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Prologue

Whitehall Palace

LONDON, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 1565

Sir Simon Marcheford had been around long enough to know that nothing good came out of a summons from Queen Elizabeth.

He arrived at the queen’s Privy Chamber well before the designated meeting time to find Viscount William Sheffield and Tristan Fitzherbert waiting as well. Simon flopped onto an empty wooden chair and glared at his fellow spies.

“You, too, eh?” Will said with no little irony.

“What is this summons about?” But Simon knew. He’d known for a while now that his services would be needed again, and he was very unhappy about it. He’d been requesting an audience with the queen for weeks to inform her that he was retiring from her service. Elizabeth, being the amazingly astute monarch that she was, had probably sensed his intentions and purposefully ignored his request.

He rubbed a hand down his face and dropped his head back. Firelight from the periodic sconces flickered weakly across the walls and dipped down to the stone floors.

“All three of us,” Will said. “It must be important. Any guesses?”

Tristan shrugged and concentrated on digging the dirt out of his fingernails with his dagger. “My guess is Scotland.”

That had been Simon’s guess as well.

They didn’t have to wait long, as they were called into the queen’s Privy Chamber just moments later. Normally Queen Elizabeth was attended by at least half a dozen maids of honor and that many ladies of the Privy Chamber, including sycophants who reveled in being in the queen’s presence, but this time the room was fairly empty except for William Cecil, the queen’s chief adviser. This did not bode well for Simon’s plan to retire.

The three men knelt at the queen’s feet until she bade them to rise. As usual she was wearing a gown of black, one of her favorite colors. But her costume was not austere by any measure as it was decorated with a plethora of various expensive jewels that glittered in the candlelight. Around her neck was the string of pearls that she preferred mostly to wear in place of other necklaces and her fingers were bejeweled with rings. 

“Your services are required,” the red-haired queen said without preamble, looking each of them in the eye. She raised a red brow at Simon, as if daring him to protest. It was certainly on the tip of his tongue to do so, but he bit that appendage to keep silent. She went on, “There are troubling reports from Scotland. My fellow queen is causing me some concern with her Catholic ideologies.”

Not to mention that Mary, Queen of Scots, had set her mind on dethroning Elizabeth and combining the crowns of Scotland and England. Simon could well understand Elizabeth’s concern.

She pierced Will and Tristan with a look. “You two will go to Scotland. Sheffield, I want you to be my eyes and ears in Mary’s court. I want you to report everything you hear, even if you think it’s inconsequential. Call on your association with Mary’s husband, Lord Darnley, and remind him that you went to school together. Tristan—” She turned soft, dark eyes to Tristan, who held a special place in her heart. They had grown up together while Elizabeth was in exile as a young girl. “Tristan, you will open a print shop in Edinburgh.” At Tristan’s surprised look, she grinned. “Do not worry. There is a local printer who will teach you everything you need to learn. Your purpose is to undermine Mary’s popularity by distributing seditious placards and thereby weakening her control among the lower class.”

She turned her attention to Simon, and he had to control his impulse to wince. He wanted nothing to do with Elizabeth’s plans. He was loyal to his queen, had served her for many, many years, and had even offered up his life for her a few months ago. Luckily he’d been spared, and now he wanted to retire to Danfield, the manor house bestowed on him by Elizabeth. He had plans to gather his young sister, Judith, from court, where she’d been residing because he had no one to watch her while he was traveling the world as Elizabeth’s spy, and enjoy the rest of the hopefully many years he had left without looking over his shoulder. It appeared that Elizabeth had other thoughts, and he was frustrated with her destruction of his plans.

“Marcheford, I am sending you to Spain,” she said.

Simon jolted. “Spain, Your Majesty?” What in the hell was he to do in Spain? Spain was far from England, far from Scotland, and very far from Judith and Danfield.

“I fear King Philip is aiding Mary. I want you to find out.”

“Your Majesty, if I may—”

“You may not,” she snapped, but her expression softened. “I’m well aware that you are ready to retire from this life, Sir Simon, but the three of you, you’re the best I have, and I need you in this. Give me this one last request.”

“But Judith—”

“Is perfectly fine here at court with me.” She raised a brow, challenging him. “Do you doubt my ability to care for your sister?”

“Of course not. But I thought to take her to Danfield so we can get to know each other.” Their parents had died a year ago. At twenty and six Will was more than twice Judith’s age and did not know his sister well. It was time to change all of that. He was certain she mourned their parents and needed a steady home. He wanted to provide that for her.

Elizabeth waved her hand in the air. She had beautiful hands with long, elegant fingers; she was known for her hands and took pride in them. “There is time enough to get to know your sister. Besides, you need to start thinking of finding her a husband, and where better than at court?”

Simon’s jaw worked. Beside him, Will shifted, as if silently telling him to leave it be. He’d lost this battle. Judith was condemned to court for a bit longer, and Elizabeth had just put him on notice that if he did not do this thing for her, then Judith would find herself betrothed at the age of twelve. And more than likely without his consent.

He dipped his head in acknowledgment while seething inside.


Chapter 1

HOLYROOD CASTLE, EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND

MARCH 1566


My dearest Pierre,

Scotland is a dreadful place, cold and damp and inhospitable. I do not know how these people live in such deplorable conditions or how they thrive without the warm sun that so often shines on my beloved France.

My sorrow and misery is doubled—nay, tripled—without your presence beside me. I lay my head on my pillow every night and dream of you.

I miss you so, Pierre. I had never believed such nonsense as a broken heart, but I believe it now. Mine is shattered into a thousand tiny shards and will not be whole again until we are reunited.

I live for that day, dream of it at every moment. I will stay chaste for you, as I promised. I will not even look upon another man, for you are the only man for me.


Yours always,

Aimee


Catherine,

Scotland is as you described it. The people are welcoming and kind. I have formed a special bond with Queen Mary, as you had hoped, and we get along well. She is a good queen to her people—


Aimee de Verris threw her quill down, unable to continue with the lies she was attempting to tell her aunt Catherine de Medici. Oh, how she hated her aunt. Aimee looked longingly at her letter to Pierre and stroked the parchment, remembering the feel of his hands in hers, of his cheek pressed against her own. The parchment was a pale second to her Pierre.

With a frustrated growl, she stood and paced restlessly to the window to look out onto the cold landscape of Scotland. She was absolutely certain she would never be warm again. It was a cold that seeped into one’s bones and took up residence there. No matter how high her maid built the fire, Aimee was never warm. She snatched a thick shawl from the chair next to her and wrapped herself up in it, fighting tears of frustration and longing.

What was Pierre doing at this very moment? No doubt he was warm, but did he miss her as much as she missed him? Did he look at the moon as she did and wonder what she was doing at that very moment?

Her hatred for Catherine de Medici burned bright, but it was a cold hatred.

Aimee was Catherine’s spy, through no choice of her own. Just thinking of the night that had changed her entire world made Aimee want to shudder in fear. Catherine had stumbled across Aimee and Pierre in an intimate embrace. Catherine’s wrath was legendary. It was rumored that she beat her own children, and Aimee had been terrified that Catherine would unfurl that wrath on her and Pierre. Pierre had bravely stepped in front of Aimee and shielded her with his body. It was something Aimee would always remember. She’d felt so safe and protected and loved by Pierre.

But Pierre could not protect Aimee forever, and soon enough Catherine had exacted her revenge. She told Aimee that she was being sent to Mary’s court in Scotland. Aimee’s pleas fell on deaf ears. Her promises that Pierre loved her and wanted to marry her were scoffed at. Catherine had looked at her in disdain when, distraught, Aimee had fallen to her knees at Catherine’s feet and begged her not to send her away.

“If you think I will allow you to wed one such as him, you are touched in the head. He is not the one for you.”

Aimee had been stunned. Pierre came from an impeccable lineage. It was a coup for Aimee to have landed him, but none of that mattered to her. Pierre loved her. He’d told her so. And she loved him, and that was all that mattered.

Catherine had openly laughed at the proclamation of love. “You are a bigger fool than I thought. My sister should have sent you to me long ago. I fear it is too late to reform your harlot ways. Scotland will be good for you.” And then she’d outlined exactly what Aimee was to do in Scotland.

“I am being sent to the wilds of a barbaric country for something that I am not ashamed of,” Aimee had said to Catherine, her love for Pierre making her foolish and impetuous. “You are convinced that Pierre and I are not fit for each other and will never marry, so why should I do this thing for you?”

Catherine’s thunderous expression almost had Aimee backing down, but she’d thought of Pierre bravely standing in front of her and known that she could do no less for him.

To her surprise, Catherine’s expression had slowly lessened to thoughtfulness. “You are right, of course. You have no incentive to do as I say while you are ‘banished,’ as you call it. Send me reports on the Scottish queen, detailed reports that tell me what she is up to, and I will allow you to return to the French court. If Pierre is still waiting, you may have him.”

Shivering from the deep cold that seeped through the dark stone of Holyrood Palace, drawn away from her reveries, Aimee swiped at a lone tear and headed back to the escritoire, where she put her finished letter to Pierre and her unfinished letter to Catherine in a drawer beneath her prayer book.

Catherine was expecting a report from Aimee on Mary’s activities, but Aimee had nothing to report. Mary had been kind to her, and they had exchanged stories of growing up in France, but that was the extent of their conversations. If Catherine thought Queen Mary would divulge all her secrets to Aimee, then she was sorely mistaken.

A scratch at the door preceded her maid entering. “What gown will you be wearing tonight, my lady?”

Aimee closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. “Whatever you think is best, Hannah.”

Hannah went about the room, picking up this and that, presumably putting together Aimee’s clothing for the evening. Another evening spent with Mary and her entourage, pretending that she was happy and that she actually wanted to be here, when her heart was really in France with Pierre.

—

Arrived from Spain a few months before, Simon spotted Will right away in Mary’s Presence Chamber, but as always, they didn’t acknowledge each other. Simon made his way to the edge of the room and positioned himself close to the musicians. Mary was on the other side of the room, which was surprising. She held these salons nightly but most nights was absent from them. She was sickly, they said. An ailment that baffled all her physicians and was particularly concerning as she was carrying within her the next king or queen of Scotland.

Tonight she was in the far corner with the Maries—an odd group of four women who had been with Mary and served her all her life. All were named Marie, and they were fiercely loyal to their queen.

Will scanned the room and noted that Rizzio, Mary’s most trusted adviser, was present, as well as James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, the man in charge of Mary’s security and, some said, the power behind her throne. Simon observed Bothwell from afar, not at all trusting the loudmouthed man whom Mary seemed to admire.

Conspicuously absent was the king, Lord Darnley. But his absence was not surprising, as it was known by all that the king and queen did not get along well. How they had managed to create a child without killing each other was beyond Simon.

Scattered about was the typical gaggle of richly dressed, brightly colored courtesans, huddled in groups here and there, talking, laughing, and generally being a nuisance. Good Lord, but had he ever been that young and naive? He certainly hoped not but feared so.

His wandering gaze landed on a lone woman standing at the edge of the group. He remembered seeing her before but had never had the pleasure of meeting her. For some reason, she always caught his attention when they were in a room together. It had to be her midnight-black hair or the contrast of her light gray eyes. She was always flitting silently through the room, occasionally speaking to Mary or the other women. He never saw her flirt. In fact, she tended to shy from the men in the room.

Simon watched in amusement as she made her way toward the queen in a roundabout fashion. She definitely had a purpose tonight as she edged toward Mary and the entourage of Maries. He wondered what it was that had her so focused.

The musicians struck up their tune, and the crowds merged together then re-formed into different groupings, and he lost sight of the dainty little magpie.


Chapter 2

Aimee entered Queen Mary’s Presence Chamber, where most of the privileged courtiers were invited in the evenings. Mostly people played games, listened to music, and talked quietly among themselves. They flirted and danced and moved to the shadows, where they stole kisses and gropes.

Aimee always turned her head from such sights. Since she’d grown up in the French court, this type of behavior was not unknown to her, and not much shocked her. She turned away because it reminded her of Pierre and the two times they had sneaked away to the shadows for quick kisses, and that made her all the more homesick.

Mary was in attendance this night, talking quietly in the corner with the closest of her attendants, the Maries. Aimee did not know the Maries well, as they mostly kept to themselves and tended to their queen. Aimee thought of the Maries as Mary’s personal bodyguards.

Taking a deep breath for courage, Aimee slowly made her way in that direction, in the hope of hearing a few tidbits of information that she could include in her letter to Catherine. The more she gave Catherine, the sooner she could return to Pierre.

The queen was laughing softly, a hand resting on her rounded belly. She seemed in good health and good spirits tonight. To Aimee’s surprise, she actually liked Mary. They had formed a slight bond, both having been raised under the watchful eye of Catherine de Medici. They’d shared stories here and there, but it was more difficult than Aimee had imagined to get close to Mary. She’d not been naive enough to think that Mary would spill all the state secrets, but she had hoped for something.

“Ah, Aimee, ma chérie,” Mary said. Her French accent had softened somewhat, and every so often Aimee could detect the influence of the Scots in her speech. “Come, ma petite.” She held her hand out for Aimee. The Maries parted, allowing her a path to the queen, but they kept wary eyes on her. “How are you faring? Are you becoming accustomed to this weather?”

Despite herself, Aimee shivered. “I fear that will never happen, Your Majesty.”

Mary laughed. When she laughed, heads turned, because the sound was musical and inviting and because all the couriers wanted to see who had been lucky enough to elicit the laugh. For a moment Aimee basked in the queen’s presence. Mary had a way about her that drew people to her. Everyone loved Mary. Even her enemies could find no fault with her personality, despite their disagreements regarding her politics.

Mary searched the crowd, looking for someone, while still holding Aimee’s hand. “Ah, there he is.” She motioned with her other hand for the person in her sights to approach. Aimee, being slight of stature, could not see who was approaching, but witnessed the surrounding groups shifting to make way.

It turned out to be a very large man, broad-shouldered, his chest like a wall separating her from the rest of the crowd. He wore courtly clothes, navy velvet that fit his wide frame well.

“Sir Simon Marcheford, may I introduce Lady Aimee de Verris.”

For a moment Aimee was speechless. She had assumed, when Mary summoned Sir Simon to her side, that the queen had business with him. She’d certainly not expected an introduction.

Simon looked down at Aimee and grinned. The first thing she noticed was that he had nice teeth—straight and white. Eyes the color of chocolate but flecked with gold that mirrored the gold in his hair. Mary had a lion house on the grounds, and he reminded Aimee of those lions. Powerful but not so much that you didn’t want to cuddle with him.

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lady,” he said to her.

Aimee’s hand, still in Mary’s, jerked. He was English!

“Sir Simon comes to my court through King Philip of Spain,” Mary said. “He was faithfully serving Philip by personally bringing me a message from the king. Even when he was shipwrecked off the northern coast of England, he still managed to find his way to us.”

“How horrible that your ship was wrecked, Sir Simon. I trust that you were not injured,” Aimee said, falling back on her years of training in courtly manners, when all she wanted to do was look at him. She’d never seen anyone so big before.

“Not at all, my lady. Just a bit waterlogged. It all worked itself out in the end.”

“That is good,” she murmured. Why in the world had Mary found the need to introduce them? She’d purposefully gone out of her way to call Sir Simon over for an introduction to Aimee, and that made Aimee nervous.

Mary took Aimee’s hand and, to Aimee’s horror, placed it on Simon’s arm. “I thought the two of you would get along well. I just had a feeling about this.” Her laugh tinkled around the room, causing more heads to turn. Aimee was mortified at the obvious matchmaking attempt. She wanted to snatch her hand away but feared offending the queen and Sir Simon.

Sir Simon placed his hand over hers, warming her cold fingers almost immediately, and smiled down on her. The velvet of his coat was warm from his body heat. Having been cold since the moment she stepped onto Scottish soil, Aimee had a desire to move closer but thankfully checked herself.

“I think that is a wonderful idea, Your Majesty.” He tilted his head at Aimee. “Shall we?”

Tongue-tied, she nodded and found herself being led through the crowd to the outer edges of the Presence Chamber.

“That was quite transparent of the queen,” Sir Simon said once they were away from the bulk of the crowd.

Aimee swallowed and nodded again. Simon looked down at her, but Aimee could not make herself look up at him. He was like a moving boulder, heavily muscled yet graceful at the same time. The queen was a tall woman, taller than most men, but this man had towered over even her.

Simon steered them toward a window. Aimee stared through the red-painted lead bars and out the paned glass but did not see anything beyond that. Simon moved until he was in her peripheral vision. The silence between them stretched until she felt she had no choice but to look at him before things became even more awkward.

“How long have you been in Scotland?” he asked in his English accent.

“A few months.”

“It’s difficult becoming accustomed to the colder climate. It’s a wet sort of cold that can be miserable.”

“I’ve yet to get warm.”

“I’ve been to France,” he said. “A beautiful country. Warm, too.”

His kind words touched a note of homesickness inside her. “Beautiful and warm. I would agree with that.”

“Why are you here?” he asked, then laughed. “Pardon my uncultured way of speaking. What I mean is that I can tell you miss France terribly. Why come to Scotland when it is clear you want to be in France?”

“I was sent here by Lady Catherine.” That was all she would say on the topic. She could not tell him about her promise to Catherine or about Pierre.

“Ah. Catherine de Medici.”

Aimee’s head jerked up. “Do you know her?”

“I know of her. We’ve never had occasion to meet.”

“She is my aunt. My mother is her sister.”

“Said by rote with no warmth for Catherine.”

Her eyes widened at his bold statement. Even if it was the truth, it was rude to say, and she was embarrassed that she’d let her personal thoughts show through so transparently.

Sir Simon merely chuckled. “You don’t hide your feelings well, Magpie.”

“Magpie?”

“A small bird. They are different colors, but you put me in mind of the black-and-white ones, with your black hair and pale skin. The contrast is very startling and beautiful.”

“That’s very forward of you.”

He shrugged his enormous shoulders. “You’ll find that I say what I mean and mean what I say. But if you don’t like me calling you Magpie, then I will call you my lady.”

“You may call me Aimee.”

He grinned, his white teeth flashing and his golden eyes dancing. “And you may call me Simon.”

She felt a pull toward him, an attraction that was not welcome. She must think of Pierre. Pierre, who had promised to remain faithful to her. She had promised as well, knowing that it was not a false promise, for Pierre was the only man for her.

“That seems a bit too intimate,” she said.

“You will not call me Simon, but yet I can call you Aimee? That hardly seems fair.”

“I just meant…” She had no idea what she meant.

“Will you walk with me through the gardens tomorrow?”

She frowned. “Tomorrow?”

“I’d thought to ask you to go tonight, but if calling each other by our given names is too forward, then a walk through the dark gardens at night would be positively scandalous.”

Tonight? He’d wanted to walk with her in the gardens tonight? That would have been completely scandalous. Many of the courtiers did so, and the girls whispered and giggled about the things that went on in the gardens, but Aimee wanted none of that. She was promised—albeit secretly—to Pierre.

“What I meant,” she said, “was that I had not thought about extending our acquaintance beyond tonight. I was not thinking of tomorrow.”

He put his hand to his heart, but his smile was mischievous. “You wound me, my lady. I mean nothing to you?”

“No. Not at all. It’s just that I wasn’t thinking beyond this conversation.”

He laughed, a rich, deep sound that rumbled through his chest. “You certainly know how to unman a man, Aimee-Magpie. I will call on you tomorrow, and we will continue this engaging conversation.”


Chapter 3

After her encounter with Sir Simon, Aimee practically ran to her room, then leaned against the closed door as if someone had been chasing her. No one had been, of course. It was silly even to think so.

She made her way to the escritoire, pulled out the letter to Pierre, and read it to herself. She wanted to add more, such as Mary introducing her to an Englishman and how forward he had been. Pierre would be outraged. He would want to confront Sir Simon. No man should call a woman he had just met by a pet name.

Magpie. What a ridiculous name. He’d referred to her as a bird.

But as much as she wanted to tell Pierre all about Simon, she refrained from doing so. She didn’t want to worry Pierre, and she didn’t want to come across as so weak that she could not handle herself. Besides, Simon was no threat to Pierre, and she didn’t want Pierre to worry that he was.

She put the letter away and thought about what she would write to Catherine. She’d learned nothing tonight. Nothing of importance that Catherine would be interested in, at least. She was beginning to worry, because a French ship was due in port within the next week, and Catherine would expect a letter from her. Aimee rubbed her arms and stood close to the fire.

Hannah arrived and helped Aimee undress and get her into her nightclothes. Aimee lay in bed shivering, her feet like blocks of ice, as she tried to fight the tears that threatened to fall. She missed Pierre and her beloved France so much. She despised Scotland and its chilly climate and the Scottish court that was no more than a poor imitation of the court at Fontainebleau.

But it was Simon and his wide shoulders and warm hands that she thought about as she drifted off to sleep.

—

Simon tipped his chair back and took a drink of beer. The fire was warm against his face, and his innards were warm from the drink. Beside him, Tristan stared contemplatively into the flames while Will leaned against the wall of the print shop, a mug of beer in his hand.

“There are rumors that Rizzio will be murdered,” Will said, referring to Queen Mary’s adviser, a short little Italian man whom Mary trusted like no other. “It seems the lords are weary of his control over the queen and feel he has far too much power.”

“There’s always one rumor or another regarding murder of someone close to the monarchy,” Tristan said.

“I think there might be some truth to this one,” Will said. “The rumblings are coming from all corners.”

“Have you sent a message to Elizabeth?” Simon asked.

“Not yet.”

“I saw that Rowland chap,” Will said. “He’s become very close to the king.”

“He’s one to watch out for,” Simon said. “I’m not sure how he managed to ingratiate himself with the king so quickly.”

The story Simon had told Aimee of the shipwreck had not been a false one. Simon had gone to Spain at Elizabeth’s command to find out more about a Catholic alliance that Mary had been making noises about. Simon had introduced himself as a displaced Englishman on a tour of the continent. He had always been adept at making friends. People seemed to trust him, and he used that ability in his work as Elizabeth’s spy. It was no different with Philip. Once he’d discovered that he and Philip had a mutual fondness for chess, he’d been able to ingratiate himself into the king’s inner circle.

So it had not been surprising when Philip asked Simon to go to Scotland to deliver a message to Mary. Simon was disappointed, however, when he learned that Philip was being extra-cautious by tasking Simon with carrying a large sum of money to Mary. Simon had no idea what it was for, as another emissary was to carry the king’s written message to Mary. Simon, Will, and Tristan speculated that this Rowland, a displaced Englishman who had also been on the ill-fated ship, had carried the second part of the message.

The ship had been wrecked off the coast of Northumberland and the money had been lost. Simon had made his way to Mary’s court, where he was warmly accepted as Philip’s emissary, and here he had stayed for several months, a second pair of eyes and ears in Mary’s court.

Rowland had also made his way to court and into the good graces of Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, King of Scotland. The three English spies kept a close eye on Rowland and his unfolding friendship with Darnley.

“I saw you with the French chit,” Will said. “What’s her name?”

“Aimee de Verris,” Simon said, thinking of the dark-haired, pale-skinned waif who reminded him so much of the magpie that he had called her. She’d been surprised and irritated at his informality, which only made him want to do it more.

“I saw Queen Mary introduce you,” Will said. “What do you think her purpose was in that?”

“She said she thought we would suit. She was wrong.”

Tristan laughed. “I am so pleased that I am not caught up in all of the court dealings. I don’t know how you two do it.”

“Why was she wrong?” Will asked.

“Aimee de Verris wants nothing to do with me and only tolerated my presence so as not to offend the queen. I asked her to walk in the gardens with me tomorrow just to poke at her a bit more.” That wasn’t entirely the truth. He’d been intrigued by her. She seemed both naive and cunning at the same time. And there was no doubt that she was beautiful. Not that beauty made a person good or bad. Simon was old enough to know that beauty meant nothing compared to a person’s soul.

“Mary does nothing without reason,” Will warned.

Simon shrugged and took another swig of beer. “If it’s matchmaking she’s after, then she will be disappointed. I’m not in the market for a wife—especially a French wife who hates Scotland and would probably hate England as well.”

Nevertheless, he found himself calling on Aimee at her quarters in the far reaches of Holyrood Palace late the next morning. Her maid opened the door to him, and he asked for Aimee. With a pinched expression, the maid looked her mistress over critically as Aimee stepped through the threshold and into the corridor.

She was wearing a very fine gown made of the dearest, heaviest velvet in an unfortunate color that was not quite yellow and not quite brown. It made her complexion sallow, and he wondered if the choice of color was deliberate. He knew women enough to know that they chose their gowns like warriors chose their suits of armor. Nothing was left to chance, and to judge by the look in her maid’s eyes, he had to assume that the unfortunate-colored gown was a premeditated choice.

He had to hide his amusement from her. No one could be attractive in that color, and Lady Aimee de Verris knew it.

Yet when they stepped outside, it was an unusually sunny March day, and the sun’s rays bounced off her hair in sharp blue bursts, making him forget the ugly color of her gown and concentrate on her beautiful hair and eyes.

“Shall we see the lions?” he asked, referring to Queen Mary’s lion house, which held a menagerie of several animals, including the majestic lions.

Aimee shuddered and shook her head.

“You don’t enjoy the lions?”

“I find them sad.”

“They’re well taken care of.”

“How would you like to live your life in a cage?”

“So you believe they should be let loose?”

“Not in Scotland, of course. That would be disastrous. But, yes, they should be let loose in the country they are from. They would be happier, I’m sure.”

“Is that what you want?” He offered her his arm, and she reluctantly took it. The sun did nothing for the gown, but Simon was able to look past it to the woman beneath. She was slight and short, but she had a waist that dipped alluringly inward, then flared to enticing hips and upward to very full breasts. Her décolletage was just as pale and creamy as the rest of her skin. She’d donned a heavy fur-lined cape that was a pretty brown, but she was still shivering.

She raised an inquiring brow to him. Her brows were a startling contrast of black slashes against white skin. “What do you mean, is that what I want? To be let loose with the lions?”

“To be let loose in the country you came from? Do you want to return to France?”

“Of course I do. France is my home.”

“Then why did you come to Scotland? I know you said you were sent here by Catherine, but surely you can return home if you are so miserable.”

She hesitated, and Simon’s senses were instantly on alert. She was hiding something. Every one of his instincts told him so. What could someone like Aimee de Verris be hiding?

“Catherine wants me here.”

“And you do everything Catherine asks?”

She laughed, and he was startled by the light, carefree sound. She was a woman who did not seem carefree. The weight of the world clearly rested heavily on those slight shoulders.

“Everyone does everything Catherine asks,” she said bitterly. Catherine de Medici was the wife of the deceased King Henry of France and the mother of the deceased King Francis of France—Mary’s first husband—and the current King Charles IX of France. She was a formidable woman and the strong hand behind all three rulers.

“But you would rather be in France,” he said, pushing where he knew she did not want to go.

“Oh, yes,” she breathed in a surprising and refreshing show of honesty.

“You wear your heart on your sleeve, Magpie. That’s not necessarily a good trait in the court of a monarch. People will use it against you.”

Her back went rigid, and the hand resting on his arm flexed. “I have more or less grown up in the French court. I am well aware of what it takes to survive in such circumstances.”

“More or less? When did you come to Catherine’s court?”

“Many years ago. My mother is Catherine’s sister and sent me to her to make a good marriage.” It was the reason most noble girls were sent to court. Court was where the rich, titled men were, and every mama wanted a rich, titled man for her daughter.

“What about you?” she asked.

“What about me?”

“According to Queen Mary, you came from Spain, yet you speak with an English accent in a Scottish court, and you claim you’ve visited France. You’re quite the traveled man.”

“Quite.”

She waited a few heartbeats before raising an ebony brow at him. “You will say no more on that? I am required to tell you my life story, but you do not meet the same requirements?”

She was saucy. He liked that. She made him want to laugh, but he wisely kept it to himself; he had a feeling that she was very serious. She didn’t like him for some reason but forced herself to tolerate him.

“It is true that I am from England. You are very observant with that deduction.”

She made a deprecating sound, and he would have bet his finest velvet doublet that she rolled her eyes at him.

“I was a favorite in Queen Elizabeth’s court, but an…indiscretion…made me fall out of favor, and I was summarily ejected from court, much to my family’s distress.” It was the story he told when he was asked about his English background. Elizabeth was fully prepared to confirm his story if asked. So far she’d never been asked. For some reason people tended to believe his stories.

“How unfortunate,” Aimee murmured.

“Quite unfortunate. I made my way around to France and spent some time there and eventually found myself in Philip’s court.”

“And now Mary’s court. You do seem to land on your feet.”

He shrugged. “It’s a talent of mine.”

They found themselves at the royal stables. Simon led her into the cool shadows of the stable, where horses poked their noses out to investigate the newcomers. Aimee stopped to rub the velvet smoothness of a chestnut mare. She murmured to the animal and pressed her cheek to the mare’s nose.

“You like animals,” Simon observed.

She made a humming sound that had his blood racing. She was happy right now. Instinctively he knew it was a rare moment for her. She smiled at the horse as it nudged her hand.

“I wish I had thought to bring an apple.” She stepped back and dropped her hand. “But I did not expect to come here.”

They wandered through the stable, peeking into the other stalls. Simon let her lead while he readily followed. He stood back and observed when she encountered a litter of kittens. The mama cat, obviously worn out from mothering, watched Aimee bend down and study the newborns. Simon listened to her cries of delight and murmurs of encouragement to the mama.

“They’re so petite,” she said.

He hummed his agreement, not looking at the kittens. It was a good word to describe Aimee. Petite. Yet like those kittens, she had her claws, and she would hiss at him if he tried to get too close.

The mother cat lifted her head when Aimee reached to run a finger down the back of a gray kitten. “Their eyes aren’t even open yet,” she said.

His were. His eyes were wide open, and while he liked what he was looking at, he didn’t like what he was seeing. Aimee de Verris was getting under his skin, and he didn’t need that kind of complication in his life.

“Did you have pets while you were growing up?” he asked.

She stood and rubbed her hands down the ugly gown. “No,” she said sadly.

He wanted to offer her one of the kittens, but they were far too young to be taken from their mother. Instead he pushed away from the wall and offered his arm again. This time she took it without hesitation, and when they exited the stables, she lifted her head to the sun and smiled.

“The sun feels so good,” she said. “I feared I would never see it shine again.”

They stood like that, her basking in the sun, Simon watching the length of her throat, his gaze traveling to her unfettered smile.

She lowered her head and turned that smile to him, and it was at that moment that Mary and her entourage rounded the corner and almost knocked them over.

“Well,” Mary exclaimed. “I knew you two would suit.” She clapped her hands as if she were a small child given a new toy. “I’m so pleased to see you enjoying each other’s company.”

Instantly Aimee’s smile vanished, and Simon’s heart did a flip. Mary had witnessed a very small moment and drawn dangerous conclusions. He and Aimee certainly did not suit. Aimee had made it clear that she didn’t like him, and he’d in no way indicated anything other than friendship—although he’d thought about it.


Chapter 4


Catherine,

Scotland is as you described it. The people are welcoming and kind. I have formed a special bond with Queen Mary, as you had hoped, and we get along well. She is a good queen to her people—

Catherine,

Mary has not revealed any dastardly secrets to me yet. In fact, she rarely talks to me, and when she does, we discuss our formative years spent with you—a not so pleasant experience, if you must know. I fear your plan to use me to gather information has been a failure. Please send me back to France.


Aimee balled up the letter and threw it into the fire, where the flames instantly snatched at the dry parchment. The edges curled, black and smoking, mimicking the black anger inside her. Even though she would never send such a letter, it felt good to pen her frustration. She truly did fear that her mission here was a waste of time. Mary was shrewd and surrounded herself with excellent advisers. She was never going to trust Aimee with state secrets, never going to slip up and reveal some dastardly deed in the few salons Aimee attended.

Was this failing mission just an excuse for Catherine to send Aimee away? Had Catherine known Aimee would never succeed?

Aimee used the poker to spread the ashes but found herself stabbing the burning logs with a viciousness that came from her festering anger.

She was moldering away up here in a country that no one cared about, and she feared that Catherine had immediately forgotten about her as soon as Aimee boarded the ship to Scotland.

What if Pierre were to forget about her as well? What if he decided he’d waited long enough, even though he told her he’d wait forever? She angrily swiped at a lone tear. She’d never get the information that Catherine wanted. Catherine was vindictive and cruel, but she was Aimee’s guardian, and there was nothing Aimee could do but obey her.

A knock on the door had her putting the poker down. Hannah was gone to wherever it was that Hannah got off to. She wasn’t the most attentive lady’s maid, so Aimee answered the knock herself. A servant was on the other side.

“The queen requests your presence,” he said with importance.

“Me?” She’d never been summoned by the queen before.

“Follow me, please.”

Aimee cast a worried glance behind her. The fire still burned, and there was no sign of the letter. For a moment she’d feared she’d been caught writing to Catherine, but that was impossible. All proof had burned away.

Nervously she followed the servant, awkwardly staring at his back end. She felt as if she were walking to her doom. She had no idea why Mary would summon her.

Unless Catherine was calling Aimee back to France.

The thought was uplifting and had her heart pounding. Until she realized that Mary would not be the one to tell her such good news. Mary probably didn’t care if Aimee came or went.

She entered the outer room of the Royal Chambers, where she was startled to see Sir Simon. He rose when she walked in, and the servant left them.

Simon bowed and swept his arm, offering her the seat beside him. There were other people in the room, but Aimee did not note them, as she had eyes only for Sir Simon.

“Why are you here?” she asked, her nervousness making her a bit breathless.

“I have no idea. And you?”

She perched on the edge of the chair, her back stiff and her hands clenched in her lap. “I don’t know, either.” Nerves let loose wings of apprehension that batted against her stomach. Was it coincidental that they were here at the same time? “I hope it doesn’t take long,” she said quietly, not wanting others to hear. They would cast aspersions on her if they knew she wasn’t pleased that the queen had summoned her.

Simon raised a brow. “Do you have a more important appointment after this?”

She heaved a sigh, knowing she was sounding surly. He seemed to bring out that particular trait in her. “No. Of course not. I’m just anxious to know what she wants of me.”

Simon leaned back as if he had not a worry in the world. He looked exceptionally fine today, in a dark brown velvet doublet with gold stitching and yellow gold breeches and hose. The outfit reminded her once again that he was a lion in human form.

“You don’t seem concerned,” she said, eyeing his relaxed posture.

He shrugged. “Nothing comes to mind for which she would want my head.”

Aimee thought of her burning letter. She’d sent a few to Catherine via the French ship but was fairly certain those letters had not been intercepted, although she couldn’t be positive. She pressed a hand against her churning stomach.

“Relax, Magpie. I’m quite sure she’s not calling for your head, either. Besides, if she were, she wouldn’t allow you to sit outside her Privy Chamber unguarded.”

Aimee eyed the guards at the door to Mary’s sanctuary. They didn’t appear to be paying any special attention to her.

“You’re right, of course,” she said. Her imagination was getting away from her. She’d really done nothing wrong except send a few letters to her guardian in France. Those letters didn’t even have anything important in them other than what Mary did on a day-to-day basis and Aimee’s thoughts about the Scottish queen. She’d hoped that would be enough to appease Catherine, since she could get no other information.

Simon seemed to be overly amused by her nervousness. He watched her with twinkling eyes and a slight smile. 

“You must be accustomed to audiences with monarchs,” she said.

“I’ve had my fair share.”

She tilted her head to look at him. “Was it frightening, being dismissed from Queen Elizabeth’s court?”

He seemed to think about that for a moment. “It was more shocking. At first I didn’t think she was serious. By the time I realized she was, I was on a ship bound for France.”

“I would have been beside myself.”

“I survived. As I’m sure you would have.”

“It’s different being a woman,” she said, thoughts of seeing Mary swept to the side for the moment. “A man can travel where he wishes. A woman must always be conscious of her virtue. A woman does not have the means to earn money to fund such travels.”

“I will admit that being male has helped me along the way.”

She looked at him sharply, unable to determine if he was mocking her, but before she could ask, the doors to the Privy Chamber opened and they were called in.

—

Simon stood and offered his arm to Aimee. So they were to see the queen together. He was far from relaxed, as Aimee believed him to be. He was on edge and alert. There was no reason for Mary to request his presence, and the fact that Aimee was to see the queen with him didn’t bode well for either of them. Had their stroll in the garden somehow provoked her displeasure?

Mary was seated on a great red velvet and walnut chair, her black skirts spread out before her. She never wore jewelry and almost always wore either black or white.

She was an intriguing woman, and Simon, like most men who met the queen, was not immune to her charms. When Mary listened, it seemed her entire person was centered on everything you said and no one else was of importance. She exerted charm and a certain sexual appeal that many had succumbed to. There had been one who had been banished from court because he’d mistaken her attention for something far more and had become a nuisance to her.

She smiled and beckoned them forward. Aimee lowered herself into a curtsy while Simon bowed.

“I have witnessed with my own eyes how well you two have suited since I introduced you. I am very much pleased that my belief in the two of you has come to fruition.”

Simon stiffened, not liking this at all.

Mary turned her attention to Aimee. “Catherine sent you to my court in hopes of securing a good marriage for you.”

Aimee made a sound of distress, and her normally pale skin turned a bit green. She opened her mouth to say something, but Simon leaned in to her, pressing his arm against her to keep her silent.

“I believed that Sir Simon Marcheford would be that man, and after seeing the two of you at the stables, I am more convinced than ever that you two shall wed.”

Simon went still. “Pardon, Your Majesty?” He couldn’t marry Aimee. He was an English spy in Mary’s court. Elizabeth would be furious.

Mary turned her attention to Simon. “Philip has great things to say about you,” she said. “And I’ve heard that you have the means to take on a wife.”

What in the bloody hell…

“You two shall wed tomorrow.” Mary clapped her hands and laughed. “Oh, I am so pleased by this, and I know Catherine will be just as delighted.”

Aimee had barely moved, and Simon looked at her in worry. She was even greener than before and was swaying. Simon took her hand and placed it on his arm. She leaned in to him and swallowed.

“If I may, Your Majesty.” Her voice came out weak and breathless. “Catherine never mentioned that she wanted me to make a match while I was here. There is…” Her voice trailed off, and Simon found himself leaning forward to hear what she would say next.

Mary frowned. “Why would she send you here if not to make a match? No, you are wrong, Aimee. Catherine wrote to me specifically asking me to find a husband for you. Simon is a good man. And Philip has assured me that Simon is a wealthy man in England. I will write to my fellow queen, Elizabeth, and ask her to release Simon’s funds to him so he can provide for you.”

Release his funds? What the hell did that mean? He had plenty of funds given to him by Elizabeth for his service to her. That part was true. He also had land and an estate that had been given to him. He was well off. Very well off. But there was no possible way he could bring Aimee to England with him.

Mary turned a shrewd eye to him. “I trust that you have no objections to this marriage? Aimee is related to the de Medicis, a very powerful French family, as I’m sure you are aware. She brings her own dowry and riches to the marriage, and as an act of goodwill, I will add to that dowry.”

“Her dowry does not concern me,” Simon said. But everything else did.

He could object, but what would that do to his mission? In Mary’s eyes, this was a very good match. The Marchefords were a well-respected family in England, having served the English monarchs for generations. Aimee’s family was obviously just as respected.

“I remember when you first came to my court,” Mary was saying. “We discussed your lack of a wife.”

Simon wanted to groan. He remembered that conversation well. He’d been playing a part, lightly, harmlessly flirting with Mary as they discussed his lamentable lack of a wife. He’d thought nothing of it, but Mary had obviously taken the conversation seriously.

“You had said you were visiting all of the great courts of Europe in hopes of finding that one woman who would be your wife.”

“It was said in jest, Your Majesty.”

Mary smiled. “I do not believe you, Sir Simon.” She paused. “I like you, and I like Aimee, and I think you will make each other happy, yes?” She turned her attention away from them, and Simon knew the audience was over.

The decision had been made. A whim of a monarch, the wish of a queen, and Simon’s life was turned upside down. He had no idea what he was going to do about this.

But first he needed to escort his bride-to-be out of the Privy Chamber before she was sick on the queen’s shoes.


Chapter 5

“Breathe,” Simon said as they walked out of the Privy Chamber. He was holding Aimee up, praying that she wouldn’t faint while they were still in Mary’s presence. “Breathe,” he commanded again between clenched teeth.

Aimee dragged in a shuddering breath as the doors closed behind them, and they stumbled to the closest chairs. Simon lowered Aimee into one and collapsed into the other to run a hand down his face.

Aimee clutched at his sleeve. “You must stop this. We cannot marry,” she said.

“Quiet.” There were still people in the outer room, waiting for an audience with the queen, and they were looking at Simon and Aimee curiously.

She dug her fingers into the velvet of his sleeve. “You have to stop this,” she said again, ignoring his warning.

He stood and took her arm, forcing her to stand as well. She sagged against him, and he walked her out of the room, ignoring the avid stares. Somehow he managed to get them outside to the formal gardens, where, miraculously, they were alone.

“I can’t do this.” She looked at him with wide, terrified eyes. “I can’t marry you.”

While he felt the same, he also felt oddly hurt by her insistence. “What do you propose I do?”

“Tell her no!”

He laughed. “Tell the queen that we will not obey her command? You tell her.” But at the same time, he was thinking of ways to tell Mary that he couldn’t wed Aimee. Should he claim a secret wife in England? Maybe tell her that his heart had been broken by another woman and he’d not recovered from it? That seemed romantic enough to capture Mary’s imagination.

Aimee was breathing fast, gasping for air, her hand over her heart.

“Stop it.” Simon shook her shoulders, and her head lolled back. “Panicking will not help either of us.”

“Oh, I’m panicking,” she said between gasps. “I’m not marrying you. I don’t care what the queen says.”

“Then by all means, go in there and tell her so, and let me know how it goes.”

She pursed her lips and looked away. One didn’t just disobey a monarch without repercussions. Sometimes those repercussions could be deadly.

“Tomorrow,” he muttered. He had until tomorrow to somehow get out of this marriage.

—

Aimee slammed the door to her chambers and lowered the bar on the door. She did not want Hannah walking in right now.

She stumbled to her escritoire and pulled out a clean piece of parchment and a quill.


My dearest Pierre,

I am writing to you with a desperate plea for help. Catherine has betrayed us. She had no intention of bringing me back to France and back to you. She fooled us both, Pierre, and I feel such the imbecile. She has instructed Mary to find me a husband in SCOTLAND! Her choice for me is a brute of a man, not nearly as refined as you. Oh, Pierre, what am I to do? I so wish you were here. You would know what to do, what to say, to change Mary’s mind. Come to me, Pierre. Save me.


The door rattled and Aimee jumped, spilling the ink and dropping the quill.

“My lady?”

“Merde,” Aimee muttered as she shoved the letter into the drawer and hurried to unbar and open the door.

Hannah looked at her suspiciously as Aimee wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Are you unwell, my lady?”

“Oui, Hannah. I’m unwell.” Sick with fear. “I’d prefer to be left alone tonight.”

Hannah’s eyes narrowed. “You are not going to dinner?”

“Non,” she said harshly, turning Hannah’s suspicious look to hurt. She didn’t care. Hannah’s life wasn’t on the line.

“Very well.” Hannah sniffed and turned on her heel to march off.

Aimee closed the door and leaned against it, breathing fast, her heart racing in fear.

Writing to Pierre wasn’t going to help. He wouldn’t receive the letter for weeks, and her marriage to Simon would be well established by then. Unless Simon could think of a way out of it. Simon was her only hope at this point.

Then what? her mind whispered. What if Simon manages to stop this marriage? Mary will simply find another man for you to wed.

“No!” She pushed away from the door and fetched the letter to read over it. The next French ship was due in port next week. She couldn’t even stow away on the ship. There was no escape.

She dropped the letter and buried her face in her hands.

—

Tristan stared at Simon in disbelief. “She wants you to wed the French chit?”

“Aye,” Simon said.

“Unbelievable.”

“Aye.” It was all Simon could think to say. His mind was whirling, trying to find a way out of this sticky situation, but he could not think of one solution.

“Does Will know?” Tristan asked.

“Nay. I did not think it wise to search him out.”

Tristan just stared at him for a few moments, obviously at a loss for words. “I don’t think Elizabeth would have predicted this,” he finally said.

Simon laughed despite the slowly building panic. He was to wed tomorrow, and he’d yet to find a way out of it. “Tell me how to convince Mary that I can’t wed Aimee without offending her.”

Tristan cursed and stared at the floor, as if thinking hard, before shaking his head. “Tell her you are already wed.”

“When I first arrived, I lamented the fact to her that I was indeed unmarried but looking for a bride.”

“Damn, Marcheford.”

“I know.”

“I suppose you can’t tell her you’re a priest.”

Simon laughed. “I doubt she’d believe that.”

Tristan looked at him seriously. “You steal away and go back to England.”

“And not finish my assignment?” he asked in surprise.

“There are worse things than not finishing an assignment.”

“And what would those be? Death?” He’d never not finished an assignment; even when he was injured during his last assignment, he’d managed to at least get the information Elizabeth required.

“Marriage,” Tristan said pointedly. “Isn’t that like being dead?”

Simon chuckled but wasn’t finding humor in the situation. In fact, he was feeling a bit sick.

“I have no advice for you,” Tristan said. “I wish I did.”

—

When Simon returned to Holyrood Palace, his valet was waiting for him. “The queen’s man has been looking for you,” Smithson said.

“Me?” Though Simon affected unconcern, his heart skipped a beat. He was always careful when he visited Tristan, taking alleys and disappearing into different buildings, watching his back, taking three times longer to get there than normal. He was fairly certain he hadn’t been followed there or back, but not completely.

“Her man has come twice looking for you.”

“And where did you tell him I was?”

Smithson sniffed as if offended. Simon didn’t know the man well; he’d been assigned to Simon upon arrival. “I could not guess where you were, so I did not say.”

“I suppose I should see what the queen wants of me.” Simon sauntered out and headed to the Privy Chamber, where he sat in the same chair he’d sat in earlier that day. What a mess everything was. He didn’t need this distraction. It was already pulling him away from his mission.

