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			Chapter 1

			EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND

			FEBRUARY 10, 1567

			She should have taken Whickersham’s offer of a carriage ride home. But, no, she’d insisted she could walk to Holyrood palace.

			Sometimes her stubbornness was not a pleasing trait. Tonight was one of those instances.

			It was dark.

			And cold.

			Very cold.

			And her trailing lady’s maid was sullen and silently condemning. Maybe the issue was not that she was walking home, but that she had to bear the incessant sighs and dagger looks to the back from Gelis.

			“It’s just another ten minutes,” Emma said over her shoulder.

			Gelis bent her head and trudged onward, pretending to limp when Emma knew there was nothing wrong with the girl’s leg.

			If she’d just taken the carriage she’d be in her chambers at the palace now, her feet up on a stool, the heat from a roaring fire warming her.

			She buried her hands farther into her sleeves and tipped her chin down into her cloak. The wind stung her eyes and the occasional snowflake pricked her cheeks.

			“See? We’re passing Kirk o’ Field now.” She wanted to say the words, to reassure Gelis that they were, indeed, almost home, but she didn’t want to release her chin from her warm cloak and she didn’t much care to reassure Gelis.

			
			Emma breathed a sigh of relief as they passed Kirk o’ Field. She could see Holyrood palace in the distance, and she could practically feel the warmth of the fire now. A good mulled wine would be nice to warm her innards as well.

			“Walking is invigorating,” she had told Mr. Whickersham when he’d offered his carriage. “Besides, I need the exercise.”

			She rolled her eyes at herself and glanced behind her to see if Gelis was still following when she caught movement behind the girl.

			About half a dozen or so men were running in their direction. Quickly Emma stepped to the side, pulling Gelis along by her arm. Gelis yelped and stumbled up next to Emma, but before the men reached the girls they veered off into the Kirk o’ Field orchard.

			Curious, Emma watched them go. It was late in the evening. Most people with a lick of common sense were in their homes, in front of their fires, or getting ready for bed. Emma and Gelis had not passed anyone at all in the few blocks they’d walked from the Whickershams’ at the other end of High Street. Where had those men suddenly come from?

			Odd.

			“Come, Gelis,” she said. “We must hurry.”

			Gelis snorted. “I been telling you that the whole time. Somethin’ ain’t right. I got a feeling in my bones.”

			Emma disregarded Gelis’s bones and continued on, but her mind was on those men. It appeared that they had been carrying weapons but it was dark and she couldn’t be positive.

			
			Emma walked faster.

			They were passing the other end of the orchard when Emma heard a noise that gave her pause. She looked to her left, into the orchard, and saw those men again. A few were bent over, touching something on the ground. Emma stopped, even though her mind was telling her to run, and peered closely into the darkness.

			Was that a body they were bent over?

			She couldn’t be certain but she had to be wrong. Why in the world would there be a body lying in the middle of the orchard? Unless some poor, hapless being expired there on the spot. What a terrible way to go. All alone, in the middle of a field, on a cold, dark night.

			She heard someone yell out, but could not make out the words. A person leaned over the body, placed his hands on it. The legs of the person lying on the ground flailed. The arms jerked.

			Beside her Gelis was muttering and looking longingly at the palace. Did she not see what was happening?

			And what exactly was happening?

			It almost appeared as if whoever was standing over the body, reaching down, was attempting to strangle the one on the ground.

			Suddenly the legs stopped kicking, the arms collapsed and the person did not move again.

			Emma covered her mouth to keep her shocked gasp in. She looked up and down High Street. The area was strangely empty except for the men surrounding the body on the ground.

			A large clap of thunder suddenly rent the air. Emma fleetingly thought that it was strange to hear thunder on a snowy February night. Then a bright light pierced her eyes and the Kirk o’ Field building exploded.

			
			The impact lifted Emma off her feet and tossed her backward. She thought maybe she had screamed and then thought that she couldn’t let those men know she was here, watching their dastardly deed.

			Bits and pieces of stone from the building began falling from the sky. Emma stared up at them as they came hurtling toward her but she had no strength to cover her face, to get up and run.

			And then she knew nothing.

			

			—

			The explosion rocked Tristan’s bed and woke him up. He hurriedly pulled on clothes, grabbing his cloak as he headed out the front door of his print shop.

			People were coming out of their homes, still in their nightclothes and nightcaps, their eyes clouded with sleep. Some were hurrying toward the orange glow on the horizon, lanterns in hand.

			Tristan closed and locked the door to the print shop and followed the others. They were talking excitedly, speculating as to the source of the sound that rattled the windows and the dishes in the cupboards.

			Tristan listened with half an ear, his mind cataloguing the theories being tossed about.

			“Had to have been a lightning bolt come from the sky,” one man said.

			But the sky was clear, not a cloud in sight, and who had ever heard of lightning and thunder in February.

			It was snowing but it was a lazy snow, the sparse flakes drifting slowly about. The orange glow grew brighter, and Tristan could just make out the lick of flames against the black backdrop of the sky.

			
			A fire.

			An explosion of some sort?

			“We’re under attack,” a woman wailed.

			Tristan highly doubted they were under attack but it was a more plausible explanation than lightning.

			The crowds became thicker once he turned left onto Blackfriars Wynd and then right onto Cowgate. Tristan pushed his way through to find what had been Kirk o’ Field. The south side of it was a pile of burning rubble. He pondered the scene for a moment as the crowd pushed against his back.

			Men ran forward and began digging through the debris, looking for bodies. The night watch arrived and people cleared a path for them.

			Tristan went to the back of the crowd, skirted it and walked a bit north of Kirk o’ Field. He crossed to the other side of the street so he could view a much larger part of the orchard. On this side the building was half blown out, half standing. There were fewer flames here, and it was darker on this side, most of the fire being on the other side of the building. He took a few steps forward, looking intently into the night, when his toe caught on something soft.

			He looked down to find a woman sprawled at his feet, her head turned away from him, blond hair covering her face. Her skirts were rucked up around her knees and her legs were covered with woolen hose.

			He crouched down and swiped her hair from her pale face to see a trickle of blood dripping down her temple. She moaned and winced then fell silent.

			
			She was a woman of means, her gown made of the finest material. Her cloak was a velvet of indeterminate dark color. Even her lone shoe was of a soft leather and her woolen hose were finely woven—although one knee sported a rip and a touch of blood from scraped skin. He looked around for the woman’s companion—for a woman of such means had to have a companion—but there was no one else on the street.

			However, by the sound of the crowd the next street over he could tell they were getting closer. Tristan scooped the woman up and settled her against his chest. Her head lolled back and her arm fell to the side.

			He headed toward Thieves Row, away from the crowds, the fire and mostly away from the night watch. The woman bounced a bit in his arms, moaned again and fell silent. He noted that her wrist was skinned.

			If he was correct in his assumption, she had been standing at the corner of Cowgate Port and St. Mary’s Wynd Port when the explosion occurred. She was lucky in that she’d already passed the point of the worst of the damage.

			The light from the fire dimmed and the chaos of many voices retreated as he made his way down Potter Row Port, angling back toward High Street, but farther down from where the crowds were gathering. He shifted the woman in his aching arms. She wasn’t large by any means, but any unconscious person became heavy after time. He glanced down at her face but it was turned away from him, her neck uncomfortably twisted and her head hanging. Long, pale blond hair trailed toward the ground, swaying in the slight breeze.

			
			Breathing heavily now, arms protesting, Tristan turned onto Cow Gate and skirted the backside of the parliament building. People were still coming out of their homes and wandering about, talking to neighbors and looking toward the orange glow. Tristan stuck to the shadows and turned into the narrower wynds behind the shops. Dank, fetid air enclosed him but he trudged on, thinking only of getting back to his print shop and putting the unconscious woman down. Many times he wanted to stop and rest but he knew he couldn’t. A man carrying an unconscious woman would draw attention. Especially if the man was a lowly printer and the woman was one of means.

			Luck was on his side, as most of the people were too engrossed in the fire and not watching what was happening near them. He turned onto High Street, Edinburgh’s main thoroughfare, where most of the merchants were located and where his print shop was nestled between a fabric shop and a bread shop.

			He made it to his front door and juggled the woman so he could extricate his keys from his pocket, unlock and open the door.

			He only breathed a sigh of relief when the door was securely closed and locked behind him.

			The front lower level was dedicated to his printing business and he walked through it quickly, knowing his way in the dark. The back of the building held the kitchen and a sitting room. But the sitting room boasted only a few ladder-back chairs and a fireplace.

			He carried the woman up the stairs to his living quarters where he’d carved out a small but comfortable spot for himself.

			
			Up here were two bedrooms and his private sitting room, furnished with an old couch and a comfortable chair he’d procured from one of the fishmongers when the man had left town to live with his daughter in Inverness.

			It suited Tristan well but he knew it was far beneath what this woman was probably accustomed to. Normally Tristan didn’t much care about appearances. He wasn’t nobility and didn’t live with or have to compete with those who had money. He was a simple man content with what he had, but for a moment he was almost ashamed to bring this woman into his living quarters.

			Then he reminded himself that she was unconscious and injured and she would probably be relieved to know that he’d not left her out in the cold to die. Or worse, to be arrested by the night watch.

			He laid her gently on the bed in the unused bedroom and stared down at her.

			What the hell was he supposed to do with her now?

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			Tristan supposed his first priority should be to get the mystery woman warm so he turned toward the little-used fireplace, glad to have something to do that he was good at.

			Saving damsels in distress he was not good at.

			He kept his back to the woman as he built the fire, taking far longer than was strictly necessary, until the fire blazed and his face was so hot his eyebrows were almost singed.

			Only then did he turn back to the bed to contemplate this interruption to his duties. That wasn’t a very nice thought but part of him was annoyed that she was here and part of him was more than annoyed at himself for bringing her here. He could have left her lying on the street for the night watch to find.

			But he knew the night watch and he knew they would take her in and lock her up. Though they probably would have eventually let her go, once they realized she was either of nobility or gentry. Maybe.

			She was shivering. He had to find a way to get her warmer than just a fire in the grate. She would probably be more comfortable out of that heavy gown but he wasn’t going to be the one to undress her so he rolled her to the side, trying like hell to ignore her soft, rounded parts, careful where he put his hands.

			He pulled the blankets out from underneath her and covered her with them until nothing but her head showed. Gently he brushed her hair away from her face, startled to discover that she was not as young as he’d first thought.

			
			She wasn’t old by any means, but not the youthful girl he’d originally presumed her to be. There were the beginnings of fine lines at the corners of her eyes and slight grooves around her lips.

			He thought that she might be in her late twenties. Maybe even thirty. Close to his age.

			That meant that she was probably married, and there was a husband looking for her.

			“But why were you alone in the dark of night?” he asked softly.

			Her eyes moved beneath her lids but otherwise she lay silent. The tremors had stopped and he was glad of that.

			Curious that she was at Kirk o’ Field at the same time as the explosion. What did that mean? Did it mean anything at all?

			There was commotion outside on the street, and Tristan went to the window to look out but the glass was old and wavy and all he could see were the blobbed outlines of groups of people. He needed to find out if there was any news as to the cause of the explosion.

			With a glance over his shoulder he eyed the woman but she had not moved. She seemed deep in sleep and he doubted she would wake anytime soon so he made the decision to go outside and discover what he could.

			The wind was biting cold and he realized that he’d left his cloak up in the woman’s room, having thrown it off when he put her on the bed. He shivered, dressed only in a shirt and breeches, no doublet, and joined a group of men and women. He recognized Mrs. Sterling from the bakery next door.

			“What’s happening?” Tristan asked, as if he’d just now come out of his print shop to the chaos.

			
			“An explosion,” Mr. Hayes, the fishmonger, said. “Over at Kirk o’ Field.”

			“An explosion?” Tristan asked, sounding intrigued.

			“The king!” someone from up the street yelled. “The king is dead!”

			There was a collected gasp of shock. Mrs. Sterling covered her mouth with her hand, her eyes wide.

			“Say it ain’t so,” said Mr. Hayes as he crossed himself.

			Tristan looked for the source of the announcement but the person had moved on. Tristan could hear him announcing the news one street over on St. Giles.

			“Assassins,” someone said with fear in their voice. “There’re assassins about.”

			“Murdered,” someone else said. “The travesty.”

			“Someone said it was a bolt of lightning. Was the king killed by lightning?” This from the next group over.

			Tristan felt an urgent need to make his way back to Kirk o’ Field and see what was happening there but he remembered the woman in his bedroom and suddenly her presence at Kirk o’ Field grew even more suspicious. Was she somehow involved in all of this?

			Was the king even dead?

			Tristan’s gut told him that Lord Darnley, wedded to the Queen of Scotland, was indeed dead. Tristan had inside information that a plot had been brewing to kill the king for months now.

			Speculation was running rampant among the people in the streets, the stories surrounding the king’s supposed death becoming more and more ridiculous by the telling. Tristan would learn nothing new tonight so he went back into his print shop and stopped inside the door, breathing in the smell of printing ink and fresh paper.

			
			The king was dead if the rumors were to be believed.

			He needed to get a message to Queen Elizabeth. She would be appalled and dismayed at this news, seeing as Lord Darnley was English nobility and far down the line to inherit the English crown.

			Tomorrow he would make discreet inquiries, see if he could learn more. He would also go to Kirk o’ Field and see what he could discover.

			He looked up at the ceiling, rubbing his aching neck. But first he needed to find out who the woman in the bed upstairs was.

			

			—

			The light behind her eyes was a comforting orange. She tried to lift her lids but it took too much effort so she ceased the attempt and just lay there, drifting along with her thoughts, enjoying the warmth.

			She’d been cold before. Very cold. One of those deep-in-your-bones type of cold, but no longer. She could hear the fire crackling. It was a large fire, heating the entire room. She snuggled deeper into the covers, glad that she had made it back to her chambers at Holyrood.

			A thought drifted through her mind, there and then gone before she could grab it. No matter. Some strange smell tickled her nose and she frowned, not liking the odor. It was pungent. When she awoke she’d tell Gelis to bring lavender into the room to make the strange smell go away.

			She wondered what time it was. Was she going to be late for breakfast? It didn’t matter. She wasn’t hungry and she didn’t want to face all the courtiers this morning.

			
			Her head hurt.

			She tried to lift her hand to touch the back of her head where it hurt the worst but they were under the covers and she didn’t feel like extricating herself.

			Strange that she was lying on her back. She never slept on her back, preferring to sleep on her left side. But the thought of rolling over made her stomach churn.

			In fact, her stomach was roiling something fierce and she feared…

			Oh dear…

			She started retching, the bile racing up her throat before she could stop it.

			She was somehow rolled to her side just in time to empty the contents of her stomach. She opened her eyes enough to see that there was a bowl at her head held by a hand with large knuckles, dusted with dark hair.

			“Easy there.” It was a male voice, quiet but with authority.

			She was rolled onto her back and a warm, wet rag was placed on her head. She wanted to give the man her thanks but her mouth wasn’t working properly and her head felt as if it would split open at any moment.

			She licked dry lips.

			“I’ll give you a drink in a bit,” the man said. “When your stomach settles.”

			He had a pleasing voice. Deep and dark, but melodious with smooth, rounded vowels. He sounded English instead of Scottish.

			
			She noticed other pains. Her knee. Her palm. Her ankle. Her chin. But they seemed mild compared to her head.

			Am I going to die?

			The words stayed inside her mind, unspoken, and she was glad for that. She didn’t mind if she were dying. There would be no one here to miss her, except for Mary, her soft-hearted, loving queen. But even Mary would move on after Emma left this earth.

			She drifted to sleep again. It was a twisted sleep, fraught with images of a burning building, a man lying on the ground, people hovering over him, then pain.

			Where was Gelis?

			That girl was never where she was supposed to be. So vexing.

			Her stomach was acting up again. She’d thought that there could be nothing left to bring up but it came up anyway and she began to choke, unable to roll over. There was a crashing sound, like a chair being knocked over, and suddenly she was on her side, vomiting again.

			The hand was there, smoothing back her hair, gentle and kind. Who would have thought that a hand that large could be so gentle?

			If she were in her right mind she would have flinched from the hand but she quite enjoyed its ministrations now. This just proved that she really was not in her right mind.

			Whoever was nursing her kept her on her side this time, propping her there with pillows at her back.

			“Hurts,” she mumbled.

			“You’ve a nasty bump on the back of your head.”

			That voice was so soothing.

			
			“Water?” she asked.

			“Later.”

			She wanted to demand that she have water now but her eyes drifted closed.

			“Thank you,” she whispered.

			“You’re welcome,” he whispered back.

			

			—

			Tristan stayed by her side all that next day and into the night. He was afraid to leave her after she’d given him quite the fright when she’d choked on her vomit.

			Head wounds were always suspect, but when accompanied by vomiting, it was never good. He hadn’t even realized she’d had a head wound until she vomited the first time and he’d felt the large bump on the back of her head.

			He’d thought about calling a physician but hesitated. He still didn’t know who she was or what connection she had to the explosion and the death of the king.

			Supposed death of the king.

			Tristan still didn’t know for certain if Lord Darnley was dead since he’d been unable to venture outside for any news.

			She really was a distraction at a time when he didn’t need distractions. Of all the strange times for a woman to enter his life. It wasn’t coincidence, that was for certain.

			Last night she’d tugged on an errant piece of compassion that he had deep inside of him. She looked pitiful and her small, little “thank you” had pierced his heart. She was vulnerable, this one. Maybe not all the time, but she was now and he felt protective toward her. She might have a whole family frantically looking for her but for now she was his alone and he would give her the full strength of his protection for as long as she needed it.

			
			Or until he knew what her role in the king’s death was.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 3

			A soft, rhythmic shushing sound tried to drag Emma up from a deep sleep. She fought it, content where she was in a type of no-man’s-land, where nothing much mattered.

			The room was warm, the bed comfortable. She opened her eyes enough to see that the fire had settled into glowing coals that emitted a soothing heat.

			It was enough.

			The shushing sound was coming from below her and vibrating the bed. Even that was calming enough that she drifted back down into a sleep uncomplicated by dreams or worries.

			When she awoke again she couldn’t ignore her surroundings. The shushing sound was strangely absent. She’d grown to depend on it while in her sleep. The fire was overly warm now, and she clumsily kicked off the blankets. Her head ached fiercely. Various body parts stung, but her mind was more focused on her splitting headache.

			She vaguely remembered being sick and a man taking care of her.

			Except that couldn’t be right. It had to have been Gelis taking care of her, holding her hair out of the way, placing warm cloths on her forehead.

			Her stomach felt much better now but was beginning to protest its empty state. Carefully she turned her head to look out the window and frowned, suddenly realizing that this wasn’t her chambers in Holyrood palace.

			The walls were rough wood. The panes of glass in the lone window were bubbled and poorly made. A curtain of nondescript color was pushed to the side so that she could see it was daylight, either leading toward dusk or emerging from dawn. She couldn’t tell which.

			
			The fireplace was smaller than her fireplace at the palace.

			This wasn’t her room at all.

			Where was she?

			She searched her mind, trying to recall recent past events. When had she left the palace and why?

			Oh yes. She’d gone to have dinner with the Whickershams, a very nice gentry couple. They’d offered her their carriage to ride back to the palace but she hadn’t wanted to bother them and didn’t want to call the carriage driver and the horses out on such a cold night. Besides, it was only a short walk, a few blocks. She and Gelis could easily walk back.

			She remembered passing Kirk o’ Field and how she’d yearned for her warm fire in her private chambers. Alone.

			And then…

			Something had happened.

			Her head was pounding and it hurt to remember but Emma didn’t like having a portion of her memory gone. She strove to recall, going over every minute detail. Turning to check on Gelis, then there had been men. Men in arms. Running.

			Men standing over another man in the orchard of Kirk o’ Field and then an explosion.

			After that her memories stopped.

			She scooted up in bed, surprised at how weak she was. Her arms were quivering with the effort and her head spun.

			
			She stayed very still, willing the room to right itself and her arms to quit shaking, when she heard voices come from below. Male voices, muted. She couldn’t make out the words above her hammering heart.

			For a long time fear was something that Emma had lived with daily but it had been years since she’d felt this sort of sick fear and she didn’t like it.

			She moved to the end of the bed, ignoring her aching head and the spinning room, determination making her feel stronger than she really was.

			She stood, reached for the bedpost and missed it, her eyes playing tricks on her, thinking it was closer than what it was. She slid to her knees, hissing in pain.

			

			—

			Tristan had been in the small kitchen, preparing a tray with soup that he’d brought from the pub down the street. He was concerned about his guest upstairs. She’d not yet woken, but at least she’d stopped vomiting and her breathing had been even the last time he’d checked. Maybe getting some soup into her might help her wake up.

			A knock on the back door had him pausing, his head tilted as he waited. Sure enough the single knock was followed by three quick raps. He opened the door to find LaGrange standing there, bundled against the cold, nothing showing but his eyes. It was more a precaution against being seen than for being warm.

			Tristan ushered him in and LaGrange unwrapped the scarf from his face, revealing a full blond beard and bright blue eyes.

			It was just Tristan and LaGrange left in Scotland, the rest of Queen Elizabeth’s spies had already had to escape for fear of being caught. At one time there had been four of them, and Tristan could honestly say that he was lonely without Simon and Will. It had been nice knowing that there were others here like him and if he needed help, they would be there for him.

			
			The worst part about them being gone was the not knowing. He had no idea if either of them had made it back to England safely.

			But LaGrange, who had been in Queen Mary’s service for a very long time and was a favored spy of Elizabeth’s, was here and that was some consolation.

			LaGrange eyed the bowl of soup on the tray and raised his brow in query. He was a man of very few words, keeping his secrets tightly held.

			Tristan waved his hand toward the bowl. “I have an unexpected guest.”

			LaGrange’s other brow went up.

			“I found her lying in the street, unconscious, outside Kirk o’ Field last night.”

			“Her?” LaGrange appeared amused but he wouldn’t laugh. That was showing far too much emotion for the man.

			“I don’t know her name. She hasn’t woken up yet. I was hoping the soup would help her. She has a pretty vicious knot on the back of her head.”

			“Describe her.” LaGrange’s eyes narrowed.

			“Blond. Most probably nobility or gentry at the least. Her gown is of the finest quality.”

			
			LaGrange’s mouth worked back and forth as he looked past Tristan, obviously thinking. “Lady Emma Howard is missing from the palace.”

			“Lady Emma Howard.” He’d suspected she was nobility but for some reason hearing her title and her name caused a jolt inside of him. “Of the Howards?”

			“Married into it. She was a Bruce before that,” LaGrange said.

			Tristan whistled low. A Howard and a Bruce. That was a powerful combination.

			“I’m sure her husband is looking for her then.” He tried to keep his voice light and relieved, like he couldn’t wait to rid himself of her.

			The amusement was back in LaGrange’s eyes. “Widowed. Husband is dead. She’s been living in Holyrood last five years as a close confidante of Queen Mary.”

			Tristan leaned against the small counter and crossed his arms, contemplating this new information, refusing to acknowledge the relief that she wasn’t married.

			A close confidante of Queen Mary. Interesting.

			A thud came from above them, shaking the boards over their heads. Both LaGrange and Tristan looked up at the same time, Tristan’s heart leaping into his throat.

			“What the hell?” he said. “She was fast asleep when I left her.”

			“Not anymore, apparently.” LaGrange put a staying hand on Tristan’s arm as Tristan pushed away from the counter, intent on going to her. “I bring news.”

			Tristan paused. Of course. LaGrange wouldn’t stop by for a social visit. He wasn’t that kind of fellow.

			
			“Darnley’s dead. Things are in a bit of an uproar at the palace. Mary is in mourning. Bothwell is strutting around, looking aggrieved, but there are those who don’t believe the act.”

			James Hepburn, the fourth Earl of Bothwell, was Queen Mary’s closest confidant and some said far closer than any man who was not her husband should be. He was a regular in the court, and never far from Mary’s side.

			“So, Will was right,” Tristan said. His fellow spy, Lord William Sheffield, had overheard of the plot to kill the king months ago, and Tristan had been waiting for it to happen.

			“It’s not good,” LaGrange said. “There’s an ill wind blowing.”

			Tristan nodded, thinking of the people in the streets and the wild suppositions being bantered about.

			LaGrange took a step back. “Keep your ears open. Stay safe.”

			He opened the door to slip outside.

			“You too, my friend,” Tristan said as the door closed behind the big fellow.

			

			—

			Tristan took the steps two at a time, his heart pounding unusually hard. He wasn’t sure why this woman unnerved him so much. Maybe it was that she was an unknown and Tristan didn’t much like unknowns. They could be dangerous.

			He opened the door to the bedchamber and at first couldn’t find her. His gaze immediately went to the window but it was securely closed, the cold February wind rattling it.

			He found her on the other side of the bed on her hands and knees, her head hanging, the ends of her blond hair dragging on the ground.

			
			He crouched next to her and pulled her hair away from her face. “What happened?”

			She looked up at him and the despair in her light blue eyes put him back on his heels. She had the most remarkable blue eyes, so pale that they were almost clear.

			“Where am I?” she whispered.

			“In my home.”

			“Why?”

			“Let’s get you back to bed and we can discuss it.”

			He helped her to stand on shaking legs. She was so slight and trembling that it nearly broke his heart. Gingerly she sat on the edge of the bed and winced.

			“I’ll just sit here for a moment and then I’ll be gone.”

			He pressed his lips together in amusement and alarm. “Where are you going?”

			“Home.” She looked around the small room, her face paler than what he presumed she usually was.

			“I don’t think you’re well enough to go back home just yet.”

			She passed a hand over her brow. “My head hurts.”

			“You have a pretty good knot on the back of it.”

			She frowned. “Where’s Gelis?”

			“Gelis?”

			“My maid. She was with me…”

			He waited for her to finish, having learned long ago that silence was the best weapon when he wanted information out of a person.

			
			“There was no one with you when I came across you lying in the street,” he finally said when it was clear she wasn’t going to continue.

			She didn’t seem surprised that she’d been found lying in the street, which told him she remembered some of what happened to her.

			“What’s your name?” he asked.

			“Emma Ham—” She glanced at him quickly before looking away. “Emma Howell.”

			Apparently, she didn’t trust him so she was going to lie about her name. Fair enough. He didn’t blame her.

			“Well, Emma Howell, let’s get you back under the bedsheets. You’re in no condition to go home yet.”

			“I’m fine,” she said, her voice weak.

			“You’re not. Now back in the bed.”

			Panic flitted across her face and she squared her shoulders. “I want to go home.”

			He softened his expression. “You’re safe here, Miss Howell. You have my word.”

			“Where is here?” She was whispering now, her voice losing strength.

			“A print shop on High Street. I can bring Mrs. Sterling in to vouch for me if you’d like. She and her husband own the bakery next door.”

			A faint smile flitted across her lips. “That’s not necessary. But truly, I’m fine. If you’d just call a carriage, I’ll not be a nuisance to you anymore.”

			“Who said you were a nuisance?”

			She looked at him at last, and he was entranced by those curious eyes. “You’re being kind.”

			
			“Never let it be known that I’m kind. It would ruin my dastardly reputation.”

			“You’re not supposed to admit that you have a dastardly reputation if you’re convincing me to stay.”

			He shrugged. “I’m dastardly and honest.”

			She huffed out a laugh then sighed. “My head hurts.”

			“Then back to bed with you. I have soup downstairs that I was preparing to bring up when I heard you fall out of bed.”

			“I didn’t fall out of bed.” She sounded extremely affronted by the idea. “I heard voices and I got…”

			He raised a brow, waiting for her to continue.

			“Curious,” she said.

			“Nervous?”

			She looked away and pressed her lips together.

			“It’s only natural to be nervous when you wake up alone in a strange place. I’ll get that soup if you promise to get into that bed.”

			He made it to the door and was about to exit when she said, “I don’t even know your name.”

			“Tristan,” he said. “Tristan Fitzherbert at your service, Miss Howell.”

			“Tristan Fitzherbert,” she repeated softly. “When you come back, Mr. Fitzherbert, I want you to tell me how you found me.”

			“We’ll see how you feel after you eat, Miss Howell.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 4

			Emma was a bit disconcerted to eat her soup under the watchful eye of Tristan Fitzherbert. He’d pulled a chair up to the bed and was whittling a block of wood—not exactly watching her, rather glancing up occasionally to make sure she was eating.

			She had the impression that he’d been sitting there before, when she was asleep. She recalled gentle hands combing her hair back. Male hands.

			She studied him from beneath her lids. He was tall but she supposed he’d seemed taller because she’d been lying down. The firelight picked out quite a bit of red in his hair, hair in need of a good cutting. It lay across his forehead, causing him to flick it away occasionally, and rested on the back of his collar, curling at the edges. His skin was burnished, as if touched by the sun. And his eyes were a deep gold, like warmed whiskey. She liked his eyes. They were kind eyes. Honest eyes.

			“I apologize for being a bother,” she said between sips of soup.

			“I thought we decided that you’re neither a nuisance nor a bother.”

			She put her spoon down, unable to eat any more. He’d been right in that it’d calmed her roiling stomach.

			“I’m sure you’ve better things to do than nurse a poor soul like me.”

			He continued whittling, seeming to concentrate on his block of wood, which made it easy to talk to him.

			“If I’d not wanted to nurse you I would have left you unconscious on the street.”

			She leaned her head back and watched him whittle. He was a competent whittler, she supposed. She’d never actually seen anyone do it before. He hadn’t cut a finger off yet, which was far better than what she would have done.

			
			“Why did you carry me back here?”

			“Because you were hurt and there was a fire and people were beginning to gather and I didn’t want to see you get trampled.”

			“Was I that close to danger?”

			He glanced up at her but the rhythmic motion of the knife didn’t falter. “Close enough.”

			“There was an explosion,” she said, watching his capable hands as she tried to remember.

			“There was. At Kirk o’ Field.”

			“I saw it. Or rather I felt it.” Suddenly a very sharp, clear memory came, of the man lying in the orchard surrounded by the other men.

			“Do you remember anything else?” Tristan blew dust off the block of wood and examined it carefully, turning it this way and that. For all the world he seemed relaxed, as if they were having a normal conversation that had nothing to do with explosions or unconscious women lying on the side of the road. But Emma had the feeling that he was anything but relaxed and it unnerved her. She decided to keep the knowledge of the man in the orchard to herself because it seemed relevant and she didn’t know whom to trust.

			It was in Emma’s nature to be cautious, especially around men. She’d tried very hard in the last years not to be that way but old habits were rearing their ugly heads and she didn’t want to ignore her instincts about this one.

			
			She wished she could return to Holyrood palace, to the place where she was most comfortable, where she’d carved out a quiet life all on her own, and where she wasn’t beholden to anyone but Queen Mary.

			Now she owed her gratitude to this man. She didn’t like owing any man anything.

			“No,” she finally said. “I don’t remember anything else.”

			“You said you were having dinner with friends?”

			“Yes. I was walking home when the blast occurred.”

			“And where is home?”

			She opened her mouth to answer then closed it. Should she tell him she was one of Mary’s courtiers? “Over by Potter Row,” she said.

			“Ah. By the Duke of Châtelherault’s home?”

			“Yes.” She averted her gaze. “By the Duke of Châtelherault’s.” 

			He looked up at her, his head bent, and she had the impression that he didn’t believe her.

			Her stomach twisted in an anxiety she hadn’t felt in a long time, and she tried to push it away. It didn’t matter if Tristan Fitzherbert discovered her lies. She need not live in fear of any man any longer.

			“Do they know the cause of the explosion?” she asked to divert the conversation from herself.

			Tristan’s hands fell to his lap and he looked at her fully, as if he were examining her, attempting to come to a decision.

			“The king was residing at Kirk o’ Field the night of the explosion.”

			Her head jerked back and she hissed in a breath of pain as the knot on her head throbbed anew.

			“What?” she whispered.

			
			“The king was residing in Kirk o’ Field at the time of the explosion.”

			“Lord Darnley?”

			“That’s the only king in these parts.”

			“Is he…? Was he injured?”

			Tristan pressed his lips together and blinked a few times before turning his head away from her. “I’m afraid so.”

			Her heart was hammering and her hands were clammy. For some reason, all she could think about was the man in the orchard.

			“Was he injured badly?”

			Tristan’s grim gaze found hers. “He’s dead.”

			The silence that fell between them was a living, breathing thing. A monster in the room that she desperately wanted to push under the bed.

			“No,” she said, more forcefully than she thought herself capable.

			“I’m afraid so.”

			The queen. Mary. Emma needed to get to Mary. She would be beside herself with grief. It was well known—at least at court—that Mary and the king did not get along and had not been living together for a long while, but this had to have been a shock to Mary.

			Emma threw the blankets off, dislodging the bowl of soup. Tristan jumped up and managed to save the bowl before soup was spilled everywhere.

			“Whoa,” he said. “What are you doing?”

			“I…have to leave. I must get home. Now.”

			“You can’t go now.”

			“Yes. Yes, I can. I have to.”

			She slid out of bed. Tristan was trying to juggle the soup bowl and reach for her. The spoon fell onto the floor as Tristan put a staying hand on her shoulder.

			
			She shook his hand off. “Don’t touch me,” she said with a fierceness that seemed to surprise him.

			“Please don’t touch me,” she said a little softer.

			He raised his hand in the air and stepped back but she saw the confusion in his eyes.

			“I won’t touch you again, but you can’t leave now. You fell out of bed not an hour ago.”

			“I didn’t fall. My legs were shaking but now that I’ve had the soup I’m much better. I thank you for your hospitality.” When she returned to Holyrood she’d make certain to send him a small gift of gratitude. That would even things up and she would no longer feel beholden to him. He would hate it of course because he seemed the type of man who wasn’t looking for payment for his actions, but she didn’t care. She needed to erase her debt to him.

			She stood. Her legs were still shaking but she locked her knees, determined to get to Mary. Emma looked at the window where darkness had fallen. Damn it. This errant knight probably would not let her leave in the dark alone but she couldn’t let him know that she was headed to Holyrood.

			She wasn’t sure why it was important to keep her identity from him, but she’d learned long ago to trust her instincts when it came to self-preservation. And men.

			She’d make it there on willpower alone. Later she could collapse.

			It turned out that collapsing was not meant for later. She felt her knees give out and the slow slide to the floor. She heard Tristan’s muttered oath as he dropped the soup bowl and caught her under the arms.

			

			—

			
			Tristan watched her sleep. He knew it was not an acceptable thing to do and she would be angry if she knew. She seemed like she was very independent, not wanting others to help, preferring to do things her way.

			Unfortunately, her body wasn’t cooperating and she was frustrated. No matter how much she wanted to return home her body rebelled. She was too weak and he suspected the pain from her head was too much to bear. It seemed to him that she wanted him to take her home, but she was strangely reluctant to tell him where home was.

			Why did she not want him to know she lived at Holyrood palace?

			And what did she know about the explosion at Kirk o’ Field? Because he suspected she knew something she wasn’t telling him.

			Her secrets were numerous but that only made him want to dig deeper.

			He picked up his block of pinewood and his knife to whittle but quickly put it back down to stand and look out the window.

			Dark had fallen and he itched to learn more about Darnley’s death and what the people on the streets were saying.

			It was important that he have his finger on the heartbeat of the city. At first, when Queen Elizabeth said she was sending him to Scotland to be a printer, he had been surprised and not necessarily pleased. His particular skills had been used in much more serious missions where finesse and his ability to handle a dagger and knife were useful.

			He’d known nothing about printing or even what printers did on a daily basis. But Elizabeth had taken care of all of that. She’d had him apprentice with a printer in London, who taught him everything he’d needed to know to produce the seditious placards.

			
			Elizabeth’s plan was slightly diabolical and entirely ingenious.

			She knew that a monarch’s power lay with the people she ruled. If the common people were not with her, then her life could be in jeopardy, her crown suspect and fleeting.

			Tristan’s role was to turn public sentiment against Queen Mary.

			It wasn’t that Elizabeth did not like the Scottish queen. In fact, Elizabeth held a fondness for her fellow female ruler. But Mary posed a threat to Elizabeth’s crown because Mary desired the English crown. She wanted to become ruler of England and Scotland. She’d already been Queen of France for a time and still fancied herself as such. A triple crown was Mary’s goal.

			Wedding Darnley had put her one step closer to her goal as Darnley was English nobility and had a claim to the English crown—albeit tenuous at best.

			But now that Darnley was dead, Tristan didn’t know what was going to happen with the English and Scottish alliance.

			What he did know was that the Scottish people had not been fond of Darnley. He’d been an embarrassment to the country and to their queen. His death would be much discussed in the streets and Tristan needed to find out exactly what they were saying.

			He glanced over his shoulder at the sleeping woman. Firelight licked her pale complexion, burnishing it a warm gold.

			It didn’t look like she’d awaken anytime soon and Tristan really wasn’t needed to watch over her. He hoped she’d learned her lesson the last two times she’d attempted to leave the bed. Rest was what she needed, then he’d take her home.

			
			He picked up his whittling block and knife and the downed soup bowl. Using a cloth, he cleaned up the spilt soup and took everything downstairs, ear half-cocked as he listened for another thump from above.

			He’d take a stroll outside, see if anyone was out and about and what they had to say. Maybe he would even walk the few blocks to Kirk o’ Field and look around.

			He resisted the urge to check on her again. She was an independent woman. If she awoke and needed something she’d figure it out. Or maybe she would be gone. He didn’t like that thought but understood he had no claim to her. It wasn’t as if he could keep her here against her will.

			The street was quiet, not a soul in sight. He thought the silence had more to do with the biting wind that whistled down High Street than anything else. He was a little disappointed and feared he’d missed an opportunity this afternoon when everyone was at the market and no doubt discussing the death of the king.

			Head bent against the wind, chin tucked into his cloak, he made his way north toward Kirk o’ Field, hoping to find some answers there, or maybe a bored guard who liked to gossip.

			And then he discovered where everyone was. They weren’t tucked into their homes, warm against the February cold. They were in the pub, the Sword and Stone. Tristan opened the door and slid inside.

			
			It smelled of warm bodies, stale ale and hot conversation. There wasn’t a free table to be had and bodies were pressed tight to the bar. For a moment Tristan stood just inside the door, looking for a place to land and a familiar face.

			“Fitzherbert!”

			He looked to his right and saw John Gray, the butcher, leaning against the bar, a mug of ale in his meaty hand. Tristan made his way toward Gray. He was as good a place to start as any.

			But always in the back of his mind was the image of Emma lying in bed, the firelight playing over her fine features. Rosy lips, pale, almost incandescent lashes. A pert nose that warned him she was a woman used to getting her way.

			Tristan motioned to one of the harried barmaids for an ale then turned to Gray.

			“Hell of a day,” the butcher said. “Can ye believe it? The king. Dead.” He shook his head and took a large gulp of ale. “O’ course he was a limey bastard anyways, but still. Damn. Blown up.”

			“I heard.” Tristan accepted his ale from the barmaid, who took the time to wink at him. He grinned back at her. “Do they know what caused the explosion?” he asked Gray.

			“Nah. Some say ’twas a lightning bolt come from the sky. Like God knew exactly where the bastard was and kilt him right there.”

			Tristan nodded, not buying that explanation for a moment. He didn’t know how God worked and daily questioned God’s existence but he was fairly certain that if there was a God he wasn’t flinging lightning bolts from the sky on adulterous Scottish kings.

			
			“Others saying it was that Bothwell.” This was said in more of a whisper, as if Gray were afraid of being overheard. Tristan didn’t blame the man. Bothwell was a strange, unpredictable man and it was unfortunate that Mary relied on him so heavily for advice and protection.

			He was the captain of her guards, her confidant, her protector—and many said the father of her only child, Prince James.

			Tristan didn’t know about the paternity issue but he knew more than anyone that Mary had the unfortunate knack of relying on men to the extent that she would disregard others around her. Rizzio, another trusted advisor that Mary relied on, had carried his responsibilities too far and was eventually killed because Mary had given him too much power. It seemed she was doing the same with Bothwell.

			“Body’s being examined,” Gray said as he put his empty mug down.

			“You mean it’s not charred? They were able to salvage the body from the explosion?”

			Gray raised bushy eyebrows. “You haven’t heard? The body was blown clear. Found in the orchard. Some says his hands were over his privates, know what I mean?”

			Tristan didn’t know what Gray meant but he was trying to process that the body had been thrown into the orchard and there was enough of it to be examined.

			How was that possible when the explosion blew out the south end of the building and the orchard was on the north end of the building?

