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est mollis flamma medullas


interea et tacitum vivit sub pectore vulnus


 


Meanwhile she burns with love


even in the tender marrow of her bones,


an unspoken hurt


beating beneath her breast.


 


Virgil, Aeneid Book IV, lines 66–67










CHAPTER ONE


Greenwich Palace, Spring 1536


The king’s attendants meant to rape her. And no man at the court of Henry Tudor would dare call them to account for it. For she had offended the king himself, and this was to be her punishment.


As soon as King Henry had drunkenly bellowed, ‘Out of my sight, vixen!’, Margerie had picked up her skirts and run from the Royal Presence.


She had foolishly refused to lie with the king, disgusted by his reeking breath in her face, and her first thought was of escape. If she could only reach the safety of the women’s quarters and conceal herself there . . .


But his men had followed, swift as hounds on her scent, cornering her in one of the royal antechambers. She counted five attackers, fury in their eyes, with a sixth lurking a few feet away, perhaps less eager than the others for a rape.


She did not waste her breath on pleas for mercy. There was little hope of reasoning with them. Nor would a single gentleman among them step forward to save her. The place was hushed, the hour late. Even if she screamed, none would come running. For these were the king’s privy quarters, and it was the king’s own gentlemen who had come after her.


The king’s gentlemen!


Contempt lit her eyes as she glared round at the ring of leering, drunken faces, smelt the wine on their breath, and could not help seeing how one lewd youth had already unfastened his hose in readiness.


‘Fie, sirs!’ she exclaimed. ‘Have you no shame, six men to attack one woman?’


‘Perhaps you should have considered the consequences before you insulted His Majesty,’ one of the older noblemen growled.


‘I did not mean to insult the king.’ Her face grew hot with shame. ‘His Majesty tried to . . . That is, the king wanted me to . . . I may be flame-haired but I am no whore, my lord.’


But the lord stepped closer, his look threatening. ‘A whore is precisely what you are, Margerie Croft, and not because of your red hair.’ He pointed to the floor. ‘Now lie down for us, Mistress Croft, or we shall drag you down.’


She pressed herself against the wall, suddenly terrified. The vast tapestry behind her swayed precariously, the torchlight dazzling her as she searched for some way of escape.


Dear God, do not let them take me by force.


Sir Christopher, who had pursued her in the past to be his mistress, reached out to stroke her cheek, his own voice slurred with drink like the king’s. She shrank from his touch.


‘Before you lament this punishment, Margerie, remember you have no one to blame but yourself. You refused the king tonight. And for that insult, you must be chastised.’


‘It was a misunderstanding, that is all,’ she told him. ‘His Majesty thinks me a harlot because of my . . . my error with Lord Wolf. But that was years ago when I was but a girl. I am a respectable woman now.’


‘And an ungrateful one. Was it not at the king’s pleasure that you were allowed to return after your disgrace?’ Sir Christopher clicked his tongue disapprovingly. ‘Yet you will not grant His Majesty a little pleasure in return.’


She shivered, knowing nothing she could say would sway these men from their purpose. They were king’s men, and this secret punishment was to be meted out to her on his behalf so His Majesty’s honour might be satisfied.


‘Look how she stares, how she pants . . . Those green eyes, bright as a cat’s. Oh, she is wanton indeed,’ one of the younger ones whispered over the nobleman’s shoulder, his hand cupping a swollen groin. ‘Hold her down for me. I want to go first, teach her a lesson.’


‘Now, Marcus,’ drawled the older man, turning to clap him on the shoulder, ‘have a little patience, boy. There is plenty to go round.’


A slender man in a handsome gold-and-silver doublet, still youthful enough to have no beard, stirred at the back of their group. He was the only one frowning with distaste. ‘Sirs, I must protest. A rape is no good sport. Let us leave this ugly business, gentlemen. The lady is not willing.’


‘She’ll be willing for a shilling!’ one cried out in a jest, and several laughed, gazing hotly at her breasts where they spilled over her bodice.


Sir Christopher turned to the young man, his expression venomous. ‘What is your objection, Lord Munro? The king bade us use this wench as we would, did he not?’


The young lord muttered, ‘She should be taught to respect the king’s bidding. But not in such a way that the court will be enraged.’


‘Margerie Croft is no virgin,’ the older man told him impatiently. ‘All our pricks together will break nothing but her pride. If such sport is not to your taste, Munro, leave us to our man’s work and go find some young stag for your bed.’


They all turned then, hooting and mocking the young lord, who slunk away into the darkness with a sullen look. While they were busy laughing at the youth, Margerie picked up her skirts and ran out of the antechamber into an unfamiliar side corridor.


‘Ho there, the whore has slipped her leash!’ one of them exclaimed.


A shout went up and the men pursued her, laughing and whooping drunkenly, pouring out of the antechamber after her like hounds on the trail of a fox.


Her heart was thumping. She had to get away from them. But the corridor was dimly lit and narrow, and she did not know the way. She glanced back and did not see that the ground was about to slope abruptly upwards. Tripping over her own feet, Margerie fell heavily to her knees on the stone floor. She hissed, wincing. The men were almost upon her. Her head swung, searching for some way of escape. There was a darkened doorway to her left, its door partially open.


She clambered through the narrow doorway on hands and knees, hampered by her gown. She could see nothing in the darkness, but the floor was dusty and she knocked over a stack of empty wooden crates in her hurry.


‘Oh sweet Lord, I beg of you, no,’ Margerie cried in horror as the king’s men found her again.


They pushed into the chamber, surrounding her with lusty delight.


‘But this place is perfect for a rape,’ one said, holding his flaming torch aloft to reveal some kind of storeroom. ‘We will not be disturbed here. Shut the door, let us be about it.’


