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And graven with diamonds in letters plain


There is written her fair neck round about:


‘Noli me tangere, for Cæsar’s I am,


And wild for to hold, though I seem tame.’


 


Sir Thomas Wyatt, ‘Whoso List to Hunt’










CHAPTER ONE


January 1536, Greenwich Palace, near London


The soft giggling from within the queen’s chambers could be heard all the way along the corridor to the gardens. If they were caught, Eloise thought, the penalty would be death. Lady Margaret might be standing guard on the door to the west wing, against the king’s approach, but there could be no secrets at court. Already the courtiers were whispering of the queen’s infidelities, though discreetly, not in so many words, fearing the king’s anger if the news should come to his ears.


Eloise had been sent to the queen’s privy chamber with a pure white ermine mantle to guard Her Majesty against the cold. Now she did not know whether to knock and risk the queen’s anger at being disturbed, or go back to the bedchamber with her mission undischarged.


The queen’s fur mantle draped over her arm, Eloise flattened herself against the wall and peered through a crack in the ancient oaken door. She had hoped the rumours were not true, or that the gossipmongers had exaggerated. Yet what she saw was enough to condemn the queen twice over.


Radiant in a billowing gown of yellow silk, Queen Anne was sitting on a man’s knee beneath the casement window. The man was Sir Henry Norris, one of the king’s own Gentlemen of the Chamber. His arm was tight about her waist. She was protesting, but with a smile on her face.


‘Your lap is too hard for a lady’s comfort, Sir Henry. Let me down before you do me some mischief!’


‘I have never heard you complain before that a man was too hard, Anne.’


The queen laughed, leaning back against him. Her slim white throat was adorned with pearls, a strand of wayward hair peeping out from under her black velvet hood.


‘I do not know why I allow you to speak to me in such an insolent fashion, Sir Henry.’


‘Do you not?’ he murmured in her ear, and Eloise saw the hand at the queen’s waist slip upwards, cupping her breast in an openly possessive gesture.


Queen Anne gasped, and slapped away his hand. ‘One of these days . . .’ she began warningly.


‘One of these days you will go too far, Norris, and find yourself out of all favour,’ a deep male voice finished for her, and the queen looked up, smiling gratefully.


There was another man in the chamber, Eloise realised. She watched this man kneel before the queen, and jolted with horror, recognising him from his profile.


Sir Thomas Wyatt, a gentleman of courtly disposition, and a poet of great wit and intelligence. Surely he too was not involved in the queen’s dangerous inner circle?


Sir Thomas had always seemed so well mannered and quietly spoken. Eloise refused to believe he was one of those ambitious courtiers who surrounded Anne like hungry dogs whenever the king was absent.


Wyatt was murmuring, ‘Forget Norris’s insolence, and permit me to amuse you instead, my sweet lady.’ His hand brushed Anne’s cheek, an intimate touch which suggested they were more than mere friends. Certainly if the king had been present, that touch alone would have earned them both a pass to the grim Tower of London. ‘Do you have some small token I could borrow? A jewel, perhaps?’


Anne looked deep into Wyatt’s eyes. Then she smiled, slipping a large emerald ring off her finger. It glittered greenly in the sunlight. ‘The king gave me this as a gift at New Year,’ she confided. ‘Will it do?’


‘It is perfect.’ Wyatt’s voice seemed to waver, becoming husky. ‘Like its wearer.’


‘Will it be returned to me soon? I do not begrudge it to you, Sir Thomas, but the king may notice its absence.’


‘You may have it back if you can find it, Your Majesty.’ Sir Thomas Wyatt hid the ring behind his back. ‘If you cannot find it,’ he murmured, ‘I will be forced to claim a forfeit from you.’


Watching through the crack in the door, Eloise saw him shift the ring from one hand to the other. Then he presented both closed fists to the queen.


‘A challenge?’


Queen Anne gurgled with teasing laughter, still seated with indecent intimacy on Norris’s lap. She leaned forward to choose, her bosom on show, then hesitated a moment, biting her lip as though in doubt. Her wavering hand hovered first above one fist, then the other.


With a sudden lightning stab, she chose the left hand. ‘That one!’


Sir Thomas turned his hand over. His palm was empty. Queen Anne gave a little cry of disappointment.


‘You were unlucky this time, Your Majesty,’ the poet murmured. ‘For if you had chosen the right hand . . .’


Slowly, he opened his other hand; the emerald ring was nestled there, gleaming. Before she could snatch it back, Wyatt clenched his fist again.


‘A kiss,’ he reminded her softly.


The queen’s eyes widened, and a tiny ripple of fear seemed to move through her countenance. She did not refuse him though. Sir Henry Norris made some small noise of protest but Anne ignored him, leaning forward with her gaze on Wyatt’s face. At that moment she looked like a woman dazed, unable to resist the temptation before her.


Eloise stared too, unable to believe her eyes. Surely the poet would not dare kiss the queen on the lips?


The sound of running feet in the corridor made Eloise turn, springing back guiltily from the door.


She had only meant to peep through for a moment, but had found herself caught by the scene before her. Now it seemed to her that the rumours of infidelity might be true after all. If the queen was flirting with courtiers like this behind King Henry’s back, it might have gone beyond kissing with one or two of them.


Eloise shuddered. The horror of what might happen to Queen Anne when the king discovered the truth did not bear thinking about.


It was Lady Margaret, a few years her senior and already one of the queen’s most trusted ladies-in-waiting, who had interrupted her. Margaret was agitated, holding up her gown to run, her cheeks flushed, her unbound hair flying about her face.


‘Out of my way, girl!’ she gasped, pushing Eloise aside. ‘The king is coming! The king is coming!’


