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Author’s Note

 


“In February 1654 a Miss
Granville hurled a brickbat at the Lord Protector’s Coach.” This
throwaway line in one of the many history books of the
period (Antonia Fraser,
Cromwell, Our Chief of Men,
Panther Books Ltd 1975, page
494) provided the basis for this story. I
never discovered who Miss Granville was or why she threw the
brickbat so I made her my own character.

While Thamsine Granville, Kit
and their close friends and relatives are fictional, the rest of
the cast of characters were very much real people as were the plots
they were involved in. The “Ship Inn plot” and “Gerard’s plot” both
failed in much the manner described with fatal consequences for the
people involved. Bampfield, Henshaw and Wiseman were certainly
double agents and Kit’s friend, Fitzjames, who was closely involved
in Gerard’s plot, drowned on a crossing from France. His body was
found washed up with incriminating letters in his pocket.

Mazarin’s agent, Baron De Baas,
was the brother of a certain D’Artagnan of Musketeer fame on whom
Dumas based his story. His disdain for the English court is based
on his own observations.

John Thurloe ran a highly
effective spy ring for most of the Protectorate and foiled not just
these plots but the far more serious plotting of the Sealed Knot
which resulted in a small uprising the following year. Richard
Cromwell famously described him as having the key to wicked men’s
hearts. And who comprised the Sealed Knot? Well Kit never did find
out their names! Perhaps another time.

Finally a disclaimer, the views
expressed about slaves and slavery in the Epilogue to this story,
do not in any way reflect the views of the author. However, sadly,
they are based on contemporary writings of the period.
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CHAPTER
ONE

London

February 1654

 


Thamsine Granville had not
begun the day with the intention of killing Oliver Cromwell.

In the midst of the jovial
crowd that pressed against the barricades determined to enjoy the
spectacle of the Lord Protector’s ride in State to dine with the
Lord Mayor of London, she had eyes for only one man who stood
across the road from her, prevented from reaching her only by the
barricades and the red-coated soldiers.

His eyes fixed on her, a
triumphant smile crossed his handsome face and he raised his hand
to his hat, doffing it as he inclined his head. She saw him mouth
her name and push his way towards the barricade. She only had a few
moments to make good her escape through the press of people to her
rear.

The bells of London, silenced
for so many years, rang out and the flags of the City Guilds
flapped in the chill wind. A roar went up from the crowd as the
coach bearing Cromwell approached.

The Lord Protector, clad in a
reddish-coloured suit embroidered with gold, inclined his head to
acknowledge the cheers of the crowd with all the aplomb of a man
born to such a station. There was no trace of the simple farmer he
had once professed to be. Oliver Cromwell, Lord Protector, the
false King. Unbeknown to him he was about to become Thamsine
Granville’s personal protector.

Impervious to his fate,
Cromwell smiled, his right hand raised in a parody of benediction
as if forgiving them their sins. At the sight of his face, solid
and pudding-like, framed by the open window of the carriage, she
raised her arm and threw with all the strength that she could
muster.

The large chunk of broken
brick, the only weapon she could find, hit the body of the coach
barely inches from the open window. She got a brief impression of
surprise on her intended victim’s face. The coach stopped, the
horses rising in their traces, whinnying in alarm. The crowd,
stunned into silence, held its collective breath, every eye fixed
on the ugly graze on the coach’s paintwork where the brickbat had
struck.

In the instant her
fingers uncurled from the missile, someone grabbed her from behind.
Strong fingers dug into her arm and drove her with force through
the crowd that parted before them like the Red Sea. It had all been
for nothing; somehow he
had reached her.

She was only dimly aware of a
commotion in the press around her. Soldiers yelled and a woman
screamed. The world roared in Thamsine’s ears and she could feel
herself slipping into unconsciousness, only to be drawn back by a
sharp, agonising tug on her arm as it was cruelly and expertly bent
behind her.

“Don’t faint,
don’t you dare faint,” an unfamiliar man’s voice hissed in her
ear.

She could have screamed
with relief. It wasn’t him.

“Now unless
you want to end your life on a gibbet on Tower Hill, you will
co-operate fully in what we are about to do.”

Her rescuer thrust her down a
dark, noisome alley, pressing her back against a wall. The rough
brickwork dug into her spine as he pulled her around to face him,
pinioning her arms at her side.

His body pressed against her
and she closed her eyes bracing herself for the blow or whatever
punishment was coming her way. She did not expect to be kissed. Her
instinctive reaction was to resist but with her arms and her head
immobilised, she was reduced to trying to kick her assailant. He
responded by placing a booted foot firmly on her instep. She gave a
muffled yelp of pain.

“Who’s down
there then?”

A voice from the entrance to
the alleyway caused her assailant to break off, allowing Thamsine
the luxury of taking a deep breath. The fingers holding her arm
tightened, digging painfully into her flesh. It was a warning not
to move, not to make another sound.

There was a ribald whistle from
the soldier. “Hey you. Got yourself a tasty piece then?”

In the shadows she saw her
assailant turn his head towards the soldier. “Now then, sergeant.
Can’t a man get a bit of privacy around here?” he said in low and
well-modulated voice, with an unusual undertone to the accent that
she could not place.

“What’s her
charge?” the sergeant’s voice again.

The firm and painful pressure
on her upper left arm deepened and Thamsine kept her peace.

“My dear sir.
There are some pleasures beyond price.”

“We’re
looking for a woman,” the soldier’s voice became clipped and
businesslike. “Just tried to kill the Lord Protector. Has she come
this way?”

“I doubt I
would have noticed. I have been otherwise occupied these minutes
past.”

Thamsine squirmed in the tight
grasp. The easy, lascivious intonation of his voice made her want
to slap him.

“Well good
day to you, sir. I wish you joy of it.”

The sound of the pursuers moved
away.

“Let me go.
You are hurting me.” Thamsine finally found her voice.

“Hurting you?
Is that gratitude for saving you from the gibbet?” The pressure on
her arm eased and the boot was removed from her foot.

She straightened, rubbing at
the place where his fingers had pressed. “Maybe I didn’t want
saving.”

He stepped back and waved at
the entrance to the alleyway. “Very well. No doubt you can catch up
with the good sergeant, if that’s what you wish.”

To her embarrassment she had
started to tremble with cold, with fright and with delayed shock,
as the audacity and foolishness of what she had done began to sink
in. She had tried to kill the Lord Protector.

In her desperate bid to escape
she had forgotten what penalty she may have had to pay had she been
apprehended. She owed this man thanks for her deliverance but the
words stuck in her throat.

She looked up at him. In the
gloom of the alley, it was hard to make out his appearance. He wore
a wide-brimmed hat that hid his face, but she could see that he was
clean-shaven, his hair, dark and rough cut, skimming an immaculate,
white collar.

“You do
realise what you just did?” he asked.

She nodded.

“May I ask
why?”

“Because I
wanted him dead,” she said without much conviction in her voice. It
was not the Lord Protector she had wanted dead.

“Well I’m
sure there are plenty who would share that sentiment but hurling
brickbats at a coach is hardly the best way to accomplish that
end.”

She drew herself up to her full
height. “And what do you care?”

“I don’t,” he
answered. “I really don’t care at all. I have enough problems of my
own without rescuing dim-witted whores who choose to hurl brickbats
at the Lord Protector.”

“I’m not a
whore.”

He touched his mouth. “Well you
certainly kiss like one.”

She raised her hand but he
caught her wrist. “Now, now, mistress. I apologize for calling you
a whore. Perhaps you prefer ‘failed assassin’?”

He let her wrist go and her arm
fell to her side.

“I have
nothing more to say to you, sir,” she said stiffly. “Thank you for
saving my neck from the gibbet. I bid you good day.”

He made no attempt to stop her,
standing aside to let her pass. As she did so, he bowed. “Good
fortune to you, mistress.”

She gave him what she
hoped was a withering glance and stepped back on to the street. It
seemed unnatural that the crowd had resumed its normal bustle.
Soldiers mingled with the passersby, occasionally stopping a person
to question them. Thamsine, in her threadbare cloak and patched and
faded dress, attracted no attention.

Slowly she traced the familiar
way to the dreary, rodent-infested hovel on the outskirts of
Blackfriars where she had lodged for the last few months. Hunger
gnawed at her. She had not eaten since yesterday and even that had
been no more than a morsel of stale bread and a thin broth bought
with her last coin.

If she wanted to eat, if she
wanted to keep a roof over her head, she had only one choice. He
had called her a whore and she, with her last shred of dignity, had
denied it. She could never deny it again. She had sold everything
worth selling and now she had only one thing left to sell.

A couple of streets away from
her lodging she stopped in a boarded-up doorway. She loosed her
hair and shook it out. With shaking fingers she unlaced her bodice
a little way, displaying a hint of her almost flat chest. She
hitched one side of her skirts to show what she hoped was a
tantalizing glimpse of ankle above the cracked shoes. It was not,
she thought, a very alluring picture but it would have to do.

She took a deep breath and
stepped back into the street, tossing her cloak back over her
shoulders and adopting the hip-swinging saunter she had observed
others of her newly adopted profession use.

Prospective customers should be
in no doubt as to what trade she was plying. What they would not
see was the way her heart hammered fiercely against her ribs and
her stomach had become a hard ball of fear and self-loathing. The
part of her that still remembered who she was and where she had
come from hoped and prayed that the men who frequented the dismal
streets of Blackfriars would pass her by without a second
glance.

A hand grabbed her shoulder and
she gave a small yelp of alarm as she turned to face the man who
had accosted her. A bearded face scrutinized her closely, his
fingers digging painfully into her wrist.

“What’s yer
charge?” His breath smelt as if it came directly from the pits of a
hell charged with rotten teeth, onion and stale wine.

Her eyes widened. “Charge?”

“For your
body.” His hand grasped her breast with such ferocity that she
cried out in pain and pulled back.

The fingers tightened, drawing
her towards him.

“Half a
crown.” Her attempt at bravado sounded pathetic even to her
ears.

He gave a guffaw of laughter.
“Half a crown for a tight, skinny little arse like yours? Six pence
is all you’ll get and count yourself lucky!”

Six pence? It would buy a wedge
of stale bread and thin broth. Thamsine nodded.

“Got
somewhere to go?”

The thought of plying her trade
in the pathetic room that had been her lodgings for the past month
horrified her more than the thought of what she was about to do.
She shook her head.

