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The days were evil, it was a busy time.


—Sir James Melville




Chapter 1

HOLYROOD PALACE, EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND

DECEMBER 1566

“So, we are in agreement.”

“I see no other way.”

“Divorce is out of the question.”

The voices on the other side of the door were loud and clear, as if Will were standing in the same room with them.

The plan they were discussing had been a long time in the making, far longer than the idea had fermented in the conspirators’ small minds. In a way, the death of the queen’s husband, Lord Darnley, was inevitable.

So far, while standing with his ear pressed to the door, Lord Will Sheffield had been able to recognize two of the four voices. Lord Maitland, a confidant of the queen and a high-ranking Scottish noble, and Lord Moray, the queen’s half brother.

“Divorce would put into question the legitimacy of the prince.”

They were correct in that respect, which left only one option for the king of Scotland.

Death.

While silence hung heavy after that statement, a door that Will hadn’t even known existed opened. 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. Weak 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 with a sigh pulled a peach-hued shawl off her head, shaking the snow from it and revealing thick, red hair half falling from its pins.

“There is only one solution to the problem of Darnley,” said a voice from the other side of the closed door.

The woman froze in the act of fluffing her skirts. Her head jerked up and her eyes darted around as if searching for the source of the voice.

Go! Run! Leave before they see you! Will’s mind was screaming but he kept the words in to himself for fear of revealing himself to her, but more important, for 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.

“The queen will never agree to a divorce,” one of the other men said.

Someone said something in a low voice but Will couldn’t hear what, and he was cursing the woman for making his heart pound so harshly in fear that he couldn’t hear the conversation on the other side of the door.

Will stared hard at her, willing her to leave, to go back out that door before she heard more. At any moment one of those men could leave the small room they were sequestered in and see her standing there.

If they were prepared to kill the king of Scotland they would not think twice about killing her.

There was an ominous pause from the other room. Will hoped that in the silence the lords were contemplating the enormity of what they were plotting. He prayed they would change their minds even though he knew there was a slim chance of that happening.

For the love of God, woman, leave!

“Then we agree 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 Richard Kirkinny, earl of Lysle, 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.

—

Rose slammed shut the door to her bedchamber and leaned against it, her heart pounding so hard she feared it would explode. Surely she’d not heard what she thought she’d heard, had she?

She couldn’t have…

Those men…

They’d been speaking of killing the king.

No.

She had to have heard wrong.

Certainly, she was wrong.

The door bumped against her back as if someone was pushing against it. She squeaked and jumped.

“Rose? Let me in.”

With a relieved sigh, Rose opened the door and Lady Margaret Lockhart swept through in a swirl of spring green skirts. “Really, Rose, it’s quite rude of you to lock me out of my own room.”

“I wasn’t locking you out,” Rose said.

Margaret pulled off her pink and green shawl and held her hands toward the fire to warm them. “It’s bitter cold out there,” she said. “And this fire is terribly inadequate. Where is Alice?”

Alice was their somewhat inept lady’s maid who tended to disappear occasionally. “Who knows,” Rose said.

Margaret harrumphed, then eyed Rose. “Why is the hem of your gown filthy?”

“Is it?” Rose tried to act innocent as she looked down at her hem. Sure enough, it was caked in dirt.

“Really, Rose, you must stop tromping through the mud like a common farm girl.”

“I am a common farm girl.” Well, sort of. Her family owned cattle. No, her family had cattle. Much of the cattle in their possession they did not own as it had been stolen.

“You look pale,” Margaret said, eyeing her closer than Rose was comfortable with.

“Do I? I don’t know why. I was outside so I should be all pink from the cold.” She could not meet Margaret’s eyes as her stomach turned with apprehension thinking about where she had been and what she had heard.

“Are you attending the salon tonight?” Rose asked in a feeble attempt to redirect Margaret’s thoughts and to forget for a moment her flight through the courtyard with the words of the men pounding in her brain.

“Of course,” Margaret said. “Why wouldn’t I?”

For once Rose ignored Margaret and sat in the chair in front of the fire.

They were planning to kill Lord Darnley. Queen Mary’s husband.

She shuddered and crossed her arms to ward off the cold that was seeping through her.

“Really, Rose, you must stop spending most of your time outdoors in this cold,” Margaret said. “You’ll catch a chill and make all of us sick. I swear, if you get me sick, I will be quite cross with you.”

Rose blocked Margaret’s querulous voice.

It was no secret that the queen and king did not get along. They spent more time apart than together. Darnley was an embarrassment to their beautiful queen, cavorting with other women and, rumor had it, men too.

And it wouldn’t be the first time that someone had died at the hands of dissatisfied lords. Earlier in the year the queen’s most favored advisor, Rizzio, had been killed by like-minded lords who resented the power the advisor had over the queen. Those lords had been banished from Scotland.

But this…this was far more serious. They were speaking of killing the king.

“Rose!”

Rose jumped and jerked her head up to find Margaret staring at her with a frown.

“You really must stop daydreaming.”

“I was thinking.”

“I was asking what you were going to wear to supper.”

“I have no idea.”

Margaret rolled her eyes. She did that a lot around Rose.

“How do you propose to find a husband if you don’t take care of your appearance? You can’t arrive to supper with mud on your hem.”

“Well, I wasn’t planning on wearing this gown.”

Margaret huffed and spun around to rummage through her considerable collection of gowns. Rose often thought that Margaret’s parents had beggared themselves in outfitting their daughter for court. Then again, Rose’s almost had as well, and she had half the gowns that Margaret did.

She turned back to the fire but thoughts of Darnley had conjured the memories of him that were always at the edges of her mind.

“You’re catching a chill,” Margaret said ominously.

Rose ignored her as she desperately tried to push the memories away. But they seeped through the cracks in her mind, insidiously taking over everything, reaching their deadly claws into her.

At least she could be thankful that they weren’t complete memories. But they were enough to render her immobile. The familiar, slick fear slid over her until it coated everything. She remembered his hands the most. The feel of them. The fact that they were everywhere on her body, and she recalled the faint question of how one man could make two hands move so much and touch so much so quickly.

She recalled the cold air as he yanked up her skirts, the smooth fingers scratching at the skin on her thighs. She remembered his lips coming toward her.

She remembered so much and so little at the same time.

“Rose!”

Jerked back to the present Rose stared at Margaret who was looking down on her with her hands on her hips and her lips twisted, but her eyes were dark with worry.

“You’re catching an ague, aren’t you? I knew you would come down with something, all that traipsing around in the cold and wet. It will be the death of you, it will.”

“Truly, I’m well,” Rose managed. Although she knew she was not coming down with the ague, she was also far from feeling well, and Margaret’s disbelieving look told her that even she didn’t believe Rose.

Rose wiped the perspiration from her brow, but she was still trembling, and an icy fear invaded her bones.

Margaret would never believe that she wasn’t coming down with some dreadful disease that she would spread throughout the palace, but neither was Rose going to tell her what was really bothering her.

She could tell no one.

“Where is your shawl?” Margaret asked as she looked around the room. “You’re shivering. I should call the physician.”

“No,” Rose said weakly, trembling more. The memories always left her weak and tired and trembling. Sometimes they made her head hurt too.

“Here.” Margaret tossed something at Rose, and it landed on her head, then slithered down her shoulder and onto the floor.

Rose looked at it blankly.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Margaret picked up the pink and green shawl and tucked it around Rose tenderly. “You’re shaking like a leaf, and I can’t find your shawl.”

Rose stood so suddenly that she bumped her shoulder on Margaret’s chin, causing the girl to stumble back and the shawl to fall to the floor again.

“Rose! What is wrong with you?”

“My shawl,” Rose cried. “Where’s my shawl?”

Margaret huffed in exasperation. “That’s what I’ve been asking you.”

Rose turned in circles, her gaze raking across the room.

“It’s the peach one,” she said. “I had it earlier today. I wore it outside, over my head because it was so cold.” She was talking as madly as her mind was working and Margaret was looking at her like she’d sprouted another head.

It wasn’t here and the last place she’d had it was…

Oh, good Lord.

The last place she’d had it was in the cellar of the palace where she’d heard the diabolical plot to kill the…

Surely she’d dropped it somewhere else, like outside while she was running back to her room. Or maybe it was in the corridor.

She raced to the door and yanked it open to look up and down the hall but there was no errant peach shawl lying innocently in the corridor.

Oh, please let a servant have picked it up. Please don’t let me have dropped it outside the room where those evil men were planning and plotting.

She ducked back into her chambers and closed the door to find Margaret looking at her with a little bit of fear.

“I lost my shawl,” Rose said.

“I see that.”

“It’s not here.”

“No. It’s not.”

Rose’s shoulders drooped. “It’s probably outside,” she whispered.

Margaret pressed her lips together as if she wanted to say something but stopped herself.

A sick fear snaked through Rose. Whoever those men were they were not men to cross. If they thought she had heard anything of their murderous plot she was in grave danger.


Chapter 2

Lord Will Sheffield watched her from afar during the evening supper.

She was nervous, her shoulders rigid, her gaze flicking about the dining hall like a nervous bird. He could read her easily. She wasn’t adept at hiding her thoughts. That wasn’t a good trait to have in the court of a monarch where espionage and secrets flowed like the honeyed wine being served.

She had information but not enough information. She knew the what but not the who. That protected her some. But there was still Lord Lysle.

Will shifted his attention to Lysle, who was with his mates, Moray and Maitland. Stupid of them to congregate together but they were of a class of people who thought themselves above the law. They believed they could plot and plan a king’s murder behind closed doors then act like the best of friends in public with no one the wiser. And maybe they were correct. Who would imagine that three of the highest ranking nobles in Scotland were discussing death and destruction of such magnitude?

Occasionally Lysle would casually look around the room. Maybe he didn’t yet know the identity of the woman who had left her shawl behind. Then again maybe he did. But his gaze never lingered overlong on the nervous ginger-haired lass.

However, Will’s gaze did linger on that lady. Besides the nervous jitters and the rigid posture, she was fair to look at. Fairer than when he’d seen her stumble through the outside cellar door. Her gown was certainly cleaner. No muddied hem, no melting snow dotting her shoulders and skirts. Her complexion was that of a ginger, pale with a touch of peach. Her hair reminded him of Queen Elizabeth’s, only lighter, with touches of blond and yellow. He liked it. She was slim and short but there was something else about her. Something that set her apart from the others. She didn’t titter and giggle and glance around to see if the eligible men were watching her. Then again, it could be because of her nerves.

Or it could be because that was the way she was. The meal slowly wound down. People began to leave, heading toward Mary’s outer chamber and the salon she was holding that night. Will followed, keeping back, pretending nonchalance while he continued to observe her.

Lysle did the same, his sharp gaze raking the women as they passed. To Will it appeared that Lysle was looking for the owner of the peach shawl, but still wasn’t certain which one she was.

What was her name? It seemed rude to refer to her as the ginger, but for now it would have to do.

He noticed that she was with Emma Howard’s group. That could work to his advantage. He would wait. His opportunity would come if he was patient and didn’t rush it. But he had Lysle to think of as well. He shot another glance at the lord but he was gone, swallowed up by the crowd. Somehow that wasn’t reassuring.

Will was one of the last to enter the outer chambers where the salon was being held. The room was filling up. Groups had started to form, some playing games of chance or cards, others listening to the musicians, while others congregated into tight groups to talk and discuss. About what he wasn’t certain. They all resided in the same palace and saw each other day in and day out. One would think they would tire of each other but that never seemed the case.

He spotted Lady Howard with her entourage of lasses and headed toward her. She was a cool blonde with pale blue eyes that studied, weighed and evaluated. She always chose her words carefully and rarely let her feelings show. She’d been in this court a long time, hence the reason the others flocked to her. She’d become a widow at a young age and had no desire to find another husband, and therefore was not a threat to the other lasses’ bids for a successful marriage.

She appeared bored while the others chattered and flitted about her. Will caught her eye and motioned with a lift of his chin for her to come to him. He wasn’t sure it would work. Emma was her own person.

She came to him but the expression in her eye wasn’t friendly. Will was accustomed to the cool reception. He was a friend of Darnley, and even though Darnley was the king and the husband of Queen Mary, the man wasn’t well liked—and that was putting it in the best terms possible. Being a “friend” of Darnley’s was not an accomplishment to most people.

Emma was a Howard. Her loyalties lay strictly and solely with the queen. Since Rizzio’s murder and the rumors that had circulated afterward that Darnley had somehow been involved, Mary had called the Howards around her as a safety net. The Howards were not, and never had been, friends of Darnley.

Emma tilted her head at him, keeping silent so that he had to begin the conversation.

“You’re looking well, Lady Emma.”

She pursed her lips and her look told him that she wasn’t buying anything he was selling.

“And just what are you about, my lord?”

He grinned. Truly he admired this woman. She’d come from a bad marriage, was widowed a few years into it, was childless and now her own person. She might be the same age in years as the girls that followed her like puppies but in so many other ways she was older than all of them.

“I need a favor.”

She made a noise of disbelief and surprise. “Surely you jest.”

“No jest and this is completely innocent.” He was lying but he was a good liar. Lying didn’t bother him, and so he felt no qualms.

Her head tilted the other way and she pressed her lips together, forcing back a grin of her own. “Nothing you do is innocent.”

He raised a brow. “And what do you know of the things I do?”

“I know you’re Darnley’s man. That’s all I need to know.”

“We were school friends. That is all.” He walked a fine line here at Holyrood Palace. He did not particularly like being referred to as Darnley’s man because he did not like Darnley, but it was the cover that kept him here to do his job. And for once it wasn’t a lie. He and Darnley were boyhood friends, having gone to school together.

“What do you want of me?” she asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

He lifted his chin toward the ginger who was sitting on a bench by herself. “I want to meet her.”

Emma followed his look. “Rose? You want to meet Rose?”

Ah, he finally had a name. Rose.

It was fitting. She seemed a delicate flower.

“Why do you want to meet Rose?” Emma asked.

“Why, my lady. That is rude.” He pretended to be taken aback, and she slapped lightly at his arm.

“The question is fair and the answer will determine my response.”

He found himself looking at the ginger—Rose—closely and in a different way than he had at supper. “Because I admire the color of her hair, and I like that she keeps herself apart from your gaggle of followers. She doesn’t seem silly like them.”

Instead of following his gaze to Rose, Emma looked at him thoughtfully. “That was very poetic,” she said. “I didn’t know you had it in you. You surprise me, my lord.”

Like a schoolboy he felt his face heat in embarrassment. “Will you introduce us?”

She seemed to think about it, her blue eyes narrowing on him. “That depends. What is your motive?”

“To pass the time with a pretty girl.” He held up his hand as she opened her mouth to no doubt give him some sort of put-down. “Not in that way. I would never do that.”

Her eyes narrowed again. “I have heard stories of you so I don’t believe that.”

“Rose is not that kind of girl,” he said.

“Oh? And how would you know that?”

He shrugged. He just did.

“Rose is…different,” Emma said, looking over at the girl. “She’s quiet and she far prefers the outdoors to other pursuits like landing a husband. She doesn’t flirt and she’s shy.” Emma looked back at him. “I don’t think she’s for you.”

He felt his opportunity slipping away and knew he had to convince her quickly before he lost his chance.

“Don’t you think that’s for me to decide? And Rose?” It seemed wrong to call her by her first name so soon but he didn’t know her last name yet.

“What I think is that I had better keep my eye on you. Rose doesn’t have anyone to defend her.”

He mock shuddered. “The thought of you defending her frightens me.”

She laughed, and he began to relax.

“You have my word, Emma. My intentions are honorable.”

She slanted him a disbelieving look. “Your idea of honorable and mine are vastly different, Will.”

“In this I think they are the same.” He was telling the truth now. All he wanted was to make sure Rose was safe and that Lysle never realized she was the one missing the shawl.

Emma huffed out a breath, and it was then that he knew he’d persevered. But had not necessarily won.

“Follow me,” she said in resignation.

Will clamped down on his smile of victory and followed Emma to where Rose was sitting by the window, watching everyone closely, her gaze flitting about, her shoulders still tense. If Emma noticed, she didn’t comment.

“Rose, dear, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Rose’s head jerked up and panic flashed in her eyes for a small moment before she banked it down and stood gracefully. Will’s first assessment had been correct. She was short and her hair seemed to be redder and blonder up close.

She looked up at him with light green eyes the color of spring grass. The panic was no longer present in them, and her expression was placid. Only he knew the cause of the turmoil churning inside of her.

“My lord, I’d like to introduce you to Miss Rose Turner. Rose, this is Lord William Sheffield. Lord Sheffield comes to us from England and is a friend of Lord Darnley.”

“Acquaintance of Lord Darnley,” Will interjected quickly. “We went to school together, and I thought I would visit while I was passing through Edinburgh,” Will said. For some reason it was important that she know the distinction.

Rose stared up at him with barely a flicker of an eye. The tension and nervousness at supper were gone, and he had to wonder where she’d learned to hide her feelings so well.

“It’s pleased I am to meet you, Lord Sheffield,” Rose said. Her accent was more English than Scottish, telling him that she lived closer to England. Possibly she was from a border clan although that seemed improbable since Mary had been having problems with the border clans of late and probably wouldn’t be keen on inviting one of them to court.

Turner. He tried to remember if he had heard Darnley speak of trouble with any Turners but could not recall.

He sketched a short bow. “The pleasure is mine, my lady.”

She waved a small hand in the air. “You may call me Miss Turner.”

Interesting. She was not even of the peerage which would make it quite impossible for her to find a good match at court as most men were looking for ladies with noble blood.

Emma stubbornly remained by his side, and he shot her an annoyed look that she ignored.

“So you are Darnley’s man?” Rose asked.

“We went to school together,” he repeated, making it sound like they were barely acquaintances.

She nodded absently, her gaze going to the crowd behind him.

After a slight pause Will said, “Would you like to take a stroll around the room?”

Rose jerked her gaze back to him, hesitated, then nodded. He offered her his arm and they set off, leaving Emma behind.

“Lady Emma said you’re from England?” Rose asked, her attention directed to the men they passed and her tone distracted.

He found that he wanted all her attention, not just half of it, and it perturbed him that he thought this way.

“And you’re from a border clan?” he asked in return.

She jerked, then smiled. “Is it that obvious?”

He shrugged. “Maybe not to some, but I can tell by your speech. You don’t have the heavy brogue of a Highlander so I surmised that you are a Lowlander. And…” Here he hesitated, not wanting to offend.

“And I don’t have the title of lady so I must be from the border clans,” she finished for him with a bright smile that drew him in. Her tone indicated that she was proud of her heritage and that it did not matter to her that she lacked the title of “lady.” She was entirely intriguing and completely foreign to him.

“Not only am I from a border clan,” she continued brightly, “I’m from the notorious Turner clan.”

Ah, such pride in her voice.

“Not too notorious,” he said. “I haven’t heard of you.”

“Then you must be living under a rock. We’re a pain in the queen’s side, not to mention Bothwell’s too.”

Bothwell was captain of Queen Mary’s guard, tasked with controlling the pesky border clans who were disgracefully rowdy and uncontrollable with their reiving and thieving on both sides of the border.

“And yet you are at court,” Will said, interested to know how a border lass made it to the queen’s court. He was beginning to think it was her charming personality.

“My mother was in the queen’s mother’s court, and it has been her wish since the moment I was born for me to serve in Mary’s court. She also said I was too wild with five brothers and no sisters.”

“Wild?” My, this was becoming more and more interesting.

“Very wild.”

“You hide it well.”

They were halfway around the perimeter of the room. It was a small chamber but tonight there were many people. Mary had not made an appearance but that was not unusual. Just nine months ago her most trusted advisor, David Rizzio, had been killed in this very room by a handful of Mary’s closest nobles. Since then the queen’s health had not been the best.

Will stopped Rose in front of an open window. It was December and snow was blowing outside but the room was stuffy from the press of so many bodies, and the cold breeze was a welcome relief.

Rose turned toward the window and sniffed at the air. “Ah,” she said. “Fresh air.”

“Do you prefer the outdoors?” He recalled her stepping through the secret door, snow swirling around her full skirts and dotting the cloak about her shoulders. Her cheeks had been pink and her nose red but she hadn’t seemed to mind in the least.

“I much prefer the outdoors,” she admitted. “It’s where I spent most of my childhood.”

The breeze brought to him a spicy, unique scent of lavender, roses and vanilla, and he realized with a jolt that the tantalizing fragrance came from Rose herself.

And just as that thought hit him, Lysle started making his way toward them.


Chapter 3

When Rose made it back to her chamber Margaret was already in bed reading. Immediately she put her book down, and her guilty gaze settled on Rose.

Margaret pretended that she didn’t pilfer books of astronomy and science from the queen’s library, and Rose pretended not to notice the books lying beside Margaret’s bed. It was a silent agreement they had come to when they’d first started sharing their chamber. Rose suspected that Margaret preferred science much more than court life, just like Rose preferred the outdoors. It was something they had in common and yet something they never spoke of.

“I had Alice stoke the fire,” Margaret said.

The warm room felt good on this cold December night.

“I don’t want you coming down with the ague,” Margaret added.

Margaret might nag and complain about Rose’s love of the outdoors and that her hems were muddy and her skin too pink from being in the cold and how before she knew it her skin would be the brown of the heathens that ran around those Caribbean islands with no clothes on. But deep down Rose thought that Margaret’s nagging and complaining came from a place of concern.

They were much alike, the two of them. Neither quite fit into court life. Their families were not rich enough, their bloodlines not noble enough, their dowrys not large enough. They both had beauty but not much else going for them. It was a struggle to survive in such an environment where wealth was more important than beauty and your ancestry more important than wealth.

“I’m not coming down with the ague,” Rose said irritably.

Margaret sat forward, her long black braid falling over her shoulder and her eyes alight with interest. “I saw you with Lord Sheffield.”

Rose’s back went rigid but she concentrated on warming her hands by the fire, glad that the heat camouflaged her suddenly pink cheeks. “Emma Howard introduced us,” she said.

“Why?”

That was a very good question and one that Rose had not thought to ask herself. Why would Emma introduce them? When she’d first looked up at Will Sheffield she’d been preoccupied, searching through the men in the room to see if she would recognize a voice or something that would tell her who had been on the other side of that cellar door.

But then she had focused on Will, and the other things fell away. He filled her vision with his wide shoulders. And his deep, smooth voice fascinated her.

“I have no idea why Emma introduced us,” she said.

“Maybe he asked her to,” Margaret said. “Maybe he’s smitten with you.”

Rose rolled her eyes but her face heated more, and it had very little to do with the fire. Smitten. What a silly word, especially when referring to the completely masculine Will Sheffield. “Smitten” was a word to describe men who dabbled in poetry, who preferred music to fighting. Will was definitely not the smitten type.

She pressed warm palms to hot cheeks. Thinking of Will made her feel strange on the inside and it was such a silly reaction.

“I hear he’s one of Darnley’s men,” Margaret said, her voice strangely devoid of inflection as if she were testing the words. Rose wasn’t surprised. Everyone was careful when mentioning Darnley.

“A boyhood classmate he told me.”

“So?” Margaret prompted, circling her hand in the air.

“So what? We strolled around the chambers and we parted ways.”

“Hmmm.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Rose dropped her hands to her sides. “You’re making far too much of this. I have no interest in anyone who is remotely connected to Darnley.” She couldn’t suppress a shudder of revulsion at the thought of the king. Swiftly her gaze went to Margaret whose eyes had softened. Rose looked away.

The night of…The night that the king had cornered her and…Truly she couldn’t even think of it let alone name it. He’d been interrupted by voices in the hallway, and he’d paused long enough for her to push him away and run back to her room. Thankfully it had been empty of servants and Margaret, but Margaret had come in while Rose was bathing, scrubbing her arms and legs, tears trailing down her cheeks to plop into the cold water of her bath.

Just like the books, Margaret had never said anything, just took in the scene and handed Rose her robe.

“You’ll catch your death of a chill,” she’d said. Even then she was telling Rose she was going to get sick.

Rose had meekly taken the robe and wrapped herself tight.

They’d never spoken another word about it, but Rose was certain that Margaret had heard her sniffles that night. Rose didn’t miss that when the king was in the same room Margaret was always miraculously at Rose’s side.

“I’ve heard good things about him,” Margaret said.

“About who?” Rose had to force her mind from Darnley. Sometimes it was like picking your foot up out of a deep muddy hole. The mud held you tight, sucking you back in, unwilling to let go.

Margaret sighed in exasperation. “Lord Sheffield.”

“Oh?” She tried not to let her interest show in her voice, but she was definitely interested in Will Sheffield. He’d been kind and he’d seemed genuinely attentive when she spoke. He was fair to look at with hair black as night, cut short, and intense blue eyes.

He was large. Not tall, but wide. Muscular. At least she thought he was muscular. It was hard to tell what with the doublet and coat and finery he wore. Most men liked to pad their clothing to make them appear bigger and stronger. Lord Sheffield—Will—didn’t seem to be like that. She could easily see him in the farmer’s clothing that she was accustomed to back home as much as the finery of Mary’s court. He seemed like the kind of man who could fit in anywhere.

She wondered why he was friends with Lord Darnley. He almost seemed too nice for such companionship and that was why she was wary of him. She couldn’t trust someone who claimed Darnley as a friend.


Chapter 4

Rose told herself that she wasn’t to go outside this day. It was cold, with occasional bursts of snow showers that made seeing beyond your hand impossible. But as it always was, her resolve was weak compared to the feeling of the walls closing in on her. For someone who spent most of her life outdoors, being stuck inside could be a torment, even if her prison was a fabulous castle with a queen inside of it.

She lasted until late afternoon before she found herself roaming the dormant gardens, letting the biting wind freeze her cheeks and steal her breath. Snowflakes landed on her lashes, blinding her until she blinked them away. She stuck her tongue out and caught a few flakes. They tasted like nothing but she still enjoyed herself.

The other girls thought her odd for cavorting outdoors. She thought them odd for sitting around all day stitching and gossiping. Truly there was only so much to gossip about and most of the time the other lasses were just cruel about it. Boys were more forthcoming. If they didn’t like something, they told you. Or they hit you.

She pulled her shawl up over her head and secured it under her chin, giving a passing thought to her missing shawl. She prayed that she hadn’t dropped it outside of the room with the lords who had been planning Darnley’s murder. But no one had said anything last night. No one had run up to her with an accusing voice, her shawl clutched tightly in his hand, and because of that she was beginning to think that she had dropped it somewhere outside.

The king dead.

She should tell someone about the plot. She really should. But she was unclear on who she should tell.

However, there was another thought. A treasonous thought that flitted around her brain, halfway formed because she wouldn’t allow it free rein. A thought that was intertwined with her memories of Darnley.

Would his death be such a bad thing?

There would be no more fear of turning a corner and suddenly coming upon him. No more wondering when he was returning to the palace. No more fear.

But better than that.

Vengeance.

Yes, the thought of the king dead pleased her far too much for her comfort.

No one should ever wish someone dead.

But there it was and there was no going back from her traitorous thoughts.

A strong breeze swirled snow around her skirts and suddenly she found herself in a world of white, the breeze turning to a strong wind, the snow, just moments ago beautiful, now surrounding her until there was nothing but white no matter which direction she turned. She stopped walking before she ran herself into a wall or the side of a building. Normally such an occurrence didn’t last long. Even so it had her heart pounding. She’d not told anyone where she was going because she’d had no idea herself when she’d left the warmth of the palace. She’d only wanted to get out and enjoy the cold day for a few minutes but she’d started thinking about the king and his death and wandered far longer than she’d planned to.

Was this her punishment, then, for wishing for the king’s death?

—

Will had seen Rose leave the palace. Curious, he followed but kept his distance. Damn, but it was cold out here. Except for a tightening of her shawl—a different shawl this time—she hadn’t seemed to notice the frigid, numbing wind. She’d headed toward the flower gardens, ambling this way and that as if the flowers were in full bloom, and fat yellow bees were buzzing lazily around and not as if there was nothing but frozen, snow-covered ground, skeletal trees and turned flower beds. She held out mittened hands, touching a bare branch here, a brown, grizzled, abandoned flower stalk there. She touched everything with reverence and care.

And then suddenly she was not there, separated from him by a wall of snow that had come from nowhere. His first instinct was to push through it, to run to Rose and protect her. Protect her from what he wasn’t certain. It was only a snow squall that would surely disappear as fast as it came.

—

Just when Rose was beginning to think that she would be encased in this cold, white world forever, the snow moved on as quickly as it had moved in. Weak sunlight shone down upon her, and she could see the tips of her brown boots peeking out from the ice-encrusted hem of her gown. She breathed a little easier until she looked up and saw a person standing just a few feet from her. A person who hadn’t been there before the snow had moved in.

Instinctively Rose took a hurried step backward. This was exactly how she’d found herself in the predicament with Lord Darnley. She’d been alone and rounded a corner to come face-to-face with the king, who was also, mysteriously, alone.

But this man wasn’t Darnley. He wasn’t tall enough, his hair was too dark and he was stockier than the overly tall, light-haired king.

Rose looked around—for help, for an escape route. Neither was available. The garden ended behind her, and the man blocked the path back to the palace.

He raised a red hand and she finally recognized Lord Sheffield.

Where had he come from? Had he been following her and she hadn’t noticed? She found that hard to believe considering there weren’t many places to hide that large of a body what with the naked trees and all the flower gardens bare and dormant.

“What are you doing here?” she blurted out.

His expression was sheepish against red, wind-chapped cheeks. “I saw you leave the palace.”

“And you followed me?” She took another step back. He was mad. It was just her luck that she was alone in the abandoned gardens with a madman.

“No! Well. Yes. In a way.”

“I think you better leave.” She forced strength into her voice and lifted her chin for emphasis, wishing she had a dagger on her. She knew how to use one. Her brothers had made sure she was accomplished at many types of weapons, but in Mary’s court no one was allowed a weapon. The rule had been created after the queen’s advisor was murdered in front of the poor, terrified queen. That had been before Rose arrived at the court. But maybe she would be forgiven for carrying a dagger if she were alone in the garden with a madman.

“It’s not what it seems,” he was saying quickly. “I was worried about you all alone out here, unchaperoned.”

Her eyes widened. He really wasn’t helping his cause, mentioning that they were now unchaperoned. And alone.

“Please leave.” This time her words were not as forceful, fear seeping into them.

He held his hands out in front of him. “I truly mean you no harm.”

She snorted her disbelief. He made to turn around, his shoulders stooped.

“Wait,” she said before she could stop herself.

He turned back and lifted a brow.

She had no idea why she’d stopped him. Just moments ago she thought him mad for following her, but blast it, the man intrigued her.

“You were truly worried about me?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

His gaze moved beyond her, and he seemed to think about her question for a moment. “I…Well, the truth is…”

She found it endearing that he seemed to be at a loss for words, perplexed and even a bit nervous, because she was feeling all of those same things.

“The truth is?” she prompted.

“The truth is that I admire you and I want to get to know you better.”

She felt a grin tugging at her lips and tried to wipe it away but feared she’d failed.

“I see,” she said, hoping she pulled off a casualness that she didn’t feel. “Then maybe you could walk me back to the palace?”

At first it seemed as if he hadn’t heard her, then a slow smile played across his lips and he held his arm out for her to take.

“It would be my pleasure,” he said.

She closed the distance between them and took his arm. The wind didn’t seem so biting with him by her side.

“You weren’t jesting when you said you loved the outdoors,” he said.

“I was not jesting. I can’t bear being indoors for too long. I feel as if the walls are closing in on me, and the air is stifling. Besides, it’s a beautiful day.”

“If you call freezing temperatures and ice hitting your face ‘beautiful’ then I will not argue.”

She laughed. “You are ill-prepared to be out here, my lord. You wear no gloves.”

“I was not expecting to be out here long, that is true.”

“Then we need to get you inside where it’s warm.”

He smiled and they walked companionably back to the palace while Rose reveled in his warmth and solid strength.

When they entered the palace, Rose released his arm and they faced each other in awkward silence.

“Thank you for looking out for me,” she said.

“You’re very welcome.”

She shuffled a half step away, reluctant to leave his presence and unsure what to say next.

He sketched a bow. “Until next time, Miss Turner.”

“Until next time, Lord Sheffield.”

He hesitated then turned and walked away, and Rose watched him go.

—

Will tipped his chair back and stared into the fire. He was just now, an hour after arriving, feeling warmth tingle through his fingers. Beside him Tristan whittled away at a block of wood while Will contemplated his encounter with Rose. At first he’d felt like such a damn fool coming face-to-face with her after the snow squall and frightening her the way he did. She’d looked ready to run but then something had changed, and she’d asked him to walk her back to the palace, something he was more than happy to do. He enjoyed spending time with her and it worried him that his feelings were becoming too entwined with his mission.

“There’s a woman,” Will found himself saying even as he cursed himself for speaking of Rose in the first place, but it seemed his tongue had a mind of its own.

Tristan grunted and ran his sharp knife down the wood again.

“The night I listened in on the plot to kill the king a woman appeared. Just stepped through an outside door I’d not known was there.” And yet another reason he was a fool. How had he missed that door in the first place?

Tristan glanced up as if to tell Will to go on.

“She heard. Not everything. But she heard the most important parts.”

Tristan stopped whittling and looked at Will. “And?”

Will plunked the front legs of his chair back to the ground. “She ran away but she dropped her shawl. Lysle walked out of the meeting at just that moment and found the shawl. It’s only a matter of time before he discovers who it belongs to.”

“Lysle.” Tristan narrowed his eyes, thinking. “From up north?”

“Richard Kirkinny, earl of Lysle. His estate is a few days’ ride north of here.”

“He’s friends with Moray,” Tristan said. “I don’t know much about Lysle.”

Neither did Will and it was frustrating. Until now Lysle had not been a person of interest to Will and Tristan. He’d just been a member of court. A noble who’d not caused trouble one way or the other.

