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Chapter One


Suffolk, England 1585

Alys Barchard glared at her cousin and waited for the blow to fall. Kate Aspinall was wearing that expression again—a jest was coming, and it would be at her expense. It always was.

“So, what think you to a wager?” Kate rested her elbows on the railing of the wooden platform that gave them a view across the knot garden.

A wager? A trap, more likely. Alys frowned. “But you know I have nothing to stake.”

“Oh, don’t be such a dullard. What about your embroidered pocket, the one you finished the other day? What use have you of that when you’ve naught to put in it?”

“It took me all spring to fashion.” Alys meant to wear her hanging pocket as often as possible, to show off her skills as a needlewoman. Not that any men were likely to take an interest in her, forever eclipsed by her beautiful, wealthy cousin.

Kate’s eyes narrowed. Aye, here came the pout, the spoiled-child face that usually preceded stinging words. Since the loss of her husband last year, Kate’s faults had magnified a hundredfold.

Nonetheless, sympathy curbed Alys’ tongue. “Very well. Let my pocket be my forfeit. What are we wagering on?” She’d have to ensure she won the wager.

The sulky look vanished. “It concerns a man.”

“Which man?” The only regular male visitors to Selwood Manor were Sir Thomas Kirlham and his friend, Richard Avery, neither of whom Alys liked.

“My new gardener.” Kate’s gaze roved across the garden.

Alys’ fingers tightened on the railing. “The one your steward picked out at the hiring a sennight since?”

“The very one. Is he not a sight to set the hardest heart a-racing?”

The new gardener was in full view, but hopefully out of earshot. He was crouched down, snipping some errant stems from a rosebush, his shirt clinging to a broad expanse of muscled back. His heels pressed against tight buttocks, clad in a dusty pair of hose.

Alys swallowed. “Mayhap.”

“Mayhap? Fie on you, Alys—you have milk in your veins, not blood. He’s the handsomest fellow I’ve seen in a twelvemonth. Do you not see how gracefully he moves?”

Of course, she saw, but she wasn’t prepared to own it. Any confidence shared with Kate became common knowledge in an instant. Besides, it mattered not if the man was good-looking—he was but a servant.

“So, you admire him. But what part does he play in our wager?”

Kate’s smile was sly. “My challenge is this, to see which of us can steal the first kiss from that desirable mouth.”

Kiss the gardener? Had Kate taken leave of her senses? The idea sent a shiver skittering up Alys’ backbone. A sinful shiver.

Kate grinned as the man got to his feet again and tilted her head towards Alys. “Look at those long legs. I’ll warrant he could sit a horse admirably. Of a certain, he would ride a woman just as well.”

By the rood! If she weren’t so beholden to Kate, she’d slap her face for such wickedness. The woman must be taken in hand soon, or she’d drag the great name of Aspinall down into that same mud the gardener now brushed from his hands.

As if sensing their perusal, he turned as he stood, and bent a dutiful knee. His brown eyes flickered over them before he politely averted his gaze. Was there a mocking tilt to that firm mouth? Alys shivered again.

“You’re playing the fool, Kate. I can’t be party to such impropriety. Let’s go within—the wind is biting.”

“What wind? You mean this light summer breeze? You will accept my wager.” Kate’s blue eyes were hard, determined.

A pox on the woman! After a brief hesitation, Alys bowed her head. Kate would kiss the fellow and win the precious embroidered pocket. She must concede defeat—it was the only way to maintain harmony at Selwood Manor.

But what if the gardener preferred to kiss her? No, she couldn’t ask him—not even a poor relation like herself would kiss a mere servant. No matter how desirable he looked.

“Very well, I accept. What shall your stake be?”

“I’ll give the rosary that belonged to our grandmother.”

Alys blanched. What need had she of a rosary? Their use had been banned, and anyone caught using one would be branded a traitor. Kate had offered her a wager she couldn’t win and staked an item she couldn’t accept. She might as well give her the pocket now, and be done with it.

Kate’s lips thinned in triumph. “I don’t think kissing him will be any hardship. But which of us will he choose, do you think? Me, with my golden curls and eyes of cornflower blue, or you, with your disapproving frown and eyes like a puddle on a stormy day? Ah, see how he lifts that water butt with barely a blink! I’ll warrant he could last the race and more besides.”

Something stirred in Alys’ belly. A vision of the handsome gardener, poised naked over her, slick with sweat, sprang into her mind’s eye and refused to be banished, no matter how hard she tried.

“I’m going back to the house.” Why did her voice sound hoarse? What manner of beast had Kate unleashed in her head?

“But our wager—”

“I care not for kisses from servants, however dark of eye or long of leg. You shall have my pocket. Only I beg you not to kiss him. ’Tis most unseemly.”

“Odd’s blood, Alys, you sound like a Puritan. Are not young widows entitled to a little diversion? Ah, I know what baits you. You don’t want me to show interest in a man, for fear I might lie with him, and conceive a child to deprive you of your inheritance.”

Alys bit her tongue. Kate had been spending most of that inheritance this past year—Alys didn’t expect to have more than two Angels to rub together should her childless cousin die first. But if she spoke out any more than she already had, there was a risk of spiteful reprisals.

“Whatever pleases you.”

“So, you accept my terms? Shall I do it now, right in front of you?”

Before Alys could point out that several of their servants were currently in view, Kate had swept down from the viewing platform and crossed the parterre to the rose arbor, where the subject of their discussion labored. He rose to greet her, the lithe grace of his movements a refreshing change from the stocky villagers normally employed on the manor. Kate looked a mere child before him, and as she stretched on tiptoe towards him, he ducked his head to hear her. A lock of his long dark hair fell forward, shadowing his face and his slender-fingered hand hovered protectively by her elbow but did not touch her.

Groaning inwardly, Alys prepared to endure the shameful spectacle of her cousin making a fool of both herself and the gardener.

Nothing happened.

Smiling smugly, Kate returned to the platform, the gardener’s gaze apparently riveted by the sway of her hips. His expression was unfathomable—the only clue to what had passed between them was a touch of color on his high cheekbones.

“What did you say to him? Did he refuse to kiss you?” Alys let out a breath as hope kindled about the embroidered pocket.

Kate swept past her, heading towards the yew walk. “Don’t be so hasty, Coz. The game is all the better if it does not end straightway, the prize all the sweeter if not quickly won. You’ll just have to wait, and watch for me to fulfill my part of the bargain. If you wish to kiss him yourself, you must make your move.”

Alys’ fingers dug into her palms. She had tasks enough to do without having to dawdle around after the mercurial Kate, playing her games. Yet if she didn’t give her the requisite attention, life would be Purgatory for the next week at least.

She ran a finger over the platform’s rough handrail. Oh, what she would give to escape from this prison of hers. The only freedom she could hope for was by Kate’s death, or by her own marriage. Due to Kate’s jealousy, the latter was unlikely—and Kate was in robust good health. The vibrant colors of the gardens blurred before her eyes as her cousin disappeared in the direction of the back moat.

“What is it that saddens my lady so?”

Alys’ head snapped up. How could anyone approach so swiftly without making a sound? The gardener stood below the platform, looking up at her, his dark gaze too deep, too knowing.

She flushed. “Impertinent fellow! Who bade you speak?”

“I beg your forgiveness. I’ve been commanded to bring you a tussie-mussie by your cousin. I did not mean to pry.”

She accepted the little handful of lavender and sweet Williams in trembling fingers. The gardener had to reach up to offer his gift due to the platform’s height, but he was still too near for her liking. In close proximity, he grew in stature and disquieting beauty, like a spark springing to a flame.

She thanked him with cool courtesy. The urge to ask what else Kate had whispered was strong, but she mustn’t demean herself. The gift of the flowers was just part of Kate’s attempt to goad and confuse her.

He still stood below her. She felt his eyes on her face, an impertinence. Why could she not meet them?

“You may return to your work.” She rolled the flower stems vigorously between her hands. “We are expecting visitors, and they may wish to walk in the gardens.” Her voice sounded weak and shaky. This would not do at all—she should not be discomfited by a servant.

Silence grew between them, heavy as a millstone. She had just steeled herself to look into the dark eyes, to put the man in his place, when the stillness was broken by the clatter of hoofbeats in the lane, accompanied by the rattle of wheels.

He stiffened, his fingers clenching on the sun-warmed wood of the platform. “Who may your visitors be?”

She gazed down at his hands, browned from outdoor labor, smudged with dirt, and green-stained. Beautifully-shaped masculine hands, strong, purposeful, gentle. Too fine for a gardener.

“What business is it of yours who visits? I’ve a good mind to have you punished for your effrontery.” Lord! She hated how she sounded—she usually got on so well with all the staff. But this man was different. Disquieting.

The fingers removed themselves, and he backed away, head and shoulders bowed, a picture of apology. “Your forgiveness, lady, if I spoke out of turn. I just wanted to know the best flowers to pick for a table display—if ladies are visiting rather than gentlemen, I’d choose differently.”

A heavy step crunched on the gravel outside the walled garden. Alys’ heart thundered as the gate opened, revealing the menacing form of Sir Thomas Kirlham. She felt herself jerk like a child caught with his thumb in the cream pot.

“Oh!” She looked down, but the gardener had gone, as softly as he’d come, and a glance around revealed him exiting the garden by the other gate. Good. Her censure must have reminded him of his place. If he had any sense, he wouldn’t approach her again, regardless of Kate’s orders.

As she gathered her skirts and swept down from the platform to greet Sir Thomas, she vowed it would have to be Kate who kissed the alluring gardener, not her. Mistress Alys Barchard must never stoop so low, not even in defense of her embroidered pocket.
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Chapter Two


Sir Christopher Ludlow sat glumly in the gardener’s hut, his long legs stretched out before him. Damn Kate Aspinall! A pox, too, upon the woman whose schemes had banished him from court. But worse than these two was Queen Elizabeth’s spymaster, Sir Francis Walsingham, who deserved a thousand curses for sending Kit to this rustic backwater.

He ripped a leaf from a young box plant, then rolled it between his fingers, inhaling the rank scent. This was no task for a man like him—Walsingham should have known he’d attract attention if he tried to pass himself off as one of the lower orders. To infiltrate a household such as this, he’d have done better posing as a merchant traveler, or long-lost relative—at least such roles were closer to his own class.

Already, he’d been singled out by the lady of the house, and dragged into one of her schemes. How could he be long in the company of Kate Aspinall without her suspecting he wasn’t what he seemed—the lady might be more astute than she wished people to think. Indeed, she must be, if there was any truth in Walsingham’s suspicion that she—or her cousin—was harboring a nest of traitors. Was she serving the Spanish, mayhap, or the Catholic Queen of Scots? Or did Mistress Aspinall plot for her own ends?

Sighing, he turned his thoughts to Alys Barchard. If Kate was not duplicitous but was truly as shallow and stupid as she appeared, then Alys was the one to watch. She was deep, serious—with a haunted look in those charming blue-grey eyes. The servants both respected and pitied Alys—no family but her cousin, no prospects unless she married. But with only her pedigree behind her, she’d be hard put to it to find a husband. With so little to hope for, she had every reason to seek the aid of forces antagonistic to the Crown—if they helped her oust Kate, she’d inherit Selwood Manor.

How was such a woman to be tricked into betraying herself? Alys knew how to hide her feelings. She had pretended disinterest, yet he knew she was aware of him as a man—their fingers had barely touched, but he’d felt the tremor in hers.

So, Alys could assume a mask—did Kate wear one also? The young widow had ordered him to kiss her later on, as if they were lovers, just to play a trick on Alys. Smiling like a serpent, she’d warned him to obey if he wished to remain in her employ. What could he do but agree? His orders from Walsingham were to remain in the household, gathering information, for as long as it was safe to do so.

Kit crushed the box leaf between his fingers and flicked it across the hut. How would he carry out his duty? Should he kiss Kate with all the ability for which he was known? No—he must trample his pride, and not reveal his skills to the woman. The kiss must be unaccomplished, as would be expected of a rough country fellow.

Staring up into the web-strewn beams of the roof, another sigh escaped him. A pity he hadn’t been commanded to kiss Alys. One could glean a great deal about a woman from her kiss. Should the occasion ever present itself, he must be sure to take full advantage.
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Chapter Three


Why did Sir Thomas Kirlham always make Alys panic? Was it his considerable girth which, accentuated by the padded shoulders of his doublet, made him look like a great bear? Or was it his sheer lack of lightness—ink-black beard, beetling brows, black velvet doublet and hose… black frown.

“Sir, will you take some refreshment? Elderflower cordial? We have a few lemons.”

“Anon. Where is Mistress Aspinall?” He exuded impatience.

“In the gardens somewhere. Shall I send for her?”

“I can find her myself.”

Anxiety pricked Alys’ spine as she hurried along in Kirlham’s wake. A serving girl, Lettice, emerged from the kitchen as they passed, and froze. Alys caught her attention. “Elderflower, if you please. The best.”

Lettice nodded and vanished into the house, as Alys struggled to match Kirlham’s stride.

Then a giggle, low and soft, reached her ears. Her heart sank.

“Sir Thomas, I beg you will take a seat in the shade here, while I fetch Kate for you.” Alys ran in front of him, barring his path, then pointed at the sculpted stone bench beneath the platform. Leaving him to consider her offer, she hurried past him towards the giggles, then came to a halt, slack-jawed.

At the end of the yew walk, Kate and the gardener were clasping hands as he leaned down to kiss her pouting lips. Before Alys could warn them, she heard the heavy tread of Sir Thomas behind her. By the rood! She might not care a whit for Kate, but whatever sins her cousin committed would be reflected on her and the rest of the household. It was so humiliating.

What should she do? Cough loudly? Pretend to faint on Sir Thomas? A brief look at his granite expression decided her in favor of the cough.

The gardener looked up, then bowed, his long hair falling forward to hide his face.

“Mistress Aspinall!” Sir Thomas brushed Alys aside and bore down on Kate. The gardener held his ground, looking ready to protect his mistress from the angry intruder. Alys supposed she must admire him for that, as she would anyone not intimidated by Sir Thomas.

“Tom!” Kate cried in ringing tones, hurrying forward. “I hadn’t expected you so soon.”

She held out her hands.

Had she no shame? Alys took a deep breath, her mind racing. “Sir Thomas, be not disquieted. Kate and yon fellow are rehearsing a scene from a short play we have found to amuse ourselves.”

“Oh, never mind that now, Alys! Tom, take my arm—it delights my heart to see you after so long. It must have been a month at least. Why are you so neglecting me?”

Kate’s complete lack of self-consciousness seemed to do the trick. Sir Thomas almost smiled as he made his bow and turned away with her hand tucked into the crook of his elbow.

Alys hung back, watching the gardener where he stood in the shadow of the yew trees, the tension in his body patent. Eyes glued on the departing pair, he shook his clenched fist, muttering, “A plague on you, Kate Aspinall. And on Sir Thomas Kirlham, too!” Then he stalked away out of sight.

Alys hurried back to the house. Kate wouldn’t bestir herself to be hospitable to their visitor—she’d be expected to do everything and could expect a scolding if she didn’t move swiftly.

It wasn’t until she reached the stout oak front door of the manor house that she stopped to ponder. Why had the gardener sounded so angry? And how, for that matter, did he know who Sir Thomas was, since the nobleman wasn’t local to Suffolk, and this must be the first time he’d seen him at Selwood?

The fellow was a conundrum. And if Kate had taken a liking to him, it might be best for all concerned if he were to be quietly dismissed.
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Chapter Four


Kit’s legs were folded uncomfortably beneath him as he snipped and picked at the low box hedges of the maze. The new plants set in at the beginning of the season were taking well, their leaves dark and glossy. Now they needed to obey the gardener’s knife.

He liked pruning. It was a mindless task, giving him time to think. So long as the head gardener wasn’t breathing down his neck, there was plenty of time to think in this job and to watch. Whatever nefarious activities were taking place in this house, he would expose them, sooner or later. The lives of everyone in, or associated with, Selwood Manor would be laid bare—a nest of vipers uncovered to be crushed by Walsingham’s boot.

Kit had peeped through a window and seen Kirlham comfortably settled to a game of chess with Mistress Aspinall—there was naught in that to arouse suspicion. Alys Barchard had left them to it and marched off towards the bakehouse, her shoulders stiff, her lovely mouth a grim line. What would she look like if she were to smile?

Sitting back on his haunches, he surveyed the remaining box plants. His shoulder blade ached. He reached up to rub it, then stopped as a shadow fell across his eyes. Recognizing the somber grey of Alys Barchard’s kirtle, he leapt to his feet, making a bow which he hoped didn’t appear too courtly.

She had a smudge of flour on her cheek—from helping out in the bakehouse? He’d wager Kate Aspinall never sullied her pretty pink hands with such toil.

His smile seemed to surprise her. Were servants not expected to smile at Selwood?

Mayhap if they knew their employers were in league with the Catholics or the Spanish, they had little to cheer them. He gave Mistress Barchard the look which had melted many a heart at court—he could learn more about her if he tipped her off guard.

Her gaze dipped to his mouth, then fixed itself rigidly beyond him.

“I would speak with you.” She stepped within the confines of the maze.

“Any wish of yours is mine also.” How fortunate she wasn’t looking at him, or she’d have seen him wince. Faith, he was meant to talk like a gardener, not a practiced courtier demonstrating his chivalry. “Aye, Mistress,” he amended, following her into the labyrinth of box plants.

At the first corner, she stopped, keeping her back to him. “Your behavior this morning was beyond the pale. If it were up to me, you’d be cast off for that. Acting as you did with Mistress Aspinall, and in front of our guest to boot. This household may lack a master, but it does not lack morals.”

He might debate that point. Gazing at her, he couldn’t help but admire her tiny waist, the dark, waving hair escaping from her hat to caress a neck as white as swansdown. If only she would turn around and grant him a view of the tops of those creamy breasts.

A pox on it! Kit thrust his knuckles into his mouth and bit down hard. If he couldn’t quell his lust, his tenure at Selwood would be short indeed.

“I regret giving you any offense, my lady.” He fought to keep the hoarseness from his voice.

“You regret it only because you were caught. Had you not been seen, I vow you’d have tried to take it further.” She strode onward, her skirts brushing the box plants at either side of the path until she reached the next corner. This brought her diagonally opposite him, with a complex twist of the maze between.

He willed her to look at him. “What you saw was a pretense. Would that I could say more, but I’d not betray my Mistress Aspinall’s trust.”

Now that was a piece of cunning. If he could set the two women against one another, he was likely to learn more, and at the same time, Mistress Barchard would be gulled into thinking he had integrity. Which, of course, he did.

Finally, she looked into his eyes, and he felt a shock of attraction, which intensified at her blush.

“If you have an explanation, you must share it with me. I am kin to your mistress, so her concerns are also mine. Speak! Or would you court dismissal?”

She had backbone, this woman. He was a good head taller than her and standing almost breast to breast. “What must I do? Mistress Aspinall will turn me off if I tell you. You threaten the same if I do not.”

She backed off and moved away, putting another corner of the maze between them. He sought her gaze again, determined to disconcert her.

With a toss of her head, she continued pacing the convoluted path. “If you must lose your position either way, you may as well tell me what trust my cousin has placed in you.”

He squared his shoulders and enjoyed the sight of her flushing again. Soon, she would be eating out of his hand. This spying business wasn’t as hard as he’d feared.

“That kiss was not freely given. ’Twas cajoled, nay, threatened out of me. Not that it’s my place to speak against the lady.”

“I knew it. So, you had no other thought in your head than preserving yourself?”

“Indeed. My kisses are generally given in private.”

Hah! She had reached the center of the maze, and he was cutting off her retreat. He repressed a grin as her eyes measured the breadth of his chest and snagged on the open collar of his shirt.

She waited for him to get out of her way, but he didn’t move. His eyes flickered to the smear of flour on her cheek, marring the rosy glow of her discomfort. He kept his voice soft. “Am I to be dismissed?”

“Perhaps not. As you’ve told me the truth, despite Kate adjuring you not to, I’ll not pursue the matter. You’ve conned your lesson. I must go now.” She stared pointedly past him.

“Before you do, give heed to the flour upon your face.” He hadn’t meant to touch her, to brush his thumb caressingly over her cheek. A frigid silence enveloped them, and his breathing hitched. Fool!

Before he had a chance to back away or apologize, she’d hitched up her skirts, trampled over the box hedge, and marched out of the maze.

Sighing, he surveyed the wreck of his carefully trimmed plants. And prayed to God he hadn’t given himself away.
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Chapter Five


Three days after her encounter with the gardener, Alys sat down to break her fast with Kate and Hannah Shawcross, one of her cousin’s acolytes who’d come to visit. Sir Thomas was absent, which was a relief. Alys had ofttimes wondered why the knight did whatever he pleased when he was at Selwood, almost as if he had a stake in the place.

Rays of sunlight gilded the wooden paneling, and the dust motes danced in shafts of light—it looked set to be a fine day. Mayhap their august visitor had been unable to resist the lure of the weather and had already ridden out to enjoy it.

Hannah sipped at a spoonful of frumenty, then gave Kate a sideways glance. “You look like the cat who has got at the cream.”

Alys had noticed this, too, and was having unsettling thoughts about Kate and Sir Thomas. She prodded her sops in wine with her spoon. If Kate were to marry Sir Thomas, her chances of being tolerated at Selwood Manor were slim—unless she was forced to be nursemaid to Kate’s offspring. Which meant no hope at all of inheriting Selwood, or finding a man who would be interested in marrying her.

“At least one of us doesn’t look miserable as a sinner in Hell.” Kate jabbed her knife in Alys’ direction.

“I don’t—”

Hannah cut in. “Has Sir Thomas proposed? Or is the queen visiting these parts? I’d so love to meet her. Those dresses—”

Kate shook her head, pushed away from the long oak table, and wandered over to the window. She sighed, her ample bosom heaving beneath the tight mustard-colored bodice she wore.

Alys bit her lip, refusing to play Kate’s game, but Hannah was more forthcoming. “Why do you sigh?”

“Because I am happy, satiated, and a little the richer.”

Satiated? What in Christendom did she mean by that? Alys’ latten spoon clonked onto her bowl.

Hannah drummed her fingers on the table. “I beseech you, just tell us, Kate Aspinall—you’re putting us all off our breakfasts.”

Kate beamed. “I won a wager with Alys three days ago—the same day Sir Thomas arrived—and got her embroidered pocket. So, for that, I am the richer.”

Kate loved acquiring things. Especially those belonging to other people.

“What was the wager?”

Hannah’s eyes grew wide as she listened to Kate’s explanation. Then she laughed. “How droll that Sir Thomas should catch you kissing him. Alys showed great wit in saying you were rehearsing a scene.”

“Oh, don’t waste praise on her. It was I who charmed his suspicions out of him. But I must confess to having gained more than a kiss from the handsome fellow.”

Alys’ jaw dropped. She’d warned the man—had he taken no notice at all?

Hannah was staring, open-mouthed. “You didn’t!”

Kate spun back from the window and leaned across the table, lowering her voice. “He was like a stag in rut, a charging bull—the vitality of that man is stunning. Now I know how poorly my dear dead husband served me—he was as a sparrow compared to an eagle. Kit. Ah, Kit!”

Alys’ stomach curled and twisted, her breakfast turning to verjuice. How could Kate risk bringing such scandal on the household, under Sir Thomas’ very nose? They’d be the laughingstock of the neighborhood.

Assuming she was telling the truth.

She locked gazes with Kate. “How do we know you truly did this?”

“If you don’t believe me, ask him yourself.”

Nay, she’d only hear more lies. How could one know who to believe? Admittedly, she’d never before met a man as alluring as their new gardener, but would Kate genuinely stoop so low as to bed him?

Or had she blackmailed him into doing that, as well?

“So, he was good then?” Hannah leaned closer.

“The best. His hands—so strong, yet so gentle. His thighs, tight as a vise, yet tender withal. His manhood, hot, firm and eager. Ah! So eager.”

Alys flushed, recalling the vision she’d had of the gardener naked. It was now flashing in front of her eyes with virulent potency.

“You may well blush, Coz, but that is only because you don’t like to hear such things.” Kate sneered at her. “And just because you have ice in your veins does not mean everyone else has.”

Hannah voiced the thought that had been in Alys’ mind before the unsettling image. “How do we know you truly did this, Kate? You may have paid him, or forced him to say ‘yes’ if we asked.”

Triumph glittered in Kate’s eyes. “I know of him what no person could unless they had seen him naked.”

Alys gulped and ran a finger around the neckline of her bodice. The day was heating up rapidly.

“Below his right breast—and oh, what a chest he has! Below it, I say, is a scar from a blade.”

“You could have seen that when he was working in the garden without a shirt on.” Alys wondered why a mere gardener would have such a wound on his chest.

“As if he would dare work unclothed in sight of the house. Don’t be a fool.”

Alys winced. If she wasn’t careful, Kate would get into one of her pets, and insults would fly all day long. Mainly in her direction.

Hannah, apparently, had not noticed the warning signs. “Perhaps you’ve been spying on him. That’s how you know about the scar. And if he was that good in bed, wouldn’t you have been too distracted to notice?”

“I ran my tongue over it. And what do you know about love-making, Hannah? What one might, or might not notice?”

“I only know what I’ve heard from you.”

Nausea rose in Alys’ stomach—she’d heard enough. Shoving her chair back against the wall, she stalked from the room. Giggles attended her departure, but she didn’t look back.

She wouldn’t give Kate the satisfaction.

She’d given him his chance. Now she must be sure to banish the disquieting gardener who had tempted her cousin into such sin.
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Chapter Six


Another Sunday had passed and—as far as Kit could tell—the entire household had dutifully attended church. So, the traitor’s sympathies were probably not with the Catholics, but political instead. This would make his task harder, for there were many signs by which he could recognize a Catholic recusant, far fewer by which he would know a conspirator with political or financial aims. But surely, if he waited long enough, there would come a time when someone at Selwood would let slip their mask.

The main object of his thoughts had been studiously ignoring him. Mistress Barchard liked the gardens—she was often out walking in them, but never once did she look his way or acknowledge his presence. It offended his masculine pride to be disregarded, although he knew he should be glad of it—it was imperative that he not attract attention.

Since the small unpleasantness with Mistress Aspinall, he’d made more effort to look rustic—he’d been practicing a slouch, and had given up shaving. He must look a fright by now—his past paramours would barely recognize him. Hopefully, no one else from court who knew Sir Christopher Ludlow would recognize him either, but there was little chance of such a one ever turning up at Selwood Manor.

Unless they were that very courtier whom Walsingham suspected of being in league with the Suffolk ring of rebels. Whose name, unfortunately, the queen’s spymaster was not prepared to divulge to Kit, as he had not yet proved his worth.

Well, he’d prove it soon enough. He was becoming more observant by the hour and, today, he’d noticed there was something amiss with Mistress Barchard. After breakfast, she’d rushed into the walled part of the garden, and stood in the center, gulping in great breaths of air. At first, she’d been entirely unaware of Kit’s presence behind the fig tree, where he was trying to get a rambling rose under control. Hearing the rustle of the branches, she’d spun around, paled, and darted out as if the Devil were at her heels.

The woman was unlikely to divulge her secrets to him. But he had another informant. Swiftly cutting a bunch of marigolds, he put on his most charming smile and headed for the back door by the kitchen. He knocked, then opened it a crack. “Bess! Bess, my dove! Here are marigolds for the cheeses. Will you come? I miss your sparkling eyes.”

A rotund female appeared at the end of the passageway and steered towards him. “Ah, ’tis the sweet-tongued rogue with the muddy boots. Have a care with your honeyed words, sir, or I may come to think you are in earnest.”

He laughed. He liked to flirt with Bessie, the kitchen wench, even though she was twice his age, with a face like a bag pudding. No woman he knew was above flattery, and he considered himself an expert in the art. Especially when he was after information.

“Here. Flowers with petals as silky soft as your tresses, my sweeting.” He dropped the blossoms into her hands.

She grinned as his fingers slid slowly over hers. “Hast come for a tidbit?”

“Only so much as my lady is prepared to give me. I’m an honorable man, as you do know.”

He followed her into the kitchen, where she fumbled the marigolds into a pot of water. “How fares the garden? Does Jacob keep his nose out of your business, or order you about as if he were the steward?”

“Mostly, he leaves me be.” Kit leaned against the doorpost, noting with satisfaction the roses he had brought to Bessie’s cheeks. “And is Cook keeping her nose out of your business?”

“Aye. There’s a bowlful of pottage for you if you wish it.”

“Then you offer a good deal more than a tidbit, Bessie, my little bird.” He grinned as she filled a bowl for him.

“My, but you’re a handsome fellow.” Bessie sighed. “Promise me you’ll never get into a quarrel and get your beautiful teeth knocked out.”

“You’re always so good to me, Bessie.” He laughed, throwing his arms about her ample waist. “I know I will ever find good cheer in your embrace.”

“Get off me, you great lummock!” She backed away, but her eyes glinted with pleasure. “Now tell me the real reason why you’re all silken-tongued today. What is it you want of me?”

“You don’t believe I would come here just for your delightful company?”

She shook her head and waved a large wooden spoon at him. “Be quick now, Kit, for Cook is expected back at any time.”

He chewed a mouthful of his pottage. “This is delicious—you have outdone yourself. I would know what has upset Mistress Barchard.”

“Her cousin probably.” Bess’ face fell. “’Tis always her cousin. Mistress Barchard was brought up a proper lady, the other not. Mistress Barchard neither married nor had wealth—the other had both. Mistress Aspinall is not as fine as she should be, whereas Mistress Barchard is a real gentlewoman, though she’s treated like the dirt beneath their feet.”

“A grim situation. But if this is ever the way, what could be so particularly bad this morn to upset her?”

“I cannot tell you that. I know they’re going out a-hawking with Sir Thomas later on, for we’ve to bake them some pasties. That should cheer Mistress Barchard.”

“Does it sometimes seem to you she has something on her mind, something to hide?”

“Mayhap. She’s deep, that one, but she keeps her own counsel. If I were any judge of wit, I’d say there’s none with sense enough in the house to understand her.”

“You say she’s clever?” He already suspected that. “More learned than her cousin?”

“Indeed. Mistress Barchard can read, for one, and writes, too. Some of the letters she uses confound me, mind. I know enough to tell they are not English ones.”

Not English letters? Was Mistress Barchard using a cipher? The skin on the back of his neck prickled, but he kept his tone neutral as he inquired, “Where have you seen these strange letters written down?”

“She left a book in the kitchen garden once, when I went out to fetch some fennel for a griping stomach. I know books cost a pretty penny, so I gave it to Cook to return to her.”

He tilted his head. “But not without first looking inside?”

“Don’t chide me! I needed to know whose book it was. I know my letters well enough to read a name. Hers was written there in English, but the rest of the book wasn’t, and she’d penned a few things in the margin, in the same odd lettering. So, aye, I say she’s a clever one. More so than the rest of them. They never make time for her—she must be so lonely, poor thing.”

“You have a great heart, Bessie.” He put down his bowl and grabbed at her again, swinging her around, and slapping her on her ample behind. It would not do for her to think him too ardent in his inquiries about Mistress Barchard.

Bess recovered her feet and whipped her apron at his legs. This sent him darting away from the kitchen door, laughing. But as soon as he was back in the walled garden, his levity dissolved.

So, Mistress Aspinall wasn’t considered clever. In his experience, those who appeared as fools, were fools. The mistress of the household—despite having powerful, intelligent friends—was, indeed, the empty-headed flirt he’d originally thought her.

Even though his gut rebelled at the idea, it was becoming increasingly likely Mistress Barchard was the traitor he’d been sent to unmask. But he understood not to rely on hearsay or instinct. His heart wanted Mistress Barchard to be innocent, but only the uncovering of evidence could prove her to be guiltless.

He must intensify his efforts to find out what everyone in the household was up to, and find something that proved the identity of the Selwood traitor beyond all doubt.
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Chapter Seven


Kit’s initial plan was to observe the current occupants of Selwood when they set off on their hawking expedition. It would be useful to know which horse belonged to whom—thus he’d always know who was on the estate and who was away, by merely glancing into the stables. He decided to establish himself on the rough ground bordering the old fishpond, from where he could watch the hunting party cross the bridge to the woods behind. He’d be close enough to recognize individual riders.

There was long grass and feathery willow herb which needed cutting behind the pond—the perfect excuse for his presence there. Sighing, he hefted his sickle, lamenting the inevitable damage to his hands. This assignment was ruining him for womankind—what lady of Queen Bess’ court could stand so rough a touch?

The sun beat down mercilessly as he hacked and slashed at the fibrous stems. Before long, he was sweating profusely. When was the hawking party going to appear? Once he’d finished his task, he’d have no excuse to linger here.

After an hour and a half of hard labor with no sign of the riders, Kit threw his sickle down on the crumbling brick wall of the fishpond and scowled at it. His over-long hair kept sticking to his face, and burrs had worked their way beneath his shirt, scratching at his skin. With a grunt, he yanked off his straw hat, dragged off the old linen shirt, and thrust his arms into the cool water of the pond.

It smelled musty and foul but—oh—it was such a relief to bathe his overheated skin and soothe the irritation. Grass seeds clung to his shirt, so he dipped it in the water and swirled it about until it looked clean before spreading it out on the sun-warmed brickwork to dry. He ducked his head beneath the surface of the pond, splashing the water over his shoulders and chest, then straightened. Just as he was shaking the drops from his hair, the sound of hoofbeats made him stand stock-still.

Sir Thomas was trotting across the bridge on a massive black stallion. Kate Aspinall followed on a bay mare, with some of her ladies, several grooms, and Mistress Barchard bringing up the rear on a chestnut, a tiny merlin on her wrist.

One of the ladies, mounted on a skewbald mare, glanced around and her gaze fixed on Kit. Her gasp of surprise brought Kate to a stop, and thus all the others behind her.

“So much for not working with his shirt off.” The woman made no effort to lower her voice. Kit reached for his shirt, but it was still soaking, so he pretended to be absorbed in something he’d found behind the wall. From the corner of his eye, he saw Mistress Aspinall idly stroke the breast of her peregrine.

“There is that mark I told you of. If you don’t believe I saw it under the circumstances I claimed, Alys, dismount and ask him. If he denies it, I shall give you back your pocket.”

What mark? What circumstances? He could feel the ladies’ stares on his back. They muttered and tittered behind their leather gloves as their hawks shifted, jingling, on their wrists. If he continued to ignore the group of women, Mistress Aspinall would cause a scene, and that was the last thing he wanted. He straightened up and bowed.

The lady on the skewbald raked his chest with her eyes before bursting into a fit of giggles. Mistress Barchard’s cheeks turned crimson. Kirlham, fortunately, had already passed out of earshot and the grooms had followed, leaving the ladies to their unabashed perusal of Kit’s damp, naked torso.

They were staring at his sword wound. He ducked his head, doing his best to look subservient and apologetic at the same time, scratching at the scar beneath his right breast as if it were of no significance whatsoever. If anyone asked, he’d say he was once attacked by brigands on the highway. One couldn’t tell the quality of a blade from the scar it left. Could one?

The sound of hoofbeats indicated that his moment of humiliation was over. The ladies had had their fill and continued on to find better sport. Heaving out a breath, he straightened, and drew his hand across his brow, only to find himself looking directly into the angry blue-grey eyes of Mistress Barchard.

“You, sirrah, have no place here. You have brought shame to this house, and I intend to remove you from it. Forthwith.”

Before he could ask how a servant being caught shirtless on a hot day brought shame to Selwood, she’d tossed her head, dug her heels into her mount’s flanks, and chased away after the others.

He scowled after her. There was more to her enmity than this present indiscretion. As he shouldered into his damp shirt, a shudder ran through him. There was stalwart determination in that charming little chin, sharp intellect in those blue-grey eyes.

If he wasn’t mistaken, Mistress Barchard already suspected him of being a spy. A fact that could cost him his life.
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Chapter Eight


Alys hadn’t given up hope of curbing Kate’s outrageous behavior, but every time she attempted to speak to her cousin about it, she was ignored. None of the other ladies seemed worried—they were amused by the scandal of Kate’s liaison with the gardener. So, she decided to watch him like a hawk, find fault with his work, and encourage head gardener Jacob to dismiss him.

Before she was able to put her plan into action, distraction arrived at Selwood Manor in the shape of Sir Thomas’ brother-in-law, Richard Avery. The man’s wife had died in childbirth the previous year and, so rumor had it, he had taken to spending a good deal of time with Sir Thomas thereafter, as he couldn’t bear to be idle or alone.

Rumor had it right. No sooner had Avery arrived than he was devising entertainments for them all—hunting to hounds, a masque, minstrels, poetry reading. He carried everyone with him in his enthusiasm, exhibiting an apparent joy in life that made him excellent company. Kate preened and simpered appallingly in his presence. Unsurprisingly.

Avery’s first event was to be a costume party, to include Kate’s female friends and their swains, the local gentry, and some of Avery’s acquaintance who would come up from London. Alys hoped the presence of eligible gentlemen might turn Kate away from the gardener’s masculine charms.

In her role as housekeeper, it was Alys who had to cope with the influx of guests. This involved everything from balancing the tradesmen’s books to supervising the cleaning and laundering of rooms, ordering fresh lavender and flowers from the garden to make potpourri, and polishing the best pewter tableware. This gave her no time to participate in the merry-making—she’d be directing operations, like an actor’s prompter watching from the wings.

And just like the actor’s prompter, she was not meant to be seen by the guests. Such exclusion was a constant goad—Kate did it quite deliberately, by loading her up with tasks from dawn until dusk, so she felt like little more than a servant. Even if she could find a spare moment to indulge in frivolity with their guests, she’d be too ashamed of how she looked. Her kirtles were of serviceable wool, not brocade or taffeta. Her headgear sported no silver braid, and her coif no Venetian lace edging. There was no string of pearls around her neck, nor a golden chain—both of which Kate owned in abundance, these having been bestowed upon her by her doting husband.

Avery had decreed that the guests must deck themselves out as Greek and Roman heroes or goddesses. This sent an exhausted Alys to the gardens in search of laurel with which to make suitably classical-looking headdresses. She’d made sure to ask Jacob to cut it for her, not being keen on any further confrontation with Kit when she had so many other things about which to think.