“Never mind.
Down ’ere will do as good as any.”

Propelling Thamsine by the arm,
he thrust her down a filthy alley. A small part of Thamsine’s brain
registered the irony that it was the second time in one day a man
had dragged her down just such a laneway. This time there would be
no escaping the consequences.

The bearded man pushed her up
against the slimy wall. His mouth clamped on to hers, his beard
rasping her skin. His tongue, hard and insistent, penetrated her
mouth, thrusting inside her while his spare hand grappled with her
skirts.

She felt his hand on her thigh
and his fingers between her legs. His vile, stinking breath, the
taste of him, the insistent probing of his tongue began to
suffocate her. Nausea rose in her throat and she tried to twist
away from him but he held her too close. Her struggles were as
useless as a reed against the wind.

He broke his face away and
leered at her. “You’re a tight little bitch. I reckon you need a
bit of softening up.”

The blow came with such
ferocity that she fell sideways, her head ringing, her world
exploding into a thousand different coloured lights. Hard fingers
closed on her arm hauling her to her feet.

She heard her own voice
pleading with him not to hit her again and sensed rather than saw
the shadow of his hand ready to strike. With the last of her
strength, she braced herself. The blow did not come. The man gave a
strangled cry and released her arm, causing her to fall to her
knees in the stinking mire. She covered her face with her hands and
did not move.

“Oi!” she
heard her client say. “What’s yer game! There’ll be plenty left for
you,”

“Leave the
lady be.” The low, menacing voice was painfully familiar. Thamsine
felt the tears prick the back of her eyes. Her humiliation was
complete.

“Lady--?”

The sound of fist on bone cut
short the scoffing voice. A heavy body fell to the ground beside
her. She felt, rather than saw, the man rise and heard the sound of
feet scuffling and the grunts of a struggle in progress. Someone
spat at the ground by her feet.

“Take her!
She’s yours if you want her that bad, but you’ll get no joy of her.
Not worth a farthing.”

“Get out of
here!” The words were followed by the soft hiss of a sword loosened
in the scabbard. She heard the sound of running feet and then
silence.

A hand touched her shoulder.
“Let’s see the damage.”

“I can’t,”
she mumbled into her hands.

“Come on,
lass, he fetched you a mighty wallop. You weren’t much to look at
before. I doubt your appearance has been much improved by his
handiwork.”

She was aware that he had
crouched down beside her. She screwed her eyes tightly shut as he
pried her hands away from her face and gave a low whistle. With
surprising gentleness, she felt his fingers probing along her right
cheekbone. She flinched.

“You’ve the
makings of a truly spectacular black eye but I don’t think
anything’s broken. Now, open your eyes and look at me!”

With a supreme effort, she
obeyed and found herself looking into a pair of grey-green eyes.
Nice eyes, she thought, with the lines of humor crinkling at the
corners. But she saw no humor in them now, only pity and pity was
the last thing on earth she wanted. The shame overwhelmed her and
the last of her rigid self-control evaporated. She lowered her head
to her knees and began to weep, not hysterically but slow, silent
sobs.

He made no move towards her;
just let her cry until there was no more misery to expend. She
brought herself back, wiping her eyes on the sleeve of her dress
and forced herself to look up at the man who still crouched beside
her.

Her nemesis had a sharp, clever
face dominated by a nose that was slightly too long and a mouth
that curled as if about to break into a smile. He could not have
been much above thirty.

His hat lay on the ground
beside him and a cowlick of dark hair fell over his eyes. He pushed
it back and reached out a finger, curling a lock of her hair in a
gesture that was more paternal than sexual.

He shook his head. “You’ll be
dead by week’s end if you persist in this chosen vocation,” he
said. “Whoever you are, you’re no whore by nature or, I warrant,
necessity.”

“You’re
wrong. I’ve no choice,” she mumbled. The vile taste of the man who
had violated her rose in her mouth. She leaned away and retched
pathetically onto the revolting cobbles.

Her rescuer picked up his hat
and stood up, fastidiously brushing the mud from the brim. She
expected to see him walk away but he remained standing, looking
down at her. She lowered her head, her hands hanging limply between
her knees. She could debase herself no further.

“Go away,”
she said.

“When did you
last eat?” he asked

She wiped the back of her hand
across her lips that felt bruised and swollen and looked up at him.
“Yesterday.”

“Come.” He
held out a hand to her. “At least permit me to buy you a decent
meal.”

With an effort she pulled
herself to her feet, declining his proffered hand. He strolled to
the end of the lane and stood waiting for her, his back turned to
her. She relaced her bodice and straightened her skirt, giving
herself time to collect her scattered thoughts.

When she was ready, she took a
deep breath and addressed him in a stiff, formal voice. “I thank
you for your assistance, sir, but I beg you leave me. I’m not fit
company for you.”

He turned to face her. “I’ll be
the judge of that.” A slow, sardonic smile crossed his face. “It
may be that I’m not fit company for you.”

She regarded him through
narrowed eyes. “Who are you? How do you come to be here? Were you
following me?” The questions rushed out.

“As to the
first, my name is Christopher Lovell, although my friends call me
Kit.” He swept her a bow. “Your servant, ma’am. As to the second
and third questions… yes, I admit I was following you.”

“Why?”

“I was
concerned for you.”

“Concerned
for me?”

“Yes,
concerned. Are you so far lost that you don’t recognize genuine
concern when you see it?”

She was tempted to answer in
the affirmative. It had been so long since anyone showed her any
kindness that of course she viewed it with suspicion.

“You don’t
know me, sir. You know nothing about me.” She brought her chin up
and met his eyes defiantly.

“True, but
I’ve seen your like before. Unless I’m gravely mistaken, you are
like me, the flotsam of war, one of the survivors. We’re what are
left when our friends and our family have nobly sacrificed their
fortunes and their lives for a lost cause. I am right, am I not,
Mistress…?”

“Granville,”
Thamsine said, too tired to lie. “Thamsine Granville.”

Her teeth began to chatter and
she drew her inadequate cloak tightly around her. It afforded
little protection from the biting cold.

His fingers tugged at the cords
of his cloak and he swung it around her shoulders. It settled on
her thin frame, still warm from his body. Thamsine pulled it
closely around her.

He hunched his shoulders and
gave a deep, indrawn breath. “Well, Mistress Granville, it’s cold
and we’ve both had a trying day. I meant what I said about a
meal.”

She looked down at the toe of
her scuffed and leaking shoe. Her head still rang from the blow.
She put her fingers to her face, tentatively exploring the
bruising.

There seemed little point in
any more displays of stubborn pride. For the first time in weeks
she was warm and the offer of food was one that she would be a fool
to decline. God alone knew she had already played the fool enough
times in one day.

She raised her face and met Kit
Lovell’s eyes. She inclined her head as if accepting an invitation
to dance and he smiled and crooked his arm.

“Mistress
Granville?”

He drew her close, shielding
her from the icy wind that blew down the narrow streets. Through
the sturdy cloth of his jacket, she felt the warmth of his body. It
seemed to permeate her icy bones, thawing the cold places of her
soul.
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CHAPTER
TWO

 


 


Kit threw open the door on the
busy taproom of the Ship Inn. Beside him, Thamsine pulled his cloak
tightly across her thin body as she surveyed the sea of people. He
put an arm around her and began to guide her towards his usual
table. He could feel her trembling with no more substance to her
slender frame than a sparrow.

A young woman with a riot of
blonde curls falling from beneath a disreputable cap bounded
forward, hooking her arm into his and beaming into his face.

“Cap’n
Lovell! We didn’t expect to see you out so soon!” Her eyes switched
to Thamsine and the smile disappeared. “Got company I
see.”

Kit suppressed a smile at the
jealous suspicion in May’s voice. “A friend of mine, May,” he
replied. “Now, a slice of pie and a jug of ale for both of us would
be appreciated.”

May sniffed and disappeared
into the kitchens as Kit led Thamsine to a secluded corner of the
taproom.

“What did she
mean when she said she didn’t expect to see you ‘out so soon’?”
Thamsine asked.

Kit gave one of his sardonic
smiles. “I have spent the last couple of months in the Clink. A
small misunderstanding concerning a horse. Now happily resolved,”
he added

Thamsine’s eyes widened.
“You’ve been in prison?”

He shrugged. “I’m often in
prison. It’s an occupational hazard. Ah, here come the girls with
our food.”

May was accompanied by
her twin. May and Nan were identical in nearly all respects,
although Nan was slightly taller with a more wary, knowing
expression on her face and a sharper tongue in her head.

The girls slapped the food and
drink down in front of Thamsine. May gave her one last, baleful
glance before tending to the demands of another customer. Nan stood
behind Kit and ran her fingers through his hair, no doubt giving
Thamsine a hateful look as she did so, before returning to the
kitchen.

“They seem to
regard you as their own private property,” Thamsine observed. “Is
this pie safe to eat?”

Kit laughed. “Those two girls
have the biggest hearts in London.”

“And the
widest legs, I wouldn’t mind betting,” she observed, her eyes on
May, who flirted outrageously with a bearded man by the
fireplace.

“You are
hardly in a position to cast stones on that count, Mistress
Granville!” Kit reminded her. “Now eat before it goes cold. I’ll
warrant it’s the best pie you’ll have tasted for some little
while.”

Kit picked up the pot of ale
and took a deep draught as he regarded the woman who sat opposite
him, demolishing the pie with all the grace and elegance of the
roughest soldier he had ever known.

Thamsine Granville, if that was
her real name, appeared a highly intelligent but not conventionally
beautiful young woman. Even if properly nourished she would still
have been considered too thin for beauty. However, beneath the
grime, she did have an arresting face with high cheekbones and
large brown eyes. Her mouth was wide and mobile. Her long nose
curved slightly upwards, a strong nose on an interesting face. In
the right circumstances Thamsine Granville would not go
unnoticed.

He finished his ale and poured
himself another one. His reasons for going to her aid, not once but
twice, went beyond altruism. True, her haunted eyes had touched
something within him. He, more than anyone, knew what it was to be
balanced on the edge as this woman seemed to be. However, he also
recognized that she could be useful; a card to be played when the
time was right.

In the meantime it seemed he
was stuck with her.

He pushed his platter, with his
serve of pie, across to her. She looked up at him and he inclined
his head. After a momentary hesitation, she polished it off, wiping
the last of the gravy up with a piece of bread. When she had done,
she set aside the shining platters, taking a deep draught of ale
from her tankard.