But she had been heard from within. A second later, the door to the queen’s privy chamber was flung open. Flushed and with her eyes sparkling, Queen Anne stood on the threshold. She pulled in her jewelled skirts to let Norris and Wyatt pass, ushering them out of her private quarters.


‘Hurry!’ she whispered, watching as the courtiers slipped down a shadowy side corridor that led out to the queen’s privy garden.


‘Where are my ladies?’ she demanded, turning to Margaret.


‘In the rose chamber, Your Majesty.’


‘Quickly, then,’ Queen Anne insisted, hurrying along the corridor into the rose chamber. With deliberate dignity, she seated herself near the fireplace. Her colour was high, yet she did not seem too discomposed by the king’s sudden arrival. The sound of men’s voices could be heard in the corridor now. ‘Fetch me that embroidery.’


While Anne set a few lopsided stitches into her embroidery frame, Lady Margaret bent over her mistress, whispering urgently in her ear.


‘Henry will suspect nothing if we can only keep our heads,’ the queen replied sharply.


‘Yes, Your Majesty.’


The flustered lady-in-waiting tidied Anne’s black velvet hood, pulling back her hair so her slender neck – so admired by King Henry in the early days of their courtship – could be more clearly seen. Anne sat straight in the chair, gazing down upon her embroidery with apparent absorption, her sallow cheeks lit with a blush which was already fading.


Her chief women, who had been lounging at their ease on velvet cushions strewn across the floor, rose in a whisper of silk at the king’s approach and arranged themselves about the queen’s chair.


Eloise hurried into line with the other maids of honour, shaking out the crumpled folds of her court gown. Hers was made of yellow taffeta, for they had all been instructed to wear yellow that month, in celebration of the death of old Queen Katherine, who had been the king’s wife before Anne.


Eloise had only come to court a few years before, a northern girl with little taste for court life. To her father’s relief, the new queen had seemed willing to accept her as a maid of honour, where the old queen, Katherine of Spain, had not been interested. Even so, Eloise was not blinded by gratitude. She did not think it wise of the queen to risk her husband’s displeasure in this dangerous way, flirting with his courtiers behind his back.


She could almost understand Anne’s flirtation with Sir Thomas Wyatt, who was a poet and stirringly handsome with it. But not Norris, an older courtier whose appearance and manners were far less appealing. Besides, her position was already dangerous. It was rumoured that the king was growing bored of his new wife, even though he had disrupted all of England – and even split with the Holy Roman Church – to divorce Katherine and marry Anne instead. There were whispers that he was looking elsewhere for a wife, and all because Anne had failed to bear him a son and heir.


Perhaps the queen had fallen in love with Wyatt, Eloise reasoned. That would explain her flirtatious behaviour. A woman in love must follow her heart.


But could Her Majesty be in love with two men at once?


The door to the queen’s apartments was flung open, and King Henry entered the room, accompanied by Sir Thomas Cromwell, one of the most feared and hated men in the country.


All the ladies sank to the floor as the king entered, their heads bowed, and Eloise followed suit.


Rising on his command, Eloise glanced at the king with sudden apprehension. Would he speak to her again today?


Although her family was too obscure to make her an eligible match, the king’s eye had lighted on her more than once in the three years since she had come to court. But then King Henry seemed to study all the queen’s younger ladies with interest, admiring their figures and their hair, their dancing and their features, as though weighing up each one as a potential companion for his bed.


Indeed, King Henry had taken more than one lady-in-waiting as his mistress since his marriage, much to Anne’s fury.


Yet what could the queen do but accept her humiliation? Henry was the king, and the king’s word was law.


Anne had risen too, and was curtseying to her royal husband. He raised her, kissing her hand in a leisurely fashion. It made Eloise wonder how he had wronged the queen this time, for he was rarely courteous towards his wife these days.


‘How is your head today, Anne? Still aching?’ His sharp eyes slipped to her belly, a little rounded under the stiff yellow-gold gown. ‘And how is my son?’


Anne muttered some polite reply, but the king did not seem to be listening. His hungry gaze was already roving the room. Soon it found Eloise.


His Majesty came forward, smiling indulgently at Eloise. One hand stroked his neatly trimmed beard, the other rested on his hip, where the heavy folds of his richly embroidered suit hid his liking for sweetmeats.


‘You keep so many maids of honour, Anne, I cannot number them all. What is this pretty thing’s name?’ Cromwell came forward to murmur discreetly in his ear. The king nodded. ‘Ah, Eloise. I remember now. A sweet young maid from the North Riding.’


She curtseyed very low, though his lascivious attentions made her skin crawl. ‘Your Majesty honours his poor servant too much.’


‘Where such an honour is deserved, it can never be too much.’ The king seized her hand as she rose, kissing her fingertips, his touch lingering on her skin. She did not know where to look, so stared at his vast doublet, the contrast of red velvet beneath the slashed yellow sleeves, and the ornate gold chain that hung about his neck. ‘Your father has come back to court at last. Have you spoken with him yet?’


Eloise was startled. ‘My father is here?’


Sir Thomas Cromwell came to the king’s elbow again, his sallow face expressionless. ‘Your Majesty? I believe the queen wishes to speak with you about the arrangements for your forthcoming tournament.’


Gently and with due reverence, Cromwell steered the king back towards his wife, then turned to look on Eloise thoughtfully.


‘Your father, Sir John, has returned to court in the company of his neighbour, Baron Wolf,’ Sir Thomas told her coolly.


It was clear to Eloise that the king’s chief minister did not wish Henry to become too interested in her. For this intervention, Eloise was most grateful. She herself took no pleasure in the king’s flattery, but knew that it would be just as dangerous to spurn it as accept it. They said he had hunted Anne Boleyn in the same persistent way before she gave in and became his mistress, refusing to believe any woman would not please her king by lying with him, virgin or not.


