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Chapter 1


4 August
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The warm breeze whipped about her as she spurred the horse into a gallop. To either side, the heads of wheat drooped heavily in the scorched fields, but she kept her eyes fixed on the rise of the hill.


‘Frances!’


She heard her husband’s voice above the thundering hoofs, pulled on the reins and her horse slowed to a trot. The searing heat seemed to close in around her and the strands of hair that had escaped from her braid clung to her temples.


‘I had not expected you to be so eager to see His Majesty.’ Thomas smiled.


Frances gave a rueful grin. The undulating fields stretched out for miles, their golden hue interspersed with the dark lines of hedgerows and, in the distance, a thick mass of woodland. As she gazed towards the horizon, she made out a series of delicate spires and a glimmer of light reflecting off windows.


Apethorpe.


It had taken them two days to get there and would have been longer still if Thomas had not agreed that they could travel the last fifteen miles on horseback. Frances had been desperate to escape the suffocating confines of the carriage, which had rumbled and jolted along the cracked track that led north from Tyringham Hall. That was why she had urged her husband to let them ride: God knew she had no desire to reach their destination more quickly.


More than a year had passed since she had last set eyes upon the King. It had been one of the happiest times of her life, cosseted at Tyringham Hall with Thomas and their young son. With a pang, Frances thought of John, his arms outstretched and his eyes imploring as his nursemaid prised him from his mother’s embrace. I will return soon, my sweeting. Now, looking towards Sir Anthony Mildmay’s sprawling estate, her skin prickled with foreboding.


Thomas reached for her hand. His lips felt warm as he pressed them to her fingers. Frances stroked his cheek, his beard tickling her palm. She had been averse to the idea of his growing it, but she had to admit it suited him.


‘Must we stay for the full two weeks?’ she asked.


Thomas shrugged. ‘If His Majesty finds the hunting grounds to his taste. He tires more easily these days, though.’


‘I wonder he hunts at all, given how it pains him.’ She turned towards the woods. ‘I could harvest plenty of willow bark there, and Sir Anthony will have marjoram and rosemary in his herb garden. I could mix a salve that would reduce the swelling in his joints.’ She cast a sly glance at her husband and saw his mouth twitch.


‘You should not tease me, Frances,’ he chided. ‘The King may have been content to let you live in peace since his daughter left for the Rhine, but he is still eager to hunt down witches as well as stags.’


Frances experienced the familiar pang at the mention of her former mistress. Princess Elizabeth – or Electress Consort Palatine of the Rhine, as she must now think of her – had left for her new husband’s domain shortly after their wedding the previous February. Elizabeth had married Frederick out of misguided loyalty to her late brother, Prince Henry. He had swept aside her doubts about the young count’s suitability, caring little for his sister’s happiness in his pursuit of a Protestant alliance. Frances suspected that she would never have gone through with it but for Henry’s sudden death. Her marriage was a penance for trying to defy him. It pained Frances to think that Elizabeth had made such a sacrifice for one so unworthy.


Though the princess had begged Frances to go with her to the Rhine, promising to find positions for her husband and son George, she had declined. Elizabeth had assumed that her favourite attendant had not wished to risk such a long journey when the birth of her child was imminent, but there had been other reasons, too. Frances had known she could never relinquish Longford Castle, her beloved childhood home – not after everything she had almost lost for its sake. Neither could she leave her mother so far behind. Helena was settled at Longford now, having promised to care for it until her grandson came of age: George had stayed with her for much of the past year, delighting in his position as heir. Her mother’s last letter had told of how her grandson had presided over his first tenants’ meeting, conducting himself with an authority well beyond his eight years. Sir Richard Weston, Longford’s faithful chamberlain, would have ensured the business was dealt with, but she was as proud of George as his indulgent grandmother was.


Longford had not been the only place that had stopped her leaving England. Tyringham Hall had seemed almost a prison to her during the early years of her marriage. Then she had been so consumed by grief for George’s father that it had blinded her to the love Thomas bore her. He had married her for Tom’s sake, having assured his friend that he would take care of her if the Powder Treason failed. Frances had only narrowly escaped implication in it: the whole court had known of her friendship with Tom Wintour. Thomas had made great sacrifices on her behalf, yet she had repaid him with coldness, determined that theirs would be a marriage in name only. She had defied him, too, breaking her promise not to involve herself in the Catholic conspiracies that had swirled about James’s throne in the aftermath of the Powder Treason. It still frightened her to think how close she had come to losing everything.


‘Shall we walk the rest of the way?’


Lost in thought, Frances had hardly noticed that they had reached the end of the long path that swept down to the hall. She nodded. Watching her husband dismount, she noticed him wince as his right shoulder pressed against the horse’s flank. ‘You will not accompany the King on every hunt, will you?’ she asked, her brow furrowed. Though it had been three years since the riding accident that had almost claimed his life, she worried every time he set out for the hunt. She wished that the King would bestow the mastership of the buckhounds upon one of his younger favourites.


‘I had hoped my senses would return by now,’ Thomas said, rubbing the back of his head. The deep wound she had stitched was hidden, but she could still feel its smooth edges when she ran her fingers through his hair. He placed his hands on her waist and pulled her towards him, kissing her deeply. ‘But the madness still has me in its grip,’ he murmured, his lips brushing her neck, ‘for I love you more than ever.’


Desire pooled in her stomach. His eyes closed as she coiled the hair at his nape around her fingers, pulling him closer for another kiss, her lips parting. She could feel his arousal as she pressed her hips to his, trailing her fingers down his spine.


The whinnying of her horse startled them and they sprang apart, breathless.


‘It is well that we have Hartshorn to remind us of our manners,’ Thomas said, patting the horse’s neck. ‘Though who will safeguard our respectability when we are in the privacy of our chambers, I am at a loss to say.’


Frances planted a kiss on her husband’s cheek. ‘I hope we will soon be alone again,’ she whispered.


Taking Hartshorn’s reins, she led him slowly forward, Thomas and his horse at her side. As they neared the hall, the hedges that lined the path grew thicker. Frances breathed in the sharp tang of yew, relishing the shade it offered. A movement ahead caught her eye and she paused as a young groom hurried towards them.


‘Sir Thomas, my lady,’ the boy said, with a quick, awkward bow. ‘Please, allow me.’ He took the reins from them and led the horses towards the stables.


Frances saw another figure approaching from the gatehouse. He was tall and slim, and walked with an easy grace that belied his years. It took her a moment to recognise Sir Anthony Mildmay. It had been many years since she had seen the handsome courtier who had been a great favourite with the old Queen. His absence from court since James’s accession suggested that his hopes for further advancement had been disappointed.


‘Sir Anthony,’ Thomas said, with a bow, as his wife curtsied.


‘Welcome to Apethorpe. And Lady Frances,’ he said, bending to kiss her hand. ‘What a pleasure it is to see you after all these years.’


Frances could not but admire his gallantry. She doubted he had any recollection of the shy young girl who had accompanied her mother to court in the later years of Elizabeth’s reign.


‘Tell me, how does the marchioness fare? I see you have inherited her beauty.’


Frances smiled. ‘My mother is in excellent health, thank you, Sir Anthony.’


‘How is His Majesty enjoying Northamptonshire?’ Thomas asked, diverting their host’s attention from his wife.


Frances sensed the older man’s hesitation, but his smile never wavered.


‘Very well – though he will welcome you. His buckhounds have grown quite unruly of late.’


Thomas grinned. ‘We shall soon tire them out on the hunt. I hear the woodlands of your estate are unsurpassed in these parts.’


Sir Anthony inclined his head in acknowledgement.


