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“I WOULD TAKE CARE OF YOU, ELIZABETH.”




She gave him a level look. “I have more good sense than to allow you to seduce me, milord. I have no dowry; I must make my own way in this world. I want a respectable marriage, and without my honor that would be impossible.”

Impatience rose up in him. “God, you are an innocent wench!”

Bess flashed him a radiant smile. “Ah, and therein lies the attraction.”

Cavendish threw back his head and laughed. She was part girl, part woman, yet wise beyond her years. Her candor held him in thrall. The perfume of the night-scented stocks stole to them from the garden beyond the balustrade, beckoning them into the velvet blackness. He saw the longing in her eyes, then heard her sigh with regret.

“I must go. Now. You are far too tempting, Rogue Cavendish.”

He felt his body stir with soaring desire but crushed it down for the moment. “I'll let you go, but I give you fair warning that tomorrow I will take up exactly where I left off.”

Bess picked up her skirts and hurried toward the French doors, but before she disappeared inside, she called provocativley over her shoulder, “You may try, milord, but it remains to be seen if you will succeed.”
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This book is dedicated
to strong, vital women everywhere.

You know who you are.





PROLOGUE

Derbyshire, England

August 20, 1533

“What the devil are you doing?” the little red-haired girl demanded as two burly farmers lifted the oak dresser.

Ignoring her, the men hauled the dresser outside and came back upstairs for a bedstead. Bess Hardwick put her hands on her hips and commanded, “Stop!” When they did not obey her, she stamped her foot and cursed them soundly.

Clutching her rag doll closely to her chest, she ran downstairs and literally staggered with shock when she found the rooms empty. She rushed outside and saw the oxcart filled with her family's possessions. Though visibly upset, her mother stood by passively, as did her older brother and her sisters.

“No! Noooo!” Furiously, Bess ran to the wagon and began to unload their belongings. She managed to pull down a wicker linnet cage, but the rest of the furniture was tied down and far too heavy for her to budge. The little redhead threw herself on the ground, kicking her heels and screaming at the top of her lungs, in a royal tantrum.

“Do ye want me to tan her arse, missus?” one of the men asked.

“No, no. Bess has an overabundance of passion. She feels things more deeply than others. There is nothing any of us can do—it just has to run its course before she can stop.”

Bess Hardwick was in a full-blown rage, but rage was the only thing that kept her sickening fear at bay. First her father had gone and then the servants; then one by one the farm animals had disappeared. The best pieces of furniture had been sold, and now they were losing their home. Where would they go? How would they live? Where would they sleep? What would they eat? One uncertainty piled on top of another, becoming a mountain of stark, cold terror.

Bess was ready to fight, ready to take on the entire world, but the rest of her family had no fight in them.

“Come along, Bess, we cannot stay at Hardwick, it is no longer our home,” her mother said, gently pulling her to her feet.

“I'm not going!” she cried stubbornly as she sat down in the dusty road, glaring daggers at her family.

After a full minute's wait, Elizabeth Hardwick nodded for the driver to start. “Bess will follow; she has no other choice.”

The imp of Satan sat, unyielding as the Rock of Gibraltar, as the wagon descended the hill, getting smaller and smaller, then finally disappearing down the rutted track. When she found herself alone, with no audience but the bird and her rag doll, Bess opened the door of the wicker cage. “Well, at least you don't have to leave. You may live here forever.” The linnet hopped out of the cage and flew up into a large oak.

Bess got to her feet and went to stand in front of the half-timbered house where she had been born. She spoke to it, never doubting that Hardwick Manor could hear and understand every word. “You are mine! Don't be sad. I will be back to claim you. The rest of them are useless. It's going to be up to me!”

Bess's father had died and left her when she was four, but she remembered standing with him in front of the house on this very spot. She could still feel his hand on her shoulder and hear his words in her ear: “Land is wealth, my wee lass. Land and property are the most important things on earth. Hardwick! Even our family name comes from the land. Hang on to Hardwick, Bess, no matter what.”

Bess swallowed the hot bile in her throat and dashed a hand across her nose and eyes, rubbing dirt into the snot and tears that ran down her face. She would be six on her next birthday, and six was far too old to cry. Bess looked at her doll. “Are you ready to go, Lady Ponsonby?” After pausing for a moment, she added reluctantly, “Then so am I.” Feeling almost torn in half, she turned away from the house and walked stoically in the direction of the cart, clutching Esmeralda Ponsonby by her rag arm.

An empty feeling settled inside her and expanded until it filled her entire belly. Something warned her she had better get used to it; she doubted it would ever go away. Bess hadn't gone far when the linnet deserted the oak tree and fluttered after her, twittering in distress. Bess felt it alight on her head and make a little nest for itself amongst her fiery curls. “Foolish little bird,” she muttered. “I wouldn't leave Hardwick if I were you.”
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ONE

London, 1543

“Something glorious will happen today. … I feel it in my heart!” The corners of Bess Hardwick's generously shaped mouth lifted in a smile as her gaze traveled the entire length of the gallery of the grand London mansion. She had been with the noble Lady Zouche and her daughters for a year now, and that incredible year had changed her life forever.

