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About the Book

Judith Lennox’s first novel is a passionate tale of murder and revenge in Jacobean England.

Seventeenth-century London: corrupt, decadent and dangerous; a playground for the ambitious in search of power, wealth and position. Richard Galliers, returning from three years in exile, wants none of it. His only thought is for revenge.

Mall Conway, the beautiful and headstrong daughter of a Cambridgeshire gentleman is bored; bored with country life and with the restrictions of society. But her peaceful existence is shattered all too soon when Galliers inadvertently involves her in his determination to bring down a deadly enemy …

Galliers’ relentless quest takes him from the squalor of taverns and brothels and the tawdry glitter of playhouses to the decadent allure of Jacobean London’s great houses. And to the bleak wastes of the East Anglian Fens, where Reynardine, the mysterious highwayman, reigns, the terror of all weary travellers.




CHAPTER ONE

One evening, as I rode out

Amongst the leaves so green

I overheard a young woman

Converse with Reynardine.

(REYNARDINE)

LONDON: brittle, seductive London, calling the enterprising and ambitious to its learned, spendthrift court, its great parks and playhouses, its gaming houses and bordellos. A cast of a dice and a fortune’s made or lost, a flick of a card and a reputation tumbles.

If Giles Galliers had not been three parts drunk when he had finally found his brother, he might have kept a better guard on his tongue.

Embattled with a large quantity of anger, a peppering of apprehension and an ever-present misery that made him want to howl like a night hag, Giles had thus far found alcohol much the best salve for his wounded heart. So he had drunk at Amyott, before he had left home, his mother clucking and sniffing somewhere in the background. And he had drunk at most of the reasonable taverns on the long, hot ride from Essex to London, remaining more or less upright in the saddle because of his horsemanship, not his sobriety. At Epping he had found an inn for the night, and dreamed, to his surprise, neither of Anna nor of Richard, but of sea monsters that rose from the deep, and gnawed away his limbs, neatly, one by one.

Breakfasted on ale, dined on ale, and fortified by more ale during a tedious search of the more squalid parts of London, Giles had scratched irritably at the modest ruff he wore about his neck and had mentally added a scarlet blossoming of flea bites to his already considerable list of troubles. Had Richard the decency to keep a suitable London address … had Richard the decency not to reappear at this inconvenient time, newborn like some discreditable butterfly from a chrysalis of scandal and rumour … then he, Giles Galliers, might still be in Essex, perfectly content with his crumbling inheritance and carping mother, because he had Anna. But decency had never been Richard’s failing, so Giles trudged from the Mitre to the Mermaid, from Cheapside to Holborn, a headache competing with the flea bites for his attention. In Holborn he found Esmé Molyneux and, after a pleasant meal and a jug of water to tip over his head, set off for the Dagger.

It was still light outside, an agreeably warm summer’s evening. But the Dagger tavern was black, night black, as black as the rogues and scoundrels that infested it. It was also smoky and noisy; and famous equally for its dark, lethal Dagger ale, its pies ornamented with a representation of a dagger and a magpie, and the criminal nature of its clientele. You went to the Dagger if you wanted assistance with a venture that was rather less than legal; you went to the Dagger if you wanted to win, or lose, a large amount of money at dice and cards. The low-ceilinged room was crammed to the rafters with gamesters, their hungry eyes intent upon hazard, one-and-twenty, ruff, or primero. Giles’s brown eyes travelled the width of the room, searching every crowded table, surveying a myriad of unknown faces in the hope of finding one familiar face. Assuming, of course, that Richard would still be familiar. Three years was a long time.

He saw him, in a far corner of the room, a dark head bent over a game of dice. Giles’s hands, loose at his sides, fisted once, briefly, startling the pickpocket who had reached out fluid fingers to take the silk handkerchief that trailed so temptingly from his doublet. Then Giles elbowed his way through the whores, the cutpurses, the vagabonds and thieves to stand behind his brother’s table.

Richard had not, he thought, seen him. But as Giles reached out to touch his brother’s velvet shoulder (Richard calling and throwing a seven; the bearded man opposite him sliding, reluctantly, another coin to Richard’s side of the table), his hand was stayed when Richard looked up and said, ‘Giles. How pleasant.’ As though it had been three days since they had met, not three years. So Giles, finding nothing to say other than his brother’s name, quickly took a jug of ale from the passing pot boy’s tray, sat at the table, and glowered until the penniless bearded man rose and left.

When he had consigned his dice and his winnings to his pocket, Richard looked across at Giles and said, ‘You had my letter, then?’

Giles nodded.

Richard’s letter had been his first communication with his family since he had ridden, so long ago, through Amyott’s gates. Madam, kindly accept my condolences on the recent death of your husband, Lord Amyott … Lady Amyott had passed the letter to Giles without comment, and had continued her description of her latest malady. Only Giles, kind, uncomplicated Giles, had noticed the brightness of her eyes, the shiver in her voice.

‘We received it about a month ago,’ Giles said. He added hastily, ‘Mother isn’t very well at present.’

‘Ah.’ Richard leaned back in his chair, but his eyes, green-gold and lucent, did not leave Giles. ‘Nothing serious, I trust?’

Giles shook his head and applied himself conscientiously to his ale. He thought Richard had altered – how, he was not exactly sure. He still looked the same – perhaps the sun-browned, high-cheekboned face was leaner, more fined down; perhaps the heavy-lidded green eyes were more experienced, more cynical – but it was not that. There was a reserve which, though it might mask the wildness of former years, hinted at something disquieting, dangerous, behind it. There were, of course, a hundred questions that Giles would have liked to ask, yet he found he could utter none of them. There were subjects that must not be touched on. A refusal in the clear, hard eyes made Giles, even though he was the elder by almost two years, fall silent. Banalities such as where have you been and what did you do rose to the forefront of Giles’s brain and were effectively drowned by another mouthful of sweet, dark Dagger ale.

‘And Amyott?’ said Richard, lazily breaking into what had seemed, to Giles at least, an increasingly awkward silence. ‘Amyott still stands? Our neighbours – our friends – something must have happened since I left England. The Askews, the Deans, the Murrays –’

‘I hope to marry Anna Murray.’

There, it was out, and Giles, putting down his tankard with a thump, experienced a wave of almost unbearable longing.

‘To marry? You have finally forsworn the pleasures of the town, Giles?’

There was an edge of mockery in Richard’s voice, but Giles ignored it, and staring down into the empty depths of the ale jug saw only Anna, with her thick chestnut hair and gentle grey eyes. ‘I have been at Amyott since father died,’ said Giles. ‘The Murrays were at the funeral. And really, Anna is the loveliest creature …’

He fell silent again. The Galliers and the Murrays had known each other vaguely for some years, but differences of religion, coupled with Giles’s absences and Anna’s domestic duties (her mother had died when she was eleven, leaving her with a substantial assortment of younger siblings) had combined to keep Giles and Anna apart. Anna Murray was twenty-seven, only one year Giles’ junior, with heavy family responsibilities and a father with increasingly Puritan leanings. But nothing of the spinster clung to her: she was tall, graceful, with a perfect clear skin, fine eyes, and yards of shining chestnut hair. Giles had been totally unprepared for the emotions that had swamped him when Anna Murray had called to offer her condolences after Lord Amyott’s death in May. Giles had had many love affairs – he was good-looking, generous and easy going, with a streak of devilment in him that women found exciting. But he had coasted through these amours, writing perhaps a bad sonnet when the lady transferred her affections to another but shedding not a tear. But his feelings for Anna had been instant and irrevocable, and, best of all, they had been reciprocated.

From across the table, through a smattering of aggrieved argument from the benches at their side, Giles heard Richard prompt gently:

‘And Brother George?’

