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“Emerson captures the pageantry and politics of the Tudor Court . . . giving historical fiction fans a first-rate read.”—Booklist


“Emerson’s sharp eye for court nuances, intrigues, and passions . . . and swift pace will sweep you along.”—Romantic Times


“Appealing . . . A refreshingly willful, sexually liberated heroine.”—Publishers Weekly


Married to one man. Desiring another. Beautiful Lady Anne Stafford, lady-in-waiting to Queen Catherine of Aragon, is torn between her love for her husband, George, Lord Hastings . . . and the king’s boon companion, the attentive Sir William Compton. But when King Henry VIII, amorous as always, joins the men clustering around her, Anne realizes she has become perilously enmeshed in the intrigues of the court. . . .Will she be forced to decide between the two men she desires—and the one she doesn’t?


Kate Emerson charms again with a heroine who steps out of the pages of history to win our hearts in this sumptuous novel of Tudor scandal and intrigue.
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Lavish praise for
KATE EMERSON and


→ Secrets of the Tudor Court ←


“Emerson captures the pageantry and the politics of the Tudor court, portraying real-life characters who negotiated turbulent times, and giving historical-fiction fans a first-rate read.”


—Booklist


“I love this series and continue to be awestruck by each and every book. . . .”


—Historically Obsessed


“No one knows the unusual customs and dangerous characters of the Tudor court like Kate Emerson.”


—Karen Harper, author of The Irish Princess


“Explores the tempestuous world of the Tudor court.”


—Publishers Weekly


→ By Royal Decree ←


“Another captivating novel. . . . Emerson skillfully manages to keep Elizabeth’s life as the central point and never loses track of her faith in love and happy endings.”


—Romantic Times (4 stars)


“Appealing . . . a refreshingly willful, sexually liberated heroine.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Emerson wields a sure pen when it comes to Tudor England and laces the story with just the right amount of period detail. Presenting the tempestuous and often scandalous court through the eyes of Bess Brooke . . . the author paints a confident, realistic picture of the king. . . . A valuable addition to the current popular interest in all things Tudor England.”


—Historical Novels Review


“Emerson writes such fresh and interesting takes on the Tudor period with her focus on figures that are not often written about. . . . Unique and interesting . . . an enjoyable and fresh read on the Tudor period.”


—Examiner.com


“Another beautifully written Tudor secret love that before I never even knew existed. It was everything I could have hoped it to be and more.”


—Historically Obsessed


→ Between Two Queens ←


“Emerson skillfully crafts a strong heroine who maintains careful command of her sexuality and independence. Nan’s behavior is as brave as it is scandalous for the time, and Emerson makes readers appreciate the consequences of Nan’s choices.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Emerson’s sharp eye for court nuances, intrigues, and passions thrusts readers straight into Nan’s life, and the swift pace will sweep you along.”


—Romantic Times



→ The Pleasure Palace ←


“Emerson creates a riveting historical novel of the perils of the Tudor court, vividly fictionalizing historical characters and breathing new life into their personalities and predicaments.”


—Booklist


“Jane Popyncourt is not the idealistically virginal heroine but a skillful player in the intrigues of the Tudor court, who manages to get what she wants without selling too much of herself in the bargain. It is this heroine that separates the book from the pack.”


—Publishers Weekly


“This beautifully researched novel [is] the first in a fascinating new historical series. History, love, lust, power ambitions—The Pleasure Palace is a pleasure indeed.”


—Karen Harper, author of The Irish Princess


“Rich and lushly detailed, teeming with passion and intrigue, this is a novel in which you can happily immerse yourself in another time and place.”


—RT Reviews


All the gripping historical novels in the 
Secrets of the Tudor Court series are also available as eBooks
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SECRETS OF THE TUDOR COURT




    → At the King’s Pleasure ←
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Manor of the Rose, London, June 18, 1509


This latest news from the court pleases me,” said Edward Stafford, third Duke of Buckingham, “but my brother’s continued confinement in the Tower of London is worrisome.”


“A mistake, surely, my lord,” Charles Knyvett murmured.


Squarely built and florid-faced, with thinning hair and small, pale eyes, Knyvett had been in Buckingham’s service from childhood and was one of the few men he trusted, perhaps because they were also linked by blood. Knyvett’s mother had been a daughter of the first duke. His father, Sir William, now nearing his seventieth year, still held the honorary post of chamberlain in the ducal household.


“All will be sorted out in good time,” agreed Buckingham’s chaplain, Robert Gilbert, a tall, thin, hawk-nosed fellow with a deeply pocked face and intense black eyes.


The duke made a little humming noise, neither agreement nor disagreement, and studied the small group of women surrounding his wife at the far end of the garden gallery of his London house. His sisters, Elizabeth and Anne, were among them. They might prove useful to him, he thought. At least no one, not even the new king’s overcautious councilors, would be likely to order the arrest of either of them on suspicion of treason.


“Lord Henry’s confinement is doubtless the result of malicious lies,” Gilbert said. “No formal charges have been made against him.”


“And the only other members of the late king’s household who are under arrest are inferior persons: lawyers and accountants,” Knyvett chimed in.


“And a surveyor of the king’s prerogative,” Gilbert reminded him with a little smirk.


Knyvett glared at him, offended by the jab but reluctant to quarrel outright over it in the duke’s presence. Officially, Charles Knyvett was Buckingham’s surveyor. That it was a relatively minor post in a household large enough to need a chancellor, an almoner, a receiver general, and a clerk of the signet had been a source of frustration for him for some time.


Buckingham ignored the sparring between his two retainers. He was accustomed to it. In truth, he preferred antagonism to complacency. He also expected his men to spy on each other and keep him informed of everything they discovered. He deemed it wise to keep his allies at odds with one another. In an England that had for decades been torn apart by wars over the succession, it paid to know what your enemies were thinking. It made even more sense to keep a close watch on your friends.


