh, he’s not that old. He’s almost twenty. I think.”

      “That’s not old! It’s actually perfect for you.” She licked mayo off her fingers. “I wish you’d just told me this, you stinker. You need to fill me in on everything. When am I meeting him?”

      I could’ve laughed if I didn’t feel so flat. “Honestly Mia, this one’s not going to work out, so maybe we should just work on the essay.” My chest constricted. Like dating Nicholas the Ironheart was even an option. Plus, my priority was Central Saint Martins. Careers before crushes, I reminded myself. There was no way I was ending up like my mom.

      Mia gave me a hard look, sighing deeply. “Em, I’ve been waiting for you to get that look on your face for three years. Not even Logan gave you that face. Don’t push this guy away because you’re scared.”

      “Mia, please. The essay.” The crack in my voice surprised us both.

      She crossed her long legs. “Fine, but we’re going to talk about this later.” She looked over her notebook. “So I’ve done some reading. Forget what I said before. Nicholas the Ironheart was unquestionably a psycho. So we should say his nickname is deserved, but argue it better than Avery and brown-nose-Ambrose to get the top mark.”

      “Wait, didn’t we already determine his eight-year-old sister was brutally murdered?”

      “So what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I don’t think ‘Ironheart’ is the right word to describe him. His sister was his only living family. He became totally paranoid about who would do that to him.”

      “So which word do you think is better?”

      “I don’t know…misunderstood? Paranoid?”

      “Nicholas the Misunderstood?” Her eyebrows were doing that thing they did when she felt sorry for me. “Em, I’ve seriously read about this.”

      “Well, I actually know a bit about this topic, too.”

      “How? You were in Southbridge with the silver fox.”

      “You’re not the only one who knows about Nicholas the Ironheart!” I could barely look at her. Before yesterday I’d only had one fight with Mia, when she wanted to tattoo our names on each other’s ankles.

      My book snapped closed, the bang louder than I intended. “I think I’m going to work on it on my own for a bit.”

      Her pen hit her lap. “Emmie!”

      “You said you did a lot of reading already. Just let me catch up to you. It’s fine.”

      It took rain droplets sprinkling into our water glasses for her to agree to let me go, promising to call me later. I knew she would grill me about my mysterious Southbridge guy, and I had no idea what to say. I needed to get over my stupid obsession with a king who was long dead. Why was I even talking like he was someone I was dating? I needed therapy.

      I trudged home through the soggy field. My shoes were caked in mud, so I yanked them off and tossed them onto the back deck. I didn’t feel like working on the essay or being alone, and I didn’t have a car to get anywhere. I didn’t even feel like taking Ruby for a run, which wasn’t like me.

      All I felt like was going back there. The thought sliced my chest like a guillotine. Mia was right. I’d never felt so fluttery about a guy. Thinking about him made my face heat up and my stomach twist, but in a really good way.

      Through the window, I watched the elm tree rustle its leaves, my mind racing. Mom wouldn’t be home until the morning. What if I went back, just for a few hours? As long as I didn’t lose the ring, I could come home if things went south. For this to be an option, though, I’d have to fall asleep as quickly as possible.

      I bolted into Mom’s bathroom, tearing folded toothpaste tubes and empty containers off the shelves until I found her sleeping pills. My stomach was flipping every which way. I dropped a tiny blue tablet onto my tongue and gulped water from the faucet.

      Sitting on the edge of my bed, I typed a text to Mom, every word carefully thought out.

      

      I’m catching the bus to Hadley to shop. I need a new phone charger, so I’ll get one there, but you probably won’t be able to call me until I get back tonight. DO NOT WORRY. Your daughter is a grown woman (just) and totally fine. I love you.

      

      I slid the blue-diamond ring onto my thumb and climbed into my bed beside Ruby, questions swooping at me like starving hawks.

      What if this really works and I never get home again?

      Or worse—what if it doesn’t and my life is just this after all?

      My skin trembled against Ruby’s silvery fur as I held her close. As shattered as I was, without a pill, it would’ve taken me hours to fall asleep through the adrenalin storm of pure fear.

      But the sleep came quickly.
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      I couldn’t see through the blackness. But where my eyes failed, my skin and nose carried the answer. There was no way I was in my own bed. The blanket was too thick, too scratchy, and too scented with vanilla and rosemary to be mine.

      The darkness lifted, oak panels materializing on the ceiling. On the opposite wall hung a portrait of a blue-eyed boy in a feathered cap, chilly air drifting through the lattice window.

      I’m back at Whitehall!

      I rolled over and examined the ring like I might see magic infused within it, every cell in my body somersaulting. For a second, I thought maybe I was dreaming, but I still had on my mint-green wrap top, and curved nails scratched at the door.

      “Ruby?”

      She hopped onto the mattress. Her shuddering body was warm, her eyes two black plates. How had she come with me?

      She sprang off the bed and swiped at the door, her “I have to pee” signal. My toes froze on the stone floor, my legs bare under jean shorts. I tugged them off and bundled them into a petticoat with the rest of my clothes, Ruby’s collar, and the bandage, before pushing the mass under the bed. I considered stuffing the ring into my bodice again, but it was safer buried under the mattress. I couldn’t risk the king’s time-traveling ring falling out of my dress and getting lost somewhere.

      Awesome. Now you’ve got koala undies and the king’s favorite ring, that’s also a time portal, hidden under your bed.

      Why was King Nick’s ring a time portal? Did he know? Was he a time traveler, too? A tingle fluttered across my skin as it hit me that Nick was in the next building. The gold clock on the mantel revealed it was early afternoon.

      Ruby whimpered, circling my feet before pawing at the door again.

      I hurriedly tied on a simple buttermilk-colored dress with cut sleeves, kicked my feet into a pair of satin slippers, and stepped into the dim corridor. I fixed my hair into a rough braid, following Ruby into the courtyard. She squatted beside a wooden barrel that reeked of beer, whimpering at me as she peed. A freezing gust of wind lashed the courtyard, sending an empty barrel bouncing on its side. My eyes followed it, my head twisting in all directions at every sound. Two men in black coats ambled past and dipped their heads at me, but no one else glanced our way.

      When light rain sprinkled from the sky, Ruby scampered ahead into the main building. I chased her past the heat radiating from the kitchens. My thigh was still too sore for this.

      “Ruby, stop!” I hissed.

      I snatched her beneath the portrait of Queen Elizabeth the First, the court bustling with chatter and music, faces bright. The grief-fest over the king’s collapse at the feast was clearly over. My eyes hunted for him with a will of their own, but there were no guards with crossed pikes, no trumpets, no announcements. As long as I could just see Nick—maybe drop some info about Kit’s murder that might help them in some way—it wouldn’t be a wasted trip.

      We followed a moving mass of courtiers across the upper gallery to the entertainment side of court, reaching an outdoor arena. Rain drizzled as men gulped beer and chanted from the tiered seating while girls younger than me, dressed in low-cut gowns, eyed them flirtatiously. I spotted Alice Grey waving me over from the second row.

      “Good God, you are here!” she said, making space beside her. “I thought you had left back for Hatfield.” She leaned in. “Lord Hereford cornered me like a lecher, insisting to know where you were. Were you ill?” Her eyes colored with concern.

      “I went to see my uncle in the city,” I said in a rush. “And to get this little tyke.” I scratched Ruby’s ears.

      “My stars, she is darling. What pedigree is she?”

      “Schnauzer. Little German girl.” I winced at myself. When did Germany officially become a thing? I should’ve listened more in history class.

      Alice introduced me to the Earl of Shrewsbury and his wife Lady Ascot, who were sitting below us. Their front-row seats overlooked a muddy pit imprisoning a giant brown bear strapped to a wooden pole.

      “What are we watching?” I said, dread inching its way into me.

      “Bear-baiting,” Alice replied, like I should know, tossing her unpinned hair that still smelled like cinnamon.

      My eyes surveyed the crowd, spotting prestigious spectators like Alice’s father Thomas Grey, the French and Spanish ambassadors, and Viscount Hereford over on the other side. There was no sign of Nick’s breathtaking face.

      Two enormous mastiffs burst into the pit, the bear snarling as two men jabbed its fur with spears. I considered escaping the unfolding horror show, but just then, the Earl of Shrewsbury and Lady Ascot spun in their seats to gape behind me, followed by all the spectators in the front row. I turned to see what they were all staring at, my heart pummeling my chest.

      Four king’s guards were pushing their way along the row behind me, crying, “Make way!”

      I scanned every inch of space for Nick, but the guards were alone. They stopped at the Dowager Countess of Warwick and Isobel Beaumont. Mark, the king’s bald gentleman, bowed to Isobel before grabbing the man beside her and hauling him to his feet. He dug into the man’s cloak, retrieving a small scroll. The countess slanted away from the man like he’d been diagnosed with leprosy.

      “You are arrested by order of the king and charged with high treason,” Mark proclaimed. “You will be taken to the Tower of London to await trial.”

      After they shoved the man off the scaffolding, I grabbed Alice’s arm. “Who was that?”

      “The Bishop of Rochester,” she said grimly. “That was probably a papal bull. I have long suspected him to be a clandestine Catholic. I suppose the Dowager Countess of Warwick would know,” she added, watching Isobel press a tiny bottle to her mother’s nose. When she caught me looking at her, Isobel shot me a look so vicious it could take down a unit of Navy SEALs.

      The mastiffs barked like savages at the cowering bear. I nudged Alice. “What did you mean the Countess of Warwick would know?”

      She leaned closer, speaking so low I could barely hear her. “The Dowager Lady Warwick is from a devotedly Catholic family, although she pretends otherwise. Her brother was racked and executed by Queen Elizabeth for his involvement in a papist plot to seize the throne.”

      “Seriously?”

      Alice opened a pouch of warm gingerbread and passed me a square. “The lady countess’s great-uncle was a distant cousin of King Henry the Eighth. Some still believe Francis, as her first-born son, should be next in the line of succession after Kit—or even the lady countess herself. Be that as it may, I believe it is why Francis distances himself from the countess and his sister Isobel. He wishes not to be caught up in an intrigue.”

      Alice’s eyes flickered past me, the conversation instantly shut down. Francis Beaumont was climbing over legs and skirts toward us, Kit’s hand clasped at his back. Every person she passed bowed, whispering like she was a celebrity.

      Kit beamed at Alice. “I wanted to watch with you and Mistress Grace.”

      Alice smiled warmly, bunching her teal skirts so Kit could sit between us. I tried not to picture her tiny neck snapping in two or her head hanging limp and lifeless.

      “Good morrow,” she said to me with a warm smile.

      “Hello, best friend.” I couldn’t resist lightly running my hand down her tangerine hair that flowed from a headdress made entirely of pearls.

      Alice leaned out to Francis. “Is His Majesty aware you brought the princess to such a spectacle?”

      “Her governess has taken ill, so we await the next one,” he said lazily, squeezing beside me. Silver thread stitched down his black coat in thin lines—the original pinstripe suit.

      “Do not make me go back,” Kit begged Francis.

      “Of course not, kitten, we had a deal.”

      The mastiffs had their teeth locked to the bear’s chin, dragging it to the ground. The bear screamed, biting and swiping, but its claws were ripped out, its mouth a toothless black hole.

      “How long do you give the bear, Kit?” said Francis, hunching forward to smile at her.

      “Oh, I would not guess,” she said with a blush. “I feel dreadfully sorry for it.”

      “Pretend it is Alice,” he replied. Kit giggled.

      It was so hard to imagine Alice and Francis tying the knot.

      “Do you not have some manner of work to do?” Alice snapped at him.

      “Entertaining the court is my work and precisely why His Majesty left me in charge of it while he is abroad.”

      “And why be in charge of the realm, like my father, when you can be in charge of court entertainment?”

      “And what are you in charge of? Headaches?”

      “The king’s left court?” I murmured, the shock clear in my voice.

      “Indeed. To France maybe,” said Alice. “Last time, he was gone fourteen weeks. He abhorred the stench at Whitehall that summer, but they never discovered what it was.”

      I couldn’t speak. I’d traveled through freaking time for a chance to see Nick again, and he’d already busted out with zero thought about me. I was officially the most delusional stalker in centuries. It really was a Grace family trait.

      Alice offered me more gingerbread, but I shook my head.

      When the bear dropped to its stomach and wailed, Kit squealed, leaning into me like I might protect her. I shrouded my face with my hands, and when I opened them again, she giggled at me. I did it again, and she laughed harder, the game distracting her from the bear being torn to pieces.

      She squeezed my wrist. “Will you sew with me this night? I’m making clothes for the poor.” Her sky-blue eyes blinked with hope.

      “Sure.” The word popped out before I could stop it. Mom would still be gone for at least twelve more hours. If I had no hope of seeing Nick, maybe I could use my time to help Kit. Perhaps gather some evidence about who might be out to hurt her.

      With a final howl, the bear tumbled forward, literally dinner for the dogs. The spectators clapped, some exchanging coins.

      Francis stood over Kit. “We best get you back.”
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      Alice asked if I wanted to walk back through the gardens, which was perfect, because Ruby was getting restless. As much as the bear torture sickened me, it was hard not to pinch myself. I really was back in this magical place!

      All around us, women in puffed sleeves and hoop skirts wandered along flowery paths divided by short brick walls and lined with trees manicured into flawless ovals. We strolled down the broadest avenue and stopped at an herb garden beside a green-and-white column topped with a dragon sculpture. Alice broke off a stem of mint and split it into two, handing me half.

      “You can steep it in the wine in your room,” she said. “Then rub the leaves on your teeth.” Her voice softened as we passed the swan pond. Ruby chased sparrows around the rim. “I’ve been wanting to speak with you.” Alice’s cheeks flushed pink. “Is something taking place between you and His Majesty?”

      “What?” It took physical effort to keep my expression blank.

      “Most kings dance with maidens, especially the French one. Even so, ours never dances in public with single ladies, not even Isobel. He is too clever for that. Yet he danced with you at the feast.”

      “He asked me, so I said yes. That was all.”

      The gravity in Alice’s face frightened me. “I know how handsome he is, Emmie. How warm, like the sun on the most glorious of days. To not notice him would be like passing blindly through a flower garden. But you are new here, so I must tell you. You want not to become another Lucinda Parker. I couldn’t bear it. England needs an heir, and His Majesty will take a wife soon. If the queen found out you had known the king behind closed doors, you could be banished from court forever.”

      “Who’s Lucinda Parker?” My stomach tightened.

      “She was lodging at court, waiting to be chosen as a maid of honour. Very pretty and accomplished enough. Last year, there were rumors about a dalliance between her and the king. All of a sudden, she disappeared.”

      I nearly choked on my breath. “Murdered?”

      Alice chortled. “No, silly. With child. She was sent to a nunnery. Where unmarried girls go to have their bastards. That is the very point, Emmie. A lady in our position can become one of two things at court: a wife or a whore.”

      My entire body caved in on itself. Had Nick really gotten a girl pregnant and then shipped her off like trash? Was he that kind of guy?

      Alice’s soft fingers took mine. “You promise all you say is true, and you have no dalliance with the king? Because I’ll not tell a soul if you do. You can speak your conscience, I will never judge you.”

      The opportunity to share my secret with my closest friend at court was agonizingly tempting, but my throat locked up. “I promise, nothing’s going on,” I said stiffly. “The king asked me to dance because he was trying to get away from some Frenchman…that’s all.”

      Alice exhaled and hugged me, my chest collapsing. Despite what she’d said about Lucinda Parker, everything inside me squeezed at the thought of even having a chance with him.
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      After submerging my mint sprig in my daily portion of wine, it was time to meet Kit. Following Alice’s directions, I passed the Presence Chamber and into another guarded wing, my stomach buzzing with nerves.

      Kit’s rooms were the size of my entire house. Flurrying maids dusted wooden animal sets and embroidered carpets, and the air was gently scented with flowers. Kit proudly talked me through every toy and musical instrument, and the happiness that gave me caught me a little by surprise. I’d begged my parents for a sister up until the day Dad moved us from England to America for a history professorship at Amherst College…that was five months before he left Mom for his twenty-two-year-old associate and Mom and I ended up in San Diego for two years before moving to Hatfield—twenty minutes from Amherst—in case Dad changed his mind (he didn’t).

      Kit and I settled by the fire, and she handed me an embroidery hoop with a half-finished rose motif. I kept pricking my thumb and then sucking the blood that pushed out. Evenings at court were so silent without blaring televisions…so peaceful. And, as far as I knew, divorce was outlawed. Another win.

      Kit sat forward as if inviting me into a secret. “Guess why I do this before bed? Because it is so dull it makes me fall asleep.” I laughed, but her shoulders wilted. “I wish you could do this with me every night. May I show you something?”

      Beside a collection of wooden horses was the easel Kit had deliberately overlooked during her tour. When she lifted the sheet concealing the canvas, I nearly lost my balance. It was the young portrait of Nick that I’d seen on the internet—the one that looked just like him.

      “You painted this?” I said. The work was too advanced for any eight-year-old I knew in my world.

      “I took lessons from Signor Lucchetto when he was at Hampton Court. It is for His Majesty’s birthday.” She scrunched her nose. “Do you think it is foolish? Because he already has a painter?”

      “Are you kidding? This is incredible.”

      She beamed. “Thank you. I want to please him so.”

      Kit’s glowing face was a punch to the gut. It wasn’t just knowing she would die soon that made my chest burn. It was the knowing I could stop it. I could warn them.

      My voice thickened. “Do you happen to know the date today?”

      She blanched. “I shouldn’t think so. Francis said the king’s birthday is in two weeks, thus I suppose it is nearly June.”

      I counted. That meant there were only a few weeks until Kit’s murder and the beginnings of Nicholas the Ironheart. If I was going to try to find out who was responsible, I had to work fast.
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      Minty wine swished around my teeth like mouthwash as I dipped a quill into ink, my shoulders wrapped in a wool blanket. Once I’d worked out how to stop the ink from bleeding onto the page, I began sketching the cabochon emerald Kit wore on her middle finger. It was the only way I could relax myself enough to fall asleep, wishing I’d thought to bring one of Mom’s pills.

      How can I make Kit’s ring more contemporary and cool? Maybe a simple, thin gold band—sleek and stylish beneath the old stone. Central Saint Martins might love that.

      Feeling the tightness in my chest beginning to loosen, I drew more sharp lines over the smooth emerald like a modern cage, the contrast between old and new kind of poetic. My mind swirled, chasing my fingers across the parchment. The quill’s tip turned the cage bars into thick waves, like strands of hair.

      My mind kept returning to Kit. With all her guards and no sign of a struggle, the person who took her had to have known her. Why would someone who knew Kit want to steal her life away? Aside from being a miserable Catholic in a Protestant court? Perhaps because they wanted to clear a path to the throne, one Tudor at a time.

      I sketched shadows into the emerald until it looked like a face, the eyes two smoky ovals, the mouth slightly turned down at the ends. A black goatee materialized around the strong chin.

      Francis Beaumont was glaring back at me.

      According to Alice, Francis had already put Kit in danger, and if anything happened to her, he’d be a serious contender for the throne. Plus, I already knew that Nick would execute him in a couple of years, so he was clearly a traitor of some kind, despite what Alice said about him not wanting to be caught up in intrigue. Francis also hailed from a staunchly Catholic family, and Kit was strangled with a set of wooden Catholic rosary beads. It was far from enough to be sure, but it was a start. I had to get closer to Francis to find out whether he was capable of murder. I knew I wasn’t supposed to mess with history, but I wasn’t technically messing yet. Once I found out more about him, I could choose whether to warn Nick or not.

      Feeling my eyelids beginning to droop, I checked the ring was securely on my thumb and waited for sleep, Ruby wedged under my bare arm.

      I had to return to Whitehall the first moment I could. Plus, I still hadn’t seen Nicholas Tudor again. Which meant there was no way I wasn’t coming back.
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      Mom walked through the door early Sunday morning, her slate eyes puffy. She demolished the scrambled eggs I‘d made her and raised her arms in a star-shaped stretch.

      “What’s that?” She frowned and reached for the bandage I’d re-wrapped around my thigh.

      I stepped back. “It’s just for compression. I hurt my hamstring running.”

      “Want me to take a look?”

      “It’s fine.”

      She yawned and dumped her dirty plate in the sink. “Suit yourself. I’m going to bed.”

      Was that it? I could go back right away? The thought made butterflies dip and dive in my stomach. As Mom dragged her nursing clogs up the stairs, I called out that I was going to Mia’s to study and to not wait up for me.

      “Don’t be late,” she said. “School tomorrow. Oh, and Emmie?” She poked her head around the top of the stairs. “Let’s have dinner next week. We can try the new Chinese place.”

      “Aren’t you working every night?”

      She rubbed her eye socket with her knuckle. “Oh, true. Sunday then.” Sundays were her days off.

      “Okay,” I said, pinched with guilt about lying to her about so many things. “Goodnight. Love you.”

      She grunted. “I think you mean good morning, cookie.”

      I stepped onto the back verandah and called Mia twice, but she didn’t pick up.

      I quickly typed her a message.

      

      Hey babe,

      Need a favor. I’m going to see the silver fox today, but I don’t want Mom to know. Not worth the drama. Ur right, I like him. But pls don’t get wound up ;). I told Mom I’m at yours studying for all of today. Don’t call my house!! Owe you one. Love, E. xx

      

      As soon as I could hear Mom’s soft snore through the door, I was in the bathroom, raiding her sleeping pill collection again. I swallowed one and pocketed another inside my denim shorts.

      After locking Ruby out of my room, I crawled back into bed and pulled the comforter to my chin, waiting for the pill to slink through my system.

      I couldn’t remember ever feeling so exhilarated or so alive.
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      A short while later, I was standing under the formidable King’s Gate at the Palace of Whitehall, its high brick walls washed pink from the dawn light. Roosters crowed from the cockpit over the wall. Alice helped me into a waiting coach with burgundy velvet seats and cushions threaded with gold.

      “Do I look terribly plain?” Kit asked from the seat opposite, tying a cream scarf over her hair.

      “Of course not,” I said politely, although her honey gown was modest.

      Her shoulders drooped. “This is the plainest cloth I have.”

      “You look like a common girl from London,” said Francis Beaumont, stretched beside her in oatmeal breeches and a white shirt with a ruffled collar. “Kit cannot go out in public and be recognized,” he said, like I was dumb not to know that. “She is a child, and the heir presumptive to the throne. It is much too dangerous.”

      We whipped away from the gatehouse, Alice twisting back to watch the disappearing Tudor rose emblems entwined with the king’s initials. “Tell me again why you dragged us from breakfast for this foolish exercise?”

      “I dragged you from breakfast,” Francis replied. “Emmie ran into us in the hall. Feeling deficient today?”

      “I meant taking Kit on an outing—to London of all places!”

      “No one knows what I look like,” Kit said in a small voice. “There has never been a portrait issued. Thus, if I do not look or act like a princess—”

      “No one will know,” finished Francis. “I promised her,” he said to Alice.

      “And I promised myself to not let her out of my sight,” she retorted.

      “You seem to not want to let me out of your sight,” he said under his breath, but loudly enough to make Alice expel air through her lips like she was fed up.

      I squeezed the trinket Alice had draped around my neck at the gate. It was a little brass ball with pin-sized holes that smelled like Mrs. Fairbanks’s spices cabinet, which Alice said would ward off bad air in the city. She’d also assured me we’d be back before lunch, or I wouldn’t have encouraged us to go. I needed the face-to-face time with Francis.

      He played with the string on his shirt, espresso curls hiding his face. Did you murder Catherine Tudor? I asked him silently.

      “We’re outside the castle!” Kit cried, half hanging out the open window. Francis wrenched her back in.

      My skin prickled at the familiar sight of the black-and-white timber houses with red roofs, our coach swerving past wagons and rickshaws. Even though the sun had just risen, the streets bustled with women in aprons shouting at men wearing hats and belted coats. I pressed my knees together under my clover-green cloak, my palms sweating. Roaming the public streets of sixteenth-century England was surely a fast track to the plague or worse. But at least I had Francis in my sights.

      We were soon within the city walls, bumping through dark, twisting alleys cluttered with overhanging buildings before Francis directed the driver to stop near a place called Leadenhall. We stepped out onto a gravel street near a wagon crawling with leashed monkeys. Francis tweaked Kit’s scarf to cover every strand of red and hoisted her onto his shoulders. Alice and I trailed them down a narrow lane swept with sewage, live peacocks lined up for sale beside squawking chickens in iron cages. When the street opened into a wide avenue, Kit asked Francis to let her down and darted into a grand building with a ceiling as high as the Great Hall’s in Whitehall. Bells were ringing, and a stuttering vendor yelled out different flavors of pies, while others handed out packages of oysters, bread, oranges, and cheese.

      My stomach was tied in a knot, but I forced myself to breathe, focusing on what I’d learned twice now: Francis had no issue putting Kit in genuine danger. He wandered ahead into the flower section, watching Alice inspect the tulips.

      Kit’s fingers folded into mine, her eyes shining like moonstones. I listened to her point out everything in sight as we strolled past kaleidoscopic carnations and buttery daffodils.

      “You and Francis spend a lot of time together,” I said to her. “Were you always close?”

      “He is like my brother. Look, that man has blood on his face.”

      A guy stumbled past us with a cloth wrapped around his head, his cheek smeared with fresh blood.

      “Don’t look at him.” I pulled her toward the bluebells. “Is Francis always so…short-tempered?” I smiled.

      “He is funny and sweet. He is the only person His Majesty favors me with when I am at court. Even over the governesses.” She nudged a dropped cluster of bluebells with her shoe. “I plan to wed him one day.”

      I swallowed my surprise. “But isn’t he from a Catholic family?”

      “Francis is not a papist! At least I think not. It would not please the king.”

      “What would not?” said Francis.

      I spun around.

      “That,” I said quickly, pointing. A gray-haired woman lay in the corner with an iron cage encasing her head like a helmet. She moaned through a strip of metal gagging her mouth.

      “The branks,” said Francis. “Made especially for women who talk too much.” His eyes settled on me.

      Kit rubbed her stomach. “I’m hungry. We missed breakfast.”

      “May we go to the inn?” chimed Alice, clutching a bouquet of mauve tulips she’d purchased. “The one where the knights go.” She shot me the same look Mia did when there were hot guys around.

      Francis frowned at her. “We’ll be recognized at the inn. There is a tavern nearby.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The tavern was dark and stuffy, and our legs crowded each other’s as we gathered around a thin barrel. The men beside us belly-laughed over pints of beer. A woman in a tatty dress and heavy makeup hung off one man’s arms. A guy with no chin plucked a dented lute in the corner.

      Breakfast was rye-bread rolls with bacon, lettuce, and tomato. Kit scarfed hers with giant bites, like enjoying it was an act of defiance.

      “You know what they call these back home?” I said to her. “BLTs.”

      “And what does that stand for? Bloody Lousy Thief?” said Francis.

      Alice shot him a look. “How about Brainless Little Toad?”

      Kit burst out laughing, sending Francis’s brows together. “Are you trying to get us robbed with those damn flowers?” he snapped at Alice. She glowered at him, slipping the tulips inside her coat folds.

      Kit’s grin was so bright I didn’t want to point out the lettuce in her teeth and dampen it. “Is this not more enjoyable than sewing?” she said.

      “Emptying chamber pots is more enjoyable than sewing,” I replied. She giggled.

      A man with a ponytail and three daggers roped to his waist plopped a mug of beer on the barrel opposite us. He squinted at Kit through bushy brows.

      Francis glided a hand toward Alice. “Time to go.”

      On our way back to the coach, Alice and Kit ran ahead to where puppeteers were staging a street show. I stopped at a jewelry stand, inspecting a signet ring embossed with a Tudor rose. Francis loitered beside me, watching a dirty pig sniff the sidewalk as he picked at the membrane of an orange.

      “Feeling more at home in the city?” he said to me.

      “You mean among the prostitutes and beggars?”

      “I meant more the blacksmiths, the butchers…those who’ve risen through the ranks, but are still lowborn commoners. Like theologians and physicians. Your father is a physician, correct?”

      “Do you rehearse your insults?”

      He popped an orange wedge into his mouth. “You merely seem uncomfortable at court, so I thought you might be enjoying this return to routine.”

      A nearby seller hacked a live fish with a meat cleaver, spraying blood across my shoe.

      My voice rose. “I may not be a member of your fancy club, but I’m not stupid. I know when someone’s having a dig at me. The thing is, I don’t care.”

      I headed for Alice and Kit, Francis pursuing me. “And there it is.”

      “There what is?”

      “What His Majesty sees in you.”

      I stopped, blown back a little by his words.

      But Francis’s eyes were accusing. “You are not afraid to speak your mind, even when it risks your head, but that is all His Majesty sees. Whereas I see it as nothing more than a fleeting amusement, like touching the right girl in a game of blind man’s bluff. However, touching the wrong girl can cause much calamity to a king on a fragile throne. A lesson he has already learned too well.”

      I took my chance. “And that’s convenient for you, isn’t it, that fragile throne? If only you could get to it, past whomever was in your way.” My eyes moved to Kit. Francis grabbed my wrists so hard he dropped his orange, sending it spattering along the dusty ground.

      “You dare speak such high treason! A commoner who was caught with stolen crown property and then used her good teeth and pretty eyes to not only get away with it, but to crawl into the king’s bedchamber like a snake? And now you cling to his sister in his absence? You may be intent on climbing that ladder to heaven, Mistress Grace, but be careful you do not fall.”

      I twisted my arms free. “Why don’t you just leave me alone?”

      “Because I would follow Nick and Kit into a fire if I had to. I will do whatever I must to keep them from danger.”

      “You think I’m a threat to them?” I’m the only one who knows what’s about to happen!

      Alice met us at the corner, Kit at her heels. “Is there a festivity today?” said Alice, confused. Masses of people flowed up the street like a river of lava.

      Francis grabbed the arm of a boy in a waistcoat and breeches. “Where’s everybody going?” he demanded.

      “There’s about to be a beheading at Tower Hill, milord.”

      Francis’s face jolted. “Whose?”

      The boy shook his head like he didn’t know.

      “Come on,” Francis said to us, pulling Kit into the horde.

      Alice threw me a look like he was being impossible again, but we jogged after them.

      By the time we reached the top of the street, I was breathless. We were right outside the wall to the Tower of London, where a swarm of spectators gathered at the base of a wooden scaffold, others gawking from rooftops and balconies. The copper smell of blood lingered, and fear cut through me like a blade. I can’t be back here.

      “We should go,” I said to Alice.

      “Why did you not tell us!” she shouted at Francis over the noise.

      He blocked the sun from his bewildered eyes. “I do not understand.”

      A stocky man in a leather mask paced the scaffold, holding a giant axe like a scene from a horror movie. I went to plead with Francis to leave, but the Spanish ambassador, Rodrigo Montoya, shoved his way through the crowd to us, his twisted face bright red.

      “How could you do this to such a pious man?” Montoya growled at Francis. “This is shameful behavior for England.”

      Francis looked like he’d seen a ghost, but steadied himself. “If you consider my country such a burden, Your Excellency, you might request another posting. The New World perhaps?”

      The congregation swerved as two king’s guards led a tall man in a smock onto the scaffold, spectators chanting, “Heretic! Burn him, the traitor!”

      Montoya kissed his gold cross and elbowed his way to the front of the pack.

      “His Majesty did not tell me,” said Francis grimly.

      The prisoner was the Bishop of Rochester, who’d been arrested at the bear-baiting. His head was shaved and bruised, his bare feet dragging manacles. I tried to cover Kit’s eyes, but she wriggled to see, shaking off her scarf.

      “Heavens, my father’s here!” said Alice, hiding her face.

      Francis darted sideways until he had Thomas Grey’s velvet coat in his fists. I stepped in front of Kit, masking her from view.

      Francis was snarling at Thomas. “His Majesty leaves you in charge and, suddenly, you are making your own commands?”

      Thomas whacked him away, bystanders stumbling onto their heels as Francis crashed into them. “If it were up to me, Rochester would be boiled alive and fed to his dogs for his heresy,” Thomas spat. “I received the command from the king last night. He insisted on the merciful axe.”

      “And you did not think to tell me?” said Francis.

      “His Majesty’s tennis playmate? Not especially.”

      “How dare you speak of the king in such a contemptuous manner!”

      Their faces were so close they exchanged spit. Kit clutched my legs through my cloak, and Alice stayed behind us so her father wouldn’t see her.

      The executioner swung the blade over his head, making a few practice runs. Thomas pushed ahead as if Francis was making him miss his daughter’s wedding.

      “We should get out of here,” I urged Francis. “Kit’s scared.”

      “Oh please, she is a Tudor girl,” he hissed at me.

      A guard guided the Bishop of Rochester’s quivering neck into the block’s cleft, the condemned man’s arms opening into a T shape. The bishop chanted about the gates to heaven as the executioner raised his axe to the cloudless sky before letting it plummet.

      The dull crack was nauseating. The bishop’s skull smacked onto wood and rolled like a boulder, cheers exploding all around us. Kit screamed, her scarf falling to her satin shoes.

      The executioner held the severed head to the sky. “Behold the head of a traitor! So die all traitors!” he cried. The crowd howled.

      “Is that the king’s sister?” cried a woman in a felt hat barely containing her frizzy hair. She directed a grimy finger at Kit. A hundred eyes pointed at us. “And that is one of the king’s councilors,” the woman added. “I was at court last year, appealing for my innocent ‘usband, God rest his soul.” Her voice rose like a symphony. “Princess Catherine is ‘ere!”

      Francis, Alice, and I formed a perimeter around Kit, muddy boots crushing my toes.

      “Bless Your Grace,” said dirty faces with rotting teeth, while others hid and whispered, “Damn your heretic king! Long live Queen Mary!”

      Francis pressed gold coins into as many grasping palms as he could, but it only produced more. When a hand swiped for Kit, he drew his sword and guards pressed closer, red coats flashing all around us. My cries echoed as I pulled Kit into me. Alice yanked my arm until we spilled into a cluster of king’s guards. Francis hurried us all into a waiting coach as Alice’s tulips burst around us in a purple shower.

      “By God’s grace, man, drive!” Francis shouted, shoving hands away from the open windows. I slid across the velvet seat as we tore through the square.

      Kit’s shaking arms hugged a cushion. “Did that really happen? I think it was the best day of my life.”

      “Never speak that way about your life!” Francis said sharply. Her eyes watered.

      “We have made a dog’s dinner of this,” said Alice gravely.

      “Does your daftness have no end?” he snapped. “If your father or Montoya had noticed Kit, they would have already thrown it in my face. His Majesty need not know of any of this.”

      “And what about the guards?” I said.

      “They are not even permitted to speak to the king.”

      Francis’s head fell to his palms, black curls sprouting through shaking fingers.

      He was absolutely terrified.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I listened to the candle pop and sizzle at the foot of the bed, massaging my drilling headache. All I’d uncovered was that Francis was fiercely protective of the king and didn’t give a toss about an executed Catholic—only that he wasn’t told about it. I was the worst private eye in history. Mia would’ve had the case stitched up already like Sherlock Homes, but at least I was back within two feet of the blue-diamond ring and my sleeping pill.

      I exhaled, deliberating. The honeyed smell of roasting duck floated through the open window, and my stomach replied with a hollow twist. I closed the shutters, pulled a lace shawl over my lavender dress, and hurried to the Great Hall. There was still time before I had to go home.
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      Viscount Hereford hovered so closely that I could smell the lemon juice in his limp hair.

      “You have neglected me,” he said curtly. “At the feast, you promised me a walk in the garden, but then you evaporated like smoke from a chimney.”

      Alice nearly choked on her hazelnut wafer.

      “Sorry. I’ve been kind of busy,” I said, gulping milk.

      “A lady?” He laughed, clutching my wrist. It felt like an alligator had latched its mouth around me. “Well, it is a beautiful afternoon. I care not much for waiting.”

      Alice raised a brow at me, her molten brown pupils flashing.

      I chewed the last bite of my macaron. “I guess this dress isn’t getting any looser.”

      Five minutes later, we were strolling toward the south garden, Hereford’s dagger eyes making strikes at the toy spaniel chasing sparrows across the pebbles. He nodded at a patch of bright-purple flowers. “The violets are exquisite in bloom.”

      “Gorgeous,” I said. “And yummy with custard.”

      “They are pasque flowers.” Hereford stopped in front of me, blocking the path. “Native to Hertfordshire.”

      My face tightened, my eyes feigning recollection. “Really? I’m not much of a flower person.”

      “A high-born lady with no interest in flowers?” I decided not to correct him that I wasn’t part of the English gentry.

      He bowed at two ladies in feathered bonnets who stopped to admire the flower beds. My shoulders stiffened as he guided me under a trellis enveloped with vines and onto a bench painted with a Tudor rose. Hereford stayed on his feet, breathing like a pug with emphysema.

      “Mistress Grace, I am not out to alarm you. However, I am a red-blooded man who has traveled all over this country, farther than the king himself. I know you are more common than you claim. Nevertheless, you are still as fair a lady as I have ever seen, and I have seen a few.” I tensed at the unexpected declaration. “No man should live without a lady’s servitude. Your complications are plain, so I may regret this, but I would very much like to propose a formal courtship. Of course, I shall need to meet your father. I wish to see the gratitude in his face when he learns that Viscount Hereford has taken an interest in his daughter.”

      My throat closed, unable to swallow.

      “I intend not to startle you.” Hereford gently rubbed my shoulders like a Swedish masseuse. “But surely you cannot deny what is plainly between us.”

      He steered me to face him, his threadlike lips inching forward. I closed my eyes and let Hereford’s mouth touch mine. He tasted like wine and anchovies.

      “You will forgive the intrusion,” uttered a commanding voice.

      Hereford tore his mouth away, his torso snapping straight. I spun around, the smell of fresh roses seizing my every sense.

      King Nick stood with his hands casually pressed against two pillars, his eyes glittering brightly through the shadow of the vines. They found mine.

      “Mistress Grace,” he said, their spark fading. “And Lord Hereford.”
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      “Majesty.” Hereford’s arms were outstretched in a deep bow.

      Nick’s eyes hadn’t moved from mine. “You are back.”

      “Me?” I said. Did you forget your vacation to wherever-were-you?

      He didn’t reply, returning his sharp gaze to Hereford. “I see you are not handling the tax reports for Kent as I instructed.”

      “I was accompanying Mistress Grace through your exquisite gardens,” Hereford stammered. “She has never seen pasque flowers.”

      “I am curious to learn that pasque flowers are more important to you than people’s wages.”

      “Forgive me, Majesty, but you usually allow me suitable time to handle the tax reports.”

      “You will take as much time as I command!” Nick’s eyes flamed like blue bonfires.

      Sweat beaded on Hereford’s dropped brow. “Certainly, Your Majesty. Forgive me.”

      A bird chirped as it swooped, everyone jumping except the king. Lord Lansbury stood guard behind him, exhaling like we were keeping him from something. Mathew Fox hung at the rear, a foot shorter than his brother and with kinder eyes.

      Nick straightened his coat: this one the color of distressed denim with a hint of silver thread meandering through it. “You will present the reports at the Council meeting on the morrow,” he ordered Hereford. “Be sure to allow time for the tournament.”

      “Tournament, Your Grace?”

      “I have devised a jousting session for this afternoon. The weather is ideal. I trust you brought your armor with you, unless it is impaired from our bout at Christmastide?”

      “I assure you, Majesty, any minor damage caused then is now mended. The prospect of a joust with my sovereign lord is one of the reasons I have remained at court.”

      “One of the reasons?” Nick’s eyes drifted to mine. “Mistress Grace, I also look forward to your company at the tournament.”