‘Oh, George Murray is in London.’ Giles signalled to the pot boy to refill his tankard. ‘George dices his allowance away quite nicely – keeping it well hidden from his father’s ears, of course.’

‘But not all gossip has been kept from John Murray?’ Richard’s clear gaze met Giles’s troubled one. ‘Come, Giles, if your suit with Miss Murray had met with any success, you wouldn’t be drinking yourself to insensibility in the Dagger.’

Beside them, someone had lost once too often. Shielding himself from the sudden cascade of bodies, ale jugs and furniture, Giles said gloomily, ‘Some bastard saw fit to remind him of your past career,’ and he threaded his hands through his brown hair as he recalled John Murray, in a particularly self-righteous frame of mind, dismissing him from the doorstep of the Murrays’ Saffron Walden house.

Richard’s smile, Giles thought when he looked up, was that of a cat which has just cornered a particularly large and juicy mouse. ‘Dear me, brother,’ he murmured, flicking the undoubtedly expensive lace of his cuffs back from his long hands. ‘Scandal takes a long time to die down.’

Giles ducked as a chair flew through the air, just missing his head. ‘Well, you didn’t time your reappearance too well, Richard,’ he said, feeling justification in his resentment. ‘You were supposed to be piloting a corsair’s galley round the Mediterranean.’

The cat’s smile became positively tigerish. ‘Well, I always did have a penchant for large ships, my dear. But it was a pinnace, not a galley.’

In spite of himself, Giles grinned. ‘Do you remember the Fens, when we took the eel trapper’s boat? We were sailing for the Americas, I believe. You were pilot then, I was master, and –’

‘– and Jeremy the ship’s boy.’

The smile had gone, Richard’s eyes were blank, devoid of warmth. Inwardly cursing himself, Giles reached for the ale jug. He heard Richard say: ‘And our neighbour at Kingscote? The good Sir Nicholas Carleton – he is, I trust, quite well?’

The ale had gone to Giles’s head, blurring the sound of the protesting gamblers, yanked forcefully from their seats and kicked into the street, blurring also the two whores, one fair, one brown-haired, who had taken their place. But not blurring the image of his brother opposite him, waiting, apparently carelessly, for an answer to an apparently casual question.

‘Carleton is rarely at Kingscote,’ said Giles, choosing his words with the artistry of one who has begun to see the yawning pits open before him. ‘He is generally at Court.’

‘So his fortunes continue to rise.’

And Richard, his dice nestled once more in his palm, no longer looked at Giles, nor at the fair-haired whore who edged steadily closer, nor at the tangle of thieves and gamesters who roared and heaved and sweated on the Dagger’s scuffed wooden floor. Giles, watching him, answered some of the questions he had not been able to face asking. Richard had travelled South; his skin was not the colour of a man who has endured three northern winters. He was well dressed, his doublet a good black velvet, his shirt a lace-trimmed silk. But God, it should have been possible to talk to him, to meet those disconcerting, too familiar eyes, and say: The past is over, and should be forgotten. But it was not possible. There was a barricade between them, and Giles knew that even if he were to drink the Dagger dry he would not cross that barricade.

But the coldness had gone from Richard’s eyes, his voice was flippant. ‘So who else prospers in London, Giles? The Scottish faction were doing rather well when I left, I recall.’

Through an increasing haze, Giles considered the Byzantine intricacies of the Court of King James at Whitehall. ‘If you mean Robert Kerr,’ he said, grasping thankfully at the change of subject, ‘then he has been made Earl of Somerset – and Lord Chamberlain. Oh, and he is married – to a Howard. Frances Howard – you remember her, surely, Richard?’

Outside, the sky had almost darkened. The heads of the revellers were framed black against the dark blue of the Dagger’s small window panes. Their voices lost in the general uproar, they seemed to Giles like the writhing stylized figures of a dumb-show. Threading through the muttering, the shouting, the singing, was Richard’s voice, soft and seductive.

‘There is a lady sweet and kind, was never face so pleased my mind … Yes, I remember Frances Howard. But, Giles, she was married to the Earl of Essex.’

‘Yes.’ The brown-haired whore was smiling at Giles. He returned the smile, and three faces swam before him: the whore’s, well painted to hide the pock marks; Anna’s, dimmed and distressed through the window of her bedchamber; Frances Howard’s, glittering and unobtainable on the arm of Robert Kerr, the King’s Scottish favourite.

He collected his thoughts, and said, ‘There was some scandal – the details are hideously complicated. Frances Howard married Robert Kerr in 1613. Last Christmas in fact. So the Howards are in even greater favour than ever. Are you –’ his gaze returned slowly to his brother, discovering a new possibility in the silk, the velvet, the jewellery ‘– are you considering a career at Court?’

The dice tumbled from Richard’s hand to the table. ‘Now, there’s a wager for you, Giles. For – let me see – the company of these two ladies for an entire night’ the women giggled ‘– for that not inconsiderable pleasure, I will oust Robert Kerr from King James’s heart – no? Perhaps not. Perhaps Kerr has qualities even I do not possess. Perhaps I should consider a different calling. What openings are there, Giles, for an impoverished second son with an expensive taste in women, alcohol and dice?’

‘The Church’, said Giles, helpfully. And then, entering into the spirit of things, ‘No – you might turn Puritan, and God, life would be dull … An apothecary –’

‘Too drab. Black robes and impenetrable mumblings about the constellations. Try again.’

‘An alchemist –’

‘’Tis magic, magic that hath ravished me –’

‘A wherry man. Or are you obsessed with pinnaces? A rat catcher – a coney catcher – a highwayman!’

Richard’s arm had curled about the fair-haired whore’s plump shoulders. Giles felt a soft hand take his and begin to stroke his fingers very gently, one by one.

‘Dashing in a black cloak and mask?’ Richard’s eyes, reflecting the tallow candle on the table, glinted. ‘A touch theatrical, don’t you think, Giles? But a good, steady income – although the penalty for failure’s a mite distracting –’

The soft hand had been replaced by a mouth that kissed his palm, a tongue that flicked at the tips of his fingers.

Giles was inspired.

‘A wager, Richard,’ he said.

When Giles stood up, weaving unsteadily through the crowds to answer a call of nature, Richard Galliers raised his tankard in salute. ‘Then let’s follow darkness like a dream, brother,’ he said, softly, and kissed the fair-haired whore on her painted lips.

‘Damn the woman!’

Martin Grosse cursed as his horse slipped again in the pale Cambridgeshire mud. He righted himself in the saddle, pushed his sparse damp hair out of his eyes, and spurred on his bony and uncooperative mare.

‘Damned flat place!’ he cursed again, unwilling to admit even to himself that, in this alien and soaking county, he was lost. His eyes scanned the horizon for signs of habitation, his mind tempted by visions of hot ale, fresh bread and ham, and perhaps a kind and docile country girl on his knee. Then he remembered the Countess of Somerset, and looked instead at the track ahead for, even if he had had the luck to find a village with a warm and cosy inn, he could not have stopped. ‘This is to be at Hinxton by nightfall,’ she had said, pressing the letter into his hand – and looking into her clear, hard blue eyes, he had not dared disobey.

It was getting perilously near nightfall now – greenish-grey clouds filled the darkening skies, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to make out the ill-defined path in front of him. The rain sheeted relentlessly down making the landscape even more featureless. He could just make out a blurred shape in the small copse a little way ahead of him – and it was moving, slowly. Grosse clutched his knife under his cloak, his keen eyes trying to pierce the rain and dark – and then relaxed as the shape formed into the figure of a bowed old woman.

‘Alms for a poor beggar woman, sir, that has no home but the woods and ditches.’

Grosse glimpsed a pleading face, darkened by sun and wind, half hidden by the folds of a dirty old shawl. In no mood for charity, he was about to push the frail old body out of his path, when another vision of that warm and kindly inn prompted second thoughts.