“You have
some colour in your cheeks again. Do you feel better?” Kit
remarked, refilling her cup.

She nodded. “Better than I have
for months. Thank you, Master Lovell, or is that Captain
Lovell?”

He made a dissembling motion
with his free hand. “Kit. I think after what you and I have been
through today, we can dispense with formalities. May I call you
Thamsine?”

She hesitated for a moment and
nodded.

He leaned forward. “Well,
Thamsine Granville, as I have saved your life twice today, I think
it is time to claim some form of reward.”

Her eyes widened and her cheeks
coloured. Her lips parted slightly and she swallowed. “Do you have
a room we could go to? I have no wish to try another alley and no
coin to pay you.”

It took a moment for Kit to
comprehend what she implied. He stared at her. Did she think that
after everything she had been through that day, that he wanted her
body? The idea was preposterous. Anyway why would he want this
scrawny, dirty scrap of womanhood when Lucy waited for him in her
warm, comfortable house in Holborn?

Without thinking, he laughed
out loud. “My dear Thamsine, did you think I meant that sort of
payment?”

“Well I have
nothing else!”

His smile faded at the look of
misery on her face. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed. Believe
me, I’m not so mean-minded as to demand such a recompense.” The
smile crept back onto his face. “Anyway, I prefer my women with a
bit more meat on them. No, Mistress Granville, all I request by way
of reward is your story.”

“My
story?”

He nodded. “I would like to
know how the gently born Thamsine Granville came to be trying her
hand, somewhat unsuccessfully, at whoring in the streets of London.
Oh yes--with a bit of attempted assassination on the side.”

“How do you
know I was gently born?”

“Call it a guess.”
Your voice, your demeanor, everything
about you, he thought to himself. “Let us
start with a simple question. Where are you from?”

She took a deep breath, her
eyes flitting to a space above his head. “You’ve been very good to
me, Master Lovell, but you owe me no more kindness. You must have a
wife and a home to go to.”

“Neither. I
told you I am like you, flotsam adrift on the streets of London. I
have all night to hear your tale if that’s what it
takes.”

He refilled both their cups and
sat back, crossing his arms and stretching out his long legs in
anticipation of the tale that would follow.

Thamsine’s eyes darted around
the crowded taproom as if seeking inspiration or an escape
route.

Kit tried again. “All I wish to
know, Thamsine Granville, is what has brought you to this
impasse?”

“Captain
Lovell.” She looked up at him, her eyes steady. “What has brought
me to my present position is of no interest or concern to you. It’s
a story that I don’t wish to confide in anyone, whatever the debt I
owe them. Suffice to say that I have lost everything in the world I
hold dear and what little I brought with me to London has been
either stolen or sold. I have nothing of interest or
value.”

“So you’re
reduced to selling yourself?”

The blunt words caused a flush
to rise to her pale cheeks. She looked away, resting her chin on
her hand and looked out of the window at the grey evening. He
thought he could detect the glint of tears on her eyelashes.

“All right.
What did you hope to achieve by killing the Lord Protector?” He
tried a different line of enquiry.

She stared at him, confusion in
the brown eyes. “Killing the Lord Protector? I didn’t mean…” Then
she recollected herself and looked down at her cup.

Kit leaned forward. “You won’t
kill him with brickbats, Mistress Granville.” He lowered his voice,
“There are better ways to kill a king.”

She looked up, her eyes
sharpened and her voice dropped. “Is that what brings you to
London?”

He laughed and sat back,
taking a draught of ale. “Me? No, Thamsine. All that brings me to
London is the pretty face of my mistress and the promise of some
lucrative games of cards. I’m done with soldiering and conspiracy.
As far as I’m concerned Cromwell is welcome to England.” He spread
his hands in a gesture of hopelessness. “Like you I’ve lost
everything. There are some that would say that the only thing I
have left is my honor and, believe me, even that is a poor
commodity.”

She tilted her head, her eyes
scrutinizing his face. “Where are you from?”

He raised a finger. “Ah, now
the arrangement was that you told me your story, not that I tell
you mine.”

“There is
something in the way you speak. Your accent…”

“My
accent?”

“It’s not
quite… English.”

Kit’s eyes widened with
surprise. “How very perceptive of you, Mistress Granville. You’re
quite right. My mother was French and by dint of my parents’
unhappy marital arrangements, I didn’t actually learn a word of
English until I was eight. The accent has never quite left me. My
friends tell me
it only becomes noticeable when I’m in my cups.”
Kit smiled and looked at his tankard. “Obviously I’ve reached that
point. Now you’ve elicited far more information from me than I have
from you so, in fairness, I must insist, no more
questions.”

She smiled and drained her cup.
“I’m the last person to pry into others lives,” she said. “I should
be going and leave you to return to the arms of your pretty
mistress.”

He regarded her for a
moment. “And where would you be going to?”

She looked up at him and
before she could answer he raised a hand. “I’ve not gone to all the
trouble of pulling you out of the gutter just to send you back
there on a cold, February night. The landlord of this
establishment, Jem Marsh, is a friend of mine. He’ll give you
lodging.”

“But I’ve no
means of paying.”

“Can you
cook?”

“No.”

“Wash
dishes?”

“I suppose
so.”

“Make
beds?”

“As long as
I’m not expected to lie in them.” An ironic smile lifted the
corners of her mouth.

Kit sat up. “May!” He hailed
the twin.

She sauntered over to the table
and he put an arm around her waist, drawing her in towards him.
“May, my dear. Can you fetch your brother for me?”

May looked disappointed. “That
all?”

“That’s all.”
He released her and gave her a playful slap on the rump. The girl
gave a squeal and with a coquettish glance over her shoulder to him
disappeared into the kitchen.

Wiping his hands on a grubby
apron, Jem Marsh appeared in the kitchen door and lumbered over to
the table. He loomed over them.

“Well, Cap’n
Lovell. The girls said you was out of the Clink. You must have the
luck of the devil. I thought you was locked away for a goodly
time.”

The badly tied patch over his
left eye didn’t quite disguise the ugly scar that ran from his
temple to his cheekbone. Out of the corner of his eye, Kit saw
Thamsine recoil.

“Mercifully,
Jem, that little misunderstanding was resolved. Now, old friend, I
have a favour to ask of you.”

“Anything, as
long as ’tis legal.” The big man laughed.

Kit indicated Thamsine. “This
is my friend, Thamsine Granville. Mistress Granville is a lady, who
through the vicissitudes of fortune with which we are all familiar,
finds herself in somewhat dire circumstances.”

Jem peered closely at
Thamsine’s shabby person. “She doesn’t look much like a lady.”

“Well she is
and she needs some work, Jem, to pay for lodgings and
food.”

“What’s she
good at?”

Kit gave Thamsine a
quick, appraising look and said, “Not much that is useful, but I’ll
warrant she’s a quick learner.”

Doubt creased Jem’s brow
and he cast a glance at Thamsine.

“You wouldn’t
want to work here, love.”

“I have
little choice, Master Marsh.” Thamsine looked up at him.

“Jem to me
friends, miss.” He scratched his head. “Well if you’ve a mind to it
and can manage a few rough sorts I’ll take you and...” He lowered
his voice and tapped his patch. “...if you’ve a mind to making a
few shillings on the side, I’m willing to turn a blind eye, lady or
no.”

“No,”
Thamsine said hastily. “I’ve no need of those sorts of shillings. I
am happy to serve drinks, sweep floors, wash dishes, anything,
Master Marsh.”

“Well if the
cap’n vouches for ye, tha’s good enough for me,” he said. “You can
doss in with the girls. You met my sisters, Nan and May? Nan’s a
bit of a tongue in her head but she don’t mean much by it. You
won’t mind, will you, girls?” he bellowed across the
room.

Nan and May poked their heads
out of the kitchen. “Mind what?” Nan asked.

“This here’s
Cap’n Lovell’s friend, Thamsine. She’s coming to work for us for a
little while. You don’t mind her dossing down wiv you?”

The ensuing pause indicated
that neither girl thought this arrangement particularly
satisfactory.

“Just as long
as she’s the open-minded sort,” May said at last.

“Good. That’s
settled.” Kit drained his cup and rose to his feet. “If you’ll
excuse me, Thamsine, I have an appointment to be kept.”

“Will I see
you again?”

He inclined his head.
“Undoubtedly. My friends and I meet here often for a drink and a
game of cards. In fact you will probably see me tomorrow
night.”

She stood up to face him and
held out her hand. “Good night, Captain Lovell, and thank you.”

He took her hand and pressed it
to his lips. He smiled. “Until next time, Thamsine. Keep her away
from brickbats, Jem.”

The big man frowned.
“Brickbats?”

Thamsine stared at Kit, the
alarm shining in her eyes.

“Doesn’t
matter,” Kit said and winked at her. “Until tomorrow.”

“Private
parlour?” Jem asked.

Kit nodded, shrugging his cloak
across his shoulders. As he opened the door on a flurry of snow, he
turned to look back.

Thamsine had turned to face the
Marsh twins, who regarded her with such intensity that she looked
like a moth trapped in a flame, her wings singeing under their
gaze.

“So, m’lady, fancy
yourself as a taproom wench, do you?” Nan
flung a grimy apron at Thamsine. “Well you can start with washing
the platters.”

Kit smiled and shut the
door.

 


* * * * *

 


Kit walked through the
snow-driven streets to High Holborn where Lucy Talbot, the widow of
the late Martin Talbot, wine merchant, had a small, comfortable
house.

“Kit!”

He barely had time to shut the
door against the snow, as Lucy hurled herself down the stairs and
into his arms, covering his face with kisses.

“Where have
you been? Where have you been?” she cried between
kisses.

He disengaged her, allowing
himself the luxury of one last, lingering kiss. “Lucy, dearest, I’m
cold and wet and longing for the warmth of your fire.”

She was already fumbling at the
sodden knot on his cloak, pulling the wet garment from his
shoulders and abandoning it in a soggy pile on the floor. Kit
picked it up and, carrying it before him, escaped upstairs into the
warmth of Lucy’s parlour. He flung the cloak over the back of a
chair to dry, together with his hat and gloves. He gave the
dispirited feather in his new hat a regretful glance, setting it
down to take the glass of wine that Lucy offered him.

