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Prologue
High Wycombe, England, July 1550
The attenuated cry of an infant pierced the black miasma of exhaustion. The woman on the bed was slumped motionless against the pillows, her eyes closed, her skin the color of old parchment. At the baby’s cry her eyelids fluttered but didn’t open and she sank once more into merciful oblivion.
Not one of the three other women in the stifling chamber glanced towards the bed. The baby’s mother didn’t interest them. They worked quickly and in silence and when they had done what had to be done they left the chamber soundlessly, closing the door behind them.
More than three hours passed before Pen emerged from her stupor. She was soaked with sweat. The room was like a furnace, the windows tight closed, the fire blazing in the deep hearth. She heard whispers and with a soft moan tried to raise herself on the pillows but her body ached as if she’d been racked, and she had barely sufficient strength to open her eyes.
“Ah, you are awake.” It was the voice of her mother-in-law. Effortfully Pen opened her eyes. The Dowager Countess of Bryanston looked down at her daughter-in-law. Her hard brown eyes were dispassionate as stones, her mouth a thin line above a heavy jutting chin. She made no attempt to disguise her contemptuous dislike of the frail young woman on the bed. The young woman who was the widow of Lady Bryanston’s elder son. The widow who had just labored for some twenty anguished hours to bring forth her husband’s posthumous son, who from the moment of his birth would inherit his father’s titles and estates.
“The baby,” Pen said, her voice coming as if from a great distance through her cracked lips. “Where is my baby?”
Lady Bryanston said nothing for a moment, and there was a rustle of skirts as another woman joined her at the bedside.
Frightened now, Pen gazed up at the two faces bent over her. Her heart felt squeezed. “My baby? Where’s my baby?” Panic rose in her voice.
“He was stillborn,” Lady Bryanston said without expression. “He was born early, four weeks too soon. He did not live.”
“But . . . but I heard him cry,” Pen said. “I heard him.”
Her mother-in-law shook her head. “You were unconscious when we pulled him from you with the forceps. You heard nothing unless ’twas in your dreams.” She turned from the bed with a dismissive gesture and left the chamber.
Pen closed her eyes on the tears that filled them, on the despairing weakness that swamped her anew. Since Philip’s death she had lived for the child growing in her womb. Philip’s child, the child of their love.
“Let me make you more comfortable, madam.” A brisk voice accompanied firm hands, and Pen kept her eyes shut as the woman cleansed her, changed her smock, pulled from beneath her the wadded sheets that had protected the feather mattress.
Pen wanted her mother. It was a childlike want, an all-consuming need. Her mother was on her way, making the long journey into High Wycombe from Mallory Hall in Derbyshire to be at her daughter’s confinement, but the baby had come early and the Countess of Kendal had not yet arrived. Instead, Pen had endured the cold ministrations of her mother-in-law, and the women, all strangers, whom Lady Bryanston had appointed to assist at the birth.
And it had all been for nothing. Those dreadful hours had been for nothing.
But she had heard the baby cry. The baby had entered the world alive.
Pen opened her eyes and fixed her attendant with a clear and commanding look. “I wish to see my son’s body,” she stated, pushing aside the cup of warmed wine the woman held to her lips.
“Madam, he was buried immediately,” the woman said. “In this heat, it’s not wise to keep a body unburied.” She hurried to the window and drew back the heavy velvet curtains. The pitiless midday sun poured into the already sweltering chamber.
Pen had endured the last weeks of her pregnancy amid one of the hottest summers in memory. Bodies did not remain unburied. Pen slid down in the bed and closed her eyes again. She opened them immediately at the sound of the door latch lifting followed by a heavy tread approaching the bed.
Miles Bryanston, her husband’s younger brother, stood beside the bed. His eyes, malicious, brown, cold, so like his mother’s, regarded her with a degree of complacency. “Sister, I’m sorry you have had such ill luck,” he declared.
“ ’Tis an ill wind that blows nobody any good,” Pen returned with a cynical smile that despite her weakness came easily. Miles was now the Earl of Bryanston. Red-faced, heavily built, thick-witted, strong as an ox, the absolute antithesis of his elder brother. Philip had been thin and quick, but physically frail. A dreamer, a poet, a musician. Everything his brother was not.
And Pen had loved him.
She turned her head aside, away from her brother-in-law’s smug countenance.
She had heard her baby cry. She had.

One
London, December 1552
“What I propose is a matter of some refinement, my dear sir. A scheme of some complexity.” Antoine de Noailles paused to lift a silver chalice to his lips. He drank with an assessing frown, then nodded his satisfaction and gestured to his companion to drink from his own chalice. He waited to see if the wine found favor with his guest before he continued speaking. “Yes, a complex scheme, a two-pronged scheme. Very neat.” Noailles smiled happily. “One perfectly suited to your own particularly delicate methods, Owen.”
Owen d’Arcy contented himself with a raised eyebrow. Antoine de Noailles, the French ambassador to the English court of the young king Edward VI, delighted in taking his time when revealing to his master spy an intrigue that he considered especially ingenious.
Owen d’Arcy was a tall man, lithe and slender, and when necessary as deadly as the rapier in the chased silver scabbard at his waist. His black eyes were never still, they missed nothing, and the fertile brain behind them ceaselessly absorbed, sorted, and acted upon the information they transmitted. He knew now without being told that the ambassador was about to drop a choice plum in his lap. He sipped his wine and waited.
“I believe that the king is dying,” Noailles said calmly. “His Privy Council think to keep the truth of the young man’s health a state secret, but . . .” He shrugged and smiled at the absurdity. “The issue, of course, is what happens on the boy’s death.”