She now sat in the sunny courtyard between the two wings of the house, a basket of greenery at her side, fashioning laurel wreaths. It was a mindless occupation, giving her time to think about the visitors lately arrived at Selwood Manor, and affording her a much-needed rest.

The presence of Richard Avery had lightened Sir Thomas’ mood. She’d no idea why the latter was so rarely cheerful when he had more reason to be so than his bereaved brother-in-law. What cause had Sir Thomas to repine? He’d never lost a wife or a child—he’d never had any. She herself was barely recovered from the loss of her family in an epidemic of the sweating sickness. And that had been a full five years ago. The Four Humors must be unevenly apportioned in Sir Thomas’ constitution, to make him so often melancholy.

“Deep in thought, my lady?”

She looked up as a shadow fell across her. There stood Richard Avery, fully costumed as a Greek hero. With his blond hair curled to caress his face, and the thin linen tunic accentuating the lithe shape of his body, he was a sight to melt any woman’s heart. He smiled at Alys, then winked. “I do hope that laurel crown’s for me.” He stooped to look over her shoulder. “I feel this costume is lacking something.”

“I’m making this laurel crown double. It will be awarded to the best poet this night—who’ll be chosen by the mistress of the house.”

“Ah, that divine goddess, Mistress Aspinall. But what does a woman know of good poetry, when none are able to rhyme as well as a man?”

She bridled at that. Was he being pompous, or teasing her? “Think you that rhyme is the only way to construct a poem? What about meter and rhythm?”

“Oh, I see you wish to dispute with me!” Avery made a wry face. “Very well, rhyme me a rhyme, and I’ll mete you out a meter!”

“I’ll do better than that, for rhyme is meat and drink to me.”

“Ah.” He pressed his fists against his slender hips. “So, you like to pun. I know not if it is meet that you should pun with me, as I am renowned for my wit.”

“Say not for your wit, for the owl is wiser than you.”

“How so? An owl is a mere bird.” His blue eyes danced.

She thought quickly, desperate not to be outdone. “Ah, but you have only the one, whereas the owl has two wits.”

“Two wits? Two… oh! Too-whits!” He threw his head back and laughed. “Fie, you are too clever for me, Mistress. It may be that you are making the laurel crown for yourself, after all.”

She turned the garland around in her fingers and dragged her gaze away from his smiling face. “Alas, nay, for I shall be too busy organizing the entertainments to participate in them.”

“Oh, no, sweet lady.” He seized her hand and kissed it. “I would not have you excluded for the world. Your tongue is a whetstone upon which I may sharpen my wit—I’ll fight much better with a good foil against me. I shall speak to Mistress Aspinall, and see that you are relieved of mundane duties.”

Alys smiled as she watched him stride away. Avery’s flattery had warmed her, and she felt more than equal to the challenge of besting him in a poetry contest. Her confidence much boosted, she hastily finished the laurel crown and hurried away to devise some manner of costume for herself.

And prayed he would be able to use his silver tongue to persuade her cousin to let her have some pleasure for a change.
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Chapter Nine


Sunday morn dawned bright and fair. Alys lay a-bed a while, recalling the events of the previous evening, Richard Avery’s so-called masque.

In her opinion, it had been sadly disappointing. So much of the Aspinall’s wine cellar was breached, everyone’s wits were too addled for rhyming. Sir Thomas in his cups was a man who liked a song, and every time someone suggested a different entertainment, he’d struck up another tune on his lute and overcome all opposition. When he’d finally tired of this, the dancing had begun, although most people were too drunk to follow the steps.

Nonetheless, it was all taken in good heart—there was uproarious laughter as one dancer after another fell, or toppled onto somebody’s lap.

Alys had but little time to spare, ensuring the feasting and drinking ran smoothly, but she couldn’t help notice Richard Avery’s gradual loss of dignity. His face became ruddy and sweaty, the laurel wreath he’d stolen from her hanging rakishly over one eye, making him look more like a drunken Dionysus than the Apollo he claimed to be.

Kate had seemed little better off—a puzzle, as she’d drunk but little. Indeed, Alys could have sworn to it neither Kirlham nor Avery had imbibed a great deal, but the wine seemed to affect them powerfully.

The clanging of a distant bell reminded her she should be rousing the household to go to church. Hastily, she dressed, nibbled on a stale manchet roll, and joined the subdued party that made its way down the lane to the manor church. Kate, Sir Thomas, Richard, and a few of his friends were all missing. Hannah Shawcross told Alys they’d all protested sore heads this morning. It chimed with how drunk they’d appeared to be, if not with how much they’d drunk. A sliver of unease teased Alys’ spine.

As the congregation from the village and the servants and guests from the house rustled and muttered their way through the doors, she gazed around to see if any of the villagers were absent. She’d always taken a great interest in their affairs and ofttimes visited the sick. Kate encouraged these charitable excursions, although Alys suspected her cousin was glad to get her out of the house.

The Selwood servants, although bleary-eyed, were present. Bess from the kitchen, Jacob the head gardener, Lettice and the other kitchen wenches, the serving boys, the cook, the steward—aye, all were present, but with one notable exception. Though she cared nothing for his blighted soul, Alys was shocked by Kit’s absence.

A worm of doubt gnawed through her mind, and she stopped concentrating on the prayers and responses. What if Kit had stayed behind for a tryst with Kate? She could think of no other reason for him not to be here—he’d not been ill, and had no home or family nearby to visit, as far as she knew.

The more she tried to put the thought from her mind, the larger it grew—and when the sermon centered on the sins of the flesh, it was like a sign from God she was correct in her surmise. Anger coursed through her.

She must catch them in the act, force Kate to be rid of the man and entreat her to mend her ways. But by the time the churchgoers returned, there’d be no evidence of the lovers’ guilt. She must catch them now.

“Hannah, I must run back to the house. I set a shift to dry by the fire and forgot clean about it. There’s no one to see to it, and I’d not start a blaze.”

“Hush, I’m sure no harm will come of it. You worry overmuch.”

Alys waited a moment, made sure Hannah was watching, and fumbled with her prayer book until it fell to the floor. Several heads shot up at the sound.

“For goodness’ sake, sit still.” Hannah frowned.

“I cannot. I’m too worried. I’m certain I can smell burning.”

“Probably just one of the villagers’ dinners. But if you’re going to disrupt the sermon for everyone else, better you should go. But don’t come back, or you’ll disturb everyone again.”

Alys made her way up the aisle, shooting an apologetic look at the minister as she went. He nodded briefly and continued with his sermon. Once outside, outrage gave wings to her feet, anger at the two people who could so easily bring the household into disrepute and ruin her chance of escape by making a good marriage. She’d tried so hard to maintain high standards at the manor, doing the job that Kate should have been doing. She’d put in too much effort to see it all cast to the wind.

How could Kate ever hope to remarry if her behavior became more widely known? Only a man with low morals would take such a wanton—and how could Alys bear to live under the hand of such a master?

As she came in sight of the warm red brickwork of the house, her face reddened as she pictured the scene she might discover. Suddenly, she was far more concerned about confronting a naked Kit than her cousin. It took great effort to swallow her fear and restore her heart to its regular beat.

She paused as she reached the passage leading to her cousin’s chamber. Should she first rouse Sir Thomas and beg him to be a witness? He’d put Kate in her place, and dismiss the gardener on the spot, whether Kate agreed or not. Nay, what if she were mistaken? It was best to do this herself. She opened the door at the end of the passageway… and froze.

Kit stood a little ways down, right outside Kate’s chamber door, his dark head almost brushing the decorated ceiling. The rough shirt he wore was open at the neck, the sleeves rolled back above his muscular forearms. Strong, sun-browned hands cradled a bunch of pink roses. Her breath caught.

For a fraction of a moment, when he caught sight of Alys, he seemed rooted to the spot. Then, affecting an air of nonchalance, he gave her a deferential nod. “God give you good day, Mistress Barchard.”

Alys prayed he’d put her flush down to anger. “What do you do here?” She kept her voice low, lest Kate hear their conversation. She’d prefer to deal with her separately.

Frowning, he held up the roses. “I bring these for Mistress Aspinall.”

“Pray keep your voice down. Should you not be at church?”

His face cleared. “I shall go later. Mistress Aspinall asked for these yesterday, but I forgot.”

What nonsense! He’d brought a gift for his lover, that was the truth of it. “What makes you think you can just march through the house and put flowers in her private chamber?”

“I removed my boots first—”

“Insolent dog!” How dare he answer back like that?

The gardener must have realized his mistake, for he hung his head. “I humbly beg your forgiveness, my lady—I meant no harm. My only wish was to please Mistress Aspinall when she returns from church. I’ll willingly cut blooms for your chamber, too, if you wish it. There are some sweetly scented pinks—”

“I do not wish it!” Alys looked at the door, then lowered her voice again. “Are you not aware that the lady is within, sick from a headache?”

A fleeting disquiet crossed his face, but all he said was, “Your pardon, I did not know it.”

Oh, but he was a smooth liar, this fellow. She clenched her fists. “You expect me to believe that when I know you stayed away from church for quite another purpose.”

The gardener looked wary. “Lady, if you find fault with me, I wish you might be clear about your reason. If my absence from church so offends you, then why are you not there yourself?”

Either the fellow was clever, or extremely stupid. “I’ve just come from church. The sermon was about the sins of the flesh. Do you understand me now?”

He still looked utterly baffled. Infuriated, she tilted her chin at him. “I know you and Kate have both remained behind because you are lovers.”
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Chapter Ten


There was a soft sliding noise, followed by several gentle thuds. Kit looked down, confused, as his handful of roses cascaded to the floor. What? He and Kate lovers? He’d rather bed a gorse bush than that vain Jezebel. Sinking to his knees, he began gathering up the fallen blooms, wondering how in Christendom Alys had come up with such a laughable idea.

As soon as he felt he’d composed himself, he said, “If you have any mercy in your soul, my lady, you’ll allow me to defend myself.”

“I will hear you.” She sounded breathless, and her cheeks were rosy. Delightfully so. He cleared his throat. “I know my place—I’ve never striven to rise out of it. But if I did, ’twould be through merit, not by tumbling my employer. Whatever Mistress Aspinall has said to you, she must have reasons for. But believe me, her truth is not the same as mine.”

He risked meeting her gaze for a moment. There was a storm in those blue-grey eyes, and the color in her cheeks deepened. To his surprise, she knelt beside him to help gather the fallen roses.

“Kate likes to jest.” Alys no longer sounded aggrieved. “She also likes a wager, and made one concerning you.”

“I know. I was to appear to kiss her, so that she could win her bet. If my mistress wishes to wager, how can I gainsay her?” It was an effort keeping up the image of a faithful servant when he wanted to take his accuser by the shoulders and express his total outrage at her suggestion. “But I swear by all I hold holy, I am not your cousin’s lover, nor do I ever intend to be. A mere gardener such as me? It would be the utmost folly.”

There was a tremor in Alys’ fingers, and she abandoned the roses and stood. “If that is true, you may forget this conversation. Now, I shall look to my cousin to see if she improves.” She rose, lifted the latch of Mistress Aspinall’s door, and pushed.

The door refused to budge. Kit sat back on his heels and watched Alys peer through the keyhole. “The key’s in the lock on the other side. Odd.”

He shrugged. “If she has a bad head, she won’t want to be disturbed.”

Alys gazed at him, and he forgot to look away. The flush had subsided, but she was worrying at her lip, drawing his eyes to her mouth. Were he not a mere servant, he’d have received an apology by now—her guilt and embarrassment were palpable.

“I will aid you with those.” She crouched again to scoop up the last of the roses, then yelped.

“Lady, have you pricked yourself? Let me see.” He shuffled closer, crushing roses beneath his knees, and took her hand. “There’s a thorn broken off in your finger, but I think I can fetch it out.” He stood, helped her up, and maneuvered her to the window where he applied himself to the task of removing the thorn. Her breath stirred his hair as she watched him work, coming fast and rapid, just like his own.

When the thorn came out, he flicked it away. “With your permission, I should suck on the wound, to make sure there is no poison within.”

She stared at him, her lips half-parted. “That… that won’t be necessary.”

He licked at the small bead of blood. “It’s best to keep it clean.” Wrapping his hand around her finger, he squeezed. “It will cease bleeding in a moment. I can bring you some salve from my hut if ’tis your will.” Forgetting propriety, forgetting he was just Kit the undergardener, he pressed her hand against his chest.

Startled blue-grey eyes locked with his own. How dark her hair was, as black as a raven’s wing, but with a delightful wave that framed her oval face. Her skin was as pale as marble, unblemished save for the remaining color in her cheeks. The sensation of her small hand trapped inside his sent a surge of desire through his body. All he had to do was pull her closer and bend his head…

A faint clicking sound shocked him into stillness. The key had been turned in Kate Aspinall’s door, but it didn’t open. God be thanked! What would Kate have seen? A lustful servant leering at Alys Barchard, greedily eyeing that delectable mouth. He could have lost everything in that unguarded moment.

Wrapping the undamaged roses in his kerchief, he presented them to Alys. “You may as well have these, my lady—have a care not to prick yourself again. I’ll clear away the rest.”

She stared at him, then seized the roses and hurried back towards the stairs.

Kit followed in her wake, saw her disappear into her chamber, and decided it was best to head back to the garden. The crushed roses missed the compost heap by a clear yard, he left the hut door swinging open on its hinges and neglected to remove his boots. Sitting on the three-legged stool, which was his only piece of furniture, he unclenched his fist and grimaced at the ruddy stains gilding his fingers.

Alys’ blood. It sent a shudder through him. For all he knew, the woman was an enemy of the queen he’d sworn to protect. No—how could he believe it of so sweet, so charming a lady? He pressed his palm over his heart for a moment, then curled it into a fist and slammed it mercilessly against the wall of the hut.

If he didn’t come to his senses this very instant, all his carefully laid plans would be as chaff in the wind.
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Chapter Eleven


After the incident in the passageway, Mistress Barchard ignored Kit. Whenever she came into the gardens, she remained too far away from him to make greetings necessary. Illogically, this annoyed him. He was supposed to be keeping a low profile, not attracting attention, but he hadn’t planned on being deliberately snubbed. It was some days before he was able to put the events of the previous Sunday into perspective and finally admit to himself that he had damn near kissed Mistress Barchard, and she knew it. Well, thank the lord she had more sense than he, and knew not to encourage him any further.

Thrusting his personal feelings to the back of his mind, he continued gathering information about the people in the house and their movements. However, there was nothing to arouse his suspicions—except the reason Mistress Barchard had given for accosting him on Sunday. Him having an affair with Mistress Aspinall? Laughable!

But at the end of that week, there was nothing amusing about Kit’s situation. Bess of the kitchen told him Mistress Aspinall planned to leave for Sir Thomas Kirlham’s house on the Norfolk coast. As an undergardener, he couldn’t legitimately follow, so only a few days remained for him to unmask the traitor he’d been sent to find.

Desperate for evidence to present to Walsingham, he started hunting through the bedchambers while everyone was out at archery practice. Eager to exonerate Mistress Barchard from any guilt, he decided to begin with hers.

The first thing that struck him was how tiny the room was—little bigger than a dressing closet. It held a low truckle bed, a small window almost obscured by creepers, a linens chest, and a stool. The lady’s possessions seemed but few and far between, mostly confined to a few books, and a small oak box beside the bed, used for writing.

Recalling what he’d learned of codes and ciphers since becoming one of Walsingham’s spies, he examined the books thoroughly. None gave him any cause to doubt Mistress Barchard—they were mostly unadulterated classical texts. One was of particular interest, however, as it matched the book Bessie had described, which had aroused his suspicions.

He rolled his eyes, chuckling at his folly. The book was a Greek text of Homer’s Odyssey, with annotations in English. Nothing nefarious about that. Summoning up his schoolboy Greek, he established that Bessie’s “strange letters” were no more than Mistress Barchard’s attempts to teach herself a classical language. It certainly supported Bessie’s assertion that Mistress Barchard was clever.

Turning his attention to the writing box next, he carefully removed the ink pot, quills and paper from the top, all the time listening intently for the sound of returning voices.

The box contained a few pages of verse Mistress Barchard had penned herself—despite the blots and crossings out, he had to admit the content was worthy. He also found an English translation of the Bible inscribed with the names of her parents, and a matching prayer book bound in red leather. He seized on these excitedly—they could be evidence enough to prove her innocent of recusancy. What closet Catholic or supporter of the Spanish would treasure such books?

When he opened the Bible to make sure there was nothing concealed within, a thin slip of muslin slid out, containing a pressed pink rose. Taking the stem between finger and thumb, he twirled the flower around—was it one of those he had given her?

He gritted his teeth—he’d behaved so foolishly. His reaction to her nearness had been no more than the result of enforced chastity, and he should be able to control that. Yet he couldn’t help but feel sorry for the woman, holed up in this tiny room with only the memories of her dead family, and a crushed rose from a worthless servant to occupy her thoughts.

He returned the flower to its wrapping, and replaced all the objects in the box, returning the writing materials to its top. It was a relief to know he’d not experienced those stirrings of lust for a traitor. But now he must make haste, lest the real deceiver escape before he had time to smoke them out.

Leaving the attic by a rickety stairway, he entered the passageway where Mistress Aspinall’s chamber was. Despite knowing she was outside, he knocked softly on the door before letting himself inside.

This chamber was sumptuous compared to the one he’d just seen. Two of the walls were hung with Flemish tapestries, their colors bright in the summer sunlight. The window was large and uncluttered, with a deep sill whereon reposed a vase of Venetian glass, filled with fiery calendula blooms.

The end wall of the chamber was also the end wall of the house—it was clad in new oak paneling, shining with beeswax polish. The bed was large and four-posted. Kit grimaced to think Mistress Barchard had imagined he’d shared it with her cousin.

Gowns abounded, leaking out of chests and armoires, their gold and silver threads glinting in the light. Jewelry was heaped carelessly on a shelf in front of a high-quality mirror, and the whole room exuded opulence. He wondered at such wealth—few of the ladies at court had such finery as this. How could the woman afford it? Her husband had only been of the middling sort of gentry.

There were no Bibles or prayer books evident in this room—in fact, no books or pamphlets of any kind, despite Mistress Aspinall being a capable reader. But that, in and of itself, was no proof of her betrayal. Kit was about to give up his search when his eyes fell upon the paneling. It was newer than anything else in the room. What if it was a division of the room, not an end to it? Was there enough space behind there to conceal something?

Heart beating in his throat, Kit tapped softly at the squares of oak. Odd’s blood! The whole thing sounded hollow. His blood tingled with excitement as he pushed and prodded at the panels, looking for anything that might spring open a hidden door. So absorbed was he that it took a while for the sound of approaching footsteps to penetrate his mind. It was not the light tripping step of a lady, but the heavy measured tread of a man.

Fleetingly, Kit looked for a place of concealment, then decided it would be safer to brazen it out than be caught hiding in his mistress’ bedchamber. Picking up the Venetian vase, he carried it to the door and stepped out just as Sir Thomas Kirlham walked past, pulling off his archery gloves.

Even though he bowed low and kept his eyes down, Kit felt the man’s animosity.

“What is your purpose here, fellow?”

“Begging your pardon, sir, I was just a-changing the flowers for my lady. She do like them fresh, and I know which ones to choose. I hope I’ve done no wrong, sir.”

Praying this sounded servile enough, Kit backed away, still bowing, until the frowning Kirlham was out of sight. Then, feeling all the while as if he were being watched, he emptied and cleaned the vase in the scullery, before fetching fresh blooms for it. But he didn’t take it back himself—he besought Lettice to return it to Mistress Aspinall’s chamber.

Kirlham’s was the next room that needed to be searched, so the less he came under that man’s nose, the better.
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Chapter Twelve


Alys had only been going outside when necessary, too ashamed to meet the gardener face-to-face after her accusation. Admittedly, he acted above his station, which nettled her. But she’d believed him when he’d denied her claims and some part of her knew this simple, handsome fellow was more to be trusted than her cousin Kate.

Having fretted about indoors all week, Alys was delighted when another hawking party was announced, and she had no reason not to join it. As ever, she ended up at the rear of the group while the others trotted ahead, laughing and talking. No one seemed much interested in Alys Barchard, a quiet, hard-working, intelligent nobody. Richard Avery had paid her some attention at the outset, but a scowl from Sir Thomas sent him galloping forward to make great show of paying court to Kate.

Alys settled down to meander through the trees on her slow but docile nag, enjoying the sound of the breeze soughing through the branches and the dappled sunlight on her face. Soon, she was left well behind, but Kate never looked back to see where she was. She always had more important things on her mind than the welfare of her poor relation.

Alys’ merlin flapped its wings restlessly, eager for some sport.

“Soon, little one. When we have caught up with the rest. Mayhap we should wait until all the pigeons have settled in their wake, and fetch a fine fat bird all to ourselves, eh?”

Gradually, the peace of the dozing summer woodland settled over her, and she wandered on in a dream. So when some small, grey creature bolted across her path, she wasn’t prepared for her mount to shy and buck in surprise. She dislodged the merlin, which flapped frantically upside down where it dangled from her wrist, suspended by its jesses. As she struggled to bring the horse under control with one hand, and right the bird with the other, it tangled its feet in the front part of her hair, scraping her forehead with its talons.

“Ouch! No, stop that!”

The bird shrieked and flapped at her face, its claws slashing into her cheek as it struggled to free itself. Fearing the horse was about to bolt, she filled her lungs to scream but, suddenly, she was no longer alone. A deep male voice was murmuring to her mare, Pennyroyal, quieting it until she felt the horse’s muscles relax. The merlin’s jesses were plucked from her hand and, after a few sharp pulls on her hair, she was free of it.

Her rescuer lifted her from her horse’s flank and steadied her in his arms. She didn’t need to see the strong browned hands, the long dark hair, to know it was Kit. The lightning thrill of his touch told her immediately. Heart thudding, she wiped her hand over her face. It came away bloody. Kit’s arm was bleeding, too, where the frightened merlin must have clawed at him. She swayed.

“No fainting now, my lady. Come, give me your gauntlet.” Sliding the glove on, he persuaded the irate merlin onto his fist, where it allowed him to stroke its tiny feathers. Then he seized her horse’s bridle and turned it back the way she had come.

She could do naught but follow him, miserably wiping the blood from her brow when it threatened to drip into her eyes. How great was the damage? Would she be scarred for life, and further ruin her hopes of escape through marriage?

When they were within earshot of the gardens, Kit bellowed for assistance, bringing one of their grooms running. “Take this bird back to the mews, then return to stable the horse. I must see to Mistress Barchard’s injuries.”

The boy gingerly accepted the hawk and its gauntlet onto his hand and hurried off. Kit led Alys, not towards the house, but to one of the gardeners’ huts. She was too sore and miserable to protest as he led her inside—he’d taken control of the situation so adeptly, she felt she had to trust him.

Her skirts brushed against shelves laden with tools and plant pots. There was a pile of bedding in one corner, and a low three-legged stool where Kit bade her sit while he went to fetch a jug of clean water. On his return, she dipped her handkerchief in the water, thankful it was of plain linen, unadorned.

Kit prised it gently from her grasp. “I’ll do it. I can see what I’m doing. Once you’re dry, I’ve a good comfrey and honey salve—gardeners are always cutting themselves.”

She noticed the bloodstains on his arm where the merlin’s talons had pierced the bronzed skin. “Hadn’t you better see to yourself?”

“It can wait.”

When he took her by one shoulder to hold her steady, she closed her eyes, tilting her head back, and tried to ignore the stinging. The gardener’s hand was gentle, the cold water soothing as he dabbed at the cuts on her forehead and cheek.

“Forgive me—I must remove your coif to cleanse the cuts where the bird’s feet caught in your hair.”

She nodded slightly, and he smoothed her hair back to daub water along her hairline. She could feel his breath on her face as he concentrated on his task, smell the male musk of his body, and the hint of woodsmoke that suffused his clothing. This was the closest she’d ever been to a man, except when dancing, and Kit’s proximity was anything but calming.

She kept her eyes tight shut, afraid to look into the handsome, sun-browned face so close to her own. This close, there was a heady temptation to touch, to taste. What if she looked into his eyes and saw invitation there? As she had when she’d caught him in the passageway?

His fingertips grazed her cheek, but it not in a place she’d been hurt. Next, he traced a finger across her lower lip. Her heart cartwheeled.

“What are you doing?” She looked into eyes so dark, they were almost black.

“Just wiping a speck of blood from your lips.” His voice sounded strained.

“Oh.” She flicked out her tongue and licked her lips, drawing his gaze to her mouth.

“My lady. Forgive me—I cannot help myself.”

His hand slid inside her ruff, caressing her neck, as he tilted his head towards hers. There was plenty of time to move away, to deny him a kiss. But her mind was filled with what Kate had said about this man’s prowess, and even though she knew Kate had no proof, she half-hoped it was true. To receive one’s first kiss from a man purported to be an expert in the art was too tempting altogether.

His lips moved softly over hers—a kiss of gentle persuasion, not passion. But there was promise in the heat of his lips, the touch of his hand on her neck, firing her blood until she was dizzy and breathless, her soul begging him for more. She sighed her disappointment when he tore his lips away.

“I’m sorry, my lady—I’ve done you a great wrong.”

Her eyes flickered open. Kit had sat back on his heels, his cheekbones ruddy, his breathing rapid. There was anger in his expression, more palpable than the remorse he’d expressed.

“If you would have me flogged, I shall understand it, as it is no less than I deserve. I cannot undo that kiss, and if I remain in your presence, I may steal another—you are too much temptation for a lusty fellow like me.” He knotted his hands together and looked away. “It is best I leave Selwood and not offend your sight again. There’s no need to have me dismissed. I shall see out the week, collect my wages and be gone by the time you leave for Norfolk.”

The man seemed as shocked by his behavior as she was by her own. She wanted to tell him that it didn’t matter, that she would treasure her first kiss forever, even if it was only delivered by an amorous gardener. But there was too much pride in her.

When her voice came out, it sounded high and unnatural. “We will speak no more of this.” She rose unsteadily from the stool, waving away his hand. “You have your own injuries to attend to. Thank you for attempting to heal mine.”

She burst out of the shed into merciless sunlight, exposing her guilt, which must be written all over her face. How fortunate that everyone was out hawking—she could slink back to her chamber without having to answer awkward questions.

How very commanding Kit had been when she’d had her accident! He’d shown no fear of a skittish horse or a distressed falcon, and he’d commanded the groom as if the boy were his own servant. He’d commanded her, too, and she’d obeyed, meek as a lamb. No servant she’d ever met had such aplomb.

Alys pulled to a halt in the courtyard, feet frozen to the ground. It all became clear now—she hadn’t been kissed by a servant. She’d been kissed by one of her own kind—a nobleman masquerading as a gardener.

So now that she knew the truth, what was she going to do about it?
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Chapter Thirteen


Kit had run out of curses. He’d called himself every name he could think of for having given in to temptation. Yet, with her head tilted back, her eyes trustingly closed, and her luxuriant black hair cloaking her shoulders, Alys had looked as if awaiting a lover’s kiss. He knew, having touched it, that her hair was like sun-warmed satin. He’d wondered what her skin would feel like, and the fragile petals of her mouth. How could any man resist such allure?

At least he’d kissed her tenderly, schooling his body to thoughts of gentleness, not passion. He’d been surprised by her complacency—it was not what he’d expected from the very proper Mistress Barchard. The idea that she might be concealing a passionate nature and untried desires fired his blood.

His mouth twisted as he yanked up another handful of cleaver plants. They dragged at his skin, stinging him, but he needed the pain, needed some outlet for his anger. Ripping up pernicious weeds was the best he could come up with at short notice.

“A splendid morning’s chase, was it not?”

Kit froze at the sound of feet crunching on gravel. Richard Avery’s voice. Was the hour so late? He’d lost track of time. Instinct kicked in and, although the voice had come from the other side of a thick rank of box plants, he threw himself down and rolled into the lee of the hedge, pulling the heap of dead cleavers over him.

“It was indeed.” Sir Thomas Kirlham. Was it just the pair of them?

“I wanted to discuss something with you.”

“Something private?” There was warning in Kirlham’s voice.

“There’s no one about. The servants are having their victuals. But if you insist, I’ll peer over the hedge.”

Kit held his breath as the leaves rustled above him. How would he explain his present position if challenged? He willed himself to blend with the shadows.

“Nothing there. You worry overmuch. Now, you know the new gardener employed by Kate?”

Kit’s blood thrummed in his ears. They were talking about him?

“Aye, what of him?”

“He’s too subservient, yet at the same time more… visible than an undergardener should be.”

“How interesting to hear you say that.” Turning his head slightly, Kit could see Kirlham’s paned leather shoes through the stems of the ancient box plants. The man was close enough to touch. Or skewer with a sword. But there was no evidence to implicate the knight in any plots.

“He has come to my notice on a couple of occasions,” Kirlham continued. “I saw him in an embrace with Kate when I first arrived, although ’twas explained away by her cousin. Then I caught him coming out of Kate’s chamber—again with a seemingly legitimate excuse.”

“I wasn’t thinking about Kate so much as the cousin, Mistress Barchard. I noticed upon the yester how she got left behind, so I eventually went back to seek for her. I found her bird in the mews, and her horse in the stables, and observed the lady herself rush precipitously out of the shed where the new gardener spends his days. I wonder what she can have been about?”

Avery’s words set Kit’s heart thumping. It seemed he wasn’t the only person spying upon Alys.

“Nothing untoward, I trow. She’s not likely to be having a tryst with him—far too apt to judge and find wanting. She considers our Kate dissolute, wicked, shallow, weak-willed—in fact, everything we want the outside world to believe about her. At present, Mistress Barchard’s vocal disapproval is as good a cover as we could have wished for.”

Why would these two men want people to think ill of Mistress Aspinall? There was a riddle here to be solved. Kit prayed the pair would not decide to walk on, out of earshot.

“So, what do you make of her running from the gardener’s shed?” asked Avery.

“Did you see the fellow himself?”

“Nay, I didn’t think to look within. Of course, he might not have been there. Alys may have just wandered in to look at some flowers—I know she’s fond of them.”

“But if he was within, it would be a most singular event. If anything out of the ordinary happens in this house, we should act upon it, especially when we’re so close to our goal.” Kirlham’s foot tapped irritably on the path.

Avery shifted position. “The gardener might be thought a handsome fellow by an impressionable female. Perhaps that’s all there is in the case. I thought Kate was interested in him for a while, but I’m now certain ’tis part of her pretense. Best not interfere with her plans in that direction—I think she enjoys the masque.”

“Might not an amorous liaison between Mistress Barchard and the gardener be a threat?”

“Only to my manhood,” was Avery’s response. “For I had thought to have her knees tremble only for me.”

Kit suddenly wished he was armed with a sword. How dare they speak of her thus? “Ha! I wish you luck with her. I’d rather bed a French trollop than that block of ice. But mayhap you jest?”

The image of Kirlham’s head spitted on a pike flashed into Kit’s mind. He wished the man was guilty of treachery—nothing would please him more than to see the fellow condemned.

“I quite like the woman,” countered Avery. “She has a witty tongue, and I’m sure could flourish in the right society. You know, when the cause is triumphant, I think I might make a project of her.”

Not if I kill you first. No, wait, his fury had made him miss something. Of what cause were they speaking?

“If you insist, Avery. I’m sure there’ll be rewards aplenty when we’re successful, so you’ll be able to keep her in admirable style. There’s nothing like a fat coffer to open a woman’s legs.”

Guffaws of laughter followed this remark, then the two men moved off, leaving Kit staring between the box stalks at the poppies on the other side of the path. He wanted the path colored the same, red with Kirlham’s blood, and Avery’s, too. But hotheadedness would achieve nothing.

Perchance he had found his traitors. But the household was leaving for Norfolk, and he’d promised to be gone by then. How was he to find the evidence he needed to condemn them with so little time left?

As he eased to a sitting position and plucked the clinging cleaver seeds from his shirt, one thought gladdened his heart.

Whatever Mistress Aspinall, Kirlham and Avery were up to, it seemed Alys was not involved. But if she was not a party to their machinations, didn’t that place her in deadly peril?
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Chapter Fourteen


It was Thursday, market day in Cheyneham, Selwood’s nearest town. Kit stuffed his latest dispatch into the lining of his hat, hoping this latest information would salvage his mission, and that his debt to the queen would be paid.

With coin jingling in his pocket and a false jaunty whistle, he set off down the road for the five-mile walk. Jacob had sent him for some bags of seed, and he’d decided he might as well enjoy himself while he was there.

The road was filling up with travelers on their way into town. At the sound of hoofbeats behind, he moved aside, but the horse slowed as it approached him. Puzzled, he looked up, straight into the blue-grey eyes of Alys Barchard. His breath caught in his throat.

“Good morrow, Kit.” Her voice was polite, distant. “Do you leave us already?”

He stared at her, gawping like a simpleton—her appearance was so sudden, and he’d just been reminiscing about her creamy skin and virgin lips. “Nay, my lady,” he croaked, bowing his head. “I am for the market. But have no fear—I shall be gone by Sunday as promised.” But whoever replaced him in Norfolk must swear on their life to protect her.

He continued staring at the ground, waiting for her to spur her horse onward.

“I no longer wish you to leave.” She bent down in the saddle, bringing her head closer to his. “I’m a grown woman, after all, not easily offended by a trifle.”

His mind blanked, his eyes feasting on the silken swell of her breasts above her bodice, and the delicate tapering of her waist. Then he realized she’d referred to his kiss as a “trifle”.

Coloring, he bowed again. “You are very forgiving, my lady, but I must go.” But one day, they’d meet again, and she’d learn what it was to be kissed properly. Then he looked past her and discovered she was alone. Had she come after him on purpose, to make amends?

“Whither are you bound? Why is there no groom to attend you?”

She eased back, sitting stiffly in her saddle. “I’ve been sent to market to buy ribbons for my cousin. No one could be spared to attend me.”

“It is not fitting that you ride about the highways with none to protect you. What can your cousin be thinking of?”

“It is always thus. I have never come to harm. I know many of the people in town, and I’ll not travel after dark.” She tilted her head to one side. “I wonder that you, a mere servant, dare criticize my cousin’s behavior. What does a gardener know of how the gentry should behave?”

“Forgive me. I spoke out of turn.” Why did he find it so hard to play the role of underling with this woman?

“The answer to my question is that you are no gardener.”

His heart dropped like a stone, but he hid his alarm. “Of course, I’m a gardener—what else could I be?” He spread his hands, palms upward, and shrugged.

She tutted. “No. You do the work of a gardener, but I know you to be a gentleman. What tale have you to tell?”

He grasped her bridle and brought his head closer to hers. “These are heavy accusations, Mistress Barchard. I must hear your reasons so I can refute them, but not on the public highway. It would demean you to be seen arguing with an inferior here.” His hand went to his hat, where the dispatch was hidden, to reassure himself she hadn’t seen through that ploy as well.

“So, you think to dispute my assertions?”

“Of course, I do. As soon as we’re somewhere private, I’ll defend myself.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I look forward to that.”

Sloping his shoulders, doing his best to look deferential, Kit began walking the horse forward. “Have you voiced your thoughts to anyone else?”

“Nay. That would be unfair, when I have not yet heard your explanation.”

Fair. And clever. He should be grateful for her forbearance. “Thank you, my lady.” He turned his back to her, cutting off any further chance of conversation, giving him time to think. He needed to deal with her suspicions, but he also had his dispatch to deliver. How was he to do it without her knowledge? She had yet to fully earn his trust.

Eventually, the uncomfortable silence was broken by the lively sounds of the market at Cheyneham. The general hubbub of human voices was interspersed with snatches of music and song, the shouts of peddlers, and the varied hoots, moos and hisses of livestock. Part of the village green had disappeared beneath a fortress of hurdles, penning up the animals for sale. Opposite these were the stalls of the traders, some of them bright with color, others rustic in their simplicity. Local people stood behind tables groaning with honey jars, ale barrels, the hard local cheeses and seasonal fruits. The more exotic wares occupied silken pavilions where well-dressed merchants cried their Eastern fabrics, island spices and expensive perfumed oils.

Kit reached up to lift Alys down, deliberately holding her away from his body.

Immediately, an urchin came running to care for the horse.

He looked the boy up and down, then felt in his purse. “Here’s a groat to feed and water the mare, and there’s another waiting for you when you return her to us unharmed.”

“Aye, sir. I shall not stir from her side.”

Kit doffed his high-crowned felt hat as he turned to Alys. “Do you wish for refreshment, or shall we have our discussion straightway?”

“Oh, I’ll brook no delay. But I know not where we can be private in such a throng.”

He knew exactly where they could go. Risky, but necessary. “If you would care to follow me, my lady.”
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Chapter Fifteen


Alys allowed her companion to lead her through the crowd to a series of small pavilions. He strode right up to a gap-toothed old woman wearing the most fantastic motley of clothes, who was seated next to a sign proclaiming her skills as a wise woman and fortune teller.

He handed the crone a coin. “God give you good day, Goodwife Tyler. This for the private use of your tent.”

The woman nodded and grinned, displaying the black hole of her mouth. She seized the coin and vanished into the crowd with surprising speed. Kit held aside the tent flap, and Alys ducked inside.

The splendid peculiarity of the room caused her to stare around, open-mouthed, before accepting a seat beside the heavily draped table. An expensive-looking bowl filled with water reflected the subdued sunlight filtering through the white canvas walls. All kinds of occult paraphernalia littered the room, from unrecognizable dried animals dangling suspended over her head, to outlandish rocks, feathers and plants. Strange symbols had been painted on the inside of the pavilion, intermixed with suns, moons, and the beasts of the zodiac. A pack of cards was strewn across the table, strangely illustrated.

Kit seated himself in what must normally be the wise woman’s place, draped as it was with rich fabrics, brass bells and bone talismans. Placing his hat out of sight by his feet, he then stared into the scrying bowl, a wry smile pricking at his lips.

She gazed at him, noting with a skip of the heart how different he looked today. He was smartly attired in matching doublet and hose of bottle green, with brown stockings and a sleeveless leather jerkin. He’d undone the ties of his shirt and the top buttons of his doublet, a concession to the heat of the day. It puzzled her that he’d brought such a heavy hat, in preference to his straw sun hat, which would have been much cooler.