      A gust of wind cooled my reddening cheeks. I still had an hour or two before I was cutting it too fine. “Of course,” I spurted before I could think.

      Emmie. Twenty-first century. Pronto.

      “I’m pleased you admire my gardens,” the king said to me. “Regrettably, I was cautioned to eschew flowers for awhile. Lovely things they are.” Sunlight ignited the green flecks in his eyes as they held mine.

      And then he turned and headed for the chapel, chased by the Fox brothers, pebbles crunching beneath his heavy boots.

      Hereford made a pretend sword strike at the pillar. “Counting over a thousand dockets before sunrise? I’ll scar his other cheek.”

      “Isn’t it a crime to talk about the king like that?”

      “And who is to tell him? A silly girl?” he scoffed.

      Instead of acknowledging the treasonous rant, I watched King Nick greet the curtsying women in bonnets, barely breaking his brisk stride. Only Mathew Fox turned to look back at us.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I went back inside, it was like someone had flipped a switch at Whitehall. Sweaty servants tore through corridors, hauling everything from rolled-up banners to giant jugs of ale. The musicians banged out cheery tunes on loop, and every courtier in the castle surfaced in their finest clothing. This time, though, there were no fresh flowers anywhere.

      He came back.

      An eagle swooped in my stomach, churning everything up, as Alice and I crossed the upper gallery on our way to the tournament. I’d barely had one conversation with Nick, and now I was acting like we were going on some medieval jousting date. Not that I deserved one, after failing to uncover anything useful about Kit.

      I’d seen tiltyards in movies, but Whitehall’s was smaller and grubbier than I’d imagined. A long wooden fence dissected the battered sand, overlooked by towers dressed with chivalric emblems. Alice and I settled into the front row of the tiered bench seating, directly opposite a canopied platform housing the VIPs. Thomas Grey poured wine for the affable French ambassador, Philippe Renard. Mathew Fox caught my eye from the rear shadows and nodded a hello. I smiled back. I still had no idea why he’d lied for me, but there was something calming about him. There was no sign of Kit anywhere.

      “Good God,” said Alice, her palm to her face.

      The Dowager Countess of Warwick was shuffling down our aisle from my end, Isobel hovering a tasseled parasol over her gabled hood. The countess didn’t hide her revulsion when she realized the last empty spot was beside me.

      “A very good afternoon,” she said, putting as much space between me and her sickly potpourri scent as she could. Isobel’s greeting was more of a death stare.

      The king’s bald gentleman stopped to flip his feather cap at Isobel from the pitch below. She made a face like a serial killer had just smirked at her.

      “Isobel, you must never shun those close to the king’s person,” said the countess.

      “He has an unsettling face,” Isobel whined.

      “You mean Mark? Don’t worry, he’s really nice,” I said with a smile. Knowing I had the power to leave this place at any time had charged my confidence.

      The countess twisted the diamond fox gripping her pasty wrist, her breath a sardine storm. “First, you publicly paw at the king in front of esteemed ambassadors and noblemen at the feast. It was a humiliation. Now, you speak of his gentlemen by their forenames? Well I do hope you enjoyed your brush with royalty, Mistress Grace, because His Majesty will soon be occupied with a gentlewoman of infinitely superior stature.”

      “Oh, I know. Princess Henriette of France.”

      Isobel’s glare could’ve turned Medusa to stone, her fists clutching her slate dress garnished with abstract gold shells.

      “Never mind,” sneered the countess. “You shall not be here long, considering the information I learned from my friend Lady Russell. Her son is a guard at Tower Hill.”

      “Thanks for the biography,” I said to her silent sneer, but my heart hit the back of my throat. Tower Hill was where the king’s sister was nearly mobbed under our supervision.

      Trumpets halted my panic as a parade of horses cantered into the tiltyard. Hooves kicked up the humid smell of dirt. Francis rode around the arena, chocolate curls protruding from his helmet.

      “I pray Francis is speared with a lance after his outlandish idea to bring us to London,” Alice hissed at me. “I cannot bear to see his face again.”

      “His Majesty the King has entered the list!” cried the herald.

      The audience rose and clapped wildly, my stomach flipping like pancakes. King Nick circled the mud on horseback like a superstar, voices roaring as he touched his polished chest plate painted with the royal arms.

      The riders positioned themselves in front of the clapping spectators, the king’s mocha stallion pointed right at me. When I smiled shyly at him, he looked away and rode off the pitch, everyone trailing him except for two knights.

      The remaining knights faced each other at opposite ends of the tiltyard. When the trumpets blasted, their horses flew toward each other like cannonballs. Splintering wood cracked the air as their lances came together. The rules weren’t hard to figure out: each rider got a point for every hit, and if they unseated their opponent, they won the game. It was nail-bitingly terrifying, and by the time Francis warmed up on the sidelines, I was cheering like a fangirl.

      “The Earl of Warwick will now joust with the Earl of Lansbury!” the herald announced.

      Lord Lansbury tore onto the field so fast that his charcoal horse stumbled. He rode to a cluster of girls at the far end and asked the one with the lowest neckline for her favor. They all giggled as the girl tied her pink ribbon to the tip of his lance. Alice chewed her fingernail, watching Francis gallop to the other end of the list while Lansbury trotted into position.

      The flags dropped and hooves thundered in a spray of mud. Lansbury’s brutish moves faltered at the smooth speed of Francis. During the second round, Francis’s lance just missed Lansbury’s head, and the crowd gasped. Francis was declared the winner, and Lansbury bowed to the jubilant audience before trotting back to his tent.

      “His Majesty the King now challenges the Earl of Warwick!”

      Voices whirred as Nick and Francis circled each other in a playful show.

      “The king and Francis have been jousting rivals since they were children,” said Alice with a smile. “This is the fight everyone comes to see.”

      “It must be hard to decide who to cheer for in this one,” I said to the Dowager Countess of Warwick, lifted by the excitement. A battle between her king and her son.

      She drew back. “My heart is always with His Majesty, who is a blessing to all things. Clearly your loyalties remain uncertain.”

      Exploding trumpets sent the horses into motion. The king scored the first point against Francis with a sickening crack. Nick’s skill and strength made my stomach and chest twist together. The thought of going back to guys who wanted to play video games all weekend after this—after him—made me wilt.

      The tense match was over quickly, Nick unseating Francis in the third round. As Francis rode away uninjured, they brushed hands like a fist-bump.

      Viscount Hereford was the final competitor, his black armor enlarged at the crotch, his chest plate decorated with a roaring bear.

      Alice’s eyes twinkled. “Ready your favor. Everyone will soon know of your courtship with Lord Hereford.”

      The Dowager Countess of Warwick made a croaky grunt. “He would sooner pay court to a necessary woman.”

      “I’m necessary,” I said with a straight face.

      But Hereford was already riding toward me, hugging his helmet under his arm.

      “Would you allow me to carry your favor, Mistress Grace?” he said loudly enough for the twenty-first century to hear. He aimed the tip of his thick wooden spear at my face. 

      I didn’t know if it was because every eye on the planet was looking at me or the countess’s incredulous puffing, but I loosened the porcelain ribbon from my braid and shakily tied it to Hereford’s lance. Hands applauded from every row.

      Nick scratched something under his helmet before kicking his horse so hard it bolted like a missile launching. He rode over to me and dismounted. I tried to swallow, but it was as if my throat was glued closed. Time slowed as he approached my seat, ripping off his helmet with one hand, perfectly ruffled hair springing out. But when Nick extended his iron-tipped lance, he directed it at Isobel Beaumont.

      “Your favor, my lady,” he said smoothly, his eyes sunlit jewels.

      My stomach sank as the Dowager Countess of Warwick hurriedly freed a scarf from Isobel’s slender neck. Nick watched Isobel tie the yellow strip of silk to his lance before scaling his horse to claps and cheers.

      “Heavens, I thought their courtship was over,” whispered Alice.

      My chest was too tight to speak. The Dowager Countess of Warwick and Isobel gripped each other’s hands, their faces as white as their knuckles.

      The riders burst into a dust cloud, Hereford’s horse moving fast. Nick’s lance struck him in the chest plate, and Hereford swung sideways to keep his balance. When the horses circled back around, Nick said something to Hereford that made him raise his lance higher. On the second run, Nick dropped his lance, and Hereford struck him in the shoulder, sending the king flipping backward like a rag doll. He rolled sideways and smashed to the ground, clutching his side as his horse bolted off the pitch.

      Squires sprinted onto the field to help him sit up, the crowd holding a collective breath. When he pulled off his helmet with no trace of blood, hundreds of feet stamped in a thunder of relief. The king rose back up as Francis led his horse back in, demanding a rematch from the marshals because the king had dropped his lance. The game restarted, Nick’s lance aimed at Hereford like a rifle. He rode so fast that Hereford’s horse slid sideways to avoid the contact. When Hereford tumbled into the dirt, the spectators roared over the blasting trumpets.

      “His Majesty wins the day!”
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      I dropped onto the bed, gazing at the paneled ceiling.

      You have to stop this, Emmie. You have a sick, stupid crush on the most stupid person ever. You have school and work and a college application to finish. You’re going to be a world-famous jewelry designer, and boys will chase you, not the other way around.

      I reluctantly slid to the floor and crouched to dig out my clothes and ring from under the mattress. Thank God I’d brought a sleeping pill this time.

      There was a sharp knock at the door, chased by a second.

      Mathew Fox’s face was pale in the torchlight. “Forgive me for disturbing you, mistress. His Majesty requests a word with you.”

      The floor fell from under me. “Why? I–I can’t,” I said. I still had to factor in time to fall asleep.

      “It is His Majesty’s pleasure,” said Mathew, gesturing to the hallway like it wasn’t optional. I trailed him into the courtyard, butterflies tearing at my insides. I was lucky Mom always turned her phone off at work. She hopefully wouldn’t notice me missing yet.

      “You don’t joust?” I said with a shiver, needing Mathew to reassure me the way he had at the Tower.

      He chuckled, his breath a spray of mist. “My brother has the strength in the family.”

      “And you have the brains?” The question came out before I could think, my cheeks reddening. Mathew stopped, tipping his head at me. “You are an unexpected woman, mistress.”

      It was my chance to finally ask him point blank why he’d covered for me about Hatfield, but we were quickly swallowed by the main building, the brothy smell of meats from the jousting feast clinging to the air.

      When I turned for the Presence Chamber staircase, Mathew stopped me. “We must go a different way. The courtiers have not yet retired.”

      We passed several doors before reaching a thin circular stairwell beside the entrance to the chapel. At the top was a short passage leading to a nondescript door shielded by two guards. The door had no handle.

      “I wish you luck, Mistress Grace,” said Mathew, his small fist tapping on the door.

      The comment was strange, but the conversation was over. A guard swung the door open, letting me walk in alone.

      It was a different entrance to the king’s living room. Some of his furniture had been rearranged since last time, and the lute was missing from the chairs that were now at the card table. A gold crown rested on the cabinet where the macarons had been, rubies, emeralds, and sapphires glittering from its rim. I carefully picked it up and placed it over my head.

      “That is treason.”

      Nick stood in the archway leading to his bedroom, his coat unbuttoned, a linen shirt open at the neck. He tugged off the crown, my heart a hurricane. “Punishable by death,” he added coolly. “You seem to have made a habit of the crime.”

      “I’m sorry, Majesty,” I said with a tremble, remembering to curtsy this time.

      “Sit down.” He pressed his boot to a velvet chair and slid it toward me, wincing.

      “Are you hurt?” I said.

      “I commanded you to sit!”

      My lavender skirts crushed into the chair, unease eating away at my stomach.

      Nick stayed standing, his eyes the color of the sea at midnight. “I trust you understand the great privilege bestowed upon you when I invited you to stay at court. All without expense, and without your father’s supervision. Have I not done well by you?”

      “Yes…of course.”

      “Then why would you treat me so ungraciously?” He tossed something at me. It was Kit’s scarf from the London trip, partially torn and still stained with dirt. Relief crashed into me. At least it wasn’t my denim shorts or the pink koala undies.

      Nick was a caged lion, pacing. “I will speak plainly. It pleased me to learn you spent time with the Princess Catherine while I was away. She speaks higher of you than many. You were a companion to her, and for that, I am grateful. Nevertheless, what you did is inexcusable.”

      “What I did?”

      “Taking the eight-year-old Princess of England to a public execution! Where she was recognized by heretic deniers of my supremacy and nearly crushed to death. Yes, Mistress Grace, I know every shameful detail.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said in one breath. “We just wanted a morning out in the city. To have fun, to shop. Kit, too. We didn’t know there’d be an execution—even Francis didn’t.”

      “Francis?” He stepped back. “Surely you mean ‘Lord Warwick’. Or is he your lover, too? Along with that dimwit Hereford, whom I dismissed from my court a moment ago? Perhaps both of them.” He chugged from a goblet.

      I rose to my feet. “I don’t have lovers, not that it’s your business. And I’m sorry about Kit, but it wasn’t my fault. It was Fran—Lord Warwick’s idea. Plus, Kit wanted to come; she was more excited than anyone.”

      “I did not give you permission to speak!” His voice bounced off the walls, his brilliant, enraged eyes deadly weapons. For the first time, I could see why everyone was so scared of him.

      He stepped into my space. “Do you understand the significance of Princess Catherine? If anything had happened to her, there would be claims from here to Savoy about the line of succession. Beaumonts, Seymours…Stuarts.” He pressed his hands together. “You have no idea what she means to me. My mother died giving her life, my father following soon after. Do you fail to understand that she is my sister, my heir, my only family?”

      I shook through my words. “Then why did you leave her here when you went wherever-the-hell you went?” Don’t you know what’s about to happen?

      Rage wiped his face. “You dare question me!” He lurched at me before spinning to kick an oak wine stand so hard it crashed to the floor.

      A guard sprang in, but Nick shook his head, his watery eyes sealed to mine.

      “Mistress Grace, you are a highly uneducated woman. You are ignorant, impulsive, you come and go as you please, you pay court to my noblemen without my permission, and you are a gross offense to our royal presence. You will leave Whitehall this night. Take any coach you desire.” His voice fractured on the words.

      “Fine, if that’s what you want.” Tears veiled my eyes, but I had one more thing to say. “If you want to keep Kit safe, you need to make sure her room is always guarded,” I stuttered. “Don’t leave her alone. Not even for a minute.”

      His brow crushed with shock. “My lady, I command you to pack up your goods and leave my court before I send you back to that rat-infested cage I dragged you out of.”

      He didn’t move, his finger aimed at the door. I took a step and stumbled like an idiot. My dress had snagged on the chair leg. Nick stepped forward just as I bent down to pull the skirt free. When I stood up, our mouths were so close I could practically taste him. The heavenly smell of roses made the room spin.

      “I’m sorry I disappointed you,” I mumbled as I brushed under his muscular shoulder, rushing out to where Mathew was waiting for me.

      He slumped at the sight of my tears and silently escorted me back to my room like I was a flight risk, the outside air already a degree cooler.

      When we approached my door, he spoke softly. “Princess Catherine is a delicate subject, mistress.”

      I wiped my nose. “I know.”

      His lips pointed downward. “You took a foolish step. Accompanying the princess to an execution without His Majesty’s blessing was a bold and treacherous move. As was courting that featherbrain Hereford, whom the king has long despised.”

      “I didn’t plan the London trip; it was Lord Warwick’s idea. Alice was there, too.” The moment I snitched on Alice, I regretted it, but Mathew’s face said he already knew.

      “Mistress Grey is the daughter of Sir Thomas Grey, the king’s most trusted counsel. She will be chided, but unpunished. As for Warwick, the king loves him like a brother. Which means his neck is already on the block, to be sliced or saved, according to His Majesty’s mood.”

      My lips quivered. I could barely speak, yet the question tumbled off my tongue where it had been waiting for days. “Why did you lie for me? About Hatfield?”

      Mathew paused, inhaling. “I am not sure what you mean, mistress. I met with your family and they are decent, honest people. They may befall a terrible accident one day, before the king had a chance to meet them, but they were decent, honest people.” His bronze eyes bored into mine, his lavender scent soothing. “It does not worry me where you come from. As far as France, or Scotland even. Do you understand?”

      His cheeks were wobbly lines through my tears. “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I have to leave tonight, or he’ll put me back in the Tower.”

      The space between Mathew’s brows deepened. “A king’s fury burns as hot as the midday sun, but it, too, cools in hours. If His Majesty has instructed you to leave court, you must do so in haste. But find a way to return—after his mind has calmed—and I promise you, if you follow my counsel, it may surprise you what you can accomplish.” A door closed down the hall. Mathew straightened his cap. “I must take leave. I pray you do not lose heart, Mistress Grace. Return.”

      Back in my room, I downed the sleeping pill and flopped onto the mattress, trying to make sense of Mathew’s strange words. When I rolled to one side, waiting for the pill to take effect, I saw the note propped against the candle.

      I leapt out of bed so fast. Even after everything Mathew had said, I wanted the note to possess Nick’s beautiful handwriting. But the writing was jagged and hurried.

      

      You do not belong here.

      Leave this night or I will crush you in your sleep.

      

      The note slid from my fingers and plunged to the floor, leaving behind a whiff of dried, moldy flowers. I could feel the sleep sedative inching its way into my bloodstream, slowing my pounding heart and softening my vision. I crawled back into bed and held the ring steady on my thumb. There was only one person I’d met who smelled like potpourri—the Dowager Countess of Warwick. Could she really be that brutal? Or did the king have the note sent while I was in his room? Wasn’t that the sort of thing Nicholas the Ironheart would do as retribution for bringing his sister to an execution?

      I had to visualize riding Bonnie across the lime-green fields of Essex before I finally slipped into sleep.

      I woke to Ruby leaping off the edge of my bed and the metallic beats of the Atomic alarm ringtone. My phone flashed with light beside a framed photo of Mia, Josh, and I at last year’s Garden Party music festival.

      I was home.
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      “I didn’t hear you come in last night.”

      Mom sat hunched over a plate of scrambled eggs and charred bacon, reading a gossip magazine article like it contained war secrets.

      “I got enough sleep, don’t worry,” I said, reaching for a banana. “Where’d you find bacon?” My voice sounded like I’d smoked a hundred cigarettes.

      “I borrowed it from Kevin McCoy. I left you some on the stove.”

      “You know borrowing means you have to give it back, right?”

      “I’ve heard it mentioned. There’s also pie in the fridge.” She stood up and tipped the rest of her rubbery eggs into the sink. “Did you get your studying done?”

      I exhaled in a rush to subdue my nerves. “Most of it.”

      She twisted to face me. “I feel like we haven’t seen each other for a week.”

      “Mom, we never see each other. You work night shift. Don’t be weird.” I was tired and deeply uninterested in going to school, so the annoyance in my voice was hard to hide. I pulled my knitted bag over my shoulder and grabbed a slice of bacon to take with me.

      “I’m not being weird. I just think I need to keep a closer eye on you. We’re still on for Sunday dinner, right?” She rubbed one eye and yawned like a hippo.

      “Yes. It’s fine. Everything’s fine. I have to go.”
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      Everything was definitely not fine. For a start, Mom didn’t deserve my foul mood after my slew of lies, but my blood was still boiling about that nasty note. It had to be from the Dowager Countess of Warwick. Not only did the paper smell like her, but she was a complete cow to me at the jousting match. Plus, I was sure she was the one who’d blabbed to the king about Kit and the execution.

      My scuffed shoes pounded along School Street, images galloping at me through the slouching trees. Nick raising his lance to the crowd, kicking an armored heel into his stallion. His boot spinning to shatter the wine stand, threats shooting from his tongue like bullets. But, most of all, I couldn’t forget his beautiful face. He hadn’t just been angry with me. He’d looked…hurt.

      The memories charged at me through journalism and fine arts, my eyes burning and my body someone else’s. Even the stuff in my locker looked alien. What was the point of a doll of Edvard Munch’s The Scream that actually screamed when you squeezed it? Was the entire twenty-first century high?

      I waited for Mia at lunch near the quad, searching the web on my phone.

      

      Nicholas the Ironheart

      

      No change that I could see. Tyranny, torture, death. Wonderful.

      

      Catherine Tudor

      

      Still murdered; still unsolved. Great.

      

      Emmeline Grace 1580

      

      No search results. Idiot!

      It wasn’t until I typed in Alice Grey 1580 that my skin tingled. There wasn’t much about Alice, but every entry now said she married a rich baron and died giving birth to their son.

      My phone hit my lap, my foot tapping madly.

      Alice Grey was meant to marry Francis Beaumont. I’d read it after my first trip back, before I’d returned and started hanging out with them more. Before I’d encouraged our day trip to London that got Alice so mad at Francis she wanted to see him skewered with a jousting lance. Before my presence in the sixteenth century. And now I’d quite possibly—and probably—altered history. Ugh, what did I do?

      Mia dropped her bag onto the bench. “So guess what Josh told me this morning,” she said, licking soy sauce off her thumb. “His mom’s finished rehab and is coming home, so he has to move back to Dwight Street.”

      “Really? That’s good, isn’t it?” I stretched my legs out to warm them, but my foot wouldn’t stop tapping.

      Mia looked over her shoulder to make sure Josh hadn’t finished band practice early. “I don’t know why he has to be there. He’s much happier at Uncle Pete’s.”

      “I guess they didn’t want to let his mom out without some kind of supervision.”

      Her arched brows slanted at me. “So her eighteen-year-old son’s meant to be in charge of her? And what will she do next year when he’s in Cambridge?”

      “Josh is going to MIT with you?”

      Mia scoffed. “He’s like you; he doesn’t care about college.”

      “When did I say that?”

      “Aren’t you going to sell jewelry?”

      I stopped chewing my mystery-meat sandwich. “You mean at the Sunday market?”

      “No, I just meant…you didn’t even apply to college. Ugh, forget it. Sorry, Josh’s mom just drives me up the wall. She’s a grown woman, and he’s doing all the parenting.”

      “It’s okay.”

      I watched Avery Pearce cross the inside of the cafeteria. Logan Hunter sat by the window, looking at me. He quickly turned away.

      “So how’s it going with silver fox?” Mia smiled at me, sipping sparkling water.

      I rolled my eyes, but my lips curled upward. “Please stop calling him that.”

      She kicked me with her leather sneaker. “You started it! In your text.”

      “No, I continued it, and now I’m finishing it.”

      She sat forward, black sheets of hair falling past her open mouth. “You mean the relationship?”

      “There is no relationship. I’m single, okay? Permanently. And I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Come on, you can tell me anything.” Her lashes were blinking at twice their usual speed.

      I shrugged, my voice strange and high-pitched. “He doesn’t like me.”

      Mia’s hand flew to my wrist. “No! What happened?”

      And just like that, I unloaded to Mia about Nicholas the Ironheart—the grandson of Henry the Eighth. Not that I told her who he really was. If it wasn’t so freaking pathetic, it’d be side-splittingly funny. Of course, I didn’t tell her any of the crazy stuff about time travel or murders that hadn’t happened yet. I just told her the truth…that I’d fallen for a guy so hard I felt like a cliché. Like Cupid had literally shot me with his heart-shaped arrow. But then Nick had gotten pissed at me for something that wasn’t even my fault, before telling me to get lost. And now I felt like utter crap.

      “Asshole!” cried Mia.

      “You might want to try a bit louder, I don’t think they heard you in Tajikistan.”

      “He is,” she affirmed, snapping her bento box closed. “You deserve way better than that…someone who’ll at least listen to you. To be honest, he sounds a bit arrogant and dominating.”

      I sighed. “Yeah.” A sixteenth-century king? I’d definitely say arrogant and dominating.

      When I got home, I flipped on the fashion channel, but the choppy editing and electronic soundtrack only made me more anxious. I switched the television off and washed up Mom’s breakfast dishes before vacuuming and dusting all three rooms downstairs. When there wasn’t anything left to clean, I traipsed upstairs.

      My fingers laced together, my thumbs circling.

      You cannot go back yet. You know that head you’re carrying around? It will end up on a pike. You cannot live without a head.

      Trying to ignore the blue-diamond ring burning a hole in my back from where it sat on the dresser, I dug out a pair of spiky earrings I’d bought at the Southbridge craft show and angled my lamp. Using my piercing saw, I carefully sliced the spikes off the earrings and glued them all over a neon pink heart cut from an old keychain. By the time my wrists ached, I wanted to toss it at the wall. The tacky pendant belonged around the neck of a girl with a nose piercing about ten years ago, not on the desk of the jewelry admissions office at Central Saint Martins college. They’d probably crack a rib laughing at it.

      I kneaded my eyes with my palms, trying to remember the sketches I’d made at Whitehall…the cabochon emerald encased with a wire cage, a delicate pearl necklace wrapped tightly with wire frames. Beautiful old things in modern cages. I tossed the thorny heart into a drawer and lumbered downstairs to eat peanut butter straight from the jar.
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      The rest of the week moved slower than a snail on Valium. By Sunday afternoon, I’d clocked up an extra four filing shifts at the rest home in an effort to occupy my brain. The sky looked like a fluffy pink bathrobe by the time I jogged home, wanting to squeeze in a shower before dinner with Mom.

      I hadn’t expected the hoarder Jane Stuart to be clipping a tree near the sidewalk with a pair of garden shears.

      My feet slowed. What would I even say?

      Hey, Mrs. Stuart. Remember that ring I practically stole from you? Where did you get it? Oh yeah, and just wondering…do you happen to know Nicholas the Ironheart?

      I managed a tight smile as I passed her. “Afternoon.”

      “Lottie?” Her tone was gentle, almost musical.

      I stopped. “It’s Emmie. Emmie Grace. Carol Grace’s daughter.”

      Mom once said hoarding is a compulsive mental disorder that can cause physical degeneration, but up close, Jane looked younger than I’d expected.

      “It is not proper, raising you all on her own,” she snapped. “Where is the father?”

      “My father?” Did she know there were tens of millions of single-parent kids in America?

      She aimed a finger at me. “What did you do with it?”

      Heat poured into me. “You mean the ring? The one from your yard sale?”

      “Oh no, I never have yard sales.” Her milky eyes squinted.

      “You were selling some things a couple of weeks ago.” I pointed at her lawn. “There was a table right there with jewelry. Necklaces, watches, some rings. A lady sold me a gold ring with a blue stone with little red roses.”

      “You stay away from it. It is a devil!” She drew a line across her neck.

      I couldn’t stop the quivering words. “Mrs. Stuart, where did you get the ring?”

      She pointed her shears at me. “Why did you bring it here? Did he send you?”

      “Did who send me?” My heart thumped through my mouth. “Do you know King Nicholas the First?”

      She recoiled, her face paling. “Get away!” she screamed. “Open it and see the face of evil. Of a heretic! Forget the Scots and the boy! She sent me to hell!”

      The white gate across the street flung open. Avery Pearce’s mom power-walked to us, half her hair curled with a flat iron. “What the heck is going on here?”

      “Nothing,” I said. Jane was already hurrying up her path.

      “Dammit, I wish we could do something,” grumbled Mrs. Pearce.

      “You could move,” I said as Jane Stuart slammed both her doors.
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      My palms clammed up as I held the phone to my ear. The house was dark, and Mom had tried to call me four times while I ran home. Tell me someone hasn’t died. Tell me someone hasn’t died. Tell me someone hasn’t—

      “Emmie?” I could hear eighties music blaring. It sounded like she was driving. There was a “shush”, followed by giggling. “Sweetheart, I’m so sorry, but can we rain check dinner? I hope you’re okay with that.”

      “Oh, okay…I guess. Is everything alright?”

      “I’m with Crystal; we just left for Springfield. Her partner’s playing in a show tonight, so she begged me to come with her—”

      “Excuse me, pants on fire, you begged me!” I heard Crystal say. They both laughed, and I smiled. Mom sounded happy. It had taken awhile for her to find a new friend after our neighbor Jackie moved to Vermont to be closer to her grandkids.

      “I’m so sorry,” Mom said again. “You know I don’t get many nights out.”

      “Be safe,” I replied, trying to feel relieved rather than disappointed. So much for keeping a closer eye on me. But at least I’d dodged an interrogation about my new acting career and mystery man.

      “We’re going to stay the night, but I’ll be back tomorrow,” Mom promised. “Love you.”

      My stomach folded with anticipation, my brain already calculating the number of hours she’d be away. If I cut school, I could have two whole days in Tudor England. I’d only been back a week, though. How long did it take for a king to cool down?

      I boosted the volume on the classical music channel, trying to drown out Jane Stuart’s words as I bit into toast smeared with avocado.

      Open it and see the face of evil. Of a heretic!

      I dumped the toast and ran upstairs. Fingering the ring’s edges, I felt a tiny ridge and pressed it. The blue-diamond setting snapped upward. Underneath was a miniature painting of a woman I’d seen before. The reddish-gold hair and porcelain skin belonged to Queen Elizabeth the First, Nick’s mother. My stomach knotted. That’s why the ring was so important to him.

      But why would Jane Stuart call Queen Elizabeth the First a heretic? And then it clicked as the memory of Nick’s pained voice rattled through me.

      If anything had happened to her, there would be claims from here to Savoy about the line of succession. Beaumonts, Seymours…Stuarts.

      Jane Stuart.

      I typed the name into the search engine, but all that came up were pages about the famed Mary, Queen of Scots, whose real name was Mary Stuart. As the first cousin of Elizabeth the First and a devout Catholic, many Catholics considered Mary the rightful ruler of England throughout King Nick’s reign. The thought squeezed. At just nineteen, he’d had the whole world on his shoulders, yet he’d made time to play his lute for me.

      As for Jane Stuart, she definitely had an out-of-town accent. A mix of western New England, maybe French, some English. If she really was from the sixteenth century and related to Mary, Queen of Scots, though, how did she end up in twenty-first century America?

      All the questions came back to the same thing—the blue-diamond ring.

      I changed my search to enchanted rings, famous rings of the renaissance, rings and sorcery. I trudged through countless examples before a ring at the bottom of the screen struck my eye. It was plain gold, but peppered with tiny bumps of different sizes. It took a moment to nail down where I’d seen such a ring before. The Dowager Countess of Warwick wore one when she gripped my hand at the dock. I clicked open the article.

      It was called a ‘rosary ring’, the bumps representing the beads on a Catholic rosary chain. In the sixteenth century, only the most die-hard Catholics wore them so they could practice their banned religion without persecution.

      Something dislodged inside me, shifting. Alice had said the Beaumonts were historically a Catholic family and that the Dowager Countess of Warwick’s brother was executed for a papist plot against Queen Elizabeth. Then I’d got that nasty note saying I’d get crushed in my sleep, like perhaps my neck with a set of rosary beads. I turned off my laptop, meeting my startled reflection in the black screen.

      It wasn’t Francis Beaumont who was a secret Catholic sympathizer; it was his mother, the Dowager Countess of Warwick. Plus, the countess had another motive for murdering Kit—her brother had been brutally tortured and executed by Kit’s mother, Queen Elizabeth.

      If I could just go back and find a set of wooden rosary beads in the countess’s rooms, it could be enough proof to bring her down. My neck started to sweat. Changing someone’s death, and possibly the reign of a king, massively checked the ‘things you shouldn’t mess with’ list. Heck, one visit from me, and Alice had married another man and died birthing his kid. But that also proved my actions could affect history. It was so wrong that Kit’s killer was never caught, let alone punished. Why should the countess become a powerful old bag while Kit turned to dust at the age of eight?

      A few minutes later, I coiled up under my comforter, a sleeping pill slowly disintegrating in my stomach. I knew in the coldest reaches of my soul that I could never have Nick the way I wanted, but I couldn’t help but feel that helping him was weirdly right. Like it was the only way to channel my insanely impossible feelings.

      Of course, it was dangerous. It was majorly playing with fire, and I could already see myself getting burned to a crisp—probably on a sixteenth-century stake. But the ring had come to me for a reason, and I would do what I could to help them both. Even if it risked my head, my heart, and the entire path of history as I knew it.
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      The scent of oak was instant, the silence sharp. When I opened my eyes, a woman in a coif stood gaping at me. I scrambled up on the mattress.

      “Forgive me, mistress,” the maid stammered. “He said the room was vacant and to make space for the new lodger.” Her linen basket got stuck in the door on her way out.

      My head swung in all directions, taking in the narrow lattice window, the waxy wooden desk, the painting of the blue-eyed boy in the feathered hat. It was like returning to a dream you wished would never end.

      I kicked off the covers and opened the chest, relief pouring into me. The dresses were still in there. I tied on a blush-colored gown with puffed sleeves and added my white shorts, striped tank, and the ring to the pile of danger under the bed. A tap on the door jolted me.

      Mathew Fox stood in the corridor, his fine hair dripping wet. “You returned.”

      “And you’re telepathic.”

      His broad mouth widened. “And speaking so peculiarly, as usual. Truthfully, I did not expect you so soon. Nevertheless, I am pleased.”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      “I was outside instructing the new grooms when a maid approached. She said she discovered a young lady in the room assigned to the new bishop.” Mathew flicked his chin like the topic was unimportant. “We must speak, but not here. Meet me in the basement downstairs. There is a stairwell east of the confectionary. Once you reach the level below, take your second left and keep walking until you find a wall. I will be there in ten minutes.”

      His expression made a final appeal for me to trust him before he darted away.

      I coiled up my hair and kept my head down, hurrying toward the buttery odors of the confectionary. For all I knew, Mathew had information that’d be vital about Kit.

      The fanciful court decorations stopped where the basement began. The stone passages were dimly lit and rancid with mildew. I tripped over a wooden barrel, and a rat scampered into a decaying chest. I took what I thought was the second left, nearly stepping right off a ledge. A wooden rowboat bobbed in choppy dark water about four feet below.

      “Who goes there?” called a sharp voice.

      Mathew stepped from the shadows, a candle raised in his hand as a weapon.

      “Shivers,” I breathed. “Thank God it’s you.”

      “You startled me, mistress. I said to take the second left.”

      “I thought I did. What is this place?” I rubbed my forearms to shield them from the wind.

      “An escape route for a siege, but I fear it brings more dangers than it prevents. Legend tells a duke once used it, but the boat was not at hand when he dropped. The duke drowned.” Mathew stretched a quivering arm out, keeping away from the edge. “You should not be here.”

      “No need to tell me twice.”

      We helped each other away from the stink of rotting fish. I could feel the bones in Mathew’s arm through his walnut coat. He guided me into a room piled with dusty carpets and pyramids of candles. “You can see why hardly anyone comes down here.”

      “You mean because it’s cold, dark, and terrifying, just like the rest of Whitehall?”

      Mathew’s chestnut eyes shimmered. “Mistress, there is not one person in this court who is not afraid to be here, but you need not be. The king will be pleased to see you.”

      My small snort echoed. “A few days ago, he threatened to lock me up if I didn’t leave that second.”

      “A Tudor sign of great affection.”

      I could only laugh, sending lines to Mathew’s brow. He glanced around. “We have but minutes. There is progress with Henriette of France. Plans are underway as we speak to bring her to Whitehall. Now she has agreed to convert to the king’s faith. What business does a Catholic princess have marrying a Protestant king?”

      “I’ve no idea, but what does it have to do with me?” The last thing I needed was to get caught having clandestine conversations with Mathew Fox about banned religions.

      His cartoonish features twisted. “Why do you believe His Majesty expelled you from court in the first place? While Mistress Grey received no more than a stern word for her role in the same matter?”

      “Because he hates me?”

      “Because he desires you. Even so, he regrets the way he spoke to you; I have seen it in his face.” Mathew’s expression was as serious as a heart attack. “Mistress, you are our greatest hope against a marriage with France.”

      My palm hit my chest, my laughter laced with shock. “Me?”

      “I have little time to explain it all to you now. But why would the French king even consider wedding his sister to King Nick? France has never been weaker. They need us to fight their enemies for them. That idiot Thomas Grey poisons the king’s mind with talk that this marriage will prevent a war. Foolishness. It will cause one! Not only war against France’s enemies, but instant war with Spain, who will deem the marriage a hostile act. More so, His Majesty cannot love Henriette as long as he yearns for you, and the troubled heart of a Tudor king causes nothing but calamity to a nation.”

      I gaped at him. “How can you say this? When you know I’m not—”

      He flung a childlike hand out. “Stop, I beg you. It is best I am kept unaware of your true family. It will help keep them safe. Even so, once you are in the king’s heart, it will matter little where you are from.” His eyes turned pleading. “It sounds like a dream, mistress, but believe me when I say this is in your reach. His Majesty has more curiosity for you than any woman I have seen, and I have known him since we were children. Take care to regain his favor. Be interested, but not infatuated. Compliment him, always. Listen to his dreams, his dreads. Never disobey him or question his decisions, and you may yet win his heart.”

      When I tried to speak, nothing came out. One of the king’s closest subjects was telling me to make a play for him ahead of the Pearl of France. It was textbook insane, but it made every cell in my body burn like wildfire with wanting to.

      Mathew leaned closer. “If I have a message for you from His Majesty, I will blow out the fourth candelabra outside the Great Hall. If you notice it extinguished, you must come to the king’s chambers by way of the private entrance at once. Understand?”

      Something shuffled behind us, a flame dying out. The silhouette of Lord Lansbury crossed the passageway, his brawny arms loaded with scrolls and papers.

      When I turned back around, Mathew had already vanished.
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      My fists clenched with relief when I found the stairwell and dashed back upstairs. Chirpy courtiers were bantering over lunch in the Great Hall. My stomach murmured at the aromas of soup and freshly baked bread.

      When I looked around the room, one face stopped me in my tracks. Alice Grey’s toffee eyes stared right at me. I ran to her, and she hugged me tightly. I breathed in her cinnamon scent, relieved to hug her. I hadn’t realized how much Alice had come to mean to me.

      “Were you in the city again?” she said, sounding a touch hurt.

      I sat opposite her. “I went to see my mother. Sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you.”

      She poured me a bowl of pea soup. “It is in the past. I’ve been busy moving into my new lodgings near the pheasant yard. I never thought I would say this, but I miss Francis.”

      “Oh really?” Hope sparked in my chest. Perhaps Alice’s destiny could still reroute back to its rightful place.

      “He is confined to his rooms for the London incident with Kit,” Alice continued. “Lord Lansbury’s become head of the household in his stead.”

      “And what about us?” Spicy soup trembled on my tongue. “I seem to recall being a part of the London incident.”

      Alice brushed off the question. “The whole thing was Francis’s foolish idea. I should have known better than to follow that featherbrain to any place.”

      I swirled bread in my soup, sensing to change the subject. “So any other scandals while I was away?” I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed Whitehall.

      Alice slammed a hand down. “How about a great honor? Some of the maidens were asked to learn a new dance to perform at His Majesty’s birthday. The numbers are odd, so it will be perfect with you, Emmie.”

      “Yikes. That wouldn’t be my word choice.”

      She spread more butter on her bread. “We rehearse every day after dinner in the Dowager Lady Warwick’s chambers so there is no chance of the king seeing us and spoiling the surprise.”

      I felt my shoulders lift. “Where are the dowager countess’s chambers?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Take a guess. In the queen’s rooms upstairs.”
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      The Dowager Countess of Warwick’s rooms were sprawling but garish, with a giant bay window fronting the Thames. Headless wooden mannequins in puffy gowns queued beside feathered curtains and standing mirrors. Her maids hauled away a solid wood dining table to make a dance space. There were six of us, including two girls I’d seen at court. I guessed them to be a couple of years younger than me.

      Kit skipped in and clung to me like Christmas tinsel. “I’m the surprise at the end, Emmie.”

      “Saving the best for last,” I said. I gave her pint-sized wrist a squeeze.