When they had been forced out of Hardwick, her mother, Elizabeth, had taken refuge with her sister Marcella, who was also a widow. Bess soon grew very close to her aunt, recognizing that they were kindred spirits with strong, decisive personalities. At Marcella's instigation, the two sisters had put their heads together and concocted a plan. Listening to them had taught Bess that the most important goal in a woman's life was marriage and the greatest lesson that could be learned was how to catch a husband. Since Aunt Marcy was rather horse-faced, with a tongue sharp enough to clip tin, their man-trap had to be baited with Bess's more docile mother, Elizabeth.

In what seemed a remarkably short time, Elizabeth Hardwick captured the younger son of Sir Francis Leche of Chatsworth. Unfortunately, Ralph Leche, Bess's new stepfather, had little money of his own, and when the babies started to arrive, he had difficulty supporting them all. Even the house in Baslow village that Ralph leased from his father, Sir Francis, became overcrowded, especially after Aunt Marcy moved in to help with the children. So once again the sisters put their heads together to concoct a plan to improve their family's lot in life.

It had been nothing short of a miracle when the noble Lady Margaret Zouche decided to pay a visit to her country home at Ashby-de-la-Zouche. Elizabeth and Marcella had known Lady Margaret when they were girls because of some distant relationship, and they decided to visit her immediately to ask if one of the Hardwick daughters could be found a suitable position in her London household. Such service with a noble family was a traditional way for children of poor kinsmen to further their education and gain experience in running a vast household. When Lady Zouche indicated she was amenable to their request, the sisters rushed back to Baslow to make the monumental decision.

Which Hardwick daughter should be pushed from the nest to make her own way in the world? “Though it's an unpaid position, it is a God-sent opportunity to make useful connections for her future. Mark my words,” Marcella prophesied, “Bess will be our salvation!”

“Bess?” Elizabeth said uncertainly, for she had two daughters older than Bess, both of whom were far more suited to following orders.

“Of course Bess,” Marcella said implacably. “She has your beauty and my sharp tongue, and to top it all off, her glorious flaming hair will make London sit up and take notice of her. Her sweet, biddable sisters would be dumb as doorknobs! Bess will seize the opportunity and run with it. Bess isn't sweet, she's tart, and at barely fourteen already has the breasts of a courtesan! I shall miss her with all my heart, but it is a wonderful opportunity for her.”

Bess had never been separated from her family; she'd never even slept alone. She shared a bed and all her secret dreams with her sister Jane. Bess feared she would miss her gentle mother and her aunt Marcella. Her aunt dispensed such sage advice, and she wondered how she would manage without her.

The night before she departed for London, when she would be cut off at a stroke from her loving family, Bess experienced the nightmare that had been plaguing her ever since they had been thrown out of Hardwick Manor. It seemed to recur when she was feeling especially vulnerable.

Bess walked in to a room that was empty, stripped bare. She ran downstairs and found the bailiffs carrying off everything she possessed in the world. Bess begged and pleaded and cried, all to no avail. Outside, her family's meager belongings were being piled on a cart. They had been put out of their house and had nowhere to go. Fear washed over her in great waves. Panic choked her. When she turned around, the cart was gone, her family was gone, and even Hardwick Manor had vanished. Bess had lost everything she'd had in the world. The suffocating terror mounted until it engulfed her.

Bess awakened, screaming … everything was gone … she was overwhelmed with helplessness, hopelessness.

The following morning, the excitement of traveling to London soon dispelled the terror of the nightmare. Once inside the magnificent treasure-filled Zouche mansion, Bess no longer harbored any doubts that she had done the right thing in leaving home. She was completely certain that she was fulfilling her destiny and had an overwhelming desire to become wealthy enough to buy back Hardwick Manor for her family.

Suddenly plunged into a world of riches and privilege, Bess became wildly ambitious. Like a sponge, she soaked up everything about her new way of life and made herself indispensable to Lady Zouche and her daughters. And now, just over a year later, on the threshold of womanhood, Bess had the feeling that something momentous was about to happen in her life.

As she descended the stairs from the third-floor gallery, Bess paused in her headlong rush as she saw young Robert Barlow coming in the other direction, gasping for breath. He was a page in the Zouche household, from the same village in Derbyshire as herself.

“Rob, sit down before you fall down,” Bess said, retracing her steps to the gallery. She shoved the tall, thin youth down on a carved settle and noted his gray pallor. He was as delicate as a girl and had little vitality.

“My chest hurts terribly when I climb stairs,” he gasped. Nonetheless, he managed a smile, apparently grateful for her attention.

“Go up to your bed and lie down. I think you are growing too fast and it robs you of strength.” Bess enjoyed such robust health herself that the boy's languor alarmed her.

“I can't, Bess, I have to take this message to Suffolk House and await a reply.”

Bess plucked the letter from his hand. “I'll take care of it, Rob. Go up now; none will even miss you.” Bess knew she should delegate the delivery of the letter to a footman, but on a sudden impulse she decided not to do so. London! How she adored it, and the Strand—with its magnificent mansions that belonged to the nobility—was her favorite place to walk in the most glorious city on earth.

The letter was addressed to Lady Frances Grey, Marchioness of Dorset, who was Lady Zouche's dearest friend in the world. The first time Bess had met Frances Grey and learned she was the daughter of King Henry Tudor's sister, she had been overwhelmed. But during the past year, Bess had visited the Greys' London residence so frequently that she had come to feel at ease in the great lady's presence.