‘I am sure the King will find even greater diversion with your arrival – and that of some other attendants,’ he replied. ‘Sir John Graham has secured a place for a new protégé. Let us hope he does not serve the King ill at this evening’s banquet or it will put him out of humour.’


Frances exchanged a glance with her husband and saw her surprise mirrored in his face. Sir John guarded his position in the privy chamber jealously and was not known to encourage potential rivals.


‘Well now,’ Sir Anthony said briskly, ‘I must not keep you from your chambers. You will be tired after your journey.’ He motioned to the page, who was standing a few paces behind him, then bowed his farewell.


 


Frances looked out across the neatly appointed privy gardens that stretched across the expanse of the south front. The heady scents from the orangery that lay below came to her on the breeze. She looked forward to tasting some of its bounty. Sir Anthony was famed for the delicacies that were served at his banquets – they had certainly won favour with the old Queen.


‘Will you not come to bed, Frances?’ Thomas whispered, as he nuzzled the back of her neck.


Still gazing out of the window, she felt him begin to unlace her gown, his fingers working slowly at first, then with growing impatience. When at last her stays hung loose, he eased them from her shoulders and untied her heavy skirts, which rustled to the floor. Savouring the touch of his hands as they snaked from her back around to her belly, she drew in a breath as they moved downwards, caressing the inside of her thighs through the soft linen of her shift.


She turned to face him, kissing him hungrily as her fingers worked at the laces of his hose. When he had pulled off his doublet, she lifted his shirt over his head and ran her hands along the contours of his chest, relishing the warmth of his skin against her fingertips. He bent to kiss her again, but she led him towards the large mahogany chest that lay at the end of the bed and pushed him down onto it.


Taking a step away from him, she slowly, deliberately, drew up her shift, gradually revealing her nakedness. Seeing his eyes fill with longing as they roved over her body stoked her own desire. Unable to withhold any longer, she moved to sit astride him. Slowly, she began to move, her hips pressing against Thomas’s until they matched her rhythm. A bead of sweat trickled down her back as she felt the delicious, rising tension deep inside her, crying out as the waves of pleasure pulsated through her. The muscles of her husband’s back grew taut, then he gave a deep shudder and sank down against her, his damp forehead pressing into her neck.


They remained like that for several minutes, caressing each other’s cooling skin as their breathing slowed.


‘I think the King was right all along, Frances,’ Thomas said, his eyes glinting. ‘You must be a witch. How else can you have such power over me?’


She kissed his forehead, which tasted salty. ‘Then you shall be forever cursed, husband,’ she said.










Chapter 2


4 August
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‘Come, my love,’ Thomas urged. ‘We are late enough already.’


Frances looped her arm through his and together they weaved their way through the clusters of guests in the hall. Even though the windows had been flung open, the air was already stifling. Not for the first time, Frances regretted the fashion for tightly laced dresses in brocade silk and other heavy fabrics. Already, she longed for the hour when she and her husband could retire to their chamber and divest themselves of their finery. But Sir Anthony was renowned for his hospitality: the feasting and entertainment would continue long into the night.


The minstrels struck up a lively flourish and the courtiers fanned out on either side of the room in preparation for the dance. Frances was thankful they had started with a sedate pavane, for the heat was sapping her energy.


They had performed only a few steps when the music came to an abrupt halt and everyone turned at the rapping of a staff on the flagstones. As it echoed into silence, Frances heard the slow shuffle of footsteps.


‘His Majesty the King!’


There was a rustle of skirts as the assembled company made a deep obeisance. Frances was aware of holding her breath and had to remind herself that she had no reason to feel uneasy. Her husband had become one of the King’s most regular companions since she had last been in his presence. But her apprehension came of years spent under his suspicious gaze, the threat of arrest for witchcraft or treason always present. She thought back to her ordeal in the Tower and shuddered. Time had not lessened the terror. It was as if she were being tortured anew whenever she allowed her thoughts to stray to that terrible night, the witch-pricker’s blade piercing her flesh as the King looked on, impervious to her screams.


Now there was a scraping of chairs and a heavy sigh as James sat down. Frances was shocked to see the change in him. His hair was almost entirely white, which made his jowly face appear all the ruddier. Only his thin beard and moustache showed the red hair that had been his most distinguishing feature. As he reached for his glass she saw that his knuckles were swollen and his fingers misshapen, like the gnarled old branches of an oak tree. He took a long swig, then set the vessel roughly on the table.


‘Play on!’ he shouted.


The musicians took up their instruments at once and the murmur of chatter in the hall soon grew louder. A line of guests eager to be presented to the King had already formed in front of the dais. Frances glanced at her husband, who smiled his reassurance. It seemed an age until they, too, were standing before James – though Frances wished it had been longer. She swept a deep curtsy.


‘Ah, Sir Thomas!’ James cried, with genuine warmth. ‘Y’are back at last and I am glad of it. My hounds have grown restless wi’out ye.’


‘Forgive my having stayed at Tyringham for longer than I planned, Your Majesty.’ Frances kept her gaze downcast as her husband spoke. ‘I had much business to attend to there.’


James gave a derisive snort.


‘I have nae doubt. Are two bairns not enough for ye, Lady Frances?’


She raised her eyes to his and gave a tight smile.


‘I’ll wager there’ll soon be another in that small belly of yours – if there isn’t already,’ he persisted, oblivious to the discomfort of those around him. ‘I await news that my daughter has been brought abed again too. She was barely out of her wedding gown before her belly was swelling with the first.’


Frances hid her disgust that he should speak so of the princess.


‘I hear Prince Henry is thriving, Your Grace,’ Thomas cut in.


Frances had thrilled at the news that her former mistress had been safely delivered of a son at the beginning of the year. She hoped the count would be kind to her, given that she had fulfilled her duty as a royal wife so soon. Perhaps their marriage was happier than Frances had dared hope it would be when she had bade the princess farewell. She still remembered the young woman’s tear-stained face as she had clung to her.


James grunted. ‘So my ambassador tells me. Let’s hope he dunnae choke out his breath like his namesake.’


A shocked hush descended. It was known to all that the King had despised his late son and heir, but he had refrained from speaking ill of him since his demise – in public, at least.


There was a small cough. Glancing along the dais, Frances saw Robert Carr. She wondered that she had not noticed him before. He was never more than a few feet away from his master. Even his marriage to Lady Frances Howard at the end of the previous year had not interrupted the frequency – or, it was rumoured, the intimacy – of his attendance upon the King. His recent promotion to Earl of Somerset was testament to that.


‘Sir Anthony is desirous to know whether you are ready for the banquet to be served, Your Grace,’ he said, in the simpering tone she remembered.


‘Aye, tell him to get on wi’ it,’ James barked, with a dismissive wave.


Frances was grateful to take her place at one of the long tables that lined the walls. Soon, the attendants began to file in from the far end of the hall, laden with platters of sweetmeats, candied fruits and marchpane.


‘Lady Mildmay is famed for her confectionery,’ a gentleman opposite remarked, his eyes roving over the exquisitely crafted dishes that were being laid in front of them.


Frances glanced at the dais. Grace Mildmay was sitting next to her husband, Sir Anthony. She was about the same age as Helena, Frances judged, but her figure was much fuller. Her pale blue eyes were kind and intelligent, and she had a gentleness about her that made Frances warm to her at once. She hoped they might have the opportunity to become friends.