			“Damndest thing,” Gray said, shaking his head. “The king dead. Mark my words, Fitzherbert. There’s an ill wind blowing.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 5

			Tristan knew that the time was now to sway public opinion so when he returned from the pub he checked on Emma, who was still fast asleep, and headed to the printing press. He worked quickly, no longer amazed that printing was now second nature to him. He would have scoffed at such an idea before Elizabeth had forced him to such a career.

			But he found the work soothing, the smell of the ink familiar and the sound of the press invigorating.

			But more than that, he liked that he could disseminate news and information to the masses when in the past the common people had been kept in the dark. Most of the poorer souls still could not read but that wasn’t a problem as he was now printing pictures along with the words. Besides, someone would read the placards to those who couldn’t and word would still spread.

			The butcher’s words struck a chord in Tristan. There was disdain in the man’s voice when he spoke of Bothwell, and Tristan knew the sentiment ran rampant through Edinburgh, if not all of Scotland. Bothwell wasn’t well liked and now, thanks to his fellow spy Will’s work, Tristan knew that Bothwell had a hand in Darnley’s murder.

			He would use that information to his advantage.

			He printed more than a dozen damning placards that he would hang throughout Edinburgh.

			Well before the sun rose Tristan had pinned a placard to Mercat Cross, located in the middle of the market area, at all crossroads and on the doors of churches. He stopped short of posting one on the front door of Holyrood palace only because he feared being caught.

			
			When he returned to his rooms he was tired, dirty, but elated. Now he just had to wait to see if the tides would turn.

			He managed to wash up and run to Mrs. Sterling’s bakery where he procured breakfast for himself and Emma.

			She was awake when he returned, sitting up in bed, looking refreshed. Purple and blue bruises were forming on her chin and her eyes were clouded but she looked stronger than the night before.

			“I’m feeling much better,” she said brightly when he said as much.

			He set the tray of food next to her and she eyed it.

			“I’m sure you’re hungry.”

			“You don’t have to feed me,” she said, still looking at the food.

			“What kind of host would I be if I let you go hungry?”

			“I’ve taken far too much advantage of you.” Nevertheless, she reached for the thick slice of bread slathered in butter and took a big bite.

			They ate in silence. Tristan didn’t mind silence. He lived alone, his only visitors Simon, Will or LaGrange, and now only LaGrange occasionally. Rarely he’d get someone who wanted him to print their book or a preacher who wanted him to print a tract. Sometimes Tristan would take the job just to keep up the pretense of respectability, and sometimes he would turn it away, claiming he had too much work already.

			“I feel I’m ready to return home,” Emma said as she wiped her fingers on a cloth he provided her. He’d been expecting this the moment he saw her sitting up in bed looking pretty and well rested. He kept reminding himself that he was not her jailer and he could not keep her here against her will, although he feared he would miss her presence, short-lived as it was.

			
			Maybe he was lonelier than he liked to admit.

			“I will see you home,” he said.

			“There’s no need,” she said quickly. “It’s not far.”

			“You’re injured and I would not be a good host, or friend, if I let you wander out by yourself. What if you fall again? What if you faint?”

			She looked affronted. “I won’t fall or faint.”

			He swallowed his smile. “I know you prefer to be independent and such but you can’t control your body’s reaction to your injuries. If you’re going to faint there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him. “And what is wrong with being independent?”

			He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Nothing at all, but it’s always best to know your limits. I know that I don’t like tight spaces. They make me itchy and nervous. Just because I avoid them doesn’t make me any less independent, or weak in any way.”

			She lifted her chin just a fraction, enough that he knew she was angry. “Your weakness has nothing to do with me wanting to go home.”

			He laughed, not at all insulted that she was trying to make light of his one true fear. She was acting out of fear herself and he thought it interesting. What was she afraid of, this woman who lived in a palace?

			“My weakness has nothing at all to do with you. It was just an example. Tell me where you live and I will get you there.”

			She seemed to weigh him, her eyes still narrowed but in a thoughtful way instead of angry.

			Tristan leaned forward, suppressing his amusement. “I might be a mere printer, Miss Howell, but I know quality fabric when I see it.” He nodded to the gown she was still trussed up in. She had to be uncomfortable but she’d never once complained.

			
			She plucked at the lavender gown without looking at it and kept silent.

			“Are you from the Duke of Châtelherault’s home? You said you lived close.”

			“Nay,” she finally said on a released breath.

			He leaned back and waited, recognizing that silence was the best course in this instant.

			Finally, she let out a huff. “I live at the palace.”

			He lifted a brow, surprised she’d admitted such a thing so quickly. “Holyrood?”

			“Is there any other palace around here?” she snapped. Instantly her expression softened. “My apologies. That was rude and you’ve been nothing but accommodating and nice to me.”

			“Apology accepted.” He stood and gathered the breakfast tray. “Let me put this away and we will get you back to the palace. Do you mind walking?”

			“I thought you were in fear of me fainting?”

			“Not with me by your side. I simply won’t allow it.”

			“Oh? And you will stop it how?”

			“I carried you here while you were unconscious, I suppose I could carry you back.”

			She looked away, her cheeks turning a very becoming pale pink.

			

			—

			
			“I have something for you,” Tristan said, looking a bit sheepish, his whiskeycolored eyes dancing in amusement.

			“Oh?” Emma kept her tone purposefully casual. She didn’t know how to react around this man or what her feelings should be for him. Gratitude, of course. There was no doubt that he’d gone out of his way to take care of her when he didn’t have to. She wasn’t sure why he did. For Emma, everyone, especially men, had a motive, and she didn’t know what Tristan Fitzherbert’s motive was. He flummoxed her. She found her body hot and itchy when he was near and her tongue thick and heavy. She didn’t know what to say to men half the time anyway, but Tristan was different. She found herself tongue-tied more often than not. She wasn’t sure she’d ever bantered with a man the way she bantered with Tristan. It made her uneasy because she didn’t know how to react around him.

			He left the room and she stared at the doorway that his wide shoulders disappeared through, confused, somewhat frightened and eager to return home. But not as eager as she should have been. She knew nothing of the last few days except this small room and Tristan’s presence. She felt isolated and alone and that frightened her. Emma liked to be in control of her life and she liked knowing what was happening around her. It had been a way for her to predict danger and possibly avert it, and now she had no idea if danger was following her.

			Tristan returned with a bundle in his hand. “It was the best I could find on such short notice,” he said, still looking a bit embarrassed. “And nothing like what you are accustomed to but I think this will suit better.”

			
			He handed her the bundle and she unfurled it to discover a gown, soft and worn from many washings, a nondescript yellow that at one time had probably been an entirely different color. It smelled clean and was well taken care of.

			She looked at Tristan in confusion, not understanding why he was giving her such a gift when she already wore a gown that was much better made than this one.

			“You’ve been in that gown for two days and while it’s still beautiful, I thought you might like something a wee bit more discreet. I didn’t think you would want people to notice us when we were out in the streets.”

			She looked at the gown in her hands, still confused. The material was very soft, not stiff like her gowns.

			Then she looked at her gown. It was true that she had not taken it off in two days—had it really been two days since she’d decided to walk home from the Whickershams’? It was beyond creased and frankly, beyond repair at this point.

			“Are you embarrassed to be seen with me?” she asked, feeling frustrated that it even mattered to her if he was embarrassed.

			“No!” he said quickly. “Not at all. I thought…Well, I thought you would be embarrassed being seen with me as I’m not nearly as well dressed and we would represent a very odd couple, indeed. Also, I thought that you might come across someone you were acquainted with and wouldn’t want to be recognized.”

			In a way, Emma was touched that he had put so much thought into walking her home and in another way she felt that confining feeling again, that he was attempting to control the situation when she was very capable of walking home and handling whomever she encountered along the way.

			
			But on another note, she really did want to get out of her current gown. It wasn’t the most comfortable garment and she was sure she would look a fright walking down High Street in it.

			So many mixed emotions, a lot of them stemming from a past that she desperately tried to shed but was beginning to realize she hadn’t done a fair job of.

			“Thank you,” she finally said because she didn’t know what else to say.

			“Was I wrong?” Tristan asked. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to change into the gown. I just thought you might like the option.”

			“That’s…That’s very kind of you.” She didn’t know why she suddenly felt the need to cry. It was just a hand-me-down gown, after all, but nevertheless tears were pushing against the backs of her eyes and she realized that it was the first “gift” she’d been given in many years.

			Silly.

			This whole thing was silly.

			She blinked back the tears and raised her chin.

			“You’re right. I’ll feel much better going out in this gown than the ruined one I’m in now. Just give me a few moments to change.”

			Tristan hesitated. “When I put you to bed I happened to notice that you have laces at the back. Do you need me to loosen them? Or,” he added quickly, “I can ask Mrs. Sterling to help.”

			Emma hadn’t thought of that and she contemplated the situation for a moment.

			
			“I can’t ask you to interrupt Mrs. Sterling’s day for something so trivial. If you could just loosen them I can manage the rest.”

			She swept off the bedcovers as if it were no big thing that a strange man was going to undress her though inside she was trembling. She’d not been this close to a man since her husband and that had never ended well. But Emma was a strong woman, made stronger over the years by her brute of a husband, forged in the fires of hell, she often thought. She was mature, far more mature and worldly than the women she friended at the palace. She could do this.

			She stood on legs that weren’t nearly as shaky as they had been the day before and turned her back to Tristan. “If you could just loosen them a bit,” she said, acting as if she was speaking to Gelis and not a printer from High Street.

			“Certainly,” he said, but she could hear the hesitation in his voice. Maybe he would have preferred that Mrs. Sterling came up but it was too late now and it would be over in a matter of seconds.

			He rounded the bed and she averted her eyes, staring at a spot on the floor while he stood behind her.

			She tried not to shiver as she felt his breath on the back of her neck. He was standing too close and the trembling inside of her grew while she desperately tried to control the need to race across the room to get as far from him as possible.

			She closed her eyes. This is not Angus. Angus is not behind me ready to pounce.

			“You’re shaking,” he said, making her jump.

			
			“It’s nothing. If you could just untie me so we can get going.”

			“Are you sure—”

			“I’m positive,” she snapped, far more harshly than she’d intended.

			His hands were at her laces, working them free, and she took a deep breath out of habit. It was always a good feeling to be able to breathe fully when the laces were untied.

			His bare fingers touched her bare neck and she couldn’t stop the shiver that traveled up her body. They were callused, his fingers, scraping lightly against her skin, but not in a hurtful way.

			Then his hands were gone and she pulled in a relieved breath.

			“Finished,” he said as he angled past her without looking at her. “I’ll be downstairs waiting.”

			“I won’t be long.”

			She clutched her bodice to her and waited to hear the door close before turning around to find herself alone in the room. “See?” she said out loud to herself. “Nothing to fear.”

			Yet, she was still trembling and her legs felt weak, not from her injuries but from the fear coursing through her. She’d thought she was over feeling afraid like this. She’d thought she’d moved past the nightmare of her marriage and into a more balanced life that did not include flinching every time a man came near.

			How frustrating to find that this wasn’t the case at all.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 6

			She was downstairs within ten minutes, feeling so much freer in this new gown. Why did women of her station feel the need to wear such constricting, flamboyant gowns when these were so much more comfortable?

			She found Tristan in the front of the shop by the printing press. The big machine took up much of the room and seemed like a behemoth, full of cranks and cogs and long, wooden arms.

			“So this is the printing press.” She flinched, realizing how banal and naïve she sounded, even if she’d never seen a printing press before.

			“It is.” He lovingly ran his hand up one of the long levers, stroking the machine like a lover would stroke…

			She turned her thoughts away from that, not knowing where the analogy came from. She was not normally prone to such sentiment. For her the sexual act was degrading and painful but for one small moment watching Tristan stroke the wood, she’d felt a twinge of a flame that she’d felt sure had been extinguished long ago.

			“Did you always want to be a printer?” she asked, desperately trying to redirect her mind.

			Tristan was staring at his press, thankfully not paying attention to her. She was suddenly overwarm and feared her cheeks were flushed.

			“Not always,” he said. “I’ve loved the written word since I learned to read but printing as a career was sort of forced on me. However, I find that I like it.”

			“What do you print?”

			
			“This and that. Whatever people bring me. The pastors and priests bring me steady business.”

			“You don’t sound like you’re from Scotland, unless you’re from the Lowlands.”

			“I’m from England.”

			“And you just found your way to Scotland and decided to open a print shop?”

			He shrugged. “It sounds strange when you say it like that but it’s the truth. Edinburgh is an enlightened city, plus Scotland is a beautiful place.”

			Emma had not thought one way or another of Scotland being beautiful. It was the country of her birth and the only thing she knew.

			“You’ve been to other countries and other cities outside of England and Scotland?”

			She’d never been overly curious about the rest of the world, mostly because she’d been consumed with survival, guessing her husband’s mercurial emotions and learning to react accordingly.

			She was content to know that Holyrood was safe and that whatever was happening in the world around her was taken care of by her queen and king.

			But the king was dead now and Emma’s balanced world was suddenly unbalanced and she didn’t know what to feel about that.

			“I’ve been to many places outside of Scotland and England,” Tristan said.

			“Such as?”

			“France, Italy, Germany, to name a few.”

			
			“You’re quite the nomad.”

			“I like exploring different things. What about you? Where have you been?”

			“Edinburgh. Glasgow. My late husband had an estate in the Highlands.”

			Tristan grinned. “Not well traveled then.”

			“No, but I’ve also never had itchy feet nor an inclination to explore outside the Scottish borders.”

			“You said late husband. I’m sorry for your loss.”

			Emma turned her gaze away. She hated when people said that because they expected her to say thank you and look sad, when Angus’s death had been no loss to her.

			“We should get going,” Tristan said after she didn’t respond to his condolences. “I’m sure you’re anxious to get home.”

			“I am.” She was. She really was, but there was something strange about leaving this place and leaving Tristan. It’d been an adventure for a woman who did not embrace adventures, and she found it hadn’t been all that terrible.

			“I wasn’t able to procure you a cloak so you’ll have to make do with the one you arrived in.”

			“That is more than adequate,” she said, falling back on the manners she’d been taught and had hidden behind for years. She knew it made her sound cold and unapproachable because she had trained herself that way, but it was probably for the best. It wasn’t as if she’d see Tristan again.

			He helped her on with her cloak and grabbed his, swinging it around his wide shoulders as he walked toward the front door of the print shop with long, loose strides.

			
			Slim hips and long legs were encased in comfortable-looking breeches; a leather doublet and a soft shirt made him look like a man who cared little for style and much for comfort. He didn’t seem like someone who thought overly much about others’ opinions of him, which was different, as well as refreshing and confusing, from anything Emma had known in her life.

			His cloak swung about his knees as he walked and he walked as if he owned the street. Not in an arrogant way, but in a confident way. He glanced back at her and she realized that those light brown eyes of his were always tinged with amusement. He seemed to find humor in everything. In Emma’s past life she’d found little to be humorous. Since losing Angus she’d tried to find contentment, acceptance, safety and peace but she’d not ever searched for humor.

			She laughed with her friends, of course, but Tristan’s humor stemmed from a happiness that was deep inside of him and she discovered that it was the happiness that captivated her the most about him. He was a printer living in a small, dark shop who was content and even happy with his life.

			She’d known kings and queens, dukes and duchesses, gentry and lords and ladies who had far more than Tristan Fitzherbert yet never found such happiness.

			Her late husband was a perfect example. Angus had to have everything perfect. He felt he had to prove to the outside world that he was worthy, that he was a formidable man who should be taken seriously. His constant quest for perfection and acceptance had eaten away at him until he was consumed with an anger that turned his soul black.

			
			Nothing had ever made Angus happy.

			Certainly not Emma.

			Tristan saw that she was lagging and shortened his strides so she could catch up. “My apologies,” he said. “I forgot that you probably can’t walk as fast as I can.”

			“You do walk quickly,” she said.

			He grinned. It was an infectious grin that made her want to grin back but she didn’t because she didn’t want to encourage him.

			“It always seems like there is much to do and little time to do it in. I’m sure you would agree.”

			Emma hummed an agreement but thought that she had little to do and quite a lot of time to do it in. Palace life could be mundane, and there wasn’t much to occupy one’s time and thoughts. She wondered what it would be like to be busy like Tristan was, to be needed and wanted for your talents.

			Angus had needed and wanted her for her dowry, her bloodline and her ability to run a house. But none of that had been good enough for him. He’d run through her dowry almost immediately and her bloodlines—while excellent—had not produced a child to carry on his name.

			She could run his homes like clockwork, but in the end none of that mattered because she was a failure at producing children.

			She shook the thoughts away and concentrated on enjoying the crisp, clear day. People were going about their business, heading toward the market or ducking into shops.

			
			“It just occurred to me that you had to close your shop to bring me home,” she said.

			Tristan shrugged. “If someone really needs my services they’ll come back.”

			“But there are other printers in the city. Couldn’t they just go to them?”

			He shrugged again.

			“You have an indifferent attitude concerning your business.”

			“I don’t let things that are out of my control bother me.”

			“I wish I could live like that.”

			He raised a brow at her. “Why don’t you?”

			“It’s not that easy. I think some people are born with such an outlook and others are born to worry and fret.”

			“You don’t seem like much of a worrier or fretter,” he said.

			“I hide it well.”

			He chuckled and slowed his steps even more. “I know you want to return home in due haste, however, can we make a stop along the way?”

			She was instantly on alert and must have indicated as such because Tristan spoke quickly. “Just to Kirk o’ Field to see if you remember anything about the night of the explosion.”

			She pictured the person lying on the ground and the men surrounding him. She recalled the man kicking his legs and then his stillness.

			She vaguely remembered the explosion. Just a loud sound, a bright light and then nothing.

			“If you’d rather not then we can go straight to the palace,” Tristan said, apparently sensing her hesitation.

			
			“Were there other…deaths? That night? At Kirk o’ Field?” She thought of the man in the field, the one with the kicking legs and wondered who he was.

			“Just the king’s valet.”

			“That’s all?”

			Tristan stopped to eye her speculatively. “Why do you ask?”

			She looked away, afraid that she’d somehow alerted him that she had some knowledge. “It just seems that with such a large explosion, others would have perished as well.”

			“Yes,” he said slowly, eyeing her thoughtfully. “One would think.”

			“It was an accident, wasn’t it?” she asked softly. They were not alone on the street, although there were no others close to hear. Still, Emma kept her voice low.

			Tristan took her arm and guided her so that a wall was at their backs and it was a wee bit more private.

			“Why do you ask if it was an accident?” he queried. For once there was no humor in his eyes and his expression was very serious.

			“I just got the impression from you that maybe it wasn’t an accident.”

			“No one yet knows what caused the explosion. There are rumors circulating that it was a bolt of lightning from the sky.”

			Emma shook her head. “It was a clear night. There were no clouds for a lightning bolt to come from. Besides, I’ve never heard of lightning in February.”

			After a moment Tristan grinned and the humor had returned. “Like I said, speculation. Along with many other wild rumors. Do you mind stopping at Kirk o’ Field?”

			
			Suddenly she wanted to see the place where the king had died. The place where she had witnessed something else too. Something she was unsure of.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 7

			They were passing St. Giles cathedral on High Street when Emma noticed something pinned to the front door, fluttering in the breeze. Curious, she looked closer and saw that it was a placard. A few people were gathered around it, pointing and talking among themselves.

			“I wonder what that is,” she said offhandedly.

			“Some sort of notice, I’m sure,” Tristan said.

			She grinned at him. “You didn’t print it?”

			“Nay.”

			She stepped closer and shouldered her way between two men to read what had the others agitated. Oh my. This was no ordinary placard. This was treasonous and Emma wanted to step away quickly and pretend that she’d never seen it.

			In big, bold letters the placard read, WHO IS THE KING’S MURDERER? but that was not the most shocking. Below the print, almost at the bottom of the page, was pictured a hare. Everyone knew the hare was Bothwell’s heraldic device.

			“Did you see this?” she asked Tristan, her voice low.

			The men around her were talking quietly; the women were a little more shrill.

			“I see it now,” Tristan said.

			“This is damning,” she whispered. “It insinuates that Bothwell killed the king.” She wondered what the queen thought of such treason. Bothwell was close to Mary, her protector in most things, her advisor and friend.

			
			But this…

			“This is preposterous. It’s not true,” she said, indignation clear in her tone. “Bothwell cares for Mary. He would never kill a king.”

			Tristan remained silent and when Emma looked over at him she could see that he was listening intently to the men on his right.

			“Wouldn’t put it past ’im,” one said. “He’s a limey bastard. No’ trusthworthy at all.”

			“Ye think the queen knew?” the other asked softly.

			No! Emma wanted to shout. Of course she didn’t know. The queen was kind and gentle and she would never condone such a thing.

			Emma tugged on Tristan’s arm and led him back to the street. “This is infuriating,” she said between a clenched jaw. She pointed a shaking finger at the church. “That’s treason. Whoever put that placard up there should be arrested for treason.”

			Tristan hummed his agreement.

			“What that man said, it’s not true. Mary would never have her husband killed. And Bothwell admires Mary too much to do such a foul deed.”

			“It’s just a placard,” Tristan said. “Meant to stir discord.”

			“It needs to be taken down.” She spun on her heel to rip the offensive sheet off the church door.

			Tristan caught her by the arm. “Whoa. Where are you going?”

			“I’m taking that down.”

			“I think not.”

			She tried to shake his grip from her elbow but he was holding tight. “This is embarrassing to the royal family, especially in their time of distress.”

			
			“I think you should ignore it and move on. No use bringing attention to yourself.”

			“But…”

			“People will believe what they want regardless of a placard.”

			Her shoulders fell and she realized she was being ridiculous. One couldn’t control public opinion and one placard wasn’t going to make a difference. “I just don’t like seeing the queen brought into something like this. Especially if it’s not true.”

			Tristan eyed her thoughtfully. “You think highly of Queen Mary.”

			“She’s my queen, of course I think highly of her.”

			“That’s very loyal of you.”

			“It has little to do with loyalty and everything to do with respect. Why aren’t you upset by that horrible placard?”

			He shrugged, and they continued toward Kirk o’ Field. Emma did not want to go there now. She wanted to go straight to Mary. Had the queen heard about the placard? Emma hoped not. She hoped the news never reached the queen but it was such a damning statement that it was bound to reach her ears and at such a devastating time for Her Majesty.

			“There will always be speculation and rumors surrounding the death of a monarch. It’s not surprising.” He seemed so calm and Emma reluctantly admitted that he made sense.

			“I’m too close to the queen to see this with an objective eye,” she said. “But I understand what you’re saying.”

			“I’m sure this will blow over and be forgotten soon.”

			“You’re probably right.”

			
			They walked in silence, Emma thinking of the placard and of Mary. While the queen probably did not love Lord Darnley, she had borne him a son and he had been her husband. There would be some grief involved. And shock as well. Emma was in shock herself. Darnley had been a young man, relatively healthy.

			“Do you think Bothwell killed him?” she asked into the silence.

			Tristan took a long time answering. “I think if anyone had cause to kill the king it would be Bothwell, but an explosion seems far too dramatic for even Bothwell.”

			Emma mulled that over for a bit, finding Tristan’s answer not quite an answer and yet completely sensible.

			“Do you know Bothwell?” Tristan asked.

			“We’ve never been introduced but he’s a constant presence in the palace. After Rizzio’s murder Bothwell took over the queen’s calendar and approved any audience with her. He’s also been an asset to her when it comes to controlling the border clans.”

			Nearly a year ago the queen’s most trusted advisor, David Rizzio, had been murdered in front of the queen. It had been horrendous, and it had rattled the queen for months afterward. She’d been inconsolable for a long while. There had even been speculation that Darnley had been a conspirator in the advisor’s murder but Mary had absolved him of that claim. Bothwell had quickly stepped in to Rizzio’s role and quietly gone about the duties of advisor until Mary learned to rely on him more than she’d relied on Rizzio.

			They turned the corner and were faced with the destroyed section of Kirk o’ Field. Large pieces of the building were strewn about the courtyard. What remained was a burnt-out hull, the various floors visible to the outside.

			
			Tristan and Emma stopped to look as had others.

			“They say that the king was staying in one of the rooms and the blast originated in the floor below him,” Tristan said.

			“But what caused it?”

			“They don’t know yet.”

			“And where was the king found?”

			“That’s the most interesting thing of all,” Tristan said.

			“Oh?” She looked at him curiously.

			He took her elbow and guided her farther down the street. Emma began to have a sick feeling in her stomach. They were going in the direction of the orchard, on the other side of the building.

			He stopped on the other side of the street and pointed into the orchard. “They found him there, lying on his back.”

			Emma swallowed. It was the exact place where she had seen a body lying on the ground and men surrounding it.

			“H-he was blown clear of the building then?” she asked, knowing this was not true. If the man she saw was the king then he’d been in the orchard before the blast had occurred.

			“That’s what they’re saying.”

			She didn’t point out that the explosion had happened on the other side of the building and that the blast had blown south and the body was toward the north.

			She looked at Tristan, who was looking at her. The humor was not in his eyes but he appeared calm and patient.

			
			“I found you here.” He pointed down at his feet and stupidly she looked at the spot on the ground where she had been lying. She didn’t remember that part, the lying on the ground, but she remembered the rest.

			Suddenly her head was pounding where she’d hit the ground and her bruises were aching. It was as if the strength had gone out of her but she locked her knees.

			“I was standing there.” She pointed across the street. “When the explosion happened.”

			“Then you were thrown a good distance.”

			“It was as if the sky and the earth opened up and shook the entire world. There was a bright light, a large rumbling sound that turned deafening and then there was nothing.”

			Tristan nodded.

			Emma couldn’t keep from staring at the spot where the king had died. As if in a trance she moved toward it. There was nothing to stop her, no blockades, no guards protecting the spot. She stared down at the indented grass.

			Emma swallowed past the lump in her throat. Had she witnessed the king’s murder? And who were the men who had surrounded him?

			“There is a woman who swears she saw about a half dozen Douglas men running through the streets just moments before the explosion,” Tristan said.

			It was well known that Douglas had had a falling-out with Darnley for betraying a Douglas family member in the death of the queen’s advisor Rizzio.

			
			“I want to go back,” Emma said through a tight throat.

			“Of course. I’ll escort you to Holyrood.”

			“No. I want to go back to your place. To the print shop.” She couldn’t bear to go to Holyrood now. She couldn’t face the queen if indeed she had witnessed the king’s death. What if they saw her? What if a Douglas had seen her lying in the street and they’d thought she was dead too and left her there? Was she in danger by returning to Holyrood?

			She had to think before she acted.

			“You want to return to the print shop with me?” Tristan asked in surprise.

			“If you don’t mind. Just for a bit. I can’t…I can’t go back just yet. I’m not…I’m not feeling well. My head is aching and…”

			“We’ll go back,” he said. Taking her arm they walked back down High Street, Emma leaning heavily on his arm and averting her gaze from the doors of St. Giles and the damning placard.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 8

			When they arrived back at the print shop Tristan briefly thought of taking Emma to the downstairs sitting room but changed his mind and took her upstairs to his private rooms.

			He settled her onto the couch—an old, worn, but clean piece of furniture that was far more comfortable than it appeared.

			Emma sat without complaint, straight back not touching the couch, and stared at a spot in front of her shoes.

			Tristan had a thousand questions but was smart enough to know that things would reveal themselves in due time. Obviously something had spooked her at Kirk o’ Field and he would be lying if he said he hadn’t brought her there for that purpose.

			Tristan didn’t like the facts that were adding up concerning the night the king was killed and he suspected that Emma knew more than she was saying. Then it had occurred to him that maybe she’d not remembered the whole night due to the bump on her head.

			He felt a bit disingenuous taking her there but he’d had to know and he was fairly certain he had his answer. Something had either jogged her memory, or suddenly she was putting pieces of a puzzle together.

			Either way she did not want to go back to Holyrood when she’d been determined to return just hours earlier, which meant that something had frightened her and that something was probably at Holyrood.

			He was treading on rocky ground here, housing a person very close to the monarchy when he was performing seditious acts. One slipup and he could find himself imprisoned and possibly hanged for treason.

			
			He warmed a cup of wine by the fire and handed it to her. She held it between her hands as if she needed to absorb its warmth.

			“I have tea,” he said. “But I think warm mulled wine is better.”

			“This is fine,” she said woodenly.

			He settled into his favorite chair. The fire crackled and hissed and popped into a silence that he allowed to drag on. Eventually she would speak and he would be ready to listen.

			Absently she took a sip of wine and her gaze moved to the fire, where she seemed to be transfixed. Tristan picked up his block of wood and began whittling. He had no idea what he was carving. Usually it came to him while he worked. Maybe a shoe. He liked carving old shoes with the wrinkles and holes in the leather represented in the wood. Or maybe he would carve a mouse.

			Emma continued to sip her wine, lost in thought. He should probably offer her some food seeing as it was getting late in the day and they’d only eaten the breakfast he’d brought from the pub. But he had nothing to offer her here and would have to go out to get food, and he didn’t want to leave her just yet.

			She cradled the cup in her hands, looked into its depths and cleared her throat. She was ready to speak but he continued to whittle. With some people it was easier for them to speak when they thought you were occupied with another task. Emma seemed to be that way.

			“I was once married,” she said.

			He was surprised at the topic of conversation and a wee bit disappointed that she was not going to talk about Kirk o’ Field but he kept both emotions to himself.

			
			“You’d said he was deceased,” he said, careful to keep all inflection from his voice.

			“Ten years now. His name was Angus Howard.” She looked at him sharply, sheepishly, but he didn’t mention that she had given him a different name when they’d first met. “I’m sure you’ve heard of the Howards.”

			“Everyone has heard of the Howards,” he said while he continued to whittle. “Large clan. Loyal to the queen.”

			“After her advisor’s death Mary didn’t feel safe in her own palace so she surrounded herself with Howards, knowing they would help keep her safe.”

			“Is that when you arrived at the palace?”

			“No. I’ve been at the palace for nearly five years now.”

			“Since Mary arrived in Scotland.”

			She nodded and fell silent and Tristan allowed her the silence, knowing she needed to tell her story in her time and in her way. While frustrated that she didn’t get to the point of Kirk o’ Field he was also interested in the story she had to tell.

			“I was born a Bruce and Angus desperately wanted to join the Howard and Bruce clans. Such an alliance would make a formidable opposition. Angus was consumed with the need to procure power, prestige and money. His reputation was everything to him and wedding a Bruce was quite the coup.”

			She took another sip of wine and seemed to go to a place inside of her that Tristan was not invited to. Much time passed and the block of wood was shaping up to be a bird. Tristan studied it but couldn’t determine yet what bird it would be.

			
			“After fierce negotiations, Angus and I wed. I was sixteen. He was twenty-eight. The marriage lasted four years. Four miserable, horrific, terrifying years.”

			Tristan finally looked up at her, his heart and his gut twisting at the dead tone of her voice.

			“Nothing was ever good enough for Angus,” she said. “Everything always had to be perfect to his standards but his standards were impossible. Servants were beaten for slight indiscretions. Even animals weren’t immune to his rages.”

			She rolled the cup between her palms and stared into the fire, her back still straight, her feet pressed together.

			“And you?” Tristan finally asked. “Were you immune to his rages?”

			“I especially was not immune. My biggest failing was my inability to conceive an heir. After a year of trying he deemed it my fault, my failure, and he never let me forget it. I got on my knees every night and prayed to God that I would not conceive. More than anything I wanted a child of my own but I did not want to bring a child into that environment.”

			Tristan had stopped whittling and was staring at her, trying to comprehend living a life of such fear, always trying to anticipate another’s moods. He had seen much in his line of work as Elizabeth’s spy but he never understood anyone who could abuse women or animals. The thought infuriated him and he almost wished that Angus was still alive so he could beat the life out of him.

			“He died four years into our marriage and it was the best day of my life,” she said. “They said it was a hunting accident but Angus had so many enemies that I never knew for certain if that was the truth. Neither did I care. He was dead and that was all that mattered.”

			
			“I’m glad that you are free of him then,” Tristan said.

			She smiled a sad smile. “I’m free of his physical presence but not of the memories.” She sighed and placed her cup on the floor by her feet and finally leaned back. She looked at Tristan for the first time. “I’m telling you this because I want you to know that to this day I find it difficult to trust anyone, especially men. I keep clear of them most of the time and it is well known at the palace that I will entertain no one’s attention, let alone proposal of marriage. I am content to die a widow, free of any man.”

			“It’s understandable after what you have been through.”

			“You’re the first man that I feel I can trust,” she said. “I don’t know why I feel this way. I don’t know what it is about you that instills my trust, but there it is anyway.”

			“I’m flattered.” And a bit worried. He was not a good person to trust. He was an English spy sent to Scotland to crack the foundation of the monarchy. Tristan considered himself a good person. He was loyal to a fault, a fun person to be around and could be relied on under any circumstances. His talents ran toward the use of weapons, specifically the knife. He’d been sent into difficult situations to kill important people who threatened England. And now he could add printer to his list of accomplishments.

			He too had been married once and it had not gone well. His story was nothing compared to Emma’s but he’d also vowed never to wed again after Annabelle’s death.

			
			All of that and more were valid reasons for Emma not to trust him and yet she felt that she could when she’d trusted no one before him.

			The thought was humbling.

			But he was also a good enough spy to know he had to use that trust for his own gain and it twisted his insides, made him feel ugly and dirty.

			“You know that I was there the night of the explosion,” she said.

			His heart hammered. They had finally arrived at the explosion and his instincts told him that he was going to learn what he needed to know.

			“I picked you up and carried you away from it.” He grinned, sliding back into the Tristan who found humor in almost any situation. The man who could be counted on to lighten the mood.

			“I think I saw Darnley murdered.”

			His grin faltered, died. “You think the king was murdered?”

			“I believe so. And I believe that I saw it happen.”

			“What do you believe you saw happen?” he asked quietly, afraid to break the moment, afraid that she would suddenly decide she didn’t trust him anymore and keep her secrets to herself.

			“I saw a man lying on the ground, surrounded by other men. I saw one of the other men bend down and then the man on the ground started kicking his legs and then he went still.”

			Damnation. That was a very powerful story and it seemed almost indisputable.

			“The man was lying where you said they’d found the king’s body,” she added softly.

			
			If this were true then Tristan had the only outside witness to the king’s murder sitting on his couch.

			“Do you think it was the Douglases like that woman said?” She looked at him with those clear, blue eyes brimming with doubt and fear.

			“I don’t know,” he said honestly.

			She passed a hand across her brow, then drew her long, golden hair over her shoulder and played with the fringed ends.

			“I don’t know what to do,” she said, staring into the fire. “Whom do I tell? Whom do I trust? What if that placard is true and Bothwell was involved? He has his hand in everything. If I say something it will eventually reach his ears.”

			She was right in every aspect, and Tristan knew for certain that Bothwell was involved, although he couldn’t tell her that without revealing how he knew and then that would lead to a discussion about Will and how Will knew.

			“I’ve been told they are examining the body. Maybe we’ll discover more after that,” he said.

			She looked at him hopefully. “Do you think it wasn’t the king I saw? Maybe it was someone else.”

			“I think it would be very strange if it wasn’t the king. Two people killed on the same spot? Or maybe one person was killed, the body moved and the king’s placed there? It doesn’t make sense.”

			Her shoulders drooped. “You’re correct, of course.”

			Tristan stood. “We aren’t going to conclude anything tonight. It’s far past suppertime so let me run out to get something for us to eat. Maybe we will be able to think better on a full stomach.”

			
			She seemed startled to think that they hadn’t eaten all day. “Of course. I feel bad that you must keep feeding me. I can pay you room and board until I figure out what to do.”

			“Nonsense. You’re my guest and it’s been far too long since I’ve entertained guests.” Like never, but that was fine. He could handle this.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 9

			Emma could not believe the turn her life had taken, all because she’d refused the convenience of a carriage ride from the Whickershams. If only she could turn back the clock and do it all over. She would have been warm and safe in her private chambers when the explosion occurred. She would have been as shocked as everyone else and none the wiser as to the true ending of the King of Scotland.

			Now she was hiding in a print shop, relying on the good graces of a printer—albeit a comely and kind printer. This was not like her. For the past ten years Emma had made certain to control her own destiny and to steer her fate. She left nothing to chance.

			But now everything was up in the air and the one place that made her feel safe was denied to her until she could figure out what to do with the information she had.

			In her heart she knew that the man she saw murdered was the king. He did not die by some mysterious explosion caused by an even more mysterious bolt of lightning. He died at the hands of an enemy. But which enemy? Who were those men? The Douglases?

			She tried to recall the men who had run up behind her and Gelis but it had been dark and cold and she’d had one thing on her mind and that had been to get to the palace quickly. She didn’t take note of what colors they wore and truthfully she’d not wanted to know. When one saw soldiers running, one did not want to get involved.

			She wasn’t certain if Tristan believed her but at least he’d kept an open mind and hadn’t dismissed her as being a fool or, worse, mad.

			
			She’d had no choice but to trust him, as much as it irked her to have to rely on anyone. There was nowhere else to turn and he seemed open to her thoughts.

			Strange that the one man she felt she could trust was a printer, but he was also the only man who had nothing to gain or lose in this situation. All the men at the palace were there for their own reasons—mostly political gain. She could not trust them at all.

			And Tristan seemed to be knowledgeable and possess common sense. She sensed that he was not a threat. Most of the men she met believed they could win her over. Because she was a Howard by marriage and a Bruce by birthright she was a powerful ally to have in someone’s house. They wanted her for her bloodline, for her connections to the Howards and for her money.

			It was rare for a woman to possess money outside of her dowry—and everyone knew that Angus had spent all her dowry in the first two years of their marriage—but somehow Mary had restored it to Emma.

			Emma wasn’t sure how. Neither was she sure how Mary had convinced the Howards to let Emma live permanently in Holyrood, but she had, and Emma owed her queen everything. If not for Mary, Emma would still be living at the mercy of the Howards with little to no means.

			She shuddered at the thought, thanking God and Mary again and again for their intervention.

			But Tristan did not know about her wealth. She’d just told him about her heritage and that firmly put her in a category that was beyond his reach. He would never entertain thoughts of wedding her. A lowly printer and a noble lady did not wed.

			
			So that made him safe. Safe and comfortable and trustworthy.

			He walked in carrying a fragrant tray of food and Emma’s stomach grumbled. She’d not realized until now how hungry she was. It was a relief to think of something other than the king’s death and her precarious position.

			He sat on the other side of the couch and balanced the tray between them. It was an intimate atmosphere that had bells ringing in her head, but her heart was telling a different story, telling her that she could trust him. She didn’t know what to believe, what to trust. Her heart? Or her head?

			She thought maybe she would wait and see. She would be on alert and watchful, but she would also try to enjoy this moment for what it was—a small slice of a life she’d longed for but never had.

			“Our supper,” he said as he whipped a cloth off two steaming meat pasties.

			“They smell delicious.”

			“As you might already know, I don’t cook. I can’t cook. I purchase all of my meals from a street vendor or the pub down the way.”

			“I don’t know how to cook either,” she admitted as she bit into the pasty.

			Tristan laughed and she grinned as grease rolled down her chin. She wiped it away with the cloth that had covered the tray.

			“I’m sure this is not the well-cooked meal you’re accustomed to,” he said with a bit of reluctance.

			“No. But I’m enjoying myself. It’s much more relaxed here. The long, formal suppers and dinners become tiresome. Occasionally I will ask for a meal brought to my room because I simply cannot stomach one more meal with all of those people.”

			
			Tristan raised a brow but was chewing so could not speak.

			“I know. Frightfully rude of me, isn’t it?”

			“If it were me I’d take all of my meals in my room.”

			She laughed and he grinned and she felt herself relaxing, leaning back into the couch, and before she knew it she was pulling her legs up underneath her. The food was delicious, the company far more engaging than the women she usually ate with, and the atmosphere not as stuffy and proper.

			“I like this,” she said.

			“I’m pleased that you do.”

			She leaned her head back, her stomach full, her body warm from the fire, the day catching up to her. She turned her head to study Tristan. Firelight bounced off the red in his hair, making it glow copper. His skin was pale. Not the kind that turned pink in the sun, but rather a deep bronze. He had a thin nose and pronounced cheekbones and his hair was badly in need of a trim but she liked it that way. It was carefree and unrestrained, just like him.