Bess had thought the Zouche residence, which reflected the feudal lifestyle of the past, impressively grand, until she had experienced Suffolk House, where the Greys held court on a regal scale. Though they were immensely rich and powerful, Bess thought Frances and Henry Grey the kindest, friendliest people she had ever known. And even though their daughters, Lady Jane Grey and Lady Catherine Grey, were in the line of succession to the throne, they were good friends with Lady Zouche's daughters. Thanks to Bess's position as the girls' companion, she was included in that friendship.

Using a back door that led from the kitchens, Bess stepped into the warm summer sunshine and quickly walked down Bedford Street to the Strand. If the stretch of land along the river had been paved with gold, it wouldn't have seemed more fantastic to her for there stood one huge mansion after another, all no doubt crammed with riches, treasures, and servants. At first Bess thought of them as the many mansions of heaven, which Jesus had referred to, according to the scriptures. Nay, more like paradise, she decided. Her footsteps slowed as she strolled past Durham House and York House. Just imagining the vast rooms behind the tall windows, whose walls held priceless paintings, set her blood singing. Someday, Bess vowed, I will have my own town house in London. What about Hardwick? a tiny voice whispered. Bess tossed her red curls, dislodging the embroidered cap perched precariously on her head. “Hardwick shall be my country home,” she answered loftily, ignoring the liveried servants who sent her admiring glances.

Ambitious men got whatever they wanted, so why shouldn't a woman be ambitious? She was only going to live once, so why not make it count? Bess was determined to be a great success and get her fair share of this world's riches. She swore it, vowed it, pledged it like an oath. Bess envisioned her future with clarity. She knew exactly what she wanted and knew there would be a price to pay. But that was only right, a mere bagatelle. She would pay the price gladly, even with abandon. She would walk through fire or barter her soul to have it all!

It had not taken Bess long to make herself indispensable to Lady Zouche. She made sure her employer saw that she was quick-witted and shrewd, and had an ability to manage people that would have been wasted in a menial position in the Zouche household. She had adapted so quickly to the lifestyle of the aristocracy, had such beautiful manners and an abundance of energy, that Lady Zouche had recognized the jewel she had acquired and appointed Bess companion to herself and her daughters.

Happier than she had ever been in her life, Bess knew that now was her opportunity to catch a husband. Though she was not of noble birth and had no dowry, she was young, beautiful, and had the benefit of influential connections in the exalted ranks of the upper aristocracy. Moreover, Tudor court circles attracted the richest, most ambitious men in England.

Bess made her way through the formal gardens behind Suffolk House, inhaling the fragrant scent of lavender and late-summer roses. She scanned the lawns leading down to the river, expecting to find Lady Frances outdoors on such a warm afternoon. Until she reached the steps, Bess did not notice the two men above her on the terrace. As she looked up, the sun dazzled her eyes so that she thought for a moment the resplendent figure before her was King Henry. Bess drew in a swift breath and sank down in a graceful curtsy upon the terrace steps. Her skirts formed a pool of pale green, and the sun burnished the tendrils of red-gold hair escaping from beneath her cap.

From their vantage point above her on the terrace, the two men were privileged to a delicious display of pert breasts. William Cavendish's mouth curved sensually. “Cock's bones, there's a dish I'd like to taste.”

Henry Grey, Marquess of Dorset, jabbed his friend in the ribs and strode toward Bess. “Mistress Hardwick, surely there is no need for such formality between us?”

As he raised her from her curtsy, Bess blushed, for she could see that the man behind him was not Henry VIII. “Forgive me, Lord Dorset, I thought you were entertaining the king,” she said breathlessly. She saw the man's dark brows momentarily draw together as if he were displeased at the comparison, then watched as he threw back his head and laughed. Bess was stunned. He was at least six feet tall, with thick dark hair that curled attractively about his collar. His square, determined jaw was clean-shaven, showing off the deep cleft in his chin. His eyes, brimming with amusement, were such a deep shade of brown that they looked black. All in all, he was the most compelling male she had ever seen.

“This is my good friend, William Cavendish,” Henry Grey explained, as his companion elbowed him aside and lifted Bess's hand to his lips.

She knew her fingers trembled in his big hand, and her legs felt as limp as wet linen the moment he touched her.

“When did you last see the king?” Cavendish demanded.

“Never, milord.” Bess withdrew her hand from his and added coolly, “but his portraits are everywhere.”

“Ahh! All were painted in his prime, when he was at the peak of his vigor and virility. His vanity will not allow his subjects to see him as he really is.”

Here is arrogance, Bess thought. The man thinks himself better than the king! “All men are vain, milord,” Bess said pointedly.

It was Henry Grey's turn to laugh. “Touché, Cavendish, you are every bit as vain as the king, and as dissolute,” he murmured to his friend, who took a mistress as casually as he selected a new pair of riding boots.

With difficulty, Bess tore her glance from the powerful figure of Cavendish. “I have a letter for Lady Frances—”

“You've missed her, my dear, she's gone off to Dorset House for items she plans to take to Chelsea next week. We have only just returned from Bradgate in Leicestershire. Why do ladies constantly move from one house to another?” he asked quizzically.

“For the sheer pleasure of it, milord.” Bess smiled. “If you will excuse me, gentlemen, I shall seek out Lady Frances at Dorset House.”