Just then, her attention was drawn to the arrival of another server, who had thrown open the door with such force that it thudded against the fireplace. Frances had never seen the young man before, and judging from the curious stares of her fellow diners, he was a newcomer at court. He was exceptionally tall and slender, with skin as delicate as porcelain. His dark blue eyes flitted about the room, and Frances saw the flicker of a smile on his lips as he looked towards the dais. She followed his gaze but James was too distracted by the array of sweet delicacies before him to notice. Next to him, Somerset was staring in the attendant’s direction with a mixture of surprise and consternation. Clearly, he had been unaware of his appointment. Frances knew that the King lived in daily fear of assassins and that every new arrival in his service had to be carefully scrutinised by his closest advisers before they were permitted to attend him. Perhaps this one had slipped through the net.


She sipped some spiced wine and raised her eyes again to the young man, who was slowly moving down the hall, a gilded flagon in one hand and an embroidered napkin in the other. The position of royal cupbearer was as highly sought as the other roles that involved attendance upon the King. Frances was wondering who his patron was when she recalled her conversation with Sir Anthony earlier that day. Sir John Graham must have some game in play.


‘Have you tried the apricots? I have never tasted sweeter.’ Thomas was offering the platter to her. She smiled her thanks and tried to focus on slicing the delicate flesh of the fruit. ‘Do you suppose that is Sir John’s new protégé?’ she whispered, as the cupbearer passed directly in front of where they were sitting.


Thomas’s eyes narrowed but he gave a slight shake of his head. ‘For a moment I thought I knew him, but I must have been mistaken.’ He glanced around the room. ‘I have not noticed any other newcomers, so I suppose this must be Sir John’s man.’


A loud clatter reverberated around the hall. Everyone turned to see the young man staring aghast at the dark red stain splattered on his white shirt. The flagon lay at his feet, the rest of its contents spreading over the marble tiles. Behind him, Frances noticed one of the other attendants smirking. She recognised him as the man who usually served the King his wine.


‘God’s wounds! You churl!’ the newcomer shouted, his face now even paler and his chest heaving with suppressed rage. The other man’s smile grew broader as he stared back at him.


The King was gazing at them both, open-mouthed. Somerset stood abruptly and was about to intervene when the young man strutted from the hall, slamming the door behind him.


A deathly hush descended. Somerset seemed unsure whether to go after him or stay and attend his sovereign.


‘Well, clean up the mess, man!’ he shouted at last, then gestured to the minstrels to resume their playing.


After a long pause, the guests resumed feasting, the hum of conversation more muted than before. Frances darted a glance towards the smirking man, who was soaking up the spilled wine with a napkin. He had just finished when the door at the far end of the hall was flung open again and the tall young man was back. He had changed his shirt and appeared as composed as when he had first entered. All eyes turned to him as he walked slowly down the centre of the hall. The man who had caused him to spill the wine was now standing bolt upright, his eyes fixed upon his adversary.


‘Thank you for taking care of the flagon for me, Carlton,’ the young man purred, his voice as smooth as silk, then wrested it from the attendant’s grasp.


Before the other man could reply, he swung back the vessel and brought it crashing against the side of his face. There was a sickening crack and Carlton slumped to the floor, his jaw broken. For a moment, nobody stirred. Then the King’s guards rushed forward to seize the young man, while Somerset ran about the hall barking instructions to whoever would listen. Thomas grasped Frances’s hand as they watched in dismay. Among the press of bodies, she could see a pool of blood where the spilled wine had been and heard the low keening of the man as he clutched the side of his face. At least he was still breathing, she thought.


‘Peace!’


The King’s voice rang out across the hall. His chair scraped loudly across the tiles as he rose to his feet, then limped down from the dais. Everyone seemed to be holding their breath as he walked slowly towards the young man.


‘I have not seen you in my service before,’ he remarked. ‘What is your name?’


The man made as if to bow, but the guards on either side of him had his arms pinioned so tightly behind his back that he could not move.


‘George Villiers, Your Majesty,’ he said. He did not lower his eyes as convention dictated, but stared directly at his sovereign.


James held his gaze. Frances recognised the intensity of that look. She had seen it many times before, when the King had been entranced by a new masque or the grisly spectacle of the hunt in which he so delighted. Now, he seemed as likely to kiss the man as strike him.


‘Who brought ye here?’


Someone cleared their throat. A moment later, Sir John Graham stepped forward. Frances had not noticed him among the company – he had probably been keeping a discreet distance. His face was flushed and there was fear in his eyes as he addressed his sovereign. ‘Forgive me, Your Majesty. I was given full assurance of the young man’s credentials, or I would never have agreed to his appointment in your service.’


Frances saw his eyes flick to Somerset. So that was why he had accepted Villiers’s suit. Sir John’s rivalry with him had dominated the privy chamber for years. Although Sir John was too advanced in years to enjoy the same favour with James as his beloved ‘Rabbie,’ he evidently hoped to divert their master’s attention with a younger, more beguiling, alternative.


‘You should have consulted me, Sir John,’ Somerset snapped. ‘All those who aspire to serve His Grace must gain my approval first. I would never have allowed such a man as this,’ he cast a disdainful look at Villiers, ‘to come into His Grace’s presence.’


‘Hush, Rabbie’, the King interrupted. Frances caught the scowl that crossed his favourite’s brow before he recovered his usual composure. ‘Well now,’ James continued, taking a step closer to his captive. ‘What shall I do wi’ thee?’


Villiers’s eyes glinted as he stared back at the King.


James nodded to the guards to release their hold, then reached forward and took the young man’s right hand in his. There was an audible intake of breath around the room.


‘Do you know the penalty for striking a man in the King’s presence?’ he murmured, stroking his thumb across the attendant’s delicate fingers. ‘It is to have your hand smitten off.’


Behind the King, Frances saw Somerset give a satisfied smile. Villiers’s expression did not change.


James gazed down at the man’s wrist, as if imagining the blade slicing through it. ‘But I would not be a merciful king if I punished a novice in this way.’ Frances stared at him. He had shown no such mercy to witches or Catholics – or any other of his subjects who displeased him, she reflected bitterly. ‘Besides,’ he added, lifting the young man’s hand so that his lips almost touched it, ‘I could not destroy something so beautiful.’


Frances saw Villiers’s eyes darken with something like desire – or triumph, perhaps.


‘And so I am minded to pardon you—’


‘Your Grace,’ Somerset interrupted, stepping forward. ‘This man has shown himself to be violent and unruly. Surely you cannot risk—’


The King held up a hand to silence him. ‘You would have me jump at my own shadow, Rabbie,’ he said, without taking his eyes off Villiers. ‘Such passion as this young man has shown must not be suppressed but, rather . . . channelled in another direction.’


Somerset’s face flushed with anger but he pressed his lips together, defeated.


‘Now, George’ – the King said the name slowly, as if savouring its taste – ‘you may kiss my hand and I will release yours.’


The young man lowered his head to James’s outstretched hand and held it there, his lips so close that the King must have felt his breath. Frances noticed James’s fingers tremble as he gazed down at the attendant’s mass of dark hair. Very slowly, Villiers brushed his lips against his master’s skin, letting them linger. At last, he straightened, his heavy-lidded eyes meeting James’s again. Then he swept an elegant bow and walked slowly from the hall, the King staring after him.










Chapter 3


16 August
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Frances bent to rub the velvety sage leaf between her fingers, releasing its aromatic scent. It was the first time she had allowed herself to visit Sir Anthony’s famed herb garden, even though they had been there for almost two weeks. Her years at court had taught her caution, as well as restraint. She must not appear over-hasty to explore such a place, lest she arouse suspicion that she was gathering ingredients for her potions. It was a long time since she had been accused of witchcraft but she knew that the stain would never be erased.


‘You are admiring my plants, I see.’


She turned sharply at the soft voice and curtsied as Lady Mildmay drew level with her.


‘Forgive me. I did not mean to startle you,’ the older woman continued. ‘Please,’ she gestured for Frances to follow, ‘I do not often have the chance to show off my garden so I would be delighted if you would indulge me.’