      The countess handed me a white feather mask. “Mistress Grace, you seem to take pleasure in leaving court without a word and returning with no proclamation of any sort. I have never borne witness to such insult to His Majesty.” She twisted the rosary ring on her finger.

      “I guess that’s a pretty uneventful reign then, if my timetable’s the worst of it,” I replied.

      The countess snapped her fingers at the musicians, everyone scurrying into line. “Emmeline, move beside Isobel,” she croaked over the players, rotting teeth on full display. “Left arm! Forward and back, and one, two, three…keep up, Mistress Grace! Alice, forward!” Even I had to admit she was a good director.

      By the end of the rehearsal, I’d forgotten most of the steps, but I’d learned that the Dowager Countess of Warwick had two maids, a rabbit warren of rooms she shared with Isobel, and no guards outside her door.

      During the walk back to my room, I formulated a plan. I’d hover near the entrance to the countess’s rooms, waiting until her two maids left for errands or dinner. When I was sure the rooms were empty, I’d hunt for the wooden rosary beads.

      I’d just reached my lodgings when Mark stopped me. “A pleasant day to you, Mistress Grace,” he said with a bow. “Excellent timing. I have been requested to accompany you to the horse yard.”

      “What’s at the horse yard?”

      “You may wish to wear your riding boots.”

      He waited in the courtyard while I dug out a pair of wrinkled leather boots from the clothes I’d been given, struggling to lace them with sweaty fingers. Was this another one of Mathew Fox’s messages?

      Mark escorted me into the nearby horse yard, butterflies swirling my stomach into a familiar churn. Grooms steered saddled horses across the pebbled dirt. One led a milk-chocolate mare toward me. When the horse saw me, she neighed, her leather and hay smells sending me back to the decaying stables I’d loved in Essex. I anchored my hand in the groom’s leather glove and placed a shaky foot in the stirrup.

      “I’m not much of a rider,” I mumbled. The groom pushed me upward, guiding me into a sidesaddle pose, but my legs slipped apart into a straddle. What are you doing, Emmie? I castigated myself. You’re supposed to be searching the Dowager Countess of Warwick’s rooms! But how was I supposed to say no to the king’s groom? Had Nick sent him?

      The groom showed no displeasure at my unladylike posture. He slapped the mare’s backside, and she sprang to life, my body shifting to adjust.

      “Where are we going?” I called as the horse shot forward. Two guards on horseback led us right out of the King’s Gate.

      I hadn’t ridden for years, but the mare was smooth and easy to control. We trotted past gawking onlookers for a mile or so before making a right down a dusty side street. The reins slipped inside my perspiring palms. Were they taking me to the Tower because I’d disobeyed the king and come back to court?

      We headed westward with the Thames behind us. Wind lashed my face as I upgraded my trot to a canter to keep up. The guards slowed at the crest of a hill.

      Over the curve stood a tall mocha stallion handsomely straddled by Nick Tudor. A brown leather vest skimmed his neck, while tan breeches hugged his athletic thighs above leather boots. The sight of him struck my chest with warmth.

      “You ride as well as you dance,” he called as I approached. He didn’t look angry at all. He actually seemed a little nervous.

      “Better, actually.”

      “You also ride astride.” He wavered on his horse, his mouth curling with amusement as he surveyed my stance.

      “Well spotted.” I cleared my throat. “So what’s going on?”

      “Is it not clear, Mistress Grace? I believed the horses might be an indication. We are to ride this day. The sky has fined up.”

      “In public?”

      “Would you prefer to see me in private?”

      He watched me with glittering eyes, sending the reins slipping inside my sweaty palms. Nick laughed and flicked a hand at the guards. “Leave us.”

      He kicked his steed, and I obediently followed. A mile down the road, our horses leapt off the street onto thick, wild grass. Wind howled in my ears as we galloped across flowering meadows, not a speck of a red-coated guard or groveling courtier in sight. The earthy smells of the lush English countryside hadn’t changed in four hundred years. My mind dove backward, remembering Dad’s short ponytail bobbing ahead on his spotty horse. My chest contracted at the memory.

      “A goldie!” Nick pointed at the sky. A majestic dark-chocolate bird swooped high above us, its wings like an airplane’s. “I had hoped to see her.”

      My mare neighed for about the sixth time. I rubbed the back of her neck as I searched the sky, my gaze falling into Nick’s.

      “Your encouragement is welcome, Stella,” he said, shading himself from the sun.

      “Emmie,” I corrected, my cheeks ablaze.

      Nick laughed softly. “Stella is the horse. She is Italian, and that whinny is her famous signal. She likes you.”

      My voice was a breath. “Are you going to arrest me because I came back to court? Is that why we’re out here all alone?”

      He chuckled and frowned at the same time. “Do not be absurd, I would never arrest you.” His shoulders straightened. “I have men who do that for me.”

      He clicked his tongue, and Stella must’ve been trained to follow his horse, for she launched into a trot. We rode across lush meadowlands for what felt like another hour before reaching an overgrown path where Nick slowed to a stop. A modest stone house with a thatched roof peeked through a canopy of trees. A tangled mess of wild flowers carpeted the front gate.

      Nick dismounted, offering me his hand. His gloved fingers supported me while I jumped off Stella, my grape-colored skirts tumbling over my boots. I held my forehead to steady my wooziness as he tied our horses to a tree and slid a bucket of rainwater to their lapping tongues.

      He didn’t look at me, his tone serious. “Mistress Grace, I thought it was plain, but perhaps it is not. I’m pleased you returned to court. Of course I intend not to arrest you. You must think me heartless.”

      My cheeks burned as I glanced at the rustic cottage. “Is this Hampton Court?” I said with a straight face.

      His light laugh was adorable. “Robin House. Let us start small and work our way up, shall we?”

      As soon as we passed through the gate, explosions of pink, white, and yellow roses blanketed the sides of the path.

      “You forgot what I said about flowers already,” I said in a teasing, you’re-in-trouble tone. We followed the muddled trail around the side of the house.

      “This is not the Canary Isles, Mistress Grace. Have you not noticed a reduction in fresh flowers at court?”

      “Actually, I have.”

      He halted and twisted a rose stem until it snapped before swirling the fragrant white petals past my nose.

      “It smells like you,” I said, his spectacular eyes holding mine.

      He brushed the rose down the curve of his nose. A second later, he coughed into his fist. He rubbed his neck and then turned, expelling another, raspier cough.

      I lurched forward, nearly slipping on the dirt. “Are you okay?”

      His hands gripped his neck, his eyes flaring as he coughed harder. He gasped and tipped forward for a moment before collapsing backward.

      “Nick!” I cried, dropping to my knees, missing the thorny stems of the nearby rose bushes by inches. My stomach felt like it was leaping out of my body.

      His eyes snapped open, warm with laughter.

      “For God’s sake!” I resisted the urge to wallop him, scrambling to my feet.

      “If I were averse to roses, Mistress Grace, I would be long departed.”

      The amusement didn’t leave his face as he led me down a slope of wild lavender toward a sturdy tree. He looked so smug and outrageously cute, and all I could think of was kissing him stupid. Like, stepping in front of him right now and just grabbing his shirt with both hands.

      I shook away the embarrassing impulse as we reached a sloped clearing enclosed with birch trees. A carpet was laid out with platters of berries and grapes, a glazed ham, soft cheeses, breads, and macarons.

      “What’s all this?” I said, feeling like I was on an episode of The Bachelor with the most perfect bachelor ever.

      “I recall the word…food?”

      “Funny and a king.”

      He handed me an embroidered velvet cushion and dropped onto another. I twisted toward the trees, looking for observers but finding only rustling leaves. The late afternoon wind had picked up. England felt ten degrees cooler in Nick’s time than in my own.

      Nick shrugged off his vest. “This will keep you warm.”

      Before I could reply, the heavy leather was around my shoulders, smelling sublime. I froze, uneasy with his personality change since last time. Either he really was a two-faced psycho or Mathew was right, he did desire me. But I couldn’t let myself believe that. There was zero hope of me ever becoming England’s next queen—not only because it was beyond laughable, but because I already knew that Nick married Henriette of France. Heaviness sank over me.

      “So what is this place?” I said, reaching for a small macaron. I’d lost my appetite somewhere between panicking that Nick was going to arrest me and his dimpled smile.

      “It is where I come when I need to be alone.”

      I patted myself down, making sure I was really there.

      He poured from a glimmering wine flask. “Amusing. Alone from kingly duties, I mean. As alone as a king can be.”

      “You have a wonderful life,” I said softly.

      He side-eyed me. “That depends on what you find wonderful.”

      “Riding horses to secret picnics…eating pies with birds flying out. Is that flask solid gold?”

      “You believe my life is all recreation? Last month I did not sleep for a week while I arranged the Treaty of Armistice, there are rumors Spanish troops are advancing through the Low Countries, and I must soon entertain half the French court.”

      “Sounds horrific.”

      He tossed a piece of ham at me, and I fell backward, his cute laugh drawing my own until something hard pressed my side. A navy-blue locket jutted out of the vest’s inside pocket.

      Nick cleared his throat. “Open it.”

      I flipped the latch. Inside was a miniature painting of a girl with raven curls tumbling past her shoulders in tidy streams. I’d seen the portrait all over the internet. It was Princess Henriette of France.

      “She’s pretty,” I said truthfully, my chest burning.

      “Should I marry her?”

      I nearly coughed up a clump of sugary cream. “Why are you asking me?”

      “I need the opinion of someone without a vested interest. God knows I have enough of those. You may speak plainly.”

      “Do you love her?” I offered.

      He grimaced. “What am I, a peasant?” He took the locket from me, his fingers soft as they brushed mine. “But I am troubled the Spanish king will interpret the marriage as an act of war. Which, let us be truthful, it is. Nonetheless, I have already vowed to wed no lady of whom I have not borne witness with my own eyes. I do not trust portrait painters.”

      “Well, why would you, after yours,” I said under my breath.

      His brows rose. “You do not admire my portrait?”

      “It’s okay, I guess. It just doesn’t really look like you.”

      “Truly? I shall have the painter executed at once.”

      His expression stayed grave before he laughed with a smile that could melt the polar ice caps. He stroked his jaw, his thoughts deepening. “It is no secret there are liberties in the image. Princes should have beards, but the real ones vex my skin. I also demanded to appear large and powerful, to help me attract a foreign queen. It displeases me that you care not for it.”

      “What about an English queen?”

      He chuckled, fingering the crust of his bread. “Who, you?”

      “Of course not.” My cheeks were hotter than the August sun. “I just meant a foreign queen could bring her own enemies to England. Plus, as you said, Spain might deem the marriage a hostile act.” Cheers, Mathew Fox.

      His face crinkled with surprise. “A girl with such interest in policy. Your points are just, but taking an English queen would also deny England a powerful foreign alliance while giving rise to civil conflicts.”

      Right. Cheers, Mathew Fox.

      Nick sighed, contemplating. “Thomas Grey is adamant about the match, and I do think good of him, he has always handled me well. Even so, I fear he is somewhat charmed by Henriette’s promise to convert to the true faith.” He picked at the skin of a grape. “Frankly, Mistress Grace, matters of religion have done too much to destroy the realm. My chief cares are peace and stability. Besides, all this talk of war ruins my appetite.” He held up the locket, inspecting the painting. “I suppose Henriette is the most ideal match. If she’ll have me.”

      I raised my brows in an ‘as if’ expression. “She’ll have you. She’d be crazy not to.”

      Nick’s mouth closed, his eyes sucking me in like sticky caramel. After a short silence, he spoke softly. “You have not yet mentioned my letter.”

      “What letter?”

      “The one I sent to Hatfield, requesting your return to court.” The confusion in his face matched mine. “You did not receive it?”

      I should have lied again, but I shook my head, pins and needles of excitement pricking my cheeks.

      He blew through his lips, frowning. “Good God, I must know where that letter is.”

      “Why? What did it say?”

      He swallowed hard, scratching his bare neck under his white shirt. “It said I was sorrowful for the way I spoke to you in my chambers. About Kit.”

      I sensed more, the air thickening. “And?”

      His fingers brushed his full lips, and our eyes met in a way that made me feel electrified. His gaze moved to my mouth and clung there for a moment before returning to my eyes, his face a smoldering fire wanting to be ignited. But then it died out.

      “I only acted that way about Kit because of how important she is to me,” he said tightly. “I’m extremely protective of her, as you have seen.”

      “I know.” I rolled onto my opposite thigh, trying not to feel nauseated by his words. Less than a month now until the bells toll for Kit.

      “After so many years without my mother or father, Kit has become like a daughter to me,” Nick continued, unaware of the torture he was inflicting. “I fear losing her so greatly that it makes me ill at the mere thought of my own children. How I will agonize over their safety.”

      A bird squawked high in the trees, echoing the sharp cry inside me. I wanted to tell Nick to take Kit far away from court and shield her with guards until her ninth birthday. But then he’d probably burn me for heresy, and the world as I knew it could change forever.

      When I looked back at him, his eyes felt inches away, but they were no longer warm. “Mistress Grace, if you did not receive my letter, why did you return to court without my permission?”

      For a moment, I didn’t speak, totally lost as to how to answer. Nick exhaled and rose to his boots, his cheeks turning hollow. “I have a Council meeting this night. We have stayed too long.”

      A gust of wind rocketed from the trees, sending goose bumps across my skin.

      We didn’t speak as we walked back to the horses, Nick putting clear distance between us. While he untied Stella, I shrugged his vest off my shoulders and handed it to him.

      “Are you not cold?” he said softly.

      Four guards appeared on the narrow path as if they had the king on radar.

      “I’m fine,” I said quickly, feeling a little whiplashed by his mood changes.

      I struggled to keep up as we rode back to court, my butt close to falling off from bouncing in the saddle. But Robin House was much closer to Whitehall than I’d thought. We must’ve been riding in circles earlier, when it took us so long to get there.

      Nick only turned to look at me once. Something twisted low in my belly as our eyes clung together for a long second. When we reached the wide ditch ahead of the city wall, he took off ahead, a guard motioning for me to hold back. I guess that’s goodbye then.

      Only when the king was well out of sight was I permitted to ride through the gates of Whitehall. Stella’s hooves trampled the flower petals tossed by crowds who’d waited all day for their king to return.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I intended to spend the evening staking out the Dowager Countess of Warwick’s rooms, but instead I hauled my legs to my room like they were tree trunks. My head ached, and my limbs were on fire. After a nine-year hiatus, I’d clearly overdone the horse riding.

      What I needed was a quick bath, not least of which was because my shins were caked with dirt. I dragged my feet to the washroom, where a maid younger than me poured steaming water into a wooden tub lined with sheets. I closed my eyes while she washed my hair, imagining I was back at the salon in Hadley with Mia.

      When the maid left, I sank deeper into the silky water, wishing I could stay there forever. But it cooled quickly, and there were no taps. I tried to lift a leg out of the bath, but my body weighed more than a truck. My head was in pieces.

      “Are you well, mistress?” said a voice from far away.

      I sank below the surface, shivering. When I raised my dripping face, I couldn’t climb out, my joints locked, my throat an inferno. A moan rang in my ears. Two small hands pulled at my shoulders as blackness swallowed up the world around me.
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      There were bleak voices and damp cloths that were at first stifling but then soothing, at least for a while. Then the dreaded aches would return, piercing me to the bone. My hair matted with sweat. Cold palms pressed my forehead.

      “Please,” I whispered into darkness, my lips cracking. “I need water. Where’s Mom?” My mom’s a nurse.

      “Try not to speak.” The weathered tone pried my eyes open. I clutched Mom’s hand. Her skin had aged.

      “What’s wrong with me?” Talking was like pulling the coughing trigger. I strained to catch my breath, my chest whistling. When my eyes found light, Mia was belly laughing, like the time I pretended that dissecting a rat was against my religion to get out of biology.

      “Shut up,” I said weakly, wanting to smile. “It’s not funny.”

      Icy wind wafted from an open window. The only sounds were occasional voices, downpours of rain, and splashing water. Sometimes the faces appeared…Alice, Mia, Kit with her gap-toothed smile and perfumed hair. I’d never had so many visitors, but when I spoke to them, they didn’t reply.

      Warm fingertips traced my cheek tenderly, my jaw tilting into the softness. My eyelids dragged open, meeting a shallow sea.

      “Mistress Grace?” said Nick huskily. As I fought to focus on the perfect mirage of his face, he was already gone.

      As what seemed like days came and went, the room grew clearer and warmer. There was always the burning rosemary and the old lady with a veiled hood sewing in the corner. Another time I could’ve sworn Lord Lansbury rested against the wall, his beefy arms crossed.

      When I opened my eyes, someone was spooning hot, pungent liquid through my sandpaper lips. I tried to turn away, but the soup kept coming. The more I blinked, the more of Mathew Fox’s face I made out.

      “Am I dying?” I mumbled, remembering how trapped his features looked inside his small skull.

      “You will be if you shun your remedies.”

      I licked my lips. “I need water.”

      “We have had rain. I’ll have it fetched for you.”

      When I lifted my head, the room spun out of control. I flopped back onto the pillow. “Aren’t you scared you’ll get sick?”

      “What does my health matter when England is at stake?” He hunched forward, whispering. “Mistress, I bring words of encouragement. The king is beside himself.”

      Memories attacked my mind. Riding in the sweeping countryside, the picnic lunch at Robin House, collapsing in the bath. “Is the king okay?” I said urgently.

      “Physically yes, grace be to God. But Sir Thomas Grey already threatened to resign because His Majesty insisted on visiting you in your state. A Spanish warship was sighted near Penzance this morning. Grey is calling for an immediate offer of marriage to the French princess, yet His Majesty has not obliged.”

      My throat clenched with a painful rasp. “I’ve been here too long.” Mom would have the police out this time. Maybe Dad had actually been to our house.

      “It has only been about ten hours,” said Mathew, wiping my forehead again. “And take heart—this may yet be a short affliction. There is talk of a one-day fever in the city. Every minute you do not worsen is a sign this suffering will depart as swiftly as it arrived. But if you do not improve before the day is out, Doctor Norris will call for the barber surgeons. Please, mistress, you must fight.”

      I must’ve caught whatever dreaded illness it was when I went to London the week before. I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing. When I opened them again, the woman in the hood sat beside me, the tug of her sewing thread louder than an airplane. I had to get to the ring—to a hospital with real doctors and a nebulizer. I tried begging the woman, but she couldn’t hear me. Hot soup moistened my lips again, soothing the cracks.

      “Thanks,” I managed to whisper to her. “What’s your name?”

      “Nicholas Henry Edward Tudor. But if you call me that, I might have to lock you up.”

      My eyes sprang open. He was in a baby-blue linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up, his face unshaven, his hair disheveled. I’d seen nothing more beautiful. He was also feeding me soup. I had to be hallucinating again.

      “You’re not here,” I whispered.

      “Oh, but how that would please my councilors. There would be a feast with fireworks and cannon.”

      I tried not to stare at his elegant features as they sharpened into view. “But you’ll get sick.”

      “Not if I keep my distance.” He dropped the spoon into the bowl. “How can I command God to heal you from twenty-five rooms away? These physicians and apothecaries are about as useful as an arm in a kicking contest.”

      I shivered under the wool blankets.

      “Can you sit by the fire?” Nick hastily slid the bowl onto the side table. “I fear this bed of illness is doing nothing to rouse your spirits.”

      I let him help me out of the bed, plaited hair tumbling down my back. He cupped my waist and slowly walked me to the fireplace. If I wasn’t so out of sorts, I wouldn’t have let myself fall so freely into his rose-tinged skin, my mouth near his neck. He stopped and tilted into me for a moment before resting me on a chair.

      He sat close to me, shuffling a deck of cards with the dexterity of a croupier. “I believe in stimulating the mind to heal the body.”

      “You mean challenge the sick person ‘cause you know you’ll win,” I replied weakly.

      Nick smiled, dealing out five cards each. Josh’s Uncle Pete had taught us to play poker the weekend his mom was dragged to rehab. Good thing the suits were the same.

      Nick rearranged his cards. “How about a wager? If I win, I get to ride with you to Robin House again.”

      “And if I win?”

      “You get to ride with me to Robin House again.”

      I laughed, triggering another coughing fit. My fingertips massaged my eyes. Ugh, I must look like the bride of Satan.

      Nick’s face creased. “My secretary has written to your father. I expect your family to arrive at court any day. Lord Lansbury has already allocated spacious lodgings. They may stay as long as they wish.”

      “Oh, you didn’t have to, but thanks.” Fear quaked though me. I tried not to show it, shakily switching my cards to line up a pair of sevens.

      “Christ, I nearly forgot. I made you something.” Nick leaned past me to fish out a pendant of wrapped linen from his coat hanging on the chair. “It is a healing remedy. It has wormwood, devil’s-bit—fourteen of the most powerful herbs in Christendom. They are from my personal collection.” He tied the talisman around my neck, his breath trembling near my ear.

      “Thank you,” I managed to say.

      “That is not all.” Nick handed me a soft pouch of red velvet. Inside was the emerald necklace I’d practically drooled over in his bedroom. He blushed through his dimples. “It is not quite as charming as a knot ring.”

      “You’re giving me this?” I said, my voice rising in pitch.

      “Does it please you?”

      “Of course, but it’s…it’s too much.” The square emerald was the size of a continent in my palm.

      “If only it were enough.” His worried eyes focused on me. “You must get better, Emmie, that is all I ask.”

      I wasn’t prepared to hear him say my name.

      I sensed his breathing change, his chest rising and falling deeply beneath his shirt. My cards fell limply from my moist hands. For a moment, neither of us spoke, my cheeks flushing warm.

      Nick swallowed hard. “Do you still want to know what I wrote in that letter?”

      I nodded, holding in a breath.

      He licked his lips, blinking fast. “It said I sent you away from court not only because I was angry, but…but because I was tempted.” Our eyes held together, his greenish pupils pulling mine like magnets. “Because, even now, all I see is your face in its countless perfections and I ache to kiss you.”

      A hot current shot from my cheeks to my heart.

      “You must think me mad,” Nick said softly.

      “No…I think you’re lovely.”

      He reached out to brush away a wisp of my hair. If my heart had beat any faster, it would’ve exploded.

      Just as I thought he was going to lean forward and kiss me, he exhaled sharply, his palms hitting his knees. “Christ, when somebody this side of London is ill, I usually hide like a child.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.” I turned away. Kill the King of England, why don’t you.

      “It is I who is sorry.” He stood up and threw his coat over his shoulders. “You need rest and recovery, not to feel compelled to gratify my personal desires.”

      “Who says I’m compelled?”

      Nick swallowed hard, his face flushed with emotion. “I pray you understand that I would reach as far as the New World for a physician if I believed he could help you. But Doctor Norris is truly the finest I’ve seen. You must do everything he tells you.” He stopped at the door with his back to me. “Because if you die, he will burn.”

      My mouth fell open.

      Doctor Norris returned in minutes and ordered me back to bed. It was then I noticed the tension in his gait, the lines of worry on his brow. Determined to keep him from ending up on a barbecue, I drank and ate every hideous concoction for the next few hours until I could hold my head up without seeing stars.

      “I believe it is the one-day fever,” said Norris with a smile so big it didn’t suit his stern face. He kept touching my cheeks and forehead before clapping his hands like his football team had just scored another touchdown.

      When the maids came in to light the evening candles, I asked if I could go back to my room. It was amazing how much better I felt already, kind of like an intense but fleeting bout of the stomach flu.

      “You must remain confined for at least four to five more days,” Norris ordered, massaging the sockets of his exhausted eyes with his knobby fingertips. He yawned and left me unguarded. I made a swift escape to my room with my head down, struck by how much the tiny space with its prickly mattress felt like home.

      As I reluctantly lay there with the blue-diamond ring on my thumb, Nick’s words played on loop in my mind like lines of a favorite song. All I could see were his lips saying my name in a way that made me want to kiss them.

      You must get better, Emmie.

      All I see is your face in its countless perfections, and I ache to kiss you.

      The painfully hot rasp in his voice summoned me into a deep, almost euphoric sleep.
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      It took four lightning-fast nights and three eternal school days before I could get back to Whitehall. Worried that Mom would start to notice her dwindling sleeping pill collection, I spent the whole of Saturday hiking with Mia and Josh to drain my energy so I was tired enough to fall asleep as soon as she left for work.

      I arrived just in time for the king’s birthday party. Thankfully, my Tudor friends thought I’d been in my room on bed rest recovering from the one-day fever, and were relieved to see me back in good health. Alice loaned me a spectacular gown the color of a tropical sea, waves of silver thread swirling through it.

      Francis waited for his “two chaperones” outside the Great Hall, his silver doublet trimmed with red. He kissed my hand, stopping to gape at Alice’s amethyst gown.

      “You look like an aubergine,” he said.

      “Do not get too close then,” she replied, her eyes flashing. “I hear they are poisonous.”

      Francis smiled at her profile as he escorted us inside, clearly thrilled to be finally forgiven for the London incident.

      The cavernous Great Hall had been transformed into a magnificent fairytale scene, complete with an artificial lake and stone bridge. The perfumed air rang with music and voices, extravagant gowns and jewels sparkling like Christmas lights. A stout man scampered past, perspiring like a marathon runner.

      “Lord Mayberry, Master of the Revels,” Francis said to us. “If tonight does not please the king, it will be his head on the gallows on the morrow.”

      Alice laughed, to my relief.

      “The Mayor of London,” he pointed out to her. “Always makes the finest decisions when he is tippled. You know the Earl of Northampton, the new Lord Chancellor, and—”

      “Mr. George Gardiner, the Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge,” Alice finished with warm familiarity.

      My stomach caved like a house of cards. I’d told them my dad studied medicine at Cambridge. I had no idea how big or small the student body was in those days. What if Mr. Gardiner knew all the med students? The young vice-chancellor threw his head back in laughter, revealing the source of the hilarity. The Dowager Countess of Warwick flapped her hands at him through an elaborate story, her black bell sleeves catching the shoulder of Kit’s sparkling butter-yellow gown as Kit walked past them. My throat withered at the sight of her. I still had to find those rosary beads.

      “I’m going to say hi to Kit,” I said to the others, making a dash away from Mr. Cambridge.

      Kit’s hug was healing. “It’s so good to see you,” I said. I didn’t know if I cared so much about her because she was a part of him or for herself, but I did. “Your hair looks cute.”

      She touched her crown of braids. “Forgive me for not visiting you when you were ill, but I was forbidden. I’m so pleased it was the one-day fever. I prayed and prayed for it.” She fastened her eyes to the corner. “Oh shame, now she is moving my gift!”

      A girl in a raspberry gown placed a parrot sculpture encrusted with gemstones onto a table piled with gleaming objects. I recognized the spiraling black tresses, gathered with red roses at the nape of her neck. Sickness swelled in my stomach.

      “Isn’t that Henriette of France?”

      “Quite right, and she is always with him,” Kit replied with a scowl. “His Majesty invited her to court for his birthday celebrations, and she has barely left his side. Come, I want to move my gift back.”

      The charming Philippe Renard swept away Henriette and her entourage of ladies just as we arrived at the table. I watched as he introduced her to a trio of bowing men, her movements as fluid as a ballet dancer’s, her waist the size of a thimble. Nick never mentioned anything about Princess Henriette coming to court. The thought of him looking at her the same way he had me stung like a hurricane of bees.

      Up close, the king’s gift table was a fancy auction catalog, displaying everything from diamond sculptures to silver tankards and plates, wooden tennis racquets, and textiles threaded with gold. Kit moved her painting in front of the parrot sculpture.

      When trumpets blasted from beyond the double doors, Henriette straightened her tresses to hang evenly. Four white horses strode into the hall to momentous applause, chased by fire breathers and acrobatic jesters. At the procession’s rear was a gilded chariot with Nick standing inside. He was spellbinding in head-to-toe white, his waist strapped with a gold belt that matched his crown.

      I sucked in a sharp breath. Four nights had felt like four ice ages now that I saw him again.

      “We have been searching for you,” hissed Alice, tugging me. “Our welcome dance is now!”

      She pulled on my Venetian mask. Its stem poked my ear as we circled the chariot and froze around it like a hold-up. The dance began to cheers from the audience. Alice stumbled the wrong way into Isobel while the Dowager Countess of Warwick counted under her breath. Kit dashed in at the final moment to perform her well-practiced solo, all of us folding to our toes at the end in a sign of reverence.

      Nick smiled and clapped as he stepped down from his chariot. His eyes lured mine, sending heat to my face.

      “Happy birthday, Your Grace,” said Kit with trained formality.

      “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      “Happy birthday,” I stammered, curtsying.

      He nodded in thanks, a dimple showing in his cheek. I wanted to be near his warm, scented skin again, his sleeves rolled up and his collar open, away from the fanfare. Despite everything, I still hungered to kiss him so much it hurt.

      The Titanic-sized feather in Thomas Grey’s beret cut between us, clearing a path for the incoming Henriette. She was even prettier up close, her slender neck encircled with a choker of rubies.

      “Happy birthday, Your Majesty,” she said with a thick accent, dropping to kiss his hand. Her fragrance was so strong it nearly made me choke. “It is lovely to see your charming sister again. But who is this?” She straightened, her smoky eyes on mine.

      “Mistress Emily Grace, I believe,” said Thomas. “From Hatfield, a small township north of London.”

      “A small township I was born in,” said Nick. “My mother was a great admirer of Hatfield.”

      “Oh, how I wish to have met the Queen Elizabeth,” said Henriette. “I hear she was as wise as she was gracious.”

      “One of the most glorious women of our age,” said Thomas. “And also a great admirer of marchpane.”

      “Truly? How lovely to have so much in common with her. I fear I am going back to France much heavier.”

      “That is plainly absurd…you look incredible,” said Nick.

      The words sliced into me like machetes. I was about to excuse myself when Isobel glided in wearing a voluminous peach gown. Her sallow neck looked even thinner in a stiff white ruff. She curtsied. “Your Majesty, if I may wish you my best wishes, and ask if you may—”

      “Excuse me,” said Nick quickly, leading Henriette away to an elderly man in a bishop’s cloak. Isobel’s shoulders slumped. When she caught me watching her I looked away, but maybe I shouldn’t have. We were in the same sinking boat…the runners-up. I tried to make eye contact again, but Isobel was carrying a full goblet of wine over to the king’s gentleman Mark Macaulay.

      “Thank heavens,” said Alice, seizing two cups from a tray and handing me one. “I was nearly trapped with Lord and Lady Snell, the most tiresome couple in Christendom. Plus, everyone knows Lady Lennox is his mistress.” She grinned. “I saw you met our future queen. Promise me you will stay and become a maid of honour? You will have your pick of the noblemen.”

      “Maybe,” I murmured into my cup. Another lie to add to the pile. I’d sooner chew broken glass than become a slave to Nick’s wife.

      “She’s pretty,” I said, gesturing to Henriette.

      “She is pleasant enough, although a touch severe,” said Alice. “The princess has been exploring the castle and gardens, received guests and concerts, but mostly kept company with the king. Father says they are sharing all their meals. A pronouncement of their betrothal is sure to come any moment.”

      So that’s what he’d been doing while I’d watched Mrs. Campbell battle with a digital map of the Korean War, a dumb grin plastered on my face while fantasizing that he missed me, too. And you thought you had a shot, Emmie? A twenty-first century wannabe jewelry designer and a Tudor king? Get a grip.

      Francis spun a young girl out of his arms on the dance floor, letting Lord Lansbury catch her before making his way to us. He offered his hand, flirtatiously shifting it back and forth between us, before finally stopping at Alice.

      Her hand stayed at her side. “That is how you ask a lady to dance?” She said, “I’m surprised you get any partners at all.”

      Francis tugged her toward him. “Do you ever stop complaining, Alice Grey?”

      The music changed to the volta, their faces a matching shade of crimson as the sexy routine began. It was hard not to smile, but I put down my cup, reminding myself I had a greater purpose than ensuring Alice and Francis got their predestined marriage. I needed to find a way into the Dowager Countess of Warwick’s rooms and search for the rosary beads. She was busy brown-nosing the nobles, but I hadn’t seen either of her maids, which meant her rooms probably weren’t empty.

      I turned into Mathew Fox’s petite outstretched hand. His cinnamon coat with gold stitching was the most bling I’d seen him in.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, leading me into a turn.

      “You’re not so shabby yourself,” I replied with a smile.

      He steered me closer, gripping my hip with his glove. “Mistress, I’ve been waiting to speak with you for several days, but I could not locate you.” The smile slid off my face as he continued, whispering against my ear. “It is more important than ever to remain determined. The French princess has moved closer, undoubtedly, but you are also becoming close with the king. It is time to draw him nearer, but discreetly. Our plan risks ruin if the princess notices him favoring you.”

      “Our plan?”

      He stopped, confused. “You no longer wish to win the affections of His Majesty?” The question felt painful. Mathew’s face hardened. “Mistress, so we’re clear, this is not about foolish desire. This is about your countrymen. About England.”

      Wispy curls irritated my cheeks. I wanted to tell Mathew that I wasn’t here to play war games, but guards swept us off the dance area.

      Nick and Henriette sauntered into the empty space like a wedding couple, courtiers watching with delighted faces. He stood still and smirked like the prize he was while Henriette snaked around him in some kind of weird Renaissance tease, her cheeks rosy, her smile genuine. So much for their setup being just an alliance. She liked him as much as I did.

      Thomas Grey’s velvet shoulder nudged me. “You are playing a dangerous game, my dear.”

      I glanced around. “Are you talking to me?”

      His eyes stayed fixed on the king as the dance came to a close. “Trust me when I say you are forbidden fruit, no more. Certainly not the first he has tasted.”

      It took me a second to speak. “He hasn’t tasted anything.”

      Thomas’s chuckle was cutting. “You carry on with the king and his sister like you belong among them, not realizing that, all the while, you are putting their lives at stake.”

      Are you serious right now? I wanted to shake him.

      Alice cut in to take his hand. “Will you share a dance with me, Papa?” She smiled at us like we were her two favorite people, clearly not hearing what he’d just said. Thomas threw me a look of contempt over her shoulder.

      Thankfully the Master of the Revels announced supper; a respite from the dancing flirt-fest between Nick and Henriette. But I could barely stomach anything from the bottomless platters of roasted meats as I watched Nick sit sandwiched between Henriette and Kit—a life-sized royal Christmas card. Henriette didn’t stop talking the entire meal, her cherry lips practically glued to Nick’s ear. He listened and smiled.

      When the torture-fest was over, the Master of the Revels lifted his voice. “Gentlemen and ladies of the court, His Majesty has prepared a very special performance for your ears only. May I present our great sovereign lord, His Majesty Nicholas the First, King of England, playing an original composition.”

      “Heavens,” whispered Alice beside me. “The king never plays openly.”

      A young page passed Nick his lute. The space echoed with deafening applause, which silenced as soon as he began his gentle strum. Pride curled up inside me like burning paper. The melody was beautiful, haunting, and unmistakably familiar. As the pretty tune tumbled out of his fingertips, my greedy eyes roamed the tousled tufts of his chestnut hair down the slight curve of his nose to his damaged cheek and hovered on his lips, slightly parted with concentration.

      It was then that I knew, with absolute clarity and certainty, that I didn’t just like him…I loved him. I knew it was ridiculous. How could I love someone I’d never even kissed? But the feeling of longing was so full I nearly choked on it. There was nothing else to explain the sickening devastation of knowing he’d never be mine and that he’d marry Henriette.

      Nick rested his lute across his thighs and blushed as the cheers began. My hands pounded together until he found my face. Within seconds courtiers had him surrounded, even Henriette fighting her way through to him.

      “And now, we invite you outside to our enchanted garden for dessert and more dancing,” the Master of the Revels cried over the trumpets. Isobel’s lavish skirts swished past me, shadowed by the Dowager Countess of Warwick’s two maids in their usual heart-shaped hoods.

      My heart quickened pace. If the countess’s maids were with Isobel, her rooms had to be empty. I told Alice I was going to the lavatory and plowed through servers grappling with a gigantic sugar sculpture of a rising phoenix.

      I was out of breath by the time I reached the Dowager Countess of Warwick’s rooms upstairs. The silent air was musty. I ran to her vanity chest and hurriedly sorted through drawers without upsetting the contents, rummaging through mounds of pearls and jewels that could’ve bought her an airplane in my time, but there were no wooden rosary beads. Other drawers were stuffed with old hoods and colored scarves, the bottom one plugged with dusty books. When I searched through them, a piece of decaying paper fluttered to the ground, scratched with what looked like scriptures in a scrawl I instantly recognized. It was the same writing from the vicious note that was left in my room.

      “What in Lucifer’s name are you doing?”

      The Dowager Countess of Warwick stood in the doorway, her eyes slanted with shock.

      I held up the page. “It was you. You threatened me!”

      “I did what?” She rushed at me. “How dare you invade my rooms like this? I have had more than enough, you parasite.”

      “Afraid I’ll find more disgusting notes?” I tossed the paper at her.

      “What notes? Emmeline, what in the devil is wrong with you?”

      “You really have no clue who I am,” I said, blood rushing to my cheeks. “But you should be careful, because I’m onto you. I know exactly what you’re up to. So before you do anything you’ll regret, think twice. Because you can bet you won’t get away with it as long as I’m around.”

      It was hard to tell who was shaking more. The countess practically spat venom. “I am a Beaumont, dear girl, descendent of kings. My only crime is believing your falsehood about being an accomplished physician’s daughter. Who is your father really? A farmer? A fishmonger?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      She bared her teeth like a charging monkey. “I met an enchanting gentleman this evening: Mr. Gardiner, the Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge. He has not once heard of a Doctor Grace from Hatfield. Which seems sensible, after my friend called into Hertfordshire on her way to Buckingham and made enquiries on my behalf. You can guess what she found. Or, rather, what she did not. No Doctor Grace, no Mrs. Grace, no Master Grace, no Mistress Grace, not so much as a dog named Grace. Not one person of significance in Hatfield has ever heard of the Grace family.”

      “Why do you care so much?” I nearly shouted. “Do you have any idea what goes on around here? Murders and kidnappings, and all you stew about is what town I was born in?”

      I knew I was saying too much, but I was too scared for Kit—and too annoyed about Henriette—to think straight. My heart thrashed against my chest.

      The countess’s nostrils flared. “I have been at this court longer than the king has lived! So while you try to devise your next falsehood to justify why you lied about your stock, rest assured, there will be a place for you to go when you are banished for treason. I hear the Tower of London is lovely at this time of year. It is the perfect season for the rats.” She reached past me, wrenching a fur shawl off a mannequin. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, they are having bonfires outside.”

      “And why didn’t you send your maid to get that?” I said accusingly, nodding at the shawl. “You were following me? Worried what I’d find?”

      The countess spun back, her expression glacial. “One day you will learn this was never about you. When my daughter no longer requires the presence of my maids to ensure she does not drink herself to oblivion, His Majesty will be reminded what the Lady Isobel can offer him. And, in the meantime, what you cannot.”

      She left me in the dark, rigid with fear that she’d tell Nick what she’d discovered about my Hatfield family, or lack thereof. I wiped escaping tears and hurried back down the stairs, the corridor echoing with voices. Nick stood at the base of the staircase, talking to a guard, and the sight sent me back a step, hoping he hadn’t seen me.

      “Mistress Grace is here,” called Nick, releasing a breath. “I’ve been searching for you,” he said to me.

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      He guided me into the wine cellar. Towering oak barrels obscured us from view. I blew through my lips as if that might expel the butterflies in my stomach that Nick always roused.

