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				About the Book

				1648: Civil war is devastating England. The privileged world of Katherine Ferrers is crumbling under Cromwell’s army and, as an orphaned heiress, she has no choice but to marry for the sake of family.

				But as her marriage turns into a prison and her fortune is forfeit, Katherine becomes increasingly desperate. So when she meets a man who shows her a way out, she seizes the chance. It is dangerous and brutal, and she knows if they’re caught, there’s only one way it can end . . .

				The mystery of Lady Katherine Ferrers, legendary highwaywoman, has captured the collective imagination of generations. Now, based on the real woman, the original ‘Wicked Lady’ is brought gloriously to life in this tale of infatuation, betrayal and survival.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For Ian and Paula

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Acknowledgements

				I am very grateful to Leeanne Westwood for granting access to the Fanshawe portrait collection at Valence House Museum, and to Jonathan Ferguson for a memorable day at the Royal Armouries and advice on seventeenth century firearms. 

				Huge thanks to the whole team at Headline; to my editors Claire Baldwin and Leah Woodburn; to Caitlin Raynor, Vicky Palmer, Yeti Lambregts, Darcy Nicholson, Amy Perkins and Hazel Orme; and to my agent Annette Green.

				Heartfelt thanks to all those friends, family, fellow writers and cheerleaders who continue to give invaluable support and encouragement. Special thanks are due to Jan Clements, for her red pen, and to Ian and Paula Madej, to whom this book is dedicated, for so generously giving me a room of my own.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				‘Near the Cell there is a well
Near the well there is a tree
And under the tree the treasure be’

				Old Hertfordshire rhyme of unknown origin
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				Chapter 1

				The distant drum of galloping hoofs conjures nothing but doubt and fear, these days. I am the first to hear it – a far-off rumble, creeping to the fore, pushing other thoughts aside.

				My maidservant, Rachel, nods on the bench opposite, head bobbing and swaying with the motion of the carriage. I don’t know how she can sleep. My own mind is so busy I’ve barely rested in the two days since we left Markyate Cell.

				Our journey has become a slow crawl across England’s lead-pocked, battle-churned land. In my stepfather’s coach the seats are hard, the hangings plain, and the cushions have long since shed their down. My bones ache, bump and bruise with every jolt of the wheels.

				We cannot travel in comfort, for that would attract the attention of thieves and brigands, but Sir Simon insists that his stepdaughter must arrive in the manner most fitting, despite the danger on the roads; the cramped, heavily armed and escorted carrier might be safer, but it’s no transport for a Fanshawe. Nor can they spare arms to protect us, for any honourable man is gathering his strength and his guns and preparing to fight the Roundheads once again. With the King imprisoned at Carisbrooke, and his men turning traitor every day, not a single steadfast soul can be spared, and certainly not for me. We must all take risks for the sake of King Charles.

				I hear the sharp swipe of the whip as Master Coleman, our driver, spurs the horses on. The pair of greys we switched to at Bedford do not have the strength of Sir Simon’s own, but the coach bounces in the ruts as we gain a little speed.

				Rachel wakes, rubs her eyes and wipes the corner of her mouth where drool has crusted. ‘Is it evening so soon?’

				I pull back the leather flap at the window to show her dusk creeping through the trees. The sun is low and fiery orange, dazzling through the branches to play tricks on my eyes. The sky is turning red. The thrum of horses’ hoofs draws closer.

				‘They said we’d reach Hamerton before dark,’ she says, frowning. ‘Lady Alice will fret if we don’t arrive by nightfall.’

				The riders are clearly ahead of us, the rolling thunder suggesting a number of men on the road. Rachel registers the noise, forehead creasing. ‘Who could that be?’

				I say nothing, but she must read the fear in my eyes, because she reaches across and circles my fingers with hers. ‘I’m sure they’ll pass us by.’

				There is movement above – George, the coachman’s boy, turning back along the roof to fasten the straps on my trunks. Master Coleman cracks the whip and the horses break into a reluctant canter. Rachel is thrust forward into my lap.

				Both of us let out a cry of surprise, but before I can call out to Coleman, there is a sudden blast and a whump as something hits the rear of the carriage. A small round hole appears in the back panel, just to the right of my head, sending a shaft of golden sunset streaking across the gloom.

				Rachel clutches my arm, panic-eyed. ‘What, in God’s name—’

				There are voices up ahead, the echo of men’s shouts amid the trees. Then, one voice raised above the others: ‘Hold your horses or pay with your lives!’

				My heart climbs into my throat.

				We judder to a stop, the horses whinnying their protest, harnesses jangling, like discordant bells.

				Coleman’s voice calls urgently from above. ‘Keep inside, Lady Katherine . . . and stay silent.’

				I can guess what is coming. It is the thing that all travellers must risk in these days of misrule, when men make opportunity from misfortune. The lucky charm that Lady Anne pressed upon me will do nothing to protect us from bandits and outlaws. A swarm of them infects the roads like a plague, plundering at will, with no one able to prevent it. We have a musket, tied between the chests on the roof of the carriage – a better hope than any trinket, but poor protection against the ruthless demands of the lawless, and at this moment, out of reach.

				I see the barrel of a pistol before I see the man, its round, black mouth no bigger than a penny. Then the leather flap at the window is torn aside and a face appears in its place. A filthy brown kerchief covers the man’s nose, mouth and chin. His hat is pulled low, leaving only squinting dark eyes and heavy brows in view. He stares at me. Rachel pulls herself onto the seat, positioned between us. Her expression is defiant but her hand, settled protectively on my knee, trembles.

				The man tugs the door open.

				The pistol twitches. Once. Twice. ‘Get out.’

				My legs are weak and my heartbeat rapid as I step down from the carriage. I stumble, clumsy and tripping in the mud. Rachel follows and puts her arm around me.

				‘Be strong, Kate,’ she whispers, close in my ear. ‘Don’t show your fear.’ But there are no tears in my eyes: terror is trapped in my chest, squeezing my lungs, binding my breath. She grips my hand tight.

				I can smell them: three men stinking of rot, liquor and the latrine – the stench of scum. One, still mounted and holding the reins of two other scrawny nags, nervously watches the road. A second stands by our coach horses, pistol trained on Master Coleman, who sits on the driver’s seat with George, hands surrendered to the sky. His face quivers, the spark of fury in his eyes. For an older man, I know he still has some fight in him – among Sir Simon’s stable lads, he is known for boxing ears.

				The man who turned us out of the carriage lowers the pistol. ‘Do not think to tarry with me,’ he says. ‘I’ve no patience for weeping women.’ His voice is gruff, as though he has swallowed flint.

				He searches inside the coach and pulls out my travelling pack. He upturns it, emptying it into the mud. My discarded needlework, a book and the doll, Henrietta, which I could not leave behind, tumble out. Henrietta’s dark curls splay on the ground, yellow-white painted pearls matching her teeth, her smile serene as always. Lady Anne was wise when she bade me leave behind my mother’s jewels.

				The man is not satisfied with this girlish plunder and steps back to scan the coach, his eyes narrow and searching, like those of a rat seeking scraps.

				‘The trunks . . .’ he says, indicating the luggage tied atop the carriage. ‘You, boy, throw them down.’

				George looks to Master Coleman, who gives a grim nod. He stands, swaying slightly, giving away an uncharacteristic lack of deftness, and starts to untie the straps.

				The man turns his attention to me. He levels the pistol at my chest.

				‘Take off your cloak.’

				I lower my hood and unfasten the cord at my neck with fat-witted fingers. The heavy grey wool drops to the floor.

				‘I knew it,’ he says. ‘Ripe for the taking.’