Will was hard-pressed to discover more about the man. Asking questions would raise suspicions, especially if word got back to the traitorous lords. He was already regarded with suspicion because of his association with Darnley.

So Will had no idea what Lysle would do if—when?—he zeroed in on Rose. What Will did know was that she would be in danger. Those men were out to kill the king. They would think nothing of killing a woman from a border clan that was more trouble than she was worth.

The fire crackled in the silence, and Will keenly felt the absence of his friend and colleague Simon Marcheford. He and Tristan had received no word on whether Simon and his wife made it to safety after fleeing Scotland last March, but that was the way this line of work went. They could go months with no news from home. He was accustomed to it, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t curious or that he didn’t worry.

“How are the placards coming along?” he asked Tristan.

“It’s going well. Sentiment seems to be shifting.”

Will’s role in this mission had been to use his acquaintance with Darnley to infiltrate the Scottish court and report anything of interest to Queen Elizabeth. Darnley had been happy to welcome Will because the man needed allies in this cold, inhospitable court.

Tristan’s task was much simpler and yet more complicated. He did not have to step onto the perilous paths of court life. His role was to play a printer. But what Tristan was really doing was printing damning placards that called into question Mary’s morals and ethics, turning the sentiment of her people against her.

It had been fairly easy. While the Scottish people loved their queen, they were also aware of the rumors questioning the paternity of her son, Prince James. There was always gossip surrounding Mary, and Tristan capitalized on that. Some were beginning to doubt her ability to rule, and that would go in Elizabeth’s favor.

“You’re thinking of her,” Tristan said, keeping his gaze on the block of wood between his scarred hands.

“Who?” But Will knew whom Tristan was speaking of. Rose. He’d not been thinking of her per se, but she was in the back of his mind, eating away at his brain, not giving him peace.

Tristan stopped whittling again to look at him. “Don’t be like Simon and fall for a woman who will disrupt our mission.”

“Of course not.”

Simon had met and fallen in love with Aimee de Verris, a woman suspected of spying on Queen Mary for the French court.

“There are casualties with any mission,” Tristan said, turning the half-carved block of wood over and over in his large hands. “You know that.”

“Of course I know that.” The souls of those who had been sacrificed for his past missions weighed heavily on his shoulders. There were those he couldn’t have saved, and those he could have saved but chose not to because saving them would have put the mission in danger. Always the mission came first. Always.

It was why Will was so good at what he did and why he was alive to this day. It was the same for Tristan and hopefully the same for Simon.

He had to believe that Rose would stay safe and that Lysle would not recognize her. Because Tristan was right. Will could not afford to protect her without giving himself away and ruining his mission.

A casualty Rose would have to be. And another soul weighing him down.


Chapter 5

When Rose returned to her chamber after Will walked her back to the palace, Alice, the maid she and Margaret shared, was dressing Margaret for dinner. Alice was so even-tempered and sweet-natured that neither Rose nor Margaret could ever get angry at the poor, inept girl. Rose would never admit to Margaret that Alice was her first lady’s maid. At home she made do dressing herself. Never mind that she rarely wore gowns, preferring the breeches and hose handed down from her brothers.

Margaret, her arms held out to her sides while Alice fumbled to fasten the sleeves, took one look at Rose’s muddied skirts and rolled her eyes. To Rose’s surprise though Margaret held her tongue and didn’t berate her.

“My arms are getting tired, Alice,” she said instead.

“I’m so sorry, my lady. It’s just…I can’t…” Alice bit her tongue and narrowed her eyes in a last attack on the fastenings, while Margaret showed great patience and kept her arms out to the sides.

Rose slumped on the bed, dreading supper and wishing it wasn’t so cold that she had to come inside.

She didn’t want to face the other lasses or play the silly mind games that they played. Nearly every girl here was better equipped than and socially superior to Rose.

“Your turn,” Margaret said, sweeping past her with sleeves attached.

Apparently Alice was more adept at Rose’s sleeves or the practice with Margaret’s had helped because in no time she was clothed in the voluminous chocolate colored gown. Her muddied gown was taken away to be cleaned of the dirt and grime. Most days Rose longed for her breeches and oversized boots but when she turned to look at herself in the mirror she was pleasantly surprised.

Alice had tamed Rose’s wild hair and gathered it at the nape of her neck. Soft tendrils framed a face that was still pink from being outdoors but instead of giving her a feverish look it brought out the green of her eyes and made her look…pretty.

The bodice of her gown hugged her breasts and clipped in at her small waist then belled out with the skirts.

“It’s very lovely,” Margaret said, coming up behind her. “You look very lovely too.”

“Thank you.” For once Rose believed that she did look lovely and she was excited to go to supper.

“Do you enjoy this?” Rose asked Margaret as they rushed down the corridor toward the dining hall where Rose could hear the crowds already gathering for the evening meal.

“Enjoy what?” Margaret was clad in shocking red that made her look like an exotic Spanish dancer. Rose could never wear such a color, but on Margaret it was beautiful and brought out her creamy skin and the contrast with her midnight hair was most becoming.

“This.” She waved her hand in the air even though Margaret couldn’t see her because she had rushed ahead to get to the dining hall. “All of this.”

“Court life? Of course I do.” Margaret slowed enough for Rose to catch up and they walked side by side. “There is no better place to meet a suitable husband and we’re at the center of the workings of our country. Here is where everything is decided and where the power is. Don’t you think it’s exciting?”

Rose thought of her home nestled in a clearing in the woods, of the animals that were stabled below them and the small but cozy rooms up top.

She thought of John, her oldest brother, the serious one; Ewan, the youngest and most carefree; Dawy, the studious one; Archie, the trickster and Neil, the most pious of them all who would probably someday go into the priesthood if he could shake the family business of stealing.

Oh, how she missed them, even Archie’s occasional bullying. But above all she missed her animals. Tobias, the one-eyed cat who had wandered into their house and never left. Penelope, the hound dog that favored Rose over the others, always nipping at her heels and wanting to be petted at every opportunity. Her father said she’d ruined Penelope for hunting but secretly Rose thought the dog never had the temperament for hunting.

She and Margaret entered the dining hall and instantly Rose was assaulted by the noise of dozens of different conversations and the scent of pheasant and fresh baked bread. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she had forgotten to eat the noon meal because she had escaped to the outdoors.

“Hurry, before we lose the choicest seats.” Margaret grabbed her arm and dragged her through and around groups of people standing about and talking. She wasn’t sure what Margaret was worried about. They always sat at the same table and usually in the same order. Rose was relegated to the end of the bench, where it was most difficult to keep up with the conversation, let alone participate. Normally she ate in silence and listened to what snatches she could hear.

Margaret managed to wedge them into the center of the bench. Ruth had to take Rose’s place at the end of the bench, and she did not look pleased about it. Rose didn’t feel bad for the girl. Ruth was devious and Rose didn’t wholly trust her.

Emma Howard sat across from Rose. The group of girls were like dim stars that circled Emma, who was their sun. Emma was a born leader who kept all of them in line. She was also friendly with Queen Mary. Rose suspected that most of the girls stayed close to Emma with the sole hope of conversing with the queen.

The first course was served, herring that Rose pushed around her plate and barely nibbled on even though her stomach was grumbling rather angrily.

By the third course she was having a difficult time keeping her eyes open when a voice behind her had her sitting up straight, her shoulders snapping to attention and her head whipping around. Margaret shot her a strange look.

She recognized that voice and it sent shivers up her spine. Bad shivers of foreboding.

Two men were walking away from her, and she cursed under her breath because she could not recognize them from their backs, but she remembered now where she had heard their voices. From the secret meeting in the cellar. Those two men who were now nearly across the room had been plotting to kill the king.

For a moment she was frozen, torn between standing up, pointing her finger and announcing them traitors to everyone, and remaining in her seat, frightened. She wisely chose to stay in her seat. She might be from a warring border clan but she wasn’t an ijit. She knew that if any of those men discovered she’d heard them she was as good as dead. No, if she told anyone it would have to be someone she could trust. Someone who would not betray her.

She turned back to stare at the quail on her plate. There were killers amongst them and no one but she—and the conspirators—knew. It was a burden she did not want, nor would wish on anyone.

“I heard he was returning,” one of the girls at the table said.

“It’s about time,” another said. “He shouldn’t have stayed away so long.”

“The queen demanded his return. His refusal was making Scotland look bad, and he with his wee one getting baptized.”

Darnley was returning to Holyrood palace? Now her stomach was rebelling the small amount of food she’d put in it. She’d been so hopeful that his boasts of leaving the country would come true even though it would have been an embarrassment for Mary, and for Scotland, if the father of the prince were not present for his son’s baptism.

Still, she had felt safe knowing he was far away and even safer if he was a whole continent away.

Her mind went to the two men whose voices she recognized, and it occurred to her that the king’s life was in danger.

She should tell someone.

Or should she?

—

After supper everyone moved into the queen’s outer chambers as they did almost every night. Weary, Rose let the tide of people push her into the room where she stood with the same girls she ate dinner and supper with every day. Was she the only one who was tired of the tediousness of every day? The same people at dinner and in the evening. The same thing over and over. Nothing changed except maybe who the girls gossiped about.

Rose stood amongst them and smiled and nodded but tuned them out while she looked around the room for the two men whose voices she recognized. One had had dark hair and the other a lighter brown. They’d been of similar height, dressed in black. That was not much to go on as most of the men had the same coloring, and quite a few were wearing black. She wished she could skulk around and listen to conversations to see if she could discover them again by their voices. But even as her gaze roamed, her mind wandered to something entirely different.

Will.

He had not been present at supper. At least not that she had seen. And from what she could tell he wasn’t present in the outer chambers. There was a small flicker of disappointment deep within her.

He made her feel…

She wasn’t certain what word she was looking for. Secure? Safe?

No, because he also made her feel uncertain.

Truth be told, he made her feel a whole host of conflicting emotions.

The queen entered, causing a stir.

Queen Mary looked drawn and tired. Some said she was still recovering from a fall from her horse that had happened a few weeks ago.

“It’s a shame,” Emma said as she stepped up beside Rose.

“What’s a shame?” Rose asked.

Emma tipped her head toward the queen. “That the king and queen don’t get along. That the king does not respect her the way she should be respected. It weighs on her.”

Rose thought that running the entire country, watching her advisor killed before her, and dodging power-hungry nobles was wearing on her. But Emma was probably correct that the king did not ease the queen’s burdens.

“Is it true, do you think, that he’s returning to court?” Rose asked.

“Yes,” Emma said on a sad sigh. “It’s good that he is but Mary is always in such turmoil while he is in residence. They simply don’t suit.”

Rose was in turmoil as well. She would not rest easy while he was here and would have to watch her every move.

“I suppose it’s best for Scotland that he’s here for the prince’s baptism,” Rose said.

“I suppose,” Emma said, but she didn’t sound too sure.

The queen, flanked by the Marie’s, the four women who had traveled to France with her when they were young girls and returned to Scotland with her, greeted people with a wan smile.

“Rose?”

Rose turned to find Margaret leading a tall gentleman toward her. He had fair hair and a skin tone that told her he rarely ventured outside. Slight shoulders and a thin build put her in mind of someone sickly. He was nothing at all like Will who was shorter, wider, darker and more handsome.

Oh dear. Why was she comparing anyone to Will?

“Rose,” Margaret said, stopping in front of her with the tall man. “I would like to introduce Richard Kirkinny, earl of Lysle. My lord, Miss Rose Turner.”

Lord Lysle bowed and smiled. His teeth were even and white except for one in the bottom middle that slightly overlapped the other. His eyes seemed to look straight through her.

“I begged Lady Margaret to introduce us,” he said. “It wasn’t until yesterday that I had the slightest clue that a rose lived among us thorns in the palace.”

She gave him a weak smile. The rose and thorn analogy was an old one used often and it became tiring.

“You flatter me too much, my lord.”

From behind him Margaret rolled her eyes and drifted away.

“It’s not flattery when it’s the truth,” he said, smiling down on her. For some reason all she could see was that crooked tooth when he smiled. In some men it might have been endearing but for Lord Lysle it was not.

“I hope there is dancing tonight so that I can ask to accompany you.”

She smiled again, not having a handy reply.

There was an awkward moment when neither of them spoke, and Rose cast about in her mind for something to say, but honestly she didn’t want to be here, standing with this man who made her slightly uneasy. She wanted to be outside, in the barn with the horses and the cats who patrolled the stalls, with the fresh smell of hay and the sound of the horses munching on their oats. It entered her mind that she would like to visit the stables with Will. She had a favorite horse that she wanted him to see.

Lord Lysle suddenly leaned forward, causing Rose to rear back, alarmed.

“Pardon me, my lord?”

He appeared chagrined, color creeping into his cheeks as he drew back just as suddenly as he’d leaned forward. “My apologies, Miss Turner, it’s just that your scent drew me to you.”

What in the heavens was he talking about? She was not a mare.

His color was deepening. “I fear I misspoke. Oh dear, but I’m botching this terribly.”

For a moment her heart warmed to him. He appeared so awkward and unsure of himself. How many times had she tried to make conversation and bungled it terribly herself? Too many to count. He truly did seem embarrassed and unsure how to rectify the situation.

“You just startled me.”

“Of course I did. Terribly rude of me. But…” He appeared to want to say something.

“But?” she prompted.

“It’s just that you smell quite good. Are you wearing a particular scent?”

Her brows drew together. She had not at all expected him to say that and it took a moment for her mind to change direction.

“It’s a soap my mother makes.”

He smiled and the crooked tooth became endearing. “I knew there was something special about you. You smell divine if I may be so bold.”

“Why, th-thank you.” She stammered a bit, unsure what one was supposed to say in this circumstance. “It’s rose and lavender mixed with vanilla.”

“Sweet and spicy,” he murmured. “Dare I say just like the lady herself?”


Chapter 6

Over the next few days activity at the palace increased as the baptismal day crept ever closer.

The servants were preparing for the large influx of international visitors. Queen Mary was holed up in her private chambers, planning and plotting the big day that would shine a light on Scotland and her son. Hopefully a favorable light, but no one could predict how Lord Darnley would act and the unknown caused much tension in the palace.

Rose was in the outer chambers with the other girls, her embroidery in her lap. She was not very good at sewing, despite her mother’s best efforts to teach her. She simply didn’t have the patience for the fine, tight stitches, nor did it particularly interest her. Although she had chosen a pattern with trees and birds—as close as she was to come to the outdoors this day.

She was sitting by the window, alone because it was cold where she was; the heavy paned windows offered no protection against the chill wind blowing through Edinburgh that day. She’d pricked herself at least ten times. Her finger was throbbing.

The doors to Mary’s chambers opened and two men walked out. They passed close to her, talking as they walked, but it was their voices that made her heart stop and her breath hitch.

It was them. The two from supper the other night. The men who she was certain were in that room in the cellar discussing killing the king. And now she knew who they were. Lord Moray and Lord Maitland.

She held very still as they passed, afraid to move, afraid to call attention to herself. Although it was silly to think they knew that she knew what they were up to. But now that she had faces and names, her thoughts became jumbled and confused. She should tell someone. It wasn’t right what they were planning. Killing a king! Who would ever think of such a thing?

She glanced at the closed doors to Mary’s chambers. Two guards dressed in the queen’s livery stood outside, their pikes crossed in front of the doors, not letting anyone in unless Mary or Bothwell approved it. Rose had no chance to speak to the queen today and probably not until after the baptismal festivities, which she heard could last a few weeks.

By then the king could be dead.

Could she live with herself knowing she might have prevented his death?

She closed her eyes and clutched her embroidery fabric to her chest while she tried to control her breathing as thoughts of Darnley’s hands inching up her skirt overtook her. Her whole body trembled in the need to flee and her mind kept telling her heart that he wasn’t there. He wasn’t at the palace yet, despite rumors that he was arriving soon. There was nothing to run from. She was safe. For now.

“Rose?”

Her eyes flew open to find Will sitting on the bench next to her, a worried look to his eyes.

“Are you feeling unwell?”

She looked in the direction that Moray and Maitland had left. Except they hadn’t left. They were by the outer doors, speaking to Lord Lysle, a tight trio, their body language loudly proclaiming that no one else was welcome in their conversation.

Will followed her gaze, then looked back at her, the worried expression still there.

She looked down at the bunched embroidery clutched between her hands and pressed against the bodice of her gown. The fabric was creased, the stitches uneven, and if she looked close enough there was probably a spot of blood staining the work.

“I don’t know why I torture myself with this stitching. I’m not very good at it.”

Will tilted his head to look at the wrinkled mess of fabric. “Oh, I don’t know. It’s not so bad.”

She laughed. “It’s awful.”

“So then why do it if you don’t like to?”

She tried to smooth the creased work but no amount of smoothing would ever make it look presentable. “I don’t know why,” she said. “I guess because it’s expected of me. A wife should know how to sew.”

“It’s a requirement to know how to stitch scenes on fabric to get married?”

She smiled. “When you put it that way it sounds silly.”

“I would never make such a requirement of my wife.”

“Then she is a lucky woman. Mary is very good at embroidery. Her works are magnificent. She has the patience and the fine hand for it.”

“The world would be a boring place if everyone was good at the same things. We would never grow as a people if it were like that.”

“This is true.”

She smiled up at him and the anxiety from a few minutes ago had abated. She looked over at the three men—Moray, Maitland and Lysle—who were still on the other side of the room laughing and conversing. What evil hearts lay beneath such fine velvet? Certainly if Lysle knew what the other two were plotting he would not be speaking to them.

“Do you know them?” Will asked.

She dragged her attention from the men, realizing that she’d been caught staring by Will.

“I’ve been introduced to Lord Lysle, but I’ve not met the other two.”

“Lysle?” Will looked at the man in question. “And what did you think of him?”

“He’s polite and attentive, although he does not like the outdoors, especially the cold.”

Lysle had said all the right words and behaved admirably enough that Rose did not spurn his attention, but there was something about him she couldn’t put her finger on that made her keep a distance.

Will chuckled. “A sin in your book, I’m sure.”

She grinned. “A small sin. He’s just the type of man my mother hoped I would attract.”

Will raised a brow. “And what type would that be?”

Rose could feel her face heating and she looked down at her embroidery, regretting that she had said anything. Surely this was not appropriate conversation.

Will leaned to the side to nudge her shoulder with his. “No getting shy now. What type of man does your mother want for you?”

She waved her hand in the air. “Oh, you know. The usual. Titled, wealthy.” She paused. “Scottish.”

For a moment Will did not say anything and she looked at him from beneath her lashes. He was staring at Lysle.

“He told me he’d been married but sadly his wife had died giving birth to his son, and that he aspires for his son to be a companion to the prince. They are of the same age,” Rose said hurriedly to fill the silence.

Will hummed but Rose did not know what the sound meant as he was still studying Lord Lysle.

“Do you know the others?” she asked.

“I know of them. We’ve never been formally introduced.” He turned his back to them and gave her his full attention, flicking her embroidery with a finger. “So what would you rather be doing since you do not want to stitch?”

“I’d rather be outside.”

“It’s raining ice,” Will said with humor dancing in his eyes. “But that does not matter to you?”

“I would go to the stables. There is this most magnificent horse named Tyche. He’s such a beauty. He and I get on well.”

Will’s lips twitched. “Do you ride him?”

“No. Of course not. He’s not mine. I just admire him and bring him treats.”

“He’ll grow fat and lazy under your care.”

She laughed. “I’ll have to take you to meet him sometime.”

Silence fell between them, and she once again concentrated her gaze on her stitching, feeling foolish for thinking he would want to go to the stables with her. She did not know what Will’s intentions were, why he sought her out. What she did know was that she enjoyed his company. He was easy to talk to and he put her mind at ease.

“I’d like that,” he said softly. “But for now I have to go. The king is in residence and he has asked to see me.”

She looked up sharply. “Darnley is here? In Holyrood?”

He looked at her curiously. “Yes. Just arrived this morning.”

Rose tried to school her features to not show how much she cared—or didn’t care as the case may be—for this news.

“I’ll hold you to that walk to the stables,” Will said as he stood. “But only if it’s not raining ice.”

She smiled wanly and he made a short bow before sauntering away. There was so much confidence in his walk that she couldn’t help but admire it. She did not look away until he was through the door and out of her sight and then she looked about the room self-consciously, afraid someone had seen her looking at him. But no one was paying her any mind.

Maitland, Moray and Lysle had left and she abandoned her stitching where it was and headed for the library in search of Margaret. Sometimes Rose worried about Margaret. Her interest in the sciences would seem unnatural to others but Rose knew her friend’s thirst for knowledge was nearly unquenchable.

However, Margaret wasn’t in the library. The vast room was empty and silent. A fire burned in the grate, casting shadows into the corners. Rose closed the door behind her, happy to find somewhere quiet. If the rooms weren’t occupied with the nobles who trailed the queen around, they were occupied with servants cleaning and repairing and preparing for the baptism. These days it was rare to find a room all to oneself.

Absently Rose ran her fingers along the spines of the books. Reading was not one of her favorite pastimes but it was better than embroidery. Unlike Margaret, and Rose’s brother John, who could sit with a book in their laps for hours, turning the pages and absorbing the words, Rose became restless after a few pages.

She preferred learning with her hands rather than finding things out in a book.

She was halfway around the room when a door to her right opened. She jumped, not having noticed that door before. To her horror Lord Darnley stepped through, causing Rose to freeze, like a rabbit catching the scent of a fox. Even her nose wanted to twitch, and like the rabbit she prayed that if she stood completely still he might not notice her.

At first he didn’t.

He was tall, very much taller than most of the men in the court. Women said he was fair to look at and maybe at one time Rose would have thought so too. He was accomplished in almost everything he put his hand to, especially sports. His blond hair winked back at her in the firelight as he paused to look around the room, but Rose’s blood had turned cold and a deadly calm had overtaken her.

He was dressed in a wine colored, velvet doublet with golden hose and leather shoes in the same red. He wore a large ruby on his finger and a blood-red brooch on his breast. Everything about him screamed nobility. He dressed the part of the king well.

A violent tremor of hatred vibrated through her.

Months ago he’d cornered her and made her feel helpless. He’d touched her and made her feel disgusted. He’d taken away her sense of safety and that had been the worst thing of all.

She despised him. She wished she had a weapon now even though she knew to pull one on a monarch would mean treason and death.

She knew it was only a matter of time before he saw her. He was slowly looking around the room, tapping his jeweled fingers on his leg. Nervous energy poured off him and it was that, more than anything, that made Rose nervous. Bored men were dangerous men and she could see that Darnley was simply looking for something to occupy him.

His gaze landed on her. He paused, considered, and a slow smile edged up the corners of his lips.

“Miss Rose Turner.”

She wanted to shudder at his voice but refused to allow him the satisfaction. She’d hoped that he’d forgotten her and their nasty incident the last time he’d been in residence but apparently that had been a fruitless hope.

“My lord.” She didn’t curtsy, and she could see that he noted the slight.

“Have you missed me, darling?”

“No.”

He laughed and she could see why people, especially women, were drawn to him. He was easy on the eye and had a way about him that was magnetic. Not to her, certainly, but to others who didn’t see through his façade. He was fun in a palace of people bored with their daily lives. He was adventurous. He liked to always be doing things. He laughed easily, joked readily. Rose had learned that most people in residence were shallow and Lord Darnley was the shallowest of them all.

Although lately people were noticing the real man under the fun and laughter. His treatment of the queen was well noted, especially by those who were loyal to Mary. Sentiment was slowly turning against him.

“What a welcome sight for a tired body,” he said. “I’ve missed you, Rose.”

“Come now, Your Majesty, you’ve not given me a second thought.”

He tilted his head to study her. “Jealous? Angry that I left you behind when I departed?”

“Hardly.”

Careful, Rose. He’s still a monarch and your life could be in his hands if you say or do the wrong thing.

But she also knew that she would never allow him to touch her again. She would fight the next time. She would not become a frozen block of ice like she had before.

He took another step closer. Rose slid to the side, the spines of the books digging into her back.

He reached for her. It seemed like long minutes that his hand hovered over her breast, his gaze avid, his lips parted.

“You can have any woman in this palace,” she said desperately. “Why me?”

His gaze snapped back to hers and his hand dropped. “Because you are a rose without thorns.”

“Without thorns?” she echoed, her voice weak. Her legs were trembling so badly that she was glad of the sturdy bookshelves behind her.

“I like my women feisty, but you don’t fight back and I like that as well. My Rose without thorns.”

She hated herself then, for not fighting back the first time, for allowing him to steal her resolve, her spirit.

“And if I fight back now?”

A corner of his mouth curled up in a cold smile. “You won’t.”

I might. But she couldn’t form the words let alone force them from her throat. The paralysis that invaded her muscles the last time they were alone had returned. He frightened her so badly that she could not move.

Because she knew he could do what he wanted with her and there would be no consequences for him. His life would go on. People would look the other way—or look at her in pity, which would be worse. He could ruin her life in a few lurid moments of passion and walk away, on to his next conquest.

He had all the power and he knew it. He’d gotten away with it so many times. How many lives had he ruined? Did he even know?

She pushed away from the bookshelves, determined that she would not be the next one ruined by his selfishness, and took a step toward him even though her mind was screaming for her to run.

For a moment he appeared surprised, then amused and intrigued.

“Pardon me,” she said. “I need some fresh air.”

The amusement vanished and the intrigue turned to anger. “You don’t leave until I say you do.”

“I’m leaving now.” She willed her voice not to quaver and forced herself to look him in the eyes even though he was very much taller than her and she almost had to crane her neck.

He grabbed her arm, his fingers digging into her flesh, bruising her. She bit the inside of her cheek and refused to cry out.

“You’ll stay until I’m done with you,” he said between clenched teeth.

Her knees went weak and they sagged beneath the panic that had overtaken her.

He yanked her toward him, and like a child’s rag doll she fell into his chest, breathless and weak with the terror coursing through her. She’d known since the last time he’d touched her that he wasn’t finished with her.

She’d convinced herself that he had forgotten about her, but he hadn’t and she’d been a fool to think he would.

The door to the library, the main door, opened so suddenly that both Darnley and Rose jerked their heads toward it.

Will stood there, taking in the scene calmly, expressionless.

She knew what he was seeing. Two people locked in a lovers’ embrace, looking guilty.

She wanted to cry out, to yell for him to help her.

“Your Majesty,” Will said, bowing. “I have come to fetch you.”

“Go,” Darnley growled at Will.

She wanted to appeal to Will for help but Darnley’s viselike grip on her arm warned her not to.

Would Will pay the price if she asked for his help?

She feared that he would.

“I’m afraid I can’t, Your Majesty,” Will said. “Her Majesty, the queen, is asking for you.”

Will kept his impassive gaze on Darnley as if Rose was not enfolded in the king’s arms. As if she wasn’t in the room at all.

Darnley made a sound like a wolf’s growl and pushed her away from him. She stumbled on weak legs and knocked into the corner of a small table, causing a vase to rock back and forth.

Will approached Darnley and turned him toward the invisible door.

The king stepped out of the room in front of Will but before Will left he turned around and mouthed Go! to her.

Rose didn’t think twice. She took off toward the other door, praying that Will led Darnley in the opposite direction.

So he had known. He had seen that she was not there willingly.

He had saved her.


Chapter 7

Margaret jumped off the bed when Rose burst into their chamber, her book clattering to the floor.

“What in the…” Margaret hurried toward her. “What happened? You’re sick, aren’t you? Your face is red because you’ve been outside in this freezing cold. Come close to the fire.”

Rose was gulping air like she was drowning so she couldn’t tell Margaret that she wasn’t sick. She didn’t want to tell Margaret anything and wished her friend had been anywhere but in their bedchamber at this moment. She needed to be alone, to calm the raging panic, to think things through. And she certainly didn’t want anyone to see her like this.

Tears were racing down her cheeks but she couldn’t recall when she had started crying. Sobs were bubbling up from her throat and she couldn’t stop them.

Margaret pulled her to the chair in front of the hearth, then stoked the fire.

“I’ll call for the physician,” she said.

“No,” Rose said between sobs, hiccups and sniffles. She was leaking from every orifice and was strangely glad that Will was not present to see this ugliness.

“I’m not sick,” she managed.

Margaret, poker in hand, looked at her over her shoulder; her eyes narrowed as her nimble brain worked quickly.

“What happened?” She rose slowly, still clutching the poker as if it were a weapon that she was willing to wield.

Like a child, Rose sniffed and rubbed her running nose with the back of her hand. “Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me, Rose Turner.”

The warmth from the fire was seeping into her but deep inside she was still quaking and feared she would never stop. Not as long as the devil resided in the palace.

Maybe she would go home, back to her parents and her brothers. Just for a visit. Just until he left. But her mother would never allow that. Not if it meant Rose would miss the baptism. The ceremony was the event of the season, possibly even the decade, and Rose’s mother would want her daughter there. If Rose showed up at home she would just be sent back.

She could feign an illness, but the baptism was weeks away and such a long illness would surely gain notice.

“Tell me what happened,” Margaret said fiercely. She looked like she was going to go to battle with that poker and it made Rose laugh, a hysterical, maniacal laugh that built inside of her until it was pressing against her ribs.

The laugh turned to a sob, then another sob and another until she was hunched over, clutching her aching stomach.

Margaret knelt in front of Rose, placing the poker carefully on the floor beside her, and touched her knee.

“Tell me,” she said softly.

Rose shook her head, the sobs shaking her entire body. “I can’t.”

“Well, you certainly can’t come charging in here in this condition and convince me that nothing is wrong.” Margaret huffed and Rose peeked at her between her fingers. There was real worry in Margaret’s eyes.

A handkerchief appeared in her vision. She took it and mopped at her eyes, her nose, her cheeks, then sat back, the handkerchief bunched in her hand.

She had no idea where to start or what to say. She didn’t want anyone to know what had happened between her and Darnley because she was ashamed and embarrassed and because she’d always felt like it was somehow her fault.

“You saw him,” Margaret said flatly, falling back on her heels, her expression closed and pinched.

“Him?” Rose said weakly.

“Darnley. The king. I heard he had arrived.”

“H-how do you know?”

“How can I not know? The first time, months ago, you came in here in almost the same condition, and some of the girls talked about how Darnley was casting longing glances at you.”

Rose shuddered. She had no idea that Darnley had been looking at her in such a way or that others had noticed.

“He’s a rogue. A cad,” Margaret said flatly.

“He’s the devil.”

Margaret nodded, not the least offended or upset that Rose had called their king the devil. “You’re not the only one he’s accosted.”

Her shoulders slumped. “I was afraid of that.”

“He stalks everything in a gown and even some who wear breeches. He knows no shame.”

“He cornered me in the library tonight.” Rose’s words came in quick bursts, disjointed, as the panic settled back in.

“You cannot be alone while he is in residence,” Margaret said. “He has an inordinate fondness for you for some reason.”

“I don’t know why. I rebuff him at every chance but it’s difficult to not offend him and I certainly cannot offend the king.”

“You’ve become a game to him because you rebuff him.”

“So I should encourage his behavior? I could never do that.”

“No. Of course not. But he’s the type of man who likes to win at everything and he’s lost to you. Twice now.” Margaret peered at her closely. “At least I hope he lost.”

“Yes. He didn’t…do anything. Except grab me.”

“What made him stop?”

“Lord Sheffield. He walked in on us.”

Margaret’s expression became thoughtful. “I’ve seen Lord Sheffield look at you as well. He’s besotted.”

“He is not,” Rose said hotly, for a moment forgetting Darnley. “In fact, he’s gone out of his way to avoid me the last few days.”

Margaret just shook her head as if Rose wasn’t understanding something.

“Nevertheless, you must avoid Lord Darnley at all costs. Can you go home while he is here?”

“My mother would never allow it.”

“No. I suppose not.” Margaret understood Rose’s mother better than Rose understood her mother. Margaret’s mother was the same. All of the girls who were here, with the exception of Emma, had mothers just like Rose’s and Margaret’s. There was nothing better than having your daughter at court, beneath the eyes and noses of the richest of the land.

—

Will wasn’t certain how he managed to divert Darnley’s attention but he’d blurted out the first thing that had come to his mind—that the queen had sent for him. However, the queen had not sent for the king and to make matters worse the mention of the queen had put Darnley in a foul mood. Will had breathed a sigh of relief when they were told that the queen was not seeing anyone as she wasn’t feeling well because he had no idea what he would say if the queen really did admit Darnley.

They were now in Darnley’s rooms, drinking, something Will was certain Darnley shouldn’t be doing in his already agitated state.

He barely listened as the king ranted about the queen and how unfair she was to him and how much he had to put up with, like today for example. The queen had sent for him then turned him away. It was just like her, he grumbled.

The complaints were the same over and over, every day. Will had enjoyed Darnley’s time away from the palace as it gave him a reprieve from the constant grousing.

He shut his ears to the man and thought of Rose in Darnley’s arms. What he’d seen had been a lovers’ embrace. Two people taking advantage of an unoccupied room. A clandestine meeting.

He’d been shocked into immobility until Rose had turned tortured green eyes to him, their inner depths begging for help.

It was then that he’d noticed Darnley’s tight grip on her wrist.

He’d blurted out the first thing he could think of that would get Darnley away from her, but he was also aware of the consequences.

Darnley had been coddled by his mother and had grown up believing he was a potential successor to England’s crown. Not the next successor but down the line. Unfortunately, Darnley—and his parents—tended to forget all the others that came before him.

The man was accomplished at just about everything he set his hand to. He was fair to look at, according to the women, and had a pleasing form. He was also spoiled, demanding and cared more for his own pleasure than anything else.

His marriage to Mary had promised great things but had turned sour almost right away when Mary realized she’d wed a man who acted no better than a child. She bore him a prince, and she’d snubbed him ever since.

While Mary’s goal was to unite the two great crowns, Darnley’s was to become the true king of Scotland with all the rights of a ruling monarch. Knowing her husband well Mary was having none of that.