      “How are you feeling?” His greenish eyes shone with concern. “I’ve wanted to ask you for days, but there’s all this damn fanfare. You then fled so fast tonight I thought the place was on fire.”

      “I’m much better. Thank you.”

      He gently cupped my face, weakening my knees. “I cannot tell you my relief. Look at you. A portrait of strength and beauty. Mine eyes can barely believe it.”

      “Don’t you mean incredible?” I said, repeating what Nick had called Henriette when she’d joked about looking anything other than perfect. I stepped away. “You should get back.”

      “Do not be jealous.” Nick’s eyes softened. “Entertaining a visiting royal is my duty.”

      “Then why didn’t you say Princess Henriette was coming here? When you came to see me and said all that stuff about…about perfection and kissing?”

      His brow creased. “I believed you might be dying. It could as easily have been the deadly sweat as it was the one-day fever. I was hardly going to waste time on trivial matters.”

      You marry her, Nick. I’d say that passes the ‘trivial’ test.

      He stepped closer, nearing my trembling skin. “I cannot bear you being angry with me. Not after what you have been through. Did my gift not please you?”

      “The herbal necklace? I wore it every day until it smelled like socks.”

      An adorable chuckle slipped from his mouth. “The song I performed tonight. I wanted to tell you beforehand, but there was no opportunity. I composed it for you while you were ill. I named it Lady Green Sleeves.” He traced the edges of my cut sleeves, setting my skin alight. “Because of the way my silks touch your skin. The effect these things have on me.” His lips pressed together as if he was fighting something.

      “You wrote Greensleeves? For me?” I gaped at him like an idiot, sucking air into my lungs as if I didn’t know how to breathe properly. I’d heard the song a hundred times. It couldn’t have been written about me. Out of everything that had happened, it was the most impossible.

      An explosion made me jump. The second was even louder.

      Nick smiled. “Fireworks. Captivating things. I regret I’ve kept you from seeing their beauty.”

      “Oh, I see beauty,” I said softly. Warmth softened his eyes. “And it might shock you to know I’ve seen fireworks before.”

      “Actually, it does not,” Nick replied with a smirk.

      “I’d rather be here.”

      The way he looked at me made me feel like I’d fall through the floor and land on a cloud. He closed the remaining space separating us.

      “Emmie, I must thank you.”

      “For what?” I didn’t know if the thumping heart I could hear was his or mine.

      He touched his neck. “I’ve done all you ask. My rooms were cleared of dust and the flowers removed. I have been careful not to ride too hard. I’ve felt lighter since then. No breathing attacks.”

      My cheeks lifted. “That’s good.”

      “But what if being near you is what makes it hard for me to breathe?”

      He held my cheek, softly stroking it with his thumb. I turned into his fingers, the sweet scent of his skin flooding me with syrupy warmth as I kissed the soft tip of his thumb. He lifted my face to his with both hands. And for a moment we just stayed there, his hypnotic eyes gazing into mine, before he leaned forward and pressed his lips to my own, an astonishing feeling of connection pouring into me.

      A man cleared his throat, and we quickly pulled away from each other. Thomas Grey clutched his feathered beret in the shadows.

      “For God’s sake man, speak!” Nick said sharply.

      Thomas dabbed his forehead with a cloth. “Forgive me, my benevolent Majesty. The guards informed me you were here. I come with urgent news that should be delivered discreetly.” Thomas’s pale eyes flickered to mine.

      Nick gently squeezed my hand. “Do not leave.” He yanked Thomas outside by his hat. I heard a door close and heated talking.

      My back fell into the brick wall, a feeling of hot liquid rushing through me. All I could taste was the soft sweetness of his lips. I wanted to deepen the kiss. The thought of it made my knees press together.

      Nick burst back in. The change in his demeanor struck me with the speed of a devastating car smash.

      “Who are you?” he spat, his eyes ablaze. “An ingenious spy or a careless thief?”

      “What?” My stomach hit my feet.

      “Majesty, may I suggest a more secluded location,” urged Thomas. Voices passed in the hall.

      Nick grabbed him by the collar and shoved him against the wall before releasing him. “Bring her to my chambers. Now.”

      Before I could speak, I was inside a funnel of guards who escorted me upstairs and into the king’s office.

      Nick stood facing the moonlit Thames, gripping his forehead. The guards closed the door, leaving us alone.

      “Who are you?” he asked again, his strangled voice not his own.

      It was hard to talk through my trembling mouth. “You know who I am.”

      “Enough lies!” He spun around, visibly pained. “I have had enough deceit in this court to last me a lifetime. The Dowager Countess of Warwick approached Sir Thomas Grey tonight with not one but two sources of evidence that there is no such man as a Doctor Martin Grace from Hatfield. Hence your rooms were searched without delay, and look what they found.”

      He opened his hand, the blue-diamond ring catching the candlelight. I brought my palms to my cheeks.

      Nick approached me slowly, washed of color. “When my ring was misplaced again, I decided it could not have been you. I believed one of my manservants was a thief or perhaps the ring was cursed. But you had it all along.” His voice caught. “You know nothing of French, Spanish, or Latin. You cannot ride a horse well or even dance the pavan. Furthermore, when I wrote to your family of your infirmity and invited them to court, I received no visitor and no reply. Thus, I am commanding you now as your anointed king to confess who you really are.”

      The distress in his face made my heart splinter. My eyes fell to his lips, remembering the kiss.

      Nick jerked backward. “You are nothing but a cheap, deceiving temptress. You should burn for it.”

      “Cheap?” My voice broke. “If only you knew, Nicholas Tudor, what I have done for you. What I’ve risked for you…for your family. And I don’t even know why.” Tears flooded my eyes.

      His teeth clenched. “Do you crave the Tower rats that badly? Because, so help me, if you cannot explain yourself this instant, I will have you arrested.”

      The weight of his words crashed into me with the force of a tsunami. I could explain myself. I had to, or he was going to kill me.

      I was shaking. “You’re right. I’m not who you think I am.”

      Nick’s face fell. “You are a spy. My God, how could I not have seen it?”

      “Please let me finish, because this is the hardest thing I’m ever going to say.” I fought the urge to bolt, my words tumbling out choppy and strained. “My name really is Emmeline Grace, but no, I’m not from Hertfordshire, and I’m not a doctor’s daughter. In fact, I hardly ever see my dad. But I’m not a spy either.” My throat closed on the impossible words. “What I am is from a different time. Over four hundred years in the future…from a place called America that I’m pretty sure you call the New World.”

      He pressed his hands to his hair. “Stop!”

      “I know this sounds totally insane, and I don’t get it myself at all, but it’s true. Unless I’ve gone completely mad, I’ve passed through time. More than once—”

      “Enough! Stop!” He gripped a chair so tightly I thought it would break. “I barely know you, and yet you cannot comprehend the warmth you have brought to my heart these past weeks and the utter despair of learning it was all a lie. Now you preach this heresy? This is worse than a devil! Do you want me to put you on a stake and set you on fire?”

      “Just let me show you. Because I’m telling you the truth, I swear. I can prove it!”

      Nick looked like I felt…like he was struggling for air in a room that had none. In the face of his chilling silence, I kept going, my voice shaking.

      “Your ring,” I said. “It’s the key to traveling through time. There’s something magical about it. And I don’t know how it came to be in my time or why it brought me here; all I know is it’s sending me back and forth through time. Over and over.”

      He shook his head, taking fast breaths.

      “How do you think I ended up in your fortress of a park wearing your coronation ring that was missing for years?” I snapped. “Why was I dressed so differently? Why do I never say or do any of the right things? I’m not from your time!”

      He scrunched his face. “You are performing. A hideous plot to drive me mad.” His hands were fists. “I’ve had enough of these damned plots!”

      I was full-blown crying…begging, even. “But I can show you. I can take you with me and prove it. I’ll bring you right back. Please, if you care about me half as much as I do you, you will give me this one chance to show you I’m not lying. You have to believe me. Please, Nick, please.”

      He stared at me for an agonizingly long moment, his face finally breaking with defeat. “I have given you so many chances, Emmie, so many reprieves. This is undoubtedly the worst and the last. On my life, if you are lying, you will burn.”

      “Deal,” I uttered.

      The crackling fire nipped at the air as I hesitatingly took his hand and unlocked his fingers. The ring glittered from his shaking palm.

      “For this to work, one of us has to wear this and we have to fall asleep together,” I said. “Touching.”

      He drew a sharp breath. “If this is another part of a vicious plan to undo me, you will find yourself upon the rack before midnight hour.”

      “It’s not.”

      We stood in stunned silence before he exhaled, slipping the ring onto his third finger. “Very well. We’ll do it right now.”

      I swallowed a ball of nausea and followed him into his bedroom. He sat on the edge of his bed and began undoing his boots.

      “It’s better if you leave them on,” I said. I wasn’t planning on taking him shoe shopping as our first activity. Was I really doing this? He’s Nicholas the freaking Ironheart!

      When I stepped out of my giant hoop skirt, he looked at me like I was from another planet.

      “Those things are ridiculous,” I said through burning cheeks. I untied my shoes and crawled onto the navy silk sheets that smelled like roses and pine. It was the softest, loveliest bed I’d ever touched.

      He climbed up beside me, fully clothed. We lay side by side, his hand resting facedown on the feather mattress. I took a breath and placed my palm over his hand. He didn’t move.

      A midnight-blue canopy stretched above us, painted with electrifying constellations. I focused on it, trying to ease my knotted stomach.

      “Now we go to sleep,” I said to Nick’s staggered breathing. But I’d never been more awake. We lay like stones for what felt like hours, my body crawling toward the heaviness of relaxation. I didn’t realize I was still awake until Nick’s hand slowly turned in the darkness, his soft palm meeting mine. A sigh escaped my mouth as our fingers immediately laced together. He squeezed, and I let the heat of our connecting skin surge through me.

      “Don’t let go,” I whispered.

      It was a miracle neither of us moved again, our hands tightly entwined.
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      My lopsided fan squeaked from the ceiling. Nick breathed deeply and rhythmically beside me, his strong arm imprisoning mine. Something inside me broke and screamed. Holy crap, it worked!

      I carefully unhooked my arm and snuck into the bathroom to brush my teeth with one hand and finger-comb my hair with the other. My reflection gaped at me. Emmie, you stole a freaking king. Minty fresh breath is your priority right now?

      I pressed an ear to Mom’s door. Her fluttery snores mingled with laughs from the talk show channel. Nerves tightened my stomach. Mom could sleep all day after night shift, but if she woke up and found a twenty-year-old Tudor king in my bedroom, there’d be serious questions.

      When I dashed back in, Nick was sitting up, as still as a Roman statue and practically as white.

      “Morning, and welcome to twenty-first century America,” I blurted, keeping my voice low. “Home of freedom, fast food, and more importantly, famous people.” His eyes veered to mine, but looked right through me.

      “I told you it was real,” I said shakily. “We’re in my bedroom.”

      His diamond-stitched doublet was laughingly misplaced inside the paint-chipped walls. With unsteady movements, he slowly got up and peered out the window. Nicholas the Ironheart is in my bedroom. What is air?

      “Mom could sleep through a tornado,” I said, watching him suck in the view. At least I didn’t live in Manhattan. My words followed his wide, wandering eyes. “A lamp. My radio that doesn’t work. Books that cost ninety cents for a reason.”

      He walked to me, reaching out. For a second, I thought he was going to embrace me, but he picked up the photo of Mom and I at Disneyland.

      “This is…you.” His eyes shifted between me and the frame, blinking fast.

      “It’s a photograph. It captures something that happens and preserves it in a picture. Like a painting, but…real.” There was so much he didn’t know, and I was so unqualified to explain. I touched his arm. “Try to stay calm. Why don’t I get you a slice of pie? Pie’s still a thing. Yay for pie. And England, which is also still a thing, by the way.”

      “What is happening to me?” When he caught himself against the wall, it hit me that traveling forward in time was infinitely more intense than going backward. I reminded myself it was this or that executioner’s block. “I fear God is displeased with me,” Nick said into his quivering wrist.

      I tried to steady him. “It’s okay, I promise. Maybe we should go back now. Before they see you’re missing.”

      He glanced over my laptop, which was definitely staying off after his reaction to the photo. “No,” he said, setting his jaw. “Show me more.”

      I slowly guided him downstairs. Ruby bounded through the screen door flap to meet us and smothered Nick with licks.

      “It’s how I worked out two beings could travel together,” I said, tugging her away by her collar. “Ruby’s done the Whitehall tour, too. She also likes you, so you must be okay.”

      Nick’s fingers ruffled the back of the schnauzer’s neck as his eyes moved from the small wooden dining table to the threadbare couch. “This is your home? I suppose it is not so different.”

      “About the same size as yours, right?”

      He frowned at the black television screen and the flickering lights of the Wi-Fi box. I steered him to the couch and helped him undo his bulky belt and thick coat. It had to feel like eighty-five degrees to him.

      “I’ll be less than a minute,” I said, heading into the kitchen. “Please don’t touch anything, okay? Or move. Or freak out. Trust me, you’re safe here. This isn’t hell. Well, it may be if Mom hears us.”

      I slid two slices of pie onto plates and carried them in cold, finding the living room empty. “Nick?” I practically screamed.

      He was in the downstairs bathroom, staring at the toilet bowl.

      “It’s like a chamber pot,” I explained. “But it’s connected to a drainage system, so it takes, uh, things away when you pull that lever thing.”

      “I have one, Emmie, but it is…different.” We stood there a moment before he gave me an awkward glance. I shut the door and waited for the flush, followed by a “Good God”.

      When he came back in, I gently guided him back to the couch, passing him the plate. “Is this Chinese porcelain?” he said, his brows high.

      “If that’s the cheapest kind, then yes.”

      He scanned the room again, his face a blanket of confusion. My legs were sweating under three layers of skirts.

      “I should change,” I said. “Do you think you can sit here without touching anything or having a heart attack?” Nick nodded, taking a small bite of pie.

      I ran upstairs and threw on a light denim dress with the speed of an Olympian, before clipping on a necklace of a flying bird I’d shaped from wire. I swiped my lashes with mascara and quietly bolted back downstairs in my brown strappy sandals.

      Nick’s plate slipped, his eyes skimming my bare legs. “This is your traditional attire?”

      “You’re lucky I’m not from the nineties. Hammer pants were a thing.”

      “It is quite humid here, I suppose.” He untied the top of his shirt and waved the glistening patch of skin.

      We both jumped when my cell phone blasted from the coffee table with the theme song from Doctor Who. I quickly answered it.

      “Do you have any idea how bad this is?” Mia’s voice was shrill. “Josh can’t come today!”

      “Come to what?”

      “Garden Party! Jeez, what’s wrong with you lately?”

      Nick was back up and inspecting the phone at my ear. I waved him away. “That’s today? I don’t think I can go anymore.”

      “Hell no, not you, too,” said Mia. “Josh’s mom is supposed to come home today, so he’s refusing to leave. I want to smack his head! I’ll pick you up in ten minutes.”

      I tried to protest, but she’d already hung up.

      “Crap!” I threw the handset at the couch.

      “Were you speaking with someone?” When Nick reached for the phone, I grabbed his hand.

      “Forget that. My best friend is coming over! You’re lucky you look nothing like your ugly portraits.”

      “Ugly?”

      I marched him upstairs. “Now you’ve seen I’m not lying, I can take you back. Mom’s got pills.” When he insisted I tell him what was going on with that exasperating princely command, I quickly explained everything about Garden Party.

      “Could I not accompany you?” he offered.

      “You want me to take you to a music festival? With actual people?” It was worth howling over, but I was too busy trying not to yell.

      “You have seen more than enough of my time. Now I should get to see yours.”

      “Are you insane? You could get lost. Or arrested. Plus, you need to get back before anyone notices the King of England has vanished. Last seen with Mistress Emmeline Grace, I might add.”

      He rubbed his lips together, clearly alarmed at the thought. But then he grabbed my hand, the warmth of his fingers enveloping my skin. “When we left, I was in my chambers with a beautiful girl,” he said. “No one will disturb me until I call for it, even if it takes the entire night. I beseech you: do not take me back right away. I must see more, to learn more. Things that can help my people.”

      “It’s just Garden Party.”

      “Please, Emmie, this is my chance to take.” His fingers squeezed mine. What he was saying was off the deep end, but that’s not what got me. It was the sight of him begging me for something, his face ripe with need.

      I let out a long sigh. “I guess if Mom finds you here I’ve got more to explain than time travel, especially in that outfit. So if you want to stay for a bit, we’ve got to get out of here.”

      I texted Mia to bring Josh’s ticket and some spare clothes from Tristan’s wardrobe. She replied with a ‘WTF?’ and about twenty excited winks.

      I insisted she wait in the car while Nick changed in the bathroom, his bewildered mutters audible from the living room. But when he opened the door, my smile dissolved. Mia’s younger brother had always had good taste—and he was huge, so the clothes fit—but Nick had turned the perfectly faded jeans and black t-shirt into a catalog shoot.

      “You speak French here,” he said, pointing at the word ‘homme’ on the t-shirt like it was a source of comfort.

      “Oui,” I replied. “Nick, you look…amazing.”

      He looked nothing like a Renaissance king and everything like a regular guy, except a thousand times hotter and with infinitely better hair. I told him he could wear his own boots, which only made the look cooler.

      He brushed the denim pockets with his fingertips, dazed and apprehensive. I smiled and moved to touch him, but he jerked away like I had leprosy, his face darkening.

      He didn’t look at me as we left the house and strolled up the driveway to Mia’s waiting sports car, not even when I feebly tried to explain what a car was in less than fifty words. I couldn’t tell if it was the clothes that had upset him, the fact that I didn’t want him to stay, or my world altogether.

      I wedged beside him into the car’s tiny backseat, worried he might try to open the door or something. But he just stared out the window, his breath short, his mouth open. Mia gawked at him through the rearview mirror.

      “This is what I meant when I said a ‘car’,” I whispered to Nick, relieved Mia liked her music louder than a heavy metal club. “It’s like a coach, but without the horses. I’ll explain more later, but if you act like you’ve never seen one, you could get locked up.”

      “So you’re the director?” said Mia with her trademark bluntness. She turned down the music. “Em, you never said he was a Brit.”

      Before Nick could even look confused, I jumped in, speaking slowly so he could catch on. “Nick directs theater sometimes, but he also…he works in politics.”

      “Really?” Mia’s mouth gaped excitedly like she’d hooked a marlin fish.

      “British politics,” I added quickly. “And he’s not allowed to talk about it because there’s sensitive information involved, right?” I pinched Nick’s thigh. He nodded.

      “Sounds like he’s not allowed to talk at all when you’re around,” said Mia with a wry smile.

      The rest of the way there, she grilled Nick about growing up in England. I hijacked most of the answers but was impressed at how smoothly Nick spoke, not even flinching at Mia’s American accent. It’s like he was in diplomatic king mode, charming and educated beyond his age.

      After we passed through the festival’s compulsory bag check, he recoiled at the stage. “What is happening there?” he said.

      Mia winced. “Death metal. My boyfriend says it’s for people who are more pissed off than actually interested in music. Want to grab drinks, and we’ll get a spot on the lawn? I’ll have a green juice…any kind. It’s all on me.” She handed him a twenty-dollar bill.

      Nick glanced at me with that deer-in-headlights look again as Mia started texting.

      I pointed at the organic fruit juice bar. “Over there. See the guy in the orange hat? Ask him for three green juices, and if he says ‘what kind’, say ‘whatever’s popular’.” Nick strolled off, scratching his tanned neck. I tried not to grimace.

      Mia’s fingernails were tattooing my arm. “You never said you were back with silver fox or that he’s pants-dropping hot! And he had no clothes, huh?”

      “He got wet by accident. It’s a long story and not what you think.”

      “Bummer.”

      Mia flapped open her tartan picnic blanket while I peeked into her mom’s food containers, so hungry I was about ready to eat the plastic. There was a spiced duck and greens salad, hoisin chicken wings, and vegetarian rice paper rolls with peanut dipping sauce.

      “So are you guys like properly together now or what?” Mia pressed. “This is happening so fast, I love it. Tell me you’re going to have his babies.” I shot her a look. “I mean, Josh is my honey, but Nick is like the eye-candy boss. Although he’s a bit posh, isn’t he.”

      “He’s just English.”

      “Right! You guys sound so cute together. Think of your kids’ accents.”

      I shook my head at her logic, biting into a chicken wing. “Quite the spread, mama-Mia,” I said. “Fit for a king.” When I couldn’t stop giggling, she looked at me like I needed a checkup.

      “What’s the joke?” said an annoying voice.

      I held my hand to my eyes to shield them from the light. Avery Pearce burst through the sun’s rays like she was the Virgin Mary, except in white hot pants. Nick towered over her, clutching three plastic cups spilling with green sludge.

      “I met your friend at the juice bar,” said Avery, touching his muscular forearm. They way she looked at him took me right back to Henriette’s candy-eyes while she whispered in Nick’s ear at the birthday dinner. I swallowed the instant lump of jealousy in my throat.

      “Is Logan out racing boats on public waterways again?” Mia asked Avery in a judgy tone.

      “Oh please, he stopped that crap ages ago.” Her fake-tan cheeks tightened. “But, if you must know, we broke up last night.”

      “Sheesh, sorry,” said Mia sincerely.

      “Being single has its benefits.” Avery chewed her straw and blinked at Nick, my cue to jump up. I didn’t tell Nick the truth about me and risk a beheading just for Avery Pearce to get her claws into him.

      “I was just going to show Nick the rides,” I blurted.

      “Yes, I’m eager to understand more about that,” he said awkwardly.

      Avery gripped her hip, looking confused. “They don’t have rides in England?”

      “We won’t be long,” I said. I made an apologetic face to Mia and tugged Nick toward the carnival zone.

      “It must be all the rain,” Avery said to Mia as we walked away.

      “Your friends are agreeable,” Nick said to me, grimacing at his drink. Mine tasted like mowed grass.

      “Mia’s nice. Avery sucks. Which means ‘not nice’, by the way.”

      “She was kind to me. She helped me choose between spinach and something called kale.”

      “Look, if you’d sooner hang out with Avery, we can go back.”

      He pulled me to a halt. “Emmie.”

      A group of college guys with bare chests shoved past us in a drunken mob, whacking the cup out of Nick’s hand. They continued down the hill without even apologizing.

      “Morons!” I called out.

      Nick wiped green goo from his elbow. “This is what it is like to be a peasant?”

      “Did you just call me a peasant?”

      A dimple surfaced in his cheek. “Do those idiots not have the means for shirts?”

      I laughed. “And have no one worship them? Speaking of worshipping, it must be weird having no one recognize you.”

      He watched the partygoers stumble past us like we were invisible. “I cannot say it is an entirely unpleasant thought.”

      He must’ve been adjusting to the constant strangeness, because the carnival section didn’t freak him out as much as I thought it would. I even talked him into going on the Ferris wheel, though the blood evacuated his face as the carriage swung to the sky. A giant carpet of stages, tents, rides, a miniature golf course, and a campground stretched beneath our legs.

      When we stabilized, Nick smiled at me through the breeze. “You have a wonderful life.”

      His memory of what I’d said to him at Robin House stirred a sleeping butterfly in my stomach.

      “You believe my life is all recreation?” I repeated with flushed cheeks. “We also go to school, you know. Or work. Both, in my case.”

      “You work?”

      “Just part-time. I’m still in school for another few weeks, I think. I’m losing track.” I pinched the corners of my eyes.

      “Why not marry? Surely you have your choice of suitors.”

      “Putting aside that I’m eighteen, women fought for equality with men. We want to work. You should see how smart Mia is when she’s not sex-crazed.” Nick frowned. “Making love,” I explained quickly, my cheeks a furnace.

      A shy chuckle fled his mouth, his fingers playing with the entry band on his wrist. “Making love is perfectly acceptable, provided it does not encumber your duty.”

      Our arms were rubbing together, but he hadn’t moved his. “Let me guess. To be a mother?”

      “To serve and obey man. Whether it is through the provision of children or other household duties.” I nearly cracked up. “I’m amusing you,” he added, smiling.

      “You just have some catching up to do.”

      He nodded at the blanket of trees bordering the campground. “So what else is out there? More machines like these?”

      “Houses, mainly…and more towns. Some farms with horses. Life really isn’t that different.” I didn’t mention Boston, with its millions of people and glass skyscrapers.

      “Merely less refined.” His jaw tensed again.

      “You mean compared with your time? When people get beheaded for having a different point of view?”

      He frowned. “Of whom do you speak?”

      “Forget it, it’s not a competition,” I said, gnawing on my lip. “So my plan for out there is to become a world-famous jewelry designer. So there’s a bit more future for you to chew on.”

      I expected him to smile, but his face pulled, his eyes falling to his lap. “Jewelry is what captivates you…I remember.”

      “Don’t forget macarons,” I said lightly, touching his hand.

      The speed with which he pulled away stung my chest as our rickety carriage swerved to the ground. He didn’t say anything as we climbed off, nor did he look in my direction. Half a day in my time and he’d clearly lost all interest in me. Was it because I’d told him I wanted to design jewelry instead of being an obedient wife and servant?

      I bought us meatball subs for the walk back, wanting to ask what had upset him, but Nick chewed his in silence behind me, his beautiful face a brewing storm.
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      Mia waved from behind the mosh pit. Atomic was blasting last year’s biggest rock hit, Undone.

      “They just started!” she cried, her hair now piled on her head in a loose bun. Thank God she wasn’t mad at us for taking so long. Music was Mia’s favorite fetish when she wasn’t fixating on Josh Street or studying.

      Nick’s face furrowed at the stage.

      “Different to the harp, huh?” I said.

      “I’m not certain if I love or despise it.”

      “Welcome to modern music.”

      A part of me wished Atomic would play something less heavy and loud. Undone sounded ironically primitive next to Nick’s textured Tudor hymns. But when the band broke into their new ballad, Say You’ll Stay, Nick stiffened behind me. The melodic track was breathtakingly beautiful, the lyrics perfectly expressing the feeling of wanting someone so much you could actually burst. We stood like statues through the first chorus, before two hands gently glided around my waist from behind, sending electricity charging through me. I sighed and turned into the euphoria. Logan Hunter’s rust-colored eyes were inches from mine.

      “Isn’t this our song?” he said clumsily, his breath tinged with beer.

      I pried his persistent fingers off me. “This song just came out. And I’m not Avery.” Nick stepped closer to us, his body rigid. “Nick, this is Logan.”

      “How do you do, fellow,” said one of the most feared kings in history.

      Logan stepped back with exaggerated surprise. “Are you dudes cousins or something?”

      “Friends,” I said. I was sure every inch of my skin was bright red.

      Logan clasped my waist again. “C’mon, don’t waste our song, boo. I’ve been looking for you all day.” When I tried to wriggle away, he tightened his grip.

      “I’m quite certain the lady declined,” said Nick, wrenching Logan off me.

      Logan shoved him backward. “And who are you, God’s greatest achievement?”

      Mia’s brows flew up. A group of guys in sweaty muscle shirts made space for the confrontation.

      Nick pushed Logan back with both hands, his eyes firestorms. Logan brought his nose so close to Nick’s he could’ve kissed him. “Dude, I’ve never seen you before in my life, but if you think you’ve got dibs on her ‘cause you’re some pretty-boy limey or whatever, just know she’s already had her tongue so far in my mouth you’d think hers was cold.”

      Nick’s fist was like a bullet that sent Logan flying backward. Logan swore and threw his arms around Nick’s legs, hauling him into the dirt.

      “Stop it, please!” I cried, my stomach churning. Their t-shirts became a whir of black and gray, fists flying and landing with hideous smacks.

      Within seconds, three security guards had violently separated them. They were shoved into separate first-aid tents, and I caught a glimpse of blood on Logan’s cheek. Mia and I waited outside near the portable toilets, trying not to inhale the stench, which was worse than a chamber pot.

      “Quite the bodyguard you’ve got there,” said Mia, brushing dirt off her tank.

      “Do you think they’ll kick us out?” I said.

      “Probably.”

      “I’m so sorry.” I felt like all I’d done lately was apologize to people.

      She thumbed through her phone. “It’s fine. Josh’s mom didn’t even show up…idiot.”

      “Mia.”

      “What? Even after rehab, she’s still screwing up his life.”

      “Josh’s mom adores him. There must be a reason she’s not there yet.”

      “God, Emmie, you’re so naive.”

      I felt anger surge in me. I brought Nicholas the freaking Ironheart today as my date. I’ve survived a crossbow attack, the Tower of London, and some mind-altering medieval virus. So don’t talk to me about naive.

      When had Mia become such a brat?

      “Sorry,” she said, knocking my foot with hers. “You know Josh’s mom makes me insane.”

      I sighed, unable to take any more drama. “Forget it. Hey, just remember it’s a good thing for Josh.”

      “As long as she can stay sober and support herself, then yes. And as long as she doesn’t expect him to babysit her when he’s finished school.”

      I shrugged. “I guess he’ll do what he wants.”

      “You mean if he decides to stay here rather than come to Cambridge, you’ll support him over me?”

      “Mia, were you drinking when we were at the rides? I’m just saying that Josh has got stuff going on like you have, and you guys might have to work out what’s best for everyone. He said he doesn’t have a plan yet.” What was her problem lately? Didn’t she know how easy she had it? At least he’s not from another century!

      Nick surfaced through the canary-yellow tent flaps, a gauze square taped to his jaw. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I should have those guards working for me.”

      A bouncer seized his arm. “Time to go, pal.”

      None of us spoke on the drive back, Mia’s blasting stereo filling the uncomfortable silence. I tried not to let it get to me that Nick wouldn’t even look in my direction. Was he seriously blaming me for the fight he started?

      When we swung by Josh’s uncle’s place, Josh came out to the car to say hi, his bubbly energy infectious. Even Nick got out to shake his hand. Josh cracked a joke about us not being able to last a day without him.

      “So sorry you missed it,” said Mia, stepping out of the car and shaking out her hair.

      Josh caught her with a one-armed hug. “It’s cool; I finished the final edits on my EP. You guys wanna hear?” He spiraled his wrist like a butler. “Club Josh is open for drinks.”

      “We have to get back,” I said. It had already been five hours.

      But Nick strode up the decaying wooden steps without consulting me. “Some cold ale would be superb, thank you.”

      Josh handed out drinks and snacks in the tiny lounge room that stank like his chain-smoking uncle, a blue sheet pinned across the window. Nick didn’t seem bothered. He was explaining the fight to Josh, who pretended to hide behind Mia for protection from Nick while we all laughed.

      Josh aimed a remote at the vintage stereo with brand-new speakers, Frank Zappa kicking in. Nick lifted a little, nodding along.

      “You dig this stuff?” said Josh, fishing through his shelf of vinyls.

      They pored over albums while Mia and I flicked through a guitar magazine together. The sight of Nick looking so relaxed as he glanced over the cover of Tool’s Ænima leaked sadness into my bones. Why did he have to be who he was? Why couldn’t he just be a normal guy in my time? He picked up a Jeff Beck album and inspected the guitar on the cover.

      “A Les Paul man,” said Josh, jumping up. He grabbed the shiny black guitar in the corner that had cost him two summers at the tire shop. When Nick touched the fretboard like it was an alien warship, Josh laughed. “Dude, is music like your fourth language?”

      It was a clear diss from Josh, and I felt weirdly responsible. Nick was borderline musical genius, just from a totally different era.

      “Hey Josh, do you know how to play Greensleeves?” I blurted defensively.

      “Isn’t that a fiddler tune?” said Mia.

      “Just play it,” I urged. “If you know it.”

      “’Course I know it,” said Josh, swapping the Les Paul for his Fender acoustic. “I learned it when I was, like, nine.”

      He strummed a few chords, wrinkling his brow to remember the right progression. His black fingernails then kicked into a version of Greensleeves that was rockier than Nick’s, but note-for-note the same track. When he finished, Nick was hunched forward, his face colorless.

      I could’ve kicked myself for being so reckless, putting Nick’s pride over the whole time-traveling king thing. What if he introduced rock music to the freaking sixteenth century? What would happen to The Beatles?

      Josh offered the guitar to him. “You play, man?”

      “That song,” Nick stumbled. “Where did you say you learned it?”

      “We should go,” I said, grabbing my purse. “Mom will kick my butt if I’m not back for Sunday dinner.”

      “Since when?” Mia raised a brow.

      “Since now.”

      Nick and I walked home in silence, his face dark with a frown. After two blocks, he finally spoke. “My composition, Emmie. How did your friend know it?”

      I couldn’t look at him. “I shouldn’t have done that, it was stupid. I guess I wanted you to know how amazing it is. That the song you wrote is one of the most famous songs in the world. I wasn’t thinking.”

      Nick shook his head, visibly bewildered. He waited before he spoke. “Did you know it was about you?”

      My chest squeezed so tightly I thought it could crush me. “Of course not. I don’t think anyone knows who Greensleeves is about. I still can’t get my head around that.”

      When we neared the church, he spoke again, his boot scuffing the ground. “Emmie, am I a…a noted king?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There have been a great number of kings before me, but I have only read of the ones who won wars, conquered lands, reformed the word of God. Am I another worthless prince, or do you know of me in your time? Of my accomplishments?” He looked like he might puke on my sandals.

      I didn’t know what to say. That he was famous for becoming a savage tyrant because his baby sister had her neck snapped in two?

      “Please don’t ask me about your future, okay?” I said shakily. “It’s one thing to go back in time, but to go forward and see things that haven’t happened yet…it’s not right.”

      He took my wrists, but not affectionately. “I need to know, Emmie. What happens to me? To Kit? Do I marry? How many sons do I have? Does England war with Spain? Do we win?”

      I twisted away. “Please stop asking me these questions! Is this why you’re mad at me?”

      “I am on the brink of war! And days from becoming betrothed to a lady I am barely acquainted with.” Nick didn’t even look at the car that zoomed past us. “And you have it in your power to say what is coming, so I may prepare.”

      “Life doesn’t work that way! We don’t get to know what’s coming. That’s just the deal. I’m sorry, but I…I’m not going to tell you anything.”

      The look he threw me made my stomach churn as we headed up my stone path.

      I made him wait in the back garden while I grabbed his clothes, but Mom’s door was still closed. I quickly changed into the sparkling gown I’d borrowed from Alice, which was infinitely easier to walk in without the hoop skirt.

      “You’ll have to get changed in the field,” I said, tossing Nick his sixteenth-century suit. “Mom will be up soon, and I still have to take you back, then get back here again and change my clothes. Ugh, it’s going to be tight.”

      “You mean to simply forget all this.” He didn’t look at me.

      “Everything but the busted face,” I replied, trying to brighten the mood. “You have to admit, it’s a pretty cool souvenir. But you better not take the gauze…it smacks of the New World.” I gently peeled the dressing off his jaw. The cut underneath looked small and clean. It took physical effort not to lean into his gorgeous scent that was seemingly immune to time travel.

      “I should not have struck that man,” said Nick, fingering the stitching in his sleeve.

      “You went a tad medieval on me,” I replied lightly. “But it’s cool. He was being an idiot.”

      “Yet you kissed him?”

      My breath caught on the unexpected question. “He kissed me. Once, years ago, but not like how he described. Actually, it sucked. So there’s an exclusive for you to take home…kissing sucks in the New World.”

      Something touched his clear eyes, making them hard to look at.

      “C’mon,” I said, stepping under his arm to open the back gate leading to the field. “We need to go to sleep super fast.”

      He changed clothes while I faced the decaying fence. Goosebumps danced up my neck as I imagined him bare chested, but when I turned around, he was back in his kingly doublet trimmed with gold. The contrast from trendy jeans to handsome white suit confused my heart. He fit so perfectly in either era.

      Ruby whined from the gate as we traipsed across the grass, stopping near the trees that led to the river. Nick turned to me, the tips of his hair dyed pink from the dwindling sunlight. My whole body warmed at the sight of him.

      “You need not come back with me, Emmie,” he said gravely.

      I was so surprised that it took me a moment to reply. “Yeah, but I brought you here, so I should get you home.”

      He turned away from me, but his bleak expression spoke volumes.

      “You mean you don’t want me to come back with you,” I said.

      Nick’s voice thickened. “I fail to see the point.”

      Hurt hammered a thousand nails into me. After everything, he wanted to just disappear and never see me again. Sayonara, freaky future girl. Thanks for the tour.

      My voice wobbled on the words. “But if you go without me, how would I get the ring back off you?”

      He turned back to face me. “Well, the ring is mine. So you would not.”

      “What makes you so sure it’s yours? It could be a copy.”

      He chuckled, but there was no pleasure in his face. “This is the way things operate in the New World? Any common woman may keep the king’s property as she sees fit?”

      “I’m not a common woman, and you’re not the king here. In fact, we don’t even have a king. We have a president, chosen by the people. Which can be a man or a woman, by the way.” Nick looked mortified. I heard Ruby barking from the house. “Crap, I wanted us gone before Mom got up.”

      He held his palm out. “Give me the ring, Emmie.”

      “No!”

      “Is this because of its value?” Concern shadowed his face. “This ring can rescue you from poverty? Because…I—I could leave you my cloth.”

      When he started pulling off the luxurious doublet, I threw the ring at him. “Do whatever you want, like you always do. Even here, you think you get to decide everything. Well, you may have been a living god four hundred years ago, but guess what? The world’s moved on. You’re nothing here. You are literally ancient history.”

      He tipped back on his heels, his mouth curving downward. “Mistress Grace, I am merely trying to—”

      “We’re back to Mistress Grace again?” I shook away tears, which was pointless because they kept spilling. “I’m not trying to be a jerk, Nick. But you can’t come here and dismiss my world, tell me it’s unrefined—which is a massive joke—and then take off back to head-chopping land without so much as a thank you and expect me to be happy about it.”

      His mouth fell open. “You want me to thank you. For deceiving me, stealing my property, fooling every nobleman and gentlewoman in my court, and then bringing me here to demonstrate your superior land in comparison to which my kingdom pales. Am I wrong?”

      “Are you serious right now?” His face blurred through my accelerating tears. When he reached for me, I jerked backward. “No, it’s okay, I get it. I’m just a poor, unsophisticated, common girl from the future, who did nothing but cause you trouble. And, clearly, I don’t mean anything to you.”

      His eyes widened with dismay. “You believe that sincerely?”

      “I believe it sincerely.”

      He exhaled heavily, a hand on his hip. For several moments, we just stood in silence, drawing loud breaths but not speaking.

      I saw myself standing there, the spitting image of my mother, trying to convince a boy to want me who clearly didn’t. I’d never felt so pathetic. It made me want to scream and throw up at the same time.

      “Aren’t you going to go then?” I eventually muttered, hearing the devastation in my voice. “If that’s what you want.”

      Nick barked a humorless laugh. “You speak as if I am permitted to have wants and act on them.” He shook his head, his face pained.

      “Oh, don’t be ridiculous; you’re the King of England, for crying out loud.”

      He stepped forward, his hands shaking as much as his voice. “You truly believe my every desire is granted? That I know not the pain of yearning for what I cannot have?” His skin flushed pink, his hands clenched at his sides. Our faces were inches apart.

      “Like what, Nick? You’ve got jewels beyond belief, a palace out of a fairytale, the most perfect princess I’ve ever seen, enough gourmet food to feed an entire country, people waiting on you hand and foot…what on earth could you possibly want that you can’t have!”

      He grabbed my collar and tugged my mouth to his, our lips connecting like burning magnets. White-hot need surged through me as he kissed me with a depth of hunger that made me cry out softly. My hands grabbed him, my mouth desperate for more as we fell to the ground. The incredible taste and feel of him made my head spin.