				Although I cannot see his leer, I sense the stirring in him. I have heard that cracking thickness in a man’s voice before.

				‘Come closer,’ he says.

				I back away, still clinging to Rachel’s hand. She stands before me. ‘Leave her be.’

				‘Move aside, girl. Unless you want the same.’

				‘If you touch them, you’ll regret it,’ Master Coleman says, voice full of threat, but one of the others raises a pistol and demands silence.

				The man grips my arm and drags me away from the roadside, taking me down a steep bank, through bracken and brambles, thorns tearing at my skirts, the pistol dug hard against my ribs.

				Rachel cries out, ‘Please, no! She’s barely more than a child . . .’

				I twist to look back over my shoulder just in time to see the second man go towards her, while the third trains his gun on George, now lowering the luggage from the roof.

				My captor’s fingertips dig into my flesh, even through the thick layers of my winter travelling gown. My arm feels as though it might snap like a twig. My heart patters, a bitter tang rising on my tongue. I cannot tell whether the sound in my ears is the rushing of blood or the wind in the trees.

				I can no longer see the road or the carriage, though the echo of Rachel’s pleading winds eerily through the canopy like birdcall. The man pushes me up against the wide trunk of an old, dead sycamore and brings the barrel of the pistol level with my chest.

				‘Your jewels. Where are they?’ His fingernails scratch my neck. He finds the thin chain of silver that is always fastened there and slowly draws the pendant up and out from beneath my bodice. ‘Here’s a fine treasure.’ With a swift, hard tug he breaks the chain and dangles it to take a better look. The polished silver heart gleams in the fading light, brilliant as the rising moon. ‘A pretty trinket. Where’s the rest?’

				‘I have no other.’

				‘Don’t lie to me, girl.’ He slides the barrel of the gun up my neck to rest against my cheek. I try to turn my face away but he catches hold of my chin, digs his nails into my jaw and forces the maw of the pistol between my lips. It clashes against my clenched teeth. I taste smoke and iron. His eyes follow the path of the gun and I see their dark points widen. He holds me there for a few seconds. I dare not move, nor even breathe. I close my eyes, too afraid even to pray.

				‘Money, then.’ He releases me slightly, slides the barrel from my mouth so I can reply.

				‘In the trunks, what little I have.’

				His free hand moves over my waist, my bodice.

				‘Your pocket?’

				I fumble for the small pouch, hidden always in my petticoats. My fingers are clumsy as I untie the knot and offer it to him. He snatches it away, the paltry contents spilling into his palm. He snorts. ‘There must be something else worth having in those skirts.’

				‘I swear, I have nothing of value.’

				He bends and places the pistol on the forest floor, never taking his eyes from mine, and then, before I have the wit to run, his hands are on me, tearing at my lacings.

				‘Please, no . . .’

				He bats my hands away and lands a stinging slap across my cheek. Sharp, bright pain explodes across my jaw, making stars before my eyes. He tugs at my stays until he can slide his fingers beneath. He makes a low growl, like a hound, as he finds flesh. He squeezes my breast hard.

				I try to fight, finding strength in my panic, but he pushes up against me with such force that the air is squeezed from my lungs, and I am crushed against the bark. The stink of him, like a long-dead carcass, makes me retch. As his face comes close to mine I catch the stench of rotting teeth beneath the kerchief, and rank traces of sulphur. In the struggle I knock his hat to the ground. Rat-brown hair is shorn close to his scalp, a few longer strands plastered against his neck, but there is a patch where there is no hair at all and the skin is red and scabbed: a wound of some sort that oozes, slick and yellow. His eyes are dark, flat, without depth, without even a haze of lust. They are the eyes of a dead man, the eyes of a ghost.

				His hand searches beneath my petticoats until he finds skin.

				No man has ever touched me there. I begin to sob and plead. Strength deserts me as my body begins to quake. He is forceful, moving towards my centre. I shut my eyes and beg: Please, God, do not let this happen. Not here. Not now. Not this man.

				From the road comes the sharp retort of gunshot. Once. Twice. Rachel’s scream echoes through the trees, like a fox’s cry. My heart plunges and tilts. The man hesitates for the briefest moment. I think that he means to rip off the kerchief and kiss me with that foul mouth, but instead he finds the place between my legs.

				Fear gets the better of me then. My body rebels. A stream of hot wetness gushes over his hand. It does not stop him. He seems to like it. He enjoys my terror.

				‘You dirty whore,’ he says, leaning up against me. I feel him harden against my thigh as his fingers stab inside. I sense it then – a breaking apart deep in my chest, as something shatters like a dropped looking glass. The silvered shards protecting my soul crack and cloud with black, broiling smoke. The choking stink of charcoal and scorched bone fills my nostrils. I cry out; part pain, part despair. Above me, the ancient, twisted boughs of the sycamore tree stretch away like the Devil’s claws. Amid the flaming red sunset, a single star blinks bright.

				The air cracks and there is a rushing, whooshing sound. I feel the sudden impact as something hits the man, forcing the weight of him further against me. Then he arches backwards, making a strangled cry. He twists away, hands leaving my body, clutching at air instead. My gaze finds George standing atop the ridge at the roadside, smoking musket at his shoulder, face curd-white against orange hair, the gun heavy in his hands.

				My captor slumps to his knees, face twisted in a grimace of angry shock. I slide away from the trunk as he falls at my feet with a strange burbling moan. There is a small red hole in the leather of his coat where the bullet pierced him.

				There is another shot and George is tossed backwards with a yell. I see the man on horseback, struggling to reload his pistol, as his mount bucks and dances.

				I grab the flintlock from the leaf-strewn floor. It’s loaded and cocked. All I need do is pull the trigger. Suddenly I’m five years old, back in the parklands at Markyate Cell, watching my brothers at their marksman practice. My father’s voice comes to me: ‘Use both hands, and steady yourself before the shot.’

				I take aim. I pull the trigger. My hands are shaking and the bullet goes wide, but it’s enough to cause the horse to fright, almost dumping the man on the road. He struggles to keep his seat, then holsters his pistol, wheels about, dragging on the reins, and takes flight away to the south.

				I drop the gun. It lies smoking at my feet. My chest heaves. The man is still and silent, no breath left for him. Quickly, I reach into the pocket of his coat and take back my necklace, then push my way through the bracken to George.

				He is awake, eyes rolling like those of a wounded deer. The shot has grazed his arm, taking the flesh with it. I see pale bone amid the mess of gore. His face is grey, sheened with sweat, and his teeth are chattering.

				I shout for Rachel. Searching for her in the gathering dusk, I find her standing by the carriage, staring at something on the ground, perfectly still, fixed by what she sees.

				George is bleeding fast. I recall something I once saw done by my father’s groom, who nursed a dog hit by shot, mistaken for a hare. I tear at my petticoats, now damp with my own waters, ripping away a strip of fabric and knotting it tight around George’s arm, above the wound. He cries out and tries to push me away.

				‘You must stand it, George,’ I say. ‘It’ll slow the bleeding. You must stand the pain.’

				He grits his teeth, fixing me with a determined stare. Although he is taller than I, I manage to help him to his feet. He loops his good arm around my shoulders and we struggle towards the carriage. Thank God, the horses have not bolted, but they are twitching and stamping, ears flattened and eyes showing white.

				As we reach Rachel, she turns her face to us, eyes dark with horror. There are two bodies on the road. One of the robbers, the man who held our horses, lies in a puddle of blood. His throat is slit. His mouth gapes, tongue lolling, fat and dripping red. The second is Master Coleman’s, but I know so only by the little Fanshawe crest sewn upon his coat. His face is a ruin, a mess of flesh and bone, one eyeball dangling above the crescent moon of his teeth. There is a bloodied dagger, still clutched in his hand. George emits a low whimper. My stomach heaves. I swallow down the rising sickness.