She was dragged unceremoniously to her knees, her arms pulled tight behind her back. One of the younger men tumbled the velvet hood from her head so that her mass of red hair burst out, unrestrained.


‘By Christ, she’s a beauty!’ he exclaimed thickly.


Then Sir Christopher was there again, towering above her. He dragged her head back cruelly, and Margerie found herself blinded by the flaming torch held above their heads. She stared up at avid, jeering faces, on her knees in the centre of a tight-pressed ring of male bodies, some unlaced, their stiff members jutting towards her.


‘Pray let me go,’ she moaned, but Sir Christopher pressed a heavy hand over her mouth, silencing her. She felt sick and dizzy. She could smell sweat and horses, his leather glove, the acrid stink of unwashed flesh. There would be no escape from this rape, she realised, and began to tremble.


Suddenly a door creaked open behind them. She could not see the man, but heard a male voice, deep and quiet.


‘My lords? May I be of some assistance?’


There was a sudden silence among them. Sir Christopher’s hand lifted from her mouth, shifting to his sword hilt instead. Her other attackers fell back, a few glancing at each other over her head, abashed. Nonetheless they did not seem deterred by his presence, only a little embarrassed at having been caught.


‘Who are you, sirrah?’ the boy demanded arrogantly, his hand falling to his dagger.


‘I am Master Elton, court physician,’ the man replied calmly. ‘I treated you recently, my lord Shelby, if you recall.’


The boy flushed hard. But his hand dropped away from his dagger. ‘Oh yes, I remember. Well, go about your business, man. This is no affair of yours.’


Her heart sank. She had hoped to be saved by this newcomer. But he was no great lord as she had at first thought, only a doctor. He could not stop this rutting pack of dogs.


But to her surprise, Master Elton did not leave. ‘What have you there, my lords?’ he asked, almost idly. ‘Some dangerous beast you have cornered, perhaps?’


He came forward. His physician’s robe did nothing to disguise the long, lean grace of this man’s body, his roped belt accentuating narrow hips beneath a muscular chest. Court physician or not, he did not seem afraid of the company and their cruel purpose. He came towards her without hesitation, stepping between the nobles as though oblivious to any threat they might pose.


‘A woman?’


Sir Christopher swore under his breath. ‘Leave us. This is the king’s business we are about.’


The doctor ignored him. His eyebrows rose as he studied her face, then he glanced about at them. ‘His Majesty ordered you to attack this defenceless female?’


Nobody replied. His hand reached for hers, and they did not stop him.


‘Madam?’


Dazed by this unexpected change in her fortune, Margerie did not stop to think. She looked up at him gratefully, setting her hand in his. She came to her feet in response to his pull, then tried to draw back her hand.


His fingers tightened on hers, refusing to let go.


Her startled gaze shot to his face. She found herself staring into dark eyes that met hers intently. There was a shadow in his face that called to her, as though this man understood hurt and despair for he had known them himself. His hair was dark too, curled at his temples, thick locks falling almost to his shoulders.


Master Elton spoke as though they were alone together, his voice deep and rich, stirring her in some unfathomable way. ‘I must lock up the storage room,’ he told her, ‘but then I beg you will permit me to escort you back to your chamber. The hour is late and a lady should not be wandering the palace corridors unaccompanied.’


There was a growl of dissent from the watching nobles. Yet to her astonishment none of them challenged the doctor’s right to remove her. Margerie gazed round at them. At any moment she feared to be seized again, and this upstart doctor be dismissed with the threat of a whipping.


Slowly she groped after the truth, though it seemed impossible. These lords were wary of him. Yet how was it that a mere physician could have power over men as influential and high-born as these?


Master Elton was still holding her hand, his strong fingers locked intimately with hers. When she did not reply, he raised his eyebrows, watching her with those dark intelligent eyes that seemed to know precisely what she was thinking – and feeling.


She found her courage again, and with it her voice. ‘I . . . I thank you, sir.’


‘My lords, I must beg your pardon for interrupting your sport,’ he said, turning to her attackers. ‘But this lady seems uncomfortable in your company.’


Master Elton drew her out from their silent circle, a look of irony on his face. He bowed to Sir Christopher as the knight shifted to block his way.


‘You look well, Sir Christopher. I am glad.’


Sir Christopher’s mouth tightened, as though that soft emphasis had conveyed some special meaning to him. He glared at the doctor sourly. They were about the same height and build, she realised, though the knight was perhaps a shade taller. For a moment the atmosphere was tense in the narrow space, and she feared for her saviour.


Then the knight shrugged and stepped aside, letting them pass.


‘You may go on your way, physician, and take this creature with you,’ Sir Christopher said. His gaze flicked over her with contempt. ‘No man wants soiled goods anyway. Not even for sport.’


Without another word, the physician led her away into the small gloomy chamber from which he had emerged, taking a moment to bar the door behind him in case the king’s men changed their minds.


She looked about the room. There was a high table crowded with bottles and physicians’ instruments, and a small leather-bound volume lying open beside a candle as though he had been reading before he was disturbed. A doctor’s workshop, Margerie thought, glancing at more bottles arranged in a shadowy alcove. She found herself breathing more easily, for she had only narrowly escaped harm.


Glancing at the open page of the book, she saw it was not a doctor’s journal with a list of medicaments, as she had at first assumed.


It was poetry. In Latin.


Master Elton turned from the door and fixed her with a hard look. His casual air had dropped away. ‘Do you have a death wish, madam?’


Margerie flushed angrily. ‘I beg your pardon?’