‘With pleasure, Lady Grace,’ Frances replied. ‘It is one of the finest I have seen.’


Her companion smiled at the compliment. ‘I have been fortunate to have more time than most wives to tend it. Sir Anthony and I wished to fill this house with children, but God has seen fit to bless us with only our dear Mary. She is of an age with you, I think.’


‘I am sorry not to have made her acquaintance,’ Frances remarked. ‘Does she live far from here?’


‘Too far!’ Lady Grace replied, with feeling. ‘Her husband’s estates lie in the north-west, many days’ journey from here. I have seldom seen her since her marriage, though she is a faithful correspondent. She loves to tell me of the herbs and plants she has cultivated in Westmorland, despite the chill winds that blow from the hills thereabouts.’


‘She must be as skilled as her mother,’ Frances observed, as she admired the neatly kept beds, each one bordered by fragrant myrtle hedges.


‘I hear you are skilled in such matters yourself, Lady Frances.’


The remark was lightly made, but Frances experienced the familiar surge of fear.


‘I knew your mother,’ Lady Grace continued, sensing her hesitation. ‘We served in the old Queen’s chamber together for a time. I still remember her arriving at court. As pretty as a peach, and with such modesty that she was bound to win favour with our mistress. You are very much like her, I think.’


‘I wish that were true,’ Frances said, with feeling. ‘I miss her dreadfully – my son George, too. He is under my mother’s guardianship at Longford until he comes of age and inherits the estate. I hope to visit them again soon.’


‘It is a beautiful castle,’ Lady Grace observed. ‘I was raised in Wiltshire, too, and visited Longford when it was newly built. Your mother and father were almost as proud of it as they were of their young brood. Such a large family! How do your brothers and sisters fare?’


Though she had six siblings still living, it was Edward whom Frances thought of first. She had heard little of him since her departure from court the previous year. After Prince Henry’s death, it had soon become clear that Edward could not hope for the same favour from the new heir, Charles, so he had given up the court without troubling to take his leave of her. Theo had written some weeks later that he had loaned their brother some money for a voyage to Italy. Frances had often thought of him since, jostling for favour among the rapacious courts of Florence or Rome. She hoped he would find enough to keep him there.


‘Very well, I think,’ Frances replied, ‘though I rarely see them now.’ She decided to change the subject. ‘I fear that I will soon need to loosen my stays. It is little wonder that your confectionery is celebrated throughout the kingdom.’


The older woman chuckled. ‘I have long since despaired of my figure,’ she said, patting her generous hips. ‘But I use sugar in my remedies, too. It can be most effective.’


‘Oh?’ Frances knew that they should not speak of such things but she was intrigued.


‘Indeed,’ Lady Grace replied, warming to her theme, ‘and many other things besides – seeds, roots, nuts, spices . . . as well as the herbs here, of course. One of my balms contains over a hundred ingredients,’ she added proudly. ‘I write down all of my recipes, with notes for their application. I should be glad to show them to you. It is rare that anyone takes such an interest. My husband calls me his wise woman.’


Frances stopped walking and stared at her companion. ‘Are you not afraid? Such practices have been deemed witchcraft since King James took the throne.’


Lady Grace smiled. ‘His Majesty enjoys our hospitality too much to cut it off at its source,’ she remarked wryly. ‘He is so fond of my confectionery that I am obliged to send him regular supplies whenever he is away from Apethorpe.’


Frances bit back a scornful remark at the King’s hypocrisy. After a pause, they resumed their stroll through the garden.


‘I hope the King has had good hunting today,’ Lady Grace said. ‘It will put him in a favourable humour for this evening’s feast.’


‘They will soon return,’ Frances replied. She had noticed the lengthening shadows. ‘I have a mind to walk in the parkland before this evening – to sharpen my appetite,’ she added, with a grin.


‘Of course, my dear,’ her hostess replied. ‘You will forgive me if I do not accompany you, but I must attend to the kitchens.’


Frances walked towards the gate on the north side of the herb garden, shielding her eyes against the sun as she decided which path to take. On the rise of the hill that lay to the east of the hall, she could see the outline of a hunting lodge. It was too small to be the one she had heard Sir Anthony speak of having commissioned the previous year, so she hoped it was no longer in use. Solitude was a rare luxury at court gatherings. There would be fine views of the estate from there, too, and she could rest in its shade before returning to her chamber to make shift for the feast.


Frances quickened her pace as she went up the hillside. By the time she reached the small circular clearing that lay in front of the lodge, she was obliged to rest for a few moments. The views were as spectacular as she had envisaged. The hall seemed to shimmer in the late-afternoon light, and she was struck by the symmetry of the gardens that surrounded it. The air was cooler there, and Frances closed her eyes as a breeze blew across the exposed skin of her face and neck.


Turning towards the lodge, she noticed that the door was ajar. She pushed it open and walked inside. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the gloom of the small entrance hall, which had no windows. It was deliciously cool inside and she breathed in the comforting smell of damp stone. A noise from the floor above made her start. She waited, straining her ears to listen, but all was quiet.


She made her way up the spiral stairs, gripping the iron rail that ran along the cold stone wall. With every step she took, she feared a rat would scurry out from the shadows, but her soft leather soles disturbed only the years of dust that had formed on the steps.


As she reached the top, she heard another sound – like a faint moan. Her heart began to thrum in her chest. It was easy to imagine an ancient tower such as this being haunted by some restless ghost. Then she chided herself. It was probably nothing more than the breeze rushing down the chimney into the fireplace.


Once her breathing had slowed, she edged towards the light that showed around the door on the left of the landing. She opened it and stood on the threshold, blinking against the brightness that streamed in through the window. Her breath caught in her throat and she stared, at first unable to comprehend the scene that was being played out in front of her.


The King was lying on the heavy oak table that stretched the length of the room. He was wearing only a linen shirt, his doublet and breeches discarded on the floor. His legs dangled over one end of the table, and a man was kneeling between them, his head rising and falling in a steady rhythm as he stroked James’s thighs.


Frances felt as if the air had been knocked out of her lungs. She stood stock still, struggling to breathe. The King gave another moan and the man raised his head to smile at him, exposing the shock of his arousal, before lowering his mouth once more.


As if suddenly released from an enchantment, Frances backed hurriedly out of the room, willing her feet to make no sound on the dusty floorboards. Back on the landing, her heart was pounding so hard in her chest that she feared it could be heard. But, after a long moment, the King cried out. As she padded quickly down the stairs, the sound of the other man’s silken laughter echoed around the walls.


George Villiers.










Chapter 4


21 August
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‘Ha!’ James exclaimed, as the dice clattered to a halt. ‘I have it again. Surrender your fortune, Somerset.’


Frances peered over Lady Grace’s shoulder and saw Somerset give a resigned grin, pushing the remainder of his coins towards the King. His mouth dropped as Villiers stepped forward and refilled his master’s glass. The young man paused for just a moment too long after performing this task, the flagon suspended in his slender fingers. Frances saw James’s eyes rest upon them and he inhaled deeply, as if trying to catch his lover’s scent. She knew that her husband had seen it too. He had been shocked, but not surprised, when she had told him what she had witnessed in the hunting lodge a few days before. ‘We must keep our counsel,’ he had urged.


Frances knew he was right. The secret would be out soon enough anyway. The King was doing little to disguise his growing infatuation.


‘That will be all, Villiers.’


Somerset’s voice, sharp as flint, sliced through the heavy silence. Still his rival did not move. Only when the King gave a reluctant nod did he bow and step back into the shadows.


‘Come, Thomas,’ James said. ‘It is just you and I now.’