				There is no time for grieving. The light is fading fast and we must be away from here before it is dark. I dare not guess what fate awaits us in the woods after nightfall. The sound of shots will surely draw ruffians from miles around. The sense of urgent danger seems to clear my mind rather than cloud it. I’m determined to reach Hamerton before it is too late.

				‘Rachel, take George inside the coach,’ I say. She pulls her eyes from the grisly scene to find mine. ‘Do as I say.’

				She falters as she sees George’s injury, but she takes my place at his side and helps him into the carriage.

				I cannot rescue the trunks, or save my belongings that lie strewn about the place, but I snatch up my woollen cloak, and the doll, Henrietta, now lying face down in the dirt, and toss them both inside the carriage.

				Climbing up to the driver’s seat, I gather the reins. I’m not sure the horses will answer to my voice but I urge them on, as I have seen others do so many times. They prick their ears and start to move. The coach lilts, like a boat at sea, and it takes a few faltering attempts but finally the suck of mud releases the wheels and the coach moves ahead.

				I twist in my seat to make sure we are not followed.

				Then, I see it, glowing ghostly blue in the twilight – my wedding gown, lying in the dirt, torn and spattered with blood.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				I have not seen Thomas Fanshawe, the man who is to become my husband, in five years. Five years of war.

				Our only meeting was at Oxford, the King’s court, in those days before the Roundheads stormed the field at Naseby, when we all believed our exile was temporary, our time in Oxford a happy inconvenience. The college cloisters were brilliant with silks and ribbons, the glitter of sapphires and emeralds, the heavenly chorus of lute and viola.

				Thomas Fanshawe was a short, round boy, made up of coddled cream puddings and too many sweetmeats, not far beyond his tenth birthday. He was two years my elder, with a child’s preoccupations and a child’s temper. When I first saw him he was sprawled on his belly, next to a fountain in the gardens of Merton College, where the Queen had her rooms, and her women gathered to escape the fetid air of the city proper. The most fashionable ladies of the court were drawn there, to wander the gravel paths, smell the summer roses, or idle away time in gossip.

				My mother had found a shady spot for us to sit, her hand, as usual, in mine. Thomas was floating a wooden ship on the circle of water – a finely carved thing, with silk sails and tiny flags, embroidered with the colours of the Fanshawe crest. His playmate, a scrap of a boy from the cellars, who should have known better, sent specks of gravel, like cannon fire, against the little boat. The boy, exuberant in his new-found freedom, unleashed one stone too hard. It caught a sail, tearing it, knocking the ship onto its side. The wreck bobbed sadly, waterlogged, adrift and out of reach.

				Thomas attacked the boy before he had time to atone, barrelling into him, knocking him to the ground, fat fists pummelling. Their shouts echoed in the cloisters. A bevy of doves flapped skywards. Ladies looked up from their sewing, squinting against the sun to see what the fuss was about. But it was my mother who called Thomas to order. She clapped her hands for a page, and two appeared, wraithlike, from the shadows. They separated the scrapping boys, boxed the servant lad about the ears and dragged him off, protesting.

				‘Bring Master Fanshawe to me,’ my mother said. Thomas, near to exploding with indignation, slumped towards us.

				I studied this boy, my new-made cousin, from beneath lowered lashes, as my mother reprimanded him. His skin was pink, like fresh-carved ham, his full lips drawn into a sneer, his cheeks mottled. His eyes were brown and heavy-lidded. I noted the Fanshawe nose, the very likeness of Sir Simon – my mother’s new husband and my new father, who was not my father at all.

				Thomas was still a boy then, on the brink of manhood, burdened with the awkwardness of not yet fitting into the body that God had given him. He did not seem to notice me, his small, young cousin by his new aunt’s side, except to glance at me, just the once, and I looked away quickly. When my mother had finished with him, he went, pouting and strutting, back across the garden to find some other scrape, the ship left bobbing, alone and forgotten on its small sea.

				Five years have passed since that day. The court is no longer at Oxford because Oxford has fallen to Parliament’s army and there is no longer any court at all. Those rosy, glittering ladies, who circled the Queen, like bees to blossom, are scattered as petals in the breeze, husbands and lovers all dead, exiled or battle-broken. The sun-soaked idyll of Merton ended for me on the day my mother died, but it was not long before it ended for all the others too.

				I know my betrothed has arrived because I hear the clatter of hoofs in the yard, the yelp of hounds, the echo of men calling for stable lads.

				Rachel is at the casement, the torn petticoat she is mending cast aside. ‘They’re here,’ she says.

				The chamber that George has been granted for the length of his recovery looks over the inner yard. Though my own room is much finer, with a view over the gardens to the orchards, it is from here that we can better see the comings and goings at Hamerton Manor.

				In the three weeks since that awful night in the woods, we’ve spent almost every day in this room, keeping vigil over George. My aunt Alice, mistress of Hamerton, hears the story of George’s valour and names him the saviour of the Fanshawe family, as if all hope of that great dynasty lies with me. He is lavished with strong caudle, meat pies and good beer from the brewhouse. Rachel insists on dressing his wound herself, packing it with salve to stop the rot, making sure he gets good food from the kitchens, not the scraps usually kept by for servants. After a week of fevered sleep, he overcomes the sickness, his wound begins to heal and he is gaining strength.

				But I have not had a moment alone with him to ask what I must. Only George knows the truth of what I suffered at the hands of the robber in the woods. Only he witnessed the devil’s touch upon my flesh, the fingers at work beneath my skirts. Only he knows that a musket shot saved me from worse. I’ve told no one, not even Rachel, swearing, when she asked, that the man did not dishonour me. I’ve swallowed the foul queasiness that rises when the memories come and I’ve kept my bruises well hidden as they yellow. They are almost healed now. When they are gone, that must be the end of it. George must keep my secret, because I fear Thomas Fanshawe would not take so tainted a wife.

				I join Rachel at the window. There are six of them, young men, filling the yard with shouts and laughter, back-slapping, calling for ale, dogs yapping at their feet, stable boys scurrying around the horses, like vermin. They shed their travelling cloaks, revealing a rainbow of silk and velvet, the glint of gold buttons, the shine of silver swords, the lightning strike of white smiles. Capes whirl and hats are doffed as Aunt Alice bustles, hands clasped, thanking God for the safe arrival of her guests.

				‘Which one is he?’ Rachel is impatient.

				I cannot recognise the fat-faced boy with the sinking ship.

				‘I don’t know,’ I say. But there is another I have noticed, who keeps himself apart from the others and is taller than the rest, older too – too old to be my husband. He has dark glossy curls and a serious, handsome face with a neat black beard.

				‘They’re all sporting swords. Are they all soldiers? Have they all fought for the King?’ Rachel’s cheeks grow flushed. ‘Imagine . . . to be married to a hero.’

				I shrug, but I know my future husband is considered too young, yet, for the King’s army, just as I am too young to take up the Ferrers’ estates. There has been no battlefield glory for him.

				‘They’re all dressed very fine,’ Rachel goes on. ‘See the tall, dark one? Is that him?’

				‘No, I think not.’ A glut has risen in my throat and my stomach feels alive with worms.

				‘Ah, well, that’s good. You don’t want a husband so handsome that other ladies are always in love with him.’ She glances at me, waiting for a laugh that does not come. ‘What’s wrong?’