“The crown goes to Mary,” Owen said, his voice surprisingly dark and rich with a musical lilt to it.
“It certainly should,” the ambassador agreed. “King Henry so decreed it. After Edward, if the boy has no issue, Mary is next in line, Elizabeth is second.” He paused, and again Owen waited with no sign of impatience.
“I fear, however, that our friend Northumberland, the Grand Master of the Realm, has some other plans,” the ambassador said in a musing tone.
The two men were standing before the fire in a small paneled chamber in the ambassador’s residence at Whitehall. Outside, snow was falling softly, dulling the ceaseless sound of traffic along Whitehall, the clop of hooves, the clang of iron wheels on the cobbles, the shouts of barrow boys.
The chamber was lit only by the fire, and a many-branched candelabrum on the long table that stood against the wall opposite the clerestory window. In the shadowy gloom the ambassador’s scarlet gown glowed in vivid contrast to his companion’s black velvet, and when he moved his plump hands the firelight caught the jeweled rings on his fingers in flashes of green and red and turquoise.
Owen left the fire and refilled his chalice from the flagon on the table. “Do we know what Northumberland is planning?”
Noailles extended his chalice to be filled. “That, my dear Owen, brings us to the crux of the matter.”
“Ah.” Owen tipped the flagon and watched the red stream of wine arc into the silver vessel. “This is where I come in?”
“Precisely.” Noailles turned back to the fire. “There’s a certain woman who attends Princess Mary who is particularly well placed to provide us with the most intimate information about what goes on in the princess’s household. She is a trusted confidante and a party to Mary’s thoughts and intentions.”
Noailles glanced over his shoulder at Owen, who still stood beside the table in the flickering candlelight, his black eyes sharp and alert, belying the impassivity of his countenance.
“You could perhaps become . . . shall we say, acquainted . . . with the lady,” Noailles suggested. “It’s a task most suited to your talents, I believe.” He chuckled, his round face shining.
Owen did not respond to the ambassador’s amusement. “And the other prong to this attack?” He took a sip of wine, regarding the ambassador thoughtfully over the lip of the chalice.
Noailles beamed. “Ah, yes. Here lies the beauty of it. The lady is closely connected to a man, her stepbrother in fact, who is a trusted friend of the Duke of Suffolk and his family. I hardly need tell you that Suffolk is an intimate of Northumberland’s. Their interests lie closely bound, and whatever Northumberland is planning, Suffolk will be a part of it. ’Tis not unreasonable to assume that Robin of Beaucaire is privy to some of their secrets.”
“And we assume that the lady in question exchanges confidences with her stepbrother,” Owen stated, setting down his chalice. He walked to the window, his short black velvet gown swinging from his shoulders.
“They are very intimate and they spend a great deal of time together when they’re both in London.”
“As happens to be the case now, I presume.” Owen looked down at the street below. The snow was falling heavily.
“Yes, both Princess Mary and Suffolk are in their London residences for the Christmas festivities. I understand that Edward ordered his sister’s presence. She’ll find it hard to celebrate a Christmas mass under the king’s eye.”
Owen drummed a finger on the glass. The religious differences between the fanatically Protestant King Edward and his equally fanatical Catholic half sister Mary were of little interest to him except where they impinged upon his work. He was much more concerned with the lady who was to be his quarry.
“Exactly how intimate are the lady and her stepbrother?” He turned back to his companion.
Noailles offered a very Gallic shrug. “I’ve heard no whispers of scandal, but they are very close. And Lord Robin at the ripe age of twenty-eight has never married.”
“And the lady. What’s her situation?”
“The Lady Pen has been a widow close to three years now. Her marriage to Philip, the Earl of Bryanston, was promoted by the king and Princess Mary, and to all intents and purposes seemed happy. But Philip died and she gave birth some months later to a stillborn child. Her brother-in-law inherited the earldom and is ruled, it’s generally believed, by his mother. He’s something of a dolt.” The ambassador’s lip curled. “Like most inhabitants of this nasty island.”
Owen smiled slightly. The Frenchman was not happy in his present diplomatic position and made no secret of it to his intimates.
Noailles drank wine and then continued. “The Bryanstons have little or nothing to do with Philip’s widow. She lays no claim to any part of her late husband’s estate. She doesn’t even take the title of dowager countess, leaving that to the sole use of her mother-in-law. ’Tis clear there’s no love lost there.”
Owen nodded. He ran a hand over his clean-shaven chin. “Is the lady ripe for plucking?”
“When have you ever failed to persuade the fruit to fall from the tree?” Noailles smiled.
Owen did not return the smile. “In the interests of business,” he said somewhat curtly.
“Oh, of course, only in the interests of business,” the ambassador agreed hastily. Owen d’Arcy’s private life was a closed book, or had been since that unfortunate business with his wife. As far as Noailles knew, the man lived the life of a monk except when seduction suited his purposes. And then he was a true artist.
“Is she pleasing, this Lady Pen?” A frown crossed Owen’s black eyes. “A strange name. Is that truly how she’s called?”
“Penelope . . . but I’ve never heard her called anything but Pen, even by the princess. ’Tis a family name and she’s very close to her family. I think you’ll find her pleasing. She’s not strikingly beautiful but has a certain sweetness of countenance. She’s of middle height, neither fat nor thin.”
“She sounds singularly unexciting,” Owen observed aridly. “Do you have any views on her temperament?”
Noailles pulled at his neat dark beard. “She is somewhat reserved,” he said finally.
Owen gave a sharp crack of laughter. “I had hoped at the very least that you would tell me this nondescript creature would exhibit some passion once in a while.”