Frances took a sip of claret and forced her attention back to her companion. ‘You will be glad to have your house to yourselves again,’ she said quietly. ‘My husband tells me that the King plans to depart for Nottingham before the week is out.’


Lady Grace smiled. ‘We are greatly honoured by his visits, of course.’ She continued in a low voice: ‘Though they do place a burden on our estate – and those of our neighbours. Sir Anthony has been obliged to offer recompense for the damage wreaked upon their crops by His Grace’s incessant hunting.’


Frances shot a quick look in the King’s direction, but he was too intent upon his game to heed their conversation. She knew it was the same wherever James stayed – Thomas had often spoken of it. He had tried to persuade his master to lay out his own funds as a means of securing goodwill, but to no avail. This king had ever been careless of his subjects’ welfare, she reflected.


‘I would be glad if the Queen would accompany her husband sometimes,’ the older woman went on, ‘but it seems she prefers to remain in London.’


It was true. For most of the years that Frances had served at court, Anne had lived in a separate household at Greenwich. She had claimed the air was more beneficial to her health than that of Whitehall or St James’s, but her recent move to Denmark House on the Strand exposed this as a lie. It was hardly a secret that she could not bear her husband’s company – or he hers.


‘The King was ever best when furthest from the Queen,’ she whispered.


‘You have the luck of the devil, Thomas!’


Both women turned to the King, who was staring in mock-horror at Frances’s husband.


‘If you did not keep my hounds in such good order, I would have you whipped,’ he added, with a grin, as he handed Thomas a large pile of coins.


‘Another game, Your Grace?’


‘And let you further deplete my treasury? No, Tom, we will have no more sport this evening. Besides,’ he added, casting a glance over his shoulder, ‘I am tired after the day’s hunting so will seek my bed.’


The other men around the table rose as the King prepared to depart. Somerset was at his side, as if fearful that Villiers would forget his position and offer to accompany their master. As he reached the door, James turned and addressed Thomas again. ‘I have a mind to visit my hounds tomorrow morning, before we set out for the hunt. Bring some of the venison from tonight’s supper. Oswyn will enjoy feasting on that.’


Thomas bowed his assent. The affection that James lavished on his buckhounds – Oswyn in particular – had always surprised Frances. Thomas would often tell her of the latest gift he had bestowed upon them, from bejewelled gold collars to the choicest morsels from the royal kitchens. They were better served than even his closest attendants.


Frances watched as the King shuffled out of the room, Somerset half a pace behind. Thomas held out his hand for her to accompany him. She was glad to retire. Though it was still early, she felt unusually tired.


‘Goodnight, Sir Anthony, Lady Grace,’ Thomas said, as he and Frances made their obeisance.


Villiers was still standing by the door. He made the slightest of bows as they passed, his eyes glittering in the gloom.


 


The sun was already high by the time Frances awoke the next morning. She twisted towards her husband’s side of the bed but knew he would have risen early for the hunt and to accompany his master on the visit to the hounds that preceded it. It would be many hours yet before they returned. Perhaps she would go for a ride herself today, she mused, as she summoned the will to lift her head from the soft down pillow. She had not yet explored all of the parkland – her excursion to the hunting lodge had deterred her from venturing further than the formal gardens surrounding the house. But she would be returning to Tyringham Hall in two days’ time, as soon as the King and his entourage left for Nottingham, so she should make the most of the opportunity. The thought of being parted from Thomas again made her heart contract. Now, more than ever, she longed to be with him – their son, too.


Raising herself onto her elbows, she experienced a wave of nausea and hurried to the ewer. When at last the retching had subsided, she sank onto the bed, exhausted. She had been right, then. She had only missed one of her courses, so it was early for the sickness to begin. Perhaps this child would prove even lustier than John, who had wriggled and kicked inside her belly for many weeks before the birth. Gingerly, she edged herself back into bed, fearful in case this small movement sparked a fresh onslaught.


 


Frances did not know how long she had been sleeping when she was awoken by the sound of the door latch lifting. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, she peered at her husband. Her smile of welcome faded as she saw his agitation.


‘Is the hunt over already?’ she ventured.


He did not answer but came to sit next to her on the bed.


‘Oswyn is dead,’ he said, without preamble.


Frances sat upright. ‘The King’s favourite hound?’


Thomas nodded miserably, then put his head into his hands.


‘We had only ridden out as far as Fotheringhay when I noticed he was lagging behind the rest of the pack, though he always outstrips them with ease. By the time I had dismounted, he had collapsed. It was then that he began to vomit. Soon, he was coughing up blood. I tried to calm him, but he was panting so fast and his eyes were wild with terror.’ Frances reached out to touch his arm, and he raised grief-stricken eyes to hers. ‘The poor beast died in torment, and there was nothing I could do to help.’


Frances knew he loved the hounds as much as his master did. ‘It was not your fault, Thomas,’ she said gently, taking both of his hands in hers.


‘The King turned back as soon as he realised Oswyn was missing,’ he continued. ‘I will never forget the look on his face when he saw him lying dead in my arms. It was as if his own son had been taken from him.’


Frances mused that Prince Henry’s death had caused the King a good deal less grief than the loss of one of his cherished hounds. ‘What do you think was the cause?’ she asked.


Thomas shook his head. ‘I cannot think. He was in good spirits when the King and I visited the stables this morning. I took him the venison, as requested.’


‘Perhaps it was too rich for him to stomach?’ Frances suggested.


‘He has had it many times before.’


She fell silent. They had eaten the same meat last night. Even if it had turned bad so quickly, it would not have caused such violent symptoms: the hound would have had a brief bout of sickness and recovered. As she held her husband’s gaze, she saw that he knew it too.


Oswyn had been poisoned.










Chapter 5


23 August
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‘You are sure that you are well enough for the journey?’


Frances smiled at her husband’s concern. He had asked her the same question a dozen times since they had awoken that morning. ‘Quite sure,’ she replied firmly. ‘Travelling by carriage has always made me nauseous, so I will hardly notice the difference.’ She kissed him. ‘I have more cause to worry about you,’ she said, reaching up to touch his cheek. He held her hand there for a moment before pressing his lips to the palm. ‘I wish you could come home with me. Are you sure you cannot petition the King for a few weeks’ leave? You could attend him again when he returns to court next month.’


Thomas gave a heavy sigh and drew her into his arms, holding her tightly. ‘You know that is my dearest wish,’ he murmured into her hair. ‘But I cannot ask it of His Grace so soon after—’ He stopped abruptly.


Frances felt a jolt of anxiety for him. The King had been in a dark mood since Oswyn’s death and the atmosphere at Apethorpe was strained. Even the Mildmays’ lavish hospitality had failed to raise his spirits, and he had eschewed the feasting and entertainments, retreating to his private apartments with just a few favoured attendants. Thomas had not been among them.


George Villiers had, though. Frances did not know why she was so disturbed by it. He was merely the latest in a long line of young men to bask in the King’s fleeting favour. Somerset had far more cause to feel uneasy than she did. But she had seen how Villiers eyed those he regarded as rivals – her husband among them. She had her suspicions, too, that it was he who had poisoned the King’s favourite buckhound. What better way to sever James’s trust in the man who cared for them? She had not yet voiced her fears to Thomas – her years at court had taught her that matters were not always as they first appeared. She wished that she might go with her husband now so that she could continue to observe the new favourite at close range. At the same time, she could not but feel relieved to be escaping James and his entourage.


‘Promise you will write as soon as you reach Tyringham,’ Thomas urged. ‘And give our boy his father’s blessing – and this kiss.’


Frances nodded, unable to speak. The pain of their parting did not lessen; if anything, it grew worse each time.


‘Sir Thomas!’


