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About The Book

This is an
exciting historical adventure set in the time of Oliver Cromwell.
Sarah Turner is a young Bristol widow, rescued from a loveless,
arranged marriage when her husband was shot in the back. Now she is
free and works as a courier for Parliament, ‘run’ by Martin
Penford, who had been her late father’s executor. She thrives on
the risk of the work and liaises with a Parliamentary Army officer
James Hawkins, at a special spot near her home village of Yate. She
seems to lead a charmed life until on one visit she stumbles upon
an horrific scene which changes her whole way of life. Now danger
breathes at her side and, at the same time, she is attracted to
Hawkins.

Despite
clashing violently, as each has a rigid opinion of a female’s place
in life, they marry but it is an independent marriage, which
irritates James but pleases Sarah. She has twins who are looked
after by the female servants because she soon becomes utterly bored
by what has become a humdrum life. On a ride out, she bumps into
two strangers who proceed to turn her life upside down. She is back
doing what she is good at, revelling in this fresh charge of
adrenalin until her life is put in jeopardy.

With Charles II
in exile, and the Puritans increasing their dull sway, the future
of England is in the balance. More sober now, and aware of fresh
dangers, she and James appear to grow apart as they each hold
differing political views. They have little conversation and each
suspects the other of another interest. It takes a third party’s
actions to make them see sense finally and come down on the same
political side for the sake of England.

 


 


“…a sure-fire winner.
From the first sentence to the last full stop it has everything –
romance, intrigue, an historically sound base and a ton of mystery
– as well as a rip-roaring plot that will keep you gripped to the
last page. It is incredibly well researched and I defy you to be
able to put it down without turning the next page…”

 


 



Part One:
1645

One

“You, mistress,
come here!”

Sarah Turner
blinked, looked around hastily, then realised, with a guilty flush,
the officer’s finger pointed at herself.

“Me?” she
asked, struggling to avoid a tremor in her voice.

“Yes, you!”

Sarah took a
deep breath and willed her features into a compliance which masked
the trepidation in her heart. The crowd parted uneasily for her
mare as she pushed forward to where the officer and his men stood
guard. At this time of day, Bristol’s numerous entrances were
always thronged and it was unusual for the guards to single out any
individual, let alone a female.

“Well?” Sarah
asked evenly, praying her thumping heart remained known only to
herself. The Royalist officer looked at her coldly. He ran his eyes
over the mare she rode, then turned his attention back to the
rider.

“What are you
doing here?” he barked.

Sarah felt her
cheeks deepen and she struggled to maintain her composure, cursing
at the same time to herself. The guards had been changed yet, even
so, wasn’t it odd for her to be called before them? She did not
make the mistake of licking her lips even though they had gone very
dry.

“I’m visiting
an old friend,” she managed to explain evenly, sharply conscious
the slowly moving throng was looking at her with interest, then
suddenly she went on to the attack. “Why do you ask? Everyone knows
about my visits,” she said with a hot little rush of words. “Your
colleagues do.”

The Royalist
officer gave a grunt, which could have meant anything. “I
don’t!”

Sarah fastened
a leash on her rising temper. It would never do to antagonise this
new officer, his power was too great, but it was incredibly bad
luck the normal guards had been rotated.

“That’s a fine
mare,” the Royalist said, running his experienced eye over the
mount.

Sarah knew she
must get in first. “Yes, that’s why she is a lady’s ride,” she said
swiftly. “She was a wedding present to me from my husband who was
killed here one evening,” she said and paused for emphasis. “He was
a Royalist officer too.”

The officer
hesitated fractionally. “Was?” he asked dubiously.

Sarah held his
gaze coldly. “He was shot in the back one night,” she explained,
“the killer was never caught.”

The officer
realised she had flat-footed him and he went red with annoyance.
Why hadn’t he been warned? He was conscious of the Bristolians
shuffling past, pedestrians, riders and horse-drawn vehicles—all of
them eyeing him—and he grumbled under his breath. Over two-thirds
of these citizens hated King Charles because Bristol was a trading
city and the traders had made it very plain they favoured
Parliament and Oliver Cromwell.

“Very well,
pass,” he said grudgingly, making a mental note to do some
back-checking.

Sarah nodded a
polite thanks, which she did not feel, and hastily pulled back to
join the people streaming into the city, her mind whirling with
implications. Was this challenge coincidental? Her mind swirled
uneasily and she guided her mare through to the back street, to
turn off to Martin’s house.

With relief,
she saw the open gates and dismounted briskly as Robert, the young
son of Bessie, Martin’s housekeeper, came to take the reins. He was
a shy youth, never said two words where one would do and Sarah was
unsure whether she liked him or not.

Dismissing him,
she hastened up the two back steps to enter the kitchen where
Bessie, red-cheeked against the heat, was banging iron pans on the
stove.

“Is the master
in, Bessie?” Sarah asked. Bessie was another strange one, like her
illegitimate son. Sarah realised she had been coming to this house
for years but knew nothing at all about Bessie. She smothered a
sigh of exasperation.

“He’s in his
study, Sarah,” Bessie told her, then became riveted with stirring
something vigorously, ignoring the guest.

Sarah gave a
tiny shake to her head, and, knowing the way, walked along the
passage, carrying the small saddlebag, which held cheese from her
village home. She never failed to bring something with her. Martin
appreciated her gifts and they also gave her the perfect excuse
when food was difficult to get in Bristol in wartime.

She tapped on
the study door, then entered without waiting, and Martin Penford
looked up quickly, a little startled at her appearance. He gave her
a brief nod towards a chair before turning his attention back to
the column of figures.

Sarah sank down
thankfully, still confused and alarmed. She eyed Martin
surreptitiously while he worked. He was such a sweetie, yet,
recently, he had changed in a subtle way which, at times,
disconcerted her. She sat back in the chair, musing on how
strangely it had all turned out. Martin Penford had been her
father’s executor; later, after her parents’ dual death from
disease, he had given her away when she married Captain Joseph
Turner. Was it her present circumstances that had made Martin
change? There were visits when he was distinctly standoffish with
her, although, on other occasions, she sometimes fancied she had
seen something else reflected in his eyes. It was all very
confusing, which irked her straightforward nature.

Martin had
already totalled the figures but made a pretence of going through
them again, to control the ache in his heart. How he loved this
lovely Sarah Turner, and how devastated he had been at her wedding.
Widowhood had suggested fresh hope, which had then been stilled as
political activities took over emotional ones.

He saw she was
wearing green, a colour she favoured and which complemented her
fair hair and skin. The only slight jarring note was the vivid
blueness in her direct eyes. Her short marriage had been childless,
so her figure was superb and, with her upright carriage and healthy
strength from much horse riding, she epitomised everything
desirable in a young female. It was this that worried him deeply.
He was twenty years her senior and how could he speak now?

Finally he lay
down his quill pen, sat back in his chair and regarded her
thoughtfully.

“What is it?”
he asked quietly.

Sarah took a
deep breath. “I was challenged at the gate,” she said quickly,
then, biting her lip, frowned heavily. “And last week Royalists
rode through our village. Why should they do that when they know
it’s all Royalist territory now?”

Martin Penford
pursed his lips thoughtfully. He considered her statement and facts
at his disposal known to only one other person, surely?

Sarah studied
his perplexity. Martin was a good-looking man and carried his years
well. He did not look forty, which was, she calculated, his age,
twice her own. He was of average height but with powerful shoulders
and a trim body. His brown eyes matched his hair, yet his skin was
pale. It was as if he did not get enough fresh air but Bessie had
told her, on her last visit, that he walked twice a day. Sometimes
she fancied there was an odd little something about him, which
reminded her of someone but, rack her brains as she might, she
could think of no possible connection. Right now, Martin’s features
were gravely stern as he turned back to her.

“Who have you
talked to?” he asked abruptly.

Sarah was
shocked at this. “Why no one, of course. Don’t forget it’s my neck
on the line and anyhow, I’ve never been a gossip,” she added
hotly.

Martin knew
this latter statement was true, which was why he had approached
her. At the time, it had seemed one of his better ideas but now
reservations filled him. Yet what else could he do? The Royalists
were not fools. They suspected just about everyone, which was, he
admitted, natural, when Bristol was known to be a hotbed of
Parliamentary sympathies.

He muttered a
low curse. “Your servants. They must know or have guessed. Tell me
about them.”

Again he
shocked Sarah. “Of course they don’t know. It’s impossible and I’ve
told you about them before,” she protested. If there was a leak it
was not at her end. She opened her mouth to argue but the glint in
Martin’s eyes changed her mind. With a tiny shake of her head, she
obeyed. “There’s Mary at home, my housekeeper, Nellie Witchell who
comes in as a daily, Jack in the stables, and that’s all. They came
with the house when Joseph bought it for our marriage.”

Martin chewed
his lip. “But you meet regularly,” he said quietly. “How do you
explain that when the weather is bad?” he persisted.

Sarah threw him
an impish grin. “They all think I’m horse mad and eccentric. Even
the village considers me slightly crazy since becoming a widow. I
come and go as and when I like and if my servants don’t like it,
they don’t say anything either. I am the mistress, after all,” she
reminded him. “And what about this end?”

“Here?” Martin
asked, put out at this flanking attack. “Bessie’s been with me
since Robert was born. They’re like family.”

Sarah turned
this over, then narrowed her eyes. “But what about your spice
business customers?”

He gave a
snort. “Fat lot of them there are now,” he said coldly. “With the
blockade and all the Royalists, I can hardly get any goods in to
sell; just nutmegs and peppers from the West Indies. At the rate
things are going, the business will collapse. Like every trader in
this city, I’m living a hand-to-mouth existence. When I think of
the commerce in London…” He shook his head with exasperation. “The
few customers who do come making enquiries, do so as pure buyers
for what wares I manage to ship in. The other is kept totally
secret for my own safety too,” he told her a little acidly.

“Well, it’s not
him,” she said firmly.

He knew that
more than she did but decided it might be better to go over the
facts once more.

“You met him?”
he asked, tongue in cheek.

Sarah took a
deep breath. Why did Martin keep hashing over old facts? “I met him
when Colonel Massey attacked Chipping Sodbury on the night he
relieved Yate Court then destroyed it with the Court’s own canon. I
was out riding when this pompous, arrogant, obnoxious Ironside’s
officer apprehended me as a spy…” She paused, shaking her head.
“Me—a spy! Anyhow, Colonel Massey made me stay with them most of
the night while they relieved their garrison at Yate Court and only
then was I released. My servants were in a real state when I rode
home with the dawn. The next thing I knew was a strange man
accosting me out riding, leaving a message for me to meet him at a
given point. I nearly didn’t go either, I can tell you but, when I
did—it was him. Only this time—” She paused, sorting out tangled
thoughts.

“Go on,” he
encouraged, having a positive reason for wanting to know.

Sarah threw him
a limp smile. “He was different. Rather nice really, but when he
approached me to be your courier, I was flabbergasted. I was at a
loose end, as you know, so I was glad to think I was doing
something to help England get rid of King Charles, though we don’t
seem to be doing much about it.”

He ignored that
aside. He was far more up to date with information than his courier
and had no intention of putting her right either.

Sarah
continued, staring at the large old trunk he kept against the
window.

“When I knew I
was to come to you, that was my second shock. I never guessed you
were involved in…”

“Never say the
word. Don’t even think it,” Martin told her quickly. “It’s an ugly
word and discovery means execution,” he reminded her.

“There’s only
one person who can be the leak,” Sarah told him suddenly. “His man
Walter!”

He knew this
was incorrect. Personnel checks had been too stringent but again it
would be imprudent for her ever to know more than was necessary. He
simply looked blandly at her.

Sarah felt her
cheeks redden. “Oh, it couldn’t be him because he was checked out!”
she guessed lamely, then gave an impatient shake of her shoulders.
“In that case, the business at the gate must simply be coincidental
or it means the Royalists are tightening their grip on the
city.”

“You hide my
messages carefully?” he asked delicately.

Sarah eyed him
and wondered how prudish he really was. An imp of mischief filled
her.

“Of course, in
that one place a female has that a man doesn’t!” she replied,
tongue in cheek, amused to see him turn scarlet now and give a
little wriggle on his chair. She felt a flash of pity for his
embarrassment. “They’re in waterproof packaging, perfectly safe,
and removed before being handed over, of course,” she finished
saucily.

“Sarah!” he
growled, realising she was poking fun at him, which made his heart
ache. How he longed to take her in his arms but knew he would not.
England and Republicanism had to come first. Too many brave men had
already died in battle, and it was not finished yet. While Prince
Rupert held Bristol and the King was at large, the country teetered
and headed towards bankruptcy, with natural Continental enemies
waiting on the sidelines to pick up the pieces for themselves.

Sarah took pity
on him. “Do you have a message for me this time?” she asked
quietly.

He grunted and
eyed her thoughtfully. “This one is most important,” he said as he
removed a small, slender roll of thin paper from under his small
clothes. “It’s imperative this gets through. It covers the latest
troop dispositions and armaments.”

“I’ll get it to
my contact this week,” Sarah promised him gently. Why hadn’t she
seen the strain lines on his face before? She led a double life but
for Martin it was far worse. He had to observe, collate and
numerate the information first of all. What an incredible memory he
had when he took his daily walks. Her heart swelled for him and she
reached out to touch his hand.

He looked
warmly at her, took a deep breath and pushed temptation away.
“Work!” he grunted. “Go and hide this. When will you be in
again?”

“Next week as
usual,” Sarah told him as she stood. “I’ll bring more food in with
me. How are things here in Bristol for the citizens?”

He shook his
head. “Bad, and they’ll get worse before they get better. There’s
also some plague around, here and there. It only needs one fool
Royalist to do or say the wrong thing and there’ll be a revolt here
which Rupert will be hard put to control. That’s one of the reasons
the guards at the city gates are edgy,” he told her, then turning,
opened a drawer at his desk.

Sarah saw him
remove something, hold it in his hand, then study her carefully.
How strange, there was that odd look in his eyes once more, which
she only saw now and again. He was two people in one but which was
the true man?

“I’d like you
to have this,” he told her slowly, then opened his hand to show the
brooch.

Sarah gasped.
“It’s lovely,” she said, her brow puckering, as she looked at him
quizzically.

Martin
understood and cursed himself. Why couldn’t he speak his mind and
tell of his great love? Yet how could he? Each day was a bonus one
because of the risks he ran. It would be grossly unfair to ask her
to pledge herself to him under such dire circumstances, yet he
wanted nothing more than to stamp his ownership upon her.

“It was
my mother’s,” he
grunted. “I’d like you to wear it as a small thank-you for
what you are doing for the
cause. Perhaps one day, when it’s all over and we’ve rid the land
of kings, we might…” and he knew his voice tailed off
miserably.

In a
clairvoyant flash, Sarah understood and she bit her lip. She liked
Martin very much. She admired and respected him but had never
anticipated his feelings towards her were anything out of the
ordinary. She hesitated, uncertain what to do. She could not refuse
his delightful gift yet would acceptance be interpreted
wrongly?

“Thank
you, Martin,” she said and taking the brooch, pinned it to her
blouse. “It’s so lovely,
but…” and she floundered
to an uncertain halt.

It was his turn
to read the signals incorrectly. She was embarrassed, he told
himself quickly. It was too expensive a gift without a more solemn
declaration which circumstances stopped him from making. He waggled
one hand. “You’d better be off,” he said gruffly, to hide his
feelings. “Get that message to your contact as quickly as
possible,” he added and turned back to his desk, sitting,
dismissing her with his actions.

Oh Martin,
Sarah thought. You are such a dear and I love you, but like a big,
older brother. She said nothing, a wistful smile on her face as she
left the study and went back into the kitchen.

“Off then,
Sarah?” Bessie asked, pausing from her cooking.

Sarah nodded
wanly. Martin’s unexpected action had suddenly deflated her, as a
vision of future problems arose before her eyes. She wondered if
she dared question Bessie but decided against this. Who was to say
what Bessie did not relate afterwards to Martin? She gave a tiny
shake to her head. If anything, Bessie was in Martin’s age group
and the housekeeper adored him. How could Martin be so blind? And
who was Robert’s unknown father? She would have loved to question
Bessie but dare not. Bessie was deep and mysterious; the kind of
person to whom it was impossible to get close and, it crossed her
mind to wonder whether Robert knew who his father was. Bessie was a
fine, buxom woman, overweight from tasting her own cooking but a
wonderful homemaker. Robert seemed a fine, clean-cut young man and,
deep down, probably regarded Martin as a surrogate father already.
Oh damn all men, she told herself. They are simply too
complicated.

She collected
her horse and, mounting, rode thoughtfully back towards the city
gate, her eyes everywhere, noting and observing. The inhabitants
did not look well. Once they had been finely dressed but there was
a shabby air about them. Passing a few stalls, she noted goods were
sparse and she bit her lip. Despite the vast number of Royalist
troops in the city, what would happen if the citizens should
revolt? It was an interesting question until, turning, she gazed up
at the enormous, thick, impregnable walls of the castle. How could
a foe outside possibly storm and take such an impregnable city as
Bristol? She wondered what dead Joseph would have thought about
this. It was eerie to think that she, a Royalist’s widow, was a
courier for Parliament but Sarah knew she only followed her
breeding. Her father had been in trade, and she too was heartily
sick of a king who ruled without calling a Parliament. England had
to be a better country without the likes of King Charles,
surely?

§

Two days later,
with heart throbbing in anticipation, Sarah rode out from her
village home, Martin’s coded message hidden in a pocket. She picked
a path towards Yate Park, basking in the early spring sunshine.
There had been frost the previous evening and, with forethought,
she had stolen from her kitchen when Mary’s back was turned. Such
antics amused her but Mary was sometimes too sharp. For her
mistress to take food and drink on a morning ride would only have
produced questions.

She was careful
as she rode at a slow trot, scanning the surrounding area which she
knew intimately but she had the countryside to herself. As she
neared the ruins of what had been the once proud Yate Court, he
appeared and lifted a hand to show the coast was clear. At this,
she cantered forward and marvelled at herself. How could she have
so disliked him that day so long ago? Now, whenever she saw him,
something squeezed her heart yet, at the same time, she prudently
kept a distance between them emotionally. She acknowledged she was
tangled and confused because, even now, at this moment of approach
to him, her heart thundered.

“Hello there!”
James Hawkins called as she stopped and dismounted. He took the
mare’s reins and anchored them next to those of his large, black
stallion who snorted with interest.

“I cold-camped
here last night,” he explained, as he eyed the small bag hopefully.
“Field rations get boring after a while,” he added, grinning down
at her.

Sarah knew he
was the most powerful, masculine person she’d ever met. Always
there came from him, as if frosting off ice, an aura of carefully
controlled explosion and savagery. There was a rugged handsomeness
to his features which pulled her, and his grey eyes never failed to
make her marvel. They were the exact shade of a cloud just before a
rainstorm. He towered over her with his six feet, yet he was light
and swift in movement despite a strong, well muscled frame.

James’ heart
soared at the sight of her. When the initial proposal to use her
had reached him he had snorted with annoyance. As if the war wasn’t
difficult enough without dragging women into it when their erratic
emotions were only too well known. Their first meeting had been a
clash of personalities and he had not been amused to send his man,
Walter Hamlyn, to make an initial contact with her but orders were
to be obeyed, not ignored to suit his whims. On their second
meeting though, he had recognised a rebellious, kindred spirit; a
difference to any other female he’d met before and, during their
many meetings, his regard had started to soar. When this had
changed to something else, he was uncertain. It was enough for him
to know he looked forward to their meetings with delight as well as
natural apprehension. If only there was time to conduct a proper
courtship but, always at this point, he hesitated. She had been
widowed once; would she wish to put herself into this dangerous
position a second time? He was a serving soldier, to say nothing of
his other life.

He cast a swift
gaze around and saw that the stag stood aside of his herd and was
not agitated, which meant they were alone at the ruins.

“I thought that
might be the case,” Sarah told him and laughingly handed over the
small saddlebag. “Cheese, new bread and some thin wine,” she
explained. “There’s ginger in the wine,” she added.

He unstopped
the flask and took a long pull. “That’s good,” he told her,
standing with long booted feet slightly apart, helmet tipped back,
his leather body shield just catching the thin sun’s rays.

Sarah reached
into her pocket and brought out the message. She never looked at
them because she knew they were coded. She handed it to him.

James took it
and slipped into a pocket inside his chest protector. “Any
problems?” he asked casually.

Sarah paused a
moment. “Not really but I was challenged,” she said and explained
the event she had related to her Bristol contact.

He stilled at
this, frowning heavily. “I don’t think I like the sound of that,”
he said finally, after thinking a few moments. He was only too well
aware that the Royalists had no scruples where espionage agents
were concerned, even if they should be but humble, female
couriers.

Sarah gave a
little shrug. “Martin asked me a lot of questions but I know I’m
not responsible for any leak. How can I be?” she asked
reasonably.

“Tell me all,”
he said gruffly while his mind worked at top speed. It was possible
that Prince Rupert had tightened up on all of Bristol’s city gates
but it was odd troops should be in her village too. He frowned.
Something didn’t smell right yet he could not finger anything.

“What does
Penford think about it all?” he wanted to know next. Sarah gave a
little sigh. “He never says what he thinks,” she told him. “He
swears a leak from his end is out of the question. His business has
just about broken down and he only has a handful of customers.
Spices are not getting into the port and Bessie and her son have
been with him since Robert was born. They’re more like family. I
think perhaps it might just be Prince Rupert flexing his muscles
because there’s a distinct undercurrent of tension in the city
now.”

He grunted then
his eyes narrowed as she moved. Her jacket opened and he spotted
her new brooch.

“That’s new,”
he said and nodded.

Sarah looked
down, looked up and pulled a little face. “Martin gave it to me,”
she explained. “I think it’s just a token of esteem for my work,”
she added a little lamely.

“That belonged
to his mother!”

Sarah was
astonished. “How on earth do you know that?”

James muttered
to himself. That was a bad slip, which showed exactly how much she
affected him. Was he slipping?

“I knew his
family,” he hurried to cover his lapse.

“Before the
troubles began?” Sarah prodded.

James nodded
then swivelled his gaze. Her eyes were so direct and
questioning.

“Well, you
never said!”

James struggled
with himself. It would be only too simple to blacken Penford’s name
but he was too big to do that. “We knew each other long ago. We
never got on. It’s unfortunate really that we have to work
together,” he ended, forcing a grin on his lips which failed to
reach his eyes.

Sarah eyed him
shrewdly. She sensed there was a lot kept back from her now and
itched to question, yet refrained. This big, strong man could never
be bullied and did it really matter? She had ridden to see him with
such a happy heart yet now he stood there scowling like a little
boy. She cast her mind around for a neutral topic of
conversation.

James raged
inwardly. Of course Penford would try to impress her. Rewards for
work given, my eye, he told himself sourly. He was out to catch her
and who could blame him? Sarah Turner was worth netting. She was a
fine girl with incredible spirit and not short on beauty either. He
cursed the damned war. If only he were not a serving officer with
his neck only ever inches from disaster.

“Excuse my sudden
black mood,” he said swiftly, aware she had gone cool and hurt.
“Living a double life can make a man down at times.”

Sarah bit her
lip with doubt. There was something horribly wrong.

“What is it?”
she whispered and touched one hand.

James looked
down at her then made up his mind, once and for all, before it was
too late. “I’ve fallen in love with you,” he said in a low voice,
“yet how can I court you in my position? Penford is available at
all times.”

Sarah caught
her breath. He had said it, admitted it and shown jealousy.

She smiled up
at him, her heart swelling with happiness. He was so different from
long-dead Joseph who had epitomised the Gay Cavaliers with his
outrageously fancy clothes and feathers in his hats. James was
utilitarian, always businesslike and, because of this, more
evidently lethal. Life with him would be an incredible adventure;
yet a finger of caution touched her heart. She had married so
young, pushed into it by her parents who had, despite their trade
connections, liked the dashing Captain Turner. For Sarah, it had
been a simple case of leaving her father’s authority to go to that
of a husband’s. Now though, she was free, single, comfortably off
financially but, most of all, totally independent. As a widow, no
chaperon was needed by her because she was no simpering virgin. She
belonged to no man so did she want to anchor herself down again –
even with this magnificent male?

Marriage was a
wonderful invention for men, but for women it was nothing but a
delicate form of bondage.

“Have I upset
you?” he breathed in one ear as he gathered her into his arms.
Sarah still hesitated. How could she explain so he’d understand? No
man would, but did she want to go through the rest of her life
lying in a half-empty bed? She extemporised swiftly.

“Martin leads a
dangerous, double life too,” she said softly.

He released her
and scowled. Her arrow had struck its target. Martin Penford saw
her more often than himself. There were occasions when the messages
had to be picked up by Walter Hamlyn and it hit him, he must act
and now. To hell with the war, he added to himself.

“I love you,”
he repeated slowly and looked deep into her eyes. “How do you feel
about me, Sarah? Please tell me.”

Sarah pulled
away. “Oh James,” she groaned. How could she face those eyes with a
lie? How far did physical attraction go in making a marriage? With
herself and Joseph, their few months together had been nothing but
a gorgeous romp. There had not been the time for settled
domesticity and, deep down, although she had liked Joseph, she
admitted she had never felt any flaring love. What came from this
man before her was unlike anything she’d yet experienced but still
she hesitated uncomfortably.

“Sarah!” he
demanded.

“I do like you,
James,” she told him slowly but missed the way he flinched.

“Is that all?”
he asked, then touched the brooch. “You wear Penford’s token
though? Are you spoken for?”

“No, I am not,”
Sarah replied hotly. “I belong to no one but myself. It’s all very
well for men. Marriage is fine but what about the female? I’d only
become a chattel again and I’ll not have it. I’m me. I’m
independent. I’m free. You men never understand.”

“For God’s
sake, is that all?” and he laughed. “I thought it was something
traumatic.”

“If that isn’t,
what is?” she shot back, feeling her temper rise. He was impossible
and, damn his eyes, why did he have to bring such a subject up now?
It was Martin’s brooch which had started all this. “I’m not ready
even to think about marrying again and that’s that.”

He was amused
at her flaring belligerence. “I’m mad about you,” he told her,
drawing her back again, feeling her resistance forced to crumble
before his superior strength. “Let’s forget about marriage then,
until the country is at peace again but you can wear my token too.”
He paused, eyeing her carefully. “And if your precious freedom is
so important too you, I vow, here and now, that when we marry you
can do as you like.”

“What do you
mean? I’ve not said I’ll marry you or anyone!”

He grinned
wolfishly down at her. “You will,” he predicted, “because I’m the
only man tough enough for you, my wild, spirited Sarah!”

“Let me go.
Now! This instant!”

He ignored her,
bent and kissed her slowly, savouring her taste, taking in the fine
scent which came from her clothes.

Sarah was livid
with him. He was going too far and too fast. Then his words
registered.

“Do you mean
it?” she managed to get out when he paused for breath. “What about
children?”

He knew he was
winning and pressed home his advantage. “Two would be nice but only
if you want them. There are methods,” he hinted delicately. “Now
will you wear my pledge too? I did bring something with me,” he
tempted with a smirk.

Sarah looked at
him with sharp, fond exasperation. She went back over his words and
knew instinctively he had not made them lightly. Deep down, she
knew it was quite impractical to continue to live alone. She had a
flashing vision of a lonely old age and a sharp prescience he would
be very good and strong in bed, which had not been Joseph’s
metier.

“Sarah! Say
something! Just don’t stand looking at me like that!”

“All right,”
she capitulated suddenly and felt a flare of excitement race
through her. Life could not be boring with this man and there was
still England to bring to peace. She had ample time in which to
change her mind if she chose.

“Very well.
I’ll wear it but I don’t know what Martin will think,” she said
thoughtfully.

“Serve him
right,” he grunted and dived into another pocket, delighted with
himself for his foresight.

“What do you
mean? she asked, suddenly puzzled.

“He wants to
marry you too.”

“What!” she
gasped, astounded then frowned. “How do you know?”