He held up the fine glass, his
fingers ridiculously large for the slender, twisted glass stem, and
swirled the ruby contents, watching the play of light from the
candles through the liquid before taking a deep draught. He
silently thanked the good fortune that had thrown him in the path
of a wine merchant’s widow--a wealthy, wine merchant’s widow.

“You haven’t
answered my question.” Lucy pouted. “Where have you been these last
weeks?”

“Ah!” Kit set
the glass down and took a seat by the fire, stretching out his long
legs to dry the damp boots. He took Lucy’s small hand and drew her
down onto his lap. “I have a confession, Mistress
Mouse.”

Lucy traced a finger across his
brow and down his nose. Her touch sent lightning bolts of desire
shooting through his body.

“What
confession?” she asked, dreamily.

“I’ve been in
the Clink.”

“Again!” Lucy
gave a squeak of indignation and thumped him firmly in the chest.
“What over this time?”

“The small
matter of a horse.”

“A horse is
not a small matter!”

“Well, no, it
was quite a large horse.”

“And
who”--she gave a derisive snort--“who paid your debts this
time?”

“The matter
was settled amicably.”

“Cards, I
wager!” she spat at him. “Really, Kit Lovell, you are
incorrigible.”

“But you must
admit you missed me,” he wheedled, curling his mistress’ blonde
locks around his finger.

“Not for a
moment!” she protested without conviction, her head tilting
backwards as his fingers strayed to the soft part of her throat,
tracing a line down to the top of the bodice.

He replaced his finger with his
mouth, blowing soft butterfly kisses on her clean, soft, white
skin, while his fingers grappled unsuccessfully with the knot on
her bodice laces. She moaned as his kisses dropped lower, the
bodice laces giving way and allowing access to her full, pert
breasts.

His hand fought with the
layers of skirts and petticoats, finding its way up past the wool
of her stockings to the smooth skin of her upper thigh and heaven
where he could lose himself.

As he fumbled with his own
belt, Lucy took advantage of the distraction and with a shriek of
laughter, gathered up her skirts and ran from the room. He caught
her on the stairs and together they slithered and tripped upstairs
to her large, tester bed. He threw her back on the coverlet and
lifted her skirts. Her back arched beneath him, her need for
release as great as his own.

Desire spent, he rolled off her
and lay on his back beside her. She propped herself up on one elbow
and smiled down at him.

“Haven’t done
that for a while, have you?”

“No,” he
agreed.

Her fingers pulled at the laces
of his shirt, dancing provocatively through the hairs on his chest.
“So was that it?” she teased, dropping small kisses onto his face,
his nose and his lips.

“Demanding wench, aren’t
you?” Kit grinned and, pinning her to the bed, rolled over on her
again.

 


* * * * *

 


Thamsine wiped her hands on a
dirty rag and surveyed the pile of dishes stacked neatly on the
kitchen table. She looked down at her fingers and sniffed them,
wrinkling her nose. The tips were shrivelled like dried sweetmeats
and smelt of grease. She wiped her hands again and sighed.

Her father would turn in his
grave if he could see her now but when she considered the
alternative, she gave a silent prayer of thanks. The Ship Inn
offered her a respite, time to consider what path to take. For now
the mindless repetition of physical tasks was a balm to her weary
soul and she turned to the basket of carrots that Nan had set her
to peel.

She sat down on a rickety
stool, picked up the first carrot and regarded it from all angles.
Her life, until relatively recently, had never required the skill
of peeling carrots. She picked up the knife. Flinching from its
sharp blade she attacked the vegetable.

“You don’t
hold the knife like that!”

Thamsine looked up to see Kit
Lovell standing over her, his green eyes dancing in amusement.
Flushing, Thamsine nicked her finger. With a yelp of pain she
dropped carrot and knife. Kit retrieved them and squatting down in
front of her, deftly demonstrated the correct way of separating a
carrot and its skin.

“Didn’t your mother teach
you anything?” he asked, handing both knife and vegetable back to
her.

“My mother?
No she didn’t.” Thamsine retorted, removing her cut finger from her
mouth and picking up another carrot from the pile. “She died when I
was nine after a long illness that kept her from teaching me any
form of useful domestic skill.”

“So how did
you occupy your time instead?”

“I shared the
schoolroom with my brother. Nowhere did my books include a lesson
on how to peel carrots.”

Kit pulled up a stool. “Look,
I’ll demonstrate.” He picked up a carrot and a knife from the table
and with remarkable dexterity managed to peel four carrots in the
time it had taken Thamsine to produce one badly mutilated
vegetable.

“Well, well,
look who’s here?” Nan swaggered in carrying a tray of empty
platters. She set them down and put her arms around Kit’s neck,
pressing her ample bosom to his back and blowing in his ear.
“Where’ve you been, lover?” She sniffed. “You smell nice. Been off
visiting your lady friend?”

Kit looked up at her and
smiled.

Nan straightened and cuffed his
ear. “Ah, you’re no fun these days, Cap’n Lovell.” She winked at
him and sauntered out of the kitchen.

Kit met Thamsine’s eyes. “What
are you smiling at?”

“Is there a
woman in London you don’t share a bed with?”

Kit turned his concentration to
the carrot. “That is a harsh remark given I barely know you,
Mistress Granville and, indeed, the circumstances of our
meeting.”

Thamsine ignored the twinkling
grey-green eyes and looked down at the carrot in her hand. She gave
it a couple of vicious swipes.

“The idea is
to remove the skin, not the entire carrot,” Kit remarked. “And I
apologize. I didn’t mean to remind you of events you’d rather
forget.”

Thamsine sighed and
looked up at Kit Lovell. His concentration had returned to the task
and it gave her an opportunity to study his face. She could see the
attraction that seemed to set half the women in London falling at
this man’s feet. The dark hair and the unusual green eyes were an
irresistible combination.

Even in London, in February,
his skin held a tanned glow, but the lines of a hard soldier’s life
were etched around his nose and in the shadows of his eyes. She
felt a prickle at the back of her neck. She had no doubt that the
echoes of laughter in the corners of his mouth could disappear in
an instant should he be crossed.

A lock of dark brown hair
fell into his eyes and he unconsciously flicked it back, drawing
attention to the thin, pale line of a scar that ran from above his
right eye to his temple, transecting his eyebrow.

“You were lucky not to
lose your eye. Did you get that scar at Worcester?” she said
aloud.

Kit looked up at her and
frowned, puzzled by her question. “Oh this,” he said, his fingers
going to the scar. “No. It was a running skirmish in ’43. Looked
worse than it was.”

“You were
there from the beginning?”

“Stormed down
a hill at Edgehill and just kept going until the bitter end in ’46.
I returned in ’48 and ’51 but I don’t need to tell you what
disastrous campaigns those were,” Kit said. “I joined the court in
exile, fought a few foreign wars I cared nothing for. Saw things I
should never have seen...” He lapsed into a silence that spoke more
eloquently than words.

For a long moment the only
sound in the kitchen was the soft rasp of knife on carrot.

“And then?”
Thamsine prompted.

He shrugged his shoulders. “I
abhorred exile so I swallowed my pride, apologized for my past
misdeeds and came back to England.” He looked up at her and smiled.
“That, Mistress Granville, is my life.”

“And do you
truly earn a living playing cards?”

“And dice and
whatever else I can find.” He looked at her, his eyes dancing. “I’m
very good at what I do.”

Thamsine gave a sniff of
laughter. “I can see.”

His clothes were not
ostentatious but now she looked at them she could see that they
were well cut and made from good fabric. Instead of the
old-fashioned collar favored by her father, he wore the more
fashionable falling bands that were pristinely white and starched.
If you passed Kit Lovell in the street, you would probably think
him a conservative man of business.

“Is this how
you plan to spend the rest of your life?” she asked.

“No.” The
single word was spoken with a hard edge to his tone.

The easy camaraderie on his
face had been replaced by a sharp, appraising look. She had
overstepped the unseen line in their relationship.

“What of you,
Thamsine Granville? When are you going to tell me what has brought
you to the kitchen of The Ship Inn?”

When she didn’t answer he
smiled and shrugged. “I see. If that is how it is to be, Thamsine,
let us agree that I will ask you no more questions about your past
if you ask none of mine.”

May poked her head around the
door. “There y’are, Cap’n Lovell!” she said. “Your friends have
been waiting on you this half hour since.”

She walked over and looked down
at the pile of carrots, picking up one of Thamsine’s efforts.
“’Ere, what did this carrot ever do to you?” she asked.

Kit stood up. “Patience, May,
she’s never done this before.”

“Aye well, I
need them carrots so you take your hide out of here where you don’t
belong, Cap’n. I’ll bring some pheasant pie in for you.”

“God bless
you, May.” Kit put an arm around the girl’s shoulders and kissed
her forehead.

She colored and pushed him
away. “Get away before I start remembering as how you never come
visiting no more.”

May watched as the kitchen door
closed behind him and sighed heavily. “He’s a one.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Charm the
birds out of the trees, he can, but cross him and he’ll show no
quarter.”

“How do you
know?”

“Jem told me.
Jem was his sergeant in the war. Said the men would have followed
him into the depths of hell if he’d just say the word.”

 


 


Kit opened the door to the
private parlour. The air within the confines of the room was heavy
with tobacco mingled with smoke from the fire. Kit felt his eyes
begin to water and he coughed. The half dozen men taking their ease
around the table looked up.

“Lovell! As I live and
breathe!” Dutton jumped to his feet, slapping Kit on the shoulder
with such force that Kit had to take a step to steady himself. “I’d
not expected to see you again so soon!”

“I thank you
for your warm welcome.” Kit bowed. “You would think I had been gone
years instead of a mere two months.”

“More to the
point, how in God’s name did you get out this time? The amount you
owed, I thought you would never see the light of day! I told you
that horse was a bad buy,” Colonel Whitely, a hard-bitten veteran
with a cynical sense of humour, remarked, tapping out his pipe on
his boot heel.

“Lovell has
acquired a most valuable asset.” Fitzjames moved into the circle.
“A wealthy mistress.”

“Lucky dog!”
Dutton said.

Kit smiled. “Indeed, my dearest
Lucy could not bear to be without me. Her bed grew uncommon cold in
the winter air.”

As the paths of Lucy and these
men were never likely to cross, the lie came easily.

Dutton scoffed. “God rot you,
Lovell. Why can’t I find some pretty little widow to keep me?”

“One look at
your face in the mirror should give you the answer to that
question,” Kit rejoined.