The ambassador opened his hands in a gesture of resignation. “ ’Tis said she took the deaths of her husband and child very hard.”
Owen shook his head and picked up his gloves from the table. He drew them on and strode to the door where his thick hooded cloak hung. He slung it around his shoulders, observing, “It seems you’ve set me quite a task, Noailles. I hope I’ll be equal to it.” The door banged shut on his departure.
Oh, you’ll be equal to it, my friend. The ambassador took up his chalice again. He went to the window, peering down through the driving snow at the street below.
After a minute the black-clad figure of Owen d’Arcy emerged from the house, a page at his heels. He paused for a second, casting a quick glance up and down the street in a manner quite familiar to the watcher above. The master of intrigue never took a step without first assessing his surroundings. Then he walked off quickly in the direction of the Savoy Palace and was immediately lost in the swirling white.
Antoine de Noailles smiled to himself at the absurd idea that Owen d’Arcy would not succeed in bedding Pen Bryanston. Her confidences behind the bedcurtains would keep the French ambassador informed not only of Princess Mary’s schemes with her cousin, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, but also of whatever intrigue was plotted in the two great ducal houses of Northumberland and Suffolk.
The great hall of the Bryanstons’ London residence on the banks of the Thames at Westminster was thronged. Pen stood in the gallery looking down on the hall, where jewels glittered and sparkled against rich velvets, damasks, and satins under the great wheels of candles suspended from the ceiling. From above, the mass of people resembled a gigantic, brilliantly colored wave that ebbed and swelled. Voices were indistinguishable, the sound was a featureless rumble that occasionally became a roar which drowned the sweetness emanating from the minstrels’ gallery.
It was hot in the gallery. The heat from the massive fireplaces, the many candles flaring in sconces high on the walls, and the press of heavily clad bodies rose to envelop Pen, and she dabbed at her forehead with an embroidered handkerchief.
It was hot but it was also secluded and afforded her the best view of her mother-in-law. The Dowager Countess of Bryanston was at the far side of the hall among the ladies surrounding Princess Mary. She was unlikely to leave that circle and her royal guest for some time, but even if she did she would have no reason to come up to the gallery. And even if she did have a reason, it would take her at least fifteen minutes to push her way through the throng and make for the stairs to the place where Pen stood.
She had at least fifteen minutes, Pen decided. Her eyes searched the throng for the Earl of Bryanston and his lady. They shouldn’t pose a threat but Pen knew she would feel safer if she located them. She leaned forward slightly to get a better look and was suddenly blinded as a pair of hands came over her shoulders to cover her eyes.
Even as she started she knew to whom they belonged, and a delighted cry broke from her as she wrenched the hands away and spun around. “Robin! You scared me!”
“No, I didn’t. Of course you knew it was me.” Her stepbrother grinned at her, his brilliant blue eyes alight with pleasure at seeing her. He was a stocky man, square built, with a shock of springy nut-brown curls on which his velvet cap perched somewhat insecurely. His dress was rich and yet somehow awry. Pen automatically reached to brush a piece of fluff from his doublet, and while she was about it resituated the jeweled brooch he wore in the lace at his throat.
“Where have you been? I haven’t seen you in weeks,” she asked, kissing him soundly.
“Oh, out and about,” he responded. “Out of town, anyway.”
Pen regarded him shrewdly. Robin would never disclose whatever it was that took him away for these long absences but she had a fair idea. Her own years in the devious world of the court had taught her that very little was as it seemed. “On the duke’s business?” she asked in a neutral tone.
He shrugged and changed the subject. “What are you doing all alone up here?” He peered over the gallery rail.
Pen’s eyes followed his. Her mother-in-law was still at the princess’s side, and now she saw Miles Bryanston and his wife at a card table at the far side of the hall, their large faces glistening in the heat. They would be occupied all evening.
“I felt the need for some quiet,” she said. “It’s so noisy down there and so hot.”
“It’s hot up here,” Robin pointed out, looking at her closely.
Pen shrugged. “I’ll go down again in a minute. I have need of a privy and, as I recall, there’s a commode behind the arras in the passage behind the gallery. You go down and I’ll find you. I want to hear all your news.”
She smiled, hoping to convince him, trying not to think about precious time wasting, trying not to look down to check on her mother-in-law’s whereabouts. Robin, in company with the rest of her family, worried about her obsession, and if he thought she was following its impulses again he would certainly try to prevent her.
Robin hesitated. They had known each other for sixteen years. When they had first met they had been smitten with each other, caught in the pangs of first love. Then their parents had married and in the hurly-burly of family life, that first love had become a deep, abiding, loving friendship. Robin thought he knew his stepsister better than anyone, better even than her mother or her younger sister Pippa.
And he knew she was not being honest with him.
“What’s the matter?” Pen demanded. “Why would a need for the privy cause you to look at me like that?” She laughed at him.
Robin shook his head. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.” He turned to walk away, and Pen set off in the opposite direction. As soon as she had disappeared at the end of the gallery Robin followed her, soft-footed despite his stocky build. He turned into the narrow corridor behind the gallery and saw her ahead of him, hurrying as she might well do if she were in genuine need of the commode. Halfway along she twitched aside an arras and disappeared.
He frowned, pulling at his unruly beard. Perhaps he’d been wrong and she had been telling the truth. He turned and retraced his steps down to the great hall.