‘Am I on the road for Hinxton, old woman?’

As she hesitated, his hand searched through his pocket for a coin to help ease her memory.

In the unthinking moment of stooping to give the beggar her bribe, Grosse never saw how the knife reached his throat. He knew, however, that it was an Italian knife, long, thin, sharp, and utterly deadly, its tip scratching the skin over his windpipe, its handsome jewelled haft held unwaveringly by a young, strong, and unquestionably male hand.

Eyes that were not old and rheumy, but young, and a curious cat-like amber-green, stared coolly into his face.

‘Your money and your jewels, sir,’ said the voice softly. ‘Now.’

If he had not been sent on what he considered to be a damn fool errand, if it had not been such foul weather for late August, if he had not been taken in by such an old and obvious trick, then Martin Grosse might not have lost his temper. After all, he knew himself to be carrying little of any value, except possibly the letter, which would be of no interest to a highwayman. But he had never been a placid man, and he had rarely been outmatched in a fight. He was heavy, too, his body far bulkier than the comparatively slight form swathed in dirty rags before him.

With a roar of anger he lurched backwards, kicking with his spurred boot to stab violently into the crone’s side. Simultaneously, Grosse swung for the arm holding the dagger.

He had almost expected it to be easy. As it was, he had just long enough momentarily to respect the other man’s skill in the split second between being thrown from his horse and his head making hard and painful contact with an old beech tree. Then, almost thankfully, he lapsed into unconsciousness.

In the shelter of the beech tree, the highwayman knelt by Grosse’s prone body. Systematically, he began to search his pockets, removing what little coin and valuables he found. From an inside pocket of the soaking blue doublet he withdrew a folded and sealed piece of paper. The seal had broken in the struggle. He studied the seal for a moment, and then, pushing back the dirty cloth covering his head to reveal dark hair, slightly curled by the driving rain, he sat, his back propped comfortably against the tree trunk, and began to read the letter.

Cambridgeshire’s reputation as one of England’s drier counties looked to be forfeit that day. Four weeks of cloudless summer had suddenly given way to rain: unremitting, dreary, teeming rain. Everything dripped – hedges, leaves, the spiky brambles with their half ripened blackberries, the orchards heavy with small hard green apples. Rain streamed from overburdened gutters, flattened any strips of corn not yet harvested, tore the petals from the scarlet poppies that embroidered the waysides, bruising the silky fragments into a sodden pot pourri.

The roads, always bad, became intolerable. Large flat yellow puddles hid the treacherous pot-holes from the unwary rider. At the verges, water and earth mixed to form a vile, glutinous mire perfidious to both man and beast.

Where the road followed up the slight incline lying to the west side of the Conways’ large Belford estate a stream, opaque and fast running, gathered the water at the top of the incline and spat it downhill, where it created a new sea, fully six feet across, to plague the already over-tired traveller. To the small group of riders, half drowned somewhere between Ickleton and Belford, it seemed the final straw.

The first of the riders checked his horse, steaming and shivering at the edge of the offending puddle. He waited, water dripping from his hat, his nose, his hair, for the second horse to draw level.

‘Your ladyship –’ The man’s words were addressed to the old woman who sat pillion on the second horse, but his eyes met those of the servant in front of her. ‘There’s a quagmire under this, your ladyship. With the burdens they carry, I fear the horses might sink too deep in the mud.’ His voice faltered hopelessly, lost in the constant drumming rain.

Willis, the servant, caught his eye and nodded almost imperceptibly. ‘Loader is right, your ladyship. And we should not still be on the road at this time of evening.’ He gestured to the gently wooded darkness around them. ‘Perhaps we could find a decent place for the night, and then set out early again next morning.’ He pulled his cold, wet cloak further about himself.

‘Nonsense!’ The sharp autocratic voice rasped in his ears. Despite the appalling weather, despite being perched uncomfortably pillion, her bony arms clutching her servant’s back as they jolted along waterlogged tracks and bridleways, despite the delays that had lengthened the duration of their journey, Lady Woodroffe was content. A small smile had hung incongruously on her old dry lips for much of the day, and her pleasurable thoughts had distracted her from some of the physical discomforts of the ride. ‘Nonsense! Stop now? Certainly not!’ The third horse, double burdened with another manservant and Lady Woodroffe’s ancient personal maid, had reined in beside them. ‘We must be within a few miles of Robert’s house. I wouldn’t dream of paying some crooked tapster a ridiculous price for a flea-ridden bed!’

Loader stared miserably, resentfully, at the ever deepening puddles. Resigning himself, he swung out of the saddle, his feet sinking into the soft mud.

‘Then we had best walk the beasts across, your ladyship.’

It took a full twenty minutes, and several cold, slippery journeys to relieve the horses of panniers and people, and to carry luggage and women across the undividing Red Sea that blocked their way. It took a further ten minutes of numb fingers fumbling with awkward straps and buckles to reload the horses, kick some of the excess mud off boots and breeches, and lift Lady Woodroffe, still anachronistically resplendent in her early Elizabethan finery, back into the saddle.

The tiny cavalcade set off again in silence, the horses picking their way fastidiously through the puddles and pot-holes. Sheltered behind Willis’s stocky body, Lady Woodroffe smiled to herself again. The thought had occurred to her that it would be even better to arrive late in the evening. Robert would have already made himself comfortable for the night, most of the servants would have already retired, and her late arrival would cause the maximum inconvenience. And the joy of it was that Robert would have to disguise every tiny bit of his irritation. She imagined her nephew’s fat face straining to produce expressions of pleasure and welcome at her arrival. Ah, there were many compensations in wealthy old age, but this was the best of them. With six impoverished greedy nephews and nieces, Lady Woodroffe divided her time, comfortable in the knowledge that each one must attend instantly to her every whim, however unreasonable and inconvenient. The idea of making a visit unforwarned, and at an awkward hour, had been a superb refinement. Margaret had run about like an agitated hen when she had arrived, and then been equally agitated at her sudden unexpected departure earlier today, obviously terrified that her aunt had taken some unpredictable offence. Yes, it was a pleasant way to live out one’s declining years.

The track diverted through oak trees. It was darker under the trees, but the low twisted boughs and heavy green leaves gave some protection against the rain. The horses stepped more easily over the moss and ferns, and their riders relaxed as the likelihood of being thrown into the churning mud receded. They should not have relaxed, however, for the branches of the trees did not bear only leaves and green young acorns. Like some unwanted manna from a malevolent heaven, the threat that fell from above was beautifully planned, exquisitely executed. Thud, thud, thud, the three bodies dropped almost noiselessly, two to drag the men to the ground, the third to land impossibly, and perch precariously, on the rump of Lady Woodroffe’s unfortunate horse. Then the unreal silence broke – the lady’s maid began to scream with hysterical shrillness, the horses, shocked and distracted, joined in the cacophony, and Willis, forcibly disarmed and dismounted, added a deep basso thump and grunt as his weighty frame mingled suddenly with the dead leaves on the ground.

Had they not already been tired and dispirited, they might not have been so easily overtaken. After all, they were not unevenly matched. The burly Willis must have had an advantage of two or three stones over the wiry dark figure who instantly wormed his way up the saddle to grip the reins of the agitated horse, and then held, business-like, a pistol an inch from her ladyship’s withered chin. His two accomplices, similarly masked and cloaked, but of a wilder, ragged, more flamboyant style, their hats plumed and extrovert, their faces extravagantly whiskered, were neither of them giants. But their agility compensated for their lack of muscle, and Loader’s one half-hearted attempt at reprisal left him with nothing more than a sore chin and a grass-stained rear.

