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        Fireflower: Any one of a number of strong, common annual plants that flourish where the land is burned over. They spring from the ashes to cover over the scorched earth.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        While alone with myself I repeat all her charms,

        She I love may be locked in another man’s arms,

        She may laugh at my cares, and so false she may be,

        To say all the kind things she before said to me!

        Oh, then ’tis I think there’s no hell

        Like loving too well.

        But when I consider the truth of her heart,

        Such an innocent passion, so kind without art,

        I fear I have wronged her, and hope she may be

        So full of true love to be jealous of me.

        Oh, then ’tis I think that no joys are above

        The pleasures of love.

      

      

      
        
        —Charles II, King of England,

        Scotland, and Ireland (1662)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Britain once had a Civil War—a Revolution ending in the overthrow and beheading of a king. That king’s son, Charles II, was restored to his throne in 1660, and proceeded to lead his people a merry dance, instituting a reign filled with excess, lewdness, and license, tolerated by his people perhaps because of their joy at having a monarch again or perhaps because of their pleasure at being freed from the restraints of Puritanism, which they’d thought they’d wanted…until they had it.…

      As passionate as he was compassionate, as tolerant as he was indolent, “The Merry Monarch” Charles Stuart, “The Father of his Country”—who sired so many bastards he was given the name in jest—never forgot the days when he was a king without a country, or the day his father was murdered. But he’d no time for revenge as he had a divided country to heal, for there were also many who never forgot they’d once driven the devils out of Britain and secured a Puritan regime. Nature, too, conspired with politics to occupy the young king. In 1665 plague decimated London and in 1666 a great fire destroyed a third of it. And the mass of common people cared nothing for politics; they cared only to live.

      Withal of Charles’ wrongs, he must have done something right. Today, decades after most of Europe has shed its kings, Britain still has a monarchy. The fire was put out.
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      The sun never set. It was as if the sun had touched the margins of the world as it descended, setting them on fire, because all the west was ablaze. They stood on the deck by day and by night and watched London burning down. And it seemed that it wouldn’t stop until there was nothing left for the fire to feed on but the river the ship rocked upon.

      The passengers aboard the Nomad Prince had stopped exclaiming and commenting to each other, since when the impossible goes on long enough it becomes entirely possible, if no less frightening. They couldn’t dock. The captain wouldn’t. He’d hauled out a stout cudgel and summoned his men to his side when one passenger had insisted on going into port to help the “poor wretches” that could be seen in the distance, like long lines of ants struggling to flee their overturned hill. Nor would the captain or any of the passengers hear of leaving the vicinity, for no matter how terrifying, what man could leave off viewing Judgment Day?

      The fire grew through the day into a night that looked like an eerie orange day. If the flames ever went out, the passengers would disembark in London, if there was still a London then. Because it was disappearing before their eyes, as all their other senses verified. The cinders rained down upon them, blown by the same easterly wind that fanned the flames. When the wind veered, they sometimes smelled the city sour, as though it were a burnt-out fireplace. Other times the scent came to their noses woodsy, as if it were a homey kitchen fire. And there were times that the odor was bitterly acrid as hell itself at high noon.

      They saw the city drifting away above them in a mist of black char, and felt it settling on their shoulders in sheets that looked as soft as gossamer but tasted coarse as charcoal when they opened their lips to speak of it. Then they shivered, the bravest of them, realizing that all of it had once been houses and shops and things they dared not even think upon.

      No sense was spared, far away as they were, out on the Thames; they could hear the crunching sound of the fire feeding, and now and again a rumbling blast as a house was blown up in an attempt to make a firebreak. And sometimes they heard a terrible high keening on the wind they hoped was only the wind, or the fire singing.

      The city burned on into another day, as though it were the judgment some had prophesied God would visit upon it. And for all they knew, those who stood on the Thames and watched, it could have been. But since no man on the deck of the Nomad Prince could claim to be in perfect charity with his Creator, no one of them dared say.

      Certainly Gideon Hawkes wouldn’t. He stood at the rail and watched the fire, his eyes narrowed against the smoke, his face without expression. For if his face showed what his heart demanded, he’d have looked like one of the gargoyles gaping in horror that sat on the ledges of the great cathedrals in the cities he’d lately left. Because it was his homeland that was burning. He’d dreamed of his England for fifteen years, and like the sailor returned from the sea only in time to attend his mother’s deathbed, it seemed he was only in time for the end, although he’d done little but dream of new beginnings for the past years.

      He was a tall man, seeming taller because of his leanness, with hard wide shoulders that winged out over a long hard body that all his finery couldn’t soften the look of. He’d never be a handsome Cavalier, for all he was dressed as the finest of them in the requisite clothes, with his soft high leather boots pulled on over rich wool breeches, and shirt with flounces fine as any in King Charles’s own wardrobe, with a soft velvet cape thrown over his silken doublet. Yet still, silk and velvet or even lushest fur couldn’t blur the edges of him, for he’d too many, and no grace about him except when he moved—then he flowed like shadows. But standing still he was like a standing stone, and all that might have been beauty in a gentler setting was cast too coldly in him for that.

      He was a relatively young man, not above thirty years. And for all he was in fashion, beneath his wide velvet hat he wore his own hair. It was red and gold as the fire on the horizon, and just as harsh, for there were no fashionable soft curls or waves to moderate it. It spread like long tongues of flame alongside his strong neck, and fell blunt to his shoulders. His face was tight and closed, but that may have been because his thoughts were of hell. His eyes were too blue to be merely striking; a glance from them was as painfully blue as a plunge into icy waters, and they stared down at the world from above a high narrow wedge of a straight nose and high slashes of cheekbones cut into that crag of a face. The only emotion he showed wasn’t a thing of his dark eyebrows or wide lips or any mobile thing of his own conscious making, but only now and again, unbidden, a tiny twitch convulsed the left side of his face. Strangely, it wasn’t unattractive after the shock of seeing it had passed, because at least it showed that cheek was flesh, and that the man beneath that face knew more pain than he’d allow to show.

      It gave the man next to him the courage to speak up.

      “It’s the Apocalypse—do you really think it is?” he asked, as he’d asked himself so many times in the past hours.

      “It’s London,” the deep, soft voice answered, “which is just as bad, and good enough for me.” And then his smile came, a small and quirked play of lips, half-merry, half-mockery, but it lent softness and grace to that hard countenance at last. Then it could be seen that he was as accustomed to laughter as he was to pain.

      “Do you think it will end?” the man next to him asked, for an odd religious fervor had begun to grip all the passengers.

      “All things end,” Gideon Hawkes answered, and then, musing, smiling again, he added, “except for my impatience.”

      But even that was relieved a little, for after another day they docked. They put down anchor at a slip on the Thames above Whitehall, even though the fire, which had subsided by then, had never reached so high. Still, the captain of the Nomad Prince took no chances; his whole fortune, as he’d said, was in his ship, and it was clear his whole heart was in his purse.

      The passengers flowed off the ship, parting from each other without a backward glance. Those who’d homes in London were themselves on fire to see what had happened to their families, friends, houses, and businesses. Those who were visiting London had just as burning a morbid curiosity to feed. Gideon Hawkes was in as much of a hurry, but he was bound in the opposite direction. He, who had no family, who’d seen enough of death and the aftermath of disaster to last him all his life, and whose fortune lay in his own hands, gave up his plans to visit with friends in London as he stepped down the wood plank that led to shore. The fire had discomfited him. He knew he wouldn’t rest easy until he rested his eyes on his one love, his home, once more. Although it was in Kent, far from the fire, now he felt compelled to assure himself of its safety.

      He should’ve gone straight to Dover, he thought as he strode to a dockside inn to command paper and a pen to let his man, following with his belongings, know the change in plans when he arrived. Ivyclose Manor was only an easy ride from the white chalk cliffs of the eastern coast, and now he’d many more weary miles ahead of him. But those weeks ago when he’d envisioned this day, he’d thought to dally in London, celebrating his return with friends. He’d planned to laze about with them, renew old acquaintances, catch up on the news, drink the day and play the night away before he settled down to the work of putting Ivyclose back together and himself comfortably within it again. That was before he’d seen the fire, before this sudden wild unease began to burn in his heart.