			Her gaze wandered over the room. She could tell that this was his personal domain, not decorated to impress, but to please the only occupant that was important—himself. Books lined rough-hewn shelves. A worn rug covered the floor, frayed at the edges and the colors faded through time and foot traffic.

			The couch was more for comfort than show, the colors also faded and not matching the carpet. The walls were unadorned. There were no tapestries or paintings. The only thing in the room that made it personal were the carved pieces lining the mantel—animals, shoes, a wooden chain.

			
			“Are the books yours?” she asked.

			“Aye.”

			“Did you print them?”

			He grinned. “Nay. They’re just books I enjoyed reading.”

			“That’s quite a lot to move from place to place.”

			He shrugged. “I don’t have much to my name but I have books. If I lose them I still have the knowledge up here.” He tapped his head and she grinned.

			Turning to face him she curled up in a ball in the corner of the couch, warm and sated and drowsy.

			“Can we not talk about it tonight?” she asked.

			He glanced at her. “Darnley?”

			“Yes. That. For one night I’d like to not think about it.”

			“I suppose it will be there in the morning. What would you like to talk about instead?”

			“You.”

			He raised both brows at her. “Me? What about me? I’m not that interesting.”

			“I find you infinitely interesting.”

			He let out a disbelieving sound. “Trust me. I’m not. I print books in this small shop and eat every meal out.”

			“Surely you have friends.”

			“Mrs. Sterling from next door and John Gray, the butcher.”

			
			“What do you do when you’re not printing?”

			“Explore Edinburgh. Read.” He waved his hands toward his books. “Carve silly animals.”

			“They’re not silly. They’re beautiful.”

			He shot her a disbelieving look. “What about you?”

			She suddenly turned wary. She’d enjoyed talking about him but should have known that she would have to respond in kind. “What about me?”

			“What do you do in your spare time?”

			“All I have is spare time.”

			He gave her a narrow-eyed look. “You know what I mean.”

			“I don’t, really. Honestly, there is nothing but time for me. I rise in the morning, break my fast, attend prayers—”

			“Catholic or Protestant?”

			“Protestant.” Queen Mary was Catholic and preferred to practice the religion she’d been brought up with in France but she did not force her religion on anyone else. However, it was a topic of much discussion and debate amongst her parliament and the people of Scotland. There were those who thought she should conform to the country’s preferred religion of Protestantism and there were those who wanted her to convert Scotland to Catholicism. It was an undercurrent of discord and so far, Mary had managed to walk the line between them, appeasing both sides.

			“And after your prayers?”

			She shrugged. “Stitching with the other girls.”

			“Stitching?” He sounded amused.

			
			“Tapestry. Mary has an excellent hand at stitching. Her pieces are beautiful.”

			“You stitch with Mary?”

			“Sometimes. Usually she’s busy with state business.”

			“And then what do you do?”

			“Really, Mr. Fitzherbert, this can’t at all interest you.”

			“On the contrary. I find it fascinating.”

			She laughed. “You do not. You’re placating me.”

			“I truly do find court life fascinating. What do you do all day?”

			Emma sighed. “Not a lot, in truth. It’s the same thing day after day. The men at court are vying for Mary’s attention and favors, while eyeing the ladies at court in the hopes of finding a suitable wife. The ladies are of course eyeing the men, because their mothers have instructed them to find a noble with a good name and a good fortune and to settle for nothing less.”

			“It sounds rather superficial.”

			“It’s very superficial.”

			“And where do you fall into all of this matchmaking?”

			Her smile faded and she grew serious. “I don’t. The gentlemen know that I am not there to make a match, although a few refuse to believe and try anyway.”

			“And do you set them straight?”

			“I do. I have no intention of marrying again. Ever.”

			“You can’t be blamed after your first marriage.”

			“First and only.”

			He tilted his head toward her. “Touché.”

			
			“I owe my life to Mary,” she said softly. “I came to court with Angus’s brother and his wife when Mary first arrived in Scotland. We struck a friendship almost immediately and when she heard my story she insisted that I stay with her.”

			“I can see why you’re so loyal to her,” Tristan said.

			“She has to be devastated by the king’s death, and I don’t like not being there for her.”

			Tristan lifted the tray off the couch and placed it on the ground before turning sideways and settling into his corner. They were facing each other now, nothing separating them but a wee bit of space. She hadn’t been this close to a man since Angus. Her head told her that this was uncomfortable but her heart was completely comfortable with this man. It was so strange, the people that God put in one’s path.

			“Do you truly think Mary’s devastated?” he asked. “I’ve heard they were not close.”

			“They weren’t. She didn’t like his ways and he didn’t like that she wouldn’t give him more power as monarch. They argued when they were together, which was rare. But he was her husband, the father of her child, and the way he died will cause rumors and gossip and I have to believe some part of her grieves.”

			“Do you think she’ll be more upset by the rumors and gossip than anything else?”

			“I think she will be upset that a man died needlessly.”

			He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it.

			She smiled at him and reached across the small space to tap his shoulder. “Tell me what you were going to say?”

			
			He grinned and shook his head. “ ’Twas nothing important.”

			“You’ve been listening to me babble all night. It’s time I listened to you.”

			“You’re a good person, Emma Howard. Life dealt you a blow with your marriage but that doesn’t mean you can’t be happy with another man. There is a man out there for you who will appreciate you for who you are, not your bloodline or your dowry or your political connections.”

			His words drilled through her heart. So many times she’d thought the same. Why was she the one who had to wed Angus? But self-pity wasn’t in her—at least not for very long. How selfish to think that she shouldn’t suffer, that someone else should suffer in her place.

			“There have been times when I wished that I wasn’t so alone, but for the most part I don’t mind. As a widow I can make my own decisions. As a woman of means those decisions are rarely questioned. There is freedom in that. A freedom I longed for throughout my marriage. God granted my wish. Not that Angus should die, but that I should be free. I’m free now and I enjoy it.”

			“For the most part,” he added.

			“Aye. For the most part. And what about you?” she asked. “Is there someone special in your life?” She held her breath for his answer, not knowing what she wanted to hear.

			“Not anymore.”

			“Not anymore means that at one time there was.”

			He seemed to hesitate and turned his head to stare into the fire. “Her name was Annabelle.”

			
			“That’s a beautiful name.”

			“She was a beautiful person with a beautiful soul. She never asked me for anything. She was not demanding. She was quiet but her presence was felt.”

			“She sounds wonderful.”

			“She was. A good friend suggested we would suit and so we married with nothing more than that to recommend us. Unfortunately, we did not suit as well as my friend thought.”

			A brief silence passed while Emma struggled with what to say next. Her curiosity got the best of her. “What happened to her?” she asked softly.

			“She died. An ague that turned worse.”

			“My condolences.”

			He looked down at his idle hands. “I was not there when she died. I learned of it later.”

			“Oh, Tristan.” She couldn’t help the words, feeling the pain in his tone and seeing the despair in his expression. “I’m sure there was a very good reason you could not be there and I’m certain she understood.”

			“I’m sure you are correct.” He turned to face her again with a forced smile.

			She’d not realized that she’d reached for him when he was telling her about Annabelle, her hand falling to the cushion between them. He looked down at her fingers and laid his own hand on top.

			Her first instinct was to pull away, yank her hand back from the masculine touch. Her fingers twitched to do so but she kept her hand there, relishing the warmth of another’s touch, feeling the calluses on his hand, the rough skin on the pads of his fingers.

			
			They looked up at each other, their gazes locking, something passing between them that Emma had never felt before. A connection? Maybe, but it seemed so much more than that.

			“Emma,” he whispered as his head moved toward hers.

			There was little space between them. He didn’t have to move much, just lean forward a wee bit and he touched his lips to hers.

			Emma remained completely still, frozen almost, paralyzed with fear but also with interest.

			It was the lightest of touches, not a smashing of lips, just the mere fleeting of feeling before he pulled away, took his hand off hers and cleared his throat as he sat back.

			“My apologies,” he said.

			She sat back as well and forced herself not to touch her lips where they were tingling. He’d barely touched her and yet he’d touched her completely.

			“There…there’s no need to apologize,” she said, unable to look at him.

			“I know what you’ve been through with your husband and you’re here under my protection. I should not have done that.”

			She turned her head away, not wanting him to see that he’d rattled her. He’d think she was frightened; in reality, she was rattled because she felt she should be frightened, but she wasn’t.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 10

			After the kiss Emma excused herself to go to bed. The explosion and her resulting injuries had taken more out of her than she’d first thought. She was achy and her head hurt. But mostly she wanted to be alone to think about what she and Tristan had just shared.

			A man had kissed her and she hadn’t fallen apart. He’d kissed her without using it as punishment. Angus had always forced her to kiss him, knowing she despised it. But this kiss had been altogether different. Granted it had hardly been a kiss at all, but it had been what she’d dreamt about as a young lass.

			Angus had shattered any illusions she’d had of love, and Mary and Darnley’s marriage had just proven to her that love was so elusive that only a lucky handful ever felt it.

			She still believed that.

			But she was beginning to wonder if kissing was really as awful as she’d thought.

			Even though her room was just across the hall, Tristan escorted her there and stood outside the door, as if afraid to go in. It was silly, really, since he’d been sitting beside her in that same room for days while she recovered. But the kiss had changed everything and the comfort she’d found in his presence had changed to awkwardness.

			“When I fetched dinner at the pub I paid a visit to Mrs. Sterling who gave me some clothes for you,” he said.

			“For me? You didn’t have to do that. I’m perfectly happy with what I have.”

			
			“It’s just a night dress. You can’t sleep in your gowns. It’s far too uncomfortable.”

			“Oh.” Her face heated thinking that he’d thought far enough ahead to procure her a nightdress. The man was the essence of kindness. “Thank you,” she added belatedly.

			“And just so you know, I have a printing job I need to get done tonight so I’ll be downstairs if you should need anything. It shouldn’t keep you awake.”

			“Oh, Tristan, I feel bad. Of course I’m keeping you from your duties.”

			“Not really. This is a short one and it won’t take me long. No need to worry.”

			He stood there awkwardly, and Emma suddenly could picture him as a small lad, his hair more red than brown, possibly freckles scattered across his nose from being outside all day, dangling arms and sharp elbows, and she smiled.

			“Good night, Tristan.”

			He looked at her with those dark, whiskey eyes, all man now. “Good night, Emma.”

			She fell asleep to the gentle shushing of the printing press beneath her, feeling warm and safe.

			

			—

			Tristan didn’t know what had come over him the night before when he kissed Emma. It was a mistake he was not going to repeat. Not only was she living under his roof, under his protection, but she was also a witness to the king’s murder and a person of great interest to him and England.

			
			While he felt like the worst sort of person for doing so, he was using her to gain valuable information that England could possibly use against Queen Mary and Lord Bothwell.

			And yet…

			And yet there had been something innocent and beautiful about the night before, alone together in his sitting room, discussing whatever came to mind, eating with their hands, and just being comfortable, being themselves.

			He’d done something that had seemed so natural at the time, something that had seemed like a progression of mixed emotions. The kiss had been innocent, certainly nothing passionate, but it had rocked him to the core and he could tell that it had flustered Emma.

			He wondered if he was the first person she’d kissed since her husband’s death.

			He was cutting some bread from a loaf he’d purchased from the baker after his rounds of placing more placards. The bread was warm and steaming and yeasty smelling and his stomach grumbled. He’d been up half the night, printing the placards then pinning them around town. By the time he was finished, street vendors were hauling their carts out and merchants were preparing to open their shops.

			Tristan ate a piece of warm, crusty bread and contemplated life in Edinburgh. It wasn’t so bad here. The people were friendly and his job was tolerable, but he missed England. He missed the open country and the freedom he had there. It’d been a long time since he’d been back for a significant amount of time.

			
			After Annabelle’s death, he’d delved into a dark grief and asked for the most dangerous missions that took him far from his home country. It wasn’t so much that he’d loved Annabelle so completely that he was lost without her. He’d barely known her.

			He’d married her at the behest of Queen Elizabeth, who thought they would suit. Elizabeth had been such a large presence for most of his life that he’d trusted her judgment and truthfully, had not really cared who he married or even if he married.

			Elizabeth had called him in one day and said she had a lady-in-waiting who she thought would be perfect for him. Annabelle was shy and unassuming and from a minor noble family that did not have much political clout.

			Tristan had wed her then promptly left to go to France to sniff out a rumor of a Catholic alliance that Elizabeth had been worried about. He’d returned to find Annabelle patiently waiting for him and that had set the tone for their marriage.

			She was convenient. She ran his small, simple estate well—an estate given to him by Elizabeth for services rendered and as a wedding gift. Annabelle seemed happy there. She’d certainly never complained and was pleased to see him when he returned. She’d been told that he was a messenger for the queen, which was somewhat truthful. He was also many other things to the queen—a spy, an assassin, a courier and a soldier. Whatever Elizabeth wanted, Tristan was happy to do.

			Like Mary was to Emma, Elizabeth was a savior to Tristan. Not many knew that they’d grown up together. At an early age, Elizabeth’s father, King Henry VIII, had banished Elizabeth from court and denied her as his heir. For years Elizabeth had been raised by different nannies and governesses and guardians appointed by Henry.

			
			But always there was Tristan. His father had been the stable master at the estate that Elizabeth had been banished to and since they were of an age and there wasn’t much to do on the estate, they had become fast friends.

			When Elizabeth had ascended to the throne she’d called Tristan to her, claiming he was the only person she could truly trust, and so his service had begun.

			He hadn’t minded, really. He’d enjoyed traveling the world. He’d enjoyed making friends with Simon and Will and the others.

			And he’d enjoyed Annabelle, but he’d never really loved her. And that was where his grief was born. She’d died all alone, suffering, while he’d been in Germany, unaware. She’d died waiting for him, just as she’d waited for him for the entire year of their marriage.

			In the end had she regretted marrying him? Had she silently borne her resentment and anger that her husband was never around? Did she regret that they’d never conceived?

			Lord knew he did not regret that. He had no idea what he would have done with a child after her death. He was not meant to stay at home, to provide for his family in the normal ways.

			Tristan brushed the bread crumbs off his hands and took a large drink of fresh milk. His conversation with Emma had brought up too many feelings that he’d tried to keep buried. He was smart enough to know that his guilt over Annabelle was the driving force keeping him from England. He had not returned to his estate and had no desire to, nor any intention of returning, anytime soon.

			
			After this mission he would ask Elizabeth to send him somewhere else. He was a nomad, and he preferred and enjoyed it that way.

			“There you are.” Emma appeared in his small, little-used kitchen, dressed in the pale-yellow gown he’d given her yesterday, looking fresh and beautiful. She’d braided her hair and found something to tie the end with and it hung straight down her back to brush against the top of her buttocks. Her cheeks were pink and the smile she bestowed on him turned his heart.

			There was something about her that touched him in some way. She didn’t remind him of his mild and pliant Annabelle. No, Emma was the opposite of Annabelle. Maybe it was her perseverance that called to him. He admired anyone who could step out of the flames of hardship and chart a course in their life.

			“I smell fresh bread,” she said. “Tell me you haven’t been up all night baking bread.”

			He snorted. “Hardly. I bought it from the baker this morning. Along with milk and fresh-churned butter.”

			Her eyes lit up, those beautiful, curiously colored blue eyes. “It sounds delicious. But you were up awfully early to be at the baker’s already.”

			He shrugged. “We needed to eat.”

			She put a hand on his arm and he swore his skin singed in that spot. Her expression was now serious and he noticed for the first time that her lips were a natural rosy color.

			“Thank you for feeding me. I know I’m a burden.”

			
			“Stop saying you’re a burden.” Irritated, he jerked his arm from her touch and turned toward the bread, cutting a thick slice and putting it on a plate.

			There was an awkward silence, and he wished he hadn’t been so harsh. It was her touch that had set him over the edge. Her touch and her near presence. He needed a woman. It’d been a long while since he’d had one, and it was obvious that it was time to relieve some pent-up pressure.

			“I’ll pay you for your services.”

			He bobbled the plate and they both lunged for it, their hands knocking against each other as the piece of buttered bread fell to the floor with a splat.

			They both looked down at it in surprise, then at each other and they laughed.

			“I’ll cut you another piece,” he said.

			“Thank you.”

			After his thoughts of finding a willing woman to tup followed closely by Emma saying she would pay him for his services, his mind had gone in the obvious direction. Fool.

			“Someday I’ll repay you for this,” she said as she took the plate from him. This time they didn’t drop it.

			“No, you won’t. I won’t accept payment.”

			“You’re too kind, Tristan.”

			“Not usually.”

			“Then why are you being kind to me?”

			He turned to the bread and wrapped it in a cloth. He wasn’t being kind to her. Not in the way she thought.

			
			“While I was getting our meal I heard that the king’s body is on display.” Well, that certainly was a morbid turn in the conversation.

			“Oh?”

			He glanced over his shoulder and saw that she wasn’t eating but was holding the plate and looking at the bread. He cursed himself.

			“You can go into the sitting room to eat. You don’t need to stand.” He raised his chin toward a door that led to another room that had a few straight-backed chairs, a cold fireplace and not much else. It was the room he entertained in when he didn’t want his guests staying too long.

			“I don’t mind standing and eating.” To prove her point she picked up the piece of bread with her fingers and took a big bite.

			He grinned at her, charmed even though he shouldn’t be.

			“I didn’t mean to spring it on you about the king’s body. I just thought this would be a good opportunity to view it and see if there are burn marks or…bruises where he might have been strangled.”

			She stared down at her plate for a bit. “It probably is something we should do.”

			“You seem reluctant.”

			“Who really wants to view a king’s dead body? And I keep thinking of the queen and how she will be feeling right now.”

			Tristan leaned against the counter. “What are your plans, Emma?”

			She put the plate on the counter and ran her hands down the sides of her skirts. “I don’t know. I need to return to the palace, but I’m afraid to. Who were those men I saw with the king that night? If that even was the king? Did they see me? Did they leave me on the street for dead? And if they’re at the palace will they recognize me? Am I safe there?”

			
			“You’re more than welcome to stay here for as long as you need.” It would make his life a bit more difficult because he wasn’t sure how he would hide his secret printing duties, but it would also make it easier in that he could gain valuable information about the palace, Mary, and the night Darnley died.

			He refused to acknowledge the voice telling him that he would thoroughly enjoy her presence here as well.

			“Eventually I will be missed. And there’s the funeral to think of too,” she said. “I’ll be needed.”

			“By whom?”

			“Mary. I can’t abandon her now.” She sighed and ran a hand across her brow. “What am I saying? I would never abandon her. She needs people who are close to her, whom she can trust. I need to go back soon.”

			Tristan pushed away from the counter. “First let’s see the king’s body then we’ll go from there.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 11

			Emma was more reluctant to view the king’s body than she’d thought she would be. On the way there she had a dreadful feeling in her stomach, almost as if she’d eaten rocks instead of bread.

			Tristan did not say much as he walked beside her and his silence only added to her unease. For some reason she kept wondering if he was regretting their kiss. What a silly thing to think while going to view a dead body. But her mind kept going there and she hoped that he did not regret it because she didn’t regret it. She should. But she didn’t.

			And part of her wondered what it would be like if he kissed her more…passionately.

			In her marriage to Angus passion had equated to pain and humiliation, but Emma sensed that with Tristan passion would be something entirely different and she found that she would not be averse to exploring such a thing.

			She. Emma Howard. Who’d cringed every time Angus had come to her at night. Who’d lain in bed and prayed that he would forget she was there. Who’d celebrated her monthly flow because that meant he would leave her alone for at least a week. But it also meant that she would endure his wrath the next week because she was not with child.

			She shook her head. Really, this was ridiculous. She had far more serious things to think about than kissing Tristan Fitzherbert.

			They were passing St. Giles cathedral when she spotted another placard fluttering in the breeze blowing down High Street. Again people were gathered around it.

			
			Even though she knew she shouldn’t, she veered off to read it, curious as to what this one had to say. She was still outraged by the last one that nearly outright accused Bothwell of murder.

			“Emma…” Behind her Tristan cursed and she could hear him following her.

			“What does this one say?” she asked him.

			“I don’t know but really we should be going.”

			BLOODY BOTHWELL.

			Emma stared at the two words on the placard. In the back of her mind she was listening to the others around her.

			“Wouldn’t surprise me.”

			“Bloody bastard, more likely.”

			“He wants the crown. Only one way to rid ’imself of the king.”

			“Poor Lord Darnley. Killed by ’is wife’s lover.”

			“Feel bad for the bloke. He didn’t stand a chance against Bothwell.”

			Emma wanted to tell all of them they were wrong. She wanted to say that Mary was not having an affair with Bothwell, that she took her marriage vows seriously. That there was nothing “poor” about Darnley. He had been an embarrassment to Scotland and to Mary.

			But Tristan took her arm and pulled her away.

			“He didn’t do it,” Emma said.

			“Didn’t he?”

			She stopped to stare at him. “You don’t believe that defamatory placard, do you? Bothwell did not murder the king.”

			“So you believe that a bolt of lightning lit the sky and blew the king to the other side of the building and landed him in the orchard?”

			
			Emma opened her mouth then closed it because of course she didn’t believe that. It was a preposterous rumor.

			“I believe that someone killed him,” she said softly, leaning closer to Tristan so no one could overhear. “I saw something in that orchard. But I don’t believe it was Bothwell. I’m certain he has an alibi.”

			“Don’t be naïve, Emma. Men like Bothwell don’t do the deed themselves.”

			She’d never heard such disdain in his voice before, especially directed at her, and it brought her back, made her feel gullible and silly. Angus had been an expert at making her feel silly.

			“I saw at least half a dozen men that night,” she said vehemently. “Do you think all of those men can keep silent about what they did? Someone surely will say something to give them away.”

			“Not if they were paid well enough. Or were threatened.”

			She huffed, frustrated at the lack of clues as to what happened and irritated that so many people would believe those silly placards defaming Bothwell and accusing him of murder. Bothwell was a dangerous man and not one to cross. Whoever was posting those placards had better be careful for their life was in danger.

			“Let us view the body,” Tristan said, his voice much gentler now. “Maybe that will prove one theory over the other.”

			BLOODY BOTHWELL.

			Emma was more concerned by what these accusations would do to the queen, rather than the fact that Bothwell was guilty of the deed. Emma did not know Bothwell well. What she did know was that he was always there for Mary when she needed him, far more than Darnley had been. She’d thought it was because Bothwell was loyal to his queen, as Emma was loyal to her.

			
			Bothwell had been able to step in every time Mary was incapacitated—after the death of her advisor and now after the death of her husband.

			Was that a well-orchestrated plot or merely the actions of a friend and loyal servant to the queen?

			They approached the place where Darnley was laid out and discovered a line of people waiting to see the body.

			“This is not a performance,” Emma said. “They need to show respect. He is the King Consort of Scotland.”

			“People are curious and his death was tragic. It’s only natural they come out to see him.”

			“To pay their respects or to gawk?”

			“A little of both, I imagine.”

			She huffed and stood at the end of the line with Tristan, who remained stubbornly silent.

			“Poor soul. No one should die like that,” someone said.

			“Witchcraft, it is.”

			“I heard it was assassins.”

			“Assassins? Preposterous.”

			“A blight on Scotland, it is. For shame. ’Twill make us all look bad.”

			“Some says ’twas Lord Bothwell and that the queen approved it.”

			Tristan grabbed Emma’s elbow and squeezed it hard. She shot him a reproachful glare but remained silent. The rumors circulating were ridiculous and frightening. Witchcraft, indeed. And Mary most certainly would never condone murdering her husband and the father of Prince James.

			
			The wild rumors continued as they waited in line but Emma tuned them out or else she would explode from anger.

			Finally, they reached the front of the line and Emma took a deep breath for courage, strangely reluctant to be doing this. It didn’t seem right or respectful but she had to see for herself how he died. The queen’s guards flanked either side of the body and he lay on a stone platform, dressed as a king should be dressed, in red and gold velvet. His eyes were closed, his skin looked like it had been carved from wax. Emma wondered if Mary had seen him yet. Or was she in mourning having retreated to her private chambers that would be draped in black?

			Emma stopped in front of the body, her gaze immediately going to his neck. But he was wearing a ruff and his neck was completely covered. Pale hands were folded over his stomach, unadorned with the rings he liked to wear. She found her gaze going to his chest, watching for the rise and fall of it but it remained still.

			She remembered doing that with Angus, watching for him to breathe, holding her own breath and still not able to believe that he was dead.

			But Darnley was most certainly dead and with his hand to her back, Tristan guided her away. She wanted to stay longer to look closer for bruises or burn marks, but a long line of people behind her wanted to pay their respects as well and so she had to move on.

			They exited into weak sunshine and a few snow flurries. For a long moment they both stood there, breathing in the crisp air, unable to move forward, prohibited from moving backward.

			Eventually Tristan took her elbow and escorted her away. Emma followed, feeling hollow inside after seeing a man who had been in the prime of his life, lively and good spirited, uncontrollable and at times wicked and sinful, but still a man, a person who had been living and breathing and dreaming just days ago.

			
			Death always made one think of their own mortality and this was no exception. One never knew when their last day on earth would be. It was a sobering thought.

			“Food,” Tristan said.

			“Pardon?”

			“We need food. Sustenance. We need to sit down and eat and think.”

			She wasn’t hungry but she followed anyway. Tristan led her to an inn that was serving supper. They sat at a table in the corner, Tristan with his back to the wall. He seemed to be watching everyone who entered and exited.

			“Mutton pies is all’s we have t’day,” the serving girl said as she plopped down two mugs of ale.

			“That will do,” Tristan said.

			All around them was nothing but talk of Darnley’s death.

			“Public opinion seems to be swaying toward the king consort,” Emma said. “As if he were a martyr.”

			“It happens when one dies. People only remember the good.”

			“The opposite seems to be true for Bothwell. The placards are doing a fine job of tarnishing his reputation.”

			“Maybe the placards are just reinforcing what everyone was already thinking.”

			“Do you truly think so?” she asked.

			
			Tristan shrugged. “I know nothing for certain. But they’re certainly not helping the man.”

			“I’m surprised that this has caused so many rumors and such speculation.”

			Tristan raised a brow. “The king has died in a mysterious way. This will be discussed years from now.”

			The serving girl brought their mutton pies, put them on the table then walked away. Emma’s stomach turned. Seeing Darnley’s body, being forced to face the truth of the king’s death, had dampened her appetite. It also made her relive that night and those men and what she saw in that orchard.

			“Do you think he did it?” she asked softly so others wouldn’t overhear.

			Being in the streets, being with the common, everyday people who lived and worked and scratched out a living in the city made her rethink everything that she’d formerly believed. Maybe they weren’t wrong. They all couldn’t be wrong, could they? Maybe there was some truth to what they were saying.

			“I think you need to find out who had the most to gain from his death,” Tristan said, ignoring his meal too.

			“Do you think it was Bothwell?”

			“What would he have to gain?”

			“He already had the queen’s trust. He already had her ear. She had given him land and estates for his service. He had power given to him by her.”

			“In essence he had everything he wanted. But did he?”

			
			She furrowed her brows. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“He had all this power and money and even the queen’s undivided attention. But Darnley was still in her life.”

			“Well, yes. Darnley was her husband.”

			Tristan gave her a pointed look and she drew in a breath, everything suddenly clear.

			“He wants to be king,” she said. It was the next logical step. He had everything, everything except the crown itself.

			“Who else would benefit from his death?” Tristan asked, finally taking a bite of his pie.

			“Besides Bothwell? I can’t think of anyone else.”

			“Come now, Emma. You’re a smart woman. Think.”

			She felt a spark of anger at his words for they were the same words Angus had used on her when he wanted to make her feel especially stupid. But she pushed the anger away because this was too important for petty, useless feelings rooted in her past. She was beginning to realize that not all men were like Angus. Not even most men were like Angus.

			“I’m certain he had enemies,” Emma said. “He was not a very nice man at times.” She thought of her friend Rose. Quiet, little Rose had caught the king’s eye and had been molested by him more than once. But she knew Rose had not killed him because Rose was dead herself from a tragic carriage accident.

			“Exactly. Powerful enemies. Very powerful enemies. Maybe one enemy was the most powerful of them all.”

			Emma made to push away from the table and issue a giant set-down to Tristan but he grabbed her wrist and forced her back down. “No scenes,” he said ominously.

			
			She sat and looked around but no one was paying them any mind. They were all too busy creating their own stories of how the king had died and who had been involved and who had been responsible.

			“You’re insinuating that Mary had something to do with this,” she whispered harshly. “You are wrong.”

			“Am I?”

			“Yes!”

			He started ticking things off on his fingers. “They were not in love. They fought whenever they were near each other. He embarrassed her at every turn and he was an embarrassment to Scotland. He drank, caroused and slept with other women. Some say he slept with other men as well.”

			“Stop,” she hissed. “That’s enough.”

			He leaned forward. “She could not divorce him because that would put into question the legitimacy of their son and possibly ruin James’s chance to someday become king.”

			Emma was silently fuming but Tristan was chipping away at her anger with every point he made about the queen. She was appalled and alarmed to realize that he was right in every aspect. Put like that it was easy to see that Mary could have been involved in the king’s death.

			“Darnley was constantly after her to sign the Crown Matrimonial.” A document that would grant him ruler of Scotland if anything happened to Mary. Everyone with any sense knew it would be a bad move on her part for it endangered her life. If Mary were to die, Darnley would become a true king with all the powers that Mary had.

			
			Tristan lifted a brow as if to say, You see?

			Emma leaned forward. “If she did condone this…deed…then she did so out of fear for her life.”

			She was not ready to give up on her queen and the woman who had taken her under her wing and given her a chance at a new, independent life.

			“Possibly,” Tristan said. “Who else would have benefited?”

			“You feel there are more?” Good Lord, but the list of possible murder suspects was becoming quite unwieldy.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 12

			When they left the inn, Emma was surprised to find that dusk was falling and the street vendors were packing up their carts, the merchants locking the doors to their shops.

			“The list of conspirators is quite extensive,” Emma said as they strolled down High Street. “Almost too extensive. All those men can’t possibly keep all this a secret. Someone will say something to the wrong person.”

			“Will it matter?” Tristan asked. “Bothwell will be in charge so he will silence the person and sweep everything away.”

			“What you’re suggesting is diabolical. Unheard of. It’s…it’s so complex that it’s almost laughable.”

			“How is it complex?” Tristan asked. “A group of powerful men come together to discuss ridding themselves of the one man who wants more power than he’s entitled to and is an embarrassment on all fronts. They decide to solve their problem by killing him. They get their power back. Bothwell gets the power he’s always wanted and Mary is free of Darnley.”

			“Put like that it makes perfect sense. It’s frightening in a way.”

			“Monarchs are always in danger of a coup,” Tristan said. “But in this case the monarch had no real power.”

			Emma slipped her arm through Tristan’s and moved closer to him, partly because with the sun down it was cooler and partly because the thought of such horrific plans was frightening.

			She felt like she was coming home when they entered the print shop. Even the smell of the ink was familiar. Emma needed to watch herself. This wasn’t her home and Tristan was merely tolerating her presence until she returned to the palace. This was not a permanent situation but she would be lying if she said that she wasn’t enjoying her time away from Holyrood.

			
			She would be forever grateful to Mary for allowing her a place to live and feel safe, but being in the midst of busy Edinburgh, in the center of the merchant area, anonymous, had its advantages.

			She didn’t have to worry about what she was wearing, whom she had slighted, gossips, or men who had turned their eyes toward her. It was freeing.

			But she was smart enough to know that this life was not her life. She could pretend for a little while but eventually she would return to her apartments in the palace and she would help Mary through this difficult time.

			“Are you hungry?” Tristan asked.

			Emma laughed. “You’re forever feeding me.”

			He looked sheepish and the tops of his cheeks turned a charming shade of red. “Food is the essence of life,” he said.

			“I’m fine. I’m sure you have work to do or something that I’ve been keeping you from. Go do it. I will peruse your books and settle in front of the fire with one.”

			“Are you sure?” Tristan looked dubious, like she was unable to take care of herself.

			“I’m absolutely sure. You don’t need to entertain me. I can function alone.”

			
			“If you’re sure then I will be in the print shop. Make yourself at home.”

			Emma settled into the couch after picking out a book of poems but she’d only read half a page before her gaze traveled to the flames of the fire and her mind wandered to the heavy subject of the king’s death.

			Below her she could hear Tristan moving around the printing press making books or whatever it was he was doing today. She wiggled her behind into the corner of the couch, pulled a blanket up over her legs and breathed a sigh of contentment.

			Was Mary involved in Darnley’s murder? Emma’s first instinct was to defend her friend, but she knew that feelings could not come into play with this. Tristan had made some very good points. Mary did have a lot to gain from Darnley’s death, but the biggest disadvantage would be Queen Elizabeth’s severe disapproval.

			Emma rubbed her aching temples and winced at the headache forming at the back of her head.

			She listened to the quiet thump and shush of the press and leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Oh to stay here, comfortable and warm in the upstairs living quarters of Tristan’s print shop. How wonderful that would be. How appalled the Bruces and Howards would be to see her now.

			She didn’t care.

			She was tired of living up to their expectations.

			Tristan was so much more honest, who had no ties to nobility, queens, death.

			She heard Tristan’s steady tread of footsteps on the stairs and smiled, surprised to feel her heart jump in anticipation of seeing him.

			
			He appeared in front of her and stoked the fire so the flames leapt, hissed and popped then sat where he had the night before, turning so that he was facing her.

			“Hungry?” He smiled and she laughed.

			“No. But thank you.”

			He tilted his head toward the book in her lap. “You didn’t get very far with your reading.”

			She looked down at her finger holding her place on page one. “No. I started thinking of Mary and Darnley and everything we discussed.”

			“I’m sorry it worries you.”

			“Of course it worries me. Mary is a friend and it’s terrible to think that she might have something to do with all of this.”

			“So you believe she knew of the plot?”

			“My heart tells me that she couldn’t possibly have anything to do with it. Regardless of their differences Darnley was the father of her son and he was an English noble. Mary never wanted to do anything that would anger Elizabeth.”

			Tristan seemed to want to say something but he held back. “What are you going to do?” he asked instead.

			“Do? What can I do?”

			“Well, I think we’ve chewed on this enough for one day. It’s late and I need to be up early tomorrow morning for a meeting with the printer’s guild. If you hear me up and about just ignore me. I’ll be back later in the morning.”

			“Thank you for allowing me to stay,” she said.

			
			He touched her shoulder, a light touch that meant nothing but made her want to shiver. “Enough of that. I’m just glad I found you and brought you back here.”

			She smiled. “Your very own stray.”

			He laughed. “You could say that.”

			They said their good nights and Emma went to her own room, surprised and yet not surprised to find that he’d built a fire to warm her chambers.

			

			—

			With Emma just a few doors from his bedchambers Tristan was finding it hard to sleep. She needed to leave. She needed to go back to the palace and out of his life for his own sanity. And yet he didn’t want her to go.

			She was every bit the aristocrat, born into the best family, married into another good family, at least when it came to political power and influence and wealth. He was none of that. Tristan might have been raised with a princess and educated right beside her but he’d never once forgotten that his roots were firmly planted in the serving class.

			He’d been an exception, a rarity. If Elizabeth had not been banished to the countryside and deprived of court life and friends of her own class their paths would have never crossed and Tristan would have followed his father’s profession as a stable master.

			And even though his path had taken a drastic turn thanks to his friendship with Elizabeth, he was by no means Emma’s equal. He was a spy, employed by the English court.

			He had a small estate—a very small estate—that he hadn’t visited since Annabelle’s death, and money enough because he didn’t have time to spend the wages England paid him, but he could never move in the circles that Emma moved in.

			
			And it was preposterous that he was even thinking any of this nonsense.

			He turned over and punched his pillow to make it more comfortable. The latest placards were printed and waiting for distribution. The campaign to turn public sentiment was working beautifully. He’d never suspected that Darnley would become a martyr but it was turning people against Bothwell.

			He needed to send a report to Elizabeth soon. It’d been far too long since his last one and he’d not sent one since Darnley’s murder. Tristan was certain that the English queen had already heard about the king’s death. That type of news traveled quickly. But she would be waiting for his report and he was waiting to learn more from Emma.

			He’d watched her come to the conclusions that he’d carefully led her to this afternoon. He saw the realization dawn that Mary might not be as innocent in all of this as Emma had thought and he’d felt no remorse in stripping her of the faith she had in her queen.

			Tristan knew the truth of what happened. Will and Rose had uncovered it back in December before they’d escaped to England. Tristan had been left wondering when it would happen.

			Bringing Emma into the secret had required finesse but she was a smart lass and it had taken very little time to draw her own conclusions. She was still struggling with it but he knew that in time she would accept that Mary was as deep into the intrigue as Bothwell.

			
			Maybe she would warn Mary, maybe she wouldn’t. Tristan didn’t think it would matter much in the end. They could deny it all they wanted but Mary and Bothwell had a relationship. It might not be carnal but they were still close and that could prove fatal to both of their political ambitions.

			Elizabeth would be happy.

			But what about Emma? Was she safe returning to the palace? Had the information he’d gently led her to put her in danger?

			The thought of putting her in danger made his heart stutter in fear. She was so kind and fragile. Yes, fragile. He saw it in those crystal-blue eyes. Angus Howard was a bastard and Tristan was glad he was dead and hoped the man had suffered before he reached his eternal fate.

			A floorboard creaked and he froze, his ears straining to listen. He tensed and reached for the dagger he kept on the floor beside the bed. Damnation, had he hidden the placards? Yes, he was sure he had.

			Had someone discovered that Emma was here? The Douglases?

			Slowly he curled his fingers around the cold hilt of the dagger and silently rolled out of bed.

			The door creaked open slowly and Tristan balanced on the balls of his feet. 

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 13

			“Tristan?”

			“Emma?” Tristan fell back on his heels and relaxed his grip on his dagger.

			She opened the door wider and he finally saw her slim outline. She looked like a ghost, standing there in her white nightgown, her nearly white hair draped over her shoulders.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked. “Are you ill?”

			“No. Nothing like that.” She stood with her hands folded in front of her, looking down at her feet.

			“Let me stoke the fire. It’s freezing in here.”

			“You don’t have to.”

			But he did have to. Something wasn’t right, and they were both shivering in the cold so he stoked the fire. Besides, he could see her better with the additional light.

			He swept a blanket off his bed and held it out to her. She hesitated before wrapping it around her shoulders.

			It was a small bedchamber with nowhere to sit except the bed but he didn’t offer that.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked again.

			She looked down at her toes then up at him, raising her chin a notch higher than was necessary. “I want us to…make love.”

			He reached out to grab the mantel and blinked a few times.

			“Pardon me?”

			Her gaze flitted away but came back to his, more determined. “I want to make love to you.”

			
			“Well that’s certainly…I’m flattered…” He was desperately searching for words, while his body was already anticipating sliding into her. But that was wrong and his brain was trying to control his body’s natural reaction. He was fairly certain that Emma did not want to make love to him. He didn’t know what brought this on but he was sure making love wasn’t the answer.

			She approached. “Seeing Lord Darnley’s body today did something to me,” she said. “It was shocking and horrifying and sad all at the same time. Regardless of what he did or didn’t do to the queen, or what kind of life he led, he was a young man in his prime who went to bed one night and didn’t awaken in the morning.”

			Ah, now he saw the genesis of her request.

			“Emma—”

			She held up her hand, silencing him.

			“It took a lot of courage for me to walk in here and it’s taking a lot more not to turn away and run back to my room.”

			He pressed his lips together and nodded even though he had a thousand things he wanted to say and an overriding need to hug her.

			“I know you probably think I’m being silly. Some people might say that Darnley deserved his fate or that we shouldn’t be surprised that an enemy finally got to him and maybe they might be right. I’m learning to rethink a lot of long-held beliefs, but that’s not why I’m here making a fool of myself.”

			“You’ll never make a fool of yourself.”

			She waved a hand in the air while the other hand desperately clutched the blanket to her chest. If she wanted to make love to him then she was holding that blanket like a soldier’s shield in battle.

			
			“The fact is that none of us know when our last day will be on this earth. Tomorrow is never guaranteed. I’ve lived all my adult life in fear of men. Angus was…Well, he was not a nice man and he taught me that making love is degrading and painful. I’ve heard that it doesn’t have to be that way and if this were my last night on earth then I’d want to spend it with you learning that lovemaking can actually be beautiful.”

