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Chapter 1

Richmond Palace 
The Court of King Henry VIII 
Summer 1530

 

Rosalind Llewellyn slid off her horse and immediately grabbed hold of the bridle. After a long day in the saddle, her legs seemed unable to meet the hardness of the ground and bowed like the branches of a willow tree. She glanced around the familiar royal stable yard and heaved a sigh. It was late evening, and everything was quiet. Despite her long absence, nothing had changed. Even the same horses’ heads were framed in the half-open stalls and the same voices called out to one another.

She glanced at her companion, Rhys Williams, who was busy removing their belongings from the packs and simultaneously inquiring as to where he should stable the horses. Rhys looked the same as well—if she discounted a certain grim set to his features when he looked at her.

“Can I help, Rhys?”

“No, my lady. Why don’t you just stand there in the way instead?”

Rosalind threw him a cross look. “I’m too tired to argue with you, Rhys. Just tell me what to do and I’ll be glad to help.”

He doffed his cap at her, revealing the dark auburn of his hair. “Then perhaps my lady might move the bags behind the safety of the wall? I’d hate for the horses to trip.”

“Or for any of my belongings to be crushed,” Rosalind muttered, as she gathered the first of the leather saddlebags and hefted it over the wall. Rhys cocked an eyebrow at her as she continued her task.

“You seem a little out of sorts, my lady.”

“Of course I am. I didn’t expect to come back to court. My cousin Jasper is perfectly capable of guarding the king. I’m not sure why I had to return at all.”

Rhys grinned at her as he led the first of the horses into one of the vacant stalls. “Coward.”

The smell of fresh grain and horse dung drifted back to Rosalind. She waited for him to return, her task forgotten, her hands planted on her hips. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

He took her horse’s bridle in his gloved hand. “You know.”

“Are you saying I didn’t want to return to court for a specific reason? You might remember that I almost died last time I was here.”

“Oh, I remember.” His smile faded. “I was right there beside you. You probably don’t remember that part, being as you were too busy making cow eyes at Christopher Ellis.”

“I was busy trying to kill the Vampire!”

He bowed. “As were we all. It didn’t stop you becoming involved with that soul-sucking Druid slayer, though, did it?”

He stomped off again, and Rosalind could only stare helplessly at his broad back. It was true that she’d become intimately involved with Christopher, but Rhys knew perfectly well why that had happened. Between her Druid  gods and the king, she had been caught very neatly in a sensual trap that she had still not managed to escape.

Rhys returned, his face severe. He picked up the heaviest of the bags and heaved it over the low stone wall. “The rest of your belongings should be here by the end of the week, if the carrier makes good time.”

“Thank you. I believe I have enough to clothe myself decently for at least a few days.” Rosalind touched his leather-clad arm. “Rhys, if you want to return to Wales, I would quite understand.”

He looked down at her, his hazel eyes full of wry amusement, his lilting voice lowered to a soft murmur. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

Rosalind sighed. “I’m trying to avoid hurting you.”

“Because you plan on taking up with the newly elevated Lord Christopher Ellis?”

Rosalind raised her chin. “Officially and spiritually I am still betrothed to him.” She frowned. “I can’t quite believe my grandfather has allowed the betrothal to continue, but there it is. As Lord Christopher’s betrothed, I am somewhat obliged to seek him out.”

“Obliged, eh?” Rhys flicked her nose. “Cariad, you can call it what you like, but I know you want him and that you don’t want me. I’ll try not to let it interfere with my job of protecting you.”

“I don’t know what I want anymore,” Rosalind groused and moved out of the way of an incoming horse and rider arrayed in the king’s livery. “Christopher hasn’t bothered to contact me and express an opinion as to our . . . situation.”

Rhys helped her over the stable wall, his hands firm on her waist. “He could hardly come prancing into your father’s stronghold, now, could he? He would’ve been killed on sight.”

“That’s true, I suppose, but . . . it would’ve been nice if he’d made the attempt. Or even just written me a letter!”

“And I thought you were deliberately lingering at home to avoid him and the king. Sometimes I’m glad I’m no longer  one of your suitors. You have a somewhat bloodthirsty streak.” Rhys handed her the lightest bag, which contained her jewelry, coins, and favorite silver dagger. “The position of your lover seems fraught with danger.”