      Fire, plague—it only lacked flood and locusts. Gideon thought of the condemnation of London and Israel as he wrote to tell his man to wait for him at the Peacock, an inn he remembered being high above the fire line in London, while he satisfied himself that all was well in Kent. He hadn’t been in touch with anyone in Britain in long months, and now he fretted about every natural calamity that could befall a house—from lightning to deathwatch beetle—as he blotted the hastily scrawled instructions. Because Ivyclose was what had lured him home again, even as the thought of it was what had kept him going in the years of his exile. It was all he had left in England and the world. And was, as always, sufficient for him.

      The landlord took his message and promised its certain delivery, and smiled his most beguiling smile, and bowed and actually tugged at his graying forelock, for this Cavalier gentleman looked as rich as dangerous. But he wrung his hands as he denied him his second request.

      “Not a horse in the kingdom, sir, not a one in the city for hire or sale today, my lord, believe me, your grace, I’d carry you on my own back faster than I could get you a horse. Half of London’s on the road out, don’t you see? And horses are made of gold these days, believe me, I’m sorry, sir, I am,” the innkeeper said in an increasingly anxious voice as he looked into cold eyes the color of his certain death at the hard blue steel by the Cavalier’s side.

      “I don’t believe you heard me correctly. I want a horse,” Gideon said simply and implacably as fate as he put gold pieces in the innkeeper’s hand, and his hand back on his sword’s hilt.

      “Well, at least it has a leg at every corner,” Gideon sighed hours later as the innkeeper proudly presented him with his mount.

      “And two eyes, if no teeth, but then he’s got to see the road, not eat it, I suppose,” he murmured as he stroked a sagging dun back broad as a couch, before cinching a saddle around a belly round as a drum.

      As the innkeeper thanked God the widow Grey had owed him a favor and lent him her horse so as to save his life, Gideon added, “But does it move more than its tail?”

      “He’ll be full of spirit once he gets going,” the innkeeper lied. “The widow kept him on to remember her man with, and he hasn’t done more than eat his head off since the funeral. He’s likely longing to go.”

      “I only hope he restrains himself, and lives until I can find a mount a century younger,” Gideon said as he swung up into the saddle. Then, looking down at the innkeeper, he relented, for he’d passed the last hours searching for a horse himself, finally seeking even so little as a seat on a stagecoach, to no avail. It had been this nervous fellow he’d terrified who’d got him a horse, no matter how decrepit, so he added gently, “And don’t worry, I’ll send him back live, if God wills it, and dead with a handsome fee if his heart gives out before my patience does. Assure your widow woman I’ll be kind enough to him. After all,” he said on a smile, “I was taught to respect my elders.”

      And such was the power of that rare and transforming smile that as he rode away the innkeeper forgot the terror that made him shiver as he begged the horse from the widow, and remember only the handsome profit he’d seen from this lucky day.

      The weather, at least, was with the traveler. Clear and warm, with only a freshening breeze, nothing like the hot west wind that had borne the fire forward on its breath. Gideon rode on toward Kent at a broken-backed, crippled pace. But he left off cursing the old horse when he saw how many silent men, women, and children he passed, bowed under the weight of their household goods, plodding along the road on their own feet as he rode onward. They’d set up tent cities in the fields around London, but the farther away he rode, the fewer refugees he met. He was glad of it, because it felt wrong for him to be riding, even on such an antique nag, when old men and childbearing women trudged in his dust.

      His horse’s exhaustion didn’t take geography into account, so he halted by moonlight and slept beneath the sky, like any of the other fugitives from the disaster. He passed his first night wrapped in his cloak in a field, close by his precious, ancient, hobbled horse. He washed his face in dew and breakfasted on memories of fatter mornings when he woke, but felt lucky enough to be able to mount up again.

      His next bit of luck came near Rochester, where he bought a decent breakfast and enough ale to put heart in him. When he’d gone on long enough for the fire to have become only a wild rumor where he stopped again, he was able to buy a horse young enough to spur without guilt and send his elderly steed limping back to the widow. Then he rode on briskly, and only then allowed himself to remember. For the landscape around him was familiar, and at last he could believe, after fifteen years of disbelief, that this day would ever come, that he was coming home again.

      He wasn’t the only wanderer returning now that the Protector had gone, although he might be one of the last. The king himself had fled for his life and lived in exile for a decade. Indeed, he’d first met his king on the last leg of that wild flight, fifteen years before, when he himself had been too young to have had fifteen years together on the earth. But even then, he’d been making his own escape. It hadn’t been execution Gideon had fled, it had been the slow grinding down of his soul. He’d been at war with his father, not his countrymen, but his end would have been just as certain. Because he was imprisoned by the old man’s miserliness, lashed by his indifference, and fettered by his expectations, and weary unto death with it, even then.

      Not that it mattered to his family. He was only a fourth son, of no account, and too willful to even be a prop for his father in his old age. Then too, there was the contempt in his eyes to be reckoned with. Because when the old man threw himself into a Puritan fervor when his neighbors did, so as to save his property and his neck, it was this red-headed whelp’s wolf eyes that mocked his piety, scorning it for the expediency it was. The other boys, all older, all as anxious to get along with their father as they were to get ahead, changed their politics with the battle reports too. Gideon, the youngest, stubbornest of them, tenacious enough to finish the last of his mother’s milk before she died bearing another, dead son, wasn’t any more political than they were. It was only that he refused to be as hypocritical. He didn’t care for their new religion, and wouldn’t pretend to it.

      Even as a child, he refused to pray in public what he never prayed in private, and laughed when his father’s live-in whore suddenly became a “housekeeper.” And he couldn’t like being renamed a good biblical name when all his brothers were rechristened, so that the beautiful pagan “Gifford” he remembered his mother whispering lovingly to him was gone forever, as she was.

      Since he wouldn’t act the model Puritan, he was a danger. And as a danger, he was shunned and shamed, then starved and beaten—until the look in his wolf’s eyes stayed their hands. He’d never lifted his to them, but still they left off, one by one, both his father and his brothers, when they saw his eyes.

      When Squire Hawkes’s fourth son finally took to his heels in the night and then to the sea, that newly staunch Puritan said a prayer for his wayward boy’s disobedience in church. And then sighed his relief as he drank to good riddance alone in his study.

      But even the stern God of Puritans had his little jests. For in no time at all, the eldest, most obliging son disobliged his father by breaking his neck at a hedge his skittish horse took for a phantom in the night. The second son, stunned by his sudden succession, scarcely had time to appreciate it before a winter’s chill became an ague that took him, still wondering, to his grave. And the third and last obedient son, soldiering abroad when he heard the news of his elevation on the eve of a battle, drank so much to his good fortune that he lost his heavy head to the enemy the next day, before he could sell out and sail home again. Which left only the red-headed wretch who wanted nothing of home to take it as his inheritance. When his father had him tracked down, after ten long years, long after Squire Hawkes was trying to look the best royalist in the land, he discovered the boy to have become a man richer than any he’d ever known, and harder even than that.

      Gideon Hawkes had taken to the sea, and found it a more cruel and miserly master than his father. But from it he learned how to read the stars to find his way, climb and tie ropes, brawl, whore, and take the lash without screaming. Escaped to dry land, he became a soldier. Like his father, he fought for whoever paid him the best, but unlike him, disliked it intensely. Still, from his service in several armies, he learned to read maps, live sparingly, gamble, and use a staggering assortment of weapons to kill and maim. And then, weary of this, he learned how to use-his head to outmaneuver the officers and move up in the ranks.

      Once he’d begun thinking instead of just fleeing, he finally learned to live without using the muscle he’d earned, using instead all the experience he’d learned. He discovered how to use the sea for profit: to use maps to find new ports of trade, develop new markets by gambling with ideas, and secure them with every last bit of cleverness he’d gained. He’d traveled the Continent in the bellies of armies; now a trader, he rested in foreign bazaars. A gentleman and a friend to the king without a country, he visited the English court in exile wherever it happened to be. A merchant prince himself now, he graced foreign courts as a guest—and sometimes, because at heart he was a patriot, as a spy.