‘I believe your father intends to make a match between you and Lord Wolf, and has come to beg the king’s blessing on your impending marriage,’ Cromwell continued. ‘For myself, I trust it will be a happy and fruitful union.’


She blanched. ‘My . . . my marriage?’


But Sir Thomas Cromwell had already moved on, having not heard – or tacitly ignored – her question. For King Henry was not speaking with his wife according to his intention, having spotted Jane Seymour instead amongst the queen’s ladies. He was now eyeing Jane in such a lewd fashion it brought colour to that lady’s cheeks, though she did not seem reluctant to receive his attentions. Cromwell did not interfere, but watched them carefully. It was no secret that he disliked Anne. Perhaps he hoped the king would push her away in favour of Jane Seymour if this new pregnancy ended in yet another miscarriage.


Eloise did not hear another word that was said until King Henry had left the queen’s apartments, for she could not quite believe what Sir Thomas Cromwell had told her.


She remembered Lord Wolf from her childhood; a grim, disagreeable old man, he had been forever in a bad temper because his son was either away serving the king on campaign or else plaguing his heart out with his dissolute ways.


Surely her father could not expect her to marry such a man? Lord Wolf must be nigh on sixty years of age, and thrice widowed already.


‘I must speak with Simon at once,’ she muttered, taking her friend Bess aside while the other maids gathered excitedly about the queen to discuss the king’s visit. ‘If Her Majesty asks where I am, will you tell her I am unwell and have retired to bed?’


‘Of course.’ Bess looked concerned though, following her to the door. She was a sweet-natured girl, but biddable with it, and did not approve of Eloise’s secret meetings with Simon. ‘But do nothing rash, Eloise. If your father has arranged a marriage for you, it is pointless to pursue Simon. He is a younger son and has no hope of providing for you.’


‘Wealth is not everything,’ Eloise said hotly. ‘We love each other, and that is all that matters.’


 


Simon was her most perfect man. Dark-eyed, fair-haired, he might not be a knight, or set to inherit a vast fortune, but he was handsome and clever, and always knew how to make her smile again when she was unhappy. Only a year apart in age, they had been more like brother and sister when she first came to court, but in the past year, things had grown more serious between them, until Eloise found she was quite in love with him. His quiet humility was what she admired most about Simon. Although his father was a baron, he did not strut about like the other young men at court. The youngest of five sons, he was largely ignored by his father, so came and went as he pleased, and had wooed her with a gentle patience which she found deeply pleasing.


After sending him a note, Eloise hurried to their favourite meeting place, a small privy garden on the north wing of the palace. It was a beautiful spot in any season, though she preferred it in spring, with the flowers just opening their buds. Today, the January weather was chill and sunny, no wind but a slight bloom of frost on the flagstones as she swept through the cloisters, her yellow gown raised slightly to avoid soiling the hem.


To her relief, Simon soon appeared, ducking his head as he passed through the arched doorway to the cloisters.


‘Eloise!’ Simon clasped her hands, kissing them as the king had done earlier, though now she thrilled at the warm lips against her skin. ‘You look flushed. Are you in trouble with the queen again? I have warned you not to be so free with your speech. She will not tolerate impertinence, even less now that she and the king are so estranged.’


‘My father has come to court,’ she told him urgently, ‘and intends to offer me as a bride to Lord Wolf.’


Simon nodded. ‘Yes, I have seen Sir John.’


‘You have seen my father?’ She stared. ‘Have you spoken with him?’


‘Not spoken, no. But I saw him with Lord Wolf only this morning.’ Simon shrugged. ‘They say King Henry has given his blessing on the match. The queen may not wish to release you from her service, for she dislikes it when her maids are wed. But she will bow to the king’s will in the end.’


Simon turned her palm upwards and kissed it lingeringly, teasing her skin with his lips. She thought he would at once suggest that they marry in secret, but instead he looked up at her with a sorrowful smile.


‘I know this marriage is not what you had hoped for. But perhaps you will find a comfortable life with Lord Wolf, even if there is no love between you. I hear his family have become very wealthy since the fall of the church. Not that such gifts of land are undeserved, for his lordship has served the king well these past ten years. He is a brilliant soldier, by all accounts.’


‘A brilliant soldier?’ she repeated, shocked by this careless acceptance of her fate. ‘Is that all you can think of, when I am to be enslaved forever to this stranger?’


A thought hit her and she frowned. ‘Wait, Simon, you must be mistaken. Lord Wolf is an old man, all but bedridden. How could he have served the king in battle so recently?’


Simon laughed, shaking his head. ‘That was Wolf’s father, my love. The old lord died at Yuletide. His son is the new baron.’


‘His son?’


A vague memory came to her of a sullen, grim-faced youth watching her play as a young child, sitting astride a wall in their old apple orchard. Had that boy been her prospective bridegroom? She had seen him again maybe once or twice when growing up on her father’s estate. But he had been away so often, fighting for the king, she had barely known him.


Not quite such a terrifying prospect as an elderly noble, it was true. But he was not her beloved Simon. And if he had spent the past ten years on a battlefield, she doubted they would have much in common.


She knew it was rare for a girl to choose her own husband. But Simon was at least of noble birth, and she had hoped her father would look kindly on their match.


‘I hardly remember him.’


‘I told you, he’s been off soldiering for years.’


‘He’s a stranger, I know nothing about him. Though I do remember there was some scandal . . . He was betrothed when I was still a child. But the girl ran off with someone else before they could be wed.’ She looked at Simon wonderingly. ‘Maybe that’s why he never married, for he must be almost thirty years of age.’


‘No doubt he will be eager for an heir, then,’ Simon mused, tracing a finger across her lips.