“She’s a bitch,” Darnley said, half in his cups already.

Will wisely kept his mouth shut but Darnley didn’t seem to notice. He was too caught up in his fictitious martyrdom.

“Demanding my presence at court then ignoring me,” Darnley muttered as he paced his chambers.

“It is your son’s baptism,” Will said.

Darnley rounded on him, the wine splashing out of his gold-plated cup.

“They say he’s my son. She says he’s my son, but I wonder. In the dark of night, all alone in my bed, I wonder if that babe is mine at all.”

Will refrained from rolling his eyes. Darnley was rarely alone in his bed at night.

“The rumors are not true,” Will said. “That child is yours.”

“It could be any number of men’s seed. Bothwell. Rizzio.”

The rumors of the prince’s parentage were rampant and had been ever since the queen’s condition had been announced. Mary had steadfastly ignored all of it and insisted the babe was a result of her marriage to Darnley. Will tended to believe her. She desperately wanted her child to inherit the monarchy and wouldn’t risk the crown by bearing a child that was not her husband’s.

“What does it matter?” Darnley was saying. “She won’t have anything to do with me now.”

“You told me she had made noises that your, er, relations would resume.” Will buried his face in his cup of wine, not at all wanting to talk about the king and queen’s sexual life.

“She lied. Like she always does,” Darnley said bitterly.

The king continued pacing and draining his wine, holding out the cup for a servant to refresh every few minutes. At this point he would be facedown on the floor soon. But not soon enough for Will.

Where was Rose now? Had she run like he’d told her to?

Was she frightened?

He wanted to find her, go to her, comfort her, but Tristan’s words kept coming back to him. There are always casualties.

But Will didn’t want Rose to be a casualty.

There had to be a way to protect her that didn’t compromise his mission.

However, he also couldn’t split his time between watching out for Rose and watching out for the lords who were plotting to kill the king.

Darnley suddenly drew his arm back and threw his gold-plated cup. It flew through the air, causing the servant with the wine pitcher to duck and squeak. The cup sailed, end over end, crimson wine creating a crescent arc, until it hit the wall with a metallic clank and fell to the rug with a soft thud.

Darnley stood, his chest heaving, his face red with anger.

Will watched him passively while also being prepared to move quickly. Darnley was unpredictable, and Will was always on edge around him.

“I’m leaving,” Darnley said.

“And where are you going?” Will calmly took a sip of his wine. He had barely drunk any of it because he needed his wits about him.

“The continent. France. Away from Scotland. Away from that bitch and the people who look down on me.”

Will nodded to the servant to leave. With what looked like relief, the man sidled out of the chamber.

“I’m the king of Scotland, Sheffield. Me. Would you have believed it when we were young lads? I’ve done it. I’ve clawed my way up to become one of the most important figures in politics.”

Darnley had a wild imagination. He hadn’t clawed himself anywhere. He came from a wealthy, titled family. His mother had finagled the marriage, and he was not a political figure at all, let alone a powerful one.

But this was Darnley. He believed his own lies then became angry when others didn’t also believe them.

“She’s denied me every step of the way. I should be the rightful heir to the crown. What if something should happen to her? What then?”

Will perked up. Was Darnley threatening the queen?

“There would be no one to succeed her,” Darnley continued to rave.

“Your son.”

Darnley waved his hand in the air in dismissal. “He’s a babe and couldn’t rule for another dozen years at least.”

“So what are you saying?”

Darnley stilled and looked into the distance before seeming to shake himself back to reality. “Nothing. I’m not saying anything other than she needs to sign that damn Crown Matrimonial to keep Scotland safe.”

Will, and seemingly everyone else, knew Darnley could care less about Scotland’s safety. He wanted the Crown Matrimonial signed so that if something happened to Mary he would become the next ruler of Scotland. And everyone knew that as soon as Mary signed it she would forfeit her life.

Darnley didn’t realize how transparent he was.

“What did you think of her?” Darnley asked.

Confused by the sudden change of topic Will frowned. “Who?”

Darnley was pacing the floor, looking for something. He found his cup and picked it up. “Where did that damn man go,” he muttered.

“More than likely to find more wine.”

That seemed to mollify Darnley. He smiled and sat in the chair opposite Will, appearing to be a different person than the raving madman he’d been just moments ago.

Sometimes the man caused Will’s head to spin.

“The girl,” Darnley said. “The one in the library. Isn’t she comely?”


Chapter 8

A knock on the door had both Rose and Margaret pausing. Two frightened gazes clashed. Rose was certain that Margaret was thinking the same as her.

Darnley has come for me.

If a king summons then you must go.

Margaret’s hand slowly moved toward the fire poker she’d placed at her knees and her fingers curled around the handle. “You can’t hit the king with a poker,” Rose whispered.

“Who says?” Margaret whispered back.

“Margaret…”

But Margaret was already on her feet and heading toward the door, poker pressed to her side.

Rose’s mind was whirling. Maybe it was Alice, their maid. But no, Alice would have stuck her head in by now, or just walked right in as she sometimes did.

Margaret stood to the side of the door, her knuckles white where she held the poker tightly. Rose swallowed. She couldn’t allow Margaret to do harm to the king. She should stop her. Yet Rose was stuck to her chair, panic making it impossible to move.

Margaret eased the door open a crack and Rose craned her neck, trying to see who was on the other side.

The poker dipped toward the floor, no longer in a defensive position, and Margaret opened the door wider.

Emma Howard slid in and Margaret closed the door with a solid click.

Emma’s concerned gaze immediately went to Rose. “I saw you leave the library and you did not look well,” she said. “I said something to you but you must not have heard me.”

Rose stood on shaking legs, pleased that Emma had thought of her but not wanting anyone else to know of her predicament. “I’m well. I apologize that I didn’t hear you.”

Emma looked her over critically. “Really, Rose. I’m more astute than that.” She looked pointedly at the poker still clutched in Margaret’s hand. “What is happening here, lasses?”

Rose and Margaret looked at each other. With a huff Emma moved toward the fire and dropped to the ground, her fine skirts billowing out around her to settle into the rushes. Emma seemed not to care one whit about her gown, but she did seem determined to hear the story.

“Emma…” Rose’s voice trailed off.

“Lord Darnley has taken a fancy to our Rose,” Margaret said in her no-nonsense way as she put the poker back in its place on the hearth.

“Margaret, please,” Rose said weakly, embarrassed. Emma was close to the queen. She shouldn’t be hearing any of this.

Emma’s eyes narrowed. “Was he in the library with you?” she asked.

Rose nodded miserably.

“And did he take liberties with you?”

Rose looked away and bit her bottom lip. One had to be very, very careful about what one said in the palace, especially about the king and queen. Anything could be reported back to them. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Emma, it was that she didn’t want to put Emma in a moral predicament.

Emma leaned forward to place a hand on Rose’s knee. “Your secrets are safe with me. I promise you, Rose.”

Tears built in her eyes again, and she angrily swiped them away. She hated Lord Darnley. Hated him with a ferocity that she’d never felt for anyone before and it frightened her.

“My husband,” Emma began, “was not a nice man. For a long while I thought his treatment of me was my fault. I didn’t do enough for him. I wasn’t the wife he had hoped. If I just tried harder then he would like me and he would…” Her voice trailed off and she shook her head. “It took me a long time to realize that his actions were not my fault. There was something wrong with him, something internal that maybe even he couldn’t control. But his actions were not my fault.”

Rose was staring down at her fingers clutched in her lap. She’d known that Emma had come from an unhappy marriage but she had never spoken so openly of it before.

“You’ve done nothing wrong, Rose,” Emma said. “It’s not your fault that Darnley has cast his eye toward you.”

“Surely, I’ve done something,” Rose whispered. “Something to attract his unwanted attention.”

“You’re beautiful but that is not your fault and nothing you should be ashamed about,” Emma said. “Darnley is…” She seemed to search for her words. “Darnley has yet to learn to control his urges.”

“He’s very angry at me.”

“He’s not accustomed to being denied and you have denied him. He will cast his gaze elsewhere once he realizes that his pursuits are fruitless.”

Rose looked at Emma and at Margaret who was sitting a bit behind and to the left of Emma, watching Rose with worried eyes.

“Why does it even have to be that way?” Rose asked, her anger churning in her stomach, making her sick and fearful. “I should be grateful that his attentions have shifted to another innocent woman? I should turn a blind eye and thank God that he no longer finds me attractive and wipe my hands of the matter? How can I live with myself knowing that another lass is suffering the same fate I suffered? And what if he doesn’t stop? What if he keeps coming for me? What if he never gives up? Must I live my life in fear of him?”

Emma pressed her lips together and Margaret looked down at the rushes. Neither woman had an answer because there was no answer. If Darnley tired of her then another lass was doomed. If he didn’t tire of her, eventually he would get his way, either by force or because he wore Rose down and she just wanted to be rid of him.

Neither scenario was ideal.

“He’s a bastard,” Rose hissed, saying what all three of them were thinking but were too afraid to voice.

“Shhhh.” Margaret looked around wildly as if the king’s spies were lurking in every corner and behind every piece of furniture. And who knows, maybe they were.

“It’s true,” Rose said, turning on Margaret. “We’re all thinking it.”

“But we cannot say it,” Emma said calmly. “He is still the king, regardless of his deplorable actions, and to speak thusly about him could be considered treason.”

Rose slumped back in her chair. “And now you see my predicament. Because I am not of an important family I must tolerate his advances. Eventually he will take full advantage of me.” She looked from Margaret to Emma but neither woman would look at her.

“Then you must not be alone again,” Emma said. “Ever.”

“And you two will be my guards?” Rose asked bitterly. “I cannot ask that of you. You have your lives to lead. You cannot be my nannies forever.”

She thought of that secret room in the cellar, of the men plotting the king’s death and fervently wished that they would carry out their diabolical plan soon.

—

Will had to be certain that he kept his expression neutral. He couldn’t let Darnley know that he found the man’s words about Rose despicable.

“I didn’t get a good look at her,” Will said. “But I’m not attracted to gingers.”

Darnley laughed. “Her hair is like fire and I’m anxious to see if it matches what’s down below.”

Will had to rein in the anger that rose swiftly. Darnley was intentionally being crude because he was angry that Mary was denying him. He wanted to take his anger out on someone and since that someone couldn’t be Mary he chose Rose—another woman who had denied him.

“She’s rebuffed me twice.” Darnley was pacing again, becoming more agitated. “Mark my words, Sheffield, I’m deuced tired of women telling me no. Mary I can do nothing about it, damn her hide, but the ginger chit cannot deny me for long.”

Will gave a passing thought to encouraging Darnley to leave Scotland like he was threatening to do. But if Mary discovered that Will had pushed Darnley in that direction her cold acceptance of him would come to an end and he would have to leave Scotland and return to England without completing his mission.

He’d never not completed a mission.

But damnation, he really wanted Darnley to disappear.

For a moment he thought of Moray and Maitland’s plan to do just that and for a longer moment he considered it a good idea.

“Unwilling women are not to my liking,” he said, trying to appear bored with the conversation.

“Then you have not sampled them enough, my friend. They can be quite feisty.”

Will’s stomach churned. Tristan had said that there were casualties in every mission but more and more he was not willing to allow Rose to be that casualty.

“There are plenty of feisty women in Edinburgh if you know where to look,” Will said, feeling a pang of guilt for throwing an unsuspecting wench in Darnley’s path, but the thought of diverting Darnley’s attention away from Rose appeased him greatly.

Darnley appeared interested for a moment. “As king I must be discreet.”

Will just barely stopped himself from choking on his wine. “Discreet” was not a word that anyone would associate with Darnley. He was the most indiscreet man Will had met, and it was one of the things that irritated Mary the most.

Darnley slumped into a nearby chair and ran a hand down his face. “What am I to do, Sheffield?”

Lately Darnley’s moods were mercurial, and Will had given up any hope of trying to follow the convoluted and disconnected conversations. He was just happy that Darnley’s mind was off Rose for the moment although he had no hope that it would not return to her eventually.

“I suggest not going abroad now,” Will said.

“Why shouldn’t I?” Darnley pounded the arm of the chair with a closed fist. “Why should I care that my departure embarrasses her? It’s not as if she hasn’t embarrassed me.”

Ah, yes. It always came back to Darnley. Everything was always about Darnley. Never mind that his very existence embarrassed Mary.

“She does not allow me to take part in affairs of state. She’s turned all of my friends against me. Except you, of course. She does not want me to be seen. I have nothing to occupy my time. Who can blame me if a beautiful girl turns my head? It’s not as if the queen allows me in her bed any longer.”

So they were back to Rose.

“Appearances must be kept,” Will murmured.

“To hell with appearances,” Darnley shouted. “To hell with it all. Scotland, Mary—the bitch, the monarchy. I’m nothing but a stud horse to her. She has no respect for me.”

“Your departure to the continent would not only embarrass Mary, it would also embarrass Scotland. Word would spread. Queen Elizabeth would hear, and she just might take her displeasure out on your family.”

Darnley pressed his lips together, unable to dispute that. Queen Elizabeth and Queen Mary had an odd relationship. They were rivals, but they were also allies. Elizabeth felt a need to mentor the younger queen and Elizabeth was not pleased when she heard rumors of Darnley’s indiscretions and mistreatment of Mary. Darnley was well aware of this.

“She has me a prisoner,” Darnley said. “A prisoner in this country. I despise my life, Sheffield. I would have been better off a pauper or a farmer.”

Will very much doubted that Lord Darnley would have survived a day as a pauper or a farmer, but he understood the man’s sentiments. Sometimes it would be nice to not have the weight of England’s safety in his hands, to only worry about what he needed to accomplish to survive for that day. And those thoughts brought him back to the reason he was in Scotland in the first place.

“What do you know of Lord Lysle?” he asked, gazing into his wine as if Darnley’s answer mattered little to him.

“Lysle?” Darnley asked, as if he’d never heard the name before.

“Richard Kirkinny, Lord Lysle.” Will turned the goblet of wine in his hand and stared into the fire.

“Lysle, Lysle, Lysle,” Darnley whispered as if trying to recall the name. “Estate up north, correct?”

Will hummed noncommittally.

“Father was Angus Kirkinny. Friend of Mary’s father, I believe.” Darnley shrugged. “That about all I know of him. Why?”

“No reason.” Will drained his wine, disappointed that he’d not learned more. Apparently, the earls of Lysle did not cause much scandal. But knowing that Richard Kirkinny’s father had been friends with the late king of Scotland was something at least. It told him that the current Lord Lysle would be loyal to Mary and not Darnley.


Chapter 9

Margaret and Emma were true to their word and never left Rose’s side over the next several days. Rose was appreciative—she truly was—but she was also beginning to feel a wee bit stifled. She yearned to go outside but dared not because one of the lasses would follow her and it was too cold for them. She was not about to be the cause of one of them becoming sick.

So she endured with what she hoped was a grateful smile.

The only time they left her be was when Lord Lysle approached and even then they hovered close by, out of earshot, but within a safe distance.

Lord Lysle’s attentions were confusing to Rose. He was the perfect gentleman and he always made a point to talk to her every night after supper or during one of Mary’s salons. She never saw him speak to another woman and speculation among the other lasses was rampant that Rose had a suitor in Lord Lysle.

But why her?

She had nothing to offer. Her family was not poor but neither were they of the caliber of wealth that Lysle hailed from. Her father had offered a nice dowry upon her marriage but it was a drop in the bucket to Lysle’s wealth. And he certainly didn’t need her money.

He could have picked Ruth, who was from a very fine family even if her attitude was prickly, and she tended to look down her nose at most people. Or there was Emma who was beyond beautiful, refined and softspoken—the type of wife any man would be glad to have. Although Emma was not at all in the market for a husband. “One was more than enough,” she often said.

“Your thoughts are far off.”

Pulled back to the present Rose was astonished to find Will once again taking the opposite end of the bench she was sitting on.

“Lord Sheffield, it’s been a while.” Rose wanted to bite her tongue. She did not want him to think she’d been counting down the hours since she last saw him and she certainly did not want to remind him of the incident in the library.

His blue eyes twinkled. He was dressed all in black tonight, a raven among the parakeets in the room. The color was becoming on him, with his dark hair and mysterious ways. Somehow, she could not picture him in the bright colors that the other men tended to wear.

“I’ve been busy keeping the king busy,” he said.

She lowered her gaze, not wanting to talk or think about the blasted king.

“You were looking a bit down a moment ago, and I thought to come over and cheer you up. Although it is presumptuous of me to think that I can lift your spirits.”

She grinned. “I was thinking that I would love some fresh air.”

His gaze went to the darkened window. “It’s cold outside,” he said. “What if I take you out tomorrow? We can have a proper go-around of the gardens, unlike our other encounter with the snow.”

“I would like that,” she said.

“The gardens are beautiful in the summer. Have you seen them?”

“Sadly, no. I came to Holyrood in the fall as the blooms were fading.”

“Do you plan to be here next summer?” he asked.

She shrugged. “It depends.”

“On?”

“On whether I accomplish my mother’s wishes and find myself a husband.”

“Refreshingly honest,” he said.

“It’s a terrible trait according to my mother, but I find I can’t be any other way.”

“No innuendos cloaked in pretty words from you, eh?”

“I grew up with five brothers. I know many swear words but no innuendos.”

He laughed, a rich, deep sound that broadened her smile. “I’m sure you received quite the education at the hands of those five brothers.”

“I can set a rabbit trap. I can hit the center of a target with a well-balanced dagger. I can climb rocks and jump over creeks and I can milk a cow.” She looked around the room of prettily dressed ladies and gentlemen, all well-bred, none probably knew one end of a cow from the other.

“All admirable traits to possess,” he said.

She looked at him sharply to see if he was making fun of her or looking down upon her for her special talents. There was none of that in his frank gaze.

“Is that why you like to be outside more than inside?” he asked.

“I spent most of my youth outside. My mother had to drag me in by my braids and as soon as she wasn’t looking I was heading back out.”

“You’re a fascinating creature, Rose Turner.”

“I’m unsure how to take that statement, Will Sheffield.”

He grinned again. “It’s the highest compliment.”

“Then thank you. But I am far less interesting than a lot of the other women here who have traveled the world.”

He shrugged. “I’ve traveled the world. There are certainly wonderful sights to see and interesting people to meet, but there’s really nothing like home.”

“And where do you call home?” she asked.

“Here and there. England sometimes. France sometimes. Right now, Scotland.”

She tilted her head to study him. “And you call me interesting. I have a feeling there are many stories in that head of yours.”

“A few.” He seemed slightly uneasy at the turn in conversation. He was far more comfortable talking about her than he was about himself.

“Tell me one.”

He appeared surprised. “You should have warned me that I was here to entertain you. I would have prepared better.”

“There is not one story that you can tell me?”

“Not one that is appropriate.”

“You forget that I was raised with all brothers. Inappropriate was an everyday occurrence amongst us.”

He chuckled. “I’m sure you have plenty of stories as well.”

“I do, but we aren’t talking about me. We’re talking about you.”

He stood suddenly and held his hand out to her. She hesitated, surprised at the unexpected movement when she’d been content to sit and banter with him forever.

Slowly she put her hand in his and he raised her up. “Come,” he said. “I’m feeling the need for a breath of fresh air as well.”

She glanced back at Margaret and Emma who were both looking a bit alarmed, and waved them away. I’m fine, she mouthed. She completely trusted Will Sheffield. He’d saved her in the library, but even more than that she felt a kinship to him for some strange reason. She was comfortable with him and she couldn’t say that about any other man she’d met. Not even Lord Lysle.

Especially not Lord Lysle.

—

After sending servants to collect their cloaks Will and Rose stepped out of a side door of the palace into the crisp night air. Hell, “crisp” was a mild word compared to what the cold winter night felt like. To Will it felt as if someone was stabbing tiny daggers into his lungs.

But being uncomfortable—for lack of a better word—was almost worth it when he watched Rose step out of the palace. She lifted her head, closed her eyes and breathed in. She kept breathing in and in and in, her chest rising and rising, a slow smile spreading across her face. Almost instantly her fair complexion pinkened in the cold air.

“You really do like being outside no matter the weather,” he said.

Her eyes popped open and she looked at him, the smile still in place. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”

“Rather chilly,” he said, pulling his gaze away to look up at the clear sky and the pinpricks of stars.

“Oh, it’s not so bad,” she said on a laugh as she wrapped her cloak tighter around her. It was a spring green that matched her eyes.

“Let’s walk.” He shook himself to stop the illicit thoughts scrambling his brain. She was beautiful in the moonlight. The outdoor air appeared to invigorate her. In the salon she’d seemed…withdrawn. Out here she seemed more alive.

They walked side by side, her hands tucked into the wide sleeves of her cloak, his clasped behind his back as he scanned the area around them. He was always vigilant, always alert to his surroundings, no matter who he was with or what he was doing. It’d saved his life too many times to count but sometimes he wished he could be carefree and unencumbered by what he had seen and what he had done in his life.

The tick tick of small ice crystals hitting the ground pulled him from his morbid thoughts. “It’s snowing,” he said.

“It’s sleeting. That’s ice, not snowflakes.”

“Don’t you think we should go back since it’s raining ice on us?”

She giggled, and despite the cold his insides warmed while his head clanged warning bells. He ignored the clanging and kept walking.

“Just a little bit longer, please.”

“How can I ignore that heartfelt plea?”

“I haven’t been outside in days and I felt as if the walls were closing in, squeezing the breath from me.”

“Why haven’t you been outside in days? The weather has been tolerable for most of us, practically a spring day for you. There has been plenty of opportunity to get some fresh air.”

She hesitated and Will’s senses sharpened.

“No opportunity,” she finally said. “I’ve been busy.”

He didn’t believe her for a moment. He hesitated to speak his mind, opened his mouth and was met with a lungful of frigid air and ice crystals that made him cough. He covered his mouth with a fist and hoped he recovered sufficiently enough without unduly embarrassing himself.

Funny that he’d never minded being embarrassed in the past.

When he looked out of the corner of his eye he saw Rose’s lips twitch.

“We never spoke of what transpired in the, er…in the library the other night.”

She turned her head away and he almost regretted bringing it up, but it needed to be said, and it stood between them, large and awkward. They both knew it had happened and ignoring it would not make things less awkward.

“There is nothing to say,” she said. “Maybe we should head back like you had suggested.”

She made to turn around but Will took her elbow and kept her facing forward. “Just a few minutes longer.”

“I don’t want to speak of this.” Her voice was tight as if she had something caught in her throat, but she allowed him to lead her on. He could see the lights from the stables now and it proved a warm and welcoming goal.

“We can’t ignore that it happened.”

“Oh, I’m not ignoring it.”

“Rose…” He wasn’t sure what to say to her but he knew it had to be brought out in the open and faced.

“No, Will.”

“Yes, Rose.”

She huffed out a breath that formed into an icy cloud which drifted ahead of them.

“Has this happened before?” he asked, knowing the answer but needing to hear it from her.

“Yes.”

“When?”

She yanked her arm from his grasp and spun to face him. “What does it matter? It’s not as if you can do anything about it.”

“I can try.”

“He’s the king. His will trumps everyone else’s. You know this.”

He pressed his lips together, wanting to deny it but unable to.

“I am staying away from him,” she said, resuming their walk. “I refuse to be alone in the palace. Emma and Margaret are with me at all times. I won’t be caught unawares again.”

“That’s good.” He was impressed with the women’s ingenuity but knew that even so the king could force himself on her, regardless of her fearless friends.

“Hopefully he will leave as soon as the baptism is over.”

“One can only hope.”

She turned her head to look at him. “I thought you were friends with him.”

“I am. Or rather I was. He’s not the same person he’d been when we were in school together. He’s changed.” That part was true although Will and the other classmates could have predicted Darnley’s path in life. He’d always exhibited the mannerisms of a spoiled child.

“And yet you stay in Scotland, a supposed friend of his. Why?”

He shrugged. “I will move on soon no doubt but I would at least like to see the prince baptized.”

“And what will you do when you move on?” There was a catch in her voice, and she had once again turned her head away from him.

“Return to England probably. I know what you are doing by asking me questions, Miss Rose. I am not finished with this conversation.”

“Well I am. Besides, there is nothing left to say. Darnley’s head will be turned by another lass soon enough. I just need to wait it out.”

She might be right. At the moment, Darnley vacillated between rage at Mary, his wounded pride and his lust for Rose. Another woman could easily come across his path and turn his head. Will hoped that would be the case.

“And what of Lord Lysle?” he asked.

Rose laughed. “You have been watching me closely, haven’t you?”

He regretted the last question because it made it appear as if he indeed had been watching her closely. So maybe he had. She was intriguing to be sure, but he was also concerned about the attention Lysle had been giving her, and it wasn’t because she’d turned Lysle’s head like she’d turned Darnley’s.

Will was convinced that somehow Lysle had connected Rose to the shawl. He wasn’t sure how but his gut was telling him so.

They reached the stables and Rose entered as if she’d been there many times before. It smelled of hay, horses and leather but best of all it was warm. Rose immediately made her way to the second stall on the right. A chestnut nose poked out and Will heard a small whinny.

Rose laughed, cupping the velvet nose between both hands and kissing the top of the large head.

“You know each other well?” Will asked.

“We do. This is Tyche, who I was telling you about before. I come to visit him and his friends often.”

“Tyche,” he said, amused. “The goddess of good fortune. But it is a stallion?”

She laughed. “I know, but the name fits, I suppose.”

He reached up to touch Tyche’s nose, not yet willing to tell her that Tyche belonged to him.

Movement at the other end of the stable drew Will’s attention and his hand went to the small dagger secreted at his waist. No one was supposed to be in the queen’s presence with a weapon but Will was damned if he would go weaponless so he hid his.

A large—very large—man stepped out of a stall and paused when he saw the two of them. He bowed, the action graceful despite his bulk. Will’s gaze met his and the man nodded curtly.

“Good evening, LaGrange,” Rose said.

Bloody hell, did the woman know everyone from the stable master to the horses?

“Miss Turner. You’re here late tonight.”

“I’ve missed coming here. Lord Sheffield was kind enough to escort me, except I fear I’ve frozen him through.”

“I’m sure I’ll survive,” Will said.

LaGrange’s lips twitched but Will couldn’t be certain because the man turned away from them to hang a bucket on a hook.

“Tyche has missed you,” LaGrange said, his gaze flickering to Will.

Rose rubbed Tyche’s nose. “I’m sure he missed the treats I bring more than he missed me. I regret not having brought any tonight.”

“I think I might have something you can give him.” LaGrange closed the distance between them in a few long strides and held an apple out to her, nestled in his large, scarred palm. “Wouldn’t want to disappoint him, would you?”

Except LaGrange was looking at Will when he said that.

Rose made a sound of delight and surprise. “Why thank you, LaGrange. That’s very kind of you.”

Rose fed the horse the apple. The only sound in the stable was Tyche’s teeth crunching the fruit and the shuffling of the other horses.

Silently LaGrange returned to the other side of the stable and disappeared through the opposite door, leaving them alone.

“How do you know him?” Will asked.

“LaGrange? He works in the stables. I think he’s part of the queen’s guard as well but I know him from visiting the stables.”

“You must come here often then.”

“Often enough. I come here when things get to be too much at the palace.”

This was the place where she was happiest. Will could see the pleasure in her eyes. She would much prefer to muck out stables and brush down horses than make small talk in the queen’s salons.

He reached in and ran his hand down the side of the horse’s neck.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, but he wasn’t necessarily speaking of the horse.


Chapter 10

“I had a feeling you would return,” LaGrange said when Will reentered the stable after making sure Rose had returned safely to her chamber.

He glanced at Tyche who had poked his nose from his stall and snorted when he saw Will.

“What do you know about her?” Will asked.

“Miss Turner?” LaGrange leaned against a stall door and absently patted the horse. “Tyche is her favorite and she brings him treats but she never asks to ride any of them. She’s content to pet and talk to them. That one there adores her.” LaGrange nodded his head toward a gray cat slinking by, sticking to the shadows of the opposite stalls, watching them warily, the tip of its tail twitching. “Miss Turner plays with her babies and that mama never lets anyone close to her kittens, but she lets Miss Turner pick them up. Haven’t ever seen anything like it. How do you know her?”

“Emma Howard introduced us.” Will hesitated. “There’s more, but not here.”

LaGrange nodded in understanding.

Will, Simon and Tristan had all been sent to Scotland about a year ago, after Elizabeth began hearing disturbing rumors that Mary wanted to change the Scottish religion from Protestant to Catholic. LaGrange had been sent to Scotland long before that. So long ago that no one at the palace even remembered a time when he hadn’t been here, but that didn’t affect LaGrange’s loyalty to his English queen nor did it stop his reports to Elizabeth’s spymaster, Walsingham.

LaGrange had probably forgotten more secrets than Will, Simon and Tristan knew combined.

Will watched the cat pad by. “If you ever see Rose alone with Darnley, send word to me.”

LaGrange eyed him thoughtfully. “Aye.”

Will looked around. They were very much alone except for the sleepy horses and the lone cat who had stopped to lick her paw and watch the two humans. “I hear the Sword and Stone has the best ale on High Street.”

LaGrange seemed to think about that for a moment. “Aye. Had it myself not long ago.”

Will nodded. “I might try it tomorrow afternoon.”

With a final pat of Tyche’s nose he walked out of the stables and into the cold. The ice was still pattering against the ground and the temperature had dropped considerably. He looked up at the imposing rise of the north side of the palace and the darkened windows, counting up and over to find Rose’s window. It was dark but he thought he might have detected the flicker of a single candle. The ice hit his upturned face, stinging his cheeks and forehead as he stood there like a mooning lad, worry churning in his gut.

Rose was frightened of Darnley, which she should be, but she was in far more danger from Lysle, and Will had no idea how to tell her or if he even should tell her.

Would giving her the knowledge upset his mission? And how could he warn her to avoid the man without saying why? Rose was intelligent. She would want answers and she wouldn’t be happy unless she had them.

—

LaGrange met Will and Tristan at the print shop late the next afternoon. LaGrange had been here one other time, when Simon had to flee from Scotland because Queen Mary was going to arrest him for treason. It was LaGrange who had provided the horses Simon and Aimee rode out on.

Will and Tristan explained to LaGrange what they had learned about Moray, Maitland and the plot to kill the king. LaGrange didn’t seem surprised, but then again LaGrange had been a spy far longer than Will and Tristan put together. He never gave anything away by even a flicker of an eyelid.

“You need to return to the cellar where they meet,” LaGrange said. “I don’t feel they’re smart enough to vary their meeting places or times. They’re too arrogant and more than likely feel that no one can catch them. Go back and listen. We need more information. When and where would be beneficial.”

Will nodded. This was why there needed to be casualties. He’d spent far too much time thinking of Rose and not enough time thinking about the plan to kill Darnley.

“I thought we had decided that you would leave off the chit,” Tristan said. Tristan was a calm individual. Nothing ever riled him. In all his years of being a spy he had not lost his sense of humor or sunny disposition. However, right now he seemed critical, and Will knew he deserved it. They had agreed that Will was to step away and leave Rose be, and Will had not been able to do that.

“I came upon the lass wrapped in Darnley’s arms and it was not a welcome embrace,” Will said, noting that LaGrange’s face darkened at the mention of Rose being accosted by Darnley. Did the man harbor feelings for Rose as well?

As well as what?

Will did not harbor feelings for Rose other than concern for her safety what with Darnley’s attentions fixed on her and Lysle’s sudden interest in her. Neither man had romance on their brains while they pursued Rose and she was naïve not to realize it. Someone needed to protect her.

“Damn that man,” Tristan said with feeling. “He is the worst rogue and rake.”

“He’s a bastard,” Will said. “And he’s intent on having her.”

LaGrange’s head snapped up and his nostrils flared. It seemed as if Rose had entrapped another English spy.

“I can’t leave her to that fate,” Will said.

“Can’t or won’t?” Tristan asked sharply.

Will shrugged. “Won’t.”

—

Over the next few days Rose was plagued with guilt and longing. Longing for Will, a man unsuitable for what her mother had sent her here for. And guilt of her knowledge regarding the king. Darnley was a terrible person, but did that mean she should wish—want—him dead?

That wasn’t like her. She was a woman who loved animals and who enjoyed life. Wasn’t she the one who always brought the wounded and ill home to nurse?

Then who was this woman who kept this deadly secret to herself?

It was these thoughts that kept her awake at night and left a knot in her stomach. And it was these thoughts that drove her to the chapel and onto her knees in prayer. Her family attended services every week. They prayed together every night but normally she went through the routine only because it was expected of her.

She was kneeling on the hard, cold, stone floor when movement to her far left had her lifting her head to find that Will was also on his knees, his dark head bent over his clasped hands, his wide shoulders rounded beneath his velvet doublet. She stared at the way his shoulders tapered to a trim waist and his leg muscles bunched as he knelt. When she realized what she was doing she yanked her gaze away and bowed her head, squeezing her eyes closed.

She was here to ask for God’s guidance with a difficult decision and instead she was daydreaming about Will’s body! She was going to hell.

Rose spent the next half hour pretending to ignore Will and trying to ask for God’s help in the dilemma with the king but she was failing miserably. He was such a large presence, nearly overpowering her senses, and she had a feeling that the other three people in the chapel weren’t nearly as affected by Will as she was.

She breathed out a sigh of relief—and maybe a wee bit of regret—when Will pushed himself to his feet and walked out without even casting a glance her way. Had he not seen her kneeling here? Had he not been aware of her at all?

Oh, what a ninny she was. Of course he didn’t care if she was here or not.

She rested her forehead on her folded hands and let the words to God come to her.

An hour later she rose, her knees creaking from kneeling on the hard ground for so long.

She had her answer. She wasn’t certain if God had spoken to her or if her mind had cleared enough to think rationally but she knew what she had to do.

She had to go back to the cellar and prove to herself that what she’d heard was true and not something that she thought she heard or made up.