After Will’s announcement that there was a serious threat to Mary’s adviser, Rizzio, Simon had made a point of poking his nose into dark corners and empty corridors. More and more he was noticing sly looks, pursed lips when he sauntered close, whispered conversations. He witnessed three very powerful lords exiting an empty room together. Not very smart on their part. There was definitely something afoot, and he was beginning to fear for Rizzio’s safety. The man had made many powerful enemies by becoming so close to the queen.

Personally, Simon didn’t care for the adviser. He was pompous and self-important. He’d declared himself the keeper of the queen’s schedule and would not allow others to speak to her privately unless he approved it. A man with that kind of power attracted powerful enemies.

“Her Majesty, Queen Mary, will see you now.”

Shaken out of his thoughts, Simon quickly stood and entered the Privy Chamber. To his surprise, Mary was alone. Even Rizzio was absent, which was odd and made Simon uneasy.

“Sir Simon,” Mary said as she extended her hand to him. He took it and bowed over it.

“Your Majesty. It is a pleasure and an honor to be called into your presence twice in one day.”

She laughed, a light, tinkling sound that made him smile. She was extraordinarily beautiful, pale with reddish-brown hair and dancing eyes. Her unusual height only added to her intrigue. “You are a flatterer, Sir Simon,” she said flirtatiously.

“I speak only the truth. It is indeed a pleasure to see you again. What could you possibly need with my humble presence?”

Her smile turned cunning, and Simon was instantly on edge. He must never forget that she was a very shrewd woman. She’d had to be, in order to overcome the things she’d overcome in her life. Mary’s problem wasn’t that she was inept. It was that she put her trust in the wrong people. And that was what worried Elizabeth. It seemed Mary was always one step away from making a bad decision because she listened to the wrong people.

“I needed to speak to you privately before the wedding tomorrow.”

“Ah. The wedding,” he said flatly. Maybe now was a good time to plead his case and ask for a reprieve.

“I know you are not entirely enthusiastic about marrying Aimee de Verris, but there is a reason I ask this of you.”

He stilled, suddenly very intrigued.

She rose from the massive throne she’d been sitting on. With a sigh and a hand at her back, she moved to the window but stood to the side of it, looking out but unseen from the outside. Simon followed, watching as her other hand rested on her protruding belly. He had heard of women complaining about the discomfort of carrying a child. He couldn’t imagine lugging such a burden along day after day.

“As you know, I was raised in the French court by Catherine de Medici.”

Simon inclined his head, thinking she did not really want an answer. She seemed far away, reliving childhood memories.

“Catherine is a nasty woman. She was always jealous of my relationship with Francis,” Mary said, referring to her late husband, the previous king of France. “I don’t believe the woman has a kind bone in her body, and so I doubt her reason for sending Aimee to my court.”

Now this was becoming more and more interesting. “You don’t believe that she wants an advantageous marriage for Aimee?”

“Nay. I think Aimee was sent here to spy on me.”

Simon jerked, not expecting this turn in the conversation.

“I see you are surprised. I don’t believe that Aimee has been trained as a spy. For some reason, and somehow, Catherine has convinced Aimee to come here. I don’t know why, and neither is it my concern. She is here, and she is collecting information about me to send to Catherine.”

Being so close to Elizabeth for so many years, Simon had always considered the monarchy a heavy burden for a person to carry. Not for the obvious reasons of state but because you could trust no one. Mary was no different. Little did she know that she was speaking to a spy in her own court. The irony was not lost upon him.

“And so you plan to marry her off and distract her from this spying mission?” he asked.

She grinned. “In a way. I trust you, Simon. Philip speaks highly of you. He would not have sent you to me if he didn’t.”

“I fear I failed in that mission.”

“Yes, well. You could not have anticipated a shipwreck, and it is unfortunate that the money he sent was lost.”

Money that was meant for increasing her army to attack Elizabeth. Simon wasn’t too overcome by that loss.

She straightened her shoulders and arched her back as if trying to ease the burden of the excess weight in front of her.

“I know I am asking much of you, but I need you to do this one thing for me. Aimee is a beautiful woman, and I truly do think the two of you will suit well.”

“Your Majesty…I know we spoke of me finding a wife, but I assure you it was all in jest. I have no need nor a desire for a wife right now. I have nowhere to put a wife.”

She chuckled and looked at him slyly out of the corner of her eye. “She is not a trophy to be placed on a mantel, Simon. You don’t ‘put’ a wife somewhere.”

He spread his hands out and gave her an innocent look. “Do you see? I don’t even know how to have a wife.”

She laughed. “You are sneaky, Sir Simon. You know perfectly well what to do with a wife.” She turned serious. “I brought you into my court on Philip’s word alone. You have given me no reason to doubt my decision. Don’t make me start doubting now.”

The humor fled from Simon quickly. He’d been given an ultimatum. Wed Aimee and he would be in the queen’s good graces. Don’t wed her and suspicion would fall upon him.

Damnation.

“Of course I will do this for you. There are much worse things you could ask of me than marrying a beautiful woman. Might I ask one question in return?”

Mary tipped her head toward him, giving him permission to ask, but there was a warning in her eyes that he heeded well.

“Am I to spy on my own wife?” He wanted to choke on the word “wife.”

“Simply watch her. If she is spying and you think it is serious, then let me know. However, I don’t think she has learned anything of significance. I want to tell Catherine that her wish to wed Aimee off has been granted.”

“And in so doing, you are also sending a message to Catherine that her spy has been neutralized.”

Mary’s grin was mischievous. “You are very intelligent, Sir Simon.”


Chapter 6

Aimee restlessly paced in her chambers, alternating between panic and despair and wild hope that Simon would find a way out of this marriage. But the longer she waited, the more the hope gave way to despair.

She slept fitfully, wrapped in a blanket, sitting in front of the fire. 

Several times she pulled out her letter to Pierre but couldn’t find the words that would adequately describe her deep anguish and terror that this travesty was actually going to happen. She had to believe in Simon. She had to believe that his aversion toward this match was as strong as hers. She had to put her future in his hands.

Hannah came in the early morning and was brought up short by the sight of Aimee curled up in a chair in front of the fire. “Are ye feeling better?” she asked.

“No.” Aimee couldn’t find it in herself to even stir. Listlessly she watched Hannah build the fire. “Have you…”

Hannah looked at her expectantly while she went about putting the room to rights. Aimee wasn’t sure what to ask. It seemed a bit silly to ask her maid if she’d heard anything about Aimee’s upcoming wedding.

“Oh, aye,” Hannah said. “I’ve heard.”

Aimee lifted her head, waiting for Hannah to elaborate.

“I’ve heard that Lord Morton’s son is tupping a kitchen maid and promised her all sorts of riches.” Hannah sniffed. “And the foolish twit believes him. Can’t tell her anything because she’s in love. Nothing good will come of that except a babe in her belly that she can’t afford to raise on her own. Fool.”

Aimee dropped her head back down and closed her eyes.

“I’ve heard that the head cook beat the scullion boy when he snatched a biscuit from her kitchen. He says he was feeding his poor starving sisters. I think he was feeding his poor starving stomach. I’ve heard—”

“That’s enough, Hannah.” Aimee couldn’t bear to hear any more prattling and couldn’t care less about Lord Morton’s son and the scullion who’d stolen the biscuit.

“What will you wear today, my lady?”

“I don’t care.”

Hannah moved to stand in front of her and look down on her. “How can ye no’ care what ye wear on yer wedding day?”

Aimee jerked and her head snapped up. “What did you say?”

Hannah paused. “About what yer wearin’?”

“No. The other.”

Hannah’s forehead scrunched as she wrinkled her nose in thought. “About yer wedding?”

“My wedding?” Aimee could barely get the word out.

Hannah looked at her as if she were touched in the head. “Did ye forget ye were marrying Sir Simon today? It’s the talk of the palace.”

And yet Hannah had prattled on about the cook and the kitchen maid.

“So he didn’t…”

Hannah flung open the wardrobe door and stared at the gowns inside. “Dark, striking colors suit ye best,” she murmured.

So Simon hadn’t been able to talk Mary out of the marriage? Had he even tried?

Someone knocked on the door and Hannah, grumbling, flung it open. A servant stood on the other side, but Aimee paid him no mind. What had happened? How was it that he couldn’t get them out of this horrible situation?

“For the lady,” the man said, handing Hannah a large package.

Aimee tuned them out, shivering beneath the blanket in dread. She closed her eyes and tried to picture Pierre. The man she was meant to marry. The man who held her heart. But panic made his beautiful face blurry as if she were looking at him through a thick fog.

“Oh, my lady, look at what he sent you!” Hannah draped a bloodred material hooded cloak across Aimee’s knees, caressing the soft velvet. “It’s so beautiful,” Hannah said.

Aimee stared at the garment, which was intricately stitched in gold and blue. It was lined in fur and looked deliciously warm. Aimee buried her hand in the thick fur, drawn to the cloak despite her reluctance.

“There is this, too.” Hannah handed her a folded note.

His handwriting was elegant, the bottom signed only with a swirling S.


Magpie—please accept this inadequate gift as a token of the first day of the rest of our lives together.


The paper trembled in her hand, and she put it down. So that was it. They were to be married. She wanted to scream at the injustice of it.

Hannah hurried back to the wardrobe. “We must find a gown to match the cloak. Oh, I fear ye have nothing so grand as that cloak. What a shame.”

Aimee let Hannah ramble as the world blurred through her tears. She was to be married to Simon. A man she didn’t know and certainly didn’t love. Was she supposed to forget about Pierre? She’d promised to wait for him, and he’d promised to wait for her. How was she supposed to tell him that she’d had no choice? What was she supposed to do now?

The paper fluttered to the floor, and Aimee watched it helplessly.

“What about this one?” Hannah produced a gown that was a lighter blue than the stitching in the cloak but worked well with the colors. “Oh, we must hurry!” she suddenly said. “Ye can’t be late to yer own wedding.”

Hannah pulled her up out of the chair and Aimee allowed it, numb, grief-stricken, full of despair. Maybe if she were a woman of means, she would have some say in her destiny. But she was nothing but the fifth child of a secondary noble thrust upon Catherine and now upon Mary. She had no family to help her, no alliances, and no power behind her. She was a pawn. She’d been a pawn for Catherine to gather information from Mary, and she was a pawn for Mary, who thought it a good idea to match Aimee with Simon. In a week Mary would have forgotten all about Aimee and Simon, but by then it would be too late and their lives would be destroyed.

Aimee stood while Hannah dressed her, sat while Hannah did her hair. Finally Hannah declared her ready to go. “Ye are beautiful,” she said in a rare moment of kindness.

Aimee tried to smile, but her heart was hurting and her stomach was aching and her throat had closed up against the threatening tears.

Hannah guided her toward the door and Aimee woodenly followed, but before Hannah opened the door, she stepped in front of Aimee and fiddled with the cloak’s sleeves, then picked at lint here and there. “This cloak is the finest I ever did see,” she said. “If a man can afford a cloak such as this, then he can afford a dozen more. Mark my words. He’s a rich one. He’ll do right by ye.” Hannah looked Aimee in the eye. “Sometimes the best ye can ask is for a man to treat ye well. I have a good feeling about this one.”

“What about love?” Aimee asked.

Hannah scoffed. “Love doesn’t keep yer body warm or yer belly full. Many a woman married for love only to be disappointed. Look at our own queen. She wed that French king, and he broke her heart by goin’ off and dyin’. Nay. Don’t marry for love. Marry a man who’ll treat ye right. I have a good feelin’ about this Marcheford man. Even though he be English, he’s a good one.” Hannah leaned close. “And not to be tellin’ tales, but I hear he’s acceptable between the sheets, too.”

Aimee shuddered. Since Mary’s proclamation that she was to wed Simon, she’d tried very hard not to think about that part of marriage, and she didn’t particularly want to know that the servants had heard her husband-to-be was good in bed. Whatever that meant.

“We should go,” Aimee said, not particularly eager to get to her wedding but more than ready to be done with this conversation.

—

The first glimpse Simon had of his bride stole his breath. He’d known as soon as he saw the cloak that it would look magnificent on her, and he hadn’t been wrong. The rich red velvet set off her ebony hair and pale complexion perfectly, and the light blue gown she wore complemented the cloak beautifully.

Her hair was pulled back into a bun, revealing the elegant length of her neck, while tendrils, artfully left loose, framed her face and tickled her collarbone. Her head was covered in a gossamer veil of nearly transparent blue.

She was far from the happy bride, however. Her lips were bloodless and pursed, her eyes wide and frightened. He didn’t want this marriage any more than she did, but he was a little hurt that she appeared so frightened. He’d wanted the cloak to be a symbol that he’d be able to keep her finely clothed, at least. He guessed he should just be happy that she was wearing it and hadn’t thrown it in the fire.

She approached him and attempted to smile, but it appeared more a grimace. Simon took her hand and placed it on his arm. Even though she wasn’t present because she had been called away on court business, Mary, being Catholic, had asked a priest to perform the ceremony. Simon had not thought overmuch about it, but he guessed Aimee was Catholic as well, since she was French. Good Lord, but this was yet another obstacle in their forced marriage, as Elizabeth was most definitely Protestant, and while she was somewhat tolerant of the Catholics, she would not be pleased that Simon was wed to one.

The ceremony began, but in all honesty, he didn’t hear the words. They were meaningless to him, and in the end it didn’t matter, because they would be wed. He to a spy and, while she didn’t know it, she to a spy as well.

How ironic. Elizabeth would get a chuckle out of this when she heard about it. If she was in a good mood.

The words were spoken, the deed done.

Simon snapped back to the present to find that everyone was looking at them expectantly while his bride—his wife—was looking at the toes of his shoes.

“The kiss,” the priest whispered.

“Of course,” Simon said.

He had to lift Aimee’s head by placing his thumb under her chin, and even then she did not look at him. Bending, he placed a swift kiss on her trembling, cold lips. As he pulled away, her gaze flew to his, full of resignation and despair. He wanted to tell her that all would be well, but he would only be lying. She had no idea the obstacles ahead of them, while he had a very clear idea.

Aimee’s knees gave out, and Simon had to hold her up, fearing she was going to faint.

The small contingent of courtiers who had been invited moved to the dining hall, where a small feast had been prepared. Aimee sat silently beside him. She’d said not a word to him yet.

People were beginning to notice.

And while Simon tried to pretend that he was pleased with the union, he feared his attempt fell short. He feared that his plans to return to England, gather up his sister, and take her to his manor house in the country were crumbling around him yet again.


Chapter 7

“Tonight,” Will said as he passed by Simon.

The wedding celebration was winding down. People were drifting away, and that was true for the bride as well. As soon as it was possible, Aimee had wandered away from Simon to sit with two lasses at a table on the other side of the dining hall. Her behavior didn’t go unnoticed by others, and it irritated him a bit.

But he had to remember that she did not want this marriage, and he was not a man to exert undue control over his wife. Just thinking the word “wife” gave him a jolt.

“Tonight?” he said under his breath. “Surely you jest.” Whether they wanted to be married or not, tonight was still their wedding night, and Will was asking Simon to leave his wife alone.

“This afternoon?” Will said, hiding a grin behind a cough. They stood a few feet apart, overlooking the dwindling festivities.

“This afternoon,” Simon said in resignation. It must be serious, if Will was calling a meeting. The three of them tried not to get together often because of the risks of detection. For him to call one, today of all days—and one day after their last meeting—meant it was dire indeed.

Simon looked at his new wife, who wasn’t the radiant bride she should have been. She was looking a wee bit miserable. To be honest, he was feeling a wee bit miserable himself.

—

With dread and panic, Aimee watched Simon leave the dining hall.

It was done. She was married.

Pierre!

She wanted to curl up in a corner and cry. Nay, she wanted to curl up in a corner and die. As far as she was concerned, her life was over.

“I have to believe that this is a good thing for you,” Emma Howard said.

Aimee pulled her attention back to her friend. Emma was older, was married once and now a widow, and was content to spend the rest of her days in Mary’s court as one of the queen’s few true friends who wasn’t a Marie.

“I don’t know,” Aimee said, too distraught to pretend that she was happy about this union.

Emma put her hand over Aimee’s and looked at her in sympathy. “You must make the best of it,” she said. “It might not be what you wanted, or what you had planned, but it is your reality.” She patted Aimee’s hand and smiled. “Trust me, start this marriage right, and the rest will follow.”

Aimee blinked back tears. She’d been on the edge of breaking down since Mary had announced that Catherine had sent her here to find a husband. That hurt more than her marriage to Simon. Aimee felt like a fool, having trusted Catherine’s word. She should have known better. She never should have believed that Catherine would be truthful to her when she was hardly ever truthful to anyone.

Pierre!

Aimee stood hastily, causing Emma to look at her in alarm. “Excusez-moi.” She hurried out of the dining hall among the snickers of the other girls. Were they laughing at the fact that she was now wed to the displaced Englishman? Or were they snickering at what was to come tonight?

She leaned against the wall in the corridor, thankful that it was empty, and breathed deeply. Merde. She’d forced herself not to think about tonight, and it was quickly approaching—just a few hours away at most.

Someone came out of the dining hall, and she quickly pushed away from the wall, looking down at her skirts to fluff them out so whoever was passing wouldn’t see her tears. She felt as if she couldn’t breathe, as if something were pressing against her breastbone, forcing her to take shallow breaths, making her feel as if she were drowning without water.

She managed to make it to her quarters before falling apart, but Hannah was there with a male servant, making Aimee pull up short in surprise.

Hannah hurried toward her. “The queen told Sir Simon that he must move his belongings here,” she whispered frantically. “I knew nothing about this.”

“Well, I wasn’t aware, either,” said Aimee, watching the man, who appeared to be Simon’s valet, unpack doublets, hose, and shoes. He pointedly ignored them. “Why?” Aimee whispered.

“How’m I to know? He insists.” Hannah indicated the valet, who was still ignoring them. “Said the queen told him so.”

Aimee had not given one thought to their living arrangements after the ceremony. The wedding night? Yes. Permanent living arrangements? No.

She sank down into the nearest chair and folded her hands in her lap. Her life was not her own anymore. She was just a leaf, blown by the whims of monarchs.

“Where is Sir Simon?” Hannah asked.

“I do not know,” Aimee said.

The valet finished putting Simon’s clothes away, turned, nodded to the two women, and walked out, leaving them both to stare after him.

“Ugh,” Hannah said with emotion. “I will have to work with him, and he is a numpty bastard.”

Aimee bit back a smile. Hannah was completely right. The valet seemed to be a humorless numpty.

“I would like to be alone for a bit, Hannah. I fear I’m suffering the beginnings of a headache.”

A twinkle came to Hannah’s eyes. “Already, eh? Well, just so ye know, he won’t take that excuse, tonight of all nights.”

“It’s not an excuse.” Oh, why was she even trying to defend herself with Hannah? It didn’t matter what her maid thought.

The maid left after running a critical eye over the room to make sure the valet hadn’t left anything amiss.

Aimee stumbled to her escritoire and dropped into the chair. Blindly she fumbled for and pulled out her letter to Pierre. How was she to tell him? How was she to find the words to tell Pierre that she had been forced to wed another man and that Catherine had betrayed them?

She shoved the letter back in the drawer under the prayer book and collapsed on the bed, burying her head in the pillow and letting loose the sobs that had been building for days.

—

“The rumors of Rizzio’s murder are growing,” Will said after Simon was finally able to join him and Tristan in the back room of the printer’s shop. “We cannot ignore it any longer. I think it will happen soon.”

“Damnation,” Tristan muttered.

“We weren’t ignoring it,” Simon said. “I’ve been keeping my eyes and ears open and have noticed some odd comings and goings. Lords Ruthven, Morton, and Melville, among others, are involved. As far as I can tell.”

“What in the hell are they thinking?” Tristan said.

“They’re thinking that Rizzio has too much control over their queen,” Will said.

“And they’re angry that their own control has been taken away,” Simon added.

The Scottish nobles were accustomed to running their country themselves. It had been a long while since they’d had a sitting monarch. Mary had been a mere six days old when she was crowned, and she’d spent almost all of her life in France. The nobles weren’t happy when she arrived in Scotland to take the reins of the country.

Simply put, they wanted their power back, and killing Rizzio would set them in that direction.

“There is a twofold purpose for killing Rizzio,” Will said. “The blame would be put on Darnley.”

Darnley, the current king of Scotland—although he had no true power—was another driving force of hatred.

“Killing two birds with one stone,” Simon muttered. “Kill Mary’s most trusted man and blame her husband for it. That will certainly weaken her power. It will destroy her mind as well.”

“Precisely,” Will said.

Tristan handed Simon and Will mugs of beer. Simon sipped his, feeling battered from all directions. Things were heating up in Holyrood Palace with the threat to Rizzio and Darnley’s involvement, and now he had a wife to think about.

As if sensing his thoughts, Tristan looked at Simon with a twinkle in his eye and raised his mug. “My regrets that I was unable to attend the happy nuptials,” he said. Simon scowled and Will laughed. “No?” Tristan asked with a raised brow. “It wasn’t a happy occasion?”

Simon drained his mug and licked his lips. “What in the hell am I supposed to do with her?”

“Tup her well,” Tristan said on a laugh. Of the three of them, Tristan was the least uptight. He always knew when to break the tension, but Simon was not amused. 

“And then what? Put her in the closet until I need her again?” He couldn’t imagine Aimee being happy with an absentee husband. Then again, she wasn’t happy with a husband, so maybe she would like it. “I have work to do and a queen to report to. I have a sister I need to get back to and an estate that has gone neglected far too long. How does Aimee fit into any of this?”

Tristan filled Simon’s mug again and Simon took a big gulp, thinking about Aimee back at Holyrood Palace, probably dreading his arrival. He drained his mug again.

“You had better slow down,” Will warned. “Or you won’t be doing anything with your bride tonight.”

“Doesn’t matter. She doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

“Is she at least fair to look at?” Tristan asked. “Most times I’m glad to be away from the palace, but right now I’m regretting not having seen this bride of Simon’s.”

“She’s beautiful,” Simon said without thinking.

Will and Tristan shared an amused look.

“She’s fair,” Will admitted.

Tristan filled Simon’s mug again despite Will’s warning look. Simon drank steadily. The more he drank, the less his nerves clanged. Aimee really was beautiful, with all that black hair and fair skin and those flashing gray eyes that always seemed to look at him contemptuously.

“She doesn’t like me,” he said as he stared into his mug.

“She wouldn’t like any man Mary forced her to wed,” Will said.

“S-so am I supposed to take her to England and sh-say, ‘Oh, by the way, I’m an English spy?” He looked into his mug and was surprised to see that it was empty. Again.

“You’d best keep your voice down,” Will said with an edge. “It wouldn’t do for you to be arrested for that before you get a chance to tell her.”

There was no one about except the three of them, but Will was right. One didn’t just say these things out loud in a foreign country. Especially the country one was spying against.

“Prolly shouldn’t tell her,” Simon said. His tongue felt thick, and in the back of his mind, he knew he’d drunk too much too fast.

“Probably not,” Tristan agreed.

Simon looked at his two friends, the only people in this country who truly knew him. They had worked together on different missions throughout their careers. He trusted them with his life and they trusted him.

And now he was married.

He wasn’t sure how all of that was connected, but it was.

Damn, but his mind was muddled.

And the room was blurry. He closed one eye and Tristan laughed. “I fear you’ve had too much to drink, mate.”

“I gotta get back to…” Simon closed both eyes.

“Aimee?” Tristan offered.

Simon’s eyes popped open. “Aimee! I gotta get back to Aimee.”

“It’s late. Too late for you to be stumbling through the city to the palace.”

Simon stood too quickly. The room spun, and he heard a crashing sound before he realized he’d fallen and his cheek was pressed to the floor.

And then he knew no more.


Chapter 8

Aimee awoke to a pounding head, a dry mouth, and swollen eyes. She was still in the gown she had been married in. And she was alone.

It took her a few moments to realize that today was a different day. The first full day of her marriage. What did one do with a husband?

Her parents had been married, of course, but she’d never thought of their relationship or what they did on a day-to-day basis. She’d never thought about her parents being a couple. Why was that?

And then it occurred to her that she was alone. She’d spent her wedding night crying into her pillow for another man, and her husband had not even come to her.

That was humiliating.

She sat up and groaned, rubbing her dry, gritty eyes.

Hannah had left her alone, thinking Simon would come to her and undress her and do…things. But Simon hadn’t come, and she was stuck in her gown, and when Hannah arrived, she would see that Aimee had not even gotten undressed, and she would see that Aimee was alone, and she would put the two together and come to the correct conclusion that Aimee had been abandoned on her wedding night.

Had Simon run away in horror of being married to her?

That would be wonderful, but it was also horrible that she had disgusted her husband so much that he had run from her.

She scooted off the bed and made her way to her escritoire, where she pulled out her letter to Pierre and read it again.


My dearest Pierre,

I am writing to you with a desperate plea for help. Catherine has betrayed us. She had no intention of bringing me back to France and back to you. She fooled us both, Pierre, and I feel such the imbecile. She has instructed Mary to find me a husband in SCOTLAND! Her choice for me is a brute of a man, not nearly as refined as you. Oh, Pierre, what am I to do? I so wish you were here. You would know what to do, what to say, to change Mary’s mind. Come to me, Pierre. Save me.


She picked up her quill, dipped it in the ink, and started writing.


Pierre, it is too late.

I am wed.

I am so sorry, my love. I am dying inside. Nay, I am already dead inside. Please believe me when I say there was nothing I could do. I am but a weakling compared to the power of Queen Mary, and I had no say. Please, please, do not despise me.

You have to believe that I want nothing to do with this man. He is nothing compared to you. He is nothing to me…


The door opened and Aimee jumped up, grabbing the inkpot before it tipped over. She quickly swiped the letter off the escritoire and hid it in the folds of her skirt.

Simon stood in the open doorway, swaying, one eye open, his doublet missing, his shirt wrinkled and stained.

They stared at each other for a long time, a frozen tableau of surprise.

“I went to my quarters and discovered someone else residing there,” he said.

“According to your valet, the queen moved you in here.”

He looked around, his face scrunched into a one-eyed perusal. He braced a hand against the doorframe and leaned heavily on it.

“You’re drunk,” she said flatly.

“I am.”

She waited. For what, she didn’t know. An explanation would be nice.

He eyed the bed. The only bed in the room, draped in gauzy curtains, the bedclothes ruffled from her sleeping on top of them.

He moved toward the bed, bracing a hand against the wardrobe, the escritoire, and finally the bedpost, as if maneuvering around on a ship being tossed by the sea. He looked a bit green by the time he fell onto the bed.

So this was whom she married. This was whom Queen Mary had saddled her with for the rest of her life. What would Mary say about him if she could see him now?

His arms outstretched, he groaned, “Make the room stop spinning.” 

Within moments he was breathing deeply, his chest rhythmically rising and falling. Aimee stood there, unsure what to do. What did one do with a husband who stumbled in and passed out on their first day of marriage?

She tiptoed over to him to stare down at him. He reeked of ale. She wrinkled her nose and took a hurried step back.

A crinkling sound reminded her that she was still clutching her letter to Pierre, and she hastily put it in the drawer beneath her prayer book. Simon didn’t seem like the praying type, so she doubted he would look there.

He snorted and rolled onto his stomach, his cheek pressed against the counterpane and his mouth open. He started snoring in earnest.

Aimee’s stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since supper the day before. She hadn’t eaten at all during their wedding feast, and she was regretting it now.

But she couldn’t go to the dining hall wearing the same gown she’d been wed in—that would be too mortifying—and she wasn’t able to undress herself due to the long row of buttons marching down her back.

She was stuck.

Stuck in a room with her unconscious husband, unable to leave.

She fell into a chair by the window and glared at Simon. If only her glares were daggers. That would solve all her problems.

She curled her legs beneath her. At some point she must have nodded off, because the next thing she knew, the door had opened quietly and Hannah was slipping through. She stopped short and stared at Simon lying on the bed. She hadn’t seen Aimee on the other side of the room, and Aimee became uncomfortable with Hannah’s perusal of her husband. The maid approached the bed slowly, leaning over as Aimee had done.

Aimee stood and Hannah jumped back, looking at her first in surprise and then guilt. “I did no’ see ye,” she whispered.

“Obviously.”

Hannah looked over her shoulder at Simon sprawled on the bed and then at Aimee’s gown. She was smart enough not to voice her thoughts.

“Please undress me,” Aimee said as she turned her back to Hannah. Hannah made short work of the buttons, and soon Aimee was peeling the gown off. It felt good to be rid of it. She desperately wanted a bath but refused to bathe while Simon was in the room, even if he was passed out.

Hannah pulled out a simple day dress in pale green, and Aimee quickly stepped into it, shooting nervous glances at Simon’s still form, afraid he would awaken before she was fully dressed.

Hannah brushed Aimee’s hair out and twisted it into a knot, securing it almost too tightly, but Aimee didn’t complain. The air was becoming stifling and Simon’s snores were becoming louder and she just wanted out. Out of the room, out of the palace, out of this marriage.

She hurried from the room, leaving Hannah behind. If the woman wanted to stare at her husband, then so be it. Aimee didn’t care.

—

Simon awoke with a start, sitting up in bed before his eyes fully adjusted to the light. The light stabbing at his brain. He covered his eyes with his hands, feeling the stubble of his beard.

Good God, but he felt like hell. He dropped his hands and looked around, not recognizing anything. And then it all came rushing back to him. He was married to Aimee de Verris—Aimee Marcheford now. He was in her quarters because…because why? He searched his alcohol-soaked brain.

Ah, yes. Because the queen, that wily, manipulative woman, had kicked Simon out of his quarters and instructed him to move into Aimee’s. He’d had far too much to drink with Tristan and Will. They’d discussed Rizzio’s murder plot and then…and then apparently he’d drunk himself into a stupor.

Good Lord, but what had he said when he’d returned to his wife?

He had no idea.

It wasn’t like him to lose control like this. But then these were extenuating circumstances.

He groaned and dropped his aching head into his hands. He felt like hell frozen over, thawed, and frozen again.

The door burst open, causing him to wince, and Smithson, his valet, walked in. “I’ve called for a bath,” Smithson said.

Simon stood, and Smithson began undressing him while Simon looked around the quarters. They were much bigger than the small room in the back of the castle that had been assigned to him. As far as he could see, Aimee’s rooms looked over the baths. She had large windows that let in a lot of light, and an oversize fireplace that crackled with a cheery fire. She would like that, he thought. It would keep her warmer than the small, smoking fireplace that had been in his bedchamber.

Smithson had already moved his clothing and few personal items to this room, and he wondered what Aimee thought of that. More than likely she wasn’t happy about it.

His gaze fell on her small, delicate escritoire and stayed there. Something about the piece of furniture snagged his attention and tickled his brain. While Smithson let the servants in to fill the bathtub, Simon casually opened a drawer to find pens and a bottle of ink. The second drawer held parchment and the third drawer a prayer book.

He was shutting the third drawer when something caught his eye and he stopped, his memory tickled with something that seemed important. He’d been lying on the bed, half in consciousness, half out, his eyes drooping when he watched Aimee pull a piece of paper from the folds of her gown and quickly shove it in the drawer. In his inebriated state, he’d made a mental note to find out what she was hiding when he was fully conscious.

He pulled the drawer open further and, with one finger, pushed the prayer book to the side. There, underneath it, was a wrinkled piece of parchment. He pulled it out.

Her handwriting was elegant, with a lot of loops. The lines were straight, the ink even and not blotchy. Her penmanship was superb. She’d written in French, which wasn’t too surprising. He’d fully expected it to be addressed to Catherine, since Mary believed Aimee to be Catherine’s spy, but it wasn’t.


My dearest Pierre,


Pierre? Was this her contact in Scotland? The intermediary who delivered the letters to Catherine?


I am writing to you with a desperate plea for help. Catherine has betrayed us. She had no intention of bringing me back to France and back to you. She fooled us both, Pierre, and I feel such the imbecile. She has instructed Mary to find me a husband in SCOTLAND! Her choice for me is a brute of a man, not nearly as refined as you. Oh, Pierre, what am I to do? I so wish you were here. You would know what to do, what to say to change Mary’s mind. Come to me, Pierre. Save me.


Reeling, Simon clutched the edge of the escritoire to keep from swaying. This was not a letter of treason against the Scottish queen. This was a love letter.

Aimee had been writing a letter to her lover in France.

Simon knew he shouldn’t be surprised. It wasn’t as if they were courting and she had misled him about her feelings. She’d been very clear that she did not wish to wed him, but a lover?

For some reason, he still felt betrayed.

He looked at the letter blindly before blinking away his shock and reading the rest of it.


Pierre, it is too late.

I am wed.

I am so sorry, my love. I am dying inside. Nay, I am already dead inside. Please believe me when I say there was nothing I could do. I am but a weakling compared to the power of Queen Mary, and I had no say. Please, please, do not despise me.

You have to believe that I want nothing to do with this man. He is nothing compared to you. He is nothing to me…


Simon shoved the letter back in the drawer, making sure the prayer book was covering it, just like he had found it. But his mind was whirling.

Brute of a man? Unrefined?

He was nothing to her?

“Your bath, sir.”

Simon allowed Smithson to finish undressing him before he sank into the hot water of his bath. He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the edge of the tub.

So Catherine had betrayed Aimee and Pierre. How? She must have promised the two that they could wed, but why send Aimee to Scotland first?

He didn’t know Catherine, but he knew enough to know that she was diabolical and bordering on evil.

As if drawing the heat from the water, Simon’s anger grew. It was an irrational anger, he knew. It was not as if he’d lived his life as a monk before their wedding. He had no claim over Aimee other than that he was now her husband. Which, considering, was a fairly large claim.

So what was the purpose of the letter? To have this Pierre chap rush up to Scotland and save Aimee from the brute who had become her husband?

He scoffed at the idea.

Preposterous.

Obviously Aimee didn’t realize that she was his now and that it would be best if she just erased this Pierre from her mind.

A small gasp from behind had Simon sitting up and turning around.

The object of his thoughts was standing in the doorway, looking mortified.

“Hello, Wife,” he said with a smirk.


Chapter 9

“It’s probably best if you leave right now,” Simon warned Aimee as she stood frozen in the doorway.

For a moment it appeared she was going to take his advice and leave, but then she surprised him and straightened her slim shoulders and lifted that pointed chin and stared down her aristocratic nose at him. “These were my quarters before you…before they were yours.”

He stopped himself from grinning at her cheek. “Say what you were going to say.”

She appeared confused.

“These were your quarters before what?”

She pressed her lips together, then spat out, “Before you invaded them.”

“We are wed.”

Her gaze went to the tub. His back was to her, and he was awkwardly twisted around, so she probably couldn’t see anything of import.

“My neck is getting a crick. If you wish to speak to me, you must come around.” He turned around and waited. “The open door is pulling in a cold draft,” he said. He was a cad, the worst sort of person for pushing her the way he was, but he was angry. Angry at the letter he’d found, angry that he was angry about the letter.

The door slammed shut and he grinned.

“I’m unsure where Smithson got off to. Can you wash my back?”

“No.” The answer came from across the room, so she hadn’t moved much past the door.

“Wives are supposed to obey their husbands.”

“You’d best get accustomed to me not acting like a wife.”

He grabbed the cloth and lifted his leg to wash it, all the while listening for her movement. “It’s going to be a long, arduous marriage if you don’t obey me.”

He could hear her draw in a breath.

“What do you want from me?” she asked.

“I want you to come around here so I can see you without hurting my neck. And I’d like for you to wash my back.”

Lots of movement, skirts swishing, small feet shuffling until she was standing before him, her hands on her full hips. For the first time, he wondered what last night would have brought them if he’d not been a fool and become drunk. Would they have been a married couple in truth?

“I’m facing you, but I’ll not wash your back. You can do that yourself.”

“It’s a difficult task for one to do alone.”

“You’re an intelligent man. I’m certain you can figure it out.”

“Why are you so angry? Before we wed, you at least pretended to like me.”

Her eyes flashed, and he could have sworn she suppressed a shiver. Was he that repulsive? Was Pierre so wonderful that Simon would never measure up?

He despised the fact that he was comparing himself to her lover.

“I tolerated you, and because of that, I am now wed to you. So I seriously regret pretending to like you.”

He tilted his head to her. “Did it occur to you that maybe I didn’t want to be wed, either?”

“Of course it did. But it also occurs to me that you promised you would get us out of this mess, and you didn’t.”

“You have quite the saucy mouth, wench.”

She gasped, and her hands fell from her hips. “That was cruel.”

He began washing himself, uncaring that she was standing before him. She was his wife; soon they would have nothing to hide from each other. Except, apparently, his career as a spy and her dalliance with a French lover.

Her gaze followed his movements, so he deliberately lifted his leg and washed it. Was she comparing him to Pierre? Was Pierre’s leg as big? Or was he small and effeminate? One of those courtly chaps, probably.

Simon watched her gaze take in his legs and then his chest as he ran the wet cloth over it. What was she thinking now?

Why did he care?

And yet he did.

“Can you hand me that towel?” He tilted his head toward the towel folded on a stool within arm’s reach.

Aimee hesitated, then snatched the towel and thrust it at him.

He stood, the water making a sloshing sound as it lapped over the tub and dripped down his body. Aimee spun around with a gasp.

—

He was a brute. A foul, horrible, mean brute.

Aimee closed her eyes and breathed deeply, trying to erase the image of his long, muscular legs from her memory. Or his smooth, sculpted chest, water droplets clinging to his nipples.

With a near-silent growl, she pressed her thumbs into her eyes as if that would help rid her of the images that wouldn’t go away.

Think of Pierre. Pierre never would have been so crass as to bathe in front of you or taunt you with his body. Pierre always took your feelings into consideration before his own.

And Pierre never would have stood in the tub fully…naked. Without clothes on.

Aimee could never unsee what she had just seen. Simon’s…his…

Oh, merde. This was awful. Her life was awful.

“You can turn around now.”

Aimee didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to turn around. She didn’t want to be in the same room as Simon, and she certainly didn’t want to speak to him.

Despite everything she didn’t want to do, she did it anyway. Because she was weak-willed.

The towel clung precariously to his slim hips, dipping down until it was almost—but not quite—indecent. Water droplets clung to his chest, just sitting there, not even bothering to travel down all that smooth skin.

“I will leave you to get dressed,” she said. Good Lord, was her voice really that breathless?

Abandoning any pretense of dignity, she put her head down and fled, knocking her hip into the escritoire but not caring. She made it to the hallway and leaned against the cold stone wall, breathing deeply.

She couldn’t believe she was wed to that man.

How had her life come to this?

—

Simon watched his wife flee from him with no little amusement. She was clearly uncomfortable, and he was clearly an arse for making her uncomfortable.

His gaze moved to the desk that she’d knocked into while fleeing the room, and with the thought of the letter secreted in there, all his amusement vanished. Thoughts of Pierre filled him with anger for some reason.

He opened the drawer and pushed the prayer book away to look at the offensive letter, then he swiped it, folded it into fourths, and slammed the drawer closed.

Smithson came to dress him, and by the time he was finished, Aimee was back, hovering uncertainly by the door.

“You can come in,” he said. “These are your quarters as well.”

Smithson finished putting some things away while an uncomfortable silence fell. When the valet left, Aimee said, “I would like to dress for dinner.”

“Go right ahead.”

She didn’t move from the door, as if she were waiting for something. He knew damn well what she was waiting for.

“You would like me to leave?”

“Yes, please.”

He wanted to dig his heels in and deny her request, but he’d already pushed her today, and he really didn’t want to start their marriage like this.

As he passed her to leave the bedchamber, she shrank against the wall, and it stirred his anger. He paused beside her, and she turned her head away, not looking at him.

“Aimee?”

It took a moment for her to turn her gaze to him.

“I want to apologize for last night. My intention had never been to abandon you on our wedding night. The night got away from me, and I was…well, I was drinking.”

She seemed surprised at his admission. “Think nothing of it,” she said stiffly.

“It was wrong of me to leave you like that.”

Her gaze finally met his, cloudy gray eyes confused and angry. They were both angry at the circumstances, it seemed. That little pointed chin came up. “Please don’t labor under the assumption that we would have had a typical wedding night.”

He drew back, her words slapping him as much as a physical blow. He nodded and walked out of the room.

—

She didn’t come to dinner. Simon searched for her all evening, but she didn’t make an appearance.

“Where is your bride?” Queen Mary asked him at one point, a corner of her mouth tilting in a small grin.

“She must not be feeling well,” Simon said.

Mary laughed softly and patted him on the shoulder. “Sometimes it is like that the first time. She will become accustomed.”

Mary wandered off, her attention pulled away by one of the Maries, while Simon could feel the heat rising in his cheeks. He was embarrassed at the queen’s remark and angry at Aimee for causing the embarrassment. Many people were curious about Aimee’s absence, and Simon had to continually answer to them. The more questions he answered, the angrier he became. She could have at least made an effort to come to dinner. It was a small favor to ask that they at least appear to be a couple in front of the palace occupants.

There was a sly remark from Lord Melville, one of the lords Will had said was involved in the plot to murder Rizzio. The queen’s self-proclaimed guardian and secretary was present tonight, trailing after the queen, blocking certain people from speaking to her. Simon watched him closely. He could understand why people were not enamored of the little Italian. Whoever wanted to speak to the queen had to go through him. Her lords did not like it, but Mary made no move to change it.

Rizzio had no idea that he had a large circle on his back and many eyes aiming for it.

Weary of the snide comments meant to be taken in jest about his absent wife, Simon left the evening’s festivities early. The queen had opened up her salon for gaming and dancing, but Simon wanted no part of it, so he headed back to his living quarters, having no idea whether he would find his wife there or if she had fled their marriage altogether.

He touched his pocket, where her letter to her lover resided. He should have left it alone in the drawer. Or better yet, he should have thrown it in the fire, but instead he’d kept it in the pocket of his doublet. Why? To torture himself? As a constant reminder that the woman he’d been forced to wed loved another?

He pushed open the door to their chambers to find a fire burning merrily in the grate, the room overwarm, and his wife curled into a chair, staring morosely at the flames.

Her head jerked up when he walked in, and her eyes widened. Did she not expect him to return from dinner?

“Your presence was missed at dinner,” he said.

“I wasn’t feeling well.”

From the look of her swollen eyes and red nose, it appeared that she had been crying. He guessed that being married to a brute was not to her liking.

“That’s what I told the lords. They conveyed their wishes that you feel better soon.” They’d done no such thing, but Aimee didn’t need to know that.

He unbuttoned his doublet and shrugged out of it.

“What are you doing?” she asked with a touch of panic.

“Undressing.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what one usually does before going to bed.”

“Going to bed?” She shot out of the chair and faced him, her face pale except for her red nose and eyes.

“Doesn’t one usually go to bed at this time of night?”

Her gaze darted around the room. “It’s early yet. Hannah said the queen was entertaining in her private chambers. Don’t you want to attend?”

He threw the doublet over the closest chair. “Are you inviting me to attend the queen’s festivities with you?”

“No. I thought…”

“You thought?” He raised a brow.

Her cheeks turned pink and she looked away. “I thought you would enjoy playing the card games that usually take place.”

“And what would you do? Visit with the other lasses?”

“I told you, I don’t feel well.”

“Then I will keep you company.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“But I do. You are my wife, after all.”

The skin tightened around her mouth and eyes. “Only in name.”

He tipped his head to her. “But still wed.” He sat down on the bed and lifted his foot up to take off his shoe. “I don’t know what you expect from me, Aimee. Were you planning on taking my name and not giving me anything in return?”

The pink quickly receded and her hands visibly shook. “Mary said she was adding to my dowry that Catherine gave her.”

“I care not for your dowry. I have enough money and land in England.”

“A place you cannot return to,” she spat out.

Simon dropped his shoe and lifted his other foot. “Mary will help with that.”

When Aimee didn’t respond, he looked up to find her swaying. Alarmed, he almost jumped to her side to hold her up.

“You are returning to England?” she whispered.

“Eventually. It is my home, after all.”

“But you have been told not to come back.”

He waved his hand in the air. “I am certain Elizabeth’s anger has cooled since then.”

“I’m not living in England.”

His other shoe dropped, and he wriggled his cramped toes in his hose and sighed, then stretched his legs out, glad to be rid of the shoes and looking forward to divesting himself of the rest of his formal attire. “Of course you are. You are my wife.”


Chapter 10

Aimee had to grasp the back of the chair she’d been sitting in so she wouldn’t fall down.

“I won’t go to England,” she reiterated.

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Firelight caught on the golden strands and made them shimmer. “All I want right now is to get out of these confining breeches and get in bed.”

Her knees threatened to buckle, but some inner strength she hadn’t been aware she possessed locked her in place. She refused to show him her weakness.

He laughed. “Fear not, dear wife. I won’t upset your delicate virtue tonight. I refuse to bed a woman who feels repulsed by me.”

Her gaze flew to his and her heart hammered. Repulsed? She was not repulsed by him. Well, he was overly large, compared to Pierre’s delicateness, but his wide shoulders filled out his doublet nicely, and those breeches…

She turned her head away and refused to think about how his legs and…other parts…filled out his breeches.

Where did he get the idea that he repulsed her?

“It is true that I did not wish to be married to you—”

“I’m well aware,” he said wearily.

“Nor do I believe you wished to be wed to me.”

His gaze locked with hers, those chocolate-colored eyes assessing her. “Touché.”

“You cannot deny that this marriage is a farce.”

He seemed to think about that. “I don’t like calling our marriage a farce, but I will admit that it was a surprise.”

“We were forced to wed!” she cried out. “That is no way to live a life. That is no way to treat two people, forcing them to do something because of a silly whim.”

Simon highly doubted Mary’s idea to wed them had been a silly whim. She’d known exactly what she was doing. She was cornering a suspected spy and securing Simon’s fealty to her, but he wasn’t going to tell Aimee that, because if she truly were a spy—and he hadn’t made a decision regarding that yet—then he didn’t want Catherine to know that Mary was aware of it.

“I suggest you lower your voice, my lady. The walls can have ears, and speaking of the queen in such a way is not wise.”

She looked around as if people were lurking in the shadows noting their conversation. They could easily be. Hannah could be spying on her; Smithson could be spying on him. There were numerous servants around at all hours of the day and night, not to mention the lords and ladies of the court who avidly listened for any gossip.