The physician looked her up and down assessingly, taking in every detail of her flushed cheeks and unbound mass of red hair, then the fine silk gown, her thin-soled leather pumps showing beneath. The bodice sat tight about her breasts, for she had been a girl and narrower in the chest when she last wore it at court, and she saw his gaze linger on the creamy flesh there.


No doubt he was wondering if she was a courtesan. Perhaps even considering if he could afford her services on a physician’s wage. She was used to such unpleasant conversations. But for some reason the thought of this man propositioning her left a bitter taste in her mouth.


‘I do not recall seeing you at court before,’ he commented, ‘so I must assume your foolishness tonight was the result of inexperience rather than a wanton desire to be ravished by those courtiers.’


Her lips tightened at this insult. She wanted to speak her mind, tell him exactly what she thought of his misinterpretation of tonight’s events. But she kept silent. This man had just saved her from what would undeniably have been a rape.


He raised dark eyebrows at her silence. ‘Will you give me your name?’


‘Margerie Croft.’


His eyes narrowed on her face, suddenly fixed and intent. Heat entered her cheeks as she realised her name was known to him. She ought not to be surprised. Everyone at court knew of Margerie Croft, the infamous whore who had taken young Wolf to her bed, then run off to France with another nobleman, an infirm youth who had died without marrying her, leaving Margerie to earn enough for her passage back to England – as a whore, it was whispered by some.


Her eyes met his in sudden anger. Yes, her history was infamous, she thought fiercely. But she was no whore. And never had been one. She had never spoken of those days to anyone, allowing the world to slander her as they wished rather than lower herself to some paltry self-defence. She had her pride.


‘Mistress Croft,’ he said softly, ‘my name is Master Elton. Do you have any idea how dangerous it was to allow yourself to be alone with those men?’


‘You think I allowed that to happen, Master Elton? I was summoned by King Henry tonight so he could . . .’ She faltered, seeing the look in his eyes. Caution entered her tone as she finished lamely, ‘So he could speak with me.’


‘I see.’ But his voice had grown cold. She could guess what he was thinking. ‘And afterwards?’


‘Afterwards,’ she repeated, shuddering as she remembered what had followed her abortive interview with His Majesty, ‘they cornered me in one of the royal antechambers. I tried to escape, but they were determined to . . .’


‘Make your better acquaintance?’ he suggested.


‘Punish me.’ Margerie lifted her gaze to his, meeting it unflinchingly. ‘I had displeased the king, you see. So they had little fear of reprisals, whatever they might choose to do to me.’


‘You seem curiously unmoved by that prospect.’


‘Merely resigned to my fate. Men rape women. It is the way of the world.’


Something flickered in that level stare. Contempt? Her temper rose. ‘Sir?’


Turning to a nearby shelf, the doctor began to pack away a row of thin-necked bottles into a cloth bag, checking each stopper and label as he did so, his movements careful and precise.


‘No doubt you find me impertinent, mistress?’


She could not deny it.


‘Forgive me.’ He glanced over his shoulder at her, his smile thin. ‘But your story is, you must admit, a little incredible. What was your crime tonight against His Majesty?’


‘That is my business.’


‘Do you remain silent for your own sake or mine? I assure you that I have no intention of becoming embroiled in this affair. But you must know the king’s ways, as all the world does. Perhaps if you had taken some respectable female companion with you to His Majesty . . .’


She glared at him, nettled by the suggestion that she was to blame, and he shrugged, continuing to pack away his bottles.


‘I gave you my name, sir,’ she pointed out. ‘I am Margerie Croft. Or are you alone at this court in not knowing my reputation?’


‘I know your reputation, mistress.’


Margerie raised her brows in a delicate question as he turned to face her, but the doctor did not elaborate. His stare moved instead from her face to her breasts, small but made more prominent by the tight silk bodice, then her narrow waist and hips, for her height had kept her figure girlishly slender since childhood.


She felt the touch of his gaze on her body as a physical thing, as though he had stroked her with a long cool finger, and her pulse raced, suddenly wild. Her cheeks began to burn. ‘You dare to judge me, sir?’


‘I have said nothing, madam.’


‘Your eyes speak for you.’


Master Elton came close, still gazing on her body as though imagining how she would look naked. That look made her tremble.


‘Do they?’


His voice was curt. She had the impression of tremendous energy held in check, his whole being focused on her in the most disconcerting way. He could not be much older than her, perhaps eight and twenty years of age. Certainly Master Elton was not past thirty. Yet he had the poise and authority of a much older man.


‘You are indeed a beautiful woman,’ Master Elton agreed. ‘Your form stirs a man to lust, and I am a man like any other. But I am not convinced that men must always act upon their desires, especially when restraint would prove the better course. Man’s control over his baser instincts is what separates him from the beasts.’


‘I thought it was our ability to think that makes us superior to the animal kingdom.’


‘Oh, not superior.’ There was a drawl in his voice now, his mouth twisting as the dark gaze lifted to her face. ‘I cannot allow those men who would have raped you to be superior to a beast in any way.’


She was taken aback by his casual insolence towards such powerful men. ‘They were afraid of you, I think,’ she said impulsively. ‘Why?’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘I saw no fear in them. I am but a doctor. Why should the king’s men fear me?’


‘I do not know, sir. That is why I asked.’


Her height meant they stood as equals, gazing into each other’s eyes without speaking. She recalled how her body had responded to the touch of his hand, her heart racing as though in fear for her life, and wondered at it.


Since her girlhood she had been left unmoved by the lustful looks and caresses of men who wished to bed her, and had eventually come to consider herself frigid, a creature without passion. Indeed, Lord Wolf – then an untitled youth – had written as much to her after she fled their illicit night together, blaming her for not responding to his love-making.