      He dined with kings, drank with their entourages, quipped with their keenest wits, and whored with all the great and infamous. He did all of that, of course, with the lowest as well, because there came a time when he could scarcely tell the difference. And then he knew it was time to come home. Now he was almost there. Now, as he began to anticipate each turn of the road ahead, he knew he never wanted to leave it again.

      Old Squire Hawkes was dead and long buried, to no one’s unhappiness but the vicar’s—who hadn’t known what sort of epitaph to put on his tombstone, since he’d been everything and nothing in life. New Squire Hawkes hadn’t helped, because he’d refused to come home while the old man lived, in fact had waited three years to be sure he was gone. Still, his presence was all he’d refused him, because he’d sent huge sums of money to keep the estate in good heart. His presence—and the chance for his father to make peace with the newly restored king. Because for all the pleading letters, there Gideon never swerved: old Squire Hawkes never got the chance to press his lips to the young king’s ring and swear he’d been as loyal as he’d never been.

      The gates to Ivyclose lay just ahead, round a turn in the road and to the right. But on a whim, Gideon turned his horse off the road and into the trees. Ivyclose was meant to be seen as it came into view down a long avenue of linden trees. But he preferred seeing it again as he’d loved it most as a boy, riding in after a day of truancy, with the great old house welcoming him in by secret pathways.

      He rode high up a grassy highway so that he could look down at Ivyclose, viewing it in miniature as it lay cupped in the gently swelling hills surrounding it. Long and E-shaped, made of white stone quarried, he’d thought as a boy, in heaven, with a dozen, dozen staggering chimneys as its crown. From this height he could see a square of blue that was the pond before it, smaller patches that were neat kitchen gardens behind, and little white shapes that were statues in the midst of the symmetrical flower gardens placed in front, for pure pride’s sake.

      But what had his father been up to? he wondered as he stood in the saddle and looked down, frowning. There were several front gardens now, and what looked like a regiment of rosebushes forming a great arbored maze to the side. He wondered if all his money had gone to the old man’s head as he rode down to investigate, giving up his plan to come in by way of the deep side woods, because he discovered they were no longer there. They’d been leveled, except for a few ancient trees, to make room for the rose garden. That, he thought, as he urged his horse down the slope and it stepped with muffled hooves over the grass between the remaining trees, was a waste and a vanity. He supposed his father had been playing the Cavalier to the hilt, to have put up what he could soon see was a labryinth of bowers and benches and buckets filled with rosebushes all along the white-shelled paths of the ornate garden.

      He was frowning at the thought of good money continuing to go for such excess here where no one could see it except for the staff he’d kept on to watch over the place until his return, and was storing up a bitter dressing-down to give to them for it, when he heard a muted clattering and faint murmurous voices. He looked again to see a flash of color that was never roses through the latticework of bushes beneath him.

      He grew still as the couple strolled into view. But then, he couldn’t have moved when he first saw them. They were so unexpected, so out of place and perfectly fitting, that for a moment he believed he imagined them because the setting called for them to be there. He passed a hand across his eyes and looked again. And still they astonished him. And for all she was so far away, and he up the slope and in the dappled shade, still she blinded him.

      The man was a Cavalier, there was no mistaking that. From the long light curls that spilled onto his brightly colored silken-clad shoulders from beneath the wide slouch hat with its brave plume, to the buckled high-heeled shoes that set the gravel path to crunching, the fellow was a complete picture of fashion. But for all his splendor, she outshone him. Her hat perched atop a small head covered with light brown silken curls, and her face was an oval of alabaster, her neck and shoulders milk above a graceful curved figure clad in embroidered silk of blue and yellow and the warm pink of roses. The tips of her little slippers grazed over the paths so smoothly he thought she might not actually have touched down at all, and was only a phantom come from the future. For such a lady was the image of what he planned to bring here one day to share his home with him.

      Murmuring, they moved on, turning a corner, threatening to disappear from his view. Then he recalled himself and kicked his horse to set it after them, to treat his eyes again with what he dreamed he saw, before he challenged the illusion. As he bent to avoid a branch and follow, intent on what was ahead, he never knew what had happened until it all happened at once.

      Because his boot, swinging inward, never met the horse, but was caught in a hard hand instead. As his gloved hand automatically went to his sword’s hilt, another hand captured it, and another his sword, as someone else caught his horse’s reins. And too late alarmed, overwhelmed, he was dragged from the saddle.

      He was wrenched from his horse as a fool, but landed on the ground as a soldier, and came fighting up, using elbows and fists and feet to advantage in that one moment of surprise. In the next, he was borne down again by the sheer number of his attackers. Although he’d heard cries of pain and alarm at first, as he struggled helplessly he heard only the grunted and muttered advice and cautions of his captors to each other as they worked to subdue him.

      “Whoreson! Kick me, will you? Here’s a kick then. Damn you! Hold his leg! Damn you. There!”

      “Ah, wretch, there, for payment! Ah, have a care with his shirt, loose it, loose it, ’tis lace, fool, don’t tear it none.”

      “Aye, and that silken…God’s wounds! Joseph, you dolt, you’ve torn it, damn you for an idiot!”

      “And you, you’ve got blood on his collar!”

      “Me? ’Tis ’is lips,” a voice next to his ear complained bitterly. “’E’s bleeding like a pig!”

      “Then hit him aside the head, fool, where it can’t stain, finish him neat, for sweet Jesus’ sake. And mind the hat!”

      He was, in all the fury and confusion, as they slammed his head on the ground and buried fists and boots in his stomach and sides, stubbornly aware that his clothes were far more valuable than his life, and so struggled to keep his bleeding face from being pushed into the dirt, his last aim to deal them a grim sort of spite by fouling his clothes with his lifeblood. If he were to die now, he’d be damned if he’d let them profit from it.

      There was blood in his mouth and such pain in his head he could scarcely hear above the ringing in it, when he managed to jerk his head free of the hand that held it ground into the earth, as the owner of that hand loosed him for a minute to swear at the bite he’d given it, and then:

      “God’s blood! Stop! Oh, for the love of God, stop! ’Tis Master Gideon! ’Tis Master Gideon returned,” the voice shouted, as silence fell, and he felt his limbs loosed at last. But by then it didn’t matter.

      When he awoke, he wasn’t sure if it was day or night, if he were indoors or out, but hearing nothing for a long while before he ventured to open his eyes, he was sure he’d been left alone, wherever he was. He was startled, then, to immediately see a pair of worried eyes gazing at him. And then another, and another, until he realized he lay on a rude bed, ringed round with a circle of drawn and anxious faces.

      “Blow out the candle at my head,” he said in a voice that sounded strangely cracked even to his own ears, “and take away the one at my toes. Don’t bury me yet, friends, I live…though, mind you, I don’t celebrate it,” he added, wincing as he tried to sit up, and several hands reached out to help him.

      “Joseph Palmer!” he said then, as his wits returned and the nearest, saddest face registered in his memory. “Joseph,” he said as he gingerly felt the growing swelling at the side of his head, and eyed the old gatekeeper that had lived on the estate in his youth, “my thanks for saving me. Who tried to murder me, Joseph?”

      “I did, Master Gideon,” the old man said softly, “and my son, his son, and four more of our friends.”

      “Why?” was all that he could ask, as his smile slipped and, unconsciously, his hand groped at his side, where his sword no longer was.

      “Because we didn’t recognize you, Master Gideon,” Joseph answered slowly, “because you were trespassing.”

      “But I never ordered such,” Gideon said, amazed. “Are times that hard, then?”

      “No,” Joseph said quietly, “but it don’t matter no more. For you don’t have the ordering here anymore, Master Gideon. You’re not master here no more, sir.”
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      It was very simple. Tragedy, he’d discovered, was always simple. Fire, flood, death, and taxes, all easy enough to understand, however mortal a blow they struck. The king had taken his home and given it away to a favorite. Well, and why not? As the Bible his own father had pretended to read had said: you reap what you sow. He’d withheld charity; charity had been withheld from him. He hadn’t let his father pretend to love the new king, and so when his father had died, the king had seen only that another Puritan had quit the world—and with no heir apparently taking over, he’d given the land, the house, and all that Gideon had ever loved, away. Three years past, the new owner had ridden in even as his father went feet-first out. Sir Philip Southern was pleased to be master of Ivyclose now, and there it was.