Lady Woodroffe turned to look at her attacker. Her old face betrayed not a frisson of fear at the masked and hooded figure before her, and she ignored the intruding pistol. She noted that the man was young – she could tell that from the way he sat, gloved hand confidently holding the reins with the easy balance and assurance of youth she had long ago lost. From underneath the capacious hood of his cloak a little rough untidy hair peeked out. She thought it was red, a shade of hair she had always detested.

Softly, the highwayman spoke.

‘Your pardon for the intrusion, my lady.’ A young voice, slightly accented. ‘Be so good as to let me have what money and jewels you carry, and you may continue on your way.’

Lady Woodroffe’s grey eyes met his. Because of the mask and the darkness, it was hard to see the colour of the man’s eyes – green, hazel, she could not be sure. But they were cold, and their cunning, knowing glitter betrayed an intimacy with life and death more appropriate to old age than youth. Despite her pride, Lady Woodroffe shivered. She had already had her threescore years and ten. With feelings of secure superiority she had watched friends and relatives die in childbirth, of war wounds, of the ague, the plague, the pox … death had many disguises, many deceptions, but her successful combination of selfishness and wealth had secured her safety over the years. But she knew now, looking into this man’s inhuman eyes, that here was a possible death.

She was pleased that her voice was steady as she spoke.

‘Willis. Do as the – gentleman – says.’

There wasn’t that much, really. Some jewels, a purse, and for some reason he took the valuable copy of Seneca that she had filched from Margaret’s library at Frog Bridge. An educated highwayman, thought Lady Woodroffe, some slight measure of confidence returning with the sneer. Then the pistol was removed from her vision, and she felt the warmth of his body disappear from behind and heard the slither of movement as he jumped from the horse’s back.

One of the highwayman’s two associates had dumped her servants’ weapons in a ditch at the boundary of the copse, and had shortly returned, leading three horses. The maid still screeched. Lady Woodroffe eyed her with an emotion close to hatred.

The highwayman said: ‘I suggest you give her a glass of brandy. There’s a nice little inn at the next village.’

Then they were gone, the short drama played out as the three figures melted into blackness and the sound of their horses’ hooves was lost in the distance.

Unwisely, Loader spoke. ‘Shall I do as he said, your ladyship? Find an inn, I mean?’

Taking the heavy embroidered gloves that she clutched in her hand, Lady Woodroffe raised them and struck him about the head, over and over again.

Through lips that were almost paralysed with anger and shame she hissed: ‘Fools! Collect your swords and ride on! And if you do not stop that noise this instant, woman, I will beat you also!’

The oak copse in which the unfortunate Lady Woodroffe had been parted from her possessions skirted the westernmost side of one of Cambridgeshire’s largest estates. The estate was owned by the Conway family, and bore the same name as the nearest village, Belford. Belford House sprawled, rain-sodden, lumbering and untidy, just half a mile away, crouched like some enormous warty toad in the shallow, gently wooded valley.

Belford possessed none of the grace of a Hever nor the imposing might of a Bodiam Castle. Successive generations of Conways, all incorrigible individualists, had added to, adapted, and altered the original structure to suit their own tastes and purposes. No uniformity of design or decoration had succeeded in attaching itself to Belford: griffins leered uncompromisingly from the parapets, escutcheons teetered at slightly odd angles over the vast doorway, but all failed to give the building the majesty merited by its size.

But the estate was profitable. If Sir Thomas Conway himself had little interest in the day-to-day matters of field and stock, he had, at least, sufficient intelligence to engage an efficient, conscientious steward, and to pay him well. The soil was rich, the weather generally kind, and Sir Thomas’s substantial fortune could hardly help but multiply.

Sir Thomas Conway was a handsome man in his late fifties. He was a true Conway, prone to short-lived, magnificent obsessions, great love affairs of the intellect only superseded by the next inevitably irresistible amour. Sir Thomas had looked set to be a confirmed bachelor until suddenly, when nearly forty, he had fallen hopelessly in love. Maire Conway had been Irish, small, black-haired, and entrancingly lovely. They had lived together, briefly, in perfect happiness, and Belford, if not beautiful, had at least been clean, tidy and full of laughter. But Maire had died in childbirth, eleven months after her wedding, leaving a tiny dark-haired daughter her single frail hostage to immortality. For a long time Sir Thomas had tried not to be aware of the child’s existence, and had immersed almost all of himself in whatever study – natural philosophy, alchemy, astrology, anatomy – had had the possibility of offering some sort of oblivion. But gradually, the dark curling hair, the deep blue eyes, the quick mind, all so painfully like her mother’s, had wormed their way into his beleaguered soul, and had become the new centre of his existence. From then on, until Mall was in her early teens, they had been almost inseparable. Sir Thomas sought to give his daughter what his wife, isolated in her Irish castle, had never had – an education. So he engaged the best tutors, and spared considerable portions of his own time so that Mall might learn music, languages, mathematics, philosophy. His efforts were well rewarded; she proved an apt and enthusiastic pupil. If her gowns were old-fashioned and ill-mended, Mall did not notice; if Belford’s draughty and complicated passageways became littered with the ingredients of Sir Thomas’s stranger experiments, she was not aware of it. And if the Conways’ nearest neighbours – the Houldens, the Murrays, and the Askews – muttered that the Conway girl was growing wild for want of a mother, neither father nor daughter cared.

Then, when Mall was fourteen, Sir Thomas remarried. What transient return of spring prompted this step, no-one was ever completely sure. After his first wife’s death, all the pretty, and not-so-pretty, young women of the county had called to offer their condolences. But they had received little encouragement, and had gradually accepted that Sir Thomas wished to remain a permanent widower. The years had passed, the old queen had died, and the Stuart king had succeeded to the throne. King James had gradually freed England of many of its Elizabethan shackles of economy and morality. A new licence permeated the playhouses, the great houses, the Court. But although London had changed into something more fascinating, more wicked, more dangerous, little had altered in Cambridgeshire. The disruption, when it came, was of an entirely different nature. One spring-like March day Sir Thomas was introduced to Alice Porter and within six weeks he had married her.

Alice was in her mid thirties, as different from his long dead Maire as was possible. She was blonde, her thick butter-fair hair fell heavily to her waist, her plump rounded figure was in total contrast to Maire’s slight fragility. Alice was of yeoman stock, she exuded good health and placidity, and had none of the fey quality that Sir Thomas had sometimes found so disturbing in his first wife. She was kind to her difficult stepdaughter, she would obviously be a good mother, and her eyes followed Sir Thomas’s every move in patient adoration, as if she were unable to believe in her good fortune.

A year after her marriage, Alice Conway’s good fortune ran out. She gave birth, prematurely and with considerable difficulty, to twin sons. One of the babies died within a few hours of birth, the other survived – just. Ralph Conway, heir to the vast Conway estates in Cambridgeshire and Essex, plus the odd castle and bog in Ireland, inherited his fairness and his lack of intellect from his mother, with none of her physical robustness. At horribly frequent intervals he would acquire yet another childish ailment that would both threaten his life and further retard his unspectacular progress. He had just passed his second birthday, a miracle that seemed to Alice Conway a direct result of her own prayers and determination.

Her son’s delicacy tied Alice Conway to Belford and separated her from her husband. For, as King James’s reign progressed, he gathered the learned about him, seeking minds as agile and tastes as catholic as his own. Whitehall did not only draw the gilded young: it sought great intellects as well as pretty faces. The king might rise at dawn and chase the hare through the early morning mist with a score of Scots and English courtiers following behind him, but at dusk he would discuss theology, poetry, natural philosophy with the finest minds in the kingdom. Sir Thomas Conway, being possessed of a particularly fine mind, found himself drawn unexpectedly to a milieu he had previously despised. Able to discourse passionately on most subjects from alchemy to zoomancy, he had found himself welcome at a Court which considered the pursuit of learning as entrancing as the pursuit of pleasure. Sir Thomas, on his part, having no need for money and no wish for advancement, could not fail to enjoy the company of his intellectual equals, the stimulation of new books, the travellers’ tales of foreign lands.