Somerset’s voice rang out across the courtyard. He had already mounted his horse and was waiting, his face set in a now familiar scowl, for the master of the buckhounds to take his place in the procession.


Thomas pressed his lips to hers once more, then walked briskly away. He climbed onto his horse, his mouth set in a grim line. A few moments later, Somerset gave the signal and the King’s carriage rumbled over the cobbles and out onto the gravelled path, the long cavalcade following close behind. She remained standing until her husband had disappeared from view, then went slowly towards her own carriage.


‘God keep him safe,’ she whispered, as the coachman cracked his whip and she lurched forward.










1615


[image: clip0001]










Chapter 6


2 September
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Frances breathed the scent of Michaelmas daisies that was carried on the warm breeze. Looking into the small copse, she could see their delicate purple petals nestled among the tangled stems and ferns. She remembered her father telling her that the tiny flower symbolised a farewell. As if sensing her sadness, her infant son began to snuffle and writhe in her arms. She bent to kiss the downy hair on his head, inhaling deeply. She wished to commit the sweet, milky smell of him to her memory, as much as his light blue eyes and wispy red hair.


Robert was five months old now. He had been born on Easter Day. ‘That child shall never know want, or care, or harm,’ the elderly midwife had pronounced, as she had placed the mewling baby at her breast. Frances knew the old saying about Easter babies was mere superstition – such as those who claimed that a baby born when the moon was rising would be a girl, or that a firstborn child would be protected from witchcraft. But gazing down at him now, she hoped it would prove true.


Thomas had arrived two days after the birth, exhausting several horses in his eagerness to meet his new son. It would have cost him dear to leave the court during the Easter festivities. He had struggled to regain the King’s favour since their return from last year’s summer progress. Though it was hardly Thomas’s fault, the death of James’s favourite hound lay like a canker between them.


Villiers had been quick to take advantage, as he had any other opportunity to discredit those close to the King. The precious few days that Thomas had spent at Tyringham with his wife and newborn son had been marred by the news that James had appointed Villiers a gentleman of the bedchamber, as well as bestowing on him a knighthood and an annual pension of a thousand pounds. Frances had no doubt that more promotions would follow. James was always generous to his favourites.


Somerset had had even more reason than her husband to feel aggrieved. His own title must have lost much of its lustre when he heard of Villiers’s rise. Thomas had written many times of how the rising antipathy between the two men now dominated the court. Somerset had succeeded in blocking his rival’s appointment to the bedchamber for several months, but there was nothing he could do to stem the tide of the King’s infatuation. Frances thought back to that day in the hunting lodge. James would want his new favourite close at hand, day and night.


Thomas had returned once more since Robert’s birth. Frances had been dismayed to see how haggard and careworn he had looked. At first, he had not wanted to speak of court matters, assuring her that his only desire was to spend time with her and their sons. But she had seen how the worries with which he was oppressed had followed him from Whitehall. He had been as loving towards her as he always was, and his delight in Robert and John had been undiminished. But he had often fallen silent, and she knew that he had slept only fitfully.


On the night before his departure he had unburdened himself. ‘Villiers will stop at nothing to destroy those he has marked as rivals, Frances,’ he had told her. ‘He means to have the King entirely to himself, and then he will rule the court.’


And the kingdom, Frances had thought. She knew that her husband was among those upon whom Villiers had set his sights; she knew, too, that he had gathered a powerful faction about him. The Earls of Pembroke, Montgomery and Bedford would have ransomed their own mothers to get Somerset out of the way, little seeing that the viper with whom he was replaced would likely turn and bite them.


With all her heart, she wished that her husband might resign his post and return to Tyringham Hall so that they could raise their growing family and live out their days in peace. But she knew that James would never allow it. He spent nearly all of his time hunting now, so his master of the buckhounds was more essential to him than ever. Despite Oswyn’s death, he knew Thomas was by far the most suited to the position. The hounds adored him even more than they did the King and would always do his bidding. James would no more wrest him from them than he would a suckling baby from its mother’s breast.


She thought of the fierceness of Thomas’s embrace as he had bade her farewell, his eyes dark with foreboding. Robert had grown fretful in his arms and even John had fallen silent, gazing up at his father with his little brow furrowed. That was two weeks ago now. She had been unable to settle to anything since, her thoughts too full of how her husband might be faring. He had written only once, and the letter had contained little news, apart from that of his safe arrival at Whitehall. How much else might he have said, if his desire to protect her from worry had not been so strong? It was that which had decided her. She must go to him.


‘Hush, sweeting,’ she soothed, as her little son began to cry.


The wet-nurse she had appointed was well respected in the area and had been recommended by a neighbour. Frances had already begun to bind her own breasts so that the milk would soon cease to flow. She knew that she had courted scandal by suckling the baby, as she had with John and George. Well-born ladies were not expected to do so, not least because it prevented their falling pregnant with another heir. But Frances had cared little for the idle gossip. People would soon find other matters to occupy their conversation at dinner.


She had not told Thomas that she would soon be joining him at court. She knew he would do everything he could to dissuade her, anxious to keep her away from the danger that surrounded him. But he needed her – of that she was certain. The thought strengthened her resolve as she gazed down at Robert. She prayed it would stay with her as she bade him and his brother farewell in the morning.


 


She had forgotten the noise. The endless clatter of hoofs on cobbles, the incessant cries of stallholders. The stench, too – so different from the fragrant woods that surrounded Tyringham Hall. It was a little over two years since she had last set foot in the city, but it felt like a lifetime.


As the carriage rumbled into the palace courtyard, she had to push away thoughts of her departure from Buckinghamshire two days earlier. But images of Robert’s chubby arms held out as his wet-nurse tried to comfort him, and of John clinging to her skirts as she made to climb the steps of the carriage, flooded back. The jolt as it reached an abrupt halt brought her back to the present. Wiping away her tears as the coachman opened the door, she stepped down onto the cobbles.


Frances stared around her. The courtyard was the usual bustle of carriages arriving, wagons laden with provisions and servants hurrying to and fro. How happy she had been to leave this place, soon after Princess Elizabeth had embarked for the Palatine with her new husband. Thomas had been at her side, his hand resting protectively on her swollen belly. The memory quickened her steps now as she made her way to his apartment. She had heard the bells of St Martin’s strike four as the Holbein Gate had come into view. Her husband would soon return to make ready for the evening.


Just before she reached the end of the passage that led from the state rooms to the first set of courtiers’ lodgings, a noise made her pause. She listened. There it was again – a gasp, quickly suppressed. It came from a dark recess to her right. She waited another moment, glancing around her to make sure she was not being watched, then took a step towards it.


As she peered through the archway, she could see a faint glimmer of light at the far end of the recess. There must be another opening or a window just out of view. She knew she should continue on her way, ignore whatever clandestine tryst was taking place, but curiosity triumphed over discretion and she took another step forward. She heard the rustle of clothing and a man’s breath, quick and sharp. Slowly, she peered around the corner.


A thin shaft of light illuminated the young woman’s face, which was contorted with pain or pleasure – Frances could not tell which. Her skirts were raised around her waist and her legs were held apart by the man who stood between them, bucking against her like a rutting beast. Next to the girl was a groom Frances recognised from the King’s household. He was naked and his eyes were alight with desire. She watched, transfixed, as the older man leaned over and kissed him deeply, his fingers stroking his arousal. As the light caught his face she drew in a sharp breath. George Villiers.


His thrusting was rougher now, more urgent. The woman closed her eyes as he gave a shudder and cried out. Frances drew back and pressed herself against the wall, trying desperately to slow her breathing. As she padded silently from the recess, she heard Villiers give a low chuckle.


‘Now it is your turn, my young master.’