And if it was true then she needed to tell the queen.

Mary would know what to do.


Chapter 11

One could say that Will and God had parted ways long ago. Too many of Will’s prayers had gone unanswered. He’d witnessed too many horrific things to ever believe there was an all-knowing being that orchestrated everything.

Famine. Death. Suffering. Murder. Depravity.

Who would ever conceive of these things let alone allow them to flourish without intervention?

No. He did not believe in God.

And yet when he’d passed the chapel that morning something had drawn him inside. He’d taken a seat at the very back in the corner, not to pray but to sit and think. It was as good a place as any to think.

Eventually he’d found himself on his knees, his hands folded because that was what the others were doing. Granted there were only three others because it was well past morning prayers and most people were breaking their fasts. The emptiness was part of the charm of the chapel. It was peaceful.

In his line of work Will had learned to grab peace when he could and to cherish silence when it came. The chapel offered both.

And apparently, it also offered Rose.

He knew the instant she walked in. The brush of her skirts, the tapping of her shoes upon the stone floor caused instant recognition. His blood churned faster when she was near and his senses were more alert.

His peace had certainly vanished.

She’d sat on the opposite side of the chapel, going to her knees and bowing her head, appearing much more devout than he was. He could only focus on his awareness of her and of the way the candles bounced off her fiery hair and warmed her peach-toned skin. Her form was slim, her waist barely a hand span and yet that tiny body wielded a mighty warrior woman who’d learned to fight and hunt and climb rocks with her brothers.

A woman who had caught the attention of the king.

Will made sure to keep his head bent, to appear to be holding a conversation with a God he did not believe in. But eventually he knew he’d have to leave or else look the fool staying there. Or he supposed he could have looked devout, or maybe like he’d had a whole lot to say to God.

Did Rose prefer a devout man?

Did it matter? He was not devout, and he was not a man that would pursue her.

With that thought he exited the chapel, forcing himself to not look at her as he passed. But he breathed deep, hoping to catch the scent of lavender and roses and vanilla.

Now he was scrunched in the corner of the cellar waiting for the devious lords to arrive for their meeting. He had no idea if they were coming tonight. He’d been in this position the last three nights waiting for them, hoping they hadn’t moved the location, praying they’d given up on their deadly mission. He’d kept an eye on them during the day but they were rarely seen together—at least they were smart in that aspect. Lysle had left Holyrood to attend to business on his estate but had suddenly reappeared this afternoon. That had given Will hope that there would be a meeting tonight so he had come down here early to secure his place. And he waited.

And he thought.

Mostly he thought of Rose. And then he cursed himself for thinking of Rose.

And then, suddenly, Rose was there, slipping through the side door and pressing her back against it. For a long moment Will could only stare at her in disbelief. Surely his thoughts had conjured an image of her and she really wasn’t standing in the shadows of the cellar looking scared and alone.

She was wearing a black gown but her skin was so pale—even paler due to her fear—that she shone like a beacon.

The shuffling of feet coming down the cold steps catapulted him into action and he launched himself out of the corner, lunging toward Rose. Her gaze jerked to him, a madman coming at her, hands outstretched. Her mouth opened in a scream.

Will reached her before she could make a sound, pressing his palm against her mouth and pulling her into his chest.

“It’s me,” he whispered into her ear as he dragged her back to the dark alcove.

He felt the moment that she recognized him. Her body collapsed against his and a slight tremor ran through her.

The heavy steps were getting closer and Will thanked the stars that she was wearing dark clothing, which begged the question why was she wearing dark clothing and in the cellar.

He pressed her back against the slick stone wall just as the approaching feet passed the opening. Will pressed his forehead against Rose’s and closed his eyes, hoping and praying that his dark clothes and dark hair would hide them sufficiently.

Rose tucked her chin into his chest, and he could feel her warm breath through his doublet and shirt. He had to suppress a shiver that felt far too much like longing. Her body was tucked protectively against him but also perfectly against him, her small hands folded so that they were placed between their bodies.

He could smell nothing but the fresh scent of roses, lavender and vanilla. He inhaled deeply just to absorb it into himself.

“There are more,” he whispered, referring to the rest of the men coming into the cellar.

She nodded but kept silent as the men filed into the small room before they closed the door.

Rose let out a deep breath and pulled away, leaving Will feeling cold and alone.

“What are you doing here?” he whispered.

“What are you doing here?” She was still pale with fear but she looked determined.

“I think you know.”

She turned guarded and wary and pressed her lips together. “I come through that doorway all the time. I found it a few weeks ago when I was caught in a rainstorm.”

“And you were here the other night when they were discussing…things.” He tipped his chin in the direction of the room the other lords had entered.

She was caught between his body and the corner of the alcove but for good measure Will placed a hand on either side of her head and leaned forward. He wanted her scared. He wanted her to know just how serious this was.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

She lifted her small chin and looked up at him with those luminous green eyes. He could only make out the pale oval of her face, but he pictured how those eyes would look.

“I have a feeling you shouldn’t be here either,” she said.

If he’d thought to scare her or intimidate her he’d thought wrong. She was neither scared nor intimidated. Rather she appeared irritated.

He straightened suddenly.

“Stay here,” he warned. He made his way to the entrance of the alcove and strained to hear what was being said on the other side of the wooden door. He wished he’d been able to see who had entered and cursed Rose for being a distraction.

She was standing beside him before he even knew she’d moved and with a fierce scowl he waved his hand indicating that she was to go back to the corner from where she came.

She simply looked at him and remained where she was. The damn woman. Didn’t she know what was best for her? Didn’t she know that he was trying to keep her safe?

The door to the small room was not thick or sturdy. The room was probably not meant to hold anything more valuable than barrels of onions and turnips.

“She won’t agree to the divorce,” someone said on the other side. It sounded like Maitland but Will couldn’t be certain. He assumed they were talking about Queen Mary and the suggestion that she divorce Darnley.

“The church would approve based on consanguinity,” another said.

“She won’t do it.” This voice was different but sounded familiar. Will searched his memory, trying to recall where he had heard it before but was coming up blank. “She says it will jeopardize James’s rise to the throne. People will doubt his paternity. She’ll do everything in her power to protect the prince’s right to ascend to the throne, and if that means not divorcing Darnley then she won’t divorce him.”

Silence on the other side indicated that the others were digesting this bit of information.

A small, chilled hand curled around Will’s fingers. He desperately wanted her away from here. At least back in the corner so she couldn’t hear what was being said. But she stayed stubbornly at his side, listening as intently as he.

“There really is only one other choice.”

The others murmured unintelligible sounds, but appeared to be in agreement.

“In order to be free of the scourge of the king and to protect Scotland from his embarrassing displays of childish behavior he must die,” one of them said.

“I see no other choice,” another said. “He’s a threat to us all.”

Will grabbed Rose’s wrist and yanked her toward the hidden door to the outside. He had a desperate need to get her out of there, to get her away from the evilness that presided not far from them.

Cold air swirled in bringing a few snowflakes with it. He pushed Rose out the door and followed her, closing it softly but firmly behind him.

They stood in the hushed silence of the deep winter night and inhaled deeply, their exhaled breath floating between them in soft white clouds.

Their gazes locked and held. Will’s heart was pounding and he could only assume that Rose’s was as well.

“Will—”

He dragged her against his body. As it had before she fit perfectly to him, her small frame filling up all his empty spaces.

He pressed his lips against hers. She tasted like nothing he’d ever tasted before. “Warm” and “comforting” were the only words that he could think of.

She made a surprised sound but soon she was leaning into him, fitting her body against his, her arms snaking around his waist to hang on tight as she kissed him back.

It was an innocent kiss at first, just their lips locked together, but Will, desperately wanting more, pressed his tongue against the seam of her lips until she opened up against the pressure.

Her eyes flew open to stare at him in surprise when his tongue swept through her mouth. She’d obviously never been kissed this way before and a surge of pride raced through him to know he’d been her first real kiss.

But alas, it couldn’t last nearly as long as he would have liked. The plotting lords were still uncomfortably close, and they were standing in the cold where anyone could come upon them.

He pulled away just as abruptly as he had yanked her against him and she gasped, her lips glistening and bright pink. His blood ran through him hot and heavy and he wanted nothing more than to push her against the palace wall and kiss her again but he held his ground and gathered his wits about him.

She lifted a hand to touch her lips while still looking at him in wonder and confusion. His only regret was that he couldn’t kiss her longer.

“We need to leave,” he said.

She didn’t move.

“Rose. We need to go.”

He took her hand from her mouth and led her away from the door, keeping close to the palace wall. There were guards about but he hadn’t seen any in this area yet and hoped to God that tonight wasn’t the night that he did. He could always tell them that he and Rose were out for a bit of fun, but that could easily ruin Rose’s reputation and he didn’t want to do that.

“Can you find your way back?” he asked.

She pulled up short. “So that’s it?” she asked. “We’re not going to talk about what we just heard back there? My God, Will, they’re plotting to—”

“Quiet,” he said harshly as he glanced around. The moon shone bright on the snow, dousing everything in a bright blue. “You must not speak of it. Not to anyone. Do you understand me?”

“Of course I won’t say anything, but we cannot even speak of it to each other?”

He didn’t want to talk to Rose about any of this. If he had it in his power he would undo everything that she had heard. But it was too late for that and he needed to figure out what he was going to do with her now that she knew he knew the same information. And damn it, he was beyond frustrated that he still did not know more details, like when and where the murder would take place.

“Not now. I have an appointment with the king in a few minutes.”

She looked doubtful. “This late at night?”

“He’s lonely. The queen won’t allow him to do anything or go anywhere in the castle. The courtiers shun him. He has few friends.”

Her lips twisted. “From what it sounded like in the cellar I’m not surprised. So why are you still his friend?”

This was not a conversation he wanted to have now. He needed to think about his next steps, how much to safely tell her.

“Tomorrow evening, after supper, everyone will be in the queen’s salon. Meet me at the stables. We’ll talk then.”

“I must wait all day? This is important, Will. This is…” She looked around, suddenly aware that they could be overheard. “This is important.”

“I know. Give me until then.”

“Very well. But if you don’t show up I will go in search of you.”

“I understand. Can you find your way back?”

She looked down the wall of the palace. “You are certain the king isn’t around?”

“If you stay in the common areas where most people gather, you should be safe. Go straight to your chambers. I will see you tomorrow after supper.”

She went up on her toes and kissed him on the lips. It was a swift buff of lips sliding against each other, and then she was gone, hurrying away, staying to the shadows so that he could barely see her until a wedge of light appeared where she opened another side door and slid through it.

Will waited a long while—far too long—staring at the place where Rose disappeared. Something fundamental changed inside of him with that kiss and he wasn’t exactly sure he was happy about it.


Chapter 12

“Did you hear?”

Will was sitting in Darnley’s chambers, finally warming up from his time in the cellar and outside with Rose. He was far into his thoughts, drinking steadily with Darnley. Or rather, Darnley was drinking steadily and Will was sipping his mulled wine, letting the warmth roll through him while his jumbled thoughts played havoc with his emotions.

He kept returning to that kiss. He’d kissed other women before, but he’d never had a romantic involvement with another woman. In his line of work he couldn’t afford to get emotionally attached. There had never been a woman that he lost because of a mission or who had betrayed him after he’d given his heart to her. There simply had not been a woman he’d allowed close to him. He’d tupped a few—more than a few to be honest—and he’d kissed more than that. Hell, he’d kissed women just to get information out of them. If that wasn’t coldhearted he didn’t know what was.

He rubbed his tired eyes and stared into the dregs of his mulled wine. The fire was blazing and he was drowsy. He wanted nothing more than to go to his chambers and sleep. To forget about assassinations and kisses and women named Rose.

Fingers snapped in front of his eyes and he straightened to find Darnley scowling at him.

“You’re not listening to me,” Darnley said in what sounded suspiciously like a whine.

“My apologies, Your Majesty.”

Darnley scoffed. “You’re the only friend I have left, Sheffield. No need to be so formal.” He dropped into the opposite chair and rested his chin in his palm.

Mostly Will felt nothing but contempt for the Scottish king. But sometimes, like right now, Will felt sorry for him. Darnley was the way he was because his parents raised him to believe that he could someday become king of England. He was used as a political pawn to wed the Scottish queen with the hopes that someday he might rule Scotland and England.

He’d never learned that he needed to grow up and now he was confused because suddenly his actions had consequences. He didn’t see that he was hurting his wife. He didn’t see that his demand to become the heir to the Scottish crown turned people against him.

“I asked you if you’d heard the news,” Darnley said.

“What news?”

“This bloody baptism is going to beggar Scotland. They say I’m an embarrassment to the country but this fiasco is the embarrassment.”

Will stared at Darnley in near incomprehension. The man couldn’t be serious, complaining about the cost of his own son’s baptism.

“It’s the baptism of your son, the heir to Scotland. It’s an important event for the entire world.”

Darnley rolled his eyes. “The cost is astronomical and the bitch can’t give me two merks to rub together. I have nothing because of her. All I ask is to live in the way my station befits me. I am king, by God!” He slammed a fist on the arm of the chair, truly outraged.

“Her own son is more important than the man who begot that son,” he said between clenched teeth. “I deserve better than this.”

Was there no wonder that a group of people wanted him dead?

And the man was too much of a fool to realize it.

There was nothing Will could say to the king. He’d tried to say it before but in the king’s mind nothing was his fault, and he was a perpetual victim of Mary’s hatred.

“I hear she’s thinking of pardoning the men who plotted to kill Rizzio,” Darnley said, far more sober than he’d been a moment ago.

Will’s ears perked up. “I hadn’t heard.” This was new information and the consequences of it were mind-boggling.

“This will be the end of me,” Darnley said softly as he stared into the fire. “And she knows that.”

The man wasn’t wrong. There were rumors that Darnley had been involved in the killing of Mary’s most trusted advisor. Mary had even officially pardoned Darnley for it, and the other lords suspected in the plot had fled to England. Now, apparently, they wanted to return to Scotland and they would be furious that the king had been declared innocent while they were still considered guilty. They would be out for his blood. The consequences could be deadly for Darnley.

“She wants me dead,” Darnley said. “She’s bringing them back so they will do her evil work for her.”

Will didn’t know how to respond. So many wanted Darnley dead.

—

Rose had been inching her way toward the exit of the dining hall. She was to meet Will in a few minutes and she was overly anxious to see him. But it wasn’t for the reason that Will would suspect.

She wasn’t particularly excited to talk about what they had heard in the cellar yesterday. She wanted to see Will again because the kiss had kept her awake most of the night. She’d relived it repeatedly and each time it made her stomach muscles contract and her blood run faster and a warmth pool between her legs.

She’d never been kissed before and she hoped it wasn’t obvious when she’d kissed him back. Her brothers had taught her far more than fishing and hunting and climbing. She’d heard the stories of Ewan caught behind the pub with Agnes, the milkmaid. All of her brothers had discussed kissing girls in front of her once they realized that if they sent her away she’d just sneak back and eavesdrop.

“Rose, my dear.” Lysle stepped up beside her and took her hand. “There you are,” he said with a smile that revealed his dimples. He was quite charming but there was something about the charm that Rose did not trust.

And she was always coming back to the question of why he was pursuing her. Almost every one of the other girls had so much more to offer him than she did.

“Let me escort you to the queen’s salon. Maybe tonight we can finally play the McDermotts in Maw.”

Rose held back a grimace. She abhorred the McDermotts. They were a bland couple who spoke very little. Rose didn’t enjoy Maw and had no interest in the game but Lysle wanted her to play.

“Surely you can find someone who is more talented at Maw than I am,” she said with a smile that she hoped was genuine.

He chuckled and patted her hand as if she were a child that needed to be mollified. It stoked her ire. She didn’t like being condescended to. Just ask her brothers. 

“Nonsense,” he said. “You’re a very good partner. We suit well, don’t you think? Besides, it’s just a silly card game. A simple way to pass the time. The McDermotts are a nice couple and they live close to my estate.”

What did that have to do with Maw?

Suddenly she realized that he was leading her through the doors of the dining hall with every intention of taking her to the salon and another round of the boring card game with the boring couple.

If she didn’t stop him she would be stuck playing cards and making small talk all night and Will would be in the stables waiting for her.

She tried to pull away, to slow her steps but Lysle kept walking, forcing her to practically jog to keep up.

“It’s important for me to make connections in my area of the country and keep good relations with my neighbors,” he was saying.

“I see,” she said because she could think of nothing else to say. Her mind was whirling, trying to find a way to break from Lysle but he seemed more determined tonight than he had previous nights.

“I missed you last night,” he said. “The palace is quickly filling with guests for the baptism. There are many foreign dignitaries to meet. If you stay by my side, dear, I can introduce you.”

“That’s very kind of you.” They were being swept up in the crowd, most heading to the salon as well. Mary had been making more appearances now that the foreign dignitaries were arriving.

Lysle suddenly veered away from the crowd, pulling Rose with him.

“My lord,” she said, alarmed. “What are you about?”

“Just one moment and we will continue on to the salon.”

“I really don’t think this is proper,” she said, her voice rising. Why, oh why, had she not asked Margaret to go with her to the stables?

Because she wanted to be alone with Will. Because she wanted Will to kiss her like he’d kissed her the night before.

This was what happened when she let thoughts of kissing interfere with what she was supposed to be doing. She was dragged away by men like Lysle.

He opened the door and to Rose’s horror she realized it was the very same library that she had been accosted in by Darnley.

She balked at the doorway, peering inside to confirm that it was indeed empty. Did no one ever use this blasted library?

“Lord Lysle, I don’t think—”

“We can leave the door open if you would like. I would never want to hurt your reputation or make you afraid of me, Rose.”

She hesitated, looking down the corridor from which they had come. There were people still milling about. If she screamed loud enough they just might hear her. This time Will would not be here to save her because he was in the stables waiting for her. Maybe if she stayed to hear what Lysle wanted to say she could quickly escape and get to Will.

“Very well,” she said. “But we stand right here and the door remains open.”

Lysle didn’t seem happy with her instructions but her brothers hadn’t raised an imbecile.

He took both of her hands in his and stared into her eyes. Her heart twisted and she had a feeling that she knew what he was about to say and she did not want to hear it at all.

“Rose, we have been spending more and more time together of late. I am growing quite fond of you and feel that we suit most admirably, not only in Maw”—he grinned; she did not—“but in all other aspects as well.”

She wanted to ask what other aspects. They’d never had a serious conversation. He didn’t know what her favorite color was or what her favorite song was. He knew nothing about her and she knew nothing about him.

“I just want you to know how I feel and that I am going to pursue this feeling I have for you.”

“Feeling?” She nearly choked on the word.

His brows drew together. “This tendre I have for you.”

Tendre? Oh, dear.

“I see,” she said.

“I would like to spend more time with you. More than Maw with the McDermotts and more than just a few hours at the nightly salon. I have it on good faith that you are here to make an advantageous match.”

Her fingers jerked in his hold but he did not let go.

“I am well received at court. Dare I say that I am a favorite of the queen. I can keep you in comfort. My estate is well situated and quite well equipped.”

“Is this a marriage proposal?” she whispered.

“No, no,” he said quickly. “Not yet, at least. It’s far too soon for that, but I did want you to be aware of my intentions and my thoughts toward you.”

“I don’t…I don’t know what to say.” All she could think about was Will. Will’s kiss. Will’s body pressed against her. Will’s arms around her.

Will waiting for her this very moment in the stables.

Lysle squeezed her fingers and smiled. “You don’t have to say anything at all. Just tell me that you are open to a walk through the palace tomorrow. It is far too cold to go outside, but surely we can manage a stroll around the palace.”

He did not know her well at all if he thought it was too cold to go outside, and she could think of a thousand things she’d rather do than walk through the palace halls with him.

On the other hand, this was exactly why her mother sent her to court. Lysle was her mother’s dream come true. Titled. Wealthy. A favorite in the court.

She owed it to her mother to accept his request for a stroll.

“A stroll…” She had to clear her throat. “A stroll would be nice.”

He smiled, his dimples making the smile so much more appealing. “Excellent. You have made me very happy.”

“By going for a stroll?” she asked.

“It’s a start. Now let’s proceed to the salon. I’m sure the McDermotts are waiting for us.”

“I, um…I need to…Can I take some moments to think about our conversation? You have my head spinning, my lord. This has come about so suddenly.”

“Of course. But I don’t know how you didn’t see it coming. Then again, these things are so far out of your expertise.”

What in the blazes did that mean?

“Take your time. I will ask someone else to partner with me until you return.”

“My thanks, my lord.”

“Just one more thing,” he said, making her pause and her heart skip a beat.

She looked at him warily. “Yes?”

He leaned forward and pressed his lips against hers. She was so shocked that she did not react. His lips were cold and somewhat wet and her first instinct was to recoil and pull away, but she forced herself to remain still until he broke the kiss.

“Forgive my forwardness but I could not help myself.”

She blinked. This kiss was so much different from Will’s passionate embrace and sweeping tongue that made her insides melt.

“Go,” he said with a wave of his hand. “I will be waiting for you when you return.”

She backed away, a sick smile on her face.

This was what her mother wanted.

But all Rose thought of was Will, and she wondered if this was what she wanted.


Chapter 13

Will was beginning to think that either Rose had forgotten about their rendezvous or something had happened that kept her from meeting him. He fleetingly thought that the something keeping her from him could be Darnley although he wasn’t certain how Darnley and Rose would have crossed paths. Rose knew to stay away from the parts of the palace that Darnley haunted and Darnley was all but forbidden to venture into the more public areas.

Will was stomping his feet and blowing on his frozen fingers when Rose rushed in, all pink and peachy from the cold.

She brought with her a swirl of cold air before manhandling the large door closed. The horses snorted and pawed the ground of their stalls, irritated at having been disturbed. Some poked their noses out, curious to see the intruder.

She hurried toward him, ignoring Tyche, who whickered at her.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” she said breathlessly. Her color was up and long tendrils of hair had come loose. She was completely and utterly adorable.

“I was beginning to worry.” He motioned for her to follow him as he led her into the small office at the far end of the stables. It held only a desk for the stable master, a bench and a milking stool.

“I bribed LaGrange to leave for a bit so we could talk privately,” he said. In truth LaGrange was patrolling the area around the stables to make certain no one accidentally stumbled upon them.

Rose sat on the bench, leaving the stool for Will. He looked at it askance, wondering if it would hold his weight and decided to perch against the desk instead.

He still had no idea what he was going to say to her, how he was going to explain any of this. There was no wrong or right answer, no book written that would give him the guidance he needed.

“What waylaid you?” he asked, putting off the inevitable for a bit longer.

He wanted to kiss her again. Her lips were pink and plump and she looked preoccupied and disheveled and he desperately wanted to lay her down on that bench and kiss her senseless. With great willpower, he remained where he was and crossed his arms to keep from reaching for her.

“Lord Lysle,” she said. “He wanted to escort me to the salon, and I had to find a way to escape him.”

“Ah.” Lysle. Will felt an odd sensation in his chest at the mention of Lysle. Lysle had shown more and more interest in Rose, and Will didn’t like it one bit. He told himself it was because Lysle had ulterior motives with Rose but he feared there was more to his feelings than that. Rose was becoming more and more important to him and that was unacceptable.

Rose made a production of spreading her skirts on the worn, dirty bench, keeping her gaze from him while he watched her.

Finally she raised her gaze to his. “Well, then. I guess we’d best talk about it.”

“I guess,” he agreed reluctantly.

“How safe are we in here? Can we be overheard?”

“As safe as we can be considering what we have to discuss.”

She bit her bottom lip, sucking it in between her teeth. Will’s gut clenched and he pressed his fists against the sides of his thighs.

“Do you think those men we overheard are serious?” she asked.

“I think they are very serious.”

“I’ll admit I know little of the politics of Scotland. I arrived at the palace after the advisor’s…untimely death.”

“Darnley is not well loved here,” Will said, choosing his words carefully.

Rose made a sound and rolled her eyes. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who feels that way.”

Will suppressed a smile. “He’s made many enemies besides yourself. Dangerous enemies. He was implicated in Rizzio’s murder but the queen exonerated him and that angered a great many people.”

“He does seem to have a knack for slipping out of trouble.”

“And into trouble.”

She looked at him sharply. “For being such a longtime and good friend of his you seem eager to impart this information to me.”

Will hesitated. This was where things got complicated. This was where he didn’t know how much to reveal about himself. Telling Rose that he was an English spy could jeopardize her safety and it could ruin his mission. He trusted her but he wasn’t sure whether that was his head or his heart speaking.

“I am able to see his flaws,” he said.

“That’s very intelligent of you.” She looked at him shrewdly. “Do you make it a habit to stand back when there is chaos and watch to see where the pieces may fall and then decide to blow whichever way the wind goes?”

He considered her for a moment, surprised and yet not surprised at her insight.

“Are you asking if I am playing both sides? Maybe. It wouldn’t do for my reputation or my…mortality to throw my lot in entirely with Darnley. His position in Scotland is precarious at best.”

“So why stay when you could easily return to England and put all of this behind you?”

“Maybe I like living dangerously.”

Her eyes narrowed and he could see she didn’t completely believe him.

“What were you doing in that cellar last night?” she asked.

“I assume the same thing you were.”

She blinked, but he wasn’t fooled by her innocent expression. “I was coming in from the outside. I use that door frequently.”

“I’ve never seen you wear all black.”

Her brows rose. “And you have been making note of my wardrobe? Why, Lord Sheffield, I’m flattered at the attention you’ve been paying me.”

“I’m not stupid, Rose.”

“And neither am I, Will.”

“Admit it, you were there to listen to what they had to say. My only question is how did you know they were going to meet that night?”

She seemed to weigh her words carefully, thinking long and hard before she answered. “I’ve been watching Lords Moray and Maitland. I know they are involved for I recognized their voices. They’re close, those two.” She shrugged. “I just had a feeling that they would meet that night.”

“And you just happened to be wearing a black gown the same night? How convenient for you.”

Her gaze flickered away. “It was a coincidence.” But then she pierced him with a hard, green stare. “And what about you? How did you just happen to stumble upon the meeting?”

“I’d been waiting down there every night in the hopes that they would arrive.”

“Hmmm.”

He raised a brow. “You don’t believe me?”

His blood was running fast through his veins. He’d interrogated many people in his day but this was by far the most exciting interrogation he’d had yet. Rose was a suitable adversary. She was careful yet quick with her answers.

“Were you there to gather information for Darnley? Are you perhaps spying for him?”

Will wanted to laugh. How surprised she would be to know she had half of it right. “No. This is purely selfish. I like to know what is going on and I don’t like surprises.”

She seemed to think about that for a minute. “Do you think they’ll do it? Kill the king?”

“Yes.”

She flinched at his quick but sure answer. Her fingers nervously pleated her gown. What was going through that beautiful and quick mind of hers?

“You didn’t seem surprised by what you heard last night.”

“Maybe I too don’t like to be surprised.”

“Are you a spy, Rose?”

Her head jerked up and she let out a surprised laugh. “Me? You think I’m a spy?”

“I see no other reason for your accidental stumbling upon a meeting well hidden in the cellar of the palace.”

“I’m not a spy. Just an unfortunate lass who is now aware that the king’s life is in danger.”

Her tone was sad and confused and Will fought the urge to take her in his arms and hug her tight and tell her everything would be fine.

“I wish you had not stumbled upon that meeting. I wish you knew nothing of this.”

“And what of you? Do you wish you didn’t know?” she asked.

“Knowing this will prepare me for the future.”

“Are you a spy, Will?”

“Nothing so adventurous. I simply look out for myself.”

“A mercenary then? Do you sell your information to the highest bidder?”

He could tell by the twist of her lips that she thought the notion of him being a mercenary distasteful yet she had just handed him the perfect explanation and he could do nothing but grab hold of the opportunity she presented.

“I gather information and use it how I see fit.”

“I see,” she said. Her eyes turned a dull green, and he knew he’d lost her respect and he felt like the worst sort of cad for it. “And what do you plan on doing with this information?”

“I don’t know yet,” he said.

“Don’t you think the king should know? Don’t you owe it to your friendship to tell him? Or do you exploit that friendship as well?”

He hid his wince behind a cocky grin. She would never know just how well her mark hit its target.

“Do you think he should know? After all, you probably despise him as much as or more than those men plotting against him.”

She looked away and blinked several times. The high color she’d had when she’d rushed in was gone and she appeared wan and worried.

“I’ve struggled with this,” she admitted softly. “I do despise him. He’s the worst sort of evil using his position to stalk innocent women knowing they dare not speak out against him.” She shuddered, her small shoulders quivering before straightening, as if she didn’t want him to see her vulnerability.

“But…” She looked down at her fingers still pleating her skirts. “I am not God, to determine if a person should live or die and neither are those men.”

“So you will tell him?”

“No. I will not put myself near enough to speak to him again.”

He tilted his head, curious as to what she intended to do.

“I should tell the queen. She should know that there are men in her service, men living under her roof, using her hospitality, who are planning to kill her husband.”

“You humble me.”

She jerked her head up to look at him with wide, emerald eyes that were bright and shiny with unshed tears. “Why do you say that?”

“You are willing to do the right thing—the just thing—when he has not been so kind to you.”

Her gaze drifted away and he could tell she still struggled with this decision.

“Have you attempted to speak to the queen?” he asked.

“No.”

“And who would you tell her is plotting against her?”

“Lords Moray and Maitland. They were the only two I recognized. Do you know who the other two are?”

“I know of one of them, the other escapes me.”

She swallowed and licked her lips. “Who is it?”

Will was hesitant to tell her. He didn’t know why. She deserved to know the danger she was in, but still he hesitated and that hesitation cost him.

Her expression turned hard but her eyes showed her hurt. “I see. Everything has its price for you, Lord Sheffield?”

“Pardon me?” He frowned, confused.

“You buy and sell information. It’s what you do. Well, I don’t have much coin. My parents nearly beggared themselves to give me the gowns required to fit in at the palace and hopefully land a good husband. I have nothing to give you for the name of the other person.”

“That’s not—”

She held up her hand, tears glimmering in her eyes. “I don’t want to hear the lies that drip off your lips.”

“There are no lies…” But there were lies. So many, many lies that he’d lost count long ago. It didn’t even bother him to lie anymore. Hell, most of the time he didn’t even know what the truth was.

“It’s Lysle,” he said.


Chapter 14

“What?” Rose whispered.

“The other lord is Lysle,” Will said.

Rose felt as if her heart was hammering and it had stopped all at the same time.

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t believe you.”

“I have no reason to lie to you.”

Will had straightened from the desk and was standing in front of her, tall and intimidating. She didn’t want to believe him, not because she liked Lord Lysle, but because she didn’t want to believe that the man who had practically proposed marriage to her just an hour ago was caught up in this evilness.

“I don’t know what your motives might be but you are not telling me the truth,” she said. “Lord Lysle would not plot against the king.”

“Oh?” He raised a brow. “And you know him so well?”

She opened her mouth to say that she did but they both knew it would be a lie. She hardly knew Lysle at all. She was reacting to Will’s proclamation because she’d been seriously considering his almost-proposal to her.

“I know him well enough to know that he is very close to Queen Mary and a favorite at court. He would not jeopardize that.”

His other brow went up. “He’s close to the queen. Not the king. If the king were to ascend to the throne Lysle would be a nobody. Listen to me, Rose.” Will took a sudden step toward her, causing her to flinch and pull back. He froze and his face settled into a mask of indifference. “I would never hurt you,” he said softly.

“I know that.”

His fists clenched at his sides. “You need to listen to what I’m saying. Things are not what you think.”

“I think you are a man who buys and sells information. I think you create fantasy stories about Lord Lysle for some reason.”

She was so confused. She needed time to think this through, to sort out the information that had been thrown at her, but Will was pressing her, forcing her to listen to him. She didn’t know whether to believe him anymore. She was so disappointed that he was not the man she wanted him to be, and yet, she knew that was unreasonable. It wasn’t his fault that she’d thought him honorable.

“Are you missing a peach colored shawl?”

The blood drained from her head and she swayed, remembering the shawl that she had desperately wanted to believe she’d dropped in the frozen grass or in the corridor of her chamber.

“You found it?” she asked softly.

“Lysle found it. You were standing outside that very door we were standing outside of last night,” Will said, relentless. “You heard them. I saw you. I watched as you listened to them and I watched you run away but you had dropped your shawl in your flight.”

There had always been something off about Lysle, some insincerity that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. He’d said all the right words, behaved admirably, but had always fallen just a wee bit shy of being convincing.

And now Will was saying that Lysle had found her shawl and somehow connected it to her and the only reason he’d been pursuing her was because he knew that she’d overheard them discussing the king’s demise.

He’d used her for his own gain.

Or…was Will just saying that to distract her?

But how did he know about the shawl?

She lifted her chin, going on the defensive. “Why were you there? Are you a part of this? Are you their guard? Do you watch for intruders while they meet?”

Her thoughts were careening around in her mind, bouncing all over the place. Could he be part of this conspiracy? Had she foolishly put her life in danger by meeting him here tonight?

Everything was suddenly becoming clearer. “You made a point to be introduced to me because you saw me down there.”

“Rose…” He paused and blew out a deep breath. “I…I admit that I had Lady Howard introduce us so I could get to know you because I saw you outside that door—”

“I am such a bloody fool.”

“Rose.” He reached for her but she flinched from him, and he dropped his arm to the side.

“Now what are you going to do? Do away with me because of what I know? Is that why I’m here tonight?”

“No!” He seemed genuinely shocked but she didn’t trust herself to believe anything that came from this man. She’d kissed him. He’d had his tongue in her mouth! She’d come here hoping that he would kiss her again.

“What do you think I am?” he asked, sounding almost hurt.

“I don’t know what you are. But I know what Lord Lysle is not. He kissed me tonight.” Why in the world was she telling him this? It was none of his business nor was it pertinent to this discussion. “I kissed him and he practically declared for me. He said he had feelings for me. He indicated that he would ask for my hand in marriage.”

