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  Part 1




  Chapter 1




  A drastic change was to overtake my life, although I could imagine nothing worse happening than that which had already occurred, both to me and to my country. A new king had come, sweeping aside the other more rightful monarch, our beloved Lord Richard. His broken bruised body had been left exposed to public derision, all on the orders of a man who had proved himself no warrior. In fact Henry Tudor was a cowardly adversary in comparison to that other great warrior.




  Now he had married the young Elizabeth to secure his claim, and already they said her body swelled with his child. The blending of those two roses, the bloody red and pristine white, should have ended in a delicious pink, promising a new age, but it had not. The red rose dominated, emblazoning all like so much blood.




  I disliked Eizabeth but not so much as I hated the Tudor, cold miserly, they said, with a thin mean face. Those bony fingers, were they even now creeping along her shrinking, flesh? Serves her right, I thought; how many times had she made the Lady Anne cry with her willful selfishness, throwing herself at the King, even in Anne’s presence. Aye, she was her mother’s daughter, that one.




  Father was coming towards me; the times had changed him, and mother’s recent death from the coughing sickness had not helped. I knew he blamed himself, yet how could he be blamed for fighting on the side of his rightful king? However, it was the wrong side, according to the victors, and he had paid dearly for it.




  Nay, if any were to blame it was the Tudor, grasping, taking, making father pay excessive taxes so that inevitably there was little money left for good food and large fires, essentials to a woman of delicate health. I was lucky in that I took after my father and was strong and robust and hardy. My brother Edwin though was delicate, needing careful attention. How it must have irked Father, though God bless him he never showed any of these feelings to me, to have a strong daughter instead of a strong son, for what could I bring to him? I was a liability; if only I could be master and not maid.




  Leaving the drifting reeds by the side of the river, I skipped across the lush lawn, my steps lighter than my mood. As I neared I saw that Father was indeed in a state of agitation. I, with concern, registered the high colour on his cheeks and the way he seemed unable to breath without effort.




  “I was calling you,” he shouted. “Did you not hear?”




  “I am sorry, Father, I did not.”




  “Come we have to go inside. I have news; a messenger came from the King himself.”




  “The King is dead,” I could not help but murmur. Father started as though I had thrown cold water in his face.




  “Shush, child, you don’t know what you say.”




  Bridling, I followed him into the huge draughty barn of a place we called home. It was more chilly inside than out, and even the fresh smelling rushes did little to alleviate the dankness.




  Edwin turned moodily to regard us. He was at his usual favourite place by the hearth, his eyes smoke begrimed. There was little love lost between us and so his glance was unfriendly. He resented my good health and also, I suspected the place I had held in my mother’s heart.




  “So,” I said at last. Father was just standing regarding me after lowering himself wearily into the chair. “So,” I said again, “what is this momentous news brought by the usurper?”




  “Hush, Cecy, you must learn to guard your tongue; never think that your womanhood will save you. Tomorrow we are to have a visitor. Lord Llanaber.”




  “Ah, another Tudor lackey, and what does he come for? To take our lands? Steal the house from us?”




  “Nay, Cecy. We are in fact being offered much. Thomas Cadwalader is an old friend of Henry’s.”




  “A Welsh barbarian no doubt.”




  “Welsh yes, barbarian no. He is a civilized man. I met him but once, yet he seemed a decent fellow. Anyway, that is beside the point; he has spoken to Henry and certain lands are to be returned to us. Our struggles it seems may be at an end.”




  Edwin coughed, a chilling hollow sound which touched my sympathy; Father looked toward him, shaking his head sadly as though worried it might now be too late to save his son. Perhaps even now a grave was yawning open for the lad.




  Father turned back to me, his eyes reflecting the perpetually worried gleam that it had been his wont to suffer since the King had been slain.




  “Why should this Cadwalader aid us? He must know we are loyal Yorkist.”




  “Were,” Father corrected. “Now we give our allegiance to this other.”




  Protest died on my lips as father held up a restraining hand. There was no point in antagonizing him; he had gone through much of late. He did not need a rebellious daughter.




  “There is something I have that Lord Thomas wishes, though God alone knows why.” A faint smile softened his expression.