He eyed her. “I
had occasion to meet him not so long ago and we rowed, as we have
always done. He dropped a few hints about you and himself so that’s
why he gave you his brooch.”

“Oh no!” Sarah
groaned. “That’s going to make it very awkward when I next see him
but…how dare you discuss me!”

He grinned at
her expression: “We didn’t actually do that. It was more a case of
a lot of heavy hints.”

“Really!” Sarah
shot back. “How on earth am I going to face him again?”

He had already
worked that one out. “Wear mine out of sight and don’t tell him…but
don’t accept any more gifts. Make an excuse,” he advised coolly. “I
still have to work with him though I doubt it’ll be for much
longer. The armies will soon be moving now that spring is here and
once tactics for taking Bristol have been completed, your work will
have finished completely, as will Penford’s.”

She watched him
unfasten a tiny package made from a white kerchief, edged with
lace. It was a strange object for an Ironside’s man to possess. It
was more suitable for a flamboyant Cavalier.

James opened
his hand and displayed the locket. It was round, of patterned gold,
suspended from a chain, woven like a rope. He pressed the side and
it opened showing, inside, a few short strands of his hair.

“My pledge,” he
said gruffly as he fastened it around her throat. “Will it do?” he
asked with sudden anxiety.

Sarah was
thrilled and nodded enthusiastically as her fingers caressed the
lovely object. She wondered from whom he had obtained it. He read
her mind and smiled a little sadly.

“It was my
mother’s,” he explained in a soft voice. “With this I plight my
troth!” he added seriously, eyes steady on hers but with a subtle
question.

Sarah knew this
was the moment of truth. What she said now, would decide the rest
of her life. She had to believe his words and vow and knew, deep
down, this man would never lie to her.

“I accept,” she
replied simply then, standing on tiptoes, kissed him gently. “But
let’s keep it a secret, please?”

He hugged her
and felt his penis harden with longing, enough to make him groan at
its ache. How he wanted her body—but discipline took over. He had
many miles to ride with a message of incalculable value because, at
this work, Penford was outstanding.

“Damn the war,”
he groaned. “I’ll have to get this back for transmission to
London,” he said, touching his pocket in which lay Penford’s
message.

“Will you be
here next week?” she asked him hopefully.

He pulled a
face. “God knows, I don’t,” he said in a low voice. “I might have
to send Hamlyn.”

“He is
trustworthy?” Sarah asked suddenly, thinking back to Martin’s
interrogation.

“Walter?” He
let out a harsh laugh. “He’d die for me. No, Penford is right to be
concerned, but there’s no chance of a leak my end. I report to one
person only, whose name even you don’t know. Even Massey only
guesses and would never dare say aloud. No, just be careful at the
Bristol end.”

Sarah sensed
how his mood had changed. From being a suitor he had reverted to
the alert, highly trained and ever-suspicious soldier.

“You’ll be
riding back a different way?” he checked.

Sarah nodded
soberly. Right from the start, she had realised the necessity not
to set patterns. Which villages had open Parliamentary or Royalist
sympathies were not easy to guess. People were inclined to sit on
the fence until something happened to involve them directly.

“You leave
first while I watch your back trail then I’ll go. God, there’s
going to be another frost tonight or I’m a Dutchman,” he said with
a groan, thinking of the miles yet to ride. He unfastened the two
sets of reins and helped her mount, then carefully studied the deer
herd. They grazed peacefully and the stag only kept a watchful eye
on their presence.

“No one
around,” he grunted. “Take care, my dear, fiery Sarah. Just in case
Martin’s right and there is a leak somewhere, though God knows
who’s the culprit. If I find out—” He stopped, his voice sinking to
a growl, “And Penford is no soft pushover when it comes to the
crunch either.”

“James!”

“Shh!” he
crooned up at her as she sat her saddle, not wanting to leave him
now. Suddenly, filled with enormous apprehension without quite
knowing why, he reached round and gave a hefty slap to her mare’s
quarters, then hastily side-stepped as the mare flung out a hoof in
warning. “Off!” he growled, masking his own worries. As she
cantered away he stood and shook his head. He had a sudden, deep
gut feeling that he did not like. Dear God, why the hell had
Penford started all this in the first place? Espionage was no game
for a female; yet, he was forced to admit to himself, many a female
could succeed as courier where a man was instantly suspected. Damn
King Charles, he told himself sourly. It was all his fault in the
first place.

 


 


Two

Martin Penford
left the inn casually and, while tightening his girth, looked
around. This inn was always busy but now that spring had finally
come, the activity was almost frenetic. He mounted his horse
clumsily, aware he was not the world’s best horseman and swung him
around to head towards the selected place.

He could
imagine the mood he would be in and meetings were best kept to the
bare minimum but, after much deep thought, he had decided this was
necessary. He felt as taut as a bowstring as he trotted onwards,
now and again throwing a swift look around. He turned and headed
towards the small copse of deciduous trees and spotted Hawkins’ big
black horse right away. Hawkins nodded at him and they placed their
horses side by side, each waiting for the other to speak first.

“Let’s walk up
this lane a bit,” James said, knowing someone had to speak. Penford
could be mulish at times. “I want to see if anyone follows us,” he
explained.

“I took care no
one followed me from Bristol,” Martin told him quickly, knowing
perfectly well he had gone onto the defensive. Hawkins always had
this effect upon him. Of all the men in the country he had to work
with, it was ridiculously wrong it should be Hawkins. Yet, he told
himself honestly, there were few men who could match Hawkins for
efficiency, reliability and downright courage.

They walked for
a quarter of a mile. “Anyone?” he asked when Hawkins halted to look
behind.

“No, but we’re
still just in sight of the inn. Perhaps we should move aside?”

Martin grunted.
“No need to get so elaborate. We’re not kids at this game.”

James threw him
a look. Now what was eating him? When Penford was in a mood he
became impossible. “It has to stop!” he barked unceremoniously.

“What has?”
Martin shot back, drawing himself to his full height, nearly
matching James Hawkins.

“You know
perfectly well I’m on about Sarah carrying on this assignment. It’s
too bloody dangerous for her!”

“Don’t you
think I know that, man? But what the hell else can I do? They are
strip-searching men now at the gates if they have the slightest
suspicion; and you know how the Royalists treat spies.”

James gave a
heavy sigh. “I know, I know, it’s just that…” and he halted
uncertainly.

“You’ve had all
the latest information but what happens if we stop using her and
Lord Chichester sends in more men from Ireland? Cromwell has to
know what he faces in Bristol. Be your age.”

“Don’t snarl at
me unless you’re prepared to back it up with your fists,” James
grated back, his heart sinking. As always, their meeting looked
like degenerating into another verbal brawl.

“Bloody hell!”
Martin exploded. “Do you think I enjoy using a female? Christ, if I
could get a man out in safety I’d do so but there’s not a snowball
in hell’s chance I’d get away with that now.”

James grunted.
Penford was right, as usual, which added irritation to the fury
this man could always arouse in him. “There has to be a leak
somewhere.”

“Not at my end,
there isn’t,” Martin snapped quickly, “and Sarah’s not stupid
enough to talk. She knows the penalty. I’ve questioned her about
her servants and she’s adamant they know nothing, can’t even
suspect because she’s built up precedents in seeing you and coming
in to me. If it’s neither of us, then that leaves your man Hamlyn
and those who saw you the first time you met her with Massey and
his dragoons.”

“Hamlyn’s in
the clear, that I swear. As to our first meeting?” James paused to
consider, then shook his head. “Most unlikely. Massey’s men are
totally loyal to him, at all times. Anyhow, nothing had been
thought of then, let alone decided. She was just another civilian
rider who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. No
more, no less.”

“I don’t
believe in coincidences,” Martin growled.

“Neither do I,”
James agreed, “so where does that leave us?”

“Up a bloody
tree with nowhere else to go,” Martin said sourly.

“How many paid
informers do you run?” James probed.

Martin never
liked divulging information even to someone as safe as James
Hawkins but he could see the sense and validity of the
question.

“Four,” he
managed to get out in a low voice, as if the tree’s branches might
overhear.

“What are their
instructions?”

“They are
simply to watch at the guarded gates, passing to and fro as simple
citizens; no more, no less. They’re told nothing. They have no
names. They watch no one particular person. It’s just a blanket
observation of enemy activities. They’re men I’ve known for years
but, even so, I trust none of ’em with details.”

James took a
deep breath. “One of them has to be a double agent. The King is
paying more to one man than you.”

Martin had
already worked that one out. “You’re probably right but you know
the double agent is the most difficult man to flush out.”

James thought
hard, biting his lip. Time was of the essence now. Both of them
knew this, yet Sarah’s safety now overrode all else in his
opinion.

“There
can’t really, be much more information for Sarah to bring out.
Surely we have a plant in Ireland to cover Lord Chichester? You’ve
sent out minute details of the gun batteries. We know Prince
Rupert’s strength. I say Sarah should stop this work. It’s too
bloody dangerous by half,” James told him bluntly. Then a thought
occurred to him. “Are you under observation personally?”

Martin gave a
tiny shrug. “It’s distinctly possible but then, who isn’t in
Bristol right now?” He paused and took a deep breath. “It’s weird
you should bring this up but there are days when I get a gut
feeling which bothers me and I don’t know why either.” He flashed a
look at the younger man. “If anything should happen to me, my Will
is with Lawyer Benson, you know him. Benson and his clerk are
Executors and my affairs are in order.”

James was
shocked. “Good God! You’re serious!”

Martin managed
a wan smile. “I’m mortal, more like.”

James was
stunned into a rare silence. He eyed his companion and took a deep
breath, distinctly disturbed. Penford was acting and speaking out
of character.

His features
softened as he stared at his companion. Martin Penford had a
whimsical twist to his lips though his eyes reflected bleak
sadness.

“You’ll win,”
Martin murmured heavily.

“Win? Win? Of
course we’ll win England’s freedom from a king!”

Martin shook
his head. “No, I mean Sarah Turner. I gave her my brooch but when I
saw her last week, I noted she wore a fine locket under her
blouse.”

James
stiffened, ready for a shouting match, and then quietened, feeling
sharply uncomfortable. He had never seen such a sad look in the
other’s eyes before.

“I love Sarah
very much but I know I’m twenty years too old for her. If the
political situation had been different, then I’d have given you a
run for your money but, as it is…” His voice tailed off unhappily.
Then his expression hardened. “You’d better treat her right,
Hawkins, by God you had.”

James had
nothing to say. Penford had always been incredibly sharp with a
perception matched by few, which explained his great value to
Parliament’s cause and his location in Bristol. Yet he could not
crow. The other’s unhappiness came off him in an aura almost strong
enough to touch.

Martin ignored
him for a moment, turning something over in his mind; then he gave
a tiny nod.

“I think, just
as a precaution, you’d better know a few facts apart from where my
Will is. Whatever message I have for Sarah I hold in the old spice
jar in the cellar. It’s in the small wall cupboard and with it are
the spices and peppers for Bessie’s use. It stands to one side,
half hidden by shadow. Got that?”

James nodded.
“Right!”

“Here’s a copy
of my Will but it’s sealed for now. There’s a key around my neck.
It opens the trunk. I keep all Parliament’s funds in there to pay
informers. It’s in gold sovereigns. Comes in by ship as cargo for
the spice business, which, incidentally, is just about defunct
through lack of supplies. There are also half a dozen diamonds
hidden under the trunk’s bottom. There’s a false board. It all
belongs to the cause, for the Republic’s use when we win. My
personal money is lodged with a financier known to Benson.”

He had never
known Penford so low and depressed. Much more of this and he’d be
affected too. With a grunt, he decided to change the man’s mood
with provocation.

“Well,” he
drawled, “I must say you’re a real Jeremiah today. What’s up with
you? Being a bad loser?” he mocked.

Martin reined
to a halt, turned and sparks shot from his eyes. “One day you’ll go
too far,” he growled angrily. “I can still take you if I’ve a mind
to it.”

James barked a
harsh laugh. “That’s a matter of opinion!”

Martin glowered
at him, all else forgotten. Jesus, he told himself. How I detest
you. I always have and I always will. To think you’ll get Sarah—and
then, with a great effort of will, he controlled himself and
switched to another safer topic.

“Have you seen
the boss lately?” he made himself drawl, though an ugly glint still
showed in his eyes.

James did not
miss this but decided he need provoke no more. He gave a short nod.
“As a matter of fact I did, only last week. I arranged with Massey
to be gone for a few days. I gave both a verbal and written
report.”

“Including
Sarah?”

James nodded
soberly. “I had to. She’s now in that famous little black book, I
bet, as well as us two.”

This thought
suddenly tickled Martin’s fancy and lightened his mood. “I bet King
Charles would give half his Kingdom to get his hands on that black
book. I wonder where it’s kept?” he mused. Then another thought
struck him. “Does Sarah know about…him?”

James shook his
head firmly. “I’ve not told her, for her own safety. She’s never
mentioned his name so obviously she’s in total ignorance and that’s
how it should remain.”

Martin knew
this made sense. His mind switched tracks. “There has to be a leak
but I know it can’t be a customer. As I’ve said, there are few
enough now and, of those, they’re all dedicated Parliamentarians,
I’d swear to that. Anyhow, I never discuss politics, too dangerous
in these times.”

“Close it
down,” James advised firmly. “Halt anything which might jeopardise
Sarah’s life.”

“You understand
what that will mean?”

“Of course I
do! I’m not that dumb!”

James turned in
the saddle and idly looked around. The sun was weak but climbing
higher. Something caught his attention and he focussed hard then,
turning his head, looked from his eye corner. He knew a sideways
vision often gave more detail than a frontal one. He heard Penford
rabbiting on about something but ignored him. They had turned their
horses and walked slowly back towards their meeting place.

Martin became
aware he had been talking to the fresh air. “What’s the matter?
You’ve not heard a word I’ve just said!”

“We’re under
observation,” James grunted uneasily. “Someone in the inn has one
of those new, small telescopes. I’ve just seen the sun flash on the
lenses.”

“What!” Martin
gasped, but kept his gaze fixed upon his companion. If Hawkins was
correct, a direct stare would give the game away. He gritted his
teeth and willed himself to study Hawkins’ face.

“Hell!” James
swore. “Someone has followed you and now they’ve seen us together.
Turn your horse around and we’ll walk back up the lane again so we
can vanish beneath the skyline. Once there, we bolt. You get back
to the city but go in by another gate.”

Martin was
shocked. “I’ve been ultra careful,” he protested.

James threw him
a grim look. “This proves the leak’s from your end. Not mine. No
one knew I was coming here today; not even Massey.”

“Hamlyn?”

James shook his
head. “He’s away on a special duty for me. Impossible!” he growled.
“That inn’s big enough to have a patrol hidden around the
rear.”

“You’ve a long
way to go to Gloucester,” Martin said uneasily.

James grimaced
and nodded. “My horse is hard and fit and I’ve two pistols under
this lot,” he said, indicating his leather coat, “as well as this
saddle carbine. This does it though. Stop Sarah, right away. It’s
far too dangerous now. I’ll have nothing happen to her.”

“I agree,”
Martin grated, furious with this unexpected situation that
reflected gravely upon his security. He could have sworn there had
been no breach but this day was no coincidence. “I’ll tell her next
week when she comes in, it’s the last trip.”

James did not
even like this but it would be utter folly for him to approach
Sarah at her home, even though he did know its locality. He was
honest enough to know he was more valuable to the cause that one
humble, female courier. This fact galled but there was nothing else
either of them could do.

They reached
the end of the lane again and halted dubiously. “At least we are
out of carbine range,” James muttered and eyed Penford.

You’d better
go.”

Martin took a
deep breath. “I doubt we’ll be able to meet again like this,” he
said slowly. “The Royalist espionage network must be better than I
thought. Make sure this is reported upstairs.”

James looked
backwards. “As I suspected, a patrol has appeared. Who the hell is
the informer though? One of your men has definitely been turned.
Find him and…”

“Kill him!”
Martin growled. He looked over at James, eyes narrow and hard.

James knew he
would not hesitate; neither would he if in the same situation.
There was simply too much at stake; too many good men’s lives, the
whole future of England.

“I’m off,”
Martin said and threw a hard look at James. “You can get stuffed!”
he said with a mocking leer.

James gave a
short bark: “And up yours, Penford, too!”

Martin thumped
with his heels, turned his horse and cantered off at a tangent.
James watched him for a few paces, threw another calculating look
to his rear, then released his stallion. The black leaped forward
in a fly jump before unleashing himself in his powerful gallop.

By the time the
patrol of six men reached the spot, there was no sign of man or
horse. The leader muttered to himself. No rider would catch that
black horse, and which way had the other rider gone? He bent,
studied the various paths that were cluttered with hoof prints. He
was too much of a townsman to be able to read fresh from old
tracks. With an oath, he shook his head and turned back to his
men.

“Return!” he
ordered sharply. They would go back to the city gate but it was
obvious Penford would re-enter by a different one and would, no
doubt, have an unshakeable alibi for this time. It was also, he
told himself, likely that Penford was a brilliant liar, so what was
the point? If an attempt was made to arrest an upstanding Bristol
citizen on a flimsy excuse, all hell would break loose and it would
be his head on Prince Rupert’s block. “Back to Lawford’s Gate, at
the double.”

 


 


Three

Sarah
approached the Lawford Gate with every nerve twanging. As the queue
neared the guardhouse she noted it was the unfriendly officer again
and their eyes met. It was nearly ten days since she had crossed
swords with him and she prayed he would be more amenable this
time.

As she neared,
she held his eyes. Not in a direct challenge, which would have been
foolish, but with open friendliness. She guessed this would
disconcert the officer, so managed to twist her lips into a faint
smile as well, though she cursed him silently under her breath. He
gave her the briefest of nods, then passed her through. Sarah
failed to see him turn and throw another meaningful glance at a
junior officer who promptly followed on foot.

Bristol was
crowded as usual and had started to stink. It was not just a case
of too many people, as well as the troops, but also the normal,
fetid smells of any city when the sun increased its temperature and
whose sewerage system left a lot to be desired.

After the fresh
country smells, Sarah found her nostrils crinkling with disgust. It
was with a little personal shock that she realised she had once
lived in such crowded conditions with her parents and then Joseph.
She had taken these odours for granted, as something quite normal.
It wasn’t until Joseph had bought the country cottage that she had
learned what fresh air truly was. Now she writhed. Nothing would
persuade her to live in a city again.

She hastened
the mare to her fastest walk, weaving between the throng, and gave
a sigh of relief as she turned up the lane to Martin’s house. She
halted the mare, noted the gate was open but Robert had not
appeared. He was obviously busy doing something for Martin and had
not heard the mare’s hooves. Sarah swung down and unfastened the
little saddlebag. Inside was freshly made butter but how long it
would stay like that in this city heat was a moot point.

“Robert!” Sarah
called brightly but, when he still did not appear, she gave a
shrug, led her mare forward and into a stall. She was perfectly
capable of managing all stable duties, and quietly and efficiently
removed the bridle, slipped on a halter and forked some hay into a
corner. It was odd Robert still had not come. What on earth could
he be doing? Martin would not be pleased to know she was having to
do this work.

Martin! She bit
her lip anxiously. What was his attitude going to be? She wondered
if there was any way he could know about herself and James? Had the
two men met since she last saw James? Were words exchanged? Long
ago she had gathered there was no love lost between the two men
and, without their political alliance, they might have become sworn
and deadly enemies.

It suddenly
occurred to her that Martin’s horse was not present, then her face
brightened. That explained Robert’s absence. He had been sent on
some errand, so Sarah walked briskly to the back door, opened it
and stepped into the small lobby which led directly to the
kitchen.

“Hello, Bessie.
It’s me again!”

There was
silence. Sarah stood uncertainly, wondering why something weird
started to slide down her spine. She studied the kitchen. The fire
had burned out which meant no hot meals this day. That was strange
in itself because Martin had a healthy appetite for well cooked
food. Her eyes flashed around the large, stone-flagged kitchen but
everything looked normal.

She walked to
the fire, picked up the poker to stir some life into the ashes,
then changed her mind. That fire went out hours ago. Another ice
finger slid down her spine and, holding her breath, Sarah opened
the door into the hall.

“Martin!” she
called anxiously but only silence echoed back at her ears. The
house was utterly silent and she stood uncertainly, feeling
apprehension grow. Why did the hair at the nape of her neck begin
to prickle? Walking on tiptoes, Sarah padded up the passage and
faced the door to Martin’s study. It was shut although this, in
itself, was not unusual. Taking a deep breath, she rapped three
times and waited, wondering why her heart had started to thud
unevenly.

There was no
response so, grasping the handle firmly, she quietly turned it,
opened the door and peeped warily into the room. It was a room
never well lit by the sun; almost gloomy even on a summer’s day and
Martin invariably had a fire, except during a heat wave. Her eyes
flew to the fire; it still burned but only as a tiny glow, tickling
the base of one apple log.

She took a deep
breath and stepped fully into the room, eyes swivelling around.
Martin sat in his favourite working chair at his desk, hunched over
it. She could just see his head, resting on his forearms where he
had fallen asleep.

“Martin! Your
fire is going out! Shall I make it up for you?”

He did not
reply and, heart now thundering wildly, Sarah stepped forward on
tiptoes, rounded the desk and looked carefully. She froze, her eyes
refusing to believe what they saw, while one hand flew to her open
mouth. Her instinct was to scream but caution silenced this
action.

Martin’s body
weight rested evenly on his bent forearms. The large knife was
buried slightly to one side of his spine, sunk deep almost to the
hilt. Sarah blinked, gave a muted sob, bit her lip and froze with
shock and fear. She gulped, shocked and scared out of her wits with
legs that had turned lifeless. She knew she was rooted to the spot,
quite unable to take it all in, her eyes fixed on the hilt sticking
from Martin’s back.

She closed her
eyes, counted slowly to ten, opened them and forced a revolting
stomach into quiescence again. She would not be sick. Her fists
clenched and unclenched as she looked around for help or a clue.
The old chest still stood in the corner but now the lid was up and
she could see the two hasps had been broken. There were objects
strewn on the floor around the trunk, some papers, two small coins,
a tiny ornamental dagger and nothing else. She walked over and
peered inside. The trunk was empty. Sarah’s shoulders slumped
wearily. Murder with robbery as the motive but Martin, dear, sweet
Martin who had never harmed a fly! Brave, courageous Martin who
loved her, she now knew, but who never made a nuisance of himself;
Martin whom she had known since a little girl when her father first
took her to meet him.

Dear God, who
had done this and where were Bessie and Robert? She came back, bent
and studied Martin’s face. His eyes were open and registered shock
so the killer was known enough to come into the room and considered
friendly enough for Martin to be his normal self at his desk.

Why had Robert
vanished on the horse? It was not a very good animal and not really
capable of carrying two people. Surely to God Robert and Bessie
were not dual killers? She padded to the fire and picked up the
long, iron poker, feeling a sudden, vital urge for a weapon without
knowing why. She felt herself start to shiver and her eyes lifted
to the laths. She knew she should go and investigate upstairs but
dare she? Sarah retreated to the door and stood, dithering
uncertainly. Should she get help from the Royalists but what if
there were secret papers around? Then commonsense returned. If
there were, Martin would have them so hidden they would take a lot
of finding. If only James were here, and a little sob broke from
her lips.

It was the
tiniest of creaks but her overstrained nerves jumped with shock as
her ears registered the unexpected sound. Her heart started its
awful banging again and her face twisted with terror. The killer
was coming back. He must have been here all the time, hidden in the
house and now he was coming for her. The sound came again and she
was galvanised into action. She sprang back into Martin’s room,
shot silently behind the door and lifted the poker, grasping it
with both hands.

The sound
approached. It was unsteady, uncoordinated, hesitant but steadily
nearing. She heard a creak that was the back door swinging on its
hinges though she knew perfectly well she had shut it. Sarah sank
back against the wall, lips drawn back in a silent snarl. No killer
would attack her without reaction. The poker rose an inch higher as
the uncertain steps approached, almost like those of a drunk,
heading towards Martin’s room.

Sarah licked
her dry lips, terrified out of her senses then the voice croaked
raggedly:

“Mistress
Sarah! Are you there? I heard you arrive?”

Robert
staggered into the room, reeling a little, blood streaming down his
face. His lips were split, one eye half-closed and blood seeped
from his nostrils.

Sarah sagged
with relief and she could not have moved to save her life. She
could barely recognise the young man whom she had seen grow from
boy to youth. His face looked as if it had been pulped and tears
cascaded down both cheeks.

Robert turned,
stared miserably into her eyes, hands held from his sides pitifully
and burst into tears, sobbing like a small child. Sarah lowered the
poker a little, was this a trap? She strained to hear, heard
nothing but Robert’s wild sobs and ventured another step
nearer.

“Mistress,
they’ve killed him,” Robert wailed.

Sarah was
galvanised into action at last. She lowered the poker but prudently
kept it in her left hand; with her right, she grabbed Robert’s arm,
pulled him from the room, slammed the door shut and took him into
the kitchen; Bessie’s room.

She thrust
Robert into a chair, placed the poker against the table leg in a
convenient position and worked the pump. She hastily pushed a bowl
under then turned back to Robert. His face was a red mask. Gently,
grabbing a cloth, she started to dab the blood away while the tears
turned into frantic sobs of distress.

Sarah stopped,
turned and eyed the cupboards. All cooks worth their salt kept
brandy somewhere. She hunted around, found a small cask, grabbed
two pewter mugs and poured out two generous tots.

“Get this down
you, Robert, first of all. We can talk later after I’ve cleaned you
up a bit,” she told him firmly.

He lifted
large, puppy-like eyes to her, brimming with more tears but drank
the brandy in large gulps. Sarah sank down on another stool and
sipped hers more carefully; she was unused to strong spirit but
God, this was one drink she did need. The brandy hit her stomach
with a punch, stirred her blood into action and her shoulders
sagged a moment. Her mind had, she knew, gone a complete blank.

Finally she put
the mug down and recommenced cleaning Robert’s face. One tooth was
loose. One eye was rapidly closing and should really have raw steak
on it but, apart from this, his face was simply split and bruised.
He had been thrashed by large fists. As a young man, he would have
no chance against whoever had done this.

“Right, now go
to the water jug and wash your face thoroughly,” she told him
firmly. “Then tell me everything.”

When Robert
returned to sit opposite her, he was not so ghastly looking but she
realised he would be a mess in the morning from bruises. However,
he was young, and youth was resilient.

“Now, talk,”
she commanded gently.

“My father
killed the master,” Robert began.

Sarah was
astounded. “Your father?” she stammered. “But I thought…” and her
voice tailed off tactfully. She sensed suddenly this ice was
very thin, yet she must know
everything.

“It was all
planned and I never knew,” Robert started again wearily. “I never
thought my mother would be a party to…”

“Bessie as
well?” Sarah gasped, now deeply shocked. Was she hearing
correctly?

Robert nodded
miserably. “I didn’t know anything until a few hours ago…” and his
voice croaked tremulously.

“Go on,” Sarah
encouraged, taking another drink of the brandy, desperate for it
herself. Bessie? Martin’s housekeeper and cook for years? Bessie
whom she suspected had always had a soft spot for her master. It
was impossible! Then a thought struck her. But Bessie who? What had
she ever known about Bessie?

“It all started
a few weeks ago when Fletcher turned up when the master was out on
one of his walks. I realise now, he had waited until then.”

“Fletcher?”

“He’s my
father, damn him to hell!”

Robert halted,
then struggled to gather his thoughts into a coherent story. “I’ve
often wondered who my father was but my mother would never discuss
him with me so, in the end, I gave up asking. It even crossed my
mind as to whether it might be Master Martin,” Robert admitted,
with a wan smile.

“Go on.”

“All Mother
ever said to me was that he was well bred. Anyhow he turned up
unexpectedly at the back door. Mother opened it, took one look at
his face, went white, then sent me from the room. What was said I
don’t know but, after an hour, just before Master was due back, he
came out and Mother was holding his hand. I kept myself out of the
way, I can tell you, because there was something about him I didn’t
like.”