As a spy, Aimee should know all of this, but she seemed genuinely concerned that someone might have overheard her. Then again, she was emotionally overwrought, evidenced by the red nose and swollen eyes. She could have forgotten herself. But a small voice inside of him whispered, A good spy would not have forgotten herself.

“I think this conversation is best left for another time, when we’re both not so tired and emotional,” he said.

She lifted her chin. “I’m not emotional.”

“Well, I am, and I’m going to bed. Like I said, your virtue is safe with me; however, I will not be turned away from my own bed. We will sleep together.”

—

Simon made quick work of divesting himself of the rest of his clothing. The brute didn’t even wait for his valet, as a gentleman would.

Aimee turned away as he pulled his shirt over his head, but she wasn’t fast enough, for she caught a glimpse of smooth skin, a flat stomach, and ridges of muscles marching down to disappear into the band of his breeches. She hadn’t noticed earlier that his skin was golden everywhere, even where the sun didn’t reach it.

“It’s safe to turn around,” he said with amusement.

Slowly she turned. He was under the covers in her bed, curled onto his side and facing the wall. All she could see of him was the hump of his shoulders and hips and the outline of his long legs.

She wasn’t certain what to do now. She needed help getting out of her gown, and she’d never undressed before a man before. If Pierre had been here, he would have allowed her to change first and would have come back when she was in bed. Simon cared not a whit about her sensibilities; he cared only that he was weary and wanted to sleep.

She rang for Hannah and waited awkwardly until her maid arrived while Simon apparently slept peacefully. She tried not to cry. She’d shed enough tears over this horrible man. What she needed was a plan to escape him and find her way to France.

Pierre would know what to do. Pierre would help her.

Hannah entered and stopped short when she saw Simon lying in bed. She stared at him for an unusually long period of time before Aimee motioned her over. Aimee kept a wary eye on Simon’s inert form while Hannah helped her out of her gown and pulled her night rail over her head. But Simon didn’t move, and Aimee could have sworn that she heard him snore.

Hannah took her time putting Aimee’s gown away and folding her underthings, all the while shooting covert glances at Simon.

“You can leave now,” Aimee said, perturbed.

Reluctantly Hannah closed the door behind her, and Aimee practically ran to the bed and hopped in, pulling the blankets up to her chin. That was how she always got into bed because she was usually so cold, but this had little to do with the cold and everything to do with the fact that she didn’t want Simon to see her in her night rail, even though they were sleeping side by side.

She lay on her back, rigid, barely breathing, eyes wide open as she watched the shadows cast by the fire dance across the ceiling.

She was very aware of the man beside her. He was breathing deeply and hadn’t moved, and she couldn’t believe this was actually happening. It was supposed to be Pierre lying beside her, not a stranger.

She squeezed her eyes shut and willed herself to sleep, but sleep wasn’t coming, and neither had she expected it to. What she hadn’t expected was the warmth seeping toward her from Simon’s side of the bed. Normally it took hours for the sheets to warm up, and her toes were always like little blocks of ice that no amount of heat could warm. But now her feet were tingling with warmth.

She moved them a little closer to the center of the bed and nearly gasped at how much warmer it was there. Experimentally she stretched her hand toward the center.

Oh, my. This is heaven.

She attempted to scoot closer to him. Just a little. Not enough that they were touching, and she was certainly on her side of the bed—far enough away that it was still decent. Well, as decent as one could get while sleeping with a man.

But it was warm.

So warm.

She didn’t think she’d been this warm since coming to Scotland.

She wasn’t shivering. Her feet didn’t feel like ice, and she didn’t have to curl into a ball to keep warm.

—

She awoke slowly and reluctantly and was surprised to see that the sun had been up for some time. She was sprawled across the bed, her head on Simon’s pillow, her legs at the opposite corner, and her arms tucked beneath her.

Still warm and far more comfortable than she’d been since coming to Scotland, she burrowed farther into the mattress and sighed with pleasure. Simon was gone. She didn’t even remember him getting up or getting dressed. She’d not slept so soundly since…well, since coming to Scotland.

The door was flung open and Hannah sailed in. “I thought ye would never wake up. I was gettin’ worried about ye. Well, that’s no’ exactly true. I know that Sir Simon was here last night”—she stopped abruptly and looked at Aimee in horror—“No’ that I’m sayin’…”

“That’s enough, Hannah,” Aimee said wearily as she sat up and rubbed her eyes. “What time is it?”

“Late enough that ye missed the morning meal and prayers.”

Aimee groaned. “Where’s…Where’s Sir Simon?”

Hannah busied herself with pulling out a gown and all the accoutrements. Aimee noted that Hannah had chosen a deep-rose-colored gown, one of her favorites.

“He went hunting with Lord Darnley and a few other lords,” Hannah said. “Told his valet he’d be back for supper.”

So that gave Aimee the entire day without him, without having to worry about bumping into him in the corridors, seeing him at the midday meal, walking in on him while he bathed. She smiled and stretched, feeling better and better about this day.

She could write to Pierre in peace…

Pierre.

The next French ship was probably due in any day now, and she had yet to finish her letter to Pierre. How was she to tell him what had befallen her? She fell back on the bed and covered her eyes with her forearm, feeling sick.

She needed to tell him. She owed it to him to tell him. He was back in France waiting for her, thinking she was doing her job here by spying on Queen Mary so that she could come back to him.

Today she needed to finish her letter, learn when the French ship would arrive, and find a way to the docks. She didn’t even want to think about trying to sneak away from Simon to leave the palace. What would he do if he discovered she’d escaped to the docks without his permission? Not that he’d ever said she had to ask for his permission to do anything, but she was his wife, of course she’d need his permission to…

She sat up and stared out the window without seeing what was beyond it.

Escape.

Why did she have to send Pierre a letter when she could send herself?

She could escape this palace, escape Scotland, escape her marriage, and return to Pierre. Yes, she would have to tell him of her marriage when she returned to him, but she was confident that together they would find a way to overcome this obstacle. Surely some priest would give her an annulment when he discovered the circumstances of her marriage. She’d been forced into it. She’d had no choice.

She and Simon hadn’t…hadn’t done anything.

Yes.

She was going to do it.

She was going to find a way to get to that French ship and sail back home to Pierre.


Chapter 11

Aimee waited until Hannah dressed her and left before she approached her escritoire to take out her letter to Pierre. If she was going to sneak back to France, then she shouldn’t leave any clues as to where she was going.

Ever since she’d had the idea of returning to Pierre, her heart had been hammering, and her hands were shaking with excitement. Soon she was going to see her beloved. Soon she would be back in her home country, where it was warm and familiar. No longer did she have to spy for Catherine. She felt free and nervous at the same time.

Aimee sat down at her escritoire and contemplated making a list of things she needed to do. She had some pieces of jewelry, a gold necklace and a ring and a brooch that she rarely wore. Aimee had never enjoyed wearing a lot of jewels, like other girls. For one, she didn’t have many. Her family was not poor—her father was a French baron—but Aimee was the fifth of six children, and few riches made their way down to her. It was one of the reasons she’d been thrust on Catherine and her court. Her mother had already matched three daughters and one son in respectable marriages and no longer had the energy for the fifth and sixth. Being her aunt, Catherine could not refuse Aimee’s care, even though she wasn’t pleased about it.

Aimee pulled out a blank piece of parchment and grabbed a quill before thinking better of it. A list would be another clue that she was planning to leave, and she could not risk that. She didn’t fully trust Hannah, although she thought the maid probably couldn’t read. And she definitely didn’t trust Simon.

No. No list.

And no letter to Pierre.

She could explain her situation to him much better in person, anyway.

Aimee hugged herself, she was so excited to see Pierre soon. She didn’t want to wait for the French ship. She wanted to go now. Oh, she could just imagine the look on his face when she walked up to him. The pure joy…

A knock on the door had her jumping from her chair and hurrying to open it. Emma Howard was on the other side.

“We missed you at dinner last night,” Emma said. “And at Mary’s salon after. Sir Simon said you weren’t feeling well.” Emma had a sparkle in her eyes, and her lips were twitching. Aimee heard giggling and peered into the darkness of the corridor to find five or six other girls. She didn’t know them well because they kept to their own circle of friendship. But Emma had always been kind to Aimee. Emma was older by a few years but much more mature than the other girls. She’d been married and was now widowed, and she always showed kindness to everyone. Aimee liked Emma but she wasn’t enamored of the others. They could be catty, and they liked to gossip.

“Are you feeling well enough to walk in the gardens with us?” Emma asked.

“Oh.” Aimee looked over her shoulder at her empty quarters. Her first instinct was to say that she was busy writing letters or some such excuse, but really, she had nothing to do other than sit alone and think about her reunion with Pierre. “I would like that. Just let me get my cloak.”

“Cloak?” one of the girls said. “It’s warm for a cloak.”

“Aimee isn’t accustomed to the Scottish weather. Our idea of warm is much different than hers,” another one said in a bossy tone.

“It’s a good thing she has Sir Simon to warm her bed, then.” They all giggled, and Aimee turned to find her cloak, her face burning in embarrassment. She reached for the red cloak Simon had given her on their wedding day, hesitated, and grabbed her usual dark blue cloak instead.

She trailed the girls outside, bringing up the rear. Emma dropped back to walk beside her. “I know it’s only been a day, but are you and Sir Simon becoming accustomed to marriage?”

“I think it will take a bit longer,” Aimee admitted.

“I’m sure it will, but from what I have observed, Simon seems genuinely kind.”

Aimee hummed a sound that wasn’t agreement or disagreement. She didn’t particularly want to talk about Simon. She’d come with the girls to get her mind off Pierre, but Emma’s speaking of Simon only made Aimee think about getting away from him.

He was going to be very angry when he discovered she had left. Or maybe not. Maybe he would be relieved. After all, he didn’t want to be wed to her any more than she wanted to be wed to him. Her return to France was the best thing for both of them. Simon could move on with his life and she with hers, and they would no longer be tied to each other—provided she could find a priest who would annul their marriage. But that shouldn’t be difficult. There were many priests in service to the French court who would do as Catherine said, especially as the marriage had not been consummated. And neither did she intend it to be.

Aimee and Emma had caught up to the other girls, and Aimee listened with half an ear as they gossiped among themselves. Lord Darnley was the subject of their discussion, and they talked quietly, not wanting to be overheard.

“I heard that he cornered Rose a few days ago and she rebuffed his advances,” one of the girls said.

Rose was a quiet girl from a border clan who kept mainly to herself. Aimee could see why Lord Darnley had chosen her as his next victim. She had few friends and was alone most of the time, and she was very beautiful.

Aimee shuddered. Even though he was king, Darnley made her skin crawl. She never trusted his handsome smile or smooth words. She’d heard the stories about him. He liked men as well as women. He dallied with anyone who was willing and many who weren’t. He was cruel with his words, and she’d heard that he had made the stoic queen cry on more than one occasion.

She stayed as far from him as possible. Despite the fact that he was Mary’s husband and it was never good to say bad things about a reigning monarch, Aimee wanted nothing to do with him and his wandering hands.

The other girls seemed to be of the same mind, except for one.

“He is handsome, though,” Ruth said with a sigh. “He spoke to me the other day. And I caught him looking at me at dinner last night, but he looked away as soon as I caught his eye.”

“He’s dangerous,” one of the other girls warned. “Women have been hurt by him.”

“But to be the mistress of the king of Scotland.” Ruth sighed.

“It’s not worth it,” someone said. “I would not want the wrath of Mary.”

Aimee slowed her steps, not wanting to be a part of this conversation. It was obvious that Ruth had set her eyes on becoming the king’s mistress. The other girl was right. Becoming involved with Lord Darnley was dangerous.

To her regret and surprise, Ruth fell back to keep pace with Aimee and said loudly, “How are things now that you are wed to Sir Simon? I’ve heard he is a very accomplished lover.” She looked at Aimee with twinkling eyes that held a touch of malice. Had Ruth set her sights also on Simon?

“Things are well,” Aimee said tightly, embarrassed because now all eyes were on her, and once again they were discussing Simon.

“I think it’s so interesting that he ended up in Mary’s court in Scotland, of all places,” Ruth said, obviously fishing for information.

“I believe he came from Spain,” someone volunteered.

“He hasn’t been with Mary’s court for very long,” another said.

“Isn’t he English?” someone asked.

All eyes turned to her for confirmation.

Emma linked her arm through Amy’s. “Who is going to Mary’s salon tonight? I hear there will be music and games.”

There was a slight pause, as if everyone was waiting for someone to continue with the conversation regarding Simon, but Emma was the clear leader of the group, and no one dared to defy her. Aimee was glad to have Emma as an ally.

“Well, I will be there,” Ruth said, tossing her hair over her shoulder and marching on ahead. “I am hoping Lord Darnley will be there as well.”

The gaggle of girls moved forward, leaving Aimee and Emma behind.

“Sometimes I think they have too much time on their hands and not enough brain in their heads,” Emma muttered, causing Aimee to laugh. “Mark my words, Ruth will find herself in hot water if she pursues this infatuation with Lord Darnley. Mary will never allow it.”

Aimee silently agreed but had learned in the French court that the best way to survive was to keep her mouth closed and her ears open.

They slowly made their way back to the palace, where the girls dispersed to prepare for dinner and the salon after. Aimee entered her quarters feeling exhausted. She’d slept well the night before, but the day had been tiring. She was ready to take a rest and have Hannah bring her dinner to her.

She stopped short when she saw Simon sitting at her escritoire, penning a letter.

He glanced at her over his shoulder as she entered. “Good evening, Wife.”

She wished he wouldn’t call her that. She didn’t want to be reminded that they were wed, although seeing him in her quarters was a good reminder.

“Good evening,” she said stiffly, trying to get a glimpse of the letter he was writing. But he’d folded his hands over it, and she couldn’t see anything. Her gaze flitted to the drawer that contained the letter to Pierre. She was confident that Simon had no idea it was there, since he didn’t strike her as one who would read a prayer book, but it reminded her that she needed to get rid of the letter soon.

“Did you have a good day?” he asked, watching her sit in her favorite chair by the fire. It was the warmest place in the room, and she sighed in appreciation of the warmth, stretching her toes toward the flames.

“Somewhat,” she said. “And did you have a good day hunting?”

“Not particularly.” He sanded and folded his letter, then sealed it with red wax.

“What are you writing?” she boldly asked.

“A letter to Queen Elizabeth, asking her permission to reenter England and take up residence there.”

Aimee stiffened. “Why?”

“Because it’s my home and I want to return.”

She opened her mouth to tell him again she wasn’t going to live in England but quickly closed it. Let him believe that she was willing to move to England. She would be long gone and living in France before Queen Elizabeth responded to his letter.

“Are you wearing that to dinner?” he asked.

She looked down at her day gown, which was completely inappropriate for the evening meal, as he knew. “I’m not going to dinner.”

“Yes, you are.”

Her head jerked up and their gazes locked. “I’m tired from my excursions during the day and prefer to take my meal here.”

“You will go to dinner with me.”

She lifted her chin. “I will not.”

He stood with a deliberateness that had her shrinking into her chair. “You will,” he said. “You embarrassed me yesterday by not appearing at dinner. You will not do it again tonight.”

She stood, too, her toes tingling from the warmth of the fire. “I do not care that you were embarrassed by my absence. This marriage is a farce, and everyone knows it. I see no reason to pretend otherwise.”

Simon pressed his lips together. “It may have started as a whim of Queen Mary’s, but I assure you that this marriage is very real, and I for one want to make the best of the circumstances. We will go to dinner as a newly married couple even if I have to force you to go as you are dressed now.”


Chapter 12

Aimee went to dinner with Simon because it was easier to agree than disagree, and the thought of being free of him soon boosted her spirits. It would serve her well to play along, so that he would not grow suspicious of her plans.

She changed into a russet-colored gown trimmed in gold. Hannah did her hair in an intricate updo, requiring so many pins that Aimee lost count, and covered it with a gold cap trimmed in russet. Despite the fact that she was going to dinner—and the salon—against her will, she felt beautiful. She thought of all the gowns she would have to leave behind when she escaped to France and felt a tinge of remorse. But no worries. Pierre would buy her more gowns, and she would love those the most because they would be given to her by her one true love.

Dinner wasn’t as excruciating as she had expected, and she discovered that she really was very hungry. Simon sat next to her and entertained all of them with stories of his travels through Europe while making certain her plate was always full.

They proceeded into Mary’s salon after. Emma was there and winked at Aimee when she walked in on Simon’s arm. Ruth was there, watching Simon with an intensity that made Aimee uncomfortable. It was obvious that Ruth had set her sights on Simon as well as Darnley and was angry that Simon was now unavailable.

Mary and her small inner circle were just finishing up their dinner when everyone arrived. Rizzio, Mary’s trusted adviser, was at her side, dressed extravagantly, as usual, in red velvet. Lord Darnley was not present. The tension between the queen and king was well known, and they were rarely seen together anymore. Aimee thought it was sad that the marriage had disintegrated so rapidly. 

As soon as Aimee and Simon entered, Simon was pulled away by Lord Robert Stewart, and the two were soon deep in conversation. Aimee wandered away, her attention on the musicians. They were decent. Not as good as the musicians in the French court, but to be fair, the French court attracted the world’s best artists. She listened for a bit, until she saw Ruth heading toward Simon.

Aimee watched the other girl’s movements, intrigued and feeling a strange emotion. Ruth was not keeping her infatuation with Aimee’s husband a secret, and it was quite embarrassing—not for Aimee but for Ruth. If Aimee could sense the girl’s desperation, then most likely everyone else could, too.

Ruth reached Simon’s side and leaned close to say something to him. Simon tipped his head toward her to listen more attentively, then laughed at whatever Ruth had to say. Ruth smiled and placed her hand on Simon’s arm to say something else. For some reason, all Aimee could think about was Simon’s warmth while she’d slept next to him the night before.

Simon smiled down at Ruth, listening as the chit rattled on about who knew what. Aimee was quite certain that the woman didn’t have an intelligent thought in her head.

“Aimee, chère.”

Aimee turned to find Mary sailing toward her, one hand on her extended belly, the other at the small of her back. But Mary didn’t appear uncomfortable; rather, she was smiling and radiant.

Aimee curtsied to the queen, reluctantly pulling her attention away from Ruth and Simon.

“It is good to see you here tonight. When you weren’t in attendance last night, I worried about you,” Mary said.

“My apologies for not being here. I wasn’t feeling well.”

Mary waved her hand in the air in dismissal. “I understand. How is your marriage to Sir Simon going?”

Aimee hesitated, trying to formulate an answer that wouldn’t offend Her Majesty, when Rizzio approached and drew Mary’s attention from Aimee. Grateful, Aimee stepped back, but Mary put a hand on Aimee’s arm to stay her while she conversed with Rizzio.

The little Italian was leaning close, talking earnestly to Mary while Aimee stood awkwardly waiting, feeling as if she were intruding. Rizzio was completely devoted to Mary, and there were some vicious rumors that he was the father of the child Mary was carrying. Aimee didn’t believe those rumors. She felt they were perpetrated by people with darkness in their hearts and ugly souls. Every court had them.

She looked around, trying to find Simon, curious to see if Ruth was still hoarding his attention. But while Simon was taller than most, she couldn’t find him in the crowded room.

There was a commotion at the entrance, drawing Aimee’s attention to that point. Conversations faltered, and a path widened to allow through whoever had entered.

It was Lord Darnley, much to everyone’s surprise. Aimee felt Mary’s fingers tighten on her arm as the queen watched her smiling husband approach. He stopped periodically to speak to people—people who seemed shocked by and uncomfortable with his presence and attention.

Rizzio looked on with a pinched expression, as if he’d eaten something sour. Mary stood silently, her expression hard and unyielding, as Darnley approached her and bowed. “Good evening, Wife.”

She tilted her head toward him regally but did not extend her own felicitations.

More commotion from the entrance had heads turning and murmurs erupting. Again the crowd shifted, allowing a pathway. People began to exclaim in alarm, and a few men called out as a very pale and sweating Lord Ruthven pushed his way through. It wasn’t so much his presence that was alarming but the fact that he was dressed in full armor.

What in the world was Lord Ruthven doing here dressed in armor? Rumor had it that he’d been ill and that his illness would eventually be the death of him, but this was beyond the pale.

“Your Majesty, I must speak to you of Rizzio,” Ruthven said, panting and sweating, his armor creaking.

“Rizzio?” Mary asked in surprise. “What is Rizzio’s offense that you must speak to me here and now? And why are you dressed in such a way?”

Rizzio moved to stand behind Mary while Darnley remained beside her, his head tilted inquisitively. He didn’t seem concerned by Ruthven’s strange garb.

Ruthven launched into a soliloquy about Rizzio hindering Lord Darnley’s rise in the monarchy and banishing other lords. Aimee couldn’t follow his tirade, it was so disjointed. People began to murmur and laugh.

“Lord Ruthven,” Mary said with all the haughtiness of her nobility, cutting off his long-winded monologue. “You are ill and not in your right mind. I think it best that you leave.”

A few of the lords witnessing the scene moved forward, apparently to grab Ruthven and haul him out. Agitated, his eyes wide, his expression panicked, Lord Ruthven drew his sword. The crowd gasped and moved back. Aimee tried to step away, but there was nowhere to go. She was stuck between the wall and the horrific scene playing before her.

Suddenly armed men began to fill the small room, coming from the back stairs and the front door. Women began to scream and men to yell.

One of the armed men lunged at Rizzio, who was by now huddled behind Mary, shaking and moaning.

Ruthven rushed toward Mary and shoved her into Darnley’s arms. “Do not be afraid,” he said to her. “The king has agreed to all of this.”

Another man who had been standing close grabbed Darnley’s dagger from his side and thrust it into Rizzio’s chest.

Aimee covered her mouth before a scream could escape. She stepped backward until she hit the wall.

Rizzio cried out, an inhuman sound that ended on a moan as he crumpled to the ground. Darnley held Mary’s arms as she struggled to get away from him and go to her adviser. She was yelling, her face twisted in horror. The guards who had entered, who Aimee now realized were not part of Mary’s guard, fell on Rizzio, dragging him up as blood poured from his wound. His head lolled back.

Mary cried out, but so far no one had touched her. However, Darnley was keeping a tight hold on her.

Suddenly Aimee’s arm was grabbed, and she was dragged from the horrific scene. With a firm grasp on her arm, Simon was shoving his way through the shocked witnesses, leading with one shoulder down to push whomever got in their way.

Women were fainting. Men were yelling and drawing their own daggers and swords. No one paid Aimee and Simon any mind as they burst through the doors and into the corridor.

If Aimee had thought the corridor would offer a modicum of safety, she was wrong. Armed soldiers were everywhere.

She looked over her shoulder, through the doorway, and into Mary’s salon, where people were pushing and shoving to get out, some pushing in the opposite direction, toward their queen.

She soon lost sight of the chaos as they rounded a bend and Simon dragged her through the twisting labyrinth of corridors.

—

Simon held Aimee’s hand tightly and kept close to the walls as he pulled her through the corridors. The place was filling quickly with armed soldiers. Simon had a bad feeling that these soldiers weren’t here to protect the queen and king.

He’d managed to take Aimee away from the center of the chaos. The corridor here was empty, but unfortunately it was also a dead end. He stopped and tried to think what to do. Going back was dangerous. They would be spotted, and his first mission was to get them out of the palace without a confrontation with the soldiers.

He turned to go back.

“Where are we going?” Aimee whispered.

“I’m trying to find a way out of here.”

She looked fearfully over her shoulder. “The only way out is that way,” she said, echoing his thoughts. “Where the soldiers are. Maybe they can help us.”

“I don’t think the soldiers are here to help us.”

Her eyes widened. “What are you saying?”

“Shhh.” He tilted his head, listening. He well knew the sound of a troop of soldiers trying to move quietly, and that was exactly what he was hearing. It was too late to go back now. He grabbed Aimee’s hand again. “Come.”

They hurried toward the dead end. Simon opened and closed a few doors. It seemed this was a wing of unused bedchambers. He chose the last bedchamber, opening the door slowly so it didn’t creak too loudly, then hustled Aimee inside.

He closed the door behind them, drenching the room in darkness. For a moment all he heard was their harsh breathing and the distant, muted shouts of whatever was happening in Mary’s chambers.

Will had been right. Rizzio had been targeted for murder, and Simon feared that the assassination had been a success.

“What are we to do now?” Aimee’s voice floated through the darkness.

“We wait until things calm down.”

A long silence followed. He could hear her breathing. He could almost feel her thinking.

“I’m frightened,” she whispered in a small voice that tugged at his heart.

“That was a frightening thing you witnessed. You were right there in the midst of it.”

“Lord Ruthven was…” Her voice trailed off, and he wished he could see her face to know what she was thinking. “I’ve never seen such a thing.”

“Lord Ruthven is out of his mind,” Simon said.

He felt a movement and stiffened until cold fingers touched the back of his hand. He turned his palm, and she twined her fingers through his.

“Your hands are cold,” he said.

“I dropped my shawl at some point.”

Footsteps scooted closer to them. “How long do we wait here?” she asked.

“Until the corridors are cleared of the soldiers.”

“You said the soldiers weren’t here to help us.” There was a lift to her voice, making her statement more of a question.

“I fear not.”

Another long pause. Her fingers were beginning to warm.

“Why are they here, then?” she asked. “Do you think they were working for Lord Ruthven?”

“I don’t know.” He did know. Those soldiers had been gathered together by the lords who had orchestrated this coup. And this was a coup. He was fairly certain that Rizzio was dead, and he feared for Mary, Darnley, and their child.

“Stand here,” he said, untwining their fingers.

“Where are you going?” she asked with a bit of panic.

“I’m going to explore this room and see if we can get more comfortable.”

Arms outstretched, feet shuffling so he didn’t knock his shins into anything, Simon moved farther into the room. Or at least he hoped he was moving into the room. His toes brushed against something that felt like a large piece of furniture and turned out to be a wardrobe. He shuffled to the left and found the bed. His eyes began to adjust, and he could make out large shapes and the outline of a window. Feeling along the wall, he grasped the shutter and pried it open. Moonlight flooded in, bathing the room in blue and causing shadows to scurry to the far corners.

“Good thing it’s a full moon,” he commented as he stood to the side and peered out the window that looked over High Street and part of the palace wall. No one was about, which wasn’t odd, given the late hour, but Simon looked closer and found armed guards posted periodically along the wall, standing in the shadows.

Aimee came to stand beside him, and with his arm across her torso, he moved her back. “Don’t stand in front of the window,” he whispered.

“You’re afraid for us,” she said, looking up at him with a pale face and wide, fearful eyes.

“Cautious,” he said. “We don’t want them seeing us.”

While she stayed by his side, not stepping in front of the window, she leaned forward to get a better view of below. “Who is going to see us? No one is about.”

“Look closer.”

She leaned even farther out, and Simon thought he was going to have to catch her before she fell on her nose.

“There are people against the wall.”

“Soldiers.”

“We’re under attack,” she said. “They’ve taken over the palace.”

“I fear so.” He was impressed with her intelligence and the fact that she hadn’t fallen apart on him yet. The last thing he needed was a hysterical, weeping woman. What she had witnessed had been horrific, and to think that it had happened just a few feet from her.

She stepped away from the window. “What will happen to the queen?”

“I don’t know.” Will’s intelligence had said nothing about harming the queen. Rizzio’s murder had been about implicating the king and stripping him of power.

“I fear for her safety,” Aimee said. “We should protect her.”

“Right now I’m protecting you.”

Their gazes locked for a brief moment before she hurriedly looked out the window again, beyond the palace walls. “We can’t hide in here forever.”

“But we can for the time being.” He was glad he had insisted that she attend the salon with him tonight. While he wasn’t happy that she’d witnessed the attack on Rizzio, if she had been in their chambers, he wasn’t certain he would have been able to get to her.

“Are you hurt?” he asked. His first thought had been to get to her and get her out of the room, and his second thought had been escape. For all he knew, she could have been hurt in the ruckus, as daggers were being thrust every which way.

“I’m fine,” she said. She shivered and rubbed her arms, then turned around and looked at the room. The bedding had been stripped from the bed, making it appear skeletal, abandoned, and unused. Mary was one of the first monarchs in years to use Holyrood Palace. She hadn’t gotten around to opening all parts of it and was in the middle of refurbishing much of it. They appeared to be in a forgotten wing.

Simon thought briefly of Will. He hadn’t seen his friend that night and hoped that he’d been far away from the salon, but even if he hadn’t been, Simon had faith in his fellow spy.

He took one more look around the gardens, noting the positions of the guards around the inner walls before turning away. He stopped short when he discovered that Aimee was standing directly behind him, so close that he stepped on her toes and had to grab her shoulders to keep from knocking her down.

She looked up at him. The cool glow of the moonlight bathed her pale face. Her lips were slightly parted, the pearly whites of her teeth just barely visible. She had beautiful lips, nicely formed. Perfect for kissing. Why had he never noticed that before?

Beneath his hands, her shoulders were thin. She was trembling slightly, from the cold or fear he didn’t know.

“You’re shaking,” he whispered.

“I know.”

He lowered his head a fraction, stopped, waited for her to say something, to step away, to slap him. The trembling ceased. He lowered his head more. Then more, until he was kissing her.

Her lips were soft and comforting. At first she didn’t respond, didn’t move. He wanted to draw her closer but was afraid to take his hands off her shoulders for fear she would flee.

He was about to give up when she tilted her head to the side and pressed her lips against his. His blood raced through him, pooling in his groin. It took every bit of restraint to keep from crushing her to him, to stand still and let her kiss him in such a naive and inexperienced way.

Strangely enough, it was the naïveté that fired his blood. It was very apparent that Pierre had never kissed her properly, and that made Simon extremely happy, for it meant that they probably had not been lovers.

He coaxed her lips open with the tip of his tongue. He could feel her surprise, her hesitation, and finally her curiosity. Slowly she opened up to him, breath held as she waited for his next move. He took it slowly, not having any experience with kissing a woman who had never truly been kissed, but liking it nonetheless.

She shuddered just once, a vibration that went through her entire body before she settled down again. Their tongues touched. Hers retreated, then darted back. Playfully he chased her tongue with his. It became a game. Him chasing her. Her retreating, then tentatively coming back for more.

Eventually they broke away, each breathing hard, to look at each other. He wondered if he looked as surprised as she did.

She stepped out from beneath his hands and squared the shoulders he’d just been holding, to look at him with those stormy gray eyes. Moments passed. He had no idea what to say to her. They were married, but they’d yet to learn how to be married, so everything was awkward. Being locked in an abandoned bedchamber did not help matters.

The tongue he’d just been playing hide-and-seek with darted out to lick her lips. She turned her head to look away. Even the blue cast of the moon couldn’t hide the color that had crept into her cheeks.


Chapter 13

“What are you doing?” Simon asked from his position by the window.

Aimee opened the wardrobe door and spotted what she’d been looking for. She pulled out the old bed linens, sending up a cloud of dust as she did so. Waving the dust clouds away, she coughed, then sneezed. “We might as well be comfortable. Here.” She handed Simon a corner of the bedsheet. Automatically he took it and followed her lead by shaking out the rest of the dust. Once unfolded, it wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d assumed.

She spread the bedsheet on the naked mattress, which was made of wool. It was musty-smelling and wouldn’t be the most comfortable, but it would have to do.

Suddenly Simon’s hand came from behind her and covered hers. She stilled, looking at the large fingers and blunt fingertips resting on her hand, making it seem small and vulnerable. He had scars and nicks here and there. She had a feeling that these weren’t wounds from boys’ play.

“Aimee.” His mouth was close to her ear, the sound of his voice vibrating through her. She suppressed the shiver that threatened to shake her apart. That kiss…

She closed her eyes, blocking out the sight of his hands, blocking the memory of his kiss.

She felt his hand pull away. Felt the warmth of his body leave her back and the moist breath draw away.

“Let me help you,” he said.

She opened her eyes and stared blankly at the yellowed bedsheet. Simon stepped around the bed and helped her straighten it.

She smoothed a wrinkle out, then stood to look him in the eye. “Tell me the truth, Simon. Do you think Mary is alive?”

He hesitated, but she had faith that he would answer her true. She didn’t know where that faith came from, but it was there, and she believed in it.

“I don’t know, Aimee. I don’t know what has happened since we left.”

She sat on the bed, the memories of the evening flooding her mind. She was too exhausted to push them away any longer. “What happened in the queen’s chambers tonight?” she whispered.

“Ruthven stabbed Rizzio.”

“But why?”

Simon perched one hip on the bed and looked at his hand splayed over his thigh. He seemed to be thinking for quite a long while. “It was not a secret that many didn’t like Rizzio. They thought he had too much power over the queen and she trusted him too much.”

“They stabbed him for that?”

“I believe so.”

Aimee drew back. She didn’t know much about Scottish politics, but she knew that Mary’s arrival in Scotland had been met with mixed emotions. It had been clear from the beginning that the ruling nobility preferred to rule themselves, as had been the custom for years. Mary had changed all that. But regardless of their beliefs, Scotland was ruled by a monarchy, and the nobles were sworn to protect and obey their monarch.

“I’m sorry you had to witness that,” Simon said softly.

Aimee shuddered at the memory of the dagger going through Rizzio. Of the inhuman scream that had come from the little Italian.

“Lie down,” Simon said. “I don’t think there are any pillows, but we can find something for you to lay your head upon.”

She nodded, too weary to argue. Too exhausted to put up a fight about who was sleeping where. She thought of the night before, when they’d slept in the same bed, and how warm Simon had been. Had that just been last night? It seemed like a lifetime ago.

She swung her legs onto the bed and settled on her side. Her eyes burned, and she felt like she’d walked from here to France when she’d done nothing but attend a dinner, watch a man be attacked, and flee down a few flights of steps.

A thick comforter, smelling of dust and age, came up and over her, cocooning her.

“Where did you find that?” she asked, feeling as if her words were slurred.

“In the same cupboard where you found the bedsheets. Go to sleep, Aimee.”

She was exhausted, but her mind was whirling. It was one of those moments when she craved the oblivion of sleep but feared it wasn’t coming any time soon.

“Will you stay here?” she said, suddenly panicked that Simon was going to leave her.

“I’ll be right here.”

The bed was lumpy and hard in places, and she shifted to get more comfortable. Her eyes drifted closed, and her last thought was that maybe sleep wasn’t too far off after all.

—

Simon stared down at this woman who was his wife. It was just starting to sink in that he had the complete care of her in a palace overrun by the queen’s enemies. He needed to get them both to safety, but it was obvious from the way the guards were scattered across the perimeter walls that no one was getting out and only certain folks were getting in.

Just what the hell was he supposed to do with her?

She was curled on her side, one hand tucked under her cheek. Her eyes were flitting back and forth beneath her lids. She was sleeping, but it wasn’t a peaceful sleep. Every once in a while her body would twitch beneath the comforter. She’d pulled her knees to her chest, curling into a tight ball—for protection or warmth, he didn’t know, and he couldn’t imagine that sleeping in her gown was all that comfortable. But he was just pleased that she was getting some rest and the questions had stopped coming. She was astute and understood the severity of the situation, but she was asking dangerous questions. Questions that he had answers to, but he couldn’t let her know that.

He turned away and took the few steps to the window to look out again. He was certain the people in charge of the rebellion were cursing the bright moonlight. It was always better to lead a mutiny in the dark.

Behind him, Aimee stirred, and he looked over his shoulder at her. That kiss had knocked him on his arse. He’d kissed his fair share of women in his day, and he’d experienced far more erotic kisses, but this one had been different. This one he’d felt in his heart and his soul. He’d been left reeling from it and now had to force his mind to more practical matters.

He put his hand in the pocket of his doublet and fingered the edges of Aimee’s letter to Pierre. He carried it with him for no other reason than to torture himself with the knowledge that he did not measure up to the kind of man she wanted.

And yet she’d asked him to stay.

Of course, that had everything to do with the fact that she’d been a witness to Rizzio’s probable murder and she was frightened. As well she should be. He had no idea what the consequences of her being a witness were, but he was certain they weren’t good. Either the conspirators would want her because she’d been a witness, or the queen might want her because her mere presence could be an indication that she’d known something of the plot.

Yes, he definitely needed to get them out of there.

Movement in the gardens drew his attention, and he moved closer to the window but enough to the side that no one would see him. He doubted anyone would be looking toward this unused wing of the palace, but caution was in his nature.

Men stepped into the moon’s light, clearing trying to keep to the shadows, but there were not enough to conceal them. There were five men, carrying something between them. By the way they were walking, Simon could tell that their burden was heavy and awkward. Every few feet one would stumble. They muttered between them, loud enough that Simon heard their voices but low enough that he couldn’t understand the words.

As they passed beneath the window, Simon grimaced. They were carrying a body clothed in rich crimson. Rizzio had been wearing such a red. The body’s head was dragging on the ground, eyes wide, the mouth open in a grotesque silent scream.

It was Rizzio. Simon got a good enough look to see that the Italian adviser was dead.

Queen Mary’s favorite adviser had been murdered in front of all of them.

What had happened to Queen Mary?

Simon feared the answer.

The men disappeared into the shadows. A door opened in the wall, then closed. Simon turned away from the window and looked at his sleeping wife. She hadn’t moved.

Simon sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her for a long time. She was breathing evenly and deeply. He lay down next to her, on his back, staring at the shadows flickering across the ceiling, his hands folded over his stomach. Aimee was a very real presence next to him. He thought about sleeping in the same bed the night before and the fact that he’d dared her to do it. He’d been sincere when he told her that he didn’t want a marriage in which they slept in separate bedrooms, and he hadn’t been surprised when she took him up on the dare. She was slight and at times timid and quiet, but there was a strength inside of her and a fire that he sometimes glimpsed.

Tonight was a great example of that strength. Other women would have fallen apart. As they were leaving the chaotic scene of attempted murder, women had been fainting and screaming. Not Aimee. She’d watched in horror, but she hadn’t fainted or screamed. It gave him hope that he could get them out of this situation.

What they would do once they escaped the palace was another thing entirely. He had to make his way to Tristan’s print shop—it was Will and Simon’s safe house. But how he was going to get the two of them there was a different worry, and explaining it all to Aimee was yet another concern.

Beside him, she sighed and shifted to her other side. A small tremor ran through her, and she curled into a tighter ball. She was cold again. Well, not really again. She was always cold.

Simon stood, pulled the comforter down, and crawled in, pulling the comforter over him as he curled his body around hers. He didn’t take his boots off because of the fear that they might be discovered and would have to run at any moment. Aimee still had her shoes on as well. He guessed she was awfully uncomfortable in her petticoats and stays and heavy, voluminous gown, but it was necessary for her to remain in them.

He draped his leg over hers and curled his arm around her small waist. She made a small noise of contentment and scooted her rear end into him, snuggling her slight body against his.

Her head fit perfectly under his chin, her hair tickling his cheek. He closed his eyes, unwilling to admit how right this felt, holding her in his arms like this.

His wife.

What a strange concept.

He’d been sent to Spain and ended up in Scotland, married to a Frenchwoman.

The path of his life had certainly been a strange one.


Chapter 14

As she had the morning before, Aimee woke slowly, languidly. She was so warm. She might even venture to say that she was overwarm, but she wasn’t going to complain. She opened her eyes slowly, blinking herself into full consciousness, only to find herself looking into the chocolate-brown eyes of Simon.

She should pull back, jump out of bed, put distance between them. But merde, she was so warm she couldn’t move.

“Good morn,” Simon said in a husky morning voice.

She smiled at him, too content to think that she didn’t want to be wed to him. Not yet, anyway. Later, reality would come crashing in.

“We left the shutters open,” Simon said. “I apologize that it’s so cold in here.”

“Is it?” Now that he mentioned it, her nose was cold, but the rest of her was so warm that she hadn’t noticed.

He chuckled. “I’m surprised you’re not freezing.”

“I’m very warm.”

He shifted, and she realized that her leg was flung over his. Embarrassed, she pulled it away quickly, only to find Simon grinning at her. She moved to get out of bed.

“Don’t go just yet.” Simon put a hand on her arm, stilling her.

The truth was that she didn’t want to move. She didn’t want to get up and step out into the cold room and face the unknown of the day, so she stayed put, safe and secure under the warmth.

“Roll over,” Simon said.

“Why?”

He grinned again. She was beginning to like that grin. “Trust me.”

She rolled over, because for right now she did trust him. She’d trusted him last night to get her safety, and he hadn’t let her down.

Hooking his arm around her waist, he pulled her to him until she was nestled into the cocoon of his body, her rear end snuggled against his…well, she wouldn’t think about that.

His arm stayed around her waist as she settled into him, unconsciously humming in contentment.

“We’ve nowhere to be right now,” Simon said, his voice vibrating through her. “You can sleep a bit more.”

She wanted to protest but felt her eyelids close.

When she awoke, she was alone, and she panicked for a moment. The shutters were closed, keeping the cold March weather at bay. She longed for a hot fire to chase away the chill. She was shivering under the blankets, and Simon’s side of the bed was cold, telling her that he’d been gone for a while.

Reluctantly she rose, pulling the comforter with her to wrap around her shoulders. There was an old chamber pot behind a privacy screen that she made use of, but after that she was left wandering around the small chamber, looking in empty drawers and bare cupboards. Her stomach growled and she put a hand to it.

Where was Simon?

She opened the shutters and stood to the side, like Simon had instructed her to do the night before. The garden was empty. Armed men were still stationed around the perimeter wall, making her shiver in fear.

Where was Mary? Was she safe? Had they killed her? What of the child she was carrying?

Aimee feared for the Scottish queen. And she feared for herself.

Beyond the walls was Edinburgh and the docks and possibly the French ship.

She felt her chances of escape shrinking by the hour.

Oh, Pierre.

But it wasn’t Pierre she was thinking of. Her mind had gone to images of Simon dragging her away from the murder of Rizzio, of the chaos and the screaming and the panic. She thought of their flight through the corridors and how he’d never let go of her and how she knew—she just knew—that he would protect her with his life.

And she thought of that kiss.

Oh, that kiss.

Pierre had never kissed her like that. The kiss had been nothing like she’d ever thought a kiss would be. She’d wanted more, and at the same time she’d been afraid of what more would bring. Simon was masterful—not that she knew any different, but he made her blood sing and her soul sigh.

She pressed her fingers into her dry, gritty eyes. Pierre. Every time she tried to think of Pierre, Simon intruded. The way he’d held her this morning as she slept. The fact that he knew she was always cold and was always trying to find ways to keep her warm.

But Pierre…

Pierre was her one true love. He was the man who held her heart and had promised to cherish it and keep it until she could return to him. She must return to Pierre. She’d promised him she would.

The door opened and Simon slid through, his hands full of a bundle of cloth.

With a small cry, Aimee rushed to him and threw her arms around him without thinking, just knowing that she felt infinitely better now that he had returned.

“Whoa,” he said on a laugh. “What is this?”

Embarrassed, she pulled away. “My apologies. I awoke and you weren’t here…”

“Did you think I had left you?”

“No.” No, she hadn’t thought that. She’d been sure that he was going to return. So why the overzealous welcome when he did? “What have you there?” She nodded to the bundle that he had transferred to one hand so he could catch her with the other.

“Food.”

“Food!” She clapped her hands in delight and dragged him to the rumpled bed, the only available clean surface to lay out food.

He laughed. “I thought you might be hungry.” He placed the bundle on the bed and opened it slowly, as if revealing a priceless gift. At this point any type of food would be a priceless gift. He revealed half a loaf of bread and a hunk of cheese.

“Oh,” she sighed. “This looks heavenly.”

“I know it’s not a lot—”

“It’s perfect. Thank you.”

He drew a dagger from his belt and cut a hunk of cheese while she tore the bread into sections.

They ate in silence, both too hungry for conversation. Aimee licked the bread crumbs from her fingers and looked up to find Simon watching her with dark eyes. Quickly she put her hand in her lap, her face heating. His eyes had looked exactly like that after he’d kissed her.

“Where did you find the food?” she asked.

“Sitting on a tray outside someone’s door.” He leaned against the headboard, pulling his feet up and crossing them at the ankle. “Aimee.”

She looked over at him. It seemed so natural for them to be sitting on the bed like this, eating bread and cheese. Her life had certainly taken a drastic turn.

“I discovered more than the bread and cheese,” he said, his expression serious and dire, making her heart hammer in dread.

“The queen?” she asked softly.

“Is still alive.”

She breathed out a sigh of relief. “That’s good.”

“But she’s been taken hostage, along with Darnley.”

Aimee sat up straight, shocked. “What? Where? How?”

“She is confined to her rooms under guard. Darnley is in his rooms under guard.”

“They are not together?”

“Not at this time, no.”

“But why? Who is in charge of the country?”

“I do not know at this point.”

His tone was grave, and at that moment Aimee realized that they were both in serious danger. The queen was not in power. There had been a mutiny—an overthrow of the government.

“What do we do now?” she whispered.

“I was able to sneak about a bit. There are guards everywhere. Douglas men. Fierce warriors. Escape now would be disastrous. We must wait awhile longer and hope the guards’ presence will lessen enough that we can escape the palace.”

“And where will we go from there?”

“I fear the gates of Edinburgh are already closed by now. No one is allowed in or out. Escaping the palace is our first priority. After that we will figure out the rest.”

Aimee hesitated, thinking about her own escape plan, engineered the day before. Had it been just one day ago? It seemed like years ago.

“There is a ship coming from France,” she said slowly. “We can try to get on that.”

Simon was already shaking his head. “I won’t go to France.”

“But why? I’m certain P— I’m certain Catherine would accept us at her court.” What was she saying? Bringing Simon to Catherine would be disastrous. Aimee would be forced to admit that she and Simon were wed, and her life with Pierre would be no more. She’d spoken out of haste and fear and regretted her words. She was such a fool.

“We will discuss this later,” Simon said in a tight, angry voice, causing Aimee to draw back.

“So we just sit here doing nothing?”

“Until the guards are pulled away from the castle, that’s all we can do.”

“And why do you think they’ll be pulled away from the castle?”

“Not everyone is an enemy of Queen Mary’s. She has faithful followers, and she has her own army of men. Bothwell is very much devoted to her. My guess is that he will raise an army and rescue her.”