He glanced up and caught her staring. She tried to look haughty.

“Tell me why you think me an impostor, and I’ll answer you.”

Alys held up her hand to count off ideas on her fingers. “You’re very fastidious in your toilet for a gardener.” His long locks were always well-groomed. “You have opinions about things not relevant to your alleged class. You speak to me in a way that ought to earn you a flogging. What say you to that, Master Kit, if that is, indeed, your name?”

He narrowed his eyes. “I am, indeed, called Kit. I never lied about that.”

“You know how to handle both horse and hawk, you commanded a groom with no expectation of being disobeyed, and your hands are soft—too soft for one used to manual work.” She reached for his hand, turning it over to reveal the palm. There were fresh blisters there, which had not yet become the hard calluses one would expect from frequent labor. He sighed and took her fingers in his. There was a tremor in them, showing a disquiet he was keen to hide.

“Very clever, Mistress Barchard. Your observations are astute. It is a relief to me that I don’t have to be secret any longer, with you at least. But I dare not tell you my story.”

No! She wanted to know everything about him. “Why? I’ll tell no one. And if you’re leaving, it matters not who you actually are, or what your story might be.”

“It shames me.” He dropped his gaze to her fingers.

“It shames me that I allowed an undergardener to kiss me. I would rather think I’d been kissed by a gentleman.”

He laughed softly. “Of course, you would. Then be assured a man with the lineage of—but not deserving the name of—gentleman, kissed you. But he does not wish to reveal his true identity or title.”

Kit had a title? Whatever could have happened to reduce him to such circumstances?

And why was she still letting him hold her fingers?

“However, I can tell you that I am undertaking a kind of penance for a misfortune at court—”

“Court? You’ve been to court?”

“Aye, but I will only say more if you promise your lips are sealed.”

She nodded, her fingers tightening involuntarily on his.

“To make amends, the queen required me to take myself away from court and learn to do something useful for a change. Total abstinence from the company of women was to be part of the punishment.”

He’d met Queen Bess? Her confidence tumbled. Here was a man of superior standing, perhaps even more important than Sir Thomas. She hardly dared recall some of her past behavior towards him.

Her voice caught as she asked, “Why were you banished, sir?”

“Don’t call me that.” The hardness of his voice alarmed her.

He stroked her hand. “Forgive me, but no one must know. You promised, remember?”

She nodded, transfixed by the movements of his fingers. Each touch ignited a sizzling flame, sending pulses of sensation up her arm. What would it feel like if he were to kiss her again?

“If I tell you, you’ll snatch your hand away. Or laugh.”

“I shall do neither.”

He leaned closer, fixing her with his dark brown gaze. “I had one too many passionate embroilments with young women.”

She felt a blush steal over her cheeks but steadfastly refused to remove her hand from his mesmerizing caress. “So, you hope to impress the queen by learning gardening skills, sleeping in a hut, and avoiding women?”

“That’s the sum of it.”

She wasn’t convinced he was telling her everything. “Then you haven’t succeeded yet, have you? What will happen now? Will you go on to some other household next week, and try and take them all for fools?”

“Mayhap when the queen sees the blisters upon my hands and hears my knees creak in damp weather, her heart will melt a little, and my punishment will be over.”

He must be a favorite, if that was the only penance she required of him. “A lady who rules as firmly as Elizabeth has a heart well beyond danger of melting.”

“We shall see. They say fortune favors the brave, or perhaps the brash in my case. I am glad the masque is over. I have not enjoyed deceiving you.”

She steeled herself against the tenderness in his voice. She now knew Kit to be both a liar and a seasoned seducer—one needed to be careful around such men.

“Have you learned your lesson?”

“I have certainly learned to take Bess at her word.”

He looked so forlorn at this, she couldn’t help but chuckle, earning herself a reproachful glare.

“While I’m delighted to discover you do have a sense of humor, Alys Barchard, I’m not pleased to be the butt of it.”

“Wasn’t that the idea, that you should be humiliated? I’m helping with that.”

“No, the idea was that I should be humbled, not humiliated. In my book, they’re not the same thing at all. I wonder how you can be so cruel when I have looked after you so well.”

This last was true, even if he had taken advantage and kissed her. She withdrew her hand from his grasp—now that she knew who and what he was, she ought to allow him no more liberties. He’d been exiled from court for his licentiousness, and she should have nothing to do with such a man.

Yet, he was the most exciting thing that had ever happened in her secluded existence.

And it amused her to think how he’d taken everybody in—Kate, Sir Thomas, even the servants. Everyone but herself.

“You said you’d speak of it to no one,” Kit reminded her, so forcefully the amusement vanished. There was more to this story than he was prepared to admit. There had to be.

“So, what woman caught your eye so irresistibly, you were prepared to risk your good name?” Womanizer he might be, but he didn’t strike her as a fool.

“I’ll name no names, for the lady’s sake.”

She thought his mouth flickered with distaste. Whoever the lady had been, she’d not been worth the sacrifice. “So, I am not to know her name, or yours?” She let out a huff of annoyance. “Then answer me this—how came you to be banished to Selwood Manor. Only Sir Thomas Kirlham has a connection at court—is it with his contrivance you come to be here?”

Kit’s eyebrows shot up. “Most certainly not.” He glanced around the pavilion, frowning slightly, before his gaze came back to hers. “Nay. ’Twas the lady’s father who advised the queen on my place of exile. He chose Selwood as being dull and obscure—pardon my frankness. He knew it would thoroughly frustrate me.”

“And has it?”

His eyes sparkled and a smile played about his lips. “Not so much as I feared.”

She thrust away the pull of attraction—he was merely trying to divert her from her questioning. “If Selwood is so obscure, how came anyone at court to think of it? Unless, of course, the lady you toyed with has some connection with us.”

Was it someone who had known Kate’s late husband? It was infuriating that Kit wasn’t prepared to speak out—she didn’t like mysteries. Until he gave her those names and connections, it would be rash to trust him. There was a stubborn set to his jaw now, hinting that any further questions would not be answered.

At that moment, there was a jingle of bells beyond the tent flap, and a loud drumbeat started up. Alys sucked in a breath. “It’s the Mummers.” A welcome escape from the taut atmosphere that now flooded the wise woman’s pavilion. “Shall you mind if we go and watch?”

Kit nodded, his smile warming her. “You are very polite, now that you know my true status. Even if you do despise the man beneath.”

“If you’re fishing for compliments, you’re wasting your time.” She wasn’t going to admit that she liked him, was fascinated by him, even. In fact, God forbid, she was sinfully attracted to him.

He held the flap aside for her, and they followed the colorful troupe.

The rest of the visit was spent watching a hilarious performance of the play Mankind and exploring the rest of the market. With Kit’s tall figure by her side, Alys felt safe and protected, enjoying the truce that had settled between them. He bought his seeds, she, her ribbons, they ate sweet pastries, listened to the ballad singer, and applauded the dances of the tinkers—and she dreaded the moment she’d have to return home. Never before had she felt so free of her usual constraints.

When she’d run out of reasons to linger—and remembered how vicious Kate might be if she didn’t hurry home—Kit offered to escort her back to the manor. It was almost dusk by the time he lifted her onto her horse, and the crowds had dispersed. The high road leading back towards Selwood Manor and the neighboring villages was virtually empty.

The peace of the evening descended over Alys as the horse slowly trotted its way homeward. Night birds had awakened and soared noiselessly overhead, bats chirruped faintly, and small insects began their relentless cacophony from the wayside grasses. She watched Kit’s back as he walked her mare, Pennyroyal, enjoying his confident stride, the upright fluidity of his lean, well-shaped body and the swing of his over-long hair.

Thus she couldn’t help but notice, the closer they got to the manor, the more his shoulders drooped, the slower his step. He looked for all the world like a down-trodden estate worker straggling home to his rest—for the benefit of the Selwood household, mayhap?

Suddenly, she noticed he’d left his hat behind.

“Kit—” Her words died in her mouth.

Up ahead, the roadway was occupied by three stocky men, all looking decidedly unsteady on their feet. Kit pulled the horse to a stop, and gazed intently ahead.

Footpads? Surely not even Kit could hold off three of them?
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Chapter Sixteen


The strangers ignored Kit and gave Alys all their attention. Foolishly.

“What have we here?” slurred one, a ruffian who seemed almost as wide as Kit was tall. “A lady and her groom returning from market? Just the pair of you, eh?”

“I’m sure you could spare a penny or two in alms for us poor unfortunates.” Another fellow slyly took hold of the horse’s girth.

“We have spent all our coin at market. We have nothing for vagrants.” If Alys was afraid, she masked it well.

The third man, whose scraggly beard obscured much of his face, came so close, she whipped her face away from his foul breath. Kit readied his fists.

“We wouldn’t object to some of your pretty purchases then, precious lady,” the bearded one said in a wheedling voice. “They’d be almost as useful to us as coin.”

Not beggars. Thieves. Squaring his shoulders, Kit confronted the three drunks. “Step aside.” He kept his voice soft.

They either failed to hear the menace in his tone or chose to ignore it. One of them whipped out a hand to grab the horse’s bridle. In a second, Kit had him on his back in the roadway, groaning and clutching at his jaw. The others made a grab for Kit’s arms, but he caught them by their greasy collars and lifted them off the ground. Their heads came together with a satisfying crunch.

“Keep the horse away if you will. We don’t want to harm these fools any more than necessary.” He spoke louder now and shot a significant look at Alys. Brave girl! She saluted him with her riding crop as she eased the horse to one side, clearing the field of battle for him. But he knew, whether he approved or not, she’d enter the mêlée with no other weapon than her crop if she was needed.

Kit’s first assailant had levered himself off the ground and was now charging at him like a maddened bull. He stepped aside at the last moment, caught the fellow by the coat as he sailed past and diverted him into the ditch. There was a thick splash, then a noise of much thrashing and swearing.

The “drunks” seemed to have sobered up remarkably quickly. Another of them swung a punch at Kit, but he stopped the fellow’s fist in midair and twisted sharply. This caused the man to perform an inelegant cartwheel before landing upside-down in a deep pothole. He flopped there, moaning.

Kit was more than ready for the final robber, despite him being armed with a wicked-looking knife, as well as an evil grimace. Kit threw himself at the fellow’s legs, grappled the knife from his grasp, and so unbalanced him that he stumbled straight on top of his accomplice, who was struggling to get clear of the ditch.

There was more cursing and grunting as the two floundered around in the stinking water. Kit sauntered over to the only one of his attackers who was still dry. Swaying a little, the man was just emerging from his pothole as Kit caught him by the collar and the waistband of his hose. Carrying him like an awkward sack of flour, he dumped him down upon his sodden confederates, eliciting more splashing and groaning. Then he stepped back and made a show of wiping his hands on his doublet.

When he checked to make sure Alys was all right, he spied an admiration in her look that almost undid him.

“Let’s get you home as speedily as possible.” It was as well she had no knowledge of his thoughts. Right now, he was battling with himself not to simply throw her side-saddle into the bushes and mount up behind her. Thus, the ride would be accomplished with less wear on his feet, and he could enjoy the feel of her slender young body clasped in front of him.

It was a battle not easily won. The sight of Alys clapping delightedly at the Mummers’ antics, the sound of her sweet voice singing the balladeer’s chorus, the elegant sway of her hips as she moved, her quick wit—all these things had entranced him today.

A new vitality flowed through his veins. It was as if being with her had stirred him to a higher level of life, an invigorating plane of existence. But it was too dangerous to care for her, too risky to remain at Selwood. She might change her mind about keeping his secret or give it away accidentally. It would be safer if he left tonight, or slipped away in the cold light of dawn.

Having seen her safe to the door, and given Pennyroyal over to the care of a groom, he strode back to the gardens in the encroaching twilight, eager for some task on which to vent his restless energy.

Beyond the hut where he slept, the moonlight glanced off the surface of the old fishpond. This antique structure was supposed to date from the Middle Ages. It had nothing to do with the layout of the present manor—it had just never been filled in. The land must have been leveled down when the new house replaced the old, for the fishpond was now elevated several feet above the height of the gardens. There was an outflow pipe to prevent it flooding over its crumbling brick edges.

The pallor of the moonlight on the water made it look cool and inviting. Kit realized he still felt warm from his exertions and the heat of the day. The idea of immersing himself in the soothing waters was remarkably attractive. He looked behind him. Orange lights sparkled from the direction of the house—they were probably about their evening entertainments by now. He wondered what Alys was doing. Was she singing, playing her instrument or reading?

He gazed around him. A turn of the walled garden screened part of the old fishpond from view. If he used the wall as cover, he could simply step through the gate and be into the water without being seen. Not that any of the household was likely to be about at this hour. He headed for the grassy bank that flanked the water, stripped off his clothes, and slid into the cool depths, breaking the moon’s reflection into a thousand pieces. Oh, but it was good! Once his body had adjusted to the cold, the strain began to leave him.

He could have stood upright in this weed-clogged pond, it was so shallow—but he preferred to swim, to enjoy the freedom of movement that could be gained by letting the water support his body. Smooth as a salmon, he knifed through it, then ducked his head and came up dripping and breathless.

When he opened his eyes, a light was flickering across the ripples of the pond. Turning slowly, he saw it came from a lantern held by someone just inside the garden door. It was Alys, and she was staring straight at him.

Kit crouched low in the water, concerned his nakedness would shock her.

“What are you doing there?”

“I’m taking a swim, my lady. To clean up after all the dust and heat.” Perhaps he should invite her to join him. The idea of Alys in a clinging wet shift…

“I can see what you’re doing, but what if someone saw you?”

“Had I better come out?” Her face was blurred by the gloom, but he hoped she was blushing.

“Lest anyone else see you, I think you had better.”

“Indeed, my lady.” He waited, but Alys made no move. Had she any idea how much she was provoking him? And what the consequences of that provocation might be? Despite his resolve to trifle with her no more, to take himself off, away from her delicious influence, he was enjoying this moment. Enormously.

“I’ll be out just as soon as you’re gone,” he promised.

“But if I go, how do I know you’ll get out? I’m not joking, Kit. Kate would be furious if she caught you. You’re lucky it was me.”

Whose luck? His, or hers?

“Very well, since you insist.” Abruptly, he stood up and splashed through the weeds towards the bank. The lantern light reflected off his wet skin.

“No, Kit, you’re naked! Stop!”

“Of course, I’m naked. My clothes are right by your feet. Why would I want to get them wet?” He didn’t stop—he was enjoying the game too much.

As he climbed up the bank, Alys let out a squeak. “Come no closer.” She seized his clothing in a bundle and waved it at him. “If you don’t back away, these are going in the pond.”

“You wouldn’t dare.” His voice was a growl. Now, they were adversaries, and he was damned if he was going to give in. He stood on solid ground now, right in front of her.

He could see her face clearly now, her lower lip trembling. How he wanted to taste it, nip at it, plunge his tongue into her mouth. He leaned in… and saw his clothes sail past him. The pond received them with a greedy splash.

“You may come to regret that.”

She tilted her chin at him, her expression a delightful mix of alarm and determination. “Yes. Because I shall throw you in after them.”

She gaped at him a moment, then tossed her head. “That is hardly the behavior of a gentleman.”

“But here at Selwood, I am no gentleman, remember?”

Before she could react, he pulled her sharply against him and applied his hungry lips to hers. She resisted for barely an instant before her hand tangled in his wet hair, pulling him closer.

He drove the kiss deep and long, fired by the excitement of the day, pushed to the brink by the battle with his desires. And was thrilled to discover he was right—there was latent passion in this woman. She met his tongue, stroke for stroke, moaned and pressed her body against his. It was exquisitely erotic, his naked body against her clothed one, although the urge to redress the balance was powerful. But here, now? That would be madness.

“Ouch!” He dragged his lips away.

“Oh, Kit, I’m so sorry!”

The lantern had swung against his bare thigh, scorching it.

“No matter.” He reached for her again, but she pushed him off.

“Seriously, Kit, you’re hurt.”

Charmed by her concern, he stamped down the flames of his ardor. “I’ll cool it in the water when I go to fetch out my clothes.”

“Is there anything I can do?” She was all solicitousness.

Yes. Stay with me. Let me kiss you again. “Indeed. Go to my hut and seek out my comfrey and goose grease salve. I’ll meet you there.”

She hurried off, leaving him to the miserable task of retrieving his sodden clothing and trying to struggle back into it. He’d change as soon as he got back to the hut.

And what happened after that was anybody’s guess.
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Chapter Seventeen


Alys gazed around the tiny hut, wondering which of several pots contained the ointment for burns. She was shaking with remorse—she’d played an idiotic game, and he’d ended up hurt.

Moments later, he joined her, leaned over her shoulder, and selected a small earthenware pot with a pig’s bladder tied tight over the top.

“You might want to stay facing the wall.”

Cheeks burning, she mused that there was little point, as she’d seen a fair bit of him already, despite attempting to keep her eyes at the level of his. But there was no need to make things worse. Eventually, the pot was replaced, and a soft voice beside her ear announced, “You can look now.”

When she turned around, Kit was sitting across his bedding, knees pulled up, strong bare feet planted firmly on the planking floor. He’d thrown on a long shirt, and his head rested back against the wall. He looked weary, but a smile flickered at the edges of his mouth.

Her lantern was now being used to weigh down Kit’s damp shirt. On the corner of a table, his leather jerkin steamed slightly from the heat of a candle beside it. His smart day clothes were draped forlornly over rake handles and scythes.

“I should apologize—”

“You have a good heart, Mistress Barchard. Alys.”

She loved the sound of her name on his tongue. Even though she should reproach him for such familiarity. But what would be the point? They’d both thrown propriety to the Four Winds.

“I should not have taken the jest so far. But then again, you should have obeyed me, and stopped coming on. Only, I should be grateful, as you saved me from those footpads.”

He chuckled. “I fear I’ve confused you. Forgive me—it has been a strange day. I’m weary but not yet ready to sleep. Will you stay and talk a while?”

She was dying to find out more about him. “I shouldn’t.”

“Will you be missed at the house?”

If only! “Not for a while. They don’t trouble themselves overmuch about me.”

Kit gazed at her for a moment, then patted the heap of bedding next to him. “Come, tell me about them, how they treat you. How do they go on, this household? What is Sir Thomas to do with you all, and Richard Avery?”

Her heart skittered. But the bedding looked far more inviting than the low stool. She sat next to him, curling her legs beneath her, tempted by his nearness but, at the same time, disquieted.

“I suppose if your tale of being a nobleman is true, you must have already heard of them. Have you never seen them at court?” Good, her voice wasn’t coming out as a nervous squeak.

“They’d not be seen dead at court.”

“Then you know their feelings better than I. It seems odd, for they often mention people in Elizabeth’s circle.”

She felt him tense. “Have they given any names?”

Why was he so interested? “None that I can remember.”

“If you think of any, I’d like to know. It’s important to keep abreast of the court gossip—’tis a place of intrigue and danger, so it’s best to know to which faction a man belongs. Or a woman.”

“I cannot imagine you belonging to any faction. You are too much your own man.”

He gave her a quizzical look. Then his gaze softened. “What else do you think of me, my lonely little Alys?”

Presumptuous! “I’m not lonely. I have plenty of people to talk to.”

“But not cut from the same fine cloth as yourself, my lady.” His shoulder brushed hers. “You flatter me.” She hoped the contact was accidental and prayed he’d notice it soon and move. It was far too unsettling—each time he breathed, she felt the movement against her body. Little tingles of anticipation buzzed along her spine.

“Not flattery—the truth. You could rival any of the ladies at court, Alys.”

Her treacherous body leaned closer to his, increasing the contact. Heat emanated from him. “Tell me of the ladies at court.” Anything to distract her.

“No. I’ve just told you what I think of you. Now you should return the favor.”

The tingling had slipped down her spine and now centered in her womb. When he took her hand and rested it on his bent knee, she couldn’t restrain a shudder of excitement.

“I think you handsome.” She wasn’t prepared to admit to anything else.

“Is this how a man wins your heart? Through good-looks?”

“Oh no, for that is a first impression only. A man’s character must be handsome, too.”

“And how would you describe a handsome character? Must the elements be evenly mixed in one?”

“I’m not certain. I know little of humors and elements, but if the elements in equal measure create the perfect man, he would be a very difficult fellow to measure up to.”

“Perfection is overrated.” There was a smile in his voice.

“Indeed. One might grow bored with perfection. There would never be anything to complain of, nothing to make one feel superior.”

“Cynic. But if you loved this perfect man, you would never want to find fault with him. Everything he did would be acceptable to you.”

“Only if he was perfect for me. What I’m saying is that the perfect man, by general standards, would probably not be my perfect man.”

“I’m glad you have some sympathy for those with flaws in their characters.”

Kit stroked her hand, and she watched the play of muscles across his chest, enjoyed the little pools of shadow beneath his collarbone. She was running out of clever remarks, falling slowly under the spell of the rhythmic stroking, the warm body beside her, the deep, rumbling voice.

“We are all flawed,” he went on, “but you have fewer faults than many. You have not yet been out into the world—you’ve been closeted here, unable to reveal your true colors. Only when you are put to the test will your true mettle be seen. I am certain you will triumph.”

She prayed his words were genuine. They thrilled her to the core. “Thank you.”

“Any man would be fortunate to have such a one for his wife. Is there a husband in the offing?”

“That is a very delving question.”

“Considering our situation, ’tis a little late to be shy. Tell me.”

His hand tightened reassuringly over hers and, once again, she watched the interplay of muscles in his body, the slight flexing of the stretched biceps beneath his sleeve. Then the stroking resumed.

“I believe Richard Avery has a slight interest in me.”

Kit’s hand stilled. “I think you might find, on further acquaintance, that you have some very decided differences.”

Was that a hint of jealousy? “Indeed? I doubt there are any differences we could not plaster over in time.”

Suddenly, he released her hand and turned to face her. “This is no jest, Alys. As your friend, I advise you to have nothing to do with Avery. He could cause you great harm.”

The night had turned cool. Kit’s body no longer radiated that satisfying, sensual heat.

She pulled away to focus on his face. “Why? How could he harm me?”

He held her gaze, and fear speared through her. He was deadly serious. But all he said was, “I’m weary, and you must be, too. I think ’tis best you seek your bed now. For me, there is still much labor to perform before I leave at the end of the week.”

The fear was replaced by numbness. He was going, of course, he was. She’d forgotten. He must return to his real life… and their moment, their unexpected connection, must end. Pride kept her spine straight as she rose and collected her lantern.

“Goodnight, Kit. I have enjoyed our conversation. Shall I see you tomorrow?” She kept her face averted, afraid he’d see the moistness in her eyes.

“Perhaps it is best you do not. There are too many pairs of eyes in this household, too much jealousy and deceit. And you have your journey to Norfolk to think of—but remember, you must be wary of Kirlham and Avery. Even of your cousin. Should you ever be in need of my help, send a message to Whitehall, asking for Sir Christopher Ludlow. I will come. But I beg you, tell no one that you know me.”

She turned then, hearing the catch in his voice. Before she could snatch a breath, she was clasped in his arms, his lips on her hair. Her heart twisted.

“I’m sorry, Kit. I’m so sorry.” Her words were mere gulps, muffled against his chest. She didn’t even know what she was sorry for, unless she was apologizing in advance.

This hurt too much. Thrusting him away, she hurtled through the door of the hut, and ran back to the house, never once looking back.
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Chapter Eighteen


It had taken Kit no time at all to tie his meager possessions into a bundle and slip away. But he had to wait until the early morning bustle of the household was over, and they were all gone to church before making his escape. Even then, he couldn’t be sure of making his departure unnoticed—Mistress Aspinall had claimed illness again and kept to her room, so Bess informed him, and he’d no idea where Kirlham and Avery were.

He hadn’t seen Alys. A blessing and a curse. He’d become far too fond of her, and in so short a time, too! She’d fairly captured his heart. To ease the distress of leaving her behind, he reminded himself of the physical comforts that awaited him on his estate in Shropshire. How he missed the hills! This eastern country was far too flat, and a field of corn held less interest than one of cattle or sheep.

At home, he would sleep on a flock-filled mattress with a down pillow beneath his head. There would be drapes around the bedstead to keep out drafts, and a bottle of fine wine to his hand, whenever he wished for it. And when he was officially permitted to return to court, there’d be congenial company, enjoyable exercise, and lively dances. Perhaps he should think seriously about a wife when life returned to normal—every minute would have greater meaning if there was someone with whom to share it.

All was quiet around the house. From habit, he peered into the stables to see who was at home and who was not. Kate’s mount, as well as those of Avery and Kirlham, remained inside. Perhaps they’d made the excuse that they didn’t want to leave their hostess when she was unwell.

It looked increasingly likely the two men were the traitors he’d been sent to uncover.

There were too many times when they just seemed to vanish from the face of the earth, even though their horses were still in the stables. Mistress Aspinall must be guilty, too, through harboring them—Walsingham’s suspicions about Selwood must have been based on excellent information.

Kit hefted his bundle over his shoulder and turned his back on the house, marching determinedly across the moat bridge and down towards the highway. He would not look back. He would not think of Alys. But what would become of her when the authorities moved in? Would she automatically become mistress of Selwood, once her cousin was executed? Or would the estate be attainted?

A pox upon it! He must come back as soon as he could, to make sure she was all right.

Having made this promise to himself, his conscience sat a little easier as he set his chin towards Cheyneham and strode on. He must hurry—they’d be coming back from church soon, and he didn’t want to be caught absconding. God’s teeth! He had missed so many services himself in order to spy on his prey that his own soul was probably now in danger. Wryly, he wondered if that had not, in fact, been the case for many a long year. Perhaps he’d learned his lesson now and could become a good and dutiful Christian, and servant of his queen.

He was a few hundred yards down the road and about to round the bend when a dark-clad figure stepped out of the hedgerow onto the road and glanced around. With lightning speed, Kit threw himself into the ditch before the stranger caught sight of him. After a few seconds, he raised his head, but the man was hurrying down the highway ahead. Peering between the stems of grass and cow parsley, Kit saw the cloaked figure glance behind him again, affording him a glimpse of a round face, with a swarthy olive complexion.

Seemingly satisfied he wasn’t being followed, the man then continued at an easier pace, his body more relaxed, so Kit clambered out of the ditch and followed at a distance, trying to look as nonchalant as his quarry. Any stranger was of interest to him, particularly one wearing a long cloak on a summer’s morning, who appeared out of nowhere and did not wish to be observed. When he reached the place where the fellow had emerged from the hedge, he heaped up some loose pebbles to mark the spot, then continued stalking his prey.

The stranger came to an abrupt halt. Kit immediately stepped off the road onto the plank bridge adjoining a field gate. Wondering what had made the fellow nervous again, he peeped ahead and saw a sight that made his breath catch in his throat.

Alys, on horseback, was coming back from church. Hannah Shawcross, and some of Avery’s friends, trotted their mounts some distance behind her, ahead of the group of servants walking back to the manor.

The cloaked stranger continued towards them, but before he reached Alys, something small fell from him and tumbled onto the road. Instantly, he was on hands and knees, scrabbling around in the sun-hardened potholes for whatever it was he had dropped. As Alys came level with him, the man stood up smartly, brushed himself down, and exchanged greetings with her. Kit was too far away to hear what actually passed between them.

After a few moments, the pair went their separate ways. Kit hid behind the young hazel trees that bordered the field gate, unprepared for a meeting with Alys. Looking through the yellowy-green leaves, he saw her rein in her horse, slide down, and pick something up from the roadway. She gazed after the strange man—had she picked up a coin? Was it his purse that had fallen? But instead of calling after him, she secreted the object in her hanging pocket.

Something untoward was going on. Had he been wrong about Alys after all? As soon as she came level with him, he grabbed the horse’s bridle and dragged the animal off the highway and into the field.
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Chapter Nineteen


Alys gasped as Kit pulled her from her mount and behind a stand of trees. “Kit! What are you about? You’re hurting me.”

The powerful hands that bit into her upper arms, holding her fast, relented slightly. He gave her a tiny shake.

“Who was that man you were talking to?” Why did he sound so enraged?

“He told me he was a cunningman. I’ve never seen him before.”

“A cunningman? What, like a peddler of remedies?”

“Aye. Kate sent for him. She needed physick for a sore head. What’s wrong with that?”

Kit’s face was as hard as sculpted stone. The brown eyes that normally regarded her with warmth were steely in their intensity. She had never before considered him dangerous—now she knew she must think again.

“Will you not unhand me?” She wriggled in his grasp, but his grip merely tightened. “What are you hiding in your hanging pocket?”

“Nothing. I gave alms at church. There is naught left within.” Surely, he didn’t mean to steal from her? Confusion brought a lump to her throat. He’d seemed so gentle before. Now he was behaving as if he hated her.

“Don’t lie to me, Alys. I saw you pluck something from the road.”

“Oh, that. Just a bead. Nothing of any value.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. Show me.” Why was he bullying her like this? Damn the man.

He could have it if he wanted, though she’d no idea why he might. What a fool she’d been to allow herself to like him!

He let go, but his hands hovered close. With fumbling fingers, she pulled open the drawstrings of her pocket and brought out the bead, dropping it into his callused palm.

He examined it intently, then stared at her, his dark eyes glittering dangerously. “You know what this is?”

“As I said, a bead. I wondered if the cunningman had dropped it—he seemed to be hunting for something on the roadway when I came up. Mayhap ’tis from one of his charms or something. How would I know? I’ve never been to a cunningman or a hedge witch. We usually use the apothecary in Cheyneham.” Her voice was unsteady, tears threatening.

Kit’s expression changed. “Forgive me. I don’t mean to be harsh. For a moment there, I feared, I believed you might be… but no, I’m a fool. A hundred times a fool.”

He reached for her, pulling her against his chest. She was so confused by his abrupt change of behavior she could think no further than that he smelled of newly-cut grass and old leather, and that she rather liked it. His hands came up to cradle her face, and he blessed her cheeks with a few deft kisses. When she looked up, he was smiling.

“You genuinely know nothing of that bead?”

She shook her head.

His grin broadened. “I’ll tell you what it is if you swear not to mention it to a living soul.”

“I swear.”

“It’s a rosary bead. Black Venetian glass.”

She frowned as she scoured her memory. Of course, her grandmother had owned a rosary, back in the days when England was pledged to the Church of Rome. Then the significance of her find struck her.

“Oh, dear. You think the cunningman is a Catholic?”

“I doubt he’s a cunningman at all—that is a disguise. He may be a Catholic priest, or even a Spanish spy. You must have noticed his swarthy looks—they could well mark him out as a foreigner.”

“But what business could he have with Kate?”

“Ah, my darling, innocent Alys! How happy it makes me to hear that question.”

She was still musing on the fact he’d called her darling when his warm breath caressed her face. She blinked up into the brown eyes so disconcertingly close to her own, and her breath caught. Kit’s gaze dropped to her mouth and, with a satisfied grin, he captured it with his own.

There was no time to react or rebuff him. Not that she wanted to rebuff him—his kiss was a taste of Heaven as she gave herself up to it, luxuriating in the sheer abandonment with which Kit moved his heated lips over hers, tasting, pressing, exploring. He held her so tightly she could feel the rapid beat of his heart against her own. Her arms twined about his neck as her hands delved into his thick, silky hair.

No, this was madness! She pulled away. “The rest of the household will be upon us in a moment.”

Kit’s hot breath fanned her ear. “I don’t care.” He claimed her lips again.

The taste of him filled her with a million yearnings, but this was impossible. “They’ll see my horse in the field. They’re bound to stop.”

Kit’s hands slid down her back and nestled against her waist. “Let them.” He lowered his head to continue the sensual onslaught, but the sound of approaching hoofbeats had become too loud to ignore.

Releasing her, he said, “I’m not leaving yet—I’ll be coming back to the house, if only for a short while. I pray—continue on and act as normally as you can. I’ll explain all to you, I promise, my sweeting!” Then he leapt over the gate, kicked his pack into the ditch and immediately followed it down out of sight.

Hannah’s bay mare was now opposite the open gate. She reined in and stared at Alys’ abandoned horse. Terrified the woman would spot Kit if she came any closer, Alys raced through the gate and stood in the road. “All is well! There’s no alarm!”

Hannah glowered down at her. “I didn’t see you fall off your horse, yet you look like you’ve been pulled through a hedge.”

Alys smoothed out her kirtle. “I saw a falcon loose in the meadow here,” she lied, impressed by her own inventiveness. “I wondered if one of ours had escaped, so I came to look.”

“And was it?”

“Was it what?”

“One of ours?”

“Oh, no, I don’t think so. So, all’s well, then.”

Hannah’s eyes bored into hers. “I’m not sure all is well. Your eyes are feverish bright, and I declare, I’ve never seen your cheeks so red.”

A faint snort sounded from the ditch behind her. Alys coughed loudly to cover the sound. “I feel perfectly well, thank you.” Turning her back on Hannah, she climbed the gate and mounted her horse.

Straight-backed, she made a dignified retreat, hoping the ditch in which Kit lay was full of foul, stagnant water. How dare he laugh! When she saw him again, she’d make sure he didn’t get the welcome he expected.
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Chapter Twenty


Kit crouched in the cutting, cold water seeping into his shoes. A stand of nettles hid him from view, a stand of nettles he wished he’d noticed before choosing the ditch as a hiding place. Pushing thoughts of Alys to the back of his mind, he climbed out and returned to the spot where he’d left the little pile of stones. Depositing his soggy pack by the wayside, he examined the place where the Catholic foreigner had appeared.

Here, the hedge was of unbroken hawthorn, too prickly and too high to climb, especially in a cloak such as the so-called cunningman had been wearing. The field was interrupted at this point by a stand of trees, whose size declared them to be of some antiquity. At their center was a blasted oak even older than the rest. Entering the cleft in the hollow trunk, Kit found there was room enough for at least four men inside. He searched around on the leaf-littered ground but could find no clues. Moving out again, he shaded his eyes and looked about him. The twisted brick chimneys of the manor house could just be seen from here—he reckoned the place was within bowshot of where he stood. There was no obvious cover between here and the house. The only way to get from there to the road unseen would be underground.

He shouldered his bundle once again and sped off towards the manor, hoping to reinstall himself in the gardener’s hut before anyone thought to question his absence. Thankfully, as it was Sunday, everyone was taking their ease, and no one saw him return with his loaded pack. It wasn’t easy donning once again the cloak of disguise, but nobody disturbed him as he pottered about the garden performing meaningless tasks, his brain engaged on the problem of how to discover a hidden tunnel on an estate as large as Selwood.

When he finally came up with a solution to the problem, it was so brilliant, so daring, that he could hardly believe he’d come up with it himself. But to examine the possibilities in daylight would excite suspicion, so he waited until dusk before venturing out in the direction of the old fishpond. Once there, he started prodding at the crumbling brick wall.

“Are you anticipating another swim?”

Alys. He spun around and took her hands in his. “You should not be here. We dare not be seen together now.”

“Wherefore is it different now? You were unconcerned about such risk when you grabbed me in the field.”

He rolled his eyes. “I do not grab. I merely got a little carried away. But if we’re going to talk—and I think we must—I know a place we may not be overheard or overlooked.”

It felt so natural to take her hand and walk beside her as if they were childhood sweethearts. Relishing the feel of her slender, trusting fingers, he led her over the old back bridge to the untended area on the other side of the pond.

Here, the grasses and willow herb grew tall, mixed in with woundwort and the hairy comfreys with their bell-like flowers. Kit settled himself down with his broad back against a tree, patting the space next to him. It was cooler here, beyond the protection of the garden wall, and when she shivered, he used it as an excuse to pull her into his warmth.

“You are making very free with my person.”

“You may freeze if you wish. I was merely playing the gallant.”

“Then play on, good sir knight. I would prefer not to freeze.”

He held her close and kept his voice low. “I promised you an explanation, but first I must ask if you’ve been into the cellars below the manor.”

“Not for a long time. They are cold and full of spiders—I like them not.”

“Are the rooms of a good size? What is stored down there?”

“Wine in cades, old ale in barrels. There is salt fish, and butter and cheeses keeping cool. They are dry enough for smoked hams as well. Have you not seen them yourself? Jacob hangs onions there to dry.”

“I haven’t. It is not yet the season for onions. Has there been any work in the cellars recently, the shoring up of a wall, or the creation of new alcoves?”

“Nay. The cellars are well-built. They may even pre-date the present house—I understand the old manor was more substantial than the present one. When first I heard of the place, ere I came to live here, my parents spoke of a tunnel that ran some distance towards the road. I know not what it was meant for. It’s probably crumbled away long since.”

He could barely contain his excitement. “A tunnel, you say? Did its entrance run from the cellars, or from within the house?”

“I know not. ’Twas all meant to be very secret. It’s possible there could have been access to it from the house, but then there’d have to be a staircase down to it, and I’ve never seen any.”

“Are there any doors leading off the cellars that you’ve never been through?”

She stiffened in his embrace. “I thought you were going to tell me something, not interrogate me.”

“Please, Alys, this is vital. Bear with me, I beg you.”

She let out a sigh. “No, no doors. I suppose one could be concealed by shelving. Won’t you tell me why the cellars are of such interest?”

“Not now. The less you know of my mind, the less danger we will both be in.”

“Danger? Why should we be in danger?”

Now was the time. If he wanted to protect both her and himself, he had to rely on his instincts. And those instincts told him to trust her.

Offering up a silent prayer, he said, “Because I am a spy, and I have told you some of what I know.”
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Chapter Twenty-One


Alys’ mouth went dry. Suddenly, she wished she had a goblet of wine to hand. Several goblets.

“A spy? But you said you were banished from court and being punished. You said naught about spying.”

“I know, my dove. I regret not being able to tell you before. Nay, do not pull away from me. Be angered if you will, but don’t cast me off. We must work together, else both of us may be damned.”

This did not sound promising. And, once again, Kit had deceived her. Where would it all end?

He interrupted her gloomy thoughts. “Have you heard of Sir Francis Walsingham?”