Cavendish spoke up. “Mistress Hardwick, I have my boat here. Permit me to drop you at Whitefriars' water stairs.”

Bess couldn't believe her ears. Shrewdly, she covered the eagerness she felt with a show of reluctance. “I couldn't possibly take such shameful advantage of you, milord.”

Her clever words were provocative, filling his head with wicked thoughts. “Nay, I consider it my duty to provide you with safe escort, mistress.”

Bess wet her lips. “You offer me safe escort, milord, but who, pray, will protect me from you?”

“I refuse to take offense,” Cavendish said with a grin. “You are a very wise young woman to exercise caution with the men of London. The Marquess of Dorset here will vouch for my character. I must insist on delivering you safely to Dorset House.”

Bess said pertly, “If you insist, milord, how can I possibly refuse?”

It was her first concession to him, and Cavendish vowed it would not be her last.

“She's very young, Rogue,” Henry Grey reminded his friend, deliberately using his rakish nickname.

“I'll handle her with the greatest care,” Rogue Cavendish promised with a devilish glint in his eye.

As they walked down to the river, Bess assessed Cavendish openly. He was a big man with wide shoulders and a broad chest. His face was tanned from being outdoors, and he had a generous mouth that was no stranger to laughter. He had dark auburn hair and warm brown eyes that presently danced with amusement. But Bess was already aware that Rogue Cavendish was cocksure of himself, and she suspected that he was on the prowl for a pretty face. On the positive side, however, he had very influential friends and was showing a marked interest in her.

He boarded the barge first, then turned to help her. His powerful hands spanned her slim waist as he swung her into the air. Bess snatched off her embroidered cap before it fell into the river, and her glorious hair came tumbling down like molten red gold. As he lifted her to the deck, he gave the impression of sheer brute strength, and once again her knees turned weak.

The sight of her hair and the feel of her slender body beneath his hands had a marked physical effect on Cavendish. He hardened quickly.

Bess removed herself from his hands immediately. She was sexually innocent and knew little of male arousals, but she was far too wise to let his actions pass without a rebuke. “Sir, I must protest. I do not permit gentlemen to handle me in such a familiar manner.” She moved to the stern and sat down, spreading her skirts across the padded seat to prevent him from sitting close to her.

Cavendish grinned down at her and decided to stand. He signaled his bargeman, then braced his well-muscled legs to hold his balance. Men's fashions had been set by the king, designed to show off the male physique with tight hose and wide-shouldered doublets that ended just short of covering a man's most threatening parts.

Bess didn't seem to notice. She inhaled the tangy scent of the Thames. “I love London; imagine having three houses on the river!” she said, her mind still on the Greys' holdings.

“Chelsea Palace doesn't belong to the Greys, though they have the use of it. Would you like three houses?” he asked quizzically.

“Certainly I would. Though just one on the river would satisfy me, I warrant.”

“I wonder,” Cavendish mused, sensing a powerful ambition that matched his own. How challenging it would be to try to satisfy her. “Do you have a first name?” His tone was still amused.

She lifted her eyes to his. “Mistress Elizabeth Hard-wick, companion to Lady Zouche. Do you have a title?” she asked him directly.

Cavendish laughed. “No … not yet. I have to work for a living.”

“What is it you do, sir?”

She was so direct, without subterfuge, he found it enchanting. “I am the king's representative with the Court of Augmentation.”

She recoiled from him. “God's blood, is that anything like the Court of Wards?”

He considered the question philosophically. “Specifically, I deal with the dissolution of the monasteries, but both courts serve the same purpose: raising vast amounts of money for the Crown.”

“You steal property!” she accused.

“Softly, Elizabeth,” he warned. “You may say anything you wish to me, but accusations against the Crown are considered treason. I worked under Thomas Cromwell until he lost his head. I survived his downfall and now work directly for the king, but only because I guard my tongue.”

Bess leaned forward and confided, “My family owns Hardwick Manor in Derbyshire, but because my brother, James, was a minor when my father died, the grasping Court of Wards stepped in and took it from us until he comes of age.”

“I'm sorry. There are ways to avoid such losses.”

“How? My mother protested, but the bloody Court ruled against her,” Bess replied passionately.

“The property could have been held by trustees. You should have had a lawyer. They are costly but worth every penny. The side with the better lawyer always wins.”

Bess pondered his words for a moment. “That's a valuable piece of advice you've just given me. Oh, I wish I were a man. The things they teach men are so worthwhile. Lady Zouche's daughters are taught Latin and Italian, which are nearly useless, in my opinion. I persuaded the Zouche steward to teach me to keep the household accounts, a far more practical skill.”

“For when you run your own vast household,” Cavendish teased.

“Don't laugh at me, sir. I shall have my own household!” she vowed. “I want to learn so many things … how to buy and sell property, for instance. Oh, I warrant you could teach me a lot. I am insatiable!”

His groin, finally starting to behave itself, suddenly went wild. Lord God, he thought, the things I'd like to teach you. His mouth curved. “You'd make an apt pupil.”

They were at Whitefriars' stairs, and perversely William didn't want to let her go. He jumped up onto the stone steps to hand her from the barge. “You have been delightful company, Mistress Elizabeth Hardwick. Lady Zouche is an old acquaintance of mine; it seems high time I paid my respects to her.”