From behind the arras, Pen watched him depart. She’d been certain he’d follow to check up on her. She knew Robin at least as well as he knew her. When the coast was clear, she slipped out into the corridor and hurried towards the chamber that served the Bryanston family as both office and library. The only member of the family who had delighted in stocking the library had been Philip. Pen’s derisive grimace was automatic and unconscious. The present Earl of Bryanston was barely literate and she’d never seen him open a book. Even his mother, for all her sharpness, couldn’t add two and two or do more than scrawl her name, and now that Philip was gone she relied on a chamberlain to manage the family’s affairs.
She entered the chamber, glancing over her shoulder as she did so. There was no one around to see her. The servants were all busy with the revels below.
She closed the door softly and stood with her back to it, looking around the room where she and Philip had spent so much companionable time. She was not the scholar he had been, but she had grown up in the care of a mother who was as learned as any man, and Pen knew well the pleasures of a still and silent companionship disturbed only by the rustle of turning pages or the scratch of quill on parchment. She could almost hear those quiet sounds now, almost see Philip at the big oak table, his fair head bent over the tablets he always carried with him in case the muse struck unexpectedly.
Suddenly she was hit by a wave of grief. It was a familiar occurrence although it happened less often now, three years after Philip’s death. But it was as sharp, as piercing, as ever. Dry-eyed she waited for it to pass, for the tightness in her chest to ease, the great ball of unshed tears to dissipate.
If only she had his child, the child they had conceived in so much love . . .
Her expression cleared, her mouth set, her hazel eyes focused. There were no more shadows in the chamber, no more memories. Only purpose. The hard-edged driving force of her existence. A child had been born. Somewhere in this room among ledgers and Bibles there would be some record of that birth. Even a stillbirth had to have its place in family records.
She had been so ill after the dreadful labor, her body racked with fever and pain, her spirit with inconsolable grief. Her mother and stepfather had arrived and removed her instantly from the Bryanston home in High Wycombe. It had taken close to twelve months under their loving care for Pen to overcome her illness and to put her grief aside, although she knew it would always be a presence in the deepest recesses of her soul. This evening marked the first occasion she had been under a Bryanston roof since the birth. It provided her with the first real opportunity to look for some record of her son’s birth. The Bryanstons behaved as if it had never happened, and her mother and stepfather encouraged her not to think of it, to put it behind her. But Pen could not accept that the child who had grown inside her, who had kicked and hiccuped and been a physical part of her, a child she had labored so sorely to deliver, could be so utterly dismissed from the world.
And neither did she believe that the child had been born dead. She had heard him cry.
This was her obsession. This was what drove her as she returned to the princess’s household and the life she had known before her marriage. To all intents and purposes Pen was her old self, but below the surface raged the conviction that somewhere her child lived.
Her eye fell on the great family Bible on the lectern in the window embrasure. Births, deaths, marriages were all recorded there. She stepped quickly across the chamber, hurrying to the lectern. The Bible was open at the Book of Psalms and she feverishly turned the wafer-thin pages to the front of the volume. The pages stuck to her fingers, which had grown damp in her haste and eagerness. She wiped them on the gray damask of her skirt before continuing. The front of the Bible carried no record of the stillbirth of her son on July 7, 1550. The date itself was not inscribed. She looked down the long list of marriages, births, deaths. Her marriage to Philip was there. Philip’s death was there. Miles’s ascension to the earldom was there. In bold letters, bigger it seemed than any other entry. But, of course, Miles was the favorite son. The son his mother was convinced should have been her firstborn and always treated as such.
Pen’s eyes swept the chamber. How much time did she have left? Where else could she look? She went to the cabinet where she knew the estate papers were kept. How often she had watched Philip working on them. The key was in the lock. She opened the cabinet and began sorting through the ledgers.
The door opened behind her. The door she had forgotten, in her eager haste, to lock.
Her heart raced, her scalp contracted. Slowly she turned. At best it would be Robin, at worst her mother-in-law.
But it was neither. For a moment speechless, she stared at the stranger, her first thought that he was a servant. But it was a fleeting thought instantly dismissed. No servant was ever this elegant, or ever bore himself with such cool arrogance. Was he an intimate of the Bryanston family? If so, not one she knew.
Black eyes beneath a broad brow and prominent but shapely eyebrows assessed her in the pregnant silence, and Pen returned the scrutiny with a slight lift of her chin. He had a long straight nose, a pointed chin, and a calm mouth. He held himself very still and yet she could feel a surge of energy around him. She couldn’t guess at his age. He was certainly older than Robin.
She found her voice at last. “The revels are in the great hall, sir. You seem to have lost your way.”
He bowed. “Owen d’Arcy at your service, madam.” His voice was musical, rich and soft, and Pen puzzled over the curious lilt. It wasn’t quite a foreign accent and yet like his dark complexion it was not purely English either.
“I have no need of any service, sir,” Pen observed tartly. She felt on her mettle, somehow. A prickle of irritation mingled with something else as he continued to regard her with a glimmer of amused speculation. It was as if he knew something that she did not.
Everything about the man unsettled Pen. His clothes were curiously exotic, like his voice and his complexion. He wore doublet and hose of black satin worked with threads of Venetian gold, his shirt was of black silk, the collar fastened with black enameled clasps. A short cloak of black velvet lined with crimson silk hung from his slender shoulders. He carried a rapier and a dagger in black velvet sheaths at his waist. It was immediately obvious that he knew how to use such weapons. Pen had the absolute conviction that he was dangerous.
“You seemed to be looking for something,” he said pleasantly, as if she had not spoken. “Perhaps I can help.”
“I cannot imagine why you should think so.” Reluctantly Pen closed the cabinet and turned the key. She could not continue her search in his company, or indeed any company, and she was filled with resentment at the stranger’s intrusion. There was no knowing when she would have such an opportunity again.