But the words were ringing hollow, and she was beginning to think that she’d been caught in a complicated web of deceit and possibly murder.

She lifted her chin and stared at Will with all the haughtiness she’d seen the other girls use on each other. “I am finished with this conversation and I never want to speak to you again.”

She headed toward the door and had her hand on the knob when he softly called her name. She didn’t want to turn around. She didn’t want to see him standing alone in the middle of the room looking forlorn. She didn’t want to hear what he had to say. She didn’t want to think about their kiss anymore.

But she turned her head anyway and looked at him.

“I’m sorry you were dragged into this,” he said.

“I’m sorry I ever came to Holyrood palace.” She swept out the door, her vision blinded by the sudden tears that had formed. She would not cry in front of him. She would not look weak and vulnerable. She would look strong and determined, like she was sure of her life and everything about it.

Tyche whickered to her but she couldn’t stop because the tears were starting to fall and her nose was running and she would not give Will the satisfaction of sniffing, proving that this night had devastated her.

LaGrange was outside the stables. He took one look at her leaking eyes and running nose and fell into step beside her. She began to sniff and a handkerchief appeared in front of her. She took it and sopped up her tears.

“My thanks,” she mumbled.

He didn’t say a word as they walked across the clearing and she entered the side door of the palace. She nodded her thanks, her throat too tight for words, and closed the door on him.

—

LaGrange found Will still standing in the middle of the small office, drumming his fingers on the desk. He looked up as the giant man stopped in the doorway and crossed his heavily muscled arms to glare at him.

“She’s crying,” LaGrange said.

“She’s upset.” Will wasn’t sure why he had to explain Rose’s current mood to LaGrange but it seemed the man had a soft spot in his heart for her, which irritated Will.

“What did you do to her?”

“She’s a casualty,” Will said with a shrug, using Tristan’s words to convince himself that Rose’s feelings held no weight when the mission was far more important.

LaGrange narrowed his eyes. The overall effect of intimidation was lost, however, when the cat padded in and wound around the man’s ankles. The big man didn’t seem to notice the newest intruder.

“She’s an innocent in all of this,” LaGrange said.

Will huffed out a laugh. “Come now, man. You know more than I do that there are casualties in our line of work. We can’t become involved with every woman that crosses our paths. Rose Turner is not innocent. She deliberately insinuated herself into the middle of this when she returned to that cellar last night. If she heard things that frightened her then that’s her own damn fault.”

Will’s words were full of bravado that he didn’t feel. Inside his heart was hurting that he’d made her cry and that she now thought him the lowest sort of being. But how could he correct her misconceptions when he’d purposely put them there? He couldn’t tell her what he was truly about. Not without jeopardizing everything—even her.

“She thinks I’m a mercenary,” he said as he watched the cat rub against LaGrange’s leg. “She thinks I’m here to gather information to sell to the highest bidder.” It made him feel somewhat soiled that she thought that of him.

“Better than the truth.” LaGrange picked the cat up and held it against his chest, his oversized hand nearly dwarfing the feline’s head as he petted it. The cat closed her eyes in joy and Will could hear her purring from across the small room.

“Yes,” Will said. “Better than the truth.” There are always casualties.

“So what will you do now?”

“I will wait and see and watch and listen. And maybe if she lets me come near enough to speak to her again I will try to convince her that she must stay clear of Lysle.”

LaGrange’s hand didn’t stop moving and it was almost hypnotic to watch him pet the cat.

“What does it matter if she believes you or not?”

“My biggest fear is that she will go to Lysle and tell him what she heard.”

“You underestimate her,” LaGrange said. “She’s much more intelligent than that. She’ll stay quiet.”

“You know her that well?” His gut clenched and he didn’t want to think of how well LaGrange knew Rose. Not that anything untoward had happened or would happen. No, Will was more upset by the fact that the two might have shared confidences, become friends even. Lord knows Rose spent enough time in the stables to become well acquainted with the people who worked here.

“I know her well enough but mostly I know her kind,” LaGrange said. “She’ll have doubts about what you said. She’ll doubt everything—your claim about Lysle, her feelings about Lysle. She’s a thinker.” The cat squirmed and LaGrange let her jump from his arms. She stalked over to Will to sniff his boots, then turned her nose up, lifted her tail and walked away. “She’ll mull it all over in her mind, think long and hard about everything before she does anything. If she does anything.”

“I don’t like not knowing,” Will said. “I want to talk to her.”

“Well I can tell you she doesn’t want to talk to you.”

Will’s head jerked up. “What did she say?”

“Nothing. And I didn’t say anything to her. Just walked her back to the palace, made sure she got in safe.”

“You’re a smarter man than me, LaGrange.”

The man grinned. “How do you think I’ve survived this long?”

—

It felt like hours that Rose had been in the stables with Will so she was surprised to find that the salon was still full of laughing, joyful people when she passed. It seemed so incongruous to her that people were carrying on without a care in the world when her life was in such turmoil.

She sidled past the main door to the salon, praying she wouldn’t be recognized, praying that Lysle wouldn’t find her and draw her into a game of Maw. Her head was pounding with the information that she’d just learned and she wanted nothing more than to be in a quiet place, alone, so she could think clearly. Unfortunately, there were no private, quiet places in the palace.

She made it past the open door and breathed a bit easier.

Her and Margaret’s chamber was deep in the palace. Rose and Margaret were lesser courtiers and therefore received the lesser rooms. Normally Rose didn’t mind so much unless she was late to supper or dinner and had to run down the corridors.

Tonight the corridors were quiet, and the farther she traveled the more quiet and deserted they were until she was alone, not even a servant in sight.

Will was a mercenary. The idea was repulsive and it grieved her that the man she had come to admire and, yes, like, held no loyalty to anyone but himself. He used people, picked their minds, listened at doors, observed and noted information so he could sell it to whomever would pay him the most.

Even though she came from a long line of family members who interpreted the law so much differently than most people, Will’s chosen profession was abhorrent to her. What about his country? His queen? What about the people who friended him and trusted him? At least her family had their own set of rules to live by. They were honest toward each other and loyal to their clan.

Rose tried to whip up her ire toward Will with his accusations about Lysle, but it just wouldn’t come.

Head throbbing, her vision blurry with unshed tears of frustration Rose rounded a corner and slammed into a wall of male chest.

“Oh,” she said, taking a hurried step back. “My apologies.”

“No need to apologize, Miss Turner.”

She froze and blinked her eyes clear to find Darnley standing in front of her. He’d put his hands on her shoulders to steady her and there they sat, heavy like manacles.

“Your Majesty,” she said through a tight throat as panic beat its frenzied wings against her rib cage. What was he doing here? This was not a part of the palace that he was allowed in.

“Imagine running into you here,” he said with a half smile.

“My…” She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying, My bedchamber is down here. She had no intention of letting Darnley know where she resided.

He cocked his head and watched her, waiting for her to finish her sentence.

“What are you doing here?” she asked instead.

“Looking for you.”

“F-” She swallowed. “For me?”

He drew her closer, his hands still on her shoulders, and she went, like she always did.

“I told you we weren’t finished yet, ma belle petite fleur.”

Maybe it was the endearment that was far too familiar. Or maybe it was the night filled with accusations and revelations. Or maybe, finally, she’d had enough of Darnley and the way he treated her and the way he made her feel.

She shrugged her shoulders out from beneath his hands and pushed him in the chest.

“I am not your beautiful flower,” she said.

Shocked, he stumbled back and hit the wall behind him.

“Don’t ever call me that again,” she said. “Don’t ever come near me again.”

He pushed away from the wall but she was far too angry to be frightened.

“I am your king,” he said, his eyes flashing. “And you will do as I say.”

“You are also my queen’s husband,” she shot back. “You should not be prowling the corridors for unsuspecting females to accost. I suggest you return to your own wing before I tell the queen what you’ve been about.”

His lips thinned and his nostrils flared. In the back of her mind Rose berated herself for having gone too far. Lord Darnley was a powerful enemy to have but she was tired of skulking around the palace, and she was tired of being disappointed all the time.

“You wouldn’t dare,” he said.

She lifted her chin. “I will do it.”

He paused, considered her, and she could tell he didn’t know whether to believe her or not. In the end he stepped away from her. “We’re not finished, you and I,” he said.

“I think we are.”

With one more long look he walked away. Rose stood alone in the corridor, barely able to breathe through the blood racing through her. After what seemed like ages she made her way to her chambers and firmly closed the door behind her.

She felt as if she’d lost the boulder that was sitting on her shoulder, but there was another one taking its place.

Alice was tending the fire and preparing Rose’s and Margaret’s nightclothes.

“I’ve the beginnings of a headache,” Rose said, touching her temple where it throbbed, her voice shaking. “If you will get me ready for bed you may leave. Please tell Lady Margaret to be quiet when she comes in.”

Alice nodded, helped Rose off with her gown and with her nightclothes then left quietly. Shaking, Rose climbed into bed and huddled under the cold blankets, pulling her knees almost up to her chin and giving way to the tears that she’d been holding back and the tremors that took over her body.

Firelight danced across the walls, stopping short of the darkened corners. The flames popped and hissed, the only sound in the cold room. Rose lay awake, her chest heaving in stifled sobs. She desperately prayed for the oblivion of sleep but of course it wouldn’t come.

Her mind was whirling with excitement that she’d finally faced down Darnley and won, and fear that she’d angered Darnley, and anger at Will and Lysle and the blasted murder plot she’d overheard.

She knuckled away her tears.

She despised this place. No one was who they seemed. No one told the truth and everyone was out for their own gain. Even the girls vying for the attention of the richest, most noble men who haunted these halls. It was all a game to everyone, and the only teams were teams of one.

If she went home what would she tell her mother? She certainly couldn’t say that she had stumbled upon a plot to kill the king. No one would believe her, and besides did she really think she could hide? Because one day the news that the king had been killed would make it to their little border town, and Rose would know who did it and why and she wouldn’t be safe.

She’d never be safe.

Not now that Lysle knew she was aware of his deadly secret.

His secret plan to kill Darnley. She relived the encounter she’d had with the king. Part of her wished she could be cold and harsh and just let him die at the hands of the lords. After all, it was his just due for being a horrible man who preyed on innocent women. But as she’d told Will, she was not God, and this was not her choice to make. Neither did she want Darnley’s death on her conscience for the rest of her life.

She had to tell someone. She had to unburden herself of this horrible truth that she carried with her.

She had to tell the queen.

It was only right. Something of this magnitude, the death—murder—of a king, would be international news and Rose did not want Scotland’s reputation to become so tarnished. She didn’t want her queen, who she had come to love and respect, to suffer the indignity of her nobles killing her husband.

And the new prince, just recently born, with his life ahead of him, would have to live with the knowledge that his father had been murdered by his own countrymen.

Didn’t Rose owe it to her country and her queen to tell her about such a horrible secret?


Chapter 15

“There you are.”

Rose looked up from the mess of her embroidery to find Lord Lysle smiling down on her. Her heart did a flip and her breath caught. The needle slipped and poked her finger, making her wince.

“I startled you,” he said with a laugh. “May I?” He gestured toward the empty spot on the padded bench next to her.

Rose didn’t want him to sit with her. She didn’t want him to talk to her. She didn’t want him interested in her in any way, but she had no choice so she scooted over and gathered her skirts closer to her to make room for him or else draw attention to them. She had to act as if nothing was different between them, as if she wasn’t aware that he was drawing her in to protect himself.

“What are you stitching?” he asked, leaning over to get a better look at her embroidery.

“It’s not very good. Embroidery is not my talent. I fear I don’t have the patience for it.”

He smiled at her and she couldn’t help but think it was the smile one bestowed on a child. Tolerant. Or maybe she was reading too much into it now that she knew his ulterior motive.

“What are your talents, Rose?”

She hesitated, unsure of herself now.

“I’m good with animals.”

His brows went up. “Animals.”

It wasn’t a question but more a statement that he seemed to roll around in his mind as if he couldn’t grasp the concept.

What man wanted a wife who was good with animals? Men of Lysle’s ilk wanted a woman who could entertain, who could run a household, who could converse with even the most boring nobles. Not one who had the uncanny ability to draw animals to her.

“It’s silly, really,” she said, looking down at the bunched fabric of her embroidery.

“No, no,” he said. “Please tell me about these animals. Is there one in particular that you are fond of?”

He didn’t understand. Will would have understood. Will saw her with Tyche and he never questioned the affinity she had with the horse. But hadn’t she already determined that it was useless comparing Lord Lysle to Will? They were completely different men. Will was much rougher around the edges, as if he’d looked death and danger in the eye too many times. Lysle probably thought danger came in the form of running out of his favorite wine.

Oh, this was ridiculous. She needed to stop thinking of Will. He was nothing to her and she was angry at him for…

Well, at the moment she couldn’t quite remember why she was angry. She’d not wanted to admit that he was telling her the truth about Lysle but maybe he was. Maybe he was trying to protect her.

She was so confused about all of this and wished she’d never stumbled through that blasted door in the first place.

She looked at Lysle, who was waiting with a patient expression for her to answer about her favorite animal. He certainly didn’t look like a killer although men like Lysle never dirtied their hands with the actual deed. Men like Lysle plotted and planned then disappeared when the act happened.

“I have no favorite animal here. There are a few back home,” she said lamely.

“You must tell me about them sometime.”

She tilted her head at him, courage coming from somewhere deep inside of her—possibly the same place that allowed her to stand up to Darnley. “Are you truly interested in my animals back home, my lord?”

His eyes softened and he put a hand over hers. She wanted to shake his hand off but her courage did not extend that far. “I’m interested in anything that has to do with you, dear.”

Dear? This was almost as repellant as ma belle petite fleur.

“Can I ask you something, my lord?”

“Only if you call me by my given name. Here I am calling you Rose and you insist on being so formal with me.”

To her relief he lifted his hand from hers and put it to his heart in affectation. “Please call me Richard. I feel that we have known each other long enough and we are close enough that we can dispense with the formalities. What do you think, Rose?”

“I think I don’t know you well at all.”

He spread his hands out. “Ask me anything.”

It was her turn to raise a brow. “Anything?”

“Anything.” He seemed so self-assured. Was she that transparent? Was he that convinced of her naïveté that he trusted that whatever she asked would be easily answered?

“Why me?”

He hesitated, his eyes clouding as he frowned. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

“Why are you pursuing me, Richard? You are a noble—obviously very wealthy. You said you are a favorite at court and anyone can see that to be the truth. You have your pick of any woman here to take as wife and yet you choose me.”

“Rose.” He reached her for her but she hurriedly picked up her embroidery in both hands. He hesitated and brought his hand back to his lap. “Why wouldn’t I choose the most beautiful woman at court?”

“You flatter me but we both know that’s not true. Emma Howard is the most beautiful. Lady Ruth is the richest.” Yes, she was being so very gauche mentioning people’s wealth but she didn’t care at this point. “I am a ginger from a well-known, tarnished border clan. I have a small dowry. My brothers and father walk a fine line between providing for the family and being criminals. I am not what a noble would care for in a wife.”

Put that way she wondered what her mother was thinking sending her here. Who would want her based on all of that?

“You are right, my Rose. You do not know me. None of that means anything to me. I have enough wealth for both of us and then some. I don’t need an excellent bloodline because mine is so superior that it doesn’t matter. Your family means nothing to me because if we wed they cease to be your family and you will become my family.”

She frowned at that. Did he mean to never let her see her family after they were wed? But did it really matter when she would never agree to wed him? She had far too many doubts planted by Will Sheffield to ever agree to marry Lord Lysle.

“My dear.” He captured her hand before she could pull away. “You think far too little of yourself. You are the most charming here outside of the queen herself.”

“Of course,” she murmured, not believing a word.

It wasn’t that Rose thought too little of herself. It was that she was realistic about her circumstances.

“But we are getting far ahead of ourselves. We have plenty of time to become more acquainted, and I vow that we won’t proceed with anything until you feel comfortable.”

Then he would be waiting a long time because she didn’t think she’d ever be comfortable with him.

—

Will was fairly certain he would find Rose in the stables and he was right. She was leaning against Tyche’s stall, her face closer to the horse’s big, yellow teeth than Will felt comfortable with, but Rose had a way with animals that was mystifying. They all loved her and sought her out when she was near. Tyche, who could be a formidable animal, was meek in her presence.

The cat, whose name Will did not know, was sitting at her feet cleaning a paw. The feline looked up at Will and lowered her paw slowly. Rose acted as if she didn’t see him but by the tightening of her shoulders he knew she was aware of his presence.

He approached carefully, uncertain of his reception. She’d been angry and hurt when she fled from him the other day. He’d stayed away from her, keeping to Darnley’s rooms and enduring his mercurial moods. He’d gone to the cellar each night but the plotting lords had not returned and neither had Rose.

There was news from Mary that the lords who had been accused of plotting to kill Rizzio would be returning to Scotland but were still not allowed to be within a certain vicinity of the queen. This news had, of course, frightened Darnley who feared his life was in danger from these lords.

But while he was with the king, Will’s thoughts were of Rose. He hated that she thought so badly of him and he hated worse that he couldn’t tell her the truth. Will had learned that truth was fluid. Truth was whatever kept him alive at the time and what helped him complete his missions.

Will didn’t put much store in the truth.

But he wanted Rose to know the truth. He wanted Rose to know the real Will Sheffield, not the person he pretended to be.

Hell and damnation, he didn’t even know who the real Will Sheffield was. How could he expect Rose to recognize him?

Tonight he couldn’t take his absence from her presence anymore. He kept envisioning Lysle moving in toward her, crowding her, whispering lies and more lies to her, turning her head until she hated Will for trying to tell her the truth about the man.

He’d sought her out in the one place he knew she loved.

She was whispering to Tyche and the horse was rubbing his nose against her flame colored hair.

She did not speak to Will for a long while but neither did she ask him to leave, so like a lovelorn lad he remained there in limbo, wondering if she was going to spurn him or accept him.

Eventually she turned toward him, leaned a shoulder against Tyche’s stall and crossed her arms to pin him with an emerald eyed glare.

“Do you despise me?” he asked.

He felt like he lived and died a thousand times before she said, “No.”

His relief had his shoulders slumping and he could not remember another time when he’d allowed his true feelings to show so much.

“But I am cross with you,” she said.

He dipped his head, acknowledging her admonishment and accepting it. He could take cross far better than he could take scorn.

“You’re not going to ask why I’m cross with you?”

“I think I have a fairly good idea. You’re disappointed in me because you thought I was a better person than I really am.”

He saw the disappointment flicker in her eyes before she masked them.

“That is partly correct but not wholly correct.” Tyche shoved his nose into her shoulder. Unconsciously she wrapped her arm beneath his head and hugged him close to her. “I’m cross with you for making me question Lord Lysle and you and everything I thought I believed.”

He ran his hand down the shiny silkiness of Tyche’s neck. “The wool was pulled from your eyes and I’ve forced you to see people as they really are rather than what they wanted you to believe they were.”

“That is correct, although the way you put it makes me seem like a naïve ijit.”

“Not an ijit. Naïve, yes. No one is as they seem. Everyone has a story they are hiding.”

“That’s very pessimistic of you.”

He shrugged. “I’ve learned that truth the hard way.”

“And what story are you hiding?”

He raised a brow at her. “You unearthed it the other night.”

“That you’re a mercenary?”

“Correct.”

She tipped her head toward him. “But I wonder…”

He waited a beat for her to finish her thought but when nothing else was forthcoming he said, “You wonder what?”

“I wonder if the truth is something else and you are weaving stories about being a mercenary because that is what you want me to believe.”

Her observation was so close to the truth that he was momentarily speechless, frantically searching for a retort that would take her arrow and fling it somewhere else.

“I am who I say I am,” he said, thinking the rebuff rather lame, but she didn’t look convinced. What had made her think that about him? He was always rather good at making people believe what he wanted them to believe. Maybe ripping the wool from her eyes had not been a good thing for him.

“I spoke to Lord Lysle last night,” she said.

He stepped away from the stall and held out his arm. “Let us walk.”

They appeared to be alone in the stables. Not even LaGrange was present, but there were too many places for people to hide and he didn’t want any of their conversation overheard.

She took his arm with a last pat of Tyche’s nose and they walked outside. The snow had stopped and the weather had warmed a bit so that they couldn’t see their breath tonight. It was rather pleasant to not freeze upon walking outside.

Rose tipped her face up to the sky. The moon was concealed by the clouds so that the light wasn’t so harsh. Her hand was light upon his arm so that he barely felt it, and yet that part of him also felt incredibly hot. His reaction to this woman disturbed and confused him. He thought about her a lot. In fact she consumed more of his thoughts than was prudent or safe.

He’d not had this problem with any other woman and he wasn’t certain he liked this. If he pursued his feelings toward her then what would happen once his mission was complete and he had to return to England?

He’d had plenty of affairs that he’d easily walked away from, but he had a feeling that this one would be different. This one he could not easily walk away from and that made him reluctant to pursue anything.

That and the fact that Rose was unlike any other woman he’d had an affair with. She was not a woman to dally with. She was much younger, fresher, naïve. Rose was the type of woman one married, not the type of woman one tupped.

And that reason alone should have him running in the opposite direction.

But Rose was also muddled up in this mess with the king and that kept him from making her face this alone.


Chapter 16

Their feet crunched on the frozen ground. Faintly Will could hear the music coming from the festivities inside the palace. More and more dignitaries were arriving daily. The baptism was in a few weeks but the frenzy in the palace was reaching a fevered pitch.

Darnley was correct in that the queen was spending an obscene amount of money on her son’s baptism. She wanted to convince the rest of the world that the Scottish line was secure and Scotland was in good hands. But in reality things were rotting from the inside.

If Mary thought Darnley was going to behave during the baptism then she was going to be disappointed.

Beside Will Rose sighed deeply and he looked down to see that she was smiling.

“You are happiest out here,” he commented.

“A lot of people don’t understand that.”

“We all have our special places that make us happy. Yours just happens to be the entire outdoors.”

“I tried explaining that to Lord Lysle.”

“Did he understand?”

“He pretended to but I could tell he didn’t. He thought it odd that someone would enjoy animals more than people and prefer to be outdoors rather than in the pampered atmosphere of the palace.”

Lysle didn’t understand much beyond the palace and his estates, but Will kept that thought to himself.

“You were going to tell me that you had spoken to him last night,” he prompted, ignoring the twinge of anger at having to spend the small amount of time he had with Rose talking about Lord Lysle. He wished things were different and that he wasn’t here to spy on the court, and that he and Rose had not overheard what they had, and that they were walking in the crisp night air because they were at the cusp of finding something wholly wonderful and frightening at the same time. But things weren’t different and even though he understood that they could be standing on the cusp of something special he had to steer them on a different path.

“Your words the other night opened my eyes to some things that I had been ignoring for far too long,” Rose said.

He directed her toward the far corner of the outer palace walls. He had a surprise for her there.

“What things have you been ignoring?”

“Lysle has been paying special attention to me of late,” Rose said. “And while I was flattered at first, I’m also realistic. I’m from a small border clan who likes to…borrow from other clans in the area. Every once in a great while we…venture across the border and visit our neighbors there.”

She looked at him out of the corner of her eye but Will kept his gaze straight ahead and his expression neutral. “You’re a raiding border clan. I think we established that long ago.”

She laughed, a light sound that floated through the air. “That is definitely another way to put it. The queen, and very definitely Bothwell, are well aware of my family’s inclinations. Both merely tolerate my presence in court. If it wasn’t for my mother being on friendly terms with Mary’s mother, there would be no question that I would not be allowed here.

“So it was a bit puzzling to me why Lysle would pay even the least bit of attention to me. I have nothing to offer him. My dowry is modest. My family is not refined. I’m certainly not of noble birth.”

“Don’t tell me that you pointed all of that out to him.”

“Of course I did. I wanted to know what he saw in me. I’d been asking myself ‘why me?’ for a long time and the conversation you and I had the other night shed light on the real reason but I wanted to hear his reasoning.”

Will laughed. “Oh, Rose. You are a joy. I’m certain that Lysle was very surprised at your forwardness. Gently bred ladies do not mention such things.”

She shrugged. “I’m not a gently bred lady although my mother tried her best. This is who I am and if he doesn’t like it then he should pay his attentions elsewhere.”

If Will didn’t know better he would have thought that he was falling in love with this woman. She was so refreshing and so different from the other women in court. He adored her honesty and her originality but he was sure that Lysle did not. The stuffy bastard.

“And what did he say?”

“He said none of that mattered to him. He had enough money and he didn’t need someone with a good bloodline, although my mother would protest that her bloodline is fairly adequate.”

“Did his explanation appease you?”

She sighed. “He certainly seemed sincere, but no, I didn’t believe him. I couldn’t. Not after everything we discussed.” She slowed her steps and Will was forced to slow his as well. He continually scanned the area, looking for anything out of the ordinary, anyone skulking about, but they were very much alone. People still weren’t inclined to venture out of the warm palace into the cold, especially after dark when the real festivities were just beginning.

“Part of me wants to go back home,” she said quietly. “Go home and forget about all of this.”

He hated the thought but he also knew it might be for the best. “Maybe you should.”

“You don’t know my mother. It would be quite a coup to be present at the prince’s baptism. It would elevate my status and it will help in my search for a husband.”

“Your search or your mother’s search for your husband?”

“Well I have to marry sometime so I guess there must be a search before that.”

He didn’t like the twist in his gut at the thought of Rose married. Whether it be Lysle—God forbid—or someone else, soon she would wed. And where would he be? On another mission, in a foreign country no doubt, doing the same thing he did every day and had been doing every day since he left school.

Alone.

He shook that thought away. Of course alone. Alone was good. Alone was safe. Alone was who he was.

“Do you fear your mother would send you right back to the palace if you returned home?”

“I have no doubt. It’s not like I can tell her that I overheard a conversation between some of the highest ranking nobles plotting to…” She looked around and didn’t finish her sentence.

She was learning quickly to speak with caution and Will mourned the girl she used to be.

“Besides,” she said. “What if they did…What if it happened? Lysle would know that I knew who did it. I’m no safer at home than I am here.”

He had to concede that she was right in that. She was not safe anywhere. Will wondered if Lysle had told any of the other lords about Rose. He doubted it because Lysle would want to take care of this on his own. The less others knew the better.

They were nearing Will’s surprise and he quickened his pace, pushing his heavy thoughts away in his excitement to show Rose what he had discovered. “I have something I want to show you.”

She pulled back, looking guarded.

“It’s nothing terrible. I think you’ll like it.” He took her hand off his arm and held it in his to pull her along, as excited as a schoolboy. “I discovered this the other day and thought of you immediately.”

“What is it?” she asked breathlessly.

“You’ll have to wait to see.”

The building loomed in front of them, the hundreds of tiny glass windows lit from the inside.

Rose gasped. “Is this…”

“It is.”

He opened the door and they stepped inside a humid, tropical paradise that immediately warmed his chilled cheeks.

Openmouthed, Rose let go of his hand and turned in a circle. “Will,” she whispered into the hushed atmosphere of hundreds and hundreds of flowering plants.

They were in the palace’s hothouse where the winter flowers and vegetation grew. It was near to bursting right now with all the flora that had been imported for the baptism. There were roses, carnations, morning glories, daffodils and others that he’d never seen before and couldn’t name. It was a wonderland of foliage and a welcome relief from what seemed like an unrelentingly cold winter.

Rose nearly skipped down the aisle, bending with her hands clasped behind her to sniff a flower here and there.

“Oh, Will, this is magnificent. Thank you for bringing me here.”

He shrugged, suddenly embarrassed. He followed in silence as she oohed and ahhed at the various plants, naming a few that he didn’t know.

“Are we permitted to be in here?” she asked in a hushed voice, as if the flowers were listening.

“I don’t see why not. The door was unlocked.”

“How did you find this place?”

He hesitated, unable to tell her that he had been searching the area for hidden exits or hiding places and stumbled across it. “I found it while out walking the other day.”

“It’s…” She turned in another circle. “There are no words to describe it.”

“It’s a small patch of spring in the middle of winter.”

“Yes.” She nodded. “That is exactly right.”

She looked up at him with glowing eyes, her lips parted in excitement and wonder, her skin flushed. Unconsciously he took a half step toward her and took her warmed cheeks in his still cold hands and kissed her.

Rose let out a small sound and melted into him, falling into their kiss and inciting his blood.

She wrapped her arms around him and pressed herself against him. What she lacked in finesse she made up for in exuberance. He tried to keep his suddenly enflamed cock away from her but Rose pressed against him, then gasped and pulled away to look at him wide-eyed.

He skimmed his fingers down her soft cheek. “It’s a natural reaction. Nothing to fear.”

Her gaze softened and she leaned forward. “Kiss me again.”

He groaned, unable to deny her, and swept his tongue inside her mouth. She opened eagerly, matching the thrust of his tongue in kind.

He melted beneath her touch, lost in her scent and the feel of her. He wanted all of her right now. Right here.

He couldn’t think of a better place to deflower his Rose.

But he’d told her not to fear him and he would be the worst sort of cad taking her here.

He backed up, pulling her with him, until his rear end hit the wooden edge of a shelf that held red and white roses. How appropriate.

He drew her hips into the V of his legs, nestling her right there into his cock without breaking their kiss.

Damn but that felt good.

“Rose,” he whispered.

She pulled back to put her small hands on his cheeks and look deep into his eyes. “I want this,” she said.

“You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“I know exactly what I’m saying. I want to make love to you. I want to do it here, among the flowers. Right here amidst the roses. I want it to be you, Will.”

He rested his forehead against hers for a moment, breathing heavy. “I know you want this now but later you will regret—”

She kissed him hard, pushing his words back down his throat and making his eyes go wide with surprise.

“Don’t say that,” she said after pulling away. “I won’t regret this. I will never regret making love to you.”

“Have you done this before?” For a moment he thought that she truly knew what she was talking about. Maybe she was not untouched. Maybe there had been a lad back home who had deflowered her.

“I think I’ve been saving myself for you.”

As much as he wanted to believe that he couldn’t. “I’m not the right man, Rose. You should save yourself for your husband.”

She was shaking her head before he was even finished speaking.

“I know in my heart that this is for you.” She waved one hand toward the flowers. “This is where it needs to be.”

He wanted to continue arguing but his body was straining toward her, telling him something different. Didn’t he feel the same way? This certainly wouldn’t be his first time but this felt so right, so perfect. And it seemed like they were destined for this.

She pressed against him, grinding into his cock and he moaned, grabbing her hips to stop her.

“You don’t know…I can’t…” But he was lost in a haze of the greatest need he’d ever experienced before. They could do this. They could do this without really doing this.

Frantically he grabbed at her skirts, lifting them up until her legs were exposed and then the tops of her thighs. Damn but women wore far too many clothes.

“Move back,” he said with some difficulty.

He physically moved her back so that he could straighten away from the shelf. Carefully he scooted pots of roses to the side, making a spot for her, then he picked her up and placed her on the shelf and just looked at her.

“A rose among the roses. I wish I could paint you like this.”

She tilted her head at him. “You can paint?”

“Not at all, but right now I wish for nothing more than to be able to.”

She laughed, a husky sound that shot straight to his groin.

“Lift your skirts,” he said.

He stood back while she slowly inched her skirts up until her legs were exposed again, and he could see her glistening center. My God she was so wet.

Her breath was coming in great gulps.

“I’m not going to take you, Rose. I won’t do that to you but I will satisfy you.”

She nodded, her eyes wide. He stepped between her legs and kissed her again, thrusting his tongue deep into her mouth, his fingers stroking the soft skin of her inner thighs. Her muscles tensed then relaxed, her legs falling open even farther.

He was past the point of aching for her. His cock was so engorged that he feared the skin would split open. He blindly searched for her hand, found it and placed it on the bulge in his breeches. For a moment her hand froze, then her fingers formed around his painful erection, learning the feel, the length, the breadth of it. He groaned into her mouth but that only emboldened her exploration.

Sweat was dripping down his back from the exertion it took to keep from ripping his breeches off and plunging into her. Oh, but to feel all that wetness surround him and hold him like a tight glove.

His fingers found her center and he flicked the hidden nub that was slick with her wetness. She pulled away with a gasp and stared at him, but her eyes were unfocused and she was concentrating on the sensations he was creating.

He knew it wouldn’t take long for her release. She was so receptive, her hips already moving with his finger. She put a hand on his shoulder, gyrating her hips, moaning and gasping as he flicked the nubbin. Watching her was almost his undoing. Her lips were wet and swollen from their kisses, and her color was high.

She began making animallike noises, her fingers digging into his shoulders. He would probably have bruises tomorrow morning but he didn’t mind.

He slid his finger inside of her, rubbing the nub with his thumb. She whimpered and moved faster.

Will leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “Come for me, Rose. Let it go.”

She clamped down on his finger and cried out. He could feel her inner muscles clench his finger and she rode it to the very end.

Eventually her breathing eased and he slid his wet finger out of her.

“Jesu,” she whispered. “I didn’t know…That was fabulous.”

He chuckled. “I’m pleased that you are pleased.”

“But what about you?”

He grimaced. “I will be fine in a moment.”

“No.” She fumbled with his breeches and he tried to bat her hand away but every slide of her fingers against his cock made him see stars. He was so damn close that he could easily come now.

“Rose,” he said between clenched teeth.

“I want to do this,” she said. “I want to give you what you gave me.”

She somehow managed to undo his breeches and pull the placards apart. His cock sprang into her hand and she hummed her appreciation.

“Show me,” she whispered.

He folded her fingers around his cock and put his hand over hers, moving it up and down.

“It won’t…take long.”

She grinned. “Take all the time you need.”

He moaned. He was so damn close. It was going to be embarrassing.

Suddenly it was upon him. His balls tightened and his release rushed up through him to squirt out of the tip as his hips pumped and he tightened his hold on her hand. His eyes closed and he shouted out as he continued to show her how to milk every last drop out of him. When he was finished his knees buckled and he had to grab hold of the edge of the shelf to keep from falling.