“You know
everyone here?” Dutton ran an expansive hand around the
circle.

Kit recognised the faces of his
old companions in arms: his friend Fitzjames, Colonel Whitely,
Roger Cotes, Richard Willys and a couple of other familiar faces.
The last man was a stranger.

Whitely pulled the young man
forward. “Jack Gerard, meet our friend and fellow sufferer, Captain
Christopher Lovell. Jack is the nephew of Lord Gerard, who is with
the King in Paris,” Whitely said.

Both men bowed politely.

“Welcome to
this den of lost causes, Master Gerard,” Kit said.

Gerard smiled. “No cause is a
lost cause, Captain Lovell. Not while we still have breath in our
bodies and a King denied his rightful throne.”

Kit did not reply
immediately as he regarded the youngster thoughtfully. Jack Gerard
was younger than the others, too young to have fought in the wars,
Kit observed cynically. That made him a young, dangerous
idealist.

“Those indeed
are sentiments we all hold dear to our hearts,” Kit said at last.
“Come, gentleman, a toast to our King.”

Wine sloshed into the
glasses and the brimming cups were held aloft. “To the King.” But
the words were said quietly so as not to carry to the
taproom beyond.

Kit set his glass down and
settled himself in a chair beside the fire. “So, what is the news
about London? One hears nothing behind the solid walls of the Clink
except what your purse can tell you, and mine was mostly
empty.”

“I did hear
tell that some woman took a pot-shot at the Lord Protector the
other day,” Fitzjames said.

“Quite true,”
Dutton said. “I was there. Saw it myself. Hurled a brickbat at him
during the parade. Only missed him by a few inches.”

“Women never
could throw,” Cotes put in with a snort. “Did they catch
her?”

“Vanished,”
Dutton said. “Disappeared like smoke. Some say it was
witchcraft.”

“They’d say
that about anybody. Fact is they were too incompetent to catch
her,” Whitely said. “Well good luck to her, wherever she is. Pity
is, she missed.”

“Cromwell
conducts himself more and more as if he were King, not the usurping
yeoman that he is,” Gerard spat.

Kit laughed. “My young friend,
like it or not, he is our head of state. I for one would not have
the task!”

“Pssh!”
Whitely snorted. “Gone soft in gaol, Lovell.”

Kit sighed. “Getting old,
Whitely. So what brings you sorry band together?”

The men looked at each
other.

Gerard leaned across the table
to Whitely. “Is he to be trusted?”

Whitely gave the young man a
hard look. “Of course he’s to be trusted. Lovell’s a King’s man to
the bone. He stood behind the King’s colours at Edgehill and at
Worcester.”

Fitzjames placed a hand on
Kit’s shoulder. “He’s one of us, Gerard.”

The others nodded
agreement.

“So, Dutton,”
Fitz said. “What’s the news?”

There was silence. All eyes in
the room turned to Richard Dutton. The man raised his wineglass,
took a sip and set it down with a dramatic flourish.

“There is a
plan,” he announced.

Kit’s heart sank. There was
always a plan and if Dutton had anything to do with it, it was
unlikely to be a very good plan.

Dutton leaned forward, his
voice lowered. “As we discussed in Lovell’s absence, it’s early
days yet but steps have advanced.”

“And?”
Whitely tapped his boot with obvious impatience.

Dutton shook his head. “I am
loath to say much more for the present. However if we meet back
here in a week, I will then have something to report.”

Hiding his frustration with a
shrug, Kit produced a battered pack of cards. “Well, until next
week then. In the meantime I for one would welcome a diversion, not
to mention a small boost to the purse. Anyone willing to take me
on?”

 


 


At the end of the evening,
Dutton rose unsteadily to his feet.

“Go to go,”
he slurred. “Busy day tomorrow.”

Kit shot to his feet. “I’ll see
you to your lodgings,” he said.

The two men lurched into the
cold street. Snowflakes fell on their hats and shoulders but melted
before reaching the slushy filth of the ground.

“Well your
damned luck hasn’t changed,” Dutton remarked, swaying to one side
of the road. Kit took his arm and propelled him back in a straight
line. Dutton was a heavyset man some years older than he was. As
with the rest of the company at the Ship Inn, the recent conflicts
had dealt ill with him. He had lost his home and family, and the
war had left him embittered and penniless and with a fondness for
wine that loosened his tongue and made him dangerous.

“Plenty of
time in the Clink to hone my skills. You should try it some time,”
Kit said.

“Prison!”
Dutton spat into the gutter. “I did. Remember those stinking cells
after Worcester?”

Kit suppressed a shudder. There
were some memories he preferred not to recall. “Tomorrow night,
Dutton? You and me, a couple of comely wenches…?”

Dutton stopped in the middle of
the street, swaying slightly. “Tomorrow... No, tomorrow I must go
away.”

Kit deftly caught the man as he
staggered forward. “So where are you off to then, Dutton?”

Dutton tapped the side of his
nose and gave Kit a heavy, conspiratorial wink. “Secret.”

“Good God
man, we don’t have secrets from each other. Look at all we’ve been
through. Remember Naseby? Damn it, you saved my life that day.”
This was so far from the truth as to be almost the opposite but
Dutton’s wine-soaked mind would remember what he wanted.

“Oh yes, my
friend, I remember Naseby and Worcester. Can’t forget
Worcester.”

“That’s right. God’s
death, Dutton, we’ve been through a lot together.”

They had reached the
man’s squalid lodgings. Kit helped him up the stairs and set him
down on the bed, pulling off the scuffed and shabby boots. The
stench of Dutton’s feet made his lip curl.

“So where did
you say you were going tomorrow?” he asked.

Dutton lay back on the bed and
closed his eyes. He patted his jacket. “All over. Letters to
deliver. Tell you next meeting.”

“Let’s get
that jacket off you then.”

Kit hauled Dutton’s bulk up and
undid the jacket. Dutton let himself be ministered to and when Kit
had pulled his arms from the jacket he fell back on his bed,
snoring stentoriously.

Kit jerked the covers over the
man and pulled the letters from the jacket. Dutton was known to be
a fool and only other fools would entrust him with such a
mission.

There were twelve letters
sealed with a plain seal and addressed to well known royalists in
the neighbouring counties. Kit looked at the names and shook his
head in disbelief. If these men had any sense they would give
Dutton short shrift.

He heated his knife over the
candle and slid it under the seal of one of the letters. The
signature was that of a Robert West. Not a name known to Kit but he
doubted it was real. The message read simply that their uncle was
anxious for news and hoped that the recipient would be able to join
him soon as the time was almost upon them.

Really, Kit thought as he
carefully resealed the letter, they made a poor fist of using code.
The meaning was plain to even the most untrained observer; “uncle”
was a thinly veiled reference to the King, although he doubted
Charles knew anything about this latest scheme.

His unfortunate sojourn in the
Clink meant he had some catching up to do. He scoured Dutton’s room
and found a pen and some paper and carefully copied the message and
the names of the recipients. When he was done, he resealed and
replaced the letter with its companions and blew out the candle. He
cast poor, stupid Dutton a regretful glance and slipped from the
room.

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER
THREE

 


 


Every time the door to
the taproom opened, Thamsine looked around in anticipation. It had
been a week since she had last seen Kit Lovell, and as the other
men slipped into the private parlour, she knew tonight he would
come. She felt her heart skip a beat with
anticipation.

Nan passed her with two full
jacks of ale.

“You’re like
a she-cat on heat,” she remarked. “He’ll be here soon enough. In
the meantime go and make yourself useful. There’s tables to be
wiped and those ’prentices over yon could do wiv some female
company.”

Thamsine cast a glance at
the table of rowdy ’prentices and shuddered. If they required
female company, they could look elsewhere. Instead she tightened
her apron strings, pulled the grimy rag from the pocket and began
the task of wiping down the long oak table.

“Well, well,
I hardly recognized you.”

At the sound of Kit’s voice she
jumped around, her face lighting up.

“Captain
Lovell!”

He stood back and looked at her
with a critical eye. “The black eye is now a fetching shade of
yellow. As for the clothes, the bodice is perhaps a little immodest
and the petticoats a little short, perhaps, but you pass.”

Thamsine looked down at the
clean, serviceable but faded cloth of the petticoats and tugged at
the gaping bodice.

“The twins
found them for me. The previous owner was a little shorter and
rather fuller of figure,” she said ruefully.

“Well,
Lovell.” Jem Marsh sauntered over and placed a hand on Thamsine’s
shoulder. “Quite a little find you dropped on my doorstep. Broken
just about every dish in my kitchen and dropped more jacks of ale
then I can count but she has one redeeming feature.”

Kit raised an eyebrow. “And
that is?”

“Voice of an angel,” Jem
said. He waved a hand around the crowded taproom. “See this crowd? All
thanks to her.”

Thamsine felt the heat rise to
her cheeks. “All those years of music lessons have finally been put
to good use,” she said, “although I am not sure that Signor Capelli
had tavern songs in mind when he was teaching me.”

“You’re
taking a risk, Jem. Public performances of song are frowned upon,
you know?” Kit raised a quizzical eyebrow at his friend.

Jem made a contemptuous gesture
with his hand. “Let ’em try and close me down,” he said. “As long
as your girl here fills my taproom, I’m willing to take the risk.”
He thrust a jack of ale at Thamsine. “Here, I don’t pay you to
stand around gossiping with the customers, go and give this to Abel
and tell ’im to get his fiddle out.”

Thamsine took the ale and
turned without looking, colliding with a man who had just entered.
Ale slopped from the pot over his jacket.

“You stupid
girl,” the man roared.

“Why doncha
watch where ye’re going?” Thamsine snapped back, employing her best
cockney accent.

She set the jack down
and grabbed the cloth from the table
where she had left it and began dabbing ineffectually at his damp
coat.

“Don’t I know
you?” Dutton demanded, peering at Thamsine’s face.

Thamsine straightened and
looked him in the face. The man, middle-aged with fair, graying
hair, a moustache and beard of a style fashionable ten years ago,
was a complete stranger to her.

“I don’t
think so, sir,” she said.

“Damn it, I
never forget a face,” Dutton persisted.

“Too many
taverns, Dutton,” Kit said. He clapped a hand on the man’s
shoulder. “Forget about this wench. The others are
waiting.”

Dutton cast Thamsine one long,
last furious look before allowing Kit to propel him in the
direction of the private parlour.