You must have ice-water in your veins, Margerie Croft, not to have been moved by the heat of my desire.


She had not received that letter for several years, until she had returned from France to her grandfather’s home. Even now though she felt again the shame that had risen in her at Wolf’s insults.


To be passionless, to be cold at heart . . . These were crimes against a woman’s nature, and she knew it. Yet the merest touch of Master Elton’s hand had left her shocked and unsettled. How was this doctor so different from the other men who had tried to seduce her?


She shivered, her gaze dropping.


It was painful to meet those intelligent eyes and guess what Master Elton must be thinking. Her infamous seduction all those years ago meant she was too well known as a wanton for him to hold any other view of her character. And if she continued to look so boldly at this man he would think she wished to warm his bed tonight, instead of the king’s.


‘You asked to escort me back to my chamber,’ she said coolly. ‘Will you hold to that promise, sir?’


‘I have to take these medicaments back to my rooms. I will walk with you to your chamber first.’


‘Are these not your quarters?’


‘No, I lodge in one of the towers. The physicians only use this room when we are summoned to attend His Majesty, as we were earlier tonight.’


That surprised her. ‘You attended the king tonight?’


‘Yes.’


‘For what purpose?’


‘I cannot discuss it with you, mistress. I am bound by a sacred oath to keep such matters secret.’ Master Elton closed his book of Latin poetry, marking the page with a strip of black silk, and placed it in the cloth bag with his medicaments. Then he took up his bag, and gestured her to the door. ‘It’s late, and the courtiers who attacked you should have gone by now. Shall we go?’


She hesitated, studying her rescuer in a moment of indecision. His features were a shade too strong to be classically attractive, his nose aquiline, his mouth straight and unrelenting, like the hard jut of his chin. His dark hair curled under the physician’s cap, not cut short like most courtiers’ but long enough to brush his broad shoulders. She thought it gave him a very European look, dangerously unconventional. His eyes were impenetrably dark too, deep-set and heavy-lidded, watching her with a hint of the same restless interest she felt for him.


She ought not to find such a man pleasing to look upon. Yet she could not seem to stop staring . . . There was a sensuality about him that made her heart beat faster, her body aware of his in a way she had never been with any man before. Indeed, she could not help wondering what it would feel like to lie beneath that lean body, to have his mouth on hers, to accept him into her body as she had once accepted Wolf.


A night in Master Elton’s bed would be very different from those abortive hours she had spent with Wolf. For she had taken Wolf to her bed on the orders of her mother, whose obsession with her advancement at court had known no limits, and not because she felt any desire for the nobleman.


With Master Elton though, it would be hard to say no if the doctor wished to take his pleasure with her. And this time she would have no virginity to lose.


‘Yes,’ she managed, belatedly realising that he was still waiting for her response. ‘Forgive me.’


‘Mistress Croft, you have done nothing that needs to be forgiven,’ Master Elton murmured, a faint smile on his lips as he bent to blow out the candle. ‘The same may not be true for the rest of us, however.’


Her breath caught as the room was plunged into smoking velvety darkness. And she was glad he could not see her face. For his smile had sent a jolt of heat to her belly and thighs, her whole body suddenly alight with desire.


The darkness brought illumination. He wanted her. And she wanted him. That was what she was feeling.


Lust.


Groping her way into the torchlit corridor afterwards, Margerie did not dare look at him again, caught in the grip of some sexual urge so strong she was left breathless and trembling, shocked by the visceral nature of her response.


Don’t show him how you feel, she told herself sternly. He was a man, and she was alone with him. Had she no sense of self-preservation whatsoever?


 


That night, lying in bed in the dark, cramped quarters she shared with the other women of the royal wardrobe, Margerie felt again that sweet languorous heat burning in her body and secretly wished she had taken advantage of the darkness.


She could have lived up to her reputation for once, grasped the doctor’s shoulders and pressed her mouth wantonly against his. Something told her Master Elton would not have pushed her away.










CHAPTER TWO


His cock so hard it could have been made of stone, Virgil Elton shifted uncomfortably as he woke, then rolled onto his side. His dream had fled before he could fully remember it, but he knew it had concerned a willowy redhead with wicked green eyes and skin pale as alabaster. He stroked himself slowly, staring at the grey strip of light through the shutters that heralded another dawn.


Margerie Croft had done this to him.


She was a courtesan, of course. Everyone knew that. A lady of great beauty, but no virtue. He had heard stories of Margerie Croft’s sexual exploits, the gossip circulating for days after her return to court. Not guilty of a single indiscretion, something a man in lust might overlook on his way to her bed, but a towering multitude of sins. Margerie had slept with this lord and that gentleman, she had ridden half the French court, her body was open to any man with enough gold in his purse to satisfy her greed . . .


And Virgil had been half-inclined to dismiss the gossip as malicious nonsense, until he had met her eyes last night. Slanting green eyes, bright as sin and thrice as inviting. Though with an edge of innocence to belie her wanton reputation, to make him wish to get Margerie Croft alone and show her the private side of his nature, the face that was never revealed to anyone.


She was achingly beautiful. A full-lipped sensual mouth that made a man’s cock stiffen with need. High cheekbones, her face pale and elven in its otherworldliness. Those provocative eyes. And a cloud of gathered red hair, so soft and intense in its rich colour, begging to be allowed to hang loose to her waist where he could play with it all day, twisting it between his fingers or draping it over her white shoulders while they made love.


Love? Virgil checked himself, smiling grimly as his cock twitched in his fist. Lust, more like.


He could not help this animal response. Her body, so tall and slender, so perfectly female, made the lust rise in him like sap in a fresh-cut branch. It had been all he could do last night, finding himself alone with her in a locked room, not to tear off her silken gown and feast on the immaculate white skin that he knew must lie beneath. But those green eyes searching his face, the way she had bitten her lip with delicacy and a sudden unexpected vulnerability, had given him cause to check.