				I have never been good at concealing my feelings – my mother used to say she could read the truth in my eyes as if she were reading scripture – but even so, Rachel has grown more attuned to my moods than most.

				‘Don’t be afraid,’ she says, taking up my hands. ‘Thomas Fanshawe will not help but fall in love with you. You could have the pick of them, I’m sure.’

				‘As could you,’ I say, in an echo of her faith in me.

				She drops my hands and flaps her own in dismissal. ‘What would I want with a fine gentleman like that?’

				She turns back to the scene in the yard, watching as the men follow Aunt Alice inside, taking the glamour and light with them, like a band of players. I notice that she bites her lower lip to bring up the colour, eyes sidling to the bed. She knows she has her fair share of charms.

				Rachel is every bit my equal, in everything but breeding. Three years ago, when she first sought work at Markyate Cell, it was our mirrored looks first caught my attention. I do not need a glass to see how a bolt of cloth brings out the hue of my eyes, or how a new stomacher flatters my slim waist; I need only look to her. I soon realised that we are alike in other ways too. She is similar in nature, but with a steadier temper and a capacity for obedience I could never match. And we share a mirrored history, both understanding what it means to be orphaned too young and to find ourselves in circumstances we were not born to. I need no other companion to laugh at my follies, or cheer me when the grief returns. We are a matching pair, sisters, in everything but blood.

				I look to George, laid back against the bolster. He is pale still, a rash of freckles across his cheek lending some colour. He looks like a child compared to the men in the yard, though he is certainly their equal in years. He has a peculiar, haunted look in his eye.

				Rachel goes to him and rests her hand on his forehead. ‘Are you unwell, George?’

				He pushes her wrist away and frowns.

				She laughs nervously. ‘Pay us no heed. I’m sure none of them is as brave as you.’

				But George fixes his eyes on mine and they are full of questions.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				I marry Thomas Fanshawe in a borrowed gown and worn travelling shoes.

				Master Maybury, Aunt Alice’s steward, sent out a party to recover my things, but they tell me there was nothing to be found on the road, not even a bloodstain to mark poor Coleman’s passing. Whoever those men were, somebody made sure to cover their tracks.

				The dress, belonging to Lady Anne – another Fanshawe aunt – is made of red damask so stiff it could stand alone to meet the priest. There are petticoats of fine cambric, intricately embroidered with a rainbow of flowers, vines and tiny insects. ‘Like the Garden of Eden,’ Anne says, stroking the shimmering threads as she hands them over. ‘Paradise beneath your skirts.’

				Rachel gasps when she first sees it, whispering, ‘Red is bad luck for a bride . . .’ but she soon falls dumb under the weight of Anne’s glare.

				As I am dressed and primped by a giggling flock of Fanshawe women, I feel like a doll, trussed up in someone else’s costume. Catching sight of myself in the glass, I barely recognise the girl looking back at me. I think of Henrietta, cleaned and mended now, face scrubbed of woodland mulch, sky blue silks puffed upon my pillow. If only I could scrub away my feelings so easily.

				When I am ready, Anne shoos everyone but Rachel and me from the room. Anne’s own gown hangs loose and flowing over the mound of her belly, her stays barely laced. Her hair is sugared into tight little coils, glistening with the syrup that binds them. She hauls herself onto the bed, leans back against the bolster. ‘Ah, blessed relief. My feet are so sore.’ She pats the mattress. I cross the room and perch beside her.

				‘Are you prepared, dear one?’ she says.

				I need not answer for Anne reads the trepidation in my eyes. She takes up my hand. ‘I was a little older than you when I married my Richard, but I was a maid nonetheless and I know how you must feel. There’s no need to be afraid. We are all slaves to Nature and there’s nothing any of us can do about it.’ She cradles her belly. ‘This will be my fourth in as many years.’

				I know that bedding is expected on a wedding night. I’ve watched enough newly-weds, drunken and laughing, borne away to their chambers. I’ve heard the bawdy comments of the groomsmen and watched the older women exchange know-it-all glances. But to imagine Thomas Fanshawe in my bed sends cold dread coursing through me.

				I think of the man in the woods, the stab of his fingers, the stink of his breath, and the shame of the gushing wetness between my legs when I could not master my fear. Will my husband be able to tell that I have been touched in such a way?

				‘Thomas will make a fine father, in time,’ Anne goes on. ‘And until then, Alice will look after you.’

				‘What about the journey home? Will Thomas accompany me this time?’

				‘My dear, given your youth, it’s wise to postpone your new life until you’re both ready.’ She twists towards me, hampered by her own weight. ‘You’ll stay here at Hamerton, out of harm’s way, until the time is right.’

				‘But I thought to return to Markyate Cell . . .’

				‘We cannot risk another misadventure on the roads. My Richard is sure there’ll be more fighting soon. You cannot go running about the country at whim. It’s far too dangerous.’

				‘But Markyate Cell is the Ferrers’ house. It’s my home. It’s where I belong.’

				‘I understand, Katherine, I do. As last of your bloodline the responsibility you carry is a great one, and it does you much credit that you wish to honour it. But by tonight you will be a Fanshawe. And Markyate Cell will belong to Thomas. You know this.’

				‘My mother always promised I would be mistress there one day. Sir Simon promised . . .’

				Anne sighs. ‘Times have changed and we are forced to change with them. We must be cautious. You must be patient and bide your time.’

				The coiled temper that snakes about my heart begins to stir. ‘But I—’

				She holds up a hand to hush me, irritation barely concealed. ‘There’s no point in arguing with me, Katherine. I have little say in these matters. These things are up to our men. Believe me, yours is not the only life touched by the times. There are others have lost everything – their homes, their fortunes, their sons. Some of the old families are in tatters now, with no hope of recovery. We’re lucky that we have not yet joined their number, but it is only a matter of chance. Count your blessings – be thankful for what little you have left and do not trouble Thomas with petty inconveniences. We must trust our king, trust our husbands, and trust that God will see our way clear through this.’ She fixes me with such a determined, meaningful stare that I fall silent. ‘Now, tell me, do you yet have your monthly courses?’

				‘For more than a year now.’

				‘Then there is no shame in doing your duty on your wedding night. The family expects to see the thing done, so there cannot be any doubt that the contract is binding. But after that you will be given some time. We cannot risk so precious a vessel.’ She manages a smile. ‘Now, is there anything you wish to ask me?’

				I shake my head.

				‘Good girl.’ She strokes my cheek. ‘Such a pretty face. Thomas is quite the envy of his men. I’m sure you will be a great success together.’ She draws out a little leather pouch. ‘Here are the things I promised to keep safe for you.’ She spills the contents into her palm. Diamonds sparkle like stars, pearls gleam like moonbeams.

				I take the necklace and hold it up, remembering it glimmering at my mother’s throat. I place it at my own. Rachel’s eyes pop. ‘Beautiful . . .’ she whispers.

				‘Your girl is right,’ Anne says. ‘Make sure you look your best. Thomas is your future happiness. Make sure you secure him. The family expects much from your union.’ Again she fixes me with her many-layered stare. ‘And, Katherine, remember – there is no joy to be found in fighting our fate.’

				And so I do not fight. I bend my knee before the priest and I say the words required of me. I hold Thomas’s plump, damp fingers as we are bound together before God. I watch his face as we are made man and wife, studying the pinkish flush to his cheek, the fleshy downturned lips, and the drooping, haughty eyes that give nothing away. Although he is no longer the child from that day in Merton College, there are remnants of him in the young man at my side. He does not look at me once. And, perhaps because of this, I feel nothing – none of the joy or hope that I expected to feel on my wedding day. Instead, my hollow stomach aches and I am filled again with a dull sense of dread. As I make my vows, I cannot look the priest in the eye.