			God’s blood. She had no idea what she was saying, what kind of pressure that put on him. More than anything he wanted to make love to her, to teach her that men could be gentle and kind, but he didn’t think he was the man for that.

			“Have you thought this through?”

			She took a deep breath and held it for a moment before expelling it. “No.”

			Now he was deeply confused and deeply aroused. Not a good combination. “This is not something that can be done on the spur of the moment.”

			“Yes, it can.”

			“Emma—”

			“I can’t think about it. If I think then I will cower and I want to do this. Right now.”

			“You might change your mind if you’d give it a bit of time—”

			“That’s the point. I don’t want to give it time. I’ll lose my courage if I think overlong on this.”

			
			“Courage? Making love is not about courage.”

			She took a step toward him. “But it is all about courage. It’s about trusting the other person to be kind and gentle and loving. It’s nothing but courage and I’m feeling courageous right now. If I think about doing this it will open the door for Angus’s memories to step through and I don’t want that.”

			“This is feeling rushed.” Her speech on courage had him hesitating. He’d never quite thought about making love to a woman in those terms but, damn, she was right. Now he was thinking too much but one of them had to have a steady mind.

			“Please, Tristan.”

			“I just think that this is something we lead up to. Maybe kissing some more…”

			She was shaking her head. “I don’t want to wait. I want to do this now. I want to know that I can…be with a man the way other women can be with a man.”

			So this had less to do with making love to him and more to do with Emma seeing that she could be with a man. Oddly, he wasn’t hurt by this revelation. Rather he was humbled that she chose him for her experiment.

			“How do you know I can be kind and gentle?”

			“You picked me up off the street without knowing who I was and you nursed me back to health. You let me return here when I decided not to return home. You never questioned my motives. You just accepted me as I am. You are a good man, Tristan Fitzherbert. I know it in my bones.”

			
			“Maybe you should question my motives,” he said, feeling the weight of his guilt resting on his shoulders. He’d not done any of that out of the kindness of his heart. Well, maybe at first, but once he realized who she was he knew she would be a valuable tool for his work.

			“What motives do you have, Tristan?”

			“Many.”

			She shrugged. “I don’t care. They are none of my concern.”

			“You just want to use me for my body?” He grinned but his body, already hard and tight, felt like the skin was going to rip open under the strain of wanting her.

			“I want you to teach me how it really should be.”

			“Are you sure you want this, Emma?” He tilted his head toward the blanket still wrapped securely around her. “Because your body is telling me something different.”

			She hesitated. “I’ll admit I’m frightened.”

			“Then maybe we shouldn’t—”

			“But I’m not going to let fear stop me.”

			He managed to bite back his groan. “Maybe you should.”

			She shook her head and after a moment’s hesitation Tristan held his hand out to her. She looked at it for what seemed like the longest time before her own came out from beneath the blanket and she put it in his. He curled his fingers around her cold fingers and slowly drew her toward him.

			He would have to take this slow. Painfully slow. And he wasn’t even sure that would be slow enough. She might balk. She might change her mind. She might run from the room. Whatever she did he would have to accept.

			
			“You’re in charge here,” he said. “If you want to stop, just say so. If you feel that you need to leave and never come back, then leave and never come back. I will not hold you responsible for anything.”

			She nodded, her eyes big and blue and terrified. He’d never bedded a terrified woman before and frankly he was terrified as well.

			“It’s not that bad, Emma. In fact, most people think it’s wonderful.”

			“I’ve never known it to be wonderful. My mother…” She swallowed but drew her shoulders back. “My mother explained it to me but it was nothing like she explained. Angus…He came in and…He didn’t even prepare me for anything. Just raised my gown and…” Tears were swimming in her eyes and a look of horror was etched on her face.

			“Shhh.” Tristan put a finger to her lips. “We’ll never speak of Angus in this room. Understand? He’s not part of this.”

			“But he is,” she said. “His shadow is everywhere and that’s what I want to banish.”

			“Then we’ll banish Angus’s shadow.”

			Tristan gently pried the blanket from her other hand. She held tight for a moment before releasing her hold on it reluctantly. It was going to take all of his willpower to ignore his own body’s needs but he would do it. It would be the greatest achievement of his life but he would do it. For Emma.

			He was holding both of her trembling hands and the trembles traveled up her arms and shook her body.

			“What if we get into bed?”

			Immediately her gaze went to the big, four-poster bed behind him and her head jerked in what he assumed was a nod. He helped her climb into the bed then climbed in on his side.

			
			She was lying on her back, rigid, her arms at her sides, staring at the canopy.

			Tristan pulled the blankets up and rolled to his side, propping his head on his hand. “I’m not going to ravish you right away.”

			She looked at him out of the corner of her eyes. “You’re not?”

			“This might take some time but by God I’m going to make you relax before I touch you.”

			That seemed to have the opposite effect. She seemed to go even more rigid, as if she wanted to get this over with quickly.

			“Making love takes a long time,” he said.

			She closed her eyes and looked pained.

			“But it’s also mutual. Lovemaking is not for one person’s benefit. It’s for both participants and it’s meant to bring them closer together, not drive them farther apart.”

			“It’s for the man’s pleasure,” she said as if she were reciting something she’d been forced to memorize.

			“Wrong. It’s for the man’s and the woman’s pleasure.”

			“The girls…” She licked her lips and Tristan kept silent because he sensed she was relaxing. Just a wee bit, but it was encouraging. “The girls at the palace, they all look up to me because I’ve been there the longest and because I’ve been married before. They think I have all the answers, that I’m wise. When really I’m just as naïve as they are. I feel…I feel like a fraud.”

			“You’re not a fraud and you are wise. You know what men can do. You’ve seen the ugly side and you’ve survived. That’s wise.”

			
			She turned her head to look at him fully and he felt a surge of victory. “Do you think so?”

			“I think anyone who looks evil in the face and walks away is someone to be admired. Don’t feel bad that they admire you. You’re a good role model and I’m sure you look at them as your children and you guide them appropriately.”

			“Not children so much as sisters. Some of them know about Angus. The ones I trust.”

			“I’m glad you’re not carrying that burden alone.”

			Her shoulders relaxed, and Tristan wanted to pump his fists in the air. His body was cooling down as they talked, and he was much more comfortable. Besides, she was warming his bed and he remembered how nice it was to just share a bed with someone.

			“What about you?” she asked. “Do you ever want to remarry?”

			A frisson of alarm shot through him. Good Lord, she didn’t want them to get married, did she?

			Emma laughed. “The expression on your face is funny. Please don’t think I’m trying to trap you into marriage. The last thing I want is another husband.”

			He grinned and noticed that her hands weren’t clenched into fists anymore and she’d folded them over her stomach.

			“The thought entered my mind.”

			“So you don’t want another wife?”

			“One was enough. Annabelle was wonderful but my life does not lend itself to marriage.”

			
			“Your life?” She frowned in confusion and he realized his error. He was so relaxed with her that he’d forgotten his role as the printer.

			“My life at the time. I was busy with other things and not home very often.”

			“What other things kept you away from home?”

			Damn, damn, damn. A terrible slip of the tongue and now he was caught in a lie. He was always careful with his words but Emma caught him in a weak moment.

			“I worked for the English court for a time,” he said. “As a messenger. It took me out of the country frequently.”

			“You were a messenger for the court and you left that to become a printer in Scotland?”

			His stomach was twisting and he was piling lie upon lie and not digging himself out of the hole he’d created.

			“I was a messenger for a very short time and discovered it was not an ideal situation for me. I think I felt guilty for being away from Annabelle and guilty that she had to die alone because I was at the whim of someone else. I left it all behind. England was too painful after that, and Scotland seemed like a good place to land for a bit.”

			Her brows remained furrowed and he could see her thinking, sorting it all out. There was some truth mixed with all the lies. He did feel guilty for always being away from Annabelle. Maybe if he had been home more they would have grown closer. Maybe he would have even fallen in love with her and they could have had children. Maybe she wouldn’t have fallen ill if he had been home.

			“That’s terrible,” she said. “You should go back home. Annabelle would have wanted you to.”

			
			“There’s no call for a printer where I come from. It’s best that I’m in a bigger city. Besides, I like Edinburgh and you should be glad I am here for who else would have carried you to safety?”

			She grinned and he breathed a sigh of relief that he’d escaped that particular trap. “Indeed. I’m eternally grateful you were there. And I’m grateful that you are willing to be here tonight.”

			Their smiles died and the enormity of what they were about to do came crashing back to them. Making love was not usually such a serious thing for Tristan. He’d made love to many women over the years, and it had always been a mutual coming together with no expectations of a future. Except with Annabelle. That had been done the right and proper way with a wedding and an awkward, uncomfortable wedding night.

			But this was so very different than any other time. The pressure was big, the expectations even bigger, and he prayed to God that he could live up to it.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 14

			Emma rolled to her side and folded her arm under her head. She couldn’t believe that she was lying in bed with Tristan, next to him, about to…She wasn’t ready to call it “making love,” but she sensed it would be far different from what she’d done with her husband.

			In truth she just wanted it over with, but she knew that Tristan would never allow that. He wanted it to be special but little did he know that it could never be special for her. Tolerated, maybe. She would even go as far to say it wouldn’t be abhorrent.

			She’d come to him with one mission and that was to prove to herself and to her dead husband that she could do this. She knew she’d hurt Tristan’s feelings when he’d realized her purpose, but she had picked him especially—because she knew in the end he would understand and because there was no one else she could trust.

			“I think God put us on that path together at Kirk o’ Field,” she said.

			“Do you think so?” He sounded surprised.

			She raised an eyebrow. “You don’t believe in God?”

			“Some days I don’t know and some days it’s hard to look at a beautiful sunset or a newborn baby and not think so.”

			“Then fate put us together on that street.”

			“Maybe it was fate. Maybe it was God.”

			He touched her cheek and she drew in a breath of surprise but did not pull away. She watched him carefully, the fear not as sharp as earlier.

			Gently he traced the outline of her face—her temple, around the shell of her ear, down her throat. She shivered and swallowed but didn’t move away as his finger traveled down her neck. He tugged on the tie of her nightgown, done up in a neat bow at her throat, and it came away easily.

			
			She held herself still, when really she wanted to slap his hand away, to pull the edges of her nightgown closed. Please, please just be done with it. But that’s what her husband would have done, and she didn’t want this to be like her time with him.

			“You can breathe,” he whispered, his lips twitching.

			She let her breath out in a whoosh and a tight laugh, but the humor relaxed her even as he nudged the soft fabric of her nightgown away so he could touch the swell of her breast.

			His touch made her gasp in shock.

			“I am going to keep touching you until you relax completely,” he said.

			“I can’t relax completely. That’s asking too much.” She needed to hold on to something of herself. She needed to be in control in some way. She couldn’t relax completely, even if it was Tristan she was with.

			“I’m not going to take you until you are.”

			“That may not be for a long time.”

			“Then I will wait for a long time.”

			“How did I find you?” Her voice broke from a sudden onslaught of tears clogging her throat. What had she done to deserve Tristan?

			“I found you on the side of the road, picked you up and brought you home.”

			She tried to smile but failed. “I was lucky.”

			
			“Maybe I was the lucky one.”

			With just his fingertip he outlined her breast as if he were drawing it. Her breath came in short pants. She was desperately trying to control her urge to run out of the room.

			“Does that feel good?” he asked.

			She paused to think about it. She was so caught up in the fact he was touching her that she didn’t think about what it felt like. And it felt good. Soft, ticklish, but good.

			“Tell me if it doesn’t.”

			“It does.”

			“Good.”

			“Should I be touching you?” The thought didn’t repel her as much as she would have thought it would.

			“Don’t worry about me.”

			“But—”

			“Shhh. Just lie back and enjoy.”

			She huffed out a laugh. “That’s easy for you to say.”

			“I promise you, Emma, that you will eventually enjoy this. Maybe it won’t be tonight but eventually.”

			Eventually? There would be more of this? She’d come here for one time, just to see if she could do it. Just to prove to herself that she wasn’t an ice queen, unlovable and untouchable. Tristan seemed to think there would be more nights like this. She wasn’t going to tell him now that it wasn’t so, but she would have to at some point.

			He touched underneath the heavy weight of her breast.

			She drew in a breath, held it, then released it, concentrating on the feel of his touch. “That feels nice.”

			
			“Does it?” He stroked her over and over. Just the underside of her breast, but he continually got closer to her nipple.

			Gently, quickly, he touched her nipple then moved away. Her gaze snapped to his, her body tense at the sudden movement. He did it again, judging her reaction, watching her closely. The nipple was erect and hard, as if her body was telling her that she enjoyed this.

			He moved to her other breast and began the slow process of stroking that one. She was breathing deeply now and both nipples were hard and pointed toward him. She flinched once when he tried to roll it between his fingers, and he instantly let it go to slide his hand down to the swell of her hips.

			She knew that he thought he had hurt her but that wasn’t it at all. What he was doing felt good but she still would not allow herself to enjoy it fully. She had to take to heart what he told her about both parties enjoying themselves. If she wanted this experiment to be successful then she was going to have to lose some of her rigidity.

			She lifted his hand from her hips and placed it back on her breast. His palm was filled with the soft flesh and he kept it there, unmoving, a question in his eyes.

			He pushed the gaping nightgown to the side and leaned forward. His tongue snaked out and licked her nipple. At first her back went stiff and her mind screamed for her to push him off, but she corralled her thoughts and emotions. Enjoy yourself. Trust him.

			She nodded once. He smiled and licked again, drawing the nipple into his mouth and suckling.

			
			She surprised herself when she moaned. She was quite certain that she’d never felt anything like this before and if this is what making love felt like then no wonder the servants whispered about it in the back halls.

			While he suckled, his hand roamed down her side to rest on her hip. When she didn’t push it away he slid it lower to the juncture of her thighs. She stiffened, her eyes flying open. She was getting so weary of jumping every time he moved his hand. She wouldn’t have been at all surprised if he sat up and told her to leave. How frustrating for him. She knew men had needs and she knew his need must be intense by now and yet he was still taking his time, letting her become accustomed to his touch before moving on, and yet it wasn’t working. She was still as jumpy as when they first started.

			He raised himself up to look at her fully.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t think this is going to work.”

			“No. You’re not leaving yet. At least not unless you really want to.”

			Tears gathered in her eyes and she shook her head. “I don’t want to. I think…This is different. So much better than I thought it could be. I don’t want to give up. I don’t want you to give up on me.”

			“Ah, Emma. I’ll never give up on you. We’ll take as long as needed.”

			“Surely you have to be…in pain.”

			He grinned. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

			Gently he kissed her on the lips. And then he kissed her again, keeping his lips on hers until hers relaxed. He ran his tongue along her seam, slowly pushing her lips open. When she relaxed her jaw, he swept his tongue inside and explored.

			
			Tentatively her tongue reached for his, touching then darting away, then coming back. It felt playful. Could one become playful in bed?

			He drew her closer to him, slowly, by increments, until they were pressed together, chest to chest.

			He just held her and it felt warm and comforting.

			Emma took a chance and initiated their next kiss.

			By unspoken mutual consent they deepened their kiss until both of their hearts were pounding.

			When he pulled away they were both breathing deep.

			“I never knew it could be like this,” she said.

			“Oh, but there’s so much more to come. But we’re not going to rush things now. Not when we’re just learning each other.”

			And suddenly things were so clear. “That’s what it is, isn’t it? Learning each other.” Making love wasn’t about dominance but about exploring the other person, learning about them, becoming closer through that.

			“It can be. If you do it right.”

			“I want to do it right. I want to learn about you too, just like you’re learning about me.”

			“You’ve taught me far more this night than I ever knew before.”

			She frowned. “How is that possible? I clearly know nothing about any of this.”

			“You’ve taught me patience. You’ve taught me that taking our time makes me stop to appreciate everything. That focusing on you is more rewarding than my own completion and that there is far more intimacy in exploring the other person’s body in intimate detail than racing toward the ultimate climax.”

			
			She looked away, embarrassed by his frank words and yet warmed by the thought that she’d taught him all of this.

			“I want to learn those things about you,” she said.

			“This is about you.”

			“I want it to be about both of us.”

			He studied her face for a long while, the firelight playing across his features. “Are you certain?”

			“As certain as I can be.”

			He took her hand and guided it to his straining cock and folded her fingers around it. He closed his eyes and moaned. She kept her hand there for the longest time, frightened but also feeling empowered. Slowly she began to move her fingers as she explored him, touching every inch in curiosity.

			“It’s so hard,” she said in wonder. “And soft at the same time.”

			She found his sacs, drawn up tight to his body, and explored there as well.

			He pulled away from her to take his drawers off and toss them. They landed somewhere with a soft sound. Slowly he raised her night rail, and she helped him take it off her. It landed somewhere near his drawers.

			They were both naked, a condition she was somewhat embarrassed about. No one but her maids had ever seen her completely naked before. Was this normal? This undressing?

			“You’re beautiful,” he said. “The firelight touches your skin and caresses it.”

			
			She tentatively touched his chest, splaying her fingers across it. “You have scars,” she said in wonder.

			“We all have scars. Some are just visible.”

			“I’ve told you about my invisible ones. Someday you will tell me about yours.”

			She found her way back to his cock, intrigued by it.

			“I think…” She swallowed, God in heaven but would she ever cease to be embarrassed by this? Did it get more natural with time? “I think I’m ready,” she whispered into his ear.

			“No, you’re not.” He reached between them to touch the springy softness of her mound. She stiffened, shocked at the intimate touch so unexpected.

			“Relax,” he said softly. “Trust me. Breathe.”

			She visibly forced herself to relax but it wasn’t enough. Her back muscles ached from holding them so tight.

			“I do trust you,” she said. “I just can’t get him out of my mind.”

			“By the end of the night he will be banished from your mind. I promise.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 15

			Tristan knew that Emma would never allow him to make love to her in a real sense until she was completely at ease with him, and she was not completely at ease yet. She still tensed when he moved. She still looked at him warily, as if she were ready to bolt at any moment.

			He had a feeling that she wanted to get this over with and that was not the proper way to make love. She said she wanted him to teach her and by God he was going to teach her.

			He left his hand on her mound, getting her used to the idea of him being down there. Like gentling a horse.

			She remained perfectly still, barely breathing, her eyes trained on his. After a while he started moving his fingers, just slightly. She tensed again but did not jump out of bed. He considered that a victory. His body was so tight and hot and pulsing that he feared he would split out of his skin, but he feared moving closer to her more. Hell, he feared moving at all.

			He ran his finger along her slit, knowing that the secret nub was beneath. Her breathing was coming fast but again he knew it had little to do with passion and everything to do with fear.

			“Trust me,” he whispered.

			“I’m trying.”

			He grinned at the frustration in her voice. “You’ve come much farther than I thought you would.”

			“Trust me, I’ve wanted to run away several times.”

			He would not allow himself to feel hurt at her words because he knew this had nothing to do with him. But he would be a liar if he didn’t admit they stung a wee bit.

			
			“You’re very brave,” he said.

			“I don’t feel brave at all.”

			He dipped his finger inside to find that she was wet and he smiled inside. Her mind was her biggest obstacle because her body was responding beautifully.

			She drew in a breath and her eyes went wide. He tried it again and she blew out a breath that might have, just might have, been carried out on a moan.

			He pressed a little harder and her eyes fluttered closed and a serene expression crossed her face.

			“Your body is responding,” he said. “You just need to let your mind go.”

			She hummed and he felt that she was on her way to letting her mind go.

			“Just feel, Emma. Don’t think.”

			He rubbed her nub and her hips started moving in rhythm to his finger. She was breathing deeper now and he was fairly certain that it was less in fear and more in passion. They had turned a corner and he relaxed a wee bit, surprised that he was actually able to do this.

			He slid his finger inside while his thumb stayed firmly on her nub. She tensed, her legs going rigid.

			“Let your mind go,” he reminded her.

			Slowly her legs lost their rigidity and she sank back into the mattress. She was becoming more and more wet, his finger sliding easily in and out of her. She was moving her hips, grunting and moaning and gasping.

			
			Finally, Tristan couldn’t take it anymore. He pulled his fingers out and rolled onto his back. Her eyes popped open and her brows furrowed in confusion. He knew he’d left her wanting and that was exactly his plan.

			“You’re in control here,” he said.

			“I…I don’t know what to do.”

			“Climb on top of me.”

			“What?” She seemed appalled and he grinned. He had a feeling that Angus only took her one way—Tristan refused to refer to what they did as making love—and that was with him on top. It had to have made her feel helpless.

			Maybe, eventually, if God granted them more time together, they would explore other ways to make love.

			“Straddle my hips,” he said.

			Slowly she sat up and carefully straddled him.

			Tristan closed his eyes and tried not to groan. He tried not to make any sound for fear of scaring her.

			He put his hands on her hips to position her above him, took his cock in his hand and guided her onto him. He slid in so easily that it felt like coming home.

			“Oh,” she said in surprise as she settled fully on him. “I didn’t know…that it could be done this way.”

			“Oh, my dear, there are…” He gasped as she moved slightly. He wasn’t going to last long and maybe that was fine for her first time, but dear Lord this felt exquisite. “There are so many different ways.”

			
			“What do I do?” she asked.

			“Move.” He gritted his teeth and knew the word came out as more of a frustrated command than he’d wanted it to.

			“How?”

			Again he took her hips and showed her how to slide up and down his cock.

			It didn’t take long for her to catch on. Soon she was moving on her own, alternating her tempo until it was driving him mad with desire. His balls were tightening and he knew he didn’t have much time left, but damn it, he wanted her to find her release before he did.

			He reached between them and rubbed her nub.

			“Oh God.” She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, riding him in rhythm to his finger.

			Her eyes flew open and her head snapped back. “Tristan,” she said in fear.

			“Relax. Let your body take over.” He was holding on by a thin thread. Only his willpower was keeping his release at bay but soon it would crash through.

			“Come for me, Emma.”

			“I don’t know how. I can’t.”

			“You can. Just let it go.” God, please, just let it go.

			She whimpered and he pushed hard on her nub and suddenly she stiffened and cried out as her body convulsed around him. “Oh God, oh God, oh God.”

			Tristan swore and surged up, grabbing her hips and forcing her down on his cock. Her passage was contracting and it grabbed onto him and his release finally broke through. He pumped himself into her, seeing red spots in front of his eyes. It was the most powerful release he’d ever experienced and when they were finished she collapsed on top of him, sticky and sweaty and breathing hard.

			

			—

			
			Emma rolled off Tristan and pulled the bedsheets over her, completely embarrassed but also very…satisfied? That didn’t seem like a strong enough word. Proud? Maybe that was a bit better.

			She’d done it. She’d not only successfully made love to a man, but she hadn’t run from the room, she hadn’t felt humiliated at all and she’d reached a climax that had been so wonderful, so exquisite that she couldn’t put it into words. She’d had no idea it could be that way.

			“Thank you,” she said. “That was beautiful.”

			“You’re welcome,” he said, turning on his side to look at her with glittering, amused eyes.

			She swung her legs over the side of the bed, clutching the sheet to her bosom. How was she to get out of the room while completely naked? That seemed inappropriate but she had no idea where her nightgown had gotten off to. Desperately she looked for it, the sheet the only thing between her and complete humiliation. How did normal people extricate themselves from this situation?

			“Where are you going?” Tristan asked.

			She looked at him over her shoulder. “I thought…that I would go back to my own room.”

			“Oh no.” He hooked his arm around her waist and dragged her back to him. “You’re not running away now.”

			
			Stunned, she lay there for a moment, confused at this turn of events. “I’m not running away. I just thought—”

			“You thought this is what lovers did. Make love and then part ways. That assumption is wrong.”

			“Angus always left right after and I was always relieved,” she said softly. “I thought you would want me to leave.”

			“Oh, Emma.” He stroked her hair. “I don’t want you to leave. I want you sleep the night with me.”

			“Truly?” She looked at him in surprise, the thought of sleeping an entire night next to him tempting.

			“Truly.” He pulled the blankets over them and tucked her in next to him so that her back was to his front and his groin nestled into her rear.

			“I’m being truthful,” she said as she snuggled into him, loving the hardness of his muscles against her back. She felt protected and cherished and she wondered what Pandora’s box she had opened by making love to Tristan. Nothing would ever equal this night. “That was beautiful.”

			“It was beautiful.”

			She cranked her neck around so she could see him. “Did you think so too? It wasn’t just ordinary for you?” Suddenly it mattered. At first it had started out being about her but it had changed into being about them.

			He laughed. “No. It was special. And beautiful.”

			“I never knew it could be that way.”

			“Well, now that you do I hope you banish that bloody bastard from your mind.”

			
			“I hope so too,” she said softly.

			They fell into silence after that, but Emma’s mind wouldn’t be quiet and it was as if she were energized at this new discovery.

			“I just want you to know,” she said ever so softly, “that I can’t get with child, in case you were worried.” That was a good thing, of course. Having Tristan’s child would not work in this circumstance but for a small moment she thought about how wonderful it would be if they could be together forever, with a family of their own.

			But that might not be what Tristan wanted at all. He still wasn’t over Annabelle’s death and, really, Emma was becoming maudlin. Just because he helped her through her fear didn’t mean he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her.

			“I was married to Angus for four years and there was never a child as a result.” Oh, please, Emma, please just be quiet. You’re making this worse.

			“Maybe God knew what he was doing in that regard,” Tristan said.

			“Maybe he did.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 16

			Sometime in the middle of the night Emma awoke with a start, her heart hammering and fear blurring her vision. She didn’t know where she was or why she was in a strange bed.

			Tristan muttered something and drew her in tightly to his body and then she remembered everything. All of it. Every wonderful, beautiful, passionate moment, and she started to cry silent tears that dripped down her cheeks.

			Tristan had been so wonderful, introducing her to everything slowly and patiently, ignoring his own needs. She would forever be grateful to him for the sacrifice he made to her this night. There was no way she could repay him for pushing Angus to the far reaches of her mind. She didn’t think she’d ever be free of Angus, but because of Tristan he was less of a threat.

			She wiggled so she was closer to him, although she didn’t know how she could get closer, they were almost fused together. It was nice falling asleep in his arms and absorbing his warmth.

			“Hey, there,” he mumbled, still half asleep. “Are you crying?”

			Mortified that he had caught her weeping she shook her head. “It’s not what you think.”

			He gently touched her shoulder and while she didn’t want him to see her crying, she rolled over to face him. He was deliciously disheveled, his hair sticking up in odd places, his cheeks and chin dusted with a reddish beard, his eyes bloodshot.

			With the pad of his thumb he wiped away her tears, the calluses scraping her skin, but she didn’t mind. The action was so tender that it brought more tears.

			
			“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’m actually very happy.”

			“Of course you are.” He grinned and she laughed through the tears. This man was so special, so wonderful. She wondered how she was going to live the rest of her life without him.

			“It’s just that I’m overwhelmed by what we did. I never knew that it could be that perfect.”

			“Perfect is an awful grand word.”

			“It was perfect for me. I’ve never…” Her face heated and she turned it away from him.

			“I figured that out,” he said.

			She dried her tears with the edge of the blanket and sniffed. “Well, anyway, you should get back to sleep. I don’t want to keep you awake.”

			He touched her cheek, then her chin and she found that spot between her legs growing heavy again. She had no idea what amazing sensations could occur down there and now that her body was aware it seemed to want more.

			With the pad of his finger on her chin he turned her head toward him and kissed her, sweeping his tongue inside. That was another thing that she had always thought degrading but was actually pleasurable. This type of kissing. She kissed him back, being bolder than she ought to be. But this was Tristan. He wouldn’t make fun of her. He wouldn’t put her down or call her names.

			In fact, he groaned.

			
			She pulled away to look at him, feeling like a young girl for the first time in ages. “Can we do it again?”

			“Oh, dear Lord. Yes, we can do it again but only if you want to. You’re not sore?”

			Her face felt like it was on fire. She’d never had such an open and honest conversation like this with anyone, let alone a man.

			“Tender. But I want to try again. You said there are many different ways.”

			He groaned again and his nostrils flared. “You’ll be the death of me, Lady Emma.”

			She grinned. “Is that a good thing?”

			“As long as I die doing this that’s a good thing.”

			“Show me other ways, Tristan.”

			She was being so bold that it was almost embarrassing yet she knew she could say anything to him and it would be all right.

			He guided her hand to his raging manhood. Already it was hot and hard.

			“That was fast,” she said.

			“You have no idea.”

			She played with it, testing its weight, measuring its length and breadth, amazed that it had been inside of her and it felt good when it was inside of her.

			He put a hand on her hip and she was surprised to find that she’d been moving her legs back and forth to alleviate the heavy need building between her thighs.

			Gently he pushed her on her back and hovered over her. “Is this all right? Me on top?”

			
			“Yes.”

			But he didn’t cover himself with her and enter her like she had assumed he would. Instead he slithered down the length of her until his head was at the juncture of her thighs, right where her…

			“Tristan!” She was appalled and embarrassed but he told her to shush and stroked the inside of her thighs until they fell open and she was beside herself with longing.

			“I want you inside of me,” she gasped. “Like before.”

			“Patience, Emma.”

			She made a frustrated sound as he pushed her thighs farther apart and then he was there, his face buried there and his tongue searching…Oh my…

			She gulped and then whimpered when his mouth came over her, sucking that very secret part of her. Her hips came off the bed and she cried out, flinging her arms out to the sides and clutching the bedsheets. He had her pinned to the bed, but what he was doing with his mouth…

			She felt that wonderful, explosive sensation building quickly, far too quickly for what she wanted.

			“Tristan…” She tried to warn him but could barely speak and she thought that he wouldn’t hear her anyway.

			Suddenly it was there, breaking over her in a wave that was surely going to drown her. She arched her back and clenched her teeth and made a strangling, half-sob sound as the wave overcame everything else. That was all there was, just wave after wave. She was sure that she probably crushed his face to her private regions but she did not care. All she cared about was the wave.

			
			And then it ebbed away and Tristan was hovering over her, gliding into her, and she opened up for him, taking all of it, loving every moment. He moved above her, his head back, his eyes closed, and she found that she enjoyed watching him.

			And miraculously that wave began to build again. She was shocked that it could return so quickly and so forcefully. She grabbed onto his hips and let her body take over, not recognizing herself as she moved with him in such a primal way.

			He pumped faster, his teeth clenched, the muscles straining in his neck, a low growl erupting from him, and then he stiffened, gasped, and she felt the warm liquid spurt into her and it was then that her wave broke, as his manhood pulsed inside of her. It was not nearly as potent as the previous one but it still made her toes curl.

			Far too soon Tristan was rolling off her and she was breathing deep, the aftershocks vibrating through her as if her body was also holding on to those last moments.

			Tristan got out of bed and for a moment Emma felt a moment of panic that he was going to leave her alone and she didn’t want that. She wanted to curl up in his arms and doze until they awoke again and made love again.

			But he quickly came back with a wet cloth and gently cleaned her.

			“You have to be sore now,” he said.

			“A little. But it’s a good feeling.”

			He tossed the wet rag out of bed and drew her to him again. They slept in each other’s arms.

			
			Emma was awakened a few hours later to find something hard poking her in the thigh and Tristan watching her.

			“It’s a natural reaction,” he said. “Ignore it.”

			She reached between them and grasped his straining manhood.

			“It’s never satisfied,” she said, making him laugh.

			“Never.” He closed his eyes and moaned, and she stroked him, watching the play of emotions on his face, the wince that she knew was not pain, but pleasure. She loved the feel of him in her hand. By now she felt that she had memorized him and discovered that if she concentrated her movements on just the tip it made him gasp in pleasure.

			She’d been touching him for some time, amazed to discover that once again she had that heavy feeling between her legs, when he grabbed her hand and set up the rhythm. His hips thrust and pumped into their hands and suddenly he was gasping and moaning and warm liquid came shooting onto her wrist.

			When he was finished he reached between her thighs and flicked her nubbin and her hips came off the bed. It didn’t take long for her to find that same release with just his fingers. She grabbed his shoulders and pushed her hips into his hand and felt that wave again, sharp and beautiful.

			Tristan blindly felt around on the floor for the damp cloth, cleaned them up and then kissed her, opening his mouth and taking her all in. For a long time they lay there and kissed and touched each other and learned more about each other than Emma thought possible, but they didn’t make love again.

			And for her that was almost just as good. He was so gentle with her, so patient and kind, and he seemed to know exactly what she wanted and when.

			
			They fell asleep in each other’s arms, sated and satisfied and humbled in each other’s presence.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 17

			Emma woke the next morning feeling sore but it was a good kind of sore. Not the type that she was accustomed to with Angus. She knew that there would be no bruises to hide, nothing to clean up before the servants came in.

			She stretched, loving the feel of her aching muscles, then reached for Tristan. Would he mind doing it again? She might be sore but her body was ready and she wanted to discover all those different ways that he’d mentioned.

			But the other side of the bed was cold and Tristan was gone. There was a note propped up on his pillow.

			Gone on an errand, it read. Will bring back food.

			She smiled and wanted to hug the note to her but that was for a lass in her first throes of love, and she was far from that. She did not know how old Tristan was but she figured he was several years younger than herself. Maybe she thought that because he seemed so carefree and she felt like she had lived a hundred years already.

			Normally she didn’t mind her age. It simply meant that soon men would stop being interested in her and turn their eyes to the younger girls but right now she wished she were younger. She wished a lot of things, like that she wasn’t related to the Bruces or the Howards and that she wasn’t born a lady but a common person who would be allowed to fall in love with a printer.

			Those were silly thoughts. She had no idea if Tristan even felt the same way. He’d made it perfectly clear that he wouldn’t marry again, and she had vowed a long time ago never to wed again.

			
			But that was before she knew that men like Tristan existed. And she was smart enough to know that there weren’t many men like Tristan. He was once in a lifetime and she ached knowing that in this lifetime a love between them was impossible.

			She might be an independent widow with money of her own but neither the Bruces nor the Howards would ever allow a marriage between her and a printer.

			And how ridiculous even to entertain such an idea.

			She flung the blankets off and stepped onto the cold floor. Quickly she hurried to her room, where the fire had died down and frost had gathered on the window. Maybe she should use some of the money that she never spent and go to the South of France. Or maybe Italy. Somewhere warm. She’d heard Italian lovers could be the best lovers.

			She laughed out loud. Who was this woman thinking of moving to Italy to take up a lover? Certainly not the same woman she’d been yesterday.

			Feeling light and carefree she made her way downstairs where it was dark and quiet. The sun had not yet come up but it would soon. She hoped Tristan would return shortly because she was hungry and she wanted to make love to him again.

			She was becoming insatiable and she didn’t care. For once in her life she would do what she wanted instead of what was right and proper. But in the back of her head she knew that she needed to return to Holyrood soon. She had friends who would be wondering about her, and she was curious to see what Gelis had told people about where she was. She was also worried about Mary.

			
			She would spend one more day with Tristan if he agreed. One more day of bliss. One more day of hiding from her responsibilities and the heavy burden of the knowledge she possessed.

			If there truly had been a conspiracy to kill the king then it was Emma’s duty to warn her queen. Her duty and obligation because Mary had been so kind to her the last few years.

			Emma peeked into the kitchen but it was dark, the hearth cold and the only thing she could find was the heel of the loaf of bread that Tristan had bought for them yesterday. It was hard as a rock so Emma left it be.

			She wandered into the sitting room with the straight-backed chairs and no rug and shook her head. This was not a warm and welcoming room. Not like the upstairs sitting room that reminded her of Tristan.

			Next she looked into the printing room. Here the scent of printing ink was strong and she wondered if he’d had to get up early to print something for someone. She wasn’t exactly sure how a print shop worked. She thought that people came to the printer asking them to print something for them. Books and pamphlets and such.

			Emma wandered around the cold print shop, stopping to look up at the print machine that seemed so big and overpowering. It appeared to be a complicated piece of machinery. She moved closer, careful not to touch the levers and such. She did spy a dot of fresh ink that told her that Tristan had indeed been printing this morning. She felt bad for keeping him from his livelihood.

			What had he been printing? Was that the errand he’d had to run?

			
			There were shelves of paper and a cabinet with closed doors. Curious she opened the door to look inside. This was where he kept his typecase. All of the letters were neatly arranged in a box. Some she could tell were still wet from the earlier printing.

			At the bottom of the box of letters she spied something that wasn’t a letter at all but a small something. She looked closer but it was too dark to see what it was.

			Carefully she picked it up and carried it to the window where faint light was beginning to spill through.

			Her heart skipped a beat, then sped up. Nestled in the palm of her hand was a carving of a small hare.

			The same small hare that she had seen on the placard hanging on St. Giles church. She folded her fingers over the wooden piece and closed her eyes.

			She could be wrong of course. But why else would Tristan have a carving of a hare for his printing press? Was it coincidence that a slew of placards was appearing all over the city with this same hare on it?

			Was Tristan printing those placards?

			Her heart was telling her no, but her mind was screaming that this was no coincidence. She felt the essence of him inside of her, thought of their night of lovemaking and how gentle and wonderful he had been.

			She didn’t want to believe it. Not her Tristan.

			She thought back to their conversations.

			“My life does not lend itself to marriage.”

			“Your life?”

			
			“My life at the time. I was busy with other things and not home very often.”

			“What other things kept you away from home?”

			“I worked for the court,” he said. “As a messenger. It took me out of the country frequently.”

			“You were a messenger for the court and you left that to become a printer in Scotland?”

			“I was a messenger for a very short time and discovered it was not an ideal situation for me. I think I felt guilty for being away from Annabelle and guilty that she had to die alone because I was at the whim of someone else, having to go when they told me to go. I left it all behind. England was too painful after that and Scotland seemed like a good place to land for a bit.”

			At the time it seemed plausible but she’d also been worried about making love to him and disappointing him in the process. She’d not really been thinking about his marriage to Annabelle and why he chose to become a printer.

			But now she could see how strange it was that he went from working for the court of Queen Elizabeth to being a printer. One did not fall so far from a much coveted position.

			Exactly what type of messenger had he been?

			She’d originally thought of it in literal terms. The queen gave him a message to take to someone and he delivered it. It was not too far-fetched that a queen would need to communicate with other countries, and so it seemed believable that he was traveling all over the world. That certainly would take him away from his wife.

			
			And he could have been that type of messenger. But why become a printer? Certainly messengers received certain benefits and they were paid well, it would seem. He left all that to struggle as a printer in a different country?

			Or was something else afoot?

			If he was a messenger for the Queen of England would it be possible that she sent him here? But why?

			Emma looked down at the tiny carved hare. The placards were a menace to Mary, shining an unfavorable light on her and her ability to rule the country. Emma had been out there. She had seen the people’s reaction firsthand. They were questioning Mary. Questioning that she might have had a role in her husband’s death. For years the Scottish people had not looked favorably upon Lord Darnley and the way he treated their queen but the horrific way he’d died had shifted public opinion. Now he was suddenly becoming a martyr.

			And Mary was becoming the enemy.

			The placards had a part to play in this, Emma just knew it. The placards helped sway public opinion. At first Emma had thought they were being printed as an underground movement led by disgruntled citizens. But now she wondered.

			Were they being printed by agents of Queen Elizabeth to sway public opinion away from the Scottish queen who made it no secret that she wanted the English crown as well as the Scottish crown?

			Someone pounded on the front door making Emma jump and squeak. She curled her fingers around the hare and stared at the door. Should she answer it? Surely it was someone for Tristan because no one knew she was here.

			
			She hurried over to the cabinet, put the hare back inside and closed the doors. Belatedly she realized she’d gotten ink on her hand from holding the hare but there was nothing to be done about it now.

			She ran her clean hand down her skirts, smiled and opened the door.

			A man stood on the other side, well dressed, older with a fringe of white hair peeking out from his cap. He looked at her and frowned then looked up at the sign hanging above the door indicating this was a print shop.

			“May I help you?” Emma asked.

			“I’m searching for a Mr. Fitzherbert. The printer?”

			“He’s not in at the moment. He should be back later in the day. Can I tell him who came calling?”

			The man hesitated, appearing flummoxed that a woman had answered the door.

			“Tell him Killigrew stopped by. I’ll come back tomorrow.”

			“I will let him know, Mr. Killigrew.”

			The man paused as if he wanted to say something more, nodded and turned around and left. Emma shut the door and leaned against it, her mind whirling with information and speculation.

			Could Tristan still be a messenger for Queen Elizabeth and were these her messages he was posting all over Edinburgh?

			If this were true then the murder of Lord Darnley was becoming stickier and stickier.