      They wondered, all those hard-handed men who’d felled the Cavalier trespasser with such care to the clothes they’d hoped to sell for profit, if they’d scrambled his brains for him, poor fellow, as well as giving him so many bruises. For he didn’t rage or swear when he heard the whole of it. He only gave the crookedest smile his swollen lip could permit. Because it all seemed clear when he remembered the vision he’d seen in the garden, and he recalled his king’s favorite sport.

      “Ah, the lovely wench, I see,” he said with that painful wry grin. “Sooth, I understand, but it’s hard to provide a mistress’s bed and not be allowed to share it.”

      They looked scandalized, every one of them.

      “Oh, no, Master Gideon, never say so. Mistress Southern is virtuous,” Joseph protested.

      “Her husband doesn’t dance her before the king?” Gideon asked, incredulous, for preference to gentlemen often came from this king’s preferring their wives.

      “She got no husband, Sir Philip’s her brother, ’tis he who’s friend to the king. He’s a good and fair gentleman, Master Gideon, none gainsay that,” Joseph explained.

      Then Gideon stopped smiling, for the irony of this betrayal was too rich for laughter. The king had been his own friend, or so he’d thought. So much for the friendship of kings. He’d seen a play in his youth, before they’d shut the playhouses up, where a young king had renounced the jolly fellow he’d drunk and wenched with in his youth. What had happened to that fat fellow? he wondered now—not that it mattered: that was a play, his was a life. And a life he’d have to get on with.

      They brushed off his clothing and mended what they could as best they could. They dressed his wounds and gave him apologies with their thanks for not committing them to the justice of the peace, to hang for attacking a gentleman, and they saw him off with sorrow and shame. He left with sorrow, and no shame, for he refused to meet with Sir Philip and his lady. Where was the sense in it?

      That was my bed.… Oh, yes—there’s the chair my mother embroidered that cushion for, oh, you use it for your lap dogs now, lady? Very good….

      Oh, yes, he thought as he headed back to London and never looked behind him, not much purpose there’d be in visiting with the new master of Ivyclose. He didn’t need the fellow’s charity, nor the lovely lady’s pity. He’d money enough to build another Ivyclose somewhere. He’d everything he needed, he decided—except, of course, for his home, his heritage, and his plans for a future life.

      It took twice as long to return to London as it had to get to Ivyclose, because he was in no hurry now. He supposed he could meet with Charles and have it out; but then he supposed not. Enormous as his loss was, his pride was too big for him to swallow. He could pick up with old friends, or make new ones. He could do anything he wished in the wide world, for he was just thirty years old, a gentleman, and a wealthy one too. But he didn’t want friendship or any reasonable thing, not just yet. He wanted oblivion, he needed a dark place in which to hide and tend to his wounds. He decided, as he rode in through the east gate to the city, to try to forget for now. He’d get himself as drunk as a man could without dying, find an obliging whore, and seek a dozen little deaths with her. Then, if he found he still lived in the morning, he’d get on with living.

      London stank, it always did, but now old smoke and the bitter taste of aftermath lay heavy in the air. Thousands still lived in makeshift ways in the fields surrounding the city; he’d seen such privation before—that wasn’t what moved him to hurry past them as though embarrassed at his own health and fortune. It was only that he’d never seen such disorder in England. Yet when he rode on past their encampments, he found that thousands more had got on with their lives within the walls of the city.

      Half a million souls lived in London. A great city didn’t die after it was wounded; if it was sound, it healed. Drays, carts and horses, sedan chairs, and coaches clogged the narrow streets. The vendors were in full cry; busy people went on with their lives. If it weren’t for the reek of dead ashes in the air, he’d have wondered if he dreamed that great fire, and the sea of displaced persons he’d passed. But he didn’t ride on to see the site of the fire to verify it. He’d had enough of loss for now.

      The Old Swan, near the Embankment, close enough to St. Paul’s to be sootier than it had been before the fire, ought to have been called The Old Phoenix, Gideon thought as he gave his horse to a stableboy and hefted his bag from the saddle, for its enclosed courtyard was as lively as a country fair, or the street outside. It was even merrier, because musicians played and it was sweet—if you could hear them over all the talk and laughter. Clearly a man didn’t have to dwell on disaster if he didn’t want to. If he’d a full purse, he could buy a room and some pleasure for himself on the day of the Apocalypse. This was still London, however scorched.

      The room he took was fair enough, for all its bed sagged as much as the crooked floor did. The place had been too old for fashion even fifteen years before, and so suited him perfectly now. Tonight he wasn’t looking for recognition. Tomorrow he’d be off to a better inn. He’d arrive at the Peacock with the afternoon and await his man there. Tonight he’d go belowstairs and wait to find the right wench.

      Too weary in spirit, if not in body, to change his garments, he went down to the common room to dine and drink, and discovered that in all his hastily mended finery, and with all his purpling bruises, he was the object of curious stares. Not because of his disarray, but for the reverse. Because his clothing, although mended, was finer, and his demeanor, although weary, was more mannerly, than any other man’s there. It was a place for the common man. Which was why he, erstwhile master of Ivyclose, felt entirely comfortable, in a bitter sort of way, there among the mercers and carters, minor artisans and apprentices, petty merchants and small men of business. And women of business, of course, he thought as he looked over the crowded room.

      It should have been the work of a moment to find a suitable one for the night. He was a man who enjoyed using his body for his pleasure, and considered himself, as so many of his friends did, to be a connoisseur in matters of the flesh. Not a gourmet certainly, but rather a man with a good appetite. For there were times when he sought only the daintiest tidbits for his bed, and times, like tonight, when he’d be happy with good, hearty peasant fare. Lust was an ever-present hunger in him, and he satisfied it according to his mood and the variety available. He seldom bought pleasure just for a night; clever as he was fastidious, he both dreaded pox and liked steady relationships, and was attractive enough to have a choice. Married women at court, courtesans in fashion, and playful ladies of all classes were his usual fare. But he wasn’t unyielding in his tastes, and so, was resourceful when the need was upon him.

      Yet the evening came, and night followed, and he found himself unable to choose. The whores were there, of course, in great numbers, as they always were at night in such places in any city, but none pleased him, although many sought to. There was one tall wench with a bright smile and fine breasts and a merry laugh, and masses of curling light hair fair as that lady in the garden at Ivyclose had had. But though his eye had gone to her first, it was just that small memory that killed his desire. Another had a rough mane of Gypsy hair and the sort of exotic looks he sometimes fancied, but she laughed once too often and smiled incessantly and it put him off, because tonight it was deep dark and healing silence he wanted to bury himself in.

      He let them go to other men, and drank more than he ate, and drank more than he thought he could, and returned the stares of all the women who tried to catch his eye. And it seemed he grew more sober with every mouthful, and sadder as they grew merrier, trying to tempt him with their shows of gaiety, and his lust was as distant and cold, although present, as he himself was in that crowded, noisy, close-smelling room.

      And then he saw her, as if the force of her sad, staring eyes had tugged at him. When he focused on her, she looked away sharply, as though embarrassed by her own bold stare, as though ashamed and uncomfortable with it. And that drew his attention more. She stood by the door, apart from the others, or he wouldn’t have seen her at all, she was that small and unexceptional. But she’d been staring at him. Little and dark, a scrap of a girl in a blue gown that had a neckline low enough to show she was adult enough for him, and yet high enough to make a man who hadn’t spied her where she was doubt her profession. Unremarkable-looking, really, with small even features, except for her tumble of dark curls and those remarkably great sad eyes that looked at him, and looked away, and back to him again. A sad little shy whore, as odd and secret as this night, seeming half-willing; a wench with whom a man could be pleasured without being subjected to laughter and conversation or excuses. He was instantly caught.

      It took several moments, and more encouraging smiles and nods of his head until he could hold her eye long enough to gesture to her, to convince her he really summoned her. Then she came, making her way to his table slowly and with uncertainty, until she stood there before him, head down, awaiting his judgment.

      “What you are selling, mistress,” he said simply, “I find I’m interested in buying.”