  “What is it? Part of our land?”




  “Nay,” he whispered, “it will be his one day anyway.”




  “Then what?”




  “A rose from my garden,” Father said cryptically, “the most exquisite rose of all…”




  “Father?”




  “You, child, Lord Thomas wishes to take you for a wife.”




  * * * *




  From my bedchamber window, I looked down on the road which threaded a straight, hard brown course for many miles. Far into the distance I could see riders, specks on the horizons, yet the sight was sufficient to fill me with dread.




  Did that party include he who had claimed me as fitting for his wife? How could my father whom I had loved so much love me so carelessly to throw me to this foreign Lancastrian. This man who probably, because of the fortunes of war, became the ennobled Lord of Llanaber. Angrily I turned from my useless contemplation. It would be an hour before they arrived at the house. Bessie Lovelace was busily stitching; placid, pleased with her lot, contentment giving her slightly plump face a vague prettiness.




  “Marriage will do you good, my lady,” she had dared to say. “It’ll take the sharp edges off you.” Then with a chuckle, she said, “The lord will have to treat you like a new mare.”




  Aye a new mare, was that all fate intended to allot me—to become some man’s chattel, to run his home, converse with the Steward, do needlework, stitch garments for the poor, but my main role would be to play brood mare. Allow him to use me to propagate his accursed line. On and on, day after day, year after year, siring more brats to support the reign of the Tudor.




  My angry tugging at the bed hanging brought Bessie’s attention to me. We had been together a very long time. Bessie was a foundling child discovered by my mother. Compassionately gentle, like her distant cousins the Neville women, she had taken the child home, bringing her up in the household and educating her. Bessie was seven years older than me and it seemed that she had always been there to care for and guide me. Though I knew she did not understand me. I was her own enigma, a woman who did not know her place.




  “Patience, my lady, he will come soon.”




  “Bah, do you imagine me a traitor; I don’t want him to come.”




  But Bessie merely smiled to herself as though she knew better than me. Restlessness haunted me. I could not sit and wait but must pace agitatedly up and down the room, and back again. Going to gaze from the window out onto the ribbon of road. My destiny came closer—what was he like, this man who came to claim me? Was he young or old? Was he tall or short, fat or thin? A man fond of his cups and belligerent too when he was in such a state? Perhaps he was cold, cold as they said his King was, with thin bony fingers which would alight upon my flesh like a bird pecking food. A man whose manhood was only apparent when he thought of sons, whose use of my body was mere duty. Aye I thought, that would mayhap be better.




  The act that women must perform I well knew. Mother had long ago instructed me on what was the lot of women, to lie back in weak acceptable of her husband’s virility. Once again my eyes strayed to Bessie; when once I had harangued her on the subject she had given me an odd all-knowing smile.




  “It is not so,” she murmured gently, “for some maybe but not for all.”




  How did she know? Surely she had not had experience with a man; nay she was not a scullion. Bessie would say that merely to set me at ease.




  Love was not all bad. I recalled King Richard and Queen Anne; theirs had been a perfect love. There had been tenderness towards each other which even Elizabeth’s machinations had been unable to thwart. After Anne had died, he had become greyer. He had never been summer like his older brother, nor did I think he had ever been spring. There had been an autumness about him, a gentle bittersweet sadness, yet when she died, his gentle delicate Neville bride, he had become winter—not sharp frostbitten winter but grey, chilling, fog shrouded November.




  The echoing of horses’ hooves over cobblestones caused my heart to leap up, it’s ominous thud similar to the toll of a distant bell. Voices…raised, strident, foreign. Bessie left her seat and running to the window she leant out, peering downwards. She was disobediently deaf to my commands that she should come away.




  Turning at last, she was flushed, her large amber eyes sparkling, yet she said nothing and I would not ask her. Instead I angrily turned away, going once more to the bed to pluck at the hangings.




  My father’s betrayal still, despite it all, wounded me greatly. I had thought he loved me dearly, that he cared for me above everyone else, yet he was throwing me away. He would send me packing from all I loved dear, and all so he could hold onto his land. Any thoughts I had uttered were brutally cast aside. “Nay, Cecy, ’tis only you who has the power to save us and save us you will. As a woman you must make an advantageous marriage; it is all you have to offer. You are my bargaining tool, Cecy, and we’re lucky that this man wants you.”