Bess at last relented and gave him a dazzling smile, perfectly aware that she had engaged his interest.


TWO

Later that day, when Bess handed her employer a letter from Frances Grey, she suspected that she was about to be severely scolded for absenting herself all afternoon without permission.

“Robert Barlow was indisposed, Lady Margaret,” she explained, “so I delivered your letter to Lady Frances myself. She was extremely pleased to see me, for she had an invitation for you.”

Margaret Zouche opened the letter and eagerly scanned its contents. “Oh, how lovely. We are invited to Chelsea for all of next week. Frances and I will be able to catch up on the latest gossip! Bess, my dear, there is so much to do, I don't know where to start.”

“Don't worry about the girls, Lady Margaret. I shall begin packing immediately.”

“You are so organized, I don't know how I ever managed without you. Come to my dressing room; I should like your advice on what clothes I will need for Chelsea.”

Bess was delighted. She took a great interest in Lady Zouche's wardrobe and had a natural flair for fashion. When she arrived in London, Bess had owned only one change of clothes, but now, thanks to her wealthy employer, she possessed four dresses. As she accompanied Lady Margaret to her dressing room, Bess decided this was the perfect opportunity to double her wardrobe!

As the two women looked over dozens of expensive gowns, Bess said casually, “A friend of Lord Dorset bade me carry his regards to you. Now, let me think, could his name have been Cavendale?”

“Rogue Cavendish! He's Henry Grey's dearest friend and a devil with the ladies. I must include him in my next dinner party; Sir John enjoys his company, and I admit he's set my heart aflutter since I was a girl.”

Bess looked unsure. “This gentleman seemed older than you, Lady Margaret.” The ploy worked like a charm.

“That's most flattering, Bess, but I believe we're about the same age. He was widowed when he was quite young … he can't be much more than thirty.”

“Thirty? When you wear pink you look no older than twenty.”

“La! Remember the ages of my daughters! I shall take the pink to Chelsea.”

“Some colors age a woman,” Bess murmured.

“Really? I never thought of it before. Which colors?”

“Shades of purple, definitely, and gray is so drab.” Bess stroked an emerald velvet gown covetously. “Green makes the skin look sallow, I think.”

Lady Margaret gathered up the offending garments. “Here, take them; aging isn't a problem for you, dear child.”

As Bess hung the precious dresses in her wardrobe, she hummed a merry tune. The sleeves were separate and interchangeable, and in her mind's eye she pictured how striking the green velvet sleeves would be paired with the elegant gray and how vividly the colors would contrast with her blazing hair. Bess had known in her bones that today would be lucky for her. She rubbed her cheek against the velvet and thought breathlessly of Rogue Cavendish. A widower in his thirties! No wonder he had seemed so worldly. And she was going to see him again. There was little doubt that Lady Zouche would invite him and no doubt whatsoever that Cavendish would accept!

Bess suddenly remembered poor Robert Barlow and ran up to the attic on the fourth floor, where the male servants were boarded. She rapped lightly on the door to his room before opening it. He was lying on his narrow bed. “Are you recovered, Rob?” she asked softly.

“I feel much better. Thank you, Bess, for what you did today. I wrote a letter home, telling them how good you are to me.”

She saw the look of adoration on the boy's face and wished he would stop mooning over her. “Next week we are going to Chelsea. You will have an opportunity to rest and regain your strength while we are away.”

Robert looked crestfallen. “I will miss you sorely, Bess.”

“What rubbish!” she said impatiently, hurrying off to ready her charges for dinner.

In the Great Chamber at Whitehall, Henry Tudor entertained his courtiers at dinner. As William Cavendish and Henry Grey pushed their chairs away from the banquet table, the latter remarked, “As has become custom, the food and wine were far too rich and plentiful.”

Cavendish drained his goblet. “Speak for yourself, Henry. He's catering to the greatest appetites in England tonight, my own included.”

“I take it you are not referring to food and drink.”

Cavendish's amused glance swept the hall. “The raw ambition of the people in this room tonight is exceeded only by their lechery.”

“Your own included,” Henry added lightly, stroking his blond mustache.

Frances Grey kissed Cavendish. “We're at Chelsea next week; do come, William; I'll arrange a hunt. You didn't come to Bradgate this summer, as you promised, so I won't take no for an answer!”

As Frances moved off toward the dancing, Cavendish thought the blood sport here tonight would be greater than anything Chelsea had to offer and was glad he had pressing business in Dover. Then he wondered what had put him in such a cynical mood. He was thankful that his occupation involved a good deal of travel and he was not expected to dance attendance at Court regularly. The king had surrounded himself with beautiful females every night since he had beheaded foolish little Catherine Howard, and most of them went willingly to his bed.

Cavendish saw his old friend, Lord William Parr, just returned from putting down trouble on the Scottish border, and sought his company. Parr was of medium height, but his military bearing and close-cropped beard gave him an air of authority. Cavendish was in time to hear Parr make an assignation with the beauteous Elizabeth Brooke, daughter of Lord Cobham. As she kissed Cavendish, she murmured in his ear, “No tales, Rogue,” so William forebore to tell his friend that she had been spreading her legs for the king.

“You two seem very cozy,” Parr accused.