“I can’t help that.” Rosalind took the well-worn path that wound up from the stables to the main wing of the palace. She glanced across at the ruined Roman bathhouse where she’d met with Christopher and the others on her last visit to court. Was he even here? She had no sense of him yet. In the last year, she’d perfected her barriers against him in anticipation of having to see him again, especially if he turned up on the opposite side of a fight.

The last time she’d seen Christopher it had been spring. She and Rhys had fled the court, intent on making it back to Wales before the king’s message about her betrothal to one of her family’s worst enemies reached her grandfather. They hadn’t made it in time, and Rosalind had endured her grandfather’s wrath on the subject for several weeks until he’d finally gone quiet and left her alone. That had worried her even more.

She straightened her shoulders and focused on the welcoming lights streaming out of the palace. She would talk to her cousin Jasper tomorrow and see what calamity had arisen that had made him write to her grandfather and insist she return to court. Both she and Christopher had suspected another Vampire plot was in the offing. The urgency the Vampire Council felt about defeating the rogue Vampire, Lady Celia Del Alonso, had been quite out of character for them. It was almost as if Lady Celia had been seen as an obstacle. Or a distraction. As if there was a grander scheme afoot, or someone more powerful and likely to be even more successful in controlling or killing the king.

Rhys paused by the doorway into quarters for the maids of honor and deposited her bags on the ground. “Your grandfather wrote to Queen Katherine to ask for permission for you to return to court. But, from what the stable  boy just told me, I’m not certain if she is still in residence here.”

“Then where is she?”

“I’m not sure.” He grimaced. “Apparently, the king does not wish to gaze upon her visage. She reminds him of his lack of an heir.”

“That is so unfair.”

“I can’t help but agree. The queen is steadfast in her love for the king, but he seems to have moved onto other, more agreeable conquests. Life can be cruel sometimes.”

Unwilling to delve into the thorny subject of love with Rhys yet again, Rosalind rose on tiptoe to pat his cheek. “I’m sure I can prevail on someone to give me a bed. Thank you for coming back with me.”

His smile this time was definitely rueful. “I didn’t have much of a choice, did I? Your grandfather was most insistent that I accompany you.” He paused. “And I haven’t quite given up hope that Lord Christopher Ellis might come to regret your betrothal and send you back into my arms.”

“Rhys . . .”

He winked at her and disappeared into the darkness heading for the stable yard. Rosalind stared after him. Surely he hadn’t meant it? She’d done everything she could over the last few months to convince him that she was a lost cause. Whether she was reunited with Christopher or not, she couldn’t see herself turning to Rhys. He deserved more than that, deserved to be first with a woman rather than know he would always be second best.

And he would be second best. Rosalind closed her eyes and tried to imagine Christopher’s expression when he saw her. Would he be pleased or horrified? She couldn’t decide how she felt about seeing him again. All she knew was that he’d stolen her heart, her mind, and her body, and she would never be the same again.
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Christopher Ellis slowly opened his eyes and gazed around the great hall. He’d fallen asleep over his ale again, his face cushioned on the trestle table, his boots digging into the musty rushes that covered the floor. Something had woken him up, some sense of danger or premonition. Since tangling with the ancient Spanish Vampire last year, he’d learned to pay close attention to his instincts.

“Lord Christopher.”

He sat up, his dagger already in his hand, and found himself staring at Elias Warner, the Vampire Council’s representative at court. Elias had the kind of golden looks that made the ladies of the court swoon over him. Christopher saw only the flatness of his silver eyes, the hint of the blood-sucking predator beneath the mask of humanity.

“Master Warner. Where have you been these past few months? Anyone might think you’ve been avoiding the court.”

A small smile twitched on Elias’s pale lips, displaying the tips of his fangs. “I’ve been busy, my lord.”

“I’m sure you have.” Christopher sat back and tried to look nonchalant. Elias wasn’t one for idle chatter. If he openly sought Christopher’s company, there was a reason. “How can I help you?”

Elias glanced around at the sleeping hordes and leaned closer. “I wish only to make a suggestion.”

Christopher raised his eyebrows. “About what?”

“Your continued safety.” Elias nodded. “The Vampire Council appreciates your recent actions toward those members of its community that it values most highly. The Council wishes you to continue to protect and value those individuals.”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, Elias. Of course I protect your community. That has been my family’s job for centuries.”

