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				Alison Weir is the top-selling female historian (and the fifth bestselling historian overall) in the United Kingdom, and has sold over 2.7 million books worldwide. She has published seventeen history books, including The Six Wives of Henry VIII, The Princes in the Tower, Elizabeth the Queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine, Henry VIII: King and Court, Katherine Swynford, The Lady in the Tower and Elizabeth of York. Alison has also published six historical novels, including Innocent Traitor and The Lady Elizabeth. Her latest biography is The Lost Tudor Princess, about Margaret Douglas, Countess of Lennox. Anne Boleyn: A King’s Obsession is the second in her series of novels about the wives of Henry VIII, which began with the Sunday Times bestseller Katherine of Aragon: The True Queen. Alison is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts and Sciences and an Honorary Life Patron of Historic Royal Palaces, and is married with two adult children.
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				Praise for Alison Weir

				‘A tender understanding of and genuine sympathy for this proud, much-loved and honourable Queen... I was gripped [from] start to finish’ Mavis Cheek

				‘Well-researched and engrossing’ Good Housekeeping

				‘Yet again, Alison Weir has managed to intertwine profound historical knowledge with huge emotional intelligence, to compose a work that throws light on an endlessly fascinating historical figure. Yet her real gift in all of this is making it feel so fresh and alive’ Charles Spencer

				‘Alison Weir clearly admires her heroine... meticulously researched’ The Times

				‘This exquisite book charts the rise and fall of Henry VIII’s first wife, Katherine... A fascinating insight into this period of our history. Weir’s undeniable strength is her immaculate description, enabling the reader to be transported back to Tudor England’ Sun

				‘Weir manages to untangle the complex web of 16th-century politics, shown through Katherine’s duties as ambassador, and her astute reading of the games being played. This adds greatly to the heft of the character, demonstrating what a competent woman she was becoming’ Herald Scotland

				‘Katherine of Aragon: The True Queen is a true tour de force. Finely crafted, this novel is wonderful historical fiction and an outstanding introduction to the Six Tudor Queens series’ Queen Anne Boleyn Blog

				‘Known for bestselling historical biographies, Alison Weir is in command of her detail... her handling of Katherine’s misery and dignified response to her predicament is very touching’ Elizabeth Buchan, Daily Mail

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Book

				Margery Otwell, a self-made gentleman’s young daughter, gets her first taste of courtly life when she takes up a position as chamberer to Lady Peche of Lullingstone Castle. Dances, music, feasting – and a seduction – follow, and Margery learns the rules of courtly love the hard way.

				Saved from disgrace by the kindly Sir John Peche, Margery finds herself at court waiting on Queen Katherine. Little does Margery know that she is already a pawn in a game of power, irrevocably bound to the fall of the lady she will come to love as her mistress, Queen and friend.

				The Blackened Heart by foremost and beloved historian Alison Weir is an e-short and companion piece that bridges the first two novels in the Six Tudor Queens series, Katherine of Aragon: The True Queen and Anne Boleyn: A King’s Obsession. Readers will delight in this mysterious tale, drawn together from fragments of history – and a good dose of speculation. Or is it . . . ?
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				Her father always accounted himself a gentleman, but it had not been that long since Margery’s family had been master craftsmen. The creative streak still survived in her brother William, who was a broiderer and freeman of Canterbury, much to their father’s disgust. But Thomas Otwell’s pretensions belied his true status: he was not a man of property, but held Brockley Hall and manor under lease from Bayham Abbey.

				It was here that Margery had grown up with her brothers, John and the errant William, and her sister Elizabeth. William had run away and got himself apprenticed when Margery was just six, but John was their father in miniature and looked set to build on Thomas’s reputation. Careful investments over the years had made for a comfortable life and Thomas, who lived his life on the periphery of the royal court, hoping to attract patronage, supplemented his income by dabbling discreetly in trade.