Jem clapped a hand on
Thamsine’s shoulder. “Don’t take Cap’n Dutton to heart, lass. He’s
a sad excuse for a man. Reckon he’s already had a skinful tonight.”
He jerked his head in the direction of the fireplace. “Go on, give
us a song. Abel’s waiting.”

In the corner by the fireplace
an elderly man had produced a fiddle and struck up a tune. Thamsine
set the remains of the jack of ale down beside him and climbed up
on to an empty stool.

 


“Come cease your songs of cuckold’s row

For now
’tis something stale

And let us sing of beggars
now,

For that’s in general

In city and in country

Men from high to low

In each degree of quality

Are beggars all a row”

 


The taproom fell silent, the
men and few women listening in rapt attention with only the
occasional intercession to agree with the sentiments of the
words.

At the door to the private
parlour, Kit Lovell leaned against the doorframe, a jack of ale in
his hand, to listen. Even with the light behind him and his face in
darkness she felt the dark pools of his eyes on her face and she
felt as if she sang just for him.

 


“I saw a
handsome proper youth

And he was wondrous fine

But when I understood the
truth,

His case was worse than
mine,

On wine and Drabs, he did all
spend

Which wrought his
overthrow,

So fortune plac’d him in the
end,

With beggars all a row.”

 


She saw Kit’s shoulders rise
with laughter and he raised his jack to her. A taller, fair-haired
man appeared behind Kit and whispered something in his ear. Kit
nodded and the door closed behind them.

 


 


“Who’s the
singer?” Fitzjames asked.

Kit shook his head. “Some new
girl of Marsh’s.”

“She’s a good
voice,” Fitz commented.

“Little bitch
is a better singer then she is a skivvy. Spilt half a jack of ale
over me,” Dutton growled. “Sure I’ve seen her before somewhere.
Damn me if I can think where.”

Kit viewed the drunken sot with
distaste. “Forget her, Dutton. Are you going to tell us your
plan?”

Dutton, his face flushed with
drink, dark circles under his eyes from his recent travels,
unrolled a map on the table. The men leaned over it, their faces
taut with expectation.

“I believe
that we can raise six hundred men,” Dutton said. His stubby finger
traced lines on the map. “With six hundred men we can seize
Whitehall, St. James’, the Tower and the Guards.”

Kit choked on his ale. “We can
do what?” he spluttered.

Six faces turned to look at
him. “Lovell, you have something to say?” Colonel Whitely asked, a
cold edge to his voice.

Kit stared at them. “You make
that sound so simple! Just walk in and seize Whitehall? And what
happens when we have accomplished this amazing act of daring?”

“The King
will be waiting in a ship off shore. We send a signal to the ship
and he lands in triumph,” Dutton concluded.

“And we are
certain of the support of six hundred men?” Kit failed to hide the
incredulity in his voice.

“I have
promises of that many.” Dutton’s voice was a little less
sure.

“And the King
knows of this?” Kit honed in on the man’s uncertainty.

“Not at the
moment. That is our next task, we must send someone to meet with
the King and advise him of our plan.” Dutton looked around the
circle of faces. “Whitely, I for one, think that you should
go.”

“Well of
course, I would be honored, Dutton, but there is the small matter
of financing my trip to Paris. I haven’t a farthing to rub
together, let alone a boat fare to France, hire of horses,
accommodation…”

Dutton started to roll up the
map. “Well I’ve no money,” he said. “Cotes? Willys? Fitzjames?”

He was met with downcast eyes
and a concerted shaking of heads. “Lovell?”

Kit raised his hands “Don’t
look to me, Dutton, I’m only one step away from debtors’ jail.”

Dutton sank down onto a chair,
his face heavy with gloom. “We can’t act without the King’s
connivance. The money must be raised for Whitley’s passage.
Gentlemen, I suggest we adjourn and meet back here the day after
tomorrow. In the meantime, see what can be done about raising
funds.”

Kit shook his head. “Dutton, if
we’ve not the funds to send Whitely to France, how do you plan to
finance six hundred men? What happened to the loyal subjects you
visited over the last week?”

Dutton’s mouth took on a
stubborn cast that Kit recognized all too well. His requests had,
no doubt, met with the refusal they deserved.

“Once we have
seized Whitehall and the Tower we have access to as much money as
we like.” Dutton’s eyes narrowed. “I sense doubt, Lovell, those not
with us…”

“…are against
us. I know, Dutton. Of course I’m with you.”

He held his tongue and
surveyed his companions. What
a miserable band of conspirators they were, he thought. It was not his task to play devil’s
advocate. Let them
dream.

The party dispersed, leaving
Kit with Fitzjames and Willys. Fitzjames lit a pipe and propped his
feet on an abandoned stool. He watched the smoke curl up into the
beams of the parlour.

Richard Willys toyed with his
empty pot before slamming it on the table. “This is a bad business,
Lovell.”

“What
is?”

“This mad
plot of Dutton’s. It’ll ruin everything.” Willys’ fingers drummed
on the rim of his empty pot.

Kit raised an eyebrow. “What
will it ruin?”

Willys looked around the
parlour. “It has no chance of success. You both know that. I saw it
in your faces.”

“I agree, but
I do not see that it can be prevented,” Fitz said, removing the
pipe from his mouth.

Willys looked away. “No. It has
gone too far already.”

“What other
plans is it going to ruin?” Kit asked again.

Willys looked back at him.
“You’re a good man, Lovell. I’ve no reason to doubt your loyalty to
the King.” He lowered his voice. “There’s a committee with the
King’s Commission set up to organize an insurrection.”

Kit set his tankard down and
leaned forward. “With the King’s Commission?”

Willys nodded.

“Who’s on
it?”

“That doesn’t
matter. What matters is that part of the commission is to prevent
such madness as this.”

Kit sat back and shook his
head. “Willys, you, they, whoever this committee is, can’t stop it.
While the King sits in France and Cromwell in Whitehall there are
always going to be hotheads like Dutton who will be plotting in
their cups.”

Willys stroked his moustache.
“I know. All I can do is suggest that you disassociate yourself
from this plan and try and persuade as many of your comrades as you
can. Maybe it will die its natural death.”

Kit sat back, his fingers
playing thoughtfully around his tankard. “They meet tomorrow night.
Will you be there?”

Willys shook his head. “No. I
will have no further truck with them.”

“So what does
this committee of yours plan?”

Willys shook his head. “That I
cannot say, Lovell but if we have need of you, can I rely on
you?”

“If your
enterprise has the King’s commission, then of course you have my
sword.”

“Fitzjames?”

“I’m with you
both.”

“Good man.”
Willys stood up. “I wish you luck, Lovell. If they can be
dissuaded, you’re the man to do it. Dutton trusts you.”

Kit watched Willys as he left
the room, shutting the door behind him. In the taproom, Thamsine
was singing a sad, mournful ballad. Beggars all in a row, Kit
thought and stared gloomily at his cup.

“Aren’t you
tired of this, Fitz?” he asked.

Fitzjames shrugged. “Of course
I am, but I’m tired of this hand-to-mouth existence, Lovell. I want
the King back on his rightful throne. If there is a chance that
this Committee of Willys’ can organize something then, yes I will
be there. What will you do?”

“Dutton meets
tomorrow night,” Kit said. “I shall hear what he has to say and try
to turn his mind to joining his enterprise with this
committee.”

Fitz leaned forward. “The
Sealed Knot,” he said with a wry grin. “They call themselves the
Sealed Knot.”

“What sort of
fanciful name is that?”

“That’s what
they style themselves.” Fitz drained his cup. “I for one will not
attend tomorrow night. I’m with Willys. I want no further part of
this plot.”

“Sensible
man,” Kit agreed.

“It’s getting
late.” Fitz rose to his feet.

“I’ll walk
with you,” Kit said. “I need some fresh air after that vile tobacco
you smoke.”

Fitz smiled and clapped his
friend on the shoulder. “We all have our vices, lad. Yours is women
and cards. Mine is tobacco and wine.”

“And
execrable poetry,” Kit added. “Don’t forget your talents as a poet,
my friend!”

In the taproom, Thamsine turned
and he raised a hand in farewell. She smiled in response.

Outside the cold air hit them
like a belt of sobering water.

“I’ve no mind
for my bed, yet a while,” Fitz said. “I hear there is a card game
at the Saracen’s Head. Fancy a chance to improve your
purse?”

They lurched down the Strand
towards the “Head”. Another dingy, smoke-filled tavern, Kit thought
gloomily as Fitz wove his way between the tables to the private
parlour.

Through the haze of tobacco
smoke, he could make out a table of card players with about a dozen
men standing around watching the game.

They waited until the hand had
finished and took the seats of the losers.

“Well, well.”
The man shuffling the cards set them down. “Fitzjames, unless I’m
mistaken.”

Fitz’s face flashed with
recognition. “My God--Morton. I haven’t seen you since... must be
’47. I heard you were in The Hague. What brings you to London?”

“Personal
business,” the man replied, moving his gaze to Kit. Kit met the
cold eyes in the dark, handsome face of a man some years older than
him.

“D’ye know
Christopher Lovell?” Fitz enquired.

“No, but I
have heard the name. Colonel Ambrose Morton.”

“Captain
Christopher Lovell,” Kit replied.

Morton spread his hands in an
encompassing gesture. “Shall I deal?”

With practiced ease the
cards flew from his hand. Kit took the first hand and Morton dealt
the cards again.

“Lovell?”
Morton mused, his eyes on his cards. “Your reputation precedes you.
I hear there are few that can best you at cards.”

“I have some
poor talent at cards,” Kit said warily.

Morton looked up. “There are
many ways of winning at cards, are there not, Captain Lovell?”

Kit felt the hackles on the
back of his neck rise. “Are you implying something, Morton?”

Morton raised a placating hand.
“Not at all, Captain Lovell.”

Kit pushed back his chair
and rose to his feet. “I have never met you before tonight, Morton,
but I will not sit here and have my honor so impugned. Come,
Fitz.”

Fitz rose to his unsteady feet.
“But I’ve a good hand, Lovell.”

Kit turned his cards over. “I
would have had no need of tricks to win this hand, Morton, but I’ve
lost my taste for cards tonight.”

For a moment the two men’s eyes
locked. Morton inclined his head. “I meant no insult, Captain
Lovell. Perhaps some other time?”

“Perhaps,”
Kit said.

Outside in the cold air, he
pulled his cloak around him.