Simon did not seem to care that she was being married off to this stranger, that she would soon be sharing another man’s bed. She did not understand. Did Simon not love her? How could he remain so calm in the face of this disaster?


‘I cannot even remember his name,’ she pointed out, trying not to be angered by his calm demeanour, ‘and now I must marry him? It is unjust.’


‘True,’ Simon agreed sombrely, ‘but it is your father’s will.’


She raised her face to his, looking for some sign of grief or torment. ‘But do you not love me, Simon? I thought we were to be wed.’


‘Oh my sweet fool,’ he muttered, suddenly his old self again, his eyes dark with passion. He gripped her by the waist and pulled her close. ‘Of course I love you. How can you doubt me?’


Simon kissed her fiercely. She felt her fears dissolve under that searching mouth, her lips parting daringly to admit his tongue. His kiss deepened and she clung onto his shoulders, her head spinning pleasantly.


‘You are so very beautiful, Eloise,’ he whispered against her cheek. ‘I am only surprised no other man has tried to claim you before now.’


His lips slid down her neck to the low-cut bodice of her gown, kissing the soft skin there just above her breasts. He groaned her name under his breath, clasping her more tightly. Then his hand moved slowly round to cup her breast, squeezing it, but gently, as though afraid she might repulse him.


For once Eloise did not push him away, telling him they must wait until they were married. Instead, she allowed him to caress her, sighing with pleasure as his fingers sought her nipple through the stiff fabric and played it skilfully.


‘Simon,’ she breathed, and raised her head, kissing him back.


Perhaps he was right: this was no time for doubts and arguments. He was her beloved, and she was his. Their lives would be intertwined forever. But whatever Simon was planning that would allow them to be together, she wished he would share it with her.


Simon had pushed her against the wall in his passion, kissing her more forcefully, and she had not protested. But now the stones felt cold against her back, and she shivered, opening her eyes to the grey sky above them. His knee pushed against her gown, nudging her legs apart.


‘No, Simon, we must not,’ she groaned.


‘Why not?’


He kissed her palm then placed it firmly against his own body, showing her how aroused he had become.


‘It is cold, I grant you that, but we will be quite safe here if we are quick. There is no one about to see us. They will all be in the presence chamber at this time, attending the king.’


‘But . . . we are not yet married.’


‘Who cares for that?’ He kissed her again, his tongue pushing into her mouth. Then, as if sensing her reluctance, he sighed and raised his head. ‘What’s the matter now? Come, speak your heart to me. Are you afraid Lord Wolf will discover you are not a maid on your wedding night?’


She stared, speechless with astonishment that he could consider making love to her and still allow her to be married off to a stranger afterwards.


Speak her heart to him? It was hard enough not to let the hurt and anger show on her face. Had Simon no intention of marrying her himself? She had foolishly assumed by his kisses that he intended to suggest an elopement and a secret wedding before her father could intervene, but apparently such a thought had never been in his mind. He had used her. And he had not finished the task, it seemed.


‘Do not distress yourself, my dearest Eloise,’ he whispered in her ear, his hand once again caressing her breast, only this time in a more lewd manner, pinching her nipple. ‘I can teach you a trick that will make your husband think you are still a virgin. The queen herself must know it, for she was surely no maid on her wedding night. Yet the king found nothing amiss.’


‘How dare you say such a thing of Her Majesty?’ she exclaimed, pushing away his hand. ‘You must know how it disgusts me.’


‘My love, all I mean is that we need not let this arranged marriage stand in the way of our pleasure. True, it is a long way to York. But you will return to court soon enough. Lord Wolf is too ambitious a man to remain in the cold north forever.’ His smile teased her. ‘And then we can lie together at court while he is busy with the king or campaigning abroad.’


‘You expect me to cheat on my husband?’ she asked, feeling sick.


‘Why not?’ Simon patted the bulge in his crotch with every indication of pride. ‘I am an excellent lover, or so I have been told. I will give you no reason to complain.’


‘Simon, please tell me you are jesting,’ she demanded, and promptly hated herself for clinging to the fast-fading hope that he loved her. ‘We could run away together, and marry under assumed names.’


‘What, and risk the king’s displeasure? I think not. And how would we live, my sweet, when I have no hope of income? You must know that being a younger son, I cannot marry you, however much I love you. I can only marry a woman with a large fortune, or else look forward to a life of chastity and cold knees in the church.’ Simon winked. ‘And we both know that would not suit me. Besides, if I get you with child as a married woman, who is to say it is not your husband’s?’


Anger boiled inside her at this insult. ‘What?’


‘Oh, these arrangements are quite common at court. They say the king fathered many of the young pages you see about the palace these days, some with the husband’s eager consent.’


He smiled down into her face, oblivious to her growing fury, no doubt thinking her merely nervous at the idea of surrendering her maidenhead. ‘My dearest Eloise, do not be afraid to raise your skirts to me. There will be pain, a little at first, but you will enjoy it after that, trust me. And when you are Lady Wolf, we need not be apart when you are at court, but can love with even greater freedom than now, for a wife is watched less carefully than a maid.’


The sound of footsteps in the cloisters saved her from slapping his face in rage, which she had been about to do. Eloise pulled hurriedly away from him, and even Simon had the grace to look embarrassed as a group of young girls passed through the cloister, accompanied by their governess, a stern-faced woman who eyed them both with disapproval.


‘That was close!’ he exclaimed once they were alone again, and made as though to pull her back into his arms.


‘No, leave me alone, Simon,’ she told him fiercely. ‘I think you had better go, for I see now how mistaken I was to . . . to trust you.’


He hesitated, then shrugged, seeing the contempt on her face. His hands dropped and he took a step backwards. She was relieved that he did not appear interested in pressing his suit.