“Your
mother?”

“She was a
changed woman. She seemed to blossom, even sang while she worked
but she still would say nothing to me, so whenever he came I made
myself scarce. I couldn’t tell the master, there was nothing then
to tell.”

That was a
mistake, Sarah thought. With his connections, Martin could have
conducted some quiet investigation but Robert was not to know.

“It all came to
a head last evening, I suppose. Mother told me we were all going
away with Fletcher to start a new life. I was horrified and argued
with her but to no avail, as you can imagine. Mother was bewitched
by that damned man. He only had to beckon his finger and she
trotted to obey his slightest whim. It nauseated me, I can tell
you, Mistress. I didn’t want to leave Master Martin. I’ve lived
here since I was born and what did Fletcher ever do for Mother and
me? Bugger all. Yet there was Mother, flashing winsome smiles at
him…” and Robert’s voice cracked before, taking a deep breath, he
was able to continue.

“I told
her I wasn’t going. My place was here. I liked my work. Then this
morning, when he came, I hid but so I could overhear. Fletcher said he’d found out
that Master Martin was a spy for Parliament, of all things. Mother
believed him though. He said Master was now under suspicion and
could be picked up at any time and this was one house not to be
connected with. I could see he threw Mother into a flummox; I was
watching through the keyhole by now. Fletcher also mentioned you,
Mistress, and that you were under observation as well, being so
close to master and visiting him on such a regular basis. I must
admit, Mother demurred at that but Fletcher overrode her. He said
we would have to leave, all of us and that it was only right and
proper that we should take money with us. Master obviously must
have funds for paying agents and mother mentioned a trunk in the
study. I was able to see Fletcher brighten at that, then he started
whispering to her. I didn’t like it, I can tell you but I didn’t
know what to do. Master was in his room. I did think of bursting in
but would he have believed me…a youth?”

Sarah eyed him
and refrained from nodding. It would only make Robert feel more
guilty.

“Continue,” she
encouraged.

“I was so sick
with it all I went out to the stables and found a big grey horse
there. His! I debated what to do, then decided there was nothing
for it, I must warn Master.”

“You went and
saw him?”

Robert
groaned. “I did but it was too late. I suppose Mother made some
excuse to go into Master’s study and Fletcher was on her tail.
Master was quite off guard. Fletcher just slipped behind him, I
think, while Mother kept him talking and that was it. I came back
just then and saw the end result. I think Mother was horrified
though. I don’t think she realised Fletcher meant murder. I stood
there frozen, unable to take
it all in while Fletcher roared at Mother, forced open the trunk,
dived in and put things into a small sack. Money I guess, from the
sounds he made. Mother then went to him and started to
argue.”

“What did he
do?”

“Back-handed
her,” Robert said grimly. “I charged forward…after all, she is my
mother, and he turned on me. He’s a big man. He beat me. I think he
meant to kill me too but Mother clung to his arm and screamed at me
to run.”

“And you
did?”

“I ran like
hell to the stables. I was hurting so I couldn’t think straight but
I’ve always had a hiding place there. There is a loose board; by
pulling this aside and turning sideways, I managed to wriggle
behind the wall. I stayed there. I was scared, Mistress.”

“So would
anyone be with a grain of sense,” Sarah placated gently.

“Anyhow,
Fletcher came out dragging Mother with him. This time she was
crying, in a real state, but Fletcher dominated. He shoved her up
on the back of Master’s horse, mounted his own and rode off. I
think perhaps I must have slept then. I only awoke when you stabled
your mare but I was still frightened. I didn’t know whether to
approach you or not. By now I didn’t know who could be trusted.
Finally I plucked up courage to come into the house and…” Robert
finished with a pitiful look in his eyes.

Sarah let out a
long, heavy sigh and shook her head. Dear God, when she had left
her home this morning it had been with a light, gay heart. Now she
felt as if she would never be able to smile again.

“I didn’t even
know your mother could ride,” she mused.

“She can, but
like an empty sack, she’ll not get far on a horse,” Robert said
thoughtfully. He was more in control of himself now he had told his
story and Mistress Sarah was so rock solid. He looked hopefully at
her and waited for her to sort out this mess.

“This is a
Royalist city,” Sarah murmured, thinking hard. “They’d only have to
ride to the docks and they could sail away anywhere,” she pointed
out to Robert.

His jaw
dropped. “I never thought of that… and they have all Master’s
money!”

Sarah studied
Robert. From not knowing him before, and even being uncertain as to
whether she liked him, she felt her heart swell for him. He looked
over at her like a trusting puppy.

“Where do you
stand in this war, Robert?” she asked warily.

Robert did not
hesitate. “I wasn’t really interested, Mistress,” he said
thoughtfully, then his jaw hardened. “But if Royalists have done
this to Master, then I’m for Parliament.”

Sarah eyed him
and took a gamble. James would not approve but these were certainly
unusual and tragic circumstances.

“He too,” she
told him simply.

Robert gazed at
her, a frown on his brow. He had recovered from the shock. The
brandy had worked but, most of all, he had shifted the awful
disaster on to someone else’s back. He was bright and intelligent.
As Sarah watched him she could swear she could see the wheels
turning in his head.

“Then Master
did work for Parliament and you too!” he breathed with awe. “My
father was correct at that!”

Sarah gave him
a sad smile. “I admit to nothing and Robert, if you want some wise
advice, you know nothing either!”

He took her
warning, noting the serious look in her eyes. In half a day he had
grown from boy to man. Life could never be the same for him again.
His heart swelled as he regarded this fine lady and, in a flash, he
became her servant for life. That he would not always agree with
her would be immaterial. When the chips ever fell down the wrong
way, Robert knew his life belonged to Sarah Turner.

“I’ll do
anything to bring Fletcher to Justice,” he said with quiet
intensity.

“And your
mother?” Sarah asked him in a low voce.

That made
Robert hesitate but only for a heartbeat of time. “She
too,” he said but there was a
catch in his voice. “Master didn’t deserve what happened to
him.”

No, Sarah
thought, he certainly did not. Never, in a month of Sundays, would
Martin have suspected Bessie. Why should he? Mother and son had
lived with him for over a decade. They were part and parcel of his
life. What had come over Bessie? Was Fletcher so charismatic he had
turned her head with platitudes or was Bessie more obtuse than
Sarah had realised? Was it incredible bad luck Fletcher had come to
Bristol? She thought about this carefully then realised it must
have been fate. Finally, her mind switched to more practical
matters.

Something still
bothered Sarah. “I wonder,” she began, hesitating.

Robert waited,
holding his breath. Sarah continued. “You said Fletcher back-handed
your mother? I wonder if he was playing both ends to the middle?”
she mused.

Robert gazed at
her, quite bewildered. “Mistress?”

Sarah explained
herself, thinking rapidly. “I don’t think Fletcher was an out and
out Royalist. I think he may have acted like that but really he
basically wanted money for his own ends. He is a pure criminal.
There’s nothing political about him at all, which means…”

“The Royalists
will want him too,” Robert gasped, understanding her reasoning.

“How badly hurt
are you, Robert?”

He pulled a
face. “Not that bad, Mistress.”

“Now
listen carefully and don’t ask questions which I will not be able
to answer. I have my purse here. I’ll give you some sovereigns and
what I want you to do is this. Go and buy a horse, and get a good
one too, then ride to Gloucester. I’ll give you a note which must
be put in the hands of one man only; no one else, no matter what.
This is vitally important. At the same time, you must
not
tell the man what has happened
here. Say you are just a messenger and you know nothing. Can you do
that?”

Again Robert
did not hesitate. He nodded eagerly. Anything would be better than
staying here now.

“Right!” Sarah
said decisively. “I’ll have to go back into Martin’s study to get
quill and writing material and then…” She eyed Robert carefully. “I
have to search this property before I leave.”

He understood
in a flash. “Incriminating papers against Parliament?”

“Something like
that,” Sarah prevaricated, delighted and rather surprised at his
wits. Astounded, she was only just discovering what made this young
man tick, and rather liked the reality.

“Are you game
to be with me?” she asked in a low voice.

Robert gulped,
then nodded. “What are we looking for?”

“Papers,
anything written down, whether we can read it or not.” She paused.
“I’ll be taking them with me, hidden under my shirt.”

“Come on then,
Mistress. Two heads are said to be better than one,” though his
cheeks had paled again.

Without giving
him chance to change his mind, Sarah led the way back into the
study. She stared at Martin, her lips tightening. Dear God, someone
was going to pay for this and Fletcher was top of her list. They
searched. Each worked methodically going through the desk’s
drawers, under the floor covering, checking the trunk, poking
fingers everywhere. It was Robert who discovered the loose board at
the trunk’s base.

“Prise it off!”
Sarah told him.

When he had
done so, the small packet of stones fell into Robert’s hand and he
passed them to her. She gently unrolled the white material and
examined the contents.

“Diamonds!” she
explained to Robert. “I’ll take those with me too.”

Finally, when
they had exhausted everywhere, Sarah studied the neat roll of
papers, covered in Martin’s neat, intricate handwriting and she
rolled them up into a small cylinder then, turning her back,
slipped them under her riding shirt next to her skin.

“What about the
cellar?” Robert asked her as she stood, contemplating going home.
She was sure nothing had been overlooked.

“Cellar?”

Robert nodded
and blushed. “I loved Master so much I used to watch him when I
shouldn’t,” he confessed. “He’d often go down to the cellar where
the few spices are kept and handle the old spice jar next to the
peppers.”

Sarah’s eyes
opened wide with astonishment. “Let’s get down there then.”

Robert’s spying
proved accurate. He went directly to the wall cupboard and pointed
to a range of small bottles and packets wrapped in waterproof
cloths.

“The spices,”
he explained.

Sarah eyed them
thoughtfully. If that was all Martin had had, business had just
about ground to a halt. She saw a tall, glass spice jar standing
tucked under the far corner of the shelf. Gingerly she took it
down, removed the glass stopper and peered inside.

“There’s
something here,” she muttered, teasing it out with her fingers.

A
thin roll of paper slid into
her hand and she recognised the same type as that which Martin used
to hand to her. Slowly she opened it, and read.

 


“Hawkins, I’m doubly
uneasy and I don’t know why. Stop Sarah from any more trips. I
think my time here has ended and it might be prudent for me to bolt
for my neck’s safety. The business must go to pot until we have
made England a Republic. Watch yours. Penford.”

 


“Well,” she
muttered to herself, “a message in plain language!” That was odd in
itself. Then had Martin placed it there? She realised she’d never
know and her face became grim. She showed the brief, succinct
message to Robert.

“So Master
suspected something but…” he paused and sighed heavily “…never my
mother. He had no chance at all.”

Sarah agreed
but refrained from comment. Had Martin, through complacency, made
the one fatal error? Had he been too involved in espionage for far
too long? Again, she told herself, this was another puzzle which
would never be solved now.

“Come on,
let’s go,” she said with a sore heart. “You leave first. I’ll follow you in ten
minutes.”

“The Master?”
Robert asked nervously.

“I’m going to
report his murder to the Royalists. Give them something to do,” she
said maliciously.

Robert
hesitated as something occurred to him. “But if they saw you ride
in through the gate, won’t they wonder why it has taken you so long
to tell them, Mistress?”

“Ten out of
ten, Robert!” she praised. “You’re thinking better than me.” She
paused to work it all out in her head. She could afford no error
now. “You get on your way with that note. Afterwards go to my home
and wait for me, but make sure you slip away unnoticed. There might
just be a Royalist prowling around right now.”

“I’ll slip over
the stable roof into the next yard,” Robert told her. “But
you?”

Sarah forced a
smile on her face that went nowhere near her eyes. “I’ll have had
the longest attack of the vapours, from shock, anyone can
have.”

Robert had to
grin. He didn’t feel like it. Indeed, only an hour ago he was
convinced he would never smile again but there was something so
wonderfully strong and reassuring about Mistress Turner. His heart
went out to her. He had lost his mother. Was it possible he had
discovered a surrogate one?

 


 



Four

James was in a
foul mood and knew it. He was desperately short of sleep because it
had seemed a long ride back from London. He had spent too much time
dodging Royalist patrols and, by the time he arrived at base camp,
even his powerful stallion plodded with head hanging low. The final
straw had been being awoken much too early when a sentry had
insisted he spoke to him. With a thundercloud on his face, he had
been lost for words when Robert faced him. Only Sarah’s far too
brief message had managed to drive the fatigue waves away
temporarily.

Once he had
grasped the essence, which appeared to be critically urgent, he had
pushed tiredness away. He knew he had great reserves of strength
and this blunt, almost demanding message meant he must dip into
them generously.

“Right,” he had
grunted to the sentry, “feed this young man then…” He had paused,
uncertain what to do with him.

Robert had
solved the problem for him. “I’m to go to Mistress Turner’s home
and wait for her,” he had volunteered.

“Right, sentry,
see to his wants. Give him a fresh horse and, young man, go where
you’ve been told.”

James always
kept a spare horse, a nondescript brown animal of good quality
although nowhere near that of his favourite black. A sudden thought
occurred to him. “And get my black shod,” he ordered. It was always
extremely wise to have new shoes. There was no telling when or
where he had to ride and a loose shoe could be catastrophic.

§

The ride down
from Gloucester had almost drained him and, at the ruins, it was a
struggle to keep his eyes open. He thanked God for the park’s deer
herd. They made superb sentinels so he allowed himself the luxury
of a few brief catnaps. It was the stag that alerted him to Sarah’s
approach and he frowned heavily as she rode at a brisker pace than
normal. Something heavy landed in his stomach with a thud. Whatever
it was, it was certainly not good and he grimaced to himself.

As Sarah reined
back to a halt he stepped forward to help. Her mare was skittish
this morning, facing a strange horse. He hoped to god she wasn’t
coming into season. He’d never dare come near her riding his
stallion.

“Oh, James!”
Sarah gasped, falling into his arms.

“Sarah! What
the hell’s happened?” Surely those were not tears? His blood
chilled.

“I’ve bad news.
Very bad indeed,” Sarah told him, biting her bottom lip.

He took a deep
breath. That much was obvious. “Spit it out then.”

“It’s Martin.
He’s dead. He was murdered!”

“Good God!”
James exclaimed. This was the last thing he had expected to hear.
For a few seconds his wits left him as he stared at her horrified
while seeing the tears flood down her cheeks; tears of delayed
shock, and having to break such news.

“You are
quite…sure?”

Sarah nodded
dumbly. “I’m afraid so. It was a knife,” she told him.

“Over here. Sit
on this rubble and start right at the beginning. Miss nothing out,”
he instructed her.

Sarah obeyed,
bowing her head for a few moments. She had been all right when
she’d risen, though her night had been sleepless. So why this flood
of weeping? She gulped and sobbed, struggling to control herself,
sensing he barely managed to restrain his impatience. Finally, with
an enormous effort, she forced the tears away, collected herself
together and related her story. He listened in total, appalled
silence.

When she had
finished he was silent, shoulders slightly bent as his mind
revolved with shock. He had considered himself a hardened veteran
of warfare and there was nothing left in life to shock him. Now he
knew better. Penford dead and, worst of all, knifed in the back.
His jaw tightened. He could feel her eyes on him, big and
questioning but he had to gather himself together, as memories
stormed back.

His breath came
out in a heavy sigh as he lifted his gaze to look into her
questioning eyes:

“We were
brothers,” he told her simply.

Sarah was
astounded. “Brothers? But your names…” She halted, mind wobbling
with confusion. This information was something she would never have
guessed, even under torture.

“I don’t
understand,” she managed to get out at last.

James grimaced.
“My mother married very young. He was the first-born and I was the
last. In between we had brothers and sisters but none survived to
become adults through various diseases and illnesses. Our parents
died when I was sixteen.”

“That’s
incredible!” she exclaimed, then something hit her. Now at last it
was clear. “How weird. Do you know, for ages I always fancied there
was something about Martin which I’d seen in another person but I
could never make the connection. Now I do! He always had a very
subtle likeness to you when in a happy mood. Why couldn’t I see
this before?” Then she frowned. “But your names?”

James
explained. “Hawkins is only a cover name. My real one is David
James Penford and only one other person, apart from you, now knows
this. Even Massey doesn’t.”

“I never
guessed,” Sarah murmured with awe.

“That was the
general idea,” he replied grimly, “only Thurloe knew.”

Thurloe, who is
he? Sarah wondered. Had she heard that name before? She crinkled
her forehead with bewilderment. Where did this strange man fit into
this picture? Quite suddenly she became aware just how little she
really did know.

“We never got
on,” James continued in a low voice. “Indeed, there were times when
we loathed each other. I guess it was a personality clash.
Whatever, we fought. Sometimes verbally and other times physically.
Honours were about even, I guess if a score had been taken. We only
had one thing in common but this was of such critical, vital
importance, it meant we were doomed to work together despite our
emotional feelings. Our politics were the same, identical to the
last dot. Sometimes both of us thought it was crazy we should have
such a close working relationship and each of us, individually,
complained but Thurloe had no time for such nonsense. We had a job
to do and do it we would, even if it meant supping with the devil
in the process.”

That name
again, Sarah thought wildly. Yet she sensed this was hardly the
moment to plague him with questions.

“It’s strange,”
James continued in a low voice. “He’d had a presentiment only the
last time we met. I was ready to poo-hoo it, but I didn’t. I’m glad
now. So the old sod has gone but in what a way,” he growled. “I
want vengeance because, no matter what, we came from the same
parents. He must be avenged.”

Sarah kept
quiet. Privately she considered this an impossibility. Someone as
sharp as Fletcher would have left the region days ago. She lifted
up her shirt and extracted the neat roll of papers.

“Thank God you
had the sense to look for these,” James said, flipping through them
rapidly. “That’s his code book. If the Royalists had got hold of
it, our code would have had to be changed but it would have taken
us time to learn this. Damn! I’ll have to go to Thurloe with this
news,” he murmured but more to himself than her. Sleep, though, he
must have. A tired man could so easily put himself into an unknown
hazard. He felt her eyes on him, large, questioning and
worried.

“You’ve done
very well, Sarah. I’m proud of you. Now about his body…”

“That’s been
taken care of.”

“What?”

“The Royalists
did indeed have their suspicions. When I came out, after Robert had
slipped away, there was a young Royalist officer lingering just a
little too near the door.”

“What did you
do?” he asked quickly.

Sarah gave him
a malicious grin. “Walked up to him, screamed blue murder then let
myself faint in his arms.”

He had to
smile, picturing it all. “You’d just discovered the body, I take
it?”

Sarah shook her
head. “No, I didn’t know how long he’d known I was inside, so I
told him I’d fainted with shock. After he had helped me recuperate
enough to talk, I collected my wits together and tore into him. I
lambasted him for allowing such crime to take place in Bristol and
I was disgusted with what Prince Rupert expected the citizens to
contend with.”

He took a deep
breath. “You didn’t overdo it?” he asked anxiously.

Sarah shook her
head. “He was so young and pliable. It was like taking a comfit
from a small child.”

“You made a
deposition?”

“Yes, and gave
them the house keys. After all, I’ve everything of value which you
now hold.”

“This is going
to put the cat among the Royalist pigeons with a vengeance,” he
told her thoughtfully. “Be very circumspect for a while now. Your
work is finished but pay close attention to what you say and to
whom. It’s quite likely there are Royalist sympathisers in your
village; men in the King’s pay.”

Sarah nodded
soberly. Quite suddenly, she was glad her work had ended. Nothing
could ever be the same again though she knew she would have to ride
out, to make a cover for her servants. It would never do for her to
stay at home after so much wandering.

“There’s
something else you can do though. See Lawyer Benson. He has
Martin’s Will. There’s also the business. Half of it’s mine though,
from what he said when we last met, it’s just about on its last
legs until peace comes.”

“I’d like to
help, where I can,” she said sincerely. Her heart went out to this
strong man. She guessed his set features hid a multitude of
churning emotions but who would guess from his expression? Was it
that which made him such a clever agent? She knew she was brimful
with questions but could ask none at this time.

“When will I
see you again?” she wanted to know.

He turned and
gave her his complete attention. “I don’t know,” he replied
honestly. “My time and my life are not yet my own. One thing I do
know though, Walter Hamlyn is getting the fastest discharge my army
has ever known and he’s coming down to your home, hot foot, as a
guard.”

“Eh?” Sarah
gasped, “I have Jack and there will be Robert!”

“Kids!” he
snorted. “Hamlyn is a highly trained soldier even if a little lame
in one shoulder from an old pike wound. No, for my peace of mind,
Sarah, I insist. I still have much work to do and I can’t do this
properly, worrying about your safety, now can I?” he asked
reasonably.

She gave a
rueful nod. It seemed all rather exaggerated but, as a soldier and
officer, she presumed he must know best. What her servants were
going to say about it all, she did not like to think.

“My servants
will question,” she began hesitantly.

“Spin them a
yarn, anything, but make them realise my man stays as guard,” he
told her firmly.

Sarah was
dubious about this. It was all very well having servants, but it
made privacy impossible and motives out of the question. She said
nothing; it would be grossly unfair to add to his load. She studied
him as he stood, face bleak, immersed in complicated personal
thoughts. She felt suddenly totally excluded. He seemed to have
forgotten she was present. Then he turned back to her.

“The best thing
I’ve done in my life was meet you,” he said soberly. “I’m glad you
went on that ride so I could abduct you,” he told her, trying to
lighten his mood and failing completely. Too many problems and
upsets had descended too sharply, altogether.

“Oh, James,”
she murmured, touching one of his hands.

“I swear, when
I can, I want to marry you. No more waiting. No more being alone.
No more camp meals. I want a proper home, a wife, children in due
course and some peace and comfort. I’ve done more than my share for
England. I’m not asking too much, am I?”

Sarah shook her
head sadly. “But when will that be?”

He paused. “I
wish I knew. The trouble is with espionage, it’s easy to get into,
if a man has the right talents but it’s bloody hard to break away
again. The man at the top has tremendous power. He can wield that
power to suit himself and inveigle a man to continue to work
whether he wishes to or not. How to sever links without being under
the threat of compulsion? I don’t know. Martin was the only person
whom I knew doing such work. Obviously there are others, many
others, but the top man keeps distances between. No one knows more
than another name, for security purposes, either up or down the
line. An espionage agent, by virtue of his work, puts himself in a
position whereby he can be blackmailed to continue, morally or
otherwise.”

Sarah felt
herself chill. It made a future sound horrendous; one in which, by
this admission, he would never be wholly free so where did that
leave marital stability? Then she gave herself a shake. They’d
manage. Others did, because she knew her love for this brave man
was something deep, rare and lasting. If only no other problems
reared their ugly heads in the near future.

“Anyhow, back
to business. Where will you want it paid?”

Sarah was taken
aback again. “What paid?”

“Your
remuneration, of course. Parliament pays generously for services
rendered.”

“Goodness me! I
never once thought of money,” Sarah exclaimed truthfully. Her
expression amused James. How he loved this wild-spirited girl; how
he yearned to give her his name. He took her head between his
hands, bent and kissed her slowly, enforcing his hold on her
emotions. Sarah melted and moulded to him. One hand slid up and
touched the back of his neck and she felt herself crushed against
his body. She had a flashing vision of the two of them, in a great
bed at night and she knew, with instinct, it would always be
good.

He drew back
first, pulling a face. “I can’t stay,” he groaned. “I’ll have to
ride back to Gloucester, have a discreet word with Massey, get my
head down for a few hours, then ride to London. It means leaving
you to deal with everything this end, though Benson will be a
pillar of strength.”

“That’s all
right, James. Our turn will come, won’t it?” she asked herself.
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Mary Compier
was not amused. As a housekeeper, she took her duties as seriously
as did her son Jack in the stables, but Mistress Turner puzzled
her. Although they got on well, without undue familiarity, there
were times when Mary was annoyed. Today was one. The mistress was
out on horseback, yet again, and here was this strange young man
insisting he await her return.

She didn’t like it at
all and had already sent her friend Nellie Witchell to alert Jack.
In all her life, Mary had never seen such a face. It was
grotesquely swollen, heavily bruised and the young man had a
determination that was untoward in one so young.

Mary was not as
tall as Sarah but she was enormous. She did not so much walk as
waddle or roll. Her cheeks were always brightly flushed from
exertion, or the heat of the kitchen fire, yet, surprisingly, she
was exceedingly strong. Her arms were powerful from years of
lifting heavy pans from here to there and also pummelling dough for
bread-making.

When her bosom
friend came in they made a strange pair. Nellie towered over Mary
but was stringy, yet she too did not lack strength. Her hair, like
Mary’s, was just starting to show grey threads and, when they stood
together, each with hands on hips, they made a formidable
combination.

Sarah eyed them
with a sinking heart while, to one side, Robert stood a little
miserably. He needed little to sense the fat woman’s hostility and
it was with considerable relief that he had heard Mistress Turner
return.

“He says you
told him to wait here!” Mary started ominously.

Sarah decided
there was only one way to act. Her two workers, whom she privately
though of as The Pair, had their hackles up. “That’s right,” she
began smoothly. “This is Robert who is coming to live with us,” she
told them and paused before exploding a bomb which would irritate
Mary even more, “and another person will be living with us too. His
name is Walter Hamlyn.”

“Well,
Mistress,” Mary started, her breasts beginning to heave like twin
mountains under an eruption, “two more men to cook for and… ”

“…wash for and
their rooms,” Nellie ended for her, then flashed a look at
Mary.

Oh you wretched
pair, Sarah thought. Not all that long ago they had been at daggers
drawn; Mary jealous of her superior position and Nellie doing her
best to muscle in and become an aide. Now they had combined forces
to protest as much as any servant dare. She loved both of them,
respected them but there were days when she could cheerfully knock
their heads together.

“Of course, if
it’s all going to be too much for you both I can make other extra
arrangements,” she said cunningly.

They bridled
together. Again they eyed each other and Sarah swore she could see
some kind of message pass between them. Bearing in mind James’
comments and his position, to say nothing of their hoped-for
future, Sarah knew she must regularise the situation forthwith. She
could only be generous. Surely The Pair would not bite the hand
that fed them?

“I’ve decided
we need more live-in help. Why don’t you move in, Nellie? You could
rent your cottage so you’d have other income and I’m sure you and
Mary can work out duties to suit yourself. Because,” she paused
heavily, “there are certainly two more men to look after, and who
knows what the future might not bring.”

The Pair
stiffened, quivered, threw a questioning look at each other, then
turned back to Sarah with bated breath and a silent question.

“I can’t say
any more at the moment,” Sarah continued blandly. This would all
give them something else to think about and, hopefully, still a
multitude of questions. “So will one of you sort a room out for
Robert, please?”

Mary spoke for
both of them. “Robert who, Mistress?”

Sarah saw the
battered young man flinch. “Just Robert for the time being,” she
replied, then taking his arm she led Robert into her private
sitting room and shut the door firmly.

“Take no notice
of them,” she said kindly and fancied she saw Robert’s lips quiver
once more. He must be exhausted and miserable about a blank future.
“Do you only ever go under your first name?”

“Yes, Mistress.
Mother would never let me know what she called herself and I’ll
certainly not use Fletcher’s name,” he replied stiffly.

Sarah nodded
thoughtfully. “Leave it for the time being. Now, what am I going to
do with you? Schooling?”

“No, Mistress.
I d like to continue where Master Martin left off. I’d like to be
in the spice business.”

Sarah was
startled and pursed her lips. “First of all, nothing can be done
there until the Will has been read. You see, there is another
partner and I can’t say more than that. It’s going to take time to
sort everything out and, anyhow, it would mean living in the city
again. At the moment, where? Then there’s the war, oh, it’s all
such a horrible mess,” she said, more to herself now.

“Perhaps I can
stay here until something can be arranged. I can work in the
stables. I am experienced,” Robert said, in a little rush of words.
He was desperately anxious to have a home, any home but, most of
all, an anchor where he could feel safe and wanted. Despite his
contempt for his mother’s action, he missed her desperately. At
sixteen years, he felt bereft.