  “Why he should want her I can’t imagine,” my brother had wheezed. “Does he know she possesses a viper’s tongue?”




  Obviously the lord had not heard that but he would know of it before the day was out. I was determined he would feel the lick of it. I had no intention of being a compliant little woman to him. I would state my case before the nuptials, which would at least give him ample opportunity to retract and seek elsewhere for a bride. That this might hurt my father and brother I did not even consider. Willfulness had come to me. Even this morning my Confessor had urged me to become more humble, but the risk to my immortal soul seemed far less important than the loss of my dignity.




  Someone hammering on the chamber’s door caused me to start violently. Bessie moved elegantly across the room, pulling open the door. It was one of my father’s pages who had come to summons the lady to the hall.




  “Soon,” Bessie told the cherub-faced child. “My lady will be down soon.”




  In the wake of the boy’s departure, she scurried to me, taking up my hands and holding them firmly. “Did you see him?” I asked.




  “I saw several men, lady, and I know not which was your lord. T’would be foolish to speculate.”




  I nodded, breathing deeply. “You look fine, my lady,” she said.




  I smoothed down the dark green velvet gown. Bessie had declared it was a fitting foil for my red-gold hair. Purposely I had insisted I dress carefully, not to provoke but so that I would be listened to, if only because I was reasonably comely.




  Descending the grand staircase, I was aware of people coming and going. There were alien sounds. How different from the silence of our lives only days ago.




  My heart was beating so violently that my face felt it was made of stone. Cloaking my nervousness, I stepped into the hall.




  He was very tall, very broad, and looked as stone-faced as me. His hair, which he wore long, was as black as the crow’s wing and just as glossy. Black brows emphasized his large heavy-lidded eyes, whose colour was reminiscent of the sea on a February morning, and just as grey waves would shift, so did his expression. His nose was large and slightly hooked, yet his mouth was wide with a pleasant line. On one side of his face his skin was smoothly weather brown, but the right side was savagely scarred, crossways over his cheek. Battle scars, vicious, deep; any gentility his face might have possessed was lost.




  He wore the look of a barbaric savage. His expression was hard and so I wondered was he as disappointed in me as I was in him. Would I be released? Oh bliss.




  He was not as old as I had expected but he was considerably older than me. I was barely eighteen whereas I thought he had turned twenty-five or more. His clothes were a study in plainness, back velvet without any ornament. In fact the only jewellery he wore was a great ruby ring on his index finger. It glittered bloodily in the shaft of sunlight which had suddenly invaded the room.




  Father came to my side and led me towards Lord Llanaber. Edwin watched with a baleful expression. I think he was disappointed that, apart from his scarred cheek, Lord Llanaber was not objectionable to look on.




  “My lord, may I present my daughter, Cecily.”




  “Lady,” he said, allowing his sea-grey eyes to sweep me with insolence, causing my cheeks to fire as he bowed politely. Yet why if the bow was polite did I sense mockery in it?




  “My lord,” I murmured, once again daring to meet him eye on. He was so much taller and broader than I that I felt like a sapling against a mighty oak. It was, to say the least, intimidating, and I wondered if I would have the courage to speak out, giving life to the words I had rehearsed.




  “I am sure you would wish to talk,” Father said gently. “We will leave you until supper. Come, Edwin, the sun has come out and a little fresh air will not come amiss.”




  When they had gone, I moved towards the fire, my skirts sweeping behind me. He followed but said nothing; when I turned my head, I found him watching me, and even as I looked, his mouth turned slightly at one corner, deepening the scars on his cheek.




  “Well, Milady, do you approve of me?”




  “I hardly know you.”




  “But you will know me soon. You are to become my bride, are you not?”




  “I suppose so…do you…I mean won’t you change your mind now that you have seen me?”




  “Do you seek compliments? I fear I am not a man given to easy words and flattery. I leave that for court jackanapes.”




  “I do not seek your flattery, sir. You misunderstand me.”




  “Do I, Milady?”




  His voice was deep, yet there was about it a pleasant lilt. A gentle foreignness that was not unpleasant.