‘Very well, if you must go to your marriage bed a foolish and inexperienced virgin, that is your own affair. By all accounts, Lord Wolf is as hard a man as he is a soldier. He has an ugly limp, you know, and rough soldierly manners.’ Simon looked pointedly at her. ‘He will not take you gently, maiden or not. You may regret submitting to him unspoiled.’


‘Go!’ she insisted, a sudden heat flaring in her cheeks at this description of her wedding night.


Simon bowed reluctantly, and turned on his heel, but could not resist saying over his shoulder, ‘If you change your mind, Eloise, send me a note. And don’t forget my offer. When you come to court as Lady Wolf, I will not refuse you if you are looking for a lover behind your husband’s back.’


Eloise stood in angry silence when he had gone, cursing her own blind folly. How could she have been so deceived in Simon? She had thought he loved her, but in truth he had only ever loved himself and thought to enjoy her body without commitment. And to think she had almost permitted him to take her virginity.


‘What a touching scene,’ a voice drawled behind her, and a man ducked his head under one of the archways, stepping out from the shadowy cloisters into the garden.


She spun, cold with dread that anyone might have witnessed the intimacies that had passed between her and Simon.


The man walked with a pronounced limp, though his body looked fit and strong enough despite it. He was not fashionably dressed like most of the other courtiers; his clothes seemed to be designed more for riding and comfort than dancing with ladies, for he carried a crop in one hand, and his boots were dirty from the stables. Yet she could tell from the fine cut and costly material of his rich claret-coloured doublet that he was a nobleman, and a wealthy one at that. His red-and-black hose were tightly fitted, and she found herself staring at his powerful thighs and the prominent bulge of his codpiece.


Then she raised her eyes to the man’s face and felt sick. For although he was much changed, his black hair cut short, his angular body grown tall and strong, his face harder and older, she knew him at once from her childhood.


It was the old baron’s son, Lord Wolf. The very man her father intended her to marry.


‘Forbidden love in a privy garden,’ Lord Wolf continued, his tone light, though his blue eyes were cold as he looked her up and down. ‘Listening to you two reminded me of one of Chaucer’s tales. The old fool, his beautiful young wife, and the cunning lover. I am only sorry to have missed its torrid consummation. But no doubt that will be arranged as soon as my back is turned.’


Eloise curtseyed, managing a cold, ‘My Lord Wolf,’ for what else could she do but try to remain as collected as the queen had done, nearly caught flirting behind the king’s back?


Yet she knew in how much danger she stood. If Lord Wolf reported her meeting with Simon to the king, along with what he had witnessed of their lovemaking, she would be utterly disgraced. She had heard whispered tales of unchaste maids of honour whipped from the court, their wicked names never to be spoken again in the queen’s presence.


Did that fate await her now?










CHAPTER TWO


‘Eloise Tyrell.’ Lord Wolf bowed in response to her curtsey. His blue eyes seemed to mock her as he straightened. ‘My chamber overlooks this charming garden, and has a most stubborn casement that lets in the cold – and the sound of voices below. For which I shall be forever grateful. At least now I will have no illusions about my new bride’s willingness.’


God’s blood, why had she kissed Simon so openly? This wealthy baron would not wish to marry her now. Not after hearing Simon’s suggestion that they should meet and couple shamelessly behind his back once she was Lady Wolf.


Then she realised belatedly what he had said . . .


‘New bride? You surely do not still intend to marry me?’ she demanded, staring.


‘Why not?’ Lord Wolf shrugged. ‘From what I overheard just now, your maidenhead is still intact, even if your honour remains in question.’ His smile was unpleasant. ‘Unless you were lying to that boy?’


‘No,’ she told him defiantly.


‘Well then, there can be no opposition to the match. I need an heir, and your father will welcome my help with his debts.’ He examined her through narrowed eyes. ‘You are a little thin for my tastes. But if you can learn to obey me, you will do. All I require is a girl to produce a few sons and not make too much of a nuisance of herself about the place. Do we understand each other?’


Eloise did not know what to say. She wished it was possible to refuse this marriage, but she did not wish to be beaten for her disobedience, nor put away in some quiet place of contemplation for the rest of her life. Her childhood friend Sylvia had refused her father’s choice of bridegroom, and had been beaten so badly that she lost her sight in one eye. Now Sylvia kept to her rooms through shame, and spent the days in prayer. For what else was left to her, scarred and disfigured as she was?


Eloise did not believe her father would beat her as Sylvia had been beaten if she refused Lord Wolf’s proposal. But he would certainly punish her for dishonouring him.


I will not suffer like Sylvia, she told herself fiercely. It was clear that Lord Wolf would not trouble her except in pursuit of an heir, and she would at least have a large manor house to run once they were married. There was no shame in wanting to make her life comfortable.


Besides, Lord Wolf was not unsightly, and was certainly more honest than Simon. Her father could have found her a worse husband, she considered.


‘Yes, my lord,’ she replied, lowering her gaze before his in a mimicry of obedience.


She would never sleep with Simon – nor any other man – behind her husband’s back. It was not in her nature to hold a man’s honour so cheaply. But it might be possible to keep the baron at a distance after she was safely with child.


After all, once the question of his heir was taken care of, what else would Lord Wolf want her for?


He approached her, limping, his face thoughtful. ‘So docile, so quickly?’ he murmured. ‘Is that possible?’


Eloise had wanted to appear submissive before Lord Wolf; she knew he would expect his bride-to-be to acquiesce to his every demand. Yet to her dismay, she found she could not keep up the pretence. Not when questioned with such directness. There was something in his voice that dug at the truth and would have it out.