Elias’s smile was not pleasant. “Indeed, we value the Ellis family enormously.” He hesitated. “And we would hate to have to dispense with the services of any single member  of that family if he formed alliances that were not in our interest.”

Christopher stood up and checked that his sword was in place. He stepped over his drinking companion’s legs and headed toward the nearest door. “Are you talking about my ‘alliance’ with Rosalind Llewellyn?”

“I did not say that. But I understand that you are still betrothed to her.”

“That is so.”

“I do not understand why.”

Christopher shrugged. “Because neither my uncle, nor the Llewellyn family, has succeeded in petitioning the king for our release. The king has been rather preoccupied recently.”

“Indeed, he has.” Elias’s silver gaze flicked up to meet Christopher’s. “But perhaps your families approve of the connection after all.”

Christopher chuckled. “My uncle almost ran me through with his sword when he heard what had happened. I doubt he approves.”

“And yet the Llewellyns have stayed their hand as well . . .” Elias sighed. “It seems as if you are tied to the Vampire slayer for good.”

Christopher tried to keep his voice bland. “At least for a while, until one of the families comes up with something to entice the king to break the betrothal.” A flicker of distaste crossed Elias’s face. “You don’t like her at all, do you?”

“On the contrary. But speaking from a practical standpoint, she is a dangerous woman.”

“She is indeed.” Christopher pictured Rosalind, her dark hair tangled in his fingers, her body and thoughts enmeshed with his as he made love to her again and again. Heat blossomed in his mind and in his groin, and he thrust her image away. Elias was far too perceptive for Christopher to drop his guard.

They’d reached the door of the great hall, and Christopher  pushed it open. The rush of night air was warm and scented with flowers. He breathed in deeply, allowed the fragrance to settle him and remove the taste of Rosalind from his senses. Something was different. Everything looked the same, but everything had changed . . . He turned back to Elias.

“Now that you have delivered your cryptic message, is there anything else you wanted to say before you disappear again?”

“I think I made myself clear, my lord. I wish you good fortune.” Elias bowed and was gone before Christopher had time to blink.

“Not clear at all,” Christopher muttered. Something was afoot and he had no idea what. He hated that, hated the way it added to the frustration already raging through him. He was at odds with his family, his Vampire allies, and himself, and all because of Rosalind Llewellyn.

He looked around again. His mind was playing tricks on him. He could almost feel her in his arms, in his thoughts, even taste her . . . He shook his head to clear the strange sensation. Rosalind was safe in deepest Wales, surrounded by her family, and attended by Rhys Williams, who’d probably done his best to persuade her into his bed by now. Christopher slammed his hand against the oak door. And, more fool him, he had let her go, convinced she would return to him.

Christopher muttered an oath and decided to seek his bed. He had a demanding day filled with sporting activities planned for tomorrow, and needed to be up early to make the journey to Hampton Court to attend the king. He followed the ragged path that led along the side of the great hall, his dagger at the ready, his mind unsettled as he tried to puzzle through Elias’s “message.”

As he rounded the corner of the massive structure, a shadow leaped out at him and before he even realized it, he found himself in the midst of a fight. There were two men, and despite his best efforts, he couldn’t withstand the  attentions of them both. He was soon slammed face-first against the wall, his dagger hand wrenched up against his spine and a blade at his throat.

“Christopher Ellis.”

He knew that voice, had trained alongside the man during his younger, more reckless years. “Sir Marcus Flavian.” They were of a similar age and ability, which was probably why Marcus had the sense to bring reinforcements.

“You remember me. Good.” Marcus shifted his stance and jerked Christopher’s wrist higher. “Then you will no doubt understand why I am here.”

Christopher said nothing as he focused on controlling the pain. Marcus laughed, the sound soft.

“You are required to present yourself at our next meeting and explain your actions.”

The challenge and summons wasn’t unexpected. Ever since his betrothal to Rosalind had become public, Christopher had been expecting the Cult of Mithras to command his appearance. The only surprise was that it had taken so long. He fought back a groan as Marcus twisted his arm again.

“You must have known we would want to question you about your association with the Llewellyn bitch.”