  “You do, for I care not whether you approve of me, or not. This marriage is not of my making.”




  “You are a woman and not to be trusted with such decisions,” he mocked.




  “If I am not perfect…”




  “Did I say you were not?”




  “No, but if I am not entirely to your liking, why accept me?”




  “There is more to marriage than good looks.”




  “Aye,” I murmured, stretching out my fingers to warm them. “Well if you are to take me I would like to be honest. Now at this time before we go before the priest.”




  “I hope we will always be honest with each other, for I despise deceit.”




  “You do?” I snapped back. “Yet you….”




  ”I?” he asked, his eyes narrowing for a moment. His expression caused me to tremble slightly, but then on recalling my late sadly lamented King and Queen I said, “You fought against the rightful monarch.”




  “That is a matter of opinion.”




  “Opinion! Opinion! Nay, sir, ’tis no such thing for by what right does Beaufort’s spawn dare call himself God’s anointed.”




  The scars about his face lightened and it was then I realized that for me they would act as a weather vane for his moods. He was adept at hiding his eyes behind lowered lids, whose long thick lashes shaded their expression, but those scars would lighten or darken as the mood took him.




  “Politics are not for…” His eyes swept me, pausing to rest and feast on the upward swell of my breasts. I could not stop them from rising and falling with my agitation. My flesh was scorched with the intensity of his gaze; it was as if he touched me. “So obvious a female,” he finished at last, bringing his eyes back to mine. “No puny aristocrat, you,” he continued. “You have breasts like a peasant.”




  “And sir, you have the mouth of a whoremonger!”




  I did not know what to expect; certainly when I saw him stiffen I imagined a slap coming my way, but he threw back his head and laughed, revealing teeth which were white and strong and like himself, savage. He leaned towards me and I smelt the sweet scent of horse about him. “You have spirit,” he said, bringing his laughter under control, “and I shall enjoy wrangling with you, both in and out of bed.”




  With a reddened face I turned away quickly but too slowly for him not to see it.




  “Well, Milady,” he said. “Had you better not state your terms to me? We appear to have strayed from your previous intent.”




  With a few words he obliterated our previous conversation. It was a kindness but I did not wish this from him, as above everything else, I determined not to like him.




  “I am to marry you. Father has decided it and I have no say in this matter.” The speech I had plotted and planned became confused within my mind, causing the words to be uttered not as I would have them. “Well…well I shall of course obey him, and afterwards you, but only to a certain extent.”




  A black brow crested. I watched it, seeing in the gesture perhaps a little amusement. “I shall of course be an obedient wife, shall look to womanly tasks, shall run your household, and entertain your guests.” I could feel a hot blush running up my neck, to scorch my cheeks. “I will share your bed.” That crested brow came down, sliding to meet the other brow on the bridge of his nose. “Have your children. All these things I shall do because it is my duty to do so. My role in life as it were, but what I shall not do is respect you.”




  The sound of a deeply indrawn breath was like the hiss of a snake. His cheek throbbed with life, belying the cold hardness of his eyes. “To me you are a traitor…”




  “Enough! Obedience you promise, yet in the same breath you affront my manhood. Have a care for your tongue.”




  “Why would you beat me to submission?”




  “Ye gods, but you have a tongue on you. Am I getting me a wife of Bath?” He took a deep breath, expanding the black velvet of his doublet. “Traitor you call me but ’tis you who speaks so carelessly. Now hear me, King Henry is our King, he is our Lord, and it is my duty to serve him and it is a duty I intend to carry out faithfully, until the day I die. I shall do all in my power to leave my sons stability in this land, peace and prosperity for all time. I give my respect to my King and you will do likewise. I cannot control your thoughts but I can your actions and your tongue. You will at all times give respect to my lord and to me.”




  “I shall pay lip service, my lord, but it shall be false, for I hold you and your King responsible for the death of my good lord Richard…”




  “Never speak to me of the black-hearted tyrant; once and for all I shall not have his name mentioned beneath my roof…”




  “I am sold lock stock and barrel to you, am I not? Chained and unable to hold opinion, but you cannot bind my thoughts, sir…”




  “No, I cannot and I have no intention of trying just so long as those thoughts and opinions are not handed to me and mine.”