“That’s fine,”
Sarah soothed, reading his mind and near panic. “Just muddle in
here and don’t take any notice of The Pair.” Then she gave a little
chuckle, “And don’t let on that’s what I call them, please. They’d
become quite impossible!” she confided.

Robert’s heart
expanded and a little smile appeared. The nightmare was too recent
to vanish overnight but now he dared to hope and his heart went out
even more to Sarah Turner.

Sarah stood,
rested a hand on his shoulder and smiled encouragingly. She
realised she found it necessary to look at eye level. Robert was
going to make a tall man but then, she reminded herself, Fletcher
had been big and not gross with it either. She allowed herself to
wonder where he and Bessie were now. James would take vengeance but
how could he find them? They could have sailed anywhere. She was
sufficiently worldly wise to know that money, especially gold
coins, opened many doors without questions being asked. Surely to
God, something could be done by someone, some time?

“There’s a
horse coming, Mistress,” Robert said urgently, turning and nodding
at the window.

Sarah stared,
working matters out. Taking into account time and distance, she had
a shrewd idea who this caller was. She patted Robert’s shoulder
again, took him out, flashed an appealing look at The Pair and
nodded in Robert’s direction.

“He’s hungry,”
she explained, not really knowing whether he was or not but, at the
same time, perfectly well aware that The Pair loved nothing more
than filling the male stomach. It would be an ideal way to break
lots of thick ice into multiple shards.

She opened the
back door and looked up at the stranger, rather surprised. She was
uncertain exactly who she expected. Certainly not a man in his
twenties, perhaps only a couple of years older than herself, who
sat his horse stiffly. Why, she thought, he’s a real carrot top.
Ginger red hair stood up from his head in a wiry brush, only
slightly above normal military length. He had a fair, handsome face
marred by a batch of freckles. He wore the clothes of a travelling
journeyman but there was no mistaking the stamp. His back was
straight though he appeared to favour the left shoulder. He was
well armed with carbine, pistol and sword; utilitarian weapons with
neither gloss nor ornamentation. At her appearance, he vaulted to
the ground, slammed his feet together and only just restrained
himself from saluting.

“Hamlyn, ma’am,
at your service and under orders,” he barked.

Sarah gave a
tiny little cough, more a clearing of her throat, because she was
so amused. How naive men could be at times. Did James and this man
think that civilian dress hid military bearing? This young man
shrieked soldier at her.

“Orders?” Sarah
then asked, with a tiny frown. Now what game was James playing at?
For a few seconds she felt annoyance; she was not a child; then
common sense returned. This was a compliment, albeit a back-handed
one. He considered he was protecting his property and
territory—her.

“Yes, ma’am. To
protect and guard you,” Hamlyn barked.

“Mr Hamlyn,
please relax. You’re not on a parade ground and you are supposed to
be a civilian!” she chided with amusement. “You’re acting just like
a soldier.”

Walter Hamlyn
eyed her, relaxed half an inch, then gave a deep sigh. “That’s what
I was, Mistress, until a few hours ago,” he grumbled.

Sarah wondered
if his words held a trace of resentment. “And you don’t fancy a
civilian life?”

“I liked being
a soldier, ma’am.”

“Oh!” was all
Sarah could manage at that. It was all very well for James to be
dogmatic but it was she who would have this young man on the
property. If he had started to grow chips on both shoulders, then
she wished he would go away.

Walter wondered
about her. He was still bemused by what had happened to him. Only
that morning, barely a few hours ago, the captain had bellowed for
him. He had trotted to his private room and been surprised when the
captain shut the flap to his quarters.

“Hamlyn,
there’s your discharge, effective immediately.”

Walter was
almost pole-axed with shock. It had taken him a few minutes to find
speech. “Sir, what have I done?”

The Captain had
grinned. “Nothing, but I want you for something that’s pretty
important to me.”

Without
stopping to think, Walter had blurted out words which he
immediately regretted, “For your secret work, sir?”

The captain had
eyed him for two seconds then sprung forward, grabbed him at the
throat and flung him, back down over a trestle table.

“Who told you?”
he had snarled.

Walter had been
servant to Captain Hawkins for a long time. He had reckoned he knew
every mood of his officer. Certainly the look on Hawkins’ face had
appalled him. The big officer’s eyes glowered with ferocity. His
right hand squeezed Walter’s throat while his left rammed him down
crushingly on the table.

“Talk, damn you
to hell!”

Walter writhed,
squeaked and finally managed to get out some words. “No one, sir,
and that’s the truth, so help me God!”

Hawkins, teeth
bared in a grimace of rage, pressed down harder on his throat and
Walter felt panic. He struggled to free himself and breathe but he
was no match for the more powerful man. There was something quite
terrifying about the light in Hawkins’ eyes. He tried to lift one
hand to hit out even though that would be considered a military
offence but he could feel himself going. There was a red mist
before his eyes; the blood drummed in his ears and speech was
impossible. His eyes held those of Hawkins and, for a few crazy
seconds, he wondered if his officer had gone mad through
overstrain.

He gasped,
moved his lips and the stranglehold relaxed a fraction. “It is the
truth, sir, I worked it out. The horseshoes…”

Hawkins’ hand
had eased another fraction and the burning fire slowly died in his
eyes as bewilderment and wariness replaced it.

“Horseshoes?”
he grated, then with a grunt, stood straight again.

Walter half
fell on the tent’s floor, which was hard, packed earth. He dropped
to his knees and frantically fought to breathe freely. Gradually
the rest mist vanished but, when he looked up, his officer still
regarded him balefully. Walter knew he was in the most terrible
peril. He was nearer to death than at any time on the
battlefield.

“Explain, and
it had better be good!”

Walter pulled
himself erect but found he must still lean, with one hand, on the
table edge with slumped shoulders. God, that had been a close call
and he wasn’t out of the woods yet. There was still a slightly
maniacal gleam in those grey eyes.

“It’s true,
sir,” he panted, then made himself take a deep breath. “Though it
took me a while to work it all out and Colonel Massey helped.”

“What?”

“Your black
stallion has worn out more shoes than any horse in this troop and
the next. That meant long, very hard riding over great distances
where there were roads; which meant cities. It obviously wasn’t
Bristol and what’s the next most important city to us? London. Why
should a captain keep going to London? Why should one lone captain
keep disappearing erratically when all other officers’ movements
were known to the Colonel at all times? Twice Colonel Massey sent
for you and I explained you were away. When the Colonel did not
query this, I started to think. If any other officer had been
absent so often, there would have been a full-scale enquiry.
Colonel Massey simply accepted the situation. All this added up to
something highly secretive, sir.” He paused. “Something so
hush-hush that even Colonel Massey had no authority over your
movements which, in turn, meant you had to be reporting to someone
very high up. Again, that pointed to one place only where we are in
great force. London.”

“Damnation!”
Hawkins had sworn, then stamped two paces away, face serious,
obviously thinking deeply. Suddenly he had whipped around and
strode back.

“Who else
thinks on these lines?” he had barked angrily.

Again Walter
was deeply shocked and rather frightened. “No one to my knowledge,
sir. Certainly no one has ever questioned me.” He stopped, thinking
deeply before continuing, “I think probably it’s because you’ve
always acted like this and it’s an accepted thing. Also, you always
place your tent at the extreme edge of the living quarters and your
stallion is kept apart too. You don’t mix with the other officers.
You eat alone. Indeed, one servant said you were a lone wolf and he
even pitied me working for you. I hope you believe me sir, because,
if you don’t, I’ve no idea how to prove to you that what I’m saying
is the truth.”

Very gradually,
the Captain had relaxed though he kept flashing wary looks at
Walter.

“Oh very
well,” he grunted finally. “I believe you because the story is too
simple to be invented but you say one word, or even hint one word
of what you’ve said and I’ll shoot you out of hand
and
no one in authority will do a
damned thing about it either. Got that?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Right,”
Hawkins grunted; seeing sheer fright still present had softened his
tone. “For your own safety you must also keep your intuition to
yourself. Now I want you out of the army to guard a lady for me.
No, don’t flinch. You won’t be a lap puppy. This lady is very dear
to me and I have it in the back of my mind, that one day her life
might be in peril. Look, sit down, man but, first of all, get us a
tankard of ale each.”

This astounding
order had been enough to convince Walter of the officer’s genuine
concern.

“I’m going to
tell you the story of a murder in Bristol. Pin your ears back,” the
Captain had said and Walter obeyed.

He was appalled
at what was related and relaxed properly. No wonder the officer had
reacted at his simple statement. He suddenly felt very sorry for
Fletcher when the Captain met him because meet him he would.
Hawkins had a very long memory and an even longer arm.

“So, you see,
the lady and her home must have a guard because I’m going to marry
her. That doesn’t mean, of course, you’re going to be nothing but a
guard there. I’ll have other assignments for you in due course
after you’ve trained those two boys on that place to act as men.
Can you do that?”

“Would I have a
free hand, sir?”

Hawkins had
grinned wolfishly. “Down to the nth degree,” he assured him. “I’ll
have a note for you to give to the lady who is Mistress
Turner.”

“I think that’d
be a worthwhile job, sir but what about pay…?”

The officer had
merely grunted. “You’ll never find me ungenerous,” he promised and
Walter believed him. “Just guard that lady, her servants and
property with your life whenever I’m away—and I can’t leave the
army yet, worse luck,” Hawkins had added gloomily.

“Is my
discharge honourable, sir?”

“Very, because
you’ve been a good soldier, man.”

With that,
Walter was fairly well satisfied yet, deep down, he couldn’t say he
relished the idea of petticoat duty. He eyed the lady who faced him
warily.

“I’m ordered to
give you this, ma’am,” he said, diving into a pocket to pass over a
sealed note. Sarah took it, her first letter from James. She opened
it, turning to be private.

 


“This man is to train
yours in what he knows best. Cooperate so I don’t get the
vapours.”

 


Sarah’s lips
twitched. No address, no signature, brief, blunt, and to the point.
How like James not to use two words when one sufficed. How
security-conscious he was.

“Very well,
Walter,” Sarah said, turning back. “It’s all in your hands, though
how Jack, my stableman and a young boy called Robert, will shape up
or even agree, is another matter. I’m not getting involved,” she
grinned, then looked over to one side. From this angle, there was
an excellent view of the long road to Bristol, open, without trees,
and today, with good spring visibility, she could see a long way.
“However,” she began again, “I think to the villagers, you are
another stable worker and odd job man; especially right now.”

“Ma’am?”

“There’s a
Royalist patrol heading in this direction,” she grimaced. “Don’t
antagonise them, Walter. It will only make life even more
difficult. Go into the stables, please.”

Walter hastened
to obey and took up a position by a half-open door, a pistol in his
hand, to the astonishment of the gangly Jack Compier who had been
talking to Robert. The young men threw a questioning look at each
other, peered over at their mistress, eyed the strange man up, and
down and prudently retreated to the far end of the passage.

Sarah waited
with trepidation. She had been expecting this and had prepared,
what she hoped was a smooth story, more truth than lies, so she
would not trip herself up in any future interrogation.

“Captain!” she
smiled up at the leader, as the patrol halted in a little flurry of
dust. He dismounted, his men copying him as, almost casually, they
ranged themselves around the property and stable yard. Sarah felt
her heart start to thump uneasily. What did they know? What had
they guessed?

“Would you like
to come in for refreshments?” she asked, forcing an artificial
smile on her face. Without another word, she turned on her heel and
led the way, throwing a quick prayer that Mary and Nellie had their
wits about them. Then it dawned upon her she had no idea where The
Pair stood politically, which meant another worry. “Ale in my
sitting room, please,” she asked sweetly and led the officer inside
and closed the door before turning to face him.

Sarah’s heart
sank. This was no callow youth. This man was old enough to be her
father so would know all about life. He had a grizzled face, set in
stern lines, with penetrating brown eyes which would miss nothing,
she knew. Mary came in with a tray and two pewter tankards of ale.
Sarah nodded to him. He took one, then after she had sat, he
copied, perching on the rim of the chair as if it were a gin
trap.

“Can I help
you?” Sarah began. She was in no mood for a fencing session with
verbal traps being laid. “I take it this visit is to do with that
awful murder?”

“Why yes,
ma’am. What can you add to what you told our man before?”

“Nothing,”
Sarah replied bluntly and waited uneasily.

He stared back
at her unflinchingly. “Why did you visit Penford so regularly?”

Sarah forced
herself to give an exasperated sigh. “I explained all this before,”
she said evenly. “I’d known Martin Penford since a small child. He
had done a lot of work for my family. After my parents and then my
husband died, I kept in touch. It was, I admit, a loose arrangement
initially but when food started to get scarce in the city, I made a
point of riding in weekly with home products from here. We are, of
course, just about self-sufficient.”

The officer
frowned heavily, not at all impressed. He went on to a more direct
attack. “I’m astonished and disappointed to know a Royalist’s widow
should associate with a proven spy.”

Sarah knew she
must be quick. Her eyebrows lifted, her expression changed and she
managed a little laugh of amusement. “What! Martin, a spy? Goodness
me, that’s the most ridiculous idea I’ve heard this year,” she shot
back, then decided her own attack was now in order. She drew
herself up very erect and fixed him with a glower. “And I’m put out
too, I might add. If you dare to come here with such a
preposterous, even downright idiotic idea, then you leave me no
alternative other than to think you’ve been drinking. How dare you
imbibe to the extent you don’t know what you’re saying? I’ll not
have it,” Sarah snapped, standing, breathing fire and fury, which
was no sham by now. “I’m going to write a strong complaint to
Prince Rupert and you, Mr Officer, can get out of my home, off my
land and away from my life.”

The Royalist
was staggered. He considered he had met all forms of verbal
resistance, lies and tongue-twistings in his long campaign of
prisoner interrogation but this direct assault was outside his
experience. For a few seconds, he felt doubt flash through him,
then pushed this away firmly. Penford had been a Parliamentarian
spy, without a shadow of a doubt. However, perhaps such a cunning
rogue had merely used this widow as a front. He eyed her. Did she
mean what she said or was this her bluff?

Sarah read his
mind. She had him reeling. She pressed home her advantage. “I’m not
bluffing,” she said in a cold, low voice. “I have to see Lawyer
Benson, and the facts will be presented to him with precise
instructions from me.”

The officer
launched himself at her from this new angle. “Why see Benson?
You’re not related to the deceased, are you?”

Sarah realised
her mistake but covered as quickly as possible. “I don’t know,” she
told him. “Once or twice he hinted, because of my parents’ old
connections, there might be a little token for me when he died,”
she shot back, inventing rapidly. “Long ago he informed me who his
lawyer was,” Sarah said firmly and then launched an assault from a
fresh direction. “And what exactly are you doing to catch the
murderer, this man Fletcher?”

He pounced.
“How do you know his name?”

“Because his
illegitimate son now lives here,” Sarah cooed sweetly. “I’m
thinking of adopting him as a brother or something which,
incidentally, is another reason I’ll be seeing Lawyer Benson but,
he doesn’t know this yet. I don’t want to make promises that might
be hard to keep but he’s homeless now and parentless. He’s also
been through a nightmare experience.”

“I’ll be
speaking to him too,” the Royalist grunted. Somehow this interview
was not going as he had
planned. Again the doubt reared its head. Perhaps this widow lady
did indeed know nothing of Penford’s activities? In which case, he
realised he must tread very carefully indeed. After all, she was a
Royalist officer’s widow.

“He’s a minor,”
Sarah riposted, “and there will be no questioning without myself or
Lawyer Benson present. Is that clear? I’ll not have you or anyone
browbeating that young boy after his experience.”

The officer
dried up. He knew when he was beaten. His jaw stiffened. He would
go. He would not come back but he would certainly make sure, in the
future, that a most discreet watch was kept upon this property.
Thank God, the King had loyal citizens in this village as well as
those who must favour Parliament. It crossed his mind to wonder
where this lady stood but he did not quite dare bring himself to
ask.

After the
patrol had departed, Sarah and Walter met. “Over the field,” she
told him.

Strolling
slowly, Sarah related what had taken place. Walter listened with a
grave expression. “I should really report this, ma’am but it would
be most unwise to run a pigeon service from this address at
present. That’s something for the future. I don’t like committing
events to paper either, just in case,” he said shortly.

“Neither do I,”
Sarah agreed, “so we do nothing until…”

“…I can speak
to the Captain personally,” Walter finished for her, though when
that would be he was uncertain. He did have a slim line of
communication but this meant riding away, leaving the property and
the lady unguarded. One snap glance at the young men here had shown
him he had much work do but first he had to get their cooperation
and trust. There was also the matter of the female house
servants.

Sarah was ahead
of him there. “I’ll tell my women,” she said thoughtfully, “but
it’ll be a watered-down version, of course. They might try to pump
you as you’ll be living in the house though,” she warned
carefully.

Walter grinned
at her. Quite suddenly, he decided he liked this lady. She did not
flare up or go into emotional hysterics. She might indeed be a
suitable mate for his beloved Captain, after all. Suddenly, this
assignment no longer palled. Indeed, it might even get interesting
enough to produce excitement.

 


 


Five

Sarah was
there first. She was wildly excited to see James again and also
bubbled to tell him the astonishing news. It was true, that, when she thought deeply about
this totally unexpected situation, she did experience a tiny grain
of doubt but when this happened she simply told herself not to be
silly.

Walter rode a
discreet two horse lengths to her rear except as they approached
the court’s ruins. Then he rode ahead, eyes swivelling in all
directions, his alertness making a giggle rise to Sarah’s lips.
Wasn’t he countryman enough to rely upon the animals? She’d have to
have a discreet word with him about the habits of a stag guarding
his harem of does. Or perhaps he was just being ultra-conscientious
as she was his Captain’s intended?

It was just
over four weeks since her last awful meeting with him. Even Walter
had not appeared to know where James had been but then, Sarah
reminded herself, perhaps he had been instructed not to say?
Really, she thought with a touch of pique, I am twenty-two and can
look after myself. She had been amused to be guarded day and night
initially, but now the novelty had worn off. It was irksome to have
a shadow every step she took, and worse when out riding. She felt
as if her precious freedom was wilfully contained and this, she
told herself grimly, she would not tolerate. She was not a wedded
possession yet and, even when she was, such stifling restrictions
would have to be lifted or more than sparks would fly.

“All clear,
ma’am,” Walter cried as he completed a thundering circle of the
ruins, almost sending the stag into hysterics.

“The deer,
Walter!’ Sarah cried, pointing. “There’s no need to be quite like
that while the animals are at this end of the park,” she told him
gently.

Walter looked
at her, then at the deer herd and blushed. Sarah averted her gaze
to hide a grin. Now she had embarrassed him but honestly, she told
herself, he did deserve it. It seemed soldiers’ lives lacked
certain aspects of education away from the battlefield.

“The master
comes, ma’am,” Walter said suddenly, and pointed. “Come into the
ruins and I’ll halter your mare to that stump.”

Sarah watched
him canter up, holding the stallion under tight control. The horse
was fresh which meant James had not ridden too far, so from where
had he come? She decided not to ask, suspecting she’d get no clear
answer even if she did.

“James,” she
cried happily as Walter took his horse, walked all three mounts to
one side and posted himself as guard at a discreet distance.

“Sarah! By God,
I’ve missed you!” James cried and took her in his arms.

He kissed her
with hunger then let his hands travel over her breasts, grunting a
little. “Mine,” he murmured, and Sarah’s eyebrows twitched.

“Walter’s
around,” warned Sarah discreetly.

He was
unimpressed. “He’d better be looking elsewhere, studying the
scenery then. Incidentally, I want a word with him first before we
can catch up with news. How’s he settled down at your place?”

Sarah gave a
throaty chuckle. “I don’t go near the men. I don’t interfere. I
know better, but Walter’s happy in the home, being ruined by The
Pair, my female servants and putting on a bit of weight. As to the
outside, well,” she drawled, stopping mischievously, “I noted this
morning Jack has a black eye and one of Walter’s lips is swollen. I
think perhaps discipline is being enforced the hard way. Not with
Robert though. Jack is like his mother. A bit of a quiet law unto
himself.”

“Yes, Robert,”
James said thoughtfully. “Hamlyn!” he bawled. “Give me five,” he
said to Sarah then strode over to talk seriously to his man who
had, Sarah was amused to note, reverted to the soldier again,
standing at rigid attention.

When he came
back, expression a little reserved, Sarah guessed it was concerned
with military matters.

“I’m thinking
of adopting Robert,” she told him, “perhaps as a brother.”

“That’s a good
idea, but why not wait until we’re married and he can be a son?”
James suggested. “Give him stability, which he needs, and he’s a
decent young fellow from what Walter’s said just as Jack Compier
is, apparently, knuckle-headed.”

Sarah led the
way to a ruined wall that was just wide enough to double as a
seat.

“Talk,” he
invited and she did. He listened intently to everything relating to
the patrol, frowning heavily at times.

“You did well.
No more problems from that angle?”

Sarah shook her
head. She was not quite ready to relate her other news. She had
just received a sharp spear of instinct; this might cause a problem
between them.

“My brother?”
he got out at last.

Sarah’s
expression saddened. “He was buried in that little church near his
house,” she told him gently. “Myself and Lawyer Benson attended
plus, I think, some Royalists officers in civilian dress.”

“That figures,”
he rated coldly. “So Benson’s dealt with the Will. I’ll have to
think of making arrangements for Martin’s share of the business,
even if it is virtually defunct. With mine, once peace comes, it
means perhaps there could be a big business there. I might have to
install a trusted manager until I get my discharge.”

Sarah took a
deep breath. He was not going to like this. She could feel it in
her bones.

“Actually,
James, I have a copy of the Will in my saddle bag but the gist of
Martin’s wishes is that I’m his sole legatee for everything.”

He was stunned.
“What!”

She nodded and
watched him carefully. Men could be so unreasonably jealous at
times and, deep down, much as she adored this powerful man, there
had not been time to get to know him intimately. A wartime
courtship had to be a thready affair.

“Martin also
tied everything up in a ‘Use for my own benefit’ absolutely and no
one can touch it, even a husband.”

“The cunning,
old…” James swore. “Striking back at me from the grave. That’s him
all over,” he exploded a little irrationally. Glowering at the
park, James was stiff with barely suppressed anger and Sarah felt a
chill slide down her spine.

“Well, one
thing’s for certain,” James started. “I don’t hold with such
nonsense between husband and wife. It doesn’t give a foundation of
trust, does it? I’ll have a word with Benson when the war allows
and I’ll sort something out,” he promised. It was eerie the way
Martin had been able to do this, James thought, stiff with anger.
It was simply an extension of the bad blood that had always flowed
between them since the very early days.

“I’m sorry you
don’t like it,” Sarah started cautiously, “but I do.”

It was his turn
to go still and look at her with astonishment. Had he heard
correctly?

“Oh James, this
is an extension of what we discussed ages ago; about a wife’s
freedom in these hidebound days. I don’t hold with any of that. I
should have the right to live as I like and use any income as I
wish. After all, it’s not unusual among the upper class for fathers
to leave inheritances to daughters in a Use that no husband can
ever touch. Don’t you see, this gives a wife security. She doesn’t
feel so…” and Sarah hunted for the correct word to make him
understand. “She doesn’t feel… bought!”

“I’ve never
heard such bloody rubbish in all my life,” he snorted with genuine
shock and outrage. “Such an idea is a downright insult to a
husband’s masculinity. It is his job to manage everything, to take
care of his wife and family. It’s his duty, his responsibility.
Anyhow, most females are totally incompetent at managing their
effects and affairs. They’re far too emotional and hysterical,” he
told her firmly, eyes narrowing a little.

Sarah started
to bristle. So her instinct had been correct. Well, she told
herself grimly, start as you intend to go on or married life will
be hell.

“I’m perfectly
capable of managing my affairs,” she replied coldly. “I’m neither
emotional, hysterical nor a congenital idiot, thank you,
James!”

“I never
implied you were,” he shot back, astounded at the set look on her
face, her narrowed eyes and stiff jaw. Now what the hell was eating
her? He was being perfectly reasonable and sane. All men were
masters in their homes. Not wives. Start as you intend to go on, he
added to himself grimly. Sarah is strong-minded. Don’t let her
trample over you.

They glowered
at each other, both pulling back so that a few inches of air space
separated them.

“If dear Martin
went to the trouble of leaving me his half-share of the business,
his house and effects and his working capital, then handle it I
will. Not you, Benson or any other male. I wouldn’t dream of
insulting Martin’s memory. He left it to me for a purpose so that I
would always be wholly independent.”

James snorted.
“He left it to you like that to cause trouble between us because I
have you. He always was a rotten loser, blast him.”

“Don’t you dare
speak ill of the dead who can’t defend themselves!” Sarah snapped
hotly.

“He was my
brother, not yours!” he shouted at her.

Sarah bridled,
her cheeks turning scarlet with mortification. “Don’t raise your
voice and use that tone to me. I’m not one of your soldiers!” she
hurled back at him. “You’re just jealous!”

“Jealous! Me?”
he bellowed, standing up with a jump. “That’s just what I mean.
It’s impossible for a man to have a reasonable argument with a
woman because, in five seconds, once she realises she is losing,
she goes all hysterical and downright stupid.”

Sarah leapt to
her feet. “I’m not stupid. Right from the start you were obtuse,
arrogant, bombastic and one of the most unpleasant men I’ve had the
misfortune to meet,” she raged, between set teeth, eyes fiery with
him.

“You don’t know
anything about spices!” he hurled back at her.

“I’m a woman
and probably know a damned sight more than a thick-headed soldier
like you!”

“You want your
backside tanning,” he growled and meant it.

Sarah’s hand
shot to her waist belt, under her tunic. She rode nowhere without a
knife.

“You lay one
hand on me and I’ll slit your gizzard,” she hissed and meant
it.

He was shocked
at this. He studied the fury in her eyes, saw where her hand lay,
made an intelligent guess and kept still.

“You don’t know
anything about commerce and finance,” he accused. He was
desperately shocked and hurt. Not just by her attitude but because
of his brother’s underhand trick. Dear God, he’d give anything to
have five minutes with big brother Martin right now. He’d thrash
him to within an inch of his life. Then he blanched at the
direction of his thoughts. With a swallow he turned and studied the
deer herd for the want of somewhere to look. This obdurate attitude
of Sarah was something new; it did not bode well for marital
harmony. Of course, she was cockahoop with her inheritance and that
confounded Use which, he knew perfectly well, he’d be unable to
break even with England’s cleverest lawyer. So where did that leave
him with Sarah? Was physical attraction enough? Doubts arose
sharply.

Sarah glowered
at him. She was stung, deeply hurt at his fresh arrogance and knew
she had reached an impasse with him. Thank God she had found out
this side of his nature before a wedding. Life with him would be no
better than before. She would lose every ounce of freedom and
independence. She would have to go to him for everything. Why, she
told herself grimly, your soul won’t be your own. She knew it then.
It was finished and done with. Dear Heavens, what a close escape
she’d had. Even dear, gentle Joseph had always been very much aware
he was the master in the house—and go through that again? Never,
she vowed silently.

“Men would
never do business with a woman anyhow,” James growled, turning back
to her.

Sarah refused
to rise to any fresh argumentative bait. “There’s nothing more to
say then, is there, James? It’s fortunate for both of us all this
has come to light now and not later.”

He studied her
face. Her expression was bleak, her eyes cold, little chips of
sapphires. She faced him proudly, head held high, jaw far too stiff
and unyielding. What a lucky escape he’d had, he told himself.
She’d be a real shrew in no time at all and home life would become
hell.

“Yes,” he
agreed in a low tone, yet he knew he lied. But give ground first he
would not.

“That’s it
then,” Sarah replied calmly, yet why did her heart thunder and what
was the matter with her eyes? How stupid there should be a prickle
behind both of them. She took a deep breath. The sooner she was
away from here the better. She dived under her riding shirt,
fumbled and brought forth his token, handing it back. “I presume
this was your mother’s. I suggest you give it to the kind of
weak-kneed, simpering, syncopated female who will lick your
arrogant boots to order.”