As for his younger brother Hal’s situation—that worried the duke more than he let on. They had been on uneasy terms for some time before his arrest. Hal had taken offense when his brother, as head of the family, had attempted to reallocate the funds he’d earlier promised would be Hal’s for marrying the dowager Marchioness of Dorset, a match Buckingham himself had arranged. Hal had stubbornly refused to cooperate, with the result that Buckingham had found himself, at the start of a new reign, more than six thousand pounds in debt to the Crown.


Even before news of the death of King Henry the Seventh had been announced, Hal had been imprisoned in the Tower of London on suspicion of treason. Some people, Buckingham thought sourly, no doubt imagined that he himself was responsible for Hal’s troubles. But for all his younger brother’s failings, Hal was still a Stafford. Buckingham had known nothing about his arrest until several days after the fact.


Who, then, had caused Hal to be seized and held? And why? The idea that Hal had been planning rebellion was laughable. Hal’s only interest in the royal court lay in the competitions to be found there—he lived for jousting. To Buckingham’s mind, that meant that the charges against Hal had been intended as a warning to him as Hal’s brother.


Had it been the old king’s outgoing Privy Council who’d ordered the arrest? They’d been anxious to keep King Henry the Seventh’s death secret until his son’s succession was secure. That they should fear Buckingham as a rival claimant to the throne amused the duke. It was true he had more royal blood in his veins than the new king did, but there were others who had even more. Regardless, he’d never thought to seize the throne for himself. He was a loyal subject, sworn to support the Tudor dynasty.


It was tiresome to have to prove his loyalty to a new king, but Buckingham did not suppose that he had any choice in the matter. The Staffords must make themselves indispensable to young Henry the Eighth.


He looked again at the women clustered around his wife, Eleanor, a plain, even-tempered woman, and the sister of the Earl of Northumberland. She and her brother had been raised, as had Buckingham and Hal, in the household of Henry the Seventh’s mother, the Countess of Richmond. Fatherless, they had all become wards of the Crown. Just after his twelfth birthday, Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond, had arranged a marriage between her charges.


It was a good match, the duke thought now. He and Eleanor had always been fond of each other. She was soft-spoken and made him an excellent wife. In the years since they’d wed, she had provided him with a son, his heir, and three daughters to use to forge alliances with other noblemen. Unfortunately, none of his four children was old enough yet to be of use at court. Elizabeth was twelve; Catherine, ten; Henry, eight; and Mary only six.


Buckingham’s gaze slid over assorted waiting gentlewomen, including plump, pretty Madge Geddings and Knyvett’s half sister, Bess, to come to rest on his own siblings. His sister Elizabeth was a year his senior. He had contracted a match for her with Robert Radcliffe, Lord Fitzwalter. They’d been together for nearly four years now and Elizabeth had done her duty, giving her husband two sons. The elder was three years old and the younger an infant.


Then there was Anne. She was twenty-six years old. Buckingham had thought he’d had her settled in a marriage to Sir Walter Herbert, the old Earl of Pembroke’s younger son. But Herbert had died in a fall from a horse afterward and, for nearly two years now, Anne had been back in her brother’s house. Widowed, she’d returned to Thornbury, the Stafford family seat in Gloucestershire, bringing with her over a dozen servants but no heir for Sir Walter’s estate. She had failed in the primary duty of a wife by not producing a single child of either sex to inherit.


Anne had moved away from the group and now sat alone on a window seat, her head bent over her embroidery frame. Buckingham’s eyes narrowed as he assessed her attributes. She was more attractive than his other sister, although no great beauty. Her chin was too sharp—an outward sign of an unfortunate stubborn streak—and her complexion lacked the pink and white prettiness that was so popular at court. Still, she’d do.


“Go about your business,” he told his men. “I must speak in private with my sister.”
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Lady Anne looked up from her embroidery to find her brother Edward staring at her from the far side of the garden gallery. As was his wont, he wore extravagant clothing, even in the privacy of his own home. His gown was damask, heavily embroidered and studded with garnets and seed pearls. Neither rich fabrics nor costly decoration, however, could disguise the predatory nature of his smile.


“I wonder what dear Edward is plotting now,” Anne murmured.


If there was more than a hint of wariness in her voice, she felt it was warranted. While it was true that she had voluntarily returned to her brother’s household after the death of her husband, she had never intended to place herself quite so thoroughly under his thumb. Yet, somehow, within a month, she’d ended up granting Edward full control over her dower lands. Now she was beholden to him for everything she had, from the roof over her head and the food that she ate to the garments she wore and the jewelry that adorned them.


Only Madge Geddings, a young gentlewoman with a pink and white complexion and a small, turned-up nose, sat near enough to Anne to overhear the soft-spoken words. Madge glanced toward the duke, then quickly away, cheeks flaming.


Poor Madge, Anne thought. These days, anything to do with Edward left her flustered and blushing. For some time now, the duke had been trying to persuade Madge, his wife’s waiting gentlewoman, to share his bed. If Madge gave in, she would not be his first mistress. He’d had at least two, and had the illegitimate sons to prove it. Anne was only surprised that it had taken her brother so long to notice that the young woman had blossomed into a beauty. Madge had been part of his household for nearly ten years. True, she had been a girl of twelve when she’d first entered the duchess’s service, and she had been assigned to the nursery until recently, but the duke made it a practice to keep track of everyone in his service.