      When we finally parted for air, he pulled me into him. “I want you, you beautiful, stubborn fool,” he breathed into my skin as we hugged each other tightly. Every cell in my body was an exploding firework showering glitter from the sky. I’d never felt so consumed, so besotted.

      Nick turned into my neck, his breath like sparks of electricity on my skin. “You know not what you have done to me…my miracle girl.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “You are the most divine, the most dear—”

      “Emmie?” cried a voice from far away.

      I sprang up. Mom swung open our gate, her head leaning toward Bayberry Street.

      “What’s she doing?” I hissed. Something gleamed from her hand.

      Nick grabbed his waist. “My belt.”

      “We have to run…now. We’ll find another spot.”

      “The diamonds in it were my mother’s.” He pressed his palm to his forehead, his hair still rumpled from our kiss.

      I leaned in to kiss his mouth again, the taste sweeter than honey. It literally hurt my heart to pull away. “I’ll get the belt. You wait here…stay behind the trees.”

      By the time I got to the house, Mom was halfway back inside. Her palm flew to her chest when she saw me. Tristan’s jeans and t-shirt were draped over a dining chair.

      “Emmie, what were you doing out there? Ruby’s barking woke me up.”

      “Sorry, I was just getting some air.” My lips were still tingling.

      “It’s fine, I was oversleeping.” She blinked rapidly at my shimmering sea-colored dress. “What on God’s green earth are you wearing? It’s…stunning.”

      I seized the belt from her. “My drama costume. I need to redesign it, and I can’t work out how, hence the walk. But I think I’ve got it, so I’m…I’m going to go to Mia’s for a bit to show her. I’ll be back soon for dinner.”

      “Do you know what these clothes are? They were near our gate.” Mom lifted a corner of the black t-shirt.

      “They’re Tristan’s. Here, I’ll take them back to him.” I reached past Mom to grab the clothes, trying to ignore the spider’s web of confused lines on her forehead.

      “Tristan Fairbanks? Isn’t he fifteen?”

      “I’m not dating him,” I said with an exasperated whine. “He lent them to us for the show.”

      “The school show, or the one in Southbridge?”

      “Mom, please!”

      I gave her a quick kiss and waited for her to stop gawking at me like I was the creature from the black lagoon. I waved at her through the kitchen window and closed the gate behind me. The field was a black hole now that the sun had set.

      “Nick?” I whispered, running back to the trees, the belt swinging from my hand. But the spot we’d just been in was empty. I thought I had the wrong place, so I jogged in and out of clearings all the way along the river. I called his name with rising volume until the Rottweilers in the corner house on Bayberry Street started barking like beasts.

      It took nearly two hours of tramping through the leafy mud banks in a sixteenth-century ball gown for the truth to shatter me into a million pieces.

      Nick was gone.
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      There was no trace of him anywhere. No tall shadows wandering the streets, no strange-talking men on the news with striking eyes, no twenty-year-old John Does in the hospitals. I’d called them all before school on Monday, pretending to be nurse Carol Grace. I knew it was wrong, but I didn’t care. Showers of knives were falling from the sky, slashing me with loss that felt twofold.

      The ring was gone…something too incredible, too priceless to even fathom.

      But the most inconceivable loss of all was Nick. The guy I’d risked everything for—even my life—had left me without a second thought when he’d found out who I really was. Plain, poverty-stricken, unrefined Emmie Grace. But not before stealing the best kiss of my life. It lived on my mouth like a wound that wouldn’t heal.

      Mom was trained to spot heartache like a fractured limb. At first, she kept out of my way in the few hours we were both awake—her usual strategy when I was in a mood. Then she began huffing every time I slammed a drawer closed or turned my nose up at dinner, without actually asking me what was wrong. But in the early hours of Thursday morning, my door quietly opened, and I heard Mom’s feet shuffling across my floor, trying not to wake me. I kept my eyes shut as she placed a hand on my forehead, stroking her thumb across my hair. When she left the room, I turned into the pillow, the storm of tears unleashing its violent deluge.

      Josh’s rock tracks kept me distracted on the walk to school all week, but on Friday morning, I kept my phone in my bag and tuned my ears to the birds and gusty breeze. A longing crushed my chest when I imagined I was back in the sixteenth century, where the streets smelled like death, people ate with their fingers, and heads on pikes garnished the London Bridge. Yet the people’s downtime was spent reading poetry, learning languages, and listening to astonishing melodies. In a way, Nick was right. They were the most refined people I’d ever met.

      After work, I furiously typed notes about that time period into my research document until Mia showed up. I’d insisted she come to me this time, past the point of giving a toss what she thought of my house. The King of England had stayed with me, for crying out loud.

      “Hungry?” I said, hoping we had something in the cupboard other than tea.

      Mia reached into her bag and tossed me sweet-potato chips and chocolate-covered almonds. She nodded at my laptop. “Got some background tunes on there?”

      When I opened my music folder, Music from the Tudor Court kicked in as my last-played album.

      Mia grimaced. “What’s this oddness?”

      I tried to switch off the song, but my touchpad was sticky. “I thought it might get us in the mood.”

      “Good joke, hon.” She took over the touchpad, choosing an electrorock album Josh had downloaded, which sounded like a robot having a seizure. “Okay, let’s motor up.” She flipped open her sleek new laptop.

      “I’ve done tons of research,” I said, amazed I hadn’t crumpled like a soda can yet from grief. But Mrs. Campbell was hardly going to take my failed romance with Nicholas the Ironheart as an excuse for no paper about him.

      I spun my computer to show Mia my document and read it again over her shoulder. The argument was impressive, even for me, and made a real case for why King Nicholas the First was pushed into paranoia and vengeance as a young orphaned monarch whose only living family was murdered by a trusted subject.

      Mia’s brows knitted. “I thought we were arguing he was a vicious barbarian who started a holy war because his religion was under threat.”

      “Huh? He only killed those Catholics because he figured it had something to do with his sister’s murder. He didn’t even care that much about religious divisions. For a sixteenth-century king, anyway.”

      “Have you been reading a book I haven’t? Because I’ve been through everything and I didn’t come up with that at all.”

      I slid into the chair opposite her. “How can you just assume he’s a vicious barbarian? He wasn’t much older than us when it started. He may have done those things, if the books are accurate, but that’s because his grief drove him crazy.”

      Mia. You wanted me to have his babies.

      “He’s a nutcase who killed innocent people!” She pressed her forehead. “Why are you being so stubborn about this?”

      “Because I don’t think you’re seeing the forest for the trees. He saw the good in people, he forgave the ones he shouldn’t, he trusted those he barely knew. Imagine how he would’ve felt when he discovered one of his trusted subjects killed his sister, whom he loved more than anything. Plus, the death penalty was the norm back then; it was the punishment for a lot of crimes. People actually loved it; executions were like a big party.”

      Mia gaped at me like I had twelve heads. “Where did you get all this? Because we have to cite everything with actual evidence. You can’t make up your own story.”

      “I’m not!”

      She angled a high cheekbone at me, our snacks untouched on the table. “Come on, when have you ever taken a school subject seriously?”

      “All the time?”

      “Em, you’re always off with the pixies or making some jewelry thing. You don’t study hard, and you know it.”

      “You mean like that friendship bracelet I made for your birthday? Is that some jewelry thing?”

      “Oh come on, I love that.” She slid her bare wrist toward me, but I moved mine away. Her face hardened. “I’m just saying that I’ve always had higher marks in history. If we disagree, don’t you think I’m more qualified to decide?”

      “Not at all.” I sounded equally as bullheaded, but if there was one expert on Nicholas Tudor in the room, it wasn’t Mia Fairbanks.

      “I don’t get why you’re making such a big deal of this,” she moaned. “But we should probably just double-submit because I’m not risking anything less than an A. Mom hasn’t paid my tuition yet.”

      “Fine.” I pursed my lips. Double-submitting was when two people who couldn’t work together submitted individual assignments instead. No one ever actually chose it. “I guess we don’t need to study anymore then,” I added, my cheeks hot. I clicked the music back to the Tudor harps while Mia returned her laptop to her leather bag.

      She stopped at the door, her gaze steady. “I’m only saying this because I care. If you screw up this essay, you could fail history. If you fail another subject, can you still even apply to college?”

      “I don’t know, I don’t have every minute of my future mapped out like you. As well as every second of my boyfriend’s future, whether he likes it or not,” I added before I could stop myself.

      A line creased her honey-colored forehead.

      “Sorry,” I said quickly. “I’m just…I’m tired.”

      “You’re eighteen, Em. If you’re this tired now, how will you feel when you’re eighty?” She sighed, flicking a black sheet of hair over her shoulder. “Forget it…I’m going to go. I’ll message you later or something. Got a whole essay to write by myself now.”

      “Same here,” I said.

      When the door closed, my chin hit my palms. Gut-wrenching memories of Nick’s hips pressing against mine as we twisted in the grass attacked my mind. I slammed my laptop shut and threw some frozen ravioli on the stove.

      After wolfing down the pasta in front of the fashion channel, I trudged upstairs and unlocked the box in my nightstand. I snipped off a large piece of turquoise from an old bracelet and held it under my desk lamp. Three attempts to shape the wire cage killed my fingers, so I dug out some old cocktail sticks and taped them into an abstract pyramid over the turquoise. When the shape was just right, I disassembled the sticks and cut a section of wire to match each one, before attaching them with jump rings. I didn’t have a butane torch for soldering, so I closed the wire with pliers and wrapped the frame around a plain silver band, hoping it would hold. In case the cage busted over the Atlantic, I sketched the concept for my online portfolio, drawing a solid gold cage over a cabochon emerald ring. I felt a small smile hijack my face. Beautiful old things in modern cages.

      All that was left was the personal statement. When I opened the file for my Central Saint Martins application, the few words I’d attempted for my Nicholas the Ironheart essay popped up on the screen, slicing into my chest. I began typing in that document instead, gushing words about the king whose parents died when he was a child, leaving him with power-hungry advisors with their own agendas. The words turned to his sole sibling, Princess Catherine, who was violently murdered by someone he trusted, the king never able to discover who was responsible. Grief spiraled him into suspicion and vengeance during a time when a king’s chief weapon was the death penalty, which was also the punishment for crimes like blasphemy, practicing magic, and spying. As the conclusion flowed, so did my tears, until relief settled in my bones. While I couldn’t do anything to help Kit, maybe I could convince one person—even if it was my history teacher—that King Nicholas the First wasn’t a savage monster without a conscience. He was the opposite…sensitive and alone, broken by loss and betrayal.

      When I was done, I ran a bath and buried myself in the water until it turned cold. And, for the first night in days, I might’ve actually slept more than four hours.
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      Mia left for a family weekend in Boston without us speaking again, which only made me feel more knocked around. I worked in the rest-home kitchen on Saturday and strolled home via the takeout pizza shop. The solitude was becoming embarrassing. Why don’t you have crowds of friends like those girls on social media? What is wrong with you?

      My heavy sigh was cut short by the sight of Josh’s 1974 van parked outside my house.

      “Got a flat?” I said through the window, nearly choking on the dank smell. He kicked his feet off the steering wheel and rubbed his eyes.

      “Fell asleep. I spent most of last night chatting with Mom.”

      “She’s back?”

      “Since Friday. She looks good.”

      “That’s awesome; I had no idea. Explains why I didn’t see you at school. You okay?”

      “Yeah.” Josh didn’t like to dump his problems on anyone, so I was used to him not talking about it.

      “So are you stalking my house because you’re a big lonely-heart this weekend and need pizza?” I said.

      “Is it Hawaiian?”

      I scrunched my nose. “Pineapple does not belong on pizza. Do you put grapes in your tacos?”

      “Every day. Actually, I hoped you’d come with me to Avery’s party.”

      I tipped my shoulders, weighing the scales. “Pizza…Avery…how will I ever choose?”

      He flung open the passenger door, nearly knocking me over. “Don’t be lame. She’s bragged all week about her cousin staying with her who works for Lynx Records. I hope he hasn’t died from boredom already.”

      A wave of guilt swept through me. Ever since he’d hooked up with Mia, I’d thought of Josh less as a friend and more as my best friend’s boyfriend. I hadn’t joined the dots on how Avery’s cousin could help his music.

      “Give me a few minutes,” I said, ducking inside to change.
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      Avery’s home was a saccharine wash of coral curtains, lemon walls, and turquoise throw cushions. Most of the kids from our year were already tipsy, Riley Cole shooting his arms and legs out like a starfish as a dance track kicked in.

      I was checking out framed photos of Avery with her older sisters in New York when Josh returned from the kitchen with two red cups.

      “So, how’ve you been?” I said. “Feels like we haven’t chatted in ages.”

      “Yeah, you know. Studying, so I don’t end up entombed in Uncle Pete’s tire shop. Convincing crappy radio stations my music doesn’t suck. The usual.”

      I pouted. “Have you decided yet about going to Cambridge with Mia?”

      He shook his head. “Hotshot producer guy might fly me to L.A. first class and put me up at the Playboy Mansion.” He grinned, but it didn’t reach his gray eyes.

      “Well, as I say, life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans.”

      “As you say? Rule number seven: Never rip off Lennon to a musician.”

      “Hey, he ripped it off me. As well as Imagine; I stayed up all night writing that song.”

      A scrawny girl from junior year ran past in a polka-dot bikini, guys whistling after her.

      Josh took a swig from his cup. “So why the long face, English?”

      “You know I’d sooner stick pins in my eyes than hang with these people. Can we go yet?”

      “I meant lately. I dunno if it’s got something to do with that Nick dude leaving or whatever, but you’ve been acting weird, and we just want to make sure you’re cool.”

      “We?” I pretended to look over my shoulder. “I’m fine.” I returned his gaze with a frown. “You really are trying to get me to drink, aren’t you? I’m fine, honestly.”

      “You’re a dud liar.”

      “Actually, I’m a pretty good liar, as it turns out.”

      “Oh yeah? Whatcha been fibbing about now? Apart from pretending to be American?”

      I whacked his arm. When Josh’s caring eyes met mine, the words gathered in my throat, begging to be released. Nick was gone for good, and so was the ring. Did it even matter anymore?

      “You know Jane Stuart who lives on Bayberry?” I stumbled.

      “The hoarder? Yeah, I heard she checked out.”

      “She died?”

      “No, crack-head, moved outta town.”

      “Seriously?” I brushed the back of my burning neck, my stomach curling over itself. “Did you know she had a yard sale a few weeks ago?”

      Josh looked like he was trying to recall it when Avery sang my name in a halo of perfume, air-kissing my cheek. “Did you bring that cute friend of yours?” she asked me.

      “Obviously.” I nudged Josh.

      “Nick,” Avery corrected, fluttering her fake eyelashes at me. “The British guy. The ten.”

      “Oh, him. He’s gone back to England.” Hearing Avery say Nick’s name was like being stabbed with a pitchfork.

      “You’re kidding me. Is he online?” She already had her phone out.

      “Actually, he’s kind of all over the internet.”

      Her eyes expanded. “Seriously? Is he famous? What’s his last name? We were totally on the same wavelength.”

      “I’ll tell you after you introduce Josh to your cousin, the music guy. His EP’s amazing, and he should totally hear it.”

      “Em!” Josh balked.

      “Done,” said Avery, already hunting for the cousin.

      “Good luck, man.” I fist-bumped Josh’s shoulder before looking for the bathroom. I had to squeeze past Noah Percival and Kayla Simmons making out in the corridor. Something twisted deep in my gut at the thought of doing that with Nick…to kiss him for hours until our lips were raw and swollen.

      That will never, ever happen. My shoulders sank.

      When I got back, Josh was chatting with a guy with platinum hair who had his hand to his mouth, listening intently. I kept my distance and found a whole new party going on by the pool. Amanda Bash and Chloe O’Donnelly brushed past me in a waft of coconut oil, their bare legs lengthened by wedge-heeled sandals.

      Totally uninterested in small talk with people who’d teased me more than been nice, I rolled up my jeans beside the pool and sank my toes into the crisp water.

      “Where’s your buddy, the British boxing champion?” Logan plunged his feet into the pool beside me.

      “He got kicked out already,” I said, after I’d recovered from the shock of his appearance.

      Logan chuckled, wrinkling the fading yellow bruise on his cheek. I resisted the urge to ask him if he’d just taken a cologne shower.

      “I guess I owe you an apology.” He swallowed the words like they were hard to say. “It wasn’t cool to hit your boyfriend.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend.” I squirmed on the pebbled ground. Nick had spent less than a day in my time, and he was all anyone wanted to talk about.

      We sat in award-winning awkward silence, the pool’s ripples echoing the uncomfortable swell in my chest. I wanted to ask him where his rekindled interest in me came from, but something about Logan Hunter always rendered me a little mute.

      “So what are your plans after we break out of prison?” he said, finishing a beer.

      “You mean school? It’s a mystery. Maybe travel. Build mega yachts for billionaires…whatever. You going to college?”

      “Nah. I dunno, maybe next year. Fishing for a bit.” He sniffed. “So you don’t think you’ll stay around here then.”

      I shook my head vigorously, sending him into silence.

      “You know I’ve done some lousy things,” Logan said eventually, his eyes fixed to the water. “I guess I wanted to say that. Before you go on your yacht trip.”

      “I don’t think I have a clue what you just said.”

      He scratched his carefully styled hair. “I know what I did was an ass thing to do, and yeah, I feel lousy about it.”

      “What you did?”

      “Telling everyone you had warts all over your feet.”

      Ambrose Alderson dived into the water in his boxer shorts, the splash making us jump.

      I wiggled my toes. “You told everyone I had warts all over my feet? Ew!”

      Logan exhaled, muttering. “I was, like, fifteen. And I was pissed you shot me down.”

      I avoided his gaze, trying not to remember how horrible I’d felt back then. I’d gone from being the new kid with the cool accent, to the girl everyone whispered about overnight just because I didn’t want to make out with Logan Hunter behind the bleachers. If it weren’t for Mia and Josh, I’d have become the school loner.

      Logan turned to me, his bronze eyes regretful. “Sorry, Em. You just have this weird-ass effect on me. I can’t explain it.”

      “Actually, it explains a lot.”

      He chewed his lips so aggressively he looked like a chimp. “You see, the thing is…you’re so beautiful and…when you told me you didn’t like me, I was just broken, you know? Like heartbroken. For real.” His thigh started to shake. “I really am sorry. It was uncool.”

      My heart was pounding, but my voice sounded weak. “I never said I didn’t like you. I’d never kissed anyone before, and it was weird. I guess I just freaked out.”

      Logan looked at me for a heart-stopping moment before leaning in. His lips parted over mine, cold beer bleeding onto my tongue. For a moment, I kissed him back, until flashbacks of Nick’s sweet, sighing mouth made Logan’s taste like dried-out modeling clay. I pulled away.

      “Sorry, I’ve gotta go,” I said, jumping up and sliding my dripping feet into my sandals. Logan didn’t follow me through the stained-glass doors into the packed living room. My head was spinning.

      “Em, you cool?” Josh grabbed my shoulder, his eyes shining. “Declan’s going to listen to my EP!”

      “That’s awesome,” I said, straining to focus. “But I’m not feeling so great, so if you want to stay that’s cool, but I need to find a ride home.”

      “Don’t be a knob, I’ll drive you. No more beer for Emmie Grace.” He removed an imaginary cup from my hand.

      “You owe me a name,” said a silvery voice.

      I spun into the smell of fresh buttercream. Avery Pearce teetered in five-inch wedges, her phone ready. “You said if I introduced Declan to Josh, you’d give me the hot English guy’s full name. I’m considering Europe for the summer.”

      My heart flattened. “He isn’t really into stalkers, and he doesn’t use social media. He’s kind of old-school.”

      Avery’s dagger eyes made me worry she’d blow Josh’s chances with her cousin.

      “Fine, Nick’s actually his middle name. His real name is John Doe,” I said, pushing past her.

      “His name is John Doe?”

      “Not to your taste?”

      “Just give me his real name,” she demanded over the rising volume of music.

      “I’m telling you, it’s John Nicholas Doe. Take it up with his folks and their imagination deficiency.” I tugged Josh’s sleeve and backed out the door, wanting to laugh hysterically, despite my aching heart.

      “There are eight-hundred-million search results for John Doe!” Avery cried, still scrolling.
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      Sunday meant dragging Josh on our pledged hike to Satan’s Kingdom, which he moaned about the entire time. Sweat had fused my t-shirt to my back by the time Ruby and I arrived home to the syrupy smell of roast turkey.

      “Did I forget Thanksgiving?” I said, shutting out the outside heat.

      Mom stood up from the stove and wiped her stained oven glove across her brow. “I thought we could have a nice dinner together to make up for last time.”

      I gulped ice water from the fridge while she carved into the turkey. “Is this cooked?” she said, tilting a slice at me.

      “Looks perfect.”

      Her mouth twisted. “It’s ready earlier than I wanted. Something went wrong with the timing.”

      “It’s awesome. I’m starving. Although, you’ll have to put up with my sweaty stink.” Memories of meat-laden dinners at Whitehall in the early afternoons tortured my eyes as we sat down. I pushed the images away.

      “Mom, what happened to Jane Stuart? The hoarder on Bayberry.”

      She licked grease off her thumb. “One of the nurses made a follow-up visit after the cleanup and found Mrs. Stuart unfit to care for herself. They took her to Boston for psychiatric evaluation.”

      “Seriously? What was she doing?”

      “Oh, I don’t know the details, but usually it’s when they find the person’s become a danger to themself or others. She certainly has dementia. Has had for a while, I suspect.”

      “What about her family?”

      “No one knows who they are. She doesn’t even know her first name.”

      “Huh?” I nearly dropped my fork.

      “Jane is a name the state gave her when she was found roaming the streets outside town. She only remembered her family name to be Stuart, and that the house was left to her in the previous owner’s will. But all the Stuarts in the area were contacted, and none knew of her.”

      My face crinkled. If she’s not Jane Stuart, who is she?

      Mom took a big sip of wine. “Emmie, I wanted to talk to you about the ring you made. The one with the box around it.”

      “The cage one?”

      “I saw it this morning when I was looking for some blank paper. It’s fantastic.” She put down her glass and reached into her purse on the countertop, her fingers unsteady. “You’ve been sad lately, cookie, and I don’t know if it’s because of school ending, or this boy you met, or Mia going away, but it hurts me not to see you happy.” She handed me a white envelope. Inside was a wad of hundred-dollar bills.

      “Mom!”

      “It’s for college. Whichever one you choose. The design one, if you like.”

      “But I haven’t even got in. Christ, I haven’t even sent the application yet.”

      “Then use it to travel…or make your own jewelry collection. You’ll figure it out.” The circles framing her eyes were darker than ever.

      “But how can you afford this? It’s way too much.”

      “It’s almost all of it, actually. What do I need it for? A trip to the Bahamas?” She chuckled at her plate.

      “If that’s what you want,” I said seriously. “Mom, this is your money.”

      “It’s our money, and right now, you need it more than me. So I won’t hear anything except you taking it. Pay me back when you’re a famous designer adorning the stars of Hollywood.”

      I reached over the table and pulled her into a hug, my heart lifting for the first time in weeks. Until it hit me again that leaving Hatfield meant leaving Mom. The thought of her beat-up car driving back and forth between our house and the rest home cut me open. I was always the one to check the oil in her car and put air in the tires. And what if she started trying to contact Dad or something? I clung to her tighter.

      “Thanks so much,” I said, her wiry hair tickling my shoulder.

      Mom rubbed my back. “Your dad would be proud of you.”

      After a shower, I sat at my desk with my overdue personal statement for Central Saint Martins, staying on Mission: Distract Myself from All Thoughts of Nicholas Tudor. I didn’t look up again until I’d finished the conclusion, convinced myself it was good enough, and clicked ‘Submit’. I sealed the practical application packet with the cage ring inside and left it downstairs on Mom’s outgoing mail pile.

      Back upstairs in bed, I switched the lamp off and turned onto my side, my nose burrowing into the smell of clean sheets. There was still a knot inside me I couldn’t untie, but it was getting smaller. I had enough money to go wherever I wanted—this time on my own terms. Plus, maybe Mom would be just fine. She had her work and Crystal. The Fairbanks had no shortage of friends, but they were gracious enough to invite her over for dinner now and then. Everything was going to be okay.

      I was almost asleep when I felt soft fingers gently stroke my cheek. A second hand met them to cradle my face. “Emmie? Do not be afraid…your garden door was unlatched.”

      My eyes burst open. Nick’s clear-green pupils were inches away, glistening with emotion. He smelled incredible. Tears sprang to my eyes faster than my heart could beat as he dropped his forehead to mine.

      “My miracle, Emmie. You cannot believe my relief.”

      “Is this a dream?” I was utterly breathless.

      He pulled back, his expression desolate. “Please…I need your help at once.” His voice broke along with his face. “Kit has vanished.”
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      “Say you know something about this.” Tears glazed Nick’s red eyes. “Kit disappeared from her chambers last night. Emmie, you know things about me that have not yet occurred.”

      The blood left my face in one big rush. If you tell him Kit dies, he could turn into Nicholas the Ironheart overnight. This is the event that spurred Nick’s descent into darkness. Telling him everything is totally different from trying to figure out whether the countess is guilty and stop her in her tracks. I shook my head, guilt ravaging my insides. “I’m sorry, I–I don’t know anything.”

      His gaze fell to his lap, devastated. “I know not if she is dead or alive. For the love of God!” His palms kneaded his eyes. “I’ve tortured all her guards, some of her maids—no one can find her. Christ, Emmie, I’m living a nightmare.” His fingertips swept away tears to make room for more. He took my hand and pressed my palm to his wet cheek. “You must help me.”

      The option of telling him the truth still crouched behind my teeth and gnawed at my lips, nearly splitting them open. I hated my head and heart for never agreeing on anything. Mostly, though, I hated my heart for wanting something so badly that it could never have. Like the guy who’d kissed me like his life depended on it and then left without a word. My eyes watered at the memory.

      Nick’s face fractured as he clutched my hand. It’s like he could hear my thoughts. “Heart and soul, the moment I arrived back to Whitehall, I fought everything not to come back and get you,” he said.

      “Then why didn’t you?” I bit my bottom lip, trying not to cry.

      “And bring you there? Someone so precious, so perfect, in a place like that? Where I cannot even…” His forehead dropped, the nearness of his lips making my mouth tingle.

      “Cannot even what?”

      I let him stroke my hair as my head fought everything my heart wanted to say.

      “Cannot even be who I long to be,” Nick finished, his eyes on mine.

      When I cast my arms around his back, he exhaled into my neck, smothering me with goosebumps. My hand glided up the back of his shirt and across the silk ridges in his collar, chestnut curls coiling into my fingers.

      “What do you want me to do?” I whispered.

      He sounded so drained. “Can you find some knowledge about Kit? Do you have libraries here? Books about my time, or have they all been burned?”

      The naivety of his words struck me. If only he knew how easy it was to find information in my time. Biting away tears, I pulled back and shook my head. “There’s no information here that will help. I’m so sorry.” It was true, I’d already looked. There was hardly any detail about Kit’s murder.

      Nick kneaded his eyes with his palms. “Then I must get back. Any minute I’m away, she could be found.”

      The knot in my stomach grew instantly, matched by the one in my throat. “But maybe I could help back in your time,” I blurted. “I could look for her, I could see if anything triggers a memory of something I’ve read. I could help you. Stay sane, I mean. For as long as I can be away from here without all hell breaking loose.”

      When I looked down, Nick’s fingers caught my chin. “You would do that for me? Leave this place? Because, now that I am here, I fear I cannot bear this without you.”

      The need in his voice was devastating and irresistible. Every cell in my body burned to be near him again. Plus, maybe there was a way I could still help Kit without having to tell him the hideous truth.

      “Nick, I’ve left this place for you before, and for far less. I want to help you and Kit.” I shrugged, defenseless. “I can’t remember wanting anything more.”

      He cupped my cheeks and dropped his lips to mine, charging me with a desire I didn’t realize I was so deprived of until I felt it again. I clutched his shirt, a sigh escaping my mouth as we kissed urgently and heatedly. He kissed me all over my face, stopping only to meet my eyes before sliding his lips up my neck in a way that made me quiver. His mouth fell away.

      “I cannot,” he said through parted lips. “God, I want you.” He squeezed my lower back. “But not now.”

      It wasn’t the right time to tell him I’d never been to home base before. My heart thundered like a racehorse as I gently pressed my nose into his soft, rose-scented hair. I felt like I was freed and held hostage all at once by a feeling I couldn’t control. It didn’t matter that Mom was asleep in the next room or that I’d spent the past two weeks crying buckets over him.

      “Can we go in the morning?” I whispered. “So I can think of something to tell my mom?”

      His eyes pinched with distress, his head slowly shaking. “Forgive me, Emmie, I must go in haste. If I am discovered to be missing, too, along with my only heir, there could be war.”

      I nodded, my throat sticky. “Give me three minutes.”

      He watched me as I sat at my desk and scribbled on a notepad, my handwriting chaotic from drowsiness and a severe lack of knowing what to say.

      But the words soon flowed, the letter to Mom visual proof of my inability to be honest with anyone anymore—even Nick. I told Mom she was right: that I’d lost the first guy I’d ever loved, and I needed to get away or I’d go insane. I’d signed up for a teenagers’ health camp in Connecticut that my friend recommended. I wouldn’t be contactable for a few weeks, but I’d be safe, and if school wanted to kick me out for missing my final week of classes, I was okay with that. I also underlined that this had nothing to do with my dad.

      I dropped the pen onto the page, my stomach a hollow cave.
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      My eyes popped open to a dazzling painting of a night sky. The satin sheets were vacant beside me, the air warm and sweet. I peeked through a gap in the pearled netting. A boy in a black cap leapt backward.

      “Excuse me, mistress,” he said, leaving quickly through a paneled door.

      Nick leaned into the opposite doorway from where he sat in a chair, a quill between his fingers. Heat found my cheeks. He tossed the quill aside and stood up, eye-poppingly handsome in a royal-blue coat stitched with gold flowers.

      “You need not hide like a dormouse,” he said, pulling the curtain wide open and sitting on the edge of the bed. “My gentlemen will say nothing.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I’m the king.”

      I swallowed the stinging urge to ask him how many girls he’d had in his bed before me. “Is there any news?” I said softly. “I didn’t think I’d sleep so long.”

      He shook his head, unable to speak. His skin was the color of pale jade, his face drawn.

      Catherine was taken from her bed and strangled with a set of wooden Catholic rosary beads, her neck broken.

      I wanted to ask where the Dowager Countess of Warwick was when Kit disappeared, but it was like someone had glued my mouth closed and wrapped my heart with barbed wire while they were at it.

      Nick brushed my hand with his cheek. “I still find it impossible to believe this has occurred.”

      “I know. How could anyone even think about hurting Kit?”

      He traced my knuckles with his fingers. “I was speaking of you.” His eyes held mine, unblinking. “Why did God send you to me?”

      I glanced at my bare legs under my sleep shirt. “You still believe in God? After everything you’ve seen?”

      He touched my chin and steered my eyes to his. “Never more.”

      My heart swelled. But he didn’t kiss me. Instead, he sluggishly rose, his face a study in sadness. “I must take leave. I am receiving information every hour. Pray for news before I make some of my own. Oh, and Emmie. You must tell no one about Kit. Only my privy councilors have knowledge of the situation. To everyone else, the Princess Catherine has traveled to Windsor.”

      I nodded, gripping the sheet tightly.

      He hovered there, all tallness and beauty. “Rest assured, you are entirely safe at court now. The Dowager Countess of Warwick, or no other fool, will give you any more trouble.”

      “You told her I’m from the future, huh? How’d she take it?”

      His finger flew to my lips. “Never speak those words. For if anyone were to hear you, not even I could save you.”

      “I thought you just said I was safe.”

      “From your falsehood, not from accusations of heresy. Listen carefully. You are indeed a physician’s daughter, but your family lives in Worthing, although they were originally from Hatfield, which is where the confusion arose. Most importantly, you are the distant niece of the Duke of Norfolk.”

      “But I don’t even know who he is,” I said, my stomach clenching. “And I’ve never been to Worthing.” I can’t go through this again.

      “You will meet Norfolk when he returns to court.”

      “And he agreed to this? Was he high?” I could feel my incredulous expression.

      “Men do not get rich by acting foolishly, Emmie, or by denying their king’s request. Do you not see what this means? You are a gentlewoman now. No one will ever question you being here again. Now, wait here for a maidservant. I’ll have cloth brought in, and you will be shown to your new chambers.”

      He kissed my forehead and left like a president going to war, a parade of gentlemen and attendants scampering after him.

      I ran my hand down the twisted pillar at the foot of the bed. I really was back at Whitehall with Nick. My insides warmed like a fire. But then I thought of Kit, and I was swept into a snowstorm, fighting to breathe.

      The maid helped me into a rose-colored dress with ribbon crisscrossed over the bodice, while I plaited my hair on both sides and connected it at the center.

      I knew that getting my old room back was too much to ask, but I’d hoped for at least the same wing. I liked hearing the faint chatter of passersby on the public street over the wall. But the maid escorted me into the fancier section of court and lugged open a set of wooden double doors.

      My chin dropped at the ornate four-poster bed and the red velvet chairs facing a fireplace bigger than Mia’s bathroom. I’d been upgraded from a closet to a mansion—one that smelled more heavenly than a perfume store.

      I opened the jewelry coffer on the mirrored dresser. My breath stalled at the expensive display of gemstones and goldwork. The emerald necklace Nick gave me when I was sick lay on top. I fastened it around my neck, the square stone cooling my skin.

      I was contemplating silencing my rumbling stomach with a trip to the kitchens when there was a loud rap at the door.

      Waiting on the other side was Francis Beaumont’s dim smile, his face as drained as the king’s. I hadn’t realized until then that I’d missed him, too.

      “I am pleased to see you have returned, Mistress Grace,” he said. “I trust your rooms are agreeable.” He stepped inside, taking a look for himself.

      “They’re ridiculous. In a good way.” I refrained from telling him I actually preferred my pokey end room near the horse yard.

      “His gracious Majesty has requested I accompany you on a recreational activity today as he is well occupied. I propose hunting. The rain has cleared, but the grounds remain damp.”

      “Hunting? Thanks, but that’s not necessary.” My mission was to find the Dowager Countess of Warwick and find out if she was involved in Kit’s vanishing.

      Francis’s jaw hardened. “I am afraid the king has insisted upon it. Mistress Grey may join us. In fact, she will be delighted to see you after your unexpected journey to Worthing. We shall see you at the stable yard in an hour. Breakfast will be brought to you in the meantime.”

      It was just enough time to change into a looser dress and wolf down the selection of hard cheeses and stewed fruits that arrived. The thought of shooting animals with crossbows made my stomach coil. Not that I had any idea how to hunt, despite being a famous duke’s niece. Plus, Kit could already be dead—or worse—killed while we were out on a “recreational activity”. Had Nick’s madness already started?

      As I walked into the cobblestoned horse yard, Alice immediately crossed it to hug me. “Heavens, Emmie, why not say you are Norfolk’s niece? We could have dined upstairs forevermore.” Her arms were thinner than I remembered, but her cinnamon scent hadn’t changed.

      “I guess I don’t like talking about myself the whole time.”

      But Alice didn’t even crack a smile, her cheeks as pale as Francis’s. When a groom steered my favorite horse, Stella, to me, my uneasiness loosened. I shifted in the saddle, finding my comfort spot.

      We trailed the hunting dogs across the moat bridge and deep into the Parkside through pristine oak trees before halting at a flowering meadow beside a small mossy lake. My eyes darted around, familiarity bleeding into my vision. It was the same spot where I’d first arrived, where Lord Lansbury had shot me with his arrow. For a second, I couldn’t feel my face.

      A second later, arrows tore past my ears, a deer collapsing beside the lake. Francis cheered and guided his chestnut stallion over to it.

      Alice hung back, fiddling with her crossbow. “You do not shoot?” she said to me.

      I shook my head. “I feel bad for the deer.”

      She looked at me like I’d just said I love eating mice for breakfast. But then she sighed. “It is hideous doing this while worrying where Kit is, or even if…” She cut herself off, fighting tears.

      I turned Stella to face Alice. “You know?”

      “Francis told me. He also said that you know, too.” She watched him dismount near the writhing stag. “It has been so difficult for Francis; he is utterly distraught. His mood is more than sour, especially given he has taken on all of Lord Lansbury’s tasks. Lansbury’s been scarcely sober since his brother Mathew Fox was put in the Tower. Oh my, Emmie, I’m surely pleased you are back.”

      The words blurred, like I didn’t hear them right. “Mathew Fox is in the Tower?”

      “He was arrested after you left for Worthing, but I’m uncertain why. Certainly nothing to do with Kit, that happened long since.” We watched Francis trying to slash the wiggling deer’s neck with his dagger. “Oh, I pray she is found alive and at once,” said Alice. “I have not felt this dreadful since my mother vanished.”

      I guided my horse closer, wishing I could touch Alice. “I was so sorry to hear about that.”

      Her face paled. “She left for the market about three miles from here and never returned.”

      My voice tightened. “Did she…did she ever call herself Stuart? Jane Stuart?” My head whirred. Jane Stuart, whose name wasn’t really Jane.

      Alice frowned. “Surely not, why?”

      “Shall we ride on?” called Francis, trotting back to us with the deer sprawled across his saddle and legs. The hunting dogs followed obediently.

      “I should get back,” I said, taking my chance. “I’m still pretty tired from my trip.” The blood pouring from the stag’s wound made me want to puke. Stella neighed, agreeing.

      “Fine, we’ll return,” Francis huffed. He spun his horse toward the court. “I am to play tennis this afternoon with the Duke of Savoy in the king’s stead. The man has the worst timing in history.”

      Alice shoved an arrow into her leather quiver. “So what am I? A cat’s behind?” She kicked her horse and galloped through the mud back to court.

      My whole body sagged with relief, watching Alice go. There was only one way to explain why she was so mad at Francis for not offering to stay and hunt with her alone.

      Alice Grey was utterly besotted with the roguish Earl of Warwick.
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      It was quite an achievement how visibly tense the exchange had made Alice as we carried our dessert plates to the bench by the swan pond.

      “Why do you dislike Francis so much?” I probed cheekily, biting into my ginger cheesecake.

      “You mean apart from his unsightly face?” She grimaced at the feeding swans.

      I laughed, accidentally spitting crumbs out.

      Alice flashed her amber eyes at me. “You think Francis is handsome?”

      “No, I think he’s hideous,” I said sarcastically.

      “He has decent hair. But that is beside the point. Francis is trouble, in spite of his eyes or hair. He nearly ruined my sister’s life.”

      “How?” I said, hoping I hadn’t overstepped. There was clearly more to the discord between them.

      Alice fingered the linen folds of her skirts. “My sister Violet and I grew up with Francis here at court, but he and Violet were especially close. They were the best of friends from when they were almost babies, but you know friendships between men and women become thorny after a certain age. Francis soon offered marriage, and I never saw Violet happier. But on Midsummer’s Eve a year past, he confessed he did not want to wed her after all. Because everyone already considered Violet the future wife of the king’s favorite, no other man would go near her for fear of offending His Majesty. Violet had to leave and go back to Northamptionshire, or risk becoming an old maid.”

      I rested my plate on my lap. “Yikes, poor thing.”

      “She met a northerner of modest means last year, and he agreed to wed her. She moved to Lancashire and is now Mrs. James Fisher. Even so, Emmie, I fear she is unhappy. She adored Francis.”

      I circled my plate with my finger, trying to imagine them all at that age.

      “The king is coming,” said Alice, her mouth full. “And my father.”