			With a purpose that made her heart sink Emma grabbed a piece of paper from the shelves and found an inkwell and quill and quickly penned a note to Tristan. She hurried upstairs, wanting to be gone before he returned.

			
			It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see him again. It was that she didn’t want to face him because she would not be able to keep herself from asking and she didn’t want to know for certain that he was here as an agent of Queen Elizabeth.

			Because if he was then he wasn’t altogether innocent in nursing Emma back to health and letting her stay in his home. Suddenly all the questions he asked her took on new, nefarious meanings and she was hurt and disappointed. He’d lied to her. He’d passed himself off as an innocent printer when that’s not what he was at all.

			She blinked away her tears and refused to think about the night they’d spent together. That was not a lie. She refused to believe it was. For whatever reason Tristan had made love to her because he’d wanted to. Not because he’d wanted something from her.

			She swiped away her tears and looked around her small room. There was nothing here she wanted to take with her. The gown she’d worn the night of the murder was beyond repair and held too many bad memories. She grabbed her cloak and hurried out, poking her head into the street to make sure he wasn’t coming and closing the door firmly behind her.

			She did not look back at the little shop that held so many fond memories to her. The only place she’d felt truly safe. It just went to show what she knew. All her life she’d felt naïve and stupid and this just proved that she really was both.

			She kept her head down as she walked up High Street, passing people and listening to their conversations. Apparently there was real speculation and fear that Bothwell had been involved in Darnley’s murder. People were commenting that the man needed to go to trial.

			
			That was serious if the Scottish people were calling for a trial.

			They were also speculating about Mary’s involvement because she was so close to Bothwell. That was not good for Mary. Emma cursed her queen for her habit of always trusting the wrong men. This was just proof that Bothwell was not good for Mary’s reputation but you’d never be able to tell the queen that.

			Emma slowed as she neared Mercat Cross. This was the place where all announcements were hung. This was where one went when you wanted to hear the latest news. And it seemed there was a crowd gathering. That wasn’t too out of the ordinary, especially considering recent events.

			Emma pushed her way through the crowd to find another placard, this one more damning than the others.

			There were no words, just pictures.

			Of a mermaid—the sign of a prostitute—holding a sword over a hare.

			Emma stared at the horrible message.

			The mermaid was obviously Queen Mary because she was wearing a crown. And the hare was obviously Bothwell because the hare was his heraldic device.

			Mary holding a sword over Bothwell. To make him do what she wanted?

			To make him kill her husband?

			
			Emma’s gaze strayed to the hare, and her heart slowly rolled over and died. It was the exact same hare that she’d held in her hand not even an hour ago.

			She looked down at her hand smeared with printer ink and closed her fingers over it, tears blurring her vision.

			Oh, Tristan. What have you done?

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 18

			Tristan kicked the back door to the print shop closed, his arms full of food. He’d certainly worked up an appetite over the night, and he was sure Emma had as well.

			He’d hated leaving her like that but there’d been a special meeting of the printers’ guild and he was curious to know who else had been printing the placards because he was not responsible for all of them. They’d been popping up all over the city since he’d posted the first one and he’d thought it interesting that others were following his cause.

			He hadn’t learned anything other than that a handful of highly placed lords and Bothwell—who was already under suspicion—were demanding that whoever was putting up the placards must stop. Rumor was that the nobles were threatening to round up all of the printers for questioning.

			Tristan would halt his duties until the fickle lords concentrated on something else. He’d been around long enough to know that their attention would wander shortly.

			Unfortunately Tristan had learned all of this after he’d hung his last, and most damning, placard. Ah well. Nothing to be done about it now.

			He wanted to forget all of that for the moment and return to his nice warm bed where a very willing Emma was waiting for him.

			He’d had no idea what sort of Pandora’s box he’d opened when he’d introduced her to the proper way to make love but, by God, it had been magnificent.

			After her initial reluctance, she’d been insatiable and he’d been more than willing to let her experiment on him.

			
			Just thinking about it made him hard and he dumped the food on the countertop to quickly but quietly climb the stairs. He’d been far longer than he’d wanted to be because the guild meeting took more time than usual. The older printers were worried and felt the need to lecture the younger printers. Most were scared that they would be rounded up and questioned. It was never good to be questioned, especially by Bothwell’s men. Tristan understood their fear and felt bad for putting them in this position. But he wasn’t the only one who had been printing seditious placards.

			He opened the door to his bedchambers to find the bed empty. Frowning he put his hand on the bedsheets where Emma had lain. They were cold, telling him that she’d left the bed some time ago.

			“Emma,” he called out as he bounded down the steps to the main part of the shop. There were only three rooms down here and he knew she wasn’t in the kitchen. Neither was she in the small sitting room or the printing room.

			But that’s where he found her note and his heart dropped.

			
			
				Tristan,

				My apologies for having to leave this way and without warning. It is time for me to return to Holyrood and my life there. My time here was magical and I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done for me. You will always hold a special place in my heart.

				
					E

				

			

			He crumpled the note, hurt that she’d run out on him. He’d expected it last night, but not this morning.

			He’d been a fool to think that she would find his life here enough. He was a fool to get involved with her in the first place. At least now he could concentrate on what he’d been sent to Scotland to do, and it appeared that he wouldn’t be here very much longer anyway if Bothwell and the parliament followed through with their threats to round up the printers.

			Tristan needed to be long gone before that happened.

			Maybe Emma knew best. Maybe it was better to leave it this way—one wonderful night with no emotional involvement.

			Because he wasn’t emotionally involved.

			He wasn’t.

			

			—

			Emma’s apartments were just as she’d left them five days ago. Nothing had changed, everything was the same. Except everything had changed inside of her.

			She was glad to be home. Mary had been more than generous, giving Emma a suite of rooms in the most newly renovated part of the palace. They were sumptuously decorated with thick carpets, velvet window hangings and comfortable furniture.

			It was home.

			Or at least it had been home. Now she looked at it with different eyes, seeing a small sitting room packed with books and little wooden carvings, a bedchamber that only had room for a bed and a wardrobe instead of the gilt-encrusted heavy furniture before her.

			
			She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. Her time with Tristan had been temporary and was never to be repeated. She must return to this life, just like her note said, and pretend that nothing happened. That nothing changed her life so dramatically that she was a different person inside.

			She would forget what she’d learned today about Tristan. She would not tell anyone, and her last gift to him would be his safety.

			“My lady?”

			Emma spun around to find Gelis in the doorway, her eyes wide and filled with surprise.

			“Gelis.”

			“I thought…” The lady’s maid looked away but not before Emma glimpsed the flicker of guilt in her eyes.

			“You thought what?”

			Gelis rushed forward, the guilt replaced with relief. “We all thought you had perished. Where have you been? We’ve been looking for you.”

			Emma raised a brow. “Who has been looking for me?”

			Gelis looked away again. “People in the palace. I told them we were caught in the explosion.”

			“And did you tell them I had died?”

			“No. Of course not.” But the answer came too quickly.

			“And I’ve been worried about you, Gelis. What happened to you after the explosion?”

			“You looked like you…Well, you looked dead, my lady. I ran to the palace for help but when we returned you were gone.”

			
			Her story was certainly plausible, and it matched what Tristan had told Emma. He’d said there was no one else around when he found her.

			“I was saved by a Good Samaritan.”

			“Oh, my lady. I’m so pleased.”

			More like relieved. Gelis no doubt had run away in fear. How long she waited to tell anyone about Emma lying in the street Emma didn’t know. Neither did it matter at this point.

			“Yes, I am too. Please call for a bath.”

			Gelis looked askance at Emma’s gown, suitable for a servant or someone working the stalls on High Street, but completely unsuitable for court life.

			Gelis called for the bath and helped Emma out of the gown. “I’ll get rid of this,” she said.

			“No. I want to keep it. Have it washed and bring it back to me.”

			Gelis looked at her wide-eyed.

			“I mean it, Gelis. I want that gown back.”

			“Yes, m’lady.”

			Emma sank into the hot tub of water and breathed out. It felt good to finally wash herself fully instead of standing at a pitcher of cold water and washing bits and pieces of herself. It also felt good for her sore muscles and the bits…Well, the bits that were ravished last night by Tristan.

			She felt her face heat and tears push against her eyelids. Gelis was puttering around in her bedchambers and Emma did not want the girl to see her cry.

			
			What would Tristan do when he saw her note? Would he be angry? Hurt? Or would he shrug it off and take it for one wonderful night that he’d known would never last?

			She wanted him to remember her in some way, even if it was for the frightened woman who came to him with her heart in her hands and her fears exposed to him. He’d taken her heart, fixed the cracked pieces, polished it up, and handed it back to her.

			He might forget her but she would never forget him.

			The tears escaped her closed lids and traveled down her cheeks, hot and salty, and she let them go. She would cleanse herself inside and out of Tristan Fitzherbert and reenter her life in the palace and move on. It was the only thing she knew to do.

			By the time the water had cooled, her tears had stopped and Gelis was waiting for her with a warmed towel. Emma wrapped herself in it and looked longingly at her bed. She’d not gotten much sleep the night before and desperately wanted to sleep for a few hours, to forget everything. But this was palace life and soon people would learn that she had returned, and she wanted to see Mary and offer her condolences.

			“I think the black gown,” Emma said to Gelis. “I want to visit Mary and a mourning gown is appropriate.”

			“Her Majesty isn’t in residence,” Gelis said, pulling out the black gown anyway.

			“Isn’t in residence? But she’s in mourning.” One didn’t just travel somewhere while in mourning. It was thoughtless and unheard of.

			“She got scared thinking the explosion was meant for her and up and took the prince to Edinburgh Castle.”

			
			“Well.” Emma didn’t know what to do now. She’d been so focused on comforting the queen that it had never occurred to her that Mary wouldn’t be here.

			“Some say she’s feeling poorly too.”

			“Oh dear.” Mary’s health was always precarious. She suffered from mysterious diseases that the doctors couldn’t pinpoint but that caused great pains in her side. Any little thing could set her off.

			“Well,” Emma said. “Let’s dress me for supper at least.”

			Gelis dressed her in a dark purple instead of the black, and Emma didn’t find it as comforting as she’d assumed she would to be in her own gowns of rich fabric. She’d become accustomed to the soft material of the servant’s gown that Tristan had found for her.

			No more thoughts about Tristan. He was now in the past. The recent past, but the past just the same.

			Gelis was puttering around behind her, picking up bits of clothing and folding them, humming to herself. Emma approached the mirror and smoothed a lock of hair away, peering closely at her reflection.

			“That night,” she said. “The night of the explosion. Do you remember much?”

			Gelis paused in her folding, a slight hitch in her shoulders, and she stopped humming. “No’ much,” she said.

			“Do you remember the explosion?” Emma fluffed her skirts and picked at a recalcitrant pleat.

			“Oh yes, m’lady. ’Twas terrible. Loud and bright and…well, it fair scared me half to death. Thought for sure I’d jumped out of m’shoes.”

			Emma hummed an agreement. “Were you injured?”

			
			“Nay, m’lady. Just scart.”

			“It was all rather frightening, wasn’t it?” Emma watched Gelis in the reflection of the mirror as the girl moved about the room. Did she appear to be nervous? Hiding something? Emma couldn’t tell. “What about before the explosion? Do you remember anything from before?”

			“I remember it was cold, and no offense, m’lady, but I fiercely wished you’d taken the Whickershams up on that carriage offer.”

			Emma bit back her smile. “Considering the consequences, it was rather foolish to turn down the comfort.”

			Gelis looked up and their gazes clashed in the mirror, Gelis’s wary and Emma’s determined.

			“I should no’ have run, m’lady.” Gelis bowed her head. “It was selfish of me, but God above ye looked dead. And I did come for help. I really did. But by the time we got there you were gone. I thought maybe you had gone back to the Whickershams for safety.”

			“Did you send someone there to fetch me?” she asked. Concerned that now the Whickershams knew she had been missing.

			Gelis shook her head. “Things were so confusing and no one knew what to do about the king’s death…I think your absence went unnoticed for a time.”

			Gelis’s words strangely hurt. That there was no one here who would miss her or mourn her saddened Emma. Is this what her life had become? Obscurity?

			But wasn’t that what she’d wanted after her awful marriage? She shook her head. This was not why she was questioning Gelis. She wanted to find out if Gelis had seen the king’s death too. But Gelis seemed more concerned that she’d left Emma.

			
			“Anyway,” Gelis said, straightening her shoulders and smiling. “It’s good ye’re back and safe.”

			“Yes,” Emma said. “It’s good to be safe.”

			

			—

			She made her way to the dining hall where she received a warm and surprised welcome from the other girls. They peppered her with questions and she felt that she deflected most of them adequately until they turned to their favorite pastime, court gossip.

			Margaret, a younger girl who had been here for a few months and was the daughter of minor nobility, leaned closer to Emma.

			“We were told that you had been walking past Kirk o’ Field when the blast occurred,” she said. “No one knew what happened to you after.”

			“I was saved by a very kind stranger who nursed me back to health. I had quite the nasty bump on the back of my head that incapacitated me for a few days.”

			“Oh, that’s horrible,” Margaret said, clearly aghast. “A blow to the head can be deadly.”

			Emma knew Margaret loved science. She had studied almost every scientific book in the queen’s library.

			“They should be treated very seriously,” she said. “Have you seen a physician?’

			“I’m quite certain that mine was not that serious. Just a slight headache and an unattractive lump.”

			Margaret clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Nevertheless, you should see a physician. I read about a person who bumped their head and said they were fine. Two days later they were dead. The brain swelled—”

			
			“I’m quite fine, Margaret. No swelling of the brain.”

			Margaret sat back, looking unconvinced. “If you’re certain.”

			“Very certain.”

			“Who was this person who nursed you?”

			Emma thought of the magical night in Tristan’s arms and hid her smile. “My Good Samaritan was most kind and hospitable.”

			Margaret looked at her a little more shrewdly. “Where was this place you were taken to?”

			“On High Street. You wouldn’t know of it. They were a simple family.” She had to lie. She couldn’t reveal that she’d just spent four nights with a man who had been a stranger to her. Although it was odd to call Tristan a stranger when they’d shared so much. She felt she knew him far better than she’d known her own husband.

			“How are things at the palace?” Emma asked to change the subject.

			Margaret looked around in what Emma thought was fear. Very strange.

			“Different. Strange.” Margaret leaned close. “Can we speak in private? Maybe later in your apartments? After supper?”

			Emma nodded, curious and alarmed at the seriousness of Margaret’s tone.

			Emma listened with half an ear as the girls talked through supper, but she noticed that they were far more reserved than they’d been in the past. Nothing was mentioned of Lord Darnley or Bothwell or even the queen herself. Their conversation centered around the eligible gentlemen and the fashion of the French court.

			
			Bothwell was not present for the meal and Emma wondered if he was at Edinburgh Castle with Mary. If so that would be a grave mistake on Mary’s part, and more than anything Emma wanted to go to her queen and warn her of what the people on the streets were saying about her.

			Supper ended and people wandered off. Normally they would move into Mary’s privy chamber and congregate there, attending to their stitching or just talking. Instead they disappeared back to their own chambers. Some went for a walk in the gardens.

			It was only natural that the atmosphere would be more subdued. After all, the king was dead and not yet buried. It had been only five days since the explosion that took his life. People were still in shock. The queen was not around to guide them. They were set adrift.

			Margaret met Emma in her apartments. She shut the door firmly behind her then looked around as if spies were hiding behind the curtains.

			The two settled in front of the fire.

			“Gelis is gone for the afternoon, and I can assure you no one else is here,” Emma said.

			Margaret’s smile was a bit sheepish. “You must think me a fool for being so cautious.”

			“One can never be too cautious, especially in a royal court.”

			Margaret twisted her fingers in her lap. “It’s just that you’ve always had a good head on your shoulders and the other girls, they look up to you for guidance. You helped Rose when she needed it and you never said a thing to anyone else about it.”

			
			“Of course I wouldn’t say anything. You and Rose came to me in confidence.”

			Margaret hesitated then seemed to come to a decision. “It’s just that things are different,” she blurted out.

			“Of course they’re different. The king is dead. People are in shock.”

			“Yes, of course. But that’s not what I mean.”

			When it became obvious that Margaret wasn’t sure what to say next, Emma leaned forward and touched the girl’s knee. “What’s different, Margaret?”

			“The queen. Everything. Mary is relying more and more on Lord Bothwell, and he is taking over her duties, leading the investigation into the king’s death, running matters of state. The queen is supposed to be doing these things, not some…” She looked around again and dropped her voice to almost a whisper. “Not some soldier.”

			“Lord Bothwell is more than a soldier,” Emma said.

			“I know.” Margaret looked down at her hands as Emma tried to control her rising fear. Things were not as well as they seemed.

			“What are people frightened of?” Emma asked.

			“We’ve all heard the rumors,” Margaret said. “Is it true what they say? That there are missives placed all over the city claiming Bothwell killed the king with Mary’s approval?”

			Emma hesitated but decided it best not to lie when the facts were so strong. “It is true,” she admitted.

			“You don’t seem shocked,” Margaret said.

			Emma chose her words carefully for fear they would find their way back to Bothwell. She trusted Margaret but it was best not to trust anyone fully these days. “The placards are certainly damning. And the people of Edinburgh are inclined to believe them. It’s strange. For so long they were against Lord Darnley, claiming him and his actions an embarrassment to the city but now it’s as if Darnley is a martyr and Bothwell the martyr’s murderer.”

			
			“That’s what I’ve heard. This isn’t good, Emma. Bothwell is very angry at what he’s hearing from the outside and the angrier he gets the more he stomps around the palace as if it is his palace to control. Every chance he gets he proclaims his innocence. The other lords are calling for an investigation into the king’s death and some have been heard to say that they believe Bothwell did it. Meanwhile Mary cannot be found. I understand that she is in mourning but her people need her more now than ever.”

			“Bothwell cannot take the crown away from her,” Emma said.

			Margaret looked pained. “Mary has always been fond of Bothwell. What if he convinces her to marry him?”

			“Mary refused to give Darnley any power. I’m sure she would refuse Bothwell the same.” But would she? Mary had always held a certain fondness for Bothwell that had been absent for her own husband.

			Emma could understand Margaret’s fear and it became her own fear. Mary’s absence, the mere fact that she wasn’t calling for an investigation of her husband’s death, and the way she was allowing Bothwell to run the country made her appear weak and suspect.

			“I’m certain that once Mary is feeling well again she will take the reins of the country,” Emma said, trying to sound positive. For a swift moment the need to return to Tristan was sharp and painful. She wanted to withdraw from all of this—from dead kings and murder plots and absent queens—to return to her lover’s arms and hide from everything.

			
			But that was no longer possible and her place was here in the palace. Tristan’s was…Well, she wasn’t sure what Tristan’s position was. If it was to cause chaos within the power structure of Scotland then he was doing a fine job of it.

			Damn you, Tristan. She feared for his safety, for what he was doing was far more dangerous than he probably even realized.

			Or maybe he did realize it.

			She passed a hand over her eyes and wished it all away. But none of this was going to go away and Emma had to do her best to avert disaster within the palace.

			Bothwell needed to be stopped. It was obvious that he was taking advantage of Mary’s infirmity and her seclusion from mourning. Either Mary didn’t know what was happening or she was allowing it to happen. Emma had to find out which.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 19

			Emma was wandering through the palace in search of…Well, to be honest she was in search of Tristan even though she knew she would never find him here. She missed him. She missed him so much it was a physical ache inside her heart that wouldn’t go away no matter how hard she tried not to think about him. It was worse on days like this when it was too cold to go outside and there were no activities to keep her busy.

			In fact all activities had been canceled due to the king’s death. It was only appropriate and she felt like a child who needed to be entertained, but it was when she was set adrift that she felt the loneliest.

			She was rounding a corner when she thought that maybe she would search out Margaret in the library. The least silly of all the girls, Margaret had no real interest in courtship or the games people played within the palace walls. Emma needed a dose of that right now.

			It’d been two days since she left Tristan but it seemed like two weeks and she was bewildered as to how she’d grown to care for someone so quickly and miss him so dearly.

			She was so lost in her thoughts that she nearly ran someone over. Quickly she stepped back and came face-to-face with the man who had called upon Tristan at the print shop.

			“Excuse me,” she said.

			The little man bowed. “My apologies, my lady. I wasn’t paying attention.” He looked up and paused, his eyes narrowing. “Have we met before?”

			
			“At…No, I don’t believe so.” At the last moment she kept her thoughts to herself. Other than to say that she’d been taken in by a nice family she’d not told anyone where she’d spent the three days after the explosion and she wasn’t going to let this man know either. If he didn’t remember her then that was well and good.

			“You look very familiar,” he said, then shook his head as if dismissing his thoughts.

			“Can I help you find something?” she asked, curious as to why he was here in the palace when he’d been looking for Tristan just a few days ago.

			“I’ve come to speak to the queen but I’ve been told that she is not in residence so I’ve been rattling around with naught to do but wait.”

			“The queen? It must be serious if you need an audience with the queen at this time.” She faintly hinted that it was an inappropriate time to request an audience with Mary.

			“Oh dear, I’ve been remiss in introducing myself.” He sketched another small bow. “Sir Henry Killigrew, my lady. Messenger and faithful servant to Queen Elizabeth of England.”

			Emma tried hard to hide her reaction but inside she felt as if someone had punched her in the stomach. Messenger to Queen Elizabeth?

			She understood what a messenger to Queen Elizabeth would be doing in the palace looking for Queen Mary. What she didn’t understand was what a messenger to Queen Elizabeth would be doing calling on Tristan.

			But she was beginning to have a good idea, and the thought had her more frightened than anything ever had.

			
			“Does Queen Mary know you are here?” she asked.

			“She does. And I am told that she will meet with me this afternoon when she arrives from Edinburgh Castle.”

			“That is good then,” Emma said absently, not really paying attention to the conversation anymore.

			A messenger from England looking for Tristan. Maybe Killigrew had been conveying his felicitations from Queen Elizabeth to a former messenger. Maybe Tristan and Killigrew knew each other from when Tristan was a messenger.

			She remembered the little carved hare that she’d found in the box of letters and she feared that Tristan had not given up his service to Elizabeth at all.

			With another bow and a wide smile, Killigrew hurried away, leaving Emma with her unwelcome thoughts.

			

			—

			Tristan had just spent the longest two days of life, alone, frustrated and angry. He’d not been able to print any placards, what with the rumors circulating that Bothwell was going to start rounding up the printers. And Emma’s absence had left a hole in his life even though she’d only been in his life for a few days. It was amazing how quickly she had come to mean so much to him.

			He missed her. He really missed her.

			Maybe it was time to leave. Close the shop and return to Elizabeth to find out his next mission. He’d partly accomplished what he’d come here to do. The Scottish people would finish the rest.

			But Tristan had never walked away from a mission that wasn’t finished, and he couldn’t make himself do it now, especially for a woman who should have meant nothing to him.

			
			No. He would stay. He would finish this and he would remember Emma fondly, with only the tiniest flicker of hurt.

			He’d finished the piece he’d been whittling when she’d arrived in his life. A falcon, fierce and frightening, but beautiful at the same time. For some reason the bird reminded him of Emma. It was a strange correlation to make. The falcon was a hunter—a killer—and Emma was nothing like that. But she was fierce and she was beautiful and Tristan had a feeling that if she were backed against the wall she could become a predator as well.

			He was putting the finishing touches on the falcon when there was a knock on the front door of the print shop. Always on alert that his placard printing could be discovered he was cautious when he answered the door, one hand on the hilt of his dagger.

			It wasn’t Bothwell’s men but rather Killigrew, a servant of Elizabeth’s, and someone Tristan had known for a long time. He was surprised at how happy he was to see a familiar face.

			“Tristan,” Killigrew said with a wide smile. Killigrew was a short, little man with a perpetual smile and sunny disposition. As the queen’s messenger, sometimes Killigrew had to deliver unfavorable dispatches but no one could be angry at Killigrew for long because he was such a pleasant fellow.

			Tristan brought him up to his comfortable sitting room, where they drank ale and Killigrew caught Tristan up on the news of England.

			“What about Simon Marcheford and Will Sheffield?” He’d debated asking about his friends, the other English spies who had been sent to Edinburgh and been run out of Scotland by the queen. Tristan had never learned their fates and he was half afraid to ask, half afraid to find out that they were dead.

			
			Killigrew wrinkled his brow in thought. “Haven’t heard about them but the queen’s been keeping me busy. I’ve been in France recently, Spain before that.”

			Tristan nodded, disappointed that he still didn’t know, hopeful that his friends were still alive.

			Killigrew finished off his ale and put the mug down, then sat forward. “Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth, asked me to pass a message on to you. She says your job is more important than ever. She fears that Lord Bothwell was involved in Darnley’s murder and his motive is to wed Mary. Queen Elizabeth says that a marriage between Bothwell and Mary must be stopped at all cost. She fears that with power Bothwell will make an alliance with France and that cannot happen for England’s sake.”

			“She wants me to continue with the placards?” Tristan asked.

			“She does. It seems to be going well,” Killigrew said. “I’ve made my way through the streets of Edinburgh and people are disgruntled with Bothwell and feel that Mary has her hand in this as well. You’ve done well, Fitzherbert.”

			Tristan nodded, accepting this situation. In some ways he was glad to have been told to stay in Scotland. Maybe he would see Emma again.

			What a heartsick fool he was for that to be his first thought.

			Killigrew stood and stretched. “I met with Mary tonight. She’s…” He shook his head. “She’s a strange one. Very fearful for her own safety. Peculiar reaction to her husband’s death if you ask me.”

			
			“What message did Elizabeth convey to Mary, if I may ask.”

			“Nothing too secretive. She expressed her condolences and such.”

			Mary believed she had a better relationship with Elizabeth than was actually true. Elizabeth held respect for the other female monarch but she watched her warily and always with the future of the English crown on her mind.

			“I should be going,” Killigrew said.

			Tristan walked him down to the front door but just before he left Killigrew said, “Where’s your lady friend?”

			Tristan frowned. “Lady friend?”

			“I called on you a few days ago and a lady answered the door, said you weren’t here but she’d pass my message on.”

			Emma. Killigrew had called when Emma was still here. More than likely the morning she’d left.

			“Did you say anything to her?”

			Killigrew frowned. “Just asked for you and she said you were gone.”

			“Nothing else?”

			Now Killigrew looked perturbed. “Of course not. I’d never compromise your position.”

			“My apologies, Killigrew. Of course you wouldn’t. She’s…She was a friend but she’s not around any longer.”

			Killigrew nodded and left while Tristan stood in the middle of the print shop trying to piece together the day that Emma had walked out of his life. It was no coincidence that she’d spoken to Killigrew right before she left, but he also believed Killigrew when he said that he’d revealed nothing of Tristan’s true purpose here.

			
			Yet, Emma had left right after.

			Why?

			

			—

			When Mary returned to Holyrood, Emma was not to see her until the day after. The queen had been sequestered with Bothwell for the entire day in secret meetings that put Emma on edge.

			The queen surely saw that aligning herself with Bothwell right now was not the best choice. Public opinion was swaying against him and therefore against Mary as well.

			When Emma finally got to see her friend and queen she was astonished at Mary’s appearance. Her cheekbones were pronounced. There were dark circles under her hazel eyes and her complexion was pale against her reddish-gold hair. Not always in the best of health, the queen looked unnaturally ill.

			She smiled wanly at Emma and held her hands out to her. “Ah, Emma, chère,” she said in that strange combination of French and Scottish.

			“Your Majesty.” Emma bowed and took the stool that Mary offered her, sitting opposite the queen. They were in Mary’s private chambers, alone.

			“I’m so very sorry for your loss,” Emma said. “Such a tragedy and under such unusual circumstances.”

			Mary passed a hand over her brow. “It’s all so very disturbing, Emma. That could have been me at Kirk o’ Field.”

			
			Emma’s brows drew together, not following Mary’s train of thought. “Were you supposed to be at Kirk o’ Field with Lord Darnley?”

			“No. But it’s a place I stay at times. What if I had been there?”

			“We mustn’t think like that. We must thank the Lord it wasn’t you.”

			Mary leaned forward. “But what if that explosion was meant for me?” Her worried eyes searched Emma’s and Emma suppressed a shudder. The queen certainly wasn’t acting like herself at all. There was a desperation about her, a certain unraveling that did not bode well. “That means that there are people who want me dead.”

			“But you don’t know for certain it was meant for you. You hadn’t even planned on staying at Kirk o’ Field that night. And we all know that Lord Darnley had made a lot of enemies. It seems more probable that Darnley was the target if there was even a target at all. It could have easily been an accident.”

			Mary sat back and folded her hands in her lap. She was draped all in black for the mourning of her husband and the color did not suit her at the moment, making her appear more sickly.

			“I just don’t know,” she muttered. “It’s all so frightening. I took James to Edinburgh Castle. He’s better protected there.”

			“That was probably wise.”

			Mary seemed to withdraw into herself and a thick silence fell between them. Emma debated what to say next. She felt an urge to warn Mary about Bothwell but there was also risk involved since Bothwell seemed to have ears everywhere and Mary seemed to be relying on the man more and more.

			But something needed to be said.

			
			“Your Majesty.”

			Mary’s eyes searched out Emma’s but they were blank and Emma’s worry grew.

			“As you’ve probably heard I was affected by the explosion as well—”

			“Oh, chère, yes. I heard and I am so sorry. Are you unwell? Were you grievously hurt?”

			“Just a bump on the head. Luckily I was found by nice people who took me in.”

			“That was very fortunate.”

			She was losing the queen’s attention again so she spoke quickly.

			“I was in Edinburgh for a few days and…” She swallowed. She would not tell Mary about the placards. If Tristan was involved she was not going to implicate him. “Sentiment is running high among your people.”

			Suddenly Mary’s gaze sharpened, and the old queen appeared to have returned.

			“They seem to think that Lord Bothwell was involved in Lord Darnley’s murder.”

			Mary waved her hand in the air and made a disbelieving sound. “A bunch of nonsense. Lord Bothwell has been nothing but kind and accommodating to me. He’s aggrieved at the king’s death, as is everyone.”

			“But—”

			“But nothing, Lady Emma. Lord Bothwell has been invaluable to me, keeping things together here while I made sure that my son and heir is safe. He’s a very astute man and invaluable to our country. The people will realize that in time.”

			
			Her voice was sharp and the previous worry was gone from her eyes. She appeared agitated and angry.

			The people will realize that in time.

			Were the words a foretelling? Was Mary hinting that Bothwell would be around for a long time to come, possibly as the next King of Scotland? If so then the people would certainly rebel because he was much hated right now.

			“I just feel that aligning yourself to him at this time might not be—”

			“Please don’t let me believe that you, Lady Emma, are telling me, your queen, how to behave and how to run this country.”

			Her tone was imperious and every bit queenly and there was a clear warning in it.

			Emma sat back, knowing she’d been defeated and frustrated for it.

			“Of course not. I just didn’t know if you were aware of what was happening on the streets of Edinburgh.”

			“I’m well aware. I know of everything that is happening because Bothwell keeps me updated daily.”

			Back to Bothwell. What was he telling Mary? The truth or lies?

			And why was Mary more concerned about Bothwell and herself than the fact that her husband was dead?

			“Your Majesty.”

			Mary looked up and smiled wide. Emma twisted around to find Bothwell in the doorway, rising from a bow. Her heart sank. She had not wanted to encounter this man at all. She sensed that he was at the heart of all of Mary’s troubles but the queen refused to see it. Emma prayed that Bothwell had not overheard any of their conversation. That would prove dangerous for her. Mary might like Emma but if Bothwell did not then Emma had no hope that Mary would stay loyal to her.

			
			She rose and faced Bothwell. There was something arresting about the man, and Emma could see why the queen was drawn to him. He was everything that Mary’s first deceased husband, the late King of France, had not been. Bothwell exuded power. It dripped off him in ways that people recognized immediately. When he walked into a room people noticed. He was a take-charge man, who made decisions quickly and effortlessly. Women loved him, men feared him and at the same time wanted to be in his presence. He was dark complected with dark eyes that saw everything.

			Emma suppressed a shudder when those eyes assessed her.

			“Lady Emma,” he said.

			She was surprised he knew who she was, and a frisson of fear traveled up her spine.

			“My lord.”

			His gaze moved to Mary, who was still smiling at him. Emma wished she’d had more time alone with the queen, but at the same time knew that she would never convince Mary that relying on Bothwell was a bad idea.

			“Lady Emma was caught in that dreadful explosion,” Mary said to Bothwell, making Emma wince inside. That was not information she wanted Bothwell to know.

			His dark gaze assessed her again. Maybe a little more shrewdly than before?

			“Caught?” he asked.

			
			“I was walking by at the time,” Emma said to dispel any notion he might have that she was with Darnley.

			“I’m sorry to hear that, my lady.”

			“She was hurt but thankfully not grievously so.”

			“Yes,” Bothwell said thoughtfully. “Thankfully. I’d like to talk to you about the explosion, Lady Emma. I’m curious as to how such a tragic thing could happen to our king, and any witnesses are important to learning the truth.”

			“I don’t remember much of it,” she said, her stomach churning in fear. “I was thrown clear and hit my head on the ground.”

			His gaze sharpened. “How unfortunate. But you said you were not gravely hurt.”

			“It took a few days for my head to stop hurting but I’m feeling much better now.” She turned to Mary, desperate to escape. Her heart was pounding so hard she feared Bothwell could hear it. “I’ll let you be, Your Majesty. Again, I am so sorry for your loss.”

			Mary arranged her features into sorrow. “Yes, thank you, Emma, dear.”

			Emma quickly backed out under Bothwell’s watchful gaze.

			When she was clear of Mary’s chambers she had to force herself not to run to her own. She was breathing fast. Her hands were clammy and she feared she would be sick.

			What had that been about? Did Bothwell suspect her of something?

			She desperately wanted to speak to Tristan, to tell him of her encounter with Bothwell but she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t tell Tristan anything of what went on in the palace because she did not trust him. And it was that lack of trust that broke her heart more than anything.

			
			Not wanting to see anyone now and hearing the chatter of a group of girls coming her way, Emma ducked into the empty library and closed her eyes to breathe deep, to collect her thoughts and calm her fear. Bothwell had far more important things to worry about than Emma being at the explosion. The Whickershams would back her claim that she’d had dinner with them, and Gelis…Well, Gelis might prove to be a problem because she’d left Emma for dead and could say that Emma had been missing for three days.

			No. Emma would not worry about what might happen. It was never good to speculate. It only led one to worry about things that probably would not happen. She went to open the library door when she heard the low rumble of men’s voices.

			She stepped away from the door, leaving it open a crack to see who it was.

			Of course it was Bothwell and a few of his faithful followers.

			“It’s preposterous,” Bothwell said.

			He was wearing a crimson cloak, one end tossed carelessly over his shoulder and dragging on the ground behind him. He’d not had that on when he was in Mary’s chambers.

			“I had nothing to do with Darnley’s murder,” Bothwell said, speaking low. “And I will prove it to the people. I will call for a trial. My trial. And I will provide evidence that I am innocent of everything but wanting the best for Scotland.”

			Interesting turn of phrase, Emma thought. Maybe he thought that ridding them of Darnley was the best for Scotland.

			
			“And mark my words. These defamers…These people printing those disgusting placards that are appearing overnight are going to be stopped. Put more night guards on the streets starting tonight and I will begin rounding up all the printers in Edinburgh for questioning. There can’t be that many,” he said.

			The party moved on and Emma could not hear what else they had said but she was immobile, as if her feet had been nailed to the floor.

			Bothwell was going to round up the printers. That meant Tristan and that meant that Tristan’s activities were going to be discovered. Bothwell wanted nothing more than to stop the lies the placards spread and reverse public opinion. He would never let the culprit live.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 20

			“Emma?”

			Emma started and was surprised to discover that she was still standing in the library. Lord Bothwell was long gone, but Emma had been frozen in place, her mind racing over the implications of what she’d just heard.

			Margaret was standing in the middle of the library, a large book clutched protectively against her chest.

			“I was sitting in the chair when I heard you come in,” Margaret said. She pointed to an overstuffed chair facing a window.

			“Oh,” Emma said. “I didn’t know anyone else was in here.”

			Margaret shrugged, looking a bit embarrassed. “I sometimes come in here for peace and quiet.”

			“I apologize if I disturbed you.”

			Margaret looked down at the book in her arms. It was a large book and looked quite heavy but she was hugging it to her as if it were her child. She looked back up at Emma with a serious, somewhat nervous expression. “I heard what Lord Bothwell said just now.”

			Emma didn’t know how to respond to that. She didn’t know how to respond to anything anymore. Where did alliances fall? Who was in Bothwell’s camp? Mary’s camp? Darnley’s camp?

			Her nice, safe world was disintegrating, the lines blurring between good and bad. Before the explosion she would have thought Tristan a bad person for doing what he was doing, but she knew in her heart that he was really a good person. And what constituted good and bad was so subjective.

			
			Was it so horrible to want someone like Lord Bothwell taken down?

			She sighed and closed the door. “Are you certain no one is in here?”

			“I’ve been here for several hours. You’re the only one I’ve seen.”

			Emma took Margaret by the elbow and guided her away from the door, where someone could possibly hear them, to the middle of the room, “Did you hear Lord Bothwell say that he will insist that he be tried for Darnley’s murder?”

			Margaret huffed out a disbelieving breath. “That would be a farce. Anyone with half a mind can see that he would fix the trial to find himself innocent.”

			“I believe so too.”

			“Do you think he killed Lord Darnley?” Margaret whispered.

			Emma was afraid to reveal her thoughts, afraid to trust anyone in this palace.

			When she didn’t answer right away Margaret lowered her voice until Emma had to almost strain to hear it. “Do you remember Rose Turner?”

			Emma frowned, not understanding what Rose Turner had to do with the situation they were in now. “Yes, of course. We helped Rose after she’d had a few…unfavorable interactions with Lord Darnley.”

			Margaret nodded. “Rose was involved in something else toward the end. Before she disappeared.”

			Emma was instantly on alert. “Disappeared? She didn’t disappear. She went north to wed Lord Lysle and died in a carriage accident.”

			Margaret shook her head. “I think that is what Mary wanted everyone to believe but Rose did not leave of her own will and she did not want to wed Lysle.”

			
			It was as if a cold draft entered the room, and Emma shuddered. It wasn’t a cold draft. It was an ill wind. Whatever was happening in the palace was insidious and had been building for a long while it seemed.

			“What was Rose involved in?” Emma whispered.

			“I could never piece it together but it had to do with Lord Sheffield, who also disappeared about the same time. I was told by a palace guard that Rose had gone home unexpectedly but Lord Sheffield didn’t believe it. He seemed to believe that foul play was involved and it had to do with Lord Lysle.”

			From what Emma knew of Lord Lysle he was a well-mannered man but she’d never actually met him. Lysle was said to have perished in the same carriage accident that Rose had. She’d been told that they were traveling to his estate to marry.

			“What does this have to do with Lord Bothwell?” Emma asked.

			“I think Rose had stumbled upon a plan to kill Lord Darnley.”

			Emma blinked a few times, her mind curiously empty for a moment. “What did you say?”

			“I’m not certain of this. I overheard Lord Sheffield speaking to LaGrange about it in the stables right after Rose disappeared.”

			“Who is LaGrange?” Emma was becoming confused.

			Margaret waved the question away. “He works in the stables but I think he’s more than that. That’s not the point. The point is that I think Darnley was murdered and I think Bothwell might have had something to do with it.”

			“The evidence is certainly pointing in that direction,” she said.

			
			“If he holds a mock trial and finds himself innocent he has a clear path to being the next king,” Margaret said.

			“But the people don’t like him. All you have to do is walk down High Street to see that.”

			Margaret gave her a sad look. “Does that matter?”

			Emma shivered. No, it didn’t matter. Bothwell wouldn’t care what the popular sentiment was. Not when the crown was in such easy reach.

			

			—

			“Where is that gown that I told you to keep?” Emma asked Gelis. She’d rushed into her apartments after her discussion with Margaret. They both decided to keep their mouths closed about what they suspected and what they overheard and to meet up again tomorrow to discuss it further.

			Emma knew what she had to do next. She couldn’t stand by and let Tristan be in danger. She had to warn him that Bothwell was bringing in all the printers for questioning.

			She wouldn’t lie to herself though. The thought of seeing Tristan again made her heart hammer. She hoped he wasn’t too angry with her for leaving him the way she had, but that came secondary to everything else.