“Are you closely connected to the Bryanston family, sir? Familiar with their affairs, perhaps?” She swung back to him, her expression as challenging as her tone.
There was more to her than met the eye, Owen thought. At first sight she was as Noailles had said, fairly nondescript with her brown hair, regular features, and undistinguished figure. But her eyes. Now they were something else altogether. Very large, very clear, and a wonderful mixture of green and brown shot through with gold. They reminded him of sunlight on a forest pool. Noailles had been wrong about the temperament too, he decided. There was a distinct flash of spirit there. For the first time, Owen felt a stirring of interest in this task.
“I must confess total ignorance of all things Bryanston,” he said with a smile. “But I find myself very interested in you, madam. I couldn’t help but follow you when you left the hall.” He bowed and gave her his most winning, inviting smile.
Pen looked at him incredulously, her annoyance vanquished by this absurdity. “Are you attempting to flirt with me, sir?” She gave a peal of laughter. “You have the wrong sister, I’m afraid. My sister Pippa is an incorrigible flirt and will repay your efforts much more than I. I’d be happy to introduce you.” Still laughing, she swept past him to the door, her skirts brushing against him.
Owen was rarely disconcerted, and chagrin was a most unusual visitor. However, he was aware of both as he followed Pen from the chamber. Something had to be done about it.
“Lady Pen,” he called softly but with a degree of urgency.
She stopped in the passage, glanced interrogatively over her shoulder at him, wondering how he knew her name. They had definitely not been introduced. He stepped up to her. He caught her turned chin in the palm of his hand and swiftly before she had any idea of his intention pressed his lips lightly against hers.
“Forgive me,” he said. “But I have been wanting to do that all evening.”
“How extraordinary!” Pen declared. “Why on earth should you?”
He had expected shock, maidenly horror, indignation, fluster at the very least. Instead he received only this blank astonishment, this implication that he must have lost his senses. Surprise usually had a good effect in Owen d’Arcy’s experience. But not in this case, it seemed.
He looked at her closely, his eyes suddenly narrowed. “I have no idea,” he said slowly. “Forgive me.”
“Why, there’s nothing to forgive,” Pen returned with another laugh. “If you’ll excuse me.”
She hurried away, leaving Owen d’Arcy for once in his career nonplussed. Clearly he was going to need some more refined technique to gain the lady’s confidence. And he was damned sure she was not going to laugh at him again.

Two
“I have just had the strangest encounter,” Pen said as she descended from the gallery and found Robin awaiting her return at the foot of the stairs. She was still laughing, although with some puzzlement. She’d reacted at the time of that kiss with honest astonishment; in its aftermath she was aware of a deep pulse of excitement that confused her.
“I thought you were a long time,” he said, regarding her with a tiny frown.
“Who are you to question how long I take in the privy?” Pen returned with feigned exasperation.
Robin shrugged, accepting defeat. Whatever Pen was up to she was not about to share it. “What was this encounter?”
Pen glanced around, then indicated a deep window embrasure. “Let’s go over there.” She moved ahead of him, her step quicker than usual.
Curious, Robin followed. Pen seemed to exude an unusual energy this evening. He often thought that the twin tragedies of her life had left her somehow diminished, had bled the color out of her, so that she sometimes seemed to him only a shadowy reflection of the vital person he had known so well. Tonight, though, she was different. In the gallery he had sensed her impatience, sensed that pleased though she was to see him, he had interrupted something important. And now she seemed excited, her eyes larger and brighter, more alive than they had been for almost two years. She had taken on some emotional color again.
In the window embrasure they were secluded, set apart from the noisy activity in the main body of the hall. Pen looked out into the night, where the darkness was pierced by the flaring light of pitch torches planted at intervals around the garden leading to the water steps. Torchbearers paced the snow-covered pathways and manned the landing stage where the guests’ barges awaited, their cressets flickering like a plague of fireflies as the boats bobbed in the river.
Robin propped himself against the wall, hands thrust deep into the pockets of his blue-and-silver-striped gown, careless of the way the rough movement caused the delicate satin to pouch. “Strange encounter?” he prompted.
“Oh, yes.” Pen turned back to him, shaking her head self-deprecatingly as if she’d completely forgotten what she’d intended to tell him. “It’s nothing really, I just thought it was a little odd. In the passageway upstairs I ran into a man. He said . . . he said he found me interesting so he’d followed me. And then . . .”
She paused, half embarrassed, and yet her eyes were if anything even brighter. “He kissed me, Robin. On the mouth, as if we were the best of old friends. Or . . . or . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to say there was something loverlike about that kiss.
“I can’t imagine why he would wish to flirt with me,” she continued. She gave another little laugh that failed to disguise her inner turmoil. “If he hadn’t known my name, I’d have assumed he’d mistaken me for Pippa. She’s the family flirt after all.”
Robin acknowledged this truth with a vague smile but fond though he was of his younger stepsister, Pippa could never distract him for long from Pen’s concerns. And he was now very interested in Pen’s response to a stranger’s kiss. Despite her dismissal of the incident as unimportant, something had caused her present liveliness and the renewed sparkle in her eye. He certainly didn’t think she had found the encounter disagreeable, and she wasn’t asking him for brotherly outrage at a stranger’s unwonted familiarity. He asked, “Who was the man?”
“I’d never seen him before, but he knew who I was. Maybe you passed him on the stairs? When you were going down and he was coming up?”
Robin frowned in thought. He had brushed past someone but they hadn’t made eye contact. He’d been too involved with his own thoughts. “I may have done, but I wasn’t really looking.”
“Well, he said his name was Owen d’Arcy.”