      Nick was striding up the path, leading a string of councilors fronted by Thomas Grey.

      “All rise for the king; all rise for His Grace!” ordered the guards. Everyone stood and parted like the sea for Moses.

      When Nick passed by, his weary eyes flickered to mine. They blinked and softened at the edges. I dropped into a delayed curtsy, a nervous flutter chasing through me. When I looked back up, the group had stopped at the lion fountain.

      That was when I saw her.

      Princess Henriette of France emerged from behind the wall of vines, her hood matching her indigo gown garnished with black feathers. When she greeted Nick, he kissed her hand. I almost lost my lunch. The Dowager Countess of Warwick was next to arrive, with her band of ladies. Isobel Beaumont was almost unrecognizable in a doublet-inspired coat over an emerald-green gown, strands of her hair loose and stringy.

      Thoughts swiped across my mind like fighter jets. Kit had disappeared and the countess was taking a garden stroll. Did that mean the countess was innocent or psychopathic? And Henriette was still at court. Which Nick had failed to mention—especially when we were lip-locked in my bed.

      “You should have a frock made for the betrothal feast,” Alice said as I watched them. “Something pale. It seems the princess prefers the deeper shades.”

      “Sorry…what are you talking about?”

      “His Majesty and Princess Henriette are to be married,” she replied, like she thought I knew. “She is already lodging in the queens’ chambers. The Dowager Countess of Warwick and the Lady Isobel are near me now, beside the pheasant yard.” She stifled a giggle.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off them.

      Nick was engaged. More than that: parading his beautiful, regal fiancée around right in front of me. But he’d brought me back to this place because he couldn’t bear this without me. Not to forget the make-out session in my bed. When Henriette tripped on Isobel’s dress, Nick caught the small of her back with his palm. My heart felt like it was exploding into my lungs. I was ready to march over to him, regardless of what it cost me, when a passing man nearly knocked me to my butt.

      “Pardon me, mistress,” said Lord Lansbury, smelling like a brewery. His blaze of red hair rushed for the king, chased by three guards.

      Alice and I shared a silent question. Has Kit been found?

      But Nick leisurely turned his back as the men seized Thomas Grey and wrapped his wrists with rope.

      “What are you doing!” cried Alice, racing toward them. I ran after her.

      “Sir Thomas Grey, you are under arrest on suspicion of high treason,” slurred Lansbury. “You are charged with conspiring with Ambassador Rodrigo Montoya to deprive the King’s Majesty of his royal state and holiness and to procure his death and destruction.”

      “What? That is preposterous!” sputtered Thomas as Alice burst into tears. “Your Majesty, I pray you, you are sorely mistaken; I serve only you; I live only for you—I beg you!”

      Nick didn’t flinch as the guards pushed Thomas toward a stone staircase leading inside the castle. Henriette turned and caught my eye, her face startled.

      “Why? How?” sobbed Alice.

      “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out,” I promised shakily.

      “I must write to my sister at once,” she wept, hitching up her dress and running for the pheasant yard.

      Henriette’s gang hastened toward the court, as if to escape the tainted air of the arrest. When Nick turned toward the stone stairs, I sprang forward, my heart thundering in my chest.

      “Nick!” I called across the pond. He spun back around, halting his guards. As I hurried toward him, he met my onrush, grabbing my wrist and tugging me behind the wall of vines.

      “What is wrong with you?” he hissed.

      “Me?” I was already breathless. “You brought me back here with you, leaving my home, my mom, after I’d spent two weeks crying myself dry over you. But all you’ve done is send me off on some hunting trip while you take a stroll with the fiancée you never told me about.”

      His brow puckered like I was speaking Swahili.

      “Your bride-to-be! The girl you’re going to marry…whatever.” I didn’t want him to see me cry, but it was impossible. No one had ever hurt me that much and it burned.

      Nick’s face fell. “I wanted to tell you about Henriette, but I feared you would not come back with me.”

      “You were dead right about that.” I waved the tears away, trying to stop him from seeing.

      “What do you expect of me?” he pleaded angrily. “She is the sister of the King of France. Would you have me put her on the street?”

      “Oh, c’mon, you didn’t give her a bed and a blanket. You asked her to marry you.”

      “A matter of state! You do not understand…you are without a king. This is not personal feelings; you are that ignorant to believe I get to love my wife?”

      My heart twisted like a wrung-out dishcloth. “So you’ve no interest in Henriette whatsoever. Are girls like me dumber in your time?”

      “Christ, Emmie, stop questioning my every action!”

      My chest crushed with the most painful thought I could imagine. “Well then, you haven’t kissed her, right?” My voice wavered. “If it’s just about the politics?” When his face dropped to his boots, I froze. “Don’t even think about lying, Nick. You and I are way past that.”

      “Emmie, when a man asks for a lady’s hand in marriage, he must demonstrate reasonable feelings.”

      A guttural sob exploded from my lips, spurring me to turn away. He clutched my wrists to face him.

      “Whether he feels them or not,” he finished, nearly collapsing into me. “Do you understand the roar inside me at the moment? I have Spanish troops breathing down my neck, waiting to strike, and I’d be a fool if I believed we could fight them without France. And France’s princess, their pearl, wants to marry me. So, there it is—decision made—however I feel about it. Meanwhile, here I have a girl who I desperately want to know…to hold…to love. But I cannot. I feel like the only man in Christendom who cannot have that. Yet, here she stands in front of me, like an act of torture.” His eyes were wet, shining jewels. “Among all this, my family—my Kit—has been snatched by a person so sinister, so evil, I’ll not sleep until I see their bones charred like tinder.”

      “Nick—”

      “I’m not even finished, Emmie. Together with all this, today I learned the only father I have ever known has betrayed me. All in one miserable day.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The castle is being searched thrice daily. This morning, Francis found letters between Thomas Grey and the Spanish ambassador concealed inside pomegranates. Rodrigo Montoya promised that the Spanish king would give assistance if the English Catholics took up arms against their king, and Grey was in support.”

      Thomas Grey in bed with the Spanish? “But why would he do that?” I said. “I’ve heard him push harder than anyone for your marriage to Henriette. He’s all about the French alliance. Why would he conspire with Spain now?”

      “I hardly know. Nevertheless, if he is behind Kit’s disappearance, every bone and tendon in his body will break while I watch.”

      My mind sped to the rosary beads twisted around Kit’s neck. Whoever took her was a diehard Catholic. Thomas Grey had wanted Bishop Rochester boiled alive for being one. He despised Catholics.

      “But isn’t Thomas Grey a Protestant?” I said. “Like a hardcore one?”

      “What does that have to do with it?” Nick stared at me, his skin slowly whitening. “Emmie, what does Thomas Grey being Protestant have to do with Kit?”

      My lungs emptied of air.

      He grabbed my shoulders, crushing them. “Is there something you are not saying? Christ, Emmie, tell me what you know!”

      The words spilled out in a gush beyond my control. “I’m so sorry. I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t.”

      He was losing his voice. “Is she dead? Tell me! Tell me this is nothing. Say she will be well!”

      I bit away tears, but they were too strong.

      “Dear God.” Nick dropped to his knees. A moment later, his face flew back up, his eyes flaming aquamarines. “Will I ever see her again?”

      “I’m so sorry.” My nose was congesting from tears. “She dies, Nick. I worried about what you might do if I told you.”

      “What I might do?” He was back on his feet, his boots smashing the pebbles. “You mean save her life?”

      “I mean turn totally insane!” I sobbed. “Because history says you do not react well to this sort of thing, which I can see already. I mean…charred bones and broken tendons? Torturing maids?!”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about Nicholas the Ironheart! You once asked me if you’re a noted king in my time. Well, there’s not a person on earth who doesn’t know your name. But they don’t know you for the war you won, or the lands you conquered, or the song you wrote. You’re famous because of how you reacted when you lost Kit. You became a monster, Nick, almost overnight. You started executing your councilors, one by one, in case they had something to do with it. Then you picked off people in the city, too. You burned crops, houses, even churches. When the streets of London were choked with the burning bodies from your vengeance war, you were given a new name: Nicholas the Ironheart. That’s what the world knows you as. One of the cruelest, bloodiest kings in history. That’s why I couldn’t tell you.”

      He fell into the wall. His body was lifeless, his voice nearly gone. “You are saying Kit is murdered? And I never discover the men to blame?”

      Saltwater dribbled down my cheeks. “I’ve read it all, over and over, and there’s nothing else. History is more vague than you think. But you heard what I said, right? You have to keep your head through this. I’ve just given you what no one in the world has…a chance to change. To stop that madness before it happens. And I don’t even know if I should have. I can’t see this happen to you, I can’t.”

      “That wild-eyed guard, Cavendish,” Nick mumbled. “Or, Christ, even Francis. He has always taken such an interest in Kit. Why?”

      “Please stop,” I wept, trying to take his hands. He shook me away.

      “Emmie, I have always felt there was something black inside me. Now I understand what it is. You said it: you have given me what no one else in the world has. I know the man I’ll become. Why waste any more time?”

      “Because this isn’t you,” I begged, falling to my knees, crushing my peach dress into the dirt. “You’re a merciful and kind person. You’re not a killer.” I wanted to reach out and touch his face. “You’re beautiful. You’re sunlight. Please, Nick. I…I love you.”

      But he wasn’t listening. He sounded like a dead person would if they could speak. “You will tell me everything you know about the plot against my sister. And, like a true and faithful subject, you will help me stop it.”

      Tears slipped off my face into the dirt. “I–I’ve already told you everything I know.”

      He gripped my arm and yanked me to my feet. “I believe you not! You already kept this from me; how can I know you are not withholding more? Knowledge that will keep my sister alive?”

      “Nick, you’re hurting me.”

      “You will address me as Your Majesty! And you will yield to your lord’s command, or God help me, Mistress Grace, you will get out of my sight.”

      It was a gunshot right to the heart. “Fine, if that’s what you want,” I spat. “Give me the stupid ring then.” I shook my palm at the blue diamond on his finger.

      Nick shoved his hand behind his back, his face paling. “You will remain at Whitehall until I decide what to do with you. Now obey my order and get away from me without delay. Guards!”

      But before they drew their swords, I tore away from him, hardly able to see through the tears streaming down my face.
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      Before the sun had consumed the morning fog, my coach crossed the drawbridge to the Tower of London. I was yawning on loop despite the pulsing energy in my veins. I’d spent the night in Alice’s room, comforting her, which had at least kept my own grief-fest at bay. I should never have shown Nick what the ring was capable of. I should have known a sixteenth-century king wouldn’t give up power without a fight.

      I pulled my hood over my hair to barricade the wind and followed the guard past the menagerie housing the lion I’d heard that first night in the Tower, and into the stone fortress. The streets of London smelled like a pinewood forest compared with the Tower’s dank corridors. I dropped my face as we climbed the staircase to a run of cells, stepping into the fourth.

      “Why are you here?” Mathew Fox said to me, the whites of his alarmed eyes like two glow sticks in the corner.

      “I came to ask you the same question.”

      He smelled like a homeless guy and looked the part, too. “I lied to the king about you,” he replied matter-of-factly.

      “Me?” After a few seconds, my hands flew to my cheeks. “Because you said you met my family in Hatfield. That’s why you’re in here? I had no idea. I’m so sorry.” Another thing Nick neglected to tell me.

      “Mistress, if I hadn’t deceived the king, it would be you hiding from the rats in here. Which was precisely why I did it. You are not to blame for this.”

      My cheeks felt tight and hot. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

      His sigh was bleak. “For a lady with such a lion’s heart, how easily you misjudge. I made the king look a fool. There will be no mercy.”

      “But he pardoned me when I showed up at the Parkside, remember? He forgave Francis for taking Kit to an execution.”

      “I am not loved by the king.”

      The words sent a blade to my throat. “He doesn’t love me either.”

      Mathew raised his brows, skeptical.

      “He told me,” I assured, the thought still painfully raw. “Well, rather, I said I loved him, and he said to go away. Dreamy, huh?”

      Mathew exhaled, rubbing his peg-like fingers together. “Something has gone awry. There has been too much tantalizing…or too little. Perhaps it is because you have come and gone from court like a queen, though you are quite the opposite. It is time to strike. Have you given him your maidenhead?”

      “My what? No.”

      He lunged forward, his deep voice taut. “Then you must offer it. Before Henriette.”

      “Mathew, I…” My voice trailed off, lost for what to say. I’d barely had my dad in my life for the past ten years. I wasn’t up for a chat about virginity with any man, let alone Mathew Fox.

      “Come back when it is done,” he said after a while, his back to me. The conversation was so awkward, so unexpected, that I didn’t protest when he asked me to leave.

      On the way out, a man screamed from a floor below, startling me so much I nearly skidded down the moldy staircase. The guard responded with about as much zing as a corpse.

      “Would it also be possible to see Sir Thomas Grey?” I stammered. “I’m a friend of his daughter Alice. I’d like to visit on her behalf.”

      At least that got a reaction. He grunted with annoyance and shuffled back up the stairs, unlocking a single door on the top floor with his huge, cartoon-sized key.

      “You ‘ave a visitor,” he grumbled, pushing me in like I was the prisoner.

      Thomas Grey looked up, his bare legs stretched beneath a canvas smock. His knees were bloodied, his cheeks badly bruised.

      “The king’s whore,” he muttered. “What in the devil do you want?”

      “Not to be called a whore would be a good start.” I stayed at the wall, already shaking. The room smelled worse than a toilet.

      “Did my daughter send you? Or was it the king?”

      “I actually made a decision on my own on this one.”

      Thomas tried to get up, but gnashed his teeth, clutching his thigh. “What do you want, Mistress Grace?”

      “I guess I wanted to see if you’re really capable of it.”

      “Of plotting against the king?”

      And his sister.

      His eyes scrunched shut, water trickling from the corners. “I cannot even consider the loss of His Majesty. Since he was a babe, I have protected him with my every breath, given my life to him.”

      “But the letters—”

      “Speak not of such treachery! Those letters were forgeries to slander me. Yes, I communicated with the Spanish emperor through Montoya, but in appeal for a treaty, not a holy war against His Majesty. The notion is preposterous. Now the idiocy of this state of affairs has ruined any likelihood of peace with Spain.” He reached out, chains jangling. “Tell me. Does His Majesty have good counsel? Has the betrothal with Henriette progressed? France is the only answer now.”

      “He’s pretty preoccupied with finding Kit,” I replied, scanning his face. “He’s beside himself.”

      But Thomas didn’t even flinch. “Get Norfolk involved. I beseech you: do whatever you can to restore the king’s mind to clarity. His enemies have never been more cunning, and they will not stop until the great Tudor name has descended into ruin. I will not see that come to pass. Not while I still breathe.”

      His forehead met his gnarled knees, his shoulders quivering. It took me back to Mrs. Shaw, a rest home resident with dementia who was trapped in an endless panic spiral. I staggered forward to place a gentle kiss on Thomas’s head, tasting sweat. His eyes flicked open with comfort and confusion—just like Mrs. Shaw’s.

      “That was from Alice,” I said, before hurrying to the door and banging on it. I was glad the guard let me out quickly.
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      Back at court, I wandered through rooms like a forlorn ghost, searching for the Dowager Countess of Warwick and any evidence I could find about Kit. When a sudden energy swelled behind me, I spun into the razor-sharp glare of Princess Henriette.

      “You,” she accused from under her silk bathrobe. “This is why you came back, no? You will not get away with this.” She tossed a piece of paper at me. Her maids guided her away as she spat at me in French, a black snake of braided hair curling down her back.

      I picked up the crumpled paper, ignoring the prying eyes of passersby. It held the same choppy handwriting as had the threatening note left for me.

      

      If you do not go back to France today,

      I will crush the king’s sister like a grape.

      

      I darted through a clump of men violently arguing and dashed up Nick’s private stairwell. Two guards chased me, declaring the king wouldn’t be disturbed. Before they could stop me, I banged hard on the door.

      The soft timbre of Nick’s voice made me freeze. He had to be inches from the other side. There was a splash of water, followed by a scraping sound.

      “That will be all, Charles,” I heard him say. “Come in, Mistress Grace,” he called without a trace of surprise. The guards released me and opened the door.

      The king’s secretary was wedging scrolls under his arms, clearing them from the room. Nick was freshly shaven, his white doublet gleaming with rubies.

      “Were you not advised about this?” he said tightly, looking anywhere but at me. “You will not come to me directly if you need something. You may speak with Lord Warwick or my secretary, Charles Talbot.”

      “I’m not here for advice.” I ignored the knife he’d just plunged into my heart. “There’s something I need to say about Kit.”

      Nick dismissed a boy who had been playing the lute in a corner. He finally looked at me, his face torn by pain. “I thought you wanted Kit thrown to the dogs. Because, in hundreds of years’ time, it is what your countrymen say happened.”

      “Do you want to know or not?” I handed him the note Henriette accused me of writing, explaining the similar one I’d got before. Nick’s fingers quivered, his cheeks colorless.

      “I left out something about Kit’s death,” I stumbled. “According to records, she was strangled with a set of wooden Catholic rosary beads.” It was almost impossible to continue while looking at his shattered face, so I studied the ground. “I’m so sorry to have to tell you that. But this note proves Kit is still alive! And whoever has her also wrote these notes. It’s someone who hates any girl who gets near you, and they’re a Catholic. That’s why it can’t be Sir Thomas Grey.”

      “Speak plainly, Emmie! Whom do you believe it is?”

      My tone dropped to a barely audible level. “I’ve long suspected the Dowager Countess of Warwick. She’s from a Catholic family, right?”

      His brows jammed together. “But the Dowager Lady Warwick left for Derbyshire yesterday. She said something about a poorly cousin.”

      Charles Talbot burst in, bowing in apology. “Majesty, the Princess of France is making her way to see you with some urgency.” He glanced at me.

      Nick gripped his forehead, sapphires glinting from his fingers. “Boy!” he shouted, and a pink-faced pageboy appeared. Nick swept his hand at me, a gesture to have me removed.

      “I’m not done,” I said evenly, starting to seethe.

      Nick opened his mouth to speak, but I got in first. “You could’ve told me you put Mathew Fox in the Tower because of me.”

      Nick strode toward the page, who got the message and ran away. The king slammed the door and spun back to face me, his cheeks almost purple with rage.

      “What in heaven’s name is between you and Mathew Fox?”

      “Nothing! You know who I am and that he couldn’t have had anything to do with that. It might’ve been stupid to say he found my family in Hatfield, but he also knew I was harmless and in over my head.” I left out the part about Mathew’s matchmaking plans.

      “I would not go with harmless. Trouble, yes.”

      “Mathew lives to serve you, to be in this court. While your buddy Lord Lansbury is getting blotto and chasing virgins, Mathew is worrying about foreign alliances, and who might invade, and what’s best for the country.”

      “Enough! I need not hear every detail about your fondness for Mathew Fox!”

      “Well, I saw him today, and he doesn’t look good. Neither does Thomas Grey, who I think is innocent of everything, not just Kit. He swears those letters were forged, and I believe him. He was crying because of how much he loves you. Did anyone even see him write the letters? Do you have any proof?”

      Nick gaped at me. “Emmeline Grace, I command you to stop this! Going to the Tower to question my prisoners—what in God’s name are you thinking?”

      “Alice has already lost a mother. So if you’re going to take her father, too, you better be sure he’s guilty.”

      He stepped closer, his irresistible presence nearly knocking me over. “Listen here. No one else at court understands who you really are. I have no excuse to treat you any differently. Everything I do and say is questioned, so you must be more than careful. Hence I am instructing you, as the king of the realm in which you currently sleep, to stop urging the release of my prisoners. That is a command!”

      “No,” I cried, our bodies inches apart. “No more commands; I’ve had enough! No more telling me when to come, and when to go, and who to be friends with, and what to say, and when to hunt. I might be your prisoner here, but I am not your subject and I never will be. And I am not afraid of you.”

      I charged for the door, my chest breaking. But something compelled me to stop and turn around. “The first time I came here was a total accident,” I said shakily, unable to meet Nick’s eyes. “But then I worked out I could come back at any time. I was thrilled. I thought maybe I’d be happier here, maybe this was my place…with you. Above everything else I’ve ever wanted in my life.” My teeth nearly bit through my bottom lip. “But now I know it’s not. And I’ve never felt so stupid, so mistaken, or so far from home.”

      I left through the Presence Chamber, trying to outrun my tears. The world had become so blurry I nearly missed Henriette striding past me, her face a thunderstorm. But I did notice she’d changed into a silk ball gown before deciding to tell the king about the note that proved his sister was still alive.
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      It wasn’t hard to get my mind off Nick and Henriette, given what he’d just revealed about the Dowager Countess of Warwick. If she’d gone to Derbyshire, how could she have got that note to Henriette?

      At bedtime, I was as awake as a prisoner on death row. I wrapped myself in a wool coat and strolled through the flame-lit gardens along my old route, wishing Ruby was at my knees again chasing the sparrows. So much had happened since then.

      I expected the halls to be a ghost town by the time I stepped back inside, but a trio of musicians were warring their oboes, flutes, and viols in a far corner of the Great Hall. Two councilors were busting a move, Tudor-style, on a table. Francis strode toward me through the fray, holding a cup of ale. He was glowing.

      “What’s with the dance contest?” I sounded like I hadn’t slept in a hundred years.

      Francis spoke quietly, but it was evident the privy councilors already knew. “Kit was found alive. She is safe!” He gave me a brief hug, smelling of musk. “And it is all due to you. Praise God for you, Emmie.”

      My head burst open like a stepped-on ant’s nest. Kit was safe. Kit was alive. Kit hadn’t been murdered.

      “How?” I breathed. “Where?”

      Francis gritted his teeth. “She was rescued from a lodging in Holborn that belongs to Mark Macaulay, one of the king’s gentlemen. Did you know Isobel had a dalliance with Macauley? Her new maid Clemence is a wicked telltale. Remind me never to employ her.”

      When I looked like I might shout, Francis returned to the more critical topic. “It is a miracle Kit was unharmed, but she was frightened beyond her wits. Macaulay claimed it was Isobel who forced him to capture Kit. She wanted to scare Princess Henriette away. Isobel then disappeared, leaving him without a thought as to what to do with the princess. Now, we cannot find Isobel.” He gripped his stomach. “Heaven knows what would have happened had you not told the king about those ghastly notes and your suspicions. For Isobel to believe she could win the king’s heart by harming his sister. She is not only the worst of the hairbrains, she is worse than a devil. My faithless family has shamed me for too long.”

      The bile in my throat nearly spilled onto Francis’s shiny boots. Of course Nick had been smart enough to figure it out. Isobel was also a Catholic who shared a room with the Dowager Countess of Warwick, and she hated Henriette’s guts—and mine—for being near the king. Isobel Beaumont and Mark Macaulay should’ve killed Kit, except I’d indirectly stopped it from happening. What I’d revealed to Nick had changed the course of history on a potentially massive scale. I looked around me, waiting for the universe to start collapsing.

      “We’ll catch her,” Francis assured darkly, like he was talking about trapping a spider instead of his own sister. “My mother is our first stop. The king banished her from court until it is confirmed she had nothing to do with the plot.”

      “Where’s Kit now?”

      “With the king. Christ, I’m so relieved. I feared how he might have responded to a different result.”

      Yikes, you’re telling me.

      “Now can you help Sir Thomas Grey?” I whispered, my throat locking.

      Francis tossed back a shot of ale, horrified. “Why would I help a traitor?”

      “Because you have no real proof he wrote those letters to the Spanish, and it makes zero sense that he would have. You know the work he’s put into the French alliance and how much he hates Catholics. Plus, you owe it to Alice.”

      “What do I owe Alice?”

      “You split her family apart once before.” It was a low blow, but it was all I had.

      “Now hang on a minute.” Francis took my arm and guided me into the corridor to a more private area, stopping below the portrait of King Edward the Sixth. “If you speak of Alice’s sister Violet, I should have you know I never loved her. If Alice had not encouraged the match with such fervor, I would never have asked for Violet’s hand. Would you have had me marry a girl I did not want? And, make no mistake, it shredded my heart to wound Alice that way.”

      “So you did it for Alice.”

      His brow pinched. “I do not follow.”

      “You said it shredded your heart to do that to Alice. Not Violet.” Francis looked even more confused. “We all know Alice can be a prickly person sometimes,” I said slowly. “But sometimes I think she pricks those she likes the most. She’s a bit of a sadist in that way.”

      “What are you saying?” Francis looked frozen solid.

      “I think you didn’t marry Violet because you were crazy about someone else. And I think Alice feels the same way about you.”

      Francis’s face turned redder than Mars. “That is…it is utter folly.”

      I could only smile. “Are you sure about that?”

      He fingered a groove in his cup. “But her father despises me, who also happens to be the king’s hand.”

      “Then help him,” I urged. “Just go and talk to Sir Thomas. To Montoya, if you can. Do the interrogating yourself. Aren’t you the ‘cat’s claws’ torture guy? Actually, forget I said that. Torture will be a stain on history one day.”

      Francis’s shoulders fell with a frustrated breath. Behind him, I spotted one of Henriette’s maids leaving the kitchens. She glided up the stairs that led to the king’s chambers, carrying three plates of marchpane.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I spent most of the next day sleeping, even though I had zero excuse to feel sorry for myself. I’d gotten stuck in Nicholas the Ironheart’s world, I’d laid it all bare about Kit, and I’d indirectly saved her life. Now I could be stuck in the sixteenth century forever, destined to star on America’s Unsolved Mysteries. I felt like crawling into a hole and never coming out.

      After a long bath, I dragged my listless feet to dinner. The entrance to the Great Hall looked darker than usual. The fourth candelabra was snuffed out. I strode right past it before my mind hurtled back to Mathew Fox in the basement a few weeks earlier.

      “If I have a message for you from His Majesty, I will blow out the fourth candelabra outside the Great Hall. If you notice it extinguished, you must come to the king’s chambers by way of the private entrance at once.”

      I turned back. It was definitely the fourth candelabra. I questioned what sanity I had left as I changed direction to Nick’s secret stairwell, the guards stepping aside like they were expecting me. Mathew stood in the head of the passage, kicking a loose rush on the floor with the heel of his small boot. I ran up and hugged him.

      His smile was audible. “Lord Warwick arrived at dawn to pardon Sir Thomas Grey and said the king had added me to the list at the final hour.”

      “You and Sir Thomas are free?”

      His dusty eyes clouded. “Rodrigo Montoya was put upon the rack last night. Only after passing out twice did he admit that Grey had no connection to the plot and the letters were forgeries. Although he insists he was not the one to plant them.”

      Typical Francis. He’d got his torture-fest after all, but he’d also got what he needed. I couldn’t wait to see Alice.

      “What perplexed me further was that the king promoted me closer to his person,” Mathew continued, straightening the gold chain decorating his narrow chest. “Not only am I returned to His Majesty’s good graces, I am now his chief gentleman. My present task is to see you to a private supper.”

      “Supper with him?” I pointed at the door, my stomach already a mess. “I’d rather not.”

      “But it is His Majesty’s pleasure.”

      “And you can tell His Majesty I said ‘no, thank you’.”

      “Mistress, if I do not bring you to the king, he may throw me back into the Tower.”

      I moaned. “Ugh, fine.”

      But instead of opening the door, Mathew guided me back through the shield gallery and took me outside to a concealed stone staircase leading to Nick’s private wharf. Frigid wind blustered from the Thames, and crying seagulls signaled the onset of dusk. But it was the giant sailing ship painted with candy-cane stripes that I couldn’t tear my eyes from. Flags bearing the king’s crest whipped in the wind.

      One of Nick’s manservants climbed down a rope ladder and offered me a thick velvet coat. I turned to Mathew, my insides shooting up to my throat.

      “Go,” he called over the salty wind. “There is nothing up there to fear. His Majesty’s mood is good today.”

      “Will you come?”

      He smiled, blushing. “On a ship? Not unless we are at war, mistress. Now, because of you, we may not be. Time alone will tell.”

      He withdrew to the palace, disappearing into the shadows. The manservant patiently helped me up the ladder to the top deck, my body stiff with nerves.

      Nick leaned against a dining table, all wrapped up like a Christmas present in purple and gold, his hair unsettled by the wind. Seeing him gutted me like a fish again. I should’ve insisted on not coming. I didn’t know how much longer I could take being this close to him without actually having him.

      The table was draped with glimmering gold cloth and sprinkled with red and white rose petals. There were two chairs and two place settings.

      “What’s all this?” I said flatly.

      Nick stepped toward me, swallowing hard. “My actions toward you these past days were unforgiveable. I need you to know I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry.”

      “Yesterday, I received the best news of my life. Kit was safe. Yet I have never known such sorrow.” His voice split on the words. “I bid you to come back here with me, to leave your home—your family—and then I…I pushed you away so unforgivably.”

      You did exactly what Nicholas the Ironheart would do.

      But I couldn’t say the words to him. Instead, my eyes swept the expansive deck and the giant gold cross adorning the doorway to the cabin. “So you bought me a ship or something?”

      He smiled a little. “I do not buy ships, I commission them. You are standing upon the first English vessel to sail around the world. I could not think of a more fitting place for supper with my miracle.”

      I pulled out a chair, my throat stinging. “Please don’t use that word.”

      Nick sat opposite me, watching a flurry of servants flick open cloth napkins and pour wine. “If you do not believe you being here is a miracle, then—”

      “I meant the word my. I’m not yours.”

      Nick’s face creased as I slid into my chair. But it wasn’t the same expression he had when Kit was missing. There was life in him again, albeit ravaged by war wounds. I hoped the Nicholas the Ironheart darkness never returned to his precious face.

      A trumpet blasted beside my ear. A procession of spotty-faced servers began carrying out plates of macarons in every color of the rainbow. The cheese and meat platters that followed barely fit on the table.

      “How many of us are eating?” I said, biting away a smile.

      “Did you expect the King’s College Choir?”

      “No, but I think you did.” I picked up a candy-pink macaron. “How did you work out the coloring?”

      “My cooks came up with marvelous ideas. Blueberries, carrots, a curious herb named turmeric…beetroot, spinach, to name a few.”

      “Oh, so they’re healthy now.” I bit into a mint-green one.

      He laughed into the lip of his cup. “I should have known you are an impossible girl to impress.”

      I felt my frown. I didn’t need galleons or multicolored macarons to be impressed. Give me a picnic at Robin House or a turn on the Ferris wheel at Garden Party. Just Nick and I, away from the pomp and the privilege…from the frightening monarch he was here.

      We chewed without speaking, but the silence was comfortable. It was always comfortable with him, even when we were fighting.

      “Thanks for letting Mathew Fox out,” I said finally, dabbing my mouth with a silk cloth.

      “You need not thank me. You were right. He is of more use to me out here.”

      “Is that why you made him your chief gentleman? Because of what I said?”

      “Yes and no.” He brushed sugar off his lips. “I advanced his station to keep him close. To keep an eye on what is between you. I do not like that you shared secrets with him and kept them from me.”

      “Better the devil you know than the devil you don’t, hey?” I said, unsure if I should be afraid. “Don’t worry, it’s just a saying from my time.”

      “Ah, you do not get to take that one. My father used the phrase regularly.”

      “Seriously?” Our eyes locked together. It was so hard to look away.

      “You saved Kit’s life,” Nick said suddenly. He cleared his wobbly throat. “Which means you saved mine. I’m truly lost for how to thank you.”

      “You’re the one who rescued her.”

      His pursed lips mirrored mine. Nick also knew that Kit was meant to die. We were partners in crime…world changers.

      “To imagine someone like Isobel Beaumont is made of such depravation,” he said darkly, stabbing his cheese with a two-pronged fork. “Not to mention that monster Mark Macaulay, whom I’d permitted to take leave the very moment he was capturing my sister. Good God, what is the world coming to?”

      “Cars and photographs, remember?”

      He chuckled, but he looked battle-worn.

      “What will you do to him?” I asked nervously.

      He gulped half a cup of wine. “Macaulay? Best you do not ask.”

      I ignored the unease inside me, watching the sailboats glowing with lit torches crossing the Thames.

      “And how’s Kit?” I said softly.

      “Shaken but miraculously unharmed. She is lodging in my chambers and has already turned my new French cabinet into a playhouse. She removed all the drawers and turned them into a table.”

      I giggled, and his cheeks lifted in response.

      When we’d finished our meal, he reached for my hand, a grape-sized emerald bulging from his finger. “The sun is nearly set.”

      We moved to the front deck, where a carving of a lion’s head roared over the sloshing Thames. I halted three feet from the edge, my legs turning numb. It was a long way down.

      Nick turned me around, smelling as good as he looked. “Emmie, I have something to give you.”

      He took my hand, the other digging into his coat. He produced a small ring pouch, and I tried not to gasp. For an insane second, I thought he was going to propose, but the blue-diamond ring tumbled into my palm.

      “You are not my prisoner,” Nick whispered, his face filled with apology.

      I shuddered, closing the ring in my fist. Tears threatened my eyes.

      My reaction drew him closer, his voice thick with remorse. “When you said those things about my future, I fell to pieces. At first, it was mostly over Kit. I defy any man to keep his mind when he is told a child who is like a daughter to him is about to die.” He swallowed hard. “But I also fell to pieces over you. About what you knew of me, what you thought of me. What you still think of me.” Tears glistened in his eyes. “I know I’m a beast to you. A primitive, savage beast from a dark, lowly place.”

      “No, I—”

      “But it is not right to force you here. You were right…you are not my subject. I am not your king. And you are in no way obligated to serve me purely because I love you.”

      My tears finally spilled over. “But you don’t love me.”

      “Do not say what you know is not true.”

      I shook my head, tears sliding down my cheeks.

      “Stop that, Emmie, I love you. You know I love you out of my mind. I have nothing to gain, no reason at all to stand here and declare it, apart from the fact that I cannot seem to change it.” He laced our hands together, squeezing mine. “You said you thought this could be your place…with me. And now I am asking you to stay here, in my world, and become my royal mistress. You would be respected and served, and I would keep you safe. You may take any manor you wish as your own. You will never feel like an outcast here again.”

      The words almost blew me backward. “What does that even mean? Royal mistress?”

      “It means you would be my companion…my lover. Officially.”

      “And Henriette would be your wife.”

      He took a moment to answer. “Yes.”

      My face fell to the pitted floorboards. “So she’d be the Princess of France and the Queen of England, and I’d be the king’s whore.”

      His brows collected. “Do not speak such words. Kings have had mistresses for centuries. Henriette would be my wife, the mother of my sons. You would be my love.”

      His breath streamed into the chilled air as I fought the urge to sob. I kept my eyes locked on his leather boots, trying not to let his adorable face unhinge me.

      Nick’s fingers touched my chin and tilted it upward. “Emmie, God chose me as his king. I cannot only reign, I have to rule. If I deny Henriette after what I have promised, France will turn their back on me and may even side with Spain. England would be annihilated. But, together, we can destroy Spain.”

      With my eyes still spilling sadness, he pulled me into a hug. My voice was a throbbing whisper. “But…I don’t want to just be your mistress. I want more.”

      He clutched my face and turned it to look at him, his own tears forming. “Every kiss I give Henriette out of duty, I will give you a thousand more out of love. That is the most I can offer you. It’s everything I have.”

      My stomach was hollow, my head declaring war on my heart. I didn’t just love Nick, I loved the place. I loved the history, the wonderment, the dangers, the people. I searched my soul for the right answer.

      “If I stay,” I breathed, gazing up at him. “Could I keep the ring at all times and use it whenever I want?”

      He expelled air, clearly not liking my question. “Can I not merely command you to stay?”

      “I’m an American citizen. We have rights.” He poked me in the ribs, making me laugh. “I can’t imagine not seeing my home again,” I added seriously. “My mom. Maybe I could try to do both, as insane as that sounds. I could stay here and visit there. But I’d never leave here without telling you.” I reaffirmed the promise with pleading eyes.

      He kissed my fingers, a hot flush creeping across my face at his touch. “If that is the only way I can have you.”

      He pulled me upward, and my lips melted into his mouth, absorbing the staggering enormity of what I’d agreed to. The feelings I’d tried to drown so many times were back at the surface, like a shameful truth that wouldn’t sink.

      I loved him. I didn’t want to let him go, right or wrong. And whether it was God’s plan or plain old chemistry, I was done trying.
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      I stood in front of Kit’s door, my fist frozen, trying to decide whether I should make my presence known or not. A glower from one of her new guards decided for me, and I quickly knocked.

      Kit sat on her knees beside her wooden animal sculptures, playing with them like nothing had happened. I cried a little as we hugged, her tiny arms clinging to mine. Afterward, she sat me down to read a poem she’d translated from Latin. That was so Kit. At eight years old, she had the nerves of a queen. She was thinner, though, if that were possible, and her eyes looked stitched open, like she was watching for something.

      “May I read to you every night?” she said, her voice giving away nothing of her ordeal.

      “I think it’s the big person’s job to read to the little person. But I guess since I won’t see you for a bit…sure.”

      She tensed. “I wish not to go to Kenilworth. Can I not stay here with you and Francis and everyone?”

      I smoothed her hair. “After what happened, can you blame the king for wanting you as far from here as possible?”

      “They did not hurt me. They gave me playthings…a quilt. Even cherries.”

      My voice was taut. “I’m glad.”

      Her eyes grew wider. “But His Majesty promised I may stay until after the Midsummer’s Eve feast. Right?”

      “Why ask me?” I said with a chuckle, fingering the lace on her sleeve.

      “Are you not his mistress?”

      The air thickened as I paused. “Kit, I don’t think you should be using that word.”

      “Oh, forgive me.” She looked alarmed. “I overheard Lady Ascot talking in the garden. Emmie, do you love my brother? Like in the tale we read about Lancelot and Guinevere?”

      “Kit.” I covered my eyes.

      “It is not to be feared. We all pray for the king’s love and happiness.”

      I was scared to look back at her, but when I did, she was smiling.

      “Yes, we do, sweetie. We all pray for the king’s love.” I kissed her forehead.
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      Seeing Kit every afternoon for the next three days stopped me from pacing the Great Hall entrance every five seconds, my eyes pinned to the fourth candelabra. Sometimes Mathew Fox’s signal was there before breakfast, sometimes long after lunch, and once when I was on my way to bed.

      Since our conversation, Nick and I had spent as many hours together in his private chambers as we could. I didn’t know if it was normal to kiss someone so much your lips swelled and all your breath disappeared, but I’d never felt so alive. The sounds coming from his mouth made me crazy as our lips twisted in deep, almost wild kisses, his touch making my back arch.

      On day five, he said he had to “cool himself down” and insisted on teaching me how to play chess. I knew Mom would surely come looking for my mysterious health retreat if I stayed much longer, but I couldn’t bring myself to go home yet. In eighteen years, I couldn’t remember being so happy.

      Then came his bombshell.

      “I have decided not to make our union known until after Henriette is with child, which I pray is soon. Forgive me.” His bishop captured my knight.

      I finally found my voice. “Forgive you for making babies with the Pearl of France, or forgive you for taking my knight?”

      “Again?”

      “Let me get this straight.” I slid my rook sideways with trembling fingers. “You can get married and impregnate your wife, but I’m not even allowed to tell my friends about us until you say so—especially Alice Grey, apparently.”

      Nick made a face at the board. “Emmie, your queen could have had my king in the check position.”

      I stood up and grabbed my shoes. “She’s all yours.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I couldn’t get warm in my room that night, chilled to the bone at the thought of Nick and Henriette together. I hated acting like those jealous girls who ranted on social media. I never thought I’d become one. It didn’t help that I missed hot showers, and peanut butter, and the friends who knew my secrets. Except this one, of course. Nick was the one secret I couldn’t share with anyone except Mathew Fox. But in the short chats Mathew and I had had outside the king’s quarters lately, all he talked about were religious alliances that confused me.