Eloise tilted her chin to look him boldly in the eyes. He was taller than she had realised. ‘My lord, I am grateful you do not intend to shame me before the court by refusing my father’s offer. But I cannot pretend to look on our marriage with anything other than dislike.’ She paused, then added flatly, ‘You are not my choice of husband, as you know.’


‘Yes, I was a little startled to see my promised bride in the arms of another man. But if you can overlook my ugly limp and my rough soldierly manners,’ he said, an ironic gleam in his eyes as he repeated Simon’s unflattering description, ‘then I can overlook a single mistake on your part. Assuming it is never repeated, of course.’


He raised his hand, and she flinched. But it seemed he did not intend to strike her. The rough split ends of his hazel riding crop touched her on the forehead, so lightly it was almost a tickle, then slid down to her mouth.


Slowly, the crop traced the outline of her lips with a sensual threat, and Eloise shivered, unable to help herself.


Lord Wolf watched her response, narrow-eyed, then lowered the hazel crop again. This time he traced it down her neck to the gentle swell of her breasts, his face unsmiling.


‘Eloise?’


She tried to reply but could not. His blue eyes seemed to have penetrated Eloise to her core, leaving her utterly entranced, as though caught in some kind of spell. Did Lord Wolf possess some magical power? Why else would she feel so utterly drawn in by his gaze?


‘Do you remember me?’ he asked, drawling again. ‘From when we were children?’


She struggled to remember him, that sullen-faced youth watching her from a distance. He was too close to her now, his gaze too demanding. Her heart raced at his proximity. The memory of him as a boy came back to her slowly. No, the two images could not be pieced together. The edges were too jagged. He was a man now, and she would soon belong to him.


‘A little,’ she conceded.


He stroked along her breasts with the crop. ‘You were such a skinny little thing. I am glad to see you have filled out.’ His smile was appreciative. ‘I would have come for you sooner, but I had not yet made my mind up. I was betrothed once before, you see, and my memories of that time are not happy.’


She nodded silently.


‘But of course, you spoke of it to your suitor. It seems my youthful indiscretions are a topic of gossip for every court slut.’


She was startled by the sudden harshness of his tone, and jerked away in angry surprise.


‘My lord?’ she questioned him, and heard the haughtiness in her voice too late. But Eloise refused to cower before him, even if he had caught her in an embarrassing situation with Simon. She had blood in her veins, not milk. It was better he should know it before they married, rather than after.


He dropped the riding crop and grabbed at her wrists, dragging her towards him with hidden strength.


‘God’s blood,’ he told her thickly, ‘I swear to you that our marriage will never be food for gossip. I will not stand to be cuckolded, I promise you that. Once we are married, you will belong to me and admit no other man to your bed. Is that understood?’


‘Yes,’ she replied, staring at him, his face so close she could feel the warmth of his breath, see the strangely long lashes that hid his blue eyes.


‘Swear it,’ he insisted. ‘On your life.’


‘I swear it, my lord.’ This man, she thought, would not be as malleable a bridegroom as she had hoped. ‘I swear it on my life.’


‘Good.’


That had been the right response, she thought, still staring at him. The squall seemed to have dropped as quickly as it blew up, though his smile was still fierce.


Lord Wolf slipped an arm about her waist and drew her easily against him, tucking her into his body. He was tall and hard-bodied, easily more than six feet of pure muscle under his soldier’s plain doublet, and she felt breathless, knowing she would not be able to fight him off as she had attempted to do with Simon, not if he deliberately chose to dishonour her.


‘Let’s have a kiss to seal your oath,’ he said shortly, and bent his head to hers.


She had thought Lord Wolf would give her a token kiss, like that given by a bridegroom after the marriage vows had been exchanged. Some cold and bloodless meeting of lips to remind her that she belonged to him now. But his mouth took hers with a kiss of such ardent fervour she could barely stand beneath it, her hands clinging to his shoulders. She was dazed, her body under assault, not expecting the wave of violent passion that swept through her in the wake of his embrace.


His kiss was bold and darkly possessive. Lord Wolf was sure of her acquiescence, she realised with a shock. Nor was he wrong. Eloise found her lips parting beneath his, her tiny gasp an opportunity for his tongue to slip inside.


Seeming to sense her surrender, he lifted her slightly, pressing her against the cold stone wall, just as Simon had done, and lowered his head again to claim her lips.


He tasted of heat and long summer nights, his scent as well as his hands enticing her closer, reminding her of spice and oranges. She had meant to resist, but it was impossible. His tongue traced slowly along her lower lip, then dipped back inside, stroking and flickering, promising the kind of sensual pleasures she had only dreamt of before in the privacy of her bed.


In a few ecstatic seconds, she had forgotten Simon’s boyish, enthusiastic kisses. This was beyond mere physical desire. His body weighted strongly against hers, he no longer needed to hold her still. His mouth teased and played her, one hand cupping her face, the other stroking her long hair.


Eloise moaned under his kiss, her eyes closing with pleasure. She felt new worlds opening up as he touched her, parts of herself suddenly springing to life under his hands. Her breasts tingled in a way she barely recognised, her nipples taut, pushing against the neckline of her gown. Between her thighs a strangely sweet ache had begun to throb, her flesh there slick with unaccustomed longing.


‘Yes,’ he muttered, as though she had spoken, and kissed all the way down her neck to her breasts, following the line his riding crop had taken.


Her skin felt scorched by his mouth, a new desire flaming inside her, stronger than any passion she had hitherto experienced. She was shocked but excited, recognising that impulse for what it was: a desire to lie with this man in complete abandon, to be possessed by him, and to let him see her own needs, naked and urgent.


He raised his head and kissed her mouth again. This time they clung together with equal passion, her hands gripping at his broad shoulders, her tongue sliding against his, instinctively bold, inviting an even deeper intimacy.