Fury rose in Christopher’s gut, and he kicked out, caught Marcus on the shin and off guard. He spun around and pushed away from the wall with all his strength. The other man made short work of helping Marcus recapture him, but Christopher didn’t care. As he was thrown back against the wall, he glared into Marcus’s calm gray eyes.

“I will answer to my superiors, not to you.”

“As you wish, but you will answer.” The blade of Marcus’s dagger flicked out and nicked Christopher’s cheek. “Someone will let you know when the meeting is.”

Christopher didn’t acknowledge either the blood now trickling down his face or the other man’s statement. There was nothing he could do to avoid the summons, and in truth, he didn’t want to. Thanks to his uncle, he’d had his  fill of the Cult of Mithras years ago. Mayhap it was time for him to express his doubts in person.

He watched as Marcus bowed, his blond hair glinting in the moonlight, and then left with his companion. Christopher wiped absently at the blood trickling down his neck. He didn’t want any Vampires scenting an easy victim and coming to feast on him. With a groan, he flexed his fingers and hoped he’d still be able to use his right hand come the morning.

Things were definitely getting interesting. He sighed and went to look for his dagger, which he assumed had landed somewhere in the scrubby foliage. Strange that both Elias and Marcus Flavian had reappeared on the same night to warn him of the consequences of his actions.

And a pity that the only way to leave the Cult of Mithras, without dying of natural causes, was by execution.




Chapter 2

“The king is at Hampton Court today, my lady.”

“And Queen Katherine?” Rosalind asked.

The maidservant Rosalind had accosted shrugged. “I don’t know, my lady. Most of the court is with the king. She might be there.”

“Thank you.”

The servant’s lack of knowledge and indifference as to the queen’s whereabouts told Rosalind that things were indeed dire between the king and queen. Oblivious to her surroundings, she’d slept well and woken to find the queen’s rooms deserted and only a few servants caring for the five or so elderly ladies who had remained behind.

Rosalind slid the smallest of her daggers into her hanging pocket and retraced her steps down to the stables. As she walked, the stiff, embroidered green skirts of her favorite riding habit brushed against the lush summer foliage. The thought of getting on a horse again didn’t please her, but she had no choice. She needed to see King Henry and meet with Jasper, who had been watching over the king in her stead.

“Good morning, Rhys.”

“Good morning, my lady.” Rhys was already busy saddling her horse. “I assumed you’d want to follow the masses to Hampton Court this morning.”

“Indeed.” Rosalind made sure her headdress was securely fastened and pulled on her thick leather riding gloves. “You are going to accompany me, aren’t you?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” His slow wink made her want to smack him.

“I’m hoping to see the king and Jasper.”

“Jasper, eh? Not Lord Christopher Ellis?” Rhys tightened the girth on her horse and stood ready to help her into the saddle. “I wonder why Jasper wrote to your grandfather.”

“So do I. He’s always been convinced he would be far better at guarding the king than I would, so asking for my help must have been hard for him.”

“Well nigh impossible, I should think, my lady. Things must indeed be bad.” Rhys laced his hands together, waited until she placed her booted foot on his palms, and then threw her up into the saddle. She wanted to groan when her bottom hit the leather.

She waited until he mounted his horse with his usual easy grace and then set off after him. They passed through the great brick arch of the gatehouse. The clatter of the horses’ hooves on the cobblestones made it impossible to speak or hear a thing.

As they emerged into the warm sunlight, Rhys glanced at her. “Are you still sore, my lady? If you’d asked me nicely I could’ve rubbed some horse liniment on your more tender parts.”

“I’m quite well. Thank you, Rhys,” Rosalind answered and forced a smile.

He nodded in the direction of the river. “If you prefer it, we could get a boat down to Hampton Court. We have enough coin to pay the ferryman.”

Rosalind shuddered and gripped her reins more tightly. “You know I hate the water.”

He shrugged, making his muscled shoulders bunch in his leather jerkin. “As you wish, my lady. It isn’t that far, less than twelve miles, I gather.” He slowed his horse to come alongside her. “I heard that Cardinal Wolsey made Hampton Court a palace fit for a king.”

“That’s why he couldn’t keep it—the king obviously decided the same thing.”

Rhys chuckled and eased his horse into a smooth trot. “You might be right. They say Wolsey gave it to the king in a last desperate attempt to win back his favor, but obviously it didn’t work.”