      I filled the next morning watching a hideous cockfight with Alice that I wished I could un-see. We’d planned a walk after lunch, but the king summoned me again, so I said I wasn’t feeling well.

      I waited for Nick in his bedroom, my legs crossed over the woven rush matting with my back against the bed. I felt like an idiot for storming out during our chess game. I’d already accepted Nick’s terms about Henriette, and then I’d lost my marbles over it. I knew I’d feel a lot better if I could just go home for a day. Tell Mom I was moving to London sooner than expected, which wasn’t exactly untrue. Becoming Nick’s mistress meant staying here most of the time, but there was no way I was giving up my home forever. He’d already agreed to me trying to manage both. It was crazy to think I could be a twenty-first-century jewelry designer and a Tudor king’s mistress, but sanity had left the station a long time ago.

      “Christ, what has happened now?” A manservant gently removed Nick’s hat in the doorway, and the king brushed his disheveled hair with his fingers.

      “Nothing, I was cogitating,” I replied. “I’ve always wanted to use that word. I had no idea it was this old; I heard the Earl of Shrewsbury say it this morning.”

      Nick was in black leather and a white shirt with silver thread peeking from the collar. I still couldn’t believe he was mine.

      “Your displeasure is remedied,” he observed, relief creeping into his solemn expression.

      “If that means I’m not mad anymore, you’d be correct,” I said, unable to meet his eyes. “I’m going to try harder.”

      He just looked at me, his face softening with remorse.

      “How was the slaughter-fest?” I said, lightening the mood.

      Two servants peeled off his thigh-length coat. “Lord Russell was mauled by a bloodhound.”

      “Yikes.”

      “Norris says he’ll be fine.”

      He flopped into a chair and waved the servants away. When I was sure we were alone, I nervously confessed everything I’d been thinking, my words a rush. “I think I want to go home tonight. Just for a day or two. To see Mom…Ruby. A warm shower would be nice. I think that’s why I flew off the handle; I need to get back. Just for a bit.”

      Nick looked stunned. He crawled beside me on the mat, pulling me into him. “I’ve neglected you today. Forgive me, I was anxious you needed solitude.” Our lips met in a short, soft kiss. It was hard not to take more. “But I hoped you would come to Robin House with me this night. We can dine there, sleep, and return in the morning. I’ve already asked Mathew Fox to make preparations. Unless you would rather go home.”

      My eyes popped. “You’re serious?”

      The tenderness in Nick’s face sent heat to my cheeks. “Never more.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The worn house with the pitched roof was even more modest on the inside, but Nick’s shoulders relaxed the second his boots hit the floorboards. When he draped his coat over the chair and leaned his sword against the circular dining table, it hit me. We were totally alone, which had to be a pretty massive step for him.

      He took my hand, the pinkish sky through the leaded window making his eyes greener. He pulled, but I was already moving. His lips were warm and soft, his palms cupping my cheeks. My fingers rushed to his face, caressing him, finding the grooves of his scar. His lips separated from mine, pulling away.

      “Was it jousting?” I said softly.

      He faced the fire with a hand on his hip, taking a moment to answer. “It was Clinton Radcliffe. My tutor when my father died.” He fiddled with a tinderbox and crouched to light the charred logs. “I was not yet a man, but I can remember as clear as yesterday the first time he struck me when he asked me a question in French and I responded in English.”

      I moved closer to him, but he wouldn’t look at me. “But you were the king. How could he get away with that?”

      “I was also a child, a frightened one, and Radcliffe was no fool. He hit me in places that would not leave a mark and poisoned my ears about my illegitimate mother and loutish father. When I turned thirteen, he instructed me to translate a passage from Latin to Spanish and I struggled. He whipped me so hard my cheek split open.”

      “Nick.” I’d imagined the source of the scar so differently. I wanted to punch Clinton Radcliffe in the face.

      He strode to the table, pouring wine from a flask. “He told the Council I had tripped on the staircase and was fortunate to be alive. They praised him. Only when I came of age did I understand I did not have to listen to him anymore. I never had to. It was the first thing Thomas Grey taught me. When he learned the truth, he counseled me to have Radcliffe hung, drawn, and quartered, which he was, but not before I’d had him tortured for hours. He could not walk onto the scaffold, his legs were so broken.”

      Nick downed the entire cup of wine in one go. “See, Emmie?” he said bleakly. “I have a monster in me.”

      I caught his wrist, stopping him from pouring more. “No,” I said. “You lost your parents when you were a kid, only to be surrounded by people you barely knew who wanted to control you. You had too much love from people who didn’t matter and not enough from those who did.” I tenderly stroked his face, pulling him closer to kiss his scar. “But not anymore.”
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      After dinner, I sat on the edge of the small four-poster bed, untying my shoes while Nick drew the curtains. I squeezed my stomach muscles to quell my nervousness.

      “So you don’t mind if I go home?” I blurted, wondering if I should undo my bodice. “Not right now, obviously.”

      He spun to face me and cleared his throat, tossing his shirt over a chair. “You should go whenever you please. I’ll be torn to pieces until you return, but I will wait, for the rest of my days if that is what it takes.”

      I touched his bare shoulder. “Nick.”

      He held my hand there, his forehead lined. “Something has changed in me. I have never known such uncertainty, such fear. I should not have told you that about Radcliffe. About the torture.”

      “You know that’s not why I want to go.”

      He sat beside me, sighing. “I missed you this day while I was hunting. I missed you last night when we parted. I missed you every time before that and every time since. The thought of you going so far away is agony for me.” He rubbed his face with both hands. “I am cursed with loss, Emmie. It is a shadow over my soul that is always with me. If I lose you, too, I—”

      My lips silenced his anguish, my mouth opening with invitation. The kiss caught fire immediately. I melted into his embrace as we fell onto the bed, our mouths uniting with equal parts ferociousness and adoration. When he touched the strings holding my bodice closed, I froze. He stopped, rolling onto his back.

      “Forgive me,” he said, doing that ‘I need to cool down’ exhale again. “I presume you have never…”

      “No. I’m late for everything.” I was redder than a fire engine, but he looked relieved.

      “How old were you?” I mumbled, my stomach a rock. “The first time.”

      He dropped his lips to my shoulder. “Too young. Women seem to throw themselves at kings, and young men lack the restraint to resist.”

      “Have you with Henriette?”

      “Certainly not. We’re not yet wedded.”

      “But you weren’t wedded to Lucinda Parker.” The words were coming too fast for me to stop them.

      He pulled back, his brows meeting in the middle. “Where did you learn that name?” When I didn’t answer, he played with the freckle on my arm. “You need not worry about Mistress Parker.”

      “But you got her pregnant, right?” Nick looked confused. “With child?” I explained.

      Annoyance crossed his face. I didn’t want to ruin the moment, but as I watched his long fingers nervously playing with my arm, I knew why I couldn’t let it go. What made me any different from Lucinda Parker? If I got pregnant with his child… I shifted uneasily.

      He spoke quietly. “After I learned Mistress Parker was with child, I discovered I was not the only man to enter her bed. Furthermore, the time was not exact. Thus, I did not believe the child was mine, and I chose not to pursue it.”

      “But you’d been with her, even though you weren’t wedded. Then she was going to have a baby, and you sent her away.”

      He guided my chin to meet his gaze. “This is not the same thing.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why.” His soft eyes echoed his voice. “Because I love you.”

      I held his hand that stroked my face. “For now.”

      The insecure comment was beyond embarrassing, but it infected the air like a virus anyway.

      Nick gently rubbed my back. “Let us go to sleep.”

      I finished undressing to my smock and climbed into his arms. He blew out the candle, washing the room in the soft glow of the dying fire. Rain pattered gently on the window, lulling us to unconsciousness. Despite the uncomfortable conversation, lying beside Nick was the warmest, deepest sleep I’d ever had.

      In the morning, I pressed my forehead to the foggy window. Nick was tearing leaves off rose bushes and hacking away dead branches with his dagger. I watched him until he looked up as if he’d heard me there. His smile made me melt.

      We ate breakfast on the grass, starlings pecking at our breadcrumbs. Nick tossed them more, his hair wild, his cream shirt open at the neck. My whole body hummed with happiness.

      “Can we stay here today?” I said, thinking back to what we’d started upstairs. Something rumbled low in my stomach.

      Nick finished his boiled egg. “I’m afraid I cannot. There are problems with the new draperies’ passage to the East. I should really have attended to it last night.”

      Within an hour, we were in a coach back to Whitehall, both his arms locked around me, our fingers intertwined. When we approached the King’s Gate portcullis, he drew the curtain closed and looked at me. “You are not going away?”

      I smiled. “Not today.”

      His kiss was soft and lingering. “I already miss you,” he whispered into my ear.

      My heart burned with the heat of a thousand suns. As soon as his heels hit the dust, he was surrounded by attendants and guards. Thomas Grey spoke in his ear, pulling Nick far from the coach swathed in royal-blue velvet and up into the Gothic arches of the Palace of Whitehall.

      It hit me instantly. Nick had everything he wanted: his kingdom, his sister safe and well, his royal fiancée, and me…his dirty little secret who’d literally given up the world for him.
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      It wasn’t until I was back inside the castle that I heard the gossip. Isobel Beaumont had been arrested near the border of Scotland. With Kit’s kidnapping still under wraps, Lady Ascot and her friends were having too much fun guessing why. They were way off the mark, accusing Isobel of everything from terminating a pregnancy to witchcraft. While I strolled down the long gallery toward the pheasant yard, I shuddered at what might happen to her. Maybe Alice would have more info.

      I’d almost reached the north wing when Henriette sauntered past me with her graceful gait. My silk slippers met her embroidered pumps beneath the wall of maps.

      “Your Grace,” I mumbled, my cheeks on fire.

      She stopped, her spicy perfume irritating my throat. “I have not seen you in here before. I walk here every day. To see how England interprets the world.” Her onyx eyes landed on the painting of Henry the Eighth at the Field of the Cloth of Gold.

      “They’re incredible paintings,” I acknowledged uneasily.

      “Oh, we have many like these at my homes,” she replied. “Rooms of them.” She snapped at her ladies in French. They curtsied and left us. “Come, you may take this walk with me.”

      Uh, okay.

      We strolled back the way I’d already come while she commented on each artwork. My stomach tangled. Was this her attempt at an apology?

      My question slipped out. “You know I didn’t write that horrible note, right? I’d never do that.”

      “I know. It was that devil Isobel Beaumont.” Henriette paused at a painting of a fleet of warships atop a whirling sea. She fingered the diamond galleon brooch pinned to her midnight-blue gown. “I like this painting. It makes me think of His Majesty.” Her finger moved to the square emerald sitting in the small cleft of my cleavage. “Tell me, did you receive this from His Majesty also?”

      My throat clanged shut, my cheeks filling with heat.

      “I know you keep friendship with him,” Henriette said steadily. “I know he was away last night and so were you. I have more eyes in this court than in my own.” Her scarlet lips moved to my ear, hissing. “I see what you do. But I tell you, I will not leave.”

      I stepped backward. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Did he tell you he give me this letter?” She pulled a piece of paper from her bodice.

      “You live in the same building, and he wrote you a letter?”

      She held it out to me. Both her commanding presence and a sickening curiosity made me take it and start reading.

      

      Henriette, my queen of hearts.

      Your gracious companionship during these difficult days has kept me afloat. In a time of such heartache, you healed mine. You are a flower in bloom, which I long to nurture to all its beauty. Thank you for staying and warming my court with your smile of pure sunshine. I will think of you when we are apart, and gaze upon you with affection when we are together. When we cannot be, let this ship be a symbol of our union. A safe passage between our two worlds.

      Your most loving,

      Nicholas R.

      

      I handed the paper back to her like it was on fire, my eyes clinging to the glittering brooch on her bust. A symbol of their two worlds. Because clearly France was more of a freaking obstacle to overcome than twenty-first century America.

      “I cannot blame you for loving him,” said Henriette, and a bizarre moment of understanding passed between us. But then her icy tone grabbed me by the throat. “When I am queen, however, you understand why I will not choose you as a maid of honour. Therefore, there is no reason for you to stay here at court.”

      “It’s okay. I have a reason.”

      She moved like lightning, and her nail tore my neck, sending a hiss through my teeth. I grabbed my burning skin, blood on my fingers. Henriette was clutching my emerald necklace, her black eyes venomous spiders as she tossed the priceless stone to the ground and stormed past me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I slid down the paneled wall at the end of the gallery, holding my chest as if that might protect it from the hideous pain.

      My queen of hearts.

      Your smile of pure sunshine.

      Your most loving.

      “Mistress Grace?” Thomas Grey’s black cloak swished down the last few stairs behind me.

      Crap. I stood up, sniffling.

      “I was about to take dinner in my library,” he said, offering me a handkerchief that smelled like plums. “Would you accompany me?”

      “Me? Thanks, but I’m…I’m not hungry.” What’s with everyone today?

      “I must insist,” he said with the authority of a school principal. “I was planning on calling on you this afternoon.”
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      Thomas Grey’s study was surprisingly meager, most of the space consumed by an oak dining table wedged beside a desk littered with scrolls, quills, ink pots, and cups. Even though I felt like I’d swallowed a flock of seagulls, the modest spread of cured meats, cheeses, bread, and meatballs looked appetizing.

      Thomas flipped a cloth over his lap. “I have not yet had the opportunity to thank you for your part in my acquittal.” I must’ve looked confused. “His Majesty listens to you because of his lust for you. Pass the cheese, if you please?”

      I held the plate out, trying to keep it steady. “I’m not sure I had much of a hand in anything, but I’m glad you’re back,” I replied. “For Alice’s sake.”

      He bit into a meatball, his pale eyes fixed to me. “You have become close with His Majesty in a short time, but I have known our gallant king since he was a babe. I was the first of Queen Elizabeth’s councilors to meet him. I still recall much of those days…he was always the sweetest child.” Thomas’s face warmed as he chewed, but my body remained stiff. While the thought of baby Nick made my stomach flutter, the reminiscing from Thomas Grey, of all people, was unnerving.

      He continued, a glob of cheese jammed in the corner of his mouth. “Shortly before Nick’s father went to God, he gave him a rather modest gift. It was a cup with a string attached and a ball on the end. You had to swing the handle and catch the ball in the cup. It was more difficult than it sounds, and we all had turns. It took His Majesty a week to conquer it, and when he did, you could not get that thing off him. Until the day he received his first chessboard and he dumped that silly cup, never to pick it up again.”

      Thomas took a large swig of wine, letting me digest the story until it clicked.

      “You’re saying I’m the cup.”

      He tilted backward as if I’d impressed him. He reached to root around in his desk behind him, digging out a black pouch. It dragged with weight when he slid it to me. There were more gold coins inside than I could count.

      “I understand your family is not without means, but I pray you consider this compensation,” he said not unkindly.

      “For what?” When he didn’t answer, I stared at the pouch, my heart slicing. “For leaving.”

      Thomas stopped chewing. “You are nobody’s fool, Mistress Grace.” He placed his worn fingers on the table, reaching out. “I know you care for him as a wife cares for a husband. But, my dear, he is not a man, he is a king. He has been married since he was twelve…to England. And because England must have an indisputable heir, he will soon marry the Princess of France, and you will remain nothing more than—”

      “The king’s whore,” I finished, my vision blurring with tears. “So you’ve said.”

      “Are you not troubled that Spain is on our doorstep?”

      “Of course I am.” I shrugged helplessly. “I love him.”

      “You both demonstrate your devotion,” he said gently. “And it is a very real love, only a fool could not see it. But His Majesty is not writing a sonnet, he is ruling a kingdom. Any mistake he makes is another arrow in the bows of his enemies. If the Tudor dynasty tumbles, the Catholics will return in numbers you cannot imagine. The reformation will be utterly destroyed.”

      “But I’ve already told him he can marry Henriette. I won’t stand in his way.”

      Thomas tapped the table, the ruby on his finger like a swollen raspberry. “Have you seen what is happening in the inner courtyard?”

      When I shook my head, he rose. “Let us go.”
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      My once-quiet courtyard near the horse yard had become a hive of shouting and swinging planks as men hoisted timber frames, laying the foundations for a new building. Thomas and I hung back under the archway.

      “His Majesty is building a new pleasure house for Henriette’s favorite recreations,” Thomas explained. “Billiard tables, a French theater, a ballet stage…did he tell you this?” When my fingers rubbed my quivering lips, he changed his question. “And what will he give you, Mistress Grace? The people’s scorn?”

      “Please stop,” I said, my voice ragged with pain.

      Thomas turned to me, compassion clouding his eyes. “I say this not to wound you, but to convince you. Forgive me for speaking plainly. Do you comprehend how quickly the king will tire of you? When his sons are born to Henriette, you will fade into their shadows. You have seen how he feels about family. He will send you to a manor far from here, to be summoned only when he pleases. Is that what you want at such a ripe age? You will never be permitted to marry another, nor to have children of your own. If the king should grant you children himself, they will spend their lives running from death. They may not succeed. Besides, let us not forget his bountiful allure, of which he has too much for a king. He could have any woman in Christendom in his bed, and many will try. Most of your own ladies, you can be sure of that. Do you believe he will be able to resist them as you become older and they younger?” Thomas’s expression was grave. “My dear, the only woman in the world unhappier than the wife of a king is the mistress of a king.”

      Tears spilled from my eyes. “Please stop,” I said. “I get it.”

      He returned the pouch to my hand, closing my fingers around the worn velvet. “Allow me to feel I have offered you something in return for your loss, however insufficient. I do hope you will believe me when I say that I am truly sorry for your loss.”

      Thomas’s eyes held mine, the despair over his missing wife reflected in his face before he went to leave.

      “Will you tell Alice about us?” I said, my question halting his red slippers.

      “That is not my business, Mistress Grace. England is.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I tossed and turned all night, Thomas’s words exploding in my ears like gunshots.

      Do you comprehend how quickly the king will tire of you?

      He could have any woman in Christendom in his bed, and many will try.

      The only woman in the world unhappier than the wife of a king is the mistress of a king.

      It was long past breakfast when I lugged myself out of bed. My knotted hair hung loose as I wandered toward the kitchens, needing water. I didn’t want to see anyone in my state, but Alice spotted me near the court’s entrance.

      She sidestepped a swarm of nobles rushing to the courtyard. “There you are,” she said.

      “What’s happening?” I kept my face tilted down to hide my puffy eyes.

      “The French marriage commissioners have arrived. The betrothal is becoming official!” She grabbed my hand and tugged me outside, weaving through the crowd to the front of the pack where Lord Lansbury was handling crowd control.

      Coaches draped in velvet and satin were lined up outside. Ladies in jeweled caps and men with mustaches stepped out in orchestrated sequence.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the French court, cooks, servants, handmaidens, anyone you can think of,” said Alice. “Father said there will be a celebration during the Midsummer’s Eve feast on Sunday. I hope you arranged that frock!”

      Henriette emerged from the final coach to thunderous applause. She did a little circle, waving her ruby-red gloves, every part the serene queen and nothing like the girl who’d drawn blood from my neck with her fingernails.

      When she dropped into a deep curtsy, I knew he was coming. The crowds separated as Nick strode past Alice and I, dressed in gleaming gold and black, before folding at the knee to kiss Henriette’s hand. He didn’t so much as glance at me.

      Instead, he raised Henriette’s arm to the sky. “May I present Her Royal Highness Henriette of France, your next Queen of England!” he cried. Palms pounded together, and Nick’s dimpled smile made Henriette blush like a child.

      I pictured Kit standing between them with her red Elizabethan hair and wise eyes, completing the new dynasty of Western Europe. The jealousy that spread through my body felt malignant. Without thinking, I pushed past puffed sleeves and hooped skirts to get back inside. When I reached the quiet corridor, Alice—who had followed me—spun me around, gaping at my tears. “What is it?”

      I could only shake my head, wishing my fairytale gown would fall right through the stone floor. What stupid fantasy was I living? Why had I ever thought I could be happy just being the mistress of the man I loved?

      Alice walked me to the corner where the violinists often played. “You are not pleased,” she said. Her warm eyes were so alarmed, so disarming, I could feel my resilience cracking. I gritted my teeth. “Emmie, you are frightening me,” Alice pressed.

      Nick entered down the hall with Henriette and her entourage of officials while Francis halted the outside crowd.

      “Francis Beaumont is in love with you,” I announced to Alice, wanting to slap myself. “He’s being stubborn as a mule, but I’m telling you, he’s mad about you.”

      Her face puckered. “What in the high heavens?”

      The words raced out. “I shouldn’t be the one to say it, but I think it’s why he didn’t marry Violet.”

      She looked like she’d doused herself in Isobel’s white face powder. “But I do not understand. You are weeping.”

      “It’s because I…I like him,” I said, the bald-faced lie a final nail in my coffin. I’d lied so much to Alice Grey I didn’t deserve the time she’d given me. “But I’ll get over it, I swear.” My eyes moved to Nick laughing with Henriette. I looked back at Alice, biting away tears. She was glaring at Francis.

      I clutched her hands. “Alice, no…don’t blame him. I promise you, none of it is his fault. He proposed to Violet because he thought it would make you happy. And he’s never led me on here; he’s always had eyes for you. You just can’t see it.”

      Alice tipped back on her heels, like she might faint.

      I squeezed her fingers to reinforce my words. “Francis is a good guy, and he’s still a free man. If any part of you feels the same way, you have to go for it before it’s too late. If it’s really what you want.”

      Her mouth widened. “But Francis? He is like my brother. Everything he does vexes me.” But her eyes were bright, searching. “And father would never approve, he despises Francis.”

      I took her hands. “Trust me. There will be a day when girls don’t need their father’s permission to marry, and if anyone deserves to kick off the women’s movement, it’s Alice freaking Grey.”

      Nick’s eyes flashed to mine, the smile slipping from his face.

      “I have to go,” I said. My heart was ripping at the sides. I flung my arms around Alice, squeezing. “I love you. More than you know. Please think about what I said.”
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      When I arrived at the horse yard, a groom fetched Stella at my request. The despair in my bones made it hard to mount her without slipping. Mathew Fox ran out from the stable yard, clasping a leather horsewhip.

      “You are riding out alone?” He looked at the sky.

      “Just for some air.” I rubbed Stella’s neck as she neighed. “There’s big stuff happening inside. Don’t you need to be there?”

      Mathew waved his whip at the stable. “The French coach horses are arriving. I’m to greet them all with great dignity.” He stepped closer and a smirk touched his face. “Oh, Mistress Grace, all is not lost. We knew this would happen. Being the king’s mistress is, in some ways, a more favorable position. I hadn’t really considered it until now. This is not the end.”

      “I think it is.” My eyes stung with hot tears. “I know you care so much about your country—your king—and that’s amazing and noble. But this is my heart, Mathew, my life…and he’s taking it from me. He’s turning me into something I don’t want to be.”

      Saying the words out loud made me realize how true they were. It crushed me to my core.

      Mathew’s elfish face was etched with worry, a leather bridle twisting in his fingers.

      “I’ve told the king how brilliant you are,” I said, patting Stella to steady her. “How much you care. If he’s half as clever as you, he’ll see you as I do.”

      “You are a gracious woman, mistress.” Mathew bowed at me.

      “Just promise me one thing,” I added shakily. “Please look out for Princess Catherine. I’ve never seen Nick so protective of anyone or anything. Keep Kit safe, or I guarantee your gracious king will totally fall apart, and it will be far worse than you know.” My knuckles brushed my eyes, catching tears. “Say goodbye for me? Please…I can’t.”

      Mathew squared his fragile shoulders, his face brooding. I kicked my boot into Stella’s gut, riding her across the moat bridge and deep into the Parkside.

      It took a few wrong turns to find the correct spot by the overgrown lake. I hopped off Stella’s back, noticing that the scattered flowers crawling with ladybugs had grown taller. There was no trace left of my blood. This time I was hemorrhaging on the inside.

      “Never change,” I whispered into Stella’s side, my tears darkening her coarse coat.

      I slipped the blue-diamond ring onto my thumb and lay back on the nest of green blades. The sun warmed my seeping eyes. With my heart bleeding onto the lush English earth that I was four hundred years too late for, I waited for sleep.
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      I woke in Nick’s bed. The silhouette of his curls crossed the candlelight, his face flushed with affection as he hovered over me, palms pressed to the mattress…

      Light sliced the image, my sluggish eyes drawn to the source. Lines of moonlight materialized around the edges of my alphabet blinds. Ruby lay slouched over my feet.

      Not Nick’s bed. Mine.

      My lungs collapsed, my hands balling into tight fists. After frantically swapping my crushed cinnamon gown for a t-shirt, I crawled back into bed and waited, knees to chest, for the grief hurtling toward my heart. It took only seconds to arrive.

      I was still sobbing into my pillow when the front door banged shut just after 7 A.M. I met Mom at the top of the stairs. She grabbed the railing to stop herself from tumbling backward, before she ran up and hugged me. I cried into her shoulder, my tears soaking her shirt, which smelled like disinfectant.

      “Oh Emmie,” she said, rubbing my back. Her voice was hoarse. “You’re making me sick from worry.”

      “I’m okay, Mom. I’m home. I’m so sorry.”

      For a while she just held me, stroking my hair as I wept, the saltwater flushing some of the swollen grief that had clogged my insides like mud.

      “You need to tell me what’s going on,” said Mom, pulling away to rest her hands on my shoulders. “Why you took off… Who this boy is that has you so upset you missed graduation?” She pressed her eyes like she was in pain.

      My stomach tightened with pressure. “Did they kick me out?”

      Mom sighed, stepping past me and undoing her top button. “No. I already spoke to the school. Thankfully, you were a good student until now.”

      “I was never a good student.” I followed her into her bedroom and flopped onto her jersey comforter. “But thanks. I’m glad I graduated.”

      She sat beside me to untie her shoes. “Do you know how many health centers I called in Connecticut? I never knew you were into all that. Where did you go?”

      I swallowed, my throat raw. “In the end, I was further away than that.”

      Mom slid her hand down my back. “Were you with that boy? Nick, is that his name?”

      My voice caught in my throat. “Yes.”

      She sighed at her thighs. “I can’t believe I haven’t even met him. Is this what it’s like to have an adult daughter? I’m never going to know where on earth you are or who you’re with?” She looked at me, her brow crumpling. “Can I gather from the look on your face that you and this Nick person are no longer together?”

      I could barely say the words. “We’re not. I broke up with him.”

      Is it really a breakup if you abandon him without warning after you’d promised you wouldn’t?

      Mom’s fingers took mine, squeezing. “I want to be angry with you, but I can’t. Cookie, you look so sad. You’ve got to snap out of this, okay? Disappearing to chase some boy before you’ve even finished high school?” She shook my hand. “I gave you that money so you could start your future. Not to waste it on someone you won’t even remember in a year.”

      I looked at her, feeling the words slap me across the face. “Spot on, Mom. That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

      When she stood up, I called after her. “Did you tell Dad?”

      She stopped in the doorway, her voice low. “No. Quite frankly, Emmie, if your father wants to know where you are, all he has to do is ask.”

      I nodded, glad to finally hear her say that, but despair crawled back into my stomach like nausea.

      I missed Nick so much.
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      The river was tranquil early in the evening, when the kayakers and boaters had stopped ruffling its skin. I squeezed the ring so tightly it nearly pierced my palm. With Jane Stuart gone, there was nowhere else to put it without risking using it again.

      And I couldn’t. I could never face Nick again, not that he’d ever forgive me.

      What had he done when he’d realized I’d left? Was he wild with anger? Choked with heartbreak or even…relieved?

      My heart buckled with my knees, and I hit the ground.

      After thinking about it so many times, the way it happened was a stunning anticlimax. I inched toward the sloped foreshore, stretched my trembling arm over the midnight-blue ripples, and let go. The silky blackness ate the ring in seconds.

      And then my tears burst past the seams of my eyelids.
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      Despite Mia’s heroic efforts to cheer me up with feel-good playlists and clips of baby animals taking baths, every morning I woke up feeling like a monster was pinned to my back. Mia joked that I was banned from the post-graduation school fair so I wouldn’t feel bad if I chose to stay away, but truthfully, I wanted to go. I didn’t want to be alone any more than I had to be.

      When we got there, Josh waved us over from the soccer field. He’d dyed the green tips of his hair blue, and there was a new tattoo on his hand: a flock of flying birds.

      “Glad you’re back, English,” he said to me, echoing his text messages. He gave Mia a brisk kiss on the cheek.

      Exhaustion had made my voice huskier. “Thanks, Mr. Street.”

      Mia grabbed his tattooed hand. “When did you get that?”

      “Last night. C’mon, let’s get on the Gravitron before brown-nose-Ambrose pukes on it.” He took off ahead of us.

      When we stepped off the ride, Mia and Josh were butting heads over the tattoo and I was about to christen the ground with half-digested egg sandwich.

      I jogged to the portable toilet with a line-up longer than tickets to the Stones. I bent over, inhaling deep breaths through the porta-potty stink, which was totally counterproductive.

      Logan’s white shoes with navy laces stepped into my view. “I thought you’d left town,” he said.

      I lifted my head, my hands on my knees. “Wish I had. I just went on the Gravitron.”

      “Whoa, a masochist. I’ll hold your hair if you like.” He winked. “So were you sick or what? Didn’t see you at school.”

      “Something like that. Sorry I missed our last biology class. All that mitosis and meiosis psychosis.” The line wasn’t moving. “So I guess we finally joined the land of the free,” I added, filling the awkward silence.

      “Yeah, now you can build those mega yachts of yours. I’ll take a gym and a swim-up bar please.” His muddy eyes sparkled. Logan was definitely cute, and funny at times, and probably a solid guy deep down. He’d make a decent boyfriend to someone. But at that moment, I knew with every part of my being that it wouldn’t be me. Not anymore.

      “I think I’m okay now,” I said. “I should find my crew. So, hey, I really hope you have a happy life.” I stuck my hand out, as if I couldn’t get any more embarrassing.

      “That sounds permanent.” He shook my hand with clammy fingers.

      I smiled at him, pulling away. “Well, this is our last unofficial school day, right? So I may not see you.”

      He nodded. “See ya.”

      I walked away, feeling hollow.

      Mia was over by the selfie booth. Mascara-filled tears streamed down her face.

      “Josh and I just broke up,” she said.

      “What? You’re kidding.”

      “He won’t come to MIT with me.” She dabbed her eyes with shaking fingertips. “He wants to go to L.A. and get a record deal. I mean, who even does that?”

      “Lots of people,” I said gently. “Maybe you guys can still work something out. What about the colleges in L.A.?”

      She made a dismissive grunt. “I honestly don’t think I can date someone who wants to be a musician. Like, how will he ever support a family? I love music as much as anyone, but it’s not a proper job.”

      There were so many things I thought of to say but didn’t… That some of the most successful people in the world were musicians. Or that Josh had his own dreams, too. Mostly, though, that I knew exactly how Mia felt.

      “Want to come over tonight?” I said. “We can watch a war movie. No romance.”

      “Yes, please; one with no hot actors. Where are my frickin’ tissues?”

      She rummaged in her tote and pulled out a wad of paper. “Oh jeez, your history essay. Sorry, I forgot to give it to you. You were right, by the way. Stupid Campbell gave me a B.”

      It was my essay about Nicholas the Ironheart, blue pen scrawled across the top.

      

      91/100 A. Well done. R. Campbell.

      

      It was my first ever A in anything. Mrs. Campbell had pinned another document to the essay, introduced with a note:

      

      Incidentally, you are the only student to have argued this angle in my five years of teaching at this school. Your research is solid but, had it been more thorough, you would have received closer to 100. Check out the book ‘The Murder of Catherine Tudor’ by Gabriela Dunsborough. It was the inspiration for one of my research papers during my history master’s. I have attached the short summary, in case you are interested.

      

      I quickly skimmed sections of Mrs. Campbell’s paper while Mia continued digging through her tote.

      

      Dunsborough (2006) suggests Princess Catherine was found in the basement of  the Palace of Whitehall,  fatally strangled with a chain of wooden Catholic rosary beads…

      The Earl of Lansbury was a close confidant of the king’s, and later revealed to be a member of a secret Catholic family (Dunsborough, 2006)…

      Given the slight but compelling evidence, it is my belief that Robert Fox, the Earl of Lansbury, murdered Princess Catherine Tudor on the night of the Midsummer’s Eve feast in 1580…

      

      “I have to go.” I shoved the paper into my bag.

      Mia’s cheeks were still wet. “Hello, war movie, no romance?”

      “Can we do it tomorrow?” I squeezed her lean forearm. “I’m so sorry. I totally forgot I promised Mom I’d help out at the rest home tonight. She’s got a double shift. I’ve really gotta run. I’m sorry.”

      Before she could protest, I weaved through the fair, scouring for Logan’s blonde spikes. When I was about to give up, I spotted him inside his idling black Chevy. I bolted to the window and banged on it.

      The glass dropped a few inches. “Thought you never wanted to see me again.”

      “I need your help. I lost something really important in the river…a—a family heirloom.”

      “You want me to get the boat out?” He winced at the angry sky.

      “I don’t think you need a boat. It’s a ring I dropped near the riverbank behind my place…where the water indents.”

      “How long ago did you lose it?”

      I counted again. “Six days.”

      He shook his head. “Long gone.”

      “Logan, please. You live in the water. I barely go in baby pools. You’ve got goggles, right? A wetsuit? The ring’s a big blue stone with little red ones around it shaped like roses. I can’t tell you how important it is.” My teeth chattered like I’d spent the morning on Mount Everest.

      He tapped the steering wheel, biting his bottom lip. “Actually, I’m heading to meet Avery for pizza. This fair’s lame.” His eyes met mine. “But, hey, I hope you have a really happy life.”

      His tires screeched so fast they nearly ran over my feet. I stood there in shock before my legs sprang to life, sprinting to the river through sheets of rain. The water was choppy and rising, branches fighting to stay afloat.

      I held my breath and leapt into nothingness. A second later, I was flooded with bone-shattering cold, my legs kicking until I found air. My mouth hung open, icy water pouring down my hair. Grunting and quivering, I lined myself up with the rock I’d crouched on when I tossed the ring and dived forward. I couldn’t see a freaking thing, probably because my eyeballs had frozen. I sank to the muddy ground, sweeping my hands through slime and branches. It was like combing the surface of Mars for a single red hair. Two of my fingers were bleeding.

      After nearly twenty minutes, I heaved myself onto the bank, shivering into slushy soil. I was so drenched by the time I got home that I couldn’t distinguish between tears and water on my cheeks.

      A hot shower scarcely stopped the shaking. I sat on the couch, my hair twisted in a towel, my mind lost. It wasn’t Isobel who murdered Kit. It was Lord Lansbury on the night of the Midsummer’s Eve feast—days after I’d left. Emmie, what have you done?

      The doorbell rang three times before I moved. I expected Mia to be standing on my front step, not Logan. Damp hair was pasted to his brow.

      “Is this it?” he said, opening his hand.

      The blue-diamond ring was caked with dirt. My mouth fell open.

      “Sorry I took so long. I had to see Avery first. Lucky it’s a ring, or it wouldn’t have got jammed on one of the branches right where you dropped it. Still wouldn’t have found it without my mask, though. The ring’s not real, is it? Like the stones, I mean?”

      I glided the ring to the base of my thumb. “I honestly can’t believe it. It’s like it wanted to be found.”

      “Man, you even pull off the turban look.”

      I yanked the towel from my hair and folded my arms around Logan’s broad back. His cologne actually smelled pretty good.

      “Thank you so much,” I said, squeezing. “You have no idea what this means.”

      His uneven breath tickled my neck. “You want to get a pizza?”

      I separated us. “I’m sorry, I can’t hang out right now. It’s…it’s not a good time. But I’m so thankful for this, Logan. I owe you.”

      He paused, idly kicking the step. “I’m not back together with Avery. Just so you know.”

      “Thanks for the clarification.”

      He pursed his lips into a smile, and it lingered. “Guess I’d better let you go then. I’ll see you, Emmie Grace.”

      “You will when I’m looking at you.”

      I closed the door on his chuckle, checking the clock on my phone. If I fell asleep within the next hour, I could be back at Whitehall in time for the Midsummer’s Eve feast.

      I threw on the cinnamon gown and braided my hair before downing our last two bananas and a tall glass of water. I hunted through the bathroom cabinet, but Mom’s sleeping pill bottles were empty. Crap!

      When I lay on my bed and shut my eyes, they kept opening. I changed positions, closed the window, opened it again, and hung a fleece blanket over the blinds. I was still awake. When Ruby barked to be let out, I screamed into my pillow.

      After she’d peed, I went straight back to bed, refusing to move for anything other than an alien invasion. My mind emptied with the pace of a snail, my breath gradually becoming more rhythmic. When my eyes opened, I stared into a black curtain of stars.
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      Gusts of wind carried voices and violins from within Whitehall’s sandy-colored walls, which blushed with torchlights. I crept toward the glowing courtyard, grateful for the cloak of nighttime.

      I wandered into a haze of music and lights. The English nobility danced like drunkards around wine fountains. Keeping my head low, I passed under a series of rose arches that progressed through the middle courtyard into the Great Hall. Its walls were living flowerbeds bursting with vivid red roses in full bloom, thousands of glittering candles hanging from the eaves. Every inch of me felt broken, never to be put back together the same way again.

      Lady Ascot met my sight line, her brows flinging upward. She elbowed her husband. I zigzagged past them, surveying the crowd. There was no sign of Nick, Kit, or Lord Lansbury.

      My stomach dropped. Alice Grey was in the dance area, circling around a courtier with cropped gray hair. When she turned, I caught the side of her smile. Francis watched them from across the room, his lips pressed to a wine cup. But it was okay. I’d already Googled their names; Alice and Francis would be wed within a year, a couple of years before his execution for treason. I shivered.

      Emmie, you don’t have time for this. These people aren’t your friends. This is not your century.

      I turned back and walked to Kit’s rooms as fast as I could without arousing suspicion. Passing the corridor leading to Nick’s rooms was almost unendurable.

      I suppressed the anguish in my chest, readying my story for Kit’s guards. But the corridor was vacant, except for six upturned ale jugs in the corner. Her door was ajar.

      When my knocks on Kit’s door went unanswered, I pushed it open.

      “Hello?” I said into pitch-black silence. The fire had gone out, cooling the air. I took a few steps forward, my hip slamming into a table.

      “Your Grace? Princess Catherine?” I whispered, rubbing the sore spot and wincing. I couldn’t see more than a foot in front of me. My hands searched the hard surface, bumping a tinderbox. I fumbled with it until the flame flared and dimmed, exposing a shape on Kit’s bed. I hurriedly lit a candle and moved closer.

      The scream came from my throat. Kit’s favorite maid Lucy was face down, her arms folded strangely under her. I flipped her over, spilling candle wax onto her pale hand. She didn’t flinch, and her mouth and eyelids were blue.

      “Kit!” I cried, digging through the disordered sheets. The bed was empty.

      I ran to find some guards, pausing outside Kit’s door. How would I explain all this to Nick? What would he even do if he saw me?

      Think! Princess Catherine was found in the basement of the Palace of Whitehall.

      Male voices headed up the stairs. I hid behind Kit’s door. After they passed, I ran down to the confectionary, where servers entered in a steady stream, carrying towers of dirty plates. I passed whiffs of baking pastry and crept down dusty, winding steps.