“Not like you
to take on so,” Fitz grumbled.

“I have no
time for that sort of man,” Kit said striding ahead of
Fitz.

“What sort of
man?” Fitz asked, puffing to keep pace with his friend.

Kit slowed his pace to allow
Fitz a chance to catch up. “You know the type, Fitz. Cold and
vicious bastards.”

“Well you’re
probably right.” Fitz clapped an arm around Kit’s shoulder and they
wove an unsteady path towards Holborn. “He ran with Goring’s crew
during the war. You’ll have heard the stories...”

George, Lord Goring, had
command of the King’s Army in the west; the actions of his unruly
rabble had done more to damage the King’s cause then the whole of
the New Model Army.

“There was a
particularly nasty rumor,” Fitz began, then waved a hand. “Doesn’t
matter... I don’t like to spread gossip.”

“What?” Kit
persisted.

Fitz sighed. “There was a
murder. A woman and her daughter. Nasty thing--rape, mutilation.
Renegades were blamed but odd thing was that Morton and his men
were the only troops in the area.”

Kit shrugged. “Proves nothing.
Just because he was in the area, doesn’t implicate him.”

“No, no,
you’re quite right,” Fitz slurred drunkenly.

“Where are
you going now?” Kit changed the subject. “Your lodgings are not in
this direction.”

Fitz smiled. “A beautiful nymph
awaits me...”

“I hope she
gives you a discount for persistence,” Kit said with a
laugh.

“Not that
sort of nymph!” Fitz protested. “You don’t think me sufficiently
desperate I must pay for my pleasure!”

“Not at all.”
Kit smiled.

“Well, this
is me. See that light in the window? My darling awaits. Good night
to you, Lovell.”

Kit watched Fitz weave across
to the door and open it. He smiled and shook his head before
turning his own heels towards Lucy and her pretty house on Holborn
Hill.

 


* * * * *

 


Kit returned to the Ship Inn
the following night with a heavy heart. The inn spilled warm,
golden light and drunken ’prentices into the cold, London street.
It had snowed earlier in the day but the snow had already turned to
slush in the mire, soiling Kit’s boots. He pulled his cloak around
him and looked on with distaste as one of the ’prentices vomited
loudly and messily against the wall of the inn. His fellows
gathered him up and they pushed past Kit, singing discordantly.

Kit opened the door and caught
Jem’s eye.

“Busy
tonight,” he commented.

“Aye. It’s
that lass of yours, Thamsine. Words got out, quite an attraction
she is.” Jem looked pleased.

The fiddler struck up a tune
and Thamsine was hoisted on to a table. Kit smiled. In her tattered
gown with her hand on her hip, any semblance between the
gentlewoman and this taproom songstress had long since
dissipated.

 


“Of all the brave birds that ever I see,

The owl is the fairest in her
degree.

For all day long she sits in a
tree

And when the night comes away
flies she.

This song is well sung I make
you a vow

And he is a knave that drinketh
now.

Nose, nose, nose, nose,

And who gave thee that jolly
red nose?

Cinnamon and ginger, nutmeg and
cloves,

That’s what gave me this jolly
red nose.”

 


Kit joined in the rousing
chorus of the familiar, soldier’s drinking song.

Thamsine caught his eye and
gave a wry smile. When the song was done, she shoved a man whose
hand strayed to her backside and jumped off the table, pushing her
way through the crowd towards him. The offending hand’s owner fell
back among his companions, laughing.

Kit inclined his head.
“Mistress Granville. You have a fine repertoire of songs guaranteed
to make your late father turn in his grave.”

She smiled. He liked her smile.
It lit up her face. “My poor father,” she said. “If he could only
see me now. He loved madrigals and sad ballads. My brother and I
would sing to entertain his friends, now...” She waved a hand at
the crowded taproom. “...I sing bawdy songs in a tavern and
consider myself fortunate.” The smile fell away and she looked into
his face, earnestly seeking his eyes. “I do consider myself
fortunate, Captain Lovell. If I haven’t thanked you
properly...”

Kit felt himself flush and
waved a deprecating hand. “I am glad it has worked out for you,” he
said. “Now if you would excuse me, my friends are awaiting me.”

Thamsine nodded. “They’re in
the parlour.”

May pulled at Thamsine’s arm.
“Thamsine, another song...”

 


 


With the opening stanza of a
ballad of love lost filling the taproom behind him, Kit knocked on
the door to the private parlour. Cotes let him in. It seemed an
unusually good turnout. Despite the absence of Willys, Fitzjames
and young Gerard, Dutton had assembled eleven in all. Kit looked
around at the remaining familiar faces. Spirits seemed high. Men
without hope suddenly had a cause they could turn to.

Kit bent over the map of London
unfurled on the table, feigning an enthusiasm he did not feel. Even
with seven hundred mythical men the task seemed hopeless. Seize
Whitehall? Kidnap Cromwell? Take the Tower for God’s sake! Oh well,
let them dream. Dreams hurt no one, he thought

“I’ve come up
with a few pounds,” Dutton said. “Enough for the fare anyway.” He
pushed the purse across to Whitely.

Whitely looked at it. “What did
you sell?”

“My pistols,”
Dutton replied gloomily.

“You don’t
think you might have needed those?” Kit asked, the sarcasm heavy in
his voice.

“Lovell if
you have no wish to be a part of this, then go now.” Whitely said
impatiently.

Kit pulled out his own purse.
“Apologies. There is my contribution.”

Whitely nodded. “Good, there
should be enough here.”

Cotes opened the door to a
gentle knock. Thamsine stood there with two jugs of ale.

“Come in,
lass,” Cotes said. “We’ve thirsty work ahead of us.”

“You’ve a
good voice,” Whitely said. “Should be on the stage.”

“Thank ’ee,
sir,” Thamsine said. “But there’s no theatres and nowhere else for
the likes of I.”

Kit hid a smile in his tankard.
She did a good cockney accent. He would have sworn she’d been born
and brought up within the sound of Bow bells.

“Perhaps you
can give us a song--” one of the others began only stop abruptly at
the sound of a crash and loud, raised voices from the taproom.
“What was that?”

Cotes opened the door to the
parlour a crack. “Soldiers,” he said, his face paling. “Dutton, you
fool, get that map on to the fire.”

Even as Dutton hurled the paper
on to the flames, the door crashed open and an officer stepped into
the room. Several swords were eased from scabbards with a hiss and
rattle but resistance of any sort seemed pointless. There were
soldiers at the window and a taproom full of them. They were
trapped like rabbits in a snare.

The officer smiled. “Well,
gentlemen. What do we have here? A pretty bunch of conspirators, so
I hear tell? The Lieutenant of the Tower has some pleasant
accommodation planned for you.”

Whitely stood up. “I must
protest. We are doing no more than enjoying a quiet ale and a
pipe.”

The officer strolled over to
the fireplace and retrieved the singed map. He blew out the glowing
embers, scrutinized the remains of the parchment then looked around
at the faces in the room. “You can tell that to the Council of
State.”

He looked around the room and
his eyes fixed on Thamsine.

“Well, well,
’tis my lucky night for certes,” he said.

His hand closed over Thamsine’s
arm and he drew her towards him. He took her chin in his fingers
and turned her head to the light.

“A red-headed
woman with a black eye,” he said. “I hear tell you tried to kill
our Lord Protector.”

Thamsine shrank away from him
but his grip on his arm tightened.

“What’s your
name, girl?”

Thamsine said nothing. Her
eyes, in her thin face, had become huge with fear. Kit’s fingers
clenched and unclenched in impotent fury.

“I asked your
name.” The officer’s voice had become low and menacing.

“Thamsine
Granville,” she stuttered.

“There must
be some mistake,” Kit said.

“Oh, there’s
no mistake. Seen here and clearly identified she was.”

“I knew I’d
seen her before!” Dutton almost screamed. “I can confirm, captain,
that this is indeed the woman!”

The officer turned to look at
Dutton.

“Are you
sure?”

“I never
forget a face. Now, captain, I have confirmed you have a dangerous
assassin in your custody, perhaps you will let me go.”

The officer laughed. “I think
not, you’ve enough troubles of your own without minding others.
That’s the allegation against her. Not up to me to say if she did
or she didn’t. Now let’s get this lot out of here.”

He gave a nod and two of his
soldiers grabbed Thamsine’s arms. Thamsine cast Kit a brief,
despairing look as the manacles were fastened to her slender
wrists.

They were pushed into the
taproom.

“What you got
our girl for? You leave her be, yer girt thug!” One of the
customers rose to his feet to be joined by the others. The level of
outrage rose and chunks of bread and pint pots began to
fly.

The soldiers ducked. Shielding
Thamsine with their bulk they dragged her out on to the street. Her
feet slipped on the icy mire and she fell to her knees. With no
gentleness, they hauled her up and flung her against the tray of
one of two carts that stood waiting.

“Kit!”

Kit heard her despairing cry
and shook off his captor’s hand. “Let me go with her.”

“Friend of
yours, is she?” The officer pushed Kit towards her. “Well you both
keep bad company.”

Kit fell against Thamsine and
manacled as they were, they stumbled to the filthy mire of the
street.

“Get up.” A
muddy boot swung in Thamsine’s direction.

Kit flung out his arm, catching
the full brunt of the boot on his elbow. He subsided, cursing in
French. A soldier seized Thamsine’s arm and hauled her roughly to
her feet.

Kit managed to pick himself up,
shaking his arm and flexing his numbed fingers. They were both
thrown bodily onto the back of the second cart. The first, cart
bearing Dutton and the other conspirators, already lurched down the
street ahead of them.

Thamsine began to shiver. She
lacked a cloak and the night air was perishing. Kit moved closer to
her, his fingers closing over her icy hand.

“I’m sorry,
Thamsine.” He spoke in French.

“It wasn’t
your doing,” she replied in the same language. “That awful man,
Dutton. He’s signed my death warrant, hasn’t he?” She leaned her
head against his arm. “What will they do to me?” Her voice
quavered.

He shook his head. “I don’t
know.” He gripped her hand hard. “Thamsine, whatever happens,
remember who you are. Don’t be bullied or intimidated.”

“I wasn’t
trying to kill him. I really wasn’t.” She choked back a sob. “What
about you? Why were you arrested? What were you doing in the
parlour?”

He gave a hollow laugh.
“Conspiring to overthrow Cromwell.”

“Were you? I
thought you just played cards.”