What did Walsingham have to do with anything? “Aye. He ranks highly in the queen’s esteem, does he not?” Ah, of course. He was Elizabeth’s spymaster, his main aim being to ensure the stability of her reign. A finger of dread ran down Alys’ spine as she realized the significance of Kit’s confession.

“He is a personal friend of mine,” Kit continued. “To whom I owe a debt of honor. The queen required me to repay him by becoming a spy until she felt I’d done my penance for that unfortunate entanglement with a lady of which I spoke before. Now, you must not reveal anything I’m about to tell you.”

“Who do you think I would tell?”

“Your cousin. Sir Thomas Kirlham, Richard Avery.”

As if she would confide in any one of them. “The first two care nothing for me—the latter I barely know as yet.”

“There are ways in which they can press you. That’s why I have been so loath to reveal myself before now. They are my enemies, Alys. They are also enemies of the queen, the state and everyone in the land who upholds the English church and the rule of the Tudor monarchy.”

“How can you be sure?” How could such things have been happening at Selwood, and she not know about them? Underground tunnels, plots against the queen, secret visits by Spanish Catholics?

“I can find no other explanation for what I’ve observed.”

Kit’s uncompromising words made her shiver, but he immediately pulled her to him, so her head rested against the unshaven roughness of his chin. He stared out across the darkening water, his fingers lightly stroking her shoulder. “This is not going to be easy for you, but I expect you to be brave.”

“I’ll try.”

“Do you know of Mary of Scotland?”

She nodded. Queen Elizabeth’s cousin was a perpetual thorn in the monarch’s side. “Then you may know also that Walsingham has untangled a web of intrigue surrounding her. There have been plots uncovered, plots to destroy Elizabeth and set her cousin on the throne, thus making this a Catholic country once again. The Scots have long favored the French, and the King of Spain is no friend to England.”

Yes, she’d heard about the plots. But not a whisper of anything so close to home. “Kirlham may be guilty of conspiracy, but no firm evidence has yet been found to condemn him. He has been seen paying pageboys to deliver messages to someone at court—numerous messages, but no one has yet been able to intercept them, or discover for whom they are intended. Some have speculated he is writing poetry for a forbidden lover—but you’ve seen what manner of man he is. Can you imagine it?”

She shook her head. Kirlham was the least romantic man she’d ever met.

“Has no one asked him what they are?”

“Nay. If he is part of a plot to topple Elizabeth, there’ll be others involved. Only by subtlety will every single one be caught, and only then will Bess’ throne be safe. Walsingham hopes that if the fellow’s given enough rope, he’ll eventually hang himself. I think I’m on the verge of discovering exactly what the game is, which is why I’ve returned to Selwood. All I need is the means to flush the plotters out.”

She raised a hand to silence him. “But what of Avery, what of Kate? What makes you think they are part of this intrigue?”

“I overheard a conversation ’twixt Kirlham and Avery, referring to their joint ‘cause’. They had been spying on you, and they spoke of Kate’s deceitful behavior—she would have us think her far less cunning than she is. All must be duly punished—I hope you can bear that, dear heart. I know you dislike your cousin, but you’re not vindictive. If you aid me, a grateful Queen Bess will ensure you are rewarded with the manor of Selwood.”

A steely cold seeped through Alys’ body. She backed out of Kit’s embrace and stood up, glaring down at him. This man had fooled her—he’d fooled all of them. And now he wanted to destroy everything, tear apart the only family she had.

“In truth, I am not fond of Kate, but neither am I fond of dissemblers like you. By making me keep your secret, you’ve gulled me into betraying my own people. That was an unkind thing to do, Kit. You should have told me long before this moment about your mission.”

He got to his feet as well and took her by the shoulders. “Alys, I’m sorry. You must understand I knew not whom to trust. My life would be at stake if I made a single wrong move. Please, join with me to bring the traitors down—don’t run the risk of being found guilty by association. I swear to fight for you with every last ounce of my strength, but if I fail, you could end up in the Tower with the rest of them, awaiting the royal pleasure. What good will Selwood do you then?”

How could she bear to inherit a house stained with blood and betrayal? “I don’t care about getting Selwood—my conscience, my soul, mean more to me than mere bricks and mortar. I don’t want to be a Judas, condemning my nearest kin for gain.”

“Forgive me. I worded that badly. But surely your conscience requires you to abide by the law, both lay and religious? Your cousin and her friends are doing quite the opposite. And they care not one whit for you.”

“That doesn’t mean I want them dead!” She was overwhelmed now, as his disclosure—and all its horrifying ramifications—sank in. She turned away, but he caught at her elbow.

“Where are you going? What will you do?”

“Oh, be not afeared I’ll give you away.” She wrenched out of his grip. “I’m not that unchristian. I only ask that you do whatever you have to without my help. Nay, I ask for more than that. Leave Selwood now. We go to Norfolk next week—send one of Walsingham’s henchmen to spy on us there if you must. If proof of their guilt is found, I will take my chances. I know my own soul to be clean, and if there is any justice in Heaven, I’ll be found innocent of collusion. Then I’ll at least have the satisfaction of knowing I never betrayed what little family I have left.”

As if to echo her mood, a low growl of thunder sounded off in the distance. She looked up to see the sky had become ominously dark. Moments later, the first fat drops of rain splashed down on her shoulders. Soon, the surface of the old pond fizzed under the onslaught of raindrops.

Kit stood before her, a shadowy figure in the gloom, hands held out in supplication. “Alys, please don’t go. Not like this.”

If she didn’t go now, she’d be soaked to the skin. There was no more to say anyway. She could barely think straight, confused, betrayed by this impostor.

Had his loving tenderness towards her been false as well?

“I don’t want to set eyes on you ever again, Kit Ludlow, do you hear me?”

She picked up her skirts and ran back along the path, heading for the house as fast as she could, praying he’d not follow her.

Hot tears mingled with the runnels of rain on her cheeks.

So this was what it felt like to have a broken heart.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


“You seem a little dull this night, Mistress Barchard. I hope naught ails you.” Richard Avery scanned her face.

He must never discover she’d been weeping. “Ah, ’tis nothing. I’m a little weary, I suppose, what with the additional company from London, and the preparations to remove to Norfolk.”

“I hope you haven’t put yourself out too much on our account. But as for Norfolk, why, ’tis meant to be a pleasure, not a burden. You’ll find the sea air most reviving.”

Alys stared at her cards, trying to concentrate on the game. After the gamut of emotions she’d experienced today, all she wanted was the security of her chamber. She had a great deal of thinking to do, which could only be accomplished in private. But Kate had insisted she join the company downstairs.

Richard leaned closer. “Seeing you with so wan a face has me worried I’m out of favor.”

“Oh, nay, indeed not. Please do not take it so.” He mustn’t know she now held him in the deep distrust after what Kit had said. Which of the two men was in earnest, and which the liar? Which one had the most to hide? It was hard not to start suspecting everybody, even Hannah Shawcross and the servants.

Time to move the subject away from herself. “Have you heard any news from London lately? It takes such a long time for it to permeate here.”

“You surprise me. Did you not garner any when you went to the market? That’s the usual place for picking up the latest tales.”

She failed to prevent a flush—she’d been much distracted while at market.

“Ah, I see you blush! No doubt your eyes were enslaved by all the lovely gewgaws and fairings on sale. I cannot blame any young lady for that. Did you buy any pretty trinkets for yourself?”

Her color deepened still further. She’d not been given any money to spend upon herself—only what was needed to buy the ribbons for Kate. It was Kit who’d paid for everything. To think she’d accepted his generosity so blithely, little knowing what harm he was about to do to her and her family name.

“Again, I can see that you did.” Avery chuckled. “Was there any particular news you might have been interested in? I could, perhaps, bring you up to date.”

Now was her chance to test him. “I should like to know what goes on at court. I also wonder how fares Queen Mary. It amazes me that one monarch can imprison another, and escape revenge for so long.”

Avery’s blue eyes narrowed. “Neither queen is getting any younger. One at least has an heir, but what is to happen when Elizabeth dies?”

“Is she in poor health then?”

“Not that I’ve heard, but should Elizabeth die without naming an heir, we risk descending into chaos, as when Jane Grey was elevated to the throne at the same time as Mary Tudor. That was before your day, I know, and my own, but ’tis a very dangerous time for any kingdom. Destabilization allows the rise of factions, who’ll battle it out amongst themselves until the whole land is reduced to wrack and ruin. But I should not speak to a lady of such things—you’ll be bored.”

“Nay, I want to understand. Do you think Elizabeth should name Mary her successor?”

“I know not what she might want personally—her actions are initiated by her advisors. Would it be any great harm if Mary were to succeed Gloriana?”

“I feel too ignorant to venture an opinion on the subject.” Alys attempted a simper, copying the sort of expression Kate often used. “Only gentlemen like you can expound on such an idea.”

Avery seemed pleased with her answer. She breathed a sigh of relief. He’d said nothing incriminating—indeed, he seemed, rather, to be questioning her loyalty. But at the same time, he’d not said anything against Mary becoming England’s queen, despite her Spanish connections. She decided it was time to change the subject to more mundane topics, such as the forthcoming visit to Norfolk.

As the summer downpour pounded incessantly against the windows, they ruminated on what state the roads would be in and whether their journey would be affected. Then they resumed play.

Alys was finding it increasingly hard to concentrate on the cards. Could Avery’s criticism of the queen be considered seditious? Could Kate, shallow, demanding, boastful Kate, be part of a plot to destroy Elizabeth and put Mary on the throne? To be a traitor, to contrive meetings with fellow conspirators without any of her household suspecting a thing, required nerve, and the ability to dissemble. And very likely, the collusion of her husband. There had been rumors circulating about him, but they’d died with the man. No one had ever pointed the finger at Kate.

If only she hadn’t been so dismissive of Kit. Her mind hummed with questions only he could answer, and the rock on which her certainties were built was starting to crumble. She was desperate to return to her room, to think things through in peace and quiet. Then tomorrow, she’d be up with the lark, and see if Kit was still here.

At last, yawns spread about the room and, one by one, everyone sought their chambers. Alys went to bed but remained awake, listening to the subdued noises of the servants as they put the house to bed, and the steady descent of the rain. Suddenly, the room was illuminated by a brilliant flash of light. As the red ghosts of objects swam before her eyes, a massive blast of thunder assaulted her ears. The wind had brought the storm circling back—they weren’t free of it yet. Ruefully, she spared a thought for Kit, damp and shivering in his hut—and hoped the roof would hold up to the relentless beating of the rain.

She eyed the empty hearth—a fire would not be unwelcome. Extravagant, but comforting. She was too enervated by the storm and the events of the day to sleep anyway. Slipping out of bed, she piled kindling in the middle of the hearth and was just on the point of striking a spark from her tinder box when she heard a terrific rushing noise. Something struck the wall of the house with such force, the whole building shook. A great crashing sound came up from below.

“What is it? What’s happened?” She rushed out into the passageway. Tousled heads were peering out down the corridor, and a male voice was calling for lights. The air felt very damp and cold, and an odd splashing sound could be heard.

Sir Thomas, a cloak thrown over his nightgown, leaned over the banister, staring into the hall below. “Bring more light!”

A couple of servants scampered downstairs. There was a second of silence, followed by a loud splashing, and cries and shrieks of alarm. New voices rose from below, and the stairs were overrun with damp, frightened kitchen wenches and pot boys, their nightclothes clinging and wet.

Alys caught one by the arm as she scuttled past. “Bessie! What’s happened?”

“Oh, my lady! We were nearly drownded! I was just dozing off in front of the kitchen fire, and then the last trump sounded. Terrible, it was. We must get to the roof, high as we can.”

Alarmed by the woman’s frantic gabbling, Alys pushed her way to the top of the stairs and stood next to Sir Thomas, staring down. The sight revealed by his lantern made her heart stand still.

The entire hall was a swirling mass of water, with ripples and waves glittering in the faint candlelight. Small objects bobbed about like ships at sea and crunched and crashed against the walls.

Selwood Manor was flooded!
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Chapter Twenty-Three


Only Kit’s leather jerkin had prevented him from being totally drenched. His hair hung lank and straight, dripping down his back, and his shoes were wet through and probably beyond repair. Rain ran down his face and splashed off his shoulders to join the teeming flow on the highway below. This itself was rapidly becoming a sea of mud and would render travel impossible for some days.

None of this perturbed him or could distract him from his purpose. He stood by the hollow oak tree he’d found yesterday, listening intently. Yes! He could hear it, down below him, a noise faint compared to the rainstorm, but quite distinct to the avid listener. He knelt and clawed at the dead leaves choking the base of the old tree.

A searing flash of lightning illuminated a plank of wood beneath his searching fingers. Wait—several planks, like the top of a barrel, forming a trapdoor. This he heaved up, then found a fallen branch with which to prop it open. A yawning void was revealed, from which issued the sound of water slapping and splashing against solid walls.

He was right! By flooding the property, he’d located the tunnel, the Spaniard’s hidden access to Selwood Manor. Dropping a stone into the void, he heard it plop into the waters not far beneath. With any luck, his mission was very near completion. Buoying up his courage, he slipped down into the darkness.

The water came above his shoulders—surely there must be enough of it to disrupt the plotters’ communications. Once again, he thanked God for the inspiration which had come to him earlier that day. It had softened the blow of his argument with Alys, made him feel less guilty. Lord, but she’d be none too pleased with what he had wrought this night!

He struck a spark from his tinder box, grateful he’d thought to tie it high around his neck, and lit the lantern he’d brought with him. The flickering light revealed a low, brick-built tunnel, like a culvert to carry a stream underground. He saw the ceiling was free of cobwebs, so the tunnel must have been used a lot, and recently. Holding the lantern above his head, he counted out his paces until, after about a hundred and fifty, his way was blocked by a wooden door. The boards glistened where the floodwater had soaked into them, but he could see the level was going down already—he didn’t have much time.

He had to pick the lock on the door, not easy to do below the water but, eventually, he was through, and into the undercroft.

When he held up his light to examine the cellar, he was tempted to extinguish it again. Bobbing about on the dark waters were several small kegs which he feared might contain gunpowder—he was going to have to be very careful moving about amongst such volatile material. Hanging from pegs on the wall were a number of arquebuses, above which a shelf held tin boxes of black powder with which to fire them. Breaking open a straw-filled wooden box, he discovered shot.

There was no time to get help before the waters receded. If he didn’t disable this arsenal himself, many lives besides the queen’s could be lost. Could he make it look as if the flood, and not a human hand, had done the damage?

His body buzzing with tension, he loosened the weapons, and rammed one up against the shelf, precipitating both it and its contents into the water. He didn’t worry about the gunpowder—by the time that dried out, all the conspirators would be behind locked doors.

Hearing a noise coming from the other end of the cellar, Kit decided he’d done enough and hurried back to the door he’d come through, making sure to lock it behind him. It was only as he was scrambling out of the tunnel entrance beneath the roots of the ancient tree that he wondered if it would have been wiser to prime and take one of the guns with him.

Now, if he were discovered, he had nothing more than a gardener’s knife with which to defend himself.
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Chapter Twenty-Four


To Alys’ relief, Sir Thomas proved a master of organization. He entreated Kate to chivvy the guests back to their beds, informing them there was nothing they could do. Hannah offered her chamber for the servants who had been flooded out below, but Kate made no such offer. Alys’ room, unfortunately, was too small to accommodate anyone but herself.

The servants, arrayed in a motley mixture of night and day clothes, set to with a will to rescue what they could from the flood, particularly in the kitchen and storerooms.

Fortunately, the waters receded rapidly but left behind an unpleasant odor. All besoms and brushes had been called into use, and every leather bucket and empty chamber pot in the house was being constantly filled and emptied outside. Soon the stone-flagged floor reappeared, glistening under the light of many candles and lamps.

The strongest men were deployed to rescue the contents of Selwood’s cellars. Sir Thomas and Avery, both stony-faced and frowning, were supervising operations here with surprising vigor—Alys hadn’t realized they valued Selwood’s good wines so highly. She put on her pattens and, throwing a cloak about her shoulders, hastened into the kitchen to manage the relocation of the cellars’ contents.

Someone had removed the curfew from the kitchen fire, which had been stoked into a blaze and Alys encouraged the servants to dry themselves by it when they needed a rest. She ordered space cleared in the dairy, so the old cheeses and dry goods from the cellars could be placed on shelves. The ale barrels were rolled into corners, and the cades and bottles of wine were stored along the walls and under the dairy table. Kate was nowhere to be seen. A relief, as she would only have countermanded Alys’ orders, and created chaos.

She was just wondering how much more was to come when someone stopped in front of her. Looking up, she discovered with a yank of the heart it was Kit. He grimaced at her as he shifted a barrel in his arms. “Where to, my lady?”

So, he had not taken her advice and left. But she couldn’t dispute with him here. Shock stole her breath, and her eyes were drawn to the way his wet shirt clung to the strained muscles of his chest and outlined the mounds of his biceps as he held the heavy barrel.

When she made no response, he carried his burden down the passageway towards the servants’ privy.

“I don’t think that’s a good place—”

“Needs must where the devil drives.” Kit glanced back over his shoulder. “It can always be moved again in the morning.”

She stared at him as he came back, grinning and wiping his hands on his sodden hose. He must have been working hard down below, for his fingers were filthy with slime, and his brow was beaded with sweat. She felt a fleeting sense of gratitude that he’d come to their aid, and ventured a smile as he passed her on his way back to the cellars.

Activity was slowing. Confident her helpers would be able to find room for the remaining items, Alys repaired to the kitchen and put another log on the fire, then stuck a poker beneath it to heat. One by one, the household staff gathered around the flames for a final warm through. Bidding them have a care on the slippery floor, she filled a jug with ale and mulled it with the poker, then passed it around. People settled down behind the long kitchen table or on benches by the fire, and accepted their reward.

Kate, now fully-dressed, chose this moment to come into the room, and everyone stood to greet her. She ignored them, and swung away, grim-faced, towards the cellars to join Kirlham and Avery.

How typical of Kate not to thank anyone. But perhaps she could be forgiven—some of their stored foodstuffs would be inedible, so she had a right to be angry at such a disaster. But what could have caused so large a body of water to hit the house, and then recede?

“How now, my lady. Can some of that ale be spared for me?” Kit settled next to her, so she was now trapped on the bench in front of the table, stuck between him and Bessie. She tried wriggling to one side, but it was impossible to avoid the pressure of his knee against hers. She scowled at him, but he just took a swig from the jug and passed it to her.

“It haven’t rained like this in a score of years, not as long as I’ve been here.” Bessie, one of the kitchen wenches, accepted the jug from Alys and filled a small horn beaker for herself.

Annys, the black-toothed old woman who scoured the dishes every day, held up a pewter cup to be filled. “To my mind, any summer as hot and dry as this always end in tears and tantrums. ’Twas so in the last year of Henry, which is the first I remember, and many other years since.”

“I knew not you were a teller of the weather,” stated Oakes, the falconer. He took a deep draught from the steaming jug and wiped his mouth. “What I want to know is, where have all that water come from? There’s no stream hereabouts to overflow, so how could so much have built up in one place?”

Alys had been wondering the same thing.

“Mayhap ’tis the wrath of God,” Kit offered. “Have any of you wicked secrets to conceal?”

Bessie giggled, Alys’ glare silenced her.

“There was a stream here long before our time,” said Annys. “But I don’t know where the grand folk put it when they built the new house. To my mind, you shouldn’t tangle with nature. That stream will be running below us somewhere, just waiting for the chance to boil up again and reclaim its proper path, you mark my words.”

There was a sudden crash, which made everyone jump. As the kitchen door slammed against the wall, Sir Thomas entered. Alys saw murder in his eyes.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


Sir Thomas was followed by a hard-faced Avery and a pallid Kate. Alys was puzzled to see Sir Thomas so upset by the disaster—after all, it wasn’t his house which had been inundated.

Kit’s cold hand reach for hers below the table. She pulled out of his grasp—now was definitely not the time for amorous games. Why did he seem so pleased with himself, anyway? Excitement emanated from his body, which was tense as a bowstring before the arrow is loosed.

Sir Thomas eyed the kitchen’s occupants. “We shall attempt no more salvage until daylight. Return to your beds—there’s nothing else to be done here.” Without waiting to see if his orders were obeyed, he strode out, followed by Kate and Avery. The servants melted away, and Alys was left alone in the kitchen with Kit.

He lifted an eyebrow, a triumphant smirk on his face. Curse the man—the glint in his dark eyes made her knees wobble. Ignoring him, she went to the scullery, tipped the dregs of the ale away, rinsed the jug and set it on the board. When she returned, Kit was crouching by the fire, wringing out his dripping hair over the hearthstone. Clicking her tongue, she edged him aside while she raked the embers together and settled the heavy ceramic curfew back in its place. Then she straightened up and swept past him to extinguish the lights.

“Not speaking to me, then?”

She made no response. The room darkened until only the faint glow of the embers beneath the curfew could be seen. The air was bitter with the smoke of extinguished candles. He ought to know he was required to leave.

When he gave no sign of moving, she said briskly, “Go to your bed now—you need your rest. You have a long journey to make tomorrow.”

“Oh, I don’t think I shall leave tomorrow.” Kit followed her out into the hallway. “I shall be too tired. Besides, I might be needed here.”

Alys, carrying her candle, brushed past him and made for the stairs. It was too late to talk, too much risk of being overheard. Besides which, his smug expression was infuriating—he must find his own way out and sit and drip in the plant shed.

Refusing to look at him again, she stopped on the bottom step of the stairs to untie her pattens—they were high enough for her to turn an ankle, not safe for indoor use. She ascended, waiting for the sound of the door closing to signal Kit’s departure, but heard nothing. When she reached the landing, she stopped and looked over the rail. A faint shadow revealed where he still stood in the hall, watching her.

No, she would feel no guilt. If he was wet, it was his own fault. She’d given them all a chance to dry off—if he preferred sitting next to her to drying by the fire, that was his own choice. She carried on and had just reached the door of her chamber when she heard the stairs creak. Her heart sped up as she fumbled with the latch, trying to balance her candle and the pattens in one hand. He was coming after her.

She burst into her chamber, pushing the door behind her, but it came up against something solid and was pressed open again.

“Surely you don’t expect me to go out again in this?” Kit pointed to the window, where the rain still rattled like handfuls of grit.

“How dare you come in here. I thought I bade you be gone.”

“Aye, you did, and I have chosen to disobey my lady’s command. I have a heavy matter to discuss with you, but I’ve brought a sweetener for the bitter pill.” He closed and locked the door, then reached under his cloak and placed a full wine bottle in her hands.

“You’ve stolen wine from the cellars?” A servant would be flogged for such a crime.

“’Tis your wine, Mistress Barchard. I mean, it belongs to the household. I brought it in the hope you’d be magnanimous and share it with me. Little time is left to us—let’s spend it pleasantly, at least.”

Fearful of what he meant by “pleasant”, she made a valiant grab for the key, but he was too quick for her and dropped it down inside his shirt. The smirk was back.

“Sir, you have no shame. I insist that you unlock that door and leave, or I’ll raise the hue and cry.”

“If you were going to do that,” he said evenly, placing the wine on her carved box, “You would have done it long since. If you do it now, they’ll all wonder how you came to let me in your room in the first place. Your good name would be in tatters.”

She sucked in a deep breath of indignation. A single scream was all that was needed. He took her face in his hands. “Ah, nay. I cannot have you giving me away.”

She stared into dark eyes that danced with danger. Then, totally involuntarily, her gaze dropped to his mouth, which widened in a smile, and he bent his head to capture her lips.

She struggled and pushed him away. “What ails you, man? I’ve warned you off, yet still, you give me no heed. Is there no end to your bare-faced effrontery?”

“Still angry with me? Never mind. I shall shortly resolve your doubts. But first, I must dry my clothes. Again. Excuse me, my lady.”

He turned to the fire and got it going, then pulled the screen she’d been embroidering across to shield him. One after another, various items of male clothing were spread over the top of the screen.

He was undressing. In her chamber. With her. She gulped.

“Have you a cloak or any such thing I may wrap myself in? These flames are too young to warm me.”

She sprang to life. “Tush, keep your voice down!” She grabbed up a blanket from her bed and dropped it over the other side of the screen, averting her eyes.

“I know not what alarms you so. There’s nothing here you have not seen before.”

Disgraceful man. The house had suffered a disaster, and here he was, teasing her, flirting with her. She glared at him as he emerged from behind the screen, swathed in his blanket. He bent to rearrange his shoes on the hearthstone, then looked around the chamber, before choosing to sit on Alys’ bed. The door-key made a brief reappearance but was then tucked beneath his thigh.

“Will you not sit with me? No? Then I shall have to raise my voice for you to hear me.”

Curse it. She needed to hear what he had to say. She sat stiffly on the bed, as far away from him as she could.

“As I said, I have proof to convince you of my mission and the guilt of your friends. You will give me a fair hearing, will you not? And, lest we catch a chill from all the dampness, I suggest we crack open this bottle and warm our insides withal.”

When the opened bottle was offered to her, she poured a little into her mazer and took a swallow. It was a fine Rhenish, quite sweet, and a rare treat.

“You certainly know which wine to steal.” She handed the bottle back to him, then shivered. Now that the radiant heat from the fire was cut off by the screen, the room was cold, so she slipped her shoes off and tucked her feet under her. One of them grazed Kit’s exposed calf, and he jumped at the contact.

“Your feet are frozen. Here, let me warm them.” Without further ado, he swiveled her around so her feet rested in his blanket-covered lap, and began chafing her toes between his palms.

Alys watched his bent head as he concentrated on his task, and felt herself begin to calm. Staring at Kit, who was always a thrill to look at, she realized he’d never cease to amaze her.

He’d turned her life upside-down, yet expected her to forgive him and remain his friend. He’d shouldered his way into her room, putting both of them at risk, yet he trusted her not to give him away. He’d toiled ceaselessly in the cellars, despite planning to leave, and now he was rubbing the life back into her feet as if he were genuinely concerned. She’d never met anyone like him before, nor did she expect to again.

She pressed her lips together, remembering the heated kiss he’d bestowed on her earlier that day—what a long day it had been! She took another draught of her wine and leaned back, enjoying the sensation of warmth at her feet. “You have something to tell me.”

He stopped his chafing and began idly stroking her toes. “Aye. First, I must ask your forgiveness for creating havoc in your home tonight.”

He’d done it? How?
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Chapter Twenty-Six


She looked as if she wanted to murder him. Holding her gaze, Kit stroked her ankle, making tiny circling movements with his finger. It seemed to calm her—or at least, distract her.

“It’s true—I brought about tonight’s catastrophe, but for the best of reasons. You know I was concerned about that dark-skinned foreigner, who attended Kate in the guise of a cunningman. He broke his rosary, and had to pick the beads up off the road.” He reached for his hanging pocket and brought out the Venetian black glass bead, placing it in her palm.

“Keep the bead. If your enemies catch you with it, they’ll think you are one of their own. If my friends catch you with it, they’ll know how much I was prepared to trust you, and will do the same. Anyway, the so-called cunningman didn’t leave the house openly, but emerged from the middle of a hedge onto the highway. I suspected he must have some hidden access to the manor—that’s why I was asking you about the cellars. I pounced on the idea of a tunnel but knew not how to find it. The old pond gave me a fragment of an idea, then the bad weather completed the plan.”

Alys reached for her wine. It slipped down far too easily. No matter—she suspected she was going to need it.

“The level of the old fishpond is above that of the present house. The retaining wall is crumbled and old—it only needed a few bricks to be dislodged and the overflow pipe broken, for the additional pressure of the rainstorm to collapse the whole structure. This would send the water cascading down the slope and into the house. I assumed it would flood the cellars first, then hopefully find its way along the hidden tunnel. Even if it hadn’t revealed the location of the tunnel, I nonetheless hoped its inundation would put it out of commission for a while, and at the very least, delay the plans of the conspirators.”

He reached for the bottle and refilled her cup. “For they are conspirators, Alys. I went down the tunnel and found a hidden cellar, containing an arsenal large enough to destroy Whitehall and all the people in it. I’m sure the plotters have only been waiting to get the household out of the way by sending you to Norfolk before they move in and transfer the weapons to London. I suspect they’ll be smuggled into the palace to await the queen’s return from her summer progress. I’ve sent a dispatch to Walsingham to find the contacts our friends are using in town, for the blackguards must know the palace well, and may be dangerously close to the queen. Tomorrow, I’ll send another dispatch to tell Walsingham what I’ve found—my action tonight should have bought him some time.”

He took a deep draught from the wine bottle, watching Alys’ expression. He had just trusted her with everything he knew—his life, and the lives of many others now depended on her being the person he thought she was.

“Now you see what I’ve been gambling with. Do you understand that with such high stakes, I must take risks and make hard choices? My only regret is that I’ve brought danger to your door. I dearly wish things were otherwise.”

She took another gulp of wine. He was pleased to see the roses returning to her cheeks. “And are you certain it is only Kate, Kirlham and Avery who know? And can you be sure no one else has used the place without their knowledge?”

“Sweetheart, you saw their faces tonight after I ruined their plans for them. I tell you, all three are deeply implicated. And I must advise you to leave here as soon as you possibly can. I’ll make arrangements for you to be taken to a place of safety until the matter has been resolved. I’ve stirred up the hornet’s nest—they will be eager to sting.”

He felt a tremor run through her body. “Oh, Kit, I confess I’m a little frightened.” Hardly surprising. But he knew she had courage. That, combined with her cleverness, would help her through her troubles. He’d do what he could, of course.

“Come.” He held out an arm, and she shifted around to nestle against his side. He liked the feel of her there—more than he ought under such perilous circumstances. He prayed she’d come to no harm through his actions—it would destroy him.

Rubbing his cheek against the silken cloud of her hair, he said, “On the morrow, keep to your room until late. Complain of a headache or some such thing. In the meantime, pack up anything you value. Take the fastest horse in the stable and ride to the field gate where we stood after you’d spoken to the cunningman. I’ll meet you there at noon. Take no risks. I shall make arrangements to have you out of here before the next sunset.”

“The roads will be difficult after the rain.”

“Then we’ll take to the fields. As soon as you are away and safe, Walsingham can send in the soldiers.” Just as soon as he’d sent him word, which he must do ere cockcrow on the morrow.

He yawned, and leaned back against the wall, bringing Alys with him. “Strange how a man can feel tired enough to sleep, even when his life may be in imminent danger. I wonder how long it will take my clothes to dry enough for me to return to my bed.”

Alys sat silent, and he wondered if she’d drifted off. He took the wine cup from her drooping hand. “No more for you tonight, my little dove. Methinks the weariness has caught up with you, too.”

Nodding sleepily, she snuggled up more, her head lolling against his shoulder. He swept her hair gently back from her face, then leaned down and brushed a feather-soft kiss across her wine-moist lips. She sighed, a soft breath that fanned across his bared chest and made the muscles tense in anticipation. He kissed her again, more slowly, his tongue licking the sweet wine traces from her lips. Oh, she was beautiful to him, her rich, dark hair hanging over her shoulders, and running like silk through his fingers. As he feasted his eyes on her, the blue-grey eyes closed, and her breathing slowed. He felt her grow heavy against him, and smiled ruefully—women didn’t normally fall asleep when he kissed them. But this was no ordinary woman.

He laid her down on the bed and pulled the covers over her, then sat at the foot of the bed. He’d stay while he finished his wine, then get dressed and go.

The rain had settled to a soporific thrumming on the tiles above—the thunder had long since rumbled off into the distance, taking the searing lightning with it. He gazed towards the window and the darkness beyond, listening to the steady drip of water from the eaves.

His shoulders ached from the exertions of the day. It would be so comforting to slide down onto the bed, just for a moment, and relax his back. Slowly, so as not to disturb the sleeping woman, he stretched himself out full-length upon the bed, in the space between her body and the wall.

Idly, he wondered what had become of the key. No matter—it must be amongst the bedclothes somewhere. He’d find it when it was time to go. Resting a hand atop Alys’ slumbering body, he smiled, then closed his eyes.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


Alys woke up feeling stifled, a weight across her body. Only half-conscious, she opened her eyes to see the room shrouded in a dim grey light. Convincing herself it was too early to rise, she tried to roll over and address herself to sleep again.

But something was blocking her movement. As she pushed, it shifted and sighed at her. “Kit! What are you still doing here?”

He stretched, rubbing fists in his sleepy eyes. Then realization struck. He was up in a single movement, vaulting over Alys’ body to rush to the window. When he pulled aside the drape, an unwelcome sight greeted her eyes. It was full, if gloomy, daylight outside.

Kit started scrabbling for his clothes at the same time as Alys leapt up and began climbing into hers. She struggled for breath, horrified of the consequences of them being caught together.

As she started doing up the laces of her bodice, Kit caught her eye. He’d pulled on his lower garments, and was just tucking in the tails of his shirt. He broke into a smile.

“Why are we panicking? Who do we expect to come up here? You said yourself, no one’s likely to miss you before noon. They’re probably all still abed anyway, after last night’s alarums and excursions. The sun is well below its zenith.”

“But the servants may be about.” How was she to get him out of here unseen?

He moved across to the window and looked out. “I can climb out. There’s a thick ivy stem just below your window, coming up from the scullery door. I should be able to descend without breaking my neck.”

“You could still be seen.” She didn’t want to end up with the same reputation as Kate, or she’d attract completely the wrong kind of husband. Nor did she want Kit to be questioned by the unsympathetic Kirlham—how long could he keep up his pretense of being a simple gardener under that glowering scrutiny?

“For the sake of your reputation, my good lady, I’ll ensure I am not seen. Anyway, we’re currently being blessed with a post-maelstrom drizzle, which is bound to keep people inside for the moment.”

She addressed herself to fastening her kirtle again, then glanced up as she sensed Kit’s approach. She let out a gasp as he seized the opened edges of her bodice, then nuzzled his roughened face against her cheek.

“You look so beautiful when you are just awake, with your hair down, in disarray. I could never tire of looking at you.”

Acutely aware of the position of his hands, she hardly dared breathe as she stared up at his finely chiseled features, his firm masculine jaw with its dark overnight stubble. He, too, was beautiful when newly wakened. Every woman deserved to know what her future husband looked like without the accoutrements of power or wealth, deserved to see what lay beneath all the trappings. Not completely naked of course. She didn’t mean that. Or did she?

“My compliment has put you to the blush. Nay, don’t look alarmed—I can control my manly urges. Although I have to say, the struggle is a bloody one right now.”

His thumbs rubbed up and down the boned edges of her open bodice, and Alys’ nipples tightened beneath her shift. She grasped Kit’s wrists to regain some control of the situation but continued to stare up at him, unable to break the spell of his intense gaze.

A slight pull on the front of her kirtle brought her up against his chest. She was now staring at his shoulder and a long lock of hair that tumbled over it. It had, she noticed, become more curled since it got damp. Intrigued, she tugged at it and watched it spring back to its new shape.

“You shouldn’t touch me at all, you know—’tis far too much like an invitation.” His voice was oddly hoarse.

“An invitation to what?”

“To this.” He bent to kiss her. “And this,” he added, reaching inside her open shift to cup her breasts in his large, warm palms.

She shuddered at the shock of so intimate a touch, but his lips trapped hers again and kissed her so thoroughly, she couldn’t find the will to move away. A groan escaped his throat, and his body trembled against hers as he caressed her breasts, grazing his thumbs over the taut nipples.

“I must go in a moment,” he breathed against her neck, “although it is becoming harder to do so by the minute. Will you understand if, at some time in the future, I attempt to finish what I have begun?”

Her cheeks heated as she grasped his meaning. “You shouldn’t. We mustn’t.”

“Why not? We’re both adults and of marriageable age. There are a few rivers yet to be crossed, but if all turns out well, we might consider spending many more such nights… and early mornings, together.”

The sound of a banging door down the passageway put an end to their embrace. Just in time. Kit turned away and shouldered into his buff coat, then opened the window as wide as it would go.

“Don’t forget our assignation. Noon, by the field gate. And make sure no one sees you leave.”

With a sinking heart, she watched him swing his leg over the sill and grasp hold of the creeper. “Be careful.” She couldn’t bear it if he fell.

“And you, my love.” With a cheerful wink, he let himself down as far as he could, then dropped agilely to the ground. It squelched back at him, and he gave her a rueful smile before trudging off through the mud in the direction of his hut.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Twenty-Eight


Yesterday’s storm had brought an unwelcome change in the weather. The temperature had dropped considerably, and Alys found breakfast a cold and gloomy affair. The parlor felt damp, despite the blazing fire, and the servants were still in such disarray that no hot food was to be had. Everyone came at different times, stayed as short a while as possible, then repaired to their chambers to be dismal by themselves.

She found it supremely difficult appearing sympathetic to Kate, whose foul mood threatened to put everyone into a temper. Kirlham and Avery were not present—they’d taken it upon themselves to investigate the cause of the flood and were marching around the grounds in sturdy calf-length boots and swirling cloaks. Just after midday, while Alys was directing the moving of damp furniture up to the long gallery, she saw Avery riding away.

When he returned, over an hour later, he was accompanied by six burly men she’d never seen before.

Hurrying downstairs, she caught up with Kirlham as he was heading for the cellars. “Sir, who are these newcomers, and how long are they likely to stay?” It was going to be a nightmare if she was expected to feed and house them, with the place in such disarray.

He stared down his nose at her. “Oh, just a mixture of watchmen, constables and sergeants. Basically, anyone of legal standing who could be found in the depths of the countryside.”

“Legal standing? Why do you need recourse to the law?” She didn’t believe that for a moment. If Kirlham and his fellow conspirators had as much to hide as Kit, they wouldn’t let the authorities within a mile of the place. Nay, these were mercenaries or devoted Catholic sympathizers.

Avery appeared by her side. “We have reason to believe last night’s disaster was not an accident.”

She went cold all over. They knew? But they couldn’t possibly know who had caused the disaster… could they? The shock in her expression was genuine. “Not an accident? Are you saying someone deliberately flooded Selwood? I know no one who would wish us such harm.”

Kirlham canted down the cellar steps, but Avery lingered. “We’ll find out. Pray, don’t worry your pretty little head about it. The culprit will be found, and justice done, have no fear.”

“But how could such a thing be done? Are you sure it wasn’t just the moat or one of the old ponds overflowing in the storm?”