			She just hoped she wasn’t too late, that Bothwell hadn’t made a move against the printers already.

			“The gown?” Gelis wrinkled her nose and shifted.

			“Please tell me you kept the gown like I told you to.”

			“Oh, that gown. Well, I took it to the laundress but it has not come back yet.”

			
			Emma didn’t believe Gelis for a moment. Either the girl took it for her own or forgot to save it. Irritated Emma snapped, “Well, find me another one.”

			“Certainly, my lady. You have many fine gowns of your own.”

			“Not my own,” Emma said in frustration. “I want one like the one I told you to keep.”

			“But, my lady, that was a servant’s gown. You can’t be seen in something so far beneath you.”

			“Find me one,” Emma bit out.

			Gelis executed a quick curtsy and was out the door in a heartbeat. Now Emma had to hope and pray that the girl kept her mind on her mission and came back with what Emma wanted.

			Two hours later Emma stepped out of a side door of the palace and hurried toward the outer wall. She felt like she was escaping even though people were free to come and go from the palace. It wasn’t locked down tightly like after Mary’s advisor’s murder nearly a year ago. Goodness, so many murders at this palace.

			Coincidence?

			Rizzio was murdered because some of the nobles thought he had too much power over the queen. If Emma and Margaret were correct, Darnley was murdered so Bothwell could have more power over the queen.

			Power, intrigue and murder.

			Emma was tired of it all. She’d escaped to the palace for peace and to get away from both the Howards and the Bruces and their power-hungry leaders. Now she was beginning to realize that she’d stepped into a hornet’s nest.

			
			She was also beginning to realize that peace didn’t come from where you were but from who you were with.

			She’d never felt more at peace than those days she’d spent with Tristan. The print shop had been far more peaceful than the sumptuous surroundings of the queen’s palace.

			All of this was making her rethink her life’s choices. Maybe she would move to Italy. Not necessarily to take on an Italian lover but to be alone for the first time in her life.

			To be at peace.

			She managed to make it out of the front gate without drawing too much notice. A guard nodded to her but barely looked at her. Gelis, believe it or not, did a fine job in procuring a suitable gown for Emma, and Emma was surprised to discover that she didn’t mind wearing it compared to her sumptuous gowns.

			It was far less elaborate and much more comfortable.

			She pulled her cloak tightly around her. Gelis had not found her a cloak so Emma had grabbed her oldest, most worn, one which wasn’t very old or worn, but was black and didn’t garner too much attention.

			The wind was whipping up the street, picking up odd pieces of paper and thrashing them about. There were few people out and those who were had their heads down against the biting wind and didn’t seem to notice her.

			Snow was beginning to fall but the wind was strong enough that the flakes were more like needles pricking her cheeks.

			She passed Kirk o’ Field, slowing her steps so she could look at the place where Darnley had been killed. What if she hadn’t gone to dinner at the Whickershams’ that night? What if she’d stayed in? What if she’d taken them up on their offer of a carriage?

			
			Would she be as naïve and accepting as she’d been before all of this happened? Or would she have figured out that something was not right about any of this?

			She’d like to believe it was the latter but felt that it was the former.

			She hurried on. Standing there wasn’t going to accomplish anything and she felt as if she were working against the clock now.

			But when she neared the print shop her steps slowed again, this time in trepidation and a little bit of fear. Her heart ached to see Tristan but she was frightened.

			He pulled so many emotions out of her that she did not recognize herself anymore. Who was that woman who had made love to him repeatedly that magical night?

			Was that woman still inside of her? Or had that been a fantasy? Had she dreamed it all?

			No. She knew she hadn’t dreamed it. It had been very real and extremely wonderful.

			Would Tristan invite her inside or would he slam the door in her face? Or had he already moved on and forgotten her? It’d only been four days. She was quite certain he hadn’t forgotten that quickly but maybe their encounter had not meant as much to him as it had to her.

			And that was the crux of her hesitation.

			What if he looked at her and she saw that she meant nothing to him?

			She feared it would break her heart for good.

			
			Finally, she stopped in front of the door and stood there for long moments, gathering her courage. And then she knocked.

			There was no answer.

			She waited, probably far longer than was necessary, but she waited because she didn’t know what else to do or where to go. She’d not thought that he wouldn’t be here. What if he left town?

			What if he’d already been arrested?

			She tried to peer in the window to the side of the door but it was made of wavy glass and all she could see was a blurred outline of the printing press and nothing more.

			She stepped back and let her arms fall to her sides. It wouldn’t do to be found standing in front of a print shop, especially when she knew that the printers were under suspicion, but she didn’t want to return to the palace either. She had to warn Tristan but she didn’t know where to find him or where to even begin looking.

			“Emma?”

			She spun around to find him standing behind her, a string sack swaying from his fist.

			“What are you doing here?”

			She couldn’t detect anything from his tone of voice. Was he happy to see her? Angry? Or could he not care less?

			“I needed to speak to you.” And see you one more time. I needed to feel your warmth and experience your smile. I just needed you.

			The weak sunlight picked out the red in his hair. He hadn’t shaved in a few days and his cheeks and chin were covered in reddish stubble. His eyes were bloodshot and not laughing like they always seemed to be.

			
			He reached in front of her and for a small moment she thought he was going to hug her right here on the street because he was so happy to see her. Instead he opened the door and waved her in.

			Hiding her disappointment and feeling foolish she stepped inside to the darkened printing room and inhaled the now familiar scent of printer’s ink.

			Tristan closed the door behind him and she followed him into the small kitchen where he put the string sack down and turned to her. Once again his expression was unreadable. She almost wished she saw anger, then she wouldn’t have to guess what he was feeling.

			“So—”

			“I’m sorry—”

			They both stopped and started at the same time then fell into silence. Finally Tristan grinned.

			“What do you need to speak to me about?”

			“You were right,” she said. “About Bothwell. About it all.”

			His grin faded and his look turned guarded.

			“I know,” she said. “I know about the placards. That you’re the one—”

			“How do you know that?” he asked sharply. He hadn’t even pretended to deny it. She’d thought maybe he’d at least try.

			“The morning…after…” She could feel her face heat and she looked away and cleared her throat. “You were gone and I went in search of you and…Well, there was no excuse except I was curious about the printing press so I was looking at it and…” Good Lord but she sounded like a guilty lass who had taken a biscuit.

			
			“And?”

			She chanced a quick look at Tristan to find his arms crossed, his expression foreboding.

			“And I looked in the closet. The one with all the letters.”

			“I know which one you’re referring to.”

			“I saw the hare.”

			His brows drew together. “The hare?”

			“The rabbit. The hare. The picture that is on all the placards. It still had ink on it.”

			She rubbed her palm down her skirt as if she still had fresh ink on her hands.

			“And you think because of that I am the one printing the placards?”

			She nodded miserably.

			He blew out a breath and looked down at the tips of his boots. His hair was shaggy, in need of a cut. She liked how it curled over his ears and at the nape of his neck where it met his collar. The knees of his well-worn breeches were sagging, his doublet was frayed in spots, the cuff of his shirt had been mended—not very well—and was fraying again.

			And looking at him like that, like the common man that he was, a hardworking printer trying to make a living, Emma knew she was lost. She was in love with this mysterious man who she thought was a printer but maybe might be something so much more.

			He was definitely much more to her.

			Instead of being enlightening and joyful, the thought was troubling because there was nowhere to go with this feeling. A few more stolen nights in his bed? And then what? Back to Holyrood to act like nothing had happened? Memories to cherish?

			
			She wanted so much more than that but there was no more to be had.

			This was all they could have together.

			Something must have shown in her face because when he looked at her with those serious, whiskey-golden eyes, his expression shifted and suddenly she was in his arms, being held tightly.

			She put her head on his chest and squeezed her eyes shut, holding back the tears that were pressing against them. If stolen moments were all they had then she would take them and cherish them and store them away.

			It was the only thing she could do.

			“Why are you trembling?” he asked. His voice vibrated through her, and she wrapped her arms around him and held on for her life.

			“Because I’m frightened,” she said.

			He pulled back to look at her. She didn’t want to let go of him but she did.

			“Frightened of what?”

			“Bothwell said he was going to round up the printers and question them.”

			Tristan stilled. “You heard him say this?”

			She nodded.

			“Did you tell him about me?” His voice had hardened.

			“No! Dear Lord, no. I would never tell anyone. As soon as I found out I came to warn you.”

			His gaze searched hers, looking for deceit, she was sure, but there was none. She loved this man and she would not betray him even if he was working against her queen.

			
			“Truly?” he asked.

			“Truly. On my heart, I would never tell.”

			His hands dropped to his sides, and he stepped away from her. She felt adrift, lost, alone, not being wrapped in his warmth and strength.

			“Why?”

			“Why what?”

			“Why didn’t you tell him about me?”

			“Because I…” Because I love you. “Because you saved my life.”

			“And so you feel you need to save mine?”

			“No. Yes. I told no one about you. I said I was found by a nice family who took me in until I felt better to return.”

			“You didn’t have to do that.”

			“Did you want me to tell them about you? Did you want me to tell them that a printer took me in—the same one who is spreading the placards—and that we made mad, passionate love all night and then I left him?”

			For a moment he looked shocked, then he grinned. “Would you have said all that?”

			“Of course not.”

			“Because you are ashamed of me?”

			“Because it is none of their business.”

			He shook his head and looked down at his shoes, then quickly back up at her. “I’ve missed you, Emma.”

			“Don’t,” she said brokenly. “You’ll make me cry.”

			
			“And why would you cry because I missed you?”

			She was ready to break down in tears. Her feelings for this man were so deep, so fresh, so foreign to her that it was overwhelming.

			“Because I missed you so much that I couldn’t stand it,” she whispered. “Because I didn’t know what to do without you. You’ve only been in my life for a few days but it seems like eternity and when I walk out of here I know our parting will be forever, and I feel I will fall apart and no one will be able to put me back together again.”

			He stared at her for the longest time, the truth of the words in his eyes. “Ah, Emma. What have we done?” he whispered.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 21

			Tristan took Emma’s hand and led her up the stairs to his apartments. She went willingly, having no choice in the matter because this was what her heart wanted.

			One more day.

			One more night.

			He didn’t stop until they were standing in front of his bed and he cupped her face between his cold hands to look deep into her eyes.

			“This isn’t good, what’s between us,” he said.

			“I disagree. It’s the best. Almost perfect.”

			He raised a brow. “Almost?”

			“It would be perfect if we could stay together forever. I know that’s not possible. I’m only asking for now.”

			“You break my heart, Lady Emma.”

			“Mine was broken before I met you and you repaired it. There will always be a large part that is yours only.”

			His grin was sad. “You say that now, but someday you will find a man to love and your heart will then be whole.”

			“I have found a man to love and I can’t have him. There will be no other.”

			He closed his eyes briefly, as if he were in pain. “Don’t say that.”

			“I only speak the truth.”

			“We hardly know each other.”

			“I know enough.”

			“You know very little.”

			
			“I know enough.”

			“Emma, there’s—”

			She put her finger to his lips. “Shhh. Not now. We have so little time left.”

			He lowered his head to press it against her forehead. “I want to be strong but when it comes to you I am weak.”

			“You are so very strong, Tristan. Always.”

			“I can’t deny you anything. I can’t deny my heart even though my mind is telling me to send you away.”

			“Not yet. Don’t send me away yet. Let us have tonight.”

			He shuddered, and she knew that she had won this small battle. She would lose the war. She knew that as surely as she knew that she would never love another like she loved Tristan. But she’d won another night.

			It would have to be enough.

			She lifted his head and kissed him, taking all the knowledge that he’d bestowed upon her and giving it back to him twofold. Nay, tenfold. She wanted to show him all the love she had for him. The love that a married couple had a lifetime to show each other, they had only a few days.

			He kissed her with a desperation that equaled her own. She was surprised to discover that tears were traveling down her cheeks and mingling with their kiss so they were both drinking her heartbreak.

			“Don’t cry,” he whispered.

			“I can’t stop.”

			He kissed each of her tears, lapping them up and making them his own. She was trembling from need and the host of other emotions pounding her like a storm-tossed ship.

			
			Tristan pulled on her front laces and her gown fell open. He kissed her neck, the spot where the blood rushed through her and that was pounding so hard. She helped him shed his doublet, then his shirt until he was standing in front of her in nothing but his breeches, hanging precariously onto thin hips. His chest and stomach were like a sculpture, carved like the wood that he liked to whittle. He was not an overly large man, but thin with sleek muscles.

			She ran her hands up his arms, her palms cupping the rounded shoulders, then back down again. Goosebumps popped up on his skin.

			“I like when you touch me,” he said.

			“I like touching you.” Briefly she thought of Angus and how just a week ago she would have never considered touching another man. But this wasn’t another man. This was Tristan.

			Her Tristan.

			“You’ve given me so much,” she whispered.

			“The only thing I want to give you is confidence to be yourself.”

			“I think you have.” She thought again of her plan to leave Scotland and venture out into the world, travel to Italy and live her life there. For once she was excited at such a prospect, but now was not the time to think about that.

			Now was for her and Tristan.

			One last time.

			She helped him remove her gown until she was standing before him in nothing more than what God gave her. He looked her over slowly and she trembled, excited by his look, desperately wanting him inside of her.

			
			Strange that the act had always made her think of pain and humiliation, but with Tristan she thought of love and joy.

			He was her salvation and from now on she would do as he wanted and be confident in herself.

			His breeches bulged where his manhood lay and she cupped him there, being bold and loving it. He closed his eyes and moaned and a thrill shot through her that she could do this to him. She could bring him joy as he brought her joy.

			Gently she rubbed him through the breeches, watching his reaction, becoming more wet and needful because of his reaction. His hips moved against her palm, pushing the hard erection into her hand as he gasped with each thrust.

			Suddenly he grabbed her wrist and his eyes flew open and she froze, fascinated instead of fearful.

			“That was close,” he said.

			She grinned, proud that she had done that. She had almost made him come undone just from touching him.

			He led her to the bed and gently laid her down on it so that her legs were hanging off the side. He stepped between her legs and with a wicked light in his eye palmed her mound. Her hips came off the bed and she moaned as desire flickered through her. He massaged her, putting pressure where she needed it the most. Lost in a world of sensation she closed her eyes and let her body take over, moving to the rhythm of his hand as passion swirled through her.

			This was what she had missed those nights she’d been apart from him, the feelings he pulled from her, the closeness she felt to him while they were doing this. It wasn’t so much the act—although that was magnificent—it was the trust they had not to hurt each other. It was the joy of being with someone who understood you so perfectly.

			
			She was rushing toward her completion and she called out his name in warning. Immediately his hands left her and she cracked her eyes open to watch him step out of his breeches. His manhood was large and red and swollen, and he took her legs to wrap them around his hips.

			She didn’t question, didn’t fear. He slid into her so easily, like they were made for each other. His eyes fluttered closed as he settled fully inside of her and he began to move. This new position felt wonderful. She was completely exposed to him and because of that she was completely vulnerable to him, but that didn’t worry her. She had complete trust that Tristan would never hurt her.

			She didn’t know if it was the position she was in or the feeling of absolute trust but her completion raced upon her until there was nothing she could do but clutch the bedsheets beneath her and hang on. It started deep in her core, a coiling, a tightening of muscles and it exploded inside of her, radiating throughout her body until she swore she could feel it in her soul.

			She screamed his name and he growled, pumping harder, faster, until he was buried so deeply inside of her they became one. And then he roared, stiffened, arched his back, and she felt his release inside of her, warm and wet and sticky.

			He collapsed on top of her. Her body was still feeling the aftereffects, still vibrating and she felt something inside of her contracting and releasing as if holding on to the essence that he poured into her.

			
			Eventually they crawled up the bed and under the bedsheets and lay nestled together like two newborn kittens. Tristan played with her hair, running the strands through his fingers over and over. It was a soothing motion that made her drowsy.

			They slept off and on, awoke, kissed, made slow love again, this time with Tristan on top. Emma loved seeing him above her, taking his weight on his shaking arms, careful not to hurt her or startle her.

			She was beyond that now. Angus had been firmly banished from her mind to make room for Tristan.

			Night fell. Tristan reluctantly left the bed to find something for them to eat.

			“Bread and cheese and wine,” he said, holding up the string sack that he had carried in earlier.

			He spread it out on the bed and they ate while naked, a fire burning cheerily in the hearth, the wind outside beating against the windows.

			When they were finished, they propped themselves up against the headboard and held hands.

			“I wish…”

			She squeezed his hand. “You wish what?”

			“I wish that we had time to be a couple. To go on walks, to shop in the market. To do things other couples do.”

			She brought his hand to her mouth and kissed his knuckles. “I wish that too. I wish we’d met at another time, under different circumstances.”

			“If we had then we wouldn’t have what we have now. We’re together because of the time and circumstances. As horrible as it is to say, if the explosion hadn’t knocked you down, I would have never seen you. If we’d passed each other on the street, neither of us would look at the other twice.”

			
			“I don’t think that’s true.”

			“Come now, Emma. Would you have looked at a printer the way you look at me now?”

			“I would like to think I would.”

			“But you know you wouldn’t. You’re a Bruce and a Howard. You were born into wealth and power. People like that don’t look at people like me as real people.”

			She wanted to argue but he was right. She hated to think that of herself but, again, he was right.

			“I’m not that same person anymore. You’ve changed me.”

			“To what end? You may look at me differently but our circumstances are the same.”

			She angled her body to face him. By now the sun was beginning to rise and she felt in her heart that their time was running out. It was time for truths.

			“But you’re not just a printer, are you? You’re much more than that. At first I couldn’t figure out why a messenger to Queen Elizabeth would give all that away and become a printer. Not that printing isn’t a good profession. I have a feeling that in the future more and more people will want books and that they won’t only be for the rich or the church. But that’s not why you’re a printer, is it? Who are you, Tristan?”

			He gazed into her eyes and for a long while did not speak. She wondered if he ever would.

			
			“You think you want to know but you really don’t. It’s easier for both of us if you keep believing that I’m a printer who moved to a different country because he was grieving his wife’s death.”

			“Why do you think that’s easier?”

			“Because you don’t want to know the truth, Emma. You just don’t. It’s safer this way.”

			“But I don’t want to be safe anymore. I moved to the palace to be safe. I hid away in those hallways and rooms for years, feeling safe. But I wasn’t safe, was I? Murder plots were all around me. I witnessed two deaths close to the queen, both caused by people who wanted more power. I closed my eyes and went about my days convincing myself that I was safe. But really, I was hiding—from myself and from the world. I don’t want to do that anymore. I want to start living again.”

			“And you think knowing my secrets will make you start living again? You’re wrong.”

			“I think you saved my life. You picked me up off the street and brought me back here and nursed me back to health. And when my body was healed, you went about healing my soul by showing me that there is a reason to live and a reason to love and a reason to keep going. You showed me that all men, most men, are not Angus and that I’m not worthless and an idiot and all those other things he said to me. You saved my life twice and now I want to save yours.”

			A corner of his lip lifted. “And how do you think you can save my life?”

			“I know you’re printing those placards. I know you’re involved, somehow, in trying to change public opinion. I know a man by the name of Killigrew came here asking for you and that same man showed up at the palace to give Mary a message from Queen Elizabeth.”

			
			He looked alarmed, then all expression shut down and there was nothing. She wanted to yell at him that he could trust her, but if she were correct in her assumptions then he was not a man who trusted easily.

			“I’ve told no one this and I never will,” she said. “But you must trust me when I say that it is time for you to leave Scotland. Bothwell is frightened and he’s determined. He’s demanding that all printers be questioned. As much as I believe in you and whatever alias you’re living under, I don’t believe you would survive his questioning.” She took his hand between both of hers and pressed it to her breast. “Please leave Scotland. Please, Tristan.”

			“Angus was wrong,” he said. “You are a very, very smart woman to have figured all of that out on your own.”

			“I simply put the pieces of the puzzle together.”

			“Killigrew came to tell me to keep doing what I’m doing. Elizabeth does not, under any circumstances, want a union between Mary and Bothwell. She fears what that will do to her precarious union with France. And I think she fears Bothwell. Her hope is to turn public sentiment against Bothwell and it’s working.”

			“If you keep printing those placards you will die at Bothwell’s hands, just like Darnley did. Bothwell is determined to win. He’s determined to be the next King of Scotland and I fear he won’t settle for being a figurehead like Darnley was. He wants it all, Tristan.”

			
			“This is what I do, Emma. I follow the orders of Queen Elizabeth, and this is what she wants.”

			She made a frustrated sound, hating the English queen at the moment. “Then she is condemning you to death.”

			“Have faith in me, Emma.”

			“I do have faith in you. I have no faith in Bothwell. I love you, Tristan. I know there is no future for us, but I don’t want to see you die.”

			“I’m not going to die.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 22

			Tristan kissed Emma because he didn’t want to discuss him dying and because he didn’t want her to know that he was staying because he wanted to be with her.

			Elizabeth would understand if he left Scotland now. He’d done as much as he could. Sentiment would continue in the direction it was going, or maybe it wouldn’t. But Bothwell’s threat was very real and a good reason for him to leave.

			But he didn’t want to leave Emma. He wanted to take her with him but he knew that wasn’t a possibility. Her life and her family—however estranged—were here.

			He kissed her hard, wanting to imprint the taste of her in his mouth so he would never forget it, and she responded passionately. He would have never thought that this responsive, exuberant woman was the same frightened, skittish woman who’d looked at him with wide, untrusting eyes just a few nights ago.

			He loved who she had become and was proud that he was in a small way part of that transformation.

			He never thought that his body could ache so much from making love. She had to be hurting as well but she accepted him as he slid so easily into her. She was as wet now as she’d been the first time and he feared he would never get enough of her. Now that he knew what making love to Emma was like life would never be the same.

			She came undone beneath him. By now he knew her every expression and what each twitch of her body meant. She gasped and moaned and her muscles contracted around him, squeezing him until he found his own completion. It was nice, sweet lovemaking that left them both drowsy.

			
			They slept in each other’s arms even though it was late morning by now. They’d made love and talked all night long and it had been better than perfect.

			Tristan slept fitfully, half an ear listening for the bang on the door that was sure to come. He knew that when she awoke he had to send her back to the castle for her own safety. He didn’t want her here when they came for him.

			He could send her back and try to escape. Maybe he would be a few steps ahead of them. Maybe they would start at the other end of the street and pound on the other printers’ doors. Maybe he would be lucky.

			He lay on his side and watched her, his heart breaking with each breath she took, knowing this was the end for them. There would be no more lovemaking all night long. No more eating bread and cheese and drinking wine on his bed naked. No more holding hands and talking into the night.

			No more Emma.

			No more Emma and Tristan together.

			She stretched, raising her hands above her head and nearly purring like a cat before she opened her eyes and smiled at him.

			He smiled back.

			She rolled to her side to face him and propped her head on her hand. “I think I’m going to move to Italy.”

			He couldn’t have been more surprised if she’d said she’d decided to live on the moon.

			
			“Why Italy?”

			“Because it sounds good. Because it’s warm and beautiful and far from Scotland. I have the funds. Mary said they are mine and no one can touch them.”

			He was relieved to think of her away from Scotland. He didn’t know what the country’s future held but with Mary and Bothwell as regents, he feared it would not be good.

			“I think Italy is a good place to go.”

			“Have you been there?”

			“Once or twice.”

			“As a messenger for Elizabeth?”

			“Aye. As a messenger.”

			She looked down at the bedsheets and pushed her finger along a crease.

			“If I go to Italy…when I go to Italy, do you think you could come visit me?”

			“And leave the print shop?” He was jesting but that was to cover the leap of excitement, the hammering of his heart, the very real hope that maybe, just maybe, this didn’t have to be goodbye after all.

			She slapped at him and laughed. “I think the print shop is doomed anyway.”

			She sobered and he knew she was thinking about Bothwell again.

			“Leave Scotland,” she said urgently. “Go back to England. I will send word when I’m in Italy and you can come to me.”

			“And what will I do in Italy? Live off your funds?”

			
			“Yes! What does it matter as long as we are together?”

			He so desperately wanted this but knew it was an impossibility.

			“I am not free to just up and move to Italy, Emma. I have responsibilities.”

			Her eyes clouded. “To Elizabeth?”

			He hesitated, the time for truth now. “Yes. To Elizabeth.”

			“So you are not truly finished here if you leave Scotland?”

			“I’m finished with this part of my job but another part awaits. I don’t know what it will be.” This was the problem he’d had with Annabelle. He couldn’t explain and she never understood and it ate at him. The guilt had been strong and when she’d died the guilt had nearly overwhelmed him.

			“But you could visit me sometimes?”

			“Is that what you truly want, Emma? An occasional visit from me but never knowing when? Always waiting for me? And what if I just stop showing up?”

			Her face paled and her eyes widened.

			“What I do is dangerous. Every single day. I live a life of lies that could all come tumbling down around my head.”

			“Don’t say that,” she whispered.

			“Don’t tell you the truth? You want me to become your lover when it is convenient but you don’t want to know the truth about me?”

			She shook her head but remained mute.

			“You deserve better than that,” he said, his heart finally breaking in two. He wanted Emma all to himself. Hell, he’d take her on the terms she proposed, whenever he could find time to go to Italy, but he knew that was not fair to either of them—especially her. She didn’t deserve a life of waiting around for him.

			
			“It’s time for you to return to the palace,” he said softly.

			Her startled gaze flew to his and her lips parted in shock. “You’re sending me away?”

			He had to harden his heart to her. It was the only way he could get through this.

			“You said yourself that Bothwell is on his way. I don’t want you here when it happens. If I’m lucky I can leave before he gets here.”

			“But…” She blinked, then seemed to think about it and nodded. “You’re right, of course.”

			She rolled to her back and tossed the covers off but before she could slide out of the bed he grabbed her around the waist and yanked her to him, crushing her in his arms and kissing her hard. He wanted to imprint himself onto her so she would never forget him just like he would never forget her.

			When they parted they were both panting but he would not make love to her again.

			It was time.

			They dressed in silence for there was nothing more to be said. He would not follow her to Italy. He would think of her in this room above the print shop, naked and willing and soft and warm.

			When they were finished dressing they faced each other, she with tears in her eyes, he with tears in his heart.

			He touched her cheek because he was weak and couldn’t help himself. “Goodbye, Emma.”

			
			Her lips trembled. “Stay safe, Tristan.”

			“I will.”

			She didn’t look like she believed him and maybe she shouldn’t. Maybe life without Emma just wasn’t possible. But he would not allow himself to be captured by Bothwell. His mission didn’t end until he reported back to Elizabeth, and he would finish this mission.

			He placed her cloak around her shoulders, noting the fine stitching and heavy material.

			Wordlessly they left his bedchamber and he wasn’t certain he’d be able to go back into it, not now that it held so many memories of Emma. Quietly he slipped into the sitting room and took the falcon off the mantel. When he returned to her at the top of the steps he put the little wood carving in her palm and wrapped her fingers around it. He wanted to tell her to keep it to remember him by but the words got stuck in his throat.

			He took her other hand and pressed her knuckles to his cheeks and closed his eyes.

			“Go to Italy and become the person you were meant to become,” he said.

			Glistening tears built in her eyes but did not fall.

			“To become that person I need you,” she whispered.

			He lowered her hand. “You give me too much power over you. What you need is inside of you.”

			

			—

			Emma swallowed her sick fear of leaving Tristan. Her newly healed heart was breaking all over again and this time there would be no Tristan to put it back together again. Nevertheless, she made one last bold attempt. “But I want you with me on my journey.”

			
			He shook his head sadly. “It’s not meant to be, Emma. We don’t have a lifetime. We just had these days.”

			She wanted to say more but she wasn’t going to cling to him and demand things he couldn’t give. If he wanted her to walk away with her head held high then that was what she would do. For him. It would be her gift to him.

			But she couldn’t seem to extricate her hand from his. She didn’t want to. She wanted to hold on tight and never let go, just like she was holding tight to the little falcon.

			She wanted to walk hand in hand with him wherever he went. But she knew that wasn’t possible and so she pulled away.

			For a moment she didn’t think he would let her go.

			“I’ll never forget you, Tristan. Never.”

			He touched her cheek then let his hand drop. “You’ll always be with me.”

			She was trying to force herself to walk away when heavy hands pounded on the front door.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 23

			“Open up under the queen’s orders!”

			Tristan’s and Emma’s gazes clashed. They had come, just like she’d warned Tristan they would, and now it was too late. He should have run when she’d told him. They shouldn’t have been standing here talking while the guards had been marching down the street. Or worse, making love while Tristan’s life was in peril.

			They’d been such imbeciles!

			“Go,” Tristan whispered as he pushed her toward the back of the shop. “The wynd behind the shop will eventually take you to High Street.”

			She grabbed his arm, her heart hammering in fear. “You’re coming with me.”

			“No, Emma. They will only chase us, and I won’t put you in that danger.”

			“Tristan—”

			He was dragging her through the kitchen where the string bag, now empty, still lay on the wood block counter and the tray from their meal in bed was still scattered with crumbs and a hunk of hard cheese.

			She was clawing at his arm, desperate, determined that he was to leave with her. “Run with me,” she pleaded. “Please.”

			There was more pounding on the front door, more calling out to open under the queen’s orders.

			“I’m not going with you,” he said, his voice far calmer than she was feeling. He pulled a dagger from his boot and handed it to her, hilt first. “Take this and go.”

			
			She dropped the wooden falcon in the pocket of her cloak and grabbed the dagger. He would never run with her. He wasn’t like that.

			“I love you,” she whispered.

			They were beating on the door now with what sounded like clubs, trying to break it down. Tristan glanced behind him and opened the back door.

			But before he shoved her through he kissed her, a hard, quick kiss, all that they had time for. “I love you, Emma Howard. Go to Italy and be the independent woman you want to be. Get out of Scotland as quickly as you can. Please, for me.”

			She clung to him. She couldn’t help it. Even though they would surely break down the door soon. But Tristan pushed her out, ripping her away from him and making her stagger backward just as the front door splintered and boots clattered against the wooden floor.

			“There is a man named LaGrange who works in the stables at Holyrood.” Tristan was talking quickly. “Find him. Tell him what happened to me. He’ll get word to Elizabeth.”

			Then he slammed the door shut.

			“No!” Emma lunged at the door but stopped short. There were shouts and the sounds of things falling on the floor and flesh hitting flesh. There was a grunt and then silence.

			Emma backed up, looking at the closed door in horror, the dagger clutched in her hand. She could hear them beating him through the door.

			She wanted to rush in and save him, but she knew she was no match against the queen’s guards.

			
			There is a man named LaGrange.

			Find him.

			She turned and ran, the sound of fists pounding flesh following her down the narrow wynd. She knew she couldn’t really hear the soldiers hitting Tristan but she heard them in her mind and it propelled her faster until she reached High Street.

			She slowed because it wouldn’t look good for a madwoman to rush out of the back wynd, clutching a dagger. She tucked the dagger into the folds of her cloak and pulled her hood up as she hurried toward Holyrood. Occasionally she glanced behind her but there were no soldiers bearing down on her and nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary. People were going about their day and she wanted to shout at them, Don’t you see what is happening? Don’t you realize that your government and your queen are being taken over by a man who will destroy you all?

			He was already destroying Emma’s life.

			But she pushed those thoughts away and chanted under her breath, LaGrange, LaGrange, LaGrange.

			The name sounded familiar and she realized that Margaret had spoken of him as well. Something about Lord Sheffield and Rose Turner. Emma could not remember exactly what Margaret had said. Now she wished she had asked more questions of Margaret. Like who exactly was this LaGrange, what had he to do with Elizabeth and why had he been seen talking to Lord Sheffield?

			An idea was forming in her head but it seemed so preposterous. Could Lord Sheffield, Tristan and LaGrange all be spies for Queen Elizabeth? She’d understood that Tristan had been sent by Elizabeth to stir sentiment against Mary but instead of being her messenger was he her spy?

			
			The more she thought about it the less absurd the idea became. It made sense that Elizabeth would want to keep an eye on the Scottish court, especially since Mary had made no secret of the fact that she wanted to be named Elizabeth’s heir and thus Queen of Scotland and England.

			Emma passed Kirk o’ Field and glanced at the spot where Lord Darnley had been killed. But she hurried on, intent on finding this LaGrange.

			Where would the soldiers take Tristan, and would he survive whatever they did to him? Did they have proof that Tristan was the one printing the placards or were they fishing?

			Or were they using Tristan as an example to the other printers?

			She hurried through the outer gate of Holyrood and into the dark confines of the palace. It’d been her home for five years, the one place she felt safe, but she didn’t feel safe here anymore. She felt the evil penetrating the walls and she wanted nothing to do with it.

			Emma hurried to Margaret’s rooms, thinking that she would be the best person to find this LaGrange since she’d seen him before. But Margaret wasn’t there. The room looked like it had been ransacked with gowns draped everywhere, petticoats and underthings lying in piles on the floor. Emma had a feeling that this was the way Margaret lived. Books mattered to Margaret, everything else took second place.

			
			Vaguely it occurred to Emma that Margaret would have liked Tristan. They could have talked about books.

			Tristan’s books!

			What was to become of them?

			She shook her head at such foolishness. Books did not matter when his life was in such grave danger.

			She found Margaret in the music room, tucked into a chair by the windows so she could read by the sunlight. She was absorbed in a book that looked to be fifty pounds at least, studiously turning the pages, her brow furrowed as if she were to be tested on the information later.

			“Margaret.”

			The poor girl jumped and put a hand to her heart. “You scared me to death, Emma.”

			“I’m sorry to disturb you, but this is important.”

			Margaret slowly shut the book and frowned. “You’re winded and your cheeks are red.”

			Emma knelt before Margaret and took her hand.

			“Why are you wearing a servant’s gown?” Margaret asked.

			“I need to find LaGrange.”

			“LaGrange? Why would you need him?”

			“Please, Margaret. This is important, a matter of life and death. I must get a message to him but I don’t know who he is.”

			Margaret hefted the heavy book off her lap and with much effort and a few grunts of exertion placed it on the floor.

			“Come with me,” she said.

			“I don’t want you involved in this. Just tell me where he is and what he looks like and I’ll find him.”

			
			Margaret put her hands on her hips and glared at Emma. “If this is so important to you then I will help. Besides, that was almost the same thing that Lord Sheffield said to me. This is becoming a habit with people. What is it that all of you are aware of that I am not?”

			“It’s best you not know,” Emma said.

			Margaret rolled her eyes. “Let me get my cloak.”

			Emma wanted to protest. Time was of the essence but the poor girl needed her cloak to go out into the cold weather.

			Impatiently Emma followed Margaret to her chambers. Margaret waded through the clothes strewn about and dug through a few piles before she pulled out a red cloak.

			“Your lady’s maid has given up, I see.”

			Margaret grinned. “A long time ago.”

			She pulled her cloak on and they hurried out of the chambers, passing no one as they made their way through the palace. This was such a change from just a few weeks ago when there were people about enjoying themselves, still flushed with the enjoyment of the prince’s baptism. Now they were afraid to laugh, afraid to speak for fear that suspicion would fall upon them.

			Margaret moved quickly and with purpose and before Emma knew it, they were slipping through a door that led to the queen’s gardens. Snow was falling softly, making everything seem pristine and muffled. They were the only ones foolish enough to be outside in this weather and they stuck close to the side of the building so as not to be seen.

			Where was Tristan now? Where had they taken them? Would Emma be too late to save him?

			
			Margaret opened the heavy door to the stables and closed it behind Emma. Immediately they were engulfed by the pungent scent of horses and hay. A few velvety noses poked out of the stalls and curious brown eyes assessed them. One whickered and the others went back to doing whatever horses did when humans weren’t around.

			Emma wasn’t a horsewoman. She could ride if forced but she never particularly enjoyed it as a pastime the way Mary did.

			One of the biggest men Emma had ever seen stepped out of a room at the far end of the stables. He stood heads above her and was twice as wide. If Tristan was sleek and supple, this man was the opposite. He was made completely of muscle from the rounded, boulder-like shoulders to the massive arms. His blond hair was pulled back at his nape and a bushy dark blond beard covered his face.

			He saw Margaret and Emma hurrying toward him but Emma could not read the expression on his face for he hid it well. Tristan had been able to do that same thing.

			“Lady Margaret, what a surprise.” Unsurprisingly, his voice was very deep to match his large physique and again Emma could not glean his thoughts from his tone. What was surprising about him was his eyes—a bright, piercing blue.

			“LaGrange,” Margaret said breathlessly. “This is Lady Emma Howard and she has need to speak to you.”

			Ah, so this was LaGrange.

			Those penetrating blue eyes swiveled to her and he waited for her to speak as if he had all the time in the world.

			
			Emma stepped forward and glanced at Margaret, wondering how much she should hear.

			“I’m not leaving,” Margaret said, as if reading her thoughts.

			“Maybe it’s best if you did.” Emma looked at LaGrange, surprised to hear him say that. It was as if he knew what she’d come here for.

			Margaret huffed in exasperation. “I’ll go to the other end of the stables but no farther.”

			LaGrange inclined his head to her and waited until she had moved far enough away.

			“Tell me,” he said to Emma.

			“Tristan Fitzherbert sent me. He said to tell you that he’s been taken by the queen’s men and that you are to inform Elizabeth.”

			LaGrange’s eyes never so much as flickered. Not a muscle moved in that large body.

			“Tell me everything,” he said after a moment.

			“I don’t know where to start.”

			“I know he saved you the night of the explosion and that he nursed you back to health.”

			Emma started. “You know all of this?”

			LaGrange did not even acknowledge her question, as if it were frivolous, but Emma wondered when Tristan had spoken to LaGrange and selfishly she wondered what the two men had discussed about her.

			“Why did Mary’s men arrest him?”

			“I think it was more Bothwell’s men,” Emma said lowly. “But at this point they are one and the same. I overheard Bothwell say that he was going to round up the printers and have them questioned because of the placards.”

			
			LaGrange nodded as if he knew all of this. Again Emma wondered at his presence in Mary’s court. His presence, Lord Sheffield’s presence and Tristan’s presence in Edinburgh.

			“And Bothwell was good to his word and arrested Fitzherbert,” he said.

			“We have to help him. Please. You’re one of the queen’s guards, surely you can find where he is and get him out.”

			LaGrange shook his head. “Those were not Fitzherbert’s instructions. His instructions were to tell me so I can pass this on to Elizabeth.”

			Emma grabbed his arm, knowing it was a foolish thing to do but unable to help herself. She was desperate and LaGrange was her only salvation. His arm tensed under her touch but he did not strike her or shake her off. He merely looked at her hand on his thick arm and then looked back at her.

			“You can’t leave him there,” she said, appalled. “He’ll die. They’ll kill him as certainly as they killed Darnley.”

			He finally moved away and her hand fell to her side. “I know nothing about Darnley’s death other than he was killed in an explosion. But Fitzherbert was clear that I was only to tell Elizabeth.”

			Anger swirled through her, so fierce and all-consuming that she had no control over it. “You are a heartless creature,” she said between clenched teeth. “If you will not help him then I will.”

			He raised his brows. “And what will you do?”

			“I don’t know yet but I will do something. I will not allow this good man to die at the hands of Bothwell when all he was doing was what his queen instructed him to do.”

			
			“Tristan knew the dangers before he started this mission. He knew his arrest was a real possibility.”

			“That does not mean we cannot save him,” she cried out.

			Margaret watched them curiously, standing far enough away that she couldn’t hear their conversation except for the last that Emma said.

			She lowered her voice. “There is no reason for him to die. We can find him and save him. I know we can.”

			LaGrange sighed and unfolded his arms. “He does not want this,” he said. “He does not want you involved.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“Because I know him well.”

			Emma studied him for a long time. “Are you like him? And like Lord Sheffield?”

			LaGrange’s eyes became hooded. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			“Yes, you do. I will leave it at that. But I will find him. I don’t care if I have to go to the queen herself and ask for help.”

			“Do you really think she will help you? She’s under Bothwell’s protection. If I didn’t know any better I would think there was witchcraft the way Bothwell has bewitched her and made her rely on him.”

			“Then something else must be done.”

			LaGrange thought for a moment, giving Emma hope, before he shook his head. “There is nothing to be done. I can’t help you because that would expose me and my mission and that is not acceptable.”

			Her hope shriveled and died as fast as it had come. “So that’s it? You will allow a fellow countryman and a friend to die?”

			
			“We all know the dangers.”