Bothwell. Aimee did not like the captain of Mary’s guard. There was an evil that lurked beneath his smile and easy demeanor. But Mary liked the man and went so far as to outrageously flirt with him at times. There were rumors that the two were having an affair and that the child Mary was carrying could be Bothwell’s. Of course, there were also the rumors that the child was Rizzio’s. So many theories that it made one’s head spin.

But Bothwell was devoted to his queen, and if anyone could save her, he would be the one to do so. Still, it chafed that she and Simon could do nothing but sit here and wait it out.

What if the French ship arrived and she was imprisoned in the palace?

—

“If you were in France right at this moment, what would you be doing?”

Aimee and Simon were sitting side by side on the bed, leaning against the headboard, legs outstretched. Evening was quickly approaching. They had kept the shutters open, absorbing the light as long as they could. Clouds had moved in during the day, obscuring the sun and cooling the air. It was cold, but Aimee preferred the cold to the dark. She was wrapped up in the comforter. Simon had ventured out again a few hours ago but had quickly returned. The guards’ presence was heavier than it had been the night before, and that worried them both.

What did it mean for Mary and the king? Were they still alive? Simon hadn’t been gone long enough to find out. They were rationing the bread and cheese but had only a few bites of each left.

“What would I be doing if I were in France?” Aimee repeated. She would be with Pierre. Maybe they would have already been wed. Possibly she could have been carrying their child. The thought tugged a smile at the corner of her mouth.

“You’re grinning,” Simon said. “Please share the excitement that you would be experiencing.”

She quickly masked her smile, not wanting to tell Simon about Pierre. Pierre was special. He held a special place in her heart that she did not want to share with him. Pierre was her secret, and she still harbored a small hope that she could return to him.

She drew her legs up and wrapped her arms around them, thinking of wrapping her arms around Pierre. “I would probably be in the French court still,” she said.

“Not married?”

“Mayhap.”

“Whom would you have married?”

She leaned her head back and sighed. “Whomever Catherine told me to.”

“So it wouldn’t have been much different than here.”

“What about you? If Queen Elizabeth hadn’t banished you from England, what would you be doing?”

He looked into the distance. “I would be on my estate, in front of a fire, reading a book with dogs at my feet.”

“That sounds…”

“Boring?”

“Wonderful.”

He turned his head to look at her. “I would have thought you would find it boring.”

“Having your own home, doing what you want. Reading. Dogs. It sounds heavenly. I would like to add children to that scene.”

He raised a brow. “Children? Why, Lady Marcheford, are you proposing we have children?”

Her face heated, and she could not meet his look. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that if the scene you described were mine, I would add a few enfants to it.”

“It does not have to be a fantasy,” he said. “I have the home. We can easily get the dogs, and I am capable of building a fire. I’m also capable of making children.”

She turned her face away from him so he didn’t see her burning cheeks. But, oh, what a picture he painted. She hadn’t realized how desperately she wanted children and her own home. A place that was hers. That no one could take away from her. She wouldn’t be a pawn in anyone’s game or a burden to her family. She couldn’t be sent away at the whim of a powerful woman like Catherine or Mary.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “You do not have access to your estate.”

“And you do not want to create children with me.”

He sounded hurt. She couldn’t figure out why he would be hurt by that thought.

“In all honesty, Sir Simon, my hopes and dreams did not have anything to do with an Englishman in the Scottish court.”

He laughed. “Touché, Lady Marcheford.”

“Why do you insist on calling me by your name?

“Because it is your name now, is it not?”

“It is, but…”

He raised a brow again. “But what? You don’t like to be reminded of it?”

She hesitated, the truth of his words too much, but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “I am just not accustomed to it, that is all.”

“Come now, Aimee. We are stuck in an abandoned room, all but prisoners of the queen’s enemies, even if they don’t know it. The least we can do is be honest with each other.”

“It is true that I am not accustomed to being wed to you. We barely knew each other before our wedding. It is true that I have…envisioned myself with someone different.”

“Ah. Some honesty at last, if not full honesty.”

“Sir Simon—”

“Whether you want to admit so or not, we are wed, Aimee. Stop calling me Sir Simon.”

“Very well. Simon. I am being as honest as I can be.”

“So we have established that you do not want to be wed to me and that you desire children. Just not my children.”

She hesitated. “Simon—”

He held up his hand. “No worries, Aimee. I knew all of that from the beginning. Maybe not the part about the children, but definitely the part about our marriage.”

“I did not say that to hurt you.”

“You didn’t.” He turned his face away to look out the window at the nearly dark sky. The temperature had cooled considerably, and her fingers and nose were freezing. Simon got out of bed and closed one of the shutters, casting the room into semidarkness.

“I was wrong,” she said to his back. “I did say that to hurt you. It wasn’t fair of me, and I apologize. I’m just so angry that the whim of a queen changed our lives irrevocably. We are tied to each other, and we do not even know each other.”

“We can change that,” he said, still standing by the window. “We have nothing but time on our hands and nothing to do with it for the next day or so. We can learn each other.”

She shook her head, aggravated and frustrated. “That is not my meaning.”

He spun around, but she could see only his outline through the shadows, not his face or his expression. “Then what is your meaning, Aimee? What changed about your life? You admit that you would have married someone Catherine chose. Is it the fact that I am not French? Would you prefer a Frenchman over an Englishman?”

“Yes!” she cried out, sitting up and releasing the hold she had on her legs. “Yes,” she repeated more softly. “I am from France. Why wouldn’t I expect to wed a Frenchman? What in my life ever made me think that I would marry an Englishman?”

He made a slight bow, and still she could not see his expression, and it was quite vexing. She wanted to know what he was thinking, if she’d once again hurt his feelings.

“You’re right, of course,” he said. “My apologies if I’ve taken you from a particular Frenchman.”

She fell back against the headboard as if deflated. “I never said there was a particular Frenchman.”

“Was there?” His voice drifted toward her. The sun was almost gone. Soon there would be complete darkness until the sun rose in the morning. It was going to be a long night spent together.

“No,” she whispered. “No one particular.” She dashed away a tear, hoping Simon couldn’t see her as she couldn’t see him, and sending up a silent apology to Pierre for denying him.

“Well, then.” Simon moved toward the bed and sat on it, causing it to dip and Aimee to lean toward the middle. She caught herself and straightened. “My apologies if I assumed something that wasn’t so.”


Chapter 15

When Aimee awoke the next morning, Simon was already up and carving the last of the cheese and bread. His side of the bed was cold and she wondered how long he had been up. She missed his warmth and the length of his body pressed against hers.

“Oh, good. You’re awake,” he said, his tone all business. He handed her a piece of bread as she pushed herself to a sitting position. The room was cold and she shivered.

“It snowed overnight,” Simon said. “I wish I could build you a fire.”

“I understand that you can’t.” They couldn’t risk a fire, but what she wouldn’t give to sit in front of one. She’d thought she could never get colder than when she first arrived in Scotland, but she’d been wrong.

“I will be leaving shortly,” Simon said. “We can’t stay here much longer. I fear we’ve already stayed longer than we should.”

“But the guards—”

“Are certainly a concern, but staying here any longer is more of a concern.”

“Simon…”

He finally looked at her as he shrugged on his coat.

“If this has to do with our conversation last night…”

His brow creased. “If what has to do with our conversation?”

“The fact that you suddenly want to leave here, to get away from my presence.”

He paused and considered her. “I can hardly get away from your presence when I’m taking you with me. And our conversation has nothing to do with us needing to leave. We’re in danger from staying too long.”

She’d lain awake most of the night, reliving their conversation and regretting her harsh and rash words. It was no secret that neither of them wanted this marriage. She’d not needed to rub it in his face.

“Simon?”

He sighed and looked at her. “I really need to go, Aimee. It’s best I make a reconnaissance of the palace while most are still asleep.”

“I just wanted to say…It’s just…You’re not completely reprehensible. As a husband.” Embarrassed, she watched her fingers pleat the comforter.

“Well, it is certainly comforting to know I’m not completely reprehensible.”

She looked up quickly to find that his lips were twitching in an aborted smile. “I want to thank you for protecting me the night of the…when Ruthven attacked Rizzio. And for escorting me out of there and to safety.”

He looked around the room. “I hardly call this safety, and I’m definitely not keeping you in the style to which you have become accustomed.”

“I am safe,” she said. “With you, I know I am safe. And the accommodations are temporary.”

His gaze landed on her. He pressed his lips together and nodded curtly. “You’re welcome. It’s what a husband does for his wife.”

He left, slipping out of the door and closing it quietly behind him. Aimee sat in the middle of the bed and tried not to think of what would happen if Simon never returned. She shivered and quickly made use of the chamber pot, then opened the shutters, letting the weak sunlight in.

She shook out her wrinkled skirts. This gown was completely ruined. She laughed out loud at that thought. She was hiding from the queen’s enemies, in the queen’s castle, after the queen’s adviser had been killed, and she was worried about the state of her gown. She pushed her hair out of her face. She’d long since lost her pins and had not touched a brush to her hair in days. More than likely it looked like a bird’s nest. Maybe that magpie that Simon had talked about had taken up residence in her hair.

She smoothed it back and tried to untangle it with her fingers, then braided it down her back, using a piece of string she found in a drawer to secure it.

There were fewer guards positioned at the walls. She hoped that was a good sign. Maybe this whole silly business of overthrowing the queen’s authority would be squashed by the queen’s own army, and life could go back to normal.

But what was normal?

Married to Simon?

That was not normal.

Oh, this was ridiculous. She shouldn’t go off thinking these types of things when she had no idea what her future held. She would sit here and wait for Simon to return and let him tell her what he had learned about the palace activities. Then she would take the next step.

She tried to see past the palace walls, even though she knew it was impossible. Was the French ship here? Usually it would stay in port a week at most. Surely by then she would be out of the palace and it would be easier to get to the ship.

And then to France.

To be with Pierre.

But first she needed to wait for Simon.

She pulled up a rickety chair close to the window and sat on it to wait. It was colder here, and she dragged the blanket around her shoulders, huddling beneath it but loath to leave the fresh air.

She must have dozed. She awoke with a start, a crick in her neck. She grimaced and rubbed her neck and realized that hours had passed and Simon had not yet returned. Heart pounding, she stood and turned in a circle, unsure what to do.

She listened intently for any noises from within the palace walls, but there was nothing. She’d not heard any noises since coming to this room, telling her that Simon had chosen their hiding place well.

She crept toward the door and stood in front of it for what seemed like the longest time. Slowly she placed one hand on the rough wood and the other on the doorknob. Taking a deep breath, she turned the knob and slowly opened the door. She gathered her courage and poked her head outside.

The hallway was dark. There were no flickering sconces. It was quiet. Deathly quiet. And there was no sign of Simon.

She didn’t remember much from her flight from the queen’s private rooms the night of Darnley’s murder, so she really had no idea where she was in the palace; nor did she know where to begin looking for Simon. He could be anywhere, and he could just as easily have been captured.

She closed the door and leaned against it, breathing hard, pushing the panic away.

Think, Aimee.

What if Simon never returns?

—

Simon’s legs were cramped, his stomach was growling, and he was frustrated and angry. He should have returned to Aimee hours ago, but he was stuck in this alcove because a guard had stationed himself at the intersection of two corridors right where Simon was hiding.

He shifted slightly, trying to bring life back into a foot that had gone numb from sitting in the same position for too long. The guard looked bored but snapped to attention any time someone walked by, which was rarely.

But crouching in the alcove for so long had reaped some benefits, at least. From overheard conversations, he’d learned that the queen and king were still being held hostage. They were not together, which was a smart move on the conspirators’ part. The two might not get along, but they would sure as hell work together to escape.

He’d heard someone whisper that the queen was relying on Bothwell to rescue her, which wasn’t surprising, since Bothwell was in charge of her security. Though there was a spark of attraction between the two, Simon wasn’t certain they had taken the leap to becoming lovers, especially as the queen was carrying the country’s next heir.

Many were talking about Rizzio’s murder. It was no secret that the Italian adviser was dead and now buried in a pauper’s grave.

The gates of Edinburgh were closed tight, something Simon had expected but had hoped wouldn’t happen. No one was allowed in or out, which posed a problem for him, though not an insurmountable issue.

He was nodding off when he heard movement from the guard and sat up to peer out from the curtains of the alcove. The guard was gone, striding down the corridor as if he had another mission.

Simon hurriedly gathered his bundle of pilfered items and stood, lightly stamping life back into his dead foot. Not wanting to take any chances of another guard replacing this one, he hurried away, holding his breath in the hope that he wouldn’t encounter anyone else.

Just as he heard people’s voices around the corner, he slipped into the back stairwell that would lead him up to the wing where he and Aimee were staying. No one else had been up here, so he had full run of the corridor as he hurried along, unusually anxious to get back to Aimee.

He’d found himself thinking of her while he was doing a reconnaissance of the palace, looking for an escape. He’d tried to get her to admit to Pierre, but she’d been stubbornly silent on that count and even denied that there’d been anyone special in her life before she arrived in Scotland. He’d been frustrated but didn’t know why. Admitting her love of Pierre would do nothing good for their budding relationship.

He was a fool.

If she’d loved someone before their marriage, it was none of his concern.

They were wed now, and she would do well to forget Pierre.

Maybe she already had, and that was why she refused to speak of him.

It was silly, his surge of hope when he had that thought.

He made it to their bedchamber door and slipped through, closing it behind him with a sigh of relief.

Aimee was standing on the other side of the small room, by the window but not in front of it, like he had taught her. She was silently staring at him, as if he were a stranger invading her bedchamber.

“I thought they had found you,” she said softly. “I thought they had found you and taken you, and I…I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know if I should go in search of you or try to escape on my own. I didn’t know…”

Simon put the items he’d been carrying on the bed, still rumpled from their sleep the night before, and rounded it to approach her.

She looked up at him, her hands folded in front of her, her eyes wide and accusing and frightened. She’d plaited her hair and it hung down her back, touching the swell of her hips in a single long rope. She looked fresh and young and beautiful, and his heart lurched to think that she was all his.

“My apologies, my lady. I didn’t mean to be gone so long.”

She was trembling, a slight vibration running through her as if she were using all of her energy to keep from shaking.

“Oh, Aimee,” he whispered. And he took her in his arms and dragged her to him, holding her tight as if he could stop her trembling with his strength alone.

She didn’t hug him back. She didn’t put her arms around him, just stood straight and still…and shaking.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you.” He pulled back and looked down at her, keeping his hands on her shoulders for fear that she would run from him. “I swear it, Aimee.”

She sighed and stepped away, causing his hands to drop to his sides. “I know. I…” She rubbed her face and sighed, and Simon’s heart turned over for her.

“I know it hasn’t been easy being stuck in this bedchamber with me, not knowing what will happen next.”

She shook her head. “It’s not that. Well, it is that, but…” She turned her head to look away from him and sucked in her bottom lip. “It’s everything. It’s suddenly finding myself married. Discovering that Catherine lied to me. Everything that I thought was true just…isn’t.” Tears shimmered in her eyes.

Simon touched her chin with the pad of his thumb, and she turned her head to look up at him.

He didn’t think about what he was doing. He didn’t let his mind talk him out of it. He blocked all rational thought and bent his head to kiss her.

With Aimee, he had to move slowly. In a lot of ways she was like a frightened animal, ready to bolt or to fight. Her lips trembled beneath his until finally, with a sigh, she began to kiss him back.

He was amazed at how overjoyed he felt that she so readily accepted his kiss. That small action was so erotic that the blood rushing through him suddenly went south to his groin, and it took every bit of his self-control to remain calm.

Carefully, gently, he cupped her cheeks between his palms. Her skin was warm, but he knew she would be cold inside. She was always cold, and he was ready to make it his mission in life to keep her warm and safe.

With a strangled sound, she pressed her body against his, and he moaned when her stomach rubbed up against his inflamed manhood. He wanted nothing more than to push it against her, to relieve the pressure that had built to uncomfortable levels.

She was kissing him back passionately now, opening her mouth and allowing him to enter. Hesitantly exploring on her own. This was unexpected, but he refused to question her sudden lack of reluctance.

Slowly he stepped forward. One step. Two.

For every step forward, she took one back until her legs hit the bed and he very carefully lowered her until she was beneath him and he was hovering above her, one hand on either side of her head to keep his weight off her.

He broke away with a moan and began to kiss the soft skin beneath her jaw, forming a trail of kisses to the quickening pulse at her throat. She was breathing heavily, her eyes closed, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

He kissed the rise of her bosom and both felt and heard her startled gasp. Her eyes opened, but her face was turned away from him. There was a hitch in her breathing and he paused, breath held, waiting for her to push him away. She did not.

Slowly he climbed onto the bed, one knee, then the other. She scooted herself up until she was fully on the bed and looking up at him with wide gray eyes, apprehensive.

He kissed her again, and again she opened up for him, readily accepting his tongue. He touched her breasts outside of her gown, cupping the soft pillows of flesh in his right hand and feeling the nub of a nipple.

He rubbed his thumb over it. She jerked, tensed, held her breath, but he continued on, letting her become accustomed to his touch, being as gentle as he possibly could in his aroused state.

Eventually her body relaxed and her breathing became regular. Her eyes drifted closed and her hips moved up and down, just slightly, but enough to tell him that she was aroused and wanting more. But he was going to take his time. He was going to take this gift that she had given him and enjoy it, and he was damn sure going to make certain that she enjoyed it as well.

To his surprise, she raised her head, grabbed his face between her hands, and drew him down so she could kiss him. Moving in small increments, he lowered himself onto her until they were chest to chest, hips to hips. It was torture, his engorged cock pressing into her, torture and pleasure at the same time. He didn’t move, even though he wanted nothing more than to rub against her until he spilled his seed.

No. He wanted to spill his seed inside her. He wanted to feel her wetness and tightness like a glove around his cock, and he wanted to slide in and out of her.

Just that thought made him moan. She stilled, pulled back.

“Don’t stop,” he muttered, his voice hoarse with need.


Chapter 16

“I…I don’t know what to do.” Aimee was embarrassed to admit that she was so naive when it came to kissing a man.

“Good God,” Simon whispered. “Aimee, you have no idea what you do to me.”

“Is that good or bad?”

He laughed, but his expression was pained. “Just relax and let me do everything. There is plenty of time to learn.”

There was a heaviness between her legs, and she was suddenly wet down there. She had no idea if that was normal. What if it wasn’t normal? But the wetness made the heaviness worse, and she desperately wanted to reach down and touch herself to relieve whatever the pressure was. But never would she do that in front of Simon.

He was lying on top of her, and she had to admit it felt good. Nice. But his…his manly part was pressing into her, and it was so hard that it hurt a bit. How could he stand how hard that was? Didn’t it pain him?

He kissed her again and she kissed him back. She liked kissing him. His tongue invading her mouth had been disconcerting at first, a bit awkward and a bit off-putting, but once she opened her mind to the possibility, she found that she really liked it. It made her heart race and gave her a strange sensation in the pit of her stomach.

She knew about making love. Catherine’s maid had been tasked with telling her about it before she came to Scotland. Now she understood that it was because Catherine had planned all along to marry her off in Scotland. But the maid had told her only where the man’s part went and that Aimee should not let him know it hurt; she should lie there and let him do what he needed to do, and then she could go to sleep.

But this was completely different. This was nice.

Aimee felt a draft from beneath her skirts and realized that Simon was very slowly inching them up, his fingers brushing her legs. He was coming very close to that part of her that felt heavy and yearned to be touched.

She stiffened. Pierre! What about Pierre? She was going to escape to France and return to Pierre.

Simon’s hand kept moving. He was kissing her neck, and it felt so good that it made her shiver with longing. She wanted this so badly, and yet she felt so guilty. She had promised Pierre that she would keep herself chaste for him. She had promised him that there would never be any other but him.

Simon had pushed her skirts all the way up. She was now completely exposed to him from the waist down except for her drawers. The air was cold and she began to shiver, but his hands were hot and they felt so good on her skin, rough, but just rough enough that it made her tremble with need.

“Stop,” she whispered.

He was kissing her ear, sucking in her lobe and rolling it around in his mouth. Oh, merde.

“Stop,” she said more forcefully.

He made a noise but continued suckling her ear, his fingers touching the edge of the soft curls at the apex of her legs.

“No!” She surged up, batting his hands away, pushing at her skirts, and scooting backward.

Simon froze. Their gazes clashed. His brown eyes were dark with need and longing. The same need and longing inside her that was making her panic. She couldn’t want another man like this. She had promised Pierre.

“Please stop,” she whispered.

He quickly rolled to the side and hung his head, breathing heavily.

She watched him, fascinated and appalled at what she’d done.

She raised her knees to her chest and pulled her skirts down over her feet, covering herself completely. She was still wet between her legs, but the need was quickly dissipating. “Are you—”

“I’m fine,” he said a bit harshly, making her wince. He rolled to a sitting position. “I thought you were enjoying it.”

“I was.”

“So why did you make me stop? Did I do something wrong? Did I hurt you?”

“You didn’t hurt me.” Merde. She didn’t want him to think that he had hurt her.

“Then what? What did I do?”

“You didn’t do anything. It’s me.”

“Aimee.” He sounded exasperated and a bit pained. “Lass. We’re married. We’re allowed to do this. We’re expected to do this. If you want those children that you said you did, we’re required to do this.”

“I just…I’m sorry. I…can’t.”

“Why?”

She couldn’t tell him about Pierre. She just couldn’t. But it was more than Pierre. “I’m frightened,” she said.

“Of me?” He appeared offended.

“I don’t know you, Simon.”

“Many people get married not knowing their spouses. If we want to make this marriage work, we need to trust each other. Do you not trust me?”

“I don’t trust myself.”

He stared at her for a long time before he nodded and slid off the bed to stand by the window and stare outside.

Aimee felt like the worst sort of person. It was obvious that Simon wanted to make this marriage a success even though he hadn’t wanted it any more than she did. But she felt an obligation to Pierre, the man she loved and the man she had promised herself to before she’d even met Simon.

“The queen is still alive,” he said. “Mary and Darnley are being kept apart. There is a rumor that Bothwell is coming with an army to save her.”

“I am not surprised,” Aimee said, relieved that they had moved on to a safer topic, even if it was about the queen’s captivity. “Bothwell and Mary have a close relationship.”

Simon looked over his shoulder at her, but she could not discern his expression because the sun was shining on him. “You mean a strange relationship. Some claim the child she is carrying is his.”

“And some say the child is Rizzio’s.”

“Few believe it’s Darnley’s,” Simon admitted.

Aimee looked away. What if she returned to Pierre? Her marriage to Simon wouldn’t be a secret. She was certain that Mary had written to Catherine to tell her of it. Unless Mary had not had a chance yet.

But if people found out, there would always be a shadow cast upon her and Pierre’s relationship. If she became pregnant right away, would people wonder if it was Simon’s child? Would she even be able to get an annulment from the church? Her once brilliant plan was becoming more and more far-fetched, the idle dreams of a naive mademoiselle who believed love could triumph over all.

Ah, but she felt a fool.

“At the moment it’s neither here nor there whose child it is,” she said, banishing her thoughts for more important matters. “The queen’s safety is of the utmost concern.”

“Our safety is of the utmost concern. It’s time we make our escape. Do you want to go with me?”

She looked at him in surprised. “How can you even ask that question?”

“Because it is obvious that you don’t want to be with me.”

“Simon…” But what could she say to that? She had no argument. “I want to escape with you.”

A moment of silence passed before he moved from the window and picked up a sack that was lying on the floor beside the bed. Aimee slid off the bed, too uncomfortable to sit on it after what they’d just done there. If she had allowed their actions to progress, they would have made love, and her reason for an annulment would have been invalid. Not to mention that she could have gotten with child, and with their future so uncertain, that was the last thing they needed.

Simon began pulling things out of the bag. A bottle of wine. Bread. What looked like two meat pies and bundles of cloth that, when he shook them out, were a drab grayish-brown gown that had definitely been worn before—for many years, it looked like—a cloak, and what appeared to be a peasant’s clothing.

“We can’t escape in the clothes we are wearing,” Simon said. “We’ll be noticed right away.”

Aimee plucked at the garments and wrinkled her nose.

“They are clean,” Simon said. “I took them from the wash line, and they have no varmints on them.”

“Varmints?”

“Bugs.”

She put the gown down and rubbed her hands on her own less than clean gown.

“It has to be done,” Simon said.

“I know.”

No one would possibly recognize them in this clothing.

He picked up the bottle of wine, uncorked it using his dagger, and took a swig. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he offered her the bottle. Without hesitation, Aimee took a big drink.

“You stole a fine bottle of wine,” she said, handing it back.

He grinned. “Only the best for us.”

She was arrested by his smile. It lit his face and formed crinkles at the corners of his eyes.

“How old are you?” she asked without thinking, then flinched. “My apologies. You don’t have to answer that.”

“You said we didn’t know each other. Questions like this let us get to know each other.”

But she wasn’t sure she wanted to know more about Simon. Knowing more was dangerous, because he was becoming a large part of her life. An important part. She had to remind herself of Pierre, and that wasn’t right. She shouldn’t have to force herself to remember the man she’d sworn to love forever.

“I am twenty-five as of last month.”

“Twenty-five? I didn’t realize…”

His eyes twinkled in amusement. “That I was so old?”

“Well, no. Yes.” Her face heated in what had to be the fiercest blush.

“Alas, but I am. And how old are you, Magpie?”

Magpie. He hadn’t called her that since before they were married. Listen to her, acting like they’d been married for years.

“I am one and twenty.”

“Ah. Not so young yourself. I wonder that you were on the marriage mart for so long.”

“I was not at the top of Catherine’s list of important things.”

“Until she sent you to Scotland. Why did she send you to Scotland? Could she find no one to wed you to in France?”

She glared at him, but he laughed, and she couldn’t stay angry for long. He’d called her old and unmarriageable in one breath, and she still wasn’t angry at him.

“Well, if you must know, I was…caught.” She couldn’t help sounding defensive, and maybe it wasn’t right to admit this much about herself, but she wanted him to know that she had other men in her life.

He raised a brow but still had that amused look about him. “Caught? Do tell.”

“I was caught in an embrace with another man, and that is all I am going to say about it.” As if to make her point, she grabbed the bottle of wine from him and took a large swallow.

Now he appeared intrigued. “Another man? What is this man’s name? Might I have to call him out?”

“No!” She was appalled she’d said this much and horrified that Simon would call Pierre out. He’d said it in jest, but she felt an undercurrent of seriousness to his inquiry. “And it doesn’t matter anymore who he is.”

“Do you fear that I would hurt him?”

“I fear he would hurt you. He is very good with a sword.”

Something in his eyes shifted, and she was reminded of her first assessment of him as a lion on the hunt.

“I, too, am good with a sword.”

“I’m sure you are.”

“But you don’t believe I’m as good as your Frenchman?”

She tilted her head. “Did I say he was French?”

“Frenchmen are known to be good with the sword.”

“True.”

“So do you fear for my safety, Wife?”

She bit the inside of her cheek, and they stared at each other for a time, the silliness of the conversation having shifted into something more serious.

“I do,” she admitted.

He broke eye contact and took the bottle from her to drink. “Well, there is that, I guess.”

“That?”

“You feel something for me, at least.”

“I was worried about you when you were gone so long.”

“Worried for me? Or worried that you would be all alone and confined to this room indefinitely?” When she hesitated, he grinned, but it was not an amused grin. “That’s what I thought.”


Chapter 17

“We must leave today,” Simon said the next morning.

They’d barely spoken to each other since their conversation the afternoon before. Aimee felt horrible, thinking that Simon believed she was only using him for the safety he provided.

But wasn’t that the truth? Wasn’t she using him for protection?

Merde, but she was so confused. She genuinely enjoyed being with him. She liked their conversations, and she would be a liar if she didn’t admit that she liked his kisses. But she didn’t want to use him for his kisses, and she felt guilty that she enjoyed them so much. She had promised herself to Pierre, and the thought of Pierre waiting for her, chaste, loving her from afar while she was kissing another man, was abhorrent to her.

But that other man is your husband.

“Aimee?”

She looked up at Simon, pulled from her musings and conflicted feelings. The truth was—the absolute, honest truth—she liked Simon. Very much. She’d felt more than relief when he’d walked through the door yesterday. She’d been truly grateful that he wasn’t hurt or taken prisoner. Or dead.

“I heard you,” she said. “We must leave today. But where are we going?”

“I have an idea.”

She waited for him to share his idea, and when he didn’t, she raised a brow at him.

“You needn’t know at this moment. Suffice it to say that where we are going, you will need to wear the gown I brought for you.”

She looked at the serviceable grayish-brown gown that had been mended and remended and needed to be mended again.

“Unless you have a lady’s maid waiting in the wings to assist me, you will have to help me out of my gown,” she said.

“No lady’s maid.”

“Then it will have to be you.”

After a slight pause, he said, “Very well.”

She turned her back to him and pulled her braid over her shoulder. For a long moment he didn’t move, and she waited with breath held for the touch of his fingers against her back. He pulled the bow of her lace, then slowly loosened the lacing at her back. She sucked in her stomach, then let out the air.

“Oh, that feels good,” she said on a long breath.

“I can’t believe you’ve been in this gown so long and haven’t complained once.”

She shrugged, feeling the laces untighten from the bottom up, grateful for each tug that loosened the gown. “There was no use complaining. It wasn’t as if I had something to change into.”

“I’m sorry that I never even thought of how uncomfortable you might be.”

“You don’t notice the discomfort until it is no longer there.”

He pushed the gown off her shoulders, the rough calluses of his fingers brushing her cool skin and making her shiver. She looked over her shoulder at him to find that he was watching her, a look of heated intensity in his dark brown eyes. She shivered again. 

He wanted her. He was not hiding the fact, and she had no idea what to do about it. He was her husband, and accordingly she should give herself to him willingly. That he hadn’t demanded it yet spoke volumes about the type of man he was, and it increased her guilt.

She was in such a quandary. She felt guilty for giving herself to Simon over Pierre, and she felt guilty for withholding her affections from Simon because of Pierre.

He touched her shoulder again. She was still wearing her smock and petticoats, but she felt naked and exposed to that direct, intense gaze.

“I…I can do the rest,” she said through a thick throat.

“Are you certain?”

She hesitated, then nodded, feeling that strange heaviness in her lower stomach and between her legs again. She knew it was her body telling her that it was ripe for Simon, but she had to be strong and ignore her urges.

“I’ll just put the servant’s gown on over my petticoats.”

He stepped back but didn’t look away. She felt self-conscious, dressing in front of him, but she bit her bottom lip and did so anyway, shaking out the gown and pulling it on over her head because it would be too difficult to step into it with her petticoats still on.

The gown was surprisingly comfortable. More comfortable than the one she’d just taken off. The fabric was made of linsey-woolsey and was soft and faded from so many washings. It smelled halfway decent, at least.

She sat on the edge of the bed to unplait her hair and replait it. “Were you able to find a cap?” she asked, referring to the head covering most women wore.

“No. You’ll have to go without one. It will be conspicuous, but not as much, since you are pretending to be a servant.”

She nodded, frankly relieved not to have to wear a cap. She looked up to say something else to him, but the words died in her throat, and her hands faltered in her hair.

He had stripped off his shirt and was bare-chested. She had to lick suddenly dry lips at the sight of his wide chest, sculpted with prominent muscles that rounded out his shoulders and marched down his stomach.

He was built like the lion he resembled, all sinew, strength, and power.

He slipped on the servant’s shirt, and she lowered her gaze to the rumpled bed, not wanting him to notice that she had been staring. But she knew the image of his naked chest would remain with her always.

The leather breeches came next, but first he had to divest himself of the velvet ones he’d been wearing. He sat on the bed opposite her and peeled them off with a sigh. Aimee shifted so that her back was to him. Scooting in such a way sent a bolt of need through her that almost made her gasp. She was so slippery between her legs that she was sure it was dripping out of her. All because she’d watched a man undress? How ridiculous.

Her fingers fumbled through her hair, making a mess of the braid she was trying to create.

“We will have to hide our clothing,” Simon said. “I doubt anyone will come in here, seeing as they haven’t found us yet, but just in case, we should tidy up the room and make it look like we haven’t been living here for a few days.”

Silently she helped him fold their clothing into the bedsheets and comforter and put it all back in the wardrobe where they had found it. He hid the wine bottles under the sheets, while she put the chair back and looked around the room, making sure they weren’t forgetting anything.

They stared at each other for a long moment as apprehension and an undercurrent of attraction buzzed around the room.

“Are you ready?”

She nodded. “I think I have no choice.”

“Now is the time. The guards aren’t as heavy as they were yesterday, and I fear Mary’s troops will arrive soon. We don’t want to be here then.” He took her hands in his. “I found an open window in the wine cellar. We will have to go down many flights of steps to get there, then climb out the window. A few yards away, there is a door in the palace wall that opens onto High Street. That will be the most dangerous part of the escape. Once we reach High Street, we will blend in with the crowd.” He squeezed her hands. “I need you to follow me without argument. I need you to follow me even if it seems we’re wandering the streets with no direction. Do what I say, when I say it, and exactly how I say it, and I will get you out of here. Do you understand?”

She nodded, her mouth dry with fear.

“It’s very important that you understand this.”

“I understand.”

He let go of her hands, and she felt bereft of the connection to him. He looked around the room one last time. “Let’s go, then,” he said.

He opened the door and peered outside, but before he could step out, Aimee grabbed his arm to stop him. He looked back at her with slight irritation.

“I just want you to know that it’s more than the protection.”

His brows drew together in confusion.

“Your presence here means more to me than protection.”

The crease between his brows eased, and he nodded. He grabbed her hand, squeezed her fingers, and winked at her before slipping out the door.

Aimee took a deep breath and stepped out of the warm cocoon of what had been their sanctuary.

—

The hall was narrow and dark and dusty. They trotted down a set of dark, dank stairs.

Simon slowed toward the end of the steps, forcing Aimee to slow as well. He paused at the bottom of the stairwell and held his hand up, presumably asking for her silence. He needn’t ask. She was so frightened that she feared her throat wouldn’t work even if she wanted to speak.

He peered around the corner, his fingers tightening around hers. Aimee listened hard, trying to hear if someone was coming, but nothing passed the pounding in her ears.

Simon slid around the corner, his hand still holding Aimee’s, and she tried to mimic the motion for fear of doing something wrong and getting both of them caught.

They had turned onto another empty, dark corridor and easily traversed it. The next set of steps and the next hall were wider and a bit brighter, with narrow windows at each end, but no less dusty.

And then she started hearing the sounds of humanity. Male voices drifted toward them as they descended a third stairwell. Aimee’s heart beat harder, and she felt an urgent need to turn around and run back to the safety of the dusty, unused, abandoned bedchamber where she and Simon had spent the last several nights.

As if sensing her thoughts, Simon glanced over his shoulder at her. She tried to smile in encouragement but feared her lips wobbled a bit.

As he’d done for the last two flight of stairs, he stopped to listen and peruse their surroundings. But instead of peering around the corner, he turned to her, took her face between his hands, and kissed her. It was just a quick peck, nothing like any of the other kisses they’d shared, but it boosted her confidence more than anything else could have.

“Courage, Magpie.”

She nodded, unexpected tears gathering in her eyes that she swiped away with her free hand. She had no idea why she was suddenly crying, but it was damned inconvenient.

They stepped into another hall, but this one was different. She recognized this hall. If they were to turn the next corner, she would be a few doors down from her bedchamber. For the first time, she thought about Hannah. Did the maid wonder where she was? Knowing Hannah, she was probably relieved that she had no duties.

But Simon didn’t take them that way. He turned the other way and walked faster, widening his stride and making Aimee jog to keep pace. There was a burst of muffled male laughter. Simon’s steps faltered, and his head tilted as if he were listening intently, but he didn’t stop. Aimee was breathing heavily, out of breath from their race to the wine cellar and the supposed open window.

They were almost to another set of steps when the voices grew louder; it was apparent that a group of men was going to turn the corner at any moment.

Simon slid into an alcove that Aimee had not even noticed was there, dragging her with him. Quickly he shoved her behind his back as he shuffled to the far corner. There was no curtain covering the opening, and she had no idea what these alcoves were used for, but she was quite happy that it was here.

The voices drew closer, men chuckling and talking quietly. Aimee tried to peer around Simon’s arm, but he shoved her back, pinning her between his strong, wide back and the hard, cold stone wall. She had an urge to cuddle into him and draw his heat into her, but she refrained.

The men passed and Simon’s shoulders eased. “Didn’t even look this way,” he muttered, as if disappointed that the men hadn’t been more observant.

They waited a few more moments before resuming their flight through the castle. When they entered the servants’ area, Aimee looked around, wide-eyed. She didn’t remember having been to the servants’ quarters before. It was bustling with…well, with servants, all going about their business, barely looking up, like it was an intricate dance that everyone knew the steps to except her. It was as if nothing untoward was going on upstairs, as if the king and queen weren’t imprisoned and life was…normal.

Simon had released her hand and she walked a few paces behind, her head down but her eyes trying to take everything in.

A girl came out of what appeared to be the larder and ran right into Aimee, causing her to stagger back.

“Out of my way,” the girl growled. “Watch where ye’re goin’.” She bustled away, leaving Aimee to stare at her, openmouthed.

“Come.” Simon grabbed her arm and pulled her toward their destination.

“Did you—”

“I did. Never had anyone speak to you that way before, have you?”

Aimee jogged along but kept looking over her shoulder. “Is that how they speak to each other?”

“She has a job to do, and you were in her way.”

“But…but…that was rude.”

She could have sworn that Simon chuckled as he led her down yet another set of stairs.


Chapter 18

During their heart-pounding flight through the castle, Aimee had thought continuously about The Window. It had become her savior, her focus, her mission, so when they finally came to it, she was surprised to find that it was unimpressive.

“You will fit through this?” she whispered to Simon.

“I will have to.”

She gave him a slanted look of disbelief. “You are rather large and the window is rather small.”

“Are you worried about me, Magpie?”

“I suppose I am. How am I to get you out if you become stuck?”

“We will manage.”

“If you say so,” she said doubtfully.

“We have to try. Our only other option is to stay here, and frankly I fear for our safety more here than out there.”

She took a deep breath and eyed the narrow opening. “So who should go first?”

“Me,” he said. “I can make sure it is clear once I’m outside, and I can pull you through.”

“Very well, then. Shall we?”

With a quirk to his lips, he bowed to her. Facetiously she curtsied to him in her borrowed servant’s gown.

Simon pushed open the pane of glass and poked his head outside, looking one way then the other before ducking back in. “They’ve pulled the guards from the walls.”

“Is that ominous?”

“I can’t decide, but it’s one less obstacle we have to encounter.”

He pushed a heavy chest under the window. Aimee knew it was heavy because his muscles flexed and bunched beneath the worn doublet, and she couldn’t help but watch.

When he was finished, he brushed his hands of the dirt and dust. “Like I said, I’ll go through first, then you.”

She nodded, suddenly terrified. Her heart pounded so hard that she feared she was having some sort of attack. They were really leaving the palace. All her life, the royal castle had been a place of safety. Any threat to the royal family and the castle would close its massive doors, pull up the drawbridge if there was one, seal off the entrances, and protect the king and queen and all the inhabitants with the might of the king’s army.

But the enemy had infiltrated this castle and taken the king and queen hostage, and it was no longer a place of safety but one of danger.

Simon climbed up on the chest and went headfirst through the window, shimmying this way and that.

He got stuck halfway through.

“Aimee,” his voice came back to her, muffled. “You’ll have to push.”

“Push what?” she whispered loudly.

“My arse!”

She took a step back, studying the arse that was stuck. “I can’t…”

“Now is not the time to be timid,” he said fiercely. “Push!”

Aimee took a tentative step forward, flexing her fingers. She climbed up on the chest, first one knee, then the other, using the wall for support.

“Hurry,” he said.

“I’m trying.”

Merde, but she was going to have to touch him there.

“Aimee,” he said rather calmly. “The blood is rushing to my head, and I will soon pass out.”

Spurred by that fear, Aimee put both hands on Simon’s arse and pushed with all her might. His arse was rather rounded, hence the reason he was stuck, but it was also very muscular. And tight. He had a tight arse.

“It’s. Not. Working,” she said between pushes.

“Keep trying.” He was gasping, and she wondered if she was hurting him or if he truly was passing out. Good Lord, but she needed to get him unstuck soon. It was hard to miss a man dangling out of a window.

She leaned back and contemplated the situation, which meant that she stared rather intently at Simon’s arse.

“Spread your legs,” she said.

“I beg your pardon?” Even through the window stuffed with his body, he sounded surprised.

“Spread your legs.” She tapped one drooping foot, then the other.

A moment passed before he spread his feet. Aimee looked away, her face heating in mortification as she turned around, rather carefully, as she was still on the chest. With her back to Simon’s arse she leaned into him and pushed with all she had.

With a grunt from Simon and a muffled cry from Aimee, he popped through the window and slithered away from her.

For a moment Aimee stood there in surprise that it had actually worked. Then she laughed, covering her mouth with her hands so no one would hear. Tears gathered in her eyes, and she had to bend over with her silent laughter.

“Hurry,” Simon said from the other side.

Aimee poked her head out and hoisted herself through the window. It proved to be much easier for her to get through than Simon. He caught her easily and set her on her feet, his eyes dancing with amusement.

“We will never speak of this again,” Aimee said, attempting to be stern.

“Of course not.”

“I mean it, Simon. That was—”

“Yes,” he said. “It was. Come.” He grabbed her hand once again and began pulling her along.

They stayed in the shadows of the palace, creeping along with their backs to the stone wall. All jesting was put to the side, and Aimee could feel the tension running through Simon. She continually scanned the area, looking for danger, trying to be helpful, but she feared that she was more of a burden.

He stopped suddenly and she ran into his back, nearly bouncing off it. His arm came out to steady her, and he nodded to the wall that surrounded the palace. “The door is there,” he said.

She looked from the wall to Simon. “That’s a goodly distance.”

“It is the most dangerous part of our escape.”

“There is no other way?”

“None that I can think of.”

She studied the wall again, not seeing the door but trusting Simon to know it was there. “Then we have no choice. How do you want to go about this?”

“Going together would attract attention.”

“I see no one looking.”

“Most probably no one is, but we can’t take that chance. I will go first. When I motion to you that all is clear, then you will come toward me. Don’t run. Walk naturally, as if you have an errand to run. An important errand. If you act like you belong, people will believe you belong.” Simon took a deep breath, turned to her, and kissed her. “For luck,” he said with a smile.

She smiled back, her lips tingling in a nice way. “Good luck,” she whispered, not even daring to think that they would not be reunited at the side of that wall.

Before she could say more, he was gone, loping across the broad expanse of grass, unprotected by the shadows that they’d used for cover since leaving their chambers.

Aimee watched, barely breathing, her fingers curling into her palms, her nails digging into her skin. If he were caught…

If he were caught, she had no idea what she would do. Throw herself on the mercy of the court, she guessed. But what court? Mary was in captivity. Aimee had no idea who was in charge.

It seemed to take him forever. Was he walking slowly just to annoy and frighten her? Had he slowed down?

“Hurry up,” she mouthed. “Hurry, hurry.”

And then he was there, swallowed up by the big, imposing wall that kept the palace protected. Aimee’s shoulders slumped and she let out a relieved breath.

He made it.

Thank You, Lord, he made it.

A hand appeared from the shadows and motioned for her.

Aimee straightened, fluffed her borrowed gown out of habit, took a deep breath, and stepped away from the safety of the palace wall.

Walk with purpose.

Act like you’re supposed to be here.

Firm strides.

You can do this, Aimee.

You are doing this, Aimee.

Strangely enough, it was Simon’s voice in her mind, cheering her on and encouraging her and giving her stride purpose.

She kept her eyes firmly on him, but it seemed to take forever to get there. An eternity of walking, feeling as if every eye in the palace were trained on her back. Her ears strained to hear the cry of the guards to take up arms.

She so desperately wanted to run but forced herself to keep her pace even.

And then Simon was grabbing for her and dragging her through the door. Then the door was pulled shut, and she was outside the gates of Holyrood Palace and on High Street of Edinburgh.

“Oh, my,” she said on a nervous laugh. “I didn’t think…” She gulped, shocked to discover that tears were building.

“Are you hurt?” Simon asked in concern.

She shook her head. “I’m fine. Just relieved.”

“Well, don’t be relieved yet. The worst is yet to come.”

“The worst? But you said walking from the palace to the wall was the worst.”

“I didn’t want you to get discouraged.”

She grabbed his arm, suddenly furious. “Are you saying you lied to me?” He looked away guiltily, and she shook his arm. “Don’t ever lie to me. Tell me true. I am no wilting flower.”

He looked at her solemnly. “Does that go both ways?”

“Does what go both ways?”

“If I can’t lie to you, then you can’t lie to me.”

“Very well.” She released his arm. “But I think I’ve been completely truthful with you since we met.”

“Have you?”

Her brows dipped in confusion. “I know so.”

He turned away to look down High Street, the bustling main thoroughfare of Edinburgh. “We have a long trek ahead of us,” he said, apparently disregarding their conversation. “Loitering outside of the palace wall is not safe. Follow me.”

Nothing was safe. Staying in the palace wasn’t safe. Being outside of the palace wasn’t safe. She wasn’t complaining. She was grateful that Simon was taking her with him. But she really just wanted to be safe.

High Street ran through the middle of Edinburgh and was the hub of the city. At one end stood Holyrood Palace. On the other, high up on a hill, sat Edinburgh Castle, and in between was the bustling city, surrounded by yet another protective wall with seven fortified gates that allowed people in and out.

Simon walked down High Street as if he knew exactly who he was and where he was going.

If you act like you belong, people will believe you belong.

With his clothing that resembled everyone else’s, and his swift, easy strides, he appeared quite natural. No one looked at him twice. Some nodded to him, but almost everyone was involved in his or her own business. It was as if he had completely changed from the fine, well-dressed noble she’d known at the palace to someone entirely different.