“We’re certain. But forgive me if I speak no more of it. There’s much to be done, and a search to be conducted. If you would ensure there are additional supplies of bread, beef and ale, I’d be grateful. Regrettably, Mistress Aspinall is too distressed to attend to such matters.” Bowing, Avery drew his cloak around him and went outside into the drizzle.

Just what she needed—mercenaries swarming around the house when she was meant to be escaping with Kit. There wasn’t a moment to lose.

She hurried up to her room, but realized it would look suspicious if she left with all her belongings. So she just donned as much clothing as she could, filled her hanging pocket, and tied what she could to her belt. Fortunately, Avery had given her the perfect excuse to leave the manor.

A quarter of an hour later, she was mounted on Pennyroyal and about to cross the main bridge over the old moat, when a large man with a wall-eye stepped out in front of her.

“Your pardon, Mistress, but Sir Thomas has given orders that no one leaves the manor today. The roads are not fit to be traveled.”

If the roads were unfit, how had he and his companions reached the place? “I must attempt it all the same, as we are low on provisions in the house, especially with extra mouths to feed this day.” She waited, doing her best to look both confident and innocent, while the man considered her answer. Eventually, the prospect of going without a good dinner decided him, and he stepped aside to let her pass.

She cantered down the road to the field gate, swung off her mare and led it through, closing the gate behind her. Once certain she’d not been followed, she looked around her, but the field was empty.

Kit was nowhere to be seen.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine


As the minutes ticked by and Kit did not appear, Alys’ anxiety increased. So many things could have gone wrong. What if he’d been captured? Wounded? Even killed? What if he hadn’t managed to send off his dispatch, or couldn’t find a horse—how were they to make a speedy escape with only her old nag between them?

“How unkind of me to think of you in such a way, Pennyroyal.” She stroked the animal’s silky nose and found comfort in its warmth. But the worries soon resurfaced.

When would they miss her at Selwood? How long could she stay away before Kirlham, Avery, or their “constables” came after her? It was a great pity it wasn’t market day—then she’d have a valid excuse for dallying. Oh, what was the time now? Where was Kit?

When what must have been a full hour had passed, she knew what desperation felt like. She couldn’t bear to return home, not knowing what had happened, and couldn’t go in search of him because she had no idea where he would be going to send his message. How had he managed to make contact with his web of spies without anyone at Selwood knowing? When had he found the time or the excuse to leave the estate? On market day, certainly, for they’d been there together.

But on that day, he’d not spoken at any length to anyone, and she’d been within earshot in every case. Was there any way he could have left a dispatch for one of his allies to find? Yes, indeed, there was! He’d gone to market with a hat. He’d returned without it, but never complained of its loss. She racked her brains, trying to remember when he’d last had it. Was it in the old gypsy woman’s pavilion? In truth, the woman had seemed to recognize him—could she possibly be his contact in the village?

Chill from the dismal drizzle and her fears for Kit’s safety, she could bear the waiting no longer. She dropped her handkerchief over a branch near the gate. Nearby, she arranged some pebbles into an arrow pointing towards Cheyneham. Praying only Kit would look closely at her clue, and that he’d interpret her signals correctly, she clambered back on Pennyroyal and set off down the road, as near to a gallop as the beast could manage.

So, she had a new string to her bow—she could play the spy. She was learning to act, dissemble, and tell outright lies—not something to boast about, but useful in the circumstances. Buoying herself up with such positive thoughts, she trotted into the village.

Once there, she hit the problem of how to find the old gypsy. Surely the village folk must know the woman if she were a regular at the fair? She’d have to start knocking on doors to find out. But it was crucial she ask the right person, in case Kirlham had any sympathizers amongst the village folk. Jacob! Jacob, the gardener, lived here, with his wife and children. She asked a passerby for the address and, moments later, was tapping at the door.

After some confusion, and a good deal of bowing and scraping on behalf of the gardener’s wife, Alys had directions to where the wise woman’s caravan might be found. She left the humble cottage, praying Jacob’s wife had swallowed her story of wanting to consult the seer about disastrous events that had recently occurred at the house.

It was less easy to discover the caravan than expected. Only the whinnying of a horse in response to Pennyroyal’s scent gave the wise woman’s location away. Tucked in a thicket of hawthorn—which almost surrounded the covered wagon—the woman had made camp.

At last—she felt as if she were doing something constructive, something that might help her find out what had happened to Kit. But if she was mistaken in where the old lady’s loyalties lay, the consequences would be dire.

“Good day. I come to learn my fortune.” She kept her voice low.

“I’ll be out in a moment,” was the quavering response from behind the canvas. “Prithee be patient with an old crone. I cannot move as fast as I used to.”

“I must urge you to haste, Goodwife.” Alys swung off her horse, relieved to find the woman at home. She put her face close to the flap at the front of the wagon. “Someone’s very life may be in danger.”

The muffled scrabblings and rustlings from within ceased abruptly. “If you can predict that, what need have you of a seer?”

“If the future can be changed, mayhap you can tell me how to do it. I cannot lose this man—he is too dear to me. Too valuable to everyone.”

“What makes you think I’m capable of changing what Fate has decreed? I’m no witch, you know.”

“Of course, you’re not.” How could Alys convince the old woman she was no casual inquirer, but party to all Kit knew? “Even though you have a speaking hat,” she added.

“Methinks you must be fond. No such thing exists. Now, begone. An old woman needs her rest.”

Alys folded her arms across her chest. She couldn’t be wrong, surely? This must be the person conveying dispatches between Kit and Walsingham. She knew Kit had left his hat behind, undoubtedly with a message concealed within it.

“Won’t you come out and speak with me? I shall not leave until you do.”

She resisted the urge to tap her foot impatiently as the rustlings from within the wagon commenced again. What was the woman concealing? How could she convince her she was no enemy? She had nothing of Kit’s that couldn’t have been taken from him by force, knew nothing about him that could not have been extracted by torture. She shuddered.

Eventually, the canvas flap started moving as the ties were undone, and a head topped with untidy grey hair peered out.

“Oh, you are very young.” An odd pronouncement.

“You have seen me before.”

The shadowed eyes narrowed. Much of the crone’s face was concealed by a kerchief she held across it, as if she had a toothache. “I have?”

“Aye, at Cheyneham Fair, in the company of Kit the gardener, of Selwood Manor.”

“Tall, vain fellow, dark-haired?”

“Indeed. Mayhap not so vain as once he was. It is he of whom I speak—I fear his enemies have taken him.”

She was gratified to see the old woman stare wildly around, then put a finger to her hidden lips. A puzzlingly fleshy finger for an old woman.

“No need to shout our business to all and sundry. I’m a respectable fortune teller, I’ll have you know. And I cannot see the future if I’ve been offered no coin.”

Alys rolled her eyes, brimful of impatience. They were wasting time Kit could ill afford. How could she prove she was a friend to him, and gain this woman’s trust?

She lifted her hanging pocket and pulled out a groat, then spotted something in the bottom she’d forgotten she still had. The rosary bead dropped by the spy, when he was masquerading as a cunningman. Keeping it carefully concealed, she placed it in the fortune teller’s hand as if it were another coin.

Both coin and bead were examined, then whipped out of sight. Alys found herself subjected to a gimlet gaze. She returned the stare, and whispered, “What I have given you puts us both in peril. Unless you are a friend to both me and Kit.”

She took several steps backward and grasped Pennyroyal’s reins. Had she made a fatal error in trusting this woman? If so, a speedy retreat might be required. But what she’d do after that, she’d no idea. Alert the authorities and put Kit’s whole plan in jeopardy? If it saved his life, she might be forced to.

The woman in the wagon made a show of testing Alys’ groat, but without removing the kerchief over her face. “Your coin is sound, lady. I trust you may be also. Come hither, and I’ll tell your future. What is your name, daughter?”

She dropped the reins and glanced around before moving forward. “Alys Barchard, of Selwood Manor. I beg you—can you help me?”

“Enter.” The flap was held aside, and Alys mounted the steps and entered the wagon. As soon as the canvas had fallen to behind her, the fortune teller dropped the kerchief to reveal a surprisingly young and masculine face. As she stared, the woman yanked at her unruly grey hair—and pulled it off with a flourish.

“You gave me no time to draw my wrinkles on. But you still didn’t guess, did you?”

The voice was now undoubtedly male, as were the movements, and the fellow’s real hair, though exceedingly short, showed not a sign of grey.

“It was a good disguise,” she agreed, gazing around her at the interior of the wagon. It was a peculiar mixture of the occult, the practical, and the martial. It was astonishing how many knives, axes, billhooks, and swords the small space contained, besides various guns, longbows, and containers of black powder. These mingled with heaps of clothing, both feminine and masculine, cooking equipment, crockery, and lanterns.

She decided to kneel just inside the flap—there was nowhere obvious to sit and not enough headroom to stand. And in light of the armory, she wanted to be able to make a swift exit, should it be necessary.

The wise woman, now revealed to be a wise man, eyed her closely. “I am Rupert Walken, on special duties for the queen. What have you to tell me about Ludlow… I mean, Kit?”

She wasn’t interested in introductions. Speed was of the essence. “Kit considers me a friend, and has revealed his mission and plan to me. But I fear he has been discovered. Has he been here this day? He said he needed to send a dispatch and make some arrangements.”

“Nay, I have not seen him.”

This was a blow. “Then I’m certain something evil has befallen him. We were to have met, to make our escape after the flood, but I was there for hours, and he never came. They’ll miss me back at the house if I don’t return soon.”

“Pray, calm yourself, my dear.” Rupert laid a steadying hand on her elbow. “Tell me exactly what you know.”

She explained Kit’s master plan as he had revealed it to her, and the consequences thereof.

Rupert rubbed his smooth-shaven chin. “It does not sound good. You did well to find me, Mistress Barchard—you must be a clever woman. Either that or our communication methods are sorely in need of review. I don’t know what to advise, as I am not certain where Kit intended to take you, but you’re welcome to remain here while I sort things out. As you can see, there’s plenty with which to defend yourself.”

This was certainly true. “I’m no expert with a weapon.”

“I’ll give you a crossbow—they’re easiest. I’ll prime it for you—just point it at the wagon flap. If someone approaches, challenge them, and if in doubt, scream as loud as you can. If they don’t declare themselves, don’t hesitate to shoot.” He shrugged into a thick doublet. “I’ll fetch as many men as I can. I doubt I could obtain his release by myself.”

The thought of Kit at Kirlham’s mercy froze her to the core. “You think they have taken him then?”

“Possibly. This is Kit’s first assignment, you understand, so he may not have perfected ways of covering his tracks. I told Walsingham he was risking a potentially good man, but he thought he knew best. Ah, well! Bide here, and I’ll send word as soon as I can. Be of good cheer. Oh, and help yourself to any refreshment you find about the place.”

Giving her elbow a squeeze, he leapt nimbly from the wagon and, shortly thereafter, Alys heard hoofbeats amongst the trees.

Once again, she was alone, no nearer to discovering what had happened to Kit, and not knowing what to do. She pictured him in all sorts of dire situations, making herself increasingly distressed. Even now, his enemies might be torturing information out of him. He was a good man—odd, but good at heart, and she had to admit to being exceedingly fond of him, despite the turmoil he’d wrought in her life.

How long would it take Rupert to return with help? How far would he have to travel? If only she’d asked him before he left. If Kit had been captured at Selwood, only someone who knew the house well could find and rescue him, and as far as she knew, Rupert had never been there, in any guise.

But she knew the house. She was not under suspicion. If she could fulfill her avowed intention of fetching provisions, no one would think anything of her little excursion. No sooner had the thought entered her mind than she crawled back into the caravan to avail herself of a knife, hoping she wouldn’t be called upon to use it. She’d buy up the stores she’d been sent for, and hasten back to Selwood to find Kit.

And just hope Rupert would have the sense to send his men thither when he found her gone.
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Chapter Thirty


As Alys neared the house, she knew she would have to put on the masque of her life. She might fool the men, but it would be harder to deceive Kate, who had, apparently, been so successful in convincing the world she was vain and stupid.

Her heart sank as she trotted into the stableyard to find Kirlham pacing from one side to the other. As the groom came to help her down, she took a deep breath and prayed.

“Ah, Robin, what a time I have had of it!” She patted Pennyroyal on the nose as she handed the youth her reins. “You cannot believe how hard it has been to find victuals in the village this day. Most had been sold at market, but some few had done another batch of baking. I secured what I could.”

“You have been in the village, Mistress Barchard?” Kirlham asked as he strode across. “Knew you not I had given express orders that no one leave the premises?”

She raised a bulging sack in each hand. “But I’ve been to get the supplies Master Avery asked for. I assumed an exception had been made.”

Fury and suspicion marred his features, but she held on to her innocent, friendly smile like a mariner clinging to a spar. “Is aught amiss? You look angry. Has more damage been done by the flood than we thought?”

“Victuals? Why would Avery send you out for those? He said naught to me of this.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Pray, moderate your tone, sir. You are but a guest in this house, even if you are a distinguished one.”

Kirlham said nothing, but his face darkened, and she felt a tremor in her breast. When he nodded, she explained it would have taken much too long to get a decent batch of bread together in the present chaos, especially when some of the flour had become wet. Tilting her head to one side, she added, “I must excuse you for being ignorant of domestic matters at Selwood. I hope you will not embarrass us both by questioning my movements again.”

Sir Thomas appeared to be chewing over her answer—from the look on his face, he would doubtless go in search of Avery to check if her story was true. He bowed. “Your pardon, Mistress Barchard. The events of last night have unsettled me.”

Emboldened by her success thus far, she said, “I believe we are victims of a criminal act. Has the miscreant been caught?”

A grim smile curled his lip. “Don’t worry your head over such matters. If you could see to the domestic arrangements, I’m sure the men will relish whatever repast you have to offer them before they depart. Anon.”

As Kirlham turned his back and marched into the house, Alys let the sacks slide to the ground. His smile said everything… they’d caught someone. But was it Kit? And why did Kirlham not simply tell her? Surely he couldn’t know of her association with the gardener, or he would have acted already. Unless he was playing her.

She grabbed up the sacks and hurried into the house, terrified at what she might discover.

None of the servants was behaving as if there were a prisoner in the house, but she dared not question them, for who knew who might be in league with the conspirators. Complaining to all she met, including Kate, that the inundation had left the house smelling rotten, she found the perfect excuse to go to the garden—to fetch sweet strewing herbs.

There was no sign of Kit, nor, luckily, any trace of blood or hint of a struggle. She’d have liked to search the cellars, too, but the lower regions of the house contained too many people she didn’t know, and couldn’t trust. Suppertime came, and still there was no sign of rescue from without.

Alys was seated opposite Richard Avery, trying to make pleasant conversation, but all the while detesting him and hoping he’d choke on his manchet bread. To Hannah, and Avery’s London friends, the event of the flooding was an adventure, something to be talked about for weeks to come. They made great drama out of it, wondering how much it would all cost to amend, and whether there was any danger of it happening again.

No one lingered below for entertainment that evening—the dampness coming up through the floors and staining the walls made remaining downstairs uninviting. A few gathered in the long gallery, but Alys slipped away to a small upstairs attic, the window of which afforded a good view of the courtyard and surrounding countryside.

Still no sign of Rupert or Walsingham and his men. She felt hollow, panicked. The longer they delayed, the greater the risk to Kit. And possibly to herself. With only the knife hidden in her belt for comfort, she stared down through the dusk, willing the rescuers to arrive.

There was a bustle below—and Avery and Kirlham strode back and forth, as a small group of men left the house. She recognized them as the “constables”, but Kit was not among them. Soon, all but one had departed—the largest and most threatening of them all disappeared back into the house with the gentlemen.

Was Kit dead? Did the plotters think their danger over and done with? Suddenly, his face swam before her. Surely a man so full of zest and sheer masculine energy could not be snuffed out like a mere candle. He must be still alive somewhere—he was the kind of man who would battle on until the very end.

Nothing further happened. Kit, or his body, were either secreted at Selwood or somewhere on the way to London by now, being conveyed to the ringleader of the conspiracy. Alys pressed her face against the glass panes of the window, striving to hold back tears. How could she live with herself if Kit were still near at hand, and she did not take every opportunity to help him?

The only place she had not been able to search was the cellars. Kate had decreed that no one was permitted to go down there, because the waters had not fully subsided, and the floors were slippery and dangerous. Making up her mind, Alys crept down the stairs unseen, then headed for the steps leading down into the undercroft. A foul smell rose from below, and with it came a faint sound, like somebody moving through the floodwaters.

Her heartbeat echoed loudly in her ears, and she froze. “Who’s there? What are you doing? Mistress Aspinall forbids access to the cellars.” She hoped she sounded authoritative.

The splashing stopped. She repeated her question, and the archway below disgorged a large figure she had seen before. By the lantern held in his great fist, she could see it was the wall-eyed man. He nodded at her in recognition.

“Mistress Barchard, Sir Thomas bade me stay here and keep watch. He fears for the foundations.”

She swallowed as she observed the huge shoulders pushing at the seams of the man’s doublet, below which were chest muscles protruding almost as far as his stomach. There was no hope of getting past him by force to examine the undercroft—but she had to do something. He was surely not down here for the reason he had given—any one of Selwood’s servants could have taken on such a task, and with better knowledge of the place to serve them. No, there was a more sinister explanation for his presence. He was guarding something. Or hiding it.

“Why, thank you. It must be a miserable task in all that chill and wet. Would a draught of mulled ale make it more pleasant?”

The fellow grinned, revealing his crooked and broken teeth. He looked as if he’d been in many fights, the brunt of which had been borne by his face.

“’Twould be welcome, Mistress.”

With a flickering smile, Alys sped into the kitchen, her mind awhirl. She could think of nothing that would make the man leave his post, at least, nothing that would not instantly cast suspicion upon herself. Then it came to her. She must knock him out or put him to sleep.

What would induce sleep? She could mull his ale with soporific herbs and spices—and was there not some aqua vitae in the buttery to give the potion extra bite?

While the poker heated in the embers, she hunted for what she needed. Mercifully, the servants had all departed for the attics, including those who normally slept in the service rooms, so none would witness the preparation of the drugging concoction.

She sniffed at the liquid as she heated it, hoping the man wouldn’t notice the acrid scent of the poppy juice she’d added, and poured it into a costrel. She decided to give him a tansy cake as well, bitter enough to disguise the ale’s peculiar taste. As she worked, she brightened, certain that everything she did brought her one step closer to rescuing Kit.

Her eyes wandered around the pantry and alighted on a salver full of Bess’ mushroom patties. The woman invariably put too much salt in these, with the result that a great deal of liquid was required when eating one. Alys smiled to herself as she added several to the platter.

What a revelation it was to discover how cunning she could be when she tried. Despite the danger of her situation, she’d never felt more alive than she did now. Kit would be proud of her.

When she carried the steaming brew down the cellar steps, the man thudded up to meet her, as if to prevent her coming down any further.

“The ale is not of the best—it’s some of that which had to be moved up from the cellar last night. It has not quite settled again. So, I have mulled it with spices to make it more pleasing.”

“You are very good.” He took the platter and costrel before disappearing back into the murky depths.

Now followed a period of agony. She had no idea how long the potion she’d made up would take to work. She could not linger around in the kitchen without exciting suspicion, and it was far too late at night to pretend to be doing any domestic tasks.

From the sounds coming from above, the household was preparing itself for bed.

Eventually, she decided to do the same. She could come back later to see if her drugs had been successful—if anyone crossed her path, she’d make some excuse.

She was taking an incredible risk. But a world without Kit Ludlow in it would be like a lifetime without seeing the sun.
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Chapter Thirty-One


It seemed like hours later before the sound of footfalls in the passageway ceased. Finally, Alys deemed it safe to throw a wrap about her shoulders, don her belt with the knife attached to it, and tiptoe down the stairs to the kitchen. Her single candle did little to dispel her fears—traitors lurked in every corner; each moving shadow was Kirlham waiting to jump out on her. Nonetheless, she told herself, she had come this far. It was too late to turn back now, and the darkness of the night might yet prove to be as much a friend as an enemy.

As she passed by the pantry, she picked up a manchet roll and took a bite of it to support her story that she’d come down in search of food. Then she crept down the cellar steps.

“Are you there, fellow?”

No response. She tried again, a little louder. “I hope the ale was not bad. It had been somewhat shaken, as I did say. Is there aught else you would have?”

Still not a sound met her ears. Gingerly, prepared for flight at any moment, she continued down the steps, knife at the ready, though she prayed she’d not have to use it. When she reached the main room of the undercroft, her light revealed the massive guard, slumped awkwardly on a stool.

Her plan had worked! Proud of her quick thinking, she made a quick circuit of the wine cellars, but there was no sign of Kit. She stood in the middle of the room, her light reflecting dully off the slimy brick floor. Her heart, just now so full of excitement and bravado, felt heavy in her breast. Surely, she could not be wrong? The wall-eyed man must be down here for a reason.

Then she noticed something. One of the racks of shelving had been moved aside from the wall, revealing an unfamiliar dark shape beyond. She seized up the guard’s lantern and held it aloft, revealing a stout wooden door she had never seen before. Could this be the entrance to the tunnel Kit had spoken of? She battled with the latch but, to her despair, the door failed to open.

If there was a key, and surely there must be, who had it? If it was with Kirlham, or Avery, or even Kate, there was naught she could do. Not even her newfound bravery would take her into the chambers of Kit’s enemies while they lay at their rest. But she might just find the courage to search the sleeping guard.

Steeling her nerves, she set the lantern down where it wouldn’t shine into his eyes, and knelt by the man’s slumbering form. This close, she could see the rise and fall of his breathing, and smell the acrid scent of her potion on his breath. Well, at least she hadn’t murdered him, although she couldn’t help wonder if it wouldn’t have been more prudent to do so, for when he awoke, her guilt would soon be discovered. How ruthless she had become in so short a space of time.

The key was attached to the guard’s belt. Knowing speed was of the essence, she hacked at its tie with her knife until it came free. She was at the door within seconds, unlocking it and almost falling into the pitch-black room beyond.

“Kit—are you here?”

“Hmmph?” came a muffled voice from within.

She rushed out again to fetch the lantern. When she came back and held it aloft, her jaw dropped in amazement.

The light bounced off the walls of a room she had never known existed. All around the sides were shelving and racks on which a veritable arsenal of weaponry was stacked. The flood had clearly wrought some violence here, for there was a tide mark along the walls, and the kegs looked stained. But everything was ordered, with some items raised on pallets, and a pile of cloths lay in the middle of the floor, presumably having been used for cleaning.

She stared open-mouthed—she’d understood that Kirlham and Kate were traitors, but hadn’t quite envisaged the full extent of their treachery. Why, this arsenal could destroy the lives of hundreds. Did any cause, religious, political or otherwise, warrant such carnage?

But where was Kit? Lifting the light high, she spotted something moving in a corner. It was a man, cruelly bound both hand and foot, lying on the damp floor of the inner chamber. She threw herself down, fingers trembling as she removed the gag. This was followed by a colorful series of curses from his bruised mouth. God be praised—he was alive! But his sleeve was black with blood, and there were injuries to his face and fists, too—evidently, he had not been taken without a fight.

“Alys, begone from here. You endanger yourself.”

Not after all she’d risked already. Shaking her head, she wrestled with his bonds, employing the knife where she could safely do so.

“Nay, Alys. They will kill you, too. Get away from here—there is no time to lose!”

“I’m not going without you. Walsingham will be here soon. Rupert has gone to fetch him.”

He gaped at her. “Rupert? What could you know of Rupert?”

“Explanation can wait.” The last severed piece of rope fell to the floor. “Can you walk?”

“There’ll be a guard.”

She smiled. “I’ve dealt with him.” She’d collect the costrel on the way out, so no one would know the guard had been drugged.

“How?”

“You’ll see. Come, don’t waste your breath in talking. I must tend to your injuries.”

“Ah, Alys, my dear, sweet angel.” Kit staggered to his feet, wincing as they took his weight. “I don’t deserve this sacrifice you make.”

“I intend to make no sacrifice. I’ll see us both free of this, and the perpetrators punished.”

“You’re putting on a brave face for me, I know.” He accepted her help, leaning on her shoulder. “But there is more danger here than you know. Go back to bed, and pretend you have never been here. I’ll make my way out in a moment.”

“Never. And I have eyes to see exactly how much danger I am in. Should I take a weapon, do you think?”

“Foolish girl. They are more likely to harm you if you threaten them. Besides, all the powder is soaked.”

“I daresay it can be dried out. I’ll help myself to this thing.” She paused in front of the firearms in the rack.

“It’s an arquebus. But you would do better to take a dag. It is smaller and can be concealed amongst your skirts. I’ll take the arquebus—it will serve as a walking staff. And we’ll need powder and shot as well.”

She knew the agony Kit must be feeling as the blood rushed back into his wrists and ankles, but he forced himself onwards, trying not to lean too heavily on her. As his cramped body became used to movement, he was able to exert himself more. By the time they arrived at the cellar steps, he seemed to have recovered some of his strength.

He pulled her to a halt. “No, wait, Alys. We are going back into danger instead of away from it. Go back to the tunnel—it leads from the room where you found me and out towards the highway.”

She shivered. “I’ll not get far in my nightgown and bare feet. We need not flee—they may not discover you are gone until daylight. And where will they look for you then, do you think, in the house, or on the road?”

“More likely on the road, I suppose. But I cannot remain in the house. Every moment you spend in my company puts you in peril. Think on that, Alys. You know we had much better part company.”

“But you’ve lost blood. Even if I were to let you run from the hounds, you’d not last long. Allow me to at least bind up your arm before we decide what’s to be done.”

“I never imagined you were so stubborn, woman. Whence comes this new war-like character?”

She decided to take that as a compliment. “You said yourself, you can never truly know a person until you see their mettle tested. I am being tested now, and I believe my entire future may depend upon the next few hours.”

When he opened his mouth, she pressed her fingers against it. “No more protesting. The die is cast, and we are in alliance. All are abed as far as I know, and my room will be the safest place of concealment.”

If she judged rightly, Kit was in too poor a condition to put up much resistance. She helped him limp through the kitchens, grabbing the bottle of aqua vitae as they passed through, then paused at the foot of the stairs. Was he up to ascending them?

She indicated his arquebus. “Come, give me your piece so you may grasp the handrail and ease yourself up.”

“Under other circumstances, I would gladly give you my piece.” He gave her a look that made her blush.

“Tush!” She reached for the gun. “You’re too ill to pun with me. Save your breath for climbing.”

She made him walk behind her, indicating how to avoid creaking treads on the stairs. Her heart pounded as they made their way along the corridor—despite them both being armed, she had no wish to confront anyone with a weapon, especially not her cousin. Could she really bear to threaten someone’s life, even take it?

As soon as she reached her chamber, a tide of relief flooded over her. She locked the door while Kit eased himself onto her bed, massaging his ankles and raw wrists.

Necessity banished her doubts. “I’ll do that for you.” She propped the arquebus behind the door and secreted the large pistol, the dag, beneath her bed. “But in a moment. For now, I think your wound needs greater attention.”

There was no point having rescued him if she were to let his wound fester. Taking a deep breath, she steeled her stomach to the task and reached for her ewer of water.
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Chapter Thirty-Two


As Kit lay back with a sigh upon the lavender-scented sheets, he wondered if Alys was being brave, or merely very foolish. No, not foolish. He was coming to know the real Alys, and she was virtually perfect. Too precious to lose. “I have said before, I don’t deserve that you should put yourself in such danger.”

“Believe, if you will, that I act out of loyalty to my sovereign. You need not flatter yourself that it’s all for your sake.”

“Ah, now you are being cruel.” His voice was muffled by Alys drawing his bloodied shirt up over his head—thankfully, she’d been sensible enough to soak the sleeve first. Thin-lipped, she prodded gently at the ruined flesh, but he saw no weakness in her expression.

Instead, there was anger. He hoped it was on his behalf.

They both stared at the wound. The cut was neat, having been made by a blade. He should recover well.

“How came you to be taken?”

He’d been dreading that question. His pride had been injured almost as severely as his arm. “I underestimated my enemy. Avery sought me out, suspecting me as I was the newest member of the household. He gave me no chance to deny it or defend myself. To him, everyone is expendable, be they guilty or innocent. He’s dangerous, Alys, and desperate enough to strike first and ask questions later.” He gazed down at his bloody injury. “He will pay for doing this to me. Next time, I’ll be armed and ready.”

As soon as Alys had bathed his wound and bound it tightly, he bade her spread out a fresh cloth and pour the damp black powder upon it.

“Don’t put it close to the fire—we desire only to dry it, not ignite it.”

Once satisfied he’d done all he could, Kit sank back and closed his eyes.

He felt the mattress dip beside him. “What do you think they planned to do with you?”

“I suspect they’ve sent for someone trained in the art of interrogation. An inquisitor if you like. Once they milked me for information, I could be slain, and they could depart for Spain or France, taking with them as much of their arsenal as they could. All traces of conspiracy would be removed, letters burned, underlings who knew too much would be disposed of—these people are utterly ruthless. Cowardly poltroons! They’d have learned nothing from me—I’d rather suffer and die than give in to their evil machinations.”

He felt Alys shudder. “Your loyalty to your masters, and the queen, is laudable. I know hatred of Catholics runs deep after the rule of Bloody Mary, but that was before my time. Try as I might, I can’t hate a person because of their religion. But we should all be judged by our actions, not our beliefs. I wonder how Kate came to be part of this conspiracy.”

“When she is imprisoned, you can go and ask her. But I won’t let you be alone with her before then.” When Kate found out Alys had helped him, her wrath would be deadly.

“When will you deem it safe to leave here?”

“Soon. Sooner yet if you give me a draught of that aqua vitae. My arm is as sound as you can make it, so I suggest we go as soon as the powder is dry.”

She shifted away from him. “Oh, but you must be hungry and thirsty. How long did they hold you for? Here, take my manchet.”

He opened his eyes and eased himself up on the bed. Bread first, then the alcohol, to give him courage. He stared at Alys while he chewed, feasting his eyes as well.

“You had better get dressed,” he said. Reluctantly.

“Why?”

“To come away, of course.”

“I’m not coming away.”

Fear sliced into him. “Why ever not? That was the original plan—you were going to meet me in that field. Good God, woman—it’s now more imperative than ever that you should come. They are sure to find out who aided me.”

“How so?”

He spluttered into his bottle. To think he’d decided she was no fool! Wiping the errant drops from his mouth, he said, “Well, for a start, they’ll be able to see that my bonds have been cut.”

“Not if they can’t see the bonds.” She grinned and held up the frayed ropes, then cast them into the fire. “I left no clues behind.”

His gaze snagged on her triumphant smile. The urge to explore it with his lips was powerful but now was not the time. He took a rapid swig from the bottle and thought again. “They will know someone drugged the guard.”

“How will they know, when I have the costrel here? They will assume he got at the ale somehow and drank himself stupid. Who knows, he may even make up his own story about your incredible escape in order to save face. He will say you broke your bonds, came at him with the force of ten men and knocked him unconscious.”

Kit set aside the bottle and grasped her hands in his. “Alys, this is not a game. We have won a minor skirmish—we haven’t won the battle, let alone the war. Our enemies are too powerful for us. Until Walsingham gets here, there’s naught we can do but make ourselves scarce. Enough has been done to foil the conspirators’ scheme, so you can now flee this place with a clear conscience, knowing you did your best, then return when all is settled.”

“I am not going with you. For a start, I can’t climb out of that window as you did.”

Why was her courage failing her now? “I’ll help you. You can tuck your skirts up into your belt. I’d not let you fall.”

“But what if we get caught again? With both of us in their clutches, we’d have no hope of rescue.”

True. But he wasn’t prepared to leave her behind. “Walsingham, remember. Rupert will have managed to get word to him by now.”

“What if they don’t find us in time? If I stay, I can delay their pursuit of you. You need a spy to remain in the enemy camp, to inform you of their movements. Let me be that spy. I’m best placed to know what is afoot, to direct Walsingham and your friends when they come.”

Her stubborn refusal was starting to alarm him. “Foolish wench! Just because you have effected a rescue and stolen a gun does not make you a hero. It’s too dangerous for you, Alys. You must come with me.”

“If I’d run away, if I’d kept running after you failed to meet me this afternoon, where would you be now? Feeding the worms, most likely. But because I was here, I was able to read the signs, observe the enemy, work out where you were and how to rescue you. I know the house, Kit, I know the people. I am of more use to you here. Especially should they capture you again.”

“They will not.” His voice was grim. “It offends my pride to hear you say that.” But there was logic to her argument.

“I’m sorry. But I can’t see why they’d suspect me. No one knows there has ever been any connection between you and me. They think me dull, lacking in feeling. Kate would never imagine I might be aiding and abetting you.”

She might be right. But he’d faced death tonight, and while doing so, he’d seen with stark clarity she was probably the best thing that had ever happened to him. He wouldn’t abandon her now. “I’m tempted to throw you over my shoulder and haul you out of here by main force.”

She tilted her head. “But you know I’d never forgive you if you did.”

Probably true. Defeated, he slipped his shirt and doublet back on, keeping his eyes averted from hers—lest she see the fear they held. He tested the black powder and primed the arquebus.

“It seems you give me no choice, even though I will never forgive myself should anything happen to you. Shall I show you how to use the dag? For once you know how to work it, you may be forced to shoot to kill. And if you were disarmed, it could be used against you.”

She paled a little at that. “Mayhap I should just use it to deter.”

Perhaps it would be safer thus. He opened the window and leaned outside, but the darkness was absolute. He’d have to take his chance. But he would be back the very second, the very fraction of a second, he had reinforcements.

He felt her gaze pull on his shoulder blades, but he dared not turn around. She was his weakness, and weakness brought peril. As would any further delay. “Good luck to you, and thank you for giving me my freedom. Adieu.”

He squeezed through the window, steadfastly ignoring the protest of his injured arm, and made his way painstakingly down the ivy. When he reached the ground, he turned to see a pale-faced Alys gazing down, tear-streaked cheeks glistening in the faint light of her chamber.

He saluted her and pressed a hand over his heart. Then a sharp sound sent him hurrying into the darkness, not knowing if she’d seen the gesture. But knowing, with a twist of his gut, that he meant it with all his soul.
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Chapter Thirty-Three


Alys barely slept. Kit’s parting words, “Thank you for my freedom”, rang a knell in her heart. She sensed he meant more than just the rescue. Had she, by being so intractable, freed him from any attachment he might have developed for her? All her bravado ebbed away, and she lay abed feeling like a lost little child, gazing despairingly into the dark.

How could she have let him go without telling him how she felt? What if she never had another chance to do so?

As soon as it was full daylight, she tried to go about her business as if nothing was wrong, but it was a hard part to play. Fortunately, Kate kept to her room. Was she packing for a speedy departure? Would the conspirators now head to Norfolk, in hopes of evading Kit’s damning testimony? Avery and Kirlham crossed her path but once, and she could tell by their thunderous brows that they’d discovered the loss of their prisoner.

Kit’s guard had been sent away after breakfast at a fast gallop, mayhap to reassemble the men who had been here upon the yester. As she watched him ride away, still sleepy and drooping over his horse’s neck, she realized she hadn’t even given a thought to the punishment he might expect for losing his captive. Did this make her as bad as the conspirators, in that she now cared nothing for her enemies? Except perhaps Kate, to whom she owed a debt of gratitude, and who had behaved much better towards her while her husband was still alive.

By mid-morning, there was still no sign of Walsingham and his men, so Alys retreated to her room to stare gloomily out the window. She couldn’t stop thinking about Kit. Once Walsingham had his plotters in chains, would Kit be forgiven and return to court? If so, she’d likely never see him again.

Her musings were interrupted by a noise from outside. Racing to the window, she was just in time to see a loaded wagon leave the courtyard. It was piled high with chests, bundles, and a handful of servants perched uncomfortably atop the swaying mass. Almost immediately, this vehicle was followed by another, the carriage Kate liked to use if traveling any distance. Alys caught a glimpse of Hannah Shawcross’ dark curls leaning towards Kate’s bright ones as the carriage window came into her line of vision.

They were leaving. Kate, Hannah, the servants. But if they were intending to go up to Norfolk as planned, why had no one told her?

Panic seized her. She flew to open the door, but it was stuck fast, and the key had vanished.

Someone had locked her in.

Who had done this? And how had they managed it so quietly that she hadn’t even heard? Oh, what a fool she’d been to take to her room. What good could she do Kit and the authorities now? She’d have done better to take her chances in the open instead of being caught here like a rat in a trap.

She might have to use the window after all—but no, there was a man standing just beneath it, watching the coach and the wagon rumble away. She recognized the expensive black velvet of his attire. Sir Thomas Kirlham. Was he deliberately stationed there, to prevent her descent down the ivy?

The locked door, the guard beneath her window, could only mean one thing—she was no longer trusted. The point for dissembling had passed. With trembling fingers, she reached beneath the bed and withdrew the dag, then spread out the cloth with the black powder to make it look as if she’d just primed the gun. Pointing the weapon at the door, she waited.

Her nemesis was not long in coming. But it was Richard Avery, not Kirlham, who slammed into the room. For a moment, she felt relief—he had never terrified her as Kirlham had. She was soon to discover her mistake.

She raised the gun in shaking hands. “Stand aside and let me pass.”

He halted and stared, eyes glittering palely as they roved from the gun to Alys’ face and back again. “I would put that down if I were you. Such things are accounted dangerous.”

“Don’t patronize me, sir—I’m sure it will work as effectively for a woman as it would for a man. I’m not afraid to use it to protect myself.”

“Forgive me.” Sarcasm dripped from his mouth. “I meant no insult. Only, it would surprise me to learn you had used such a weapon before. You must understand that if handled wrongly, it could be just as damaging to you as to whoever it’s pointed at.”

“I know about misfires—I’m no simpleton. The fact is, I’m prepared to take a chance on it. Are you?”

He drew in a breath, and his posture relaxed. “Why do you feel it necessary to threaten me, Alys? Have I ever done you any harm?”

“Not until the moment you locked me into my room. I can’t believe you’d incarcerate me if you meant me no harm.”