      When I reached the basement, I unhooked a burning candle from the wall, struggling to remember where I’d seen Lord Lansbury last time. After two dead ends, I found the room crammed with dusty candles and carpets, some rolled into cylinders, others unfurled across the stone floor. I held my candle out, scouring for a hiding place.

      “Kit!” I hissed into stale air.

      Thick dust coated all the carpets except one. Its ends curved up like it’d just been unrolled. One of the frayed corners moved.

      My heart was a bass drum going full pelt. I crept to the carpet and slowly lifted the edge. A rat bolted across my forearm. I shrieked, falling backward. The answer was a faint banging beneath my feet.

      “Hello?” I called. More banging.

      I clenched my teeth and flipped the carpet over, coughing into the dust. There were floorboards underneath and a latch so tiny I almost missed it. I hooked my finger and pulled. The latch resisted and then flung open.

      “Kit?” I said, whipping the torch across the black hole.

      A high-pitched voice tried to talk. I spun the light to the other side, illuminating Kit’s terror-stricken face. She was gagged and bound with rope in a pit about five-feet deep. I pointed downward, silently asking if anyone else was there. She shook her head and whimpered, her eyes like prey.

      “I’m coming,” I mouthed. Oh my God, what Kit’s gone through. Screw life as a royal in the sixteenth century. I rested the candle on the edge of the pit and flipped my legs over.

      Just as I was about to jump down, a boot rammed into my side, knocking me away from the hole. I slid along the carpet and onto my knees, winded.

      “You never stop,” said an even voice. It took me a second to identify it and another to believe it.

      “No,” I said, clutching my burning side.

      Mrs. Campbell was so close to figuring it out. But she was slightly off.
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      Mathew Fox stood several feet away, swinging a spiked iron mace like a pendulum.

      “You didn’t do this,” I stuttered. “You couldn’t.” I gripped my throbbing side, terrified he’d use the mace on me next.

      “This constant conspiracy to misjudge me is astounding. I live in a world of fools.” His voice was higher pitched than I’d known it. Angrier.

      “But you love the king.” I was shaking.

      “I love England. And I despise its bastard heretic king.”

      “Bastard? He’s the son of Queen Elizabeth the First, the grandson of Henry the Eighth!”

      “God strike me down, I believed you were smarter than this,” Mathew spat. He pointed the mace at me, stepping sideways to balance its weight. “Elizabeth was the daughter of a whore and no queen. To think I once believed that Queen Mary sent you here. It is I who is the fool.”

      “Queen Mary?” I stammered, taking a minuscule step toward the pit, hoping he wouldn’t notice it if I kept him talking. “You mean Mary, Queen of Scots?”

      “Queen of Scots, lawful Queen of England, and the true servant of Catholicism.” He came toward me in a burst of speed, and my hand flew out.

      “Mathew, this is me. I’m your friend. How could you do this? How could you believe a Scottish woman is more fit to rule England than Queen Elizabeth’s son?”

      His voice dripped foulness. “Elizabeth and her children are enemies to England and to God.”

      It was like I’d left Tudor England for the twilight zone. “Then what was all that about you wanting me to marry Nick?”

      He laughed out loud, smacking his palm with the mace handle. “Ah, yes. When you were discovered in the Parkside wearing the king’s coronation ring, I believed Mary, Queen of Scots had sent you to me as a messenger. Finally, a substitute for the ingenious spy Susanna Grey. However, it did not take long to learn you were merely another helpless girl in love with our sinful king. Except that this time, he loved you back.” Mathew crept closer as my heels teetered on the rim of the hole. “But I had him there. All I needed was to put another idiot commoner on the throne, another Anne Boleyn, and the people would have rebelled. I should have wagered you were no match for the bewitching Pearl of France.”

      When he stepped sideways, I followed, a barrier between him and Kit.

      “Okay, I get it,” I said shakily. “You haven’t accepted the new religion and you want a Catholic queen. Mary, Queen of Scots, to be specific. Good luck with that. But why hurt Kit? What’s she got to do with this? If you hate Nick so much, why not just go for him?” My heart leapt from my chest. “Is it because she’s more your size?”

      He snarled at me. “Be not so swift to deny your entanglement in this, Mistress Grace. I have not yet finished my story. After my plans for you had failed, you came to me with an idea even more shrewd than my own. Catherine is the king’s heart. He has never been ‘so protective of anyone or anything’. Cut off a king’s head and another grows in its place. Have him cut it off, and every person in Christendom turns against him. Yes, mistress, your plot was perfect. Not only would eliminating Princess Catherine destroy Nick’s only heir, but it would make him lose his mind. I merely had to kill Catherine.”

      His doll-like eyes gleamed, and I felt like an invisible hand was choking me.

      “Yes, mistress, you did this,” Mathew said steadily. “What is the trouble? Not such a good idea after all?”

      He lunged at me, but I’d had enough and leaped toward him. I grabbed the handle of the mace, clawing at it until we tumbled sideways. Mathew roared as my nails dug into his bony fingers. A moment later, the mace was in my hand. I hopped to my feet, hearing Kit’s muffled moan from the pit below. Mathew thrust himself toward her on all fours like a lizard.

      “Get away from her!” I screamed, aiming the mace at him. “Help! Someone, help!” Fear ripped through my voice, but only my echo replied.

      He jumped up and ran for me. I swung the mace, sending him stumbling backward through an archway. A wintry gust hit us both in the face. We were on the small wharf under the castle, the rowboat swaying four feet below.

      “Please, Mathew, you wouldn’t hurt a child.” He backed away from me like a pirate walking the plank and tripped over oars, his wild eyes locked to the mace. I tried not to breathe in the stench of sewage. “You could’ve killed Kit right away, but you didn’t. Why don’t you work with the king instead of against him? He trusts you now. He’s also tolerant of Catholics. That’s one reason he’s marrying Henriette: to stop these holy wars. A Catholic-born queen for England…isn’t that what you want?”

      “I would sooner burn than see a Catholic queen convert to the devil’s faith. Elizabeth’s filthy changeling Catherine will be dead by morning. As will you, the king’s other heart. Every skillful falconer knows a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. In this case, two in the hand.”

      He pounced on me, knocking me off the wharf’s edge into a short but breathless free fall. I grabbed Mathew’s shirt like a lifeline and pulled him with me. A second later, my cheek smashed against the wooden rowboat. Mathew scrambled to his feet in front of me. When the boat rocked beneath us, he shrieked a piercing cry.

      That’s when I remembered. He’s afraid of water!

      I seized him from behind and tried to drag him into the black water. He spun and clawed at my face with crazed slashes until I had to let go. The boat tilted again.

      “Not another step!” Mathew screamed, sweat dripping from his jaw. His eyes bulged with fear, his scrawny body motionless.

      I threw myself to one side, the boat leaning with me. He clutched an oar with both hands like a terrified cat. If I could get him in the water, he’d probably drown, Kit would be saved, and I’d be a murderer.

      I looked up at the wharf’s ragged edge, calculating. If I jumped high enough, I could make it. Sucking in a deep breath, I charged forward, ready to leap, when I was yanked backward by my neck. I scraped at the tiny balls suffocating my windpipe, my mouth making silent screams. My head pulsed with indescribable pressure, and my legs kicked wildly. Stars formed and burst in front of my eyes.

      A moment later, air spurted back into my lungs and I fell to my butt, coughing. Mathew had let me go. When I looked up, he was pointing at the blue-diamond ring on my thumb, his face accusing.

      “You still have it,” he spat. I crawled away from him. He stepped forward. “If you are not plotting with Mary, Queen of Scots, then how did you get that?”

      My voice rattled like a chain smoker’s. “What does this ring have to do with Mary, Queen of Scots?”

      He smirked with pride. “I began plotting with Mary Stuart when I was fourteen. Five years ago, she sent a messenger to me who asked for a possession of the king’s to curse. I snatched that very ring from his chambers and had it secretly delivered to her. It was Susanna Grey who rode to the market to collect the ring back from Mary’s soothsayer. We were to return the ring to the king so its curse would overcome him. However, Lady Grey never made it home. That was the last anyone saw of her or the blasted ring. Until you arrived at court with it four years after. Do you know how long I have waited for Mary to come forth again?”

      He took a step. I flung my hand behind my back.

      “You want the ring?” I snapped. “Come and get it. But there’s one thing you should know. I have no idea what you expected from Mary’s curse—fire and brimstone? A heart attack? Well, that was one seriously powerful soothsayer. This ring makes people travel through time. To more than four hundred years in the future, where I’m from. That’s right, I’ve been zipping back and forth like weekend trips to Paris. Can you get your head around that? Oh, and I know what happens to your Mary, Queen of Scots, by the way…she gets beheaded. Apparently, it took a few blows to get it off.”

      Mathew shrieked and threw himself at me. The stone ceiling became a whizzing tumble dryer before I crashed into freezing liquid. I was fully submerged, kicking through my sinking dress. When the water became darker, I spiraled and swam the other way, my lungs ready to burst. And then the thrashing stopped. The entire world turned silent and black, except for a glistening ball of gold. I reached for it, trying to dig the ring out of the mud, before I realized it was still on my thumb.

      I kicked and kicked until I swallowed air, blasted with biting cold. All I could taste was saltwater. The boat bobbed upside down several feet away. I flattened my body and crawled my arms the way my swim teacher showed me until my fingers hit decaying wood. There was no sign of Mathew, just a floating set of carved wooden rosary beads. I threw them over my head, sickened at what could be happening to Kit.

      It took all the strength I had to climb up the side of the boat. Hovering my bare feet on the edge, I cried out like an animal to help propel me upward. After four thrusts, I felt the boat flip under me, but my hands clung to the edge of the wharf. I elbowed my way to dry wood and caught my breath through chattering teeth. My toes were icicles, the mace lying beside them.

      I grabbed the handle and shot to my feet, breaking into a run. The candle was still burning beside the hollow. Checking over my shoulder every second, I held the candle down to Kit. She was in the corner, her head in her knees. When the light found her, she glanced up. Her shivering cheeks were wet.

      I waved my hand to tell her to stay back and positioned the candle closer. Watching for a shape inside the archway, I pushed one of the rolled carpets over until it teetered on the edge of the pit and crashed into it. One end poked toward the ceiling. I squeezed the mace between my knees and slid down the carpet into the hole. Kit tried to throw herself at me, but her arms were pinned with rope.

      “We have to hurry,” I said, sweat sliding down my neck. “Don’t move.”

      I raised the mace, and Kit whimpered.

      If my visiting the past caused Kit’s death in the first place, doesn’t that mean I can undo it?

      I struck, the rope splitting into threads. I tugged it off, checking Kit’s skin for blood. When something clanked a few rooms away, she cowered in the corner.

      I frantically undid her mouth gag and held my hand out. “C’mon. We have to climb up.”

      She shook her head, unblinking.

      “Listen,” I said in Mom’s tone when I used to ask about Dad. “If you die here, not only will it change Nick forever, but everyone around him will suffer, because I guarantee you he’ll never, ever get over it, and the effects of that will be more than you can imagine.”

      She blinked and offered me a quivering palm. I folded her legs around my waist like a baby’s and clambered up the carpet, dropping her onto the floorboards. I fell forward, wheezing into straw. Kit tugged at my shoulders.

      “We must go,” she said in a shrill voice.

      I pulled her close, whispering calming words as we found our way back through the dark, jumping together at every sound. I wanted to bolt up the stairs, but I didn’t have the strength, my feet dragging like lead blocks. I finally spilled Kit into the flame-lit corridor beside the confectionary. Footsteps thundered in and out of the kitchens, the air rich with voices and music. I panted with relief, still looking over my shoulder.

      “Are you hurt?” I said, rifling through Kit’s dress. She grimaced at my face. I felt my cheeks, sticky with blood where Mathew had scratched them.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, shivering. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Kit started weeping, clutching me like a baby monkey. For an imperceptible amount of time, we sat in the shadow of the stairwell, holding each other while violins and flutes played on the other side like a bizarre funeral march.

      “Is he dead?” Kit finally whispered.

      “Mathew Fox? I don’t know.”

      Her voice burst. “I want my brother.”

      It took me a moment to orientate myself. I hugged her into my dress and hurried us toward the private stairwell leading to Nick’s chambers, keeping my head bowed. The ground was rough and cold beneath my toes.

      There were two guards at the end of the corridor, one sitting on the floor with outstretched legs. He jumped up, his face whitening with shock.

      “Mathew Fox attacked the princess and killed her maid,” I said clearly and slowly so there’d be no mistake. Kit clutched me tightly. I handed the rosary beads to the guard. “This is his. He was keeping Princess Catherine in the basement. I think you’ll find him in the river beneath the castle.” The guard snapped his fingers. The other bolted down the stairs and shouted for more.

      The unmistakable sound of Nick’s voice floated from the other side of the door, chased by a second voice that was low, female, and French. Everything inside me twisted in a gut-wrenching tug.

      The guard raised his fist to alert the king, but I stopped him. “One second, please.”

      Tears trickled down my cheeks as I crouched to face Kit, speaking fast into her matted hair. “Nick loves you so much. You need to look out for him, not just as a subject, but as a sister. Do whatever you can to be safe. Trust no one, do you hear me?” The guard shuffled impatiently, and my hands fisted at my sides. “Tell him Emmie said it was like a dream,” I whispered to Kit, my eyes dripping. “The most beautiful and impossible dream. But it was real. You tell him it was the realest thing I ever knew.”

      When the guard banged on the door, I was already running, leaping down the stairs and into the courtyard, past too many ogling onlookers to count. I bunched my dress in my fists so my feet were free to run deep into the park. My cut cheeks stung from the saltwater dribbling down them. When the thick trees obscured me from view, I collapsed onto the soggy grass and held the ring to my forehead, shuddering through sobs. But the blackness came almost immediately, like I was passing out. And, whether it was in my mind or real, I swore I heard Nick calling my name.
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      The next morning, I filled the sink with cold water and submerged my bloodied pillowcase, pressing an ice pack to my cheek with my other hand. I felt like roadkill on the outside and even worse on the inside. The shivering hadn’t stopped.

      I also struggled to process that Alice Grey’s missing mother had been a traitor working with Mathew Fox and Mary, Queen of Scots to bring King Nick down. Poor Alice. I wondered if it was nuts to think her mom, Susanna Grey, could possibly be the hoarder Jane Stuart. After all, Jane was a name given to her by the state—like Jane Doe—and she’d apparently babbled the name Stuart. What if that was because she could only remember her devotion to Mary Stuart, the Queen of Scots?

      Something crawled in my hair, breaking the thought. My fingers flew up. A ladybug scuttled onto my skin, the ice pack hitting the tiles. I watched the tiny creature with utter disbelief before it jumped to the basin.

      “No!” I snatched one of Mom’s empty pill containers and flipped it over the ladybug, trapping it. I carried the container downstairs and hunted for an empty glass jar. I carefully poured the ladybug into it, sealing it with plastic wrap and a rubber band. The critter could be carrying a sixteenth-century parasite with the power to wipe out insects across America.

      “Hey there, bud,” I said, bringing my nose to the glass. An ache ricocheted through me. Keeping the jar pressed to my hip, I sat on my bed in cotton pajamas, my eyes as heavy as my heart as I typed into my laptop.

      

      Catherine Tudor

      

      When a short biography page came up, I scanned to the end.

      

      Catherine died on 9 January 1644 at the age of 72, leaving behind four daughters.

      

      I must’ve read the words fifty times, pressing my wet eyes with my knuckles. Then it hit me. My house looked exactly the same. The elm tree’s branches were clawing the window like they always had. The broken-down blue Corolla was still parked across the street. I typed in a news page. Britain’s monarchy was identical, the world fighting and turning as I knew it. Saving Kit’s life hadn’t changed a thing.

      My fingers raced over the keyboard.

      

      Nicholas Tudor

      

      There were nearly eighteen-million search results about the notorious English king, the information the same on every page: King Nicholas the First died at the age of thirty-nine on the battlefield, childless to his deceased wife Henriette. A brutal ruler whose rage propelled his nation into civil war, he became known as Nicholas the Ironheart, one of the most feared kings in history.

      I kicked the laptop, sending it crashing to the floor. Ruby barked and scampered from the room. When the doorbell rang, I covered my eyes. Then my cell phone started ringing from the charge dock.

      “Mia,” I said into the receiver. I was panting, even though I hadn’t moved.

      “Sorry, I got stuck helping Tristan with a geometry thing for his summer school. But I swiped some of Mom’s mango sago. I’m outside.”

      I peered out my window. Mia had her phone to her ear. I carefully placed the glass jar on my dresser and headed downstairs.

      Even after countless sleepovers, it was the first time I’d seen Mia without any makeup on. Still, it was my face she reached for. “What happened?”

      I turned away. “It’s a…a cat thing. I saw one stuck in a fence yesterday, and I tried to get it out. It wasn’t grateful.”

      “Crap, we’re a pair of awesome right now.”

      I tried to smile, but my cheeks wouldn’t lift. Neither did Mia’s.

      “Is that the sago?” I nodded at her recycled shopping bag.

      “It better be.” She dumped the bag on the countertop and rummaged for spoons.

      But it was Mia’s hunched shoulders, the listlessness in her movements, her vacant stare that made my lip tremble. “Mia, I just lost someone I really loved, too. Actually, a few people.” My palms pressed my upper chest. “And I feel like I can’t breathe.”

      She looked up, dropping her spoon to catch me as I burst into tears.
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      A religious person would’ve thanked God for the things that got me through the next five weeks. Sleeping past noon every day erased a good chunk of sulking time. Then there were the extra shifts at the rest home, the long swims with Ruby at the river beach, frantic shopping runs with Mia for MIT, and two trips to Amherst to watch Josh play before he left for L.A.—not that I told Mia about those. I hadn’t lost my head in the sixteenth century, and I planned on keeping it in the twenty-first. I’d spent eighteen years hemorrhaging friends as we moved from town to town. I was going to make an effort to keep some this time.

      A smashed computer and limited Wi-Fi on my phone also meant I couldn’t search the internet, which was exactly what I needed. I didn’t want to think about the past anymore, or the future, or anything other than how to not die from heartache (which is a real thing—Mom explained it to me when a rest home resident passed away a day after his wife).

      But the letter came ten days later, sent by international courier. The Head of College from Central Saint Martins congratulated me on my offer of a place in their undergraduate degree in jewelry design. Someone else must’ve pulled out at the eleventh hour. I had seven days to decide.

      “Emmie, you must,” cried Mom, hugging me in her blue bathrobe. “Gosh, you didn’t spend that money already, did you?”

      “Are you kidding? I’ve been a bigger tightwad than that guy who snaps off the broccoli stalks at the grocery store before paying.”

      Watching Mom chuckle in her tattered slippers made it hard to jump with joy. “What about you?” I said, dropping my peanut butter toast onto the plate. “Will you stay here?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” She blew on her instant coffee.

      “Well, you don’t exactly utilize the nature around here, the rest home screws up your back, and your best friend is in Springfield half the time.” Dad is never going to ring the doorbell and beg you to take him back. “Why don’t you come with me? We could get a little flat in London.”

      “We’ve had a little flat in London,” she said with a smile. Her eyes glinted, looking away. “Too many memories for me there, I think.”

      “You still miss him.”

      Her voice wavered, her brows slanting. “You know I don’t want to talk about that. He doesn’t deserve it.”

      “Of course he doesn’t.”

      Mom gripped the back of a chair like she’d fall to her death if she let go. She waited and then sighed. “Someone needs to stay with Ruby and the ladybug.” She rolled her drowsy eyes. But at least Mom had stopped trying to talk me into setting the sixteenth-century insect free. She’d even made an urgent trip to the store to buy raisins for it.

      I slid two slices of bread into the toaster for her and trudged upstairs to get dressed, wishing that talking about Dad didn’t still make me feel so heavy.

      As I painted mascara on my lashes, noticing the red emptiness in my eyes, I let the urge claim me. I pulled the phone out of my pocket and dialed Dad’s number. He answered quickly.

      “Emmeline?”

      “Hey.” I already wanted to hang up.

      “Is everything okay?” He sounded stiff. We both did.

      “Yeah. I just wanted to call to say hello and let you know I got into a jewelry college in London.”

      His phone crackled like he was gesticulating, and I heard a door close. “Well, that’s fantastic news. Which one?”

      “Central Saint Martins. It’s part of the London University of the Arts.”

      “I know it. I wasn’t aware you were still on this jewelry craze.”

      “It’s not a craze—”

      “I know. You were always good at it. I still remember that stall you made on my street, selling those necklaces. The grocer took seven!”

      “For her grandkids.” I smiled. A point for Dad. “How are things with you?”

      He sighed. “Oh, fine. We’ve had record-low applications for history majors this year. All the kids want to do now is make apps and get rich. Never mind understanding the nature of mankind and how the past explains the perspectives of society today.”

      I climbed on my bed and curled onto my side, listening to Dad gush about his work, his two pet birds, a foray into painting on the weekends—everything except the woman he’d left my mom for. Six minutes in, and I was actually laughing at his stories. Before we hung up, Dad promised to call me when I settled into London, and I promised myself I wouldn’t get my hopes up.

      After her nap, Mom used her work laptop to help me book a flight. I decided not to tell her about the chat with Dad; she might start Googling him again like a stalker. Together, we replied to an ad from a Finnish anthropology student from LSE looking for a roommate near Central Saint Martins.

      “You’ll be able to see some amazing things now you’re old enough to remember,” said Mom, touching my ponytail. “The British Museum…the Tower of London,” she added in a dramatic voice.

      “I remember the Tower of London.”

      “Really? Me too, I loved it.” She slapped her thigh. “Want to watch a movie with it today? There’s that one about Henry the Eighth or lots of Nicholas the Ironheart ones.”

      “Sorry, I can’t, I have to sort through more of my stuff.”

      I barreled upstairs and shut my door, pressing my forehead against the peeling paint.

      I was officially moving to London. Where I’d fought with Francis Beaumont on a cobblestone street, watched a priest get his head sliced off, survived a mob attack with the Princess of England. I wanted to be back in Nick’s city so much it made everything throb. But the thought of it being so different now was equally unbearable.

      The blue-diamond ring was back on my thumb in seconds, cooling my skin. My hunger to use it—despite everything that’d happened—was staggering. I’d thrown the ring into a four-hundred-mile river, and there it was, still sitting on my hand. I couldn’t seem to unlock myself from it…from him.

      I fell onto the bed, overcome by a crushing need to just go to sleep. To wake up four hundred years in the past, where Nick would be waiting, his seawater eyes glowing with love. Right before leaving me to make heirs with his precious wife Henriette. Was it ever going to end?

      Ruby climbed on top of me, as if she knew what I was considering. I pulled her to my cheek and stroked her wiry beard. She was the only one in the world who understood where I’d been. She’d also loved Whitehall, with its sprawling flower gardens and flocks of sparrows to chase. For a second, I actually thought of looping the ring through Ruby’s collar and sending her back there without me. Returning the ring to where it belonged.

      I lurched onto my elbows, staring at the jar on my dresser. The ladybug was nesting on a raisin under its leaf. Maybe there was a way to send the ring back for good, to remove the intolerable temptation forever. Even if the ring somehow made its way back to Nick, he’d never find me once I’d left Hatfield. Not that he’d even try. It was me who couldn’t seem to let go.

      I used my eyebrow tweezers to lower the ring into the jar. The ladybug crawled deeper into its leaf cave and stayed hidden while I stuffed piles of school notes into trash bags. The ladybug was still giving the ring the royal brush-off. When I tipped the jar, she flew to the other side. I lifted the ring out with my tweezers, considering a smaller jar. A moment later it clicked. I didn’t need a jar at all. I needed wire, a flush cutter, and snipe-nosed pliers.

      It took more than an hour to construct a wire cage over the blue diamond, with a small gap at one end. I tipped the ladybug onto the stem of the leaf and used it to guide her into the wire cage. I blocked the opening with my fingers, her wings whirring madly.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, using my pliers to quickly cinch the cage closed. I left a tiny space so she could eventually crawl out.

      Feeling like a lunatic at a full-moon party, I shut my blinds and lay on my bed. I wedged the ring between two pillows so gravity made sure the ladybug stayed parked on the stone.

      “Go home,” I whispered, my voice cracking under the weight on my chest. “Go back. Please go back. I can’t do this anymore.”

      I closed my sore eyes and listened to Mom’s footsteps downstairs, followed by the sound of an old movie starting. A lawnmower revved up in the McCoys’ front yard. When it switched off again, my body tipped to one side. Drool tickled my chin. I flew up, nearly hitting the headboard. I had fallen asleep. My fingers fumbled through the pillows.

      The ring was gone.

      I searched the floor, my heart a jackhammer. I hadn’t seen the ring fade to nothing like a fantasy film. It was just…gone.

      Sensing the intolerable call of grief, I tied on my shoes and told Mom I was going for a run, not stopping until I was at the outskirts of town. Everything reminded me of him: the streets we’d driven through squeezed into the back of Mia’s car, the houses on Main Street he’d gawked at like circus acts, the rusted Corolla that was the same shade of his eyes when he wore sky-blue. I couldn’t get away from him. Maybe I never would. But at least this time I wouldn’t have a choice.
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      I held back the floodgates of tears by slamming myself with jobs for the next few days, focusing on packing, finishing all the laundry, sorting out the trash, scrubbing the bathrooms, vacuuming, and mowing the lawn. Mom even helped with some of it, but I suspected it was because she knew she’d miss me more than she’d admit.

      Mia invited me for a sleepover the night before my flight. We watched the latest superhero movie in her basement theater while Mrs. Fairbanks made her special Peking duck with homemade hoisin sauce. Over dinner, she served sparkling soda and made us all cheers to “two clever girls going off to college”. “Do you see that Tristan?” she’d added.

      The sky was still pink when Mia dropped me home, her lips turned down at the sides.

      “Why can’t you stay for the summer?” she asked me again.

      “There’s so much I have to do over there. And I think I just need a new start. Like yesterday, actually.”

      “I hear you.” She nodded like she really did. “Can’t wait to visit.”

      “I’ll be waiting,” I said, smiling. “With toad in the hole, bubble and squeak, and maybe some spotted dick.”

      Mia broke up laughing. “The food is so weird over there.” She pulled me into a hug. “I love you.”

      Her satin hair tickled my cheek. “Don’t stop hustling until you’re president, Madame Mia Fairbanks,” I said through tears.

      When we pulled back, I held onto her arms, memorizing her face. Being best friends with Mia was kind of like being a cast member of The Mia Show, but she’d befriended me when no one else would. I’d never forget it.

      Mom and I had already agreed to no teary goodbyes, not that I wanted her driving me to the airport in her twenty-year-old car with dodgy brakes anyway. Instead, I’d talked her into going to Springfield with Crystal for the night so she wouldn’t have to watch me leave and booked an airport shuttle to pick me up. I was secretly glad for the alone time. Being around Mom with all her London reminiscing only made me more anxious.

      The shuttle was due early, so I swung my arm around my bedroom door to grab the suitcase, giving those hideous alphabet blinds a farewell wave. The plastic handle of the suitcase was in my fingers, and I was closing the door when a flash of peony pink caught my eye from across the room. Weird, I’d forgotten a piece of jewelry in the pegboard.

      But then the suitcase plunged to the carpet.

      I dived forward and detached the knot ring woven out of luxurious sixteenth-century pink satin, gasping for air. My eyes hunted everywhere, landing on the disheveled comforter. I’d made the bed before I left. I ran and pushed the window open, unseasonably cool July air rattling through my hair.

      “Nick?” I called out, feeling certifiable.

      Then I heard a distant neigh. And another one, from a hundred or so yards away. A third. I knew that sound.

      I glided down the stairs and through the back gate like I was walking on air, picking up speed to jog into the center of the field. A chocolate-brown horse chewing grass over near Bayberry Street stopped my heart. But it was one of the old geldings. When I spun back to where the trees veiled the river, a shape crossed my view, silhouetted by the dawning sun. I held my palm to my eyes, the tall silhouette moving closer. It, too, was gliding…galloping…until Nick slowed Stella and jumped off her back, striding toward me.

      Tears slipped down my cheeks as his arms closed around me, his rose scent like medicine flooding my veins. He said my name over and over, hugging me until I almost couldn’t breathe, my tears wetting his sleeve.

      It was hard to speak. “I don’t. . .I can’t. . .this isn’t real.”

      His lips turned into my hair. “Dear God, Emmie, mine eyes can barely believe it. You are here.”

      I pulled back, his face as stunned as mine. His doublet was double-breasted, military-style, and unfastened with a white shirt underneath. He was an angel…an angel too beautiful, too impossible, to be real.

      He took me by the shoulders, his grip gentle but firm. “Why did you leave me? Only to come back and save Kit’s life and then disappear again?” His face twisted with pain. “Did it bring you pleasure to rip out my heart not once but twice?”

      It was impossible not to cry. “I found out she was still in danger. I felt awful I hadn’t seen it coming. Isobel wasn’t the real threat; she bailed before Kit was even rescued. It was Mathew Fox.”

      “I know. Kit told me everything, including that he attacked you.” He searched my skin for injuries. “That you saved her life.”

      I swept away tears. “Did you find Mathew?”

      Fire roared in his eyes. “In the channel beneath the castle. His soul is already damned to hell.” But then his voice softened. “You did not answer me. Why did you leave, Emmie?”

      A car horn honked on Bayberry Street, reminding me. “I have a car coming.”

      He stepped back a little. “A car.”

      “I’m supposed to be going. I have a flight. I mean…” I looked back at the house. “I can’t stay.”

      His face fell. Then he turned away and reached for Stella’s reins.

      “No!” I said, gripping his arm. “I don’t mean for you to go.” My mind was racing. “I just need to think of what to do. Maybe I can call the airline, or…” Nick looked at me like I was speaking Swahili again. “I need a second to think, okay!”

      My heart splintered at the distressed face gazing back at me. I grabbed Stella’s saddle and climbed onto her back, wriggling backward to make room. “Get on.”

      Nick gaped at me before mounting Stella in one movement. I slid forward and folded my arms around his waist, my mouth near his warm neck. “Get us away from here,” I said into his curls. “Just keep going until we find somewhere we can talk.”

      His hand slid over mine, our fingers weaving together. I rested my nose on his shoulder, breathing in the heady mix of fresh roses and worn leather. We rode past the trees lining the river and dismounted in the clearing where I’d thrown in the ring. Watching Nick lace Stella’s bridle around a low-hanging tree branch was a head-trip. Am I dreaming?

      “We don’t have long,” I said, shivering from shock. “How did you find the ring?”

      He stepped closer, wiping his hands on his thighs. “I did not. One of my courtiers spied it while hunting in the park.”

      “Did you think I was there, too?”

      “Of course I did, or I would have come in greater haste.” He swallowed tightly. “The entire Royal Guard searched the castle, and the city, for you for days. After they failed to find you, I decided maybe you had found a way to return the ring to me. Thus, I chose to come and look for you.” His cheeks flushed. “I did not wish to cause alarm for your mother, so when I wakened in your bed, I left the knot ring as a symbol that I hoped you would understand. That you would remember. I am pleased I thought to bring it.”

      My heart grew. I didn’t know he’d kept that silly ring. “I’ll never forget making that,” I said softly.

      The affection in his face made my knees weak. “How did you get the ring back there?” he said.

      “I’m not sure you’d believe me if I told you. Let’s just say a tiny insect of yours hijacked a trip to modern America, so I sent the little bugger back.”

      His face washed with realization. “The cage attached to the ring. Good God, Emmie, you are marvelous.”

      “I guess the bug escaped then. I even considered sending Ruby at one point.”

      He nodded. Hurt lined his face as he looked away.

      “Why did you bring Stella?” I said softly.

      “I needed a strong nose familiar with your scent and means to travel… I was uncertain where you would be. I convinced Francis to steal me into the horse yard, where I slipped into Stella’s stable and rested with her until we fell asleep.”

      “Holy crap. What’s Francis doing now?”

      “Standing guard outside, anguishing about his king’s sanity. Which is why I also have little time.” His expression leveled with me. “Why did you leave and then send the ring back?”

      My throat constricted on the words. “Isn’t it obvious? I can’t do it, Nick. I tried, but I—I can’t be your mistress while you marry Henriette.” My cheeks squeezed, resisting tears. “She showed me a letter you wrote to her. It was so…loving.”

      He took my hands, stroking my fingers. “I swear to you, I wrote Henriette letters merely to guide her away from her suspicions that my heart was not true.” A sheen of tears coated his eyes. “I have not told you this yet, but I sent Henriette back to France. The same night Kit told me what happened and what you did; what you said to her. I could barely contain my grief, and Henriette knew.” He stepped back and snapped a twig off a branch. “I could not eat or sleep. I began believing I had imagined you. But now I see…you would rather be here.” He scanned the surroundings, like the dense willow trees and muted burble of the river weren’t good enough.

      “Here is my home.” But as soon as I’d said the words, I knew they weren’t true. “Not Hatfield, but this time period,” I corrected. “This world. I’m meant to be driving to the airport right now to catch a plane to London. The jewelry school accepted me.”

      He nodded, trying to smile. But all I saw was my own heartache reflected back at me. The strange thing was, now that Nick was here, the thought of Central Saint Martins made me feel completely hollow, like all my insides had been sucked out.

      “Why don’t you stay here?” I said, pleading. “Kit’s safe now. There’s so much about this world that would amaze you. Airplanes…medicine…democracy. Well, maybe not democracy. But we could go to London together. The new London. Don’t you want to see it? No more responsibilities, no more wars. Just us, like at Robin House.”

      Nick’s expression was pained. “I would love to,” he said finally.

      “But you can’t.” My face dropped to my faded white tennis shoes.

      “Emmie, you are free. I’m not. When Henriette left for France, Thomas Grey quit. A demonstration of his displeasure at my actions. Now I’m without a secretary of state, my councilors are fighting like dogs, I have disgraced the King of France, and Spanish troops are ready to strike. If I stay here now, I will abandon the realm in that state. Their own king! Leaving Kit, my only heir, to more vicious plots than you can imagine. She is not yet nine. The privy councilors will battle over lord protectorship, and who knows what will happen to her…to England. I beseech you not to ask me to do that.”

      “Then why did you come here?” I snapped. “Just to torture me a little longer and make me miss my flight?” The shuttle had to be there by now. Maybe I could still go.

      “I came here to ask you a question. The one I should have asked you that night on the ship.” He fumbled in his pocket, pulling out something so sparkly it caught the morning light and nearly blinded me. He dropped to one knee, a string of blue diamonds glittering from his hand. “Emmeline Eleanor Grace, I am here to formally offer you the jewels of the Queens of England.” My hands flew to my mouth. Nick’s eyes stayed heartfelt. “When I first discovered who you were, I believed God never meant for us to be together. Now I know it is the opposite. I have never felt more myself than when I’m with you. I know this is not the heart of a king speaking, it is the heart of a man, but that is what beats in my chest. And it is telling me, it is begging me to be with you. To show you, and the whole world, how much I love you.”

      Tears dripped down my cheeks. “But you’ve always said you need to marry for an alliance.”

      “It is too late for that now. The fact is, my marriage is mine alone, and I have allowed my subjects to interfere too much in it. I am their anointed king, and they will accept my wishes. England will fight its own battles, as she always does, with great courage and dignity.”

      Nick rose and pressed the priceless jewels into my trembling hands. His skin burned hot over the cold diamonds. “You know I cannot offer you coaches that move without horses, and structures turning through the sky. I cannot give you the New World or the new London, but I can give you me. My whole heart. There will never be another again, and forgive me for ever asking that of you.”

      I felt my mouth fall open and my eyes water.

      Nick pulled my fingers to his chest, laying my hand over his pounding heart. “Emmie, I will build you the most wonderful jewelry workshop you have ever seen. Finer than any you could have here, I swear it. You will have ropes of pearls and pails of diamonds, and as many tools and goldsmiths as you want.” He shifted his feet, the most mesmerizing eyes I’d ever seen fixed to mine. “You once told me I want for nothing. That I have magnificent castles and cloth and horse, and all manner of princely pleasures. You were right. I demonstrate my power as God’s chosen servant, and for that I complain not. But, my lady, you mistake need for want. What I yearn for in all hours of night, what I crave, what I hope for—when my kingdom is shrouded in the dark threat of war—is you.” He squeezed my fingers with both hands, a sheen of tears in his eyes. “The truth is I have everything I need, but nothing I want without you. If you will only marry me, Emmeline, please. I beg you.”

      My heart filled to the point of bursting, every cell in my body shouting from the rooftops.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      He cried out with surprise, lifting me with both arms into a dizzying spin, the jewels dropping to the ground. I grabbed his cheeks, my fingers losing themselves in his thick hair as he kissed me like I was the most precious, desirable thing in the world. And then he pulled away, pressing his soft lips to the back of my hand as he pulled me toward Stella.

      Cold fear shot through my stomach. “I have to tell my mom,” I said, grabbing the jewels and sliding them safely back into his pocket.

      Nick stopped and looked at me, blinking fast.

      “I can’t…I can’t just disappear,” I explained.

      “I know. I wish not to ask that of you.” He took my other hand to show support, but his fingers quivered.

      “So what do we do?”

      For a moment we stood there gaping at each other, his skin starting to pale. When I spoke again, my voice was calm. “I’ll come back with you now. I know you need to get back before they find you gone. But, before long, you have to let me come back here and tell my mom something.”

      His face fell faster than a landslide. “Only to leave me again. Like you have twice.”

      “I promise I won’t.”

      “I believe you not, Emmie.”

      He grimaced and tried to pull away, but I stopped him with a reassuring squeeze. “Then come with me when I do that. Meet my mom. Heck, maybe we should just tell her the truth.” I reached up to lace my arms around his back. “Look, we’ll figure it out. I won’t leave you, okay? I promise I’ll never leave you again.” My voice was almost a whisper. “You know I love you.”

      He brought our foreheads together, resting there for a moment. When I looked up again, his lips met mine. My entire body tingled as our mouths connected with need.

      We reluctantly broke apart and led Stella to the river’s edge, weaving between willows until we found a secluded nook. Nick and I lay down on the soggy sand. I pulled off my shoes, and he folded his arms around me. He tried to keep a hand locked on Stella’s leg, but she kept kicking it off. When I had a go, she neighed and relaxed.

      “Last one to fall asleep explains all this to Francis Beaumont,” I said.

      Nick laughed, but quietly. “There is something else you should know.” He cleared his throat. “In the time you were gone, I felt myself growing…dark again.” My whole body tightened. “Here, at least you were able to understand my time had already passed. But, back there, you never even existed. I could not bear it.” He twisted to face me, his eyes glittering with tears. “Do you not see? It was not losing Kit that turned me into a monster. Not in the end. It was losing you.”

      I shifted to face the glistening surface of the river through the drooping curtain of branches, trying to process what he’d just said. Did I cause Nicholas the Ironheart? That would explain why the books still called him that, despite Kit’s life being saved.

      My mind whirred with a zillion thoughts, battling to block out one most of all. I’d read everything about that time, and there was no such person as Queen Emmeline of England. If I did marry him, would the history books change like they did with Kit and Alice? Or would it all go hideously wrong?

      Before I spiraled into panic, Nick leaned over me, dropping his lips to mine until I was consumed by the most captivating feeling in the world. And, in an instant, I knew. Right or wrong, I wanted Nick more than anything else I’d ever known. And he’d just risked everything—his marriage alliance, even his kingdom—to get me back. Now it was my turn to show him what he meant to me.

      “Let’s go to sleep,” I said into the perfect bow of Nick Tudor’s lips.

      He cupped my face with both hands, loving eyes gazing into mine.

      “Do not let go,” he said, wrapping his arms around me.
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