“That is because I have just betrothed my daughter to the lady's brother.” Marriage was the single most important step to advancement in Tudor society, and the espousal of children was a serious business.

“Splendid!” Parr clapped him on the back. “When I wed Elizabeth, we'll be related.”

Cavendish did not ask Parr what he planned to do with his present wife.

Thomas Seymour, the handsomest man at Court, made his way across the room to greet Cavendish and Parr. Seymour's sister Jane had made him brother-in-law to the king, and though Jane was now in her grave along with three of Henry's other wives, the king was extremely fond of his late wife's brother. Thomas put his arms around both men in a friendly gesture. His golden beard curled about his laughing mouth, making him look like a young god just stepped down from Olympus. “Cavendish, you're a bloody genius. Your plunder of the monasteries has made me a wealthy man.”

“God's death, that incautious tongue of yours will send us all to the block.”

Seymour roared with laughter, and Cavendish couldn't help but like the good-natured young devil who hadn't a cautious bone in his body. Thomas was enjoying the intimate favors of Lord Parr's sister, Lady Catherine, in spite of the fact that she was wed to old Lord Latimer. Seymour thumped Parr on the back and said outrageously, “Do keep me informed of Latimer's health; the old swine can't hang on much longer.” Wealthy widows were snapped up within a week at Court.

William Parr looked at Cavendish and quipped, “Christ, before long we'll all be related.”

When Cavendish caught sight of Lady Catherine Parr Latimer, his gorge rose. Her demeanor was the epitome of respectability, yet she was cuckolding her husband with Thomas Seymour, and according to his friend Frances Grey, Catherine Parr was also the king's latest choice of bedmate. The Court is no better than a brothel—an incestuous one at that!

William excused himself and made his way down the chamber, for once ignoring the inviting female glances being cast his way. He noted with cynicism the men who never left the king's side. Edward Seymour, Thomas's older brother, was fawning on Henry, while the equally ambitious Lord John Dudley monopolized the conversation. Cavendish walked directly to the lord treasurer, Paulet, who immediately held up his hand to stay William's words.

“No need to tell me—your fees are late again, my friend. I am buried beneath an avalanche of paperwork and ask you to exercise patience.”

“I have a solution, my Lord Treasurer. While collecting money for the Crown, I can collect my own fees at the same time. It will relieve your office of unnecessary work. I'll still submit my accounts in detail, but they will be marked paid in full.”

“Yes, I think we can accommodate each other in such a satisfactory manner. I'll get the king's authority for you. You did a most commendable job at St. Sepulchre's in Canterbury.”

William thanked the treasurer and moved off, gratified to have accomplished the profitable business for which he had purposely come. He contemplated the cardroom and the ballroom, both overflowing with predatory, expensively gowned females willing to lift their skirts for him at the crook of his finger. But for some reason he found the company tonight unappealing.

As Cavendish left Whitehall, his mind conjured a picture of a girl with large dark eyes and red-gold hair. Elizabeth Hardwick was the antithesis of the shopworn courtesans who bartered their wares at the Tudor Court. She was so fresh and young and, yes, innocent! His chance meeting with her had shown him just how jaded his palate had become. Rogue Cavendish decided she would make a most enchanting mistress.

The following afternoon, Bess was giving the Zouche girls an embroidery lesson. She had learned needlework at her aunt Marcy's knee. Not only did Bess do exquisite work, she also drew original designs on the cloth. While the girls worked on samplers, Lady Margaret and Bess were putting the finishing touches on a pair of sleeves that were to be a gift for Frances Grey. Bess had drawn the Tudor roses, whose petals were now filled in with Spanish silk.

When the house steward announced William Cavendish, Bess was so disconcerted she pricked her finger. Her mistress, all aflutter, dismissed her daughters and flew to the mirror. When Bess arose to follow them, Lady Zouche said, “I really shouldn't be alone with him —just sit quietly and do your embroidery.”

Cavendish was so gallant, he had Margaret eating out of his hand in seconds. His devilish gaze flicked over Bess in the far corner, and she knew immediately his words were meant for her.

“Forgive me for coming uninvited, but I haven't been able to get you out of my mind since yesterday.”

“Cavendish, you are a flatterer and a rogue. It's been far too long since we've seen you.”

“You are even lovelier than I remember.”

Bess's mouth curved into a smile as she lowered her eyes and bent her head over her work.

William's glance fell on the sleeve that Lady Zouche had been embroidering. “I've interrupted your needlework. Tudor roses—I had no idea you were so talented.”

“ 'Tis a gift for Lady Frances; we are invited to Chelsea next week.”

“I, too, am invited. I was going to decline, but you have quite changed my mind. Suddenly, I cannot wait.”

His voice was deep and, to Bess, held a wealth of hidden meaning. If he did not stop, Lady Zouche would suspect something. She must find a way to warn Cavendish to guard his wicked tongue. When a footman came in with wine and wafers, Bess jumped up quickly, relieved the servant of the tray, and brought it forward.

“Thank you, dear child.” Lady Zouche picked up a wineglass and, turning her back on Bess and Cavendish, carried it to a side table across the room.

With her back to Lady Zouche and a forbidding look of disapproval on her face, Bess offered him the tray and whispered, “Stop!”