He moved a pace into the room, but the waving of the gun brought him up short again. Holding out his hands in a conciliatory gesture, he said, “A mere precaution, my dear. There is a dangerous felon on the loose. I didn’t want you harmed.”

She stared at Avery’s handsome face. Such a shame this Adonis amongst men should turn out to be so black-hearted—it was a waste. Still, his playacting was good. Someone of a more trusting nature might have believed his words.

“If you were locking me in for my own safety, why not tell me? Instead, I find myself an unsuspecting prisoner, so give me leave to distrust anything you say. The only wicked felon hereabouts is you.”

“Unjust accusation! I didn’t tell you because I didn’t wish you to be alarmed. Young ladies of good breeding are prone to overreact in times of difficulty.”

“Did you see me overreacting the other night when the house was flooding? Did you see me overreacting yesterday when the manor was filled with strangers?”

He smirked at her. “So, what are you now then, if not overwrought? People don’t usually go around threatening the lives of those who have come to help them.”

When he took another step towards her, she straightened her arm and squeezed her finger.

The taunting smile faded. “Enough of this childishness. Give me the weapon. I need you to come with me.”

“You shall not have it.” She was proud of how firm her voice sounded. “I tire of this conversation. Turn around and leave the room slowly. Head for the stables—I’ll be following, and I expect to have my horse saddled, and to ride away without being molested.”

Avery propped his elbow on top of the firescreen and casually rested his chin on his hand. “I can see you mean business, so let’s stop this masquerade. Your mind has clearly been poisoned against me by the spy who came here in the guise of a gardener. Aye, I can tell by your face you know of whom I speak. Why you should believe the words of one so used to dissembling escapes me. You would do better to take the word of a gentleman.”

She thought about Kit’s wound. “You are no gentleman—if you were, you would not have burst uninvited into my room. But that’s the least of your crimes. I didn’t need to take his word for it—I’ve seen the evidence of your calumny myself.”

“So, it was you who released the dog. A witless act, my girl. Even more foolish of you not to flee alongside the coward. He, it seems, has more sense than you.”

“He’s no coward! You sliced into his sword arm, so what use was it for him to remain here?”

“You don’t think it spineless of him to allow you to effect his rescue and then abandon you to your fate?” Avery shook his head and tutted condescendingly.

Despite her perilous situation, Alys’ blood boiled. She waved the dag at him. “You’ve got it all wrong.”

Her rage was her undoing. The instant the gun swayed away from him, Avery acted. He hurled the firescreen at her, and when she instinctively threw up her arms, he seized the gun and threw it across the floor. Before she could draw another breath, Alys had tumbled backwards onto her bed, with Avery’s weight pinning her down.
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Chapter Thirty-Four


Alys kicked and scratched as he fumbled for her hands, but was no match for his superior strength. Her exertions served only to knock them both sideways off the bed, where they landed on the floor in a tangle of blankets. Avery gradually worked himself up into a sitting position, holding Alys in front of him, her arms pinioned behind her back.

“Now, I think we’ve wasted enough time, Madam. Sir Thomas is most keen to question you, but not here. There’s too high a risk of us being interrupted by those ill-informed supporters of our so-called Virgin Queen. I advise you not to struggle any more—my temper’s not so sweet as it used to be.”

He twisted her wrist. “Any further trouble will result in more pain. Do you understand?”

She nodded. Her captor got to his feet, carrying her with him, then stilled. Dragging her around in front of him, he shoved a hand into her hair, forcing her head forward.

“What is that?” His voice bit into her ear.

She stared. There on the white sheet, presumably where Kit had rested, was a dark smear of blood.

“No, don’t answer that.” Avery’s tone was so icy it made her shiver. He wrenched her back to face him, pulling her hair cruelly. Her gaze locked with his, and she saw something ungodly in his eyes, something so cold-bloodedly evil, her knees almost gave way beneath her.

He brought one fist level with his cheek. “Slut!” He punched her so hard, she fell to the ground, head spinning. “Bawdy bitch! Harlot! Had I known you were so easy with your favors that you would take a stinking peasant to your bed… nay, it would be beneath my dignity. Pox-ridden hussy!”

She barely heard his words for the ringing in her ears and the intense pain in her face.

Lights flashed before her eyes, and she felt dizzy and sick as never before, scarcely aware of Avery heaving her upright and yanking her out of the door by the shoulder of her gown. When it ripped as he pulled her onto the landing, he grasped her belt, just managing to keep her on her feet as she staggered and stumbled in his wake.

Through the blinding pain, she was dimly aware of being taken into a chamber she recognized as Kate’s. There was someone else in there, a man. He made a scornful noise deep in his throat at the sight of her. When she felt something wet and warm slide down her cheek, she knew he had spat on her, and her misery and degradation were complete.

“Let that be a lesson to you for trying to poison me, bitch.” It was Kit’s guard. “Silence, fool. Just get the door open.”

Alys saw the paneled wall in front of her, and then, somehow, they were through it and into an enclosed space on the other side. The panel creaked back into place behind her. Avery flung her to the floor where she crawled around, disorientated. The wall-eyed man vanished. Gradually, she recovered enough to sit up, staring in horror at the man now pacing up and down the floor like a raging lion.

He had it all wrong, of course. Would he treat her any more leniently if he knew she hadn’t lain with Kit, that everything was above board? Somehow, she couldn’t find the words to plead innocence on that score—he had no right to judge her.

As she became more aware of her surroundings, she stifled a gasp. This secret room was richly decorated, with velvet drapes, and precious tapestries glistening in silver and gold. Several iron-bound chests stood open around the walls, disgorging wrappings and sheaves of paper. A few groats were scattered about the floor, even a gold angel, but as far as she could tell, the coffers were now empty. How much money had these traitors amassed, and whence had it come?

In the opposite wall was a narrow door opening onto an uninviting blackness. It was through this door that the wall-eyed man had disappeared. As she watched, the menacing frame of Sir Thomas Kirlham filled the opening. He strode across to stand over her.

“So, we have another traitor in our midst. Kate should have realized it was unwise to mistreat her poor relation. Women of breeding, when put down and scorned, become bitter and spiteful. Well, Mistress Barchard has well and truly taken her revenge, aided and abetted by her friend, the gardener.”

“Not just friend, lover.” Avery’s voice was spiked with distaste.

“Indeed?” Kirlham raised an eyebrow. “Who would have thought it? Poor, overlooked little virgin, frustrated ambition. This was the fatal flaw in our plans, Avery, that we underestimated the venom of a woman scorned.”

“It’s not like that at all—” Before she could finish, a kick in the ribs sent her reeling and retching on the floor again. Tears squeezed from her eyes, though she hated that they should see her weakness. Still, they knew not that Walsingham was on his way. If she could find any way to delay their escape, she must take it.

“So, what are we to do with her?” Kirlham scowled down at her.

“I had thought to question her, but she seems a little confused at present. We could take her with us and interrogate her when she has recovered.”

“Nay. She might slow us down or give us away. Best kill her quickly, leave the body here and be on our way. By the time anyone finds her, we’ll be well on the road to freedom.”

Alys struggled to find her voice. “Murderers!”

“Oh, no. What we do is no crime.” Avery’s jaw was set.

“You sin against God. You plan to kill Queen Elizabeth. And who knows how many others?”

He prodded at her with the toe of his boot. “It is no sin to destroy the daughter of so unnatural a mother as Anne Boleyn. Our Lord upholds justice—it is unjust of a usurper queen to steal the freedom of a legitimate one.”

“That does not give you leave to slay the innocent.”

Kirlham snorted. “Pah! I am tired of this complaining. Dispatch her now, Richard, and come away. Once you have set the trap.”

Bending his head, Kirlham disappeared through the little door.

What trap? For whom?

Too miserable to move, too exhausted from her struggles to take breath and scream, Alys watched Avery’s movements, trying to understand his intent. He was bundling papers and cloths together in the center of the room. Then he breached what must be a small keg of gunpowder. He spread the explosive liberally about the room, piling it thickly around the papers. This done, he stood and looked about him, hands on hips.

He was going to destroy all remaining evidence by blowing up the room, setting fire to the house and very likely destroying everything. Surely Kate could not have condoned this? She must have been forced to agree—she’d never sacrifice her only home. Perhaps she’d been pressured from the very beginning, by her husband, or by his friends after his death.

Alys was given no further time to speculate. Avery’s eyes, glittering with cruelty, were focused on her. Very deliberately, he took his knife from its sheath and cut away a length of twisted gold cord from a tapestry. He wrapped it around both fists, snapping it tight between them. Was this to be her end then, to have the life choked out of her? Her hands flew protectively to her throat. For Kit’s sake, as well as her own, she would fight Avery to her last breath.

He threw himself down, pressing her back with his weight, the cord stretched painfully across her throat. She kicked and struggled, gouging at his body, yanking on his hair, biting his hands, anything she could think of.

She was no match for him. As her strength began to fail, the pressure at her neck grew greater, and her lungs cried out for air. Half-conscious, she heard a loud thud coming from the direction of Kate’s chamber, followed by a splintering noise.

Avery, intent on his murderous task, seemed oblivious. Through the blood and panic pumping in her ears, Alys heard the splintering sound again, louder still. This was followed by a crash, and the next instant, an axe sailed through the air and buried itself in the planking a yard from her head.
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Chapter Thirty-Five


When Kit burst into the room and saw Avery on top of Alys, he tore him off her. No sooner had the man found his feet, than Kit drew back his fist and dealt him a blow that knocked him to the floor.

“Death is too good for you, you despicable worm. I’ll tear you apart, piece by piece, and feed you to your hounds. Not to my own, lest your vile flesh stick in their craws.”

He stood over his fallen foe, the blood roaring so loud in his ears, he was barely aware of the other men charging into the room in his wake. Someone brushed past him and headed through the small doorway opposite, while others threw water onto the gunpowder scattered about the room.

A swift glance having satisfied him Alys was safe, Kit dragged Avery to his feet and gave him another cuff to the jaw that sent him staggering across the room. “Running away so soon, spawn of Satan?” he spat. “Come back here, and I’ll give you your due.”

“Kit, he has a knife!” Alys croaked out a warning, but Kit had seen the movement, and twisted Avery’s wrist until he dropped the weapon. With a kick, Kit sent it scudding across the floor.

Avery yowled with the fury of a madman. Kit bared his teeth at his adversary—he must show no weakness, despite being injured and weary. Avery knew he was fighting for his life, and like a rat in a trap, would battle on until his last gasp.

Sucking in a few deep breaths, Avery appeared to take control of himself. “Shall we settle this like gentlemen?” he inquired, inclining his head towards a sword lying close to the narrow doorway.

“How could we do that, when there is only one gentleman present?” Kit needed their fight ended quickly, so he could attend to Alys.

Avery hissed at the insult and made a lunge for his blade. Without betraying a flicker of concern, Kit called out, “A weapon, someone, that I may spit this pig.” His eyes never left his adversary’s as one of Walsingham’s men thrust a sword into his grip. He made Avery a sarcastic bow.

With a blade in his hand, Kit felt lighter, more alert, and tense in every muscle. At court, he was renowned for his skill at swordsmanship—every move he made was calculated, and swift, and his concentration could not be broken. Avery, he soon discovered, was a bit of a clod-hopper, swinging his blade wildly, and trying to use weight and force rather than speed and agility.

Avery made a feint which he parried instantly, pushing the man’s blade upwards so he could strike under his arm. The traitor reeled backwards, a dribble of blood flowing through the cut in his doublet.

“You fight well for a gardener,” he sneered, before resuming his attack with renewed fury.

Kit held his temper in check. Slowly, patiently, he wore his enemy down until the man was dizzy and panting—but still, Avery stood up to him.

“I have tasted your whore, but she wasn’t worth the trouble. No more than that doxy’s daughter who has the gall to call herself queen.”

Kit’s jaw clenched. He mustn’t lose his head—Avery was bound to be lying. And if he wasn’t, he’d regret the day he was born. He smote at Avery’s arm, again leaving a trail of blood welling up through the torn cloth, and permitted himself a triumphant smile. The man would be distracted now, by the pain and blood.

“Cease, Ludlow!” came a new voice. “Take the traitor, men. We want him alive for questioning.”

Two men flung themselves at Avery, disarmed him, and held his hands behind his back.

Kit took a step forward and held his blade to the man’s chest, staring deep into his eyes, foretelling, without words, his future. Avery blinked and looked away.

The room seemed to hold its breath. Then with a great sigh, Kit flung his sword to the floor and turned his back. Pushing Avery from his thoughts, he turned to Alys, who was now standing. She looked pale and shaken, a great red mark and swelling on one side of her face.

“He hit you?” His voice was hoarse with disgust.

“I’ll recover, I’m sure. What about your arm? You were fighting as if there was nothing wrong with it.”

Sweet lady, to think of him when she’d been in such danger. She’d kept her head—she had more courage than some men he’d met, and he loved her all the more for it.

“I swear I was so angry, I’d forgotten I was hurt. The wound will probably need mopping up and bandaging again, but there’s time aplenty for that.”

He held her gaze and watched the color flow back into her cheeks. He held out his arms, and she sank into them, filling his being with joy. He held her, lightly to avoid hurting her, and felt the moisture of silent tears soak into his shirt.

It was too much. He held her away from him then and kissed the tears from her cheeks, wondering how he would ever be able to let her go. Eventually, someone coughing brought him back to his senses, and he eased away from Alys, still holding tight to her hand.

Richard Avery was no longer there. In fact, all the men had gone, save one.

“Alys.” Kit led her forward. “May I introduce you to Sir Francis Walsingham, Secretary to the queen.”

Walsingham bowed and took her hand, then assessed her with his astute gaze. She blushed under his scrutiny, and Kit understood she must feel at a disadvantage with her torn gown, bruised face and disheveled hair. Walsingham must have sensed this, for he immediately called for one of his men.

“Mistress Barchard needs the attention of a maid. See if anyone can be found to attend to her. Madam, you and I will meet anon.” Walsingham bowed, nodded to Kit, then strode briskly from the room.

Alys reached for Kit’s hand. As he clasped her fingers in his, she gazed up at him with a weak smile. “What shall I do now? Is there aught I can do to help?”

His mouth hitched up a fraction. “I rather think no more will be expected of you. Not by Walsingham, certainly. I, on the other hand, might still make some demands on your time.” He gazed around at the dripping walls and heaps of damp gunpowder. “I regret the damage done to your home. I fear it will fall to you to put the place in order. Seek help from Cheyneham—regrettably, all your present servants will need to be questioned before they are restored to you.”

“They’re being held? What of Kate, Hannah?”

“They were captured on the road heading north. They will be questioned, too.”

She tucked her hair behind her ears and gazed at the splintered paneling and the overturned furniture in Kate’s chamber beyond. “Aye, I shall amend the damage if I am at liberty to do so. But—” She hesitated, and he felt a tremor in her fingers. “What is still expected of you?”

“The danger is not yet passed. We still believe the plotters have an influential friend at court—while that person lives, none of us is safe. But as far as I’m concerned, I’ve done my duty and am a free man again.”

He grinned and took her in his arms again. Aye, he was free of his debt to the queen. Life could begin anew, and he’d make damn sure he made the most of it. With Alys.

“Be assured that I shall be by your side, my sweet, so long as you have need of me.”

And he prayed she’d have need of him for a very long time.
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Chapter Thirty-Six


Kit’s promise was to cause Alys several nights of troubled rest. Part of the reason for her sleeplessness, she had to admit, was the knowledge that he’d taken the chamber right next door to hers. The place where she slept, the one space in Selwood Manor she could really call her own, had been constructed cheaply, intended only for the personal servants of important visitors. The walls were very thin.

Try as she might, she couldn’t help but listen to Kit’s movements as he prepared for bed.

Even when she retired well before him, she still couldn’t resist the temptation to lie awake until she heard the sound of his door closing, the soft thud of his boots on the wooden floor, the creak of the bed boards as he lay upon them.

In his own house, Kit would have a body servant—someone to shave him and see to all his needs. Yet he’d lived as a gardener long enough to forget that a gentleman needed such assistance, and made shift for himself. She felt oddly proud of this fact; a lazy, effete gentleman—who did nothing but ensure his toilet and his manners were always correct—would have irritated her intensely. Perhaps it was because she herself had been forced to manage without personal servants that she saw this as a virtue in somebody else.

Though Kit was the main object of her thoughts, the problem of Kate still invaded her mind. Kate, who had despised her, treated her like a servant, insulted her and ruined her prospects, was still causing damage, even from afar, by tearing Alys apart.

She finished patting the butter she’d been making and rinsed her hands in the bowl of rosewater by her side. Had it been right to help Kit? How far had she done this from her sense of justice, and how far was it due to the latent feelings she had for him? Would she ever be able to hold her head up again, knowing that she had betrayed her cousin for a man of whom she really knew very little?

She wiped her hands on her apron and paced slowly along the passageway towards the kitchen. While her heart yearned for Kit, her mind and her conscience were at war. Over and over again, she revisited all the moments they’d shared, every touch, every word of conversation, trying to convince herself that he’d been honest in his dealings with her, that he hadn’t merely used her to help him bring down the conspiracy.

There was no easy answer. The only conclusion she came to was that she had to speak to Kate. It would be wrong to encourage any further attentions from Kit until she had done so. She’d need his help to do it, though. Now that Kate was guarded in the Tower, only someone with Kit’s standing and connections could gain access.

She must explain to him how she felt—and he must be patient and wait.

No sooner had she come to this decision, than the front door slammed shut and she heard a jingle of spurs in the hall. It must be Kit, returned from his expedition to Ipswich where he’d gone, so he said, to take delivery of some items he’d had sent up from London.

She hurried down to meet him, then paused at the foot of the stairs.

This was Kit as she had never seen him before, cutting a splendid figure in slashed green velvet, his hair neatly trimmed and just brushing the edge of his ruff. The stubbly beard she’d grown used to was gone, revealing more of his elegantly sculpted jaw and tempting lips.

He spread out his arms, grinning. “Am I not to receive a kiss from the damsel in distress I rescued last week?”

She made no move. How easy it would be to walk into that embrace, to be enfolded in the comfort and safety of those two strong arms—but how long would it be before her heart began pumping in excitement and anticipation? Before an innocent kiss ignited a flame neither of them could put out?

She had promised herself to keep him at arm’s length until she’d resolved matters with Kate. If he cared for her, he would understand and be patient.

He stepped closer, but she moved away from him. “No, Kit, this is not the time.”

“Not the time? This is precisely the time, Madam, when we both know where we stand, and there need be no more deceit between us. And there’s nobody about.” His lip drooped. “Unless it is that you don’t like what you see, and prefer me in my gardener’s garb.”

“It’s not that.” She might as well be blunt, get it over with quickly. “You’ve deceived me before—how can I trust you now?” She couldn’t rely on him, throw all she had into his power. The only person she should rely on was herself.

His enthusiasm was barely dented. “Surely, you cannot wish to tax me with that now? You know my reasons for deceiving you, and were they not the very noblest? Come, be not so cold, sweeting. The worst is over, and we are now at leisure to rejoice.”

He touched her arm, the heat of his hand infusing her entire body. It was no easy thing to deny a man as lusty and determined as Kit, but for the good of her soul, she knew she must try.

She took a deep breath. “Nay, Kit, Sir Christopher, or whatever you wish to be called, now is not the time. It would be improper.”

Shock flashed in his eyes. Then he made a deliberate show of gazing down at his body. “I have never appeared before you in such proper garb as I am wearing now. In the garden, after you threw my clothes in the pond, that was improper. But I declare there cannot be a single piece of my flesh exposed that could affront you now.”

As if she’d ever get that image out of her mind. It was scorched into her memory like a brand. “Don’t jest, Kit, I beg you. How can I indulge your whims when I know my closest living relation is in peril of her life?”

“Whims?” The shock intensified. He paced rapidly across the room and stared through the window to the yew walk beyond. When he finally turned to face her again, his smile had vanished.

“You certainly know how to wound, Alys Barchard, but I forgive you—your life has been thrown into turmoil. May I remind you that your closest living relation, as you call her, abandoned you to the whims of Richard Avery. Who was ready to ravish and then murder you, if I’m not mistaken. Aye, Kate Aspinall is, indeed, in peril. Quite deservedly so. Think of how many others would have been harmed had her scheme succeeded! Both you and I have tasted of her malice, and you know well she had no compunction about destroying the lives of the queen and doubtless many of her ministers withal. So why should you care? You have done what is right and helped preserve the life of one of the greatest sovereigns this country has ever seen. You should be glad.”

His face softened as he returned to her, pulling her gently against his chest. “Whims indeed. How innocent you are, my little dove.”

She struggled. “This isn’t right. Let me go!”

“Come, my princess.” His warm breath stirred her hair. “You must put the past behind you. Our paths lie together now, and I shall never leave you alone again. How I let you persuade me to desert you when I went for help, I cannot imagine. Only think of my feelings when I saw you in the clutches of that vile Avery! Many times since have I chastised myself for my foolishness. Folly is something I swear to avoid, lest it frustrate you when we are wed.”

Her pulse raced. When they were wed? He was speaking of marriage? She felt her face grow hot and gulped down a few deep breaths. “I’m not amused by your jest.”

He held her away from him. “What jest?”

“You mentioned marriage.”

“Of course.” He spoke slowly, softly, as one might to a child. “Surely, you must have expected it?”

“But… but we hardly know each other.” That was the least of her objections, but she didn’t want a battle.

He spread his hands and lifted his shoulders. “In what ways do we not know each other? You have opened your mind and your heart to me, and know more of me than many others can boast.”

He couldn’t be serious. Neither could she consider marriage at such a time, when her family name was to be stigmatized, her nearest living relative due to become crow’s meat and she herself not certain of the future. The answer would have to be “no”.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven


Kit read the anguish in Alys’ face and decided to ease her pain with distraction. His own need was so desperate he could barely contain it—the horror of the past week had left him with a huge thirst for life. Only taking Alys to wife, and into his bed, would assuage that thirst. He pulled her into his arms again, kissing her on the temple and nibbling at her ear. She groaned in response, and he sensed her resolve weaken.

“Touch me not. I feel unclean after Avery’s handling, and my heart is too full of care to feel desire.”

He knew from her body’s response this was untrue. She’d looked so serious, so tired, when he’d walked in, he’d vowed to do whatever it took to bring the smile back to her tempting mouth, the color back to those lily-white cheeks. He drew her close, one hand beginning a slow circuit of her breast, as he put his lips to her ear.

“I am here to make you forget all that. I make you the offer of my lands, my wealth, my body and soul. I cannot fight against Nature, and She has decreed we belong together.”

She moaned softly but pushed at his hand, turning her head away. But he’d seen the flush in her cheeks, the darkening desire in her eyes. This was a woman ripe for awakening, eager to be schooled in the ways of love.

“I w… wish you would g… go now. You are too hot, sir. I have troubles that are nearer to my heart.”

“Nearer to your heart than I am? I shall try not to be wounded by that remark. I trust it means I should wait—I will if I must. Only let me steal a little kiss now, to seal the bargain we have made.”

“We have made no bargain.” She disentangled herself from his embrace. “You can have no understanding of how I feel.”

He clearly had a lot to prove to her. The barbs were coming faster now—was true love always as painful as this? He swept her up into his arms and stomped through to the parlor where he settled himself in a chair, cradling her in his lap. “Then tell me how you feel, my love, and I will try to understand.”

She made no effort to escape. Balm to his shattered feelings.

“How may I rest easy in the marriage bed, knowing my cousin has naught but the grave to look forward to?”

He touched her hair with his lips. “I hadn’t envisaged much rest in our marriage bed.”

“You make sport of me again! I thought you were prepared to listen to me, to attempt to understand.”

A pox on it. Taking her onto his lap had been a mistake. “Truly, I cannot help but be light of heart and soul—my time of banishment is at an end. I’m impatient to have you away to court with me, where I may show you off, and rouse the envy of my friends. My present duty to my queen is now done, and it’s time to claim my reward. Such a reward such as I never dreamed of! Mistress Alys Barchard, a lady with wisdom, courage and conversation, a woman sweet and tender, yet with an inner fire of which I cannot wait to partake.”

His thumb caressed the exposed flesh above the neckline of her bodice, and he felt her tremble.

But all she said was, “I cannot think of wedlock while my cousin is still in this world—that would be a dire insult. I must do what I can to ease her passing and my conscience. And I fear for the safety of court.”

His exploring hand stilled. “How so?”

“That conspirator you mentioned, the one close to the queen.”

“Then we must do what we can to unmask him. I shall become a spy again but on familiar territory this time. Even less suspicion will fall on me as a married man than a single one.”

“You want me to come to court?” He read concern in the blue-grey eyes.

“Of course. I must have my wife with me. Would you have me leave you to rot away in the country? But if you wish it, we shall both submerge ourselves in the rural idyll. I am yours to command.”

She blinked at him. He gazed down at her, praying she could read his heart. She could have no idea what a sacrifice it would be for him to leave the hustle and bustle of court. But he’d do it. For her. Bending his head, he nuzzled at her neck, his hand skimming over her breasts.

“At court, I will no doubt meet your previous conquest, that lady for whose sake you were put to work with Walsingham and exiled to Suffolk.”

His hand stopped moving, and his breath caught. Yet another barb. But he’d always known this was something he’d have to face. It would have been a boon if it could have been delayed, however. Ye gods, how he hated Anne Lacey.

“You may. I know not if she is there.”

“Am I to know the name of the damsel you dishonored?”

He had done nothing of the kind, only no one believed a man with his reputation. He had hoped Alys would see only the man he was now. “That is not important. I don’t wish to speak of something that still gives me pain.”

“I should think the pain was mostly the lady’s. It is her name that will be forever sullied, not yours.”

Now Alys was deliberately trying to hurt him. It was beneath her. Sighing deeply, he lifted her to her feet and walked to the window. “I will tell you about it, yes—but I don’t choose to speak of it at this time. The memory follows me like a shadow. My recent successes have banished that shadow, and I believe I have been sufficiently punished. It feels as if you wish to punish me more.”

“There should be no secrets between a husband and a wife.”

He grazed his fist against the stone mullion of the window, then flexed his fingers on the sill. “I did not say it was a secret. I simply hoped you’d trust me, and be prepared to wait until I’m ready to speak.”

Fire sparked in her eyes. “I must wait for you to be ready, yet you will not wait for me? You won’t give me time to bury my dead, and reconstruct a life you undermined?”

“My plan was to help you reconstruct that life—to offer the protection of my name to you in the aftermath of the trials and executions. I see my words have fallen on stony ground.”

Hurt fueled his anger. He strode towards her, took her by the elbows and glared down at her, but saw only stubbornness in her face. This was too much—he couldn’t bear her coldness.

“Where there can be no trust, there can be no love. Where there can be no love, there can be no marriage. I bid you good day.”

He stalked out of the room and left the house, feeling as if he’d been struck in the heart with a knife. As he marched into the stables, wondering what to do next, he realized walking out was the worst thing he could have done.

But to return now and take back his words, spoken in bitterness, would make him look weak. And he couldn’t abide having Alys think that.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight


The following week was a grim one for Alys. Kit had taken up residence in the village, and Rupert had taken his place as her protector. But despite his cheerful concern for her, he was no substitute for Kit. She wandered the manor house from room to room, tidying needlessly, struggling far too often with threatening tears. Kit had made her an offer that should have made her heart glad, yet she’d found fault with it, and they’d quarreled. Had she, in her loyalty and pride, scotched the only chance of happiness she might ever have?

Then Kit brought a message that they had both been called to court and that Rupert was to accompany them. Elizabeth, he explained, was currently residing at Hatfield Palace, where she’d spent much of her youth. There, she had received the news of her predecessor Mary’s death, and though she had visited the palace but rarely since then, apparently it still held a special place in her heart.

Alys tried hard not to panic. Queen Elizabeth was now in her fifty-third year and the twenty-eighth year of her reign. She had a fearsome reputation—grown men had been known to tremble before her displeasure. Like her father before her, her temper was said to be as hot as her flaming hair, although she was known to be gracious and generous to her loyal subjects. It was to be hoped the queen would be kind to the innocent, and cruel only to her enemies.

Would Alys dare ask her for leniency towards Kate? The idea of her cousin being publicly hanged or burned for treason made her flesh creep.

These uncomfortable thoughts were to be her principal companions the following day, as she began the next chapter of her life. She and Lettice, with their few possessions, none of which were grand enough for court, were loaded into a small, unsprung coach and, together, they bounced uncomfortably south towards Hertfordshire.

Kit had chosen to make the journey on horseback—and rode ahead, so she couldn’t even catch a glimpse of him. If only there were some way of knowing he cared more for her than for his mission, that he hadn’t just tricked her into falling in love with him so she’d help him unmask the conspiracy.

She sighed deeply, but before the melancholy thoughts could overwhelm her, Rupert brought his mount up close and called through the window, “We are now approaching Hatfield, Mistress. Would you like us to slow down so you can look?”

Nodding her assent, she pushed her head out of the carriage window. And gasped.

Laid out before her was a huge, red-brick building with smart gardens, and numerous stables and outbuildings. The outlying meadows were currently strewn with tents—to accommodate the court—and makeshift shelters and stabling for the horses and oxen which transported the queen’s household from place to place.

As Alys’ coach trundled into an inner courtyard, the noise hit her ears like a living being. Horses clattered in and out, goods were being loaded onto barrows, and shouting servants bustled to and fro. Elevated above the chaos, she spied colorful pennants fluttering from the tiled roof. It was like market day in Cheyneham—only richer and much more intimidating.

She smoothed her hair back and pinched her cheeks. Suddenly, her apparel seemed very rustic. Was there any hope that Lettice would be able to transform her mistress into a courtier? “Would that Kate and I had been of a size,” she whispered to herself. “For even the servants here have better apparel than I.”

When Rupert helped her down, she was stiff and bone-weary she felt. It took considerable effort to straighten her back and hold her head high as a host of liveried servants took charge of the horses and baggage. As she followed him towards a stone-edged doorway beneath one of the towers, she sensed she was being watched. A brief glance revealed a round-faced gentleman wearing a high felt hat. Surely she knew that face? But wait, he was standing next to Kit. Heaven forbid he should think she was staring at him! She ducked her head and moved rapidly away.

But as soon as she and Lettice had been shown to their chamber, she chased to the window to stare down at Kit, her pulse skittering. The familiar gentleman had gone, but now a young woman had appeared, sweeping up to him with a great billowing of her ornamented skirt. There was no doubt she was of wealthy stock—the jewels adorning her gown, and the chains and necklaces about her throat, and resting on her barely-covered bosom, proclaimed it. Something about the way the girl moved suggested she had a close familiarity with Kit.

Could this be she? The one for whose sake Kit had been exiled? Surely not, for if he had shamed her, she would not now be leaning on his arm, and gazing winningly up into his face. And if it was not that woman, only one explanation remained—Kit had more than one paramour at court. Mayhap this was the reason he’d avoided her company on the journey to Hatfield—he had a great deal too much to hide. Well, she would do her best to avoid him from now on, so she wouldn’t have to cope with the searing pain that stabbed at her heart.

As she turned miserably away from the window, there was a scratching at the door.

Lettice abandoned her efforts to smooth out Alys’ crumpled clothing and admitted a young boy in livery bearing a tray of bread, meat and wine. His voice must be on the edge of breaking, for he croaked at them when he spoke. “The compliments of the steward, my lady, and apologies that you have not a better view, but there were few rooms left to choose from.”

Alys smiled encouragingly and was rewarded by a hearty blush. “But… but you may still see a little of the gardens from here, and the roses are very fine.”

“Indeed, I have spied them already.” She tilted her head and waited.

“Oh, Jason, my lady. Just call my name if you need me.” He removed his hat with a flourish.

“Aye, Jason. The rose trellises remind me of my home.”

“Thank you, my lady.” The boy backed out of the room.

Oh, such luxury, to be waited upon hand-and-foot, and not to have to worry about the expense. She signaled Lettice to join her, relishing some company at the table, but barely had they finished eating than someone else scratched at the door. Alys leapt up to open it, expecting Jason come to clear away their platters, then froze in surprise to see a woman, of a similar age to herself, dressed in the finest clothes she had ever seen, waiting outside.

For a moment, she wondered if this was the queen herself, and her knees collapsed into a curtsey. Ignoring it, the newcomer flounced into the chamber.

“They said you’d be provincial.” The woman’s ringing tones reverberated around the room. “And I can see they were right. Never mind. We shall be honest with each other, you and I, and I’ll help polish your manners and your apparel. Will that serve?”

Alys was too distracted by the woman’s finery to reply at once. The stranger’s skirts were so puffed out that they’d brushed both sides of the doorway as she entered. They were of a deep, velvety gold, open at the front to reveal an elaborately stitched satin under-kirtle. The neckline of the bodice was uncovered, indicating that the wearer was unmarried, and the pale flesh below her neck was adorned with a fine chain of gold and pearls. Pearls had also been strung in her frizzed and puffed-out hair, and a tiny cap, edged with lace, formed a border to the coiffure. Before such splendor, Alys felt herself to be very lowly indeed.

“I’m Jane Haslitt, one of the ladies-in-waiting. I’m here to prepare you for supper this evening and your meeting with the queen.”

Alys exchanged looks with Lettice, who produced a curtsey of her own, then backed away. “Alys Barchard at your service.”

“Yes, yes, I already know that. Supper is at five, so we don’t have long to make you presentable. Come with me, and we’ll find you a decent gown to wear. Then your woman can dress your hair.”

As Alys allowed herself to be marched away by her new helpmate, she shot a look at Lettice. The girl’s eyes were round, and she looked positively petrified. In truth, she felt little better herself. But it was her own actions that had set her life upon this course, so she must hide her fears, and make the best of it.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine


Jane Haslitt was inclined to be friendly. “You have been stout-hearted in foiling this plot, I’m sure,” she said, as she led the way to her chamber. “And deserve the praise and gratitude of all who serve the queen. Let me be among the first to thank you, as I am ever in her company and would like as not been killed along with many others. Rumor has it this armed attack was to be at Whitehall. I am dying to hear more.”

Alys entered a room even larger than Kate’s at Selwood. A maid stood ready, next to a bed on which several sumptuous gowns had been laid out. A large array of sewing things covered a table nearby.

“I fear I cannot divulge anything of the plot.” She needed Kit to tell her what she could, and could not, say. She needed him to tell her a lot of things, in fact. “My apologies.”

Conversation was cut off while the maid deftly stripped Alys down to her shift, then tutted, and removed that as well. Before she could complain, a fine linen garment had been dropped over her head. It felt like wearing thistledown.

Feeling mean-spirited at repaying such kindness with silence, Alys ventured, “If it is not already known, it doubtless soon will be, that Sir Christopher Ludlow played his part in the guise of a gardener. He didn’t fool me for long. Yet I know little of his genuine history—could you enlighten—”

Jane clapped her hands together. “Ah, how it lightens my heart to hear it. What a merry jest, that the great Kit Ludlow should be so humbled. A gardener, i’faith! Great punishment indeed for so proud a fellow.”

Alys tried again. “Know you aught of the reasons for his exile, or anything of the lady he dishonored?”

Jane gave a mischievous smile as she pulled out a gown from the heap on the bed. “Ah. What lady would not wish to be dishonored by him! Oh, but I see I have shocked you—you have gone quite pink. I crave pardon—I was ever too free with my tongue. You must understand there are many liaisons and intrigues at court, but they mean but little. Men and women play games that both enjoy, secure in the knowledge that no real harm can come of it. That was not, alas, the case with Anne Lacey.”

Alys raised her arms while a waist roll was tied on, followed by a petticoat. “Anne Lacey was the one he dishonored?”

“Well, it was never proven, of course. She was, is, an empty-headed thing, and quite obviously head over heels in love with Sir Christopher. The affair was all kept very quiet. Indeed, I am not even sure what she accused him of in the end. I know he was required to marry her and bluntly refused, which was why he was sent away. As far as I know, she is still unwed, and there is no sign about her person that any foul deeds were done—if you know what I mean.”

Alys blinked.

“I mean she does not grow thick about the waist, which she would have by now had she been bedded. Regardless, her father claimed she was ruined for any husband, which was why so much pressure was put on Ludlow.”

The maid helped Alys step into a voluminous skirt, then tied a decorative stomacher in place to support her breasts. “Why would he not marry the lady, do you think?”

Jane held up a bodice and tucked it under Alys’ chin. “This suits your coloring. No gentleman likes to be forced into wedlock.”

“But if he lay with her, as people suppose, he must have known he should marry her.”

“My dear child, do not believe that every man who lies with a woman does so because he intends to marry her. Oh, dear, how very innocent you are. I can see I shall have to take you under my wing, or you will never survive at court.”

Alys smiled weakly, trying to hide the emptiness inside. So, it was true then—Kit was a man without honor.

Jane clasped her elbow. “Don’t be too hard on him. As I said, ’twas never proved. I should think any maid who had lain with Kit Ludlow might boast of it as Anne did, but maybe she invented the story to trap him. You must ask him yourself—you can be no stranger to him after what you’ve both been through.”

“I have asked him. He did not wish to speak of it.”

Jane handed the bodice to the maid and looked Alys straight in the eyes. “It may well be that Sir Christopher has been unjustly dealt with. I know Anne Lacey and much dislike her. She’s too young to have mastered the rules of court affaires, and too selfish to be honest in all her dealings.”

She hoped she hadn’t made her feelings for Kit too obvious. “So, what is she like, this Anne Lacey?”

“She has seen sixteen summers or more but behaves like a spoiled brat of ten. You will soon see how she cannot be with a man, but she must touch him. She leans close into his face when she speaks as if she were already intimate with him. And she displays her wealth for all to see. She has no need of a rich husband like Kit Ludlow, but she holds her own worth so high that none but the richest, most handsome man at court will serve for her husband.”

It must have been Anne Lacey who’d flounced up to Kit earlier. “What is she like with women?” It was harder to speak now, as the maid was yanking at her hair with a hefty comb, and pulling it back from her face.

“Oh, they are of far less interest—she barely bothers with us. But if she knew of Kit’s fondness for you, you’d find her a cunning enemy.”

“I know not that he has any fondness for me.” None that she dared trust.