“I wonder why.” Rosalind urged her horse into a trot. She could endure a short ride if it meant she was able to see Jasper and find out what was going on. Anticipation surged through her. After a year of almost no activity, she was anxious to return to fighting her Vampire foe. Excitement of another sort threaded through her as well. She might see Christopher again.

Eventually, Rhys pulled up his horse, and they both gazed down at the moat and gatehouse leading up to the newly renovated Hampton Court. The gleaming red brick still looked pristine, the scars of the new building not yet concealed by the parks and gardens encircling the vast house.

“It seems the cardinal did very well for himself—very well indeed, for the son of a butcher,” Rhys said.

A cold shiver rippled through Rosalind. King Henry never liked to be shown up by anyone, and this imposing structure was far grander than most of the existing royal palaces. It wasn’t surprising that Wolsey had handed it over. “Too well, I suspect.”

“I won’t argue with you. The king’s favor is a fickle thing.” Rhys nodded in the direction of the gate. “Shall we go in?”

Rosalind followed him down the treelined avenue and waited as he inquired at the gate. One of the king’s guards seemed to recognize Rhys, and they passed through without  incident into the Basse court and then through an imposing archway into another courtyard. Rosalind’s gaze was caught by the large astrological clock that dominated the enclosed square.

Rhys turned in the saddle to survey the lines of windows. “The guard said the state apartments are in this area. After we stable the horses, we should find the king there.”

Rosalind followed him through to the vast and busy stables and waited as he ascertained that the horses would be taken care of. She’d forgotten how good Rhys was at getting people to do his bidding with just a smile and a polite turn of phrase—far better than she would ever be. It was a quality he shared with Christopher, who could charm the birds from the trees when he put his mind to it.

As her ears adjusted to the noisy bustle, she heard cheering from somewhere in the grounds. “Is the king outside?”

A passing stable boy answered her, his freckled face ablaze with excitement. “Aye, my lady. He and some of his courtiers are playing real tennis in the pavilion.”

Rosalind caught Rhys’s attention and gestured toward the grounds. “Apparently, the king is playing tennis.”

“Do you want me to go with you, or shall I concentrate on finding Jasper while you deal with the king?”

“Yes, please, find Jasper.” Rosalind let out her breath. She’d much rather meet the king, and anyone else who happened to be included in the royal party, without Rhys at her shoulder. She picked up the skirts of her green riding habit and wished she was wearing something less heavy and concealing. It was hot in the sun, and she was sure she was red in the face. But it couldn’t be helped. The king would have to take her as she was, as would everyone else.

She followed the roars and claps of the crowd, and came to a low covered building with one side open to the air. Galleys filled with courtiers lined three sides of the enclosed space as the king and a man she didn’t know played a game of tennis on the court. Luckily for his opponent, it appeared that the king was winning. Rosalind squeezed  into a small space and wiggled her way forward through the packed courtiers. The king made another shot and the crowd erupted.

By the time she reached the front, King Henry had finished his game and been replaced by another familiar figure, one that made Rosalind’s heart beat faster. Christopher Ellis looked as lean and elegant as ever in his shirtsleeves and stockinged feet, his right hand gripping a racquet, his left holding the small ball in the air ready to serve.

He seemed quite familiar with his opponent, their laughing banter inaudible to Rosalind because of the crowd, but obviously not to each other. With a sigh, Rosalind sat back and watched Christopher. She’d missed him so badly, she’d cried for at least a month after leaving him.

She wrapped her arms around herself. Cowardly, too, when she thought about it. She’d been too afraid to stand up to her grandfather and demand that he allow her to marry her family’s worst enemy. Instead, she’d skulked at home waiting for her grandfather to resolve matters for her like any silly woman. But he hadn’t resolved anything and now she had to face Christopher again. In some part of her soul, it shamed her that she cared so much for Christopher that she was willing to abandon everything she had been brought up to believe in.

She nudged the man sitting next to her. “Excuse me, sir. Who is the man playing against Lord Christopher Ellis?”

“That is Lord George Boleyn, a gentleman of the king’s privy chamber. Surely you must know of him.”

“I’ve recently returned from the countryside, sir. I don’t believe I’ve met him before.”