      When she didn’t answer, or look up, he was as pleased as he was surprised; courting a whore was a novelty, and if she weren’t simple or mute, she’d do nicely.

      “Is this enough for our treat?” he asked, putting down far too many coins.

      She looked up at that, and her olive skin became rosy with her blush and he was enchanted. He never sought the semblance of innocence in his wenches as some men did, but tonight it seemed fitting. Tonight he’d rejected the merrymakers, the ones who’d be, or pretend to be, his equals in striving for delight. This night he felt a victim; perhaps he needed a partner in sorrow, or to feel a victimizer himself. Whatever the reason, now at last he felt the stirring of true desire, and wouldn’t question it further. But though her eyes widened at the coins, it seemed to him that they were fixed more on his plate.

      “Come,” he said, generous in his relief, “dine with me. Pleasure before pleasure. And then we’ll go upstairs together, shall we?”

      “You’ve a room here?” she asked in a small worried voice, and he was pleased to find she spoke, and rationally, as he signaled to the serving wench and ordered himself more ale, and a plate and a mug for his wench now too.

      She said nothing else but her name, a blunt “Mary” when he asked it of her, and ate with neatness and great energy when her plate came. But she lost interest soon after, stopping after only a few bites, and pushed the dish away, as though she remembered she was not there to eat with him, after all. And he gazed at her smooth neck and toyed with the strands of hair that lay there, and when she flinched at his first touch, he laughed.

      “These bruises are from a misunderstanding,” he said, wondering if she worried about his nature once he’d got her alone in his bed, “as are the rents in my clothing. Don’t worry, sweeting, love is only love to me, I don’t give or wish to receive pain. Would you like to see what I do love? Ah, but it grows late,” he said softly as she stared down at her plate again, “and the table’s far too small for what I seek,” he added as her head came up and her great dark eyes widened in comprehension. A most uncommon whore, he thought with pleasure, but not so much as she pretended, he noted, for she made sure to drain her mug to the dregs before she rose with him.

      When he stood, he understood how much he’d had to drink, because his head reeled, but he’d been far drunker in his time. He had only to put his arm around her shoulders to steady himself as they went to the door. Then he wondered what she’d look like in the morning, and was chuckling at the thought that he might find himself bedded with a gargoyle, until she looked up at his small sound of merriment and he stared down into a pair of dark eyes filled with such mystery that it near sobered him.

      That was when he noted that the bones in her shoulders were small and light as a bird’s beneath his hand, and, unwilling to think of her fragility as they neared the narrow stairway, he removed his arm from around her. And staggered, of course. She took his hand to steady him, and he found it such an odd, childish gesture, especially since that cold little hand fit so confidentially into his, that he laughed again, and shook it off, and held on to the stair rail instead, so that he could sweep her a true courtier’s bow without falling on his face. And he said, with a smile that caused her to halt in her tracks and gaze up at him with the nearest thing to happiness he’d seen in her grave little face, “No, after you, sweeting.”

      As she went up the stair, he could focus on her neat waist, and watch the swing of her hips and the curve of her bottom before him, and he relaxed again, even as desire tightened his smiling lips. Now it seemed to him that he’d been moving all night in a numbness that had nothing to do with the drink. It seemed to him that he remembered losing something too enormous for mere sadness. And so he cherished the flash of desire he felt, because he felt it. It was a small flame that threatened to burn through dull sorrow to make him feel alive again.

      Because at long last, with the help of all the ale and the night and the sight before him, he could think, as he followed his quaint little whore, of pleasure, of nothing but pleasure.
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      She’d passed the greater part of the last three nights at the Old Swan. Another one spent only standing and watching all that was happening around her, and she was sure the landlord would have her out on the street. He encouraged trade, and whores helped that. Girls in from the street to keep warm and safe took up room, and room, these days in London, was money. Which she had none of. Tonight, then, Mary Monk had made up her mind to make herself a whore, so that she might live. She doubted that she could come back to the Old Swan if she didn’t, and if she couldn’t, she reasoned, then surely it wouldn’t be long until she would be made a whore anyway, by force and without recompence, in the streets she sought to escape from.

      But then, she’d been just as resolved for the past two nights, and it had come to nothing. She’d had to leave each night when the merriment died and the common room emptied, and those, the hours before dawn, were the worst. That was when she sought dark doorways and hidden crannies in which to wait for the light. That was when she was in the most danger, although, the Lord knew, she wasn’t safe in the light either these days.

      Small, dark, and without vanity, she’d never guessed she could be an object of such desire. And from the lack of ardent and intense pursuit of her these past nights at the Swan, she knew full well it wasn’t her face or her form, but only her sex, apparent health, and helplessness that made her so desirable in the streets—if the wish to force a chance-met female could be called desire. It wasn’t that she couldn’t sell herself, for she’d offers enough; it was that she saw how many more offers other, more dashing females got. But she was in far greater demand in the streets. Little, female, homeless, and friendless, she knew herself to be perfect prey now, in a city she had lived in the whole of her life and had never known.

      She was Mary Monk, daughter to a respectable shoemaker. A trained craftsman, with enough regular customers to require an apprentice, aside from his own sons, to pass his wisdom along to. If he wasn’t a cobbler of fame, he’d almost been one in his youth. Drink and trouble had robbed him of his creativity and ambition, but his hands hadn’t lost their skill. And so he had a shop in an alley near to Friday Street, and three rooms above it, and a son named Martin, and another named William. His youngest was a daughter named Mary, who wore ribbons in her hair and would one day marry John Ashton, the son of a friend, a more prosperous maker of boots.

      Or so, at least, all this she had been.

      Because it seemed it was true that everything Martin Monk turned his hands to lost luster, just as he’d wept now and then, when deep in his cups. For his good wife had given him three more sons and another daughter who’d gone straight from their swaddling clothes to shrouds, and she herself, poor creature, had sickened on a Monday and died on a Thursday, from bad fish or that rotten tooth she’d feared to have pulled. That had been his grief. Mary had been too young to share it.

      Hers had begun a year ago June, when she’d been in her sixteenth summer. That was when the first red crosses had appeared on doors in London, and by July the plague had set in firmly with the summer. And that was when her father had his one good thought, and knowing it for such, clung to it. He sent his daughter away when his elder son sickened, and though she wept and pleaded with him, he could not be moved. She stayed with his ancient deaf aunt in the village of Hampstead until September, when Samuel, his apprentice, summoned her home to nurse her father, the last of the family she had left by then.

      By November the plague eased, but what did that matter? Everything was gone—father, brothers, good John Ashton and his family, even the deaf aunt. Mary alone had survived after only a little sickness, soon past, nothing to compare to the pain of surviving. Then she’d only the rooms and tools of her father’s trade left to her, and the unsought attentions of the apprentice Samuel to distract her from her bottomless grief.

      Even lifelong friends had gone to the Reaper; the plague had been remorseless. They said it had felled one out of five in her section of the city, yet for her it had been more like four out of five, and though she was very good with sums, she still couldn’t understand it. If the last of John Ashton’s cousins hadn’t asked her to move in with his family, she wouldn’t have known what to do. Just as she didn’t know what to do now that they’d been burnt out of their house, and, homeless themselves, hadn’t needed another body to house, another mouth to feed. And too, there was the possibility that she was now considered to be a bird of ill omen; she’d seen the speculation and the fear of it in old Mistress Ashton’s eyes that night they’d stood and watched their home blazing, and the next day she’d been asked to make her good-byes. Well, she might be a Jonah, she thought, but she had this stubborn desire to continue living, despite it. She could no more give up than fly away over the rooftops to escape all her sorrow. Determination to live was bred into her and in her very marrow, and even ill omens had to eat.

      And so now, fed up with two weeks of living on the dodge in the streets, looking for a home in a city of the homeless, still virtuous through cunning and luck, and starving because of it, she walked up the stair of the Old Swan, light-headed from the ale she’d had without food to anchor it. And it seemed, and it was all the more incredible for the reality of it, that she was about to lie with this huge, battered red-headed Cavalier for a handful of his silver.