The other women in the garden gallery, as yet unaware of the duke’s presence, continued to converse together, heads bent over a large embroidery frame that held an altar cloth. Anne sat a little apart from those working on the project. She preferred to spend her time on emblem embroidery, creating small motifs, usually in tent stitch, which were then cut out and applied to large velvet panels for use as hangings, bed curtains, coverlets, or cushions. It was a negligible show of independence, especially when the emblem at hand was the golden Stafford knot, but it salved her pride to have tangible proof that Edward did not control every facet of her life.


Anne’s sister, Elizabeth, looked up from her stitches at the sound of approaching footfalls. At once, a calculating look came into her eyes. Anne hid a smile. She could read her sister’s expression as easily as she could interpret the sampler she’d made as a child and, just as she no longer needed to refer to the sampler as she embroidered, neither was it necessary to rely upon anything but past experience to know that her older sister wanted something from their brother. Elizabeth’s face, although it had the same heart shape Anne saw in her own looking glass, was dominated by lips held too tightly compressed, so that they habitually formed a thin, hard line. Her smiles always looked forced, and they never reached her eyes.


Edward, Anne decided, seemed a trifle agitated. That was nothing unusual. Having his attention fix on her, however, was out of the ordinary.


“I would speak with you in private, sister,” he announced in a peremptory tone of voice.


Elizabeth looked miffed, for there was no mistaking which sister he meant.


“As you wish, Edward.” Anne set aside her small embroidery frame and rose from the cushioned window seat.


The gallery in the Manor of the Rose ran north to south, as did the garden it overlooked. All the windows had a view of Laurence Pountney Hill and the steeples of St. Laurence Pountney and St. Martin Orgar and, at a little distance, St. Margaret Bridge Street and St. Leonard Milkchurch. Anne’s brother walked her to the southern end of the gallery, near to where it adjoined a four-story tower. From that vantage point, they could almost see the Thames and did have a clear view of the turrets of Coldharbour, the London house of the late king’s mother. Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond, was in residence there with her youngest grandchild, the new king’s sister Mary, who went by the title Princess of Castile by virtue of her long-standing betrothal to a Spanish prince. The princess, who could not be more than fourteen years old, would have taken her father’s death hard. Anne’s heart went out to her.


Occupied by such thoughts, Anne waited with apparent patience, hands demurely tucked into her sleeves, for the great and powerful Duke of Buckingham to make known his reason for wishing to speak to her alone. She was not afraid of him, but she had learned that a show of respect made dealing with her brother far easier. At Thornbury Castle, Penshurst Place, or Bletchingly Manor, his country houses, she was able to avoid him for days on end. Here in the smaller London house, that was impossible.


“You will recall,” he began in a patronizing tone, “that the late king, His Gracious Majesty, Henry the Seventh, required you to sign a recognizance for one hundred and sixty pounds.”


“I do. Although no one ever troubled to explain to me just why I was obliged to provide that surety.”


“You would not comprehend the legal details, sister. Suffice it to say that Hal and I signed similar documents. Our new king, His Most Gracious Majesty, Henry the Eighth, has seen fit to cancel them.”


“That is excellent news,” Anne said. “Has he also freed Hal from the Tower?” Why her other brother had been a prisoner there for nearly two months was something else no one had bothered to tell her.


Edward scowled. “No, he has not, and we will not speak further of the matter.”


“As you wish,” Anne murmured, lowering her gaze so that he would not guess how angry and frustrated such dictates made her feel. “Shall I return to the other women now?”


“My business with you is not yet complete. It is time you remarried, sister. I am considering young Lord Hastings.”


“Young Lord Hastings?” Anne echoed, caught off guard by his announcement. “How young? I do not wish to be yoked to a child.”


“You will suit well enough.”


“How old is he, Edward?” She met his eyes now, letting him see her determination to have an answer. She was loath to challenge him on most matters but she did have one legal right as a widow. She could refuse to marry a man who displeased her.


“George Hastings is twenty-two.”


She breathed a sigh of relief. A four-year difference in their ages was not so bad, not when the bride Edward had found for Hal had been nineteen years his senior. “Will the new king approve?” she asked. As their liege lord, King Henry also had the right to put a stop to a betrothal, should he dislike the match.


“That young fool married for love,” Buckingham snapped. “What do you think?”


“I think that the king’s devotion to Catherine of Aragon is admirable,” she replied, although she knew full well that Edward had not expected her to answer him.


“His Grace is as impulsive as a young puppy. By the Mass, I cannot fathom why he would wed his brother’s widow. And before his coronation, too. They’re to be crowned together six days from now.” He shook his head, his bewilderment almost tangible. “Young Henry will never be the king his father was if he does not learn how to govern a too-tender heart.”


“Have a care, Edward,” Anne warned, daring to bait him. “He is the king.”


“I will speak my mind in my own house!” His eyes flashed with irritation.


“You always do,” she said, and sent him a smile of surpassing sweetness.


His hard stare told her that he was uncertain how to take that last remark, or her attitude. After a moment, he apparently decided that she would never laugh at him, or be so bold as to criticize him to his face. “If all goes well in the negotiations over your dowry and jointure,” he said, “you will be wed by the end of the year.”


Anne accepted this dictate with equanimity, certain that if George Hastings proved distasteful to her, she could refuse to marry him. She did not know much about the Hastings family, other than that their seat was in Leicestershire. She would have liked to ask for more details, but Edward already had hold of her arm and was towing her back to the other women.


“Is there any news from court?” Elizabeth demanded as soon as Anne had been returned to the window seat. “I have been waiting to hear about a place in the new queen’s household.”


“You have already been given the honor of escorting the Princess of Castile in King Henry’s funeral procession,” Buckingham chided her. “You must not be greedy.”


He laughed when her face fell.