She knew she
was now being bitchy but she felt tears humiliatingly near. She
would not give him the satisfaction of seeing them. He’d think he’d
beaten her and he’d only throw emotional hysterics at her.

“With
pleasure,” James growled, taking the pledge back. “At least the
next time I’ll see it decorates the neck of someone who has more
sense in her little finger than you have in your dogmatic
head!”

“Walter!” Sarah
screeched. “My mare. Now!”

“Yes, Hamlyn, get
her out of my sight!” he roared.

Walter Hamlyn
nearly leaped a foot in the air. He hastily unfastened the mare and
trotted over. He opened his mouth to comment then changed his mind.
He was sufficiently worldly wise to see that he faced two people
who, at that exact moment, loathed each other’s guts.

Walter helped
Sarah to mount and, the second she had found her stirrups, Sarah
kicked furiously and her mare leaped forward in a sharp canter.
Walter flashed a hapless look at her retreating back, then at his
Captain. He opened his mouth to speak, then decided otherwise.
Taking a deep breath, muttering a curse under his breath, he raced
back for his own horse to leave the black stallion plunging in
frustrated loneliness.

“My gawd,” he
told himself, “those two have had a real upper and downer. What
came into both of them? I thought they had the makings of a fine
couple.”

He clapped with
his own heels and his horse chased after the rapidly vanishing
mare. James scowled moodily, kicked the ground, walked over to his
stallion and controlled it fiercely.

“And don’t you
start,” he snarled at his favourite horse. “I’ve had enough for one
day,” he roared as he vaulted into the saddle.

The stallion
promptly humped his back and shot forward in a series of harsh
bucks, legs drumming a ramrod tattoo and, for a number of seconds,
James was hard put to stay with his mount. “Oh, very well, if
that’s how you damned well feel, gallop then and get it out of your
system,” he bellowed at the flattened ears and they tore across the
park at a wild, savage pace.

§

The Pair were
puzzled. For a while Sarah had been a happy, contented person
hugging some delightful secret to herself then, out of the blue,
she had altered to one of snappy moodiness.

“What is the
matter with her?” Mary asked her friend.

Nellie did not reply
straight away. She loved Mary dearly but her friend was not exactly
overloaded with brains. Nellie, on the other hand, knew she was
sometimes too quick and sharp for her own good. There was also the
matter of Walter Hamlyn. It was strange how he had arrived, out of
the blue. From where? Who had sent him? Why? And look how he chased
Jack and Robert about. Not that it did either of them any harm
because, Nellie thought, Jack can be a bit lazy at times. Walter
had certainly gingered him up.

Mary studied
her friend. She knew Nellie was much cleverer but she was not at
all jealous. Indeed it was nice to throw a problem at Nellie and
watch her solve it.

“It’s a man!”
Nellie grunted at last. “And there’s been a lovers’ tiff.”

Mary was
shocked. “Well,” she began uncertainly, “but who? There’s no one in
the village who’s courting Mistress I’m sure.”

Nellie shook
her head. “He’s in the army,” Nellie added. “That’s where Walter’s
from. He has army written all over him and he’s nothing but a guard
here. Who would guard us? No, it’s the mistress,” she said
shrewdly.

Mary considered
all this. Mistress Sarah had certainly been living an odd life in
the past months then there was that awful business of the murder of
her father’s old friend. Robert arriving. Walter. The Royalist
patrol. She stood still, perturbed about something but unable to
see the nettle to grasp it.

“Which army
though?” she asked slowly.

That was a fine
point, Nellie thought. “Does it matter?” she asked slowly.
“Soldiers are soldiers surely and both sides are Englishmen.”

“Well,” Mary
began doubtfully, “some are for the King and others against, so
which side would he be on, Nellie?”

“Would you
mind, Mary?” Nellie asked gently.

Mary shook her
head firmly. “Black is black is black,” she replied.

Nellie laughed
at that. There were odd times, rare ones it was true, when Mary
came out with an enigmatical but truthful reply once the puzzle of
her sentence had been solved.

“So you don’t
care,” she remarked.

Mary shrugged.
“What good does caring matter to servants like us?” she asked
shrewdly. “All I want to do is get on with my life with the minimum
fuss and bother; all this fighting, Englishmen killing each other.
I think it’s very wrong and, for what? Just so another lot can run
the country and who is to say they’ll do a better job than a
king?”

“Your Jack is
getting on better with Walter now,” Nellie remarked calmly. Mary
laughed. “A hiding now and again hasn’t done him any harm.”

Nellie
considered. “So much so that Walter, Jack and Robert are as thick
as thieves. Did you know pigeons had arrived and they’re being kept
in the stable loft?”

Mary did not.
“What on earth for?”

Still Mary did
not see what was, to Nellie, so obviously plain, that it
screamed.

“That Walter is
still a soldier and those pigeons are for carrying secret
messages.”

“Nellie, no!”
Mary gasped, at last on the same wavelength. “Does that mean…?”

Nellie nodded.
“I think that’s why Mistress spent so much time riding into Bristol
for so long and a situation which ended up in a murder.”

Mary was
astounded. She’d never have worked that out and she gazed at her
friend with admiration. “You mean…?”

Nellie nodded.
“That’s why Walter’s a guard here and why he’s taught Jack and
Robert to use those pistols so well. Some man, Mr Mystery perhaps,
is worried about who might be around. I think you and I should keep
a careful watch too.”

“Except they’ve
had a row!” Mary reminded her.

“Lovers do!”
Nellie replied with a sniff.

Mary lapsed
into silence. All of a sudden, she felt a sharp flash of genuine
unease. It was true there were now three males on the property, but
against a killer? She bit her lip. “I don’t like any of it,” she
added unhappily.

“Neither do I,
but there’s nothing we can do except watch,” Nellie replied evenly,
“and just hope Mistress will stop being pig-headed and get herself
married to a strong man.”

Mary thought
about that carefully. “It might be six of one and half a dozen of
the other,” she said with sharp wisdom. “There’s the mistress now.
She’s called Walter and they’re walking. Now what?”

Sarah strolled
with Walter across the stable yard to the fence which was at one
side.

“When will the
armies move, Walter?” she asked and saw his eyes narrow. “I would
like to know.”

Walter had to
grin at the naiveté of the question. “So would many people,
Mistress, including Prince Rupert. Only Cromwell and Fairfax will
know, the rest of us have to guess. This year I’d think,” he added
thoughtfully. The longer Parliament was denied Bristol, then the
more difficult their campaign would be. King Charles was around
Oxford, which placed him midway between the capital and the west’s
most important city and seaport.

Sarah nodded to
herself. She too had thought along these lines. “I shall be making
the odd trip into Bristol, now and again,” she began coolly, “and
I’ll not need a bodyguard as Robert will be with me. I intend to
arrange his future work,” she explained but had no intention of
going into details. These would only be related back to that awful
man because, she knew, Walter had some communication link with
James Hawkins, pigeons or otherwise.

Walter
demurred. “That won’t do, Mistress,” he replied firmly. “My job is
to guard you and guard you I will.”

Sarah shook her
head. “No you won’t,” she replied equally stiffly. “I’m nothing to
do with James Hawkins and my welfare is not his concern either, I
might add. I’m not a six-year-old and Robert seems to he capable
with a pistol now.”

Walter pulled a
face. “That’s a matter of opinion, mistress,” he started, politely
but firmly. “He’s still only a boy and…”

“And I’m not
being tailed by a bodyguard morning, noon and night!”

Walter read her
mood. What the hell had those two hurled at each other? Thank God
he was single yet, he mused suddenly, what a crying shame this
situation was. Some people could be so bull-necked.

“If you send me
away, Mistress, I shall simply get lodgings in the village and camp
at your gate all the time. You can’t stop me following you,” he
replied politely but forcefully. “I shall continue as originally
ordered until told to do otherwise.”

“Oh!” Sarah
stormed angrily. “You’re as bad as him!” she shouted. “You men
think you run life; well let me tell you, you’re not running my
life.”

In a fury of
temper, Sarah marched away from him, and headed back to her home, a
thundercloud on her face. The Pair spotted this from the window
where they had been peeping. They flashed a look at each other and,
as one, prudently marched into the very large larder, to start a
clearing-up session there. Mistress Turner in a rage could be quite
impossible.

 


 


Six

Walter
knew he was over-tired. Learning did not come easily to him
yet the Captain had been
insistent. They met surreptitiously, unknown to anyone. A time was
always chosen, like evening stables, when Jack and Robert were on
the property, enabling Walter to ride away with a clear conscience.
He took his duties very seriously and the mood of the mistress had
been related in detail.

“Continue to
follow and guard her, to the best of your ability, Hamlyn,” he had
been told. “She’s stubborn.”

Walter eyed his
officer. And so are you, he told himself. He would not dare to
venture such an opinion aloud because the Captain’s features were
set in his old, bleak mask.

“Those pigeons
are organised?”

“Yes, sir. Jack
and Robert were surprised when I said I alone would handle them.
They have their suspicions, sir, as do the house servants, but no
one’s asked me anything direct.”

“If they do,
tell ’em to mind their own bloody business,” had been the curt
reply.

“What news,
sir?” Walter did not hesitate to ask. “The mistress and Robert have
started to ride into Bristol once a month.”

“Have they by
God! What the hell for?”

Walter had not
been told but he was a good guesser. “I’ve followed them to that
lawyers, then to the house where the murder took place and finally
just around the city,” he explained.

James was
puzzled and frowned to work it out. Now what mischief was Sarah
planning? Good God, didn’t he have enough worries without this? But
yet, his other half reminded him ruthlessly, she’s nothing to you,
is she? He knew she was his life, if he replied to himself
truthfully, but how to bring her to heel? His heel. She was such a
deep, complex character with a will of iron. She’s been a widow too
long, he told himself morosely; long enough to get grandiose ideas
about what a wife could and could not do.

“Sir?” Walter
interrupted his sour thoughts.

“Don’t
get yourself tangled up with the weaker sex, Hamlyn, otherwise
they’ll drive you mad. Weaker sex, my foot. When a female goes on the warpath, the
devil himself must turn tail and bolt!” he grumbled.

Walter’s tongue
slipped into his cheek. He had no intention of offering any reply.
Whatever he might say, even in innocence, could rebound on him when
the captain was in this mood. God help any Royalists who might have
the misfortune to cross his path.

“And you
needn’t look so bloody innocent either!” James growled, eyeing his
man’s bland expression. “Here, take this,” he ordered, pulling a
thin book from between his shirt and jacket. “It’s a code book.
Learn it and let no one else see it. When it’s been digested, burn
it. When you send a message by pigeon, stop and code it up, no
matter what. Nothing in plain language. Is that clear?”

Walter’s heart
sank. He only hoped he could do this. Then something occurred to
him. “If you are going to be on the move between…” he halted, still
unsure how far he could go when the captain was in a mood.

James realised
his quandary. It was grossly unfair of him to take his temper out
on a good man who could not really answer back. “I’ve set up a
system of messengers which is why you must always use code. There
might be a slight delay, now and again, for a message to reach me
but get there, eventually, it will.”

“Right, sir,”
Walter said, eyeing the thin book, placing it carefully in a secure
pocket. “And the mistress?”

“Do the best
you can. At least she has the boy with her,” James grumbled again.
“But why all this traipsing around Bristol? What’s it like in there
now?”

“Pretty bad,
sir. There have been more outbreaks of the plague. The Royalist
troops are getting distinctly edgy. The citizens are the same and,
frankly, it won’t need much to panic the civilians,” Walter told
him, then plucked up courage. “Will Bristol begin with a siege or a
direct attack, sir?”

James threw him
a sharp look. He smelled the wishes of an old soldier. Hamlyn
wanted to be in it. “It might start off as a siege but it will
quickly develop into an all-out attack. Fairfax and Cromwell have
regular patrols around the place, though we’ve heard that Prince
Rupert is itching for fighting to start.”

James threw him
a grin then. “Actually, Rupert has been a fool. The Clubmen will
come down on our side with a vengeance. You know our leaders,
Cromwell and Fairfax, have always insisted the ordinary people be
paid a fair price for their goods especially when sequestrated.
Rupert has allowed his men to plunder. I can tell you, in
confidence of course, that 3,000 Clubmen have moved up from
Somerset and another 2,000 are due to come down from
Gloucestershire.”

Walter
considered this. “They’re untrained though, sir.”

“True! True!
But you should know better than to underestimate angry men even if
they only have home-made weapons. Also, I expect they’ll be given
tasks like guarding the ferries at Rownham or excavating the ground
for our batteries. Whatever, they’ll make a fine reserve for
us.”

“I should be in
the fight,” Walter grumbled, so agitated at the thought of being
left out, he forgot to add sir. “Not guarding petticoats!”

James threw him
a sharp look. He opened his mouth to bellow something about orders
and changed his mind. Walter wore a dour look, almost a sulk. His
brows were set in a heavy scowl and there was an ugly glow in his
eyes. James knew he must be tactful. He did not want to lose this
excellent man but after a pike wound years ago, he did not make the
best fighting material. He thought quickly. He knew where he would
be, he’d had his orders a while now. Suddenly he took pity on his
man.

“Well, I might
be able to arrange something,” he drawled meaningfully.

Walter
brightened and looked at him hopefully. “I can still shoot,
sir.”

James made a
snap decision, risky though it might be, but he understood a man’s
urge to prove himself.

“Now that Jack
and Robert are armed, I guess the property wouldn’t miss you for a
week. Everywhere is going to be in such an uproar, I doubt anything
untoward will happen at the Turner property, and those women
servants are not fools. I’ll send you a personal pigeon message to
join me for a scrap.”

Walter beamed
at him now, his good humour completely restored. “That’s more like
it, sir.”

“Just make sure
you leave that property with all weapons fully primed and
loaded.”

Walter nodded
eagerly. “I obtained a small pistol for the Mistress too.”

“Excellent!”
James praised. “What’s she like?”

Walter grinned.
“Not bad, to say she’s only a learner. When she gets more practice
and experience I think she might outshoot a few men.”

“Is that so?”
James drawled. Trust Sarah to be able to do everything well or not
at all. Dear God, what on earth had happened to the pair of them
but, more to the point, how could they both disentangle themselves
from their stupid quarrel without either losing face? Hamlyn
obviously knew everything. He had been within distance of hearing
their row but he had said not a word. His tact had been superb, yet
James had a vague feeling Hamlyn sometimes itched to express an
opinion. He wanted to ask about Sarah, how she was, did she ever
mention him, but he was still too proud for this. He muttered a
string of army curses under his breath. Women, he groaned to
himself.

Walter read his
mind and decided a change of subject was in order. “Surely Rupert
will try probes, sir?”

James brought
his mind back to military matters. “Whatever he tries this month
might well rebound on him,” he grinned wolfishly. “Just you stay
available if you still want to see some fun and action.”

§

“This is awful,
Robert,” Sarah groaned as their horses picked their way through the
city’s hopelessly crowded streets. Perhaps she had been imprudent
to visit Bristol in August after all. It was so stifling hot and
Bristol’s stench was abominable.

“I’ve never
seen such crowds, Sarah,” Robert agreed, keeping his horse next to
hers.

“It’s all these
confounded Royalist troops. At least we had no problem at Lawford’s
gate but I bet it will be a long wait to get out,” she murmured
half to herself.

Robert had the
same opinion and was uneasy. They should have stayed in the village
but this recent Sarah was like a cat on hot bricks. She couldn’t
stay still for a moment. She seemed driven on by something, but
what?

He
thought it was crazy to enter Bristol. Already there was military
activity in numerous skirmishes as Parliament tested the
Royalist strength at the
various gates. Most people with horse sense, he told himself with
agitation, were hell bent on leaving the city before the real fight
started. What possessed Sarah to do the opposite? Was she being
contrary for some reason? He wished he could understand. He wished
he had some authority to stop her. He could do nothing at all but
guard her. Why had Walter taken it into his head to be away at this
precise moment? What had been in that pigeon’s message that Walter
had grabbed so enthusiastically? Questions hammered at him from all
directions as he rode miserably behind Sarah’s mare.

Sarah did not
understand herself either. She was so desperately unhappy that
activity, frenetic action, of any kind, was the order of each and
every day. Never before had country life so bored her. Never before
had she thought she would miss James so much and the hurt grew
daily. How could he be so mean and old-fashioned? It was so unfair.
She was still amazed at his vituperation for his dead brother that,
whenever she thought back to their row, her blood chilled. Surely
whatever bad feeling there had been between James and Martin had
all been wiped away by his horrendous death? Not so in James’ eyes,
it seemed.

Why she had the
constant urge to come so often to Bristol, she could not say except
that she could think of nowhere else to go where there was
activity. Also, unknown to Robert, she had conducted a
correspondence with lawyer Benson.

Whether James,
as the other partner, would agree seemed unlikely but at least,
with her half share from Martin, she had sufficient finance to
branch out on her own if necessary. This was where Robert would
come in.

The horses
fought their way through the throng of citizens and neither liked
it but there was neither room nor space to kick out, let alone
bolt.

“We’re
going down to the water,” Sarah called over to Robert. He looked as
thoroughly miserable as she felt. He did not like it here; more to
the point, he did not like her being here. How providential it was
that Walter had vanished only that morning, with a flurry of
hooves. He’s gone to that man, she told herself. Good riddance to
the pair of them.

“Why?” Robert
called back, then moved up more closely to Sarah’s side.

Sarah
bent over to explain. “At long last Martin’s old house has been
sold,” she began, “and I’ve found a property on the wharf, which
will be ideal for the business when the peace comes.”

Robert was
puzzled. “But I thought there was another partner?” he asked
delicately.

Sarah’s lips
tightened. “So there is and if he doesn’t like what I’ve done then
he can do the other thing.”

Robert took a
deep breath. Sarah was still in an argumentative mood. He’d better
keep his mouth shut. He was deeply disturbed. As he rode, he had
taken the trouble to listen to comments and asides from the
citizens: Prince Rupert had sent out a sally only two days ago when
a number of Parliamentarians were taken prisoner. Now, cockahoop,
the Prince spoiled for the real fighting to start. What about the
guns though? He was also appalled at the filth and stench in the
overcrowded city. Sewerage, always a problem in the hot weather,
was out of control. No refuse had been removed. The plague was in
various sections of the city. Food was desperately short. Drinking
water was doubtful, yet here they were, voluntarily entering such a
pesthole. He knew that Sarah had told The Pair not to worry if they
stayed overnight in the city, which was madness. Where?

Sarah eyed him,
reading his mind, feeling sudden guilt at his being here. Bristol
could hold no happy memories for him. If only she had been able to
come in alone.

“We’re staying
overnight at the property I’m going to buy. Mr Benson will have
arranged palliasses for us and there are two stalls for the horses.
We have rations in our saddle bags so we will be all right.”

“I don’t like
it, and how do we know we can get out when we want to?” Robert
asked with worry. “What if the Parliamentarians decide to make
their attack while we are trapped here?”

Sarah had
considered that and dismissed it. “A siege takes a long time to
organise,” she replied smoothly, her good sense completely gone
while her heart broke for her lost love. If Walter
returned, and found her
missing, he would have a fit. Sarah gave a tiny sniff. Let him, she
thought. He can go and tittle-tattle to ‘him’ and they will both
perhaps learn I’m a free agent to do as I like, not to move only
when they say. Yet why did this defiance make her heart ache even
more? She had a flashing memory of the warm strength and security
of James’ arms. Directly afterwards though, she had another
flashback—of him in a cold rage with a totally unnecessary,
obdurate stance against her plans.

§

Less than half
a mile away, Captain James Hawkins, took a deep breath, eyed the
situation in general, then turned to Walter Hamlyn with a wide
grin.

“I thought that
pigeon would bring you hot foot,” he teased.

“Yes, sir,”
Walter returned. He was not taken in by his officer’s apparent good
humour. He knew his man only too well. Were those new crease lines
on his brow? Why did his smile fail to reach his eyes? Why did his
stance have that edge of brittle alertness as if the man was
tensed, ready to explode in any direction?

James felt
Walter’s eyes fixed on him steadily and knew he was far from being
himself. He was so keen for action, any action, that he felt fit to
jump from his skin. Something must be done to remove the awful
heartache, deep hurt and bitter disappointment. When he thought
back to his rosy plans, it seemed inconceivable these had collapsed
to ashes. He dare not look ahead to the future now. It would only
appear empty and lonely. Sometimes, in the past week, his shoulders
had slumped and, as he reviewed the possible years ahead, the pain
in his heart had been as physically unbearable as toothache.

What was Sarah
doing right now? Riding her mare around the countryside, he
supposed. Gloating over her inheritance, making plans, not thinking
of him any more. How could his world so collapse just because of
one big brother? He gritted his teeth and clenched one fist.

Walter needed
little imagination to understand his mood and he cursed to himself.
How could two people, so well suited, be so utterly stupid? It was
quite beyond him. He realised it might pay to distract his officer.
That mood he was in was a dangerous one. When reason gave way to
pure rage, troubles rose. A fighting man should not have emotional
worries to cloud his judgement.

“What is the
exact military position, sir?” he asked quietly.

James turned to
him, his ugly train of thought broken. It did cross his mind to
wonder exactly how much Walter guessed or knew then, firmly, he
shut domestic problems away.

“Today Prince
Rupert made a sally with a thousand horse and much foot infantry
but he might have saved his energy. The weather is on our side.
We’ve had some rain, which has made the going difficult for horses,
and I bet it was hell for the men. I attended a council of war held
by Fairfax and it’s been decided, for the sake of Bristol’s
citizens, that there will be no siege after all. It’s best to have
a direct attack, end it once and for all.”

“I see,” Walter
said thoughtfully. “Do you know the dispositions?”

James nodded.
“Colonel Weldon’s four regiments of foot and three of horse are to
attack the southern ramparts. Six hundred top-rate men have been
picked to storm other areas. Montague’s brigade – four foot and two
of horse – have been given a tough spot. They have to attack
Lawford’s Gate. Prior’s Hill Fort will be another hard one to crack
open and that’s Rainsborough’s job. Colonel Pride will attack the
fort while Okey’s dragoons make a feint advance towards
Washington’s Breech. Do you follow me, man?”

Walter
nodded. He had taken the trouble to study the area with the
officer’s map when
alone.

“Washington’s
Breach is a nasty one, sir,” he murmured thoughtfully, “but what
about Fleetwood’s men?”

James nodded.
“They’re on the Durdham Downs and their job is to move around,
wherever a weakness shows.”

“A roving
commission!”

James gave a
grunt. “The sailors will attack the Water Fort so really, when you
think about it, everywhere is covered nicely.”

“Except for the
unexpected,” Walter said quietly.

James looked at
him sharply. “True,” he agreed, “but I’m sure nothing can arise
which we can’t cope with.”

“What time does
the attack commence, sir?”

James threw him
a wolfish grin. “At exactly two o’clock in the morning which, if it
doesn’t catch the Royalists with their breeches down, should at
least find them bleary-eyed,” he halted then, frowning again.

Walter stifled
a groan. Surely he was not thinking about her again? This would
never do just before a battle. Within a few hours, many good
Englishmen would have met their Maker.

“The great
problem though,” James started slowly, “is that I have been
forbidden to take part in the fighting.”

Walter was
aghast. “What, sir? Why?”

James grimaced.
“It seems I’m considered too valuable to risk losing my skin,” he
growled. “Direct orders from London. However…” he paused to throw a
wicked look at his man. “I’ll not disobey orders, an officer cannot
do that, but then, on the other hand, if I should happen to have
wandered from here to there, I might accidentally find myself being
made to fight, if you see what I mean?”

Walter started
to chuckle. “You’re right, sir. You cannot just sit here all day
like sour cheese. You must move around to observe and if the enemy
should see you, and pick a fight, then that’s most certainly not
your fault. After all, no officer can duck an issue, can he?”

James let out
the first genuine laugh for a long time. “You’re a man after my own
heart, Hamlyn. So just after midnight, shall we leave our horses
somewhere handy and take ourselves a little walk?” he asked
maliciously.

Walter nodded
enthusiastically. “I’ve not had any walking exercise for a long
time, sir. It’ll make a change from horseback.”

Rank difference
was forgotten as, working together, each checked his weapons,
paying particular attention to pistols and carbines then, grinning
at each other like two small boys, they sauntered off.

§

Sarah awoke
with a violent start. What was that awful noise? Thunder?
Impossible, she thought, then eyes opening wide, she understood.
Hastily standing and kicking the palliasse aside, she ran across
the room, opened the door and met Robert coming from the room where
he had dossed down for the night.

“Robert,” Sarah
cried. “I think the fighting to take the city has started. It’s not
going to be a siege after all.”

Robert groaned.
He licked his lips; he wanted to throw an accusation at Sarah but
knew he could not.

“The horses!”
Sarah cried. “They’ll be petrified. Those bangs are large ones.
Quick, downstairs to them,” she cried.

With Robert at
her heels, she thundered down the wooden stairs, her feet
clattering as she blessed the fact neither of them had undressed.
Quite suddenly, what had seemed a delightful adventure and escape
from rural boredom only yesterday, had turned into what promised to
be a nightmare. Lawyer Benson had certainly been put out when he
understood her plan to camp in the empty house. He had argued, but
Sarah had made him back down. After all, she was a client of some
note and she simply would not tolerate another man presuming to
give her orders.

“I’m only
staying for two nights,” she had told him frostily. “I want to
study the house properly.”

“But mistress,
this will be highly irregular,” Benson had started, perhaps just a
little too pompously, without meaning it insultingly, and Sarah had
flared. “I’ll do what I want, when I want and I don’t give a damn
for what people think. If they have sewer minds then that is their
misfortune. This young man is hardly likely to attempt rape!”

“Mistress
Turner!” Benson had cried, scandalised now. “Your partner
will…”

Sarah had
exploded. “My partner can go and take a running jump,” she spat
back. “If he doesn’t like what I’m doing then I’ll buy him out and
he can go and…” Sarah knew she had nearly let out an extremely
crude expletive. She bit it back just in time to save the stuffy
lawyer’s shock from turning to a heart attack. She knew he had sent
his own family out to the country until the city’s situation was
resolved, but Sarah answered to no man, damn them all.

Now though,
Sarah thought quickly as they hurried into the tiny stable yard,
perhaps she might have been imprudent and was endangering Robert as
well.

Guilt almost
overwhelmed her. They slowed and approached their two horses who
were in stalls, tied with halters. Neither appeared unduly
perturbed.

“Shut the top
door,” Robert advised knowingly. “They’ll be all right.” I hope, he
added to himself.

Sarah turned to
him, one hand on his shoulder. “Robert, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have
come but…” She hesitated miserably. “I’ve not been myself
lately.”

He threw her a
lop-sided grin. “That’s all right and, anyhow, if the battle has
started there’s nothing we can do but keep our heads down,” he said
sagely.

Sarah gulped
and nodded. Suddenly the night air exploded again with the sound of
canon and they both jumped. The noise ratio started to increase as
men’s voices broke in, roars, bellows and, now and again, shrieks
of pain. Sarah threw a look around in panic. Sound seemed to come
from all directions at once.

Robert
understood in a flash. “It’s an attack at all points together,” he
gasped. He eyed the nearby water, looked around and studied the
night sky, punctured by flashes. There was a fresh smell now, which
made their nostrils flare. The powder of pistol and carbine balls’
explosions; the acrid stench drifting down from the cannons’
assault and, Robert grabbed her hand.

“Let’s get
under cover,” he suggested wisely.

Sarah knew she
had been almost rooted with shock. The deep bangs, the smaller
ones, the general noise and hubbub of men hell-bent on killing each
other, made a cacophony of sound she had never imagined possible.
Intermingled with this bedlam, were the cries of the frightened
citizens, the screams of panicking horses in stalls, the howling of
frightened dogs, all juxtaposing into a sound wave which grew
larger and noisier each minute.