“A man such as that would only entrust his secrets to someone he holds in high regard. You look doleful. Come, see how you look in the glass. Does that not bring the smile back to your lips?”

Jane’s maid held the mirror for Alys, who stepped back so she could see herself better.

The gasp that sprang to her lips made the other women grin. She couldn’t help but beam herself—she had been transformed.

Her dark hair had been brushed out and up and was now piled under a dainty lace cap interlaced with red silk ribbon. Her ears bore eardrops of blood-red carnelians, and around her throat was a matching necklet, which picked out the deep natural color of her lips. The borrowed gown was of russet brown, trimmed with scarlet ribbon at breast and cuffs. Where the puffed sleeves were slashed, they showed undersleeves of red satin, each slash being trimmed with a tiny carnelian teardrop. A long sigh escaped her. Even Kate had no gear to match this.

“There now—how Kit will admire you when he sets eyes upon you. And if you choose not to welcome his attentions, court is full of hopeful young lordlings, looking for royal favor. What better place to find a handsome, well-set-up husband than here, amongst the queen’s most wealthy and loyal subjects?”

A distant bell echoed down the passageway outside. Suddenly, Jane was all bustle and authority. She signaled to the maid. “Gatty, the door if you please. Where are my gloves? You were told to have them cleaned for Mistress Barchard to borrow. Oh, but you are a careless wench. That’s it, thank you… although why I should be thanking you, I have no idea. Come Alys—put all unwelcome thoughts from your head, and enjoy your first evening at Elizabeth’s court.”

Taking a last look at herself in the glass, Alys found a confidence she’d never felt before. But whether it would be enough to convince Kit he was of no importance to her remained to be seen.
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Chapter Forty


Kit forced himself to stop chewing the inside of his cheek. His hands were sweating, something he’d never experienced before. He must be sick—nervousness was something Sir Christopher Ludlow had never suffered from, and he was confident his expected interview with the queen would have a satisfactory outcome.

Yes, he was undoubtedly unwell, for now, his knees shook. Ridiculous to imagine it was anything else. But it was a great pity neither Queen Bess, nor Alys would find him at his best.

Where was Alys? He’d pretended indifference since her rejection of his suit, but it was a pretense he was struggling to maintain. He’d thought of her every waking moment—and even a few sleeping ones—and prayed for a solution to their quarrel.

When she entered the banqueting room with Jane Haslitt by her side, he barely recognized her. But even if he’d not known her, she would have stolen his breath. Her head was held high, and she wore her new raiment with aplomb as if she’d been carrying silk and jewels on her back all her life. She was stunning, and from the way the other men stared as she came into supper, they were of the same opinion.

An ear-splitting cacophony of bombardes and shawms erupted from the gallery, and he jumped. Then a heavy hand came down upon his shoulder, and he looked into the face of Hubert Norris as the man settled in next to him.

He didn’t like the way the other man’s eyes flickered to the garter about Kit’s leg, then up to the gold chain about his neck, both gifts for his past service and loyalty. Though Kit’s senior by several years, Norris sported none of these marks of royal esteem. Jealousy made men devious.

Norris broke the bread in front of him and proffered half to Kit. Absent-mindedly, he took it, his eyes still riveted on Alys.

“That, I take it, is the young lady who proved so helpful to you in bringing down a nest of traitors.” Norris waved a hand in Alys’ direction.

He’d rather have her beside him than Norris. The man was swarthy-looking, and he never made direct eye contact for long. “Aye, that is she.”

“And no doubt the queen will be showing her gratitude to both you and the lady?”

“Aye, she may.” He wasn’t in the mood to talk to Norris. Surely the man would get the hint.

Norris sipped at his wine. “And the conspirators are at present in the Tower, awaiting their trial, I hear.”

“That is so.” Where was Alys going to sit? Who would have the ear of the newest beauty at court? Not that he should mind. It was no business of his.

“When might that be, I wonder?”

“I know not. Forgive me, Norris, I am rather out of sorts this night. I mean not to be rude.”

“Oh, no, no!” Norris grinned, waving his goblet cheerfully. “I quite understand. Here am I, bombarding you with questions to which, like as not, you have no answer—my apologies. I have heard Walsingham likes to keep his spies in ignorance to some extent, even of one another. That must lead to complications—I wonder how you managed?”

“We managed well enough.” Kit pushed a steak of mutton around his plate. “But if you really wish to have your questions answered, you should appeal to Sir Francis himself.”

“Perhaps I should.” Norris twirled his goblet between his fingers. “Or even tax Bess with them. I wonder whether this plot was connected in any way with the Spanish. As you know, I have traveled there many times, and have seen at first hand the exasperation of the king. It seems Philip cannot understand how one monarch may keep another a virtual prisoner, particularly when Mary is Elizabeth’s own cousin. But then, I understand your Mistress Barchard was cousin to the woman she betrayed, so mayhap ’tis not so unnatural after all.”

Kit gave Norris his full attention. “May I recommend the Pies of Parys? They are very fine tonight.”

“Ah.” Norris good-humoredly tapped his nose. “I know when I’ve been told to mind my own business. If you don’t wish to regale me with the tale of your derring-do, I shall have to respect your wishes. But I warn you, sir, I shall have the whole tale eventually.”

Thankfully, the man then turned his attention to the gaudy female sitting opposite, so Kit could continue his meal in peace. This tranquility was short-lived, however, when he caught Norris staring hard at Alys. As soon as she sensed this perusal, she looked right at him, and blinked, her cheeks darkening.

Kit scowled. If she must reject him, and find other admirers at court, she could certainly do better than Hubert Norris. As soon as he had the opportunity, he would tell her so.

Whether she liked it or not.
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Chapter Forty-One


When the supper things had been cleared away, a ripple of anticipation passed through the diners. But for Alys, it was a tide of apprehension—these people knew how to behave before the queen. She did not.

As Elizabeth and her maids-of-honor came through from her private parlor to listen to the minstrels and watch the dancing, Alys stared in wonderment at her monarch. Despite her advancing years, Elizabeth had a regal bearing that eclipsed everyone else in the room. None was dressed as elaborately as she, nor boasted the same fiery red hair—though this was suspected by many of being a wig. She had chosen to wear a black gown tonight, surmounted by a huge winged collar. Her dress was trimmed with clear rock crystal, while heavily-jeweled gold rings drew attention to her long, slender fingers.

Everyone bowed and curtseyed deeply when she entered the room. Alys copied them, hardly daring to look up, so was shocked to find a servant summoning her. Seconds later, she was next to Kit, trembling by Elizabeth’s feet and doing her utmost to hide her fear.

While Kit made the formal presentation, she noticed how fondly the queen looked at him.

Then Bess turned her shrewd grey eyes on Alys. “You have done us a great service, Mistress Barchard. Though justice has not yet been served upon your cousin, I have no doubt she is guilty as charged. Fear not that I hold you in any way to blame for her folly, or that of her friends. From what Sir Christopher has told me of you, you are both honest and sensible—if only there were more in my circle who could boast such attributes. So that everyone may know you have my favor, I give you this to wear.”

She drew a gold and garnet ring from her finger, and pressed it into Alys’ shaking hand, waving away her stammered gratitude. “I would have some dancing.”

At the clap of her hands, several gentlemen appeared and bowed before her, but she shooed them away. “Nay, I shall watch for the moment. But it would please me to see Sir Christopher and Mistress Barchard tread a measure together.”

So, this was what it felt like to be an animal trapped at bay. Alys had no choice but to accept Kit’s hand, even though his touch was a bolt of lightning, searing her flesh. The blood rose in her cheeks, and she prayed the many eyes upon her, including those of the sovereign, had not seen her reaction to him.

Not daring to look at him, lest he see the awareness in her eyes, she said, “You will find me a very poor partner, sir. I have rarely had the opportunity to dance. Mayhap the queen would understand if you sought another partner.”

He gazed at her, then called loudly to the gallery, “Minstrels! We would begin with a pavane. With your permission,” he added, bowing deeply to the queen. To Alys, he whispered, “This is a sedate and slow dance. Follow what I do and keep an eye on the other couples. It’s hard to make a mistake if you follow the tune.”

Alys’ breathing settled a little as Kit taught her the steps. But only a little. His presence affected her deeply, a queer mixture of pleasure and distress. Yet, to her amazement, she survived the dance without shaming herself—he was a good teacher, and they moved well together. But when the measure came to an end, Kit leaned close. Afraid he was about to whisper something that would upset the balance in favor of distress, she sprang away and crashed into another dancer behind her. Flushing fiercely, she hurried away to find a dark corner.

But there was to be no respite. Many other gentlemen were eager to make her acquaintance, so she was never in want of a partner. Her most determined admirer was Hubert Norris, an affable fellow who smiled often, his excellent teeth brilliant in contrast to his sun-browned complexion. He introduced himself with undisguised flattery.

“Greetings, oh brave and beautiful lady! A heroine, i’faith—I am honored to make your acquaintance. I cannot say I have ever met a heroine before. Although your cousin, too, might be considered one. Only in her case, her courage was misplaced.”

This was so close to what Alys had been thinking herself, she beamed at him. “Aye. I am certain Kate would not have turned traitor without good reason. I’m confident there must have been some coercion.”

His grin faded, and he brought his face close to hers. “We must keep our voices down. You can’t speak sympathetically of a traitor in the present company, not even if they’re your own kin. Some are so intractable in their views, not even that ring from the queen will protect you.”

Did he mean Walsingham? Or even Kit? She scanned the room to see where he was and caught him staring at her with a look of fierce annoyance. She stared back, raising a challenging eyebrow. If she wanted to talk to someone who echoed her feelings about Kate, it was none of his business.

Norris took her arm, steering her further away from the throng of courtiers. “It must be a hardship to come up from the countryside with no friend or relation to support you. I gather Mistress Aspinall was all you had in the way of kin?”

“Indeed, she was. Although I have to say it, I never much cared for her.”

“Not everyone is easy to like. Why, I am certain half the people at court take the others in great dislike. This is not an easy place to survive, given the politicking that goes on here. But I shall be glad to render my services to you and to advise you, should you need a friend.”

“I’m most grateful.” She paused. Kit’s scowl had, if anything, intensified. He certainly didn’t look like a friend who could offer her a sympathetic ear. She bent her head closer to Norris. “I’m unsettled in my soul. No doubt, it is correct to preserve a divinely-appointed sovereign, even at the cost of one’s own family. But my deeds still sit hard with me.”

Norris’ eyes glittered as he nodded. “We must ask ourselves—is there justification in defying an evil monarch? Such as the second Richard, or indeed the third. There are two sides to every story. I can understand the conflict you suffer.”

Suddenly, Kit was at Alys’ elbow, seizing it in a painful grip, thrusting his head forward at Norris like an angry snake. “Treasonous talk, sir. How dare you pour such venom into a lady’s ear?” His voice was soft but full of menace.

Norris appeared unmoved. “Your pardon. But I had understood our conversation to be private. Therefore, it should not be of any concern to you.”

Alys felt the tremble of Kit’s fury. “Mistress Barchard is under my particular protection. She has been through a trying time, so I beg you, do not trifle with her feelings or confuse her mind.”

She wriggled in Kit’s grasp and discovered she wouldn’t be able to free herself without causing a scene. And that, on her first evening at court, was something she had no desire to do.

“If the lady is under your protection, why has she attempted to avoid and ignore you all evening? I cannot help but notice such things.”

“You are prey to your own imaginings, sir.” Kit turned swiftly on his heel, bearing Alys with him, and before she could protest, they were both out of the room. Using all her weight, she pulled them to a halt.

“How dare—”

“Ah, Sir Christopher. You have tired of the evening already?”

Jane Haslitt had appeared and was gazing at Kit with a polite but inquiring smile. “I am not surprised if Mistress Barchard has had enough—a long journey, meeting the queen, having so many gentlemen vie for her attention. Come now, Alys, I’ll accompany you to your chamber. And we’ll root out your maid—you’ll need some assistance with that gown.”

“Excuse me, Mistress Haslitt, but I would have a private interview with Mistress Barchard.”

“At this hour, sir? That is quite out of the question.”

Alys shook herself free of Kit’s hands and shot a pleading look at Jane. “Pray tell my Lord Ludlow I have no wish to speak with him at all.”

“There now, the lady denies you.” Jane turned Alys around and escorted her down the passageway.

A rescue, well executed. Yet every moment, she could feel Kit’s eyes boring into her back. He felt obliged to interfere in her new life, curse him. Well, she was going to make new friends, and quickly, and soon she would no longer want—or feel the need of—his protection. Or his good opinion.
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Chapter Forty-Two


Kit’s jaw clenched as he watched the women disappear along the passageway. His ardent desire to follow was suppressed only by the strength of his pride. Shame on Alys for taking refuge behind Jane Haslitt. Why had she not the courage to face him personally?

He’d offered her marriage, an offer he’d not made lightly. Yet she’d told him to wait, said he had no concern for her feelings. How was he to understand if she wasn’t prepared to discuss those feelings with him? And was she now deliberately flaunting Norris in his face in an effort to make him jealous?

A soft voice by his elbow broke his reverie. “I see your little bird has flown.”

Kit bowed deeply. “Your Grace! Forgive me—I was unaware of your presence.”

“Fiddle!” The queen took his arm and steered him along the passageway down which Alys had recently made her escape. “We do not stand on ceremony, you and I. I am satisfied you have done your penance and will therefore forget your earlier disgrace—though I doubt the Laceys will be so forgiving. Yet I sense your punishment continues still, at the hands of Alys Barchard. Mayhap you are about to be hoisted by your own petard.”

“Majesty, I am not certain I understand.”

“You understand me very well. You are in love with that young lady, and she will not have you. Now you will suffer the pangs of unrequited love, and understand what drove Anne Lacey to the edge of despair.”

“At risk of contradicting you, Your Majesty—”

“You dare to contradict me?” Elizabeth’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Nay, I am not angered with you, but I am intrigued. Dare on, good sir.”

“My queen, I had reason to believe Alys… Mistress Barchard… had feelings which matched my own. I cannot understand what has come between us.”

“Your pride, and her inexperience, no doubt. The charms of pretty gentlemen like you, when exercised upon the innocent heart, make a heady brew. I suspect Mistress Barchard’s heart does battle with her head—but she will come about in time. You must not push so hard, or she will fly from you and into the arms of another. You know of whom I speak.”

She paused in her step, then turned on her heel, bearing Kit back towards the great hall. “You will come to my private parlor, Master Ludlow, and converse with me. I had never thought to see you fall so heavily, and am fascinated to learn how this came about.”

“Have mercy, my queen. I thought you wished for no window into men’s souls?”

“Ah. Clever Kit. I should have you severely punished for daring to throw my own words back at me. Mayhap the rack… nay, for you are too tall already. I must think of some other punishment. There, the dimples return to your cheeks. Am I not a good monarch, that can make even her gloomiest subjects cheerful?”

“Indeed, Your Majesty.” They had almost reached the other end of Hatfield’s ancient banqueting hall, and the revelers were beginning to take their positions to bid their sovereign goodnight.

Kit carefully negotiated her starched collar so he could whisper into her ear. “You cannot wish me to come any farther. You know what the court will believe if I accompany you to your chamber.”

Elizabeth smiled as she waved her hand gracefully towards her courtiers and guests. “Perhaps it amuses me to have them think so.”

His face must have been a picture, for when she turned to look up at him, she burst into spasms of most unroyal mirth. “Get thee gone, Ludlow. I do but jest with you. But on the morrow, I will hear the history of your dealings with Mistress Barchard. And if you think to leave out a single thing, you will be sent straight to the Tower and join the traitors you put there.”
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Chapter Forty-Three


After a miserable night’s sleep, Kit breakfasted early, ready to tackle the day and do what he could to learn Alys’ mind. It was a fine summer morning, and those already up decided to spend it practicing at the butts. He’d no idea if Alys could shoot, but she ought to learn if she wanted to find favor—archery was a sport close to the queen’s heart, especially since her former tutor, Roger Ascham, had written a book upon the subject.

He collected one of his own bows and selected a lighter one to lend to her, but when he arrived on the sward, he saw she was already equipped and assisted. Norris was standing over her, and no sooner had she hefted her bow than he reached forward to raise her elbow.

The cur. He could already tell from her stance she was no beginner. Trust Norris to interfere where he was neither needed nor welcome. Kit walked nonchalantly closer, hoping to overhear their conversation.

Alys turned to Norris and asked if she was sighting straight. He immediately brought his cheek next to hers to look along the length of her arm, and she giggled.

Kit tensed like the bowstring stretched taut from her fingers. How dare Norris pursue her, especially after their talk last night? The man must be peculiarly dense. Perhaps he needed a little reminder of Kit’s skills and abilities. Well, he could start by demonstrating his skill with the bow.

As he watched, Alys made her shot. The arrow thumped straight into the target, although it was well shy of the gold circle at the center. She was good—he could see that. So could Norris, for he was patting her on the shoulder and nodding his stupid head smilingly at her.

Norris handed her an arrow, and another shot was set up.

“For God’s sake, man!” Kit growled under his breath. “You don’t have to adjust her arm every shot. She’ll lose her aim and have to set up again.”

He was so absorbed in his jealous observations that he didn’t notice the woman approaching until she was right in front of him, gazing up with a puppy-dog look in her eyes.

Anne Lacey. His nemesis. After the trouble she had caused him, he wanted no further dealings with her. Moving aside, he attempted escape but she placed an arresting hand on his arm.

“So cold, when before you were so hot?” She tilted her head at him.

Had she still not learned her lesson? How could she possibly imagine there was any hope for her after what she’d done to him?

Before he could speak, a loud cracking noise, followed by a feminine gasp, met his ears.

He looked at Alys, afraid her bow had broken and hurt her. But no—her arrow had flown below the target and struck against the wooden stand, where it had splintered into several pieces. Something must have made her lose her concentration.

Seeing him with Anne Lacey—he hoped. “What do you want of me?”

The girl pouted. “You don’t know? Have you never had any of those feelings that make one person cleave to another, that make the heart pound earnestly in the breast? No, I’m sure you have not, for you could have any lady you wanted, and need never suffer the pangs of love unrequited. But please take pity on me, even if you do not understand, for I find this coldness of yours more oppressive than I can bear.”

He tried to look as if he were enjoying this conversation. And tried equally hard to pretend he was not aware of Alys’ perusal. “I fear you have been reading Sidney again, lady. He has filled your head with foolish fantasies so that you no longer know the difference between true love and imagined.”

“Say not imagined.” Anne tugged at the sleeve above his elbow to bring his head closer to hers. “How can I imagine the heat in my belly that tortures me, and makes me thrust and thrash the whole night through?”

Kit’s eyebrows shot up, and he gaped for a moment. How did one respond to such a remark? Hopefully, no one had overheard. Especially not Alys. He attempted to maneuver Anne farther away from the butts. “I beg you, be not so hot. It ill becomes one so young.”

“I have suffered on your account, and you have suffered on mine. Now the game is in the balance. The stakes were high then—they could be higher still if you refuse me a second time. Nature forbids that all our sorrows should be wasted, so you will be my reward for the rending of my girlish heart, and I shall be the reward for your troubles.”

Kit disentangled her fingers from his sleeve—her words had too much threat in them for his liking. To punish Anne Lacey by using her to arouse jealousy in Alys was too dangerous a device. Alas—too late! Alys had set down her bow and quiver and was walking up to him.

He’d just have to see which way the wind was blowing and sail with it.

“How now, Sir Christopher. I trust you slept well?” She barely met his gaze but looked pointedly at Anne Lacey.

“You abandon your sport after very little trial.” His mouth quirked. “Have you such lack of patience today?”

“I have patience a-plenty.” Her eyes roved over Anne Lacey again. “Although it may soon wear out if I have to wait much longer before being introduced to your friend. It doth amaze me how soon a gentleman can forget his manners.”

Anne made Alys a brief curtsey. “I can make myself known to you if Kit is going to be lax. I’m Anne Lacey. And who might you be?”

Kit watched Alys bridle. Having made the effort over the past few weeks to interpret every little nuance of her expression, he was certain he detected jealousy. Which gave him hope.

She assumed a more sympathetic expression. “Perhaps you are a little young to gossip with the more important members of the court,” she suggested. “Else you would certainly know of the deeds performed by me and Sir Christopher here. I am Mistress Alys Barchard, child. Your pardon—I merely came across out of curiosity, in case you were the one who made up those amusing myths about you and Sir Christopher.”

A strike up under Anne’s guard. Well done, Alys!

Anne pulled away from him and squared up to Alys, nostrils flaring. “You forget your manners very quickly, Mistress Barchard. I know not whence this rudeness comes.”

Alys glanced at Kit. He attempted to remove the smirk from his face—this sport was far more fun than archery.

She continued, “You give yourself too much importance if you think I would care to vent my spleen on you. You are clearly too young to arouse anyone’s ire. Go back to your mommets or your schoolbooks—I’m sure the queen will forgive you your behavior and ridiculous accusations, as you are too young to be taken seriously.”

Anne looked fit to burst. He had to move with lightning speed to catch her hand before it connected with Alys’ cheek. “Not here. Let us not charge our platters with more troubles—they are piled high enough already.”

“Quite so,” came a new voice. “I do so hate to see women brawling over a man, especially one so worthless as you, Kit Ludlow.”

He spun around in shock. “Your Majesty.” He bowed deeply, hoping he wasn’t flushing.

How could a woman loaded with so many chains and jewels move around so silently? “I apologize if our little scene distracts you from your sport.”

“Hardly a little scene, sir. You cannot conceal the great rancor between these two ladies. Now then, Ludlow, you have stubbornly refused to discuss your dealings with this child.” The queen waved a hand at Anne. “Is it not about time you and she both told me the truth? I believe Mistress Barchard should hear it, too.”

He looked at Alys, her lovely eyes wide, her satin skin pale. Elizabeth was right. It was about time he stopped being a gentleman and told them all about Anne Lacey. Besides which, he’d only just regained Elizabeth’s favor—it would be grim to lose it again so soon.

“We will go aside, to some privy chamber, and untangle this web you have woven. And mind,” the queen added, her eyes sparking, “I want no deception, no secrets. I will know all.”

She took his arm—a good sign, he hoped—and they made their way indoors to an ante-chamber where wine and honey cakes stood on a table. If this was to be a trial, at least the accused would eat well. Bess settled herself down, and her skirts were arranged around her by one of her maids, who was then dismissed.

“Be seated. I’ll speak to you each in turn—if you have aught to say, address each other through me. Now, to begin with you, Kit Ludlow. I ask you again—as I did numerous times last Eastertide—if you have ever encouraged the affections of Anne Lacey.”

He closed his eyes. Anne was a viper, a bubbling cauldron of spite, but she was also young and attractive, with the prospect of making a good marriage before her. If he condemned her in front of her sovereign, she might be banished from court, and he knew exactly how that felt. His tongue refused to produce the words.

Elizabeth tutted. “If you will not answer that question, then I will ask another. Have you ever sought the affections of Mistress Barchard?”

This was a far easier question. “You know the answer to that, Your Majesty,” he stated bluntly. “I have already spoken to you of how much I feel for her.”

He sought and caught Alys’ gaze, and hoped she’d see the truth in his face. Her cheeks were crimson, but she refused to meet his eyes. He prayed to all the gods it was a maidenly blush, not outrage. For having made his declaration, he was as vulnerable to her response as a newborn kitten.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Forty-Four


Alys’ heart thundered. Was his affection genuine, after all? Had he always cared for her, then? Not just pretended to do so, to lure her into his dance of deceit? He would surely not dare lie in front of his queen.

After the cruel words she’d flung at him recently, she was too ashamed to meet his eyes.

Instead, she glanced at Anne. The girl looked sour—did she realize her game was up?

Elizabeth tapped her fingers on the arms of her chair. “So, whatever has passed before, it is clear Ludlow does not love Anne Lacey. This, in and of itself, does not invalidate her claims.”

Alys drew in a breath. She must speak out, and pray the queen was not offended. “Oh, Your Majesty, I think he may have failed to refute her claims from a misguided sense of honor.”

He was looking at her keenly, but he rolled his eyes at “misguided”.

“Come now, Kit, Mistress Barchard is touchingly sure of you. Will you not please her and say sooth?”

He folded his arms across his chest. “I want to please her, of course. But it sits not well with me to besmirch a lady’s character.”

“But you shall, sir, you shall, for I command it. And if it is, indeed, your concern for a lady’s honor that stills your tongue, forget both yours and hers. For whatever you say will travel no further than these four walls—you have the word of your sovereign.”

His dark eyes flashed, and Alys saw a hint of anger there, but he chose not to deny his queen. For which she was exceedingly grateful. She hoped she could deal with the truth of the matter, whatever it might be, for a great deal depended on Kit’s answer. The shape of their future, for a start.

“It is for the sake of Anne’s honor that I did not deny her when she made her accusations last Eastertide. Any true gentleman would have done as I did, and remain silent rather than refute a lady’s word. But if, as you say, this matter is just between us, you must know Anne told a wicked falsehood when she stated I had dishonored her.”

There was a gasp of outrage from Anne, but Elizabeth silenced her with a glance. “So, Madam, Ludlow claims he was too much the gentleman to call you a liar. In light of this, will you rescind your accusations against him? You risk my displeasure, but I won’t have you punished if you speak the truth. And I know Ludlow won’t ask for it, despite the exile and the danger he has suffered as a result of your falsehoods.”

“I will not take back my claim.” Anne sounded like a petulant child. “He wooed me with sweet words and a lover’s caresses until I surrendered myself to him. I still insist he should marry me.”

Alys looked at Kit’s furious expression. She knew who she’d prefer to believe, and suddenly realized it was within her power to absolve Kit—despite the blow to her honor.

“Your Majesty—there may be a way to settle this practically, to spare you the difficulty of deciding who speaks the truth and who hides behind falsehoods. I’ll attempt to prove Sir Christopher is innocent of corrupting this young woman.”

Anne wagged a furious finger at her. “She is biased, Your Majesty. Everyone knows he transferred his affections from me to her—she is bound to speak out in his defense.”

Everyone knew? Except herself, apparently. She shivered but lifted her chin at her opponent.

The queen dusted some cake crumbs from her fingers. “What is your proof, Mistress Barchard?”

This wasn’t going to be easy. She felt her skin burning from top to toe. “If Anne Lacey has been dishonored by Sir Christopher, one assumes she has seen him unclothed.”

Anne’s head snapped up, and she gave Alys a haughty glare. “Why, of course. Though no lady of breeding would ever ask another such a question.”

“What is your point, Mistress Barchard?” There was an edge to Elizabeth’s voice.

“’Tis only that when… when tending a wound Kit received at Selwood, I noticed a distinguishing mark.”

“Indeed? And can you tell us on which part of his person this mark was to be found?”

“I could, but perhaps Mistress Lacey would like to speak first, as she must have seen it if she’s seen him naked.”

Anne’s hauteur dissolved. Alys allowed herself a moment’s smugness. Kit was thin-lipped, clearly annoyed at this discussion of his person, but said nothing.

Suddenly Anne’s head went back, triumph on her face. “It is a trick! There is no mark.”

Everyone gazed at Alys. The queen drummed her fingers again. “Mistress Barchard?”

“There is a scar, the mark of a dagger cut, below Sir Christopher’s right breast. It stands out pale against his skin.”

Kit’s eyebrows shot up. In appreciation of her cleverness—she hoped.

There was a glint of amusement in the queen’s eye. “Remove your doublet and shirt, Ludlow, so I may see which of these two ladies speaks the truth.”

He heaved a great sigh, shook his head, and unlaced his doublet. The chain with the golden fleece upon it was placed reverentially on the stone window sill, after which he dragged his lawn shirt over his head. The scar stood out like a beacon. Alys feasted her eyes on his figure as he squared his muscular shoulders, as imposing without his fine clothes as he was with them.

Anne gave a little squeak of dismay and rushed for the door. As she flung it open, a pageboy, his hand raised to knock, almost fell into the room and it took some moments for the pair to disentangle themselves and for Anne to continue her escape. The boy announced the arrival of Hubert Norris, and both bowed low.

Whatever business Norris had with the queen was immediately forgotten as his eyes roved over Kit’s bared torso. Straight-faced, he apologized for arriving at such an inopportune moment, then backed away and hurried from the room. But not before Alys had noticed the look he bestowed on Kit—there had been more than a hint of malice in it.

Was she the reason? Had she unwittingly created a rivalry between these two men by appearing to encourage Norris? She handed Kit his shirt, forcing from her mind the memories of him emerging naked from the pond at Selwood. She sensed his fury, but he was doing his best to conceal his ire from the queen.

He took the shirt, averting his head from her. It would take a lot of groveling to make up for having belittled him in front of his sovereign, and Hubert Norris.

“Have you seen enough, Your Majesty?”

Elizabeth nodded her approval as Kit pulled his doublet over his broad shoulders and tied up his points. “I have to say it, Kit Ludlow—you never cease to entertain me.”

“I had not meant to be your fool, Ma’am, although I say that with the greatest respect.”

“Yes, yes, I understand the pride of men—though it is oft misplaced.” Elizabeth clapped her hands decisively. “I decree honor has been satisfied, and I shall put it about that Anne Lacey’s claims are groundless. We will consider the matter now settled.” She waved Alys and Kit forward, so they were standing side by side, her expression becoming grave. “My thanks once again to both of you for your efforts to preserve your sovereign. I can only hope any traitors that remain uncaught will not long escape Walsingham’s vigilance. I advise you both to be careful while you remain at court, and circumspect about what you say, and to whom. Anon.”
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Chapter Forty-Five


“Was that really necessary?” Kit asked as soon as he and Alys left the audience chamber.

She blinked at him. “You’re not pleased, then, that your name has been cleared?”

He supposed he should be, but he’d been humiliated in front of Good Queen Bess, and it would take a while for the sting to ease. “I always knew there was nothing to Anne’s claims—there has been no stain on my conscience.”

Alys pulled him to a halt. “I don’t understand. She lied about you. You were banished, given a dangerous task for which you might have paid with your life, when all the while you knew yourself guiltless? How could you not speak out?”

“Not here.” He edged her into a side passage and glanced around to ensure it was empty of interested ears. He must have looked fearsome, for she took a step back.

“Nay, don’t be alarmed by my wrath. What manner of man would hurt the woman who holds his heart in her keeping? My ire is neither for you, nor my queen, but for that interfering ape Norris. Why did it have to be him who must come in and catch me at such a disadvantage?”

Alys laid her hand on his arm, stroking away the tension in the muscle. “I would not say you showed to disadvantage, sir.” Her voice was a seductive purr. “In fact, I would say you were more impressive bare-chested than with your doublet on. Anyone could see you needed no padding to make yourself appear a man.”

Perfect. She was teasing him, all good-humor restored. Perhaps now, finally, they could rediscover the good accord they’d lost.

Except for a most untimely interruption. A servant came thudding down their passageway, bowed, out of breath, and handed Alys a folded piece of paper.

A hundred ills upon the messenger’s head! He’d been about to steal a kiss. Something to seal the victory he hoped he’d won, something to prove he was right to hope.

“What is this?” Alys caught at the man’s sleeve as he turned to go.

“I know not, lady. It was among the day’s dispatches, and is addressed to you.” She turned it over. “There is no seal.”

“I can assure my lady the letter has not been opened.” The messenger kept his eyes lowered. “It is not my place—”

Kit laid a reassuring hand on Alys’ wrist. “Go on your way, fellow. The lady thanks you.”

“I can answer for—”

“Later.” He pressed a firm finger against her lips. Her rich, tempting lips. He moved around to shield Alys from anyone watching. Their kiss was long overdue. “You can read your letter later, too. We have things to discuss, you and I.”

She was still looking at the letter. Damn it all, she was supposed to be looking at him, thinking about him. For he could think only of her.

“Who would send me a letter? Who knows that I am here?”

He wanted to shred the letter, trample on it, and then set fire to it. It threatened to completely ruin the moment for which he’d waited so long.

“It’s from Kate. I know it is.” She gazed up at him, uncertain, confused. “Oh, what can she have to say to me? I hardly dare unfold it.”

“Then don’t. If you believe it’s from her, pray, give it to me. She has no business writing to you—she’s a prisoner under sentence of death in the Tower. She will have used underhanded means to get this to you—she is not to be trusted.”

“I must read it. But I do greatly fear what she will say.”

Before he could voice his disapproval, she’d opened it and scanned the page. Unease cooled his ardor. The kiss would have to be postponed. He hoped his aching heart could cope with the wait.

The color leached from her cheeks, and she pressed a hand to her midriff. In an instant, he had an arm about her waist, holding her up.

“Is it from Kate? Show me.”

Guileless, trusting, she handed him the letter. Ice drove through his body as he read the hurried scrawl.

“Dear Coz,

That you have done me wrong I will not tax you with because I know you know it. It is not too late to amend matters and seek my forgiveness. I know not what mad envy or jealousy led you to break the tie of family that unites us, betraying me to blind justice and a capricious queen. I have done wrong, I confess it, but it was not by design but by coercion. I can say no more now, only I beg you by all that is holy, to come to me here and hear my confession. Then you will know that I have been wronged and can intercede for me with the queen. Only come, and I shall chide you not. Fear is great in my heart. When all is still and quiet here, I can hear the screams and sounds of agony from the interrogation chambers where Thomas and Richard do suffer.

I have the means to reduce their suffering. I know the name of the leader of our ill-fated plan, a name which neither of the men will ever utter. But I know it, and I will tell it to you, only be sure that Bess will pay me well for this name. I pray you will ask her to spare me.

Only come to me in the Salt Tower where I am held, and we will make our peace with one another.”

He read the letter a second time, his thoughts growing ever darker. Kate Aspinall was a Machiavellian manipulator, exploiting Alys’ compassionate nature, adding the sop that she had information. Which was probably a lie.

Alys tugged at the letter. “I must tell the queen immediately!”

He pulled it gently out of her grasp and folded it up “No. Walsingham must have it.”

“Why? Why must it go to Walsingham? It is not he who could pardon Kate, only the queen.”

He doubted Kate would receive a pardon under any circumstances, but if Alys still hoped for it, it would be churlish to disappoint her. But she must understand there was no point taxing Elizabeth with this—yet.

“Walsingham needs to discover how this letter made its way out of the Tower—it could give us a vital clue to the identity of the remaining plotter. Walsingham won’t go on Kate’s word alone, not when she is bargaining for her life. People will say anything. But if Kate names the same person who smuggled this letter out, there might be cause for leniency. Walsingham will put your cousin’s case before the queen when the time is right.”

Alys’ pallor had given way to high color, and she stepped away from him. “She wants to speak to me, not Walsingham.”

“It is far too dangerous for you to go. You know what these people are capable of.”

“You could come with me—it cannot be far from Hatfield to London. Surely on a fast horse, it wouldn’t take more than a day? Half a day?”

“If Walsingham thinks it a good idea, then certainly. Though I wouldn’t be happy about it.” Memories of seeing her struggling on the floor with Richard Avery on top of her assaulted him, as he remembered the sick feeling of dread that he might not be able to rescue her in time. Could he put himself through that again? All he wanted to do was keep her safe, by his side. Always.

He stroked a finger the length of her cheek before pushing her chin up to look at him. Yes, he could see the storm building in her eyes. He loved her fire, but for her own good, it needed to be redirected. Preferably into passion.

“There are few requests you could make of me that I would not fulfill. But to take you to the Tower to speak with your cousin is something I cannot do—unless Walsingham approves the scheme. We must find him immediately.”

Her head whipped back. “Walsingham? Walsingham? Is he still your master then, even when your name has been cleared and your reputation mended? Fie on you. I thought you had more backbone than that, that you could make your own decisions.”

He felt as if he had been struck. A thousand ripostes charged through his mind, but he couldn’t stand here in a passageway, wrangling with Alys when there was a chance of catching a traitor. And thus, keeping everyone safe.

He bowed stiffly. “I am sorry you think that of me, but I shan’t change my mind. I’m going to speak to Walsingham.”

Then he strode quickly away without looking back.
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Chapter Forty-Six


Alys clutched at the carved timber studding behind her. What had she done? In a moment of chagrin, she’d spoken words intended to wound, to rend the heart Kit had so recently given into her possession. She’d been too harsh… would he forgive her? Alas, even from a prison cell, Kate still had the ability to blight her life.

She must follow him, go with him to Walsingham if she must—at least feel she still had a stake in what happened to Kate. But she’d barely taken a step when a hand on her shoulder held her back.

“Master Norris.” She managed a wobbly smile, but her heart was pounding. “God give you good day.”

He had no answering smile. Instead, he grasped her arm and hustled her through the nearest door onto the lawns. “Come, smile, look cheerful so none will know the serious business we speak of.”

“What business?”

“You have a letter. What have you done with it?”

He must have been watching them. Had he heard everything? She would die of shame.

Where was the letter? Ah, Kit had taken it. “I have no letter.” It was none of the man’s business.

His fingers bit into her arm as he led her onwards, away from the courtiers on the lawn. “I overheard it all, Mistress Barchard. Believe me, I am your friend and wish only to help you. Ludlow may not be aware of how you feel, but I have a much greater sensitivity. I will do everything in my power to bring you to your cousin. But we must move fast if we are to steal a march on the spymaster. Do you have anything valuable?”

A curious question. “Very little. Why?”

“We’ll need it for bribes. Never mind, I shall bring my purse. How soon can you be ready to leave?”

“You mean you will take me? Today?” Even now, the torturers might be starting their interrogation of Kate. Every second counted.

“What better time for it? Ludlow will keep Walsingham otherwise occupied, the queen is busy in her audience chamber, and everyone else is outside, enjoying the fine weather. No one will question our going out for a ride. And just think how pleased Elizabeth will be when you return with the identity of the final conspirator. Why should Walsingham have all the glory? Go now and prepare, and I’ll meet you at the stables.”

Alys left Norris and hurried back to her chamber. Her breath came in short, anxious bursts as she hunted down as much jewelry as she could find—which was depressingly little—and the small amount of coin she’d brought with her. It was most generous of Norris to offer to assist with the bribes—his help could not have been more timely. When her eyes fell on an unopened bottle of wine on the table, she collected that too—it could be used to sweeten the gaoler, mayhap, or be saved for Kate. She wrapped it in a cloth and tied twine around it, then sped towards the stables.