			“Well, I don’t! I was not made aware of any of this until now, and I have no allegiance to your queen but I do have an allegiance to Tristan and I will help him somehow. Tell me where you think he might be. That’s all I’m asking of you.”

			LaGrange considered her for a long moment and then his gaze flickered to Margaret, who was petting the nose of a horse and throwing covert glances at them.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 24

			“The Old Tolbooth,” LaGrange said quietly. “The tower.”

			Emma frowned. The Old Tolbooth?

			“I thought no one used the Old Tolbooth anymore because it’s falling down and needs to be demolished,” she said.

			“It’s still used for some things.”

			She could not fathom what…

			“As a prison?” she whispered.

			LaGrange stared at her steadily without answering.

			“Bothwell uses it for torture,” she said, her stomach churning until she thought she would be sick.

			She turned on her heel to walk out but LaGrange grabbed her arm. “Where are you going?”

			“To the Old Tolbooth.”

			“Do you think you can just march in there and demand his release?”

			“I don’t know what I’m going to do but I have to do something. I can’t stand by and let him be killed. I won’t allow it.”

			“You won’t allow it?” LaGrange laughed and Emma had never felt a more urgent need to slap someone before.

			“You may think this is funny,” she said. “You may think that Tristan deserves his fate or at least that he knew it was coming, so all is well and things should play out as they do, but I don’t agree. I will not see him tortured to death.”

			LaGrange sobered. His jaw clenched. “Let me see what I can do.”

			That damn spurt of hope returned, tempered by the fact that she’d thought he’d help her before and he’d refused. “What will you do?”

			
			“I don’t know. But I do know I can’t let you go marching into the Old Tolbooth in search of him. Tristan would have my head if I allowed that.”

			“I want to help.”

			“You can help by going back to the palace, changing out of that awful gown, and acting like nothing is amiss. Does anyone at the palace know you’re acquainted with Tristan?”

			Emma glanced at Margaret leaning against the stall, openly watching them.

			“I told no one about him.”

			“That’s good. Tell no one anything, not even her.” LaGrange lifted his chin toward Margaret.

			“I can’t pretend that nothing’s wrong,” Emma whispered. “He’s my heart.” Her words broke, and she sucked her bottom lip in to keep from crying.

			LaGrange sighed. “What is it with you women who fall for men like us? You’re all doomed.”

			She looked at him sharply. “Men like you?”

			He shook his head. “Never you mind. Go back to the palace. Go about your day like normal.”

			“There is no normal in that palace,” she said. “Not anymore at least.”

			“Don’t I know it. But pretend just the same. Tell me, Lady Emma. What will you do for Tristan if I can extricate him from this situation?”

			“I will do anything for him.” She answered quickly and without thought but she didn’t need to think about her answer. Her heart knew and her heart answered for her.

			
			“And what will you do if I am able to free him? Hide him in your rooms at the palace? Return to the print shop where they know he lives?”

			She opened her mouth to answer then closed it because she’d not thought that far ahead. “I can take him to Italy,” she said. “I have funds.”

			“Italy.” He seemed amused and bewildered by her answer.

			Tristan had made it clear that he would not go to Italy with her but circumstances had changed and if he was wanted in Scotland then they needed to get as far away as possible. Surely he wouldn’t be too angry if she took him to Italy, would he?

			“I’ll see what I can do but be warned that the chances are great that I will not succeed. Bothwell is ruthless, his men even more so.”

			“All I ask is that you try.” But she knew they had no choice but to succeed. She could not live with herself if Tristan died because she didn’t get him out of Scotland fast enough.

			“Go.” He made a shooing motion with his hands. “I’ll get word to you. And take her with you.”

			Emma touched his arm. “My thanks.”

			“Don’t thank me yet. You’ve set me up for an impossible task.”

			She wanted to say more. She wanted to implore him to come back with Tristan. She wanted to tell him that failure wasn’t an option. Instead she walked away, leaving her heart and her hope in this man’s large hands.

			“Get what money you can,” he said to her back. “As quickly as you can.”

			
			She nodded, gathered Margaret, and they left. It was late afternoon when they stepped out of the stables.

			Emma moved quickly, her mind spinning with all that she needed to do. LaGrange had implied that she needed funds because she would have to leave with Tristan. She would get the funds. Angus had taught her a lot—most of which she wished she’d never had to learn—but one of the things he taught her was to be sneaky. Mary had given her dowry back to her, taken probably from the Howards, and had put it in her own coffers for safekeeping.

			Emma had been grateful but she’d also been prudent. At the time Emma trusted Mary completely, but keeping her funds in one place worried her so she’d taken some of it and put it in the coffers of a local goldsmith, something many people did to keep their money safe. It was far better than keeping it under their mattress or buried in their garden.

			“I thank you for everything, Margaret. Your help was invaluable but LaGrange is right. For your own safety I must leave you now.”

			A look of exasperation passed over Margaret’s face but she quickly masked it. “I wish people would realize I only want to help. I know something is happening. Maybe the same something that sent Rose away. I don’t want what happened to Rose to happen to you. I want to help.”

			“I know you do, but it’s best if you don’t.” Emma hesitated. “If you can, go home to your parents. It…might be safer in the future.”

			Margaret nodded. “I’ll consider that although my mother would be furious to know I left such an elevated position.” She smiled thinly because they both knew that Margaret was one of the lowest courtiers in the court, barely above Mary’s notice. But for some of the mothers who sent their daughters to court it didn’t matter. Being there was what mattered.

			
			“Do your best.”

			Margaret surprised Emma by hugging her tight. “Stay safe. If you need anything let me know.”

			“I will. You stay safe too. The future is uncertain in Scotland.”

			“I know.”

			They parted ways, Emma with a heavy heart that she might never again see her and also with trepidation of what was to come in her own future.

			With Gelis’s help she changed into one of her own gowns, a modest dark blue, that showed little skin. Gelis did Emma’s hair in a simple bun at the base of her neck. She donned a matching cloak and left the palace to head down High Street again, this time as the wealthy woman that she was.

			A small bell tinkled as she opened the door to the goldsmith’s shop. Mr. Goldman—a most appropriate name for a goldsmith she always thought—smiled at her as she walked in.

			“Welcome, Lady Emma. It’s good to see you again.”

			“Likewise, Mr. Goldman. It’s been a while, I’m afraid.”

			“What can I do for you today?”

			“I came to withdraw the funds that I had put in your safekeeping a few years ago. What with recent events I find that I will be traveling abroad for a bit.”

			Instantly his smile vanished and he appeared flustered. “Funds?”

			
			Emma’s heart did a slow roll. “The funds I left in your care.” She was confused as to why he was confused.

			“She didn’t tell you?” he asked.

			“She?” Emma was finding it difficult to breathe. She needed these funds. She didn’t know what plans LaGrange had but obviously, it required travel and travel required money.

			“Her Majesty?” he said.

			“Queen Mary?” As if there were any other Her Majesty in Scotland, but Emma’s mind wasn’t working properly.

			“She…Well, she borrowed a large amount of coin from the merchants to pay for the prince’s baptism last December. I was told that you were made aware of the loan and approved of it.”

			“She took my money?” Emma whispered. “All of it?”

			“Oh, dear. I thought you knew. I was assured by the queen’s messenger that you knew and that it was approved by you.”

			“All of it?” she repeated.

			“I’m afraid so. She’ll repay you, of course. It’s just that she hasn’t gotten around to it and now with the king’s death I’m sure it’s the last thing on her mind.”

			Emma swallowed the sick wave of fear overtaking her. All her money was gone. Or at least all of it that she had put with Mr. Goldman. The rest was in the queen’s coffers, but was it? If the queen had to “borrow” from the merchants then that meant she had emptied her own coffers first.

			There had been talk of the exorbitant expense of Prince James’s baptism but Emma had thought very little of it. It was an important time for Scotland. Mary was in the international spotlight. Nobles and monarchs had come from all over the world to witness the ceremony. It was a time to show the world that Scotland had a tiny, new heir who would someday be king.

			
			She tried to smile at Mr. Goldman, who was looking at her in pity. “I’m sure she said something about it and I just don’t remember. Of course it was fine and I’m certain she’ll refill the coffers very soon.”

			Woodenly Emma left the goldsmith’s shop and entered High Street, lost and frightened. It wasn’t as if she could go to the queen and demand her money back. Mary would want to know why and Emma couldn’t tell her why.

			Had she come this far only to fail?

			She made her way back to the palace and back to her apartments where she dropped to her knees beside her bed and pulled out a small, locked chest. The key was in her writing desk and she used it to unlock the box. Inside were her jewels. There were not many.

			Angus had been stingy and what little she had she’d brought from her life before Angus. A few brooches, several rings, a necklace that had to be worth something. And tucked inside, a few hoarded coins.

			She fell back on her heels and looked at the meager lot in her hand. It was all she had and it would have to be enough.

			There was no conceivable way she could set up house in Italy with this. If they were lucky, it would get them passage to somewhere.

			It would have to do.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 25

			Emma wrapped herself in a blanket and sat in front of the fire in her apartments. When Gelis came in to dress her for dinner Emma sent her away, claiming a headache. When Gelis came back with a tray of food, Emma ignored it.

			She waited for word from LaGrange, and she thought about Tristan and what was happening to him. It was clear to her that Bothwell’s idea of “questioning” had nothing to do with asking questions. She hoped he wasn’t suffering too badly.

			She hoped he was still alive.

			Please God, please keep him alive.

			Emma had prayed all through her marriage to deliver her out of her misery and God had never answered her prayers until that fateful night that Angus died.

			She hoped that God wasn’t going to wait four years to answer this prayer.

			Gelis came in to dress Emma for bed and she dutifully crawled between the bedsheets and lay down. She slept fitfully, dreaming of Tristan, reliving their short time together. But the dreams were interspersed with nightmares of the explosion that killed Darnley. However, when Emma approached the body it was Tristan lying on the ground, his sightless eyes staring at her as blood poured from his mouth.

			She awoke with a gasp, tears on her cheeks.

			Before the sun was up she was standing at the window looking at the spires of St. Giles. The Old Tolbooth was close to St. Giles.

			
			Where was LaGrange?

			What was keeping him so long?

			Finally, late that afternoon, she received a note from him, brought to her by Margaret.

			With shaking hands Emma opened it as Margaret stood by wringing her hands.

			Meet us at the docks one hour after sunset. Bring funds.

			That was all it said. There was no indication of what condition Tristan was in. Although LaGrange had said “us.” Us had to mean that Tristan was with him.

			“Did LaGrange say anything else?” she asked Margaret.

			“LaGrange did not give me the note. I found it in my bedchamber after supper.”

			Emma carefully folded the note before throwing it in the fire and watching the flames blacken the edges then curl until it was nothing but a charred mass.

			“I hope your friend is unharmed.”

			“I do too, Margaret, but I fear that is not the case.”

			“LaGrange will find him and help him,” Margaret said with much more confidence than Emma felt.

			“I pray he does,” Emma said as the letter turned to ashes.

			Emma spent the remaining hours sewing the meager supply of jewels she possessed into the lining of her gown and cloak.

			As the sun was setting she dressed in her warmest, woolen gown. It was not the most glamorous or elegant gown she owned but she thought that if they were meeting at the docks then they were sailing somewhere and comfort trumped style.

			
			She took one last look at her apartments, the one place she’d felt safe for the past several years. Mary had let her decorate it to her liking and she had used light colors—different versions of blues and creams that had created a peaceful escape. She regretted that she could not make her farewells to Mary, but Mary was not the same person she’d been a few years ago or even just a few weeks ago. If Mary knew Emma was leaving she would want to stop her. She would question her and this Mary could not know.

			Emma shut the door to her apartments with a heavy heart and made her way out of the castle. She smiled at the guard at the front gates who nodded to her but didn’t stop her. She’d held her breath, thinking she would be stopped at any moment. One never knew these days what was going to happen in this palace.

			The docks were a fair walk but Emma did not call for a carriage. She didn’t want any evidence of where she had gone. The merchants were closing their shops, the street vendors pulling in their wares to make the long trek home to eat, sleep and do it all over again.

			There seemed to be more night guards on the corners than there had been previously and Emma guessed that was because of Bothwell’s need to sway public opinion. Or maybe she was imagining there were more guards because she felt stealthy and guilty.

			She turned her head away from them and adjusted the hood of her cloak to hurry on.

			The docks, especially at night, were not safe. Emma kept that in mind as she walked, staying close to the shadows, praying no one noticed her. There were groups of men standing about, looking lean and hungry and with evil intentions in their eyes. Sailors walked in and out of the pubs that lined the docks. Women of the night stood on corners calling to the men.

			
			Emma turned her gaze away, embarrassed for them and for herself. She’d never seen a woman of the night before although she’d heard of them. She was beginning to realize that she’d led a very sheltered life.

			Thinking ahead, she’d brought the dagger that Tristan had given her, and tightened her hold on it, hiding it in the folds of her cloak. She could feel the weight of the jewels she’d sewn into her hems hitting her shins as she walked and the tiny, wooden falcon nestled into her pocket. All her worldly possessions she carried upon her person and she didn’t know whether to be saddened that this was all she had in her life, or glad that she was unencumbered by things.

			Suddenly she was at the docks where it was brighter and there was more activity. She slowed her steps and blinked, taking it all in—the hustle, even at this time of night, the seediness of it all. It was like stepping into another world.

			Several ships were tethered to the docks and several more anchored some ways out. Emma had no idea which ship they would be boarding or even if they were boarding a ship. She stepped back into the doorway of an abandoned building to get her bearings. She was not naïve enough to think that a lone woman looking lost would attract the most helpful of the night creatures at the docks. She saw no one resembling LaGrange or Tristan.

			What if LaGrange didn’t get Tristan out? What if something went horribly wrong?

			
			A group of singing sailors stumbled past and Emma shrank into the darkened doorway but they were so absorbed with singing and pushing each other good-naturedly that they did not see her.

			Then there was a shout from down the street. The sailors straightened and stopped pushing each other long enough to watch. Emma poked her head out of the doorway to see what was happening.

			At first there was nothing and then suddenly there was someone running in her direction, followed by about four other men. Dumbfounded, the sailors stood in bewilderment before pushing each other out of the way.

			As the running man approached it was apparent that he was carrying something over his shoulders, like a long sack. The men behind him were yelling for him to stop but he barreled through. He was wearing a short cloak with a hood pulled over his head.

			As he approached the hood slid back and Emma saw that it was LaGrange and the sack wasn’t a sack at all but a body. Dear Lord.

			She stepped out of the shadows of the doorway. LaGrange caught sight of her and yelled, “Run!”

			Without hesitation Emma picked up her skirts and started running. LaGrange easily caught up to her, and she realized that she was much slower than him and that she would hold him back.

			“Where are you going?” she asked.

			“The Wind Chaser. Second ship on the far dock. They’re waiting to pull anchor when we get there.”

			“Go,” she said. “I’ll catch up. If I’m not there in a few minutes leave without me.”

			
			LaGrange grunted and ran faster while Emma slowed and looked around. The four guards were behind them, still yelling, but farther back than she had first thought. She spied the drunken sailors who had wandered ahead a bit. They were still laughing and breaking out into song but not interested in the foot chase anymore.

			Emma lifted her skirts and tore the hem. A small ruby ring fell out, the least expensive of her jewelry. She hated to part with any of it so soon but if they couldn’t even get on the ship then none of this mattered.

			She ran up to them. They were far younger than she had first thought and they were all slightly swaying as they looked at her with glassy eyes. This would work to her advantage because anyone in their right mind would not agree with what she had planned. She was so glad that they weren’t in their right mind.

			She held up the ring and four pairs of eyes swiveled to it. It would not get them much but they would not know that now nor would they probably care. Anything had to be better than what the Scottish navy was paying them.

			“I need your help,” she said. She glanced toward the ships. LaGrange was turning up the gangplank. She had little time before it set sail.

			“This is yours if you can stop those men.” She motioned to the guards that were nearly upon them. “You cannot let them catch me.”

			They all looked at her, blinking bleary, red-rimmed eyes. “Please,” she begged. Good Lord were they far too drunk for even this simple mission? “Just do something. Trip them. Anything to slow them down.”

			
			One of the sailors stepped forward and swiped the ring from her so fast that she didn’t see it happen. One moment she was clutching it, the next it was gone.

			“Go,” he said. “We’ll do what we can.”

			“Thank you,” she said, nearly weak with gratitude.

			She picked up her skirts and started running. LaGrange had already disappeared onto the deck of the ship and the bell started clanging. She pushed herself as fast as she could go.

			Please wait. Please wait. Please wait.

			There was much shouting behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to see that the sailors had taken a burning barrel used to keep the dock workers warm and pushed it over just as the soldiers reached it. One of them was instantly engulfed in flames and rollied around on the ground screaming. The others were desperately trying to dance away from their burning mate and not catch fire themselves. The sailors she had given the ring to had melted into the darkness.

			People came out of the pubs to see what was happening. A few ran toward the soldiers to help and a crowd was beginning to grow.

			Good. Attention would be focused on that and not the fleeing woman.

			She reached the gangplank as it was being pulled onto the ship. LaGrange was running down it. He grabbed her arm and nearly tossed her onto the deck.

			“God be with you,” he said and jumped the empty distance between the edge of the gangplank and the dock. He took one look at the fiery mess and sauntered off in the opposite direction.

			Emma had not even had the chance to thank him.

			
			“This way, my lady.”

			She turned to find a man standing behind her.

			“Captain Taylor, my lady. I’m the captain of the Wind Chaser. Julian told me all about your plight and that of your companion.”

			“Julian?” Her mind wasn’t working properly. She was winded and her feet hurt and she couldn’t believe she paid men to injure and possibly kill Queen Mary’s guards.

			What had she become?

			“LaGrange, my lady. He explained the situation to me. The Wind Chaser is an English ship. We will get you home safely.”

			An English ship? They were sailing to England?

			Captain Taylor took her arm. “You appear to be in some shock. We’ve taken your companion to a cabin in the lower part of the ship. Unfortunately, your arrival was a bit…abrupt…and did not go unnoticed by the crew. However, I can assure you that they are completely trustworthy and will not speak of this to anyone.”

			“My thanks.” She honestly did not know what to say. She had a stitch in her side and she was still thinking of the burning soldier as Captain Taylor escorted her into the bowels of the ship.

			“Have you ever sailed before?” he asked.

			“Never.”

			“Ah. Well, then sometimes the motion of the ship can cause sickness. I hope that is not the case with you.”

			“I hope not either.” That’s all she needed, to be sick during the voyage.

			He opened a door to what appeared to be a small cabin with a bunk and a locker at the end of the bed. There was nothing else in the room.

			
			Except the person lying motionless on the bunk.

			“I’m afraid we only have a surgeon on the ship and not a physician. Once we are clear of Scottish waters I will send him down to look at the patient.”

			The patient. Emma couldn’t take her eyes off the man that was supposedly Tristan lying on that bunk.

			“Yes, thank you,” she said absently as she approached the bunk.

			“I’ll have someone bring fresh water and rags when we’re under full sail.”

			He left then, shutting the door quietly behind him as Emma got her first look at Tristan.

			His face was cut in so many different places. Dried blood had crusted over his lips and eyes and had matted his hair. His eyes were swollen shut. His hands were bloodied and he was missing a few fingernails on each hand. It appeared as if his wrists had been manacled by ropes because the skin was rubbed raw and seeping blood.

			He was in what remained of the clothes he’d put on that last morning they were together, but they were torn and ripped and barely hanging on his bruised and battered body.

			Emma sank to her knees and looked at him, afraid to touch him for there was no spot on him that wasn’t cut, bleeding or bruised.

			“Oh, Tristan,” she whispered.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 26

			Emma dipped a rag into the bowl of water that a seaman had brought to her. She didn’t know where to start with Tristan. There was so much blood, so many cuts. What had they done to him?

			Had they even bothered to ask him questions or had they just beaten him?

			She gently pressed the wet rag to one eye. He flinched but otherwise did not move. She was pleased to see that he was breathing evenly but his injuries were concerning and she didn’t know what to do for him. She wished Margaret were here. Margaret would know what to do.

			Wiping off the dried blood proved harder than Emma had anticipated. She didn’t want to hurt him but had a feeling that he was deeply unconscious and didn’t even know she was there. Occasionally he would moan and she would pause but he always settled back down and she resumed her ministrations.

			“What did they do to you?” she whispered to herself. It was obvious what they had done but why? Why beat him so badly? Was Bothwell that concerned about the placards? If so that meant that he was frightened that his plans weren’t going to come to fruition and it was just more proof that he was guilty of Darnley’s murder.

			Tristan’s face was almost wiped clean of the dried blood when the surgeon entered. Emma stood to get out of his way, her knees creaking in protest. She didn’t know how long she’d been crouched on the floor but her body was feeling the effects.

			“He’s been badly beaten,” the physician said as he gently kneaded Tristan’s arms. He studied the fingers where the nails had been pulled out and grunted.

			
			“Nasty folks,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to be their enemy.”

			Emma kept her thoughts to herself but the physician’s running monologue was not easing her fears.

			Tristan moaned and tried to push the physician’s hands away but he fell back into a deep sleep.

			The surgeon stood. “Sleep is what he needs most,” he said. “The body will heal faster if he sleeps. But if he sleeps for too long that will be of concern.”

			“How long is too long?”

			“A few days. It’s hard to tell. The more injuries one has, the better it is to sleep through it. My guess is that he has a few cracked ribs. Possibly even broken. Those will pain him the most. He should move around as little as possible to give them time to heal. The other injuries are cuts and bruises that will heal with time. Cleaning him up is a good thing.” He nodded toward the dripping rag in Emma’s hand.

			“I’ll stop by tomorrow to see how he fares.”

			“Do you…” She swallowed and wrung the rag in her hands. Water dripped onto the floor, pink with Tristan’s blood. “Do you think he will survive?”

			The surgeon looked down at Tristan for a long moment. “One never knows what’s going on inside the body. I have hope though.”

			She nodded and thanked him and he left.

			The ship was quiet, far quieter than she’d thought a ship would be, and the hours dragged on. She became accustomed to the dip and sway of the vessel as it cut through the water and even came to enjoy it. It was like a mother gently rocking her baby.

			
			Emma finished bathing Tristan’s hands, being extra careful of the missing fingernails. The surgeon had given her no guidance on exactly how to nurse Tristan’s injuries so she ripped a rag into strips and bound his fingers where his fingernails used to be.

			Carefully she folded his hands over his stomach and sank down on the floor beside the bunk. She didn’t think she’d ever been this tired and yet she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep for fear of taking her eyes off him and something horrible happening.

			“Rest,” she said to him. “Heal. And then come back to me.”

			She wouldn’t think about their future. About the fact that she had no money and no means to get any money. She had no idea if their passage to England was paid for or if she was required to pay for it when they got there. And once they reached England, where they would go, what they would do?

			She had to push those thoughts away because they made her anxious.

			For right here and right now all that mattered was the next moment, Tristan’s next breath. Getting him well.

			She watched his chest rise and fall in an easy rhythm, unconsciously matching her breaths with his until she became light-headed and had to look away.

			She rested her head against the side of the bunk and dozed.

			She awoke when she felt something on the top of her head and realized that Tristan was resting his hand there. She looked up to find him peering at her through the cracks of his swollen eyes.

			
			“You’re awake,” she said.

			He nodded, then groaned and closed his eyes.

			“We’re on a ship heading to England,” she said, not knowing if he was still awake or even understood what she was saying. “LaGrange saved you. I don’t know how. I didn’t have time to ask.”

			She paused, waiting for something from him that confirmed he was listening.

			“When you’re more awake ask me about the guards and what I had to do.” Her smile faded as she thought about the one catching on fire. She wasn’t proud of that moment but if it meant that she saved Tristan’s life then it eased her guilt somewhat.

			“The captain is named Captain Taylor. He seemed to know more than a captain should. I mean about all of this…” She waved her hand in the air, not sure what she was trying to convey.

			Tristan didn’t say anything but she thought he was listening. He seemed to be listening.

			“We’re on the Wind Chaser. I don’t know if that means anything to you. I’ve never been on a ship before. The captain warned me about becoming sick but so far it hasn’t affected me. I like the gentle sway. I’m sure it’s much different in a storm though.”

			She fell silent, not wanting to disturb him if he wanted to sleep. But his bandaged hand came up and tapped her on the arm.

			“What do you need?” she asked.

			He made a circling motion with his hand.

			“I don’t know what that means, Tristan.”

			Gently he placed a bandaged finger on her lips and then made the circling motion again.

			
			“Do you want me to keep talking?”

			He nodded, just a jerk of his chin down and another grimace.

			She searched her mind for what to say. While she’d been waiting for LaGrange to send word to her all she could think about was the things she wanted to say to Tristan and now she couldn’t remember one.

			“I have the falcon you carved.” She pulled it out of the pocket of her gown. “And your dagger.” She pulled that out too and held them up so he could see them. “I love the falcon. It’s beautiful. Majestic.”

			He tapped the falcon with his hand and then tapped her chest.

			“Are you saying I have the heart of a falcon?”

			He nodded again.

			“I don’t know about that. Falcons have confidence and power and all kinds of other things that I don’t have. But I appreciate that you think that of me.”

			He frowned at her.

			“Oh, don’t get cross with me. Because of you I have more confidence than I did before.” Before she met Tristan she would have never had the confidence to defy Mary, to leave the palace, to trick the guards and pay the sailors to help her. To board a ship and sail from Scotland.

			“Oh, Tristan.” She laid her head down on the edge of the bunk and he put his hand on her head. “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

			Silence fell as she listened to the rigging clang high above the top decks and the waves hitting the side of the ship in a rhythmic whooshing sound. Time passed and eventually Tristan’s breathing evened out and he was back to sleep. She knew he needed to sleep but it was lonely without him to talk to, even if he couldn’t answer her.

			
			A sailor brought her food but she barely ate. A few hours later Captain Taylor came to visit.

			“I wanted to check in on our patient,” he said as he looked down at Tristan.

			“He was awake earlier,” she said. “He appears to be in pain and didn’t speak.”

			“The body has a funny way of healing,” the captain said. “As for you it’s time you left this cabin.”

			“Left the cabin?” For a wild moment she thought he was forcing her to leave the ship, to leave Tristan.

			“Just for a stroll around the deck. It’s a beautiful day, if a bit chilly, and you’ve been down here for far too long without a break.”

			“I don’t need a break.”

			“Yes, you need a break.”

			“I can’t possibly leave Tristan. What if he needs something?”

			“He hasn’t needed anything yet except rest. But I will have Jim sit with him. Jim has a fair hand at healing. Besides, I’m sure Mr. Fitzherbert would like a quick bath and a change of clothes.”

			She looked down at Tristan who was still wearing the bloody clothes he’d arrived in.

			“The physician thinks he might have a few cracked ribs. Jim must be careful with that.”

			Captain Taylor took her hand and helped her stand. She was embarrassed that she had to hobble a bit to get her balance.

			“I’ve been remiss in my hospitality. I’ll have a chair sent down here immediately.”

			
			“It’s not necessary.”

			He chuckled. “You are the least demanding passenger I’ve had to date. Well, except for Mr. Fitzherbert.”

			He escorted her out of the cabin and she glanced over her shoulder at Tristan who was still sleeping.

			It really was a beautiful day. The wind was brisk and chilly but she had her cloak and pulled up her hood and stood at the railing in awe at the vast ocean.

			“All I can see is water,” she said in wonder.

			“That’s one of my favorite things about sailing. It puts life in perspective. We get caught up in our daily lives, thinking that the cost of pork is so horrible, or something else just as trivial occupies our minds, but in reality, we are but a small speck on this giant Earth.”

			She leaned on the railing and let the wind brush against her cheeks. “Have you sailed all over the world?”

			“Just about.”

			“How wonderful.”

			“I think so.”

			“Maybe someday I can sail somewhere else. Somewhere exotic and beautiful and warm.”

			“The Caribbean or Italy or Spain. There are any number of places you could go,” he said.

			“I’ve always wanted to go to Italy.” She thought of her plans to set up house there and live independently, crushed now, thanks to Mary. Emma had no idea what her future held.

			
			She might walk onto English soil a pauper.

			“Someday you will get to Italy, I’m sure,” he said. But they were just words. Emma knew she would never get there, never see even a fraction of the world.

			She shivered and Captain Taylor said, “Time to get you back so you don’t take a chill. It will do no good to have two patients on board.”

			She let him lead her back to the cabin. Jim had changed and bathed Tristan. He was now wearing a new saffron shirt and loose breeches and his hair was wet from washing. The bruises were more pronounced, a deep, ugly purple, and the cuts were healing but still grotesque.

			“I’ve ordered some broth,” the captain said. “The next time he awakens try to get some into him. He’ll need his strength to heal.”

			True to his word there was a chair sitting next to the bunk and Emma sank into it as the captain left.

			Tristan stirred and opened his eyes a fraction more than he had before. He tried to smile but it pulled at his cut lips and he grimaced.

			She put her hand on his, having discovered that his hands were the least injured, even without the fingernails.

			“The captain forced me to take some fresh air,” she said. “It’s beautiful up there. The sun is shining, although it’s a wee bit chilly. I’ve never seen the sea like that before. Such vast amounts of it. As far as the eye can see.”

			Tristan watched her and she continued to ramble.

			“They’re bringing broth down here for you and I’m told you must eat it because you will need your strength to heal.” Her voice broke and she pressed her lips together, surprised at the wave of emotion that engulfed her so suddenly. There was no reason to feel it now when nothing had caused it. But nonetheless, she was suddenly fighting tears, her throat closing, her vision blurring.

			
			A tear broke loose and tumbled down her cheek.

			She laughed and swiped at it. “I don’t know why I’m crying. There is no need. You’re safe now and you’ll heal. That’s all that matters.” But the tears kept coming and suddenly she was sobbing into her hands, rocking forward, overcome with the force of her emotions.

			Tristan touched her hands, her cheeks, her knee. She tried to stop but the tears kept coming, harder and faster than before. They were ugly sobs, coming from deep inside of her.

			Tristan pulled on her hands and drew them away from her face. He was frowning at her and she cried harder, seeing his cut face and knowing that if she had been insistent and not succumbed to their lovemaking then he would not be in this position.

			Painfully, slowly, he scooted to the far side of the bunk and tugged on her hand.

			“Y-you want me to lie down with you?”

			He nodded and Emma had no fight left in her. Besides, she wanted nothing more than to feel his warmth beside her so she crawled into the bunk and curled herself around his battered body and cried into his shoulder while he patted her back with his injured, bandaged hand.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 27

			Over the next several days Emma managed to get some broth into Tristan, onto Tristan and onto herself. She laughed, he grimaced. Mostly he slept. She sat quietly beside him when he slept, knowing his body could heal faster this way but she worried when he wasn’t awake. She worried that he would quietly slip away from her and leave her all alone in this big, vast world.

			When he awoke she tried to hide her relief and pretend that she was in charge and had everything under control when in reality she felt as if her life was quickly unraveling and nothing was in her control.

			The captain insisted on making her walk the deck every day and the clean air and brisk wind was a welcome change from the stuffy sickroom, but she was always anxious to return to Tristan. Until one day the captain pointed into the distance.

			“Do you see that?”

			She narrowed her eyes and peered into the horizon, to the hump that he was pointing to.

			“That’s England,” he said.

			She pulled back, shocked that they were already approaching English shores.

			“Already?” she asked.

			“We made good time. The winds were on our side,” he said. “Will be good to see England again.”

			She couldn’t stop looking at those indistinct humps in the distance. It didn’t look like England but then she’d never seen England and she’d never sailed on a ship so what did she know?

			
			When she went back to the cabin Tristan was awake. His bruises were still purple, but his eyes were not as swollen. She could see the whites of them now, although they were red with bruising.

			“We’re almost to England,” she said with forced cheerfulness. “The captain says we’ll dock soon. Maybe even late tonight.”

			Tristan didn’t indicate one way or the other what he thought of that. He never seemed to have an opinion about anything. He spoke occasionally, just one word here and there. She could tell it pained him to do so. His lips were cut and each time he moved his mouth he opened the wounds.

			She continued to feed him broth. He was eating more now, which made her happy, and he quickly fell asleep after. Emma, feeling caged and restless, took her cloak and went back up on deck to watch the shores of England draw ever closer.

			Whatever happened, whichever direction her life took, it would happen here in England. She wondered if the Howards would care and what the Bruces would say. Her mother was long dead, her father had remarried and had another family with a different woman. He’d been glad to marry her off to Angus and probably hadn’t thought much about her since then.

			And Mary…Mary was dealing with her own problems.

			Emma had nothing and no one. She was at sea, just like this ship. Except the ship had a destination and she did not.

			

			—

			She was awakened early in the morning, as the sun was just beginning to rise, by commotion on the top decks. After the ship docked. Emma lay in Tristan’s arms and listened to the men yelling to each other above them, to the uneven bump and sway of the ship when during the trip it had been a serene rocking.

			
			She slowly slid out of bed and readied herself for what was to come. It was difficult to ready oneself for the unknown, but she did the best she could.

			The captain came for her an hour later.

			“We’ve sent a messenger to the palace to alert the queen that you have arrived. She is sending a litter for Mr. Fitzherbert.”

			“Oh.” Emma was not prepared for that. Of course she should have known that Elizabeth would take care of her own, but she’d not thought much past the sea voyage.

			True to the captain’s word the litter arrived and a phalanx of men, dressed in what Emma presumed was the queen’s livery, gently lifted Tristan and carried him off the ship and onto a small boat that took him to the shore.

			It was the first time he’d been moved since arriving on the ship and she could barely stand to listen to his moans of pain.

			She helped settle him onto the litter, noting that he had passed out. Maybe that was for the best because he’d been in quite a bit of pain.

			She stepped back as they prepared to leave, wondering what her role was. Should she go with him? Was she not expected and not welcome?

			“My lady?” An older man who had been directing the others separated himself from the men adjusting the litter and approached her.

			“Yes?”

			
			He bowed. “Sir Randall Sizemore at your service, my lady. Her Majesty has asked to see you.”

			“Her Majesty?”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Queen Elizabeth, my lady.”

			“Oh. Oh yes. Of course.”

			Queen Elizabeth had asked to see her? Why?

			And, oh my word, she was dressed in the same woolen gown she’d left Scotland in. She must look a fright. Her hair was in a simple braid down her back and she’d not had a good bath in…well, she couldn’t remember when.

			“Follow me, my lady.” Sizemore, who was impeccably tailored in the queen’s livery, walked away and Emma assumed she was to follow him. She glanced over her shoulder but no one came running to ask to pay for the passage so she had to assume that either LaGrange arranged for it in Scotland or Elizabeth was paying for it now.

			She was directed to a barge docked a few feet away. The other men were loading Tristan onto a different barge. She would have preferred riding with him to make sure he was comfortable but she realized that Tristan was no longer hers to care for. The thought did not sit well with her and she felt an irrational spurt of anger that she was stripped of her role as his caretaker without much ceremony and without anyone telling her that she was no longer needed.

			Is this what life in England was going to be like? Was she now a nobody? A nobody with nothing? She was Emma Howard. Lady Emma Howard but she’d turned her back on her family and her queen, so the title meant little.

			
			For the first time the enormity of her actions slapped her in the face. She may have abhorred the Howards and she may have taken for granted her name when she was a Bruce but now that she had none of that—or rather now that all of that meant nothing in England—she realized how alone she really was.

			It wasn’t that she wanted her life as a Howard or a Bruce returned to her. It was more that she felt like an orphan, a person with no past.

			They did not ride long before they disembarked from the barge at the steps to Whitehall Palace. It was a monstrous palace, taking up blocks and blocks and stretching nearly as far as the eye could see.

			Emma was immediately intimidated. Holyrood was not nearly as grand as Whitehall. Holyrood was run-down and in need of repair and Queen Mary had been doing the best she could to restore it a little at a time. But it was meager compared to this royal residence.

			It made her feel small and inconsequential.

			The men lifted Tristan’s litter and gently led him away. From what she could tell he was still unconscious.

			“This way, my lady.”

			Emma followed Sizemore up the stairs and down a path that led to the palace.

			“The river is the easiest and by far the most popular entrance to the palace,” he was saying.

			Emma hurried to keep up, trying not to look around like she’d been raised in the country and had never seen a royal palace before.

			“You have been assigned a suite of rooms. Her Majesty is very grateful for your service to Mr. Fitzherbert.”

			
			“My service?”

			“That you were willing to nurse him back to health. She was anxious to have Mr. Fitzherbert back in England, and I can assure you that all of the queen’s own physicians will be looking after him now.”

			“Oh.”

			She must be grateful that Tristan would be seen by people far more qualified than her to bring him back to health. She was grateful for that. She really was. But what did that mean for her? What was Queen Elizabeth going to do with her?

			Emma lagged behind Sizemore because it was difficult not to gape at the magnificence of the palace halls. They were so wide that you could pass someone and not even see them, and covered from floor to ceiling in portraits and landscapes and other works of art. Holyrood had been dark and drab, whereas Whitehall was bright and cheerful.

			People were milling about and they eyed Emma curiously. She was certain she appeared completely out of place with her dirty woolen gown and unkempt hair.

			It seemed as if they walked for miles. Emma had no idea how she would find her way out of the palace if she needed to. Sizemore pointed out the dining hall as they hurried past.

			What seemed like a long time later he opened the door to a suite of rooms that took Emma’s breath away. Nearly floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the gardens and the Thames. The floor was covered in a plush rug. The bed was a vast swath of pink silk trimmed in gold. Everything was so lavish that Emma didn’t even want to touch it. She came from two powerful Scottish clans but her homes seemed primitive compared to this.

			
			“Is there anything you need before I leave?” he asked.

			“Yes, actually, there is. I’d like to know where they took Mr. Fitzherbert and I would like to see him.” She wouldn’t rest easy until she knew Tristan was resting easy.

			“I thought so,” he said with a small smile. “That’s why he is being settled into the next set of rooms. In fact, you can access his rooms through this door.” He walked across the room and opened a door that Emma had not even known was a door because it blended into the woodwork.

			Tristan’s rooms were decorated in various greens that reminded her of the Scottish Highlands. Servants were bustling about, settling Tristan into a bed that was bigger than Emma’s and lighting the fire in the fireplace.

			Emma could feel the gulf between them growing. He was in his own country now, being taken care of by his queen. She stood there feeling superfluous, lost and unneeded as a nurse hurried in and began examining him.

			He was in good hands. Much better hands than hers.

			“The physician is on his way,” Sizemore said. “He will examine Mr. Fitzherbert and report his condition to Her Majesty.”

			Emma nodded. And what then? He will heal. It might take a few weeks, maybe even a few months, but what then? What will happen to me?

			A man with white hair and an overbearing attitude strode in and the servants melted away except for the sour-faced nurse who stood back while the doctor examined Tristan, listening to his heart, lifting his limbs and studying them, lifting his eyelids and looking into his eyes.

			
			He conferred with the nurse, who nodded, and then he left.

			Emma wanted to go after him, to ask his diagnosis, but she felt she had no right any longer.

			The nurse shooed everyone out. “Go,” she said sternly to the servants. “I must tend to the patient.”

			She reached Emma and her escort and looked at them oddly. “You mustn’t be in here,” she said with authority.

			“But—” Emma said.

			“This is Lady Emma Howard. She is with Mr. Fitzherbert and is permitted to stay.”

			The nurse looked Emma over critically. Emma knew she didn’t look her best. Not even close to her best. She didn’t want to know what the nurse thought of her relationship with Tristan.

			“You may return when I am finished tending the patient,” she said.

			Sizemore took Emma’s arm. “Come, Lady Emma. You must be exhausted from your flight from Scotland.” He shot the nurse a disapproving look that Emma appreciated. At least she had one ally in England. “I’ll call for a bath and you can rest while Nurse tends to Mr. Fitzpatrick.”

			

			—

			Freshly bathed, her hair washed and curling about her, and donning a spring-green gown that Sizemore had found for her, and that fit surprisingly well, Emma was feeling confident enough to face the nurse.

			She entered Tristan’s room to find the curtains drawn and the fire stoked so much that it was stifling. Nurse was nowhere to be seen, thank goodness.

			
			Tristan was also freshly bathed and someone had shaved him. He was still sleeping and she hoped it was because he was exhausted from the voyage and the trip from the ship to the palace. She prayed that he had not taken a turn for the worse.