“Have no fear, my dear. There can be no doubt but that you will be included among Queen Catherine’s ladies. Both my sisters will have places of honor with Her Grace. How could it be otherwise when the Staffords are the foremost family in the realm?”
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Greenwich Palace, July 17, 1509


Two of the king’s grooms of the chamber, summoned by His Grace, hurried toward the privy bedchamber. It was after midnight, but Will Compton was not at all surprised that Henry Tudor was not yet abed. Oh, he’d have been disrobed and put into his long white silk nightshirt. He’d have washed his face and cleaned his teeth. An attendant would have combed his hair and put on his embroidered scarlet velvet night bonnet. But Will had seen the heated looks that had passed between the king and his bride earlier in the evening. It had only been a little more than a month since their wedding. They’d not yet tired of bed sport.


Will and his fellow groom, Ned Neville, passed through the presence chamber, where the yeomen of the guard were on duty, and along a short passage into the privy chamber. The two yeomen of the chamber, who would spend the rest of the night on pallets outside the bedchamber door, were already yawning at their posts. They could sleep if they wished. The king would not be calling for them again.


Beyond the privy chamber were the quarters that were truly private. The royal bedchamber came first, dominated by a massive bed and hung with exquisite tapestries. The two grooms of the chamber passed through it to a second bedchamber, the one in which His Grace actually slept. The light given off by several quarriers—square blocks of expensive beeswax—showed Will windows hung with purple, white, and black striped satin curtains stuffed with buckram. The floors were oak painted to look like marble, and a very fine tapestry showing a hunting scene decorated an inner wall. Small, exquisitely made carpets covered not only the tabletops but also the floor beside the royal bed.


The king had only one attendant. This gentleman of the bedchamber would sleep on a pallet at the foot of the royal bed, but for now he stepped back, yielding his royal charge to Will and Ned, and busied himself rounding up the royal pets—a beagle, a greyhound, and a ferret—to prevent them from trying to follow their master.


Henry the Eighth, Will thought, looked every inch a king, even when he was wearing nothing but a nightshirt. Barely eighteen years old, His Grace had been blessed with a strong, long-limbed, muscular body honed to perfection by long hours of practice in the tiltyard. His face, too, was pleasing to look at, even when, as now, it wore a frown.


“What took you so long?” His pale eyes narrowed as he glared at them. The king had an unpredictable temper, but Will doubted he’d stay angry once he was on his way to his bride.


“Your pardon, Your Grace.” Ned scooped up the royal night robe—a mantle of crimson velvet furred with ermine—and assisted the king into it.


Will collected a torch to help light the way to the door of the bedchamber where the queen awaited her husband. They did not have far to go. The king’s apartments at Greenwich were connected to the queen’s by a privy gallery. An ordinary man might have yielded to his impatience to see his bride and made the trek alone, but protocol demanded that a ruling monarch go nowhere unescorted, not even to his wife’s bed.


His Grace set a brisk pace, paying no attention to the shadowed contents of the gallery or the view outside the many windows that graced both sides of it. There was no moon, but the palace courtyards were lit by lanterns.


They were met at the bedchamber door by a small, dark-haired woman, one of the queen’s Spanish servants. She dropped into a deep curtsey as soon as she recognized the king, then backed away as he entered the room. She’d exit quickly by the door on the far side, then settle down to wait, just as Will and Ned must now do. The rule that a king could not be left unattended at any time obliged them to remain nearby until His Grace was ready to be escorted back to his own bed.


“We could be here all night,” Ned complained.


Will gave a grunt of agreement. His Grace was a lusty young man married to an attractive woman. It was their royal duty to couple, but it was plain they both took pleasure in that obligation. It might be hours before King Henry left his queen’s bed.


“What a pity that toothsome young wench who opened the door must remain on the queen’s side of the chamber,” Ned mused. “She fancies me, I think. Did you see the look she gave me?”


“One of abject terror, I thought. I presume your ugly face frightened her.”


“Ugly, am I?” Ned laughed. “Have a care, Compton. Insult me and you come close to insulting the king.”


“I am not one of those who think you bear a strong resemblance to His Grace.”


Ned Neville and King Henry were both very tall—a head taller than any other men at court. Both had auburn hair and muscular builds. They’d traded places in a disguising once, to the astonishment and chagrin of all those who had been fooled into thinking Neville was the king. Close up, the differences were obvious, especially to Will. He had known both Ned and the king since they were all young boys.


Will Compton had become a ward of the Crown at eleven, when his father died. He’d been sent to young Prince Henry’s household as a page. Ned Neville had arrived soon after. The third son of Lord Bergavenny, Ned had been one of the boys chosen to be children of honor—companions for the young prince. They’d grown up together—Will Compton, Ned Neville, and Henry Tudor. Later others, both older and younger, had joined their circle and become close friends, in particular Charles Brandon, Harry Guildford, and Nick Carew.


Retreating to a wide, cushioned bench set into one of the gallery’s window recesses, Will decided it was a great pity that it was not long enough to serve as a couch. He placed the torch he’d been carrying into a wall bracket, sat down, and produced a pair of dice from the pouch suspended from his belt.


“Shall we pass the time at hazard?” he asked.


Ned joined him on the bench. “What are the stakes?”


“I am obliged to play for pennies,” Will admitted. Paying his tailor’s bill had taken all the ready money he had.


They rolled one die to see who would go first and Will’s six beat Ned’s four. “The main is five,” he said, and sent both dice spinning across the window seat. He kept rolling until the five came up, then rolled again and lost with a three.


Ned claimed the dice and took his turn. “I’d not mind a taste of Spain,” he said as he rolled a six, collected the dice, and tried again. “That Salinas wench is a pretty young thing.”


Only a handful of Spanish-born servants remained in Catherine of Aragon’s household. Four were women, but only two of them were from noble families, Maria de Salinas and Inez de Venegas.