She fled
with Robert into the empty house she had bought and flinched
constantly. It hit her that James was out there somewhere. Perhaps
for all she knew, he might be injured or, worse, already dead.
Great tears oozed from her eyes and she groaned to herself. How
stupid and pointless had been their quarrel. She flinched as she
remembered the hot words she had hurled at him. Even if he lived
through this attack, he would never forget. How could she hope he
might forgive? Oh you stupid, little fool, she berated herself.

They huddled
together in the house’s small hallway, waiting, flinching, hardly
daring to breath as smoke now started to plume downwards with the
wind’s change. The noise tempo increased. Sometimes the men’s roars
sounded so near then they receded and both of them knew it was the
wind.

Sarah knew time
had ceased to exist. This was a nightmare the likes of which she
would never forget. Sometimes there were sounds very close of men
running, orders being bellowed and she guessed it was the
defenders, racing to another point.

“I wonder if we
are winning,” Robert muttered. He itched to leave and find a place
for better observation but knew he would never leave Sarah now. She
was white-faced and tears trickled quietly down her cheeks. It was
as if the appalling noise had released some terrible tension under
which she had been living, something so big it had forced her to
act out of character. Robert thought of The Pair and Jack. If they
knew and realised…he shook his head. Why, oh why had Walter decided
to leave just now? Then it hit him. He had known about this battle!
He was here, in it somewhere with…at this stage his mind boggled.
Who was the mysterious military man involved? He had overheard The
Pair’s comments and made his own deduction as to Sarah’s misery. He
let out a deep sigh of unease.

“Robert,” Sarah
said suddenly, going to the door, fidgeting a little. “There’s
something wrong,” she added.

“What?”

“I don’t know
except I feel something…here!” Sarah told him and touched the pit
of her stomach. “I wonder what time it is? The fight’s been going
on for hours. It must be dawn yet there’s so much smoke about…I’m
uneasy.”

Robert frowned,
stood with her and peered about hopefully. There appeared to be
some kind of lull. Certainly the cannon were quieter. Did that mean
their men were nearly in the city?

“There’s an
awful lot of smoke,” Sarah told him. “Let’s go up that street and
find out what’s going on.”

“But Sarah…”
Robert started to protest, but she was gone, walking rapidly up to
the part of the old city, jam-packed with narrow streets and houses
almost touching.

The noise
crescendo rose as Robert tore after her, panting slightly against all the smoke. At
the top, Sarah halted and leaned back against a house wall. The
street was heaving with people, all surging agitatedly towards her,
screaming, pushing, and shoving each other. It was bedlam, noise,
and confusion.

“What’s
happening?” Robert gasped and grabbed a man’s arm. He was wild-eyed
with fear, breathing hard.

The man turned
to him, labouring to breathe in the thickly, descending smoke.
“It’s the Royalists. Because they are losing, Prince Rupert has
told them to set fire to the city. There are people, women,
children and animals trapped back there, and, with this wind, the
fire’s coming this way. Get out while you can. Get to a gate and
escape!” he bellowed and was gone, swallowed up in a surge of
maddened citizens.

“Oh my God!”
Sarah exclaimed. “Surely Rupert can’t have done such an awful
thing?”

Robert knew he
must have. “We must get back to the water, the horses!”

Sarah gasped
with horror. The wind blew strongly towards them and she grabbed
Robert’s hand in panic, turned and tried to break through the
maddened throng. It was impossible. They were drawn along against
their will, hopelessly trapped in the centre of a stream of
terrified people. Around them the bedlam was penetrated by the most
harrowing screams and screeches as trapped animals started to
burn.

Robert
struggled valiantly, but his strength was feeble against that of
these berserk people. Then, with luck, he saw a door handle. He
grabbed it with one hand and savagely held Sarah with the
other.

“To me!” he
roared at her. Sarah fought to obey. She staggered backwards,
nearly bowled over, gasping and coughing to breathe, trying not to
faint in the appalling heat. Suddenly with the will to live
powerful, she struck out with her free hand. She made it into a
fist, then used both feet, fighting like a wild cat to remain
erect. Anyone who went down now would be trampled to death.

With his
muscles creaking, Robert kept his grip, lips drawn back, teeth
bared in a snarl of maximum effort; then Sarah was with him. They
flattened themselves against a wall, sobbing with effort, coughing,
eyes running wildly. “Which way?” Robert roared. Even though he
knew Bristol so well, he had lost his bearings in the uproar,
confusion and smoke.

Sarah knew it
did not matter, just as long as they were not trapped again in a
surging horde of maddened people. “Down there!” she sobbed and,
hand in hand, they lurched to one side, down a narrow alley.
Panting violently, struggling to breathe, hardly able to see, they
rolled like drunks, bouncing against walls as others followed them
blindly, then pushed past.

The noise was
dreadful, an assault upon their ears, and, finally, Sarah had to
halt, lean against a gatepost and hold her ribs with head
bowed.

“Can you make
it, Sarah?” Robert asked anxiously. He was almost done in himself;
how much worse for Sarah hampered with her long riding skirt. He
looked at her filthy face; she had stopped crying but the tears had
left clean runnels down cheeks liberally coated with ash. Sarah
made herself look around. They should be going downhill towards the
water. Her eyes opened wide with horror. On their opposite flank, a
waving red and yellow curtain roared towards them; devouring,
spitting, crackling and smothering with its heat.

“Oh no!” Sarah
gasped and pointed: “Look!”

Robert jerked
his head around and recognised where he was at last. He shook
himself, his shoulders slumped and he turned to her, his own tears
now flowing. Sarah watched, frozen in time, as Martin’s old home
exploded into flames. They roared up and out, leapfrogged on to the
next building, inexorable in their advance. For a crazy, fleeting
second, Sarah thought the cremation was like that for a Viking’s
funeral.

“Royalists!”
Robert shouted at her and pointed where weaving figures appeared
through the billowing smoke. “They’re trying to put the fire
out!”

“Stupid fools!”
Sarah rasped. Her throat felt dreadful. “What chance do they have
now with this wind?”

“It’s not quite
so strong!” Robert roared back.

“Trust Prince
Rupert to change his mind, but how many have died because of his
stupidity?” Sarah shrieked at him, starting to get a little
hysterical.

Robert felt as
scared as at any time in his young life. Nothing had prepared him
for this horror. People still raced around—citizens wildly trying
to find their way to the dock’s water and refuge. No one had
thought for anyone else. Such was the panic and pandemonium.

“Try that way!”
Sarah pointed and jumped forward, staggering with near exhaustion.
People barged past them. She bounced off walls, stumbled, coughing
until she felt like retching. She could only hope to God Robert was
at her heels because, suddenly, she knew where she was and the
narrow street headed downwards. She halted at a corner and peered
hopefully to her rear. People cannoned past, pushing, jolting and
hitting her out of their panicky way. Robert had gone.

“Robert!” she
screamed frantically, turned and started to hit and claw her way
back again. It was murder. The smoke fluctuated. Sometimes it
swirled low, completely blinding her, then it lifted, twirling over
her head. People continued to fight past her, all intent on one
direction and the water’s safety. She peered with streaming eyes
then, in a little doorway, spotted Robert’s crumpled form.

“Oh my God,
Robert!” she wailed, half fell over him, flinched as a boot kicked
her side, then his head was in her lap. His eyes fluttered and
blood trickled from one side of his head. “Robert, get up. You
must. The fire!” she shouted at him, saw he was still bemused and,
standing, fought to pull him erect. Fortunately his body was still
skinny so, labouring hard, one shoulder under his armpit, Sarah
fought savagely to head downwards again. She knew she could not go
much farther. Her strength was fading. Her legs were wobbling yet
she must move. “Help me!” she screeched as people pushed by, but
each was intent only upon personal safety. “Robert!” she cried.
“Try and walk, help me!” she begged with wild sobs.

Somehow, with a
superhuman effort, Robert made his legs move. His steps were
erratic, tiny; but, gradually, spitting and swearing at those who
tried to push her out of their way, Sarah guided them back down to
the dock’s edge. It was crowded. Little boats had appeared. People
jumped into them, capsized them, screamed and shouted making a
worse pandemonium.

“Aside!” Sarah
grunted then, spotting a doorway, she pushed them both into it,
away from the maddened crowd.

Robert blinked
up at her, forced his feet to stand flat and, with an effort, was
able to take his own body weight.

Royalist
soldiers were everywhere now, frantically trying to douse what they
had started. Robert shook his head, his wits returning. He looked up at Sarah, eyes still
wide with shock.

“The crowd
knocked you down?” Sarah gasped at him, guessing.

He gave a
little shake to his head but decided not to do that again. “I was
hit from behind. I just caught a flashing glimpse of a piece of
wood ascending, then I was down.”

“What?” Sarah
cried, shocked beyond belief; then she eyed him. He was obviously
mistaken. In the madness that they had experienced, anything could
have happened but she wisely decided not to argue with him. “Can
you manage now?”

Robert read her
mind. He frowned, struggling to remember. There had been so many
wild people surging along, fighting their way through, going faster
than Sarah could manage. He closed his eyes, thought back and bit
his lip. Had he imagined it? He was sure he had seen a cudgel of
wood falling with enough warning from his periphery vision to
enable him to twist his head. One blow had landed just above his
ear, otherwise, the back of his skull would have been stove in.

“I was hit,” he
protested, a little mulishly, “I did not imagine it.”

Sarah eyed him
sharply and saw resentment flare in his eyes. She pulled a face.
“With all that mad throng, obviously someone wanted you out of his
way. We were both going too slow, but fancy people being like that;
behaving worse than animals,” she told him hotly.

Robert nodded
slowly. That must have been it because, he remembered now, wild,
staring eyes, a mouth open, bellowing something, then the
blackness.

“The horses!”
he said then, remembering. They both staggered forward, trying to
estimate the fire’s strength. It would take the Royalists time to
put out the conflagration and, as they tottered up towards the
house with its tiny yard, they could hear wild squeals inside.
Sarah felt tears well.

“We must
release them,” she moaned. “At least they’ll get the chance to
gallop to safety. Surely to God even Royalists don’t take it out on
horses!” she wailed. The thought of losing her beloved mare was
unbearable.

“Come on
then!” Robert cried, making himself shuffle into a faster pace. His
head still hurt but he was thinking clearer now. They hurried in to
the stables where the two horses, wild-eyed with the noise and
smoke, fought their restraints. Each reached up, slipped a halter
then stood back. The horses
spun on their heels and clattered from the yard. Sarah felt the
tears flood again. She would never see her mare again. She was
realistic enough to know that, when caught, the valuable, highly
bred mare would be purloined by someone.

Robert
understood. “Down to the water’s edge again, Sarah,” he shouted,
grabbing her attention, snatching her hand. He felt all right now
but something niggled him. He was puzzled but unable to think
straight. There was still too much happening at once. Why should
anyone cudgel him? He would have been easy to elbow aside. He knew
he still only had a youth’s strength compared to that of some of
the panicky Bristolians. Then, with a tiny, and still cautious
shake of his head, he pushed the matter away. They were both alive,
unlike some unfortunates. Prince Rupert would have a lot to answer
for. If only they could see the ochre-eyed leather jackets of some
Parliamentarians. They would know then that the Royalists were
truly defeated.

 


 


Seven

“By God, I feel
more like a man again!’ James grunted, slowly slipping his pistol
back into its holster.

Walter grinned over at
him. They were slightly the worse for wear. Each of them had a
minor sabre wound on the forearm; only the left was protected by
leather. Both of them had dishevelled dress, helmets slightly askew
and they breathed hard.

“Me too,
sir!”

James took a
deep breath. “I suppose we’d better stroll back to the main area,”
he mused. “Just in case I’m wanted, but you stick with me, Hamlyn.
We might be lucky enough to find Royalists escaping in our
direction,” he laughed wickedly.

“I doubt that,
sir,” Walter told him and pointed. “Our troops are well into the
city now but there’s certainly been more smoke that I anticipated.
You don’t suppose our fire set that off? It must be hell for the
citizens.”

James strode
over to a tiny group of brother officers, all of whom had been on
horse but were now dismounted.

“What started
the fire?” he called, after taking a quick look that Fairfax and
Cromwell were not around. He knew he had cunningly disobeyed orders
and was ready to argue to defend himself, but information was also
of importance.

“It’s all over
bar the shouting,” one of the officers told him, wiping a red sword
blade clean on some grass. “Prince Rupert set fire to the place
though. It wasn’t us. Did it in a fit of pique when he knew he was
losing.”

James swore.
“Has he been taken prisoner?”

“No, they are
parlaying now. There’s talk that we’ll let him go, march out with
colours flying!”

Walter
heard this and frowned perturbed. James turned back to him. “No,
we’ve not gone crazy,” he explained. “If we do this, can’t you imagine the
disastrous effect on King Charles and his remaining men?
Gamesmanship!” he chuckled.

Walter sniffed.
He was more practical. “Those men though can fight us another day,
sir.”

James
considered, then slowly shook his head, looking sideways as
wild-eyed horses raced up towards them from the city. “Catch those
mounts!” he bellowed, waving his arm, setting men into motion.
Horses were worth their weight in gold to soldiers. He turned back
to Walter. “No,” he began, “the King is beaten. Oh, there will be
some shouting and arguing, one thing and another, but, from now on,
the war is over, to all extents and purposes. This will have bled
the King dry. He’s finished and doomed too. Parliament will rule
and England will no longer be an archaic monarchy but a republic at
last.”

Walter nodded.
He wanted to be convinced but was still a little unsure. If it were
up to him, Prince Rupert’s army would all be taken prisoner. James
read him. It was often like this. The foot soldiers, not the
officers, were always the more bloodthirsty.

“Well, Hamlyn,”
he drawled with a grin, “you’ve had your fight. And now?”

Walter pulled a
face. “I suppose I’d better go and get back to the village,” he
muttered. He wanted to stay where the action was. James
understood.

“You’ll not be
missing anything and you’ve been away for two days,” he pointed
out. “I’d be pleased to know you were back on guard again. Who
knows where runaway Royalists might not pop up; hungry, on foot,
ready to cause trouble as the losers,” he pointed out cunningly. He
could have made the issue an order but was too wise for that.

“That’s true!”
Walter replied with a nod. “I don’t know where my horse is though,”
he said, looking around hopefully. “I’ll take one of those,” he
said, nodding in the direction of where the terrified city horses
were gradually being caught and roped together.

“Right, I’ll
stroll over with you and authorise it,” James agreed.

The horses
milled in a large, hastily roped off stockade with troops around,
eyeing them with interest, intent on making a personal selection
when allowed to.

“Not bad,”
James drawled, “quite decent stock in fact.”

Walter looked
around then frowned a little uncertainly. He gave a shake to his
head, squinted sideways, then turned for another frontal stare. He
held his breath, taking time to make sure he was correct, then
touched his officer’s arm.

“Sir?” he said,
an odd note in his voice. “That mare. She’s an absolute double to
the one Mistress Turner rides.”

James was
startled. “What? That’s impossible.”

“It is her
mare.”

“It can’t
be!”

They both
studied the mare who stood, rope around her neck, head high, eyes
rolling with agitation, pulling back and flicking her tail in
warning.

Walter muttered
in a low voice. “The correct colour; small white blaze on her face;
two tiny white coronets, the correct height and weight. It is her
double,” he breathed with awe. He stepped forward. A foot soldier
held the mare on a long rope.

“She’s mine!”
he growled.

Walter flashed
an appealing look at James. “Not now, she’s not,” he barked.

The trooper
scowled, hesitated, then discipline reared its ugly head and he
thrust the rope into Walter’s hands.

“Trust the
officers to pick the best even when they don’t catch ’em!” he
grumbled, slightly under his breath.

Walter
caught the words, as did
James, but both ignored them. “Shhh, girl,” Walter crooned and
slowly extended his right hand. The mare was still frightened, but
from him came a familiar, reassuring scent. Her ears came forward,
her nostrils flared and slowly, warily, she advanced two steps,
then, lowering her head, nuzzled Walter’s hand. “It is her, sir,”
he cried with alarm.

“Good God, man.
I believe you are right but, what the hell in she doing here now?”
he said, with rising alarm.

An ugly little
thought rose in Walter’s head. He licked suddenly dry lips and
turned to James, eyes big with alarm. “Sir,” he began nervously,
“I’ve been away two days. I told you the mistress had been riding
an awful lot into Bristol. You don’t suppose…”

“In your
absence she did it again!” James bellowed, finishing the sentence
for him. That was just the wild, crazy, independent, bloody-minded
act Sarah would do. At this, of all times. And Bristol had been
burning, Bristol had been a war zone. He blanched with a fear he
had never felt in battle.

He turned
and roared at some soldiers. “Volunteer platoon needed right now!”
he roared, making every
eye fix upon him. “Give me that mare, Hamlyn. Grab another horse,
mount up those who are willing,” he shouted, springing into the
saddle.

Walter scurried
around, seizing the first free horse saddled and waiting.

“That’s mine!”
a voice bellowed at him, which Walter ignored, thrusting his feet
into stirrups far too short. He had neither the time nor the
finesse to adjust them. There was a wild scramble as men copied,
grabbing horses from anywhere, hastening to follow the officer who
was, already, cantering frantically towards the smouldering
city.

“Arms!” James
called over his shoulders. “Swords only!” he ordered. They would be
far more effective than pistols in a confined space.

Walter rode
frantically, caught up with his officer and shouted at him. “Let me
lead, sir. I know where she used to go!”

“Hurry!” James
bellowed at him, which was, he suddenly realised, utterly
impossible. They had to slow to push their way through a gate held
by their own men. James’ rank guaranteed their immediate passage,
though it was a case of a slow, frustrating walk through citizens,
still in a state of panic. Odd enemy troops still skirmished around
but, at sight of the Ironsides, hastily and discreetly vanished up
side streets, except for a few. These were fought out and glad
enough to surrender with honour. “Keep moving back to the gate!”
James ordered them. He couldn’t be bothered with prisoners and,
anyhow, more and more of their men were now pouring in. Only the
castle remained aloof and still royal, but its time was very
limited now.

It was an
appalling ride. The troopers closed up to ride in a tight phalanx but, even
then, they made heavy going. Many of the citizens, Parliamentarians
to the core, were delighted to see them. They cried greetings,
patted the horses, wanted to engage in conversation or else
bellowed horror stories of the fire.

James turned to
check behind. “Keep tight up behind me!” he shouted and hoped the
lead man had enough wit to pass his order backwards. Walter rode
ahead very slowly; utterly appalled at the city’s shocking state.
Smoke and ashes clung everywhere. Some buildings were gutted. From
others came the smell of burned meat, but whether man or animal, he
neither knew nor wished to find out.

He racked his
brains to remember the way, badly disorientated, then he halted
uncertainly, looking around with shock. He turned to James and
pointed.

“That’s the
house Mistress sold, or what’s left of it.”

James studied
the locality and knew he stared at his brother’s old home. Sold, he
asked himself in bewilderment, then realised Benson had always had
his Power of Attorney. How dare Sarah sell his brother’s house
though without consulting him! Then fright returned. She might be
dead. Perhaps it was her body which produced the ghastly smells
which reached his nostrils. He swallowed, his throat had gone dry
and he licked parched lips. It was an inferno of heat but he knew
terror was affecting him, not that.

“I think it was
down here, sir!” Walter cried, pointing.

“What was?”

“A house I
think Mistress intended to buy,’ he explained.

Again James
felt wrath rise to conflict with terror. There was much he did not
know, it appeared, but Sarah’s safety was now paramount. The
people, starting to come to their senses now the fire had died down
to isolated, smouldering patches, moved out of the troopers’ way.
At the water’s edge they halted, bemused at the spectacle of boats,
people in them and the water, plus the general confusion.

Walter
looked around. “There, sir! I’m sure that’s the house,” he pointed.

James rode the
mare forward, highly alert for enemy still with fight in them and,
at that identical moment, Sarah and Robert staggered from the
house. They confronted each other with amazement.

Sarah’s eyes
opened wide while Robert’s creased into a relieved grin—an officer
and, this time, from the correct side.

“James!”
Sarah exclaimed, stepping forward as he vaulted from
the saddle. “And with my mare!”
she cried with delight. “I never thought I’d see her
again.”

James’ eyes
swept her. He took in the tear runnels, the general filth, the
stench of the fire and shock waves which gave little trembles to
her hands as she patted her mare’s neck.

His relief was
enough to make him feel sick. He flung a look behind and gave a
nod. The senior trooper intelligently disposed his men around them
in a wide circle, far enough back to give the officer and the lady
privacy. Walter also discreetly retreated, flashing a meaningful
look at Robert.

“What on earth
are you doing here?” Walter asked him, leading him well away,
slightly around a corner.

Robert’s
shoulders slumped with relief. “It’s quite a story,” he
started.

Yes, Walter
thought, I bet it is and I have a shrewd idea what’s going to
happen shortly, he told himself grimly, He saw the senior trooper
had the men on top alert, not looking at the couple, but watching
the surrounding area with three of them checking buildings.

James felt
himself sag with total relief. “What’s been going on, Sarah?” he
asked in a reasonable voice.

Sarah felt her
heart swell with happiness at seeing him again, then the bite in
his words stayed her act of flinging herself into his arms. She
pulled herself straight with as much dignity as she could muster in
her filthy condition.

“I don’t know
what you mean,” she replied with asperity. Oh, James, her heart
ached, don’t start all over again, I beg you, she implored
silently.

He flinched as
she stuck her head up with stiff jaw and he felt the wave of misery
grow once more. She was going to get awkward again. His relief at
finding her safe after his awful shock produced the only possible
reaction. His temper exploded.

“You stupid,
little bitch,” he snarled at her. “Only someone as dumb as you
would be here in wartime when everyone, even a two-year-old child,
knew a battle was due to take place,” he raged down at her.

“Why you
horrible, insufferable, jumped-up bully!” she spat back at him.

“And who
the hell gave you permission to sell my brother’s house? You certainly are a cocky little miss and
you want taking down more than a peg or two.”

Now Sarah
exploded. “Good job I did, otherwise you’d have lost its value
because did you have a protection on it? I bet not! But I sold it
and I have the money safely lodged with Mr Benson.”

“He had no
business conveying that property!” he hurled at her.

“You gave him
Power of Attorney. He told me so and at least he had the sense to
see the business foresight of my scheme, which you won’t because
you are nothing but a dumb soldier!” she spat at him.

“It’s high time
someone bent you over and thrashed some sense into you!”

“If you think
you’re the man to do it, why hide your troopers then?”

They glowered
at each other, both in pure rage, neither willing either to back
down or consider the other’s point of view. Fire raged in Sarah’s
eyes and her fingers were tense, ready to spring at and claw him.
He boiled with anger. Even Martin had never dared this temerity. He
itched to backhand her.

It was
unfortunate they both moved at the same time. Sarah took a step
slightly forward, really only adjusting her balance. She felt bone
weary and wanted nothing more than to go home, bathe, then cry and
cry with misery and frustration.

James had been
standing tensed, feet too wide apart. Now he readjusted his stance,
which meant he moved two inches nearer to her. His mind swirled
with horror at their position while his heart ached. Looking at
her, seeing her proud, indomitable spirit, made him realise that if
he could not have her, he would never marry.

Both were far
too strung up to have good sense left. Each interpreted the other’s
move as one of hostility. Sarah sprang forward, right hand extended
to hit his cheek. He instinctively brought up his forearm to push
her aside. Within seconds, they were brawling; Sarah spitting fire
and fury, trying to claw and kick at the same time, James
struggling to parry and defend his eyes while, at the same time,
attempting to turn her to thrash her backside.

At that
identical moment, Walter reappeared from around the corner where he
had finally brought Robert up to date with a brief résumé and left
him with the alert troopers. He took in the scene, only ten paces
away, with shocked, total disbelief.

“Sir!
Mistress!” he cried with horror. It was a long time since he had
witnessed such a common, utterly disgusting brawl in public. He ran
forward, stood one second, bemused with their disgraceful
behaviour, then he acted. He grabbed Sarah’s arm, tipping her off
balance and she tumbled heavily to the ground. He swung round,
balled his fist and slammed it against his officer’s jaw.

James was taken
completely unawares. He reeled, stumbled, then he too crashed to
the hard cobbles. The pair of them lay there. Sarah was shocked.
Not quite sure what had happened, she looked up at Walter with
disbelief.

“Walter!” she
protested.

“Hamlyn,” James
growled, shocked beyond measure, “that’s a court martial
offence!”

“I’m sick
to death of you two!” Walter bellowed down at both of them. He
stood with his hands on his hips, carrot-coloured hair poking from
under his askew helmet, eyes glowing, cheeks red with rare anger.
“I’ve never seen such a disgusting exhibition,” he shouted. “You are behaving like two
alley cats. You should be ashamed of yourselves. You call yourself
a lady, mistress? I think I know serving maids with better manners
than you. As to you, sir, first of all it is not a court martial offence as I’m a civilian and
that’s your doing, not mine,” he grated harshly. “And your
behaviour is a total disgrace to that of any officer. I think I’ve
had more than enough of the pair of you. I was better off in the
ranks than putting up with your childish tantrums,” he shouted,
making sure they understood he joined them together. “If you two
think I’m going to allow my good and respectable name to be
involved with a couple who brawl in public like a pair of
squabbling whores, then you both have another think coming. I don’t
need either of you, now or in the future. I’m man enough to make my
own way in life and I’ll do this mixing with civilised people, not
common street urchins, which is what the pair of you are. You
disgust me! Both of you!” He stopped to catch his breath, rather
astounded with himself but not displeased. He meant every word he
said and knew this was the end. Who would want to be around a
stupid, childish pair like these two? They would drive a man insane
with their jealousies, rows and common behaviour.

“Walter!” Sarah
cried, deeply hurt. She liked him very much and suddenly felt waves
of shame seep over her.

“Hamlyn!” James
growled, but without the bite in his voice. He knew he’d never find
such a fine, upstanding, loyal servant again if he looked over the
whole of England.

“I’m sick
to the bottom of my guts
with the pair of you,” Walter continued, his own rarely seen temper
in full spate. “You can both get yourselves well and truly stuffed. I’m off, and
good riddance to you.”

“Christ!” James
blasphemed, struggling to his feet, grabbing Sarah’s arm to steady
her as she copied. “He bloody well means it. I didn’t know he had
it in him!”

“Neither did
I!” Sarah gasped, more deeply shocked than for years. “We can’t let
him go. He’s irreplaceable!”

“But…” he began
with rare uncertainty.

“James!” she
cried. “Do something! Stop him! Walter!” she wailed.

“Hamlyn Come
back here, damn you, man!”

Walter strode
on, hell-bent on going. It was the very first time in his life he
had spoken to his betters with such words, but he felt good and sad
at the same time. He heard boots thundering after him, then a hand
grabbed his arm and swung him around. A smaller hand clasped his
other. He was forced to halt as they turned him to face them.

Tears cascaded
down Sarah’s face while James’ eyes were incredibly hurt. He
waited, in pointed, very ominous silence.

James
understood first. “I’m sorry,” he said hastily. “I mean it, Sarah,
I apologise!”

Sarah
understood. “I’m so sorry too. I don’t know what came over me. I am
sincere, Walter,” she pleaded, now in a downright panic.

Walter’s jaw
was set in an iron band. His narrow eyes glinted as he looked first
to the officer then the lady. He waited, eyebrows elevated, lips
very tight, nostrils pinched with his anger.

“Please,
Walter,” Sarah begged unashamedly, “don’t leave me.”

James cleared
his throat. “God damn it, Hamlyn, I’ve never begged or pleaded in
my life but I’d take it as a favour of great esteem, if you’d
reconsider,” he got out, in a little rush of words.

They
waited, holding their breath, rather frightened by this new,
totally unexpected Walter. He looked at them in turn, taking his time, building up the
tension deliberately, and driving his point well and truly
home.

“Well,” he
began slowly, letting a more even tone enter his voice. “I may be
willing to think about it. On conditions though!”

Sarah
caught her breath and flashed a worried look at James. He licked his lips.

