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A Touch of Spice

By Ellie Thomas


Chapter 1

London, Spring 1573

Gregory thought he could
never tire of the sensations he
encountered in the spice emporium. The scents soothed and intrigued
him, his attuned senses picking out the citrus tang of green
ginger, the comforting sweetness of almonds, and the soothing waft
of lavender amongst the rich mélange.

He willingly admitted that
the most intriguing and heady aspect of the premises was the
merchant, grinding spices at his workbench, dark head bowed, strong
slender fingers busy at their work. Especially in that thrilling
moment when he looked up, expecting a customer but finding Gregory
instead. His expression switched from polite enquiry to an
unabashed delight that was more enticing than his expensive
wares.

“Gregory,” the merchant
said. “Are you here to buy or simply to look?” He grinned before
coming around the counter to greet his visitor with a kiss, a
common custom between friends and family. However, the embrace
lingered agreeably, delivered with more than casual
enthusiasm.

“Since I mentioned I was
coming here, Mistress Cecily asked for some nutmeg, so you won’t
need to throw me out for cluttering up your shop without sampling
the wares.”

Jehan’s grin widened.
“Pour us some ale from the jug,” he nodded his head towards the
back of the shop. “By then, I’ll have finished my task and can
tarry a while.”

He was true to his word. Almost as soon as Gregory had
poured a tankard apiece of small ale in the storeroom, Jehan joined
him. He stood in the doorway to observe the shop entrance in case
any rogues or cozeners thought to take advantage of the seemingly
unattended treasure trove.

This allowed Gregory to
admire Jehan’s profile. He still couldn’t quite believe this
serenely handsome man with his exotic Venetian surname and
startling Mediterranean good looks had chosen plain Kentish Gregory
Fletcher as his sweetheart, so ordinary with his stocky build and
commonplace light hair and eyes of the average Londoner.

As a customer in the old
shop in Bucklersbury, on the other side of St. Paul’s cathedral,
where Jehan Zanini had been senior apprentice, Gregory had been
hopelessly smitten, grateful for a passing glance or fleeting smile
to brighten the rest of his dull day.

All that changed last
spring, initially for the worse, when Jehan was wrongly accused of
theft. Gregory instinctively offered him shelter while helping to
clear his name. During that turbulent time, hiding Jehan from the
reach of the law, they had been thrown together.

Despite the threat of danger,
Gregory had relished being so near the object of his fancy. Even
while striving to protect the fugitive, he anticipated that once
Jehan was proven innocent, they would go their separate ways. He
told himself he would be content merely to be occasionally
acknowledged in passing recognition for his service.

But he’d reckoned without
Jehan. Gregory had dismissed their first coming together in passion
as the relief and release of gratitude. He’d been taken aback when
Jehan had returned frequently to their trysting place. Gradually,
along with their mutual pleasuring, their closeness grew in
understanding and deepening affection.

By the end of the
summer, aided by the considerable
compensation for the false accusations brought against him, Jehan
was set up by his old master in a separate shop in an alleyway off
Ludgate Hill, between the main roads of Fleet Street and
Holborn.

He often joked that the front room of the shop was so tightly
packed that if he hired an apprentice, they’d have to be a
short-shanks not to trip over one another. Behind the
unprepossessing room was a large rectangular chamber perfect for
storage, and beyond that, a garden to grow herbs in the summertime,
complete with a small kitchen used for their drying. Master
Crossley was a shrewd man, and the shop’s position was handy enough
to garner passing trade but not too close to the overwhelming
bustle of the banks of the busy River Fleet, where the imported
stock was landed.

Gregory often thought that
the new store holder was an added attraction, comely to behold and
efficient at his trade. He had been unsurprised that Jehan was
making a success of merchandising and increasing in
confidence.

Assured his goods would
not be plundered in the meantime, Jehan interrupted Gregory’s
musings. “How long can you stay?” He asked so eagerly that
Gregory’s mind naturally turned to the long narrow bedchamber on
the first floor where they had spent many joyful hours laughing and
loving.

“Only for a short while. I
have to return to Bishopsgate to tend to old Master Edward and get
him ready for bed.”

At the slight dimming of
Jehan’s smile, Gregory continued, “But I can return after supper.
Do you fancy a jar or two once the shop’s shut for the night? We
could meet at The Anchor?”

Jehan’s smile widened, “I
could indeed quench my thirst later on. Now, before I forget and
earn you a scolding from Mistress Cecily, I’ll find you some nutmeg
before you leave.”
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