He laughed huskily, drawing back a little. ‘I thought so,’ he murmured.


She could not quite believe that she had been kissing him back, her lips tingling and swollen. Was that what he meant? That he had guessed at her passionate nature beforehand, perhaps when watching her with Simon?


Eloise drew back, turning her head away so he could not kiss her again. ‘Please,’ she whispered.


His gaze followed her, heavy-lidded with desire. ‘Please yes, or please no?’


‘I am not ready to . . .’


‘You think I mean to take you here, in this garden, where any man may stumble across us?’ He laughed, but did not release her. ‘I’m not your young suitor, who would have pinned you against this wall and taken you like a serving maid in the buttery. Where is the pleasure in such a rushed coupling?’


Lord Wolf kissed her again, but more gently this time, slipping his tongue into her mouth, seducing her with the hard warmth of his body.


‘No,’ he murmured against her mouth, ‘when I make love to you for the first time, Eloise, it will be in a comfortable bed where I can look upon you naked and enjoy your body for as long as I please.’


She was still hazily trying to shake off that sensual image of married delight when there was a sound of brisk footsteps in the cloister behind them.


‘Ah, there you are, my lord!’ With a shock, Eloise recognised her father’s voice and dragged herself free from Lord Wolf’s arms. ‘And my daughter . . . But I see you two are getting on well.’


She curtseyed to her father, her cheeks deeply flushed. ‘Father, I beg your forgiveness, but I must attend the queen before she misses me.’


‘Of course,’ her father said, his tone almost jovial, and kissed her on the forehead.


She examined him worriedly, for her younger sister Susannah had written that winter to say their father was unwell. But he seemed to have recovered. Once a man of imposing stature, her father was now stooped, his hair greying, his face lined. Nonetheless Sir John was still an active man, enjoying a ride or hunt most days, and seemed to have taken no harm from the lengthy and arduous journey south from their estate above York. No doubt he was delighted to find them together, she thought. With the wealthy Baron Wolf as a son-in-law, he would soon be able to rebuild much of their tumbledown estate.


‘It is most seemly that your duty to the queen should come first,’ her father continued, smiling. ‘Besides, there will be plenty of time for us to talk on the journey back to Yorkshire. Do not stare, my dear. You had best start packing your things and bidding your friends farewell, for we shall depart as soon as the queen gives permission for you to be released from her service. I shall send word ahead of our plans, and hope to see you both married in early spring.’


‘So soon?’


Lord Wolf looked across at her sharply, his brows arching at her exclamation. ‘The sooner the better,’ her prospective bridegroom remarked, already cool and controlled again, all traces of passion gone. ‘The court is a dangerous place for an unmarried woman. You will be much safer at your father’s house while we await the reading of the banns.’


‘Dangerous?’ her father queried, looking from one to the other in surprise.


‘Forgive me, father, my lord,’ Eloise repeated, curtseying with her head bowed. ‘The queen is most strict and I do not wish to be late.’


Turning before either of them could stop her, Eloise slipped away through the cloisters and hurried back to the queen’s apartments.


The love she had long felt for Simon had been revealed to her today as false, a shadow of love that had not survived the dawning of Lord Wolf’s appearance. How could she have believed Simon would be true to her? What a fool she had been. No wonder his lordship had laughed at her for encouraging such a youth in his attentions.


Yet she was not easy in her mind about this arranged marriage either. There seemed no way out that would not lead to disgrace and punishment. Yet if she could find an escape, she would take it. For although married life with Lord Wolf would never be dull, he was too experienced a lover to have felt the same way Eloise had done when he was kissing her, her blood on fire for him, her lips suddenly tingling with passion.


His desire would soon fade once they were married. Lust was a thing of the moment, easily forgotten by a man.


Then she would be left in the cold, abandoned while he moved onto a new woman – just as the king seemed likely to do if Queen Anne could not bear him a son.


 


The presence chamber was crowded, a chill February sunshine falling through high windows to warm the vast room. Standing in groups in doorways, or leaning wearily against the tapestried walls, gentlemen waited to present their petitions to the king. Courtiers and ladies of the court paraded themselves in brilliant silks and velvets like birds of paradise. The restless hum of conversation in the privy chamber rose and fell as each petition was presented, some pleas more interesting or contentious than others.


At last the name ‘Sir John Tyrell!’ was called out by the chamberlain, who struck his staff of office with a dull thud thrice on the floor.


Head held high, Eloise followed her father through the massed courtiers towards the high dais. There, above them, King Henry and Queen Anne sat enthroned, side by side, a lavish cloth of gold draped behind their heads.


This audience with the king had been delayed by several weeks, a period of waiting which had severely tested her nerves. Yet it could not be helped. Soon after her father’s arrival at court, King Henry had been thrown from his horse in a jousting accident and knocked senseless. He had swiftly recovered, thank the Lord, but it was whispered that his leg had been crushed and he might never dance again.


Outwardly, the king seemed his usual ebullient self. Those who attended him in his privy chambers, however, told of sudden, restless bouts of violence and temper such as they had never seen before. Though that was small wonder.


For Queen Anne, no doubt terrified that His Majesty might die, had miscarried her unborn child mere hours after his accident. Now the queen sat beside her husband like a wax effigy, white-faced and still, the king’s physicians having only recently pronounced Anne fit to leave her bed.


It was said the child miscarried had been a boy: the male heir to the throne so longed-for by the king.


Eloise knelt behind her father on the cold stone flags. That morning she had dressed demurely in a plain gown, covering her hair with a simple hood. She hoped that by appearing unattractive to Lord Wolf, he might choose some other girl to marry. But she suspected he would see straight through that strategy.