“Conditions?”
he asked quietly.

Walter
nodded at each in turn. “I always thought you two were made for
each other but something got into the pair of you and it’s grown
and grown. Nothing can be bad enough for two suited people to fall
out over something, whether trivial or not. If you want me to stay
I might be willing
to think about it and put you two
on trial, if you kiss and make up whatever it was which bugged both
of you, then sit down and talk it out like adults, not a pair of
half-brained kids.”

Waiter was
amazed with himself but kept his expression stiff. He did not know
himself. Was this what war did to a man? Certainly never before in
his life had he dared to stand up to his betters, let alone
threaten them. At the same time, deep inside his heart, he was
touched that the mere threat of his going could produce such an
instantaneous reaction. Walter had no family. He had always been a
natural loner and now he felt something queer, a funny lump lodged
in his throat. These two fools wanted him. He longed to hug both of
them but made himself stand cold and withdrawn.

James turned to
Sarah, eyebrows lifted in a silent question. A little smile touched
the corner of her lips. She waggled her shoulders before giving a
small nod of assent. Without more ado, James bent, kissed her, took
his time in doing it and enjoyed every second. Sarah felt herself
melting into his arms with their strength and security. Bless
Walter, she told herself. That man has horse sense, James added
silently. He’s worth his weight in golden sovereigns.

Walter cleared
his throat and a twinkle showed in his eyes when they broke
apart.

“Very well,” he
told them quietly, “but there’s no need to make a meal of it in
public,” though his rebuke was mild now. Once more he looked at
them in turn. Sarah blushed and broke eye contact. James felt his
cheek go red and he hastily sniffed and looked to one side.
Walter’s tongue touched his cheek but now he wisely stayed silent.
He felt himself swell with pride, gave an eloquent sniff, jiggled
two steps then chuckled his amusement and delight.

“Bloody
carrot-tops!” James growled. “Never could control ’em!”

“Oh Walter, I
think you’re lovely!” Sarah crooned.

“Right then,
Mistress, I’m taking you and Robert home. As to you, sir, it might
be prudent for you to show your face in the right quarters or you
might indeed be in trouble with higher authority,” he reminded his
officer.

“Oh Christ
yes!” James said. “I’ll have to go, Sarah. I’ll call when I can and
we’ll start…”

“…to make
plans,” she finished for him. Her heart was bursting with joy, and
she knew she would have eternal gratitude for Walter Hamlyn, as
long as she lived. She also guessed that James would feel the
same.

 


 


Nine

“Well,” James
drawled, sitting in her best chair, booted feet sprawled before
him, a tankard of Mary’s ale in his right fist. The Pair had been
agog at his arrival and studied him with immense interest, enough
to make Sarah go scarlet. She had been glad to usher him into her
room and shut the door. It was wonderful to have him here, in her
home at long last.

“You’ve
not kissed me,” she said
pertly.

He eyed her and
chuckled. “I’ll see to that matter later,” he said placidly. “Right
now I’m comfortable and I’ve no intention of moving for one
hour.”

Sarah’s face
fell. “Is that all the time you have, James?”

He pulled a
face. “I’m afraid so,” and flashed her a look. “You know my work,”
he said gently, “and. though the King’s bolt is shot, there are
still pockets of resistance plus the King himself. Once we take him
prisoner, it should all end and life can slowly get back to
normal.”

“With Cromwell
as head of the country?”

James nodded
with satisfaction. “Yes, though it’s tragic so many men have had to
die. No,” he said with a deep, satisfied sigh, “peace will seem
strange I must admit.”

Sarah bit her
lip. “But when we are married, surely you won’t still have
to…?”

“Work for
Thurloe? I’m afraid so, because the King has an heir and I’m too
experienced now. What will happen is young men will have to be
brought on but that will take time.”

Sarah frowned.
“You mentioned Thurloe before but never explained. Can you tell me
now, James?”

He took a
deep breath. “Thurloe? What a man he is. His name is John Thurloe
and he was brought up as a lawyer. Right now, he is secretary to a
commissioner of Parliament. He is a very clever man. His metier in
life is information, the formation and maintenance of the Republic
of England and its safekeeping for all time with the best espionage
system the world has ever known. Thurloe is earmarked for very high
places, you mark my words, and I also predict that one day his
power in England will be considerable. I work directly for him.
Myself and a few hand-picked others whose names even I don’t know.
Only one person knows every agent, and that is Thurloe. He keeps a
detailed record in a famous little black book. When Thurloe commands, I jump.”

“Oh!”

“Yes,” James
echoed, then threw her a sharp look. “This means, even married, I
expect to be at his beck and call for a long time. Which means, you
independent young woman, you can run the business to your heart’s
delight.”

Sarah knew she
was flushing, though, peeping at him, she saw the twinkle in his
eyes. Something occurred to her though. “Will that mean danger for
you?” she asked nervously.

James knew
better than to lie to her. “It’s possible,” he admitted, “but I’m
well used to that. There will always be a faction of Royalists.
They’ll never take kindly to England being run by someone without
the right to the crown. In this village, you’ll have them. It is
quite possible, over a period of time, a guerrilla faction might be
organised which means Thurloe will always want to know who stands
where, why and for how long. Eventually, these diehard Royalists
will get their own espionage system going too. Plot and counter
plot, I’m afraid.”

Sarah’s face
fell. He was not making their future rosy but it was his work, and,
she suspected, something he enjoyed doing. She would have to learn
to live with him coming and going erratically. But then, she
reminded herself, how sweet his arrivals would be. With this
thought, her face brightened.

“Now about
Robert,” James began, nodding sagely to himself. “How about
adopting him as our son the day after we are married? He’s a fine
young man. I’d like my own sons cut from his cloth,” he hinted
mischievously.

Sarah twinkled
back at him. “I’ll have to see what I can do then,” she paused,
thinking back. “It’s strange, Robert swears he was attacked that
time in Bristol and I phoo-hooed it. I wonder though if he was
correct?”

He stilled.
“Why?”

“When we
returned from Bristol, Mary told me they’d seen a stranger in our
area and she’d simply forgotten to tell me.”

“Description?”
he asked sharply. “Clubman?”

Sarah shook her
head hopelessly. “None. I’m afraid Mary’s not very bright that way.
Now if it had been Nellie…” her voice tailed off.

James
considered. With all the general uproar there had been in the
build-up to Bristol’s attack, there were many strangers about
including the Clubmen coming down from Gloucestershire in this
north side of the city. He murmured to himself.

“There will be
days when I’ll want Walter with me, even though he’s set up such an
excellent pigeon service. Robert?”

Sarah shook her
head. “He wants to live in Bristol in the house and work at the
business. It wouldn’t surprise me if, when he’s older, he doesn’t
leave to sail the seas for spices.”

“That only
leaves Jack on the place,” James murmured, not very happy at this
thought. “I’ll have to get another man here. A discharged soldier
who has been wounded enough to be no good to an army but still all
right for a home guard.”

Sarah decided
to change the subject. James was worried, yet she herself
considered a clubman explanation logical. ‘Tell me more about
Cromwell,” she invited.

He was
surprised at this conversation change. “Him? He’s another astute
man. Rank, wealth and position mean nothing to him at all. What
does count is the man himself. His ability, his courage; money is
ignored. I think he will be a good man for England.” Then he paused
uncertainly. “The only reservation I have is the religious, Puritan
faction. They are inclined to be every bit as dogmatic as the King
was in not calling a Parliament. With the Puritans it’s religion
and I’m not sure that is a very good thing.” He stopped, his mind flitting to another
subject. “I think it might be prudent for you to know how to handle
the pigeons,” he told her. “Just in case you wanted to get an
urgent message to me when Walter accompanied me.”

Sarah nodded.
This made sense. “When can we marry?” she asked him practically,
turning to the most important topic. She had a flashing vision of
both of them in bed and, as she did so, she felt her thighs flood
with moisture. It had been a long time, she reminded herself. Too
long, and she was young, with a healthy appetite.

He read her
mind and grinned. “Within the month,” he promised.

§

“Come on, Robert.
Let’s ride and I’ll show you where James and I used to meet in
secret,” she said, bubbling happily. Walter looked at her
whimsically. A pigeon had come and he had to go into Bristol on a
short errand though he planned to return well before
nightfall.

“Are you armed,
boy?” he challenged quickly.

Robert
nodded and displayed his pistol. “And you, mistress?” Sarah showed
him the tiny one, tucked into a small holster which hung from her
waist belt. She felt
cluttered up with it but wore it for James’ peace of mind. There
was no need, she was sure. Any roving clubmen had disappeared since
James went and the countryside was tranquil again. The sun shone
and it was going to be a gorgeous day with the hint of an early
autumn frost.

Sarah mounted
her mare while Robert picked a large brown who had comfortable
paces. “We’re just going around the old Court,” Sarah told Jack. He
was inclined to worry now since being spiced up by Walter’s sharp
tongue. Indeed, Sarah told herself with a giggle, Walter had
gingered them all up. Certainly she and James were most circumspect
with Walter now. That one awesome display of temper with his harsh,
biting words had shaken both of them. She noted even James was
studiously correct with Walter now; anxious not to arouse such
ginger passion again. Indeed, Walter had changed before their eyes.
Now he was an assured man. Confident, even a little more polished
as he copied herself and James, and very much his own man now he
had learned he was wanted for himself. They were all fond of him
and, very gradually, Sarah realised Walter was slipping into the
position of a much loved, powerful brother. With the Pair and Jack,
Sarah realised they had wonderful staff who had changed to become
friends. Quite suddenly her whole future glowed in a way that, only
a few weeks ago, had seemed utterly impossible.

“Let’s ride!”
she called gleefully to Robert and pushed her mare into a springy
canter. He followed then, heeling his horse, and rode by her side.
It was mildly warm with a light breeze and it was fun to ride
stirrup to stirrup across a land at peace. How really wonderful it
was to be alive on this gorgeous day, Sarah thought, then laughed
aloud. Robert grinned, chuckled and did the same. This was…fun!

“Goodness, these
horses are fresh!” Sarah
exclaimed as she tussled with her mare and, throwing a look at
Robert, she noted he too was working his hands. His big horse,
although a good weight carrier, lacked her mare’s speed so she
struggled not to go too far ahead. It would only aggravate Robert’s
horse the more.

They rode
only a short while before pulling back to a walk, leading right out
into the open countryside. There were no signs of life and Robert
kept looking around keenly. He had much to learn about the region.

After a few
moments he halted and turned his horse, frowning with
concentration. “That’s odd, we are being followed,” he
murmured.

Sarah
stopped and also stared. He was correct. Way in the distance but
approaching rapidly was a solitary rider. She was puzzled. She knew
most of the villagers’ stances in the saddle from familiarity but
not this. “A stranger.”

They watched
the man approach, then a little something started to grow in
Robert’s mind. A hundred yards from them, the man stopped and
regarded them keenly. He was big with a heavy beard and rode his
horse well.

“No!” Robert
said in a low voice. “It can’t be, but it is.”

Sarah was
bewildered. On Robert’s face was horror. “Is what?”

“I was right. I
knew it!” Robert told her with rising agitation. “It is he. He was
the one who hit my head in Bristol. I remember that beard only too
well and…” He paused, his voice sinking low. “I know exactly who he
is too.”

Sarah regarded
the rider, noting he had two pistols fastened to his saddle. She
felt a strong tide of alarm and looked at Robert urgently.

“Who is it?”
she asked quickly.

“My father!
Fletcher!” Robert replied bluntly.

“Good
God!” Sarah exclaimed, totally bemused for a few seconds then her
wits sprang into action and it all became clear. “Of course,” she
gasped. “What utter fools we’ve been. Where’s the best place to
hide anything? Under one’s nose. He’s been in Bristol all this time
and we presumed erroneously he’d sailed away. He bumped into you in
the city fire, saw the panic, realised his chance
and tried to kill you; because
you, Robert, are the only true witness. He must eliminate you if he
wishes to stay in the city with a different political colour. Why
didn’t we all see this before? It’s you he’s after now
too.”

Robert
quietly nodded his head. But where was his mother? It had obviously not entered
Sarah’s head that she too must be removed. He drew his pistol,
sharply conscious that his aim was not yet what it might be. Sarah
copied, although she knew hers was little more than a toy unless
used at very close range. It flashed into Sarah’s mind to question
Robert’s pistol accuracy. If only Walter were here, and
James.

Fletcher walked
his horse purposefully towards them while Sarah calculated.
“Robert,” she hissed, “divide and rule. When I give the word, turn
to the right. I’ll go to the left and fire as we go. Make sure he’s
within range though,” she warned, feeling fright consume her.

There was
something wickedly inexorable about Fletcher’s advance. “Now!” she
screeched.

Both horses
were whipped aside and Sarah’s mare, a very fast animal, was
swiftly out of pistol range. She threw a snap look behind and saw
that Fletcher had turned for Robert. She pulled up her mare and
wheeled to give chase. Robert’s slower horse was rapidly being
overtaken. Why didn’t he fire? Then it hit her, Robert did not know
how, when riding fast. Dear God, Fletcher was catching up with him.
She heeled her mare viciously and chased them.

She
saw Fletcher lift his
pistol and, even at a gallop, sight and fire. There was the violent
bark then Robert lurched in his saddle, swayed and slowly
fell.

Sarah drew her
toy pistol and, teeth bared, rode madly towards Fletcher who
turned, hauled his horse to a halt, calmly sheathed one pistol and
removed the second. Sarah felt herself bouncing erratically. She
would never hit the man even while he was at a standstill. She saw
the danger, lowered her pistol fractionally, and started to make
her mare perform flying changes, altering her silhouette all the
time. It was horsemanship of the highest calibre as the mare
changed forelegs every few paces. Sarah’s groin muscles ached with
the strain but, she saw, Fletcher was baulked. As they neared, she
lifted her pistol again. He did the same and both fired
together.

Sarah’s ball
was far too distant. It drooped way in front of Fletcher, landing
with a harmless plop on the earth. His ball, larger and heavier,
hit Sarah in her left forearm as the mare changed legs again.
Without this sudden sideways swerve, the ball would have entered
her chest. As it was, the power and pain made her lurch
precariously while Fletcher stared with disbelief.

The pain was
horrendous and Sarah gasped then, looking ahead, she saw Robert
sprawled on the ground, unmoving. Something snapped in her. Rage,
injustice, fear and pain all combined and she went berserk. She
turned her mare, rammed with her heels and charged, at a flat-out
gallop, at Fletcher’s flank.

Before he had
time to react with shock, at this totally unexpected tactic, she
was on him. The mare, seeing the collision, acted as any horse
would under these circumstances. At the identical moment of impact
she half-reared to protect herself. Her large hooves whipped
through the air, her speed and body weight lethal.

Fletcher and
his horse went down with a bellow and scream from his mount. The
mare plunged her front hooves down for instinctive footing. They
landed on both man and horse, then she was gone, her hind hooves
kicking backwards for speed.

Sarah slumped,
grasping the pommel, on the verge of coming off. The pain waves
made her eyes swim then slowly, almost elegantly, she rolled over
the mare’s left shoulder. She landed heavily, badly winded and the
mare galloped off, kicking her heels in equine fashion at such a
fright.

Sarah lay still
a moment, confused, hurt and tearful then, making an almighty
effort, she half rolled and, favouring her bleeding arm, staggered
to her feet. She stumbled over to Robert, dropped on her knees and
studied the ugly ball hole high up in his back. Dear God, was he
dead already? Moving gently, wincing with her own pain, she touched
his neck and slumped with relief, as she felt the huge neck artery
throb under her fingers.

Turning,
she saw a twitching movement from Fletcher. Taking a deep breath,
she staggered to her feet and lurched awkwardly over to him. One
swift assessing look told her all. Many ribs had been broken on
one side and the lung
was lethally punctured. Blood seeped from Fletcher’s mouth, but he
was still alive, though fighting for breath, wincing with
pain.

With a great
effort, he looked up at her. “That boy?”

‘He’ll live,”
Sarah threw down at him, not at all sure this was true. “So you
have failed, you butcher. Where is Bessie?”

His brown eyes
mocked her even though his spirit was faltering. “That old fool? I
dumped her, of course. She’d served her purpose.”

“Where?” Sarah
rasped with an effort. Her arm was red and sticky with her blood
and pain waves made her eyes mist but, fighting valiantly, she
forced unconsciousness away. “Where?” she cried harshly. “You’ve
nothing to lose by telling me, because you’re dying, Fletcher.”

He went into an
agonised paroxysm of coughing, sweat dappling his forehead. He knew
she was correct. He had gambled and lost. For once, the dice had
turned right against him.

“White Bull in
Bristol,” he managed to get out, “stupid cow she is! I nearly
pulled it off too. Got the old man. Nearly finished the kid in
Bristol. My mistake was in not taking you out first, though.”

He
went into another burst of
laboured coughing, the blood flowing faster; pink lung
blood.

“Tell me,” he
struggled to speak, “was I right?”

Sarah failed to
understand. She was in abject misery. Robert lying desperately
wounded, perhaps even dying; herself in pain, out here in the
countryside alone. Yet she knew it was vital, even imperative, that
she witnessed Fletcher die. It would remove the hoodoo for all
time.

“About what?”
she got up with an effort, willing herself to keep erect and not
faint.

“You and Penford
were both spies for Parliament?”

Sarah
took a deep breath, made
herself concentrate, and replied. There was no harm to be done
now.

“Yes,” she told
him bluntly.

“Clouds,” he
gasped, “it’s going so dark,” he grunted.

Sarah threw a
brief look at the blue sky with no clouds in sight. “Glad I was
right about something, at least,” he groaned, before his head
slumped with a jerk.

She studied him
for a minute then, making a great effort, bent and felt for his
heart. There was no pumping; he was really dead. Robert! She must
get help. Wearily, with her arm liberally covered now in blood, she
staggered back to him and knelt again, feeling his neck. He was
still alive but what to do? She forced herself to think calmly.

The mare had
halted and now grazed, snatching the grass in gulps. Fletcher’s
horse was dead, its neck broken. Robert’s horse had bolted from
sight. Biting her lip, with a great effort of will, Sarah staggered
slowly toward her mare. Thank God she had always built up
friendship and trust with her mounts. The mare lifted her head,
continued chewing, but eyed her approach. Speaking softly, Sarah
slowly extended her hand and grasped the reins. The mare stilled;
then, with each movement agony, Sarah straightened the nearside
stirrup and eyed the saddle. Just how could she mount with only one
arm? But she had to. If only the mare would stand and not
fidget.

She stroked her
nose, affectionately patted her neck, licked very dry lips then,
moving haltingly, biting her bottom lip, she placed one foot in the
stirrup, took a deep breath, willed herself to forget her left arm,
grasped the cantle and, with an inelegant sprawl, landed in her
saddle.

The mare
dithered two steps then stilled as discipline and training took
over. “Good girl,” Sarah crooned, feeling like death warmed up.
“Now, take me home and I can’t help you either,” she winced. “We
must get help for Robert!”

It was as if
the animal sensed something unusual. She walked sedately, tail
switching, head ducking but made no attempt to break into a trot.
Sarah swore afterwards that the journey had taken hours. It was a
living nightmare but the village finally showed. She approached
from an angle because her home was isolated. The mare plodded into
the stable yard with Sarah slumped in the saddle.

“Help!” Sarah
called weakly. She knew she was going to fall again and winced at
the thought of landing heavily on the cobbles.

A
startled Walter appeared. He had just returned and been engaged in
talk with Jack and
Robert.

“Good
God!” he exclaimed. “Mistress Sarah! What the hell’s happened?” he cried and ran to her,
just catching her as she slid sideways.

“Jack!
Robert!”

The men ran up
and slowly lowered her, gently easing her bloody arm. Sarah took a
deep breath, then turned to reliable Walter.

“Robert’s badly
wounded, perhaps even dying. Over towards the common,” she managed
to get out. “It was his father, Fletcher, Martin’s killer. Get to
him quickly. Mine is only a flesh wound,” she managed to tell them,
then quite suddenly fainted.

Walter reacted
rapidly. “Jack, harness up the cart, then fetch The Pair,” he
bellowed, holding Sarah’s inert body. The Pair arrived in shocked
horror, and took Sarah inside. Walter hastily threw his saddle on a
fresh horse then, with Jack driving the light cart, they headed
away.

The Pair did
not panic and Nellie took over. She was the one experienced with
herbs and hers were the steady hands and head. The Pair laid Sarah
on the bed, bathed the wound and Nellie examined it thoroughly. The
pistol ball had passed through the flesh and the wise woman
grunted. She worked swiftly, packed it with herbs she kept in the
kitchen, bound it, then together they managed to get Sarah up the
stairs and into her bed.

As
they came back, Mary eyed her
friend. “What on earth can have happened? I wonder if this was to
do with the stranger, a few weeks ago, who asked me those questions
about young Robert? Oh dear! I wish I had thought to mention him
the same day. Perhaps this is all my fault,” she wailed and broke
into a flood of tears.

Nellie
suspected it was but recriminations achieved nothing. Walter has
gone for Robert who was more seriously wounded she imagined, from
what had been bellowed at her. She swiftly reviewed her private
apothecary collection, then hastily built up the fire for hot
water. Nellie had no medicinal training; what she did have was a
natural instinct, a head full of herbal knowledge and practical
common sense. She was also unflappable and, when the need arose,
could take over a situation with brisk orders.

When they
brought Robert back, and after Nellie had examined him, she was
dubious.

She looked over
at Walter who had, automatically, taken charge, as the senior male.
“It’s not good. That ball must come out. There is only one thing
going for him, and that is his youth. You men hold him down because
I’m going to have to hurt him a lot, an awful lot,” Nellie said
with set jaw.

Even in his
comatose state, Robert writhed and fought the pain as Nellie probed
delicately for the ball in his back. It took the combined strengths
of Jack, Walter and Mary to pin him down on the kitchen table.

Nellie worked
carefully, feeling the ball’s path then, holding her breath, using
an instrument of her own invention, she managed to get under the
ball. “Now!” she grunted.

With a steady
pull she eased the ball up and out, then Robert slumped into
unconsciousness. Knowing this, Nellie worked with greater rapidity.
She packed the wound with herbs, after allowing it to bleed freely,
and then inserted a clean, hollow straw to keep it open. Finally
she wrapped Robert’s torso in fresh linen and stood up straight,
eyeing him doubtfully.

“It’s out of my
hands, now,” she said slowly. “Prayers might just be the order of
the day,” she told them all. “Get him into his bed and leave the
rest to Mary and me.”

Afterwards she
slumped down on a kitchen stool and Walter, hunting for the brandy
cask, poured them all a generous drink. “Here’s to Nellie,” he
toasted solemnly.

She blushed and
shook her head. “And to Sarah for managing to ride back. How she
mounted with that arm is beyond me.”

Walter agreed,
then moving silently, he slipped from the kitchen and headed for
the pigeons. He took a deep breath. There was no time to code up.
He was too shaken with all that had happened; he doubted he could
remember coherently. He scribbled his message in sparse, blunt
words:

 


Home at once.
Hamlyn

 


Then he
fastened it inside the tiny leg container, took the bird out, held
it for a few seconds then tossed it high. The pigeon rose, circled
a few times and then took off in a straight line to the next
handler.

§

The black
stallion’s gallop had slowed to a ragged canter. Even the powerful
horse was nearly at the
end of his tether. His rider was in a worse state. James was not
only exhausted but in a cold rage. What the hell had come over
Hamlyn? How many times had he dinned it into him not to use plain
language? Only coded messages were to be sent to him. Did he think,
because of the events in Bristol, that he had assumed rights? If
so, he would very quickly disabuse him! He was also disappointed
with Hamlyn. Never before had he disobeyed a legitimate order and,
James told himself, he now knew the situation in depth. James had
considered it prudent to tell him that day he had taken Sarah to
the court’s ruins. A man without the full facts could not answer
sensibly, so what the hell has got into Hamlyn? What kind of crazy
message was it he’d sent; ‘home at once’. He fumed to himself. He
itched to gallop, get there, blast Hamlyn, then have a quick word
with Sarah and be about his work. It was only by the grace of God
the message had reached him so swiftly but, even then, twenty-four
hours had elapsed.

He rode into
the yard in a furious black rage, saw Hamlyn right away, vaulted
from the saddle, left the exhausted horse quite unattended, and
strode over, wrath bristling from every hair.

Walter weighed
up the situation and decided to get in first. “The mistress and
Robert have been shot by your brother’s murderer. The mistress will
be all right but Robert is another matter,” he said with a rush of
words.

James halted
abruptly in mid stride, jaw gaped and words stuck in his throat.
Had he heard correctly?

“That’s right,
sir. It’s been bad here, very bad. We have been lucky not to have
had both of them killed.”

James continued
to stare in total silence. He swore afterwards that his mind had
ceased to function. Then he took a deep breath, gave a shake to his
head, turned and strode into the kitchen, opening the back door
with a thud.

“Quiet!” Nellie
shouted. He had made her jump. “There are very sick people
here!”

Again
James froze, went scarlet and hesitated. “Can I see them, Sarah
first?” he asked with sudden respect. The thin woman was furious
with him and he cursed himself. He had plunged in with two left
feet, both size twenty. “Please,” he added respectfully and
politely.

“Very well but
don’t thump about in those boots, mister, and you’re not to stay
with the mistress if she’s asleep. I’ll come with you and check,”
Nellie told him firmly.

He was led
upstairs and went on exaggerated tiptoe. It was the first time he’d
been to the upper storey of the house. Nellie peeped into a room
with an open door, eyed up the situation, then gave him a brief nod
with a severe frown.

James softly
walked in. “Sarah,” he whispered, shocked at what he saw.

She had managed
to sit up with her arm bandaged and in a sling; her cheeks were
white and she lay back, almost lethargically. Not his bouncy Sarah
at all. He drew up a chair, gently taking her free hand.

“Can you talk
and tell me what happened? Don’t if it’s going to tire you,” he
added hastily, aware of the thin woman’s possible anger if he did
the wrong thing.

Sarah threw him
a wan smile. “I think it’s been the shock as much as anything,” she
began, then related her tale. He listened intently, shaking his
head at some points.

“Fletcher made
fools of all of us,” Sarah ended, “and now poor Robert is so
ill.”

James had to
know. “Gangrene?”

Sarah pulled a
face. “It’s early days to say but Nellie thinks he might be all
right. She says there’s no smell on him and she changes the
dressings regularly. It’s awful for Robert. Walter holds him. That
man is a rock,” Sarah told him. “We must never lose him.”

Sarah eyed him
and James shook his head with a groan. “It was me who sent him on
an errand into Bristol. Thank God he came back in time to
organise.”

“You are quite
sure Fletcher is dead?”

Sarah nodded
firmly. “Very sure and anyhow, the Sheriff came out. Walter sent
Jack for him…and his body has been removed.”

“Well, thank
heavens that enemy has gone for good but it was a close-run thing
indeed. In Bristol all this time. Bessie! What about her?”

“Fletcher said
she was at the White Bull, wherever that is,” Sarah told him. She
felt a yawn coming. Much as she loved her adored James, all she
wanted to do now was sleep for hours and hours.

He saw this and
stood at the moment Nellie popped her head in. She assessed the
situation, looked at James and pointed firmly to the open door.
Meekly he obeyed but paused to rest a hand on the thin shoulder.
“Thank you,” he whispered, “now Robert.”

He studied the
young man without speaking. He had seen many battlefield wounds and
dying men. He examined the young man’s cheeks, listened to his
breathing, bent and sniffed the region of the wound, then
straightened slowly.

“He’ll make it.
It will take time, of course, but he will live. Mistress, I am
honoured you live in this house and when I marry the Mistress you
will get a handsome pay rise,” he said, then, before the startled
Nellie could demur, he bent and gave her a smacking kiss.

Nellie turned
scarlet as Mary appeared, then what he had said registered. “Marry
the mistress?” she cried and flashed a glowing look at Mary. “You
were right on that,” she told her friend. “I owe you three
pennies.”