“Was that just as fabulous for you?” she asked, her eyes twinkling.

Will laughed weakly. He felt as if he’d been wrung out and there was nothing left of him. What would happen if they ever actually made love the correct way? He would be a puddle of nothing.

“Oh, yes,” he said, leaning forward to kiss the tip of her nose. “That was fabulous.”


Chapter 17

Will handed Rose a handkerchief so she could clean herself then he lifted her off the shelf. She slid down his body, reveling in the feel of his hard angles, and kissed him thoroughly. She really did enjoy kissing him. She enjoyed everything they had done tonight. She’d had no idea that something like that could happen inside of her body. It had been like an explosion of a million lights behind her eyes, almost rendering her unconscious.

She wanted to do it again. She wanted to feel that release again and again and again and she wanted to feel it while Will was inside of her.

Her feet hit the floor and her knees buckled. He pulled her to him, wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. Oh, how she loved these kisses.

Something flitted past them causing Will to break the kiss and rear back. Rose laughed and watched the multicolored winged insect dart this way and that.

“It’s a butterfly,” she said. “I can’t believe there’s a butterfly in here.”

They both watched as the orange and black butterfly alighted on a rose petal, then just as quickly took off again, its movements erratic and yet beautiful at the same time.

Will made short work of fastening his breeches and adjusting his clothes while Rose leaned against the shelf.

“I don’t want this night to end,” she said.

He grinned at her and kissed her on the forehead. “We must get you back to the palace before people realize you are missing.”

“They’ll just think I’m in the stables.” She wanted to ask if they could stay here for a wee bit longer but didn’t want to appear needy or whining. “Can we come back?”

“Rose…” His gaze flickered away and her heart dropped.

She pushed off from the shelf and forced the strength back into her legs. “We should probably put the flower pots back where they were. We don’t want anyone to know we were here.”

Her throat was closing up and she stopped talking, helping him move the rose pots back to order. It looked as if they had never been here and it made her sad. Even the butterfly was gone.

She brushed the dirt from her hands. “I’m certain we both missed supper by now. Tomorrow night is to be a ball for the dignitaries that are arriving. It’s to be quite the thing and everyone is excited. It’s a change from the queen’s normal salon and certainly something different to brighten up this dreary winter.”

“Rose.” Will put his hands on her shoulders to still her fidgeting, and looked deep into her eyes. “Do you regret what we just did?”

“No,” she said softly. “But I fear that you regret it.”

“I will never regret this, and I will always remember it. My Rose among the roses, opening up for me. It will be a memory I pull out and savor for years to come when I am alone in another foreign country.”

She lowered her gaze, her heart heavy with sadness and the realization that at some point they would part ways and he would be nothing but a memory. She wondered if any other man would compare to Will Sheffield. She’d not had any sexual experiences other than tonight and the other kisses they had shared, but she thought that maybe Will was an exception and nothing else was going to compare to him. Certainly Lysle’s weak kiss had not held a candle to kissing Will.

She swallowed her sadness and tried to be realistic. Will was not a man to settle down. He was an adventurer, a nomad, a loner. And her family would never approve of an Englishman for their only daughter.

“This has certainly been a night to remember,” she said. “I will cherish the memories.”

He did not remove his hands from her shoulders, rendering her immobile when she desperately wanted to flee. “This can’t happen again,” he said, those dark eyes trying to see into her. “It wouldn’t be right for your future husband.”

She laughed weakly. “I fear you’ve already ruined me for my future husband.”

His hands dropped from her shoulders, and he rubbed his eyes. “My deepest apologies, Rose. I did not mean for that to happen. You are still a virgin, untouched.”

“Oh, I’ve been touched,” she said. “I’ve been thoroughly touched and I doubt any man can compare to you, Will.”

His smile was tinged with sadness. “I sincerely question that.”

She shook her head but did not say more because there was nothing more to say. What had happened was not going to happen again and that saddened her.

“We should go,” she said, taking one more look around, not to make sure that everything was put to right but to etch this memory upon her mind.

Will led her out of the hothouse and into the cold air. It seemed much colder than earlier but that was because they’d become accustomed to the humid hothouse. Will did not take her hand this time nor did he put her hand on his arm. They walked side by side, silent, not touching, close but worlds apart.

They reached one of the side doors that was close to the festivities going on inside.

“You go first,” Will said. “I’ll enter a bit later so it doesn’t look suspicious.”

Rose looked at him long and hard. “Will I see you again?”

“Of course.” He seemed surprised by the question.

“You’re not leaving with your information to sell it to the highest bidder?”

A crease formed between his brows, and she didn’t know if he was confused by her question or angry about it. “No. There is still much to do here and you are not yet safe.”

“So you’re staying for me?” Her heart lifted a little at that. Did he care that much to stay and make sure she was safe? Or was he staying to gather more information?

With an angry look and an angrier sound to go with it Will grabbed her around the waist and yanked her to him to kiss her. Their lips mashed together, tooth scraped against tooth and his tongue invaded her mouth, taking and taking. Instantly her blood ran hot and the wetness between her legs returned. Her belly was heavy and she pushed her pelvis against him to feel his erection. She was amazed that he could do this to her in a few short moments, turn her into a seething, writhing woman who desperately craved whatever he could give her.

Then he pulled away just as suddenly and she stumbled back. Her lips were raw and she missed the feeling of his tongue inside of her.

“I don’t know what to do with you, Rose Turner.”

She hid her smile, secretly glad that she confused him as much as he confused her. “Keep kissing me,” she said, not knowing where this saucy woman had come from.

He growled and pulled open the palace door. “Go,” he said.

She slipped through and into the relative warmth of the palace, her lips stinging, wetness making her thighs slick and the feel of his fingers digging into her waist still with her.

Of course, the first person she encountered was Lysle. It was as if he knew that she would come through the upper corridor at that time. She’d made her way up several flights of stairs having encountered no one. It had given her the time she needed to collect her thoughts and calm her racing heart but she was still not prepared to see Lysle.

“There you are,” he said with a wide smile. His gaze scanned her face, settling on her lips. She checked the urge to cover her mouth, knowing that her lips were probably still swollen from Will’s kisses. And her hair! Good God what did her hair look like? Probably a mess. Margaret would definitely be rolling her eyes now.

“You missed supper,” he said in an accusatory tone. “I was worried about you.”

“I went to the stables,” she said. “I must have lost track of time because the next thing I knew my stomach was grumbling. I’m sorry I disappointed you but I was not aware that we were to meet for supper?” She made the last a question to put the blame on herself when she knew without a doubt that they had not set any plans.

His face softened. “We didn’t. I just look forward to seeing you when I can. You should really stop going out in the cold, Rose. Your lips and cheeks are becoming chapped from the weather.”

The last was said in a rebuke, as if she might not care about her appearance but he did.

Unconsciously her palms covered her cheeks, but they weren’t cold. On the contrary they were quite warm.

“The queen has moved her salon since there are so many guests arriving daily for the upcoming ceremony.” He held out his arm to her but Rose hesitated.

“I can’t possibly go looking like this. My hem is covered in dirt from the stables and as you said, my skin is chapped. Let me change gowns and get warm and I will meet you there.”

They were in a hall that connected to the hall where the new salon was to be tonight. There were some people about but not so many that Rose missed when Will slipped through, coming from the same staircase that she had. He deliberately kept his head turned away from hers but she still looked at him.

Lysle followed her glance and frowned. “Just don’t be too long, dear. We have so little time that we can spend together I hate to waste it.”

She hummed her answer, not an agreement and not a disagreement, and took her leave, hurrying toward her chamber and coincidentally the same direction Will had taken.

She rounded a corner, lifting her skirts higher than society would allow and hurrying at a most inappropriate pace. Her mind whirled with so many disjointed thoughts that she was almost dizzy with it.

That was why she didn’t see the person standing in the shadows. She let out a small screech when an arm snaked around her waist and dragged her backward. She shoved her elbow into a hard stomach and heard a satisfying grunt of pain. She was about to scream when a familiar voice whispered in her ear, “It’s me.”

She slumped against Will but quickly turned in his arms. He had dragged her to a dark alcove, behind the bust of some Scottish noble from long ago. If someone had a mind to study long deceased Scottish nobles’ busts they would easily be seen but not many were about and no one was interested in the statue.

“What are you doing?” she hissed, but there was no heat to her words. All she could feel was Will’s strong chest and his warm arms around her and she felt like it had been ages since he’d held her when it had been less than an hour. In such a short amount of time Will Sheffield seemed more like home to her than this drafty place did.

He kissed her, pressing her back against the far corner, until she was breathless and her legs once again lost all strength.

“What was that for?” she asked.

“I missed you.”

“We just left each other.”

He kissed her again, just a quick peck on the lips. She wanted to pull him forward and kiss him harder, but it was too risky.

“Now I am sufficiently ready to let you go. Where were you headed?”

“To change gowns for the soiree. Lord Lysle is waiting for me.” Her lips twisted in a grimace. She had no desire to pretend to be interested in Lord Lysle but she didn’t know what else to do for the time being. She needed to think this through more thoroughly and wished she could lock herself in her chambers, change into clothes more comfortable than the tightly fitting gown waiting for her, curl up in a chair before the fire and let her mind wander.

“Be careful with him,” Will was saying.

“I am.”

He looked at her strangely, as if he wanted to see into her soul. She lowered her gaze, almost afraid that he could see that deeply and she didn’t want him to glimpse what was inside of her. She had feelings for Will Sheffield. Strong feelings. She half wondered if she was in love with him. Will would not appreciate those emotions. He had already told her once tonight that they would eventually go their separate ways.

She didn’t like that thought even as she understood the need for it. They were too different and they both wanted other things from life. Despite the fact that she never wanted to come to Holyrood she did have aspirations of marriage, and she knew that she didn’t want to live the life of a border clan like her mother and father and brothers. But Will could not provide her with the stable home and life that she truly wanted.

Will was a wanderer and he made it clear that his future would be the same.

But still, that did not stop her burgeoning feelings.

He tilted her head up, and she had no choice but to look into his dark eyes.

“Be careful with him,” he said again.

“I will,” she repeated.

“I worry about you.”

“I can take care of myself.”

He grinned. “I don’t doubt that you believe that but these men are ruthless.”

She shivered at his words, feeling inadequate and ill-equipped to play the games these men were playing.

“I faced Lord Darnley.” The moment the words were out of her mouth she wished that she could snatch them back. She’d had no intention of telling Will, or anyone else, about her last encounter with Darnley. There was no need to worry anyone and there was nothing they could do about it anyway.

Will stilled. “What?” he said softly, with a touch of menace.

Her gaze slid away from his. “It was nothing.”

“You were supposed to stay away from the parts of the castle that he haunts.”

“Well apparently he failed to remember that he was not allowed in the corridor where my chamber is located.”

Will’s chest rose in a long, drawn-out inhale. His eyes had gone flat and emotionless but Rose felt the fine tremor that traveled through him.

“Truly, Will, all is well. Nothing happened.”

“I don’t believe you.”

She touched his cheek. “You really do care, don’t you?”

“Of course I care. What happened? Tell me everything.”

So she told him everything because she knew he would never let her go if she didn’t and part of her wanted to tell him anyway. She liked confiding in Will. She trusted him even though he was a mercenary.

By the time she was finished, his eyes were sparkling with laughter. “By God I think you’ve found your defense. He would never want Mary to know and by threatening him you have tied his hands.”

“But I’ve also angered him even more.”

“But you won that round and I’m damn proud of you.”

He kissed her and she felt lighthearted and young, as if for that one moment she had no worries greater than being caught kissing Will Sheffield in a dark alcove.

Eventually Will pulled away. “Still, I would advise that you stay away from him.”

“I have no desire to go near him. I’m well aware that I won that battle but the war is still raging.”

He shook his head and grinned. “My Rose.” Then he shook his head again.

“Go,” he said. “Before I forget where we are and I kiss you again.”

She looked up at him and he groaned.

“Stop looking at me that way, my Rose. Or more than kissing will happen behind this bust.”

She grinned and slid away from him, checking the corridor before hurrying toward her room, feeling cold without Will’s presence.

She was a bit frightened of Lysle now that she understood his motives but she also knew that Will would protect her if he had to. The thought made her warm inside and she was smiling when she entered her chamber.

Margaret was standing in the middle of the room, her back toward the door but her torso twisted so she was looking behind her. Alice was on her hands and knees on the floor.

Margaret looked at Rose crossly. “You missed supper.”

“What are you doing here?” Rose asked, disappointed that she didn’t have some moments alone to prepare for the night ahead with Lysle.

Margaret grimaced. “Ruth stepped on my hem and ripped it. Alice is repairing it.”

Margaret looked stunning in a deep red dress that was almost leaning toward brown. It complemented her dark hair and made her complexion glow.

Alice struggled to her feet. “I think that’ll do it, my lady.”

“Thank you, Alice. I will stay until Rose is dressed and we can go down together.”

With a sigh Rose allowed Alice to undress her and listened to her tut-tuts of disapproval that her hem was “surely ruined this time.” Rose quickly washed in the basin that had been placed in front of the fire to keep the water warm. Still she shivered and once again wished for privacy so she could wash her private areas. The thought made her think of Will and the hothouse and the things his hands had made her feel and then she thought of the things she had done to him. Her face heated and she knew she was blushing. She turned away from Margaret who had sat down and was inspecting her mended hem, and Alice who was pulling out a gold gown that Rose had put off wearing because the cost had been so dear for this one.

Alice gave Rose a wistful look and Rose sighed in acquiescence. “Very well,” she said grudgingly. Every time Alice pulled the gold gown out Rose told her to put it back. She didn’t know why she was averse to wearing it even though it was by far the most gorgeous gown she owned. It just seemed too exquisite for someone like her. She felt like an imposter wearing something that would be better suited to Emma or even Queen Mary herself.

But Rose was feeling reckless tonight. She’d done things she’d never done before and why not end the evening by wearing the gown she’d never worn before.

Alice helped her into the endless petticoats and stays and chemises until finally the shimmering gown was lowered over her head to settle around her like a glittering cloud. Alice hummed in admiration and grinned as she fussed with the pleats of the skirting. She attached the sleeves that were a warm brown with gold flowers stitched into them.

Alice dressed her hair, pulling it back then loosening it a bit so it was not so severe. Tendrils were pulled forward, softening her appearance.

Rose faced the full-length mirror and couldn’t believe that the person staring back was her. She’d never looked so…feminine before.

“Oh, my,” Margaret said from behind her. “You’re beautiful. The color perfectly complements your hair and complexion.”

Alice stood back and nodded, a wide smile on her face. “I knew it would be beautiful on ye,” Alice said. “I just knew it.”

Rose’s throat tightened and she nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Finally she felt like she could compete with the other lasses out there. But it was all an illusion. She was still the same Rose underneath the golden gown. She still liked to climb trees and jump over creeks and cuddle with her dog, Penelope.

“Thank you, Alice,” she finally managed to say.

Alice dipped a curtsy even though Rose was not noble and did not require such deference.

When she closed the door quietly behind her Margaret advanced toward Rose. “What happened?”

Rose took a wary step back and frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t play coy with me, Rose Turner. Something happened this evening to keep you from supper. It’s written all over your face.”

Automatically Rose’s hands went up to cover her hot cheeks in mortification. “Can you tell?” she whispered.

“Of course I can tell,” Margaret said. “Your lips are swollen, your cheeks are red and there is a glow that is coming from within you. Who were you with? Please don’t tell me Lord Lysle.”

Rose dropped her hands to her sides. “Why do you not think it was Lord Lysle?”

Margaret made a pffft sound and rolled her eyes. “The man does not have it in him to put that look on a woman’s face.”

“And you know this for certain?”

“Not from personal experience, of course. One only has to look at the man and observe him for a few moments to know that he would never let himself over to passion. And that, my dear, is what is written all over your face.”

Rose’s cheeks were so hot that she feared they would burst into flames. Maybe she should be ashamed of her actions but she wasn’t.

Good Lord, had Lysle seen the same thing in her face as Margaret had? Certainly not. Certainly he wasn’t that astute. Was he?

“You cannot tell anyone,” she whispered, as if others were in the room and could hear them.

Margaret’s eyes brightened and she bounced up on her toes as she clapped her hands together. “Never. But do tell. I’m about to burst with anticipation.”

Still Rose hesitated, strangely reluctant to let anyone else in on her and Will’s secret. It was a warm memory that she wanted to cherish for just a little bit longer but she also knew that Margaret was not to be put off.

“I was with Lord Sheffield.”

Margaret’s eyes lighted. “Do tell how you came to be with him tonight. Did you…do it?” Her voice dropped at the last.

“No. Well, yes. Sort of.”

Margaret frowned. “Sort of?”

“We didn’t do all of it, but a good part of it.”

Margaret grabbed her hands and squeezed. “What was it like? I hear that it’s awful, yet I hear the servants talk and they say it is grand.”

“It’s grand.”

“I knew it.” Margaret was all but crowing. “When the matrons want you to not like something they tell you it is awful. Are you in love?”

“Even if I were in love it wouldn’t matter. He is not the type of man my mother wants for me nor is he the type of man I want.” She felt like a traitor saying that about Will but it was the same as what he’d told her. “He’s not one to settle down with a wife. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. He’s English.” But her words were ringing hollow to her own ears and she felt empty inside when she said them.

“So you are going to pursue Lord Lysle then?” Margaret asked, looking confused.

“I don’t know.” No, no, no. She wanted to scream. Never would she take Lord Lysle.


Chapter 18

By the time Rose and Margaret made it to the ballroom the formal entertainment had ended and the country dancing had begun, which was for everyone to participate in. Amidst much laughter and excited chatter people congregated at the middle of the dance floor to take part in a simple dance line.

Mary was sitting on her dais, smiling indulgently upon everyone. It seemed that even though the baptism was a few weeks away the entertaining had already begun.

Margaret and Rose migrated toward Emma on the other side of the room.

“You’re not partaking?” Margaret asked Emma.

“I prefer to watch. My feet can’t move like that.”

Rose loved to dance and she found her hips swaying to the music as she watched.

The cavernous room glowed with hundreds of candles. The swirl of the brightly colored gowns leant a festive atmosphere that had Rose smiling. This was what Rose had imagined when her mother spoke of court life—balls and vibrant gowns and people having a good time. Not the gossiping and jockeying for position and murder plots.

She shook that thought away, determined not to let dark thoughts ruin her night.

She hadn’t seen Lord Lysle and she was happy about it. She wasn’t ready to be on her guard with him yet. But, alas, her peace was not to last long for as soon as the dance ended Lysle was standing before her.

“I couldn’t help but see you from across the room. You are a glittering jewel in your beautiful gown.”

“Why thank you, my lord.”

“I was not aware that you enjoyed watching the dances.”

He offered his hand and she took it because it would have been rude not to.

“Join me in the next dance?” he asked.

Her gaze went to the people reorganizing themselves on the dance floor for another line dance, which would be safe for her since partners changed frequently and she wouldn’t be stuck with Lysle the entire time.

“I would like that,” she said, her eagerness to dance outweighing her reluctance to be with Lysle.

Lysle put her hand on his arm and led her to the dance line. Margaret entered the dance floor on Lord Smithfield’s arm and winked at Rose as they took their places.

The music started and they began moving. This was to be a fast galliard, more complicated than the dance before it. Rose was relieved to realize that she knew these steps. The dance was vigorous, combining small jumps and hops so that a few minutes in Rose was winded, but laughing and smiling with the rest of them.

She felt like a fairy sprite in her gown, jumping and kicking her heels up and laughing. She felt carefree and invigorated and, yes, beautiful. She felt her hair slipping from its pins but she didn’t care. She felt only the music inside of her, drumming its endless beat.

To her regret the music ended and Lysle found her to escort her off the floor.

“I’d say we should stay for the next one, but I am out of breath and in need of refreshment,” he said with a smile.

“Oh, that sounds heavenly. The refreshment.”

For once he wasn’t so dour and serious, and she quite liked this side of him. It seemed they had one thing in common—they both liked to dance. It almost made her forget that he was plotting to kill the king, but not quite.

He trotted off to find drinks, leaving her to watch the next dance set up.

“Beautiful,” a voice whispered behind her.

She spun around to find Will standing there, his hands clasped behind his back, looking very handsome in dark blue velvet. His gaze slowly traveled up her body until their eyes met, his smoldering and holding memories of earlier and promises of later.

“Will,” she said breathlessly. Her heart fluttered and she couldn’t help but smile. She had fallen for him, and there was nothing to be done about it except enjoy the time they had together and hoard the memories for when they finally parted.

But that was another thing she would not think about tonight.

“I was watching you dance,” he said, keeping a respectable distance. Anyone looking would think that Rose and Will were having an innocent conversation.

“You were beautiful,” he said. “It was as if you were not carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders.”

“For a moment I wasn’t,” she said.

They fell into a silence as the music started for the next dance. A much slower basse danse. For a moment her heart yearned to be on the dance floor with Will.

“Do you like to dance?” she asked.

A corner of his mouth lifted in a half grin. “I know how to dance but I can’t say I particularly enjoy it.”

“Oh.” She felt strangely disappointed.

“Does that upset you, my Rose?”

“Not at all.” She liked that he called her his Rose. It was a simple endearment that held a double entendre. She thought that she would forever be his rose. “Why are you here? I mean, why aren’t you with the king?”

“He has drunk himself into a stupor, angry and sulking that he is not invited to this soiree. This is just his thing, you know. At least that’s what he’s told me at least a hundred times. He’s in his element at these types of gatherings.”

Rose grimaced. “Probably because there are many lasses for him to grope.”

Will burst out with a laugh. “No doubt you are correct.” His gaze roamed over her gown again. “I would be careful not to let him see you in that gown. He would not be able to resist himself.”

She shivered, unsure if he was speaking of Lord Darnley or himself.

His gaze snapped away from her and he smiled. It was not the warm smile he usually bestowed on her, but a brittle, false smile.

“Ah, here comes the indomitable Lord Lysle with refreshments.”

Lysle nodded to Will, a cup in each hand. “Sheffield.”

“Lysle. I couldn’t help but watch Miss Turner dance. Quite magnificent,” Will said, causing Rose to blush and become uncomfortable. What in the world was Will doing? It was almost as if he was challenging Lysle.

“I agree,” Lysle said, putting down the cups on the nearest table and moving closer to Rose until their arms were touching. Staking his territory? Challenging Will?

Rose wanted nothing to do with any of this. These two acted as if she wasn’t even here, that she was a prize to be had for the biggest, baddest and strongest.

Suddenly her glittering, happy night was not so glittery anymore.

Will tipped his head to Lysle and turned a smile to Rose. “I will let you two be.” He gave Rose a long, smoldering look before sauntering away as if he had not a care in the world.

“I suggest you keep clear of him,” Lysle said.

Rose looked at him in surprise. “Whatever for?”

“He’s no good. A friend of the king. Or so he claims.”

“You sound like you don’t believe he’s a friend of the king.”

“Oh, I have no doubt that he and the king are friends. But no one else will befriend Darnley. Makes me wonder why Sheffield does.”

Rose picked up her drink from the table and took a cautious sip, watching Will’s retreating back. He really did have the widest shoulders and that very dark blue was most becoming on him.

“He’s not so bad,” she said.

“He is friends with the king. That is bad enough. The king is out of favor in this court and treading on very dangerous ground.”

Rose looked at him curiously. His words were heated and his eyes, which had been laughing and bright a moment ago when they’d exited the dance floor, were cold and unreadable. “Whatever does that mean, he’s treading on dangerous ground?”

Lysle rolled his shoulders and smiled, but it was an empty smile, showing nothing but teeth. “Just that the queen is not happy with his behavior of late and anyone associated with the king is suspect as well. Including your friend Sheffield.”

“That’s just silly.” Her ire was rising at the negativity spewing from Lysle. She felt a need to defend Will but also realized that she had to tread lightly so as not to cause suspicion.

Lysle grabbed her shoulders and turned her toward him so that she could no longer watch Will’s progress through the room. His face was twisted into an ugly sneer.

“I’m quite serious, Rose. You must watch who you associate with. The wrong person could ruin your reputation and any prospects you might have.”

She shrugged his hands off her shoulders in an angry jerk. “Are you saying that if I speak to Lord Sheffield you will no longer entertain ideas of a future with me?”

“Sheffield is a nobody and once this is all over he will drift away.”

“Once this is over? What are you referring to, my lord?”

He paused, seemed to collect his thoughts. “Why the baptism, of course. Once court life returns to normal he will disappear to some other court to live off the wealth of others.”

She narrowed her eyes, not at all certain which made her the angriest: that Lysle thought Will was so beneath him or that he thought Will a barnacle on the underside of the palace court.

“Really, my lord. I would have thought you would have more compassion for your fellow man.”

“Compassion? What in the world does compassion have to do with Will Sheffield? He’s a man who cares for no one.”

“And you know this for a fact?” She thought of the look on Will’s face as his fingers were inside of her and she knew without a doubt that Will Sheffield had far more compassion than Lysle ever would.

Lysle flicked his finger in the direction that Will had disappeared. “Men like him are all the same. He will use you and discard you just like he uses and discards everyone. Come now, Rose, you don’t really think he’s here because of some warm childhood feelings toward Darnley, do you? He’s a parasite to the king and queen.”

Rose made a point to look around the room of people gaily laughing and drinking and eating.

“Isn’t that why most people are here?” she asked. “Don’t we all want something from the royal couple? Me a husband, you the privilege and rank of saying that you are a favorite in the court. We’re all parasites, Lord Lysle. Some of us more than others.”

She put her drink down and walked away, angrier than she’d ever been before. What a hypocrite—talking down his nose about Will when he was here for the same reasons. At least Will was honest about his motives. While Lysle hid behind a cool veneer of respectability and a lifelong assurance that he was one of the privileged.


Chapter 19

Ladies do not stomp.

How many times had Rose’s mother told her that as Rose went stomping through the house after some argument or physical altercation with her brothers?

Tonight Rose had a very hard time not stomping out of the ballroom. She was so infuriated with Lysle that she noticed nothing around her, not the people watching the dancing, nor the people standing in tight circles talking.

She was both surprised and not surprised when a hand reached out to stop her as soon as she left the ballroom. Will appeared at her side and guided her down the corridor, away from the ballroom, but not toward her chamber, where she had intended to go.

He ducked into an unused corridor, pulling her behind him. They were now in a part of the palace under restoration. The queen was determined to return the palace to its former glory but, due to finances, was only able to restore one wing at a time.

Will spun around so she was facing his glittering eyes.

“You’re a virago,” he said, his lips twitching.

“I could punch him in the nose,” she said between clenched teeth, her anger boiling over like a pot of stinking cabbage.

“Whoa there.” Will took her tight fist in his hand and massaged it with his calloused fingers until hers loosened. “What did he do?”

“He’s a…a…bampot.”

Will chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in such a state.”

“Oh, I’m in a state all right. That man is rude and obnoxious and how he thinks he’s ever going to find a wife acting like he’s…he’s better than everyone else is beyond me.”

Will rocked back on his heels looking highly amused as his lips twitched in a suppressed grin. “So he wasn’t wooing you tonight.”

She huffed out an angry breath.

“Would you really have hit him?” Will asked.

“I can do it. I know how. Once I sent John, my oldest brother, home with a black eye. Ma had to put a piece of meat on it because his eye swelled shut and he couldn’t see out of it.”

Will pressed his lips together but could not keep the smile at bay this time. “What did John do to deserve such harsh treatment?”

“He told me I threw like a girl.”

Unable to contain himself any longer Will laughed out loud. Rose tried to hold her grin in but couldn’t contain her mirth.

“He was shocked when I hit him,” she said, giggling a wee bit. “But I don’t know why. He was the one who taught me how to hit.”

“I’m certain he never thought you would use your knowledge on him.”

“Well then he didn’t know me very well.”

Will half bowed. “A mistake I will not make, I can assure you.” He took her hand. “Come with me.”

And she did because she realized that she would follow him just about anywhere. They walked deeper into the gloom of the unused corridor, kicking up dust as they went. Wall sconces were not lit and probably hadn’t been for decades but Will seemed to know where he was going and Rose didn’t ask. Her anger over Lysle was dissipating but only somewhat. His arrogance still astounded her.

She’d met arrogant men before—her father and brothers being among them—but they had reason to be arrogant, having proven their worth in battle and during raids.

Lysle had nothing to be arrogant about. He’d been born into nobility and wealth. Everything had been given to him. He’d earned nothing except for maybe a place in Mary’s court and even that was doubtful.

Will stopped at a door and opened it slowly. The hinges squealed their protest and they both froze for a moment, listening. But no guards came running with their swords drawn. No gossiping lasses peeked around the corner. They were very much alone in this part of the palace and that pleased Rose.

They stepped into what appeared to be an old sitting room.

The window shutters were slightly ajar, letting in a sliver of light and revealing hulking outlines of furniture covered in dust cloths. The place had a feel of abandonment and anticipation at the same time.

“How did you find this?” she asked as Will closed the door behind them.

“My inspection of the palace.”

She looked at him sharply. “Why in the world would you need to inspect the palace?”

“Curiosity mostly.”

“You’re a strange individual, Will Sheffield.”

“I’m well aware, Rose Turner.”

He whipped off a dust cloth that covered an oversized couch, sending large clouds of dust poofing into the air and making her sneeze.

“Oh my,” Rose said as she studied the old-fashioned couch. It was a monstrosity of a thing made of heavy oak with intricate carvings and upholstered in the once popular grapevines.

“Quite the thing back in the day,” Will said, looking down on it.

It was a fine piece of furniture if one tended toward the grandiose and overbearing. “It’s a shame that it’s been moldering in an unused room,” she said.

Will snorted. “There is so much furniture that has been forgotten in this palace. It’s a travesty, really.” With a flourish he pulled out a bottle of what appeared to be wine from inside his doublet.

Rose looked at it askance. “How have you hidden that upon your person?”

“Not easily. I pilfered it from a servant who wasn’t looking. I hope the poor chap doesn’t get in too much trouble. Shall we?” He motioned to the couch with the bottle and Rose sat.

The back was high and straight and what cushioning that had once been there was beaten down until it felt like she was sitting on the wooden slats beneath. An uncomfortable piece of furniture to be sure.

“I apologize for the lack of heat,” Will said as he settled in next to her and popped the cork on the wine. “And for the lack of cups. We’ll have to share.”

The thought of drinking out of a bottle after Will was oddly thrilling and she was still riled up enough about her conversation with Lysle that she didn’t much care at this point.

Will took the first drag and handed the bottle over to her. It was a fine, smooth wine, quite dear and its absence would probably be noted. She was sure it had been meant for the foreign dignitaries and not two parasites who were nobodies in this court.

“He does not think highly of you,” Rose said, handing the bottle back to Will who drank from it slowly as he raised his brows at her in silent question. “He warned me away from you. Said you used people.”

“I do. We’ve already established that.”

Rose waved her hand in the air as if she could wave away that one aspect of Will. “He does not know that.”

“So the truth hurt?”

“No. His arrogance grated.”

Will chuckled. “He has a right to his arrogance. He’s of the privileged class. Not many are above him.”

“But he didn’t earn the right to his arrogance.”

“He doesn’t have to. He was born into it and that is enough for people like Lysle.”

“That doesn’t bother you?”

Will shrugged. “You have to know that I am not far beneath him.”

She took the bottle he offered and took a long drink. Then another while she contemplated his words. “What do you mean?”

“You know I went to school with Darnley. You know that he is of English nobility and has some small claim to the English throne. Darnley and his like do not go to school with the baker’s and tanner’s sons.”

“But…” Her mind was becoming fuzzy. It had been a long time since she’d drank so much, and the wine was very, very good and very potent.

“But you did not think of that before?” he asked in amusement.

“You’re a mercenary.”

He tipped the bottle toward her. “A sobriquet that you put upon me. True, I do gather information and true, I do pass it on to those who need it dearly.”

He settled back into the couch and seemed most comfortable, much more comfortable than she. “I’m not as noble as Darnley and Lysle, but my blood is tinged with blue. My father is a viscount and upon his death I will be the new viscount.”

The man was always making her head spin. There were so many different aspects of him that it boggled her senses. One moment she thought she had his measure and the next he threw something at her that made her question everything. “So you’re a someday-to-be viscount who is also a mercenary? Really, Will, you do confuse me.”

“I did not say I was a good person, Rose. Just because one has noble blood does not necessarily make them good.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t I know that. Lysle and the others are the purest nobles Scotland has and they are plotting to…” She pressed her lips together. Not even here, where they were quite alone would she utter the words out loud. “So, are you saying that nobles have a right to be arrogant when they’ve done nothing to earn it?”

“I’m saying that arrogance is bred into them from centuries of squabbling and scraping and bowing to whomever is in power so that they may keep their title and their lands.”

“He’s an arse.”

Will laughed. “Most of them are.”

“You’re not.”

“I’m not as highly placed as they are and my bloodline does not run as deep.”

She contemplated him for a long time. The room around her was soft and hazy due to the wine, and she was not nearly as cold as when they’d first entered. She had turned sideways so her back was to the high armrests and she was facing Will. Unconsciously she pulled her legs up and tucked them beneath her skirts. The small amount of moonlight that came through the wooden shutters reflected off her gold skirts.

“Lysle thinks he’s superior to you,” she said.

“I could care less what Lysle and the others think.”

“Why did you leave England?” She changed the subject because she didn’t want Lysle to take up all of her time with Will. Besides, she realized that she knew far too little of him when he knew much more about her.

“Because I wanted adventure and I never liked being in one place too long.”

“Have you been to the royal palace in England?”

He hesitated. “Which one?”

She knew that most monarchs had several homes but she only knew of Whitehall in England so that is what she said.

“Yes. It’s two, three times the size of Holyrood and sits on the river.”