She tried to mimic him, acting natural—although she wasn’t entirely certain what natural was in this circumstance. Other women were dressed as she was, in drab-colored worn gowns. She was grateful that Simon had procured the clothing for them. If they had stepped out of the palace walls wearing their customary clothes, people would have stared and whispered, and word probably would have gotten back to the palace guards.

“Are we walking the entire way?” she asked, a bit breathless.

“Yes.”

“Where exactly are we going?”

“To a friend’s establishment.”

She contemplated that for a moment. “What type of establishment?” she asked suspiciously.

“Really, Aimee, so many questions.”

“I have a right to know.”

“And you shall when the time is right.”

She passed people selling their wares, mostly food. Small alleyways—or wynds, as they were called—branched off of High Street. The wynds were filled with sewage, and the vitriolic scent drifted toward them, making her wrinkle her nose.

“You have a friend outside the palace walls?” she asked after a bit.

“Yes.”

“Odd.”

“Why is that odd?” He was scanning the area, contemplating each person who approached them.

“It’s just that I don’t know anyone in the palace who is friends with people outside the palace. Unless it is one of the burgesses, but even then—”

“Magpie, can you give me a moment to think?”

She pressed her lips together and continued her thoughts silently. The burgesses were of the merchant class, far below the nobles, but she supposed it was possible that someone could be friendly with one of the burgess class.

They approached Mercat Cross, the general center of the city, where proclamations were made by the town crier and executions took place. It was also the hub of the merchant district. Simon slowed and Aimee stayed in step with him, watching his expressions more than what was happening around her. He was intent, his eyes constantly moving, his body tense and ready. Ready for the palace guard to come after them?

But at the moment everyone was more interested in the placards hanging at the cross. Aimee moved closer to get a better look at what people were talking and laughing about, but she wasn’t able to see anything clearly. She shuffled forward another step and gasped, putting a hand over her mouth and stepping back.

“There you are.” Simon appeared at her side, saw what she was looking at, and led her away. “We need to keep moving,” he said. “The good news is that there are no new proclamations, so we’re in the clear. For now.”

But Aimee wasn’t listening to him. She was thinking of the disgusting placard. “Did you see—”

“Not now, Aimee.”

“But—”

“Not here. We’ll not discuss that here.” His voice was hard and flat.

Aimee kept her thoughts to herself and didn’t voice them out loud, deferring to Simon’s command. But once they were in private, she was speaking to him about this.


Chapter 19

Simon led Aimee to a small pub at the other side of Mercat Cross. They had been on the move for several hours and had a few more hours to go. He didn’t want to go to Tristan’s print shop while the sun was still out, and though he was fairly certain they weren’t being followed, he had to be absolutely certain.

But he was hungry, and Aimee was looking wilted. Her steps were shuffling and her shoulders were bowed as he prodded her into the dark recesses of the the Sword and Barrel pub. It was quieter in here. A few men were sitting about, three playing cards in the far corner. Two barmaids were leaning against the end of the bar, their heads together as they conversed.

Simon sat Aimee down at a free table and took the chair so his back was to the wall and he had a clear view of the rest of the room. Aimee was looking a bit dazed as she swayed to the side. Simon refrained from pushing her back in the seat.

One of the barmaids sauntered over, a bored look on her face. If he’d been wearing his velvet doublet and bejeweled coat, she would have had a spring in her step and a gleam in her eye toward a bit of his riches. But to her he was just another workingman, worth nothing more than the price of their dinner, and that was just the way he wanted it.

He ordered for both of them because Aimee looked at him blankly when he asked her what she wanted to eat. 

“Aimee?” he asked when the barmaid left. He put his hand over hers and squeezed. “Are you well, Magpie?”

She seemed to shake herself and tried to smile. “I’m fine. Just…overwhelmed.”

“Have you been inside the city before?”

She shook her head. “I’ve always wanted to, though. It’s an interesting place. Lots of people.”

“That is true.” He sat back and studied her, worried. He had no idea what was ahead of them. Would she be up for whatever happened next? Did she have the fortitude for this? He wasn’t even sure what “this” was.

He’d been relieved that no summons had been posted at Mercat Cross with their names on it. He was fairly certain Mary’s army would be arriving soon; once she was back on the throne, she would be hell-bent on vengeance for Rizzio. What form that would take, he had no idea. What he did know was that Aimee had been beside the queen when it happened, and that might not go well for her.

“The placard—”

“I’ve ordered our meal. I am going to the privy out back, but I will return straightaway. Do not talk to anyone. Don’t leave. Don’t move from this chair. Do you understand me, Magpie?”

She nodded, the glazed look coming back to her eyes. Yes, he was worried about her.

When he returned, she was staring at the plate of food before her, her hands folded in her lap.

“Eat,” he said as he sat down and tucked into his meal. For days all he’d eaten was cheese and bread, sacrificing his portions so Aimee could eat, and while he didn’t mind doing so because it was his job to protect her, he was ravenous.

She leaned forward, pinning him with those gray eyes that reminded him of storm clouds gathering over the Highlands.

“Did you see those placards?” she whispered.

He looked around, not wanting to discuss this here, but here was better than other places, he supposed. “I did.”

“They were disgusting.” Her lips twisted and color rose to her cheeks. “That…that drawing. It was of…” She looked around and leaned even closer, dropping her voice. “…Mary, and she was a…mermaid.”

He took another bite and chewed while watching her. He’d seen the placard. He knew what it was all about.

“In case you don’t know,” she said, all righteous indignation, “a mermaid is a symbol for—”

“Prostitution.”

Her shoulders went back and her eyes flashed. “A lady of the night.”

He shrugged and took a drink of ale. “Different names for the same thing.”

“Why would someone do that?”

He looked around again. They were in their own little corner, the closest people being the three men playing cards, and none of them paying Aimee and Simon any mind.

“There are people who are not happy with the queen. In fact, they are quite angry with her.”

Her brows rose. “Why? She is their queen. They should respect her and honor her.”

Aimee was clearly on the side of Mary; Simon wasn’t surprised. Mary had been raised in France since she was a lass of six; she’d grown up in the French court, under the thumb of Catherine de Medici, and had married the dauphine of France. Aimee was very loyal to her country.

“For many years the Scottish nobles have survived without a monarch. The nobles have had free rein of the country, making the decisions themselves. Mary’s presence has taken their power away, and they want it back.”

“Are you saying the nobles are responsible for those despicable placards?”

“I don’t know who is.” He knew exactly who was responsible for those placards, but he would never tell Aimee that. Simon pointed to her plate. “Eat. We have a long way to go tonight, and you need sustenance.”

She picked up a tiny bite and nibbled on it. God’s blood, but if she ate like that, they would be here all night and into tomorrow.

He motioned to the barmaid for a refill and settled into his chair. The barmaid filled his mug and topped off Aimee’s, then sauntered away as if she wanted to be anywhere but here.

“I was afraid you would not come back,” Aimee said quietly.

“Pardon?” His focus sharpened on her.

“When you went to the privy, I realized that I have no money to pay for my food and drink. I have no money to procure lodgings for tonight. If you hadn’t come back, I didn’t know what I was going to do.”

“Aimee, look at me.”

She slowly raised her eyes from her plate.

“I am your husband. It is my job to take care of you and provide for you. If I hadn’t come back, it would have been because I couldn’t.”

Which made him think that he needed to provide for Aimee in the event that something happened to him. Elizabeth had said this would be his last mission, but she was a fickle monarch, as most were, and he didn’t trust her word on that.

He also had to tell Elizabeth that he was wed, per Mary’s orders. How would she take that bit of news? A fellow monarch and rival, forcing one of her spies to wed?

It almost made him want to smile.

“I have nothing,” Aimee said. “Not even my gowns or my jewelry. I’ve come to you a pauper.”

“You are a very rich lady now that you’re wed to me.”

She lifted one shoulder in a shrug and looked down at her food. She appeared dejected, and he didn’t like that.

“We will discuss money at a more appropriate time. If you want an allowance, you may have one. Whatever you want, Magpie.”

She raised her head and looked into the distance, deep in thought. He couldn’t help but wonder if she was thinking of her Pierre. Had she given up on the idea of him? Had she accepted their marriage? Or was she still pining for him?

He tried not to think of the elusive Frenchman because it only made him feel angry and helpless. He touched the outside of the pocket in his doublet, where the letter lay.

“Why did they depict Mary as a mermaid?” she asked.

Startled out of his thoughts by the change in conversation, he hesitated. “Because they don’t believe the baby in her belly is Darnley’s.”

She pressed her lips together.

“Eat,” he said in a commanding tone.

She took another small bite, but he could tell her mind was far away.

“Do you think that was why Rizzio was…” Her voice trailed off and she went pale.

“I think Rizzio’s death had more to do with the fact that she was relying increasingly on his advice and certain people didn’t like it, but the rumor that he fathered her child could have aided their decision.”

She sat back and pushed her plate away. “I can’t eat another bite.”

“You didn’t even eat one bite. Nibbling is not biting.” He dug a bawbee out of his pocket and tossed it on the table. “We should be going, anyway.”

They’d stayed far longer than he was comfortable with, but he’d wanted Aimee to rest and eat. She’d rested, but she’d definitely not eaten.

He led them outside. It was beginning to get dark, twilight well past its prime. The streets were starting to empty of the merchants and the merchant class, leaving behind the undesirables. There was a criminal element to Edinburgh that was fascinating and frightening at the same time. Simon was on his guard, alert and watching, always keeping Aimee within an arm’s length. Shadows lurked in the doorways, sinister and forbidding, as Simon led Aimee down High Street, then ducked into a wynd. Aimee made a sound of protest but otherwise kept quiet.

Edinburgh was surrounded by a protective wall that kept the enemies out and the citizens in. Hemmed in, the people of Edinburgh had no choice but to grow upward, building story upon story on existing houses and shops until the buildings towered over them, leaning inward until it looked as if they would topple over. Some were as high as fifteen precarious stories.

He and Aimee exited into a smaller, narrower wynd where a dog was chewing on the carcass of a smaller animal and the stench of human sewage was overwhelming. Aimee put her hand over her mouth and her eyes watered, but still she did not complain.

Here it was darker, more dangerous. Men lounged in doorways, watching Aimee and Simon’s progress. A scream came from one of the many rooms above them. Aimee’s steps faltered, but Simon pressed on.

“Did you hear—”

“I did.”

“Should we—”

“No.”

They emerged onto High Street, closer to Edinburgh Castle. Simon stopped and leaned against a shop wall, looking at his surroundings, appearing to have nowhere else to go and nowhere else he wanted to be. Really he was making sure that they weren’t being followed. There were few people around them and none of them looked familiar. It was full-on nighttime now, and the good citizens of Edinburgh had given up their streets to the unfavorable criminal class.

Aimee leaned against the wall beside him. “Are we almost there?”

“Almost.”

She eyed her surroundings warily. “It might be best to find lodgings until daylight.”

“I have lodgings arranged.”

She looked at him in surprise. “You do?”

He nodded, keeping his eye on a shadow that was edging closer to them. “Come.”

He pushed off the wall and walked in a steady lope, not running, but not sauntering, either. One more loop through the city, and he would guide Aimee toward Tristan’s.


Chapter 20

Aimee was lagging farther and farther behind, and Simon had to keep slowing down in order for her to catch up. She was nearly asleep on her feet as she stumbled down the wynds and streets of Edinburgh.

“Almost there,” he said.

She mumbled something, but it wasn’t clear what she was trying to say.

Simon ducked down a wynd but had to reach back and drag Aimee with him, else she would have kept wandering down the street.

By the time he reached the back wynd of Tristan’s print shop, Aimee was nearly unconscious on her feet. Finally free from all prying eyes, Simon picked her up and cradled her like a baby in his arms. Her head lolled against his shoulder. She was as light as a feather, barely anything in his arms. She mumbled again and he smiled. Even she probably had no idea what she was saying.

He tapped on the back door of the print shop in the signal that he, Tristan, and Will had devised. The door opened immediately, golden light spilling out, the warmth enticing and welcoming. Simon slipped through with Aimee and Tristan quickly shut the door.

“Is she alive?” Tristan asked.

“Of course she’s alive. Where should I put her?”

“Follow me.”

Tristan led them up a set of narrow, creaking steps and into a small bedchamber that faced the street. Simon carefully laid Aimee on the bed and covered her with a blanket. Immediately she turned onto her side with a sigh and tucked her hand under her chin to fall further into sleep.

Both men quietly left the room and returned to the back of the print shop, where a fire burned brightly in the sparse sitting room. Tristan poured Simon a mug of warm malmsey, a sweet wine that Simon had a fondness for. Will was sitting in a chair in front of the fire with his own mug of ale, and Simon felt a wave of relief that his friend had made it out of the palace as well.

“We were worried about you,” Will said as he watched Simon wearily fall into the opposite chair.

“I was, too, for a bit.”

“What happened?” Tristan asked.

Simon took a fortifying sip of ale. “Rizzio was murdered. Aimee and I saw the entire thing.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Tristan said gravely.

“Where were you?” Simon asked Will.

Will grinned. “With a certain Lady Bess.”

Simon rolled his eyes. “Well, it’s probably for the best, as it kept you from the scene of the crime.”

“Tell us about the murder,” Tristan said. “All I’ve heard is rumors, and you know how those go.”

“I’ve not heard the rumors, as Aimee and I have been holed up in an unused part of the castle, waiting for our opportunity to escape.” He took another swig of ale and looked into the fire, remembering that night, but mostly remembering his fear for Aimee when Ruthven rushed Rizzio. “Aimee was standing next to the queen when Ruthven walked in, looking very ill but determined and in a full suit of armor.”

Tristan made a sound that was half laughter and half disbelief. “Armor?”

“I know. I wonder about that, too. My only guess is that he is half mad as well as ill.”

“Then what happened?” Tristan asked.

“Ruthven attacked Rizzio right in front of the queen, while Darnley hid behind his wife like a cowering lad in swaddling.” Simon shook his head in disgust. He’d never been fond of Darnley, but this had been pathetic, in Simon’s estimation. No real man hid behind a woman, especially a woman with child.

“So Ruthven killed Rizzio?” Tristan asked.

“He wasn’t dead when Aimee and I left.”

“Rumor has it that he wasn’t killed right away. A few people are thought to have killed him. There were multiple stab wounds,” Will said.

“I saw them carrying his body out,” Simon said quietly, even though it was just the three of them. The image was still disturbing. An adviser killed before a monarch by her own noblemen did not reflect well on Scotland.

“Supposedly he’s been buried in a pauper’s grave, his clothes stolen from him,” Will said.

“These are troubling times,” Tristan said as he turned to stoke the fire, causing sparks to shoot up the chimney and a blast of hot air to hit Simon in the face. “But we all know that Elizabeth predicted there would be troubles ahead for Mary.”

“That she did,” Simon said.

“Tell us about Aimee,” Will said. “How is your wife?”

“Exhausted. We spent the days since the murder hidden in an unused bedchamber at Holyrood and eating food I pilfered here and there. But she’s been amazingly resilient as well. Not once did she complain during our captivity or our escape.” He looked up to find both Will and Tristan grinning like damn fools. “I see nothing funny about any of this.”

Tristan covered his grin with his hand, pretending to rub his beard, and Will buried his face in his mug.

—

Aimee woke with a start, sitting up in bed on a gasp as she clutched her stomach. She’d been dreaming of the attack on Rizzio. She’d been standing next to Queen Mary, as she had been during the real attack, but instead of stabbing Rizzio, the darkened figure—who she assumed was Ruthven—turned the knife on Mary and stabbed her in the stomach, then turned to Aimee with the knife raised.

That was when she woke up.

Her heart was pounding, and she was breathing hard as she looked around the small room. Where was she? How had she come to be in such a small, crude room? She sniffed and wrinkled her nose. And what was that smell?

She pushed the blanket off and was glad to see that she was still in the servant’s gown. She remembered nothing past leaning with Simon against the wall of the shop on High Street. She’d been exhausted and frightened. Edinburgh was a different place at night, and undesirables had been lurking about, putting her on edge.

Bits and pieces of images floated around in her brain—of walking, then light from a fire? She wasn’t sure. She remembered being warm and feeling safe, then nothing until waking moments ago.

Where was Simon?

She slid off the bed and winced as her feet touched the floor. Walking all day and most of the night in the formal slippers she had worn to dinner the night of the murder had not been kind to her feet. The soles were raw, her ankles swollen. She was definitely not looking or feeling her best.

She hobbled to the small lone window. The glass was rippled and pitted, making it nearly impossible to see out. It appeared they were still in Edinburgh, and was that High Street she was looking at? She couldn’t tell.

Male voices drifted toward her from below. She cocked her head to the side to listen more intently. She couldn’t make out what they were saying or even who they were. Was Simon one of them?

Trying to step lightly so as not to make any floorboards creak, she made her way to the door. Stepping lightly was nearly impossible, however, with her raw feet.

She opened the door slowly and poked her head out. The hallway was narrow, so narrow that she could touch the opposite wall while standing at the threshold of the bedchamber. It was also dark, but that made it easy to see flickering light on the landing below. It appeared to be firelight, and she shivered, craving the warmth that a fire would provide.

The voices were louder out here, but not by much, so she left the bedchamber and inched toward the steps that led downstairs. She carefully made her way down, her fingers trailing against the rough wooden wall, and stopped at the second-to-last step.

“Things are only going to get worse,” a male voice said.

“I fear you are correct.” That voice came from Simon, and Aimee’s shoulders drooped in relief. She hadn’t wanted to admit how frightened she’d been, not knowing where he was or if he’d left her alone.

“This isn’t the end,” yet another male voice said. “Darnley is much hated, and the lords are saying he was part of the plan to kill Rizzio. I fear Darnley’s life is in danger now.”

Aimee put a hand to her mouth to keep her gasp inside. They were speaking of the king and his life as if it were of no consequence to them. They were talking treason!

“What should we do?” one of the men asked.

Silence fell, as if they were all thinking about what their next move would be.

“I should check on Aimee,” Simon finally said.

She could hear a chair squeak, movement, and heavy footfalls coming toward the stairwell. She backed up a few steps and pretended she was just coming down as Simon rounded the corner and headed up the stairs. He stopped when he saw her.

“There you are,” she said a little too brightly. “I’d thought you’d left me.”

“Never.” He held his hand out to her and she took it. “You’re limping.”

“It’s nothing.”

He looked like he didn’t believe her as he led her down the stairs and into a small sitting room that contained only straight-backed chairs and no carpets but a warm fire dancing in the grate.

Two men stood as she entered. She recognized the short dark-haired one, but not the tall blond-haired one.

“Aimee, I’d like to introduce William Sheffield and Tristan Fitzherbert. Gentlemen, Lady Aimee Marcheford.”

She jerked at the mention of her married name. It still shocked her to hear herself called such.

Both men bowed and Aimee tilted her head in acknowledgment, not knowing what the right etiquette was in such a strange situation.

“Please, sit down, my lady.” The one named Tristan indicated one of the straight-backed chairs.

Aimee looked at all three men, who were looking at her as if she had sprung fully formed from the floorboards. Even Simon was looking at her oddly.

She sat and stretched her hands toward the fire to warm her frozen fingers.

“I apologize that the accommodations aren’t to your standards,” Tristan said.

“Nonsense,” she said briskly. “A warm fire is all I need.”

“Aimee has not grown accustomed to the cold Scottish climate,” Simon said.

“It is quite bracing,” Tristan agreed.

“We’ve met before, my lady,” the man named Will said.

She turned to him. “Have we? I thought you looked familiar.”

He smiled and sat in one of the chairs that completed the semicircle around the fire. “I’m easily forgettable,” he said.

“I doubt that, Mr. Sheffield.” He was shorter than Simon and Tristan, more compact, wider of shoulder, and more muscular. If Simon resembled a lion, Will resembled a bear. “You reside at the palace,” Aimee said, leaving the unspoken question hanging. Why in the world were Will and Simon here, at a shop on High Street? She’d yet to figure out what kind of shop this was, but it had a strange, pungent smell. Not horrible, like the tanner’s, but different.

“I do,” Will said. “Lord Darnley and I went to school together, and I’ve been reliving old memories with him over the past winter.”

“I see,” she said. Like Simon, Lord Darnley was English, and Will had an English accent as well. Interesting that all of them had English ties.

“You slept a long while,” Simon said. “It’s midmorning, at least.”

“Midmorning? Truly?” She turned her head to try to find a window to discover the time of day, but there were none.

“A gloomy midmorning, at that,” Tristan said. “You must be hungry. I don’t have the rich fare that you’re accustomed to, but I can gather something together.”

“That would be kind of you,” Aimee said. “Can I help?” She had no idea how to help or what one actually did to bring food to the table, but she was willing to learn.

As if sensing her thoughts, Tristan grinned. “I believe I can manage myself, if you trust me to.”

“Of course.” She looked away, embarrassed, while Tristan disappeared into another room. He reappeared a few moments later with a tray of four pasties. The three men tucked in with nary a word, the only sound of them chewing. Aimee ate slowly, discovering that they were eating eel pasties. Not her favorite, but she was starving, and she had no business complaining, since Tristan had obviously opened his home to them. She looked around at the rough walls and rough floors. There wasn’t even a rug to warm one’s feet, let alone a comfortable chair. Certainly there were no pictures hanging on the walls, nothing to indicate that anyone lived here.

“Do you meet here often?” Aimee asked into the silence.

Three sets of eyes turned to her as three bodies stilled. She looked among them, wondering if she had said something wrong.

It was Will who spoke first. “A sort of crude gentlemen’s club,” he said. “An escape from the rigors of palace life.”

She glanced sideways at Tristan. Neither Simon nor Will had said anything about his origin. He was a tall, elegant, blond-haired, smiling man who was very easy on the eyes. His quick smile was engaging, and while he’d not said much, she was intrigued by him. She was certain that if she had met him at the palace she would have remembered. There were many at the palace but not so many that someone such as Tristan would have gone unnoticed for this long. Certainly Ruth and her entourage would have seen him and tried to dig their claws into him.

Besides, he was dressed as a laborer, his breeches made of leather, his shirt of inexpensive linsey-woolsey. While Simon was dressed similarly and she was in a servant’s rough kirtle, she got the feeling that Tristan was not playing a part, as she and Simon were. He was entirely comfortable in his surroundings and his garb.

“We women need a place like this,” she said. “A secret club stashed away in the wynds of Edinburgh where we can come to talk openly and relax.”

“Quite,” Will said with a wink and another grin.

She’d eaten half her pasty and was now quite full. She looked around for a place to put it. Tristan jumped up and took it from her, placing it on the tray that was sitting on the floor. There wasn’t even a small table to put their food on.

A bell rang in the front of the building.

“If you will excuse me,” Tristan said, and trotted off toward the front of the house, leaving Will and Simon to look at her. She felt as if they didn’t quite know what to do with her.

“I believe Tristan needs my help.” Will seemed to almost scurry out of the room. Simon moved to the chair next to Aimee.

“Where are we?” she said after a long pause.

“We are at a print shop on High Street.”

“A print shop.” She really hadn’t thought anything could surprise her anymore, but being in a print shop was surprising. “Why a print shop?”

“You heard it yourself, Magpie. A cobbled-together gentlemen’s club of a sort.”

She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “Somehow I don’t believe that.”

“No?”

“No.”

He shrugged and looked into the fire, and it was clear that he would say no more on the topic. Aimee now had many more questions than she did answers, and Simon was clearly not about to provide the answers she needed.

“So this was where we were heading the entire time we were escaping the palace and walking through Edinburgh?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re safe here.”

“You’re very vexing,” she said.

“I’ve been called worse.”

She made a frustrated sound that only made Simon laugh.

“I’m afraid there is not much for a lady such as yourself to do here. You’ll be quite bored.”

She looked at him in surprise. “And where will you be? And how long will we be imposing on Mr. Fitzherbert?”

For a moment Simon looked discomfited. “I have to go into town. There are things I need to do, and I don’t know how long we’ll be here. It depends on what happens at the palace, I suppose.”

“What are these things you need to do?” He was being evasive and she didn’t like it. She didn’t like the uncertainty of everything.

“Magpie,” he said on a sigh. “Some things are better left alone.”

She pressed her lips together, chastised. A wife did not ask such things of her husband. Her husband knew better, and to question him was not proper. But she still wanted to know.

“Then do what you must do,” she said stiffly.

“You sound disappointed that I will not be here.”

“Of course not.” But she was already feeling alone and set adrift. How strange that she’d become so dependent on him in such a short period of time. Strange and unwelcome.

“What will you do while I am gone?”

“I’m feeling tired again, despite the fact that I slept most of the day away.”

Simon stood. “I will escort you to our room before I leave.” Aimee winced when she stood, and Simon frowned. “You’re injured.”

“Not injured. My feet are just a bit worn from our flight through the city.”

He looked down at her feet, his frown deepening. “Sit down.”

“Truly, I’m fine.”

“Sit down,” he commanded.

She plopped back into the chair while Simon knelt at her feet.

“Really, Simon.” She looked around wildly as if the room were full of people rather than empty of all but the two of them.

He raised her skirts and she batted them back down, tucking her feet beneath the chair.

“Come now, Magpie, let me have a look.”

“Simon—”

But he paid her no mind, rucking up her skirt and encircling her slender ankle with a firm grip. He slipped her shoe off before she had a chance to stop him.

He paused, her shoe in his hand, the heel of her foot cradled in his other palm. Despite the pain, his hand on her foot was strangely intimate and not unwelcome. She desperately wanted to pull away and at the same time close her eyes and revel in the sensation.

“Oh, Aimee. You should have told me.”

“Told you what?” She yanked her foot out of his hand and reached for her shoe, but he held it out of the way.

“Told me that your feet were bleeding and raw.”

For the first time she saw the shoe he was holding. The silk had worn away and the cork sole was showing through. The jewels had all fallen off. The poor shoe would never be the same again.

“Give me your other foot,” Simon commanded.

Reluctantly she raised her other foot. Simon took it gently and eased her other shoe off. Aimee bit her bottom lip to keep from showing him how painful her feet were.

“Well, this is embarrassing,” she said. “Not the best first impression of my feet.”

Simon burst out with a startled laugh. “I’ll cast no aspersions, trust me.” He looked up at her. “Aimee, my abject apologies. If I had known—”

“You were leading us through the dangerous city, and I didn’t want to slow us down.”

“I would have slowed down.”

“I didn’t want you to slow down.”

He considered her for such a long time that she began to squirm.

“You’re an enigma, Magpie.”

“Because I walked on bloody feet? I hardly think that’s what makes one an enigma.”

“Because you appear to be a fragile little bird, but really you’re full of strength and fire.”

“Fire? I don’t think so.”

He released her foot and sat back on his heels to contemplate her. “Oh, I know so. Come.” He held his hand out to her, and without thinking, she took it and stood, shifting her weight from sore foot to sore foot. She wouldn’t have believed it, but the pain was much worse without her shoes on.

With a growl, Simon scooped her up and cradled her in his arms. Aimee squeaked and automatically hooked her arm around his neck. “What are you doing?”

“You obviously cannot walk with your feet in that condition.”

“I obviously can, and I did.”

“Not anymore. I will take care of you now.”

“You took care of me yesterday.” She might not have wanted to be married to him, she might still not be entirely convinced that they should be married, but she had to admit that Mary had chosen her a fine husband.

He walked through the small sitting room and up the narrow set of stairs, turning sideways to angle up the steps so that she wouldn’t hit her head or her feet on the walls. Once they were back in the small bedchamber, he placed her gently on the bed.

“I’ll bring some salve back for your feet,” he said. “In the meantime, I’m afraid you’re stuck up here. Will or Tristan will answer if you call loudly enough.”

“I doubt I’ll need anything so much that I would yell loudly from up here.”

Simon grinned and kissed her on the lips, a quick, familiar kiss that had her pulling in her breath with surprise.


Chapter 21

Simon returned a few hours later to find Aimee propped up in bed on pillows that hadn’t been there before, cradling a book in her lap that she hadn’t had before. Her hands had fallen to her sides and she was fast asleep, her head turned toward the window.

Simon put his purchases down and just watched her, amazed all over again that she was his wife. Lord knew he didn’t need a wife, but he had one now, and to his surprise, he found he wasn’t all that upset about it anymore.

Her black-as-night braid was draped over one shoulder and trailed down her chest to touch the bedsheets. She had tied it with a piece of red string. He wished he’d thought to buy her a pretty bow for her hair. She’d had to abandon all of her beautiful gowns and even the cloak he’d given her on their wedding day. She deserved at least one pretty thing.

She stirred, her legs moving restlessly beneath the sheets. Her fingers curled into her palms and she turned her head to the other side. Her breathing came harsher and a small whimper broke loose, cracking his heart.

Sometimes he forgot that she was a young woman who had grown up in one court after another, with little to no real-life experience. She’d proven herself ten times over yesterday, and he was damn proud of her. But it had taken its toll on her, as evidenced by her torn feet and now by the nightmare she was experiencing.

He sat on the edge of the bed and touched her arm. She settled down but did not awaken. She was exhausted and it was his fault. He should have realized that she didn’t have the stamina to walk all day through the streets of Edinburgh. He should have stopped sooner and more often.

He tilted his head to see what she was reading, wondering where in the world she’d procured a book. Probably Tristan, since this was a printer’s shop.

It was a book of love sonnets. Simon snorted softly and reached for the book to take it off her lap so it wouldn’t fall onto the floor and startle her. She opened her eyes and stared at him.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said.

“I wasn’t sleeping.”

He laughed. “And what were you doing?”

She looked sheepish and grinned.

He laughed again, smitten with this wife of his. Every day she surprised him with something different. He was enchanted with her quick wit and the fact that she did not fear him; nor did she fear to speak her mind.

“I don’t know why I’m so tired,” she said. “I’ve slept the entire day away.”

“We had a busy day yesterday, and there’s not much to do here but sleep and read.” He held up her book. “Where did you procure a book of love sonnets?”

Her cheeks turned a delightful shade of pink. “Tristan brought it up for me. He found it in his shop.”

He handed the book back to her, and she placed it on the small table beside the bed. “I brought you some things,” he said.

“You did?” Her face lit up.

“Don’t become too excited, Magpie. What I brought is nothing special.”

But still her eyes danced as he opened the sack he’d carried up here.

“Slippers.” They weren’t even elaborate, just simple serviceable slippers. “They’re not much, but they are soft. I thought your feet would appreciate them while they healed. Oh, and they’re warm, too. Made of Scottish lamb’s wool.”

“Do Scottish lambs have warmer wool than other lambs?”

“So I’ve been told.”

She took the slippers and studied them. “Thank you,” she said softly. “It’s been a long while since someone has gifted me with anything.”

“I gifted you with the cloak on our wedding day.”

She lowered her eyes. “So you did. I apologize that I had forgotten.”

“No apologies necessary. I’m just sorry you don’t have it with you to keep you warm.”

“That would be a sight, wouldn’t it? A supposed servant girl walking through the streets wearing a rich cloak? The watchman would surely come after me.”

He grinned as he pulled more out of the bag. “Salve,” he said. “For your feet.”

She nodded solemnly.

“And another cloak. I hadn’t thought to procure one before we left the palace. It’s been snowing all day.”

“Snow?” She shivered. “I’m not fond of snow.”

“I didn’t think you were. But this should keep you warm.”

She took the proffered cloak and held it to her chest, looking up at him with her gray eyes. “Are we going to return to the palace once the queen retakes it from her conspirators?”

“I don’t know what’s going to happen, Magpie. One of the reasons I went out today was to hear news, but there isn’t much that is new. Mary and Darnley are still being held captive, although people are saying that Bothwell’s army is close.”

“Well, surely we can return to Holyrood once Mary is back on the throne and the horrible people who conspired to kill Rizzio and dethrone Mary have been punished.”

“I pray that you are right. Now let me see those feet.”

He pulled the blankets down and concentrated on her feet, not wanting to discuss where they would go next. She was of the belief that all would be well once Mary was back in power, but he, Will, and Tristan felt that this was only the beginning and that things were about to get much worse.

“Oh, Aimee. Your poor feet.”

“They don’t pain me overmuch.”

“You are fibbing.”

When she didn’t say anything, he looked up to find her lips pressed together. Gingerly he touched the sole of her foot, making it jerk. The bottoms were bruised and bleeding.

“I never thought about you having to walk in the slippers that you had run from the queen’s chambers in. They were definitely not suited to walking all day through Edinburgh.”

He opened the jar of salve that he had purchased from the apothecary down the street and began to spread it over her soles. She giggled, and he glanced up with a grin. “Ticklish?”

“No.” She tried to pull her foot away, laughing as she did so.

“Fibbing again. At least this smells good. I’ve used some salves that smell like a horse rolled in death.”

The sweet scent of honey and lavender drifted through the room.

“It does feel good,” she admitted.

Her ankles were nicely turned and so delicate in his large hands. She had small toes with pearly nails and a high arch that he would love to kiss, but he feared hurting her more.

So he kissed her ankle instead, causing her to gasp. He looked up at her, his lips resting on the slender bone. He could feel the blood pulsing through her foot. He kissed her ankle again, then moved up to her calf, pushing her gown up a bit.

“Simon,” she whispered. Her lips were parted as she watched him with wide eyes. He was suddenly hard and hurting. It had been a long while since he’d had a woman, but he didn’t want just any woman. He wanted his wife.

He ran his hands up her calves, feeling the muscles beneath bunch and flex. He touched the back of her knee, and her leg jerked. Slowly he crawled up the bed, skimming her legs as he went until he was touching her thighs. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly, and she watched him, blinking owlishly as he kept coming toward her.

On his knees, he hovered over her. “I want to kiss you all over,” he whispered hoarsely.

She licked her lips, the tip of her tongue touching her bottom lip ever so gently.

He lowered his head and kissed her thigh. He could smell her. She was wet, and it made him even harder. She wanted him as much as he wanted her, but would she allow herself to break free of the thought of her French lover?

His breath tickled the curls between her legs, and she moaned. He glanced up to find that she had laid her head back against the pile of pillows and closed her eyes. Her hands came up and clutched his hair.

He kissed her mound, and she made a sound of half protest, half distress. He kissed it again, flicking his tongue out to lick the crease.

She gasped. “Simon,” she said in a somewhat scandalized voice. He felt the muscles of her thighs clench.

“Relax, Magpie.”

Her fingers tightened on his hair and he ran his tongue along her crease, parting it ever so slightly and tasting the essence of Aimee. She tasted divine. He kept running his tongue up and down, insistently, gently parting the crease a little more each time. Her breath came in ragged gasps. And then he touched the hidden nub, the pot of gold, and she moaned. Slowly he took the nub between his lips and sucked it in.

Her legs widened, a silent invitation that he took full advantage of.

He sucked her harder, pulling the nub in and releasing it, pulling it in and releasing. Massaging it with his tongue, swirling it around his mouth. She was completely wet. It was dripping out of her. He slid his hands beneath her buttocks, lifting her closer to him. She drew her knees up on either side of his head and grabbed his head with her hands. Her hips came up and she whimpered.

Slowly he inserted a finger inside her. The muscles sucked his finger in, soaking it with her essence. She pressed her hips down, trapping his finger inside, and then she started pumping her hips, riding his finger and rubbing her nubbin against his tongue.

She was gasping and moaning and tossing her head back and forth, faster and faster, until she surged up, pulling his hair and crying out. Her muscles clenched down on his finger, and he could feel them pulsing with her completion. She bucked several more times, riding it until the end.

When it was over, her legs fell to the side and she let out one long breath.

He lifted his head and grinned at her. “That was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever witnessed,” he said.

Quickly she straightened her legs and tried to push her gown down. He rolled out of the way, understanding that reality was setting in and she was now probably embarrassed by her loss of control. He winced, his cock so damn full that if he merely touched it, he would find his own completion.

“I…I don’t…”

“You don’t what?”

She turned her face away. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

“That was…I’ve never done anything like that before.”

Your French lover never brought you to completion? He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from saying that. He didn’t want to bring the bastard into the bedroom with them now.

“I’m glad I was the first.”

“Is that what the French call la petite mort?”

He laughed, startled at the question. “How do you know about that?”

“One hears things in a French court.”

Do not think about that French bastard. “Yes, it was.”

She paused, considered. “Then it was as wonderful as I’d heard it to be.”

He crawled up the bed beside her and took her hand in his. “I’m glad.”

A door banged somewhere down below. Will’s and Tristan’s voices drifted up to them. Simon’s heart dropped. He wanted just a little bit more time alone with Aimee, but life was intruding.

“Simon!” Tristan called up the steps, causing Simon to groan.

“You’re probably hungry,” he said. “Why don’t you come down and eat with us.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. I can’t face them right now.”

“It’s not like it’s written on your forehead. They won’t know what we did up here.”

“I still can’t.”


Chapter 22

After bringing Aimee up a tray of food, Simon went back to Tristan and Will. “Good Lord, man, you need more comfortable furnishings,” he said to Tristan.

“Pardon me, but I wasn’t expecting to entertain such valued guests.”

Will snorted.

“What did you learn today?” Tristan asked Simon.

“Nothing new.” He repeated to them what he had told Aimee.

“There is more to come,” Will said. “I’ve heard rumblings that Darnley is next.”

Simon shook his head at the audacity of people who would kill a king. Power went to a man’s head and turned it so that evil invaded.

“Your presence during the attack on Rizzio will not go well for you and Aimee,” Tristan said. “I fear for your safety.”

Simon had been thinking the same since the night of the murder. Anyone who had witnessed the attack was suspect and open to the wrath of Mary.

“I think it’s time for you to return to England,” Tristan said.

“I agree,” Will added. “Someone needs to report to Elizabeth. I think it should be you.”

Simon stared into the fire, letting their words sink in. They were right, of course, but that didn’t make what they were saying a simple thing to accomplish.

“What do I tell Aimee?” he said.

Both men shifted but didn’t seem to have an answer.

“She has no idea what I really do,” Simon said.

“This is tricky,” Will said. “Elizabeth will know better how to handle it.”

“No,” Simon said. “I will not leave this to Elizabeth. I work for her, but she does not own me, even though she would like to think she does. Aimee is my wife, and it is my responsibility to tell her.”

“I don’t think Elizabeth would like you revealing your true calling.”

“I don’t see a way around it.”

“You don’t have to tell Aimee anything,” Tristan said. “At least about your career. Just tell her that for your safety, you must return to England. She is your wife. She knows her duty.”

Simon huffed out a laugh. “You don’t know Aimee.” He thought of her French lover. Had she forgotten about him? Had he erased the man from her mind after what they had shared this day?

He doubted it was that easy. Her letter proved how much she loved the man. But what did Pierre have to do with going to England? Tristan was right. She was his wife and must do what he said, regardless of her feelings for another man.

It was time to purge the Frenchman from her life.

—

Aimee woke alone again. Simon had come up very late in the night, slipping into bed and taking her in his arms. She’d happily snuggled into him, soaking up his warmth and instantly falling back to sleep. She wondered what it would be like to actually wake up next to him. Experimentally she wriggled her toes and found that her feet were still sore but not nearly as much.

But moving her feet reminded her of what had transpired when Simon was playing nursemaid to them. She’d gone to sleep thinking of it as well. Lying in bed alone last night, she’d thought a lot about Pierre.

He seemed so far away at this point, a hazy memory of a different life. She struggled to remember his face. She could recite that he had blue eyes and black hair, but putting the pieces together to create a whole was much more difficult.

His voice did not come to her as easily as it had before.

And the intense love she’d felt for him had settled into a warm fondness.

Had the same happened to him? Did he struggle to remember the sound of her voice? Did he close his eyes and try to recall her face? It was sad to think, and yet she felt so far removed from him now.

Much had transpired since she’d arrived in Scotland. She’d been tasked with spying on the queen and had failed miserably at it. She was now married to an Englishman and in hiding after witnessing the murder of Rizzio. Pierre would be appalled at the things she had experienced and done. He never would have made her walk through the city in the dead of night until her feet bled. He never would have subjected her to the nighttime criminals who lurked in the streets.

And yet she was not appalled. She was proud of herself that she had not only done it and survived, but had done it with courage and fortitude.

She pushed the bedcovers off and shivered as a blast of cold air washed over her. It was nearly mid-March, but as far as she could tell from peering through the window glass, it appeared to be snowing outside, fluffy white flecks that drifted lazily on the air.

She grabbed the cloak that Simon had given her yesterday, grateful that he was so attentive. She had to admit that as far as husbands went, Mary had chosen well for her. He was attuned to her needs, and he took her feelings into consideration. Not to mention what had happened yesterday…

She shook her head and called herself all kinds of a fool. It had been marvelous, but one did not base a marriage on something like that.

She slid her feet into the warm, soft slippers and breathed a sigh of appreciation. Yes, Simon had done well.

Aimee left the bedchamber and made her way down the steps. The print shop was strangely silent. There was no fire in the grate, and the seats in the sitting room were all empty. Come to think of it, she’d not heard any noises coming from the front of the shop, where the printing equipment supposedly was. At least she assumed there was printing equipment up there. She wasn’t certain what a print shop held. Maybe the books were printed at a different site.

She was rather ignorant of the merchant class, truth be told.

“Is anyone here?” she called, but no one answered.

Hesitating, unsure what to do, she looked around. Strange that Simon, an English noble, and Will, also an English noble, would be friends with a printer. But then, ever since Simon had strolled into her life, everything had been strange.

Aimee took a lit lantern off the wall and headed toward the front of the building, figuring that this was where the actual printing took place. She was not disappointed. In one large room stood one piece of hulking machinery.

Intrigued, Aimee moved closer to inspect it. The machine was of behemoth proportions, nearly twice her height and made of heavy wood. There were many movable parts, including a long solid piece that stuck far out into the room and a large screw-type thing that was thicker around than her waist. In here, the smell of printing ink was nearly overwhelming. She stepped close to it and looked it up and down, having never seen such a thing before.

So this was a printing machine. What types of things did Tristan print? Prayer books? Love sonnets, like the ones he had given her earlier?

Sounds from the back of the shop had her quickly moving back in guilt. She had not been told that she couldn’t do a bit of exploring, but nevertheless she felt as if she were doing something she shouldn’t.

She stepped on something, and her foot nearly slid out from beneath her. She had to catch herself by grabbing onto the printing press to keep from falling. She looked down to find that she had stepped on a piece of thick parchment. She picked it up and froze, her heart dropping.

It was a picture of Queen Mary depicted as a mermaid.

The same placard that she had seen at Mercat Cross. The one everyone had been gathered around and laughing about. She opened her fingers as if the parchment had scalded her, and it drifted to the ground as lazily as the snowflakes outside but not nearly as innocently.

This was treason.

Even holding one of these placards was treason.

“Aimee?”

Her gaze jerked up to find Tristan in the doorway. He glanced down at the placard at her feet, then back up at her.

“Simon is looking for you,” he said.

She nodded, running her free hand down her skirts as the lantern wavered in her other hand, casting a shadow across Tristan’s face.

With her head down, she walked toward Tristan, then hesitated because he was blocking the exit. She looked up at him to find that he was watching her curiously.

“You could have asked for a tour,” he said. “I would have gladly given you one.”

She turned her head away. “Let me pass, please.”

After a pause, he stepped to the side, and she sidled past him to hurry toward the back of the shop, where she could hear Simon’s voice.

“There you are,” Simon said as he took his cloak off and shook it free of the snow that had gathered on the shoulders. “You seem well.”

“Better, thank you,” she said. Her heart was pounding as Tristan entered just behind her, but he didn’t look at her. He didn’t announce to the room that she had been found snooping in the print shop and had discovered a damning piece of evidence against him.

“I brought some food from the pub down the street,” Simon was saying. “It’s known for being a bit stingy on the seasonings, but I promise you it’s filling and will warm you.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Simon looked at her sharply. “Are you well? Are your feet paining you?”

She glanced at Tristan, who was watching her with a bland expression, almost as if he were waiting for her to say something. “I’m well, and my feet are better, thanks to your salve.”

“Aimee was exploring the shop,” Tristan said, making her blanch.

“And did you find it interesting?” Simon asked, not appearing to be concerned that she’d been meddling.

“She discovered a placard,” Tristan said, not taking his eyes off her.

Her head jerked up. She didn’t believe that he would admit to Will and Simon, courtiers at Mary’s court, that he was printing such horrible things.

“Ah,” Simon said. “I see.”

Now Will was looking at her in curiosity.

“I wasn’t snooping,” she said. “I was just curious because I had never been in a print shop before.”

“Well, we all know what curiosity did to the cat,” Tristan said with a slight smile that held no amusement.

Her face heated, and she was angry at herself for feeling guilty. He was the one who was printing such disgusting things. Her snooping was the least of the sins.

“I think we should let Aimee and Simon talk,” Will said.

Neither Simon nor Will seemed surprised by Tristan’s announcement that there were damning placards in the print shop. Neither had asked what placard she had seen, and that could mean only one thing. They were all involved.

Her once racing heart now plummeted to her stomach, and her skin prickled in fear. Something far bigger and more sinister than she had imagined was going on here.

Will and Tristan filed out, leaving Simon and Aimee alone. Simon beckoned for her to follow him into the sitting room, where he built the fire up until it was blazing, but it didn’t touch the cold fear inside her.

He arranged two chairs so they were facing each other. “Please sit down.”

“I’d rather stand,” she said.

“There’s no reason to be uncomfortable.”

“Oh, I’m very uncomfortable right now. Tell me it’s not true, Simon. Tell me that Tristan did not print those repulsive placards about Mary, and tell me that you weren’t aware of this.”

“I can’t tell you that.”

She felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach. All the air rushed out of her, and she desperately wanted to grab the back of the chair to keep from lurching over, but she didn’t want to show weakness in front of Simon.

“You knew,” she whispered. “While we were sitting in the pub eating dinner, and I was telling you how horrible I thought it was, you knew all along who was doing it, and not only that, you brought me here.”

“I think—”

She held up her hand to stop him. “You brought me here, and now you have implicated me in this ghastly treason.” She covered her face with her hands, her mind whirling. “Were you involved? Did you know about the plan to kill Rizzio?”

He took her hands and lowered them from her face, keeping them locked in his. He wasn’t harsh and he wasn’t hurting her, but she didn’t want the feel of him on her, so she snatched her hands away.

“Did you?” Her voice was rising as she was unable to keep the panic from it.