				Afterwards, the guests gather in the hall. Wine is flowing. Aunt Alice has paid for minstrels, and as daylight fades, they set to work. A few couples are already merry enough to take to the floor. Fire flares bright in the hearth. Beams are garlanded with apple blossom from the orchards, white petals wilting in torch heat, falling in pretty flurries of springtime snow. A young man rushes past, balancing three plates of sweetmeats, face creased in concentration. I can smell the sprigs of tansy and rosemary that the maids have strewn about, the cloying scent of fat in the roasting tray, the tang of so many bodies.

				Thomas guides me to a table where his groomsmen sit. I feel pricked all over with their stares. They take it in turns to kiss my hand and offer compliments. Each one bears a good family name and the confidence that comes with a few cups of wine. But there is no sign of Sir Richard Willis – the dark-haired man I first noticed in the yard. It was Anne who gave me his name, with a hitched brow and a knowing smile. ‘A finer gentleman, I never knew,’ was her only comment.

				The young men’s talk is all of hunting and horses. They speak over and around me, calling for more wine, easy in each other’s company. No one addresses me. Every so often Thomas casts a sly little glance in my direction, checking that I’m still wearing my practised smile. I take the chance to observe him.

				He is pleased with himself – that is clear. He talks a lot, and loudly, trying to outman his friends with a long tale of a stag slain in the King’s park at Oatlands. He makes free with the wine and is quick to laugh, which is a promising sign, but I can find nothing to admire in his looks. He is too fleshy, too pallid, his stature yet unmoulded.

				I feel the eyes of his friends slide towards me, settling on my body, my hair, my lips. They are judging me, I think, as I am judging Thomas. They are wondering what he will find beneath this suffocating scarlet cloth.

				This is far from how I’d thought my marriage would be. When I was very young, and my mother first spoke of such things, she made marriage sound full of promise and sparkle. I know I am a prize for any man – the Ferrers name is still worth something, even though the estate will not bring the wealth it did in my father’s day – and I always thought that I would have my choice of husband, in the end. But when my father died, my mother found no interest in the yields of our land or the prices at the Exchange. She had no head for account books and Parliament’s taxes. Her solution to the great burden fallen upon her shoulders was to find another husband to take it all away again. And Sir Simon Fanshawe was pleased to do so. Now she is gone, my marriage to Thomas will bind the two families closer still, and strength is what is needed now, when the very roots upon which such things grow have been spliced and hacked about by Oliver Cromwell’s army. Anne is right: the future is uncertain and we must all do what we can to secure it. Women cannot take up arms and ride into battle, but we must play our part all the same. Our role is more subtle, but no less important. We must use what talents we have to ensure the continuance of a family line. Family is what matters, especially in these days when our place in the world is turned upside down. Our hopes for the future must depend upon our courage and our children. We make our victories, and our legacies, in blood.

				I understand all this. I have been taught well. I must do what is required by duty. Love does not come into it.

				I become aware of a presence behind me, and turn to find Richard Willis standing there, one palm unfurled.

				‘My lady Katherine . . .’ he says. ‘Will you dance?’ His voice is deep, measured, a hint of a smile behind it.

				Thomas looks up.

				Willis nods an acknowledgement. ‘Fanshawe.’

				‘Ah, Willis, there you are. My bride would be honoured to dance with such a distinguished servant of the King,’ Thomas says.

				‘I did not ask you, Fanshawe.’

				Thomas raises an eyebrow and looks at me. ‘Wife?’

				‘I’d like to dance,’ I say, grateful that someone has thought of me.

				Willis takes my hand and we join the couples close to the hearth. My body finds the rhythm quickly and my feet know the steps. For a while we mirror each other in silence. I know that, around the room, faces are turned in our direction. He makes a fine sight, after all. His black velvet doublet is rich and soft, trimmed with delicate lace. His boots have a high shine. He is neat and proud, not ostentatious like the others. Everything about him seems properly arranged and considered. Next to him I feel small, witless and unpolished. I long to break the silence between us, but cannot find the right words.

				When, at last, he speaks, his voice is low, his words meant only for me. ‘We’ve met before, though you won’t remember. You were very young. It was at Markyate Cell. I knew your father a little, when I was a young man, schooled at Hertford.’

				‘You were a friend of my father?’

				‘Of sorts. He was a good, generous man. I was sorry when he passed.’

				The pattern of the dance parts us for a few moments. When we come back together, he continues: ‘I remember you well too. You cannot have been more than four or five years old. There was one afternoon in particular, when your father and I watched over you at play in the gardens. It was hot, summer, I think, and you had made up a song.’ He pauses. ‘Yes, I recall it now. You were dancing to your own tune in the sunshine.’

				He conjures seductive memories. ‘It was always sunny at Markyate Cell,’ I say.

				‘Mm. They were happier times.’

				Again, we are parted. It frustrates me. I want to hear more. I’m distracted until the music reunites us.

				‘And now my lady Ferrers has married a Fanshawe,’ he says, his arm encircling me this time, as the dance requires. ‘Your father would have been proud of you, Kate, if he could see the young woman you’ve become. Any man would be proud of you.’

				I falter to hear my pet name upon his tongue. Only those closest to me call me Kate.

				He fixes me with his dark eyes until I have to look away.

				‘Are you married, sir?’

				‘I am not. The King’s business has kept me occupied these last few years. Besides, why wed when there is so much pleasure to be had elsewhere?’

				I feel his hand gently squeeze my waist and my body tenses a little. There is a glint of amusement in his eye. Is he mocking me, or testing me? ‘I don’t know what you mean. I’ve always been taught that marriage is a duty, one of God’s highest sacraments. It’s what we are meant for and, as good Christians, we should aspire to it. Though . . . perhaps it’s not the same for men.’

				He laughs. ‘You’re very young, Kate, and yet untouched. You will learn, soon enough.’

				His words make an uncomfortable curl in my innards. Untouched. He is wrong about that. The dance ends and he leads me back to the table.

				Thomas looks relieved. ‘Will you sit, Willis?’ he says. ‘Take a drink with us.’

				Willis picks up my own cup of wine and drains it in one. ‘Sorry, Fanshawe, but I’ve had some bad news. There’s a messenger waiting for my reply.’

				‘Not bad news of the King, I hope?’

				Willis makes an ambiguous gesture.

				‘You’ll forgive me, Lady Katherine.’ He retreats with a low bow.

				Before he leaves the room he makes his way over to Sir Simon and bends to whisper in his ear. A cloud passes over Sir Simon’s face. He excuses himself from Aunt Alice’s company and follows Willis to the door.

				‘We’re honoured to have Willis here at all,’ Thomas says to me, and I realise he has been watching me, watching Willis. ‘He’s an intimate of Prince Rupert, and close to the King. There are few have proved themselves so brave, or so loyal, in these last years. Do not take offence if he is too busy, or too distracted, to notice you.’

				But I see how Willis, reaching the threshold of the hall, turns back and holds my gaze, just for a few seconds, before he walks away.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				When the clock strikes midnight, a ribald cheer goes up from the men. They gather around Thomas, pawing his arms, pulling him up to standing. One man takes Thomas’s fist, punches it into the air and makes a drunken, animal howl. In their midst, Thomas raises his eyes to find mine. He is not smiling.

				Anne is behind me. She puts a hand on my shoulder, belly brushing against my back like a warning. ‘It’s time to prepare.’

				Despite the warmth in the hall, and the heat from the good wine I’ve drunk, I shiver at her touch. As I stand, my legs are weak.