The man gave a snort. “If you stay at court, you’ll meet him soon enough. Thanks to the influence of his sister, the man rides high in the king’s favor.”

That gave Rosalind plenty to think about. The match drew to a close, and George Boleyn claimed victory as Christopher laughingly complained about his hand. Rosalind stood with the rest of the crowd, her gaze fixed on  Christopher as he headed for the exit. She stiffened as he and George Boleyn were surrounded by a bevy of beautiful court maidens. One of them even dared to mop Christopher’s brow with her lace handkerchief. Not that he seemed to mind at all.

Rosalind set her jaw and stomped down from the viewing gallery to the ground floor, her intentions unclear. Part of her wished to find Christopher and ask him whether he’d missed her at all; the saner part of her knew that would be a mistake and urged her to use her common sense and go and find the king.

But it was too late; the group containing George Boleyn, the beauties, and Christopher was fast bearing down on her. Rosalind stiffened her spine and tried to look anywhere but at Christopher. A woman hung on each of his arms, and he was grinning like a fool who had not a care in the world.

Her smile died and she raised her chin. She would not cower before him. She had nothing to be ashamed of. Christopher’s laughing blue gaze swept past her and then returned. Her heart beat uncomfortably against her bodice as he detached himself from his companions and walked over to her.

“My lady, I didn’t realize that you had returned to court.”

“Obviously.”

His smile was a challenge. “Did you imagine I would hide in my room and mope without your presence?”

“That would have been nice, seeing as we are betrothed.”

“Are we?” He took two hasty steps toward her, blocking out the light, his chest still heaving, either from his recent exertions or from his current fury. She inhaled the scent of his warm skin and yearned to place her mouth over his and just breathe him in. “I wasn’t sure, seeing as you haven’t bothered to communicate with me for an entire year.”

“Why would I communicate with you? It was a matter for our families to deal with.”

“Was it?” He stared into her eyes, and she swallowed uncomfortably at the fire in his gaze. She had no sense of  him in her mind at all. Perhaps the connection had been lost. “How foolish of me to believe that it was a matter between us.”

“Christopher? Are you coming?”

He glanced back over his shoulder, his charming smile suddenly much in evidence. “Yes, my lady.”

Rosalind bit down on her lip. “Don’t let me detain you from your . . .”

“My what?”

“Your whatever it is you are doing.”

“Don’t worry. I know when I’m not wanted.” His glare intensified as he looked over her shoulder. “Here comes your watchdog. I’m sure I’ll see you again, my lady. Tell Rhys I sent him my greetings.”

Christopher turned and stalked away, straight into the center of the laughing crowd of courtiers. The hint of the scent of fox drifted back to Rosalind, and she wondered which of the male courtiers was a Vampire, and whether Christopher had noticed it. He didn’t look back, so Rosalind stayed where she was, her legs trembling and her heart racing so fast that she thought it might leap out of her chest. What right did he have to be so annoyed with her? What had he expected, a series of love letters?

She swung around and saw Rhys approaching her, his hand raised in a salute. Beside him walked her cousin Jasper, who wasn’t smiling. Not that he ever smiled much. Unlike most men, he tended to keep his own counsel and only speak when he had something important to say. He bowed and kissed her hand. He was in his late twenties and unmarried, his hair as dark as Rosalind’s, but his eyes slate gray to her brown.

“Cousin Rosalind. It is a pleasure to see you again.”

“As it is you, cousin.”

“I’m glad that you were able to return.” Jasper grimaced. “But this is not the best place for us to talk. Perhaps I should meet you later tonight by the entrance to the maze. I doubt we will be disturbed there.”

Rosalind glanced uncertainly up at Rhys. “I’m not sure if we are staying here for the night.”

Rhys looked resigned. “It seems as if we are now. I’ll go and seek some accommodation in the stables for the night. I suggest you find a member of the queen’s household and do the same.”

“Is the queen here, Jasper?” Rosalind asked.

“I believe she is on a local pilgrimage.” Jasper lowered his voice. “She is not welcome here. King Henry, and the king’s current companions, have made that very clear.”

Jasper took her arm and continued to stroll back toward the main buildings. “For all intents and purposes, the Lady Anne Boleyn is behaving as if she is the queen.”