  Angrily I turned from him, going, I hoped, with great dignity towards the windows. Edwin was out there with my father, strolling over the gently sloping lawns. Soon I would be gone, taken to an alien land; what I wondered did my future husband’s lands look like…had I liked him more I might have asked him to tell me of his home, but pride and dislike made asking him impossible.




  He was not going to refuse me then, despite my provoking him. What did he want? Was it something so vital that he would take to wife a woman who held him in great contempt and what was more, did not care to conceal it from him?




  “Cecily.” My name on his lips caused me to turn with a start.




  The sun sinking in a blaze of ochre surrounded him like a halo, the black plainness of his clothes adding to his mystery. His legs were strong and well shaped with muscular thighs. There was, I saw, a demonic quality about him which caused my heart to race. What a dangerous adversary he would be. “We wed tomorrow,” he said at last.




  “Tomorrow? But, my lord, I have…”




  “I must be away to my lands in two days time. They have been neglected for too long and besides we must start killing and salting for winter will be here very soon…”




  “Could we not be affianced until the spring?”




  Did the shadow of a smile touch his gentle mouth? No, it was merely an illusion for even now his brows swept downwards. Doubtless his countenance would often wear that expression for I seemed to have the ability to prick him. To crawl beneath his skin.




  “Nay, I need a woman to keep me warm of nights,” he murmured crudely, causing my spine to stiffen.




  “I am sure one of your village women would honored to serve you…”




  “Aye, they would and have done so in the past, but I have tired of their ways and have a fancy to have a real lady beneath me.”




  He was humiliating me and was not without knowledge of this, yet I was not going to allow him to see that he was hurting me, or that I cared, so I merely inclined my head in acquiesce.




  “Your father has agreed for he understands my haste.”




  “May I go?”




  “To your chamber? Aye, why not?”




  * * * *




  Bessie was waiting for me, large eyed and eager. Other maidservants were coming and going and my mother’s wedding dress was spread out on the bed. I was urged into it so that any alterations could be made immediately. The maids giggled as they fussed around me, speculating upon my lord and also on those in his party. It had been a long time since such excitement had cascaded through our house and though it irritated me, I said nothing. Why not let them have their fun at my expense. I would never see them again, only Bessie who would accompany me. They would be left with a memory of a pleasant mistress instead of harridan.




  “Well,” Bessie questioned fondly. “How do you find the Lord Llanaber?”




  “I hate him,” I hissed between clenched teeth. “He is big, black browed, and arrogantly sure of himself. He thinks to use me like some dockside whore.”




  Bessie gasped, rose to her feet, then, tossing her taffy coloured hair, laughed. “You have been giving him your tongue, no doubt, and he will know how to subdue you.”




  “Hmm, you seem to know much about men. Methinks perhaps you have already lain with one.”




  Bessie’s pale skin flushed, and the way her eyes shifted slyly gave credence to my suspicion, but I loved her. I would not pry too harshly for she had always been kind to me.




  “Well I shall submit but there be no pleasure for me, or for him. Soon he will tire of me and when I have given him a son, he will go elsewhere, coming to me only to breed.”




  “Oh, Milady,” Bessie cried, “that should not be the way of a marriage; you should seek to be close to one another in all things. You must put aside our prejudice against him and go together into this new life with an open mind.”




  “Never. Do you forget who my Godmother is? Do you not recall my mother was related to the Neville family?”




  “But that is all over now; besides the King has married the Lady Elizabeth…”




  “Bastard. Bastard lines both and bastard will beget bastard.”




  “Oh, Milady, you must forget, they do tell that the new king is cruel, that his spies are everywhere, and that he will not spare you because you are a woman.”




  Suddenly for the first time vulnerability shot through me, feminine weakness attacking me on all sides so that I must sink down on the bed. Hot tears poured from my eyes, overflowing onto my taut cheeks.