				Surrounded by the Fanshawe women, Anne, Aunt Alice, her two daughters, and several others whose names I cannot remember, I’m escorted to my chamber. Rachel twines her fingers with mine and holds on tight. The younger girls are full of laughter, giddy with dancing and flirtation. Only my aunts stay silent as we climb the staircase.

				The fire has been banked up and someone has prepared the bed. Hangings have been loosed and bedding drawn back so that the rich velvet coverlet and crisp clean linen look warm and inviting – the doorway to my new life.

				Rachel stays close by as the women help me undress, a grim little smile fixed. We are not free to talk as we may, but her expression says everything. It is a night of transformation, and not just for me. This will be the first night in years that someone other than Rachel will share my bed. Tonight she has been given berth in the servants’ quarters. Tomorrow she will take up her new place on a pallet bed in the little anteroom next to my chamber. It is no longer proper for her to take the place that now belongs to my husband. I am not a child any more: I am a married woman.

				The women fuss around me, releasing the row of tiny pearl buttons on my bodice, unlacing the ribbons in my stays, combing out my hair. I hear the echo of song and the metallic clatter of something dropped on stone steps as the men bring Thomas to join me. My head swims and the beat of my heart feels too strong in my chest.

				When I’m in nothing but my nightgown they lead me to the bed. Anne and Aunt Alice take it in turns to kiss me on the forehead. As she does, Anne whispers, ‘Just this once, my dear, and then your future will be secured.’

				Rachel stays with me for as long as she can, holding my hand as I climb beneath the coverlet.

				‘Stay,’ I whisper, as she leans in to kiss me.

				‘You know I cannot.’ There is a low cabinet next to the bed. She stoops, opens it and brings out Henrietta. ‘She’ll watch over you in my stead.’ She slips the doll beneath the bolster, out of sight.

				Just then the door bursts open and men spill into the room. Sudden colour and noise send a sharp pain shooting at my temples. Thomas stands mute and sweating while they undress him, roughly pulling away his doublet, his breeches, his ribboned garters, his polished shoes. His cheeks are even more flushed than usual, high spots of pink where the drink has heated him. He does not look at me but stares, bleary-eyed, at the floorboards.

				I wait, knees and sheets pulled up to my chest. They lead him to the bed with calls of ‘Go to it!’ and ‘Make us proud!’ He climbs up beside me, naked except for the shirt that dangles to his knees, splashed and stained with claret wine.

				The men cheer as he reaches out and puts a hand upon my arm. Over his shoulder, my eyes meet Willis’s. He’s laughing along with the rest, but his smile fades then and he lowers his gaze. His is the last face I see as the women draw the hangings, plunging Thomas and me into darkness.

				Thomas’s hand remains, unmoving, on my upper arm. He is still and silent as the others leave, waiting until we hear the fall of the latch. He stays that way while footsteps echo back down the corridor and laughter fades, the men heading back to their cups in the hall, the women to their beds and some to secret couplings in dark corners. Still he does not move, his palm our only meeting point – hot and damp, I can feel it through my gown. Then there is just the crackle of the fire and the sound of our breath. I can smell him, sweet and slightly acrid, like sour milk.

				At last he moves, reaching to draw back the curtains to let in the light and heat of the flames. It’s the first time that we have ever been alone together. We are man and wife.

				He sits facing me, legs folded, limbs pale and skinny, with a sparse sprouting of hairs. I’m reminded of a plucked chicken.

				‘Wife. Let me see you a little.’ He tugs at the coverlet. I’m aware that the stuff of my nightgown is fine, almost transparent. My skin rises into goose bumps as his stare moves from my face, down over my body. I’m terrified he will see the evidence: the faded remains of yellow bruising, the marks of the devil’s hands upon my skin.

				He comes closer, on all fours, and puts a finger beneath my chin, tilting my face. I’m not sure if I’m meant to respond in some way, to open my arms and invite his touch, but I’m bound by uncertainty, so I do nothing.

				‘It’s true you have a pretty face,’ he says, slurring slightly. ‘But there is not much of you.’ He sounds disappointed, accusing almost, as if I am at fault. He runs a finger down to my throat, making me swallow hard, and pulls at the dangling thread fastening my gown. My body stiffens. He loosens the drawstring and tugs the linen down roughly over my chest.

				I’m pinned by his gaze on my skin, frozen by fear of his judgement.

				‘They say you’ll fill out in time. They tell me you’ll be good for breeding. That’s why we’re here, after all – breeding.’ He manages a stiff smile and I suddenly realise – he is nervous too.

				He fingers the charm that hangs, as always, around my neck, the glinting silver heart sitting between my breasts.

				‘What’s this?’

				‘I . . . It was a gift. It’s important to me.’

				He looks a little closer, dangles the heart to shine in the firelight. ‘A pretty thing,’ he says, echoing the words of the robber in the woods, the memory causing my body to tense further.

				He drops the pendant and shifts, kneeling before me. He frowns, taking on a determined look. He puts an unsteady hand on each knee and slowly parts my legs, shuffling between them. Tentatively, he begins to push my nightgown higher. It gathers in pale folds around my hips.

				As he catches first sight of the place between my legs, his lips part and his eyes glaze. He hesitates. He stares. My heart trips. Is there something wrong with me? Is there some sign, as I have feared, that he is not the first man to touch me there? If he knows the truth, he will not take me. No man of any worth will accept sullied goods, and there is no contract without consummation.

				But then he leans forward and puts his mouth to mine.

				It is not how I imagined a kiss to be. I thought it would be a gentle thing, lips meeting and knowing how to mould to each other. His lips are soft at first but then he opens his mouth and slicks his tongue between my own, licking my teeth. He mumbles something that I cannot hear because his face is pressed against mine. I open my jaw a little, sensing this is what he wants. His tongue seems to fill my mouth. I think of the ox, served this evening on a silver platter, shivering in aspic, congealed and slimy. A wave of nausea rises and I pull away.

				He seems taken aback, embarrassed even, and will not meet my eye again. Instead, he fixes upon my breasts, but he does not try to touch me there, and I am glad.

				‘Lie back,’ he says, voice thick. ‘Lie back and open your legs.’

				I do as he says. He pulls his shirt up and places himself on top of me, balancing his weight on his elbows, hair falling into my face. I feel a soft fleshiness dangling against my thigh. Then he lowers himself onto me, crushing me so much I can barely breathe. He cups one breast and starts to move, rubbing himself slowly back and forth, face buried in the bolster at my shoulder. Breath is pushed out of me in gasps. Strands of hair catch in my mouth. He shifts a little so that he is brushing up against my navel and begins a slow panting. I remember the man in the woods, the urgent solidity of him, butting against me as though made of iron. I remember the hot gush as my body betrayed me. Pray God don’t let that happen now.

				Then, Thomas freezes. He pulls himself up on one elbow and, with his other hand, draws Henrietta out from beneath the bolster. He stares at her and something passes behind his eyes. He looks at me then, really looks at me, searching my face as though he does not know who I am. His own is a picture of frustration. He flings Henrietta across the room and rolls away. I flinch, thinking he will hit me, remembering the Oxford kitchen boy who spoiled the ship, but Thomas simply pulls his shirt down over the shrinking swell between his legs.

				‘Cover yourself,’ he says, strangled.

				I do as he says and wait for the anger that will come next, but instead he lies down beneath the coverlet and turns his back.