      But he’d looked as out-of-place as she’d felt. And for all his injuries—and she couldn’t help but wince at the sight of those discolored bruises on his high cheekbones and the puffiness that ruined the mannered line of his lip—he was a handsome man. It was more than that. Hadn’t that tanner last night been comely with his midnight-black curls and red cheeks? And hadn’t the butcher the night before that, the young one who had chucked her under the chin as he offered her his coin, hadn’t he been a pleasure to look at, with his yellow hair and laughing eyes? For that matter, Samuel the apprentice wasn’t an ugly fellow, for all he’d spots, and yet she’d sooner have given herself to the hogs than to him. No, it wasn’t just his looks, because she’d never known a man, nor felt real lust for one in that fashion, and there was nothing of any desire but to live in this transaction.

      She hadn’t the words for all the things this big red-haired Cavalier had seemed to her as he’d sat there in that boisterous crowd, neat in all his shabbiness, elegant despite his bruises, mannerly even in his cups. Because most of all, he seemed alone and apart from everyone else she saw, and smiles notwithstanding, it seemed to her he was touched with a deeper sadness than even her own. Then too, for all he was the most alien, he’d seemed more human than the rest because of the tic—or had it been a passing shadow?—that she’d seen shiver across that clenched jaw once, like a stab of remembered pain. She’d watched him that closely. Still, there were things she hadn’t seen.

      She’d known he was big, but in truth she hadn’t realized how he’d tower over her until he stood, for all the size of those hands she’d seen wrapped around his cup. And so she didn’t know why she felt so safe with him. Especially in light of what she’d agreed to let him do to her. As she walked down the hall with him and he led her to a door, she realized with a sudden lurching of her heart that for all the talk and for all she’d heard, she wasn’t entirely sure of what she was supposed to do with him, for all she knew fairly well the incredible thing he was supposed to do to her.

      But this was entirely a terrible thing she was embarked upon, it came to her clear as he opened the door. She must have been mad; sleeplessness and hunger had turned her wits. She was Mary Monk, the respectable daughter of a decent artisan, a man of property and place in this world. She’d been brought up to know that a girl who took a man to her bed was expected to take him to her wedding bed soon after. Or else be called “whore”—and “whore” was the worst word her family knew. She couldn’t do this, no, she could not, she realized as she swung around to see him closing the door behind them. He smiled at her.

      And then she knew why she’d chosen him of all the men she’d seen and evaluated in these last hungry, fearful days. Now, as he looked at her, his poor swollen lip tilted in a boozy sort of smile, even now she hoped she might hear the magical words from him that surely she’d expected in some corner of her mind from the moment she’d first seen him. For he looked so like the savior of her imaginings—like one of the fine gentlemen she’d so often seen riding by her street on a horse, or in a coach, or borne in a sedan chair as he traveled to some unimaginably wonderful place near to the King. As alien to her as a man from the moon, which she also so often saw and dreamed upon from her window, he was one of the Cavaliers her family so admired and tried to ape, a born gentleman.

      “How now, child? Why so frightened?” he’d say, as the phantom man she’d thought about always said after noticing her plight, as she’d imagined him saying while she tried to stay awake these last fearful nights as she huddled in doorways to escape the notice of roaming footpads.

      “Don’t be afraid. Tell me what it is. Why…not so! Oh, no! Why, ’tis a shame and a crime. You’re only a child, and of respectable family, and an orphan with it. Here, take my hand and come with me. I’ve a cousin, I’ve a friend, I’ve an aunt or a mother or a sister who needs such a decent sweet maid as you, as companion, or maidservant, or friend, so come along with me…”

      …or so she’d had that phantom gallant rescuer say in her mind.

      Now, alone with this real man in his rented room, she saw he looked down at her quizzically, and cocked an eyebrow, just as that miraculous man of her imaginings had done, and smiled gently at her as she shrank back against the door.

      “How now?” he asked.

      She grew still and held her breath at how her fantasy was becoming truth.

      “Come, sweeting,” he said then, gently, as a tremulous wondering smile began to grow upon her lips, “take off everything. And be quick about it, please. I need a woman of flesh, not cloth, tonight.”

      What good would it do her to run? In that moment she knew she could run—he was too drunken to chase her, even if he’d have thought to—but where would she run, after all? And to whom? The other men in the inn? The men in the streets? The whores who’d laughed at her and counseled her:

      “It only takes a minute if you’re sprightly, dear. Lie like a log and he’ll be all night about it. Shake a hip and you’ll be down for another soon after, and make your fortune.”

      Or so they’d mocked her, or honestly advised her—how should she know? Or maybe she should run to the fields outside of London, to sleep in a ditch at the side of whoever would take pity on her? No dowry to be a wife now, no other talent to sell; even a kitchen wench needed a reference these days. She knew it all too well, because she’d tried to become one. That was how she’d found the Old Swan. And found they’d sooner let her in to service the customers than to scour the pots. She’d asked. There were too many homeless for one homeless girl to find refuge. There were even too many bondswomen now, and that was a truly unthinkable thing, for that had to be endured for years, not moments, and to be such would be to become an indentured whore. She knew enough to know that that was for badly born girls, not just bad-luck ones. Better to be a whore. And besides, she was weary, and the ale had begun to close her eyes, and she doubted she could stand awake to guard herself all night one more night.

      She avoided his eye and began to take off her gown.

      Gideon took off his clothes and folded them neatly. It was dark in the room and he didn’t bother to light a candle when he’d done; it was warmth and dark he was after, and he was surprised when he reached for her and found her skin so cold. She gasped something when he embraced her, but he didn’t catch it, or care to. He hoped she’d take his lead and be silent with him, quiet as the grave, still as a mouse, warm and full and deep and dark and still, he thought as he pressed her against himself and sighed at the wonderful feeling of full breasts and smooth thighs against his body, before he pulled her down to the bed with him.

      It was balm to him, better, the excitement started an exquisite aching that transcended the nagging ones that had been troubling his mending body. Wonderful, he thought as his lips touched soft skin and his hands roved over breasts and belly and bottom in the dark, before, eventually, even in his befogged state, he thought: Wonderful, she’s died and I’m bedding a corpse. Because he turned her and cupped her and tweaked her and traced her curves with his hands and lips and she lay still as a stone. He’d wanted quiet, but not death, in his arms.

      “Where are you, sweeting?” he asked with some impatience as he lay against her. “Open your lips,” he muttered, his lips against hers, and she did, but that was scarcely better, for her lips were cold.

      “Put your arms about me,” he commanded, and then at least he could attend to her body and prepare his own without wondering if she’d roll off the bed away from him, but, he thought as his body cooperated with his will even as she did not, his luck held in everything, didn’t it? For it seemed he’d carefully chosen the most inept whore in Christendom for his pleasure tonight.

      Too late to dismiss her, too late to choose another, too late to turn back now, with the drink and his body clamoring for an end to it. “Open your legs,” he demanded, and she did.

      And then, finally, he understood, when it was too late to matter. For by then, he’d broken through, and his body, attuned to certain stimuli that needed no cooperation, had begun its final flurry. At least it was done in a moment. With any other female he would have been ashamed. Now he was wholeheartedly grateful. There hadn’t been any pleasure in it, and he was astonished as well, for there hadn’t been any pleasure in it for the first time in his life. Only a spasm of relief as response after he’d gained his difficult entry, and a cessation of pressure. Count three and it was done, and he lay breathless and angry on her bosom.

      She’d tried to ignore him, but that had failed, for it was simply not possible to leave her body alone to him on the bed while she went elsewhere in her head, not when he kept touching things she had herself never seen, not when opening her eyes would show her glimpses, even in the dark, of things she’d not imagined. She tried to bear him. But then, even the shame was driven out by the pain, and when he stopped at last, she lay spread beneath him, ready to die, at last.

      But he wasn’t done with her.

      When he got back his breath, he went back up on his elbows and cursed. And then looked into her face and demanded, “Why?”

      And when she didn’t answer at once, he shook her shoulders and asked again, this time frightening her, “Why?”

      There was no sense pretending she didn’t know what he meant. No point in lying, now that nothing mattered anymore.

      “I was hungry,” she said.

      “Oh, thank you,” he said, and rolled up his eyes, and rolled away from her, breathing hard and gazing up at the dark ceiling. “Yes. It lacked only that. Now my cup runneth over,” he muttered, and then fell silent.