“So she is,” Will said, “but Lord Willoughby d’Eresby has his eye on her. And I hear Lord Mountjoy plans to make Mistress de Venegas his second wife.”


“It must be nice not to be obliged to wed a fortune.” Ned rolled a five, then another to win. If he rolled a five on the next toss, he’d lose. When a six came up instead, he continued to play.


“Some of the queen’s English ladies have both beauty and wealth,” Will remarked.


“Most of them also have husbands.”


“I was thinking of widows. One in particular. Have you taken note of Buckingham’s sister? Sir Walter Herbert’s widow?” She was a bright spot in an otherwise dull assortment of ladies-in-waiting.


“She is too old to suit me,” Ned said with a laugh. He was all of twenty-two, several years Will’s junior. He rolled a twelve and lost.


“Would that age were the only difficulty! You know the duke’s opinion of those of us who were raised with the king.” Will rolled a three, then a four.


“Aye. Upstarts. Fortune hunters. He stops just short of calling us baseborn curs. He’ll never approve of you, Will. Besides, didn’t I hear that he’s cast a line toward George Hastings?”


“I’m surprised the noble duke thinks a mere baron good enough for his sister.” He tossed the uncooperative dice back to his friend.


Will’s thoughts remained with Lady Anne while Ned took his turn. He did not know why the duke’s sister piqued his interest. She was no great beauty and, as Ned had rightly pointed out, she was no longer young. She might even be barren, since she’d borne her first husband no children. But there was something about her that appealed to him and had from the first moment he’d noticed her among the queen’s ladies. She had a freshness about her that made her stand out.


Perhaps, he thought, it was because she seemed to take a genuine interest in her surroundings. Lady Anne never affected boredom, as so many courtiers did, but was always looking around her, as if she eagerly anticipated each new experience. She responded to the ongoing pageantry of court life with unfeigned delight. And she had a wonderful laugh.


But she was not for him.


Ned handed over the dice and Will promptly lost again. “God’s bones! I’ll have to pawn my new doublet if this keeps up!”


His friend laughed and took another turn. “I’ll give you a chance to win it all back the next time we’re in the tiltyard. Or we could wager on another kind of jousting.” He nodded his head toward the still-closed door.


“On the king’s prowess?” Will grinned. “Have a care, Ned. That comes perilous close to treason.”


“Only if you underestimate His Grace,” Ned shot back. “But that is not what I meant. I had in mind a competition to see which one of us can entice a certain laundress into bed first. You know the one I mean.”


Will did. The wench had a bold stare that made a man certain she’d be willing. But where was the challenge in that? He’d never had any difficulty convincing women to couple with him. Nor had Ned. Still, he shook his head, rejecting the wager. “The game’s not worth the candle.”


“You’re slowing down, old man,” Ned taunted him.


“Not slowing. Just changing course,” Will corrected him. “The beginning of this new reign means more than an escape from the old king’s tightfisted ways. We may lack titles and land, Ned, but we have the king’s ear. We have his trust. At his pleasure, he can grant his friends anything and everything.”


“You want a title?”


“I’d rather have land. And annuities. And lucrative wardships. I inherited a dilapidated old manor house in Warwickshire from my father. One day I’d like to rebuild it into a great mansion.”


Ned gave this due consideration, then said, “I’d rather be a baron like my brother. Or better yet, an earl.” He laughed. “If such things are to rest entirely upon the king’s pleasure, then is it not possible that one of us might even be elevated to the level of a duke? That would give old Buckingham a turn!”


Will reclaimed the dice and continued to play, hoping his luck would change. Commoner all the way to duke? He smiled at the thought. Not likely!
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Woking, Surrey, August 3, 1509


Edward had been right, Lady Anne thought as she watched King Henry dance a pavane with his Spanish-born queen. Although the measures were slow and formal, all gliding movements designed to show off the dancers’ skill, His Grace had a bounce to his step that put one in mind of a large, enthusiastic puppy.


The king had not quite lost the plump features of boyhood. He had the size of a man, towering over everyone else in the great hall, but his face was round and rosy, the skin so fair as to be the envy of any woman. Instead of a beard’s shadow, only the finest, fairest golden down showed on his flat, clean-shaven cheeks. Some of his features were delicately cast and his blue-gray eyes, small mouth, and cleanly made lips gave him an almost cherubic look. He was only saved from a too-feminine appearance by a strong, square chin with a deep cleft in it and a high-bridged nose.


His Grace laughed as he danced to the sound of rebec and lute, shawm and sackbut, delighted with himself and with his bride. And why not? They were young and beautiful and had everything they desired. The diamonds sewn onto their clothing sparkled in the light of hundreds of wax tapers. The king’s mass of red-gold hair glinted, too.


Catherine of Aragon was much shorter than her husband and nearly six years older than he was. A plump, dainty little woman, she had large, dark eyes and neat, regular features in an oval face. Her complexion was as fair as the king’s and she wore her long, thick, reddish-gold hair loose under a Venetian cap, a luxury only permitted to virgins and queens. That hair was a deeper shade of auburn than King Henry’s. When the queen wore it down, as she often did, she looked more like a child of ten than a woman of twenty-three.


The king and queen danced together in the great hall at Greenwich, surrounded by courtiers who were almost as vividly appareled as they were. Anne’s brother, as always, wore particularly fine clothing. The Duke of Buckingham’s crimson gown was heavily studded with pearls. He had taken care, however, not to outshine the king. Both Henry and Catherine were attired in cloth of gold.


From her quiet corner, Anne enjoyed both the spectacle and the opportunity to match faces to names. She was still very new to the royal court and, after spending so many years in Wales, where Walter’s lands had been located, remained a bit uncertain as to who was who.