Frances ran the rest of the way to Thomas’s lodgings. As she lifted the latch and stepped over the threshold, she breathed in its familiar scent, hoping it would calm her. Though it was a warm autumn day, the room felt cold and she noticed a thick layer of dust on the fireplace, which added to the air of neglect. Mrs Knyvett had grown less attentive in her duties without her master’s wife to keep an eye on her, Frances thought. Well, she would soon set it to rights, she resolved, as she unfastened her cloak and crossed to the grate. As soon as she had coaxed the damp wood into flame, she would begin cleaning.


It was almost two hours before the rooms were arranged to Frances’s satisfaction. Polishing away the dust, sweeping the floors and putting fresh linens on the bed had helped to distract her from the rising anxiety that Thomas still had not returned. She had just decided to go and enquire after him when she heard the scraping of the door latch.


‘Frances!’


The surprise on his face was soon replaced by anxiety.


‘What has happened? Is it Robert? John?’


She rushed to embrace him. ‘All is well, my love,’ she murmured into his chest. ‘I came here for you – please, do not be angry. You would never have allowed it, but I could no longer abide to remain apart, knowing the dangers that surround you.’


‘Oh, Frances . . .’ He folded his arms around her, stooping to kiss her. ‘I cannot deny that my heart rejoices you are here, even though I should wish you safely back at home.’


Gently, she led him to the fireplace. As he sank down into one of the chairs she had set there, she fetched him a goblet of wine. His hand clasped hers as he took it.


‘How are my boys?’ he asked, after taking a long sip. His face brightened at the thought of them, but Frances was concerned to see the pallor of his skin, the dark shadows under his eyes. She resolved to say nothing of what she had just witnessed in the cloister: no good could come of it. The King was more likely to punish whoever told him of it than believe his favourite to be capable of such debauchery.


‘Thriving,’ she replied, with a smile. ‘Robert still cries lustily whenever he is hungry – which is often. John is learning to show more patience towards his little brother, though he rails at him for chewing his toys.’


Thomas chuckled. ‘And what of George?’


Frances felt the familiar surge of pride at the thought of her eldest son. She had visited him at Longford two months earlier, arriving in time for his birthday. It was hard to believe he was nine already – although he had grown tall and slender since she had last seen him. ‘His appetite has quite exhausted our supplies,’ her mother had said, with a fond smile. George had the same restless energy as his late father and much resembled him. Tom would have been as proud as she was of the young man he had become.


‘My mother’s letter arrived last week. He is well, though as greatly spoiled by his grandmother as ever. He misses his papa.’


Thomas was the only father George had ever known – or would know, pray God. He had doted on the boy since the earliest days of their marriage. Frances still marvelled at the sacrifice Thomas had made in taking his dead friend’s lover as his wife, their bastard child as his too. She would never tell George the truth. It carried too much heartache – danger as well. The son of a notorious traitor would hardly thrive in these times.


‘I miss him too,’ her husband replied. ‘And I have missed you, Frances. Though it is only a little over two weeks since I left Buckinghamshire, I have yearned for you.’ He took her hand, pressing his lips to it. She saw his expression turn grave. ‘But I cannot let you stay. The court is even more dangerous now than it was at the time of the Powder Treason. There is endless sniping between the factions that gather about the throne, and their war of words will soon turn to bloodshed. Only yesterday, a servant of William Herbert challenged one of Somerset’s men to a duel. The hostility between them spreads like a contagion throughout the court.’


‘And the King does nothing to stop it?’ Frances asked.


Thomas’s mouth curled with derision. ‘He encourages it. He seems to find it as diverting as the cockfighting that has become such a regular pastime here.’


A weak king will always encourage division among those around him, Sir Walter Raleigh had once observed. She knew he was right. ‘What of Villiers?’


A muscle twitched in her husband’s jaw. ‘The King’s appetite for him grows ever greater. He no longer troubles to hide what passes between them. They have shared a bed since our visit to Farnham last month.’


Frances tried to hide her dismay.


‘Sir George had arranged for the progress to call at his mother’s house at Gotley the week before. It soon became apparent from whom he inherited his character. Mary Villiers is every bit as ambitious and ruthless as her son, but clever, too. She dissembled so skilfully that, by the time we took our leave, the King declared her a perfect model of motherhood.’


‘He has little enough to compare her with,’ Frances observed drily. ‘He hardly knew his own mother and did not trouble to observe his queen’s efforts in that regard.’


Thomas smiled weakly. ‘That may be true. But it seems that, in His Majesty’s eyes, everyone associated with Villiers is as faultless as the wretch himself. He has even managed to advance his brothers, though they are strangers at court.’


‘The King’s obsessions burn brightly but are soon extinguished,’ Frances reminded him. ‘Many believed that Somerset was unassailable, yet he now clings to favour with his fingertips.’


Her husband fetched a deep sigh and rubbed his forehead. He looked utterly exhausted. Frances rose to her feet and held out her hand. ‘Come to bed, my love,’ she said gently. ‘The King can spare you for one evening – he has company enough to divert him.’


Thomas seemed uncertain, but then his shoulders sagged with relief. ‘You are right. And I must be up early tomorrow for the hunt.’ He stood and drew her to him, kissing her deeply. ‘But do not think to sleep just yet.’










Chapter 7


6 September
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‘Well played, Your Grace!’


The Earl of Pembroke’s voice rang out across the bowling green. William Herbert was a small, stocky man with a high forehead and a dark, pointed beard. His small, beady eyes flitted from the King to his favourite, who was standing close by. Behind them, Somerset was a brooding presence.


Thomas stepped forward to take his turn. He looked more rested than he had when his wife had first arrived at court and had slept much better with her at his side. Although he still insisted that she must return to Tyringham at the earliest opportunity, he could not disguise how much comfort he drew from her presence. Frances watched as he drew the ball back with a steady arm, then released it so that it rolled, straight and true, down the centre of the green. There was a soft tap as it clipped the edge of the jack, followed by polite applause.


‘Your husband is greatly skilled, Lady Frances,’ observed her companion.


‘I wonder that yours does not play, madam.’


The Countess of Somerset formed her pretty mouth into a smile and rested her hands lightly upon her swollen belly. ‘He enjoys observing how the game will play out.’


Frances knew she was no longer talking of bowls. She decided it was safer to change the subject, given their proximity to Villiers and his friends. ‘I must congratulate you. When do you expect your confinement to begin?’


The countess flinched at ‘confinement’, but she soon recovered herself. It was her first child – perhaps she was anxious. ‘Next month, if my physician has it right,’ she replied. ‘My husband has ordered Sherborne to be made ready.’


Raleigh’s beloved castle, Frances remembered. James had bestowed it upon his new favourite a few years earlier. She wondered if he would allow Somerset to retain it once he had been ousted from court, as seemed more likely with every day that passed. They lapsed into silence and Frances pretended to focus on the game. Villiers was taking his turn now. She saw James’s eyes roving over his lithe body as he bent to pick up the ball. Without warning, he sent a blistering shot down the green. There was a loud crack as the balls were scattered in all directions.


‘Bravo, Steenie!’ the King cried, then strode forward to embrace the young man.


Frances had soon heard about the affectionate name James had bestowed upon Villiers. It was derived from St Stephen, who had the face of an angel. She and her companion watched as the King kissed his favourite on both cheeks, then whispered something in his ear. Sir George assumed a shocked expression, his long fingers pressed to his mouth, before they both collapsed with laughter.


‘Our game is at an end,’ the King declared. ‘We will retire to our chambers for a time.’


The assembled company made their obeisance as he took Villiers’s arm and began to walk slowly from the green. Frances waited, head bowed, for them to pass.