      “Why me?” he finally said, when she thought he’d been sleeping.

      “Because,” she said tonelessly, “I thought you’d be kind.”

      After another long silence, she stirred.

      “Am I supposed to leave now?” she asked cautiously, for she really didn’t know.

      “Oh, God,” he sighed.

      “No,” he said then, “stay. I won’t need you again, but stay, and sleep, or what you will, it’s all the same to me,” and sighing, rolled on his side to sleep.

      But for all the drink he’d taken on, and all the weariness he felt, he couldn’t sleep. His lip hurt like fire now; when he touched it gingerly he could feel it had opened a slit again, and though it didn’t bleed, it tasted salty and stung at the slightest touch of his tongue. His side, where an enthusiastic boot had caught him, ached slow and steady as a sore tooth. So he felt her slightest movement, even if he didn’t hear anything. He thought she might be breathing hard; then he wondered sourly if she were having some sort of seizure. Tonight no sort of bad luck seemed impossible to him. When he turned over and held himself up on an elbow, he saw her outline, and saw she’d curled herself into a tight knot and her breast was heaving, even as her arms were up over her ears and her head as though to protect herself from blows, as though someone, unseen, was kicking her.

      “Ah, lass,” he said as he tried to stroke her back, as he attempted to unknot her, “ah, sweeting, I’m sorry for it, I am.”

      She came undone then, and let him hold her, and she wept until he feared she’d break with it, great gulping sobs, until his own eyes were wet with both of their sorrows. She lay still at last, pulsing with the echoes of her wild grief, warm and trembling and drained, in his arms. And then he kissed the top of her head and whispered, “Done. All done. Stay with me, you’re safe now,” and, exhausted, fell to sleep, even as she did, deep in his sheltering arms.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She’d never had to share a bed. Not when her father was a skilled craftsman and she’d no sisters. The serving wench had slept on a pallet on the floor, but she’d always had her own cot. But then, she’d never been so exhausted in all her life as she’d been, either, so no matter whom she shared her bed with, she’d slept without moving anything but her eyes behind their closed lids, as she followed mad dreams down through the night. And woke to find one had been true, after all.

      She wondered at her daring now, now that it was done, and she’d a whole night of sleep behind her. She gazed at him in the morning light as he lay sleeping beside her, and her first waking thought was to marvel that she’d so much as ventured to speak with such a man, much less let him take her to his bed.

      Sleep robbed men of their guile and showed the world the faces nature had given them, without their plans and plots to shade and shape them. As did death, for her father had looked, for all his disfiguring lesions, younger, more innocent in death, and her older brothers had looked like boys before she woke them in the mornings, when they lived. But this man, with his fine, chiseled features in his rock-hard face, seemed forbidding even in sleep, although dark lashes shaded those most dangerous eyes. Still, he looked like a stern knight she’d seen carved on a coffin in church. There was nothing young or innocent about him at all as he slept, although, she noted, he was undeniably youthful, and after all, in her disgrace, at least, he had no guilt, not really.

      He’d only bought what she’d sold. Seeing his broad bare chest above the blanket, she remembered the night. And even with all the shame that came flooding back to her, she had to admit he’d not got a very good bargain for his money, either. What he had got was apparent as she sat up and edged off the bed, for her thighs ached and there was another pain that insisted she not forget that desperate bargain. Looking down, she saw a dark stain. Then, although even in her own confused state she realized it was absurd after all that had happened, she flushed, wondering if she’d got her courses in the night—embarrassed and worried that this stranger would know of it, and be disgusted with her for it.

      “There’s water, and a basin, behind the curtain, there in the corner,” he said as she swung her head to meet his bright gaze, before she looked away, wildly shamed by his lazy unconcern with his nudity, as he lay with his arms behind his head, watching her. “And I’m sorry for that,” he added, nodding to the stains on her thighs that she tried to cover with her hands. “I’m not accustomed to maidens and didn’t expect one, and so took no care to spare you anything.”

      She gazed at him in utter incomprehension.

      He closed his eyes, putting out the piercing blue light of them. “It happens the first time,” he said in a weary monotone, “and happens the more, I hear, the more force used.”

      She nodded abruptly, remembering tales she’d heard, both relieved and newly shamed, and, scurrying off the bed, snatched up her gown and retreated into the curtained corner of the room.

      He missed nothing of her reaction or about her person in that brief glance at her in the light. She was small and dark, of course—that much remained true of what he’d remembered. He might drink enough to commit folly, but that folly was always cut short by the rueful knowledge that he never got so drunk that he forgot anything he did, drunk or sober. But he was gratified to verify what only his hands had told him before. Small as she was, she was fortunately formed, not little because of a lack in either leg or trunk, but merely made to a smaller pattern, all in dainty proportion. And all those proportions were shapely and stirred him. He admired her high hard breasts, neat waist, rounded hips, and curving legs. Her face was winsome, at most, her dark eyes the best of it, her curly dark hair an advantage—never a beauty, but pretty enough in her fashion. So what if he’d lately been struck to the heart by a milk-white maiden? This was reality, and a nut-brown girl was very sweet, he thought. And could look even more so with careful dressing. He was pleased at that notion. But then, hearing the water in the basin splashing, he remembered the stains on her body and frowned, and, remembering others on her neck, he looked sterner, and since he was stern-looking enough without grimacing, when she emerged at last, dressed, and looked to him, she shuddered.

      She’d have left the room at once if she could. But she remembered the coins he’d promised her. And, practical, bred to be practical down through all the generations of careful tradespeople that had produced her, she might hate everything about her situation, regret her actions and despise herself for them, but pride or no pride, she could never pass up good money owed to her.

      She glanced at him, and away, for his nakedness reminded her too much of the night, and now she struggled to pretend it had never happened. She was unused to nudity, anyway. She came from a decent family. Some things were unavoidable, so she knew something of male bodies. Men relieved themselves in the open air; London stank of it. She’d grown up with two brothers and a father who worked indoors, so that when the weather grew too warm for comfort, they’d think nothing of stripping to the waist. But men relieving themselves showed not very much of themselves, and a bare-chested brother was no more naked than the cat that sat on the sill and cleaned itself in the sunlight. This stranger who’d shared her body was nakeder than any man she’d ever known. Or would again, she vowed as she looked down to her toes and stubbornly dared to ask for her payment.

      “I saw the coins you were going to give me on the table last night,” she said in a small voice that he was pleased to hear was carefully soft, and only slightly edged with London stresses, “but I never took them,” she explained.

      “Oh, too bad,” he said with what might have been sympathy.

      She looked straight at him, at that.

      “Now what will you do?” he asked good-naturedly.

      He lay back and watched her face, seeing the struggle to come up with an answer as clear as if she’d spoken.

      “Whom to complain to?” he mused. “The landlord? My better nature? Ah, there’s a possibility,” he said in livelier tones, “but what if I haven’t one? Or if I think I didn’t get value for my money and decide to take you again, and now, before I give you so much as a good morrow? Or if I decide even then that I’ve been cheated and give you only blows instead? Yes, it’s a bad business you embarked upon last night, isn’t it?” he asked as he saw her dark face grow sallow with shock.

      “Sit down,” he said then, and motioned to the one chair in the room. As it was far enough from the bed, and because she was as frightened now as she was literally sick to the stomach, for his words had been like the blows he’d threatened, she sat.

      “I remember, because I make it a point never to forget what I hear, however hard I drink, that you said you came with me because you were hungry,” he said, all seriousness now, “and as you were a maid, and as I find myself curious, I’d like to know why. Have you no family? No man? No home?”

      “No, none,” she said quietly, taking on his cadence with his scorn, but then, because she was the daughter of a respectable family, or had been, some pride surfaced, bubbling up like the last air escaping from a drowning woman’s lungs, and she said, raising her head, “But I had all of those things once.”

      “Tell me then,” he commanded, lying back, pleased at the way her chin lifted, though it trembled.

      It was simple enough and soon told, for all it had been hard enough and recent enough so that her eyes glittered when she’d done.