Robin turned abruptly to look out at the revelers, and Pen didn’t see the flash in his eyes, the sudden tightening of his mouth.
What could Owen d’Arcy want with Pen?
“Do you know him?” Pen inquired, looking across the hall herself, her eyes searching for the slim dark man who had accosted her, who had so unsettled her.
“No,” Robin replied, reflecting that it wasn’t a complete lie. He didn’t know Owen d’Arcy but he knew of him, knew what he did. Robin was in the same business himself but he freely acknowledged he was nowhere near d’Arcy’s equal. The other man was a true master of his trade. Robin was still a tyro, far beneath Owen d’Arcy’s notice.
“I don’t think he’s English,” Pen mused. “Although it’s hard to know why. He doesn’t have a foreign accent exactly, but there’s something strange about him. Something not ordinary.”
“D’you see him here now?”
Pen shook her head. “No, but it’s so crowded it would be easy enough to miss him.” But even as she said this she knew it wasn’t true. If he was in the hall she would see him. He was such a distinctive figure, so dark and calm amid the peacock brilliance of this chattering throng.
“Your mother-in-law appears to be coming this way,” Robin observed, not sorry to change the subject. He didn’t want to give Pen any indication of his own interest in d’Arcy; and she was so intuitive, particularly where her stepbrother was concerned, it wouldn’t take much for her to start probing.
Pen stiffened beside him. “I have nothing to say to her.”
“You must at least exchange the courtesies.”
“I have already done so at the beginning of the evening.” Before Robin could remonstrate further, Pen had slipped away, gliding into the throng and out of sight. He braced himself to greet Lady Bryanston. He knew how badly she had treated Pen, and like the rest of Pen’s family considered barbaric her precipitate removal of the stillborn baby before its mother had had a chance to grieve over its loss. But he was a guest in her house and the proprieties had to be observed.
He bowed as the lady billowed up to him. She was heavyset like her son Miles, and like him had an inordinate fondness for the most elaborate dress. This evening she was arrayed in puce damask trimmed with silver fox fur and encrusted with diamonds. Robin guessed that beneath her jeweled headdress she wore a wig. It was difficult to imagine that that particular shade of bright red could be natural, and the high color on her cheeks certainly owed its origins to paint, he thought scornfully.
“Lord Robin.” She acknowledged his bow with a faint nod. “I thought I saw Pen with you.”
Robin looked around with the appearance of surprise. “I don’t see her, madam.”
Lady Bryanston’s thin lips almost disappeared. “I have something to say to her. When you see her, tell her so.”
“May I also tell her what it is you wish to say to her?” Robin inquired, trying to keep his voice bland, his angry contempt from his countenance.
“She has something of Philip’s that I believe rightfully belongs to the earl.” Lady Bryanston was not a clever woman, but she had a certain malicious cunning, and an overweening avarice that masqueraded as intelligence. Her brown eyes glittered with spite as they fixed upon Robin, then she gave another nod and left him, making her way across the hall to where her son and his wife were still at the card table.
“Bitch!” Robin muttered. She was probably after some memento of Philip that was particularly precious to Pen. It would be her way. He looked around for Pen but there was no sign of her.
What did Owen d’Arcy want with her? It was possible that his interest in Pen was quite innocent, that he was simply attracted to her. Robin could well understand that. But he also felt that Pen wasn’t dramatic enough to attract Owen d’Arcy. He felt rather disloyal thinking this, but in cold clarity it was true. So d’Arcy must have some purpose in his pursuit.
Robin was only beginning to learn the intricate art of espionage, but knowing what he did, it wasn’t hard for him to guess at that purpose. Pen was an intimate of Princess Mary’s. D’Arcy worked for the French ambassador. If they wanted an opening into the mind of Mary and the designs of her cousin, the Holy Roman Emperor, with whom the princess was in close but clandestine touch, Pen could provide the key. In the present volatile climate, with a sickly king who had no offspring, such insights would be invaluable to the French.
Pen was no fool, and like Robin she’d lived among court intrigues for most of her adult life. She would not be easily taken in. Robin was fairly certain that she had guessed at his own involvement in the world of espionage although she respected his reticence, but d’Arcy was a master of his art and surely Pen would be no match for him.
Robin decided he needed to discuss Owen d’Arcy’s interest in Pen with his own people. There might be nothing sinister in it, but it was not a judgment he could make alone. Robin took one last look around for Pen but there was still no sign of her.
The Duke of Northumberland was in the group around the princess, and as Robin approached, a pale thin girl also in the group smiled shyly at him. Her dress was very plain compared with the richness of those around her, and she looked uncomfortable, shifting from one foot to the other, glancing longingly towards the door.
Robin felt sorry for her. In his years in the Duke of Suffolk’s household he’d had ample opportunity to witness the general bullying and browbeating that the duke’s daughter Lady Jane Grey suffered at her mother’s hands. He put an arm around her as he came up and squeezed her shoulders with the easy intimacy of a family friend. She smiled up at him, grateful as always for any show of kindness.
Northumberland turned his fierce gaze to Robin. His customary air of haughty disdain softened slightly. “You wanted to speak to me, Robin?”
“When your grace can spare me a moment,” Robin said cheerfully. He had learned from his father, Hugh of Beaucaire, now the Earl of Kendal, the art of never being intimidated by the wealth and position of those around him. He was never awed and he never flattered. It brought him the genuine liking and respect of both the young king Edward and the lofty members of the Privy Council.
Northumberland nodded and moved away from the circle, indicating that Robin should accompany him.