“Why were you there?”

“To see the queen, of course.”

She drew back in surprise. “Why did you need to see the queen?”

“Because she asked for me.”

She hit him lightly on the arm. “You’re jesting.”

He frowned and rubbed his arm where she had struck him. “I am not jesting. She knew my father and asked him to bring me to the castle.”

“What is she like, Queen Elizabeth?”

“She’s a ginger, just like you.” He reached across the distance between them and gently tugged a lock of hair from her pins, twining it around his finger. “I love the color of your hair.”

“It’s brassy and garish.” That’s what some of the lasses had said when she’d first arrived at the palace. She’d been hurt but she’d quickly learned to ignore them once she realized that they considered her—and any other lass—competition for a rich, titled husband. Besides, these girls couldn’t hold a candle to her brothers who had called her every name in their vocabulary.

“It’s not garish,” Will said, watching the hair twirl around his finger.

“Tell me more about Elizabeth.”

“She has beautiful hands. They’re her pride and joy.”

“Her hands? How very strange.”

“She’s aloof but I got the impression that she is also lonely. She has never married although she’s had opportunity.”

Everyone understood Elizabeth was not married and did not have an heir to her throne. Mary’s greatest ambition was to be queen of England and Scotland, and Elizabeth’s lack of an heir was discussed to no end at the palace. Scotland hoped that Elizabeth would name Mary as her heir. Rose didn’t know what to think about that. Her family was not overly fond of England.

“Is she nice?” she asked.

He seemed to think about that for a moment. While he thought, she put her hand out for the bottle. It was half empty and she took another large swig. It went down far too smoothly and she wondered if she would be able to get off the couch when they left.

“I’ve heard she can be nice. I’ve heard she can be stern too.”

“It must be difficult being a female monarch.”

Will hummed his agreement.

Rose was suddenly aware that he was slowly taking the pins out of her hair. It fell in a heavy waterfall of oranges, reds and yellows down her back.

He massaged her scalp and she leaned her head back and moaned in pleasure.

“That feels so good,” she murmured.

“Why do women wear their hair in such complicated styles if it pains them? I would never require any wife of mine to follow such silly rules.”

She smiled as her eyes drifted closed, basking in the feel of his fingers digging into her scalp. “If I were your wife I would love that rule.”

For a moment they both froze, the words hanging between them.

“Of course, I will never have a wife,” he said hoarsely as if he needed to make that point.

“Of course,” she said and turned her head to smile at him to let him know that there were no wounded feelings here.


Chapter 20

Will ran his fingers through Rose’s hair, watching as the fiery strands spilled across his palm until it fell in loose waves over her shoulder.

“You should always wear it free like this.”

She smiled at him, her expression languid. She’d probably had far too much wine to drink. It was a fine wine, after all, more potent than most.

He’d been so irate over Lysle’s proprietary stance over Rose, as if he’d claimed her and wanted Will and everyone else to know. Any other time it would not have bothered Will in the least but he knew that Rose was not amenable to Lysle’s supposed marriage aspirations. There had not even been a proposal so Lysle had no claim to Rose. Yet.

Will had grabbed the wine with the thought to take it back to his chambers and drink it steadily. Alone. He’d not even wanted to go to Darnley because he didn’t want to hear the man cry and whine about his unfair treatment by Mary.

But against his better judgment he’d paused to glance into the ballroom because he was weak and Rose drew him like a honeybee to a flower. He’d been transfixed watching her and Lysle standing in the middle of the festivities, obviously discussing something very serious. Rose’s face had been red with anger. While Lysle had a patronizing look as if he was merely tolerating Rose until she was finished speaking.

Will had been angry for her until she delivered some sort of put-down that turned the smirk on Lysle’s face to shock and she’d stomped away.

“Wear my hair down?” she asked, pulling him from his thoughts. “Perish the idea. A lady does not wear her hair down in public. There is a law written somewhere, I’m sure, that it must take at least a few hours to dress one’s hair.”

He grinned. Where had this woman been all his life? She was smart and sassy and she took no guff off anyone, even a noble who wanted to woo her. He was entranced and he knew it had nothing to do with the quantity of wine he’d consumed.

“Hours?” he asked, truly shocked. “You women take hours to”—he flicked a lock of her hair—“do your hair?”

“Some do. I don’t. I prefer to wear it in a simple braid.”

If she were his wife he’d allow her to wear it in a simple braid. Hang society and their strange customs.

“I cut it all off once.”

He tried to picture her with hair as short as a man’s but the image would not come to him. “Why would you do that?”

“Because I wanted to be like my brothers and it was getting in my way.”

He chuckled. He loved to hear about her brothers. It made him feel closer to her.

“Did you get in trouble?”

“Oh, yes.” She turned her body toward him, making herself comfortable as she rested her head against the tall back of the couch. “My mother cried but there was nothing to do about it. My brother Ethan handed the chunk of hair to her with a very serious expression.”

“Did you enjoy having shorn hair?”

“It was certainly freeing. I didn’t have to worry about it getting in my eyes and missing my shot or shooting an arrow off course. I didn’t have to sit for what seemed like hours for my mother to brush the knots out of it and try to control it with pins that stuck in my head.”

“But?”

“But I missed it too.”

“Ah. Quite the conundrum. You like being a lass but don’t like being a lass.”

“Not being a lass has its advantages,” she admitted.

“Like?”

“Like wearing breeches. Have you climbed rocks wearing skirts?”

“I have not.”

“It’s not easy.”

“I imagine it isn’t.”

Their conversation wound down and they were left staring at each other, the almost empty wine bottle and a large expanse of faded grapevine fabric the only thing between them.

Drawn to her hair he reached for the lock curling over the shoulder closest to him. “If I had a daughter I would allow her to wear her hair in braids and climb rocks in breeches. I would not force her to sit for hours while someone dressed her hair and conform to society’s silly rules.”

“Then your daughter will be a very lucky lass.”

He gently tugged on the hair clutched between his fingers, drawing her toward him. She came easily enough, her breath changing cadence as anticipation became a living thing between them.

She was like melting butter in his arms, fitting herself into him so that it was quite natural for his arms to go around her as she leaned into his side.

Rose Turner heated his blood like no other woman ever had. It’d been a mistake to bring her here, to an unoccupied room where the constraints of society did not dictate their actions. But then he’d known when he brought her here what was going to happen. Perhaps she had known as well.

It was wrong of him to encourage such a liaison. He couldn’t have a wife and even if he could he was not suited to the likes of Rose Turner. But damn he couldn’t stay away from her and when he was with her he couldn’t keep his hands off her.

She was like a drug to him. Once tasted, never forgotten, and always craving her.

He scooted down in the couch, dragging her on top of him while his mind screamed for him to stop. But his body had other ideas and let’s face it, he didn’t want to stop. He wanted all of Rose, every bit that she was willing to give him.

She was sprawled on top of him and he knew she had to feel his erection, even through her many layers of skirts and petticoats.

He took her face between his hands and pulled back so he could kiss her neck. She moaned, arching to give him more access.

She was so tightly bound into her gown, like a beautifully gilded, wrapped gift for him alone to unwrap. He plucked at the back lacings until he managed to untie and loosen them a bit. The golden bodice sagged and he gently released her breasts from it, scooting down farther until he could suckle one while rubbing the nipple of the other with his thumb.

“Oh, good Lord,” she gasped, causing him to smile against her plump breast.

The nipple was tight and erect, ripe for his tongue. He sucked the areola and she groaned.

She was so eager, so responsive that it lit his body on fire. He tingled from his scalp to the tips of his toes. All thoughts of stopping, all thoughts of propriety, all thoughts of being a gentleman fled. He needed this, now, here. He had to have her or he would surely explode.

“Sit up,” he said hoarsely.

She moved to sit on the other side of the couch.

Will knelt on the dusty wooden floor in front of her and looked up at her, her breasts exposed, red from his whiskers and puckered.

“I won’t make love to you,” he said, his voice barely sounding like his as he shoved that last, fateful thought away. He loved her but the thought could become no more than a thought, a fleeting butterfly of color that quickly darted away. “I won’t do that to you. But we can enjoy each other.”

She nodded slowly, still looking dazed and confused.

“Pull your skirts up.”

She obliged without hesitation, without question, until the fabric was bunched at her waist, her legs naked and exposed.

“You are so damn beautiful,” he said.

Gently he spread her legs until she was completely exposed. She watched him with wide, trusting, emerald-green eyes.

He swallowed roughly at the sight of her glistening center. His cock was pressing against his breeches, terribly painful.

“Trust me,” he said.

“Always,” she whispered.

Something twisted in his gut at the sincerity and utter confidence in her quick answer. She shouldn’t trust him so completely. She thought she knew him but she didn’t. She thought he had told her everything but he had not. He pushed the thought aside. Right here, right now, he was being as open and honest as was possible with her. More open and honest than he’d ever been with anyone before.

He ran his tongue along her tightly closed slit, tasting her wetness and the honey that was Rose. Her hand went to his hair and she laid her head back, her breath coming in small pants.

He continued to run his tongue along her slit, slowly, slowly parting it until her fingers were clenched in his hair and she was gasping and moaning.

When he thought she couldn’t take it anymore he flicked her nub with his tongue and her hips came off the couch. Instantly he slid his hands beneath her buttocks so he could lift her toward him and he began to suck her.

She was muttering now, a combination of nonsensical words and curse words that made him smile inside. Both hands were in his hair and she was thrusting her hips toward him.

He slid a finger inside of her and it proved to be too much. She was so damn responsive that she came right away. Thrusting her hips up hard and crying out his name as her muscles clenched his finger and wetness spurted out of her.

When she was finally finished he wiped his mouth on his sleeve. She was boneless, staring at him from fogged eyes, her knees out to the sides, looking particularly enticing.

“You have ruined me for any other man,” she said on a laugh.

It was meant to be a jest but the thought of her with another man, of another man licking and sucking her, drained any humor from him. He sat back on his heels, about to apologize, but she sat forward and grabbed his hands.

“I want to do the same for you.”

“What?” His mind was clouded, definitely not working to its full potential because he could not have heard her correctly.

“I want to do the same for you,” she said again, tugging on his hands. “Sit on the couch.”

“Rose…” But he did as she insisted, and she knelt in front of him as he had done to her. He covered her hands with his when she reached for the buttons on his breeches. “You don’t have to.”

“I know that. I want to. Please, Will.”

Helpless against her, he let his hand fall away and watched as she undid his breeches and pulled his flame-red and painfully erect cock out. His knees fell open and she leaned in, taking him in her mouth.

“Good God, Rose.” But his head fell back, and he watched her from lowered lids, her copper hair falling all around him, her head bent industriously.

She sucked him in and he cried out, his hands curling into fists. Her head bobbed up and down as she worked his cock, sucking it and letting it slide out. He put his hands on either side of her head and guided her, showing her the rhythm. She was a quick and eager study and soon he was gasping, his hips thrusting as his release came so fast and furious from somewhere deep in his spine and erupting through him until he shoved his hips up high and shot his semen into her mouth and down her throat.

She made a surprised sound but swallowed readily even as he squirted over and over.

Drained, he collapsed onto the couch. She lifted her head and smiled at him.

“I liked that,” she said.

He moaned. “I’ve thoroughly spoiled you now.”

She grabbed the wine bottle and took a healthy swallow. She was disheveled and the room smelled of their sexual release. He would forever remember this moment, with the moon shining down on her, lighting her hair, revealing her smile, highlighting her naked breasts, half covered with her red hair as she drank from a bottle of wine. Good Lord, but he was enamored.

“I…” He clamped his lips shut because he was about to say, I love you, Rose.


Chapter 21

It was coming upon dawn when Rose tiptoed into her chambers. The fire had burnt itself down to bright orange coals, glowing in the dark.

“There you are!”

Rose froze and turned cautiously toward Margaret who was struggling to sit up in bed, pushing her hair out of her eyes. “Where have you been?”

Margaret sounded more like Rose’s mother than her own ma did.

“I didn’t mean to worry you,” Rose said.

Margaret threw off the blankets and came around the bed to squint at Rose. “I saw your conversation with Lord Lysle. He was most unhappy when you walked away from him. When you didn’t return to our chambers I worried that he’d done something to you.” She took Rose’s hands in hers. “You’re freezing. You’ve been traipsing around outside again, haven’t you? Really, Rose, you must stop that. It’s not safe and you’ll catch your death out there in the frigid temperatures.”

Margaret was tugging her toward the fire and talking so fast that Rose couldn’t get a word in and that was fine by her. Let Margaret believe that she’d been outside.

Rose stoked up the coals and threw two logs on the fire. Flames shot up and the logs popped and hissed. Almost instantly warmth started to permeate the bedchamber.

“Turn around,” Margaret said. “I’ll undo your laces. No reason to rouse Alice this early.”

Rose hesitated and, with an irritated huff Margaret went around her mumbling about cold temperatures and flights of fancy, but then Margaret went silent and Rose cringed, knowing what was coming.

“Rose?”

“Yes?”

“Why are your laces undone?”

Rose slowly turned to face Margaret’s dawning realization. “You were with him tonight, weren’t you?”

“Him?” She tried to appear innocent but it wasn’t working. Not with Margaret.

“Lord Sheffield. You were with him tonight.”

Rose pressed her lips together, irked that Margaret was making her feel guilty. She should not feel guilty for what she and Will had done. It was wonderful and beautiful and no harm had come to either of them. And, besides, it wasn’t any of Margaret’s business anyway.

“Oh, Rose.” Margaret passed a hand over her eyes and sighed.

“I don’t need a lecture,” Rose said defensively.

“No. Of course not. Here, let me get this gown off you. Alice put a warm brick beneath your blankets hours ago, before I dismissed her. Hopefully there will be some warmth still left.”

Rose submitted to Margaret’s poor rendition of a lady’s maid until she was divested of her beautiful gold gown and petticoats and had quickly pulled on her cold nightdress. She climbed into bed. The brick still held a faint warmth, enough that her toes didn’t freeze.

The silence between them was stifling and she could feel Margaret’s displeasure hanging in the small space between their beds. The stoked fire was giving enough light that it would make sleep impossible. Not that she was tired anyway.

“You’re disappointed,” she said, not willing to look at Margaret. For some reason her friend’s disappointment was worse than her parents’ disappointment.

“Not disappointed.” Margaret’s voice drifted into the room. She too was looking away. Rose wondered if Margaret would think less of her now. It mattered, even though it shouldn’t. “But I am worried,” Margaret said.

“We didn’t do anything that compromised me.”

There was a disbelieving noise followed by a snort.

“I am still…a virgin, if that makes things better.” Though being in an abandoned room all night with Will would certainly compromise her if anyone found out.

“That is good, at least,” Margaret said.

There was much rustling and movement and Rose chanced a glance to see Margaret out of bed and pulling on her robe. She was suddenly at Rose’s side, poking her to move over. Rose scooted to the edge and Margaret lifted the blankets and slid in. Her body heat instantly warmed the cold sheets.

“You seemed fine with Lord Sheffield before,” Rose said softly.

“That was before I realized how serious this was becoming. Sheffield is…Well, he’s a fine-looking man and he seems amiable enough but like you said, he’s English. And you were sent here to wed a Scottish noble. An innocent flirtation is one thing but I fear that you are becoming far too serious about Sheffield.”

“If you only knew him like I do, Margaret. He’s kind and caring and he listens to me when I speak. Lord Lysle barely tolerates me when I speak.”

“But you’re not suited, Rose.”

“We’re suited in everything that matters.”

Margaret raised a brow in skepticism.

“He went to school with Lord Darnley. Do you think Lord Darnley went to school with the baker’s or the tanner’s sons? That’s just silly.”

“Is he wealthy?”

Rose hesitated. They had never talked about wealth before. “Money is not everything.”

“Yes, Rose, it is. For our kind money is everything. Wealth, a title, social standing. It’s why we’re here. It’s why your mother worked so hard to get you here.”

“That is my mother’s dream. Not mine.”

“So you will follow this man you barely know to where? Where is he from? Where is he going?”

“He’s from England and I have no idea where he’s going after this. We haven’t discussed it and for your information I won’t be following him anywhere because he has made it perfectly clear that nothing can come of…this.”

“This?”

“Yes, this.” She was angry now because Margaret was forcing her to face some hard truths.

“Don’t you see, Rose? You are dallying with a man, and jeopardizing your reputation, when nothing can come of it. I understand that he is exciting and different, but Lord Lysle is the man that will give you stability and a comfortable life.”

Margaret was right. If Rose didn’t know about the plot to kill the king, if she didn’t know Sheffield, then she would consider Lysle a perfect match. But she did know all of that and she knew Sheffield intimately and Margaret didn’t know everything there was to know about Lysle.

“Lord Lysle is pompous and full of himself,” she said.

“You are lucky to have his attention. Every girl here wants to land a man like Lord Lysle and he’s bestowed his attentions on you, Rose.”

“But why?” she cried.

“It’s not up to you to question it.”

Rose took a calming breath. “I will never marry him,” she said. “Never.”

Margaret looked at her sadly. “I was happy for you when you seemed so happy with Sheffield but I should have warned you away from him. He is not one of us and therefore not acceptable. Are you…” She hesitated. “Are you in love with Lord Sheffield?”

“Yes.” Yes, she was in love with Will Sheffield. She loved the way he listened to her. She loved that he asked for her advice. She loved sitting on an old, dusty couch and feeling his fingers run through her hair and she loved sharing a bottle of wine and talking about her childhood. He listened to her with his whole body. She knew that when she spoke his entire attention was focused on her, and he absorbed what she said.

He took her seriously when none of the other men—especially Lord Lysle—did.

“Rose. This is a passing infatuation. Men like Lord Sheffield flit in and out of women’s lives all the time. How many other women do you think fancied themselves in love with him over the years? Dozens, probably. He knows that and he’s taking advantage of it.”

She wanted to deny everything Margaret was saying but in her heart she knew it was probably true. Will Sheffield was one of those men whose charisma drew women to him and he admitted that he was also a man who was not going to settle down any time soon, if at all.

“Regardless, I will not wed Lysle if he asks.”

“Maybe you will change your mind.”

“I will never change my mind, Margaret.”

She desperately wanted to tell her friend why—that underneath the respectability and wealth laid a heart of stone that thought nothing of killing a monarch. But she wouldn’t put Margaret’s safety in jeopardy that way.

“I think I’m going to return home after the baptism,” Rose said. “It will be a good opportunity to collect my thoughts away from the palace and Lysle and Will.”

Even though she knew Will would not be here after the baptism. He’d not said as much, but it was something in her heart that she knew. Their time was coming to an end and she didn’t want to be here after he left.

“Just please promise me that you will think about what I said,” Margaret pleaded.

“I will think about it.” But Rose knew it to be a lie.


Chapter 22

Rose lay awake long after Margaret went to her own bed and the fire died down to glowing embers. The palace began to awaken slowly, first the maids who tended the morning fires, then the other servants. The nobles would not begin to stir until far later but Rose knew that the queen would be at her morning prayers early and then she would attend to state business.

If I had a daughter I would allow her to wear her hair in braids and climb rocks in breeches. I would not force her to sit for hours while someone dressed her hair and conform to society’s silly rules.

She imagined Will’s dark-haired daughters with wild hair, running half naked through a field laughing with their father. What lucky girls they would be and what a lucky woman who would give him those girls.

Rose pretended to be asleep when Margaret woke and Alice helped her dress. When Margaret left the room, Rose slid out of bed and had Alice dress her, then instructed Alice to braid her hair and put it in a simple coronet around her head.

She left her chambers trying to decide if she wanted to skip the morning meal and head to the stables or eat quickly then head to the stables.

“Rose?”

She turned to find Lysle behind her. She remembered Margaret’s warning that Lysle had not been happy with her abrupt departure last night and she well remembered the caustic words she’d tossed at him before stomping away in a huff.

“My lord.”

He appeared different, unsure of himself. She didn’t think she’d ever seen the man unsure of anything.

“Can we speak?” he asked. “I feel that there are things we need to say to each other.”

She hesitated.

“Please,” he said, looking contrite and embarrassed.

She nodded her consent and he led her into the dining hall and picked two seats at the end of a long table, away from others but not so far away that it would draw notice.

“I believe I might have spoiled things last night,” he said in a solemn, regretful tone.

It was on the tip of Rose’s tongue to dismiss his claim out of politeness but she held back because she did not want to be polite and she did not want to give him an easy way out of his hurtful words.

He had revealed his true self last night.

“Will you please accept my apologies?”

“Lord Lysle,” she began, ready to end whatever it was that he thought they had together.

He held up his hand to silence her. The servants had brought the food at some point but she had not noticed and she was not hungry. She desperately wanted to get away from here.

“Please,” he said. “Don’t say anything. I will leave you to your meal and to wherever it was you were going before I waylaid you. Just know that I am humbly sorry and expect that we will make a fresh start after this.”

Sorry for what? For being an arse the night before? And what fresh start? There was to be no fresh start. And what did he mean he expected it? Did he assume she would fall in line with his plans? But he had already left and she realized she was sitting alone and she was very angry.

She left the dining hall and practically marched to the stables.

Her mood improved considerably when she saw Will at the other end as if he was waiting for her.

Her smile was heartfelt and wide as she approached him. “Tyche is warming up to you,” she said, turning her attention to the horse. He nuzzled her, snuffling and searching for a treat.

“I didn’t bring you anything, you ingrate,” she said, laughing as he pulled on her hair, ruining Alice’s coronet of braids.

“I think he likes you far more than he does me,” Will said.

She patted Tyche’s nose before turning to lean a shoulder against the stall and eye Will. “What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you, of course.”

“And you were so certain that you would find me here?”

He cocked a brow at her, his lips quivering at the corners and she huffed out a breath. “You know me well.”

“There is only so much of court life that you can take. I figured your patience would be at an end soon.”

She grinned and wondered how long he had been waiting for her. Could he not wait to see her as much as she couldn’t wait to see him?

“Well, I’m pleased you found me. I wanted to speak to you.”

The humor faded from his expression. “This sounds serious.”

“It is very serious. It’s a beautiful morning. Let’s walk.”

The feel of snow was in the crisp air that took one’s breath away and numbed the cheeks, but after walking for a few moments Rose’s limbs began to warm and it felt invigorating.

Will placed Rose’s hand on his arm and they walked like that for a bit, formally, with enough space between them that no one would think twice if they happened to see them from a window. And yet walking next to him was enough. Rose was acutely aware of the proximity of Will’s body and the heat that was coming off him, warming one side of her. Just being in his presence, even in silence, was enough. She was at ease with him, something that she’d never been with anyone except maybe her oldest brother, John.

“When we were together the other day…” she broke into the silence. He made a humming noise and she wondered if he was thinking that it was nice being with her. Or were her feelings all one sided? “You let me talk on and on about my family but you never told me about yours.”

She held her breath, sensing that maybe this wasn’t a subject he wanted to broach. He’d been strangely quiet on all things related to his private life, dropping bits of information as if they were nuggets of gold but being stingy with them. And she wanted to know. She wanted to know all about him. His fears, his favorite foods, his favorite color. Everything.

“There’s not much to tell,” he said.

“Surely there is something. Do you have brothers and sisters?”

“No.”

She waited for more but nothing was forthcoming and now that she’d introduced the subject she hesitated to continue. But she burned to know more about him. How could she have such strong feelings for him when she knew so little of him?

He must have sensed her growing frustration for he sighed. “I was an only child, raised in northern England by a series of nannies and then governesses until I was old enough to be brought to London and attend school.”

He said it quickly and without feeling, as if reciting a lesson he’d been forced to learn in school and yet Rose sensed the loneliness in the words and her heart went out to him.

For someone who grew up with absolutely no privacy and brothers who never allowed her a moment’s peace this existence sounded horribly lonely.

“I’m sorry,” was all she could think to say.

“For what?” He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye and she was sensing a distance between them. She regretted bringing up his childhood. Obviously not everyone had the warm memories of growing up that she had.

“That you were so alone while growing up.”

He shrugged. “I knew no different so it wasn’t strange to me.”

“Surely your parents tried to keep you company in some way. Were there other children to play with?”

“My parents lived in London and there was the butcher’s boy who I played with occasionally but he was busy working with his father.”

She stopped to gape at him. “Your parents didn’t even live in the same house as you?”

He shook his head, an amused smile playing around the corners of his lips. “My life was quite different from yours. It’s why I don’t mind being alone now.”

“But…”

He touched her cheek, his eyes soft with some unnamed emotion. “But what? You seem appalled that I didn’t grow up with a gaggle of brothers and sisters. That was not the way my family lived. My mother was a lady-in-waiting for Elizabeth’s sister, Queen Mary, and my father was a very minor advisor to the queen. They were both interested in their political gain and when I came of an age where I could aid them in their political ambitions they sent me to school with the other lads whose parents were of higher rank than my father in the hopes that I would gain some useful friends.”

“That is so…” She bit her lip to keep from saying something not nice about his parents. All she could picture was a smaller, younger version of Will alone in a great house with no one but servants to speak to. No friends. No siblings. Not even parents to converse with.

What kind of people did that to a child?

“So what? Cruel? Unfeeling?” He shrugged again and continued walking.

Rose scurried to catch up, having no idea what to say so she let the silence hang heavy between them, turning this new information over in her mind. No wonder he never wanted to talk about his childhood. It was probably too painful and who could blame him?

“Is that why you don’t wish to marry?” she asked, the words coming out before she had a chance to stop them.

He pressed his lips together and she wished so badly that she could snatch her words back and pretend she’d never said them.

“I can’t marry, Rose.” He turned to face her with a bleak but set and determined expression that made her wince inside.

“I know,” she said hurriedly. “You’ve said so before and I’m sorry for asking such a rude and personal question. It’s none of my business, really.”

“No, you’re wrong.” He ran his hand up her arm absently as he seemed to be thinking. “After all we’ve done together you have every right to ask such a question. I am the worst sort of person for leading you down that path with no possibility of making a respectable offer of marriage.”

“I don’t mind—”

He put his finger to her lips, silencing her. “But I do mind. I am not the marrying sort. I don’t have it inside of me to take care of a wife. I’d have no idea how to even have a wife. I’d make the worst husband in the history of husbands.” He smiled sadly. “You deserve better than that. You deserve someone who will know how to treat a wife.”

She pushed his finger away angrily. “You think too little of yourself. You don’t treat a wife any differently than you’ve been treating me now. You’re caring and kind and that’s all a wife would ever need.”

He was shaking his head, and she wanted to stomp her foot in frustration because he refused to listen to her.

“I know I’m not the person you would marry,” she said. “But I don’t want to think of you so lonely and alone years from now. There is someone out there who you would be the perfect husband for.” She ignored the crack in her voice, ignored the pain in her heart when she thought of him wed to another woman. But she’d far rather think of that than think of him alone in this world for the rest of his life.

“Who said I minded being alone and lonely?” he asked in some surprise.

“A person might want to be alone occasionally but no one ever wants to be lonely.”

“You don’t know me at all then. I far prefer my own company to some others. Present company excluded.”

She smiled but she wasn’t all that amused. A child couldn’t grow up without parents and only a nanny and governess who couldn’t provide the love and companionship of an entire family without being scarred somehow. Will chose to lead a life of loneliness because that was all he knew. Rose would like to be the one to teach him differently but she feared that she was not the one God had set forth for that task.

Will walked her back to the palace door and saw her in safely and she left him with a heavy heart and tears in her eyes.

To her great relief Margaret was not in their chambers. Rose didn’t want another lecture on the merits of Lysle over Will, nor did she want Margaret’s knowing looks because her friend would be able to tell right away that Rose had just come from being with Will.

She rang for Alice and while she waited for the lady’s maid, chose a dark blue gown to change into. She’d made up her mind while talking to Will. It hadn’t been a conscious decision so much as a knowing what was right and what was wrong. She was going to speak to Queen Mary of the murder plot.

It was not up to her, or Moray, or Maitland, or Lysle to decide when a man died. Only God could do that.

Although Alice looked like she wanted to ask a thousand questions when Rose told her that she needed to dress her hair for a meeting with the queen, she kept her lips pursed and worked methodically gathering the slippery strands of Rose’s hair.

There were a few muttered curses from under Alice’s breath before she was finished.

Rose looked herself over critically. She could not look too fine nor could she look too dowdy. It was a difficult line to walk and she found she was far more nervous than she had anticipated.

Her hands were clammy and she was hot beneath all the petticoats and skirts.

Alice fiddled with the lay of the skirts, plucking here and there, adjusting the bodice and tight sleeves, seemingly as nervous as Rose.

“That will be all, Alice,” Rose said. “There is only so much we can do.”

Alice stepped back and eyed her critically, then nodded. “ ’Tis beautiful, ye are, my lady.”

“Thank you.”

Alice gathered up Rose’s discarded gown. “I hope yer meeting with Her Majesty goes well.”

“I do too, Alice. I do too.”

Rose set off with a pounding heart and sweaty palms, glad to be out in the cooler corridor. Her face was flushed and she was more nervous than she had a need to be. Surely Queen Mary would appreciate learning of such a dastardly plot conceived under her own roof. Despite Mary’s feelings toward Lord Darnley, she would have to be aghast and upset by the lords’ plan and want to put a stop to it.

Then Rose could leave Holyrood and return home to her parents and her brothers and remember this time in her life fondly but not with regret that she had left it.

And Will…

She pushed thoughts of Will aside for a later time. Now was not appropriate. Not when she had to think of how she was going to tell Mary this information.

Start at the beginning and go from there.

It was the best course of action.

Unfortunately, she did not count on finding Lord Lysle in the queen’s outer rooms.

He smiled when he saw her. “Rose,” he said. “I’d not expected to see you here.”

She ran her wet palms down the sides of her skirts then mentally castigated herself for almost ruining the fabric. Alice would have her head if she’d seen that.

“I’ve come to request an audience with the queen,” she said, then almost immediately regretted her words for Lysle’s eyes narrowed and his body tensed.

“Oh?”

She waved her hand in the air and gave a nervous laugh. “Nothing serious, I assure you. It’s just that…” She frantically searched for a reason that she would need to speak to the queen that had nothing to do with murder plots Lysle might be involved in. “I’m homesick,” she said, settling on the partial truth. “And I am going to ask if I can return home to visit my family. After the baptism, of course. I wanted to ask her before things got too chaotic what with all the dignitaries arriving daily.”

She was blabbering, speaking faster and faster, and she had to force her mouth closed.

Lysle was watching her closely, nodding as if he was listening but she always got the impression that he never really listened to her. Not like Will did.

“But you can’t return home,” he said with what seemed like forced gaiety. “There will be weeks of celebration after the ceremony that you won’t want to miss.”

“Weeks?” she asked faintly.

“But of course! You simply must stay or you’ll miss all the fun.”

“I really would like to return home.”

“Not in the middle of winter. That would be almost impossible.”

His tone was decisive and stern, as if he were her father and his word was inarguable. Regrettably he made a good point. She’d not thought of the weather when she’d come up with her excuse to see the queen.

“That is true—”

“Then it’s settled. You’ll stay for the festivities afterward. I’m sure your parents would want you to.”

Oh, her mother definitely would want that. Rose’s thoughts scattered, her heart sinking. She would simply have to find another time to ask for an audience with the queen. A time when Lord Lysle would not be present.


Chapter 23

Much to Rose’s relief Lysle was called away by an excited Lord Moray and the two disappeared after Lysle kissed her hand and promised a rousing game of Maw that night.

Rose hoped her smile was not the grimace that she felt, but if it had been Lysle would not have noticed for he was already striding toward Moray.

Rose was torn. She wanted to follow Lysle and Moray to see what they were about. With those two together she could only think that it had something to do with their diabolical plot to kill Darnley and she wanted to learn more, but this was also an opportunity to ask for an audience with Mary.

She decided on the audience because she feared that Lysle camped out in the queen’s outer rooms to mark the comings and goings so he could spy on people. Her estimation of Lysle—already low—dipped a little more.

One of Mary’s minor aides was guarding the door to her inner chambers. Rose approached him, pretending a confidence that she did not feel and asked to speak to the queen. He eyed her up and down several times with a pinched, narrow-lipped look.

“And what is your business with the queen?”

She hesitated, not expecting this question. She could hardly blurt out that she wanted to discuss a murder plot with the queen.

“It’s personal,” she finally settled on.

The little man who took his job very seriously appeared to want to argue, but then he looked her up and down again and apparently decided that she was harmless, or her business was beneath his interest. He made a notation in a large book.

“Lord Bothwell approves all of the queen’s appointments,” he said with a decidedly nasal, patronizing tone. “When he returns he will look over the requests and grant them. Or not grant them as he sees fit.”

Rose grit her teeth and tried to smile and act like it was of little consequence to her whether her request was approved. She had a feeling that her reaction mattered to this man and would be reported to Bothwell.

“Thank you,” she said with a small curtsy and left the room.

—

Much to her frustration Rose was not called to the queen’s chambers that day. She’d had to dress for the ball while hiding her anxiousness. The longer she waited the more nervous she became and the more she questioned her audience with the queen. Was she doing the right thing? But of course she was. The queen should know. It wasn’t right what the three lords were doing and they needed to be stopped.

It helped her nerves that she’d run into Will at the ball.

She’d never seen so many titled, wealthy aristocrats in once place. Rival countries stayed to opposite sides of the room with disgruntled looks at one another. Others came together in the middle acting as if they were long lost relatives. It was all intriguing and appalling at the same time and Rose couldn’t stop watching. The plethora of beautiful ball gowns and glistening jewels was a sight to see and something she would never forget.

They were standing with their backs to a wall away from the crowds. Rose was keeping a keen eye out for Lysle. She feared that he would head in her direction the moment he saw her and, considering his last reaction to Will after the dance, she didn’t want him seeing her with Will.

“How is Lord Darnley?” she asked.

Will shot her an amused glance. “As if you care.”