The other maids of honour giggled, winking at her. Lady Margaret hushed them with a frown, one eye on her grieving mistress.


A quick movement caught her attention, and Eloise glanced sideways through the crowd. It was Simon, splendid in pale yellow velvet, pushing through the other courtiers to stand against the wall near the dais. She had to bite her lip, looking hurriedly away before her colour rose.


So even Simon had come to watch her humiliation. How had she been so deceived in him?


Eloise had watched such marriage negotiations many times as one of the queen’s maids of honour, standing behind the dais or seated at the queen’s feet. Now it was her turn to be brought forward and her prospects discussed, a mere chattel in the hands of her father. Being in the queen’s service, it was up to the king and queen to decide her fate.


‘Lord Wolf!’ the chamberlain announced, bowing.


She did not look up, but heard footsteps on the stone floor and felt his gaze on her face.


Wolf paused beside her. ‘Eloise,’ he said quietly.


It would cause unwelcome comment if she did not respond. Proudly, she lifted her chin, forcing herself to meet his gaze. ‘Lord Wolf.’


Lord Wolf took her hand and raised Eloise to her feet. ‘I do not like to see my future wife kneeling like a servant.’


She was surprised by this gesture, then caught a warning glitter in his eyes as he glanced past her at Simon, still leaning against the wall tapestry.


Wolf was not concerned for her welfare, she realised with a flicker of anger. He was telling every man there that she was his possession.


The king had watched this exchange with interest, an avid look on his face.


‘I trust you slept well, Wolf? Though as I recall, you’re a man who can sleep anywhere, even among the dead on a battlefield. Look at this brave fellow, Anne. A better swordsman would be hard to find in all of England.’ King Henry held out his hand, and Wolf knelt dutifully to kiss it. ‘So you’ve finally chosen a bride to warm your bed. Well, it’s about time you secured your line, and she’s pleasurable enough to look on. You have my blessing on the match, as I told you yesterday. But did you have to find her among Anne’s own maids? The queen does not wish to part with her, for she needs all her ladies about her at this time.’


‘Forgive me, sire. I am most loath to distress Her Majesty with my request, but it is a good match and I should be less of a man if I did not pursue it whole-heartedly.’ Lord Wolf stood back from the dais, bowing to the queen. ‘My eye first fell on the lady when she was a girl. Now the wars are over and Eloise is grown to womanhood, I crave Your Majesty’s permission to claim her.’


Queen Anne studied Eloise in silence, then turned her gaze to Lord Wolf. ‘I have no desire for Eloise to leave my service,’ she declared, unsmiling. ‘The king has spoken to me on your behalf, and, believe me, I do understand the pressing nature of your claim. But you must look elsewhere for a bride. If I allowed my maids of honour to leave court and be wed whenever they wished, my lord, I would have no women left to attend me.’


Her father fell on his knees before the queen, his head bowed in deference. ‘Forgive my impertinence in taking away one of your ladies, Your Majesty. But as Lord Wolf has said, my eldest daughter is over-ripe for marriage. Indeed, if she waits much longer, she may never be wed at all. I would be very glad to see her wed to Lord Wolf, if Your Majesty could graciously consent to release Eloise from service. For once she is wed, I can find a suitable bridegroom for my youngest daughter Susannah, who is now of age and much admired amongst the landowners in the north.’


Queen Anne drew breath as though to deny him, but the king laid his jewelled hand heavily over hers.


‘Come, my love,’ King Henry told her, his voice unmistakably cold.‘Lord Wolf has fought stoutly for England and our throne. I have rewarded him for his service with land and goods. You can readily spare him one of your maids of honour for a wife.’


The court held its breath, waiting for the queen’s response to this veiled reprimand.


Queen Anne looked at her husband a long moment, and a flush crept into her cheeks. Stiffly, she turned her head towards Lord Wolf.


‘Take her then, my lord, and I wish you joy of her.’ Her voice was almost shrill. ‘But I trust Eloise will be speedily returned to me whenever I send for her in the future. Indeed, if she is not with child by the summer, she may take her place here at court amongst my married ladies-in-waiting.’


Lord Wolf bowed courteously. ‘You have my humble thanks, Your Majesty, and my promise as a soldier on that.’


It was over. The next petition was already being announced by the chamberlain. Eloise felt a despairing rage within her as her father was dismissed. She wanted to cry out to the king and queen, ‘What about me? Are my feelings not to be consulted? I do not even wish to be married to this man!’


But the decision had been made for her. She had no choice but to curtsey, and follow her father and Lord Wolf from the chamber. She had been handed over to the enemy.


 


Her last days at court passed swiftly. Soon the morning arrived for their long journey to the north. The cold weather had eased a little and sunshine thawed the frost in the courtyard as Eloise was led outside to the covered litter in which she would travel home. She had packed her meagre belongings, and dressed as warmly as she could in a travelling gown, two pairs of thick woollen stockings beneath her skirts to keep out the cold, and a shawl about her shoulders.


She had also been honoured with the lavish parting gift of a gold and pearl brooch from the queen.


Eloise suspected this was as a reward for her silence though, rather than given out of love. She had, after all, witnessed the queen entertaining Wyatt and Norris in her chamber without the king’s consent.


That would not end well, she thought, fearing for the queen now that another pregnancy had ended in bitter disappointment for the king. But she could understand such infidelity rather better now, facing her own arranged marriage with a stranger. Anne had been coerced into a royal union with a man past his best, who had since lost interest in her beyond his need for an heir. Perhaps she was even in love with one of those courtiers, Eloise thought compassionately. But it would be dangerous for her to flirt too openly. Since his jousting accident, King Henry’s temper had grown more notorious by the day; God only knew what he would do if he suspected his wife of adultery.
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