“I had heard rumors of the plot, but I wasn’t involved in it.”

She backed up a step, staring at him, dumbfounded. “Who are you?” she whispered.

Wearily he sat in one of the chairs and motioned to the other one. “Sit down, Aimee. This will take a bit of time.”

She didn’t move. Her feet were nailed to the floor with disbelief. She was married to a traitor. And it could be worse. He might even be a murderer.

“I want to leave,” she said.

“You are not leaving, especially not until you hear what I have to say. I deserve that, at least, don’t I?”

She didn’t want to admit that he was right, but she did owe him the chance to tell his side of the story. However, she had no idea what he could possibly say that would make her believe that he was right in any of this.

Reluctantly she sat, sweeping her skirts out as if she wore a most magnificent gown instead of servants’ clothes, and she waited.

Simon seemed to think about what he wanted to say. Organizing his lies, most likely.

“I knew there was a possibility that Rizzio would be murdered, but I was not involved in the plot.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said.

He looked her in the eye. “I am telling you the truth, like I promised always to do.”

She pressed her lips together. “Keeping things from me is the same as not telling the truth.”

“Is it, Aimee? So you claim that you have told me everything about you?”

She thought of Pierre and her face heated. “Everything important.” Forgive me, Pierre, for saying you are not important.

Simon appeared hurt and she felt a twinge of guilt. Not toward Pierre, whom she had repeatedly denied to Simon, but toward Simon for hurting him like this.

“What about Tristan and the placards?” she said, forcing her mind to more important things, like treason.

“Tristan prints them.”

She stood quickly, scooting the chair back. “I can’t stay here. I can’t be with people who are plotting against the queen. This is treason, Simon. You will be killed for this.”

“You can’t leave. I will not let you.”

She just stared at him, unable to believe what she was hearing. “You would do this to me? You would implicate me in this when I had nothing to do with any of it?”

“Mary told me you were sent to spy on her.”

The feeling went out of her legs and she dropped back into the chair, suddenly so cold she was shivering.


Chapter 23

“What did you say?” Aimee whispered.

“I went to Mary before the wedding to ask her to rescind her order for us to wed, like I had promised I would. She told me that she feared you’d been sent by Catherine to spy on her. She asked me to find out if it was true.”

“She asked my soon-to-be husband to spy on me? You? A traitor to the crown?”

“Yes, although she is not aware that I am a spy.”

She looked at Simon, her husband, and felt such a deep sense of betrayal that a knife to the gut could not have hurt less. He had been tasked with spying on her. All along he had known, and he had never said anything.

“And what did you tell her?” she asked with what little breath she could muster. She felt as if she were drowning.

“I told her I would find out what I could.”

Aimee tried to draw in a breath, but it got stuck and she struggled to breathe. All along Mary had known? And Simon had suspected? “What does this have to do with the placards that the three of you are disseminating?”

“Neither Will nor I are disseminating any placards.”

“Are you to play word games with me now? Why are you bringing up this supposed spying I was accused of doing if not to redirect the conversation away from my discovery today?”

“Because it’s all connected.”

Her brows drew together as she tried to figure out how any of this was connected. The thought of Mary asking Simon to spy on her was repulsive and frightening. The queen could easily have Aimee killed for even a suspicion of spying.

Simon sat forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “The time for silence and prevarication is over. We need to be completely honest with each other right now. Our lives depend on it. Can you do that, Aimee?”

She nodded, her fear growing.

“Were you sent to Scotland to spy on Queen Mary?”

Her gaze darted around the room as if searching for escape. She had no doubt that Will and Tristan were nearby, ready to catch her if she were to flee. And where would she go? Out into the cold, snowy streets in nothing but slippers and an old gown? Who would aid her? Certainly not Mary. At one point Aimee had thought that Mary would take her back in, but now she knew that not to be true. Simon had shown nothing but kindness toward her. It could have been a ruse, but she was going to trust her instincts and hope that it wasn’t.

“Y-yes,” she said hoarsely. “But I didn’t do it. I tried. I tried every which way I could, but Mary would never tell me anything, and whenever I came close, she always ended our conversations quickly.” Merde, but she was such a fool. Looking back, she saw how obvious it was that Mary had known. How Catherine had even thought Aimee would succeed was laughable.

She lifted her head and stared at Simon through gathering tears. “She knew.”

“Mary? She suspected, but she wasn’t certain.”

“No. Catherine. Catherine knew that I would not succeed. She set me up. She told me I was to spy, and if I did what I was told, I could return to France to…”

Simon tilted his head. “To?”

She shook her head. The tears ran down her cheeks as she thought of Pierre waiting for her in France. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” she said softly.

“So you never reported to Catherine?”

“I sent her a few letters about Mary’s activities, mainly that she was keeping with the Catholic traditions and that her marriage did not seem strong. There was not much else that I could pass along, as Mary never confided in me.”

“But Mary was correct in her suspicion that you were a spy.”

This was not a question, and so Aimee sat numbly staring at the floor, the tears falling as the betrayal became more and more clear. She wanted to talk to Pierre, to tell him of these revelations and see what he had to say about them. If Catherine could be so devious to Aimee, then what had she done to Pierre? Did he realize what a web of lies they had been caught in? Did he know that Catherine had engineered it so that they would never be together?

“Aimee?”

She looked up Simon.

“You do realize that Mary will never allow you back at court.”

“She doesn’t know. She only suspects. Just tell her that you have looked into it and there is no reason to suspect me of spying. You will do that for me, yes?”

His expression softened. “I can’t. I will not be going back to court, either.”

She twisted her fingers in her lap, barely feeling the pain. “Where will you go?”

“We are going to England.”

She stood quickly. “Nay. Not I. I will return to France if I cannot return to Holyrood Palace, but I will not go to England.”

“You will.”

She shook her head vehemently. “Nay.”

“You are my wife, and you go where I go.”

More tears fell. “I want to go home,” she said brokenly. “I want to go back to France.”

“Why?”

She looked away.

“Tell me.”

She shook her head.

“Tell me, Aimee. Why is France so much more important to you than your own husband?”

A sob broke loose and she wrapped her arms around her stomach, thinking of Pierre, thinking of her home.

“Catherine betrayed you. She sent you on a mission doomed to fail. You are not equipped to spy on anyone. You simply do not have it in you to do so. Why would you want to return to that woman?”

“Because it’s my home.”

“I can give you a good home. I have money and means. I have a large estate in northern England, bequeathed to me by Queen Elizabeth.”

She looked at him in disbelief. “The queen has banned you from England. She would not give you land and an estate.”

His expression was solemn and Aimee sat down suddenly, her stomach turning. “You’re not telling me everything.”

“I learned while I was out this morning that Queen Mary has been returned to her throne, and those who conspired to kill Rizzio are on the run; some have been arrested.”

Aimee brightened a bit. “But that is good news. I’m happy for Queen Mary.”

“It is good news for Mary’s followers but not good news for us.”

“Surely if you speak to her and swear that I was not spying, then she will allow us to return to the palace.”

“It goes deeper than that, Aimee. Much deeper. We were there the night of Rizzio’s murder. You were standing beside the queen when it happened.”

Her back straightened and she looked at Simon in shock. “Surely she does not suspect me.”

“Everyone present in the room that night is suspect. Soon there will be a decree posted at Mercat Cross with the names of everyone who is to report to the queen for questioning. Both of our names will be on it.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I don’t believe you.”

“I’m telling you this to save your life.”

“You are lying,” she yelled. “Mary knows I would never do such a thing.”

“Mary believed you were spying on her to begin with, and she is exceptionally angry right now and has to prove herself a capable ruler.”

This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening. Aimee’s life was spiraling out of control toward a depth that led only to hell.

“So we run to England?”

“We will be safe in England. Elizabeth will protect us.”

“Elizabeth?” she asked in disbelief. “The same Elizabeth who forced you to leave your homeland?”

He reached for her hands, but she snatched them out of the way. A look of hurt crossed his face and he pulled back, putting space between them.

“I need you to listen to me, Aimee. Let me speak all the way through, and then you can ask me any question you’d like. But you need to listen to me first. What I have to tell you is of utmost secrecy. I’m trusting you with information that could get me, Will, and Tristan killed. They have agreed that I am allowed to tell their story, but if you betray us, our deaths will lie heavy on your soul for eternity.”

Her hand covered her throat and she swallowed the bile rising. “I don’t want to know,” she whispered. “I don’t believe anything you say to me.”

He leaned back and contemplated her for a long time. “Who else can you trust?”

She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. There was no one in her life she could trust except Pierre. But where had Pierre been all these months? She’d had one meager letter from him that said barely anything. He’d recounted court life, making her more homesick than anything. He’d not said anything of his feelings toward her, though she had convinced herself it was because he didn’t want his letter falling into the wrong hands and their relationship exposed.

“I am all you have,” Simon said. “And I promise you, I am not lying to you. I am telling you things that could get me killed.”

“Then don’t tell me.”

“You need to know.”

“I don’t.”

“You do.”

She closed her eyes, as if not seeing him would make him go away. It was the ultimate game one played with babies, but she wasn’t naive like a baby. Not anymore.

“Very well,” she said, defeated.

“Elizabeth never banished me from England. I am in Elizabeth’s employ.”

Her eyes flew open.

“Will, Tristan, and I were sent to Scotland to report Mary’s activities to Elizabeth.” He paused. “Well, Will and Tristan were. I was assigned to Spain and King Philip, but in a strange twist, Philip sent me here.”

Aimee laughed. It was a strange, almost hysterical laugh. “This is rich. I’m accused of being a spy when you’re actually the spy. Oh, the irony. A spy spying on a spy.”

Simon’s lips twisted in a grin. “I thought the same thing at the time.”

“Is the woman daft? She suspects me, and yet there are three real spies in her presence. This is laughable.”

“I would not call Mary daft. She is actually very smart but has the unfortunate inclination to trust the wrong people.”

“She would have been better off trusting me than you.”

“There is much truth to that.”

“So you have to return to England because you are on the list to be questioned and they can’t discover you’re a spy,” she said.

“Partly. I’m not overly worried about being discovered. I’m more worried that this questioning is really a ruse to arrest everyone on that list. Including you.”

She was startled into silence. Would Mary really arrest her?

“And,” he continued, “I need to report to Elizabeth. Since I was present that night, it is important she get my point of view.”

“So I have no choice. You will not allow me to return to France, and I cannot return to Mary’s court.”

“You see now why I can’t go to France. I have to go to England.”

She’d not thought that he would assume he was going to France with her. “We can part ways here,” she said. In her mind, it was an easy solution, but speaking the words was far more difficult than she had imagined. “No one knows we are married. Not Elizabeth—I am assuming—and not Catherine. No one needs to know.”

“So you propose that you return to France as if nothing has happened, and I return to England as if nothing has happened.”

“Y—” She swallowed, the word stuck in her throat. “Yes.”

He studied her for a long time, those chocolate eyes soaking her in, his expression revealing nothing. “Is that what you want?”

“Y—” This time she couldn’t force the word out. It was what she wanted, so why couldn’t she tell him that?

“Is it, Aimee?”

“I don’t know,” she cried out.

His shoulders drooped. “If you want me to take you to the French ship and pretend that we were never married, I will do so. If that’s truly what you want. But know this. I may pretend that it is not so, but I will never forget that I am married to you.”


Chapter 24

Aimee stared into the fire, shivering from a cold that came from deep inside her. She’d asked Simon to leave her alone for a bit so she could think. She couldn’t think while she was around him. He muddled her mind and confused her.

Leaning forward, she buried her face in her hands and let herself cry. Her world had come crashing down around her, but truth be told, her world had fallen apart when she was sent to Scotland, she just hadn’t known it. It had been propped up with hopes and dreams that had died without her knowledge. She’d been living a lie this entire time, trying to spy when she didn’t need to, in order to return to a love that had already been lost to her.

Pierre.

Oh, Pierre.

She was so confused by all of it. Had they really experienced this deep love, like she had thought, or were her feelings those of a young, naive girl whose head had been turned by the first boy to pay any attention to her?

Yet she had promised him she would return to him, and he had promised to wait for her. What if he was still waiting?

And then there was Simon, who was everything Pierre was not, and Pierre was everything Simon was not. When she’d first met Simon, she had despised his rough ways and had looked down on his muscular frame, thinking she preferred the slight stature of her sophisticated French paramour. But now, when she thought of Simon, she loved that he protected her with that muscular body and brought her such joy in bed—even though it had been only one time. One time was enough to know that Simon could make her feel powerful sensations she had never before imagined or thought possible. 

Yet he was a spy. A traitor to Mary’s court.

And so are you.

She was so ashamed of what she’d done to Mary. She’d taken what friendship the queen had offered with every intention of using it against her. Of course, she’d not had an opportunity to do so, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t have. The intention had been there, and so she was painted with that sin.

She didn’t even recognize the person she had been, willing to sell out a queen for the love of a boy. Willing to sacrifice her morals for what she’d thought was love.

She lifted her head and sniffed back the tears. She was finished crying. She was finished being ashamed of who she was and was ready to become a new person.

Lady Aimee Marcheford? Was that her destiny?

Marrying Simon might not have been in her plans, but it had become her reality. She’d been foolish to think that she could return to France and pretend none of this had happened.

Simon was right. She could pretend, but she could never forget.

Staring into the dancing flames, she let her decision wash over her, and it felt so right that the deep cold inside her started to warm until she wasn’t shivering anymore.

Although Mary had ulterior motives, she was right. Simon and Aimee suited. They were two spies, banished from their own countries—although Simon had said that wasn’t true about him. They had a lot more in common than she’d first believed.

Taking a deep breath, she straightened her spine and squared her shoulders, feeling better about herself than she’d felt in a long while. She shook and smoothed down her skirts.

Simon was leaning against the opposite wall when she opened the door to the sitting room. He instantly straightened and looked at her expectantly. She wanted to tell him her decision, but first she had to tell Pierre. The French ship should still be in port. She’d pen a letter to him, tell him the circumstances, and free him from his promise to wait for her forever. It was the least she could do. If he hadn’t waited for her, well, that was fine. But if he was still waiting, he needed to know the truth.

“I’m tired,” she said. “I’d like to retire.”

“Of course. I will escort you to your room.”

“There’s no need. I believe I can find it on my own.”

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

She took a deep breath and held it for a moment. “Better. I have a lot of thinking to do.”

“I understand.”

He seemed disappointed, and she desperately wanted to tell him that everything would turn out fine, but first she needed to tell Pierre.

Dipping her head, she swept past Simon and up the steps. She felt Simon’s eyes on her as she ascended the stairs, but she didn’t look back.

She had found paper and ink in her room earlier. When she closed the door, she sat down at the rickety escritoire and took out the ink. It was half hardened, but there was enough that she could pen a quick letter.


My dearest Pierre,

Much has happened since I last wrote. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors, so I will not go into that now. I write this with a heavy heart filled with much guilt. Please know that I had every intention of honoring our promise to each other to remain chaste and true to our love.

My love for you was pure, Pierre. You were my everything. But time and distance have made me realize that our feelings for each other were youthful flights of fancy. I have since learned that love is more than meeting in a dark hallway to steal a few kisses. It is more than a clandestine touch or a forbidden look.

Love is warmth in the middle of a frigid night. Love is safety in the face of danger. Love is comfort in times of distress, contentment in times of chaos.

Queen Mary has forced me to wed. At first I fought it, but he is a good man. A fine man. He is more than I deserve and everything I didn’t know I wanted.

He is my warmth, my safety, my comfort, and my contentment.

He is my love.

I hope you are not too heartbroken, Pierre. I hope that you have already found someone to love you as much as I love my husband and that you have discovered all of this yourself.

I hope you remember me with fondness, as I will always remember you.


Yours truly,

Aimee



With tears running down her cheeks, Aimee sat back and let out a breath. She’d poured everything into that letter, more than she’d intended, but it was perfect, and so she folded it and wrote Pierre’s name on the outside.

She would take it to the French ship and ask the captain to deliver it to Pierre, and then she would return to Simon and ask him to make love to her properly, like a husband did to a wife.

She fished her shoes out from under the bed and winced only a little when she put them on. Her feet were not nearly as swollen as they had been, although they were still tender.

Breath held, she sneaked down the stairs, keeping to the edges of the steps, where they would creak the least. Simon’s and Will’s and Tristan’s voices drifted to her, but she turned left and made her way through the front of the print shop and out into the cold night, closing the door quietly behind her.

Her hope was that she would get to the ship, drop off her letter, and return without Simon ever knowing she had been gone.

She was surprised to find that it was nearly dark. An entire day had passed, but in a way, it seemed like a lifetime. She was a different person than she’d been when she woke up this morning, and she liked the person she was becoming.

She pressed her back to the wall of the print shop. The snow was falling harder, large silent chunks that weren’t even very pretty.

She pulled her cloak tighter around her and lifted the hood over her head. It was cold. Really cold. The wind whistled down High Street, blowing the snow sideways and chilling her to the bone.

Aimee started off down the street, having learned from Simon and their flight the other day to keep to the shadows of the buildings. She hoped that the miscreants who populated Edinburgh after the sun went down had stayed inside because of the cold.

In truth, she encountered few people, and those she did pass were walking quickly, heads bent against the wind and the snow. Moving quickly herself, she angled toward the docks. The snow and the hood muffled her footsteps and the other sounds around her.

It was eerily silent. The city was practically empty. Was it the cold or Mary’s wrath that was keeping everyone inside?

Normally Aimee had an escort when she went to the docks, and she’d always gone during the day, when it was bustling with activity. She’d never made it a secret that she was writing letters to France. She’d said she was writing to her family, which was true. Catherine was her aunt, and Pierre had been her heart—that was family to her.

Being all alone in the city now was very unnerving, and every movement, every shift of a shadow, made her jump. More than ever she wanted to go back to the print shop and back to Simon. But she was determined to send this letter to Pierre. He deserved nothing less from her.

There was more light and activity when she got closer to the docks, and she blew out a sigh of relief. But she was wrong in thinking that more people meant safety. These people were not safe. There were no women about, not even any ladies of the night. That should have warned her.

Men stared as she walked by. Some called out to her, and a few tried to grab her skirts, but she whisked them out of the way, her heart pounding in fear. This had been a mistake. She should turn around and go back to the print shop, but she ignored that warning and continued walking.

A man stepped in her path, causing her to pull up or risk running right into him. He looked her up and down, his lips twisted into a sneer. He was wrapped in a dirty, ragged cloak, his scraggly hair blowing in the cold breeze. When he smiled, he showed a mouth mostly empty of teeth.

“Good day, lovey, ’ave ye been lookin’ for me?”

“No.” She stepped to the side to pass him, but he stepped to the side as well, blocking her again.

Aimee glanced back to find that three others had stepped behind her, closing off any chance of escape. Here and there fires burned in large barrels, casting a dancing orange glow over their faces and making them look like spirits come from hell.

“Aye, now. Where ye goin’ in such a hurry, lass?”

“I have to get to the French ship.”

He raised a brow and grinned. “The Frenchie ship, eh? Are ye escapin’ this fine city? Can’t say as I blame ye for that, whot with all that’s been goin’ on up in the palace and all. Terrible business, that. Well, I can certainly help ye find the Frenchie ship, if that’s what ye need.” He looked her up and down again. “For a price, o’ course.”

She suppressed a shiver. “I can find my way, thank you.”

She stepped to the other side and wasn’t at all surprised when he moved to block her again. They were drawing a crowd, men sensing danger and excitement, coming to watch and maybe participate as well.

“Please let me pass,” she said with as much conviction as she could muster with a wavering voice and shaking hands.

He tilted his head and stepped closer. “Oh, I insist, lass. It ain’t safe here in the streets. All alone. Ye need protection.”

Aimee stepped away, but she could feel the others at her back. Their breath puffed out in white clouds against the frigid air. They were tightening the circle around her, and she had a violent urge to run, but running would start them after her like a pack of wild dogs on the hunt.

She should have stayed at the print shop, but it was far too late for that regret.

She tensed, mentally and physically preparing to run, feeling she had no other choice. The men behind her started scuffling their feet and murmuring. Her tormenter looked over her shoulder and his grin faded.

Aimee looked back to find Simon, Tristan, and Will shouldering their way through the crowd. But the troublemakers had lost their hunger for the chase and were slowly backing away, their eyes on the ground.

Aimee’s heart leaped in gratitude until she saw the grim, angry expression on Simon’s face.

“Is there a problem here?” Simon asked the man who had stopped Aimee.

The man considered him for a moment but must have realized the futility of arguing. “I was helpin’ the lady, since she seemed to have wandered to the docks alone.”

Aimee winced.

“I appreciate your help,” Simon said. “I will endeavor to keep a better eye on my wife in the future.”

The man nodded once. “Prolly best,” he said. “It ain’t safe here. I woulda kept her safe for ye, though.”

Aimee wanted to protest both men but wisely kept her mouth shut.

“I thank you for that,” Simon said.

He took Aimee’s arm and pulled her away. It wasn’t until they were back on High Street that she remembered the letter and the reason she had gone to the docks in the first place.

“Simon—” She was panting, jogging to keep up with his long strides. Will and Tristan were behind them, dark figures nearly obscured by the swirling snow.

She could feel Simon’s anger vibrating through her, and she really couldn’t blame him. She had made the three of them come out into the cold, snowy night to rescue her from an impetuous, idiotic decision.

They made it back to the print shop without incident; it seemed to take much less time to get there than it had to get to the docks. Aimee wasn’t ashamed to admit that she was relieved to enter the warmth of the shop and hear the door close securely behind them.

Simon, however, didn’t stop to allow her to take off her cloak or warm her toes and fingers by the fire. He marched her straight up to their bedchamber while Will and Tristan disappeared into the sitting room.

Simon all but flung her into the bedchamber and slammed the door closed behind him, leaning against it as if blocking her escape. She stood in the middle of the room, melting snow dripping off her cloak.

“Thank you,” she said.

His face was like the craggy Highland mountains, harsh and unforgiving. His brown eyes were nearly black with anger, and his lips were pressed into a thin line.

“Thank you?” he said tightly, making her flinch.

“I know you’re angry, and I apologize for it. You and Will and Tristan had to leave your warm fire to rescue me. It was a stupid—”

“You’re damn right it was stupid,” he roared, causing her to blink. “What the hell were you thinking? It’s dangerous out there.” He flung his hand toward the window that overlooked High Street.

“I realize that, but—”

“I will not hear your buts. There are not nearly enough buts to justify what you just did.”

“You’re correct—”

“You’re damn right I’m correct. If you wanted to run from me and our marriage so badly, you could have told me, and I would have taken you to your French ship myself. Lord knows I don’t want to be wed to a woman who so obviously does not want to be wed to me.”

“Run from you? Simon, I wasn’t—”

“No more excuses, Aimee,” he said wearily. “I’m done with the excuses. If you so badly want to return to France, then I will put you on the ship myself tomorrow. You can go back to your beloved country and the manipulative woman who sent you here and pretend that you are not wed, but know this: God knows you are wed, and I know you are wed.”

He thought she was running from him. Of course he did, because that was exactly what her actions appeared to be. Yes, he was angry, but he was also hurt, and while she should be shaking in fear at her husband’s wrath, she was suddenly warmed by his feelings toward her.

“I wasn’t running from you,” she said softly, suddenly feeling brave. “I was on a mission.”

He scoffed. “And what mission would you have?”

She dug into the pocket of her sopping cloak and handed him the letter.

He looked from it to her and back. “What is this?”

“Read it.”


Chapter 25

Still Simon hesitated, but eventually he reached for the letter, flicking the corner with his thumb as he contemplated her.

“My toes are frozen and my clothes are wet,” she said. “I am going to the sitting room. I swear on my life that I will not leave the shop. I am far too frozen to take another step out there. But I do need to get warm. Read the letter while I am gone.”

She moved toward the door, and after a moment’s hesitation he stepped away to let her open it and pass through. She quietly closed the door behind her and hurried toward the warmth of the fire.

Will and Tristan were sitting in front of it with mugs in their large hands. They stood quickly when she entered, and she waved them back down.

“Sit, please. I came to get warm and to apologize for driving you out into such a night to look for me.”

Their gazes went from her to the door. “Simon?” Tristan asked.

“He’s upstairs, still angry, but hopefully calming down. I wasn’t running from him. It’s important to me that you know this. There was something I needed to do.”

Instantly they turned wary, their expressions hardening.

“It has nothing to do with the three of you or…what Simon told me about all of you. This was personal.”

Will stood and pulled a chair closer to the fire. “Sit down and I will bring you warmed mulled wine.”

“Thank you.” Gratefully she sat and stretched her legs toward the fire, sighing in gratitude when her toes began to tingle with warmth.

“I was convinced Simon would beat you,” Tristan said.

“I was, too, at first, but he seemed to calm himself.”

Will returned with her mulled wine. Aimee wrapped cold fingers around the warm mug and just held it for a few minutes to soak in the warmth. Truth be told, she wasn’t certain what Simon would do once he read the letter. She’d purposefully kept silent about Pierre when he’d repeatedly asked her for honesty. Would he despise her for loving another man when she was wed to him? Would he disown her for not being truthful? Or question her virtue?

She was shivering, but it was not from the cold this time. She was scared.

Scared of Simon’s reaction. Scared that he would turn away from her in disgust. Scared because she finally wanted this marriage to work, and because of her actions, she might have ruined it before it even had a chance to blossom.

Oh, what if she truly had ruined everything? She couldn’t bear that.

Because suddenly she wanted it all. The home, the dogs by the fire. The children.

The door opened and Simon stepped in. The two men looked at him in curiosity. Aimee slowly stood, searching his face for any clues as to what his verdict, and her sentence, might be. But his expression was impassive and impossible to read.

“Leave us,” he commanded.

Instantly Will and Tristan stood and left the room.

“That was rude,” Aimee said, watching him carefully as he made his way into the small sitting room and collapsed into the chair that Will had vacated. He put his head in his hands, her letter to Pierre crumpled in one hand.

“I knew about Pierre,” he said.

She jerked in surprise. The mulled wine splashed in her cup and over her fingers. “How did you know about Pierre?” she whispered.

He dug into the pocket of his doublet, pulled out a worn, creased parchment, and handed it to her. Carefully she took it and began to read it, but she didn’t need to read far.

“You took this from my escritoire,” she said, appalled. “You stole this from me?”

“I did.”

She opened her mouth and belatedly realized that he wasn’t going to argue her point. “Why?”

“Because Mary believed you were spying, and I wanted to stay in her good graces, so I rifled through your desk and I found this letter. Plus, as a spy myself, I needed to know if Mary was correct in her assumption and what your purpose was.”

“My purpose was to provide Catherine with enough information that she would think useful so that I could return to France and wed Pierre.”

“I’m sorry that she tricked you so.”

She laughed bitterly. “So am I.”

He looked down at the letter she had handed him while upstairs. “Is this true?”

“Yes,” she replied simply.

“So your plan tonight was to go to the docks to send this letter to Pierre?”

“Yes.”

“You weren’t planning on leaving me?”

He had said he wanted honesty from her, and it was time to be completely honest. As she had owed it to Pierre to tell him she was married and not returning to France, she now owed Simon the entire truth. “My intention since the day we married was to leave you, but tonight I realized that I didn’t want to leave you. I have come to…care for you.”

He fingered her letter. “The words you wrote were beautiful.”

“I felt a duty to Pierre to let him know that it had never been my intention to break our agreement. But now that it happened, I found your and my arrangement…agreeable. I owed it to him, at the least,” she finished lamely.

“I find that very admirable.”

She shrugged, embarrassed that everything about her had been laid bare. There was nothing Simon did not know about her now, and she felt vulnerable.

“Did you love him?” he asked.

“I thought I did, but now I believe it was more of a young girl’s infatuation.”

“I’m sorry for what Catherine did to you, but I’m also not sorry. If she hadn’t sent you to Scotland, I never would have met you.”

Her heart did a little leap at his words. She couldn’t be mad at him for being happy that she’d been sent to Scotland. She looked up and met his gaze. “I feel the same.”

He carefully folded her letter and tucked it into his pocket. “I will ensure that this gets to the French ship.”

“Thank you.”

“Although I would like to keep it for myself, for in a way I feel that it is more a love letter to me.”

“In a way it is.”

“May I keep it?”

“As long as I can write him another letter. I feel I need to say goodbye.”

“Of course.”

Simon stared into the fire and Aimee sipped her mulled wine. She felt content. After all the turmoil and chaos of the past few weeks and months, even though her future was unknown and they were definitely on the verge of going on the run again, she felt content. She’d always thought that contentment came from being well fed and richly clothed, from being entertained and surrounded by rich furnishings.

She’d been wrong. Contentment came from a soul being at peace.

“I want to make love to you,” Simon said. “Like a real husband and wife.”

“I want that, too,” she said softly.

He held out his hand to her and she took it, perfectly willing to let him lead in this. Instead of taking her directly upstairs, as she had assumed he would, he pulled her closer until their bodies were pressed together, their clasped hands trapped between them, and he kissed her. It was a gentle kiss full of promise, and it brought tears to her eyes that she quickly blinked away. She didn’t want him thinking she was crying because she regretted her decision or was thinking of another man.

When he finally pulled away, they were both breathless, and he smiled down on her.

“I’m humbled that you chose me,” he said. “We were forced together against our will, but in the end you chose me.”

She pressed her forehead against his chest and blinked back more tears. “And you?” she asked, lifting her head to let him see the tears. “Do you choose me?”

“Always.”

He led her upstairs quietly, no words spoken between them as they entered the bedchamber. Aimee turned to look at him, suddenly nervous.

Simon closed the door and turned to her. “I will always regret what I did to you on our wedding night.”

“Mayhap it was for the best,” she said. “I did not want you, nor did I want to be wed to you. I was still in love…I thought I was in love with Pierre. I would have resented anything you had done that night.”

“I never would have taken you unwillingly. I hope you know that.”

“I do now. And maybe I did then, too. I don’t know. What I do know is that I wouldn’t have turned you away, because I was taught to do as my husband bade.”

“But you would have resented me.”

“Oui.”

“So tonight we begin anew,” he said. “This is the first day of the rest of our marriage.”

“I like that,” she said. “A rebirth.”

He held his hands out to her and she came to him, willing and eager. “A rebirth,” he said.

He kissed her again, a little more passionately, a little more hungrily. His kisses always turned her legs to jelly and her insides to liquid.

At first he only touched her face, his fingers skimming her cheeks, her chin, her neck, his thumb resting on the pulse at her throat. She wasn’t sure what to do with her hands, so she rested them on his slim hips.

Eventually his hands ventured lower, until they were plucking at the front laces of her gown and loosening them. Aimee’s heart fluttered in apprehension, but she didn’t tell him to stop. She’d heard so many things about this act. Some said it was wonderful, some said it was horrible. She didn’t know what to expect, but she was willing to see it through to the end—to become a true wife to Simon.

Her laces untied, Simon ran his hands up her arms, making her shudder, and pushed the gown off her shoulders. It shimmied down her arms and pooled at her feet. She felt vulnerable in just her underthings but she refused to cover herself.

He loosened her corset and pushed it off and she was down to her chemise, practically naked and shivering in the cold. Her nipples stood out beneath the thin white fabric.

“You’re freezing,” Simon said.

“Don’t let that stop you. I don’t want to stop now.”

He tilted his head to look at her, his eyes dancing. “Do you just want to get this done with, Magpie, or do you want to enjoy it? Because there is a difference.”

“I want to enjoy it.”

“Untie my breeches.”

Her head came up in shock. “I can’t—”

“You very well can. Undress me, Aimee, like I undressed you.”

She looked down at his breeches, where there was a most definite bulge, and bit her lip, her heart racing. She lifted shaking hands and grabbed the end of his lace and gently tugged. It came loose almost immediately, and his breeches sagged.

Breathing heavily from anticipation and apprehension, she put her hands on his hips and pushed the breeches down. They fell to the ground, revealing his hose.

“My doublet,” he said, breathless now himself.

She looked up at him to find him watching her intently with the darkest eyes. Slowly she unbuttoned his doublet and pushed it off his shoulders, much as he’d done with her gown. It, too, fell to the floor. Grabbing the ends of his shirt, she whisked it up and over his head, and he was standing there in nothing but his hose, while she was standing before him in her chemise.

His manhood was practically bursting out of his underwear. She could see the length and breadth of him, and he was very large.

Her gaze moved over his smooth chest, ridged with muscle and golden, as if he’d been out in the sun, dusted with a thin coat of fine hairs. Experimentally she touched his chest. His stomach drew in and he gasped. She touched each ladder rung of muscle that marched up his torso, gently touched his nipples, making them grow hard and pointed.

“I didn’t know a man’s nipples did the same,” she said in wonder.

He chuckled and grabbed her hands. “You will unman me,” he said on a strangled breath.

“That is not my intention.”

“I know.” He kissed her knuckles, never taking his eyes off her, and pulled her toward the bed, where he gently prodded her to lie back. She felt so much more exposed like this, but she didn’t move, didn’t protest. In truth, it felt infinitely better to lie down because her legs were so weak with need.

He edged her chemise up and drew it over her head. She was now completely, totally naked, totally vulnerable. He stood staring at her for a long time.

“Mon dieu, but you are beautiful, mon coeur.”

To hear him speak even a little bit of French made the tears appear again.

He divested himself of the hose and climbed into bed with her, facing her. She caught a glimpse of his manhood, bobbing, red, and angry-looking, and wondered if it hurt to be like that. He didn’t act like he was in pain, so she had to assume no.

With wonder, he touched her body. At first she was rigid, not knowing what she should be doing, but his magical, gentle touch soon had her relaxing until she wanted to squirm with a need so intense that she couldn’t help but make small noises of protest.

“You may touch me as well,” he said.

Unleashed now that she’d been given permission, she explored all of his body, all of the sharp angles and edges. Until she came to his manhood, and then she paused.

“My God, Aimee, touch it,” he moaned.

She ran her finger down the length of it, amazed when it jumped beneath her touch.

Simon’s hands clenched and unclenched, and he groaned. “More,” he ground out.

She touched him softly, then grew bold and touched him with more force. She cupped her hand and rubbed him, causing his hips to come off the bed. The sacs beneath were soft, and she explored those as well, losing all inhibition.

“The male form is fascinating,” she whispered, causing him to laugh and then groan.

Suddenly he flipped so that he was on top of her and she was looking up at him. “I can’t wait any longer,” he said. “I have to have you now.”

He reached between them and rubbed her slit until wetness poured out of her and he grinned. Like his had done before, her hips came off the bed, eagerly meeting his caress. He breached the slit, touching her in that most sensitive spot. She thought he would move on, but he didn’t. He continued to rub her there, watching her face the entire time.

Aimee gasped and moaned and lifted her hips, clutching the bedsheets. A need coiled inside her, ready to spring loose, but just as she thought it would, he withdrew his finger and she whimpered.

“This is it, Magpie. I’m going to enter you now.”

Again he reached between them, but this time he grabbed his manhood and directed it toward her opening. He slid in, closing his eyes and breathing out. She felt full and uncomfortable, as if she were far too small for such a large object. She was stretching beneath him and it stung. She whimpered again, but this time it wasn’t in need.

“Relax, mon coeur,” he said between clenched teeth. “It will hurt, but only for a moment.”

She wondered if he knew he was speaking in French.

He thrust all the way in and she cried out, feeling as if she’d been split in two.

He released his weight from his arms and covered her body, whispering to her and stroking the side of her face soothingly. “It’s all right. It’s done. There will be no more pain after this. I promise, Magpie. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

She wanted to squirm beneath him, to roll over so he would leave her body, but he remained immovable, and she blinked the tears away.

They lay like that for several minutes, until her body became accustomed to his being inside her and the pain dissipated. The fullness began to feel good rather than intrusive.

Slowly he moved and she gasped again, unused to the new sensation. He slid almost all the way out, then back in. He took his time, gritting his teeth, the muscles in his neck standing out, until the sensation became pleasurable to her and she slowly, haltingly moved with him.

He reached down there, and with his thumb, he rubbed her nub. It was as if sparks shot through her body, and she cried out, lifting her hips to press against his thumb.

He continued to pump into her, going slowly until he could go slowly no longer. They took up a natural rhythm. The pain was gone, and in its place there grew a feeling of such fullness that she was gasping, reaching for that height again, clutching his shoulders, and thrusting her hips toward his. “Oh, Simon,” she murmured breathlessly, burying her face in the side of his neck.

That coiled need grew and grew and grew until it exploded all around her, a thousand lights that lit the sky, and she screamed. Simon crushed her lips with a kiss, silencing her scream, but soon he was reaching his own completion and reared up, thrusting so hard and fast that her head almost hit the headboard and the bed ropes were creaking. With a final thrust and a strangled roar, he released his seed inside her.

The moment, the entire experience, could not have been more perfect or more beautiful, and Aimee knew she had made the right decision to stay with Simon, because tonight he had claimed her heart.

—

They were awakened early in the morning when the door to their bedchamber banged open. Simon rolled out of bed, simultaneously reaching for the dagger he’d placed on the floor beside the bed. Aimee squeaked and pulled the bedsheets up to her chin as Tristan strode in.

“You’ve been outlawed,” he said, then turned quickly around. “Good God, man, put some damn clothes on.”

“Don’t barge into rooms you have no business barging into, and you won’t see things you don’t want to see.” But Simon was pulling a shirt over his head and reaching for his breeches. Aimee was peeking over the covers that she had pulled up to her nose. “What?” Simon asked.

“It was just posted at Mercat Cross. Mary is back in power, and she has outlawed about sixty people who were in the castle the night of Rizzio’s murder. All of their possessions have been seized. The queen has proclaimed that she will have everyone on that list arrested.”

“And I’m one of them,” Simon said.

Tristan, who had turned around while Simon pulled on breeches, glanced at Aimee. “So is Aimee.”

“What?” Aimee scooted up in bed, pulling the bedclothes with her. “I am outlawed as well? I can be arrested?”

“I’m afraid so,” Tristan said. “The lords who conspired against her fled late last night. They’re gone, as well as a few others.”

Simon ran a hand through his hair. “I had feared this would happen when Mary regained power. She will need to show that she is strong and can lead this country, and the first thing she will need to do is take care of those who wronged her.”

“But we did not wrong her,” Aimee said. “At least not in the capacity that she believes.”

Simon glanced over his shoulder at her, and his heart melted a bit. She was rumpled from their lovemaking, her cheeks pink, her lips rosy. There were rough patches on her neck where his beard had scraped her. She looked deliciously edible, and he desperately wanted to crawl back in bed with her. He’d been looking forward to making love to her in the morning hours and regretted the intrusion. It seemed it would be a very long time before he could make love to his wife again.

“We were there that night,” he said to her. “You were standing beside her when the attack occurred.”

“But I had nothing to do with it,” she cried, panic filling her eyes.

“It doesn’t matter. Your presence alone condemns you.”

“So we will be arrested and tried for…what?”

“Treason.”

She paled. “I cannot believe that Queen Mary would do such a thing. Surely she knows I would never be the cause of her death.”

“She knows you were sent to spy on her. She knows she cannot trust you. For all we know, she could believe that Catherine had a hand in this.”

What was left of the rosy color in her cheeks and lips disappeared. “No,” she whispered. “No. I don’t believe that.”

“She thinks you’re a spy, Aimee. You are already condemned in her eyes.”

“This is…” She swallowed as if she were going to be sick. “This is preposterous. What are we to do?”

“Will is out gathering what information he can,” Tristan said. “He’s also making preparations.”

“Preparations for what?” Aimee asked, the panic in her eyes now reaching her voice.

“Leave us,” Simon said to Tristan.

“You don’t have much time,” Tristan warned.

“I’m aware.”

Simon waited until Tristan had closed the door behind him before turning fully to Aimee and sitting on the edge of the bed. She appeared small and frail right now, her color the same as that of the bedsheets. Her eyes were wide and a clear, crisp gray.

“We need to run.”

“Run where?”

“To England.” He held his breath in anticipation of an outburst and an avowal that she would not go to England. Instead she seemed to think about it calmly, her fingers clutching the edge of the bedsheets.

“I can’t believe this is happening,” she whispered. “I thought Mary and I were friends.”

“Mary never thought of you as a friend. She thought of you as a spy in her home. I have a feeling she picked me to wed you because she had her suspicions about me and was testing my loyalty to her. We are targets, Aimee, and she has set her sights on us. Our lives are in danger. It is time to run.”

With every word, she seemed to shrink farther and farther into the bed. “I know nothing about England.”

“You knew nothing about Scotland, and you did very well here. You came here alone, but you will not go to England alone. I will be with you every moment. Besides, England is a bit warmer. Not much, but a bit.”

She looked at him with those storm-cloud eyes, and he felt the weight of the world settle on his shoulders, knowing her safety and her life depended on him. He could feel her mind working, sifting through the information. Properly trained, she might have made a good spy, but she’d been thrust into the situation with no training and no inclination to do the job.

“Then we must go to England,” she said.

Simon gathered her cold hand in both of his. “I know it’s frightening, going to another country, one that you have considered an enemy of France, but I will take care of you, and I will make sure you are safe. I have a grand house that you will be lady of.”

“I do not want to think about that,” she said. “Not until we are safely there. Our first priority is leaving Scotland. Our second is arriving in England unscathed.”

He grinned at her. “You are a little warrior. Maybe Magpie was not the right pet name for you.”

“I’ve never considered myself a warrior. I have been well taken care of my entire life. I am more a pampered fool than a warrior.”

“The best warriors are those who carry through in the heat of the battle. I think that is you.”

She put her other hand over his. “Then you have taught me well.”


Chapter 26

Preparations went quickly after that. Aimee left the men to do what they needed to do while she sat in her bedchamber and penned yet another letter to Pierre, since Simon wanted to keep the original. It was simple and short but from the heart, and she sealed it with tears in her eyes. Not because she still loved Pierre but because she had been such a different person with him. In a way she wished she were still that naive, but she was also proud of the woman she had become—and make no mistake, she had grown into a woman these past months in Scotland.

Simon had said that Tristan and Will were staying behind and one of them would ensure that her letter made it to the French ship. Will had not been outlawed, as he had not been present in the castle that night. Tristan’s mission of spreading rumors and disseminating the placards for Queen Elizabeth was still in effect and even more important now that Mary’s position was so tenuous among her people. Elizabeth wanted to keep the country in discord and Mary preoccupied with settling her people rather than thinking about taking the crown off Elizabeth’s head.

Aimee was still sitting at the small escritoire when Simon entered. “It is almost time to go,” he said.

She nodded, surprised to realize she was sad to leave Scotland. She had not wanted to come, and she’d hated being here almost the entire time, but now she was sad to leave. She felt for Mary and the struggles to settle an unsettled government ahead of her. She knew Mary would be hurt that men closest to her, her lords and nobles, had killed her most trusted adviser. Aimee felt that while Mary was surrounded by the Maries and all those who wanted her advice, wisdom, and even friendship, the woman was more alone than anyone else in Scotland.

It must be a lonely business being a monarch.

“Aimee?”

She turned to Simon. Her husband. She’d met him and wed him against her will in this hated place, and now she was fleeing with him. She would trust him with her life and suspected that she was madly in love with him, although she’d never said as much. And neither had he.

Ah well. Maybe now was not the time.

“Oui.”

“You’re woolgathering.”

“I am. My apologies. This is not the time to gather wool.”

“There is much to think about, to be sure.”

“I was just thinking how much I hated this country when I arrived and how strangely sad I am to be leaving.”

“You will find England to your liking. I am sure of it.”

She wasn’t so certain, but she was willing to give it a go because Simon was at her side and there was really nowhere else for them to run.

“Are we ready?” she asked.

“Almost. I have procured another cloak for you to wear on top of the one I had given you. And boots. You can’t go trekking across Scotland in those silly formal slippers.”

“Boots would be welcome,” she said. “Although I would like to take the lamb’s wool slippers that you gave me.” Because they were warm and comfortable, but more because Simon had given them to her. 

“Very well,” he said, distracted as he looked around. “Tristan is putting together a sack of food, and Will is securing transportation. Can you ride?” He looked her over critically, as if sizing her up for a horse.

“I’m not completely accomplished, but I have a fair seat.”

“It will have to do.”

—

Will arrived with two hardy-looking, spirited horses and another man whom Simon knew well.

“They’ll do the trick,” said the man, La Grange, as he patted one of the horses on the neck.

“I hesitate to ask where you got them,” Simon said, looking them over for any flaws that might slow them down. As time ticked the day away, he was becoming more and more anxious to leave.

La Grange just smiled. He was a large man, muscularly built, very rough. Most people looked at La Grange and crossed the street to stay away from him. Outward appearances indicated that he was the type of man to start a brawl in a pub just because he felt like it. But in truth, he was the opposite. For the most part, he was a peaceful man who didn’t go looking for trouble, but if trouble happened to find him, then he was always ready for it. Simon trusted La Grange with his life as much as he trusted Will and Tristan.

“The queen has accepted Darnley’s written statement saying he had nothing to do with the murder of Rizzio,” La Grange said as he tightened the cinches on the horses.

Aimee came out of the back of the print shop and stood under the awning to watch them. Her gaze kept going to La Grange, and she began to frown.

“They announced it at Mercat Cross,” La Grange said, ignoring Aimee, although Simon knew the man had seen her step out.

“Amid quite a bit of laughter,” Will added.

“Her subjects don’t believe his innocence,” Simon said.

“Nor should they,” said Will.

“You have quite a bit of work cut out for you,” Simon said to Will, who shrugged and said, “It will be interesting, to say the least.”

“Mary has also said that all sixty people who are outlawed are to be executed if caught.” La Grange inserted a sword into a scabbard attached to Simon’s saddle. “You’d best be going.”

Aimee gasped. “Surely she is not that vindictive.”

La Grange looked at her impassively. “My lady, the queen is vulnerable. She knows her subjects are turning against her, and she must be strong.”

“She is also furious,” said Will. “For being taken captive and for the death of Rizzio. She certainly is being vindictive, but those closest to her don’t blame her.”

Aimee stepped out from beneath the awning to stare at La Grange. “Have we met, sir?”

“Nay, my lady,” La Grange said.

“I feel certain we have. You look familiar.”