“What’s this?
Gambling, ladies?” James whispered with amusement. “Tut tut,” he
said and, diving into his breeches, pulled out his purse. He opened
it, extracted two gold coins and presented one to each of them. He
had a shrewd idea they might not have seen such wealth before. “To
celebrate my nuptials, in advance,” he suggested slyly.

Before they
could get too embarrassed, he went back down the stairs and out
into the yard. He opened his mouth to make his usual bellow then
remembered. “Hamlyn,” he called in a low voice.

Walter
appeared, eyebrows raised in question. “They’ll do, including the
young one; thanks for all you’ve done,” and he gave Walker four
gold coins.

He looked at
the property. This would soon be his home and his heart warmed to
it. Then his mind reverted to more critical matters.

“If you come
with me in the morning, what about the guard situation here?” he
asked thoughtfully. He did not think there was more cause for alarm
but he was a prudent and wary soldier.

Walter was
ahead of him again. “There’s only Jack who will never be the
world’s best shot,” he replied, “so when I’m away, I’ve arranged
for the loan of male servants from the clothier up the road. The
whole village has been shocked at what happened and they descended
here in a drove, wanting to help, indeed getting in the way. I
compromised by asking for guards.”

“Good man,”
James praised, and then his face went stern. “I have to go into
Bristol in the morning. There’s someone I need to see,” he added
grimly. “So get a pigeon off. Code up a message to say I’ve been
delayed because of a domestic crisis. We’ll leave as soon as the
sun is up,” he finished. He would not take a fresh horse and go
into Bristol today. Deep inside, he boiled with cold rage, the more
deadly variety than the hot bubbling stuff.

“Where to,
sir?”

“The White
Bull. Do you know it by any chance?”

Walter thought,
and then nodded. “It’s not too far from Master Penford’s old house.
It’s a pretty big tavern with many floors, and it escaped the fire
if I remember correctly,” and Walter threw him a look. “With arms,
sir?”

James gave a
slow nod. It was unlikely one female had a guard but he did not
intend to be caught napping. It was only by the grace of God there
had not been a double murder here.

Walter waited
to see if there was going to be any more explanation but, when he
saw this was not so, he did not mind. If it was the officer’s
private business and he was simply there as a guard, he would see
only what his officer wanted him to see, even if he did have both
eyes wide open and focussed correctly.

§

James frowned
uneasily. Down here, in this cellar room, the stink was disgusting
and the crone who sat and warily eyed him was scrawny. Long ago
Sarah had provided him with a detailed description of Bessie, and
James realised, this hag bore not the slightest resemblance. Yet
his enquiries had sent him down here to this old woman, who worked
as a lowly cleaner.

She was thin
and old, ragged clothes hung limply on her frame. Her face, filthy
dirty as if it rarely saw hot water was creased and in her eyes
there was an odd, hunted, drawn look. She could not meet his gaze
directly but eyed him from a half-bowed head. He thought she
resembled a cur who was whipped often.

“Your name is
Bessie?” he said coldly.

She continued
to stare at the damp cellar stones. To one side was a miserable
truckle bed with a straw palliasse. It too was never wholly dry and
she knew, if she lived, the joint ills would eventually cripple
her. Live? Did she want to? And Bessie knew she could not care
less. What was the point of it all now? All that could be said for
this place was that it gave a roof over her head and the miserable
work provided just enough food to keep body and soul together.

“Have you any
idea who I am?” James continued remorselessly.

Bessie
did not but she knew he was trouble. Everyone was trouble to her
now since that dreadful day when he had come back into her life.

James realised
this silence was not a sulk. It was the silence of the terrified
and the beaten. Nothing he did to this woman could make her feel
more wretched than she did right now.

“My brother was
your old master, Martin Penford,” he said coldly.

This time there
was a reaction. She lifted her head and her eyes filled with tears.
“The master?” she mumbled. “But he is dead.”

“I know he’s
bloody well dead,” James hurled at her. “Fletcher killed him and
your hands might just as well have been on the knife. My brother
gave you a home, you and your bastard son. For over a decade he
looked after you and how did you repay him? With treason of the
highest order.”

Bessie’s heavy
heart could not, she knew, sink lower but there was something
coldly mesmerising about this strange big man. She studied him
carefully and gradually managed to catch the resemblance.

“Fletcher’s not
here,” she managed to get out at last.

“Because he’s
dead!” James barked down at her.

Bessie’s eyes
opened wide with shock and then, slowly, gradually, a little
something else flared in them; the tiniest vestige of hope.
“Killed…dead?” she asked with a quaver.

“But only after
he tried to murder your son Robert and Mistress Sarah!”

“Robert. My
son! Oh, that dreadful man. But you said tried? He lives?” Bessie
asked hopefully, one dirty hand going to her wizened face as tears
welled afresh.

“He’ll live,”
James told her and wondered why he found it necessary to explain.
Walter stood back two paces but could overhear everything. Somehow,
James knew, this was not going as he had planned. What vengeance
could he take on this crone to give satisfaction? She was at the
bottom of a pit which she’d dug for herself.

“And Mistress
Sarah too?”

He gave a
brusque nod then, relenting a little, explained what had happened.
Bessie heard him out in silence, then her shoulders slumped as he
finished and continued to stare at her with those cold grey
eyes.

“Talk!” James
barked.

Bessie took a
deep breath. Dare she hope if she did, the day might end better
than it had begun?

“We all make
mistakes but I made the biggest of them all. It really started
years ago when he made me pregnant, gave me lots of promises that
were all lies. He did give me a little money and I fled from London
with it. I found my post with Master Penford and confessed all.
Yes, he did take me and my baby in. Yes, he did look after me and
don’t you think I’ll ever feel free from guilt. Of course I won’t.
There’s a ghost who haunts me every night; the picture of Fletcher
plunging that knife in Master’s back. He bumped into me
accidentally then told me another of his fanciful stories. I was so
stupid. I believed him a second time. He made more promises and
because Robert was such a fine young man, I really and truly
thought he’d changed. He had not. He was hand in glove with some
guards at one of the gates. He guessed what Master was doing,
before I ever did. Then he worked it out that Master must have
money to pay his men. He even worked it out that the Mistress was
involved, which I thought was absolute rubbish. Then he made fresh
promises, about us all going and starting a new life again.” She
paused, reliving the horror before continuing. “I had no idea he
had murder in mind. I tried to stop him. He hit me afterwards, then
beat up Robert, but luckily Robert fled and vanished somewhere. The
next thing I knew was he had me on a horse and we rode all round
Bristol. I could not understand why but I realise now he was
checking to see if we were followed. Finally, he brought me here
and that’s where we’ve been holed up ever since.”

“My brother’s
money?”

Bessie gave it
to him straight. “I never saw any of it. Fletcher gambled with
dice; then when it was all gone, because he was a loser, he said
he’d have to find another fool and start again. I was terrified. It
was very bad in the fire. He went out and I thought he’d gone but
then he came back, all pleased with himself. But recently he had
done a lot of riding. I don’t know where. I sometimes think he must
have been looking for someone and now I understand. He wanted
Robert dead as witness then, with Parliament holding Bristol, he
would have been quite free to start up living here again, more
openly. He had changed his appearance. Robert would not have known
him.”

“He did,” James
growled at her and related the incident of the fire.

Bessie
shuddered and the tears became a flood. With wracking sobs she took
time to pull herself together again. “Thank God Robert took after
me, not him.”

Than she eyed
the big man. “What are you going to do?” she asked nervously.

“I could take
you to law,” James drawled slowly, which he knew was accurate, “but
I don’t think you are worth it.” He looked around. “This is like a
pig pen and I guess it suits you, so here you can stay. If you can
drag yourself up by your boot straps then so be it, but let me tell
you, you have no son Robert. When I marry, my wife and myself will
adopt him as ours. You have forfeited all right and that can be
your major punishment. You make any attempt to go near him or
contact him in any way, and I promise you, you’ll be tried and
executed for your part in my brother’s murder. I mean every word I
say. I hope you believe me?” he asked in slow, rasping tone.

Bessie did. She
nodded feebly. It was all over and done with. If she had the means,
she would commit suicide but even this was denied her. She had
nothing except her wasted, dirty and half-starved body. It did not
seem it would ever be possible for her to redeem herself. She
sagged, her misery even greater yet, somehow, a load was lifted
from her back. Slowly she raised her head and held the big man’s,
nodding slowly.

“I do!” she
confirmed.

James gave a
grunt. Suddenly, all this had turned so distasteful, he fidgeted to
get away and back out into fresh, country air. He flashed Walter a
look and stomped from the cellar, back up the stone steps. Outside,
he breathed in Bristol’s ever-fetid air.

“Hell,” he
muttered to himself, then turned to Walter. “I came here for
vengeance. Blood for blood, but I’ve done nothing. What can a man
do against someone as pitiful as that?”

Walter
considered in his thoughtful way. “You’ve inflicted the greatest
vengeance possible on a mother,” he replied slowly. “Will you ever
tell Robert?”

James
considered. “Should I?”

Walter shook
his head. “It’s all in the past. It’s history, let it lie. What
good will knowing ever do? It’s true, Robert will always wonder,
but let him. In a few years time, he’ll have girls on his mind,” he
advised sagely.

“By God, you’re
right! James exclaimed. “Come on, Hamlyn, I feel in desperate need
of a drink. You’ll drink with me, no rank, remember?” he grinned,
feeling great relief at a rotten job done well.

They strode for
their horses, led them up the road and went into the first suitable
tavern.

Later James
explained to Sarah. She was well on the way to recovery with her
natural health and resilience.

“Walter was
right,” Sarah told him after thinking about everything. “Robert
will never know from any of us. Then she flashed a look of mischief
at him. “Thank God we managed to keep Walter. We must never lose
him. This place would grind to a halt.”

He grunted his
agreement. “I’ll think about each word before I say it if I’m in a
mood,” he promised. “Now, when do we get married?”

 


 



Part Two:
1650

Nine

Sarah knew she
had the fidgets again and wondered what on earth was the matter
with her. She had everything surely to make total earthly
happiness. Was she going queer or something? She had two splendid
children, a boy and a girl, a very loving husband, incredible
servants, no money worries and an adopted son who worked in Bristol
as manager to the family spice firm, and horses to ride.

She was bored;
incredibly, totally, screamingly bored. There was nothing
whatsoever for her to do. The Pair looked after the children and
were well on their way to spoiling them, she sometimes thought,
then discipline would be restored and there would be peace again,
albeit temporarily.

The property
manager was Walter who had grown into a strong, fine man. He had
married a clothier’s daughter and, in his own home in the village,
was their respected and highly trusted right hand. Jack had
blossomed too, which was surprising because he had a dour nature.
He had watched Walter, then promptly copied him.

James. Dear
lovable James; yet he never seemed to be at home. That’s not
strictly true, she chided herself. He was at home as often as he
could but he was also away, sometimes for a month at a time. What
he did, she never asked. She did not have to. He was still working
for that man Thurloe on Cromwell’s behalf and here was another
irritation.

Sarah did not
like their life. James had said long ago that the Puritans were
hidebound and it appeared they would, one day, stamp their beliefs
on the whole of the country. Perhaps, she thought, her own personal
rot had set in when King Charles was tried, in his own court, and
then executed. That was terribly wrong. A lot seemed to go amiss
then with Colonel Pride and his army in Parliament and that
dreadful list of his. All those men considered hostile to the army
were denied admittance to Parliament. Which was worse? A king who
refused to call one or an army man who selected whom should
enter?

Then the King’s
sentence was, in Sarah’s opinion, quite barbaric. The trial had
been a total mockery of justice, which did not say a lot for
Parliament, and James was a true Parliamentarian. She had
considered it wiser over the years, to steer clear of politics
particularly when her own beliefs began to crumble. The vote to
execute the king had been one only, and this she had nearly thrown
at James, only just managing to restrain herself. Their times
together were so erratically few, she had vowed she would never
cause dissention so she kept her mouth shut.

The Pair did
not like the situation either. She had overheard them one day. She
had stood behind the closed kitchen door, on the point of opening
it and eavesdropped shamelessly.

“It’s wrong,”
Mary had said forcefully.

“That’s true.
Fancy Parliament’s soldiers having the right to enter homes on
Sundays and that’s going to apply to Feast Days too. Ale licences
are going to be withdrawn and swearing has to stop with fines on a
sliding scale,” Nellie had added, then laughed. “Though how they
intend to stop men swearing makes an interesting question.”

“I don’t hold
with those Puritans,” Mary grumbled. “Our lives and our homes are
not going to be our own any more. It wasn’t like this when we had a
king,” she complained.

No, it wasn’t,
Sarah thought. Now there was all this latest uproar with Prince
Charles marching to battle; more fighting, more Englishmen killing
each other. Had the country gone stark raving mad or was it her,
out of step?

If only she and
James had common ground on matters political, but she knew they
were now poles apart. She wondered if he was at the Battle of
Worcester where, rumour had it, Prince Charles was fighting gamely
to gain back his executed father’s crown. Deep down, Sarah did not
give him any chance at all. Parliament and Cromwell were simply far
too strong.

Had the Battle
of Worcester ended? Sometimes news took time to reach them out here
in the country. Robert only visited once a month because he had
found the love of his life, lawyer Benson’s daughter Jane, which
had astounded Sarah. She had wondered about the girl, then been
enchanted when she finally met her. How on earth had stuffy Benson
managed to produce such a charming, sweet creature? She and Robert
were made for each other.

Suddenly, she
felt a violent urge to get out and ride and ride and ride. The
morning was young. She had her mare who was still a good ride even
if not, perhaps, quite as fast. She could take a leather flask of
wine and some food. At the thought, her face brightened. She would
do it and blow her depression away into the fresh air.

Walter
prepared her mount for her and eyed her as she mounted. “Armed,
mistress?” he asked from force of habit. Sarah patted the holster
attached to the saddle. Ever since the Fletcher episode she never
rode unarmed and, over the years, had turned herself into a
competent shot, so much so that Walter had given her a larger, more
deadly pistol. Even he
did not deem it necessary for his mistress to have a guard. The
recent fighting was nowhere in their area and he had gained
considerable respect for Mistress Penford since Fletcher’s death.
Indeed, that one event had produced mutual admiration all round.
“Where do you intend to ride?” he still asked though, from force of
habit.

Sarah
considered. “Up to the
high land, then off in the direction of Pucklechurch,” she told
him. It did make sense for one person to know her route though it
was most unlikely the mare would throw her. “I’ll be gone for a few
hours and will lunch out somehow. It’s too nice to stay indoors,”
she explained and Walter was satisfied.

She rode out of
the yard, trotted through the village, nodding to acquaintances,
then eased the reins and let the mare have her head to canter. It
was a glorious day and she sat straight, savouring her beloved
countryside. She rarely went into Bristol if she could help it. She
decided she had become a genuine rustic.

Sarah did not
hurry. She was having one of‘ those gentle, soothing rides which
settles the nerves and restores harmony to the spirit. At the top
of the high land, she walked her mare then, looking ahead, she
frowned with puzzlement. How odd, troops around, but why? She rode
up, then halted as one lifted a hand imperiously.

“Good morning,
ma’am. Who are you? Where are you from and where are you going?” he
asked stiffly.

Sarah knew
better than to take offence. Soldiers only did their duty,
especially ordinary rank troopers.

“I am Mistress
Penford from Yate village, on a pure pleasure ride as it is such a
gorgeous day,” she explained gently, then, fumbling in her tunic,
she produced the pass James had given her years ago. The soldier
examined it carefully, looked up at her, memorised her face, dress
and mare, then handed the pass back. This lady was who she said, he
was satisfied.

“Have you seen
anyone on your ride, ma’am?”

Sarah shook her
head. “Not a soul since I left my village. Why? Is anything
wrong?”

“No, mistress.
We have simply been posted here to pick up any Royalist strays from
the Battle of Worcester. We are taking all the military prisoners
possible to get information. If we capture Prince Charles then that
will be a very fine thing.”

Will it, Sarah
asked herself? And will you execute this one too without a proper
trial?

“He has
vanished?” she asked innocently. She was never one to miss a chance
to grab information. What was good enough for John Thurloe was also
fine for Sarah Penford.

“He made his
escape, damn him, after Worcester. Once he realised he had lost, he
went but we’ll get him,” the soldier growled. “If you do intend
riding straight ahead, ma’am, I think I should warn you, you’ll
shortly come across a convoy of wounded men. They will have top
priority on all the tracks.”

“Of course,”
Sarah agreed instantly.

“But remember
though, ma’am, there will also be Royalists on the run and they may
still be trigger-happy. You can use that pistol I hope?”

Sarah threw him
a hard look. “I can and I’m very accurate as well, as it
happens.”

She nodded her
head politely and rode on but the sparkle had gone from the day.
She tossed up whether to return home in a large circle, then,
annoyed, decided not to. Why should she? It was her land too.

She rode for
another mile before pulling off the track to study the slow moving
convoy. There were mounted men, walking wounded, and others who lay
in carts. These jolted heavily on ruts and the men groaned or
screamed their agonies. She bit her lip, feeling depressed at the
spectacle. This was the other side of war. Not the glory of battle
which men ranted on about. The escorting officer galloped over and
halted with a flurrying jingle of chains. He studied her sombre
face.

“Wounded men
from the Battle of Worcester, ma’am,” he explained, turning in his
saddle.

“Do they all go
to Bristol?” Sarah asked him. The sounds were appalling and made
her blood chill.

“They’ll go to
a hospice first, then to their homes, if they can,” he told her
bluntly. “Some will leave their bones in Bristol though,” and he
nodded at a passing cart. “Two of ’em in there are gut shot, pardon
my language, ma’am.”

“You can’t…?”
Sarah began and, of course, knew no one could. A pistol ball in the
stomach or abdomen was fatal. “Couldn’t you at least give them
something for their pain?”

The officer
pulled a face. “Nothing left to give,” he told her bluntly.
“They’ll have to wait until we reach the city.”

“But those men
at the rear are not wounded,” she said, pointing.

He flashed his
teeth at her. “Prisoners,” he grunted with satisfaction, “all for
interrogation so we can find that damned Prince Charles and finish
the Royalists, once and for all.”

If they will
talk, Sarah told herself. Great loyalty could make for stubborn
tongues even with torture. She gave a deep sigh, depressed again.
The prisoners stumbled past in tattered clothing, heads low,
spirits even lower. Had these men once been proud, gaily dressed
cavaliers? It seemed totally impossible. Now they appeared to be
nothing but the dregs of society. Her heart went out to them and to
all prisoners. Oh, she told herself. War is so stupid. Why can’t
men see this? Even animals only fought for the practicalities of
food, a mate or home territory.

She turned off
and rode at a slow canter, thinking deeply about what she had seen.
James would have a different point of view. He would gloat at the
prisoners. He would be the first to chase after Prince Charles and
Thurloe? She gave a tiny shudder. There was something about the
man’s name that chilled her. Why couldn’t James break away from him
and immerse himself in their business with Robert? She suspected
why. He enjoyed working for Thurloe. In pitting his wits against
the enemy, James thrived. Would to God something could happen which
would make him change his viewpoint.

She crested a
slope. She had been riding parallel to the track which fringed
deep, unfriendly woods. How far they extended she had no idea; she
was not too familiar with this region. The land crested downwards
with a small stream at the bottom. This would be a good place to
eat, then she knew her appetite had gone. The wounded men had done
that.

Her eyes
spotted movement and she stilled and concentrated then relaxed as
she realised it was but two figures. A man and a woman sat by the
stream’s bank. Both of them were bathing their feet in the fast
running water. She walked her mount down, intending to offer a
brief greeting then water the mare and ride on elsewhere.

She saw the man
had removed his hose and, with feet in the cold water, seemed to be
experiencing an exhilarating sensation. He had long, spindly legs
with puffed ankles. As she neared, it was easy to see a huge
blister on one heel and the man looked at it ruefully. Obviously he
was unused to walking great distances. The woman appeared to be
much younger and, with a piece torn from her underskirt, bathed the
man’s feet and ankles.

Neither of them
heard the mare’s silent passage on the springy turf. Then both
turned and started, looking up at her quickly. Was that alarm in
the man’s eyes and why did the woman glare with such blatant
hostility? Rude people, Sarah thought, deciding to ride more to the
left to water her mare. Then she changed her mind. The man’s face
was haggard and he seemed tense and even frightened.

“Are you all
right?” Sarah asked gently.

The woman
glared, vibrating bellicosity but Sarah ignored her pointedly. The
man regarded her thoughtfully, eyes narrow with unspoken
questions.

She stared back
at him. His face was ruddy and glowed from his exertions. He wore a
leather jerkin and on his head was a battered felt hat. The woman
was equally dishevelled. Her gown was torn on one side, wet and
muddy at its hem. “Thank you, but myself and my niece are resting,”
the man replied at last, his voice mellifluous.

Sarah’s ears
pricked at the accent that was unusual to her. She guessed right
away they were poor refugees from Worcester but her sharp ear also
caught something else and she frowned slightly. She was not wholly
familiar with the Midlands’ accents, but something told her that
this man’s speech was unnatural. It held the inflexion to a vowel
denoting it was both laboured and false. Sharp instinct jabbed.
This was no ordinary man. This was some senior officer, in
disguise, struggling from defeat at Worcester.

“Where are you
from?” she asked kindly.

The man never
hesitated. “From Worcester,” he replied evenly, as if this had been
told before. “Our home was demolished by guns and we were lucky to
escape with out lives. We travel south now to join distant
family.”

Sarah nodded to
herself. Her suspicions were correct; this story was told just a
little too pat. Then the woman stepped forward boldly. Her
antagonism vanished. “We are hungry. Do you have any food to
spare?”

The man frowned
but stayed silent though, Sarah noticed, his eyes gleamed with
hope. She dismounted swiftly and turned to her saddlebags. Was it
her imagination but had fear flashed into the man’s eyes? The woman
though was suddenly more open. She licked her lips as Sarah opened
her saddlebags, removing her lunch, handing it over to the woman
quietly.

“Oat cakes,
some bread, cheese and wine,” she explained. “You are welcome to
all. I’m not hungry now,” she told them without going into why her
appetite had vanished.

The woman
hugged the food as if it were gold, then passed it to the man
without hesitation. Sarah watched with amazement. It was the man
who divided the food meticulously while the woman watched, her eyes
wide with hope.

The man passed
the woman her portion but, although obviously very hungry, she
waited. He flashed her some kind of look and, only then did they
both eat at the same time. She noted meticulous manners, slow
eating until every crumb was gone. The man passed the flask to the
woman who refused until he had drunk.

An odd
something prodded at Sarah as the strange couple beamed their
thanks at her. From the way they had eaten, Sarah realised both had
been famished. It was providential for them that she had ridden
this way.

The man stood
and Sarah was stunned at his height. His body was lean, with no
trace of fat. Once more he drank, then insisted the woman finish
the wine. Their manners had been so dainty and refined, the
suspicion enlarged but she said nothing. The man returned the empty
flask to her, his eyes bright and twinkling, with sharp
intelligence.

“Mistress, a
thousand thanks. We were both very hungry indeed,” then he paused
to stare at her thoughtfully before he continued. “You may not know
what you have done but I will tell you, this good deed of yours
today will never be forgotten.”

Sarah knew.
Those careful good manners, even though starving; his refined
speech now with all trace of an accent wiped away. His height,
general poise and assurance. Very carefully Sarah turned to look
around but they were alone. She turned back to the man, smiled
gently and slowly gave a graceful curtsey. Her eyes never left
those of the man. His twinkled in return and he gave a gentle nod
with his head, while a slow, warm smile crept over his face. Then
he moved forward and took her hands in his own. He stank of dirt
and sweat, his ragged dress was disgusting but nothing could hide a
natural, courtly manner. He stood looking down at her, strong,
unafraid and very dignified.

“I would like
to know the name of a kind lady who stopped, fed two very hungry
people and who asked not one question afterwards,” he said
gently.

Sarah blushed.
“I am Mistress Penford from the village of Yate. My husband James
has a partnership in a spice business,” she replied, then
hesitated. What she had said was true, but it was only half a
story.

The man knew
something had been withheld. With a twitch of his lips he spoke
again. “Where did your husband stand in the wars, Mistress?”

Sarah did not
hesitate now. “He was a Captain for Parliament,” she told him with
quiet firmness, “and indeed, he works now at an activity from which
I am precluded. I ask no questions so I can tell you nothing as I
am ignorant,” she replied thoughtfully. “And even if I did know, I
doubt I’d tell you because I love him very much and a man must do
what his conscience dictates. A wife can also do this,” she
finished with a wide grin.

“What would
your husband say if he knew about today’s encounter?” the Prince
wanted to know next.

“He would be
thrown into a proper state!” Sarah laughed. “But he’ll learn
nothing from me. I am a grown woman, a mother, and a landowner in
my own right. When I married it was never to become a man’s
chattel. I have a mind and will of my own and I do exactly as I
choose as long as this does not go against the laws of the country
or damage my husband and family.”

“Well answered,
Mistress Penford,” the Prince replied and chuckled. “It’s people
like you who give me heart and hope again, especially after
Worcester.” He turned, beckoned to the woman and flashed her some
silent order. She obeyed instantly and fumbled in a small pouch
that was held by a cord around her neck. Sarah had never guessed
she had anything there because it was hidden under a dirty, coarse
top. It struck Sarah it was exactly in this place she too had
carried so many messages all those years ago. Only those vital ones
had rested in her body’s other more secret hiding passage. There
was no doubt but female breasts could have more uses than one.

Something
passed from the woman’s hand to his. He closed his fingers as if,
from feel, he could identify the object, then he opened his hand
and gave it to her. It was a small gold medallion with the royal
crest at the top. There was a tiny, thin loop so that the object
could be worn, hidden or clipped to a shirt.

“You are
generous, sir,” Sarah said, smiling with pride, taking his gift.
She guessed this Prince did not have much left to pass over to
anyone if he meant to escape, survive and fight again another
day.

“No, I’m not,”
he contradicted firmly. “You could have ridden by and not stopped.
You could have galloped away for soldiers. You did neither.
You…helped!”

“Oh!”
Sarah gasped. “I nearly
forgot, sir, do not go up this slope. There is a patrol over the
crest about two miles away. They
are looking for you. I suggest you move in that direction,” she pointed. “There are
some thick woods with a track which appears to run their length. I
don’t know where it goes I’m afraid but I doubt soldiers would wait
there.”

Prince Charles
bit his lip and his expression became stern. Then he looked down at
his swollen ankles. “I’m not used to long walks,” he said, trying
to make a feeble joke.

Sarah bit
her lip. “I dare not let you have my horse,” she said slowly,
anxious not to appear mean. “She is my special mare and just a
little too well known. Also, she
is getting old and I doubt whether she could carry two.”

“I see,” he
murmured. “Troops looking for me,” and he managed a lop-sided grin.
“Well, if they want me, first of all they have to catch me!”

“I would
suggest you and your companion get into the woods as quickly as you
can. There are soldiers everywhere,” she said and informed him
about the wounded convoy. She continued to hold his gift in her
hand, suddenly deeply troubled.

He sensed her
agitation. “You don’t like it?” he asked, nodding at his
medallion.

“Oh yes,
it’s lovely but…” Sarah halted and looked deep into
his eyes. “I think it’s only
right you should know I was a courier for Parliament when Prince
Rupert held Bristol. My work all aided his and your father’s
defeat. Do you still want me to have this?”

Prince
Charles smiled gravely. “Not only are you kind and generous but
also brave and honest. If God had seen to give my poor father more
fighters like you, then he might be alive today. However, be that
as it may, far too many Englishmen have died for my liking and the
load upon my back is great. I will come and take up my crown. It’s
mine by lawful inheritance and have it I will but when…?”
He shook his head. “Who knows?
It might take years.” He stopped and looked into the distance then
his gaze rested on Sarah again. “If you had such strong
Parliamentary sympathies that you worked against my father, why
have you helped me?” he asked with frank curiosity.
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