				My mind is reeling and I’m full of shame. Anne’s words come back to me: ‘You must secure him.’ But I don’t know how. I don’t understand what I’ve done wrong. I’m not practised, not schooled in this. When I told her I was prepared, it was a lie. I always assumed I would know what to do when the time came, that Nature would take her course, but now I see how naïve I have been. There are things a wife should know that I do not. I’ve been married only a few hours and already I have failed my husband. I watch the rise and fall of Thomas’s shoulders as his breathing calms.

				‘Husband . . . what can I do?’

				He is silent for a long time. The fire crackles and spits. From somewhere in the house laughter resounds. Then, without turning to look at me, he says, ‘You will tell them all that our union is complete. There cannot be any doubt.’

				‘But—’

				‘That is my wish. Do you understand me, wife?’

				‘Yes. I understand.’ Inside, my belly squirms.

				I lie awake while the fire dims and, in time, I can tell by the sound of his breathing that the drink has sent Thomas to sleep. I dare not move because I do not want to wake him. Henrietta lies across the room, a jumble of wooden limbs, skirts raised, legs splayed. There is nothing at all between her thighs.

				I do not expect to sleep, but I must, for I wake with the dawn, slivers of spring sunshine creeping through the panes. Next to me, the bed is empty. Instead of my husband, Henrietta lies against the bolster, tucked primly beneath the coverlet, eyes staring, wide and innocent as before.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 5

				August 1648, London

				My dear wife,

				You will forgive my long silence when you understand the deep distress that has overcome us all, here in London. The King’s cause has suffered a terrible blow. The army is defeated at Preston and the fleet, so recently harboured in Kent, and raising such hope in our hearts, has fled back to its Dutch hideaway, taking Prince Charles with it. Uncle Richard Fanshawe is put under house arrest. Leventhorpe and I are known as the King’s men and dare not walk in the streets for fear of reprisals.

				There is little chance, now, that Ware Park will be returned to us until this sorry business is settled. It is a sad truth that it may be settled soon, but not as we would wish it. Such speculation is written every day in the newsbooks, and is on the tongue of every gentleman I meet in St Paul’s churchyard and Covent Garden. But I must say no more. Spymaster Thurloe and his agents capture the correspondence of His Majesty’s friends to look for evidence of treachery and treason. They find it where there is none. Three of Uncle Richard’s acquaintance are taken to the Tower this last week and we cannot get any news of them.

				You will understand, then, that I must disappoint you. London is no place for a lady. And I must decline your request for coin. We suffer like beggars in our sorry state. The penalties and fines imposed upon us are harsh. I comfort myself that our good aunt Alice will ensure you do not go without.

				But here is happier news. The man who carries this letter is commissioned to paint your portrait. It will be a wedding gift, much delayed. He is a pleasant enough fellow and good company. I hope you will make good use of him.

				Your husband,

				Thomas Fanshawe

				Rachel wrinkles her nose, Thomas’s letter in hand. ‘Well, at least he calls you his “dear wife”.’ She knows this is no real consolation.

				‘But he refuses me.’

				‘He says London is not safe.’

				‘Nowhere is safe any more.’

				‘He means only to protect you.’

				‘Do not take his side against mine.’

				‘It’s not a matter of sides. It is a matter of safety.’ She looks to George, but he stays silent, declining to offer the support she seeks.

				‘But the money too? Does he wish me to stay in these borrowed gowns for ever? Am I to live on nothing but bread and pottage? Aunt Alice will never admit it, but our presence here is a burden she cannot afford.’

				Rachel says nothing but raises an eyebrow and looks pointedly at our new companion.

				I can feel the red heat of anger rising. I turn to the man sitting opposite, half hidden by canvas and easel. ‘How much longer must I sit like this?’

				Cornelis Van Keppel raises the one blond eyebrow that I can see. ‘Some time to come, I’m afraid, Lady Katherine,’ he says, in his angular, seesaw accent.

				‘I’ve been sitting for hours and you have not even mixed your paint.’

				‘Today I take your image in charcoal.’ He shows me the black stump between his fingers. ‘Tomorrow . . . the paint.’

				‘It’s not been long, Kate.’ Rachel wanders over to the window and peers out at the sky. ‘It just feels like it.’

				It’s a grey day, but humid, the heat of summer trapped by a sheet of flat, low cloud. I’m wearing heavy green satin that is too hot for August, and my mother’s pearls. Dampness gathers in the creases of my stays.

				George’s gaze follows Rachel, settles on the pale slice of flesh at the nape of her neck. ‘Read the bit about the battle again,’ he says, frowning. He sits cross-legged on a low, cushioned bench before the hearth. Although it is hot, the fire is lit, and George, still weak in his recovery, likes the warmth.

				‘No. I cannot bear it,’ I say. I’m still reeling from the crushing blow I felt when I first read Thomas’s letter.

				‘Do you really think all hope of a victory for the King is lost?’ Rachel’s voice is small. ‘Because there may be reprisals, or soldiers fleeing after the battle. Where is Preston? Is it far from here?’

				‘Very far, I think.’ George nods. ‘Though it’d be wise to mount a guard at nights.’

				I notice Van Keppel smirk behind his canvas. ‘What is so amusing, Master Van Keppel?’

				‘Please, madam, you must be still.’

				‘What do you find to smile about in this news?’

				‘You have moved your arm a little . . .’

				I give him a cold stare and twist back into the pose that he says is most flattering and most fashionable. ‘You must have an opinion on these matters. Were you ever at court?’

				‘I was at Blackfriars for a time, at the studio of Van Dyck. But that was a long time ago. Now, I prefer to find my own way.’

				‘And did you find favour with His Majesty’s friends? I’m sure many of your patrons are loyal subjects.’

				‘Indeed, that is true.’

				‘So you support His Majesty’s cause?’

				‘I take my bread where I can find it. Sometimes here, sometimes there.’

				‘But you are loyal to your king, of course.’

				Van Keppel shrugs. ‘I am not an Englishman and your king is not my king. God is my master and my mistress is Art. I do what I must to serve both.’

				He has a cup of burgundy wine on a table next to him – the last of the vats that Aunt Alice had bought for the wedding – and he pauses in his work to take a draught of it. His fingers are black; he leaves sooty prints.

				I am not surprised that Thomas could not afford a more famous artist to make my image. Most of them are gone away to find a less troublesome living in Paris or Antwerp, following the Queen and those members of King Charles’s court who still have the coin for fripperies. But this does not stop me feeling the slight in his choice of Cornelis Van Keppel, a man I have never heard of.

				‘Where did you meet my husband?’

				He looks thoughtful. ‘In a tavern house, I think, close to the Strand.’

				‘So, Thomas is not too frightened to frequent the taverns.’ I cannot hide the bitterness in my tone. ‘Or St Paul’s churchyard, or Covent Garden.’

				Rachel shoots me a warning glance.

				Van Keppel waves his hand in a dismissive gesture. ‘It was some time ago, when things were not so difficult for men like your husband. Long before this battle you speak of.’

				‘How I long to see the King again,’ I say.

				‘You have seen him before?’

				‘We are not so unworldly as you would have us, Master Van Keppel. I saw the King several times. My mother and I were quartered with the Queen at Oxford.’

				‘Ah, but you were younger then, I think, with a child’s understanding.’ He turns his attention from the canvas. ‘If you wish to see your king again, you must pray for him. I do not think these men of blood will have mercy now. I have seen it before, in the European wars. Once a man has shown that his word cannot be trusted, then blood is always spilled. If a fighting man is betrayed, he will do anything to take his vengeance. It is the way with your king, I think, and it will be the way with these Englishmen, Cromwell and Fairfax and Lambert.’

				‘What do you know of them?’