      “Oh, aye, ’tis a shame and a pity,” he said, as she’d prayed he might have last night, but he said it thoughtlessly and his expression didn’t soften as he asked, “No other family?” before the look in her eye answered him well enough.

      “And this apprentice, Samuel?” he continued, “So loathsome then that you’d rather go to a stranger’s bed?”

      “Oh, Samuel. He’d enjoy seeing me at his feet,” she explained, growing animated with the thought of her dislike. “Trust me on that. But once there, there I’d have stayed forever. No, it’s far worse to shame yourself with someone you know is beneath you than with a stranger. I thought selling myself for a night would be better, but I never realized…I’ll never do it again,” she swore, as much to herself as to him.

      “Thank you,” he said. “It was delightful for me too.”

      Before she could decide whether she’d wanted to insult him or not, or had, he asked mildly, “And where will you go now?”

      And waited, with a look of polite interest, for her answer. When none came, he went on, “Of course, now that I’ve obliged you, when they pull you down in the streets and have your skirts over your head, and take you one after the other, it won’t hurt as much,” and as she gazed at him with sick horror, he added, “There’s always Samuel. Better the devil you know than ones you don’t…” he mused, before he looked at her keenly and said seriously, “and then, of course, there’s always me, too.

      “I’ve need of a woman,” he said bluntly, “and for more than a night. I’ve only recently returned to London, last night, in fact. I’d thought to live in Kent, but my plans have gone…awry,” he said with a twist to his mouth, “and now it looks like a stay in London Town for me. I’m weary of wandering the earth and mean to get myself set up in rooms, comfortable ones, and eventually a house somewhere, for I don’t love London so well…” He shook his head, and went on, “But I’ll need a woman to see to my other comforts.

      “In return, my mistress will have clothes and food enough, and money for trinkets as well. And my protection, of course,” he said, “and it is considerable. And goes across the board, for I’ll never shame her by offering to share her with anyone, nor will I desert her without providing for her first, and if there is issue, I’d see to the keep of it until its majority—I’m a wealthy enough fellow, whatever you may have guessed from my garb. Nor would I shame her by flaunting another before her eyes—she’d never have to witness it.

      “All I’ll ask of her in return,” he said, watching her closely, for a look of animation had come into her great dark eyes and it suited her very well, “is obedience, but a woman’s and not a dog’s, and fidelity, absolute fidelity, for I’ll not suffer an unfaithful wench, not for a second, and cleanliness…” He paused. “I’ve lived in the East and the Northlands, and have got used to cleanly woman. Other men may write sonnets to their ladies’ fleas, but I’ll not. I like to please my nose as well as my eyes. Bathing, at least once a month,” he specified, “overall, and in all weathers,” and as she widened her eyes, he added lackadaisically, “Your neck is dirty.”

      And that, more than anything, made her snap, even as her hand went to her neck defensively, “Why me?”

      “A very good question,” he answered approvingly. “You’re not at all good at the work you’ve undertaken in bed, as you well know, and though you’re comely enough, I’ve seen prettier wenches. It isn’t guilt that prompts me either. You’d have taken someone last night—it just happened to be me,” he added reasonably, “but as I was the first, at least I know you’ll never give me the pox, and that is no little consideration. Second, I believe you don’t lack wit. I don’t bed just bodies. So far as that goes, yours has great possibilities. You’ve pleased my eye, if nothing else yet. I think you could learn…

      “But be sure,” he cautioned suddenly, his blue eyes sharply intent upon her to note her every reaction, “that is very important. Such play is of profound importance to me. I enjoy it mightily. And often. And love to love a woman well. It can be very well, believe me. Last night was as poor, if less painful, an experience for me as it was for you. If you think you can never bring yourself to it with enthusiasm and without disgust…why, I’ll give you good-day right now,” he said, and rose from the bed in one fluid motion, strode to his discarded clothes, extracted a purse from beneath them, and in another step had come to her and dropped a handful of coins in her lap where she sat.

      She looked at them and then up at him. But as he was entirely naked, she found herself staring instead at that shockingly different hard white frame with its patterning of auburn hair that focused her attention on exactly what she didn’t wish to be seen gaping at. And so looked down to her lap again in a hurry. However brave she chose to be, it was no easy thing to look at him directly as he stood so close in front of her, just as God had made him. He seemed to understand that, at least, and turned from her so that she might catch her breath as he went behind the curtain at the corner of the room.

      She heard the several sounds of his morning toilette as she thought furiously. After a space, his voice came to her ears again.

      “Still there? Ah well, then I’ll add that this body of mine is a thing you’ll have to get used to, so think long and well. I hate deception of any kind and will discover you if you try to cheat me by offering me false smiles or moans. I’ll grant you don’t know enough about the matter to judge, but I promise, whatever my demands, they’d be considered wholesome enough by most men, and have been by every woman I’ve ever taken to my breast. Still, I’m prepared to be patient. I realize,” he said more cheerfully, “that it might take time for the sober daughter of a respectable tradesman to come to terms with what ladies of the court are trained up to enjoy from the cradle onward. Yet, aside from the sport of it, a guild member’s daughter is the very one who should see that the position I offer is one in a proper…ah…let me say instead, a legitimate trade,” he corrected himself on a chuckle, “and my rules are simplicity itself. Indeed, I wonder why you hesitate, unless it’s for dislike of me, in which case I wonder why you’ve stayed on even so long as to hear me out. Because it’s a common enough profession, after all. Perhaps not in shoemaking circles, but I promise you that fully half the ladies of the court, highborn or low, are so employed.

      “As to that,” he said after a pause, “what are your politics? Because if you’re a Puritan, that explains all, and we may as well forget the whole of it here and now. They hold that fornication’s a device of the devil, and pleasure in anything but plain copulation’s certain damnation, within wedlock or without. I’d not pit even all of my art and persuasion against training like that.… Speaking of wedlock, I’ll tell you from the start, don’t deceive yourself. You may grow to be the best bedmate I’ve ever known, and be congenial as a saint out of it, but I promise you I’ve no intentions of wedlock with you, now or ever, and that is the honest truth. But come, how were you raised? What was your father? Puritan or king’s man? Come, come, it’ll not leave this room.”

      Distracted, she hesitated, and then, ashamed that she’d no label to offer him, as she thought a fine lady might, she explained grudgingly, “I don’t know. We weren’t political. The old king had his head off the year I was born, after all, but Father didn’t even go to see it, though it was the talk of the town. He said it was a day’s work off to no purpose. Samuel likes to go see men topped,” she added with disgust, “but I don’t, nor did Father.”

      She thought for a moment and then said carefully, “But he liked to make shoes for Cavaliers, since he said they could be a work of art and cost the earth. And he often said that in the bad days before Charles came back, a shoe was as plain as it was poor to see, only leather with a single buckle that cost as small as it looked. So I think he must have been a royalist. Or at least,” she admitted gruffly, “‘a tradesman’s politics are always to be found in his purse,’ he always said, and so it’s all I can say.”

      There was laughter in his voice as he called out in reply, “Sweetly said. An honest answer, well enough. And well enough for me. I’ll be as plainspoken. If you’re still there, I imagine you’re considering my offer. Well then, I add that if you decide against me after a fair trial, I’ll be generous and expect the same generosity of spirit from you in the event that I decide you’ll not suit. Whatever—if I take you up, I’ll not cast you out penniless,” he said, emerging from behind the screen with a bit of toweling in his hands, which helped to distract her from that huge and angular alien body that would be her main concern if she accepted him.

      “Well?” he asked, coming to a stand, feet apart, as he awaited her answer. “Staying with me? Or are you off alone to face the world?”

      They both knew there was only one sane answer she could give him.

      “I will stay,” she said as slowly and shyly as if he’d asked her to be his bride, not his mistress. Because for all the fear he caused in her heart, she was more afraid of how she’d get on without him. Whatever else he was, she believed every word he spoke, and he was a strong prop against a hard world. What he asked might be impossible, but what she’d faced alone had been surely so.

      He smiled and reached for his clothes to continue dressing. He’d expected her answer, but wasn’t prepared for her question.

      “But…” she said softly, looking at her twisting fingers in her lap as she played absently with the coins he’d given her, “what is your name, sir, please?”
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