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Part One


Chapter One

 


“Bring in the whore then.” The words were spoken
with a resigned sigh. A servant nodded and backed out of what
served as the prince’s sick room. The prince, just a few weeks
earlier a vibrant and athletic young man, now lay on the bed all
but unmoving. His chest rose and fell steadily, but every breath
was a struggle. The story was he had been seriously injured in a
horse riding accident and was now on death’s door. The truth was no
prettier, but more accurate. He had simply fallen sick to one of
the many diseases now making their way through the country slowly
killing off bits and pieces of the population. His mother would be
much happier to have a son dead from falling off his horse than a
dead son who contracted the pox from a cheap whore.

The prostitute in question was brought into the
bedroom. While she wasn’t exactly dragged in, there was a certain
amount of resistance. She wasn’t brought in by the servant—he
trailed behind—she was escorted by a burly and competent guard. The
whore was practically spilling out of the top of her bustier, not
an unusual state for a woman in her profession, but in this
instance the amount of cleavage and flesh on display was impressive
even for a woman who would perform any mean act for coin.

The room wasn’t the height of opulence, but it was
close. Two guards stood outside in their tunics holding spears and
standing as straight as their weapons. Two more stood inside the
room just inside the door. Servants hovered in the background. The
heavy velvet drapes were half-drawn against the afternoon’s
brilliance and heat. The bed was covered with a richly embroidered
cover, not too warm or too thin. The furniture was well-built and
from the heaviest hardwoods of the king’s forest. The floor was
laid of native stone—only the king was allowed to have imported
marble floors—but was richly colored and highly polished. In all it
said the residence was occupied by a family of power and wealth—if
only just barely.

“You don’t have to drag me, buster!” she complained
as she was hauled to the foot of the bed where the prince’s mother
could examine her. His mother was old, not elderly but of advanced
enough years that there was no chance of her producing any more
children. She had been a beauty in her day, but that luster had
faded though she could still manage to turn the heads of more than
a few noblemen. In any other instance she would have carried the
title of princess or queen, but that wasn’t the case with Lady
Benowith. The prostitute spied the prince’s mother and paused. She
considered a curtsy and then considered copping her usual saucy
attitude that often won her the attentions of men from the nobility
who often patronized the house she worked in. But she did neither;
she just stood there a moment and waited to see what would happen
next.

“Do you know why you’re here?” the lady of the house
asked in the imperious tone she had developed over the years. Her
noble title might be in question but her authority was not.

“House call,” the prostitute said. “I get them all
the time. Some of the gentility think it’s more discrete than
actually sneaking into Madame Roussouse’s. Her irascible nature
came to the forefront now. “But I’ve never done a young guy and
his…benefactor before.” She grinned knowing what she was implying.
“Not that I’m above that, but it’s not my specialty. You should
have asked for Trina, she only does couples.” Her grin didn’t
change.

Lady Benowith nodded to the guard holding the
prostitute’s arm. He smacked her across the face once, hard and
sharp, as if it were something he was accustomed to doing, either
professionally or as a hobby at home.

The impact of the slap knocked the tart’s head to
the side and she let out a yelp of pain. “Fuck,” she cursed under
her breath. “If that’s what you’re into you should have requested
SallyMae. She actually likes that shit.”

The guard raised his open hand again. She shrank
back and raised her own hands in defeat. “Okay, okay. I apologize.
I didn’t realize what you were looking for.”

“I’ll appreciate if you’ll hold your tongue and
speak to me in a manner befitting your betters,” Lady Benowith said
sharply. The guard didn’t let his arm drop yes.

“Yes, my lady,” the girl said. “I am deeply sorry.
When you do what I do, sometimes the only defense I have is my
mouth.”

“I’m certain it’s gotten you in trouble before.”

She wanted to spit out any number of filthy replies,
but decided it would be better if she was merely polite and
obsequious. “You’re right, my lady.”

“I shall repeat my question. Do you know why you are
here?”

The answer this time was respectful. “Madame
Roussouse had a special request from a client that wanted…services
at his house. Yes, I know why I’m here. The only question is why
exact services are required. I don’t do everything.”