His eyes glittered with amusement. He knew Margaret could neither hear him nor see what he did. “No,” he murmured. He noticed the drop of blood on her finger, quickly raised it to his lips, and sucked.

Bess yelped and almost dropped the tray. She felt her cheeks begin to burn. He really was a damned rogue to toy with her right under Lady Margaret's nose. She could be dismissed on the spot.

“Is something wrong, Bess?” The question was sharp with suspicion.

“Yes, my lady, I'm afraid I've spilled the wine.” Bess very deliberately tipped the glass so that it splashed over Cavendish, then bit her lip at her own daring. “Forgive me, sir. I'll get a footman.” Bess glanced up into his eyes and saw that her deliberate act had not angered him; rather, it had challenged him.

Though the village of Chelsea was only a few scant miles upriver from the city of London, it was considered to be in the country. Here, too, sumptuous mansions had been built along the river, but all were surrounded by meadows, beyond which lay dense woods.

Magnificent Shrewsbury House, which was owned by the Talbots, one of the wealthiest noble families in England, was at Chelsea, and opposite Kew Gardens was the enormous, square Syon House, which belonged to the Dudleys. Just a mile away, the tall, slender brick towers of Richmond Palace rose above the Thames, and farther upriver lay the resplendent and incomparable Hampton Court Palace.

Bess was so thrilled about the Chelsea visit, she hadn't been able to sleep. The anticipation of being in the company of Rogue Cavendish made her dizzy with excitement, yet at the same time it disturbed her. She knew that she had caught his fancy, but he was a man of the world and it might be hard to hold his interest, and more difficult still to get him to declare himself. She knew she must walk a fine line and not step over the boundaries of propriety, but skirt the edges close enough to make him want her. Bess shivered at the thought.

Chelsea Palace took her breath away. The rooms were spacious, with many windows to let in the light, and her imagination took flight. Bess decided that when she built her dream house, it would have more glass windows than walls.

Frances Grey greeted Bess just as warmly as she welcomed Margaret Zouche and her daughters, making no distinction between her noble friend and her daughters' companion. Everyone, especially Bess, loved Frances for her easygoing manner and lack of pretention, rare qualities in one of royal blood. Frances had a beautiful face and lovely golden hair, but her figure was full and could only be described as plump.

Even though Chelsea Palace had scores of servants, Frances had brought along so many ladies-in-waiting, nursemaids, and governess–companions for the Grey children, who were slightly younger than the Zouche girls, that Bess realized she would have few duties to perform apart from sitting with the two friends while they indulged in endless gossip.

Over the past year Bess had learned every scandalous detail of Henry Tudor and his royal court. She knew all about Anne Boleyn's imperious manner, sulfurous moods, and deformed little finger. She learned that Anne had kept the king panting after her for six long years without letting him bed her. When Anne did finally give in, he got her with child immediately, then moved heaven and earth to marry her. Frances had chuckled and said, “It was easy for Anne to deny Henry intercourse, for she loved Harry Percy and didn't give a fart for the king—oh, sorry, Margaret, I meant to say she didn't give a fig for the king.”

Bess also had heard all the disparaging remarks Henry had made about not wanting to ride that “Flanders mare”—Anne of Cleves, his fourth wife—and she had also learned every indiscretion ever committed by the wanton little Catherine Howard, his fifth. Now she sat listening as Frances divulged the very latest gossip.

“When Thomas Seymour returned from his mission to Germany, Catherine Parr fell into his bed like a peach … well, perhaps more like a persimmon, with that prim mouth and air of respectability she pretends.”

Margaret interjected, “I didn't know Lord Latimer had died—”

“He hasn't, but I warrant his days are numbered!”

“Oh, Frances, how can you say such things?”

“Because I know for a fact Henry has propositioned her! She confided it to her sister, in strictest secrecy. Naturally her sister couldn't wait to tell me.”

“Oh, poor Catherine.”

“Don't feel too sorry for her, Margaret. She's been married to two rich, old husbands and knows to perfection how to manage men. She's learned how to suck more than persimmons. Catholic too,” sniffed Frances, who was staunchly Protestant.

“But if she loves Thomas Seymour—”

“God's balls, Margaret, love pales into insignificance when pitted against ambition. Why settle for the king's brother-in-law, when the king himself waggles his weapon?”

“You think she has aspirations to be queen?”

“I do. What does she have to lose besides her head?” Frances slapped her plump thigh with mirth, and Bess bit her lips to keep from laughing at such shocking irreverence.

“But if he is having his way with her, he has no need to wed her,” Margaret pointed out.

“I didn't say he was having his way with her; I said he had propositioned her. Catherine is wise enough to let him dip his dickie once, then cut him off. Cockteasing is still the surest method of trapping a husband.”

Bess sat listening, absorbing the noblewomen's lessons about men. She felt disappointed when Lady Margaret's daughters came running into the salon and interrupted the conversation.

“May we please go to the stables with Lady Jane, Mother? She has a new white palfrey.”

“Bess will go with you, but you must promise to be careful.”

Frances assured her friend, “There are dozens of grooms, Margaret; your young ladies will be perfectly safe.” She smiled at Bess. “You must select a mount for yourself while you're down there; we are having a hunt tomorrow.”

Bess's spirits soared.

“Oh, I don't think we will join you, Frances. I haven't ridden since I was in Derbyshire last year,” Margaret demurred.