Knowing the dangers of the London in which Sir Thomas spent more and more of his time – the dirt, the noise, the overcrowding, and, worst of all, the plague – Alice Conway had refused either to take her son to the city or to leave him at home with his nurse and travel there herself. Ralph, tiny, fragile, teetering on a knife-edge between life and death, had taken her attention during the last two years, while increasingly numerous journeys to Court had occupied much of Sir Thomas’s. Mall, doubly deserted by her father, with little in common with and a large natural resentment of her stepmother, had watched her unconventional, interesting world steadily disintegrate. True, there were not so many cobwebs festooning Belford’s ceilings, and Mall herself had a wardrobe of reasonably well cut, respectable clothes, but something irreplaceable seemed to have gone, leaving her in a well dusted limbo.

The last few weeks had seen a return to some of the pre-Alice pleasures. Sir Thomas’ latest invention – a wonderful, insane idea – was in the process of design. Mall had acted as her father’s amanuensis, and it was in his study that they now worked. Sir Thomas intended to journey to London: he would leave Belford the following day, pausing to stay with his brother Leo on the way, and arrive in Whitehall by the end of the week. Hoping to enjoin the interest of his sovereign, he had prepared reams of notes, diagrams, discourses. Mall sat behind her father’s desk, pen in hand, black hair falling untidily over her face, awaiting Sir Thomas’ next dictation.

A vast pile of books and pamphlets, of varying antiquity and condition, stood before Sir Thomas; billowing clouds of dust surged into the air as he pulled more from the shelves. Triumphantly, he found the volume he had been looking for.

‘Ah, here we are, my dear.’ He opened the fragile text carefully, standing by the window to get the last fading light from the overcast sky. ‘I will translate and you will write.’ Sir Thomas cleared some of the dust out of his throat, and began to dictate. ‘Mechanics are the paradise of mathematical science because –’

He broke off abruptly, and stared out of the window. ‘We seem to have visitors, my dear.’

Mall rose, and stood beside her father, looking out into the torpid skies and sheeting rain. Three overburdened horses, two bearing the curious widened shape that indicated a pillion passenger, were slowly making their way down the winding path to Belford’s front door.

‘Do you know them, father?’

It was impossible to distinguish the riders’ faces, or the colours of the servants’ livery. Sir Thomas shrugged.

‘I am not expecting visitors.’ He turned back to the book he held. ‘Alice can deal with them,’ he said dismissively.

Inside Belford’s Great Hall, Lady Conway attempted to entertain her unexpected guests. The Great Hall was one of the oldest rooms in the house; built in the late fourteenth century, the Hall still retained its original traceried windows, high oak-beamed ceiling and stone floor. A monstrous fire-surround and a curving stone staircase had been Sir Thomas’s only concession to modernity. Neither made the room any more conducive to easy, cosy conversation. Punctuated by the howling draughts that issued from every door and window, ill-lit by flickering inadequate rushlights, conversation flowed stickily, alternate venom and honey from both ladies’ lips.

For almost the first time in her life, Lady Woodroffe felt the full weight of her many years. Fatigue and disquiet had forced her, unwillingly, to take sanctuary. She was somewhat comforted in her defeat by the thought that she could send Willis to Robert’s house, and require him to come to her assistance that very night. How he would detest having to ride out in such foul weather! Yet he could not refuse.

Sitting in the Hall’s most comfortable chair, a glass of sweet wine in her hand, Lady Woodroffe could remember Sir Thomas Conway, but was surprised to learn he had remarried. Someone must have told her … it was odd how the events of twenty years ago could seem so much more vivid than those of the recent past. And, on meeting Alice Conway, flustered, disorganized, Lady Woodroffe had smiled to herself. What on earth had possessed the fool of a man to wed this twittering commoner? Her overblown physical attractions were evident, but her lack of education and breeding would soon irritate even an eccentric like Sir Thomas. Of course, thought Lady Woodroffe, watching as Alice Conway dispatched a manservant to convey her guest’s situation to her husband, his first wife had also been a disaster. The men had found her pretty enough, and she had brought with her a large dowry, but anyone with any sense could have seen she would not outlive her first child.

The introductions and explanations over, Lady Woodroffe felt some of her accustomed equanimity return. She leaned back in her chair, and began to exercise one of the prerogatives of a wealthy old age: unpardonable rudeness.

‘And how long have you been wed, Lady Conway?’

Myopic blue eyes met filmy grey ones. ‘Oh – three years now, Lady Woodroffe.’

‘And do you have any children?’

Lady Woodroffe noticed the white, surprisingly muscular hands clutch and twist at the handkerchief they held. ‘I have a stepdaughter, Mall; she is almost grown. And a son.’ A note of maternal pride tinged her voice. ‘He has just celebrated his second birthday, praise the Lord.’

With unerring instinct, Lady Woodroffe caught the note of anxiety and burrowed for its source. ‘He is a sickly child, then?’

Another twist to the handkerchief. ‘He is a little frail, but we trust he will grow stronger.’

Lady Woodroffe sniffed, and the pitiless eyes fixed themselves on the younger woman. ‘In my opinion, these weakling infants never make much of themselves. Even if they do survive, they are frequently physically or morally deficient. In my opinion, children like that should be –’

A new voice, clear and cold, interrupted her from the top of the stairs. ‘Ralph will be neither physically nor morally deficient. He is a dear little boy, and will grow into a fine man.’

Lady Woodroffe looked up sharply at the figure descending the stairs. It was the stepdaughter – dishevelled, dust-powdered, barely concealed anger brightening her dark blue eyes. The girl clearly embodied the disastrous combination of her mother’s appearance and her father’s arrogance. Lady Woodroffe spoke with equal clarity.

‘In my day, girls were taught not to interrupt their betters.’

Mall smiled sweetly. ‘I never interrupt my betters, ma’am.’

Alice, recognizing the commencement of hostilities, broke in. ‘Mall, this is Lady Woodroffe. Her ladyship was travelling to Mr Askew’s house, when she was attacked by a highwayman. And just outside Belford’s gates! Imagine!’

Lady Woodroffe’s penetrating tones interrupted.

‘And of course, Sir Thomas, as the principal landowner in this area, must assemble a party of men to search for the villains. Robert will be delighted to assist him,’ she continued generously, ‘when he arrives.’

The stepdaughter addressed her again, dark hair that badly needed brushing framing a pale oval face. ‘But what did he look like, Lady Woodroffe – the highwayman, I mean?’

Unwillingly, Lady Woodroffe’s mind was dragged back to the uncomfortable incident in the woods.

‘He looked like a fox, girl, like a fox. Cunning, evil, cruel.’ And she was surprised at the genuine, unavoidable shiver of fear that iced the surface of her withered skin. Anger returning with the memory of the humiliation, her voice became harsh again.

‘That gown is a disgrace, child. I’m surprised your stepmother allows you to be seen in public like that.’

The clash was unavoidable, this time.

As Mall left the room on her stepmother’s instructions, the dusty hem of her skirts sullenly brushing the stairs, Lady Woodroffe turned to Alice Conway. ‘She will grow out of hand if you are not careful. I remember her mother, she was the same. How old is she – sixteen, seventeen? Is she betrothed yet?’ Lady Woodroffe adjusted the shawl that covered her shoulders. ‘Take my advice, my dear. Find her a husband, and soon.’