Norris was not long in coming. He’d thrown a long black cloak over his rich court clothes, and his saddlebags were bulging.

Her heart sank. “Is it such a long way then? I haven’t brought any luggage.”

“Nay—these are comforts for the prisoners. I brought a cloak for you—keep the hood well up that you be not recognized. You wouldn’t want to arouse Elizabeth’s wrath, would you?”

Nor Kit’s. “I know the need for secrecy.” She donned the cloak.

It was a long and tedious ride. Despite the busyness of the roads and the interesting places they passed, the journey held none of the anticipation, none of the pleasure of her customary rides into Cheyneham. Norris’ urgency had been replaced by a nervous tension which communicated itself to her, so she was jumping at every sound of cart wheels or horses behind them. Was there any way in which she could conceal this journey from Kit? He’d be furious with her for thwarting him.

Much of the journey was spent at a jarring gallop, so keen was Norris to reach the city before dusk. How fortunate he’d offered to assist her—he knew every back road, every byway, keeping them out of sight as much as possible. She pondered on his need to be so devious—he was a powerful courtier, and his position was assured. The only person likely to wish him harm for this escapade was Kit. In truth, she suspected he was doing it largely to infuriate him—or to rouse his jealousy.

Seeing Norris muffled up in his cloak reminded her of the man who’d dropped the rosary bead. Kit had been so angry then, she thought he suspected her of being a traitor. He’d certainly think her a traitor now, but if she could get that name for him, surely all would be forgiven? It cut her to the quick to think he might shut her out once again. She must not allow that to happen.

The houses and wayside buildings became more dense, with more taverns and alehouses, stews and workshops. She’d never been in such a noisy place, the volume of which increased as they drew near the Thames. What a splendid spectacle the river was—if only she could afford the time to stop and admire it! She was fascinated by the wharves and jetties where cargoes were being loaded and unloaded, and the river-men who plied their boats up and down, full to the gunwales with passengers.

They eventually pulled their mounts to a halt at an inn, where Norris deposited his saddlebags, explaining he’d rather travel light on their first foray into the Tower. He would collect them later, once the right palms had been greased. Then he helped Alys down into one of the ferries with her bundle.

Her skin went cold. It must be breezier down by the water.

“Have you traveled by boat before?” Norris appeared concerned.

“I have not, but ’tis no matter. If you assure me it is safe, then I shall be well enough.” Everyone else looked comfortable, as they rocked about on the swell created by the multitude of vessels. It couldn’t be that dangerous.

As soon as they were out on the water, she detected a change in Norris. There was a glint in his eyes, and a look of fierce triumph on his round, swarthy face. He must be a man who thrived on adventure and challenge… a little like Kit, but also very unlike him.

The thought brought a sigh to her throat. If only it were Kit, not Norris, who’d decided to aid her. She’d far rather it was him now sitting in the bows of the ship, the river zephyrs ruffling his dark hair.

“This is where we stop.” As he helped her out of the swaying boat onto solid ground, his hand trembled. When she looked up at the edifice before her, she understood why. The Tower looked to be an impregnable fortress, with both inner and outer walls protected by massive drum towers, either singly or in pairs. The great sprawl of battlements and buildings was watched over by the massive ancient White Tower, its newly whitewashed walls and limestone blocks reflecting back the dying light of the day. Even here, down by the water, she could hear the sound of animals roaring in the royal menagerie and the shouts of the yeoman warders. Somewhere here was the royal mint, which would have its own guards. How could they possibly hope to gain admittance?

Norris brought them in via the postern at the Develin Tower, and they made their way alongside the wall enclosing the royal gardens and up into the Lanthorn Tower, topped with the sculpted pinnacle that gave it its name. It was thrilling to see places she’d only read about in books, but there was no time to dally and admire.

Norris walked confidently just ahead of her, greeting anyone who looked directly at him, whispering to anyone who seemed about to oppose him, and pressing unseen bounty into their hands. In this fashion, they made their way along the crenellated inner wall to the Salt Tower.

“Why, it hardly looks like a prison.” There were stores, and bags of flour on the floor below, just like any cellar in a country house.

He made no reply but led her by the hand towards the iron-studded door. The single guard, much occupied in paring his fingernails with his knife, came stiffly upright when hailed by Norris.

She waited while the usual negotiations took place. This guard was the most reluctant they’d encountered yet, claiming that the prisoner within was accounted particularly dangerous, for all she was only a woman. Norris emptied his purse into the fellow’s hand, but the man just stared at the coins, then rubbed his thumb thoughtfully along the hilt of his knife. Alys snatched up her purse and began counting out coins.

“No time for that.” Norris grabbed and jerked at the purse so hard, the thong securing it to her belt broke. He stuffed the whole bag into the guard’s hands, then before the fellow could blink, caught him by the front of his doublet and brought a knife up to the man’s throat.

“No more delays. The sum is enough. You will let us in and lock the door upon us, admitting no one else. No one, do you understand? When I knock thrice from inside, you will let us out. Don’t try any trickery—I have powerful friends.”

The threat had the desired effect, and the man stood aside. It impressed Alys that Norris could be so fierce, but the discovery was not a comfortable one. Nor was the realization that he’d emptied his purse, and she ought really to repay him. But how could she, when she had not a penny to her name?

They were now in one of the tower rooms. She saw stout stone walls, a magnificent window overlooking the river, and a great hooded fireplace with a woman standing beside it. The thick door swung shut, and the key turned in the lock.

Norris turned to Alys… and struck her.

The powerful blow crashed into her jaw, slamming her back against the unforgiving stonework. Her head hit the wall with a sickening thud and, knocked almost senseless, she slid down to the floor, her stomach rising up in revolt. Through the mists of pain, she gazed dully at the pair before her. And discovered she’d made a fatal mistake.

There stood Kate, clothes stained and worn, her hair dirty. Her sufferings had left their path on her face, edging her eyes with dark shadows, wrinkling her brow with worry. There was a feverish look in her eyes, and her mouth was stretched wide, leering.

Norris took Kate in his arms and kissed her. She welcomed him, then stared past his shoulder at Alys, mockery on her face. Sick with fear and shock, Alys had no doubt these two were lovers. Norris’ hungry kisses soon gave way to a fevered exploration of Kate’s body as his lips moved down to caress her neck and breast.

Alys tried to struggle to her feet, but waves of nausea held her down. Norris turned at the sound of her whimper, his arm clamped possessively around Kate’s waist.

“Thank you, Mistress Barchard.” He bared startlingly white teeth at her. “You have given me everything I need.”

She leaned forward, her stomach heaving.

“No, you don’t. We can’t have you soiling that fine cloak I gave you.” He dragged the cloak from her, sending her sprawling against the wall. Then, as calmly as if Alys weren’t there, resumed kissing Kate.

Alys retched onto the floor, her gut in knots, her head buzzing. She remembered, with a clarity that killed all hope, that she had seen Norris before. He’d been swathed in a dark cloak, hurrying away from Selwood towards Cheyneham. He’d dropped a bead, which Kit had identified as coming from a rosary. He’d believed the so-called cunningman must be a Spaniard.

In that, he’d been mistaken. Norris was an Englishman and a traitor. And she’d just played right into his hands.
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Chapter Forty-Seven


Alys drew a hand across her mouth, then wiped her sweaty palm on her gown. What did they have planned for her? Was this Kate exacting her revenge?

“Will you show me no mercy, Coz? I came here to help, and this is how you repay me.”

Kate thrust Norris away and stalked over to Alys’ corner as she tried once more to rise.

A hard slap of Kate’s hand knocked Alys to the floor again, where she sat in a miserable heap, head spinning.

“Mercy?” Kate stood over her, hands on hips. “I have shown you enough already. Who took you in when your parents died of the sweating sickness? I did. What a pathetic creature you were then. And still are. Good little Alys, God-fearing Alys, who felt so sorry for herself yet was more than happy to chide me for my actions.”

Kate whipped around and started pacing. “Despite the poor quality clay you were made from, I kept you occupied, taught you to how keep house, fed and clothed you as becomes a gentlewoman. But it was too much like hard work for you, wasn’t it? You thought me cruel, when all the time, I was deliberately shaping you into a woman of character, someone worth knowing. What did you know of life before you came to me? Nothing.”

Alys found her voice. “That’s not true, I—”

“Silence! Interrupt, and I’ll knock you senseless. You mewl about your sufferings, your penury, your lack of a husband, my behavior. Did it never occur to you that I might have suffered, too? For the loss of my husband, for the ungodly strictures put upon my faith by an apostate queen? A queen who would have been toppled—and the nation’s conscience salved—if it hadn’t been for you. Now Mary of the Scots will die, and England will be plunged into a bloody war—all because you were gulled by a milksop peer posing as a gardener’s boy. Hah! ’Twould be laughable were the results not so tragic.”

Her head swung back and forth as she spoke, like a snake eyeing up its victim, ready to strike the paralyzing blow. Fury at the injustice of Kate’s accusations brought Alys to her feet once more, ready to do battle, but Norris stepped between them, thrusting the cloak he’d lent Alys at Kate.

“There’s no more time for words—we must be gone. Cover your hair with the hood and pull it well forward of your face. I’ll deal with your cousin.”

Alys froze as he drew a slender dagger from beneath his cloak. Time slowed down and fear weighted her limbs as something covered her mouth so she couldn’t scream. There were strange sounds in the room, but they seemed to be miles away, having nothing to do with her. All her senses were concentrated on that blade, that thin sliver of metal that dealt death in a single blow.

If only she’d brought a weapon when she left the court with Norris—she should have learned that much by now. Summoning all her strength, she thrashed about in his grasp, broke free and tried to run, but as in a nightmare, her legs would not support her.

Suddenly, the air was filled with movement and noise, and Kit was there, knocking Norris off his feet, and drawing a knife on him.

She took in a searing breath, then another. The nausea returned, fueled by the sight of Kit, locked in combat with Norris, forcing back the hand that held the needle-sharp blade as he tried to bring his own into play. He ought to have the upper hand, having the element of surprise in his favor. Also, he was the taller of the two, boasting more muscle than the slight Norris.

Shrieking with fury, Kate leapt onto Kit’s back, locking her hands in a choking grip around his throat, trying to bear him down. He staggered and attempted to shake her off, but that brief distraction allowed Norris to sink his blade into Kit’s thigh.

As the blood spurted, Alys found a new strength, born from sheer rage that this traitor had spilled Kit’s precious blood. She picked up the wine bottle she’d brought, hurled herself at Kate and landed a crushing blow on her head.

Kate collapsed like a house of cards, and as Norris darted aside to avoid a blow from Kit, he tripped over her. Kit’s knife caught him on the cheek, slicing it open from chin to temple. Norris roared out in pain and, at the same moment, a host of armed men hurtled into the room. Recognizing them as yeomen and warders, Alys fell back against the wall, certain the ordeal was now nearly over.

Kit stepped away from his opponent, wiping his blade clean of Norris’ blood, a look of disgust on his face. The guard who’d been threatened with Norris’ knife dealt him a few bruising kicks before clapping him in irons. He shackled Kate, too, even though she was barely conscious.

But none of this really mattered. Everything blurred into the background as she stared at Kit, quailing at the look of betrayal on his face.
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Chapter Forty-Eight


“Kit, you’re hurt.” She pushed away from the wall and staggered towards him.

He brushed his hands down his hose and examined the wound on his thigh. “Not too deep. I shall survive for the moment. Excuse me—I have duties to attend to.”

Dispirited, she withdrew and gazed dolefully at the bottle of wine with which she’d downed Kate. Why not open it, and drain every last drop? Maybe it would dull the agony of knowing she’d been a complete fool, risking her life and her only chance of happiness. Would Kit speak to her again? What was she to do? She knew nobody here.

She waited in an unhappy daze while Kit called for paper and ink, scribbled a note, and instructed one of the warders to make sure it found its way to Sir Francis Walsingham.

Eventually, he gave his attention to her. “Thank you for your intervention, Mistress Barchard. Now, will you come with me?”

She nodded, feeling wretched, and he took her by the elbow and walked her along the walls and down through the Lanthorn Tower. When they came to a secluded corner, he pulled her under the shadow of an archway and turned her to face him.

“Did he hurt you?” His tone held no emotion.

“He punched me.” She felt her jaw—it ached like the devil, and she’d doubtless have a bruise for many days. She couldn’t go back to court looking like this. Especially not after she’d betrayed everyone’s trust and nearly allowed two traitors to go free. A solitary tear slid down her cheek.

Kit brought his hand to her face to wipe it away, and she gazed up at him, silently begging his forgiveness. He held her gaze for a moment, then removed his hand and looked away.

Desperate to regain his attention, she pointed to his thigh, bloodstained but no longer bleeding. “I think he has hurt you more. Kit, won’t you look at me? Tell me how you knew where to come, how you knew I was gone.”

His chest heaved, and he breathed a deep sigh. “I came to see you, but you were not in your room,” he said, still not looking at her. “Nor could you be found anywhere else. Then it was discovered that Norris had gone, too, without a word to anyone, and taking all his possessions with him. That made me suspect he might have been the one who smuggled that letter out to you, so I alerted Walsingham. I put it about that he must have abducted you, because you’d left your servant and your clothes behind, then hastened to the Tower, praying that would be your destination.”

He’d come to look for her, after the awful things she’d said to him. “Why did you come? We’d quarreled so bitterly.”

“That’s not important now. I should get you away from this place—you look unwell.”

The fact he’d gone looking for her rekindled a spark in her heart. “Why were you seeking me, when you’d turned your back on me, denied me your aid?”

He stood back and looked in her eyes, his expression hard. “Why did you do it?” His voice was a low growl. “Why, against all my warnings, did you take off with Norris to see your cousin? Could you not have accepted my judgment? Could you not have trusted me?”

She stared miserably up at him, stabbed with guilt at the pain his brown eyes. “You don’t understand. I had to see Kate—she’s family, she’s all I’ve got. I hoped I might reform her, gain her cooperation.”

Kit drew a fist across his brow. “You could have had so much more. I offered myself to you—I would have been your family, fought your battles for you, tended your hurts… but you wouldn’t have me.”

As she looked at him, she saw the light had gone from his eyes, and knew how much she’d wounded him. “Forgive me. I was a cursed fool, and I’m prepared to pay the price for giving Kate and Norris the chance to escape. But I beg you not to let that price be our friendship.” She laid a hand on his chest, tangling her fingers in the laces of his doublet. If he didn’t forgive her, she could never forgive herself.

For a moment, it seemed he might capitulate, then he removed her hand from his clothing. “I’ll hire a coach to convey you back to Hatfield in the morning. I’m sure quarters can be found for you until then.”

“But what will you do? Will you not wait with me? There is so much to be said.”

“There is naught to be said. I shall return to Hatfield tonight, as soon as my horse is rested.”

She grasped his doublet again, her fingers trembling. “I’m sorry, Kit, I’m so sorry.” Tears sprang to her eyes as she looked up at him, scanning his face for any little spark of hope that he still cared for her.

When he pulled her roughly against him and pressed his mouth hungrily over hers, she thought she had her answer. But when he thrust her off and walked away, she knew the kiss had been a farewell, not an absolution.
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Chapter Forty-Nine


Alys’ night spent as a guest in the Tower was fraught with demons. She lay on an unfamiliar bed, unable to sleep, unable to eat, trying not to be afraid of the unfamiliar noises. It was impossible to rid her mind of those who’d met an untimely end there, whether publicly, like Anne Boleyn, or in secret, like the two young princes, nephews of Richard the Third. Their spirits roamed the passageways still, protesting their fates. Every shadow concealed an assassin with a dagger. She would have sold her soul to have Kit beside her, his comforting arms protecting her. But she’d ruined everything.

But by the time morning cast its grey fingers through her window, she’d erected a fragile wall around her damaged heart. She would openly confess her folly to any who questioned her. She’d actively seek forgiveness—and when it was not given, she’d not complain. One day, soon, she would recover, and be herself again. The time would come for her return to Selwood, where she’d put all to rights and live quietly, expecting nothing, deserving nothing.

When she arrived back at Hatfield under the protection of Rupert, Lettice insisted she be put to bed, and after a whispered conversation with Rupert, they informed her they were sending for a physician. She made no demur—a sleeping draught, and a poultice or arnica ointment for her cheek, would be most welcome.

And sleep she did—she drowsed and woke, woke and drowsed until she lost all idea of the passage of time. She suspected she’d been in bed for days. Clarity didn’t really return until she heard Jane Haslitt’s voice.

“Sit up, Alys—you will want to hear this. Are you fully awake? Lord, but your shift is crumpled—you look as if you have spent the last three days in a cow byre, not in bed. Come now, here’s some cold water for your face and hands.”

She sat up, allowed her face to be gently sponged, then made an effort to smile.

“There, now you are back with us. I would not waste the queen’s praise on someone but half-awake.”

The queen’s praise? She shook her head. “What time is it? Is it day? Why are the shutters still closed?”

“They were closed, partly so you could rest undisturbed, and partly for your safety. Although all danger is now passed, I understand.”

“What danger?” She sat up straighter, her breathing suddenly shallow.

“Oh, I sound like an addle-pate. Let me tell you what I came to tell you without any further questions.”

Jane cleared her throat, then unfolded a piece of paper and read from it.

“Her Royal Majesty Queen Elizabeth of England and what not and so on… sends her warmest thanks to Mistress Alys Barchard, lately of Selwood Manor in the shire of Suffolk, and decrees that the aforesaid Alys will not only have Selwood Manor as her own holding, but also the erstwhile manors of Stansted Magna, Lower… oh, the names matter not! Do you see, Alys? She has given you half the holdings attaindered from Hubert Norris, Richard Avery and Sir Thomas Kirlham. What an honor! Are you not pleased? Wherefore such a heavy frown?”

Her head reeled. “What is she giving them to me for? What has she to thank me for?”

“What has she to—? Merciful heavens, wench, this is not the time for modesty. The word of your bravery, your daring, is all around the court. How you entered into a secret plan with Sir Christopher Ludlow to sound it about that you wished to visit Mistress Aspinall. And that by doing so, you flushed that serpent Norris out into the open and, with yourself as bait, uncovered his connection with the plotters in a such a fashion that he could make no denial. ’Tis a pity Sir Christopher was wounded in the event, but he’s walking well enough now, and you seem nearly recovered, too. Now, as I am not needed elsewhere, I shall sit here while you tell me everything that transpired.”

This was all too much. She must be dreaming or feverish from the medicines, and hallucinating. But Jane Haslitt was very real, as she settled herself at the foot of Alys’ bed with an expectant expression.

“I really don’t understand—”

“Wait, there’s someone outside the door.” Jane got to her feet as the door was quietly unlatched and opened.

Alys must be dreaming. Her new visitor was Kit.

He lingered in the doorway, frowning slightly at Jane, not even looking at Alys. “Ah, Sir Christopher—your ears must have been burning. You’ll be pleased to learn Mistress Barchard is a little better. How could she not be, in view of the honor recently done her by the queen?”

Kit’s brown eyes glanced in Alys’ direction, sending skitters of awareness across her skin.

“I should leave. Having two visitors is enough—I would not tire her.”

“Why break the habit of the last few days?” Jane gave Alys a knowing look. “He has been in to see you every morning, even though he knew you weren’t awake.”

His cheeks colored, and he cleared his throat. “I have tidings for Mistress Barchard, but fear she’s not yet strong enough to receive them.” He turned to go, but Jane reached the door before him.

“Nonsense. But I sense you require privacy before you share your news. Anon.” She gave Alys a little wave, then closed the door behind her.

Alys was left alone with Kit. And by the darkening of his frown, she could tell she wasn’t going to enjoy his news at all.
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Chapter Fifty


Kit hovered near the bed, willing the telltale flush to subside. Alys looked unwell—he must deal gently with her. He would say no more, and no less, than he had come to say, and then the book would be closed, the story ended. He would return to his estates in Shropshire—and put all thought of her from his mind.

He stared down at her, waiting for some sign, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. That alone should be enough to tell him there was no hope for them, if he hadn’t known it already.

“I regret to tell you your cousin and fellow conspirators have been executed. It was considered too dangerous to allow them to remain alive, lest they become a focus for opposition to the queen. I am sorry to be the bearer of such hard news.”

He’d been too blunt—her face had grown even paler, in stark contrast to the dark, disordered hair that cloaked her shoulders. Despite her dejection, she found the strength to raise her chin and—finally—meet his eyes. His gut twisted.

“Thank you, Kit, for what you have done for me. I know that the lie you fabricated about us thwarting Norris must have cost you dear—I am aware how important your honor is to you. As for the executions, I’m no longer in any doubt that justice has been done. The generosity of the queen has been overwhelming. But I cannot accept the extra lands—I do not deserve them. You must tell me what to do.”

Was that a hint of moisture in her blue-grey eyes? He moved closer. Of course, he should have known how much she’d blame herself. To admit her folly in front of him took considerable courage. Yes, those were definitely tears. He’d far rather she didn’t cry—he hated to see her so humbled.

A brief vision crossed his mind, of that time when he had trapped her in the hedge maze at Selwood when she was berating him for not knowing his proper place. The memory made him smile and, for a moment, he felt as if the old Kit was back, a man who could laugh at the world, and mock it, whatever it tried to throw at him.

She must have mistaken the smile, must have thought he was exulting over her, for she slid down in the bed and pulled the covers up to her ears.

“I’m weary. I need to sleep some more.”

Her body was shaking, but the sobs were silent. Suddenly, after the emptiness of the past weeks, his heart began to feel again. Before, he’d had water in his veins, but now the hot blood had returned, filled with feeling and emotion. He reached out, stroking the trembling shoulder through the thickness of the blanket, ready to take her in his arms. But she cringed away from him.

It was too late. Of course, it was. Too much had happened—too many painful blows had been dealt to pride and belief. He must bring forward his plans to depart for Shropshire and just go. There was no point remaining where he wasn’t wanted.

He left as quietly as he’d arrived and strode towards the stables to see how quickly his horse could be made ready. But on arrival, he almost collided with Rupert.

“How now, good Sir Kit! By God, sir, but you look as miserable as a bawd with the pox.”

Kit waved him away. “I’m in no humor for conversation. And I have much to do.”

Rupert interposed himself between Kit and the stables and tapped the side of his nose. “I know what causes that clouded brow. A certain young female who has been in the wars of late.”

“Get yourself gone, Rupert. I’m in a hurry.” Kit dodged one way—Rupert stepped in the same direction. Irritably, Kit pushed him aside, but the fellow refused to budge.

“Not running away, I hope? Would you have her pine away?”

“It’s nothing to laugh about.”

“I’m not. I’m serious. I’ve seen the pair of you together. It’s high time you made up your quarrel, whatever it is. Between you, you’ve achieved great things—no such brilliant pairing should be torn asunder over quibbles.”

Kit clamped his hands on Rupert’s shoulders, subtly reminding him of his superior height and strength. “There is nothing more to be said. She doesn’t want me. I’m going home.”

Rupert smirked at him, eyes dancing. “The great lover, Sir Christopher Ludlow, rejected by a maid? There will be much rejoicing among the queen’s ladies, now that you are free again. But no.” His expression turned serious. “I have spent some time with Mistress Barchard and, being a good reader of character, know she is sick at heart. She has no one left but you, and whatever her attitude may seem to be at present, I’m certain she needs you.”

Kit gave him a shove. “And I’m certain she doesn’t.”

Rupert stepped aside and bowed. “Very well, if that’s how you will have it. But if you are to be leaving soon, pray quaff a jug of ale with me. And with some of the other youngbloods at Hatfield.”

Why was he so persistent? Anyone would think he’d been given orders to stop Kit leaving. Which was ridiculous.

His shoulders drooped. Perhaps a cup of wine would ease a little of his suffering. It would indeed be churlish to leave without making his farewells.

“Very well, Rupert, you shall have your way. Only, swear you’ll say no more of Alys, or try and persuade me to stay.”

Rupert’s eyes twinkled. “An excellent decision. I vow I’ll speak no more of Alys. But I can’t promise not to try and make you stay.”

Kit managed a chuckle, clapped his companion on the back, and turned back towards the palace.
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Chapter Fifty-One


It was clear Kit would be spending another night at Hatfield. He wasn’t exactly drunk, but he’d been drinking well into the evening, making his limbs feel like lead, and leaving him disinclined to do anything. Which was why he was completely unprepared for the attack his companions launched on him.

A hand was clamped over his mouth and his hands secured to his sides as he was dragged, writhing and kicking, into a darkened passageway. Someone removed his boots and belt, and before he knew it, his clothes were being stripped from him, amidst shouts and guffaws of laughter. Expecting to be thrown into the horse trough, or some other such jest, he was completely flummoxed when a door was opened, and he was thrown unceremoniously into a pitch-black chamber.

Before he could find the breath to protest, the door had been pulled shut again, and the key turned in the lock. He staggered upright, throwing himself against the stout oak, cursing loudly.

“Open this door, you cursed knaves. Come back here and face me man to man, you lily-livered cowards. Damn you all to hell!”

“Kit?”

His fist froze midway to the door, then fell to his side. He peered around, trying to pierce the darkness. “Is that you, Alys? God’s teeth!”

Of all the—! Picturing himself turning Rupert inside-out and making a purse of his genitals, he renewed his assault on the door.

“Come back here, you whey-faced poltroons. This is a lady’s chamber. Have you no thought for her reputation?”

“We’ll come back when we’re good and ready,” drawled a male voice from the other side of the door.

“And when you’re prepared to ask nicely.” That sounded like Rupert. Death was too good for such a one. There was more muffled laughter, then the sound of footsteps diminishing down the passageway.

His shoulders slumped. He could try breaking the door down, but he couldn’t see in the dark for anything to attack it with. And he couldn’t light a candle because…

“Alys—what are you doing? Ye gods, no. No light!”

Too late. She was already holding a glowing taper to the candle wick. Seconds later, a faint golden glow illuminated the room. He sobered up in an instant and threw himself to the floor.

“Kit. What in heaven’s name is going on? Why are you lurking down by the foot of my bed?”

“Forgive me—this was none of my doing. Some of my so-called friends decided it would be a merry jest to thrust me in here and lock the door. I admit they are in their cups, but that will not spare them the sharp edge of my sword when I get out of here.”

They must have known exactly what they were doing, which room it was. A conspiracy had been afoot under his very nose, and he’d failed to see it.

He raised himself up a little, so he could see Alys’ face. “I apologize for my curses—that was language unfit for a lady’s ears.”

A snort escaped her. Was that amusement flickering at the corners of her mouth? She obviously cared not one whit for his damaged pride.

“I am grown used to your curses, sir—I’ve heard them often enough. I’m also becoming accustomed to the sight of you unclothed. In some ways, your nakedness is more familiar to me than your court finery.”

He could hardly believe his ears—he’d expected bitter recriminations, or cold, disapproving silence. Even screaming. Instead, she was teasing him.

“Do you mock me, Madam?”

“Nay, of course not. But tell me, are you often the butt of such jests as this one?”

“Certainly not. The perpetrator, occasionally. Such pranks are not uncommon amongst the younger courtiers—I regret you’ve found yourself embroiled in this one. It may be difficult to escape this situation with our reputations intact.”

“I daresay your reputation will be enhanced by it.”

He straightened slightly—having a conversation while crouched on the floor was uncomfortable, and his injured thigh was protesting. If she continued to taunt him, he’d damned well stand up.

“Perhaps it is a reputation I no longer care to have. My wild days are behind me.” He did his best to sound offended.

“No, no, I’m sorry. There is just so much I neither know nor understand about you. Hardly surprising when you have spent the better part of our acquaintance playing a part.”

“It went against my nature. I wanted to reveal my true self to you, yet I dared not give myself away.”

She settled on the edge of her bed. A relief. He could keep his dignity—what remained of it—for now.

“You wanted to talk to me? When?” Her face had definitely brightened. That defeated look he’d seen earlier was quite vanished. His heart sped up.

“Almost since I first saw you, when I first realized how superior you were to the rest, beautiful, clever… yet so repressed. Your cousin did you no favors, Alys, but I’ll say no more. I have no wish to speak ill of the dead.”

“I don’t believe you trusted me then. You thought I was in league with the Spanish and the Scots.”

“I suspected everyone at first. Then I got to know you, and it would have cut me to the marrow to discover you were my enemy. But later, not even that would have stopped me wanting to make you mine.” His voice caught. The truth was spilling out of him, and if she rejected him now that he’d laid his heart before her, it would be unimaginable.

He held her gaze. “We’ve had a very stormy passage, Alys Barchard, and many hurtful words have been spoken. But let us put that behind us now and address our most immediate problem—how to execute my escape.”

She chewed on her lower lip a moment, then looked at him from under her long lashes. “What if I don’t want you to escape?”
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Chapter Fifty-Two


Alys felt happier, more alive than she had in days. The sight of Kit, without all the trappings of his high degree, reminded her poignantly of the deep attraction she’d felt for him at Selwood. While he’d been talking, she’d been stealing greedy glances at his vividly handsome face, his tousled dark hair, and perfectly-muscled chest. There was a smattering of fine dark hair across his breast which she’d not noticed before. It fascinated her.

“Are you completely naked?”

“You’re laughing at me. This is not the moment for humor.”

He hadn’t answered her question. Which meant he was. Completely naked. Shivers of anticipation scuttled down her spine.

“How did they manage to catch you so unprepared? Did they drag you out of the tub, or something?”

There was a warning look in his eyes. It excited her.

“Believe me, they did not take me easily. Had it not been ten to one, they would not have triumphed. I’ll know who they are on the morrow—one or two took some heavy blows before they subdued me. Now, I’d appreciate it if you’d stop asking questions, and throw me a sheet or something, so I can make myself decent.”

A pity. She took her time to comply and enjoyed the sight of Kit’s broad back as he stood up to tuck her bed cover around his waist. Hands on slender hips, he surveyed the room.

The cover she’d given him was highly embroidered, very feminine, with bold flowers and charming little birds adorning it. The sight of it swathed around Kit’s intensely masculine body was so incongruous, she couldn’t help but giggle.

He spun around. “You’re still laughing at me.”

“I can’t help it,” she choked out.

His brow darkened. “You’re overwrought after the news of the day. I beg you to control yourself, Madam.”

She just stared at him while her shoulders shook.

He gave her a black look. It made no difference.

“Let’s see if you find this funny,” he muttered darkly, and let the bed cover fall to the floor.

Not funny at all. Shocking. Fascinating. Compelling. Laughter forgotten, she feasted her eyes on him greedily as he approached the bed and settled down on the mattress, dangerously close. No, not close enough. She wanted him with a hunger that took her by surprise.

Their gazes locked, and she spread her arms, welcoming him as he bore her backwards onto the bed.

His lips grazed her ear. “Do you remember the morning after the flood? I told you I wished to finish the business we had begun.”

She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. Her head was trapped against the pillow by his hand buried deep in her hair, the heat of his hard body pressing against her making her wish she, too, was naked.

“You have taunted me, tempted me, teased me. You have humiliated and spurned me, Mistress Barchard. Yet despite all this, I find I cannot easily give you up. I’d rather have you laugh at me than hate me.”

She gazed up at his beautifully sculpted mouth, so maddeningly close. But she didn’t deserve his kiss. Not yet.

“I could never hate you. All those things I accused you of—I was wrong.”

Kit shifted his weight so he could look down at her. “You’re not teasing me now?”

“I’m not teasing you now. I’m apologizing.”

“You understand why I refused to take you to Kate?”

“I do now.” She was trembling—but not from fear. “I was being selfish, and I didn’t realize how dangerous she was. But you knew, didn’t you?”

“I have an instinct about people. But you have remained an enigma, in more ways than one. It could take me a lifetime to unravel your secrets. I will delight in uncovering them all.” His mouth widened in a sinful smile.

Yes, oh, yes! She’d delight in it, too. But there was something she needed first. “Will you accept my apology?”

He lowered his body, bringing their faces so close she could feel his heated breath. He ran his eyes suggestively over her body. “I will, but I might demand a forfeit.”

His dark gaze burned with an intense flame of desire. Hoping she’d read his meaning correctly, she tangled a hand in his hair, pulling his head down to hers.

No sooner had her trembling lips touched his than she was on fire. Passion exploded like a furnace as she clutched him to her body, returning his kiss with equal vigor. They kissed for an eternity, their lips locked, their tongues entwined. She forgot to breathe as desire seared her body, and her heart galloped at breakneck speed until Kit released her to take a breath himself. He ran a hand along her flank, stroking her nightgown up above her knees—and she moaned at the touch of his flesh on hers, gazing into his eyes and thinking he’d never looked so beautiful as in this moment.

He kissed her again, and by the time he drew away, her head was reeling, her body begging for more.

“It would be so easy, too easy, to make you mine here and now. I don’t know how I shall bear it, but I must let you go this instant.” His expressive eyes swam with emotion.

“Then why did you start it if you don’t intend to finish?” She twisted her fingers into his hair.

“Hussy.” He turned his head aside and kissed the inside of her wrist. “You cannot know how provocative you are.”

She squeezed her legs together in delicious wantonness and knew from the widening of his eyes he’d felt it. “Perhaps I would like to find out.” Her voice was husky, seductive.

A slow smile spread across his mouth. He was beautiful as life itself, leaning above her with the candlelight playing across his velvety skin. His eyes held a promise that made her shiver with expectation. But still, he held back.

Maybe he didn’t care for her enough, didn’t want to be shackled to her. “Do you love me?”

He threw his head back, laughing. “Haven’t I told you yet?”

She shook her head. Without warning, he took her in his arms and rolled over, pulling her on top of him. She could feel the hardness of his manhood against her belly and knew she needed to feel him properly, skin to skin. “I hope you’re going to,” she muttered, wriggling out of her nightgown and lying over him, propped up on her elbows so she could look him in the eyes.

He stared hungrily at her breasts where they pressed against his bare chest, nipples hard and aching. Then he cleared his throat and forced his gaze to her face. “Now is not exactly a good time to ask. There are many men who, in a moment of passion like this, would say whatever was necessary in order to win the lady’s surrender. But you can trust my word. I do love you—I have loved you long before this moment. If you doubt my sincerity, remember I asked you to marry me not so very long ago. Not very coherently if I recall, but I’ve had no practice in asking so important a question. I behaved like a peasant, and apologize. Brave, beautiful Alys, I love you dearer than my own life.”

She brushed a kiss across his mouth, his eyes, his forehead. If only this moment could last forever.

He stole a kiss on his own account—long, hard, determined. Then he gazed down where their two bodies touched and said, “I rather think you must marry me now, my darling, or risk disgrace.”

She’d happily risk disgrace for a moment like this. “I’ll think about it.”

“You will not. There is no thinking to be done. We shall be wed as soon as is humanly possible. Promise me now.” He gave her a gentle shake. Her hair tumbled forward, brushing the firm muscles of his chest.

“Very well, I promise to marry you.”

His expression was incandescent. She reveled in the heat of his joy. “And promise to love me also.”

That was an easy vow to make. “I do. I will. Always.”

She drew her finger teasingly along his breastbone and saw his nipples peak. How delightfully strong his body was, yet sensitive and gentle, too. He had more secrets and wonders at his command than she could ever have imagined—and she was determined to explore them all. With slow deliberation, she lifted her hips and stroked her hand down his stomach.

“When Kate was pretending that you and she were lovers, she boasted that you made love like a stag in rut, like a charging bull. I wonder how she could have imagined such a thing.”

He looked perplexed for a moment. Then his lips folded back in a lazy smile that sent shivers up her spine. He moved suddenly and rolled over, trapping her beneath him.

“I’m sure that can be arranged.”
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Chapter Fifty-Three


Morning sunlight shafted through the gaps in the shutters, prodding Kit awake. Alys still slumbered in his arms, and he had no desire to leave their bed and face the day.

But face it he must. Too many people knew he’d been locked, naked, in Alys’ room.

There would be consequences. He withdrew slowly, so as not to wake her, then walked across the room to try the door. It was no longer locked. When had that happened?

He peered out. There was no one in view, although the familiar sounds of the court suggested that most people were already up and about their business. Looking down, he saw a pile of fabric, surmounted by a folded piece of paper.

Keeping as much of his naked body behind the door as possible, he pulled the items inside. When he shook out the cloth, it resolved itself into a heap of men’s clothing. His clothing, from the night before.

Fury warred with amusement. He might not approve the method, but he liked the results.

Should he string Rupert and his cronies up, or should he make them each a gift?

He turned, to see that Alys, tousled and rosy-cheeked, was now out of bed and shyly lacing up her bodice. A pity. But there would always be another night, another morning when they might take their time.

He grinned at her and gestured with the pile of clothes. “Well, that’s one problem solved. I shall not have to go naked to arrange our wedding.”

She joined him as he shook open the note which had accompanied the clothes, her slender arm snaking around his waist. Aloud, he read,

“‘To My Lord Ludlow and Mistress Alys Barchard.

Be it known to you both that your wedding has been arranged for three of the clock this afternoon. It has pleased me to make the arrangements and bear the expense myself. Alys, you have my blessing, although I shall regret losing you from court. Ludlow, there is no need to call anyone out—I know you have been tricked, and will deal with the tricksters in my own way. I believe Walsingham has need of several young men to train in the art of deviousness. Failing that, there’s always the stables.

I only hope, Ludlow, that you will beg forgiveness for taking the bride before the wedding. Greed is a sin, but I know I can rely on Alys to punish you for it.’”

He stared mutely at Alys.

“Is it from the queen?”

He nodded, showing her the royal signature with its distinctive flourishes.

The color fled from her cheeks. “Will the whole court know our shame?”

He gave her a squeeze, smiling. “Nay, I think not. Bess can be subtle when she wants to be. As well as persuasive. She will have arranged matters to our satisfaction, have no doubt of it.”

Alys nodded. “Good. I was beginning to fear our courtship was becoming the most public ever to occur.”

He dropped the note, taking her hands in his, and losing himself in her blue-grey eyes. “It matters not, my dearest, so long as we have each other. I promise that for every public moment of courtship there will be a thousand private ones. I mean to be the perfect husband.”

And every moment he spent with Alys, be it public or private, would be nothing less than perfection.
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