‘Ah, Lady Frances, I heard ye had returned.’


Her scalp prickled at the King’s voice. ‘Yes, Your Grace – for a time at least.’


James eyed her closely. ‘I hope you will not distract your husband from his duties, as wives are wont to do.’ He shot a sideways glance at the countess. ‘I mean to hunt as much as possible before the onset of winter.’


‘My wife will soon return to Tyringham, Your Grace,’ Thomas said.


‘I wonder that you came at all, Lady Frances.’ Villiers’s voice was smooth as silk. She turned cold eyes to him. ‘Your new son can be only a few months old and they are so vulnerable to sickness in their first year, are they not? I thank God that my own dear mother was more solicitous of my welfare.’


Frances saw her husband bristle and knew that Villiers was baiting him. ‘I thank you for your concern, Sir George,’ she said, before Thomas could respond, taking care to keep her voice light, ‘particularly when there must be so many more pressing matters to occupy your thoughts.’


His smile became fixed as he stared down at her.


‘Come, Steenie, I need my rest,’ James grumbled impatiently.


It was as if a spell had been broken. At once, his favourite swept a deep bow, then proffered his arm for his master to lean upon. Frances gave a quick smile of reassurance to her husband as he passed, but she could see the anger still blazing in his eyes. Thomas had always been mild-mannered but Villiers had a knack of goading him, as he did his other rivals, finding out their weaknesses and scratching at them as he would a sore that had scabbed. As she watched his slender figure retreat from view, she resolved to find out what his weakness was.


 


A great company had assembled for the feast that evening. Frances was grateful that she was seated towards the back of the hall. Few others there felt the same, she knew. The tables closest to the dais were crowded with courtiers – her husband among them – but her own had several empty places. James was notoriously unwelcoming to the spouses of his close attendants. Thomas had taken it as an insult that his wife had not been assigned a place next to his, but Frances had soothed him with the assurance that she would be more comfortable at a distance from the King – and his favourite.


A fanfare of trumpets sounded as the King and his entourage entered the hall, Prince Charles among them. It was the first time Frances had seen James’s younger son and heir since her arrival at court. He would turn fifteen next month. His limbs had grown straighter and he had lost the awkward gait his elder brother had delighted in mocking throughout their childhood. Though he would never be tall, and his delicate features gave him an air of fragility, he bore himself with a quiet dignity that formed a sharp – and welcome – contrast to his father.


‘May I?’


Frances had been so focused upon the prince that she had not noticed the arrival of the finely dressed gentleman who stood before her now. There was something familiar about him, though she did not think they had ever met.


‘Of course,’ she said, gesturing for him to sit down.


He gave an elegant bow. ‘Sir Francis Bacon, my lady.’


Frances could hardly believe that the greatest philosopher and scientist of the age was standing before her. She had read numerous of his books and had spent so many hours poring over The Interpretation of Nature that she felt as if the author was a close friend. Remembering her manners, she rose quickly from her seat and bobbed an awkward curtsy. ‘It is an honour to meet you, Sir Francis,’ she said warmly. ‘I am a great admirer of your works.’


‘Then you are clearly a lady of great discernment.’ His dark eyes sparked with humour.


Frances stole another glance at her new companion. The engraving in the frontispiece of his Essays was a faithful likeness. His dark brown hair was thick and lustrous, and there were just a few flecks of grey in his beard. He was wearing a tall hat, which he removed with a flourish as he sat down. She judged that he must be in his fifties by now, though he appeared younger. He was much shorter than she had imagined and there was something delicate, almost feminine, in his looks.


‘Forgive me,’ she said, flustered, realising that she had forgotten to introduce herself. ‘I am Lady Frances Tyringham.’


‘Sir Thomas’s wife?’ he asked, glancing towards the front of the hall. ‘Then he is even more blessed than I thought, for not only is he a favourite with His Majesty but he has the love of a beautiful and clever woman. If envy were not so great a sin, I should be entirely consumed by it.’


Frances smiled. ‘You, too, enjoy His Majesty’s favour, I think. Thomas told me of your appointment as attorney general. Such a position is only conferred upon a man whom the King trusts implicitly.’


‘My years at Gray’s Inn served me well,’ her companion observed modestly.


She experienced a familiar pang at the name. Tom had been one of its brightest stars. She resisted the temptation to ask if Sir Francis had known him.


They turned at a peal of laughter from the dais. Villiers was leaning in towards his master, his mouth so close to the King’s ear that it was almost touching. James’s face was flushed – not entirely because of the wine, Frances thought. On his other side, Somerset was glowering at the dish in front of him.


‘That young man will rule us all before the year is out,’ Bacon mused. ‘I know better than most that a sovereign’s favour can be fickle, but I hear the King refuses him nothing. Now that he serves in the bedchamber, even greater promotions will follow.’


‘It is not so very long ago that Somerset enjoyed the same intimacy with His Majesty,’ Frances observed quietly. ‘Fortune’s wheel never stops turning at court, yet those who hanker for power seem to forget that.’


‘Ah, but that is what makes the game so diverting, my lady,’ Bacon replied. ‘For just as the King bestows his favour on a fortunate few, so those men in turn bestow it on their associates. A skilful player must watch carefully before deciding where to place his bet.’


‘Or not play at all,’ Frances countered.


The older man studied her with interest, as if she were one of the rare species of exotic plant he had encountered in his research. ‘I hope you and I will become better acquainted, Lady Frances,’ he remarked. ‘There are few in this place who share your candour – or your wisdom. I am sure to profit from both.’


Frances flushed at the compliment and inwardly chastised herself. She should know better than to be seduced by such flattery. Yet there was sincerity in Bacon’s eyes as he smiled at her.


The moment was broken by the arrival of the first course of dishes. Sir Francis was assiduous in helping her to a number of them.


‘You left court two years ago, I understand, just before I was called to office. I confess we have a mutual acquaintance,’ he added, noting her surprise. ‘I believe you knew my cousin, the Earl of Salisbury.’


It took Frances a moment to realise he was referring to William Cecil, who had inherited the title upon the death of his father, her old adversary. She was careful to assume a neutral expression.


‘William Cecil, my lady,’ Bacon offered, when she did not reply. ‘You would have known him as Viscount Cranborne, of course.’


Frances gave a tight smile as she struggled to keep her expression neutral. An image of the young man when she had last seen him flitted before her. He had sought her out as she had walked in the privy gardens at Whitehall, the evening after Prince Henry’s death had been announced, to congratulate her on carrying out their plan. In vain, she had protested that the prince had died of a natural sickness, not at her hands. The fear that he still believed her to be a murderess, a heroine of the Catholic cause, had haunted her ever since.


‘I did not know you were cousins,’ she observed at last, trying to keep her voice light.


Bacon took a sip of wine and helped himself to some trout. ‘Second cousins. My mother’s sister advanced our family’s fortunes greatly when she married William’s grandfather, Lord Burghley, though, of course, she did not know it then. Queen Elizabeth came to depend upon him utterly. She called him her “Spirit” ’


‘My mother respected him greatly, and always said that he placed the Queen’s welfare above all else – his own included.’


‘He was a most loyal servant,’ Bacon agreed, ‘more so, perhaps, than our present king has known.’


Frances did not reply. She knew her companion was referring to Burghley’s son and successor, Robert Cecil, who had plagued her for so many years. He it was who had conspired to have her arrested for witchcraft, twisting her skills as a healer to further his own ends and convince the new King that he shared his obsession. The ordeal that had followed had intensified her hatred of James and his adviser, inspiring her to commit treason by supporting the Catholic plot to blow up Parliament. Only after his death had it been discovered that Cecil had secretly shared the same faith as those he had condemned.
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