As her brother had predicted, she and her sister, Elizabeth, had been appointed to positions at court as two of the new queen’s eight ladies-in-waiting, a select group chosen from the highest ranks of the nobility of England. The other six were all the wives of earls—the countesses of Derby, Shrewsbury, Essex, Oxford, Suffolk, and Surrey. Their duties were light and largely ceremonial, consisting of such things as offering a bowl of washing water to Her Grace before meals, but Anne was required to live at court, at least part of the time. The ladies-in-waiting served in rotation, except on state occasions. Then all eight of them were required to attend the queen.


When she was not on duty, Anne was free to spend her time elsewhere. For the most part, she chose to remain in proximity to the queen. Although Queen Catherine spent an inordinate number of hours on her knees in prayer, her household was also the center of all the most amusing entertainments at court. King Henry enjoyed the company of his bride and her women and brought with him to her apartments all the witty and athletic gentlemen, some nobly born and some not, who were his boon companions.


At other times, Queen Catherine and her ladies provided an admiring audience when the king played tennis or bowls. They also attended tournaments and disguisings. The latter entertainments were always splendidly mounted by the king’s master of revels. But above all else, Anne loved the dancing. Her foot tapped in time to the music, stopping only when, out of the corner of her eye, she saw a man approaching.


She did not acknowledge him, although she knew full well who he was. Strange as it seemed to her, he had his own distinctive smell, just slightly different from other men who wore the same musky scent and dressed in the same fabrics. She never failed to recognize it.


“None of the other dancers are so graceful at executing the steps as you are, Lady Anne,” Will Compton murmured in his low, compelling voice. “Will you do me the honor of being my partner for the next set?”


As it was considered bad manners to take your partner’s hand while wearing gloves, Compton slipped his off with the grace and speed of a trained courtier. Then, with his left hand, he doffed his hat, a fine, plumed bonnet with a garnet pinned to the band. He bowed to her as he extended his right hand in her direction.


“You are bold to ask, sir.” She continued to avoid looking directly at him, but as it was also bad manners to refuse an invitation to dance, she did not plan to hold out very long.


“Ah, my lady, you wound me to my very soul. I am but a humble supplicant, hoping for a crumb from your table, a touch of your gentle hand, a kiss from—”


“Master Compton, you forget yourself.” Anne did turn then, fighting a smile.


Like most of the men with whom King Henry surrounded himself, Will Compton was pleasing to look at, a strapping specimen of manhood with a broad chest and good legs. His eyes were hazel, his hair golden brown. He was close to her own age, but far more experienced in the ways of the court.


He was also one of the men her brother disdained—the schoolfellows of His Grace’s childhood, his opponents when he’d learned to joust, and now his closest companions, whether it be for a day of hunting or a night of revelry.


“Come, my lady,” Compton persisted. “Let us show the others how a passamezzo should be performed.” The pavane at an end, the musicians were about to play a faster version of that stately dance.


“You cannot mean to suggest that we should outshine the king,” she quipped, permitting the barest hint of a smile to show on her face, “for surely His Grace is the most skillful of us all . . . at everything he does.”


“It would be politic to say so, to be sure,” Compton agreed, his eyes alight with good humor. “And yet, to show off your skills to the world, my lady, I would gladly risk offending my liege lord.”


“What? Would you endanger your career at court?” she teased him. “Mayhap even your life?”


“For you, my lady, I would slay dragons.”


She had to laugh at that. “Then perhaps I do not wish to risk my life.”


Suddenly serious, he stepped closer to whisper in her ear. “Is it true that you are to wed Lord Hastings?”


“You are impertinent, sirrah!” Anne tried to step away from him but he caught hold of her hand.


“You feel it, too. You must. There is a strong attraction between us.”


“I do not know what you mean.”


As soon as she spoke, she realized it was a lie. Being this close to Will Compton put her in mind of soft feather beds and long nights with the hangings closed tight.


“He’s not good enough for you,” he said.


“Nor are you,” she shot back. Compton was gently born, but he had not even been knighted yet, while she was the daughter of one duke and the sister of another.


“I can make your life far more interesting than he ever will.”


The heated feel of her face told Anne that she was blushing, but she managed to make her voice as cold as an icy morning in January. “I am to marry Lord Hastings, as you have heard. Therefore be gone, Master Compton. There is nothing for you here.”


“Are you certain?” he whispered.


Before she could reply, he surprised her by obeying her command. He slipped away as quickly and quietly as he’d appeared, leaving her to stare after him in dismay.


Furious with herself, she tamped down the maelstrom of feelings his nearness had aroused. Wicked man! He knew that harmless flirtations—Compton would no doubt call it “courtly love”—were acceptable behavior. But this encounter had borne little resemblance to the chivalric ideal in which a knight worshipped his lady from afar. Compton wanted to bed her. She had no doubt of it.


Perhaps, she thought, if the difference in their rank had not been so great, he might have offered to marry her. But that was clearly impossible. He was too inferior in station and too poor to compete for her hand, even if she wanted him to. And she did not, she assured herself. She was content with the plans her brother had made for her. Within a few months, she would marry George Hastings.


Lord Hastings would make her an excellent husband. True, she had spoken with him only a handful of times, but he was pleasing to look at and courteous. And she did not intend to remain dependent upon her brother forever. Nor did she wish to be exiled to the drafty old castle in Wales where she’d lived with her first spouse. Or rather, she amended, where she had lived with a handful of servants while Walter had spent the bulk of his time hunting, and swiving his mistress.


Anne was well pleased to be done with that dull and stodgy existence. She had a place in the lively, intoxicating whirlwind that was the royal court and she meant to keep it.