Why had those courtiers chosen to harry Margerie Croft so cruelly? Had she refused the king’s attentions? If so, she was a very brave woman. But foolish too, for His Majesty was not a forgiving man – especially where his bed was concerned.


He could never behave as violently with Margerie as those men who would have raped her. The impulse lay within him to be cruel, to push the woman to her knees and force her to pleasure him. He knew it. Yet he had control of himself. Long might that control remain.


He swung his legs out of bed and stretched, pushing sleep away. It was still early and the air was sharp. He reached for his robe, willing his persistent erection to subside. He had no time to pleasure himself to a climax. The day was already beginning and he had work to do.


Margerie Croft was not a whore. Of that he was sure. He had known plenty of whores, and she lacked their easy ways. But she was no virgin either. A courtesan, then. A sexually available woman, but discreet enough to remain a lady while bedding men of her choice.


‘I am going to bed her,’ he promised the air, then laughed at his own arrogance.


What chance would he, a mere doctor, have with such a delicious and discerning courtesan?


They were afraid of you, she had remarked, and his lie had been swift, for he preferred to deny his power. Of course the king’s men were wary of him. Not only did he hold their most embarrassing secrets in his hand, but he held something even more precious. Influence. His godfather, Sir John Skelton, had been a poet and one of the king’s favourite tutors as a child – and the sole reason Virgil was now a physician at the royal court. Some debts were never forgotten, and His Majesty had a reputation for rewarding his most loyal servants – so long as they were not foolish enough to displease him.


The king had chosen to favour him and advance his career at court. It could not be denied. Where there was kingly favour, there was also power. And it was a fool who did not fear a powerful man.


His power only extended so far though, Virgil thought drily. It was not true power, but an invisible cloak lent him by the king while he was in favour. To lose the king’s favour would be the work of a moment, a momentary lapse in judgement, the wrong word in the wrong ear . . .


A knock at his chamber door surprised him. It could not be his boy, who slept outside, for he would simply have entered without knocking, bringing fresh water for his ablutions or a newly laundered robe for the day’s work.


‘Come in,’ Virgil called out, frowning, then shoved a hand through his unruly hair, suddenly aware that he was not yet presentable.


It was Master Greene, one of the king’s chief physicians, a heavy-jowled man in his fiftieth year. Soberly suited and booted, the physician seemed irritated to find Virgil still dressing. No doubt he had risen and been dressed before dawn.


‘Master Elton, you must dress – and quickly too. We are summoned at once to attend His Majesty.’ He glanced at Virgil’s uncombed hair, then the rumpled bedclothes, his disapproval palpable. ‘Call your servant, sir, and make haste to be ready. The king’s leg troubles him again and his temper is uneven.’


‘Then you had best go without me, Master Greene, and not keep His Majesty waiting any longer. I will follow as soon as I am dressed.’


‘Make sure you do.’


Virgil bowed, and Master Greene departed without so much as a nod of his head. So much for courtesy. But no doubt Master Greene feared to be late. Indeed, everyone was afraid of the king these days. And small wonder, for a sovereign who could put his queen on trial for adultery was not a man who would forgive even the slightest flaw in his servants.


Almost at once, his serving boy, Ned, appeared in the doorway, yawning and sleepy-eyed himself, his fair hair tousled. ‘Forgive me, master. I did not hear Master Greene until he was at the door. Should I fetch fresh water?’


He shook his head. ‘I’ll make do with last night’s, Ned. But a clean robe would be good.’


‘Aye, sir.’


The boy scurried away about his business and Virgil threw open the shutters to let the cool daylight in.


As he combed his hair, he noticed the folded and sealed paper lying on his table, addressed to him. It must have arrived yesterday while he was away from his quarters, and he had not seen it on retiring last night. But then he had been both fatigued and aroused when he came to bed, his head confused with thoughts of lust and longing he could not assuage.


Frowning, Virgil picked it up and studied the handwriting.


‘Christina,’ he murmured, then laid the letter down again with an aching heart. Much as he enjoyed hearing from his betrothed, whom he had known since she was a child, his pleasure was always tainted by memories of home.


Later, he thought. I will read her letter later.


 


‘But what causes this failure?’ the king demanded.


His angry gaze roved from Master Greene’s apologetic countenance to Master Bellamy’s and thence to Virgil’s face.


‘I was wont to feel these urges every morning as a younger man,’ he continued, ‘and act upon them too. Now I can scarcely perform when faced with a comely wench. I feel the pricking of desire when we dance or talk in the court, but once we are alone together, my ardour fails me. What causes this, and how can it be treated?’


‘Sire,’ Master Greene began, carefully not looking at the king, ‘it is common among men of your age to feel a certain lessening of potency. My belief is that you should be bled. Male impotency is almost always the result of an imbalance of the humours that might respond to—’


‘Silence, fool!’ Still in his nightshirt, his slippered feet set on a red velvet footrest, King Henry slammed his hand down on the arm of his chair, and the dark wood floorboards of his bedchamber shook. ‘I will not be bled, you hear me? Little good it did for my leg when I was injured in that fall back in January. The wound still ails me today, though we are well into spring.’ He almost snarled at them, ‘Come, you are the best doctors in England, or so one would assume. What else can be done?’


‘The herbal remedies we prepared for Your Majesty,’ Master Bellamy offered, ‘are you not still taking them, sire?’


‘I still take them on occasion,’ the king muttered, ‘but they no longer give me added strength. I drank one last night and felt nothing.’ His face fell into grim lines. ‘Though perhaps that was as well, for the wench I had summoned was not to my liking in the end.’