Tristan came out with the sack of food and some blankets. The four men secured the provisions to the horses, and soon after, Simon and Aimee were mounting. Simon watched her, but she sat her horse with confidence.

“The best exit is Cannon Gate,” La Grange said. “Just act normal and as if you belong. The guards have their hands full with the army of men that Mary and Bothwell have brought in; they’re not so worried about a husband and wife leaving.”

Simon nodded from atop his mount and looked at Will and Tristan. “Be safe,” he said to them.

“We should say that of you,” Tristan said. “It’s a long ride, and Mary’s conspirators are out there.”

“Running in circles, no doubt,” Simon said. “They’re pampered nobles with no idea how to survive out there alone. I’m not worried.”

“That makes them dangerous,” Tristan said. “Be aware at all times.”

Simon nodded. He didn’t like leaving them behind but knew this was the way of things. Out of the three, he was the only one who could provide Elizabeth with a firsthand account of Rizzio’s attack, and he was the only one whom Mary wanted dead.

“Godspeed,” Will said.

La Grange checked over the horses one last time, and Simon and Aimee were free to go. “Thank you for everything,” Aimee said to Will and Tristan before they left.

They exited Edinburgh through the Cannon Gate with no problems. None of the guards even looked at them twice.

“Will is right,” Simon said after they had ridden for several miles. Edinburgh was gone from their sight, and there was nothing but wide-open land with mountains in the background. Snow swirled lazily around them. There was a hush that had fallen over the land, as if even Scotland itself were holding its breath, waiting to see what would happen next.

Simon had no doubt that Mary’s story was far from finished and that much more would happen to the queen. Her country was in a state of unrest, fighting itself, and her people were not fully supportive of her, not to mention that her marriage was almost nonexistent, and an heir whose paternity was under question was to be born soon. He prayed for Will and Tristan’s safety.

“What was Will right about?” Aimee asked. She had pulled up both hoods and he could barely see her face. She had covered her hands in gloves and wrapped extra fabric around them, per La Grange’s instructions.

“The nobles who have fled Edinburgh will be dangerous if we are to come upon them. I am fairly certain they did not know enough to bring adequate provisions. They’ll be hungry, cold, and desperate. We need to keep an eye out for them.”

“I’m sure they won’t be hard to miss.”

“Undoubtedly.”

They fell into a comfortable silence. Simon let the sway of the horse calm him. The farther they got from Edinburgh, the better he felt about things. He started thinking about their arrival in England and his audience with Elizabeth. She would be eager for news from him. Will had heard that Mary had already written to her, describing Rizzio’s attack and the deplorable way Mary had been treated as a captive. Elizabeth would be angry; she might not agree with Mary’s views, but she had a strong sense of loyalty when it came to her fellow queen. She firmly believed that as female monarchs, they needed to support each other in some things.

He was a bit worried about Elizabeth’s reaction to his marriage. He had no idea how she would receive the news. Aimee had been through so much deception and had been used by too many people already. Catherine had sent her to Scotland under duress and false pretenses; Mary had married her off against her will and then turned on Aimee and ordered her death. He himself had concealed his true reasons for being in Scotland. He wanted Elizabeth to be the exception, but he wasn’t certain she would be.

“That man, La Grange, said that Mary had accepted Darnley’s statement that he had nothing to do with the murder of Rizzio,” Aimee said. “Why do you think she did that when everyone else believes that he did have a hand in it?”

“Because she has to show a united front to her people and secure her son or daughter’s claim to the title by standing by the father of her child.”

“She would be wise to choose her advisers with much thought. I fear she does not think things through very well.”

“You have amazing insight, Magpie.”

—

“I swear I’ve met La Grange before,” she said later that afternoon. “He seemed so familiar, even though he said we’ve never met.”

“He’s one of Mary’s soldiers. No doubt you saw him at the palace.”

Aimee stared at Simon in surprise. “And yet he helped us escape?”

“He’s in the employ of Elizabeth.”

Aimee laughed, then covered her mouth. “Is the palace full of English spies?”

“Just the four of us, as far as I know. La Grange has been there far longer than Will, Tristan, and I.”

“And Mary suspects nothing.”

“At least not with La Grange.”

“It makes me wonder how many of England’s spies reside in the French court.”

Simon’s smile was tight-lipped, leaving Aimee to question the people she had known in France.

They were making good time. Simon had predicted that it would take seven days to get to England. He pushed them to go farther than he normally would have, and Aimee did not complain. He loved her resilience, among many other things.

“Someday soon we will settle into a life that doesn’t require running away all the time and sleeping in strange places. I promise you that, Magpie.”

She shrugged. “I don’t mind. I know it’s for a good purpose—we’re saving our necks.”

He laughed. “We are at that.”

“Tell me about your estate so that I may know of it before I get there.”

For the next hour, he described Danfield as well as he could, considering it had been a few years since he’d been in residence. One thing or another had pulled him away from it, and he regretted that now.

“I have a sister,” he said after he’d exhausted his knowledge of Danfield. “I’m not sure if I’ve ever mentioned that.”

She looked at him in surprise. It had stopped snowing hours ago and the moon was out, casting blue shadows across the snowy land. “I had no idea you had a sister. I don’t believe we’ve ever spoken of your family.”

“My parents have been dead a few years now. It’s just Judith and me.”

“Where is Judith now?”

“In the queen’s court.” He told her about asking the queen for retirement and her demand that he do this one last mission, basically holding Judith hostage to get his agreement.

“That is not very kind of her,” Aimee said crossly.

“But it accomplished her goal, and she knew that I understood Judith would be well cared for.”

“Still, I don’t like that she denied Judith her only family.”

Simon shrugged, past his anger now and just wanting to get home to see Judith, get this business over with the queen, and take his girls safely to Danfield.

He stopped when he saw Aimee swaying in the saddle and yawning repeatedly. She argued that they should keep going.

“The horses need a rest,” he said, helping her down from her mount and holding her steady until the feeling returned to her legs. She hobbled off into the trees to take care of personal business while he cared for the horses and laid out the blankets under some trees where no snow had accumulated.

When she returned, she looked at the blankets longingly. “I’ve never been so tired in my life,” she admitted.

They fell asleep, holding tight to each other for warmth.


Chapter 27

Aimee awoke suddenly when a hand covered her mouth.

“Shhh,” Simon said in her ear.

Instantly she stilled, but her heart was beating so hard that she could feel it in her ears. She lay rigid beneath him, the cold, hard-packed dirt at her back, Simon’s strong, sturdy, warm body on top of her.

He was tense, his head up as he scanned the area around them. In the light of day, the area looked different, brighter, more exposed. Over the pounding in her heart, she heard voices. Her eyes locked with Simon’s and he shook his head to keep her silent.

Slowly he removed his hand from her mouth and she drew in a deep, cold breath. The voices were closer. To their right. She moved her eyes in that direction, hoping to get a glimpse of the people, but they were out of sight.

Simon pulled a blanket up over them and she realized that it was white, like the snow, and would camouflage them. Hopefully.

“Nobles,” he breathed into her ear.

Merde. The nobles who Simon and La Grange had warned would be dangerous. Out of all of Scotland, why did she and Simon have to run into them now?

Their voices were raised in anger. It sounded like they were arguing, but she could not make out words. Eventually they moved away, but she and Simon lay there for a long while, until her back started to hurt and a rock was digging into her shoulder.

Finally Simon rolled off her and stood to look around. “I don’t see them,” he said.

Aimee got up stiffly. The hem of her gown was coated in frost, and she had to stamp the feeling back into her toes, but other than that she was surprisingly warm from Simon’s body heat.

“Unfortunately they are going in the same direction that we are,” Simon said.

“To England? Will the queen accept Mary’s traitors?”

“I don’t know. Elizabeth likes to keep her enemies close, so she may accept them under certain conditions. We have to be doubly vigilant. We probably should take another route, a more circuitous one that will lead us away from them.”

Aimee wanted to groan. More circuitous undoubtedly meant longer.

Simon dug through one of the bags tied to the back of his horse and pulled out a rondel dagger. “I should have given this to you earlier,” he said as he handed it to her.

Carefully she took it and studied the very sharp point and the beautifully carved grip. “I can’t take this. It’s far too dear.”

“Take it and use it if you must. Nothing is more dear to me than your life. A dagger can be replaced.”

On impulse she hugged him, feeling overwhelmed by so many emotions: gratitude, fear, humility. She had no idea what she would have done without Simon in her life the past week. “Thank you,” she said on a choked breath.

He hugged her and kissed the top of her head. “We’ll get through this. That is my vow to you.”

She pulled away and Simon tucked the dagger into her saddle, within easy reach.

They were riding out in under ten minutes. Simon handed her a piece of cured meat and they broke their fast while in the saddle, as she searched the land for the disgraced nobles, wondering just where their lives were leading them.

The days were an endless loop of riding, sleeping, snow, and sporadic conversation. She was becoming exhausted and frigidly cold to her bones, but she refused to complain. Simon was taking her to safety, and for that she was grateful. She tried to keep her hopes high and not fall into despair that every bone in her body hurt. She hadn’t felt her bum for days, or her toes, for that matter. Each night Simon rubbed the warmth back into them and apologized that they were not able to build a fire.

They were entering their second week of travel. Simon’s beard was now fully grown, his hair nearly touching his collar. Aimee didn’t even want to think what she looked like. They hadn’t bathed or washed their hair in nearly a week, and she was positive they smelled and looked like it.

And yet despite the cold, despite the lack of a bath, a warm fire, and a safe place to lay her head, she wouldn’t have traded it for the world. Forced together, she and Simon had taken the opportunity to learn about each other, and it had brought them closer.

She knew that his father had been a merchant and Simon had started his career as a soldier in Elizabeth’s army, quickly rising in the ranks until he caught the eye of Walsingham, Elizabeth’s spymaster. Simon had learned of Aimee’s five siblings and her parents, whom she admitted she didn’t know all that well, seeing as she’d been one of the youngest and then sent to Catherine’s court.

They carefully skirted the topic of Pierre, although Aimee tried to make it clear that she held no more feelings for him. Secretly she thought of Pierre warmly but distantly, as if her time with him had been more a dream than reality.

They didn’t see the nobles again but kept a constant eye out for them. Even that kind of vigilance became exhausting, and she found herself daydreaming, her mind wandering.

Her hope was that she would finally find a place to fit in in her new country of England. She kept Simon’s description of Danfield close to her heart, making the estate her own in her mind. Ah, to have her very own home. A home that she would run. She would choose the curtains and the silver and maybe even the servants if there weren’t that many there. They could entertain, although she wasn’t certain whom they would entertain. Maybe Will and Tristan if—when—they returned.

The ideas running through her head kept her occupied for hours.

The days became monotonous, a mind-numbing round of riding and resting. They never rested longer than a few hours, enough time to give the horses the break they needed, maybe to eat and attend to personal needs, and to sleep for a bit. Tristan’s supply of dried meat was endless, and while Aimee learned to hate it rather quickly, she tried not to complain, as it was their main source of food. They talked about hunting for a rabbit, but that would require them to build a fire and Simon was very reluctant to do so, fearing the displaced nobles were nearby even though they had not seen them. Simon believed that by now the nobles would be desperate and dangerous.

They were two days out from London when trouble hit, and it was not in the form of the nobles.

They had stopped to rest the horses and to catch a few hours of sleep. Aimee had gone behind some boulders in front of a line of trees to take care of personal business. She was thinking that she would be eternally grateful when they reached England and she could sit in front of a warm fire. She could not remember a time when her toes had not been pebbles of ice or her fingers hadn’t been numb and her backside hadn’t ached.

While she was immersed in her selfish thoughts, a hand came from behind her and clamped down over her mouth, stifling her scream. Immediately she lashed out with her elbow, landing it squarely on some part of the perpetrator’s body. He grunted and tightened his hold.

She knew right away that the hand was not Simon’s, the body behind her was not Simon’s. In the week and a half of traveling with him, she’d learned his body well.

A dagger came around and the cold, deadly edge rested against her throat.

“Stay quiet,” the voice behind her said. “Or I will cut your head off.”

She doubted that the dagger he held could cut her head off, but it could inflict some major damage, and she did not wish to bleed to death in the frigid Scottish weather just days from her destination at the hands of a man who reeked so horribly.

“Aimee, hurry it up. We must get going,” Simon called from the other side of the boulder.

The man pushed her from behind. “Go,” he whispered in her ear.

She began walking around the boulder, wishing there were some way to alert Simon of the danger, but the man’s hand was still over her mouth, and he was directing her actions by turning her head this way and that. Her neck hurt from being bent backward, and the dagger was pressing uncomfortably against her throat.

They rounded the boulder to see Simon preparing the horses for departure. He’d already rolled up the blankets and secured them to the back of the horses. He turned around and stilled. “Rowland?” Simon asked in disbelief. “What in the devil—”

He knew this man?

“I want your horses,” the man named Rowland said. “And all of your food.”

Simon had half raised his arms out to the side as if to let Rowland know that he was unarmed and thus not a threat. His gaze flicked to Aimee, then back to Rowland.

Aimee’s gaze went to Simon’s horse, where the sword was nesting comfortably in its scabbard, out of Simon’s reach. Every night Simon slept with that sword, but now, when he needed it, he couldn’t get to it.

“I’ll give you one horse and half our provisions,” Simon said.

She could feel Rowland shake his head. Tremors were running through his body and into hers. She could feel his desperation, hunger, and fear, and it frightened her.

“I can’t risk you coming after me,” Rowland said. “I want both horses.”

“I give you my word that we won’t follow you.”

“Nay.”

“I can’t give you all of our things. We will die out here if I do.”

“I don’t care.”

Simon slowly lowered his hands. Again his gaze went to Aimee, as if judging whether she was well.

“You hurt her and I will kill you.” His tone betrayed quite the opposite of what he said. It was calm and matter-of-fact, as if they were at one of Mary’s salons and he was conducting a civil conversation. But that made the actual words even more frightening.

“I will kill her before you can even move toward me,” Rowland said, but his voice wavered, betraying his bluster.

Aimee’s heart was pounding. She didn’t want to die. Not now. Not when she’d found happiness and contentment with Simon. Not now that they were so close to England and safety.

Simon crossed his arms and rolled back on his heels, contemplating Rowland as if they were discussing the sale of cattle or something equally mundane. She wanted to scream at him, stomp her foot, but instead she stood there frozen in fear as she watched the two men bargain for her safety.

“One horse, half our provisions, and a promise that we will not follow you. I have no wish to know where you are going,” Simon said.

Rowland laughed, a hysterical note to his tone. “I know things,” he said. “Things that Elizabeth will want to hear. She’ll agree to a meeting once she knows. I’ll be allowed back in England with the information I have.”

He was rambling almost incoherently, and Aimee’s fear grew. Desperate men did desperate things.

Simon cocked his head to the side. “None of that is my concern. You take one horse and some provisions, and you go to Elizabeth with the information you have. I will not stop you.”

“People are willing to kill me for what I know.” Roland’s voice rose in panic, and Aimee wondered if he had encountered the fleeing nobles.

“Then it is most serious indeed,” Simon said.

The hand holding the dagger shook. Aimee couldn’t tell if it was from anger that Simon was not capitulating to his demands or from exhaustion and hunger.

“She’ll forgive my past mistakes,” Rowland was saying.

“I’m certain she will if the information is deemed valuable enough.”

“I was on the ship with you.”

Aimee’s gaze flew to Simon. What was this about? She remembered Simon telling her about the shipwreck he’d been involved in on his way to Scotland, but she didn’t remember him mentioning that someone else in Mary’s court had been on that same ship.

“I know,” Simon said.

“Why didn’t you say something while we were at court?”

“It was none of my concern.”

“I know things.”

“So you mentioned.”

“There are others out here. They’ve seen me, and they are after me.”

Ah, so he was referring to the nobles, and they were probably close.

“So take a horse and go,” Simon said. “Threatening my wife will get you nowhere but dead.”

“She’s coming with me.”

“The hell she is,” Simon said flatly.

“For assurance. The nobles will leave me alone once they see I have a lady with me.”

“Don’t be so certain.”

Oh, no, no, no. She was not going with this smelly man. Her eyes pleaded with Simon, but he was not looking at her. He was scratching his arm, contemplating Rowland, not seeming upset at all by this strange act being played out. Meanwhile her heart was tripping in her chest, and she could barely breathe through Rowland’s hand on her mouth and the stench of fear and unwashed body that assailed her.

Rowland dragged her toward her horse. She was unprepared for the sudden movement and stumbled, causing him to stumble as well. He jerked her upright by the hold he had on her mouth, and she cried out in pain, but the sound was muted by his hand. Her skirts wrapped around her legs, impeding her movements, and she stumbled again.

“Enough,” he growled, pulling her tightly against him as he stopped in front of the horse. Sensing her fear or smelling the horrible odor, the horse snorted and sidestepped. Simon took a step forward, but Rowland yelled, “Stay away! Don’t move or I will cut her throat.”

Simon stopped. “You have your horse. There is food in the sacks behind the saddle. Take it and go.”

Aimee began to shake. Whether Rowland took her or not, he would have to let her go so they could mount. She would take her chance then. The dagger was still hidden in the saddle. If the horse didn’t move, she could get to it. She looked at Simon as if she could communicate her plan to him, but he was steadily watching Rowland.

“Go,” he said softly. “Take what you need and go.”

Rowland hesitated, and Aimee wondered if he was thinking the same thing she had thought. He had to let go of her at some point to mount the horse, and then he would be at his most vulnerable.

“Stand over there,” he said to Simon. Aimee supposed he was motioning to the tree line. Far enough away that the threat of Simon would be lessened.

“No,” Simon said. “If you’re going to do it, you’re going to do it now.”

She looked at him in disbelief.

“Damn you,” Rowland said. “I have to get to the queen. I have to get away from the men who are after me.”

“I’ve offered you a solution. Take it or don’t take it.”

Suddenly and without warning, Rowland shoved Aimee toward the horse so violently that she fell forward, her head hitting the beast’s flank and causing it to whinny and step away.


Chapter 28

Without the horse’s support, Aimee fell to the ground on her hands and knees. In the short moments it took her to roll over, Simon had pulled the dagger hidden in his cloak, closed the distance between him and Rowland, and stabbed Rowland in the chest.

Rowland’s eyes widened in surprise. He convulsed, his hand releasing the dagger he’d held to Aimee’s throat as he collapsed to his knees, where he stayed for what seemed like hours but could only be a few heartbeats of time before he fell to his side and lay motionless.

Blood trickled out of his mouth. He heaved a labored, wet breath and went still.

For long moments everything was silent, as if even the birds and wild animals were holding their breath. Simon was breathing heavily, his bloody dagger clutched in his hand as he stared down at Rowland.

Aimee scrambled to her feet and edged closer to Simon, not taking her eyes off Rowland. “Is he…”

“Dead? Yes.” He looked at her. Their gazes locked for a long moment as if neither of them could believe what had just happened. Simon stepped over the body and gathered her into his arms. “My God, Aimee, I was so frightened.”

“You were?” Her laugh was shaky as she put her arms around him and hugged him so tightly she thought she would never let go. She was shaking and feared he was the only thing holding her together.

“Are you all right?” He pulled away to look her over critically. With his thumb under her chin, he turned her head this way and that. “I don’t see any damage.”

As her racing heart slowed, her limbs began to feel weak and wobbly. She rubbed her neck where the dagger had pressed against it and swallowed. “That’s good to know.”

They both looked down at the body, which was beginning to steam in the cold.

“Just who in the hell is this Rowland?” she asked.

“A long story, I’m afraid.”

“One you are definitely telling me. Later.” There was a moment of silence as the enormity of what had happened began to settle into her. “We just killed a man, Simon.” She looked around as if to see whether there was anyone present who had witnessed the ruckus, but of course there was no one.

Simon was going through the dead man’s pockets, rolling the body one way and then the other. The open, sightless eyes seemed so macabre that she had to look away.

“What are you doing?” she asked, appalled.

He pulled out a piece of wrinkled parchment from the man’s pocket. “He said he had information to bring back to the queen,” he said, straightening.

“I didn’t think he would be fool enough to write it all down.”

Simon grinned at her. “Magpie, in another time and place, I fear you would have been a formidable spy.”

She huffed out a steamy breath and stamped her feet, but oddly she wasn’t that cold, because the blood was running fast and furious through her.

“Rowland said the others were after him, which means they could be nearby,” Simon said. “We need to get out of here.”

Aimee looked at the body, strangely reluctant to leave it lying on the cold ground all alone, even though he’d tried to kill her.

“I am impressed at your courage,” Simon said as he helped her mount. “Your actions gave me the opening I needed.”

“I did what I could.”

“You didn’t appear frightened.”

She thought about that as Simon mounted his own horse and they rode off, Aimee casting one last look at their dead attacker.

“I was frightened,” she admitted. She relived those moments that had seemed to take forever but had been only a few short minutes. “But I was also angry. I didn’t…” She considered her words. “I didn’t want anything to happen to you.”

Simon glanced over at her. “Did you doubt my abilities to protect you?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Good. Because I want you to know that I will always protect you, no matter the cost. Even if it’s with my own life.”

She shivered. “Please don’t say that.”

They rode on for most of the afternoon, but conversation was limited. Aimee kept reliving every moment of the encounter with Rowland, and the more she relived it, the more her body shook. She supposed it was a delayed reaction, but her teeth began to chatter and her hands were shaking.

Simon drew his horse up and slid off it.

“Wh-what are we d-doing?” she asked, not able to hide the fact that she was trembling so hard she could barely speak.

“We’re stopping for the day.”

“But it’s only m-midday. We have hours of s-sunlight left.”

“You need to stop. I fear we both need to stop.” He appeared angry, his lips a thin, colorless slash in his face. He helped her dismount, and she had to put a hand on her horse to keep herself steady.

“I don’t know what’s w-wrong with me,” she said.

“It’s a reaction to what happened this morning. It’s perfectly normal.”

“Well, I don’t like it, and I want it to s-stop. I don’t want to hold us up—”

Suddenly Simon was kissing her, his hands cupping her face, his tongue forcing her mouth open so he could sweep in. The kiss was hard and brutal and it instantly made her wet between the legs. She wrapped her arms around him and clung to him, the only person who truly made her feel safe and protected. Everything about him was so familiar and welcoming that she never wanted to let go.

“I want to take you right here. Right now,” he said, breathless.

“So do it,” she said.

He groaned. “I don’t believe you know what I mean.”

“Oh, I think I do.” And what she was thinking made her more wet for him.

He took her hand and dragged her to a tree, pushing her until her back was up against it. “I can’t be gentle,” he warned. “Not right now. I need this, Aimee.”

“Take me.”

With a growl, he untied his breeches and exposed himself. He was long and hard and pulsing red. Granted, they’d made love only a few times, but she’d never seen him so hard.

He lifted her skirts, found her center with his thumb, and tweaked her nub, causing her to lay her head back against the tree and gasp. The exquisite touch was like lightning going through her body. This intense need had come from nowhere.

“I’m sorry, Aimee.” But before she could say anything, he was thrusting inside her. “Oh, God,” he moaned. “You’re so wet already. It’s like butter.”

She lifted her skirts more and wrapped one leg around his waist, barely feeling the frigid air that wound up her legs and under her skirts.

Pinning her between the tree and his body, he lifted her other leg and wrapped it around his other hip. The action allowed him further penetration, and it felt exquisite.

He pumped himself into her, fast and furious, holding her hands above her head. With every thrust, she gasped and found herself quickly coming toward an almost violent completion.

“Come,” he said between clenched teeth. “Good God, Aimee, hurry.”

She arched her back and cried out as her whole body coiled around itself. Her release was just as intense and forceful as she had thought it would be, and it went on and on.

Simon thrust into her one last time, burying himself as far as he could go, shouting her name as his seed shot through her.

For long moments they remained that way, her pinned against the tree, her legs wrapped around him, her breathing harsh and irregular.

Simon kissed her neck, her throat, her chin, her lips, wherever he could reach. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” he said with each kiss.

“Sorry for what?” she asked, still in a daze.

“For taking you so brutally.”

She smiled, her eyes half open. “I loved every moment of it.”

He drew his head back and looked at her in surprise before bursting into laughter. “You never cease to amaze me, Magpie.”

“Good. It will keep our marriage from going stale.”

He chuckled, kissing her neck one more time before sliding out of her.

“Can we do that again sometime?” she asked.

He groaned and hung his head. “You will unman me.”

“I doubt that. I would think it would make you feel more manly.”

He laughed again. “I swear, Magpie. I have no idea what to say to you sometimes.”

He brought her a cup of melted snow and a strip of blanket to clean up with. When she was finished, she found him sitting against the same tree.

“I feel we should carve our initials into it to commemorate the moment,” she said.

He smiled and reached a hand up to her, pulling her down into his lap to kiss her thoroughly. “We could visit it on our anniversaries,” he said.

“Mmm. I like that idea.” She laid her head on his shoulder as they both fell silent.

“I didn’t hurt you?” he asked after a time.

“Not at all.”

He hugged her tighter. “You will tell me if I ever do.”

“I will tell you if you ever do.” After a moment she said, “I don’t know what came over me.”

“It happens sometimes when one finds oneself in a dangerous situation. I thought I could ignore it or at least control it, but the more we rode, the more I wanted you.”

“I’m glad you stopped to do it, then.”

He kissed the top of her head and settled her more comfortably on his lap.

She dozed, enclosed in his strong arms and warmed by his body. When she opened her eyes, she was surprised to learn that an hour had passed.

“Tell me about Rowland,” she said. “How did you know him?”

“You will need to know the whole story before you hear about Rowland.”

He held his cloak open and she snuggled deeper into him as he more securely wrapped the cloak around her, cocooning her in its warmth.

“I was sent to King Philip’s court in Spain by Elizabeth to find out his thoughts on a Catholic alliance that he and Mary had been discussing.”

“Mary is intent on bringing Catholicism back in favor,” Aimee said. “I’ve heard it discussed in France. If she can get France and Spain to agree, then it would be a great alliance that Elizabeth cannot ignore.”

“Precisely,” Simon said. “Philip and I discovered a mutual love for chess, so it wasn’t difficult for us to become close. He asked me to deliver gold to Mary. Someone else was to deliver a letter detailing Philip’s plans to invade the Netherlands and eventually help Mary invade England.”

Aimee gasped. “Those are some very far-reaching plans.”

“Mary has always wanted to unite the English and Scottish crowns and become queen of both countries.”

“No wonder Elizabeth has so many spies in Mary’s court.”

Simon made a sound of agreement. “As you know, the ship sank. I made it to Edinburgh, and so did Rowland. He is a dispossessed Englishman who had found his way to Spain and hoped to find favor in Scotland. He was not in Philip’s court, to my knowledge, so he must have found the letter on another agent Philip had sent on that same ship. My guess is that the emissary with the letter died in the shipwreck, and Rowland found the letter on him and continued on to Scotland. I can only determine that he was going to tell Mary he was on her side in wanting a united Scotland and England, and he’d prove it by presenting her with the letter. Somehow he became a gentleman of the king’s Privy Chamber.”

“And that’s why he said he had heard things and he thought to take them to Elizabeth and buy his way back to England,” Aimee said.

“Not only that, but he possessed the letter from Philip to Mary that outlined their plans to invade England.”

A self-prescribed spy. “Is that the letter that you took off him?”

“Yes.”

“The coup de grâce,” Aimee said thoughtfully. “Do you think Rowland’s plan would have worked?”

“Maybe. But Elizabeth is no fool. She would have seen right away that he was using it to bribe her.”

“You speak highly of her. I can hear it in your voice.”

“I owe her much, but I also respect her. She has a sharp mind, and she has been good for England after the bloodiness of her sister.”

“Then we must get the letter to her. And we should not waste any more time.”

He tightened his hold on her to keep her from getting up. “Not yet.”

“Simon…” she warned. “We can’t sit here forever.”

“But we can take a little bit of time right now.”

She laid her head back on his shoulder. “Just a bit.”

“I was so scared for you,” he said after a moment. “When he came around that boulder with a dagger to your throat, I froze.”

“You didn’t act like it. You were very calm and collected.”

“Not inside I wasn’t.”

From beneath the warmth of the cloaks, she wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him. “But everything turned out all right.”

“Thankfully. But then I think—”

“You can’t think like that.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I didn’t like the thought of losing you, and I never want to feel that way again.”

“Well, I don’t care to feel that way again, either, so we shall strive to not get ourselves into such a situation again.”

He chuckled. “I swear, I don’t care what Elizabeth has to say, I am finished with espionage and intrigue. I want to settle into a life with you and Judith.”

“Then that is what we shall do.” She hesitated, then decided to say what she was feeling because she almost hadn’t gotten the chance this morning. “I’ve come to care for you, Simon. I think…I think I might even love you.”

He drew back so he could look at her fully. “What did you say?”

“I think I love you.”

His grin started slowly but blossomed into a full-blown smile that lit his eyes. “I know I love you, Magpie. I’ve known it for a long, long time.”

She grinned back. “Then why did you never tell me?”

“Because I was unsure of your feelings, and even a man such as I, a traveler of the world, a man who lives in the shadows, whose life is full of intrigue, was afraid to express my feelings.”

She unburied her hand from the cloaks and cupped his cold cheek. “Never be afraid to express your feelings with me.”


Chapter 29

They entered England dirty, exhausted, and starving. Aimee had never been so glad to see civilization, but she couldn’t help thinking that this was her third country, her third palace, and the third monarch she was to meet in her life. She wasn’t sure how many other people could claim such a thing, and it wasn’t something she was greatly proud of.

All she wanted to do was settle down and live her life in peace, but she wondered if that was even possible, considering she was wed to one of England’s premier spies, whose queen was reluctant to let go of his services.

Aimee was in awe of London. She looked openmouthed at the hustle and bustle, the overall busyness and population of the city. They rode through merchant districts. They rode past large estates. They rode past fishmongers and people begging on the streets. She had thought that Paris had everything under the sun, but it was no match for London.

They turned the horses onto a wide street, at the end of which was a soaring, sprawling palace. Aimee brought her horse up short, causing Simon to stop and look at her with a frown.

“We are not going to the queen directly,” she said.

“We are.”

She shook her head. “I will not pay attendance to a queen looking like this. I simply won’t do it, Simon.”

He grinned. “Magpie, we just raced across most of Scotland to escape our deaths. We were confronted with a madman—whom we had to kill, I might add. I think she will understand our state of dress.”

“No. I will not do it. It is not seemly. She is my new queen, Simon, if she will have me. I cannot have this”—she waved her hand to indicate her filthy cloaks and mud-stained servant’s gown—“be her first impression of me.”

Simon’s beard was fully grown, his hair uncombed and matted. His cloaks were mud-stained, his boots filthy. He’d lost weight over the past two weeks, and Aimee was positive she didn’t look any better.

He sighed in exasperation. “Aimee, truly, she won’t mind.”

“I am your wife, and I will make a good impression.”

He considered her for a long moment, but she was determined: She absolutely refused to appear before Queen Elizabeth of England in this condition.

“Very well,” he said, spurring his horse forward. “I will see what I can do.”

“Thank you,” she said to his back.

There was no one word to describe Whitehall Palace. From the outside it was rather drab, except for the grand three-story gate. But it was enormous, spanning many, many blocks. Aimee had heard of the impressive residence of the English kings and queens. In France they thought it a bit much, and she might have agreed if she hadn’t seen it in person.

They were greeted at the front steps by a frowning guard who sniffed when Simon approached. “Beggars are to go around the side of the palace,” he said, causing Aimee to shrink back and glare at Simon. Beggar? Did they truly look that bad? How humiliating.

Simon murmured something to the guard, who drew back in surprise and chagrin. “My apologies, sir.” He stepped back and barked an order to a young boy loitering to the side who jumped into action and led their mounts away. Aimee watched hers go with a bit of sadness. He’d carried her a long way and had behaved admirably. He deserved a good rest, a good rubbing down, and a whole pail of oats.

They were led into Whitehall, and it took all of Aimee’s upbringing not to gape. There were soaring white pillars, exquisitely painted ceilings, corridors so wide and long that you could pass people and not even see them. This was so different from the drab, dark rooms and corridors of Holyrood Palace.

They seemed to walk forever and ever. People stared and whispered, but Aimee took her cue from Simon, who walked with his head held high. If you act like you belong, people will believe you belong. He had said that to her when they were escaping from Holyrood. It had proved true then, and it was proving true now. Simon may have been clothed in a disgustingly dirty cloak and boots, but the way he carried himself told people that he belonged.

Eventually they were shown to a grand bedchamber that consisted of several different rooms, including their own sitting rooms and dressing rooms. It reminded her that she owned nothing other than the dirty clothes she’d walked in with.

They were left alone with the promise of a hot bath and warm food. Feeling out of place and a bit disconcerted, Aimee looked at Simon, who was looking at her.

“Quite a bit different from the hard Scottish ground,” he said.

She nodded, at a loss for words. She felt completely out of place after traversing Scotland for the past two weeks.

Automatically she moved toward the fire, drawn to the heat, and held her hands out, immediately noticing that her fingernails were caked with dirt and her knuckles brown with grime. She curled her fingers into her palms and blinked back tears at what had become of her.

“Hey, now.” Simon came up behind her and cupped her shoulders in his hands. “Why the tears? I thought the fire would make you smile.”

She sniffed and knuckled her tears away. “It’s silly, and I don’t mean to be ungrateful. This is so sumptuous and far outside of what I was expecting. You must be very close to the queen, indeed, to warrant such elegant rooms.”

He turned her around so she was facing him. “Is that what is bothering you? I promise you, Magpie, that she will love you. She is a strong woman and admires other strong women.”

She shrugged, not really understanding why she was crying. “I am Catholic,” she said.

“Ah. I can assure you that while Elizabeth is Protestant, she is also tolerant of those who practice Catholicism. That will not be an impediment.”

Aimee sighed, thinking of all the roadblocks to her happiness. “I am French, and England has been at war with France for a long time.”

“Something she is trying to stop. Why are you doing this?”

She looked up at her husband, the man she loved so much. “I’m so afraid to hope.”

He kissed her, a quick peck on her lips. “She will love you, as I do.”

A knock on the door had them pulling apart and Aimee reaching for the fire again. Servants brought in steaming buckets of water. Aimee couldn’t decide if she wanted to stand by the fire and get warm or dive right into the bath.

“Your bath is being prepared in the other room, sir,” one of the servants said.

“Thank you.” Simon turned to Aimee. “I will leave you to your bath. Don’t be surprised to see me gone when you emerge. Elizabeth is already waiting for me.”

She felt a lurch of fear and wanted to reach out to Simon and ask him not to go. She feared being apart from him. Feared that Elizabeth would not sanction their marriage. Feared that once he was out of her sight, she wouldn’t see him again.

Instead she nodded and let him go.

—

Freshly bathed, shaved, and dressed in a set of clothing that he kept at the palace at all times, Simon entered Elizabeth’s Privy Chamber and bowed. She was sitting on her throne, garbed in pale yellow and surrounded by the endless subjects who flocked to her for advice and favors. As soon as she saw Simon enter, she motioned for the loitering lords and ladies to leave. They looked at Simon with interest, obviously reluctant to depart when it seemed something very juicy was about to be said, but the guards got everyone out except William Cecil, Elizabeth’s most trusted adviser and confidant. She rarely conducted business without Cecil.

Simon fleetingly thought of the dead Rizzio. Cecil and Rizzio held the same position, but the difference was that Cecil knew what he was doing, and while he overstepped his boundaries at times, he was not overly hated by the other lords. He was also English, and therefore a bit more trusted than an outsider, like Rizzio had been.

“Sir Simon,” Elizabeth said after the room had emptied. “I cannot tell you how good it is to set eyes on you.”

“It’s good to be here, Your Majesty.”

“My people tell me you are well and that you didn’t suffer overmuch in your trek to England.”

“I am well.” Her people also probably told her that he had arrived with a wife, but she didn’t ask, and he figured they would get to that in a moment.

“Mary wrote to me of her troubles.” Elizabeth’s expression darkened. “I was very displeased to hear that her adviser was murdered in her presence and that she was taken prisoner. I have had my disagreements with the girl, but this is beyond reprehensible. No monarch should ever be treated thus.”

Elizabeth and Mary’s relationship was an odd one. Mary wanted Elizabeth’s crown, and Elizabeth was determined to keep it from her. Mary wanted England to become Catholic, and Elizabeth was determined to keep it Protestant. But Elizabeth also felt a need to guide Mary, seeing her impetuousness and inability to trust the right people. And Elizabeth firmly believed that the two female monarchs should support each other in whatever ways they could, despite their differing political and religious views.

“You will be happy to know that Mary has been restored to the throne,” Simon said. “But I fear this is not the end of the unrest.”

“No,” Elizabeth said in agreement. “It usually isn’t. Please tell me what happened.”

Simon took the better part of the next few hours describing in detail everything that had happened, from the sunken ship that took him to Scotland, to the plot to kill Rizzio and the murder itself. He told her about hiding in the palace and escaping. He told her about Will and Tristan and even La Grange.

And he told her about Aimee.

Her look was stern as he spoke of Mary’s insistence that they wed in order for Simon to prove his allegiance.

“That is preposterous,” she spat out. “I will not have another monarch forcing one of my men into marriage.”

“Nevertheless, it is done,” Simon said, hoping to divert her to another subject, but she was having none of it.

“Why this child?” Elizabeth asked.

Simon hesitated but knew he couldn’t lie. “Mary thought Aimee was sent to Holyrood to spy on her, and she wanted someone to watch over her and assure that she wasn’t.”

“And was she spying?” Elizabeth showed no reaction, and Simon did not try to decipher one.

“She was, Your Majesty. Under duress, I might add, and she had sent nothing to Catherine that was of any meaning. Mary had made sure that Aimee was in the dark about most things.”

“I don’t like this.”

“I can assure you that my wife is the least likely spy.”

Elizabeth looked at him sharply but did not comment, leaving Simon on edge. He had felt sure that Elizabeth would accept his marriage to Aimee, but now he wasn’t as certain. Aimee’s history as a spy—albeit an incompetent spy—didn’t bode well for her.

“You did not encounter any trouble on your way to London?” she asked.

He thought of Rowland and the letter he’d found on Rowland’s body but decided at the last moment to remain silent about all of that, feeling he might need it as leverage in the not so distant future.

“The nobles who conspired against Mary fled Edinburgh and are heading to England. For all I know, they are wandering the Scottish countryside in circles still, but you should know that they will be appearing on your doorstep soon.”

She pressed her lips together and nodded. Simon wondered if she would accept the nobles into her country. Elizabeth was not predictable, and she might take in Mary’s enemies if only to keep an eye on them herself.

“I wish to meet your spouse this evening,” she said. “I will deem if she is worthy of you.”

Simon hesitated, angered and concerned that Elizabeth was exerting her control on his private life. “Very well, Your Majesty.”

“That is all for now. However, I would like you to be available in the event that further questions should arise.”

He bit back his irritation at being left hanging. He had assumed that he and Aimee would spend some time at Whitehall before moving on to Danfield, but it seemed Elizabeth might have other plans, such as making him remain at the palace until she deemed it time for him to leave. That could be months or longer.

“May I inquire about my sister, Judith, Your Majesty?”

Her eyes twinkled. “Ah, Judith. She is thriving under my care. Court life suits her well.”

The backs of his teeth came together. Elizabeth knew very well how much he wanted to take Judith to Danfield. Soon he would need to find a husband for her, and he wanted to choose wisely, someone who would suit her well. He couldn’t do that if he didn’t know her at all.

“I have been anxious to see her,” he said.

“You shall, Sir Simon. You shall. You may leave now.”

Taking his cue from her abrupt dismissal, he bowed and backed out, keeping a bland expression on his face while fuming all the while.

The outer room was full of courtiers and persons hoping to have a word with the queen. Some stopped and stared as he made his way through the cavernous room. Most didn’t even notice him.

He entered his chambers with a sigh of frustration and closed the door behind him after dismissing the servants. Fires burned in the grates, making the room wonderfully warm, but he was still chilled from their trek across Scotland, and if he was, Aimee had to be frozen.

The rooms that had been assigned to them were overly large and grandiose. Light shone from tall windows, reflecting off the white walls. Paintings hung in abundance from floor to ceiling, while the floor was covered with thick carpeting. It was so very different from Holyrood’s damp darkness. Here everything was bigger, better, taller, richer. More.

He made his way through the larger sitting room, through another smaller sitting room, through a dressing room, and eventually into Aimee’s bedchamber. The curtains were drawn and the fire stoked so tall that flames danced and crackled and popped. The bed curtains were pulled tight, and he parted them with a finger to find his wife fast asleep on her stomach, spread across the bed with the blankets pulled up to her chin.

Her black hair was fanned out around her, the ends curling and still damp. He touched a curl, feeling its velvet softness. Her cheeks were pink and shiny, as if she’d scrubbed them numerous times to get the grime of travel off them. She looked so innocent and pure and angelic.

She sighed deeply but did not awaken. The poor thing was exhausted, and now she had to face a queen who had already formed an opinion of her.

But they had some time before that.

Simon gingerly sat on the edge of the bed so as not to disturb her and took off his shoes. He divested himself of his doublet and pulled back the blankets to carefully slide under them. With as much caution as possible, he gathered Aimee to him, cradling her slight body into his, and closing his eyes to inhale the scent of roses that surrounded her.

She murmured in her sleep and burrowed into him. It wasn’t until he lay down that he realized how exhausted he was. He couldn’t remember the last good night of sleep he’d had. Probably the night before his wedding. That seemed like such a long time ago, though in reality, only a few weeks had passed.

A few weeks, yet it felt like eternity, and he felt like he knew this woman in his arms as if they had been married twenty years. How could he be acquainted with someone for so little time and yet know everything about her?

He fell asleep with that thought, cradling his wife, while in the back of his mind he worried about her impending meeting with Elizabeth.


Chapter 30

Aimee awakened to find Simon fast asleep in bed with her, dressed in court clothes that had appeared from nowhere. 

She took the opportunity to observe him in sleep, something she’d never done before. He was breathing deeply, sable-colored lashes fanning the tops of reddened cheekbones. Their days out in the cold and the sun had turned him red, but she could tell it was one of those reds that would turn to a golden hue that would befit him well.

He’d shaved his beard off, and his cheeks were smooth and pale. She loved the beard, but she loved him clean-shaven equally.

He was still her lion.

He was wearing burgundy velvet with gold stitching—an ensemble most befitting a meeting with the queen. Even in sleep he appeared to be the most proper courtier, but out in the wilds of Scotland he was a wanderer, fit for the life and liking it. He was a chameleon, this husband of hers, and she marveled anew that he was actually hers, and she was his, and they were bound together forever. The thought wasn’t horrifying, as it once had been, but it was definitely intimidating. He was a person who had led a rich life full of intrigue and travels, and she was merely a lady from the French court, thrust upon her aunt as a charity case. She could never compete with Simon in life’s adventures.

She did not deserve this grand man who was larger than life, but nevertheless he was hers, and she was going to keep him and love him.

His eyes fluttered open and he smiled at her. “Good afternoon, Magpie.”

“I need a pet name for you,” she said.

“And what would it be if you had one?”

“You’ve always reminded me of a lion.”

The one brow that she could see rose. “Why a lion?”

“Because of your coloring. And you remind me of a predator, always stalking, always alert. And while we were running from Edinburgh, you protected me.”

“Because you are my lioness.”

She shook her head. “I’m not that ferocious. Magpie suits me better. I can look pretty. I can preen, and I am delicate and useless. I can’t even sing like a bird.”

His one brow came down in a frown. “None of that is true except for looking pretty. You are definitely ferocious.”

“I am not. There is no need to lie.”

Beneath the covers, he found her hand and held it. She liked the simple connection between them.

“I was very impressed with you when we went into hiding at the palace. And not once did you swoon or cry or complain when I took you through the streets of Edinburgh in such a circuitous route that it made your feet bleed. Or when you found yourself in a most inappropriate printer’s shop. Or when we had to leave Edinburgh and race toward London. Or when Rowland tried to kill you—”

She freed her one hand from the blankets and placed it over his mouth. “Enough. I did what I had to do.”

He kissed her fingers and pushed her hand away with a thrust of his chin. “And that is exactly what I do, day in and day out. We are not so different, you and I.”

She kissed him on the forehead. “Thank you for that. How was your meeting with the queen?”

He hesitated.

“My apologies. It was inappropriate for me to ask and none of my business.”

“No, no. Of course there are some things I won’t be able to tell you, but you were right next to me through all of this. There are no secrets between us in that regard.” He paused thoughtfully, adjusting his arm around her shoulders so that her head was nestled firmly in the warm nook between his shoulder and his chest. He began to rub her back in slow, distracted circles as he reflected on the meeting with the queen. Aimee felt herself relaxing under the soothing rhythm of his caress, comforted by the steady, constant pounding of his heart. “She was angry that Mary had been assaulted and that such a heinous crime had been perpetrated in her presence. She is grateful that Mary and the baby are unharmed.”

“As am I.” Aimee sensed that he was keeping something from her, that something was bothering him, but she felt it was not her place to push. This was new territory, being the wife of a spy. What was she allowed to ask, and when should she keep her mouth shut? It was all very confusing.

“She wants to meet you tonight,” he said.

Aimee sat up quickly and looked at Simon in horror. “Tonight? As in this night?”

His lips twitched in a smile. “I know no other tonight.”

“I have nothing to wear. I’m not prepared.”

He drew her back down into the softness of the bed. Truly, it was the softest bed she’d ever been in, and while she’d seriously contemplated never leaving it, the queen of England apparently wanted to meet with her.

“You can’t be surprised. I left her unwed and came back to her with a wife. She’s curious. She’s going to want to meet you.”

“Well, of course I had expected her to want to meet me, but not yet.”

“Then when?”

“I don’t know. A few years, maybe.”

He laughed. “Ah, Magpie, I love you so.”

She didn’t think she’d ever get tired of hearing those words and couldn’t believe that, God willing, she would have a lifetime of them.

“I am very serious, Simon.”

“And so is Elizabeth. She is intent on meeting you, and you can’t tell her no. Have you seen this place? We can definitely find you something to wear from the many closets in the palace.”