Pen hastened along the passage to the library, the cone-shaped farthingale that supported her damask skirts swinging from side to side with the speed of her progress. She had taken no precautions this time to ensure a discreet departure from the hall while her mother-in-law was engaged with Robin. She was filled with a sense of recklessness that she knew had something to do with her encounter with Owen d’Arcy. If the Bryanstons discovered her going through family papers, so be it.
She entered the library, and this time locked the door at her back before opening the cabinet. The ledgers it contained were mostly account books, and she was about to discard them when her hand fell on the ledger for the year 1550. She turned the pages, looking for July, and then for the entries under the day of her son’s birth. The midwives would have received payment. They had all been strangers to her, brought in by Lady Bryanston when Pen had suddenly gone into labor four weeks before her due date.
Maybe she could get a name from the ledger, some way of contacting some woman other than her mother-in-law who had been present in the chamber on that dreadful day.
She found the page and stared down at the list of entries. There were names, sums allocated to the names, but no indication of what service the names had performed to warrant payment. Pen’s fingertips prickled as if with pins and needles. Without thinking, she tore out the page, folded it, and slipped it into the small embroidered purse suspended from the fine gold-linked chain she wore at her waist. Then she replaced the ledger, locked the cabinet, and left the library.
She was alert, her heart pounding against her ribs. Now that she had something to hide, she feared discovery. No one would consult a ledger from two years previously unless they had reason to do so, and she mustn’t arouse the least suspicion.
She entered the gallery above the hall and noticed immediately that the level of noise was much diminished. She looked down and saw that the hall was rapidly emptying, guests summoning their servants to call for barges, horses, or carriages.
Princess Mary’s departure would be the signal for the party to break up and Pen saw that the princess and her ladies had indeed left, which meant that the royal barge would be gone from the water steps. Mary disliked late nights since she was up at her prayers well before dawn. She would not have worried about leaving Pen behind, simply assuming that she would remain under her mother-in-law’s roof overnight.
Pen had no intention of seeking Bryanston hospitality even if it meant she would have to jostle for a place in one of the public barges. The crowd at the water steps would be huge and she could expect to wait for at least an hour before the public conveyances could get close enough to take on passengers.
Unless Robin was still around. He would escort her home even if he was on horseback and she had to ride pillion behind him. She examined the thinning throng but couldn’t see him, and then she became aware of Miles Bryanston’s upturned countenance from the floor just below. He was looking at her but she couldn’t be certain he either saw her or recognized her. He was well in his cups, his great moon face crimson, the little brown eyes bloodshot and unfocused. She ducked back into the shadows and hastened down the stairs to the hall, hoping he was sufficiently befuddled to have been unaware of her.
Owen had seen the princess’s departure and noted Pen’s absence from the party. He stood in the small hallway that separated the great hall from the front door, a space designed to keep the frigid outside air at bay. The door stood open now as people crammed the small hall and pressed through the doorway, yelling for servants, huddling in furred cloaks. It was no longer snowing but the ground was covered with ice that cracked like glass beneath booted feet.
A group of chattering men and women emerged from the great hall behind him, eddying around him as they grumbled at the cold and the difficulty of the journey home. Pen was among them, pulling the furred hood of her cloak over her head. She saw Owen, in fact if she thought about it she would have said that she felt his presence the instant before she saw him. He smiled at her, and without volition she smiled back. He took a step towards her but a couple pushed between them, and Pen made no attempt to resist the tide of humanity that carried her out of the hallway and into the bitter night.
Owen’s page scrambled back through the crowd, his cheeks red from the cold. “ ’Twill be a two-hour wait for a barge, sir. And ’tis freezing hard.”
Owen merely nodded, his expression customarily impassive except for a gleam in his dark eyes. “Then the sooner we leave the better, Cedric.” He put a hand on the lad’s shoulder.
“ ’Tis powerful cold,” Cedric muttered, looking longingly at the brightly lit hall behind his master. “We could wait here a bit, sir, just until the crowd’s gone.”
“I’ve no desire to linger, boy. A walk will warm you. Come.” He propelled the page ahead of him out of the house.
Pen, when she reached the water steps amid the crowd, stamped her feet, hugged her arms across her chest, and looked around disconsolately. The line of barges and wherries waiting to pull into the steps seemed infinite, their bobbing cressets visible in the far distance across the black water, and the number of people ahead of her in the line was more than she could count. It was going to be an inhumanly long wait for passage.
She thrust her gloved hand beneath her cloak and clasped the little embroidered purse. She could almost feel the crisp fold of parchment within. Once she got back to Baynard’s Castle and the privacy of her own chamber she could examine it properly. A surge of excitement ran through her, warming her despite the bone-chilling air. She forgot her fatigue, and her frustration at the crowd and the long wait became an impatient need to do something decisive. If she stayed where she was she wouldn’t see her bed before daybreak.
She stepped back from the throng. The Horseferry water steps were no more than a ten-minute walk and the crowds would be much less there.
Of course the walk would take her through the maze of dark lanes surrounding the Bryanston mansion. In daylight she wouldn’t have thought twice about it, but on such a bitter black night . . .
Suddenly making up her mind, Pen looked around for a torchman to light her way. A sullen fellow, a Bryanston servant, came shivering to answer her call. He set off ahead of her, holding his torch high to illuminate the dark alleys they had to thread to reach the Horseferry steps.
Huddled in her fur-lined cloak, Pen picked her way carefully over the icy ground trying to keep up with his light, but he was impatient and his booted feet had a firmer grip of the ground than her thinner-soled sandals. She cursed him under her breath, and would have cursed herself for missing the princess’s departure and a brazier-warmed journey home on comfortable cushioned seats out of the wind, except that the same excitement, the residue of her earlier recklessness, and a surging anticipation infused her.