Margerie Croft.


‘Your Majesty,’ Virgil murmured, taking advantage of the silence that had fallen in the Royal Bedchamber, ‘if you would permit me to present an alternative treatment . . .’


‘Speak.’


‘I have read of a powerful infusion of exotic herbs and spices, much used in the Orient to combat problems such as these. It might take a while to procure all the ingredients, Your Majesty, but I will work in haste to prepare this infusion for you if you desire it.’


Master Bellamy looked horrified. ‘Ask His Majesty to drink an untried draught of foreign origin? Absolutely not.’


The chief physician agreed with this. ‘It would be unsafe, Your Majesty, to take any infusion we have not previously tested to ensure its safety. What if it was poisonous?’


‘Or caused some unpleasant rash or sickness? I have heard these Oriental methods are suspect and highly dangerous if not administered with extreme care,’ Master Bellamy added, shaking his head at Virgil. ‘They are not fit for Englishmen.’


King Henry sat looking at them, his eyes glacial. ‘I need an heir to my throne, gentlemen. I must be restored to full health. Is there no other way?’


Virgil thought for a moment. It was true, after all, that he had never used that infusion on a patient before. And though he felt sure it must be safe, else it would not be so widely used in the East, the wisest course would be to test the draught for several weeks before allowing the king to drink it. For even the slightest hint of sickness about the king’s person following its prescription could risk his head on the block.


‘If I were to prepare and take this Oriental draught myself, Master Greene,’ he suggested softly, ‘then observe its effects on my body over the course of several weeks, would that lay your fears to rest?’


The king’s eyes flashed in appreciation. ‘Aye, that would answer. Do it. And bring me frequent reports of your findings, to satisfy these gentlemen that I will survive your exotic draught.’


Virgil bowed, and slipped discreetly away before the chief physician could chide him further for suggesting a foreign remedy to the king. It could prove difficult to obtain some of the more unusual ingredients, he thought – but he held great hopes that the Oriental draught would prove efficacious if properly prepared and administered, and bring him into even greater prominence at court.


Nor was his hope groundless. For he had read of miracle cures for ordinary men long impotent, suddenly raised to impressive feats of sexual prowess after only a few draughts of that mixture.


Passing one of the women’s day chambers on his way back to his workshop, he glanced inside, hearing female laughter, and saw Margerie Croft herself seated in the sunshine, her sewing forgotten in her lap as she enjoyed a jest with another woman.


Her head turned as he paused in the open doorway, and for an instant their eyes met.


Margerie’s laughter died abruptly, and her eyes widened. A slight flush entered her cheeks and her lips parted as though she were breathing more rapidly.


He almost smiled at this show of weakness, then was disconcerted to feel the same physical reaction himself. His eyes were fixed on her, his heart beating more quickly, his cock already stiff under the thick folds of his robe. It was almost animalistic, as though his body could not be near hers without experiencing an urge to mate.


Then she bent over her sewing again, and the woman beside her glanced across at him curiously. Virgil recognised her companion as Mistress Langley, wife to one of the king’s clerks, a woman with curves generous enough to please any man – and a smile to match.


Master Langley had a short temper, so men were careful not to call his wife a whore in front of him. But it was whispered that Kate Langley had bedded many of the nobles at court, including the king himself, and most with the tacit permission of her husband. If Margerie did not wish to draw further male attention to herself, spending time with a woman of Kate Langley’s reputation was unwise. Though he doubted that Margerie would care for such advice, Virgil thought drily.


He bowed to both women, fighting to regain his composure, then continued through the corridors and stairways of the sprawling palace to his workshop. But soon he fell to remembering the delicate swell of her breasts, the narrow waist and hips that made her almost boyish in form, and began to wonder if Margerie Croft would agree to help with his experiment. For if he took the Oriental draught, and it worked, he would need to be sure of its effect on a man’s stamina as well as his ability to become aroused.


Margerie Croft was no virgin, her reputation already lost, so why not? It would be a dangerous choice though to bed a woman who had refused a chance to be the king’s bed partner.


If His Majesty should ever hear of it . . .


Virgil unlocked his workshop and stood at the open window slit, looking down on the Thames below. The wind blew his hair into disarray, but he smiled, his mind pleasantly engaged in imagining himself in bed with Margerie.


He could hardly ask any other woman at court to bed him, except perhaps her companion, Kate Langley. Any respectable woman would refuse him, and rightly so. Nor did he wish to seek out a common whore to relieve his arousal.


And Margerie was very beautiful.


He stared out at the sun dancing on the river, thinking of her sharp green eyes, and his heart sank.


This train of thought was pure folly. He had seen desire in her face last night when they were together, and observed the flush in her cheeks when she saw him again today. But desire alone did not make a woman wanton, else every lady at court would be a whore. And it might as easily have been a sense of shame that caused her to blush. He had witnessed her humiliation at the hands of those noblemen, after all, and might be afraid he would spread that story too about the court.


He should forget her. Bed a whore if he could not shake this desire. It would take more than an impressive drug-induced erection to get Margerie Croft into bed anyway.


Besides, even if he did succeed in bedding her, heaven help him if news of his debauchery reached Christina’s ears.


 


Lying in bed that evening, he took up the letter from Christina and broke the seal.


His betrothed.


It was a strange and unsettling thought. Yet one he ought to have become used to by now, for the two had been promised to each other for years, having grown up as neighbours.


Odd that he had never questioned it before now.


He sat on his bed, unrolled the parchment and cast an eye down the familiar slanting scrawl of her hand. The letter was in Latin, like all her letters. It had begun as a game between them, a scholarly exercise as well as a competition. Now it was a habit, but a comfortable one.