  “I loved Richard, right well,” I said. “He was so kind and moral and good. No one was too lowly that he would not speak with them and now I must marry…give myself and my life to a man who, in all probability was amongst those who slaughtered him, who fell upon him like a pack of wild dogs…”




  “Shush now, rest, Lady Cecily; lie back and I’ll bring you a soothing draught. Try to be steady now for no good will come of delving into the past. Think of your father and Edwin. Your little brother will be live long and you have the opportunity of at least giving him comfort in the short time he is with us.”




  “Aye, I hear you, but what of me? What about what I feel deep inside me? Sooner I would be Jane Shore than what I am to become.”




  I ignored Bessie’s gasp and the way she crossed herself. “Aye she chose—she was truly a freewoman, even though she was the King’s whore. Would that I had the choice. Go Bessie; go fetch me a draught for with each word we utter I become more and bitter against the Lord of Llanaber.”




  Chapter 2




  Sunshine spilled through the windows, its beams alive with dust motes, which cavorted in happy abandonment. Would that I belonged to that species, having no thought or feeling instead of standing here while nubile maidens dressed me for marriage. They giggled and teased, rolling their eyes in pleasure when they hinted at what would happen to me later. Apparently the looks, manner, and bearing of Lord Llanaber appealed to them.




  Mother’s wedding dress fitted perfectly; as a young woman she must have had rounded contours of body similar to my own. Only as illness wreaked havoc on her did she become thin and bent.




  The blue under gown was of rich velvet, the outer gown cloth of gold. It was slightly out of fashion, having tight sleeves and an open front which veed to a jeweled belt. With it I wore a short hennin with a blue frontlet and a trailing veil of gauze at the back.




  We were wed in the small family chapel. I had dreamed of a grand wedding yet here I was going forward to a man I despised. I wore a borrowed dress and there was only my family, friends, and my future husband’s retinue to bear witness. It was a sad comment on the times that we had fallen upon.




  Standing next to him, I could not rid myself of revulsion. Glancing at him, I saw his face was taut, the scars pale against his rather swarthy complexion. His mouth was a grim line, brows pulled low on his hawk like nose. Oh dear Lord, I prayed, please let something happen to stop this madness, yet even as I prayed, the priest was intoning his final blessing on us. It was over. I belonged to someone other than my father. I was Lady Llanaber, wife of Thomas Cadwalader, his for him to do with as he would. As though sensing my disquiet, he turned to look at me; his mouth turned into a smile which was both evil and filled with menace.




  “Come, wife, now is the time for making merry.”




  Sitting beside him at the very centre of the table, I merely picked at the roasted peacock without interest. I was far too tense and even the good wine which he poured into my jeweled goblet did little to alleviate this mood. Most eyes were focused on him, especially those of the females in the company. One or two of the girls flirted with him openly.




  He was dressed smart today and somewhat more colourful. His short tunic was of a cloth of silver and he wore a rich gown of heavy scarlet silk. Around his neck he wore a chain of rubies, as well as the ruby ring of yesterday; he wore a ring of gold on his forefinger. Were these jewels plundered from some dead Yorkist? It took me all my time not to accuse him of doing so.




  He spoke little to anyone, seeming to be wrapped in his own thoughts, content merely to pour wine down his throat as though it were the last barrel he would enjoy,




  Jugglers entertained the company with amazing deft feats, and jesters came to make mock of our marriage, their parody so ribald that I could not look but kept my eyes on my plate.




  Soon it became obvious that the time had come for me to leave the hall and go to my chamber. There I must prepare for my husband coming to consummate our marriage. Sickness rose in my throat at the thought. Even imagining his hands on my flesh filled me with revulsion.




  I was led away amongst such lewd comment from his people, and over the heads of many, I met my father’s anxious gaze, and to his credit he could not meet me eye to eye but turned, shamefaced, away.




  As I reached my chamber, Bessie dispatched the followers brusquely and with uncharacteristic rudeness. Alone at last she helped me removed my garments and when this cumbersome task was done, she slipped a soft white lawn bed-gown over my head. Taking up a brush, she began to stroke my hair gently. All this was achieved in silence but now, soothingly, she began to hum a gentle tune which eased the pain throbbing between my brows.




  Bessie had only just put down the brush when he came, a gown of ermine-trimmed, wine coloured velvet draped around his masculine frame. At a brief nod from him, Bessie left the room.
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