The sudden “Holla!” from behind her startled her. She spun around and found herself instantly surrounded by ragged dark-clad figures, men, some women, even children. She yelled for the torchman, who looked behind him and then ran into the darkness, holding his torch aloft.
“Cowardly scum!” Pen exclaimed between her teeth, for the moment too angry at his desertion to feel fear. But that lasted barely an instant, to be followed immediately by the desperate certainty that she should have stayed at the Bryanstons’ steps and waited it out among the crowd. Instead she had yielded to a stupid impulse, with possibly deadly consequences.
She tried to push her way through the group around her but they closed in tighter, gazing at her with hungry eyes, slack mouths that showed toothless gums. For a minute no one moved, then one of the men reached out and touched her arm. It was the signal for the rest. The women came closer, pushing, pulling, prodding. And now Pen was breathless with terror. She tried talking to them but they didn’t seem to hear her. Dirty fingers plucked at her cloak and the gem she wore at her breast was revealed, flashing a white light in the darkness. They came at her then, clawing, hissing, like evil wraiths robbing a grave.
Pen heard her own scream even as she fought them with a frenzy she would never have believed she possessed. And then suddenly they were falling back with cries of pain, of alarm. Cries that now sounded human.
A man in black was in their midst, wielding a rapier to deadly effect. He was silent, the silver blade slicing through the air with lethal efficiency. At his side a smaller figure plied a dagger with the same dexterity.
Pen found herself freed from the circle. She had no weapon by which to add her mite to her rescuers’ efforts, so she gathered herself together, running a mental inventory over her body and then her possessions. Her cloak was torn, the index finger of her right glove ripped away. But she was still on her feet and for the moment aware of no injury.
The alley was emptied as quickly as it had filled. Owen d’Arcy reached for her and, instinctively it seemed to Pen, drew her against him. For a minute she rested in the circle of his arm, hearing his heart beat beneath his cloak as slowly and steadily as if he’d never raised a rapier. She rested against him, realizing as she regained some measure of strength and composure that she hadn’t believed it possible to know such terror.
“My thanks, sir,” she murmured finally, pulling out of his hold when it seemed to her that the longer she stayed so close against him the less will she would have to move away. “I had a torchman but the coward ran as soon as I was attacked.”
“ ’Tis a bad road for a woman with only a torchman for protection,” Owen said, sheathing his rapier. “I saw you leave the water steps but couldn’t credit that you would strike out on your own in such fashion. Cedric, light a taper.”
Cedric drew a tinder box from the leather pouch he carried at his waist. Flint scraped on steel, the tinder sparked, and a light glowed, a small golden circle that enclosed the three of them. Owen reached out and caught Pen’s chin as he had done earlier that evening. He held her face and examined her in the light of the torch.
Pen shivered suddenly, her legs quivering so that she leaned against the wall of the hovel at her back. It had nothing to do with the strange power in the black eyes bent upon her, nothing at all to do with the compelling calm that surrounded him. It was simply the aftermath of her ordeal. It was perfectly natural to suffer a shock once the need for strength was gone.
“You’re hurt,” he said in that lilting voice. “The kennel scum cut you with something.” He touched her neck, moved aside the collar of her cloak, and traced a line from her ear to her shoulder. His finger came away wet and sticky with blood. Pen felt the pain of the cut for the first time, just as she also became aware of many other spots of soreness on her body. She had fought hard for those few terror-stricken minutes and her body was telling her so.
“It’s ragged. They must have used a sharpened stone or some such. Anyway it needs attention,” Owen said. “And soon. There’s no knowing what filth was on it.” He moved her cloak back over her shoulder. “There’s a place nearby.”
“What kind of place?” Pen hung back slightly as he took her elbow and began to move her along the alley, Cedric holding the taper to light their way. She didn’t know this man and he unsettled her. She knew he had saved her life and she was immensely grateful for that but there was something disturbing about him. Sufficiently disturbing for her to feel that she shouldn’t accompany him to some strange venue, that anything could happen in his company. Why had he pursued her from the great hall earlier? Why had he kissed her? What did it mean that she interested him? And just what was it about him that interested her?
Pen decided she was in no fit condition to explore the latter question. “I’ll take a wherry at the steps,” she said firmly. “I’ll be home in an hour. My own servants can take care of the wound.”
Owen didn’t want to frighten her but neither was he willing to let this heaven-sent opportunity go by the board. He said with soft reassurance, “There’s no need to be afeard, Lady Pen. Not in my company at least. But the longer the wound remains uncleansed the greater the chance of mortification. There’s a tavern hard by the Horseferry steps where I’m known. They will have hot water, and bandages, and I trust a decent sack posset. After which I will convey you myself to the princess’s residence.”
The wound throbbed in her neck, and when she touched it tentatively the skin was hot and her finger came away bloody. She thought of the kind of weapon they might have used, a stone from the gutter coated in filth, a sharpened piece of iron found in a dung heap. And she knew her companion was right. It was imperative to cleanse it immediately. And a tavern would have servants, an innkeeper and his lady. All quite ordinary and safe.
“Very well,” Pen said.
They walked quickly to the steps and Pen was aware that she had begun to rely on the support of his hand beneath her elbow. Her own body was letting her down. She forced herself to stand upright, to stiffen her watery knees, to take firm steps. It seemed vitally important that she show no weakness. Why she felt this she didn’t know. But she was convinced that he wanted something from her and she must be on guard against it lest it creep up upon her.
Nothing that had happened since Pen first met Owen d’Arcy had changed her opinion that he was a very dangerous man.
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