			Quietly she drew a stool up to the bed and sat down, studying his features. Someone, probably Nurse, had spread an oily salve over the cuts on his face. The bandages had been taken off his hands and the salve smeared over his fingertips.

			The door behind her opened and she swallowed her groan of annoyance. All she wanted was a few moments alone with Tristan, but apparently she could not have that now that they were in England.

			She glanced over her shoulder and gasped, then nearly tripped over the stool she stood so fast.

			She dipped into a deep curtsy as Queen Elizabeth sailed into the room.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 28

			“Your Majesty.” She rose from her curtsy and moved out of the way as the queen took Emma’s place at the side of the bed and looked down at Tristan.

			Emma was surprised to find that Elizabeth was shorter than herself, but she was as regal as any queen. Her hair was reddish and curly, her complexion pale, her eyes a dark brown. She was dressed exquisitely in brown velvet, her hands decorated in many rings and a large ruffle around her neck, accentuating her pointed chin.

			“How is he?” she asked. Her voice was soft, but commanding.

			“Sleeping,” Emma said. “He sleeps a lot. The doctor was here to see him but I don’t know what his prognosis is.”

			Elizabeth studied Tristan intently, sinking onto the stool Emma had been sitting on. Emma stood awkwardly to the side, unsure what to do. Should she leave or stay? Sit or stand?

			What was protocol?

			Elizabeth took the decision out of her hands by waving to a stool in the corner. “Bring that over here and sit.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty.” Emma hurried to fetch the stool and sat next to the queen, her back rigid, her hands tightly clasped in her lap, her feet pressed together.

			There had been many times when Mary called Emma into her private quarters just so the two of them could talk. Many times Mary would talk about how she hoped for a good relationship with her fellow queen. Emma had read the letters that Elizabeth had sent to Mary, encouraging letters touched with lines of caution. Elizabeth had seemed to want to be a mentor to Mary.

			
			“They tell me you took care of him on the voyage,” Elizabeth said, without taking her eyes off Tristan.

			There was something there in the queen, something that softened when she looked at Tristan.

			“I did,” she said.

			“You have my gratitude.”

			“It was my pleasure to help him. Tristan…He means a lot to me.”

			Elizabeth looked at her sharply then turned her attention back to Tristan. “Tristan inspires that feeling in people.”

			Emma frowned, wondering how many other women felt this way toward Tristan.

			What had Elizabeth’s feelings been when Annabelle had died? Had she held a soft spot for Tristan’s deceased wife?

			“Sir Sizemore informed me that you had been witness to the explosion that killed Lord Darnley,” Elizabeth said.

			Emma’s thoughts had been so far removed from Darnley that at first her mind struggled to catch up to the conversation and then she was surprised to realize that Sizemore knew that Emma had been a witness.

			“I was.”

			Elizabeth’s lips tilted in a smile. “You sound so surprised that I would know that. You would not make a good spy, Lady Emma.”

			“I’ve never wanted to be a spy.” If there was one thing Emma learned from her friendship with Mary it was that there were times when Mary wanted to be treated like a normal person and not a monarch. Emma learned to read those moods and act accordingly. She sensed that Elizabeth might be that way too and so did not temper her words to show deference and fawning like most people would.

			
			Elizabeth either did not notice, or she did not care.

			“I have spies everywhere,” Elizabeth said. “They are good spies and they dutifully report back to me what they have learned. Sometimes it’s much information and sometimes it’s little information. To have someone who has firsthand knowledge of the event is somewhat of a boon to me. Tell me about the explosion. All of it. Everything that you remember.”

			The last few sentences came out in a staccato, demanding and yet cajoling at the same time. They certainly were commands that brooked no argument and Emma knew she was to answer them whether she wanted to or not.

			She also was very aware that she was in a precarious position here in England without funds or plans for the future. She did not want to endanger Mary or reveal anything that Elizabeth should not know, but Elizabeth probably knew more about Darnley’s death than Emma did.

			She told the queen everything that she could remember, from the men in the orchard bending over the body to the explosion that rocked her world and turned everything she believed upside down. She did not tell her about the nights spent in Tristan’s arms or about her now-dead husband, Angus. Elizabeth need not know any of that.

			“I don’t know who the men were,” Emma said after telling her story. “And I can’t confirm that the man on the ground was Lord Darnley.”

			“But there are others who can place him there and his dead body was found there,” Elizabeth said, drawing her own conclusions quickly, her mind nimble.

			
			“Yes.”

			“Do you think Lord Bothwell was involved?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Elizabeth fell silent for a moment, appearing to think about something deeply. “Do you think Queen Mary was involved?” she asked softly.

			“I hope not, Your Majesty.”

			“You care for your queen.”

			It wasn’t a question but Emma nodded anyway. “I do. She saved me and gave me a home and a safe place to live after marriage to a man who was not kind.”

			Elizabeth nodded as if she fully understood although she had never been married.

			“That sort of act deserves loyalty,” she said.

			Emma hesitated, looked at Tristan and tried to think of how to say what she wanted to say.

			“But not blind loyalty,” she finally said. “I love Mary but I also love Scotland.”

			Elizabeth smoothed the edge of Tristan’s bedsheet. “Your loyalties are torn.”

			“They are.” Emma bowed her head and blinked the sudden tears from her eyes. She felt disloyal to Mary by even speaking to Elizabeth in this way.

			“You have to think of the greater good,” Elizabeth said. “And sometimes the greater good is not the same as what your heart wants. You want Mary to succeed, to be happy, to be a good monarch, but that might not be the case?”

			
			Emma studied her clenched fingers in her lap. “She’s a good person, but she tends to trust the wrong people.”

			“Do you think Lord Bothwell led her wrong?”

			“I think it is a possibility.”

			“I think that too,” the queen said quietly.

			“I don’t know what the future is for Scotland if he gains more power,” Emma said.

			“I fear it won’t be good. For Scotland or for England. We will have to watch and see what happens.”

			Emma nodded, wondering where she would be when it all unfolded. Scotland or England? Which country would have her?

			Elizabeth went back to watching Tristan. He was sleeping easily and seemed to be in less pain. Maybe he was sleeping too easily?

			Emma looked at him closely but there was nothing to indicate that he was awake and listening.

			“Did he tell you how we met?” Elizabeth asked.

			“He did not, I’m afraid.”

			“He was my most favored companion when we were young.”

			Emma looked at Elizabeth in surprise. Elizabeth and Tristan were childhood friends?

			“My childhood is no secret,” Elizabeth said. “In fact it was quite well discussed and commented upon. My father banished me to the country to live with strangers who eventually became my caregivers and more like family. I was stripped of my claim to the throne. For the most part I was forgotten by him. Tristan’s father was the stable master and Tristan too was lonely. It stood to reason that two lonely souls would find each other and become friends. He saved my sanity during those times.”

			
			Tristan had never said a word, never hinted of this close friendship. For a moment she was irrationally angry at Tristan for keeping this important information from her. Then again, he kept most of himself from her, like the fact that he was in the employ of the queen.

			“He told you about Annabelle?” Elizabeth asked.

			Emma swallowed, her trepidation rising. Again she wondered what Elizabeth’s true feelings were for Annabelle. After all, she was the one who brought Tristan and Annabelle together and now it made more sense as to why. Elizabeth held a very soft spot in her heart for her childhood friend. “Yes,” Emma whispered.

			“I’m afraid I pushed the two of them together, thinking they would suit. I was a fool. Annabelle was far too quiet and timid for Tristan. I don’t believe they ever learned to love each other.”

			“He said he was gone for most of their marriage. He told me he was your messenger.”

			She grinned without revealing her teeth, yet Emma saw the gentleness in the queen’s eyes. “He said that, did he? I suppose in a way that was another word for what he did for me. He’s a good man. He’s good at what he does.”

			“He made very fine placards in Scotland,” Emma said.

			The queen laughed, a light tinkling sound. “I’m sure he did. Tristan always gives his all for any mission.”

			
			“It weighs on him, that one mission you gave him that he failed at.”

			She looked at Emma curiously. “I can’t think of any mission he failed at. What do you speak of?”

			“His marriage.”

			Elizabeth fell silent. “Did he tell you that?”

			“He told me a friend recommended the marriage, but it was not as…successful as this friend had hoped. I surmised the rest.”

			“One could say, if one was bold and courageous, that it was my fault that particular mission failed. They clearly were not suited.” She looked Emma over critically. “But you…I think you would suit him quite well.”

			Emma felt her face heat and she had to look away, not wanting to reveal her love for Tristan. But the queen was a smart woman.

			“I see,” she said. “Well, I’m glad he finally found someone to love.”

			“It does not matter,” Emma said. “We might be in love but we still don’t suit.”

			“And why not?”

			“Well…” But Emma had to stop to think. All the reasons she’d given before were now invalid. She was no longer beholden to the Howards or to the Bruces. Tristan was not beneath her station because she had no station any longer. She was the pauper now, the poor person who had to rely on others to survive.

			“You are a Bruce and a Howard,” Elizabeth said. “What do they think about what you’ve done for a lowly printer?”

			“They don’t know. But I must admit to you that I am destitute. Mary borrowed what money I had for the prince’s baptism and has not repaid me. I have no money, no place to live, and a country I probably cannot return to.”

			
			Elizabeth nodded and turned to look at Tristan and pat his hand rather roughly.

			“What say you, Tristan? What do you think about your lady’s plight?”

			Tristan stirred and opened his eyes. “I was beginning to tire of pretending sleep,” he said through swollen lips.

			“Oh!” Emma stood, enraged and embarrassed that he had been listening this entire time. “That was wicked of you.”

			He grinned at her but it was a lopsided, grotesque type of grin. However, his multitude of cuts and bruises could not hide the amusement in his glittering eyes.

			Elizabeth stood and chuckled. “I will leave you two to work this out amongst yourselves.” She paused and a warm expression crossed her face. “I’m glad you’re on the mend, my friend.”

			“I can’t be down for long. You know that.”

			She patted his shoulder. “We will discuss that later.”

			And she left the room in a swirl of skirts and a soft click of the door.

			“I should be angry,” Emma said to Tristan. In truth she was not because she was so relieved that he was awake and alert enough to play such a game on her.

			“Help me sit up. I’m weary of lying flat.”

			“Is that wise?”

			He grimaced. “Who is here to say it’s not?”

			“That grouchy physician. In fact, I should call for him to tell him you are awake.”

			
			“Later, Emma.”

			She helped him to sit, clucking when he moaned and swayed, and she propped pillows up behind him so he could recline on them. When they were finished, he was sweating and his face had lost all color except for the rainbow of hues surrounding his bruises.

			“Happy now?” she asked a bit irritated that he was doing so much after just waking up.

			“Better.” He closed his eyes and she knew he was shoring up what was left of his energy. “Damn,” he said. “I despise being ill and wounded.”

			“You’ll heal quickly.”

			He opened his eyes to look at her. “I don’t remember much of our voyage but I remember that whenever I was awake you were there beside me. Thank you.”

			“Please don’t thank me. I did it because I wanted to.”

			“You left your country for me. You left with a fugitive and now you cannot go back.”

			She shrugged, but the words hurt because he was right. She’d not thought that she would not be welcome back because she’d escaped with a wanted man. She’d only thought that Mary and her family would be cross with her for leaving. Already she was desperately missing Scotland, but not the Scotland she just ran from. The other Scotland. The peaceful Scotland.

			“Now you’re forced to go to Italy,” Tristan said.

			“I have no funds for Italy. I’m sure you heard me tell Elizabeth that.”

			
			He frowned. “I am sorry about that. It was not right for Mary to take your funds without asking.”

			Emma wearily waved her hand in the air. “I would have gladly given them to her if she had asked. The timing was off, that was all. I just wish she’d had time to pay back her loan.”

			Tristan rolled his eyes. “Do you truly think that was a loan? She has no intention of paying anyone back, I fear.”

			That saddened Emma because that was not the Mary she had grown to love.

			Tristan placed his hand over hers. “We’ll figure something out.”

			“I am not your problem to solve, Tristan. I never have been and yet you insist that I am.”

			“You’re not a problem, Emma, and I would not offer to help if I did not mean it.”

			She tried to smile but failed miserably. Her future was so uncertain and her love for Tristan was too certain and she didn’t know how, or if, the two could cross paths. She didn’t know if Tristan would even want her in his life forever. He might very well want to return to his occupation as Elizabeth’s spy and he’d told her on more than one occasion that he did not want to marry.

			She supposed that for now she would be content knowing that she was tentatively welcomed at Whitehall and that Tristan was on the mend. The rest would sort itself out in time.

			“Was it terrible?” she asked. “At the Old Tolbooth?”

			He grinned. “About as terrible as I figured it would be. Bothwell had no intention of asking questions and every intention of stamping out the printers. He’s frightened and he’s lashing out, trying to eliminate any opposition.”

			
			“Do you think it will work? This approach he’s taking?”

			“Tyranny like that never works, at least for the long term. In a way, I’m glad you could leave Scotland now. Who knows what the future holds for that country but I don’t think for the short term it’s going to be good.”

			His eyes drifted closed and he forced them open.

			“Sleep, Tristan. The doctor said that is the best way for you to heal.”

			“I despise having to heal.” But his lids fell again and this time they did not open. Emma sat beside him and held his limp hand in hers and watched him sleep as fear and uncertainty pressed heavily against her heart.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 29

			Tristan itched all over. His cuts were in the uncomfortable, healing phase and overall he just longed to get out of bed and walk. To do something. He was going mad lying in this bed.

			Emma had been a saint over the past several days, fetching him what he needed, entertaining him when his mood soured, and sitting quietly beside him when he fell asleep in the middle of their conversations.

			He didn’t know what he would have done without her calm presence to soothe his irritation at being bedridden. The doctor had come and gone so many times that Tristan lost count. All he knew was that the doctor refused to release him from the jail of his bed because they feared that his ribs were not sufficiently healed.

			And if Tristan had learned anything from this frustrating, painful ordeal, it was that Emma was a rule follower and she refused to let him leave his bed.

			And she refused to get into his bed as well.

			Frustrating she-devil.

			However, all of this lying about led to much thinking about his future and he’d come to the conclusion that he could not picture a future without Emma in it.

			He turned the carved falcon around in his hands, feeling the soft, smooth wood, the slight ridges his knife had made, thinking of Emma’s fine golden hair, her dancing eyes.

			She’d not said anything else about her lack of funds. From the little he’d eavesdropped on her conversation with Elizabeth he’d gathered that Queen Mary had borrowed money from many of the merchants in Edinburgh to fund the prince’s baptism and had yet to pay any of them back, leaving Emma and, he was sure, many others destitute.

			
			He was furious and thought Mary’s actions selfish and immoral. But it was done and there was nothing he or Emma could do about it. He just wished that she had the choices that she had originally thought she had and was an independently wealthy woman like she was supposed to be.

			Except that also meant that she would be preparing to leave for Italy now. Preparing to leave him. The thought put him in a foul mood and made him want to pout. He was not one to pout. He’d never pouted in his life but Emma did things to him that made him stop and wonder who the hell he had become.

			Had it been this way with Simon and Aimee, and Will and Rose? Had his two friends tumbled headfirst into insanity? Was this what love was? Just a continuous bout of madness?

			Because he certainly felt mad and insane and not himself at all and it had nothing to do with the beatings he’d endured.

			Everything centered around Emma.

			When he’d first woken on the Wind Chaser he’d been beyond relieved to see her sitting next to him, her worried blue eyes trained on him. He’d not cared how they had gotten there, but only that she was by his side. He felt he could finally rest easy.

			He laid his head back on his pillow and looked at the window where the drapes were pulled closed but he could see wedges of the bright, sunny February day. Had it really been only a few weeks since Darnley’s murder?

			
			Certainly, things had drastically changed in Scotland but also in his own life.

			Being a spy had consumed him for so many years. It was not only what he did, it was who he was. He thrived on the challenge, he enjoyed the anonymity and the freedom to conduct his missions the best way that he saw fit.

			Never once had Elizabeth not been pleased with his work and he took a special kind of pride in that. He’d never wanted to stop, even while married to Annabelle—a guilt he would carry with him forever.

			But now…

			Now he was beaten and sore and while it wasn’t the first time he’d had to recover from a beating, it was the first time he’d taken this long to heal. Maybe he was getting too old for this work.

			The thought of settling down, of quitting, of not being a spy, had never appealed to him before. He’d always wondered what other people did with their time.

			Now he knew what he would do with his.

			He would take Emma and travel the world. He would show her Italy and France and Spain and Germany and any other place she wished to go.

			The thought was oddly satisfying.

			And terrifying.

			The object of his thoughts walked in, disrupting his musings. Because of his mix of emotions and his itchy skin he spoke rather more harshly than he’d intended.

			
			“Why are the draperies always shut? Am I forbidden to see the sun?”

			True to Emma she did not hesitate or show a flicker of annoyance but went to the windows and pulled the draperies open to let in a flood of sunlight.

			“My thanks,” he said, rather grumpily.

			“Nurse feels the sunlight will somehow impede your healing.”

			“That nurse is the work of the devil.”

			Emma crossed her arms and glared at him. “My, aren’t we testy?”

			“I swear I will go mad if I have to stay one more moment in this bed.”

			“It’s always been my experience that the crankier the patient the better they are feeling.”

			He scratched at his face where two cuts were healing.

			Emma pulled her usual stool up and sat beside the bed. She was so patient with him and never complained that she spent hours on the hard stool while he lay about on the soft bed.

			“Her Majesty said she would be by today to visit.”

			He grunted. Elizabeth had been by every day. Sometimes for only a few moments, sometimes for an hour. She had questioned him extensively about the events surrounding Darnley’s death and the placard campaign. She picked his brain about the political climate of Scotland and where he thought it was headed.

			She’d even casually asked Emma a question or two about Mary. Emma was always careful with her answers. She still felt a loyalty to Mary, but understood that the future of Scotland was important.

			“Will you be as cranky with her as you are with me?” she asked.

			
			“Mayhap,” he said, then sighed. “My apologies, Emma. I truly am going mad.”

			“The physician—”

			“I know what the physician says but the physician is not living inside my body. I know I am well enough to get out of bed and maybe even stroll through the garden.”

			Emma pressed her lips together and looked disapproving. “Very well,” she said, rising from her stool. “Let’s be off.”

			He looked at her in surprise. “Be off where?”

			“To the gardens. You said you wanted to stroll the gardens so we shall stroll the gardens.”

			“Now?”

			She raised a brow. “Are you too busy now? Would another time suit?”

			He grinned. “I’m not wearing breeches.”

			She rolled her eyes. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before. Let me find you a pair.”

			She sorted through the wardrobe and came back with a pair of fawn-colored breeches. He had no idea whose they were or why they were even in the room but he didn’t question their presence.

			Instead he flipped the bedsheets back and swung his legs over the side of the bed. The room spun in one direction while his stomach dropped to his toes. Emma shot him a knowing look as she handed the breeches to him.

			Tristan tried in vain to hide the fact that just sitting up so abruptly had made him dizzy. He pulled the breeches on and stood, a little slower than he would have liked, but he was standing and it felt good.

			
			Well, somewhat good.

			In a way.

			It was better than lying down.

			He supposed.

			Emma held out her arm and he grabbed for it, grateful for the support. Slowly they walked around the room, his feet shuffling. He was bent a bit at the waist because his ribs felt like they were going to stab every organ inside his body.

			He draped a protective arm across his midsection and hobbled around the room.

			“Are you ready to admit that we will not make it out to the garden?” she asked.

			“Maybe not today. Tomorrow might be better.”

			She hummed her agreement.

			“How about that chair right there.” He lifted his chin to indicate an overstuffed chair by the windows. Maybe feeling the sun on his face would be just as good as a stroll in the garden.

			She helped lower him into the chair and he sat back with a sigh, light-headed, the room slightly off kilter.

			“Damnation,” he said. “I do not like feeling so weak.”

			“You are healing from a very bad beating. You need patience.”

			“I have no patience left.”

			She stood in front of the window to look out of it. The sunlight lit her hair to a warm yellow and brushed her pale complexion until it glowed. She was the most beautiful woman he knew, both inside and out.

			
			“Thank you,” he said.

			She turned her head to look at him and the sun made a halo of her hair that was nearly blinding.

			“For what?”

			“I know of no other person on this earth who would willingly walk away from her life to save me. You boarded a ship without knowing where it was going just because I was on that ship. You knew you had no money to your name and no notion of where your life would lead you after you left Scotland and still you did it.”

			“There was no thought of not doing it.”

			“That is exactly what I’m trying to say. You didn’t think twice. If you had stopped to think you would not have done it.”

			“But I would. I couldn’t just leave you there to die.”

			“Even though I was working against your queen?”

			“You were doing what you thought was right. I might not have approved of your actions, but I understood the reasoning. And in a way, you were right. Bothwell as the leader of Scotland will not be good for the country. What you were doing hurt my queen, but in the little time I was in Holyrood after Darnley’s death I saw that Mary was not the same person that she’d been before. She’d changed and I believe it was Bothwell who changed her.”

			“You are selfless.”

			“If I am it is because you taught me to be selfless. You allowed yourself to be arrested when you could have easily run. You willingly went to Scotland to do what needed to be done knowing that being arrested was a possible outcome. How many other countries have you been to, knowing your presence could get you arrested?”

			
			He looked away because her words were too close to the truth, but he never thought of himself as selfless. He enjoyed what he did and he did it because it was the right thing to do, because his country had called and he had answered the call.

			“Maybe we are two of a kind,” he said.

			“I am nothing like you. I could never do the things you’ve done.”

			“Ah, but you have. Do you think that contacting LaGrange and arranging my escape is not doing the things I’ve done? Running onto a ship ready to depart while being chased by the queen’s guards?”

			She grinned. “It was all rather exciting.”

			“And now you see why I love what I do.”

			Her grin faded and they were both thinking of their unknown future. Except he knew what he wanted. He just didn’t know what Emma wanted.

			“Do you want to go to Italy?” he asked.

			She shrugged. “It was but a dream.”

			“What if—”

			The door burst open and two men rushed in.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 30

			When the men barged into Tristan’s chambers, Emma’s first thought was that Bothwell had found them.

			Tristan pushed himself halfway out of the chair before falling back into it, too weak to defend them.

			And then he cursed.

			“By God, where did they dig you two up from?” he said in shock.

			Amazed, Emma could only stare at the intruders.

			“Lord Sheffield,” she said. “And Lord Marcheford.”

			“Simon and Will,” Tristan said, his voice wavering as if he were choked up.

			The two men surrounded Tristan and slapped him on the back. Even though he winced, his grin was wide and his eyes were glittering and Emma could tell he was immensely pleased to see his old friends. She stepped back to give the men room to talk while she observed.

			She’d met both Marcheford and Sheffield at Holyrood. In fact, she’d introduced Sheffield to Rose Turner against her intuition. Even then Emma’s instincts had warned her that Sheffield was a rogue and not suitable for Rose. He might have been a rogue but he’d been a convincing rogue and in the end she’d introduced the two.

			“You look like hell,” Will said to Tristan. “What’d Bothwell do to you?”

			“He tried his best to kill me, but he didn’t consider Emma over there.”

			Both men turned to Emma with polite smiles. Will chuckled. “Lady Emma Howard.”

			
			“Lord Sheffield.” She now realized that he’d chosen the rogue persona as his role of a spy in Queen Mary’s court. She turned to the other man. “And Lord Marcheford. I never thought to see you two again, but what a pleasure it is to lay eyes on you.”

			“I’m sure it was your greatest wish not to see us again,” Will said on a laugh.

			“So you made it out alive,” Tristan said. “I always wondered.”

			“Alive and well,” Will said. “Although it had been iffy.”

			“Our wives are outside of the room. They weren’t certain that they were welcome.”

			Wives? Emma did not know the two were married; now she was vexed that she’d introduced Will to Rose if he’d had a wife all along.

			“Of course they’re welcome,” Tristan said, with more delight than Emma had heard from him in a long while. “I’m sure Emma would like to see them.”

			Will went to fetch the women while Simon pulled up a stool and sat down. “We want to hear everything,” he said. “It’s tough being out of the spy business. You’re suddenly cut off from all information. Will and I worried about you all alone in Scotland.”

			“Not all alone,” Tristan said. “LaGrange was there and made a nuisance of himself occasionally.”

			Simon sat back. “Ah, LaGrange. How is the fool?”

			“The same. Immersed in the stable and gathering information.”

			Emma thought of the large man who had helped her. “He retrieved Tristan from Bothwell’s clutches,” she said.

			
			Simon turned interested eyes to her. “Did he now?” He seemed surprised to hear of it.

			Two women came in and Emma suddenly found herself surrounded by familiar faces.

			“Aimee! Rose!” She practically squealed like a small lass while she hugged and laughed and let her tears fall.

			She pulled back and looked at Rose through her tears. “I thought you had died,” she said. “Everyone believes that your carriage had gone into a lake and you had drowned with Lord Lysle.”

			Rose’s lips twisted in a distasteful expression. “Good. I’m glad they thought that. But I am not glad that it caused you distress.”

			“Both Margaret and I mourned you.” Emma patted Rose’s arm. “Oh, I am so glad you are alive and well and married! You were supposed to wed Lysle.”

			“I would have never consented to marrying Lord Lysle. His plan was to—”

			Will cleared his throat, cutting off Rose’s words, and Rose suddenly looked contrite.

			“You can speak freely in front of Emma,” Tristan said. “She knows almost everything. And if she doesn’t know everything it’s because I was remiss in telling her.”

			Rose glanced at Will from beneath her lashes. “Someday we will tell you the story,” she said. “But for now we will celebrate that you are safe in England.”

			“Yes,” Emma said, lacking Rose’s enthusiasm. “I’m in England.”

			“Well, anyway, it’s good to see you,” Aimee said in her soft French accent.

			
			Emma turned to Aimee, the quiet French girl who had kept to the outskirts of the room and the other women at Holyrood. She’d always been so quiet and timid and all along she’d been helping Simon? Emma wanted to hear that story as well.

			“When the men said they had wives I never expected it would be the two of you. I’m so pleased for you. Are you happy here in England?”

			“Oh yes,” Rose gushed while Aimee nodded, a beatific smile touching her lips.

			Emma noticed that Aimee had laid a hand on her rounded stomach. So she was with child. How exciting for her and Simon. For a small moment Emma felt a twinge of jealousy that she would never experience the glow of motherhood radiating off Aimee. But she pushed the regret away to be examined at another time.

			Rose grabbed Emma’s arm. The ginger-haired beauty was so full of life, like she had been when Emma had first met her. “Let’s walk in the gardens so the men can talk about the spy business and we can speak in private.”

			Emma glanced worriedly at Tristan. He was pale, his bruises more pronounced, but he seemed at peace and she had a feeling he wasn’t moving from that chair. Not after his aborted trip to the gardens.

			“Go,” he said, catching her worried look. “I will be fine.”

			Simon came over and kissed Aimee on the cheek. “Stay warm and don’t overtire yourself.”

			Rose made a pshh sound. “He acts like no other woman has had a child. Emma and I will watch out for her.”

			

			—

			
			Tristan watched Emma as she was swooped up in Rose’s overexuberance. Cloaks were collected and there was much chattering among the three. Emma’s color was up and the worry was gone from her eyes for the moment. Maybe if she realized that Aimee and Rose had not only made a life in England, but a happy life, she would be more open to a life with him. Maybe knowing she already had two friends here would help pave his way into her life.

			The room was swiftly silent, the echoes of the girls’ voices drifting off as they made their way down the hall and out to the garden.

			The men seemed to revel in the silence for a bit.

			“So, tell us everything,” Simon finally said.

			Tristan shook his head in sadness. While Scotland was not his home country he still held an affection toward it and felt bad about the direction the country was taking. “Scotland is heading for trouble if Bothwell is not stopped,” he said. “His goal is to rule the land, using Mary as his puppet.”

			“Do you believe he killed Darnley?” Will asked.

			“I believe his hand is all over the murder, but I don’t think he did it himself. I think he employed the Douglases.”

			“They are loyal to him and they did not like Darnley,” Simon said.

			“According to Emma it’s like Mary is bewitched. She has lost all backbone and is allowing Bothwell to make state decisions. Meanwhile public sentiment is turning against Bothwell and people are speaking of Darnley as if he’s a martyr.”

			Will leaned a shoulder against the mantel. “That’s certainly a twist that Mary or Bothwell would not have expected.”

			
			“I gather your placards helped form that sentiment,” Simon said.

			“Mine and others. I wasn’t the only one printing treasonous placards.”

			“Were you the only one arrested?”

			“I was the only one at the Old Tolbooth that I knew of. If others were arrested they weren’t taken there.”

			Tristan told them everything that he had told Elizabeth, only keeping secret his feelings for Emma. Will and Simon might no longer be spies but they had been at one time and their stories were inexplicably twisted into the braid of Scotland and Queen Mary’s story and they deserved to know. And Tristan trusted them implicitly.

			When he was finished speaking a heavy silence fell between the three.

			“I’m glad you were able to get out,” Will said quietly.

			“Thanks to LaGrange and Emma.”

			Will grinned. “Tristan and Emma, I would have never guessed that the two of you would cross paths let alone arrive in England together. Tell me, Fitzherbert, how did this come about? I fear you’re not telling us the whole story.”

			Tristan looked toward the window. The window that overlooked the garden. What he wouldn’t do to be able to look out the window and see Emma strolling with her friends. But his last excursion to the chair had taken everything out of him and so he pictured her amongst the dead flower beds, talking animatedly to Rose and Aimee.

			What were they talking about? He had a feeling he knew.

			So Tristan haltingly told the story of how he came upon Emma and how he nursed her back to health, but he left much of the story out.

			
			“She was very loyal to you to defy her queen and bring you to England,” Simon said in an obvious attempt to get the rest of the story.

			“She is torn in her loyalties. She loves Queen Mary but realizes that what is happening in Scotland is not good for the country.”

			“She escaped with a fugitive,” Simon said. “That’s not a small decision to make.”

			Tristan pressed his lips together and refused to say more.

			“Does she realize that she cannot return to Scotland? At least not while Mary is on the throne and Bothwell her puppeteer?”

			“She knows,” Tristan said.

			“Leave him be, Marcheford,” Will said from the hearth.

			“No,” Tristan said. “It needs to be said. I love Emma but she is afraid. She has no means. In truth, she is a pauper here in England and while I would take her as she is, she thinks little of herself. She does not think she is worthy.”

			“She’s a Bruce and a Howard,” Will said. “That is something.”

			“That means nothing here in England. My hope is that when she sees that your wives have made a life here and are happy here, she will rethink.”

			“And you?” Simon asked. “What are your plans?”

			“I would like to settle down at my sorely neglected estate and live comfortably and peacefully. But if Emma will not have me then I will ask Elizabeth for another mission.”

			

			—

			It felt good to be outside. The air was crisp but not overly cold and the sun added a bit more warmth. Thankfully the three girls were alone in this particular garden and so they walked side by side, at first in quiet contemplation.

			
			“I would not have expected you to fall for Tristan,” Rose said.

			“I would not have expected it either,” Emma said. “But I do believe it was out of Tristan’s and my control.”

			“Have you married?” Aimee asked.

			Emma nearly laughed at the question. Married? A girl could not marry if she had nothing to bring to the marriage.

			“No.”

			“But you’re in love,” Rose said.

			“I love him, yes.”

			“Oh, he loves you too,” Aimee said softly. “You can see it in his eyes. But he does not know where you stand. He’s unsure.”

			“You saw all of that in the few minutes you were in the same room with us?” Emma asked.

			Aimee shrugged. “Oui.”

			“You have to tell him how you feel,” Rose said. “If Will had not told me his feelings I would have never come to England with him and I would have missed out on so much.”

			“It’s much more complicated than that,” Emma said. She explained about the dowry that Mary reinstated for her and how she had put it with the merchant but that Mary borrowed heavily from all the merchants to pay for the baptism. “I am now destitute. A pauper. Penniless and without a country.”

			The girls remained silent as they walked, and Emma felt that they now understood her plight.

			
			“Does that matter?” Aimee asked.

			“Of course it matters,” Emma said in exasperation. “I cannot come to a marriage with nothing.” But it was more than that, far more than that. Emma had lived in wealth all her life. Money was security. Money meant that she could support herself if needed. Always in the back of her mind was the thought that if the Howards or the Bruces decided to use her for political gain, to marry her off to someone else, she always had the money to fall back on. She could escape. She did not need a marriage to survive.

			And now all of that had been taken away from her. Her security was gone and with it her courage to do what she wanted with her life.

			“In the end, it’s not about the money,” Aimee said. “Because you are still two people who have to learn to live together. Love might bring you together but it takes courage and commitment and communication to keep the marriage going. Not money.”

			“Money certainly helps,” Emma said, knowing she sounded like a petulant child. What Aimee said was all true, and she could see herself wed to Tristan. They would work hard at their marriage but she’d been raised to believe that a woman brought certain assets to the marriage and she did not have them.

			She had nothing. She’d been stripped of everything—her wealth and her identity as a Scot.

			“I brought nothing but trouble to Will,” Rose said. “We had to pretend I had died so that I would not be hunted by Queen Mary. My parents did what they could but it wasn’t much, and Will and I are getting along marvelously. Aimee is not welcomed back to France and she and Simon couldn’t care less.”

			
			“I care,” Aimee admitted softly. “There are times I long for France and to see my sisters, but Simon at my side helps. And now we are starting our own family.”

			Emma huffed out a breath. “You must think me a spoiled brat,” she said. “Thinking of only money.”

			“No,” Rose said. “I understand. But you must understand that both Aimee and I were in the same situation. I certainly can never return to Scotland either.”

			“What we’re saying,” Aimee said, “is that there is so much more than a dowry or a country you can call home. Eventually I will be comfortable calling England my home but it’s no more my home than France or Scotland was. My home is Simon and he is wherever I am.”

			“I cannot have children,” Emma said sadly. “I never got with child while married to my deceased husband.”

			“Mayhap, he was not the right man to father your children,” Rose said.

			Oh, if only that were true. Emma longed to have a child of her own. A child of hers and Tristan’s. She looked at Aimee’s burgeoning belly out of the corner of her eye and felt another surge of jealousy. Poor Aimee. It was not her fault that Emma was broken inside. And yet it was another reason she dared not marry Tristan. He deserved to be a father. He would make an excellent father.

			“I bet if you asked Tristan he would say he didn’t care about that,” Aimee said.

			
			“He would say that but would he mean it?”

			Aimee stopped to look at Emma. “You must stop throwing obstacles in your path. You must embrace what you have and enjoy every moment of it. You almost lost him, how did that make you feel?”

			“Like my heart was being torn in two. Like I wanted to die myself.”

			“That is love,” Aimee said. “And love is never easy. Look at the three of us. It took two murders and a murder plot to help us find our loves.”

			They headed back to Tristan’s rooms. Emma had a lot to think about, but Aimee’s and Rose’s no-nonsense advice made Emma feel that they had nudged her back on the right path.

			They found the men sprawled in chairs, drinking wine and conversing in serious tones. Immediately Emma saw that Tristan looked peaked and wan. Exhaustion clouded his whiskey-colored eyes.

			Will and Simon stood immediately and Simon went to Aimee.

			“I’m fine,” she said a bit irritably.

			Rose and Emma shared a smile.

			“We should go,” Will said. “Tristan looks ready to fall over. We’re all staying at Whitehall for the next few days so we’ll be back.”

			Tristan nodded and the four of them left.

			Emma helped Tristan walk to the bed. He was hunched over, his arm hugging his aching ribs. Sweat stood out on his brow and she realized with a pang that he was not nearly as healed as either of them had hoped. She felt a spurt of real fear that he would have a setback and all of this—the flight from Scotland, the English doctor—had been for naught. But, no, she would not allow herself down that rabbit hole of worry. He just needed time.

			
			“You need a nap,” she said, trying to sound uplifting.

			“I’m not a damn baby,” he grumbled but there was no heat behind his words and she tucked him into bed like he was a baby.

			“Sit with me,” he said even though his eyes were struggling to stay open.

			She sat on the side of the bed and he took her hand in his.

			“Your bruises are healing nicely,” she said.

			“But not quickly.”

			“You have to give it time.”

			“All I have is time.”

			“Then it shouldn’t be a problem.”

			He looked down at their hands lying intertwined on the bed.

			“I don’t know what my future holds, Emma.”

			“Then we are one and the same because I don’t know what mine holds.”

			He glanced up at her, then away. “I do know that when I envision my future I see you in it.”

			“Oh, Tristan.” There was so much more that she wanted to say. She wanted to tell him that she was poor, that she had no real identity anymore, that she couldn’t give him the children he deserved, but Aimee’s words came back to haunt her. She had to stop throwing obstacles in their path. He knew all of this and yet he still wanted to be with her. She could not ask for more nor did she want more. She wanted Tristan.

			“I don’t think I want to be a spy anymore,” he said. “I talked to Will and Simon about what their lives are like without all the intrigue and danger. Surprisingly they said it was very nice. But they agreed that it wouldn’t be as nice without their wives.”

			
			“Simon and Aimee have something else to live for now and I daresay that Will and Rose will follow suit soon.”

			He squeezed her hand. “Did you ever think that the problem of fertility was not yours but Angus’s?”

			“I…No.” Angus had always blamed her for his lack of an heir. He’d blamed her so much that she believed him. Surely the all-powerful Angus Howard did not have a problem getting a woman pregnant. At least that’s what he’d made her believe.

			“Sometimes it’s not the wife,” Tristan said. “Sometimes you have to have faith.”

			“Aimee said as much to me out in the garden. She said that maybe I had not been with the right man to conceive.”

			Tristan grinned. “I knew I always liked Aimee.”

			Emma tried to smile but she was feeling so many different emotions. Fear the most prevalent. Fear of letting go. Fear of allowing herself to believe that she could live a happy life with Tristan in England. Fear that maybe she could be a mother after all.

			“I can’t retire without you,” he said.

			“Most certainly you can. I’m sure Elizabeth would agree.”

			“That’s not what I mean, Emma. I mean there is no reason to retire if you are not by my side.”

			“Oh.” She looked down at their entwined hands. Tristan’s hands. She’d come to know them intimately and more so since she’d been nursing him back to health. His hands were strong and capable and gentle and soothing.

			
			Just like the man.

			“Are you certain, Tristan?” She could not look at him, could not read the truth in his eyes if the truth was that he wasn’t certain at all.

			“Look at me, Emma.”

			Slowly she raised her eyes and saw that he was absolutely certain. There was a golden fire in the depths of his eyes, a burning confidence.

			“I’m extremely certain.”

			“I don’t want you to get your hopes up. Simon looks so happy to be a father.”

			“That’s Simon. I’m not Simon.”

			“But all men want a son, an heir.”

			“An heir to what, Emma? I’m not a noble. I’m not a lord. I have money, enough to keep us happy for a very long time, and a very small estate but nothing like you’re used to. I’m the son of a stable master who happened to befriend a queen. You’re still a lady and will always be a lady.”

			She squeezed his hand. “If you don’t know that I don’t care about that then you don’t know me at all. I married a lord, a clan chief, one of the most powerful men in Scotland. He was not a gentleman and he was not a nice man. Titles mean nothing. It’s what is inside that counts and you have a heart of gold.”

			“I’m sorry that you cannot go back to Scotland because of me.”

			“I am too but only because it’s the place where I was born. Home is where I am happiest.”

			She found herself echoing Aimee’s words because she was starting to believe them. Aimee had been right. Home was not land or a country or four walls.

			
			“Are you happiest with me?” He looked so vulnerable, so sad and lost looking up at her.

			“Oh yes,” she whispered.

			Relief swept his face so fast that Emma almost laughed.

			“I was thinking that maybe we could travel. You said you wanted to see the world and I have nothing but money and time to show it to you. Maybe we could even settle in Italy.”

			“Truly?”

			“Only if you want.”

			She thought about that for a moment. “I want to be with you. Whether that’s in England or Italy I will be happy. But I have nothing to bring to this marriage. I’m a pauper.”

			“You’re bringing your laughter and your good heart and your kindness and your love. That’s all I ask for. That’s much more than I deserve. And that’s all I need.”

			She leaned over to gently kiss him on the lips. “I love you, Tristan. You can have all of my love, all the time.”

			“You have not said yes,” he said, the vulnerability and uncertainty still in his tone.

			“Yes!” she practically yelled and then laughed, her heart free for the first time in many, many years. Free and in love and excited about the future. “Absolutely, yes.”

		

	
		
		
			
			As always, to John, for his unwavering belief in me
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