“Do you know who I am?” Lady Benowith asked.

“You’re the lady of the house.”

The prince’s mother shifted her eyes from the
prostitute to the young man in the bed. They then flicked over to
another servant waiting at the door. Nothing escaped his gaze.

“Do you know exactly who I am?”

“No ma’am.”

“Do you know who he is?” With an incline of her head
the lady indicated her prone son.”

“I assume your son.”

Lady Benowith sighed. “Since you’ll either figure it
out eventually or someone will slip and tell you, I’ll give you all
you need to know right here and now. Discretion is you ally in this
endeavor, young lady. Throw away that discretion and you’ll be
throwing away your life.” She paused and let that sink in. Although
the prostitute worked in one of the best whorehouses in the city,
she was familiar with the casual violence and death that often
accompanied her profession. That violence and death was often part
and parcel of the time and city she lived in. “Do you
understand?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“My name is Lady Veronica Benowith. This is my son
Prince Wallace Benowith.” She let those names and titles sink
in.

The young woman’s eyes widened slightly. She had
been in the employ of a number of men claiming to be nobility. Most
were liars. She had also been in the employ of a few exclusive men
who were actually nobility that wanted to experience what it was
like to slum in a whorehouse instead of utilizing an appropriate
concubine or lover. She’d never been in the presence of an actual
prince, or his mother. “It is a great pleasure to meet you, my
lady. My name is—”

“I don’t care what your name is,” Lady Benowith cut
her off. “That is unimportant. Let me ask you one final time. Do
you know why you are here?”

The whore’s eyes flicked from the prince’s mother,
to the prince’s body lying in the bed, barely moving, to the
various servants and guards in the bedroom. “I thought it was to
provide…physical comfort to a refined gentleman, but that doesn’t
seem to be the case right now.”

“Why would you say that?” Lady Benowith’s eyes
narrowed on the young woman. “Speak freely. I want to know what you
think.”

While the prostitute doubted that, she spoke as
honestly as she dared. “I’ve done this sort of thing a few times
before. What working girl hasn’t? But it’s always the young man’s
father who does the hiring. And he’s always as discrete as
possible. And it’s never with a man who is obviously about to meet
his maker.”

“My son is not dying!” Lady Benowith thundered. Even
the guards winced at her tone.

The prostitute said nothing.

“Have you heard that Prince Wallace suffered a fall
while horseback riding?”

“Yes, yes I have, my lady.”

The mother breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. Then
the story is spreading. The story we want the city to know. You can
see with your own eyes that he is uninjured, but he is ill.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“An unending parade of doctors, most of them
charlatans, have been in to treat him. Most did nothing. Those that
tried to help accomplished nothing. In short, we’ve tried
everything suggested with no good results. You, my dear child, are
the latest attempt at saving my son’s life.”

“I’m no doctor, my lady. Nor am I a nurse,” she said
as her voice caught in her throat.

“Ah, the truth of it comes out. You are a wet nurse,
after a fashion, are you not?” The lady of the house asked the
question already knowing the answer.

“I am…that is to say, I offer certain specialized
services to those who want them in Madame Roussouse’s house.” She
paused and thought of what to say next. “Begging your pardon,
ma’am, but why me or why a tart from the red light district. I’m
certain you could find an actual wet nurse from somewhere
more…refined.”

If Lady Benowith heard the question, then she opted
not to answer it. “The latest doctor says Prince Wallace is
suffering from some rare disease brought up from the tropics during
our long summer. He says the only treatment is time and luck and
the patient’s stamina. My son can barely move to take nourishment.
He can’t eat. He can barely drink. The doctor suggested—save my
soul—that my son be supplied with the richest milk from a nursing
mother.”

“But again, why me, my lady?”

“To bring a wet nurse here, to this house, for the
purpose I am proposing, is scandal unmitigated. I will not shame my
son or my reputation because of it.”

The question of Lady Benowith’s reputation was one
of much discussion in the city’s taverns and salon’s. It didn’t
seem to
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