				Margery, John and Elizabeth were close. They all had the same copper-coloured hair, green eyes and heart-shaped faces, and were near in age. Margery had been born just before the turn of the sixteenth century, John just after and Elizabeth a year after that. As children, they did everything together and Father even allowed the girls to share some of John’s lessons, so that they grew up able to read and do sums. 

				It pleased Father’s vanity to be on social terms with the local gentry. He was genial company and well liked, and when word spread of his generous hospitality, he was often invited to the houses of men of rank. And that was how he learned that Lady Peche of Lullingstone Castle was looking for a young gentlewoman to wait on her. So, at the age of fourteen, Margery  found herself travelling the sixteen miles through the leafy lanes of Kent to Lullingstone to take up the post, miserable at being parted from John and Elizabeth and leaving the home she loved.

				As she approached the great red-brick gatehouse she was shrinking inside. It was much grander than Brockley Hall, which was really just a manor house with a superior name, chosen by Father, of course. The carter who was conveying her and her bags drove up the long drive. There were gardens to the left and a fine big house ahead of them. Inside, Margery was led by the steward through panelled chambers and a gallery around two wings of the house, the windows of which overlooked an enclosed courtyard. Everything smelt of beeswax, dried flowers and careful tending.

				Lady Peche welcomed her with a smile. She had well-bred features and was beautifully attired in good black velvet with exquisitely embroidered sleeves, and a gable hood with a voluminous veil. Her fingers were laden with rings.

				‘Mistress Otwell, I am very pleased to see you,’ she said. ‘My dear, you are very pretty. Your hair is a most unusual colour.’

				Margery had tried to confine her unruly copper tresses under a cap. She dimpled at her new employer’s praise. 

				‘I look forward to serving you, Madam,’ she said, as respectfully as she could.

				‘You are to be my chamberer,’ Lady Peche said. ‘You will make my bed, change the sheets when needful, wash my body linen, help me dress and look after my clothes. I have two maids who will instruct you further in your duties.’

				And that was Margery’s life for the next seven years. It was a happy household, well run and provided for, and Joan and Bess, the maids, were a jolly pair, always laughing or singing. Lady Peche was a kindly mistress, easy-going and generous with praise. Margery soon got over her homesickness and learned the household routines.

				She grew to love Lullingstone, its lovely grounds on the River Darent and its vast deer park graced with ancient oak trees and wildflowers. Near the castle, which was supposed to have been built originally by a brother of William the Conqueror, there was a pretty Norman church dedicated to St Botolph, where the household regularly attended Mass. Margery loved the rich colours in the stained-glass windows and the rood screen with its carved and painted roses for King Henry and pomegranates for Queen Katherine. Sir John Peche had built it in honour of the King’s visit two years before she joined the household. People still talked of the marvellous jousts that had been held on a tournament ground laid out especially in King Henry’s honour. Margery wished she could have been there and seen him; he seemed to have dazzled everyone with his prowess in the lists, his good looks and his hearty manner.

				On her days off, a groom would escort her to Brockley and back so that she could see her family. Every time she went home, John had shot up in height and filled out with muscle and she suspected that, with his angelic good looks, he was popular with the ladies. Soon he would marry and they would lose that special closeness they had enjoyed as siblings. 

				But that would be compensated for, because Margery was now half in love with Sir John Peche. It was in no way reciprocated, she was sure, because Sir John was far too important to take much notice of a lowly chamberer, although he had sometimes said a friendly word to her. He was a man of great reputation, Sheriff of Kent, Knight of the Body to the King and the monarch’s lord deputy of Calais; but first and foremost he was a courtier and he was often absent at Richmond or Greenwich or Eltham or the other royal palaces. The King loved him for his loyalty and his heroic reputation in the tiltyard.

				When Margery first came to Lullingstone, Sir John was forty and still a handsome man with heavy-lidded eyes, full, sensual lips and a noble nose. His wavy hair was cut at chin-length and he was powerfully
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