—

Simon was right, as always. From somewhere in the depths of the palace, a servant produced a dress so exquisite that Aimee, who had been accustomed to beautiful gowns at one time, gasped when she saw it.

It was a gorgeous deep blue with a silver-stitched overlay that opened up to reveal the blue gown beneath. The square bodice was trimmed in silver, and the sleeves were full and ruffled.

It took two maids to get her into it, and some adjustments had to be made, but in the end it looked as if it had been tailored for her.

Matching shoes came next. They were a bit big, but she could live with that.

A girl came to do her hair, pulling it into a bun and securing it with silver combs. Small tendrils were left to curl around her face.

The girl stepped away, playing with a curl here and there, looking her over critically as Simon stepped in and leaned against the doorjamb to observe.

Quickly all the servants left, and Aimee slowly turned toward her husband.

“You are magnificent,” he said.

He was wearing a deep green coat and breeches the color of the forest. His hair was brushed until it shone with golden hues.

“If I’m magnificent, then there are no words for you,” she said.

He pushed away from the door and sauntered toward her, reminding her of the lion they had spoken of.

Nervously Aimee plucked at her skirts. “Am I fit enough for the queen?”

“Absolutely.”

He held out his hand. Dangling from it was the biggest, clearest, most beautiful sapphire that she had ever seen, hanging from a silver chain.

She gasped, her gaze flying to his. “What is this?”

“In all of our marriage, I have never given you jewels. You deserve jewels.”

“In all of our marriage? We’ve not been married a month yet.”

He shrugged. “Too long to go without jewels.”

She stared in wonder at the sapphire, which was as big as his thumb. “This is mine?”

“Yes.”

“Simon, you shouldn’t have.”

“I can afford it, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“No,” she said, appalled that he would think her so crass. “Of course that’s not what I’m worried about.”

“I can afford many more, and I will buy you many more, but I thought this suited your gown.”

“It matches almost perfectly.”

“Then I did well.”

“You most certainly did. Thank you, but I don’t need jewels. I’ve never been one to collect them.”

“And that is one of the things I love about you, but you will wear this one tonight. Never let it be said that I let my wife visit the queen without the correct accoutrements.”

—

If Whitehall Palace looked enormous from the outside, that was nothing compared to the inside. It stretched for blocks and blocks, and it seemed to Aimee that their rooms were the farthest from the queen’s Presence Chamber that a body could get. One could hide in this palace and never be seen. Then again, they’d hidden at Holyrood and hadn’t been seen there, either.

“What about Judith?” she asked, suddenly remembering Simon’s sister, chagrined that she had forgotten a person who was obviously so important to him.

“According to the queen, Judith is thriving under her tutelage.”

She looked at him sharply, sensing bitterness in his tone. Something had happened during his meeting with the queen, and he wasn’t telling her what. She wanted to ask, but now was not the time.

Occasionally he would nod at someone they passed. People here showed him respect, and she wondered whom he pretended to be in these halls. Certainly they couldn’t know his true purpose. So what story had he told these people? And shouldn’t she know these things?

Simon slowed and Aimee matched his steps, shooting him a curious look.

“We’re getting close,” he said.

“Merde,” she whispered. She fluffed out her skirts, straightened her sleeves, adjusted her bodice.

“You look beautiful,” Simon said.

She laughed nervously. “You have to say that.”

He took her by the shoulders and turned her toward him. “I don’t have to say that. I say it because it’s the truth. You’re beautiful, inside and out. Now show Elizabeth that.”

The massive doors to Elizabeth’s Presence Chamber opened, and they were called inside. But Simon held Aimee back. “Elizabeth is worried about our marriage,” he said. “I had to tell her that Mary thought you were a spy, and she’s…cautious.”

“Cautious? Wha—”

He gently nudged her forward, as all eyes were on them after being announced, but Aimee hesitated. “Simon, what do you mean?”

Simon put her hand on his arm and walked them through the massive doors. Aimee wanted to pull him to a stop. She wanted to demand to know what he was talking about. She wanted an explanation.

What did he mean, Elizabeth was cautious? What did he mean, Elizabeth was worried about their marriage?

The Presence Chamber was long, and Elizabeth was way at the other end of it. People were gathered here and there, pushed to the sides of the room. Some turned to watch their progress; others were too involved in their conversations to care.

Even so, Aimee felt very conspicuous, and she desperately wanted to drag Simon to the side and ask him what he’d meant, but Elizabeth was watching them.

She sat regally on her tall throne, her hair a flaming red, her face pale. She was dressed extravagantly yet elegantly in burnt orange and gold. Her fingers were covered in rings. Her hood was tall, making her seem larger than she actually was. She watched their progress with a distant expression, as if her mind were elsewhere. And it probably was, considering she was running an entire country. Simon and Aimee should be the least of her worries.

Simon stopped and bowed low while Aimee, well aware that she was representing the Marcheford name and her French heritage, curtsied so low that her legs trembled and she felt certain that her nose was going to touch the ground.

Simon took Aimee’s hand and pulled her up. “Your Majesty, may I present my wife, Lady Aimee Marcheford, previously Lady Aimee de Verris.”

Elizabeth lifted her chin and eyed Aimee over her nose, looking her up and down until Aimee wanted to squirm under the scrutiny. The queen’s impassive expression did not reveal any of her thoughts and it was disconcerting to Aimee.

“Lady Marcheford,” she finally said. “I don’t recall hearing of a family named de Verris.”

“We are related to Catherine de Medici, Your Majesty. My mother is her sister.”

“I see.” A long pause followed. Drawing from her years in the French court, Aimee kept herself still and refused to fidget like she wanted to.

“Simon tells me you are wed,” the queen said.

“We are, Your Majesty. At the behest of Queen Mary.”

“And how do you feel about that? Surely you’d rather live in France, among your people.”

Aimee hesitated, knowing that what she said next was of paramount importance. “I would have agreed with you at first. I did not want to be wed to Sir Simon at all and desperately wanted to return to my home. But Simon has saved my life more than once, and he has proved his love and loyalty to me many times over. There is nowhere that I want to be more than by his side.”

Beside her, she could feel Simon tense and hoped she had not said something she shouldn’t have.

Elizabeth continued to take her measure, her gaze moving up and down. Aimee was eternally grateful to whatever servant had found this gown, for she was definitely being weighed and measured as a suitable wife to one of England’s best spies.

“I will be honest, Lady Marcheford, I do not like the idea that you were a spy in Mary’s court.”

Aimee dipped her head. “I understand, Your Majesty.”

“You have nothing else to say to that, girl?”

Aimee jerked her head up, surprised at the queen’s acerbic tone. “Only that it had not been my intention to spy. I was under the command of Catherine. She sent me from my home and told me I could return if I did this one thing.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Elizabeth said. “The woman is manipulative and untrustworthy.”

Aimee bit back her smile.

The queen turned to Simon. “I will keep my eye on this marriage.”

He dipped his head. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“That is not my blessing,” she warned. “I will withhold my blessing until I find that it is appropriate.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Elizabeth sighed as if she had wanted some sort of reaction from Simon and failed to get it.

“May I inquire after my sister?” Simon asked.

“Ah, yes. Judith.” She looked off into the distance for a long moment, and Aimee began to get a bad feeling. Elizabeth lowered her gaze, which had cooled, and pinned Simon with it. “I do not like that you are married to someone who was sent to spy on another monarch. I feel that is not a proper environment for a young girl to be in.”

Simon’s shoulders snapped back and his expression turned hard. Aimee put a stilling hand on his arm. He was practically vibrating with tension.

“Your Majesty—”

She shook her head. “No, Sir Simon. I cannot do it. Judith should not be exposed to such things.”

“But I didn’t do anything,” Aimee said, at the last minute tempering her tone.

Elizabeth sliced her a smoldering look, silencing Aimee immediately. Her heart was sinking, and it felt as if her entire world were crumbling. Elizabeth was making Simon choose between his sister and his wife. This was completely unfair, yet she couldn’t tell a monarch that. Not if she wanted to live.

She looked at Simon out of the corner of her eye. He was furious and not hiding it well at all.

“This is wrong,” he said to Elizabeth, making Aimee cringe.

Elizabeth’s eyes snapped. “Make certain you remember whom you are speaking to,” she warned.

“I have given you everything,” he said softly, so others could not hear. “I have risked my life on numerous occasions for you. All I want to do is retire in peace to the country with my family, and yet you block even this.”

Elizabeth’s lips pressed together and her nose pinched in anger. “Watch your words, Sir Simon.”

For a long, tense moment in which Aimee and, it seemed, the entire room, held their breath, Simon and Elizabeth glared at each other. Others couldn’t hear the conversation, but everyone could sense the tension between the two.

Finally Simon bowed and backed away. Aimee hurriedly curtsied and followed Simon, backing away with her head down, as one did not turn one’s back on a queen.

It seemed to take longer for them to leave the hall than it had to walk through it initially. This time all eyes were on them, but Aimee kept her eyes down and didn’t look at anyone.

As soon as they exited the doors, Simon turned around and closed his eyes, breathing deeply in an effort to control his raging anger.

Unsure what to do, Aimee just stood there, hoping her presence was enough.

Inside she was battling her own anger at the unfairness of everything. Catherine was the closest one could be to a monarch without being one, and she had sent Aimee from her home and the man she’d thought she loved. Mary had forced Aimee to wed Simon, and now Elizabeth was forcing Simon to choose between his wife and his sister. For her entire life, she had been pushed around by one monarch after another, and she was weary of it. Weary and furious.


Chapter 31

“Simon!” A blur of green silk ran past Aimee, causing her to step back or be run over. The green silk, which was all legs and arms and bright blond hair, catapulted itself at Simon. Just in time, Simon opened his arms and caught the ball of energy.

“Judith?”

Merde, it was his sister. Aimee took another step back, not wanting to intrude, yet curious to see her. She could tell nothing at the moment because Judith was folded into her brother’s arms and was hugging him tightly.

He lowered her to the ground, and she practically bounced from foot to foot. “I wasn’t told you were back,” she scolded. “Why did no one tell me?”

Simon laughed. “I don’t know.”

“How long will you be here? How much time do you have?”

“Judith.” The warning came from a sour-faced servant standing to the side. She was dressed in the garb of a governess. “Decorum,” she said with a knowing look.

Judith stopped prancing, but she was practically vibrating with excitement. Simon frowned at the woman before turning his attention to Judith.

“Hopefully I am here to stay,” he said.

“For good? Truly?” She clapped.

“For good. Truly. There’s someone I would like you to meet.”

Aimee took another step back, strangely reluctant to meet Simon’s sister and to intrude on what was obviously rare family time.

Simon held his hand out to her, and she could do nothing but take it and let him pull her forward. Judith looked up at her with the same chocolate-brown eyes that her brother had. Her hair was much lighter, a sunshine yellow, but she had the same golden coloring.

“Judith, I would like you to meet my wife, Lady Aimee Marcheford.”

Judith’s smiling countenance turned surly in under an instant. Aimee forced a smile and hoped it was warm and welcoming. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Judith. Simon has told me a lot about you.”

“You’re French,” Judith said flatly.

“Judith,” Simon warned.

Aimee put a hand on Simon’s arm. “I am French.”

“I don’t like the French.”

“That’s enough, Judith.”

“Simon, it’s—”

“It is not all right,” he said to Aimee. “Judith, I am disappointed in you. You were not raised to be rude. Please apologize.”

Judith glared at Aimee for a moment before looking chagrined. “My apologies, Lady Aimee.”

“Apology accepted,” Aimee said with a smile. “I know this will take some time to become accustomed to. For the moment I think you and your brother need to catch up on what you have been doing while at court.” She turned to Simon and gave him a pointed look. “I am going to our rooms to rest.”

She was tired as she claimed, and left the brother and sister alone. Clearly Judith loved her brother and had missed him terribly. Aimee couldn’t come between the two of them. She couldn’t force Simon to choose between his sister and her, as the queen was forcing them to do. Because it was no choice at all. He must choose Judith.

Aimee pretended to walk toward their chambers but circled around and headed back to the queen’s Presence Chamber. A guard stood at the door, blocking her entrance.

“Lady Aimee de— Lady Aimee Marcheford to see Queen Elizabeth, please.”

He looked at her with expressionless eyes.

“Please,” she whispered, afraid she would lose her courage. “I don’t know the correct protocol, but I need to speak to the queen.”

His expression cracked, just a bit but enough to give her hope. After a moment he nodded once and motioned to a young boy dressed in livery who scampered over. The guard said something and the boy left.

“Wait here,” the guard said, and pointed his chin to a line of benches against the wall.

Aimee sat, stiff-backed, her hands clutched in her lap. Others were waiting as well, mostly nobles, looking at ease in the elegant surroundings. Aimee’s stomach churned, and she was afraid she was going to be sick. Her throat was closing up with tears, and she felt as if her fledgling life had disappeared. Everything she didn’t want, she’d received, then found that it was everything she actually had wanted.

And now she had to give it all away.

“Lady Aimee Marcheford.”

She stood quickly and hurried into the Presence Chamber.

There were fewer people than before. Queen Elizabeth was sitting by a window, the sun glinting off her very red hair. With every step Aimee took toward the English monarch, she struggled not to cry, to be brave, to do what was right.

She stopped in front of Queen Elizabeth and curtsied.

“Lady Marcheford.”

“Your Majesty. Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

“I am curious as to what you have to say that you do not want your new husband to hear.” The queen’s eyes flashed distrust.

“I know you do not trust me,” Aimee said. “I know you think that what I did to Queen Mary was wrong.”

“If you are referring to the fact that you were put in her court to spy, then yes.”

Aimee swallowed her nervousness. Luckily the others had drifted away and were involved in their own conversations. “I was put there to spy. It wasn’t my choice, and I wasn’t even very good at it, but you are correct.”

The queen was listening, if not commenting, so Aimee took that as encouragement to keep going.

“I understand your reluctance to release Judith to Simon, and I don’t want to come between Simon and his sister.” Aimee took a deep breath. “If you feel it’s best that Judith not be around me, then I am willing to accept that for Simon’s sake. All I ask is that you give me a place in your court, for…” She swallowed the tears that had clogged her throat. “For I have nowhere else to go.”

Elizabeth contemplated her for a long time while Aimee stood before the English queen with her head bowed and her soul laid bare. She was homeless, wanted by no one.

“Look at me, girl.”

Aimee slowly lifted her head to find that Elizabeth’s expression had softened somewhat.

“Do you love him that much?”

“Very much, Your Majesty.”

“I find that admirable. Some people will never feel a love like that.”

Aimee remembered that Elizabeth had had many suitors in her life, but none had led to marriage. Though several matches had been put before her, she’d declared herself the Virgin Queen and said she would never marry. Was she speaking of herself when she’d said some would never feel a love like Aimee had for Simon?

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Why should I accept a known spy in my court? I have enough wandering around here as it is.”

Aimee remembered La Grange and Will and Tristan. How many more were in Mary’s court, and what about the French court? No doubt there were double that in the English court.

“I was not a very good spy, Your Majesty. In fact, I was quite miserable at it. I didn’t even like doing it, but Catherine…” She didn’t want to tell the queen this but felt that complete honesty was best in the situation. “You see, Your Majesty, I foolishly thought I was in love with a man in France, and Catherine discovered us. She sent me away to Scotland and told me if I spied on Queen Mary, she would consider bringing me back to France and allow me to wed the man I thought I was in love with.”

Elizabeth considered her for a long while. “Does Simon know all of this?”

Aimee lowered her head. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Catherine de Medici is not a woman to cross.”

“No, Your Majesty.”

“She also double-crossed you, girl. She promised you one thing and told Mary another. I’m assuming she told Mary to wed you off at the earliest convenience.”

Aimee could feel her face heat in embarrassment. If she’d thought throwing herself on the mercy of Queen Elizabeth would be easy, she’d been gravely wrong.

“I believe that is what happened, Your Majesty.”

“And Mary rightly suspected that Catherine had sent you to report on her.”

Aimee had no more words. Queen Elizabeth was frighteningly astute.

“You are a naive child, but I don’t hold that against you. You were caught in circumstances beyond your control. Very well. I accept your condition. You will have a place here in my court.” Elizabeth held up a finger as if she didn’t want to be interrupted. “But hear this. You will not write to France. At all. You will break all ties with France. Trust me in this. I will know if you communicate with anyone in your home country.”

Aimee spared fleeting thoughts to Pierre and her mother. “I already have, Your Majesty.”

Elizabeth tilted her head. She motioned William Cecil over. “Have someone find Lady Marcheford permanent lodgings inside the palace.” Cecil nodded with no expression and left. “You may go,” Elizabeth said to Aimee.

Aimee hesitated. When a queen dismissed you, that was the end of your conversation. But Aimee had one more thing to say.

“Lady Marcheford,” the queen said sharply.

“What about Simon and Judith?” Aimee blurted out. “Will you allow them to go to Danfield and live in peace? Will you release them from court so they can be a family and get to know each other?”

Elizabeth’s lips thinned. The guard who had been standing behind her moved forward, but Elizabeth raised an elegant, bejeweled hand to stop him.

“I will.”

Aimee’s eyes filled with tears. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

—

Simon had taken Judith out to the gardens that bordered the Thames. Barge traffic was steady as the conveyances pulled up to the wooden steps that led to Whitehall. This was the main entrance to the palace, not the entrance from the street where Simon and Aimee had come in.

Judith was talking nonstop of her adventures in court. Simon had long ago stopped trying to figure out who was who and just listened to the cadence of her voice, nodding and humming in agreement where it seemed appropriate.

Occasionally she would skip, and then she would realize her faux pas and slow to a sedate stroll while looking out of the corner of her eye to her chaperone. The chaperone seemed to frown a lot, especially when Judith’s voice became too loud or she broke into a few skips.

When Judith came to live with him, he would make sure she skipped whenever she wanted. She was far too young at age twelve to have to worry about decorum. He wanted her to be a child, to skip and laugh and raise her voice.

“How are your studies?” he asked when she finally took a breath.

She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like to do numbers. They are boring, and I have to fight to keep awake.”

“Numbers can be boring, but they are necessary. How are you to run your husband’s home if you don’t know your numbers?”

She giggled, probably more at the thought of a husband than doing numbers her whole life. “Maud says that soon I will know who my husband is to be. Lucy found out who hers was just the other week, and she cried because she said he was old.”

“Who is Maud?”

Judith tilted her head to the right toward the frowning chaperone.

“Ah,” he said. “And how does Maud know these things?”

“She said Queen Elizabeth will find me a rich man to be my husband, and it will be soon, because I am coming of age.”

“Twelve years is not coming of age.” He didn’t care what Elizabeth thought or if there were girls, like this Lucy, who were already betrothed.

“I don’t think I would like someone old, though,” she said as she kicked a rock and looked out the side of her eye at Maud. “Old men stink.”

Simon choked back a laugh. “Well, as your guardian, I have the final say on whom and if and when you marry. You will not marry any time soon, and if you prefer someone younger, then we will search for someone younger.”

“Maud says I have to take who is given to me because we are not a grand family. Not like Lucy’s family.”

Simon wanted to strangle Maud. His first order of business would be to replace her.

“It depends on Maud’s definition of grand, I suppose,” he said. While the Marchefords did not come from nobility, Simon had more riches than some of the nobles who owned nothing but the estates that gobbled up their income.

Judith shrugged as if she could care less what Maud’s definition of grand was. She reminded him so much of their mother with her blond hair and the pert shape of her nose. The pointed chin was their father’s for certain. He suddenly missed his parents and wondered if Judith even remembered them. Their father had been a hardworking merchant. Their mother had toiled alongside him. They had created a warm and loving home for Simon and then Judith, who came to them late in life, when they thought they were finished having children.

Consumed with stories of battle and war, Simon had chosen to become a soldier in the queen’s army rather than take over his father’s business, which his father never said he regretted. Simon’s quick wit and agile brain had gotten him noticed, and when he was but twenty-one, he had been taken to the queen’s spymaster, Walsingham, and his spying days had begun.

Judith had been only four years old. After their parents’ death of influenza a few years ago, Simon had taken some time to spend with Judith, but it had been under a year before Elizabeth was calling him back to service.

“Would you mind terribly if we left the court and lived on my estate in Danfield?” he asked Judith carefully now. In some ways, court life was all she had known, even though he’d always taken her away from it during the odd breaks that he’d been given.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. It would be strange never seeing Lucy again. But then she’ll be getting married soon and will have to leave to live with her husband.”

Good Lord, but the girl was far too young to talk about living with husbands.

She leaned close to him and tugged on his sleeve. “Would we have to bring Maud?” she whispered.

“No,” he whispered back. “Unless you want to.”

She shook her head and giggled, then sliced a look at Maud, who was frowning. Again.

“What about your wife?” Judith asked in a sullen tone.

“My wife goes where I go.” He was still irked at Elizabeth for saying that Aimee was tainted in a way that might harm Judith. But he was not worried about Aimee living with them. He would convince Elizabeth otherwise. “You know, Judith, I was very disappointed in your treatment of Aimee.”

Judith walked on, her head bowed as if she were in thought, her feet dragging through the dead leaves. “She’s French,” she said.

“She is French. She grew up in the French court, much as you have grown up in the English court.”

“Where did you find her?”

Simon grinned. Judith made it sound like he’d just stumbled across Aimee on the side of the road, as if she were a lost puppy.

“I found her in the Scottish court.”

“Scottish?” She drew her brows together. “Is that not Queen Mary’s court?”

“It is. I see you’ve been studying up on your geography and history.”

She shrugged, dismissing more talk of her studies. “You don’t mind that she’s French?”

“Not at all. Why should I?”

“I don’t know.” But her mind was turning, and he wondered what she had heard about the French.

“Aimee will come to live with us, Judith. And she would like very much to become friends with you. I’d like it if you became friends with her.”

“Like Lucy?”

“No. Not like Lucy. Lucy is a special friend whom you grew up with. Aimee will be a new friend, different from Lucy.”

“Will she be my new mother?”

Simon’s heart twisted. “No, Judith. Our mother was your only mother.”

“I miss her,” Judith said softly.

“I do, too.”

“Very well,” she said in an adult way. “I will be Aimee’s friend if you insist.”

“I want you to be Aimee’s friend because you like her.”

“You ask much, brother.”

Simon laughed, earning himself a quelling look from Maud. He glared back at her until she turned away with a sniff.

“I ask only that you try,” he said.

“I can do that,” she said with a little more enthusiasm. “Do you love her?”

“I do. I really do love her.”

“Then maybe I can, too.”

Ah, to be young and impressionable and to trust those around you to lead you in the right direction.


Chapter 32

When Simon arrived back at their rooms after depositing Judith in hers and promising that he would visit later that evening, he found Aimee standing at one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, looking out over the gardens that Simon and Judith had been walking through.

Aimee turned to him, and he was struck by how sad she appeared.

“What is it?” he asked, taking her hands and kissing her knuckles.

She was still dressed in the beautiful blue and silver gown and wearing his sapphire. It winked in the sunlight and looked perfect against her creamy skin with that black hair.

“I saw you and Judith walking. You seemed to be having a very serious conversation.”

“We talked about her friend Lucy, who is engaged to be married to an old, smelly man, and she told me how she doesn’t like doing her numbers.”

Aimee smiled, but it was a sad, distracted smile. “Is she glad you are back?”

“Yes. She has a horrid chaperone who fills her head with tales, among them that she will be married soon and will be a charity case to her husband because she does not come from a good family.”

Aimee’s eyes widened. “She actually said that to poor Judith?”

“I don’t know if it was those words, but the meaning is the same. The woman will be sacked as soon as we leave this place.”

Darkness filled Aimee’s gray eyes. Simon sat in the nearest chair and tugged her down into his lap.

“The servants are in the next room,” she said.

“Am I supposed to care?”

She grinned and settled into his lap to put her head on his shoulder. He ran his fingers up and down her arm and stared out at the clouds through the window.

“I’m sorry for the way she treated you earlier,” he said.

“She’s young and she wants you all to herself. It’s understandable.”

“She said she would try better to like you and said that if I loved you then maybe she could like you.”

Aimee chuckled softly. “How very noble of her.”

“Give her time. She will soon love you as much as I do.”

They fell silent, but Simon felt there was something between them, something that hadn’t been there before. Aimee’s inner light was missing.

“Magpie, if you’re worried about what Elizabeth said—”

She put her finger to his lips, silencing the rest of his words. “Not now,” she said. “I want you to make love to me.”

He drew back to look at her. She was looking up at him, her long black lashes framing her light eyes, her lips parted.

“How can I say no to that?”

She pulled his head down and kissed him, imprisoning him between her hands and ravishing his mouth as if she were starving and he were her only meal.

Instantly his body hardened with a great need that could be fulfilled only by this wondrous woman whom he was so incredibly lucky to call wife.

Frantically her hands roamed his body, her fingertips burning wherever they touched him, even through the velvet of his doublet and the satin of his breeches. He groaned beneath her touch.

Her hands found the outline of his erection and she cupped her hand around it.

“Merde,” he whispered. “What has gotten into you?”

She drew her hand away, looking chagrined. He caught it and put it back. “I like it.”

“Do you?” Her gaze flew to his in wonderment.

“I do. A lot. Please. Continue.”

Gently she touched him, feeling him through his breeches experimentally, then boldly, while he laid his head back against the chair, closed his eyes, and let her do what she wanted with him.

When she pressed down on his hard cock, he moaned and his hips bucked. She experimented with different pressures and holds until he thought he was going to explode and was gasping at the pleasure.

He unbuttoned his breeches and lifted his arse so he could slide them off, exposing himself to her.

In wonder, she looked down at him and touched him delicately, making his member jerk. She felt along the slit at the top, causing him to gasp, then ran a light finger down the length of him.

“It’s hard and soft,” she said in a tone of wonderment.

He laughed and she grinned at him.

“Sit on me,” he said in a strangled voice.

She seemed uncertain, so he moved her until her sapphire skirts were bunched up and she was straddling him. He reached beneath the voluminous material and found her center. She was wet and her nub was erect. He flicked his finger across it and she cried out, arching her back.

“Ride me,” he said.

“I don’t know how.”

Taking her hips between his hands, he lifted her up so that he was poised at her entrance, then lowered her slowly.

“Oh,” she said in surprise, her eyes flying open as she carefully settled onto him. “Oh,” she moaned.

He gripped the chair’s arms and looked up at her, never having seen a more erotic sight before. They were both almost fully clothed, and yet it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen a man and woman do.

“Ride me,” he said again.

Slowly she lifted herself up, held herself still while he was just barely inside her, and then slowly, ever so slowly, lowered herself again.

With a sly grin, she did that over and over, so slowly that he thought he was going to lose his mind. His fingers dug into the arms of the chair and he gritted his teeth, small moans escaping him each time she lowered herself onto him and he slid up inside her.

Her eyes glazed over, and he could see that she was enjoying this as well. She moved faster, small gasps escaping as she ground down on him, gripping his shoulders tightly. He did not touch her. Although it took every bit of willpower, he refused to control her motions, letting her take charge and feel the power she could have with him.

She pumped faster now, her breasts bouncing, and even though he thought he would die if he didn’t touch them, he kept his hands on the arms of the chair. “God, Aimee,” he moaned. “I’m so close.”

She looked down on him, and he saw such a change in her. She felt the control. She felt the power she had over him in that moment. She could have done anything, demanded anything, and he would have given it to her freely just so she didn’t stop.

Her hair had fallen from its intricate design and tumbled over her shoulders. She looked wild and free and at the same time in control.

“I can’t. Hold. On.”

He gnashed his teeth together as he came inside her, straining against the hold he had on the chair, sitting forward as he felt the most intense completion he’d ever felt. It seemed endless, and he wished it would never stop.

Aimee ground down on him and let loose a guttural cry as her inner muscles clenched and she grabbed his shoulders, her fingers digging into him.

—

Simon lazily ran his fingers in circles on Aimee’s arm and yawned.

“We missed the evening meal,” he said. Eventually they’d made it to the bed, divested themselves of their clothes, and made love again. And then again. They’d spent the rest of the day in bed, and Simon had to admit it was the most pleasurable day he’d ever had. “And I promised Judith I would see her again after supper.”

“Then you’d best go,” Aimee said drowsily.

Simon looked down at her and smiled. His wife. He kissed the top of her head. “Do you want to go with me?”

“I don’t think I should. Judith is not fond of me at the moment, and I think it best that the two of you spend some time together.”

“That will change.”

“I hope you weren’t too hard on her. She wasn’t at all prepared for you to bring a wife home.”

“I don’t want to leave,” he said. “If it were anyone else but Judith, I would stay and make love to you again.”

She smiled up at him. “Go to her. She needs you right now.”

Reluctantly he slid out of bed and began to dress. “When we get home, I would like you to find her someone more suitable to be her companion and maid. She’ll need a tutor, too. I have no idea where she is in her learning, although she did impress me by knowing who Queen Mary was and that she was the leader of Scotland.”

When Aimee didn’t respond, he looked over his shoulder at her. She had sat up and was leaning against the headboard, adorably mussed, her face still flushed from their most recent lovemaking. But she didn’t look as radiant as she might have. She looked sad.

“What is it, Magpie?”

“Simon, you heard Elizabeth today. She does not want me around Judith. She as much as told you that you had to choose between the two of us.”

“I heard her,” he said flatly.

“She won’t release Judith from court if I am going to your estate with you.”

“She will.”

Aimee sighed. “She won’t, Simon. She was serious.”

Fully dressed, he leaned over the bed and kissed her on the lips, lingering long enough to want to rip his clothes off and crawl beneath the covers and make love to her again.

“Trust me,” he said. “Everything will be fine.” He straightened before he truly did tumble her back into the bed. “I will be back shortly.”

Judith was waiting for him when he arrived in one of the main formal rooms of the palace. She was dressed as a proper young lady, her hair brushed to a sheen. She jumped up as soon as she saw him, and he held his arm out to her so they could take a stroll around the palace.

She chattered on about Lucy and a girl named Margaret who, from what Simon could tell, was a year older than Judith and Lucy and more worldly-wise. Judith seemed to be much in awe of Margaret. Simon half listened as they walked, Judith’s gait more sedate than the skipping of that afternoon.

He was thinking of Aimee and their afternoon spent together. While he’d enjoyed it immensely, he’d felt there was something off about Aimee, a desperation and sadness about her that hadn’t been there before. Surely she didn’t believe that he would allow Elizabeth to keep him away from his wife and sister, did she? She had more faith in him than that.

Nevertheless, he was worried. Was she second-guessing her choice to come to England with him? Would she prefer to be on that French ship, sailing back to Pierre?

The thought angered him, and he brushed it aside. Her lovemaking clearly showed that she had no regrets about choosing him over the Frenchman.

He and Judith had completed a circuit of the gallery when Judith said. “So you agree, Simon?”

His attention snapped back to his sister. “Agree to what?”

She sighed in exasperation. “That I will need a new wardrobe if I am to find a husband. Maud says so.”

Damnation, but he really needed to sack this Maud.

“Judith, we will be living at Danfield. There is no need for an entirely new wardrobe, but maybe we can get you fitted for two new gowns. How is that?”

“Are we truly leaving court?”

He couldn’t tell by her tone if she was happy about that. “Don’t you want to?”

“I guess. I mean, I would like to live with you, and I would like it if you stayed for a long time, but I will miss Lucy and Margaret, and I will miss court life. Well, some of court life.”

“We can always visit occasionally.”

Judith seemed to think about that, her brows drawn down in thought. “I would like that,” she finally said.

“I will talk to Aimee about bringing a dressmaker in to get you fitted. That can be something the two of you can do together.”

Her frown deepened as she weighed the possibilities of new gowns versus time spent with Aimee. “I suppose that would be all right,” she finally said.

He left her with Maud because it was her bedtime, his only consolation being that soon the stern-faced, dour Maud would be gone and they would be living in the fresh air of Danfield.

When he returned, Aimee was still in bed, fast asleep. It seemed he’d worn her out. While he desperately wanted to make love to her again, he suspected she needed her sleep; yawning, he admitted that he needed his as well.


Chapter 33

The next morning Simon woke to find Aimee already up and a bath being prepared in the next room.

Simon rolled over and stretched, disappointed that the day had started without lovemaking. That would have been an excellent way to wake up.

“I’m starving,” he said.

“That’s what happens when we miss supper,” she said, her back to him as she plaited her hair.

He watched her, reveling in the simple act of watching her work her hair into a long braid. Her fingers moved quickly and expertly, smoothing the long strands until they cooperated with her. She tied a red ribbon at the end.

“Come here,” he said, holding his hand out to her. She hesitated, and a feeling of dread washed through him. “What is wrong, Magpie? Why the distance between us?”

She went to the open door, where the servants were filling a tub on the other side, and closed it. But she didn’t come to him, as he had beckoned her to. Instead she stood at the door and looked at him sadly, twisting her fingers in front of her.

“We need to talk,” she said.

“Those are never good words.” He slid out of bed and reached for his breeches, suddenly feeling vulnerable without clothes. When he was done, he stood before her. “Tell me.”

She took a breath and straightened her shoulders. “Yesterday Elizabeth told you that I wasn’t good enough to be around Judith.”

“That’s not what she said.”

Aimee held her hand up to stop him. “Please let me finish before I lose my courage.”

His stomach was churning, and the hunger he’d felt moments before was a sickening lump.

“Elizabeth has every right to not trust me. I was a spy in Mary’s court.”

“That was not your choosing. You were blackmailed into doing it.”

“Please, Simon. Please let me finish.”

He clamped his back teeth together and nodded.

“You must look at this from Elizabeth’s point of view. Her best spy returns, wed to another spy.” She held her hand up when he opened his mouth. “I was not a good spy, but nonetheless that is why I was in Mary’s court. What else should Elizabeth think but that I am now a spy in her court? Of course she is wary.”

“This is nonsense. Elizabeth is jumping to conclusions because she’s too cautious.”

“I don’t think any monarch can be too cautious.” She paused. “I will not be going to Danfield with you and Judith.”

“Yes, you will.”

“I spoke to Elizabeth yesterday and told her that I would stay here, under her eye, if she allowed you and Judith to leave.”

Simon felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. He was breathless for a moment. “You did what?” he asked.

“I told her that I would stay if she released Judith to you and allowed the two of you to leave.”

“The hell you say.” There was barely any inflection in his voice. He was too shocked to be feeling anything yet.

“And she agreed.”

He wanted to stagger back at the blows that kept coming. “So you don’t want to live with Judith and me?”

“No!” She stepped forward and reached out to him but dropped her arm to her side before she touched him. Tears filled her eyes. “I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my days with you and Judith at Danfield, but it can’t be, Simon. Elizabeth will not allow it, and I want you and Judith to be together. Judith is your priority. Getting her out of court is more important than anything I want.”

“You are my priority as well as Judith, and I am not leaving you here.”

The tears had spilled over and were rolling down her cheeks. “You must,” she whispered. “Because it is already done.”

“The hell it is.” He grabbed the rest of his clothes from the floor and threw them on. They were beyond wrinkled, but he didn’t care. He marched toward the door that she was still standing in front of. 

Aimee grabbed his sleeve to try to drag him to a stop. “Simon, no! Please don’t do this.”

“You have no idea what I’m going to do.”

“Don’t go to her. Don’t make this worse than it is. She has agreed to give me a position in her court and to let you and Judith go. That’s more important than anything else.”

He stopped to look at her. “More important than our marriage? I thought you loved me, Aimee.”

“I do love you.” Her cheeks were wet with tears, and more were falling. “I love you more than my life, and that is why I did this. I refuse to make you choose between Judith and me.”

“So you chose for me?”

“Judith is more important. Your family is more important.”

“Don’t you see, Aimee? You are my family. You and Judith. You’re my everything.”

She buried her face in her hands and sobbed. “I love you,” she said. “But I won’t make you choose. I refuse to make you choose.”

“I’ve already chosen.” He opened the door and stalked out, so furious, so irate, that he could barely think. He was both heartbroken that Aimee had so easily given up on their marriage and angry that she hadn’t trusted him to make this right.

He marched through the palace as people rushed to get out of his way, whispering to each other and staring after him. He did not care. He had one mission in mind, and nothing was going to stop him.

He reached the Privy Chamber doors. The guards stepped in front, blocking his way. “Halt.”

“Get out of my way,” he said between clenched teeth.

“I don’t think so, Sir Simon.”

“Oh, I think so.”

“You must have an appointment with the queen.”

“I have a standing appointment.” That much was true. As one of Elizabeth’s spies, he was always allowed admittance whenever he asked. Granted, that was for national security issues, but he was invoking it right now and had no qualms about it.

The guard hesitated, glancing at his counterpart, who shrugged as if he meant to say that he had no idea what was happening.

Finally the two of them stepped away, and Simon entered the Privy Chamber. It was early in the morning, and there were fewer people here than there would be in the afternoon. Elizabeth was listening to some lord drone on about a land grant.

All heads turned toward him, even Elizabeth’s, as he stalked toward her.

Cecil stepped in front of the queen. “Now see here,” he sputtered.

Simon looked over Cecil’s shoulder at Elizabeth. “I need to speak to you immediately,” he said.

Elizabeth hesitated, then nodded. Reluctantly Cecil stepped back, glaring at Simon.

“Clear the room,” Simon said.

“This is highly irregular,” Elizabeth said with a calm that didn’t surprise Simon. Rarely did she get ruffled.

“Unless you would like everyone present to hear what I have to say?”

She waved her hand, and the guards began clearing the room. Cecil stayed firmly at her shoulder; Simon had expected nothing less. No one could extricate Cecil from Elizabeth’s presence.

“I hear you had a nice visit with my wife yesterday.”

“She came to me.” Elizabeth was calm, as if she were enjoying the interaction, and Simon didn’t doubt that she was.

“And I hear that the two of you came to an agreement.”

“It was her proposition, Simon. I don’t know why you are angry with me.”

“Because you agreed to it.”

“I don’t trust her. She is a spy.”

“And so am I.”

“Yes, but you are my spy, and she is Catherine’s spy. For all I know, she is Mary’s spy as well.”

“Mary wants her dead.”

Elizabeth shrugged as if it were of no consequence to her.

“Aimee, Judith, and I will be leaving tonight for Danfield, and there is nothing you can do about it.”

Cecil seemed to choke, and his eyes bulged at Simon’s audacity.

Elizabeth grinned. “You will be very fortunate if I don’t have you thrown in the Tower.”

“You won’t.”

She arched a red brow. “You are so certain?”

“Yes.”

She folded her hands in her lap and contemplated him. “Pray, tell me what causes this certainty.”

“I am well trained in what I do, thanks to you. I have been a loyal servant for the majority of my life. I have laid my life down for you too many times to count. I know a lot of secrets. Those things alone should grant me the leave to retire with all of my family to Danfield and live the rest of my life in peace.”

“I will not allow my best spy to live with another spy.”

He rolled his eyes. “She is not a spy. She is a young girl who was forced to go to Scotland and report back to Catherine. Aimee had no idea how to be a spy and obviously was not very good, for Mary found her out right away.”

“Nevertheless—”

“Nevertheless, you will not allow me to live in peace and happiness after all I have done for you.”

Her eyes flashed ire at being interrupted. “You have been well compensated for all you have done for me and for England.”

“I have never asked for any of it. In fact, I have asked little of you except to take care of my sister and now this.”

“I am growing weary of this argument, Simon, and I have a long day ahead of me.”

“Very well. I have information that you will be interested in. From King Philip of Spain about Mary.”

She stilled. Her dark eyes narrowed on him. “You have not told me everything, then?”

He lifted a brow but did not answer.

“This is unacceptable. If you have information vital to England’s safety, then I need to know of it.”

He was taking a gamble. Despite his bravado, she could easily have him thrown in the Tower and find Philip’s letter on him, but Simon believed that deep in her heart, Elizabeth held a fondness for her spies and that she would not banish him to the Tower.

At least he hoped not.

“It is imperative that you turn this information over to me.”

“Guarantee me that Aimee, Judith, and I will walk out of here and live in peace.”

Her jaw worked and a light of appreciation lit her eyes. “You are diabolical,” she said. “And—I say this grudgingly—admirable.”

“All I need is your promise.”

She took a deep breath and stared at him while she considered, but Simon knew she was drawing out the anticipation while she’d already made her decision. She would not risk England’s safety over this.

“Very well, you have my word that your wife and your sister and you can leave Whitehall.”

“Today. We can leave today, and you will leave us in peace.”

She tilted her head with a slight smile. “You may depart today, and I will leave you in peace.”

He produced Philip’s now wrinkled and soiled letter and handed it to Cecil. “Philip outlines his plans to invade the Netherlands and then to help Mary conquer England through the Netherlands. He cautions Mary to practice patience and to wait for him so together they can invade England.”

Elizabeth showed no emotion. “And you felt this wasn’t important enough to tell me?”

Simon grinned. “I would have told you at some point.”

Elizabeth pressed her lips tightly together, clearly struggling to mask her amusement.

Simon bowed. “Good day, Your Majesty. I have much to do to prepare my family to leave this afternoon.” He began to back out.

“Sir Simon.”

He stopped, worried that she had changed her mind and was going to throw him in the Tower after all.

“Now I know why you are so good at what you do. It’s been a privilege to have you on England’s side, and even though no one can know of your activities and how much safer we are because of you, please know that I am aware, and I thank you on behalf of all of England.”

Overcome with emotion, Simon could only bow his head. “Thank you, Your Majesty. That means much.”

“I know I just promised that you could leave today, but I ask that you stay another day. At least until the ceremony is over.”

“Ceremony, Your Majesty?”

“Where I appoint you Earl of Danfield. For services rendered.”

The breath rushed out of Simon, and he thought of his father, the merchant, and how proud he would have been to see his son elevated to the position of earl, and his daughter now Lady Judith.

“Thank you,” he said, humbled. “We will stay until after the ceremony.”

He walked out of the queen’s Privy Chamber to find Aimee on the other side of the doors, pacing. It was clear that she had dressed hastily; her hair was still in its braid, she was missing her cap, and her bodice was askew and her skirts wrinkled. She looked up at him, her large gray eyes filled with worry.

“All is well,” he said.

She swallowed a few times as her eyes swam with tears. “Truly?” she whispered.

“Truly. You and Judith and I will be moving to Danfield tomorrow or the next day.” Damn, but he’d forgotten that he had promised Judith new gowns, and as a countess, Aimee would need a new wardrobe as well.

“Me?” she asked.

“Yes, you. You are my wife. You are my family. Of course you will go with me.”

“But…”

Simon took her hands in his and squeezed them. The guards were watching, and people glanced at them, but no one paid them too much attention. “I am hurt that you did not think I would fight for you.”

“I thought I was doing the right thing.”

“Ah, Magpie. I admire that, but you are my heart, and I will not go anywhere without you. I certainly will never leave you behind.”

A lone tear spilled down her cheek. “What did I do to deserve this kind of happiness?”

“You trekked across all of Scotland, and you fought off a madman. Now you’re stuck with me.”

She grinned and sobbed at the same time. “I didn’t want to leave you,” she whispered. “But I could not think of what else to do.”

“You talk to me, and together we work it out.”

She nodded. He wiped at her tears.

“What did you say to convince her?”

“I blackmailed her.”

Aimee gaped. “What?”

“I blackmailed her with the letter we found on Rowland.”

A giggle erupted from her and she covered her mouth, her eyes round in shock.

“Oh, and tomorrow there will be a ceremony to elevate me to an earl. The Earl of Danfield, I think she said.”

“Simon! Truly? You are fooling me.”

“I would never fool you, Magpie. Tomorrow you will be the Countess of Danfield.”

She laughed, causing heads to turn their way; despite their surroundings, she threw herself into his arms and hugged him. “I do not care about being a countess. I’m just happy that we can be together.”

“Ah, Magpie. The title means nothing to me without you by my side. I’d wander Scotland and the world forever if it meant I could do it with you.”

He kissed her on the lips and took her hand so they could find Judith and start their new life together.
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Chapter 1

HOLYROOD PALACE, EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND

DECEMBER, 1566

“So, we are in agreement.” The voice drifted through the wooden door, loud and clear as if Will were standing in the same room.

“I see no other way.” This came from Lord Maitland. Will knew his voice but couldn’t quite place the others.

“Divorce is out of the question.” Ah, that was James Steward, the Earl of Moray and Queen Mary’s stepbrother. “It would put into question the legitimacy of the prince.”

At that moment, a door that Will hadn’t even known existed opened and like a fairy that the Scots were always talking about, a woman stepped through.

Fresh, cold air swirled in around her, chasing away the fetid, musty air that had been clogging Will’s throat. Sunlight spilled across the stone floor and mossy walls, causing him to shrink into the shadows like a beetle scurrying to the dark corners.

She quietly closed the door behind her and pulled a peach-hued shawl off her head, shaking the snow from it and revealing a head full of red hair half falling from its pins.

“There is only one solution to the problem of Darnley.”

The woman froze in the act of fluffing her skirts. Her head jerked up.

Go! Run! Get out of here before they see you! His mind was screaming but he kept the words to himself for fear of revealing himself to the her, but more important fear of revealing himself to the men in the other room.

Of course, she didn’t run. She was like a frightened rabbit in the crosshairs of a hunter, frozen.

“Mary will never agree to it,” one of the other men said.

“She already has,” Moray said softly, but still loud enough that Will and the woman heard.

Who was she?

There was an ominous silence from the other room. Will hoped the lords were contemplating the enormity of what they were plotting and he prayed they would change their mind even though he knew there was a slim chance of that happening.

These plans had been a long time in the making, far longer than the idea had fermented in their small little minds. In a way, the death of the queen’s husband, Lord Darnley, was inevitable.

“Then we are in agreement that the king must die.”

The woman covered her mouth and stifled a shocked gasp, while inwardly Will groaned. She should have run when she first realized she was somewhere she should not have been.

With a shaking hand she reached behind her, quietly opened the door to the outside and slipped out just as Lord Richard Lysle, the Earl of Kirkinny, stepped out of the hidden room.

Too late Will realized that the woman had dropped her shawl in her haste to leave.

Not seeing it at first Lysle stepped on it, stopped, looked down and considered the pale shawl for the longest time before bending to pick it up.

Thoughtfully he rubbed the silk between his fingers before slowly raising it to his nose to sniff. 
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