Sent humiliatingly upstairs, Mall discarded the dusty dress for a nightgown, but did not go to bed. Instead, she knelt, wrapped in a blanket, leaning against the window seat, watching the small group of men headed by her father and Robert Askew ride out through Belford’s gates. She had every intention of waiting for their return. For they might well bring the highwayman, and keep him guarded in one of Belford’s less pleasant rooms before transferring him to Cambridge in the morning. Mall wanted to see him, with his mask and cloak, and his cunning, wicked, handsome face like a fox. Kneeling on the floor, her head cushioned on the old brocade window seat, she looked out to where the yellow moon, newly visible through the thinning rainclouds, bathed the trees at Belford’s boundary with an enchanted, glamoured light. Perhaps she would see him and speak to him. Perhaps he was not as wicked as the old lady had suggested, but had some dashing ulterior motive for his crime. Perhaps he would fall in love with her, and she would smuggle him from Belford and save him from the hangman, and together they would leave the country … and travel … sail the blue Mediterranean on a galley rowed by slaves with skins as black as night … ride to Muscovy’s icy wastes on fleet-footed steppe ponies … Her head cradled comfortably on the cushion, Mall slept.

Lady Woodroffe having been parcelled, complaining, into one of Belford’s less spartan bedchambers, Alice Conway retired also. But not to sleep. Lady Woodroffe’s more memorable comments had hurt her deeply. A gentle woman, Alice would have killed to protect her fragile son. Although she knew the child to be a little backward for his age, she had every hope that he would catch up when his health improved. She had not allowed herself to be discouraged by Ralph’s lack of speech or inability to toddle more than a few halting steps; many children were slow at first, and still managed to draw level with their brighter brothers and sisters. But there would be no brothers and sisters for Ralph. Alice had long resigned herself to that. Only a half-sister, Maire, whom the family called Mall.

Mall. Lying alone in the lumpy four-poster, Alice’s tangled thoughts turned to her stepdaughter. ‘She will grow out of hand – find her a husband.’ The destructive words, with their horrible ring of truth, echoed in Alice’s ears. For she did find Mall difficult, she had never understood her, and feared that she would never do so. When they had first met, three years ago, Alice had seen an undisciplined, untidy child. True, she had glimpsed flashes of a fiery nature, and rebelliousness, but she had put them down to the girl’s isolation from the rest of polite society. Treated with firmness and kindness, Mall would behave better, and they would grow close – or so Alice had believed. Mall would become the daughter Alice would never have. But that had not happened. Instead, there was an undercurrent of hostility between them, rarely stated, but insurmountable, a thin palisade of mistrust and resentment. It was Thomas’s fault, of course. He had ruined the child, giving her a ridiculously elaborate education – totally unsuitable for a girl – and allowing her to do more or less as she wished. Alice had been able to make some improvements. Mall dressed better, and was generally – with some regrettable exceptions – tidier. Indeed, when her hair was properly styled and her face painted, she could look quite lovely. But Lady Woodroffe had been right, and she, Alice, had evaded her duties too long. Mall must be found a husband, and preferably before she did something so outrageous that no respectable man would have her. Alice recognized that she had been too involved with Ralph, and had neglected her duties as the mother of a stepdaughter of marriageable age. And, if only Mall would refrain from displaying some of her less feminine talents (shooting, for instance, or swimming), then she surely would secure a creditable match. Yes, she would bring the subject up to Sir Thomas before he left for London.

At last Alice slept, most of her troubles forgotten. The only fear that haunted her dreams, as pale light glimmered over the horizon, was how on earth she was going to face that awful old woman in the morning.

Sir Thomas, packing books in his study the next day, was not in the best of tempers.

A sleepless night spent trailing round the country after some wretched highwayman, who was doubtless two counties away by now, was not guaranteed to improve his state of mind. The hunt, ordered, thought Sir Thomas crossly, by that appalling old woman, had, of course, found nothing. Together with Robert Askew, who had confided through gritted teeth to Sir Thomas that he wished the miserable rogue had done the job properly and finished off the old hag, he had scoured the borders of Cambridgeshire and Essex, becoming soaked and mud-spattered in the process. Had it not been for the fact that her servants had independently backed up her tale, Sir Thomas would have taken most of Lady Woodroffe’s story for the self-obsessed wanderings of senility. To waste the best part of a night in some fruitless parody of a hunt for a fellow who was supposed to resemble a fox (the highwayman had already acquired the nickname of Reynardine), seemed to Sir Thomas to be the height of folly. The news, brought to the house by one of the maidservants, that Lady Woodroffe had not been the only traveller molested the previous night had shaken Sir Thomas slightly, but had not weakened his resolve to leave for London. Irritably, he went back to his books.

‘Thomas?’

It was Alice, standing in the doorway of his study.

‘Come in, my dear.’ He waved at the chaos around him. ‘I am just choosing a few books to take with me.’

‘Oh – I wish you did not have to go!’

Her voice, usually gentle and undemanding, was untypically passionate. It annoyed him – the last thing he felt like now, after the frustrations of the previous night, was an emotional scene.

‘You know I have to go, Alice.’ He tried to sound jocular. ‘After all, we cannot disappoint the king!’

‘Of course, Thomas.’ Alice was looking older this morning, lines beginning to etch themselves in the fair skin around her eyes and mouth. ‘It’s just that – Lady Woodroffe – and the highwayman – and …’ her voice trailed hopelessly away.

Sir Thomas’s vexation increased. After three years of marriage, Alice really should no longer have any qualms about dealing with an old battleaxe like Lady Woodroffe.

‘Lady Woodroffe will be gone this morning. Robert Askew stayed the night, and will escort her to his home shortly. And the highwayman –’ his voice was impatient ‘– the highwayman will be in another part of the country by now. I am taking enough men with me, all armed, of course, so that we will be a match for any fool that dares waylay us. Indeed,’ the last book was placed on the pile with an unnecessary thump, ‘I almost wish he would. It would give me an opportunity to exact retribution for last night’s fiasco. But do make sure Mall does not ride abroad by herself. If she wishes to ride she must take several of the men with her.’ He turned away, fastening a leather strap about the books.

Alice knew this was the moment to bring up the subject that lay like a pebble trapped in her shoe, allowing her no peace. She overcame her sudden reluctance to speak.

‘It is about Mall I wish to speak, Thomas. I’m worried about her.’

She had his full attention at last.

‘Worried? She’s not ill, is she?’

‘She is not ill.’ Alice spoke firmly, angered into bravery by an awareness that Sir Thomas’s ready concern for his daughter was rarely shown for his son. ‘We need to talk of her marriage.’

‘Marriage? What marriage?’

‘It is high time a betrothal was arranged for Mall. Perhaps you could consider the subject while you are at Court. After all, she is a considerable heiress.’

‘Mall’s far too young for marriage. She’s only a child – perhaps in a year or two.’ He turned from her again, and began to sort out papers in a drawer.

Alice persevered.

‘She is not too young, Thomas. Mall is seventeen, quite old enough to be wed. Many girls are married far younger than she. You will spoil her chances if you leave it too late. It would be an excellent thing for Mall to have an establishment of her own – and children of her own. You know how fond she is of Ralph. It would be the making of her – and she has not always been easy of late.’ Instantly, Alice regretted voicing any criticism, however mild, of her stepdaughter. It invariably produced the wrong response.

Sir Thomas said coldly: ‘It would be considerably easier to arrange a match for Mall if you were to accompany me to Court, as I have frequently requested.’

Tears sprang unbidden to Alice’s soft blue eyes. ‘You know that I cannot come with you, Thomas, however much I would like to. London would not suit Ralph.’

Sir Thomas faced her. ‘But, as you said, Mall is of an age to be wed now, not in three or four years time. Ralph has a nurse. He will remain at Belford, and you and Mall will follow me to London.’

Unable to explain her conviction that the delicate thread of Ralph’s existence depended on her own constant vigilance, Alice said faintly: ‘No, Thomas.’ She dabbed at her eyes with a tiny lace handkerchief.