He smiled, translating as he read.


 


Virgilio Christina salutem


Life is so dull here without your company, my dearest Virgil. I miss our time together, reading from the Latin poets and talking of medicine and philosophy. Do you miss me too?


My health is much improved this past year, and I have mentioned our marriage again to my uncle. He is adamant it will never take place while he is alive, of course. He says I am too sick to be a bride, and at eight and twenty years of age you are too old to be my husband. I take comfort then that he is quite old himself, and infirm, and eats rich suppers that give him gout. It would be wicked to pray for his death, but one may hope, surely?


When will you come home to see me, Virgilius? I long for you to kiss my hand as you always do, so gallantly. You see, I am not such a child as you think me. Indeed I shall soon be three and twenty. But I shall be patient. I know your work keeps you at court.


Has the king made a son on his new paramour yet? We are all agog at the news that she is not as comely as Queen Anne. Why choose a woman with a face like a thistle when he could have any virgin in the land for his next bride?


Send me gossip. And your love.


Bene vale


 


Virgil reread her letter, frowning slightly over the phrases that had disturbed him. Christina must have been in a wild mood when she wrote this. Did she not understand how easily these letters could be intercepted?


He checked the wax seal. Apart from his own clean break, it did not appear to have been tampered with. He would have to respond at once. Yet how to warn her to be more discreet in future without risking suspicion that he was disloyal to the king? And there was also the question of their marriage, which Christina had not mentioned in several years.


She must be aware of the difficulties that would lie ahead if they set a date for their wedding. Or had Christina chosen to close her eyes to the truth? She was not strong and he did not wish to risk hurting her feelings.


Virgil stood, carefully setting aside her letter. With his belt dagger he cut out a meagre rectangle of parchment from the roll on his desk, for the stuff was expensive and he could not spare much for letter-writing.


Then he sharpened his quill, dipped it into his inkwell, and began to write in neat small letters, composing in Latin as he went. He knew it amused Christina to parse out the more difficult Latin phrases, and the poor girl had little else in her life to entertain her.










CHAPTER THREE


Margerie heard shouts from the darkening courtyard below just as the dancing master began instructing the ladies in the latest French dance.


Jane Seymour, circling opposite her and clad lavishly in a heavy foreskirt of yellow silk, an elegant gold net encasing her hair, stopped dancing. Her rounded chin rose, a frown knitting her brows together. She glanced across at the window and shivered.


‘Draw those shutters across,’ Mistress Seymour said to nobody in particular, then snapped her fingers for one of the young maids of honour to fetch her fur-trimmed mantle. ‘Tomorrow I will request a dancing chamber that does not give onto this courtyard. We should not have our practice disturbed by every new arrival at court.’


The older ladies glanced at each other, but said nothing. Since the arrest of Queen Anne, Mistress Seymour’s demeanour had changed from that of a timid country mouse to a more confident lady of the court. Nor did anyone dare to question this startling transformation. For the whisper had long since gone about that His Majesty had settled on Jane Seymour for his next bride. Which meant Anne’s divorce or death. The latter seemed more likely now, the way the accusations against her had been mounting in vehemence.


Hurrying across the chamber, Margerie reached up to close the wooden shutters. As she did so, she glanced idly down and saw an array of carts and horses drawn up in the torchlit courtyard below. New arrivals, indeed.


Many courtiers long-absent from court had been arriving over the past few days, responding with alacrity to their summons. Everyone knew it was because Henry wished the whole court to be present when he remarried. Yet no one dared discuss it openly, not least because of the king’s uncertain temper these days. Besides, as the Greeks would say, why look a gift horse in the mouth?


His Majesty was entertaining his courtiers with the most extravagant masques and plays, with dancing and feasting in the Great Hall, and even wild debauched orgies that it was rumoured went on all night in secret rooms, as though to celebrate the king’s forthcoming nuptials before Queen Anne was even condemned.


But this was no ordinary arrival, she realised. Margerie stiffened in shock as a man, his cloak thrown back over one shoulder, plainly dressed but with a great ring glittering on one gloved finger, dismounted and limped across to help his lady down from a covered litter. Her breath caught sharp in her throat.


Lord Wolf!


And the woman in the litter must be Eloise, his new bride. The former lady-in-waiting to the queen had been recalled to court for questioning over the recent accusations against Her Majesty.


Her eyes widened.


Suddenly trembling, she steadied herself against the windowsill. She had meant to look away as soon as she recognised him, but instead found herself staring down at Wolf in horrified fascination. A young, golden-haired beauty was descending from the litter, head held high as she took Wolf’s hand, turning at once to survey the palace.


Margerie had heard of Eloise Tyrell’s beauty – the girl had caught the eye of the king himself, rumour had it, before Wolf claimed her for his own – so she was not surprised by the elegance of this young bride, clad in a dark cloak for travelling, an occasional flash of rich blue skirts beneath, her pale face utterly composed.


So this was Lady Wolf. The woman she might have become. Wolf’s bride. His lover and his new baroness.


She did not regret rejecting his offer of marriage. They would never have been happy together. But she did regret throwing away her reputation overnight. Fear of an enforced marriage had led to her wild flight to France, a flight that had brought down ruin on her head. She had spoiled her chance of a respectable marriage by giving herself to Wolf, then abruptly changing her mind. And that was a consequence she did regret, with all her heart.


Her hand clenched into a fist against the wooden shutter, Margerie stared down, trying to gauge their happiness as a couple. Wolf hardly took his eyes off his new wife; they might as well have been alone in the courtyard. But Eloise looked calm, her gait steady, giving nothing away as she allowed her husband to lead her inside the palace.