				‘Only what any man can hear in the taverns and read in the news-sheets. They hold the King like a prisoner, yes? They will not let him go free again. He has lied to them once, so why not once more? While he lives, the English people will always look to him, will always follow blindly, like dogs. If they want a republic, they must clear the way. The people in my own country have learned this lesson. If these Parliament men are wise and godly, as they claim, they will look to the Low Countries and see what must be done.’

				George snorts. ‘This is England, sir, and we do not kill our kings.’

				Van Keppel swivels in his seat to face George. ‘I think you do not know your history.’

				George hesitates. ‘I . . . I know more than any foreigner. It is against all reason, and against God to say it.’

				Van Keppel tilts his head and looks George up and down. ‘Have a care, Mister George, for the tide runs against your king. England is changing. You do not want to be left behind.’

				I see the flush of anger on George’s pale skin. ‘No God-fearing man would dare to think such blasphemy. Even the rebels would not go so far – not if they want any hope of peace. The people would never support an action so plainly wrong.’

				‘In a war where both sides claim to fight for God, it is no longer a matter of right or wrong – it is a question of which side is most determined. The men who will win this war are those willing to go to the greatest lengths.’

				‘You have strong opinions for a man who claims not to take sides,’ I say. ‘And I think you are a Royalist at heart, sir, or you would not work for the likes of my husband.’

				He turns back to me. ‘I say only what I see. Just as I draw only what is before my eyes. I do not nail my colours to any cross.’ He lifts his hand to the canvas. ‘I make a better living that way.’ I feel his sharp focus on me, the intensity of his gaze. It is not a comfortable feeling. ‘But your husband is right to keep you here, my lady. London is not safe for a young woman who loves her king.’

				‘My husband means to keep me under lock and key.’

				‘He tries only to care for you, I think. Please, you must be still.’

				‘He’s right, Kate,’ Rachel says, coming back from the window and sitting down next to George. ‘We are all safer here. Don’t you agree?’ She looks to George for an answer.

				‘I think Lady Katherine can look after herself,’ he says, raking his hand through his hair, clearly discomfited by Van Keppel’s words.

				‘But not without your help.’ Rachel rests her fingers on George’s forearm.

				I cannot meet George’s eyes. I’m sure he is remembering the same thing as I – that day in the woods when he was the one to save me and, in turn, I saved him. These sudden flashes of memory return again and again, like a bad dream my mind is destined to repeat on waking. But something else has stirred in me too: an ever-present spark of foreboding, now fanned into flames.

				I am not so innocent that I do not understand how my own fate is tied to that of the King. Families like mine have already suffered the loss of their blood, property and land. All we have left is hope; the hope that, one day, balance will be rightfully restored and things will be as they once were. That hope burns fierce in me. But, if Van Keppel is right, we are headed towards a different end. Shut away at Hamerton, we are like autumn leaves caught in a whirlwind, tossed about by forces beyond our control, utterly helpless to stop it.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 6

				I leave my candle burning into the small hours. I doze at times, disturbed by unsettling dreams of soldiers and swords, the thunder of cavalry and the beat of battlefield drums. I have never been witness to these things but my mind makes such convincing images that each time I jolt awake I am sweating and anxious. Rachel lies next to me, making little snuffling snores, like a pig rooting for truffles. She has abandoned the pallet in the cold chamber next to mine to share my bed like she used to, but she did not undress this evening and her skirts are bunched around her knees.

				Eventually I rise and sit by the window, waiting for the first signs of dawn light on the horizon. When it comes, I wake Rachel with a whisper. She helps me dress in common servants’ clothes: a skirt and bodice of brown worsted that scratches and itches through my shift, and a plain cap to hide my hair. I see myself reflected in the windowpanes, my image jumbled in the glass. I do not look like myself. I look like Rachel, or one of Aunt Alice’s maids. When we are ready, we snuff the candle and creep through the dim-lit passages to George’s room.

				He is awake and dressed, sitting on the edge of his cot, good hand rubbing the site of his healing wound.

				‘Are you fit?’ Rachel whispers, but George stands and nods. This was his idea and nothing will keep him from it.

				We tiptoe down the servants’ stairs, George pointing out the steps that creak, and into the yard. George leads the way. If he is seen by any of the household’s early risers, he will be taken for a stable boy. Glancing up at the blank face of the house I see no candlelight, no glow of fresh-kindled fires, and no watching eyes at the panes.

				We are lucky that the groom does not sleep in the hayloft above the stalls but in the bakehouse, where the ovens make for a warmer bed. So, when we reach the stables we have nothing to fear except the noisy welcome of the horses, surprised to be disturbed so early.

				Aunt Alice keeps two good steeds: a grey gelding named Applejack for the steward, Master Maybury, and a bay mare named Glory, which was her husband’s mount. Though her master has been dead these five years, Glory is still cared for with great attention. Aunt Alice insists upon this, making sure that Glory is always ready for the return of a man who will never come. But, as was the case when Sir Capel was alive, no other soul is allowed to ride her. I know because I have often asked to take her out, and seen the stricken pain behind Aunt Alice’s eyes as she refuses me.

				I go to Glory now. She snuffles into my hand, velvet-soft nose warm in my palm.

				George comes up beside me and runs a hand down Glory’s neck. ‘She’s a fine horse, Lady Katherine, but you know how Lady Alice is about her. I’d take another.’

				I glance at the two stumpy, muscular farm horses, used to pull everything from Aunt Alice’s carriage to the dairy cart, then back at Glory, with her powerful dark flanks and lively eyes. ‘She’s mine,’ I say. ‘You two will take Applejack.’

				‘She’s not been rid in years.’ There is a warning in George’s voice that I’m determined not to heed.

				‘All the more reason, poor thing.’ Glory is eyeing me, ears pricked. She shifts her weight and makes a little whicker.

				‘Kate, is this wise?’ Rachel says. ‘It’ll hurt Lady Alice that you’ve not heeded her wishes.’

				‘It’s unfair to keep such an animal confined. It will not bring Sir Capel back, and he would not wish it.’

				George exchanges a look with Rachel and shrugs. Neither of them can argue with me. He disappears into a room at the end of the stalls, feeling his way in the darkness.

				‘Rachel, go and make friends with Applejack,’ I say. ‘You’ll ride behind George. You’ll be safe with him.’

				This seems to mollify her and she does as I say, tentatively reaching out to pet the other horse. Applejack is jumpy and shies away at first, rolling his eyes and making Rachel snatch back her hand. But when George returns with two leather bridles, he slips one on to Applejack with no trouble.

				‘See? You’ll be safe with George,’ I say. Rachel smiles, as George takes her hand and brings it up to the horse’s neck.

				‘He likes you,’ he says, and she flushes, fingers tangling with his.

				We take a mud track to avoid the cobbled yard and the ring of iron on stone. I glance back to the house, afraid I will see lanterns aglow, or hear the shouts of a raised alarm, but there is nothing. How easy it would be for a thief to slip through the shadows and creep into Hamerton. How simple to take the horses, as we have done, to raid the larders, to slit throats as we sleep. I have heard tales of such things, done at other private houses by savage Parliament troops, turned wild by battlefield bloodlust. The thought makes me shudder, or perhaps it is just the dawn chill prickling my skin beneath my clothes.

				I climb onto Glory’s back, skirts swaddling my legs. I have not ridden without a saddle since the day my father lifted me on to my brother’s pony and led me round the yard at Markyate Cell. I still recall the roughness of the animal’s coat, the solid muscle of its body, my little legs stuck out before me, not yet long enough to reach the pony’s flank. The memory is with me as I feel the dip and sway of Glory between my thighs. I gather the reins, childhood instruction coming back to me.
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