“Anne Boleyn?” Rosalind frowned. “I don’t believe I’ve met her, although I just saw her brother playing tennis.”

“She and her brother are much together and their power over the king grows daily. Anne returned to court a year or so ago. She was raised mainly in France.”

Rosalind lowered her voice. “Didn’t the king have another mistress by the name of Boleyn?”

Jasper nodded. “Yes, her sister, Mary, who has since been married off. But don’t make the mistake of assuming that the Lady Anne is the king’s mistress. I believe she aims much higher.”

“Is she here?”

“I believe so, although to keep the king’s interest, she has been known to deliberately absent herself from court in a sulk.” Jasper’s smile wasn’t pleasant. “I believe it is the first time in his life that the king has had to chase and woo a woman for more than a day or two. He seems invigorated by the prospect.”

Even as she made the arrangements to meet Jasper that night, Rosalind’s unease grew. It seemed that the rumors were true. Queen Katherine had indeed fallen far from the king’s favor if he was openly parading his new love in her place. And if that news about the queen wasn’t bad enough,  what misgivings did Jasper have to reveal about their Vampire foes?

Rosalind didn’t allow herself to think about Christopher’s cool reception and obvious anger. It was far easier to focus on Jasper than to delve into the unpleasant swirl of emotions Christopher aroused in her. With a shake of her head, Rosalind went to find the controller of the queen’s household and beg for a bed for the night. Whatever else happened, her mission to keep the king safe from the Vampire threat remained. She was determined that she—and Jasper—would protect the king at all costs.

 

 

Hampton Court was crammed full of the king’s courtiers and, despite its size, the great hall seethed like an overcrowded anthill. Having nothing to change into, Rosalind arrived early for the evening meal and made her way to the trestle table where some of the queen’s ladies had gathered. She was greeted warmly, although there was an undercurrent of unease among the women. Rosalind could only assume they were worried about their positions at court now that the queen was no longer in favor.

She glanced up at the high table where the king sat, surrounded by his favorites. Seated on his right was his chancellor, Thomas Cromwell, dressed in his black and gray robes, a thick gold chain around his neck. To the king’s left was a woman Rosalind hadn’t seen before, but assumed was the much-talked-about Lady Anne Boleyn.

Unlike her much-admired sister, Mary, Anne wasn’t beautiful by current court standards. Her eyes were very dark, her chin pointed, and her body slender. As Rosalind considered her, Anne glanced at the king as if she owned him. Not beautiful at all, but she had something that drew the eye . . .

Rosalind turned back to her dinner and tried not to look across the hall at the king’s gentlemen. She’d already spotted Christopher’s dark head next to George Boleyn, who  was also one of the gentlemen of the privy chamber. The two men seemed close, sharing not only a trencher, but an equal interest in the women who constantly paraded before them.

Rosalind set her teeth. Christopher might think he had a right to amuse himself when she wasn’t there, but she intended to set him right on a few matters before they were done. Much depended on what Jasper had to say to her about the Vampires. If Christopher was involved in any of that, she would be devastated.

She looked up to see that his dark blue gaze had fallen on her and found she couldn’t look away. Part of her wanted to drop her guard and try to steal into his mind. Then at least she would know his true feelings. But she deserved the words, didn’t she? If he was done with her, she deserved to hear it spoken to her face rather than steal the thought from his mind.

She dropped her gaze and made stilted conversation with the ladies around her, aware of the movement of the crowds, the fact that Christopher had turned to speak to a woman and had then disappeared. She could hardly expect him to remain celibate without her, could she? No woman should expect that from a man who wasn’t bound by the ties of wedlock. Her fingers curled into fists. Except that if she ever caught Christopher in bed with another woman, she would have no hesitation in cutting off his . . .

“Lady Rosalind?”

With a start, Rosalind turned to find her cousin behind her, along with another man. “Cousin Jasper.”

He smiled and indicated his companion. “I wish to present a friend of mine, Sir Reginald Fforde.”

Rosalind held out her hand. “It is always a pleasure to meet a friend of yours, Jasper. How do you do, sir?”

Sir Reginald bowed, his fair skin flushing an unbecoming shade of red. “Lady Rosalind, a pleasure. Indeed, a rare and glorious pleasure.”