One of the queen’s lesser ladies, a fair-haired, blue-eyed woman with a sweet face, approached Anne when the music stopped and the dancers broke apart. “It might be wise to remain in company,” Lady Boleyn murmured, “lest you provoke evil rumors. He watches you, even now.”


“Who?” Anne asked. “Compton?”


Bess Boleyn laughed softly. “Your brother the duke. He was born, I think, with a suspicious nature.”


“Say rather that it was bred into him.”


In common with many others at court, including the woman standing beside her, the Stafford siblings were descended from noblemen who had been condemned for treason for choosing the losing side at some point during the seemingly endless conflict between the houses of Lancaster and York. Anne did not remember her father. She’d been an infant when he was executed.


Bess Boleyn’s grandfather had been Duke of Norfolk at the time of her birth. Her father had been Earl of Surrey. But before she’d been full grown, Norfolk had died in battle and her father, only three months after inheriting that title, had been attainted for treason and imprisoned in the Tower. The unmarried daughters of attainted noblemen had little to offer a husband. Anne had wed a younger son of an earl. Bess had married Tom Boleyn, a gentleman whose grandfather had been a London merchant.


Although Bess was a few years older than Anne, and had three small children at home, she was young in spirit, with an infectious laugh and a cheerful outlook on life. She had also been a great help to Anne in sorting out who was who at court. That Bess’s father was no longer a prisoner and had been restored to his lesser title of Earl of Surrey gave Anne hope that her brother Hal might soon be granted his freedom.


“Do you suppose we will remain here at Woking long?” Anne wondered aloud as they circled the great hall, watching the dancers. They were careful to skirt the place where Will Compton stood with two other untitled gentlemen who were high in the new king’s favor, Ned Neville and Harry Guildford.


“We will stay as long as the hunting is good,” Bess predicted. A few days earlier, the court had taken up residence at Woking, one of the king’s lesser houses. Rebuilding the Great Hall had been one of the last architectural projects of the last king’s reign.


They encountered two of Bess’s younger brothers on their next circuit of the room, Lord Edward Howard and Lord Edmund Howard.


“Why are you not dancing, Lady Anne?” Lord Edmund asked. “I vow you have a most excellent light step.”


It was flattery, but it was also true. When Anne realized that the next pavane was to be danced in threes, with one man partnering two women, she gave in to temptation. “I have only been waiting for you to offer to lead us out, Lord Edmund,” she said.


“My pleasure.” He extended his right hand to Anne and the left to his sister.


The dance began with curtseys and bows to the king and queen. King Henry, flushed of face and smiling hugely, bestowed a nod of recognition on Anne as she took her place at Lord Edmund’s side. His Grace looked genuinely pleased to see her join in, although he’d spoken barely a word to her in all the weeks she’d been at court.


As Anne executed the steps, taking special care with the long train of her gown when she danced backward, she was intensely aware of being watched. Although she would have been happier without her brother’s scrutiny, she could not help but be pleased by the admiring glances from the others. The king approved of her. He looked often in her direction, even though he was once again dancing with the queen. Anne also had the full attention of two of the most toothsome unmarried gentlemen in the Great Hall—Will Compton and George, Lord Hastings—and that made her feel like the most fascinating woman alive. As she executed the intricate steps of the dance, she laughed aloud in delight.


Oh, yes—she did love life at court!
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Woking, Surrey, August 4, 1509


Lady Anne sang like an angel. Seated on a stone bench in the garden and surrounded by other courtiers, she accompanied herself on the lute. George Hastings waited until she trilled the final note of the ballad before he went to sit beside her.


“Never have I heard that song performed better,” he said, relishing the smile she lavished on him, “not even by the king’s choristers.”


“You are kind to say so,” Lady Anne replied, “but others are far more talented than I am and there are those who can play more instruments, as well.”


“Better to excel at one than butcher many,” Will Compton quipped.


Compton sat on the ground near Lady Anne’s feet, as did Ned Neville and Charles Brandon. The second bench in the little bower was occupied by Lady Boleyn and Lady Fitzwalter. The latter, George knew, was Lady Anne’s older sister, Elizabeth. George did not think they liked each other much. As if to prove it, Elizabeth Fitzwalter sent her sister a sly look and sighed deeply.


“You must confess, Anne. Tell them what other instrument you play.”


“I am not ashamed of my skill,” Lady Anne shot back. “Not everyone can master the rebec.”


“Why would anyone want to?” Lady Fitzwalter idly strummed her own lute. “Its high pitch and shrill quality are most annoying.”


George had never thought much about the rebec. It was a pear-shaped instrument with three strings and was played with a bow. He’d heard it was far more difficult to coax music from than a lute. That was not surprising. Everyone at court could pick out a few of the most popular songs on lute strings.


“Some compare the sound of a rebec to a woman’s voice,” he blurted out.


“Is that meant as praise or condemnation?” Lady Anne had a teasing light in her eyes.


“Some women,” Neville interjected before George could reply, “cackle like hens.”


Bess Boleyn threw a ball of yarn at him. She always seemed to have needlework at hand. Neville caught the missile one-handed and tossed it back, laughing.


“The rebec is a useful instrument in courtship,” George said, directing his words solely to Lady Anne. “It is ideally suited to playing duets.”


“With the lute?” Her full lips curved into a pleased smile at the thought.


“With the lute,” he agreed, “or with the harp, the gittern, other rebecs, double pipes, double shawms, panpipes, or the voice.”


“Stick to the lute,” Brandon advised in a lazy drawl.


Charles Brandon was accustomed to doling out advice. Although not much older than Compton, he had more experience of the world than the rest of them put together. He’d been master of horse to the Earl of Essex by the time he was George’s age, and he’d gone on from there to serve King Henry the Seventh as an esquire of the body. No one could equal him in the tiltyard, and he was undeniably appealing to females. If the rumors George had heard were true, he’d already been married three times, twice to the same woman.