Kit lowered his voice. “Every
drunken royalist conspires to overthrow Cromwell.”

Silent tears ran unchecked down
her face. Kit stroked the back of her hand with his thumb. He bent
his head, so it rested on hers. Her hair smelt of rosemary and
chamomile.

“Thamsine,”
he whispered, “I wish I could say it will all be right.”

“I’m so
scared,” was her small, tight reply.

“Take heart.
You have great strength. I think you will find the courage to get
through the next few weeks,” he said.

She leaned her head against his
shoulder. “You make that sound so easy!” she said in English

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER
FOUR

 


 


Thamsine had never felt
as utterly wretched as she did when the cart crossed the stinking
moat and passed through the gates of the Tower. Tales of misery,
despair and the death of Queens dragged screaming to the block,
crowded her mind. Those long forgotten history lessons did not
relate tales of those who walked free through its gates.

She felt Kit’s fingers tighten
on hers and closed her eyes against the fear that rose like gall in
her throat. The cart rumbled to a halt in a cobbled courtyard.

With no time for
farewell, the soldiers pulled Thamsine from the cart. She fell to
her knees on the cobbled stone and Kit jumped down beside her,
putting his body between the soldiers and her.

“Quite the
gentleman, aren’t you?” The sergeant sneered. “Out of the way,
Lovell!”

Kit stood his ground. The
sergeant gave an exasperated grunt and swung his fist. Thamsine
screamed at the resounding crunch of fist on bone and Kit reeled
back against the cart, sliding to the ground in an ungainly heap.
Thamsine had no time to see to him. A soldier pulled her to her
feet and, barely allowing her time for a backward glance, thrust
her towards a door.

Despite the almost cloying
warmth of the room in which she found herself, she shivered and
clasped her manacled hands tightly together. A well-dressed,
heavyset man seated behind a table looked her up and down.

Distaste at what he saw written
on his face, he asked, “Is this the woman?”

“It is.
Denies it of course but the description fits.” The sergeant who had
brought her in pushed her forward into the light.

“You had to
drag her through the mud to get her here?” the man at the table
enquired.

Thamsine raised her eyes to her
captor and saw him shrug.

“What’s your
name, woman?”

Thamsine didn’t answer.

“Tell me your
name or the sergeant here will add another black eye to the one you
already have.”

Thamsine swallowed and looked
up, meeting the man’s eyes. “Thamsine Granville.”

“Granville is
it? Well my name is Barkstead, Colonel Barkstead, and I am the
Lieutenant of the Tower.”

She straightened. “Colonel
Barkstead, I must protest at my treatment.” She summoned her last
shreds of dignity. “Whatever it is I am accused of, I am completely
innocent.”

He looked her up and down, his
eyes taking in the old, broken shoes, the torn and mended
petticoats and stained bodice.

“Well, well,
that is the voice of a gently born woman, I warrant. Makes no
difference. I’ve a Tower full of innocent babes just like you,
m’lady.”

He rose to
his feet and gave her a mocking bow. “Now
if you’ve a mind to it, allow me to show you to your accommodation.
Sergeant!”

 


 


The promised accommodation
proved somewhat better than she could have hoped for: a grey stone
cell, barely large enough to contain a low cot, a small table and a
stool. A small narrow window high up on the wall admitted light and
air and a tiny, empty fireplace was built into the corner. It could
have been much, much worse.

The turnkey undid the
manacles and as the door slammed behind Colonel Barkstead, she lay
down on the bed and covered her eyes with her left arm. She needed
to think clearly.

She wondered if she would
be tortured. She’d heard such dreadful stories and doubted that she
had the fortitude to withstand such a pressure should it be brought
to bear. Would it best to co-operate? Maybe present herself as she
had to Kit Lovell, as a gentlewoman reduced in circumstances and
driven to desperation?

The thought of Kit caused her
to stumble in her resolve. She remembered his hand closing on hers
and the strength she had felt in that simple gesture. A choking sob
rose to her throat. She wanted him here beside her not incarcerated
somewhere else behind these unforgiving walls.

The moment of despair had to be
overcome; she swallowed back the tears. She sat up and with
desperate fingers undid the stitches that held her pathetically
small collection of coins, earned from her singing and secured from
the twins’ acquisitive fingers in the inside of her petticoat. It
would be enough to ameliorate her condition for a little while and
she stood a better chance if she met her inquisitors at least clean
and strong within herself.

She stood up and crossed to the
door. In response to her knock, the pock-marked face of the turnkey
appeared at the grate in the door.

“I want a
bowl of water.”

“Oh yes?” He
sneered.

She held up a coin and his
attitude changed markedly. He gave her a leering smile. “Anything
else, yer ladyship?”

“A
comb.”

“At your
service!” he snarled and stumped away.

He returned with the bowl of
water and a revolting comb that was missing half its teeth. She
tossed him the coin.

He jerked his head at her. “How
much more you got there? Y’know I charge for services like emptying
your bucket,” he indicated the slops bucket in the corner. “And if
y’want a candle and some decent food, it’s all extra. Mind you…” He
licked his lips. “…I’d do it for a taste of what’s under yer
skirts.”

Thamsine straightened, looking
down on him. Her height often proved to be a blessing when it came
to intimidating stupid people.

“Get out of
here.”

He gave her a contemptuous
look. “In a few weeks, ye’ll be begging for it!”

“Not unless
hell freezes over.”

“We’ll see,
yer ladyship, we’ll see.” The man slammed the door behind
him.

Her few coins would not last
out the week at the rate he charged and she wondered how long she
could maintain her defiance. In a few weeks or a month would she be
reduced to letting him grope under her skirts for the sake of a
decent meal?

Thamsine washed her face and
hands, cleaned the comb and pulled it through her hair. She then
tried to rinse the worst of the mud and filth from her gown. The
result was rudimentary but if nothing else it made her feel
better.

She looked around the cell,
shivered, wrapped herself in the one blanket and lay down on the
hard cot. Exhausted by the shock of her sudden arrest, sleep came
with surprising ease and she woke, cold and stiff, to bright
sunlight streaming in through the high window.

A hunk of stale bread was
provided to break the fast and she tore at it hungrily. Then she
washed, tidied her hair and settled herself to wait.

The hours passed with nothing
to relieve them except the noises from outside the cell: The sounds
of soldiers in the courtyard, the slam of doors, rattle of keys
and, incongruously, the laughter of children playing nearby. The
waiting proved to be worse than any interrogation could possibly be
and she wondered if it was a deliberate ploy to unsettle her. If
so, then it proved very effective.

It had gone dark when the key
rattled in the lock and the turnkey flung the door open with a
thud. He held up a lantern.

“You’ve been
sent for.”

“By
whom?”

“By whom?” he
scoffed. “You’ll see soon enough. Up.” She rose stiffly to her
feet.

He held up a set of manacles.
“Hold out your hands.”

She recoiled. She had not
expected irons. “I don’t need those! I’m not going to escape.”

“Orders is
orders.” He grabbed her arm and jerked her hand out. “Such pretty
hands too.”

The hard metal felt cold on her
skin and the unfamiliar weight dragged her spirits down with them.
For a moment she panicked, her firm assurance of the morning
evaporating. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath,
remembering who she was. With her back straight and her head held
high she marched out of her cell.

Her courage failed her again as
the door to the room where her inquisitor waited opened. She held
back, her breath coming in short, frantic bursts, her hands
sweating.

The turnkey put a hand to
her reluctant back and she stumbled across the threshold, the door
slamming shut behind her. She stood for a moment, gathering
herself, staring at the well-polished floorboards. Then slowly she
raised her eyes, taking in the pleasant, wood-paneled
room with its low, plaster ceiling. Two wax
candles stood on the table and a cheerful fire burned in the grate.
It gave the room a homely feel she found more disquieting than the
cold cell.

A man in the dark clothes of a
clerk sat to one side of a large table, paper and pen in hand. He
gave her a cursory glance and returned to sharpening his pen. A
second, dark-haired man stood by the window, his back to her, his
hands loosely clasped him. He did not turn around as she
entered.

“A pleasant
outlook, Mistress Granville. Come and join me.”

Her knees shook as she walked
across the expanse of floor that stood between them. At every step
the rattle of the chains filled the quiet room. She stopped beside
him, her hands resting on the windowsill. Below her the lights of
the wherrys on the river danced and swayed.

“Do you know
Queen Elizabeth herself once looked out of these very windows? She
was a prisoner too. She must have thought, as you are now, out
there is freedom. In here is only death and despair.” He turned to
face her. “Mistress Granville, I trust they are treating you
well?”

“Well
enough.”

He inclined his head. “I am
glad to hear it. Do you know who I am?”

She shook her head.

“My name is
John Thurloe and I am the Secretary to the Council of State. Now
tell me, Mistress Granville, is that your name?”

“Of course it
is my name.”

“Who is your
father? Where are you from?”

She met his eyes--dark,
hooded eyes that froze her blood--and found herself unable to
speak.

He gave a sigh of
impatience asked again. “Mistress Granville, do not trifle with me.
When I ask you a question, I require you to answer me.”

“I am from
Hampshire,” she said. “My family home is… was Hartley Court. My
father, William Granville, is dead.” She squared her shoulders. “I
mean to protest my innocence.”

“Your
innocence of what? Do you know why you are being held?”

“Some foolish allegation
that I hurled a brickbat at the Lord Protector?”

He raised an eyebrow. “A
foolish allegation is it?” He paused, studying her face, “Among my
many duties I have the pleasure of weeding out enemies of the Lord
Protector.”

“That must be
an interesting task. I am sure the Lord Protector has many
enemies.”

“He does and
you, Mistress Granville, can count yourself among them.”

His eyes narrowed and his face
hardened. This was a man not to be crossed. Thamsine felt her knees
go weak and she swallowed.

“Sit down.”
He turned and indicated a chair that stood by itself in the middle
of the room. Thamsine complied, sitting rigid, her hands clasped in
her lap.

Thurloe gave a barely
perceptible nod to the clerk, who began writing.

“Mistress
Granville, do you deny that you threw a brick bat at the carriage
of the Lord Protector on the eighth day of February?”

“I
do.”

Thurloe sighed. “I see. Do you
know what the punishment is for the attempted assassination of the
Lord Protector?”

Thamsine stared at him.

“Hanging,
drawing and quartering. Have you ever seen a man hanged, drawn and
quartered?”
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