A corner of Jasper’s mouth twitched upward as he met  Rosalind’s gaze. “Sir Reginald was most insistent on meeting you, cousin. He was—How did you put it, Reginald? ‘Struck by your beauty.’ ”

“How flattering, sir.” Behind Sir Reginald, Rosalind noticed the unmistakable looming presence of her betrothed. She smiled deeply into the stuttering young man’s eyes. “If only all men were as poetic.”

Sir Reginald turned quite puce. “I’ll write you a beautiful sonnet to your fine eyes. If you permit, of course.”

Rosalind gave a small, tinkling laugh and clasped her hands to her bosom. “Oh, my, Sir Reginald. That would be delightful.”

Incoherent now, his mouth opening and closing like a stranded fish, Sir Reginald allowed Jasper to lead him away, leaving Rosalind facing Christopher. She made as if to move past him, but he grasped her firmly by the elbow.

“Where are you off to, my lady?”

Rosalind allowed her gaze to drop to the long fingers wrapped around her arm. “What is it you want?” Despite her best efforts to break free, he steered her toward the shadows at the end of the hall.

“If you wish poems written for you, ask me.”

“With your surly and unpleasant attitude, sir, I would fear to read anything you had written about me.”

“Obviously.”

“What on earth do you mean?” He made no reply. She tried to shake off his grip, but he refused to release her. “Sir Reginald was only being pleasant.”

His eyebrows rose. “I can be pleasant.”

“I haven’t seen any evidence of it so far.”

He leaned in closer until his mouth brushed her ear. “My, my, you have a very short memory, don’t you?”

She shivered and swallowed hard. “And you’ve an even shorter memory, judging by your ability to cavort around the court without a care in the world.”

His soft laughter was far too intimate for such a crowded place. “Are you jealous?”

She opened her eyes wide at him. “Why would I be jealous? I have plenty of other suitors to choose from.”

Christopher straightened, all expression removed from his face. “Ah, yes, and here comes another of them to rescue you.”

“I do not need rescuing.”

He shrugged. “I know that, but it appears the rest of your ‘suitors’ don’t. Jasper is bearing down on us with a very determined expression on his face.”

“Which is hardly my fault. I didn’t ask him to.”

“Why? Are you enjoying our little chat more than I anticipated?”

Christopher’s anger was so glaringly obvious that for a moment Rosalind could only stare at him. His barbed comments hurt far more than she had anticipated and made even less sense.

“Why are you being like this?”

Instantly, she regretted her plea. She’d learned from an early age that it wasn’t wise to show weakness. She was well trained in how to handle overbearing men, and she could usually overcome her opponents despite her smaller status.

Christopher’s gaze softened. “Rosalind, I didn’t mean . . .”

She wrenched free of his slackened grip and swung around to face her cousin. “Ah, there you are, Jasper. Have you come to take me to the king?”

Jasper bowed and took her hand, completely ignoring Christopher. Rosalind found she was clinging to his arm as he led her away and she tried to relax her grip.

“Actually, I’ve arranged for you to meet with the king tomorrow, but I sensed you needed rescuing.” He hesitated and looked back over his shoulder, but Christopher had already gone. “Was Lord Christopher annoying you?”

“He always annoys me.”

Jasper snorted. “He is an extremely irritating man. After you left, he actually tried to ingratiate himself with me.  I still can’t understand why my uncle hasn’t broken your betrothal.”

“Neither can I.” Rosalind kept moving and refrained from turning back to look for Christopher. His anger was puzzling. It was if he felt that she had let him down, but how could that be? She had done nothing to get out of the betrothal or to speak against him to her grandfather. She suddenly felt tired and squeezed Jasper’s arm.

“I think I’ll go and rest for a while.”

“If you are sure you are all right.” Jasper studied her for a long moment before releasing her hand. “I am more than willing to keep you company if you wish to avoid your betrothed.”

Rosalind smiled at him. “Thank you, Jasper, but I’ll retire for the night. I’ll be quite safe.” She curtsied, and he bowed, and she left the great hall. The clock in the courtyard struck eight times and Rosalind smothered a yawn. If she was to be alert and ready to hear Jasper’s suspicions about the Vampires at midnight, a nap would be very welcome. She also needed time to ponder Christopher’s behavior. Although, in truth, she was unlikely to understand him if she thought about him for a year and a day.
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