Certainly the young bride did not seem frightened at the prospect of being questioned about the queen. Though Eloise Tyrell had been several years at court before Wolf took her for his wife, so it was possible she had learned how to dissemble and conceal her true feelings.


‘What is it?’ her friend Kate asked, suddenly close, glancing over her shoulder. The others had started dancing again, the dancing master calling out instructions while the musicians played. ‘Who are you looking at below?’


She turned to Mistress Langley, willing her heart to be steady, her face not to betray her anxiety. But of course her friend saw at once that something was amiss, and stared past her into the courtyard.


‘Oh.’ A shadow came into Kate’s face. ‘Him.’


‘Hush, say nothing.’


‘My dear friend,’ Kate whispered, squeezing her hand. Her sympathetic gaze searched her face. ‘You are pale. Pray come away from the window. And do not look so shocked, someone will notice.’ When Margerie failed to move, she made a sharp tutting noise under her breath. ‘Dearest, you knew he would come back eventually, for his wife was rumoured to be close to the queen.’


‘I knew, yes,’ she managed unevenly, and stumbled away from the window as Kate reached up to close the shutters. ‘But knowing he would come back to court is not the same as being prepared to see him.’


The music had stopped again. Mistress Seymour was remonstrating with the dancing instructor over some problem, but mildly, for the king’s new paramour was not a woman to raise her voice.


Kate leant in close, frowning at her. ‘But it must be ten years since he . . . You are not still afraid of Wolf, surely?’


Margerie shivered. ‘No,’ she insisted, then carefully corrected herself, not wanting to lie to her friend. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. I still dream of him some nights. It was such a terrible error. Though it matters little now: his lordship has married and can trouble me no more.’


‘That error was your mother’s doing, Margerie. You should not blame yourself. You were little better than a child, and she coerced you to lie with him.’


‘I was old enough to be bedded, and to understand the choice I was making,’ she reminded Kate sadly. ‘Wolf was young too. My mother thought . . . she thought we would suit.’


‘You mean she wanted to see her daughter marry into the nobility.’


‘We should not speak ill of the dead.’ Margerie crossed herself. ‘Bad enough I lost my mother to the plague when I was still in France. I never saw her face again after I left court. Never had a chance to beg her forgiveness for running away.’


‘You begged your father’s though, and he would not give it,’ Kate said sharply. ‘You told me he died of a broken heart after your mother’s death, but I have my own thoughts on that. If he had allowed you to come home, your father might still be alive and enjoying the comfort of your company. A man in his middle age soon withers without a female to dote on him. He should have been more forgiving; then God might have forgiven him for abandoning his daughter.’


Jane Seymour was staring at them across the dancing chamber. Her quiet voice was authoritative, as though she already felt the weight of a crown on her head. ‘What is the matter you discuss so earnestly, ladies? Is one of you unwell that you cannot join the rest of us in learning this dance?’


‘No, Mistress Seymour,’ Margerie said at once, and hurried to take her place in the row of ladies waiting to dance, holding out her hand to Kate as they both slipped into line.


It was a much-coveted privilege to be allowed to learn these dances alongside the foremost ladies of the land, and she did not want her only friend to get into trouble through her foolish behaviour.


‘You must forgive me, Mistress Seymour,’ she added, not quite lifting her eyes to Jane’s watchful face, and pinned an apologetic smile to her lips. ‘It was a moment’s dizziness. I am well again now.’


Lord Wolf was a man, that was all. He had pursued her once as the Devil would pursue a soul that had been promised to him. But she had shrugged off that madness long ago. Wolf was married now and seemed intent on his new bride. There was no reason to be afraid of him.


There were other men at court she should fear more.


 


Margerie became aware that it was dark and someone was shaking her violently.


‘Wake up!’ a voice hissed urgently in her ear. ‘Margerie, if you love me, wake up!’


A torch came close, dispelling the darkness and with it the dreams that had been haunting her all night. Its flames burnt brightly above her head, acrid and smoking.


Slowly, her eyes widened, focusing on the face before her. Where was she? What had happened?


The last thing she remembered was falling asleep in the stuffy warmth of the women’s chamber, listening to the snores of those sleeping around her. Now she was on her feet and shivering, yet it was still night and she could not recall having left her bed.


‘Kate?’


‘Thank God,’ her friend breathed, a look of relief on her face. Then she turned to the tight huddle of women about them, all clad in nightshifts and caps, staring at Margerie by the light of a flickering torch as though she were mad. ‘As you can see, Mistress Croft is awake now, so you may all go back to bed. Go, I will tend her.’


‘We do not answer to you, Mistress Langley,’ one of the women said sourly, looking her up and down in a contemptuous manner. It was Mistress Lew, one of the chief seamstresses to the royal wardrobe and thrice widowed before she was even forty years of age. ‘I wish to ask this silly fool what she was thinking, frightening us out of our wits like that.’


‘And how exactly did she frighten you, Mistress Lew?’ Kate demanded.


‘Why, screaming so we thought she was murdered, then moaning and stumbling about in the darkness like a soul in torment.’


‘Aye,’ said another of the seamstresses, plump Mistress Carew, nudging closer to examine Margerie with round-eyed curiosity, ‘and refusing to answer to her name, though her eyes were open and she seemed awake. Why would any decent woman do that?’


Margerie frowned at these descriptions, shaking her head. ‘I was . . . what?’ She stared from one woman’s face to another. Her voice grew husky. ‘I pray you forgive me, ladies, I have no memory of these events.’


‘She lies!’ one of the younger exclaimed, then turned back to her bed. ‘And she ought to be whipped for disturbing our peace at such an hour.’
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