Bess's spirits plummeted.

“Lud, Margaret, if I can cram my bulk into a saddle, you can make the effort. No one shall be excused; everyone rides, children and all. Let the bloody grooms earn their pay.”

Inside the vast stables the girls discovered a litter of kittens nesting in the hay. They swooped them up in their arms with cries of delight and carried them outside. So that the mother cat would not be distressed, Bess picked her up and began to stroke her with murmured endearments. The black and white feline, unused to such gentle attention, nestled in the crook of her arm and began to purr. “Sweet puss, do you like to be stroked?”

Bess jumped as a shadow loomed above her. The cat took such alarm, it left a long scratch on her thumb as it leapt to safety.

“Sweet puss,” Cavendish murmured, pleased to see her the moment he rode in and dismounted.

Bess gasped at the pain in her thumb and at his closeness.

“Did you come to meet me?” he teased.

“You have a fine conceit of yourself, sir.” She waved her thumb. “This is the second time you've wounded me.”

He took her hand and saw the blood upon her creamy skin. For one erotic moment he pictured drops of blood across a creamy thigh, and the urge rose up in him to take her right there in the hay. Instead, he removed his riding glove and stroked her thumb with his, brushing the blood away. He stroked again. “Do you purr?”

She looked him directly in the eye. “I have claws.”

“Sheathe them,” he murmured huskily. Sheathe me! he invited silently.

Bess lowered her lashes, knowing they were long and dark and pretty. “We shouldn't be alone.” With cool deliberation she pulled her hand from his.

“If I hadn't thought we could be alone together, I wouldn't have come. Besides, we're not alone; we're in a stable filled with grooms and children.” Cavendish turned and spoke to his manservant, who hovered at a discreet distance. “Take my bags up, James. I'll follow shortly.”

Bess stepped away and spoke to him over her shoulder. “Lady Frances bade me choose a mount for tomorrow's hunt, but I haven't yet decided if I'll join the chase.”

He closed the distance between them, took her arm, and led her down a row of horse stalls, in the opposite direction from the girls. “Do you ride well?”

“I like to ride astride,” she confided.

He stopped walking and stared down at her. Already aroused, he found her words acting upon him as an aphrodisiac. The serious look on her face told him she was not being deliberately provocative, she was simply stating a fact, but her facts were exciting him in a very primal way. He looked in to a few more stalls. “You'll have to ride sidesaddle tomorrow. Here's a little mare with clean lines that will serve you very well.”

Bess saw that the chestnut horse was undistinguished in any way, and her glance strayed to more showy animals.

“Wear green tomorrow,” he said.

Taken aback by his remark, Bess turned to look at him. He was gazing at her with an expression of intense interest.

She loved green because it provided such a flattering contrast to her fiery-red hair. But why did he want her to wear green? “Is green your favorite color, sir?”

“Green will blend in with the trees to make us invisible.”

“Oh!” She gasped in surprise, suddenly comprehending why he had suggested the unremarkable mount for her. A small flame of hot anger kindled inside her as it occurred to Bess that he was well-versed in such matters as arranging clandestine assignations with women. Was Rogue Cavendish a practiced womanizer? Was she out of her depth? Her eyes moved over his broad chest, across his wide shoulders, and came to rest on his sensual mouth. Then she wondered what it would feel like to be kissed by this powerful, attractive man. Suddenly, Bess couldn't bear the fact that other women knew, while she did not. But she felt her anger subside as she realized a man should be experienced in these matters. What good would he be otherwise?

Lifting her eyes to his, she saw that he was amused. He was so attractive, he could probably have his pick of any woman in Court circles, yet for some reason his fancy had settled on her. Clearly he had seduction in mind, and she'd be willing to bet he was a man who enjoyed the chase. The enormous challenge he represented was too much for Bess to resist. The corners of her mouth lifted. This might be a game to him, but she was deadly serious. She wanted him every bit as much as he wanted her, possibly more, though not for the same reasons. Cavendish would be an extraordinary feather in her cap.

“I've decided to join the chase after all, sir.”

“Elizabeth”—he said her name like a caress—“you may call me William.”

“William,” she said slowly, testing the name on her lips, and liking the taste of it. Then she tossed her curls and pertly added, “You may call me Mistress Hardwick.”
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PArT FOUR

THE COUNTESS
LonNbON 1562

-

Alas, my love! Ye do me wrong
To cast me off discourteously:
When 1 bave Ioved you for so long,
Delighting in your company.
Greenslecves is all my joy,

Greensleeves is my delight,

is my beart of gold,
and who but My Lady Greensleeves.

ANONYMOUS
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PART THREE

Tue Rovar COURT

LoNnpON 1557

<>

There is a tide in the affairs of men,

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;
Onitted, all the voyage of their life
Is bound in shallows and in miseries.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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ParT TwO

WIFE AND MOTHER
LoNDON 1546

<>

Had we but world enough, and time,

This coyness, lady, were no crime.

We would sit down, and think which way

o walk, and pass our long love’s day.

ANDREW MARVELL
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PArRT ONE

Tue GirL
LoNDpON 1543

<>

Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,

Old time is still a-flying;

And this same flower that smiles today,

Tomorrow will be dying.

ROBERT HERRICK
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