Sir Thomas softened slightly. She cried so easily nowadays, yet she had seemed such a simple, happy person three years ago. It was the baby, of course. Alice should have had a nursery full of healthy babies to cosset instead of one constantly failing infant and a well-tended grave in Belford’s churchyard. He took his wife’s hand.

‘Perhaps you yourself should consider Mall’s future, my dear.’

It had suddenly occurred to him that if his daughter married a local squire he would, at least, still see her. After all, if he were to find Mall a husband at Court, she might eventually live as far away as Cornwall or Northumberland. Or, more likely, Scotland, for when James Stuart had left his native country in 1603, to succeed to the English throne, many of his countrymen had accompanied him on his leisurely progress south, and had then stayed, enjoying England’s softer, more indulgent air. A local match might not be so prestigious, but, on the other hand, Sir Thomas would not lose Mall completely.

‘Yes, there are several families not too far from Belford. The Askews, the Murrays –’ He tried to recall the names of the neighbours he had ignored for years. ‘Oh, yes, the Galliers. Giles Galliers would be a fine match now that he has inherited the title … though I did hear some rumour concerning him and the eldest Murray girl. And there is his younger brother, of course. He has recently returned to the country, I believe.’

Alice frowned doubtfully. ‘I seem to recall there was some unpleasantness –’

‘Oh, women’s tittle-tattle!’ Sir Thomas tied a ribbon round the collection of papers. ‘The lad was just a little wild, I expect. He’ll settle down, I don’t doubt. At least he had a few brains in his head – which is more than can be said for most of the empty-headed jackanapes at Whitehall!’ The papers were thrown into a bag. ‘Yes, you put your mind to it, my dear, and when I return, perhaps we will see if something definite can be arranged.’ He shut the drawers of the cabinet.

‘But that will mean entertaining.’ Alice put her hand on her husband’s velvet sleeve. ‘Not by myself – I couldn’t, Thomas.’

With sudden inspiration, Sir Thomas smiled down at her. ‘Then I will ask Leo to visit Belford for a while. He will keep you company, and host whatever occasion you wish. You know he will be delighted to stay – he may use my library, and he enjoys the company.’

For the first time that morning, Alice’s brow cleared, and she smiled back at her husband. Leo Conway, Sir Thomas’s younger brother, was a bachelor and a scholar. He was pleasant and undemanding, and played with Ralph for hours, reserving for the child an undivided, patient attention. And he would be good company for Mall. Alice had not realized how greatly she was dreading the husbandless weeks ahead, until Sir Thomas presented her with this solution. Leo would play chess with Mall – a game Alice had never been able to fathom – and they could share their mutual obsession with books. Lightly, Alice kissed Thomas on the cheek.

‘Yes. That’s the very answer. Tell Leo we will be delighted to see him.’

The heavy rain was short-lived. The oppressive late August heat returned all too soon, drying the puddles almost as quickly as they had appeared, turning the mud back to dust within a few days. The heat multiplied the insects; wasps, as bad-tempered as the humans they scourged, buzzed inside the festering fruit of the orchard, and gleaming aquamarine flies swarmed in kitchen and midden.

Along with Alice, and most of the other female inhabitants of Belford, Mall had spent much of these last, unbearable dog-days of the too-long summer in the kitchens, fighting the flies and heat to make jams and jellies, and bottle plums, pears, apricots and damsons. It was while they were wrapped in capacious jam-spattered aprons, their hair tied unbecomingly back from their perspiring foreheads, that Alice had broached the subject of marriage to her stepdaughter. She had, thought Alice, introduced the topic with the utmost tact and consideration, but the conversation, instead of becoming an adult, woman-to-woman discussion, had, of course, gone utterly wrong. To Mall, prickly with heat and dread, the idea had seemed appalling. Alice’s phraseology, never her most notable asset, had been unfortunate, and Mall had seized upon the notion that she was to be shunted out of the way and into the arms of some fat, bucolic squire while her father resided, in blissful ignorance, in London. The scene had ended with tearful protestations on Alice’s part, and sarcasm on Mall’s, and the jam-making had been relinquished to the capable hands of Dorcas, while one woman retired to her chamber with a sick headache and a strong infusion of feverfew, and the other fled to the comparative coolness of the orchard.

In the orchard, divested of her sticky apron and seated comfortably on a wide apple tree branch, Mall began to realize that she had, perhaps, been a little hasty. After all, Alice had not tried to force her into anything, she had merely suggested that Mall was, perhaps, of an age to marry. And it was not exactly the prospect of marriage itself that had horrified her. Indeed, the thought of an establishment of her own, and perhaps the trips to Court that Alice’s reluctance to visit London denied her, was quite appealing. And she was fully seventeen, and knew very well that the number of years of freedom a girl could expect declined in inverse proportion to the size of her dowry. No – it was simply that the choice of prospective bridegrooms was so depressing.

Mall wormed her way up the branch, and pulled off a particularly attractive apple. From her superior position she could see the front of Belford House, the courtyard from which her father had ridden out at the beginning of the week, and the stables and outbuildings. Behind her lay the dark coolness of the oak copse. The oak copse … The highwayman had not been found. As Martin Bartlett, one of the stable boys had said, Reynardine would hardly be hanging about waiting for them. He would probably be in London, selling her ladyship’s baubles in one of the city’s less salubrious areas, enjoying his ill-gotten gains in the stews and taverns. Crossly, Mall bit into the apple. She did not expect love in marriage, but just the tiniest bit of romance would have been welcome. Cunning, evil, cruel … like a fox. That was how Lady Woodroffe had described Reynardine – but he had also been young, agile, a little cleverer than the average footpad. And with what sort of man would Mall Conway share her bed and the rest of her life? Well, there was Robert Askew … fat, boring Robert Askew. He would probably be a keen contender – until that dreadful old aunt of his died, he must be chronically short of money. Then there was Matthew Houlden, from Ickleton. A picture of Mr Houlden, taciturn and lugubrious, rose unfavourably in Mall’s mind. But no, Matthew Houlden had recently and improbably married a pretty Essex girl. Ann Farrow – half her husband’s age, her brightness and charm lost and wasted in that cold, damp, house. Was that the fate that awaited her, Mall Conway? The trouble was that she knew so few people. Sir Thomas, intolerant of all but his few intellectual equals; Lady Conway, nervous of accidentally revealing her own humble beginnings to those she still unconsciously considered to be her superiors – both had unwittingly conspired to keep Mall isolated from the rest of the world. The Murrays, from Saffron Walden? George Murray was at least young, but Mall could remember no more about him. Not a Roland nor a Sir Philip Sidney. The chances of a verray parfit gentil knight residing within fifty miles of Belford seemed remote indeed.

Mall threw the apple core neatly over the wall. Down the slope, in the stable yard, she could see Martin Bartlett, sitting on the doorstep of the tack room, unenthusiastically polishing bits and stirrups. In more liberal times, before Alice’s arrival had jerked the household into something nearer conformity, Mall and Martin had passed many profitable hours together. Martin had taught the girl to fish, to shoot, to jump her horse, to row, to pick locks, and to play some rather dubious card games. When Sir Thomas had remarried, Martin had been in the process of teaching Mall to use a rapier, something at which, unrealistically, he fancied himself to be an expert. As swordplay necessitated the wearing of breeches, not skirts, this enjoyable if unfeminine pastime had been halted most emphatically by Mall’s newly acquired stepmother. Martha, the buxom and obliging kitchenmaid, now wandered, water bucket in hand, across the courtyard in front of Martin’s besotted gaze. Martin’s attitude to Mall was generally one of amused, elder-brotherly tolerance; he was almost six months older than she, and an entire foot taller. But as for Martha – Martin rearranged his pose, rubbed harder at the leather, and called out greetings in what he hoped was a casual voice.