“Will you sing if I play, Lord Hastings?” Lady Anne’s question caused him to lose interest in anyone else.


“I do not have a strong voice,” he warned her.


“No matter. I am certain we will do very well together.”


She strummed a few notes and, caught, George complied with her wishes. He faltered, then gained strength and, as it was a song everyone knew, his nervousness quickly vanished. Performing a duet with Lady Anne proved most congenial . . . until the other gentlemen joined in. All of them, especially Compton, had better voices than George did.


The moment the song ended, Compton seized the lute. He accompanied himself while he warbled a mournful love song. Lady Anne appeared to be impressed by the performance.


George felt an unaccustomed surge of annoyance as he watched her flirt with the other man. He remembered another occasion, more than a year earlier, when he and Compton and some of the other young men at old King Henry’s court had spent an evening in a tavern near Greenwich Palace. There had been a pretty serving wench on the premises. She’d been responding to George’s advances . . . until Will Compton enticed her away with his charming smile and ready wit.


This situation was far different, George assured himself. The Duke of Buckingham had already promised his sister to George and Compton knew it. George touched one tentative hand to Lady Anne’s sleeve, recapturing her attention.


“Will you walk with me, Lady Anne? There is more to enjoy in these gardens than a single bower.”


That she rose at once and went with him pleased George beyond measure. The strains of the lute and the sounds of the others singing together now became no more than a pleasant background accompaniment to their stroll. He never remembered afterward exactly what they said to each other. He only knew he was in heaven.
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City of Westminster, September 19, 1509


As far as George Hastings was concerned, the matter of his marriage had been settled well before he answered the summons to visit his grandmother at her third husband’s house in the city of Westminster. Several weeks had passed since his walk in the garden with Lady Anne. He’d seen her almost every day since. True, they had generally been part of a large company, but she’d singled him out for attention and had danced with him more than she had with any of the other men. He’d come to adore this lively, appealing creature with the sparkling eyes. She was graceful in movement, pleasant in speech, and shapely in form. He could hardly wait to be bound to her at bed and at board till death did them part.


It was a shock, therefore, to be confronted by his mother, his sister, and his grandmother and told that all three of them were opposed to this marriage.


“I do not understand what you have against Lady Anne.”


George’s words dropped into a deep pool of silence. He had to fight not to shift his weight from foot to foot or run a finger under the collar that suddenly felt too tight around his throat. Women, he thought, were the very devil to deal with.


“Lady Anne is unobjectionable enough,” his grandmother conceded, “but that brother of hers is trouble.”


George’s grandmother was a very small woman, but she had a big presence. Her solar was not the overtly feminine chamber found in most houses. Instead it contained shelves full of books and manuscripts. Ledgers were stacked on the worktable that dominated the room. The only embroidery in sight belonged to George’s sister Nan, and she’d abandoned it on a window seat. The three women stood ranged against him like combatants at the barriers in a tournament.


“I know Hal Stafford is in the Tower,” George began, “but he’s not been charged with any crime. He—”


“We do not speak of Lord Henry,” his mother interrupted. “Buckingham is the problem. The man’s unstable, just as his father was. Ambitious. Proud. Hot-tempered. No good can come of an alliance with the Stafford family.”


Like her own mother, George’s dam was slight of build and large of character. She stood a bit taller than the older woman, and was as yet unbent by age. She kept her hands tucked into her long sleeves, but there was otherwise nothing demure about her.


“The king himself approves of the match,” George said in his own defense.


His mother and grandmother exchanged a speaking glance that George could not interpret, although he had the feeling that it did not flatter King Henry. Nan looked only slightly more sympathetic to his cause.


At twenty-five, George’s sister was the youngest of the queen’s high-ranking ladies-in-waiting. As Countess of Derby, she served with Lady Anne at court and therefore knew her far better than either of the others. George thought of appealing to Nan for support, but if their objection was not to Lady Anne herself, what good would it do?


He tried another argument. “It is no bad thing that the premier nobleman in the realm wants me as a brother-in-law. But beyond that, I find Lady Anne most pleasing to be with. I consider myself a lucky man on that count.”


“You must not let physical attraction sway you, George,” his mother said.


Christ aid! That was rich, coming from her. His mother had married where she’d pleased the moment old King Henry was dead, hoping in the confusion of a new reign to avoid the penalty for wedding without royal consent. True, she had been a widow for three long years and was old enough to know her own mind, but some sons might have seen her new husband, Richard Sacheverell, as a fortune hunter.


George’s mother, Mary, as the only heir to the Hungerford barony, was extremely wealthy in her own right. She was still addressed as Lady Hungerford, rather than as Lady Hastings or Mistress Sacheverell, because Hungerford was the greater title.


George refrained from criticizing her remarriage, but only just. He admired his mother. She had seen to it that he’d had an excellent education, something not all noblemen valued. After his father’s death, when he’d become a ward of the Crown and gone to live at court, she had moved into his London house in Thames Street so that she would be close by. At the time, he’d resented her hovering, but even then he’d known that she’d been motivated by her love for him.


He was not so certain about his grandmother. She frankly terrified him. Nearly seventy years old, but spry for her age, she knew how to turn her walking stick into a vicious weapon. Grandmother’s first of three marriages had been to Lord Hungerford, George’s grandfather, and she still used that title. Her second husband had been a mere knight. Her third, Hugh Vaughan, had not even been knighted yet when they wed. That marriage had taken place several years before George’s birth, but he’d heard the story so often that he knew it by heart. His grandmother, the widow of a baron and the daughter of an earl, had married a commoner because she’d admired his prowess in the lists. In his day, Hugh Vaughan had been a champion jouster.
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