Mall, up in her tree, saw Martha smile slowly back, and continue her lazy amble to the kitchen. Sliding down off the branch, Mall walked, head flung back, Martha-like out of the orchard. But it was no use – Martha had thick chestnut hair and sly little hazel eyes … Mall’s black hair curled also, but in impossible ringlets that would spring disobediently out of whatever net or ribbon was intended to contain them. And her eyes were blue – she had practised before her mirror looking knowing, like Martha, but it had not been convincing. But worst of all – Mall looked despairingly down at the flat void of her bodice. Where Martha spilled out in profusion, she had next to nothing. No wonder Belford was not besieged with the flower of the kingdom, all clamouring for her hand.

With sudden inspiration, Mall picked up her grass-stained skirts, and ran towards the stables. Martha had gone, Martin had put the saddle aside, and was staring, with an utterly ridiculous expression on his face, into the distance.

‘It’s no use, you know.’ Martin jumped. ‘She’ll be in the kitchen, drinking ale with the rest of them.’

Martin swore, and threw the saddle back into the stable. ‘I’ve had enough of this. It’s too damned hot.’

‘Then let’s go for a ride.’ Mall summoned her sweetest smile. ‘Just think, Martin – cool woods, a breeze in the air –’

Martin looked suspicious. ‘Her ladyship said you wasn’t to go out on your own.’

‘Lady Conway won’t know!’ Mall cried impatiently. Then, softening her tone, she added cajolingly: ‘She’ll be in her bedchamber for the whole afternoon. She’ll think I’m in the library. And I won’t be by myself – you’ll be with me.’

Martin shook his head. ‘I don’t know, Mall –’

‘I’ll give you some of my ribbons for Martha – you know Sam gives her trinkets.’

Martin scowled, thinking of his rival. ‘Scarlet ribbons? She likes red.’

‘Every colour of the rainbow, my dear boy, if you will only take me out of this inferno!’

Finality in her voice, Mall went into the stables. Martin stood for a moment watching her retreating back, and then swore again, picked up two saddles, and followed.

They rode south, Mall on her small bay, Polly, Martin on a bad-tempered piebald hack capable of taking his ungainly height. Martin had appropriated a pistol from the armoury before they left – in case of highwaymen, he had said, optimistically.

Away from Belford, cantering through Essex’s green and rolling plains, some of Mall’s irritation of the last few days began to disperse. A few blue butterflies hung lazily in the late summer haze, echoing the colour of the scabious that mingled with the dust covered daisies at the side of the bridle paths and fields. A slight breeze rustled through the remaining strips of wheat and barley. Bareheaded, racing Martin into the open country, thoughts of marriage, of Alice, of her father, left Mall.

At length, on the brow of a hill crowned with a tiny circle of horse chestnuts, Mall reined Polly in, and waited triumphantly for Martin.

‘Bitch of a horse,’ he said crossly, swinging his long legs over the saddle, and looping the reins around a tree.

‘Martin – that highwayman,’ Mall wiped the sweat from her brow with a dusty hand. ‘How did he do it? Rob Lady Woodroffe, I mean?’

Martin grinned, rolled back the sleeves of his shirt, and placed the pistol carefully on the grass.

‘Watch.’ He began to climb, finding feet- and hand-holds in the smooth lichen-covered trunk of the nearest horse chestnut. When he was about ten foot up the tree, he lowered himself on to the long, dipping branch, and began to edge along on his stomach.

‘See, Mall!’ Showing off, delighting in a captive female audience, he swung monkey-like under the branch, hanging in mid air, suspended by his crossed hands and ankles. Mall watched, half amused, half impatient, as the weird animal sounds Martin felt appropriate to his performance echoed across the silent valley. Then, righting himself, he called down:

‘Move Polly in a bit – that’s right – and keep her still.’

Polly had more sense than Martin. As the boy dropped inelegantly from the branch, whooping, ‘Your money or your life!’ the bay mare shied, reared, moved three places to the right, and watched unconcerned as Martin hit the grass with a thump.

Being seventeen, and having limbs made of rubber, only his pride was hurt. ‘Poxy animal!’ He lurched to his feet, knocking the earth off his breeches. ‘Well, that’s what they did – more or less – they jumped on to the horses’ backs from the trees – oh, stop laughing, Mall!’

‘Let’s go to the pool.’ She was hot, she had laughed too much for comfort, and the lure of the green opalescent glimmer in the valley below could not be resisted. Without waiting for Martin to reply, Mall mounted her horse and rode down the hillside to the ring of hawthorn and willow that enclosed the pool. It was a perfect circle, a deep, translucent bottle green edged with reeds and purple loosestrife, its surface as still as glass, flecked with gold and sapphire dragonflies dancing on the dark water. This was Kingscote land, Carleton land, but Mall Conway had been hot, dusty and sticky all day, and she intended to be hot, dusty and sticky no longer.

Kicking off her shoes, Mall dipped her toes in the ice cold water while the mare drank placidly beside her. The valley looked deserted, they had never encountered a soul here; only a few rabbits, stupefied in the hot sun, trembled on the hill above them, and a kestrel wheeled high and lonely in the azure sky.

At her side, Martin was fingering the pistol in his belt. His mind on other temptations, he said quickly:

‘I’ll join you in a minute, Mall. I’m going to that copse to try the pistol – Joshua’s Joe hasn’t let me near a gun lately.’

Very sensible of Joshua’s Joe, thought Mall, absently, and began to unlace the front of her bodice. The gown, a dusty jam-stained silk, was soon discarded along with a linen petticoat at the circumference of the pool. Mall, clad only in her shift, waded into the pond, the water deliciously cold on her hot, bare legs. When the water had reached her waist, she struck out for the centre of the pool, and then turned, floating on her back. She was a competent swimmer; Martin had taught her years ago in the weed-filled mud of Belford’s lake.

If she half closed her eyes, the dark trees wheeled in a circle about the lapis lazuli sky, the white hot sun the burning epicentre. Mall shut her eyes completely, her arms slowly scythed the water, her feet moved gently to keep herself afloat. Turning on her stomach, she peered down into the black depths of the water. The pond was deep; who could know what treasures, mysteries and monsters lurked in its foetid bed. Well, there was only one way to find out.

Taking a large gulp of air, Mall duck-dived, plunging down into the darkness. A few bubbles rose to the green surface, circular ripples swelled through the smooth stillness of the water. And it was those small evidences that caught the eye of one of the men, the older dark man who rode along the nadir of the valley and around the one semi-circular side of the pond. Then his gaze moved slowly to the blue gown lying bundled and neglected on the feathery reeds. His companion was younger, his hair an even more glorious gold than the corn stubble of the fields behind him, and he watched from behind as the older man nudged his horse to the bank.

‘I hadn’t realized country rides were to your taste, Nick.’ He wiped his brow with a fine lace handkerchief.

It was the older man’s reply that Mall first heard as her head pierced the mirror-glazed water above her.

‘You are not quite conversant with all my tastes, my dear Lucas. Still, if you are bored, you have no need to stay.’

Wiping the water from her face with her hands, shaking her head to clear her ears, Mall opened her eyes. The bright colours, the jewels, the silks and satins and nodding plumes contrasted blindingly with the dark water and trees. Mall blinked rapidly, the moisture in her eyes blurring the figures before her. They were out of place: gorgeous alien creatures in the commonplace waving corn, peacocks amid the crowlike Essex countryside. And the nearest man, the one with the dark, pointed beard, was looking, inescapably, at her, with disturbing eyes that gazed into her soul. Transfixed momentarily, Mall was suddenly aware that she was half naked, her dripping wet hair plastered to her head, an anonymous stranger in unfamiliar territory, perhaps this man’s territory.

The bearded gentleman said nothing. Slowly, he raised one hand and lifted his hat, inclining his head towards Mall in perfect courtesy. Then he pulled at the reins and guided his horse up the bank and away from the pool. His golden-haired companion followed him.
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