She shrugged. “It’s true I hold no regard for the man, but his absence has been noticed and remarked upon by almost everyone.”

“Mary has instructed him to appear at the balls now that the foreign dignitaries have arrived but he’s determined to embarrass the queen by not showing his face. Although Mary has made it clear that he is not welcome when it comes to matters of state, she’d like to put a good face on things with so many people representing so many different countries—a combined good face with her husband. It’s Scotland’s time to shine and Darnley is determined to put a tarnish on that shine.”

“So childish,” she muttered. The man truly was insufferable. “This is for his son, the future king of Scotland. One would think he would put his differences aside for his son.”

“One would think,” Will muttered into his cup.

The music began and the professional dancers entered the dance floor. The hum of conversation lowered to a duller roar as the dancers took their places.

Rose felt Will’s presence like a dull ache. She wanted to touch him even if it was just her fingers across his palm but she dared not.

She moved her arm, just enough so that it bumped into his elbow but that only heightened her awareness of him and made the dull ache pound a little harder. He was like an itch she could not scratch and it was frustrating.

“I saw Lysle disappear today with Moray,” she said, to keep her mind off his commanding presence.

“Did you?” His tone was disinterested but she knew him better than that. He was listening. He always listened to her.

“I wanted to follow but I was not able.” She didn’t know why she was keeping her meeting with the queen from Will, but something told her not to tell anyone. Once the meeting was over she would tell him.

“I’m glad you didn’t follow them. That would have been dangerous.”

“But we might have learned more.”

“I’m serious, Rose. Don’t take any chances. Especially with them.”

She sighed. “You sound like my brothers.”

He chuckled and she tried to hide her smile.

“I need you to kiss me,” she said as she watched the dancers.

“My God, Rose,” he said a bit breathlessly.

“I’ve wanted you to kiss me all night. I can’t stand being so close to you and not being able to touch you.”

“Rose…” he said on a strangled groan. “Stop.”

“Why?”

Her legs felt heavy and her heart hammered. There was something exciting and forbidding about standing in a crowded ballroom and talking to him like this. The fact that she couldn’t even look at him heightened her awareness and her excitement.

“You need to stop,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“I want you to touch me.”

He cursed low and long. She was not touching him but she could feel the tension coming off him in waves.

“All over.” It was all she could do to hide her smile. There was a special kind of power being able to excite him like this.

He was breathing harshly. Her face was hot. Hopefully people would mark her heightened color up to the overly warm ballroom and the crush of people.

“Meet me in our room,” she said and walked away. She couldn’t believe that her legs actually worked and that her knees didn’t give out on her. And she was very impressed with the fact that she didn’t look back at him.

She just hoped that she could make it to their secret room without being stopped. She saw Margaret a few feet away but she was in an animated conversation with Emma, and Lord Lysle still had not made an appearance. Rose feared that if he approached her now she just might hit him in the nose like she’d done to her brother John.

—

Will found her in what Rose liked to refer to as “our room.” It seemed like she’d waited for him for an eternity. She couldn’t sit still so she paced the room, wringing her hands, wondering at her audacity, when he was suddenly there, closing the door softly behind him.

The look on his face made her shiver in apprehension and excitement. He reminded her of a wild animal, his eyes hot and feral, his face flushed.

He stalked her from across the room and, like a scared rabbit, she couldn’t move. She’d unleashed a beast and it excited her.

He grabbed her wrist and yanked her to him. She bounced against his muscled chest, the breath knocked out of her. He kissed her hard, crushing his mouth against hers and she moaned. This was exciting. This was uncontrolled lust and need and she liked it. Oh, how she liked it.

“You are cruel,” he said, pulling away just enough to deliver that pronouncement.

She smiled up at him and he kissed her again. Her mouth was going to be bruised but she didn’t care. She kissed him back just as hard. Their breaths were labored and her clothes felt too constricting, rubbing against suddenly sensitive skin. She was grabbing at his breeches, pulling at his doublet and untucking his shirt in a hurried frenzy.

“I’ve never felt your skin against mine,” she said. “I need to feel us skin to skin.”

“Good God, woman.” But he stepped back to divest himself of his doublet, tossing it onto the dusty floor without a care, and pulling his shirt over his head. Immediately she was running her hands over his naked torso, feeling the hard muscles contract under her palms. His skin was warm, almost feverishly hot and she kissed the center of his chest.

It was not as easy to get her out of her gown but they made short work of it. Will, it seemed, was very adept at undressing a woman but Rose was grateful for she was suddenly free and it felt wonderful.

She knew that she should be embarrassed, standing before a man completely naked, but she wasn’t.

“You are beautiful,” he said, placing his hands on her hips and running them up her sides to cup her breasts. She shivered, not from the cold, although the room was that, but from a great need and the feel of his rough palms sliding up her bare skin.

She drank in the sight of him. She had brothers. She’d seen them naked. But it was nothing compared to this. They had been boys at the time, all hard angles and pointy knees and elbows. Will was all man. Wide, rounded shoulders, large muscular chest tapering to a slim waist and even slimmer hips.

His erection jutted out, heavy and full, from a nest of dark hair. Below hung his sacs, tucked up tight against his body.

“If you keep looking at me like that,” he said. “I’ll lose it right here.”

“I have that much control over you?” The thought overly excited her.

“You have no idea.”

“I would do anything for you.”

“I want to make love to you, Rose. I want it so badly that I can taste it and I am this close to taking you right here and now. But I can’t. I can’t do that to you.”

“What if I ask you to?”

“I still wouldn’t do it.”

“What if I begged you?”

He hesitated and she could see him wavering, but he shook his head and her heart sank.

“I want you to, Will. More than anything in the world I want to feel you inside of me.”

“You say that now but you will regret it.”

“Never,” she said fiercely.

“Ah, Rose.” He touched her cheek, a soft, sad look in his eyes. “You will regret it. You want to go to your husband untouched.”

“You’ve touched me in so many ways that I am only innocent of the one final act.”

He closed his eyes. “You want to go to your husband a virgin.”

“I want you to take my virginity.”

“Rose.” His voice was strangled and he swallowed. “I can’t do it.”

“You’re a man of morals.”

“Not usually.”

“So why now?”

“Because I can’t do that to you. I won’t.”

He kissed her softly this time, stepping close until his erection was pressing against her belly. She loved the feel of his skin, soft with wiry hair. He was so masculine that it was intoxicating. She doubted she’d ever meet anyone that was more of a man than Will Sheffield.

She pulled away to gulp in air, feeling as if she were drowning in her emotions for him.

He led her to the couch they’d lain on before, where he’d licked her and suckled her and made her touch the stars and the moon, and he laid her down on it, covering her body with his as if he were her blanket. They kissed and touched until they were both mad with longing and need.

“Please,” she begged, beyond caring for her pride at this point.

He kissed her again and inserted a finger in her, making her hips come off the cushion. She rubbed against his hand, the sensation coming upon her too quickly.

“Will,” she sobbed. “I can’t…I need you inside of me.”

“Ah, Rose. I am powerless against you. It will hurt.”

“I don’t care.”

“You will regret this.”

She took his hips in her hands and guided him toward her. With a growl he entered her slowly at first, stretching her where she’d never been stretched before. She gritted her teeth. He was right. It was painful, but it was a good sort of pain. He was inside of her. They were one. And that was all that mattered.

Then he forced himself all of the way in and she cried out, feeling as if she was being rent in two. Once he was fully seated inside of her he paused and looked down at her.

She smiled up at him, feeling radiant and finally complete, and he smiled back and kissed her forehead before moving inside of her. Her hips seemed to know what to do for they took up their rhythm and the pain was gone and she was racing toward her completion.

“Not yet,” she wanted to cry out. “Please not yet.” But her body was too excited. She arched her back, clenched her teeth and bore down on his cock and her release took her higher than she’d ever been before.

It only took a few more strokes before he was shouting her name, his manhood contracting before warm liquid spurted into her.

He sighed and collapsed onto her.

It was long minutes before either of them spoke and their breaths evened out and their hearts stopped pounding.

“Do you despise me?” he asked.

“Why would I despise you?”

“Because I was not strong enough to resist you.”

“I was begging you. This was more my decision than yours.”

He choked out a laugh. “I feel…”

She clenched her eyes closed. Please don’t say you regret it. Please don’t say you feel as if we should not have done that.

“I know I should be angry at myself for not resisting,” he said. “But I can’t bring myself to feel angry. Someday you may regret this but I never will, Rose.”

She sighed and snuggled into him and closed her eyes.

“I will never, ever regret making love to you, Will.”

She could stay like this forever but the chilled room was becoming uncomfortable as their bodies cooled and she began to shiver.

Will pushed himself off her. “We should get back before you are missed and I told Darnley that I would sit with him tonight. He’s becoming more morose and paranoid.”

Rose didn’t want to leave but knew they couldn’t stay here forever, no matter how much she wanted to. There was an entire palace full of people not far from them and Margaret would miss her although she would also suspect where Rose had gone to.

They helped each other dress and kissed softly before Will pulled the door open. Rose had a strange feeling that this was the last time they would see this room. For a moment she panicked that this might be the last time she would be alone with Will.

She put a staying hand on his arm, causing him to turn and look at her with a raised brow.

“I just…I want to thank you for…” She was suddenly reluctant to say, “making love to me.”

He smiled softly and brushed his fingers through her hair. “Thank you, Rose.”

She tapped his chest over his heart. “You’re a good man.”

“Some would say differently.”

“And they would be wrong.”

He kissed her softly on the lips and reached for the door handle.

“Wait,” she said.

He quirked a brow.

“I love you, Will Sheffield.” His amused expression slid into shock. “You don’t have to say it back. You don’t have to acknowledge it. You don’t even have to love me back. I just want you to know that no matter what happens, I love you and I will always love you.”


Chapter 24

Rose had never been this close to Queen Mary and she was very intimidated by the tall, regal queen.

She approached slowly, trying to calm her erratic breathing. Mary was conversing with someone else and it gave Rose time to study her. She’d been in the same room with the queen many times but had never approached her nor spoken to her. Mary was much taller than most women and even taller than a lot of men. She loved the outdoors, though Rose guessed not nearly as much as Rose loved the outdoors, and she especially loved riding. All activities that kept the queen’s figure slim.

Her regal head was tilted down as she listened to the man standing beside her. She nodded occasionally, and Rose could tell that she was really paying attention to what he had to say. Rose stopped far enough away so that she couldn’t overhear what the two were conversing about and she looked around. She’d never been admitted into Mary’s inner chambers. This was where she slept and where she conducted a lot of her business and Rose was intrigued. The bed was large and imposing with high posters and sumptuous hangings. The walls were dark paneled with paintings hanging from ceiling to floor.

Two men were speaking quietly in the far corner and Rose was discomfited to think that they might be present when she spoke to the queen. She’d hoped that their meeting would be private but that had been naïve. Nothing Mary did was private.

The small man left the room and Mary focused her piercing, dark eyes on Rose.

“Come here, chère.”

Rose swallowed nervously and curtsied so low that she feared she would fall over.

“What can I do for you?” the queen asked, her voice husky and appealing. She was known to bewitch men and Rose could see why. Her smile was only for Rose, her attention only on Rose. Today she was wearing a gown of Highland green and blue plaid, something other than her normal black and white. Rose guessed that the queen wanted to fully represent Scotland to the guests in the palace.

Rose glanced nervously at the two men in the corner.

“Ignore them,” Mary said. “They will not bother us.”

Rose bit her lip, nervous and apprehensive. Was she doing the right thing? Should she have kept quiet? No. To keep quiet would make her complicit and she did not want to be complicit in anyone’s murder. Even Darnley’s.

Mary touched her lightly on the arm, bringing her attention back to the moment, and Rose saw that the queen was smiling at her.

“I…” She did not even know where to start. She’d rehearsed what she was going to say all last evening and this morning before she’d been hurriedly summoned, but everything fled her mind.

“Excuse me, Your Majesty,” she said, sounding a bit breathless. “I find I’m tongue-tied.”

“Let us walk. Maybe it will ease your nerves.”

Rose walked beside Mary as they made their way to the windows that overlooked the gardens beneath. To her mortification, Rose saw that the windows in the queen’s private rooms looked down on the hothouse where she and Will had…She could feel her face heat and she hurriedly looked away, turning toward the queen and throwing an anxious glance at the two men on the other side of the room.

“I overheard a conversation,” Rose began. “Between some nobles of your court.”

“Oh?” Mary’s tone was carefully neutral, her expression bland.

Rose swallowed again. “I heard them discussing a plot to…harm Lord Darnley.”

Rose had not known what to expect of Mary’s reaction to this news but there was nothing. Not even a flicker of an eyelid or a small intake of shocked breath from the queen.

“I see. And what did these men say?”

“They talked about you divorcing Lord Darnley and how that would not be possible because of the prince. And they said that there was only one other alternative.”

She could not say it. Not in front of the queen. She didn’t know why, but she found the words stuck in her throat. However, she could see in the queen’s eyes that she was aware of what Rose meant.

“When did you overhear this?” she asked.

Rose was instantly on alert. She did not want to tell the queen that she’d known about this for some time but she had no choice. “A fortnight or so ago,” she said softly, ashamed that it had taken her this long to approach the queen with the information.

Mary nodded, her gaze moving to the window to stare out. Several moments passed in which Rose listened to the rise and fall of the male voices on the other side of the room and tried to control her erratic breathing. She had a strange feeling of dread and wished she’d never said anything. This wasn’t going as she thought it would. She’d thought the queen would be more shocked, more…interested. But then she was a queen for a reason and showing her emotions would not be beneficial to her.

“Who were these gentlemen that you speak of?” she asked.

Rose hesitated. “I’m unsure as I did not see them. I only heard their voices. I believe one was Lord Lysle and possibly Lord Maitland and Lord Moray. There was another, but I could not place his voice.”

“That was very brave of you to stay and listen to such a dastardly conversation.”

Panic was beating at Rose’s chest. Something was not right about this.

“Moray and Maitland are very close to me,” Mary said. “And Lysle is a powerful lord himself.”

Rose nodded, again tongue-tied. In fact, Moray was Mary’s half brother. Did the queen feel more deceived because her brother was in on the plot?

The queen remained quiet for some time and Rose did not know what to do. She couldn’t leave without being dismissed, and yet she felt like an intruder at the same time. So, she stood there awkwardly, trying not to stare at the queen and not to gawk at the sumptuous surroundings. She trained her eyes on a spot a few feet from the hem of her gown, clasped her hands in front of her and waited.

Suddenly the queen shifted, drawing Rose’s gaze back to her. Mary’s expression revealed nothing, leaving Rose on edge.

“I thank you for bringing this to my attention, Miss Turner. I’m sure it wasn’t an easy decision to make.”

“On the contrary,” Rose said, vaguely thinking that she should not be contradicting a queen. “It was rather easy to decide to come to you. Lord Darnley is your husband and the father of your child. You should know when someone is threatening that, Your Majesty. I’m certain you would not want anything to happen to Lord Darnley.”

Something flashed in Mary’s dark eyes, something cold that chilled Rose. “Yes. You’re right, of course. And you have done your duty well.” She smiled and it chased some of the coldness from her expression. “Are you enjoying the festivities?”

“Oh, yes,” Rose said with a lack of conviction. She was feeling confused and on edge and found the sudden change in topic disconcerting. The queen had just been told someone was plotting to murder her husband and she wanted to know if Rose was having fun?

“There is certainly more to come,” Mary was saying. “And of course, the baptism.”

“Of course,” Rose said weakly.

One of the men from the other side of the room approached and cleared his throat. Mary nodded to him and Rose knew that was her cue to leave.

“Thank you for allowing this audience, Your Majesty.” She curtsied and backed out of the room.

When the doors shut behind her she stood in the outer room and shivered, rubbing her arms where gooseflesh was forming.

—

“Alice said that you were summoned to meet with the queen.”

Margaret wasted no time in asking Rose about it when Rose returned to their chambers. She was still unsettled about the meeting so she was only half listening to Margaret.

“Rose!” Margaret said sharply, bringing Rose’s mind back to the present. “Why did you meet with the queen?”

“I wanted to ask her if I could return home to visit my parents.”

“Now? You want to return home now? Before the baptism?”

“Of course not. But afterward I would like to see my parents and my brothers.” This was not a lie. She was sometimes so homesick for the simpler life and the comfort of her family that she thought she would weep with it. But also the thought of leaving Will made her want to weep too.

“What did she say?”

“Hmmm?”

Margaret rolled her eyes. “The queen. Queen Mary. What did she say to your request?”

“Oh. She said that would be fine.” Rose desperately wanted to tell Margaret everything. Margaret would pick apart the queen’s words with her to find the hidden meaning.

“Well I will sorely miss you when you leave. I hope you intend to return.”

Rose’s heart softened. “Will you miss me? Truly?”

“Of course, you big numpty. We’re friends after all.”

“Yes, we are. And of course, I will return. My mother would have it no other way.” She smiled, warmed by Margaret’s outward show of friendship.

“Tonight is the masquerade,” her friend was saying. “What will you wear?”

“I haven’t thought about it.”

“You’re the only lass I know who doesn’t give two figs for her clothing.”

Margaret went to Rose’s wardrobe and, mumbling, started sorting through her gowns, pulling out and discarding several.

Rose longed to see Will but no doubt he was holed up with Darnley. She wanted to talk to him, to tell him about her meeting with the queen and the queen’s strange reaction to her announcement of the plot. Or rather, the queen’s strange non-reaction.

All day Rose felt a soreness between her legs, a delicious ache every time she moved that reminded her of making love to Will. She held the thought to her like a gift. At times she found herself smiling like a fool thinking of it.

Making love did not change anything between them but it had shifted something fundamental inside of Rose and she treasured it.

By now almost all of Rose’s gowns were in a pile on Margaret’s bed. Apparently, Margaret had not found the perfect one for the masquerade that Rose had no desire to attend.

“We’ll have to figure this out later,” Margaret said, hands on hips as she surveyed the rainbow-colored pile of Rose’s gowns. “Right now we are to meet Emma and the others to create our masks for the ball.”

“You go without me.”

Margaret’s hands slid from her hips and she stared at Rose as if she’d sprouted a third eyeball in the middle of her forehead. “You have to go. You need a mask for the masquerade.”

“I will follow shortly. I promise,” she added at Margaret’s disbelieving look.

“Very well but you had better be there or I will come looking for you.” She stopped and considered Rose thoughtfully. “Do you have a rendezvous planned with Lord Sheffield?”

“No.” Rose waved her friend’s concern away even though she wished she had a rendezvous planned with Will.

No, she just needed some time alone. Her head was beginning to throb and honestly, the thought of spending any time with the girls that congregated around Emma and Margaret made her nauseous.

Margaret left and Rose was thankfully surrounded by quiet and peace. She curled up on her bed and wrapped a blanket around her. To her surprise, before she could even begin to sort through her thoughts, she fell asleep.

She was awakened abruptly when the door to her chambers banged open and one of Mary’s guards came charging in.


Chapter 25

It was Bothwell.

There weren’t enough curse words in Will’s vocabulary to convey his anger, shock and fear.

Good Lord, the other man in those secret meetings Will and Rose had overheard was Lord Bothwell.

Bothwell, one of Mary’s most trusted advisors. No, he was Mary’s most trusted advisor. Mary relied on Bothwell for nearly everything. Bothwell oversaw Mary’s safety. Bothwell oversaw peace in Scotland. Bothwell was the gatekeeper to Queen Mary. No one got in to see her unless Bothwell approved it. He was slowly, quietly gaining power until he was the one running the country behind closed doors.

And now Bothwell was part of the plot to kill Lord Darnley.

Bothwell had the most to gain from Darnley’s demise.

With Darnley conveniently out of the way, Bothwell had a clear path to the crown by marrying Mary.

Will needed to tell Rose. He wanted to get her thoughts on all of it, but tonight was the damn masquerade ball and he couldn’t find her anywhere. He’d been forced to don his formal attire to get into the ballroom to search for her.

Professional dancers were performing amidst the conversations and laughter of the others. He had no idea what Rose would be wearing and so began his search for Rose, Emma and the other one. He couldn’t remember her name. The one Rose shared a bedchamber with.

Margaret.

Where Emma and Margaret went, so did Rose. Unless she was with him or Lysle.

He wove in and out of pockets of women, whispering and talking, of men, standing around looking bored, of servants who were doing their own dodging and weaving through the crowd.

He reached the far end of the ballroom without glimpsing Rose but as far as he knew he could have passed her half a dozen times and not known it because everyone was wearing those blasted masks. Instead of searching through the women he began searching for Lysle. Like a dog in heat Lysle usually wasn’t too far behind Rose.

An irrational fear drove Will faster through the room.

She was here somewhere with a silly mask over her beautiful green eyes, hiding her vibrant hair and laughing with her friends.

She was here.

She was.

He finally found Margaret and grabbed her arm more forcibly than necessary. She squeaked and tried to pull away.

“Whatever…Lord Sheffield?”

“Where is Rose?”

Margaret glanced around nervously, and he realized he was making a fool of himself. He dropped his hand from her elbow and took half a step back.

“Margaret, please tell me where Rose is. It’s imperative that I find her.”

Her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. “This is highly irregular.”

He had to rein in his frustration to keep himself from grabbing and shaking her.

“Please,” he whispered.

Her shoulders drooped and she passed a hand over her eyes, then whipped her mask off. “I don’t know where she is. She was supposed to meet with Emma and the rest of us earlier this afternoon to make our masks for the ball but she never arrived. I’d thought she was tired from her audience with the queen. She seemed upset—”

“What audience with the queen?”

She looked surprised at the interruption. “She met with Queen Mary to ask her permission to visit her family after the baptism.”

“She wanted to return home?”

Margaret shrugged. “That’s what she said.”

But it didn’t make sense. They’d discussed her returning home and she’d admitted that her mother would never allow it. Had she regretted making love that much that she wanted to flee the palace?

His heart sank. He knew he should have told her no, held strong. But he was powerless against her, and he’d wanted to make love to her so badly that he was powerless against his own resolve, too.

He felt as if a great hole had opened up inside of him and swallowed all of his soul. The measure of loneliness that he always lived with was nothing compared to thinking of the rest of his days without Rose.

She’d told him she loved him and he’d been a fool to not say it back. Maybe she was hurt that he hadn’t proclaimed his love for her.

But none of this made sense. He’d always been very clear that their relationship could not go further, and she had always been accepting of it.

Would making love change her so much?

Before he’d thought not. Unless there was something else afoot.

Unless…

Had she gone to Mary to tell her of the plot? Surely she wouldn’t have done such a thing without telling him, would she?

“You haven’t seen her since this afternoon?” he asked.

“No. Why?” Margaret was beginning to look alarmed.

“Take me to your chambers,” he said.

“My lord, I don’t think—”

“It’s important, Margaret. Rose could be in danger.”

“Truly?” Her alarm was turning to fear.

“Truly.”

Margaret swept ahead of him. “Follow me.”

Rose telling Mary about the plot was not out of the realm of possibility. Rose would think it important for Mary to know. Despite her own feelings toward Darnley, Will knew Rose well enough to know she would not feel comfortable keeping the information of his possible murder a secret. He was certain that she did not speak to Mary about returning home.

And now she was missing.

She’s fine, he kept saying to himself as he followed Margaret down the corridors.

She’s fine.

He pushed past Margaret when she opened the door to their chambers.

“Lord Sheffield, what is happening?” Margaret entered behind him, winded.

She’s not here.

“She’s not here,” he said.

He strode over to her wardrobe and pulled open the doors.

Behind him Margaret gasped.

The wardrobe was half filled with gowns and petticoats and the other accoutrements that women were forced to wear.

“They’re gone,” Margaret whispered. “Her gowns. Most of them are gone. Do you think she went home to her family?”

Will considered the half-empty wardrobe with a sinking heart. “I don’t think so.”

Margaret stepped up beside him and together they stared into the depths of the wardrobe.

“She wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye,” Margaret said, sounding hurt.

Not unless she was forced to.

He left the chambers and left Margaret standing in front of the wardrobe, cursing that his own rooms were on the other side of the palace. His valet was nowhere to be found, but who could blame the man. He surely hadn’t expected Will to return so soon for a change of clothing. Yet Will was quite capable of changing without help. When he left his chambers he was in comfortable and well-worn leather breeches, a leather doublet and a warm coat. On his body he carried no less than three knives and a sword on the outside.

He did not count on tripping over Margaret when he walked out of his chambers.

“Good God, woman. What are you doing here?”

“A guard came for Rose,” she said breathlessly. “One of Mary’s guards. He told her that she was needed at home and she had to leave quickly.”

“Follow me.” Will wanted to hear more but he was also in a hurry. The more time he wasted, the more danger Rose would be in.

Margaret tugged on his arm to stop him but he wasn’t willing to stop now. “Don’t you see? She’s fine. She had to return home. I just hope that nothing is terribly wrong at home. She does love her brothers and parents so.”

“Who told you this?”

“Our maid, Alice. She said she was told by the guard to gather a few of Rose’s things, that Rose would not be returning any time soon. Oh, dear. That must mean that something terrible has happened.” Margaret was keeping pace by jogging a step behind Will, her skirts clutched in her fists so she wouldn’t trip over them.

“So you see? There’s nothing to worry about.”

Will grunted but didn’t voice his concerns. He would bet that there was nothing wrong with any of Rose’s family members, that it had been a lie to get Rose out of the palace quickly. For what?

What was the purpose?

Everything kept leading back to one possibility.

Mary was involved in the plot to kill Darnley.

Will reached the stables, surprised to find Margaret keeping pace with him. Her color was high and she was winded but she didn’t falter.

“Thank you, Lady Margaret, for giving me that information. I’m certain Rose is probably on her way home by now.”

Margaret grabbed his arm and this time he had no choice but to stop or drag her with him.

“Don’t,” she said fiercely. “Don’t lie to me. You don’t believe that something is wrong at home. You think something else has happened to Rose, don’t you?”

He hesitated. “It’s best you don’t ask too many questions.”

“She’s the closest friend I have here. I love Rose like a sister.” Tears formed in her eyes and Will cursed. He did not need a weepy woman right now. “She’s in danger, isn’t she?”

“I will find her and I will make her safe.”

“Will you? Will you please make her safe?”

“I will.”

She stared at him for a long moment before she nodded. “Thank you.”

“Now go back to the palace before someone sees you with me.”

“There’s more to Rose disappearing, isn’t there? And there’s more to you too? Rose saw it but I never believed her.”

“There’s nothing more to me than what you see.”

“Do you love her?”

Will was growing impatient. Each question meant that Rose was getting farther and farther from him. If she’d left the palace at all.

“I do love her.”

Margaret smiled through her tears. “Then you find her and save her.”

“I will. Now go back to the ball.”

He made his way into the stable and was immediately struck with a longing for Rose. She was always here, always at Tyche’s stall with a treat or a pat or a whisper in the horse’s ear. The smell of hay and horses reminded him so much of Rose that it was like a blow to the stomach.

LaGrange was at the other end of the stable with the cat in his arms as if he’d been waiting for Will.

“Took you long enough,” LaGrange said. His gaze flickered to a spot behind Will. Damn it, Margaret had followed him. She was looking up at LaGrange, her mouth agape. He was a tall man—taller than even Darnley who was considered very tall—and formidable looking with his long, blond hair and close-cropped beard.

“Damn it, woman. I told you to return to the palace.”

Her gaze flicked to Will then back to LaGrange. “I want to help.”

“You can help by going back and staying out of this. I can’t save every female who pokes her nose into things she shouldn’t.”

But she didn’t seem to hear him for she was still staring at LaGrange.

“They left a few hours ago,” LaGrange finally said, ignoring Margaret. “Lysle asked that his carriage be readied for a long journey. Said he was needed on an emergency back home. I became suspicious when more than his luggage was being loaded onto the carriage.”

“Did you see her get in the carriage?”

“No. But that doesn’t mean she entered of her free will. My guess is she was drugged and carried on. Could have even been in one of the trunks that was loaded on the back.”

“Lord Lysle took her?” This came from Margaret but Will ignored her.

“Do you think he’s taking her to his estate up north?” Will asked.

“That would be my guess. I’d ask you what happened, but…” He rolled his eyes toward Margaret.

“Rose met with Queen Mary earlier today,” Will said, hoping LaGrange would fill in the gaps.

“Ah,” LaGrange said with a nod.

“I’m going after her. Can you ready Tyche?”

“Certainly. Do you need help?”

“Probably but I can’t pull you away or…anyone else.” He’d been about to mention Tristan but held his tongue because Margaret was avidly listening.

“Do you think that whatever she told Mary got her in trouble?” Margaret asked.

The woman was far too astute for Will’s peace of mind. “The less you know the better. Now please return to the palace and forget you heard any of this.”

“But what am I to tell Emma and the others when they ask about Rose?”

“The same thing you and Alice were told. Rose was called back home due to an emergency.”

Margaret looked like she wanted to argue but she clamped her lips shut and nodded.

“It’s important that you keep to that story,” Will said. “So others don’t become suspicious and in danger as well.”


Chapter 26

Will knew he needed help. After Margaret had reluctantly left the stables, LaGrange informed Will that a contingent of Bothwell’s most trusted guards had departed Edinburgh an hour after Lysle and headed in the same direction as Lysle. This confirmed to Will that Bothwell was deeply involved in the plot and that all of them were out to neutralize Rose.

He couldn’t pull LaGrange or Tristan from their duties. Will knew what he needed to do but he still debated long and hard about it. His plan would take him south while Rose was going north. But if he wanted to save Rose, then he needed to fetch her brothers and father.

He pushed Tyche, riding hard to get to the border clan, nervous and anxious and fearful for Rose’s safety. About halfway there he was met up by a messenger sent by LaGrange.

The palace announced Turner to wed Lysle. On their way to Lysle’s estate. They will wed as soon as they arrive.

With a curse Will crumpled the note in his fist, paid the messenger and sent him back to the palace.

It was a well-thought-out ruse. Lysle would marry Rose per the queen’s directive then some terrible tragedy would befall Lysle’s new bride, making him a widower—again. The threat of Rose would be gone and Lysle would have done his duty to his queen and he would in some way be rewarded.

Will pushed Tyche harder toward Turner land.

He’d known the general vicinity in which to head but had to stop at a bothy to ask for directions.

It wasn’t surprising that as soon as he neared his destination he felt as if he were being watched. No doubt the Turners had been warned that a stranger was asking about them. An Englishman, no less.

Border clans were unpredictable and dangerous. They lived life just barely on the right side of the law most times. Other times they blatantly crossed that line with no remorse.

He approached the Turner fortification carefully, feeling as if crossbows and pistols were pointed at his back.

The only sounds he heard were the birds in the trees and the occasional rustle of an animal in the underbrush. He knew they were watching him from the narrow arrow slits of the upper level of the house. The lower level lodged the valuable livestock, drawn in to safety when he’d been spotted riding through their land.

He stopped a good distance from the house, far enough that no arrow or pistol ball could reach him. Hopefully close enough that they could hear him.

“Laird Turner. I’ve come about your daughter, Rose.”

Sensing the tension, Tyche shifted beneath him. Will put a staying hand on the horse’s neck and waited, studying the thick walls and slate roof. Impenetrable.

Rose’s father knew how to build a defensive structure.

Will waited for the better part of a quarter of an hour. He didn’t speak again, fairly certain that they’d heard him the first time. They were taking his measure now, evaluating him, discussing him. But bloody hell he wished they’d hurry and decide. Each moment that ticked by drew Rose farther and farther from him and farther into danger.

And then he appeared, a large older man. Wide shoulders, thick build, white hair, dark skin from so many hours in the sun. He might have been twice Will’s age but in no way was he Will’s inferior. The man could pop Will’s head off his shoulders with little effort.

“State your purpose,” the man said in a deep, gravelly voice. He stopped just outside the door to the lower level, his arms loose at his sides. Will’s gaze flickered to the sword clutched in one fist, then firmly kept his gaze locked on the man’s.

“Rose is in danger. I came for your help.”

The man’s eyes narrowed, possibly trying to decide if this was a trick.

“Speak,” he said.

A man of few words.

“I don’t want to shout it across the yard,” Will said. He highly doubted anyone had followed him but he wasn’t taking chances.

Rose’s father seemed to consider Will for a long time. Will didn’t see the man so much as twitch but the outer ladder came down and two others descended. They had the same red hair as Rose, the same tilt of their nose but they had the build of their father.

They stood next to the older man in the exact same stance. Will was apprehensive about facing three armed men who would break him before they asked a question, but for Rose he slid off his mount and walked forward until he was standing before them.

“I come in peace and only because I can’t save Rose alone.”

Three sets of green eyes contemplated him, looking over his clothes, his weapon, then his horse.

They spoke low, in a language that Will did not recognize. Gaelic, maybe, possibly their own language used for their reiving. In any case they conversed among themselves, then they laughed.

Will could feel heat suffuse his face but he didn’t move.

“Come,” the older man finally said.

Will climbed the ladder first, knowing full well that more Turner men were waiting for him up top. They obviously didn’t think him too much of a threat to invite him up to their home.

He was very surprised when he entered the living spaces to find a lone woman, but not a defenseless woman. She was exactly what he pictured Rose would look like twenty years from now. Rose had inherited her father’s eyes, but everything else came from her mother. It was almost disconcerting to look at this woman because all he saw was an older version of Rose.

An older version of Rose who was wielding a dagger.

The rest of the men entered and stood around him in a silent half circle.

Despite the outward appearance of the home being more a defensive structure built for sieges and war, the inside was rather comfortable with a cheery fire burning in the fireplace and a well-worn table with benches. But what surprised Will the most—and probably shouldn’t considering the Turners’ business—were the solid silver candlesticks on the mantel and the fine china on the dinner table. Expensive rugs were scattered about as well as heavy oak furniture. There were trunks stacked against one wall and Will had no doubt that there were more riches to be found in there. Pilfered? Earned? Will didn’t speculate.

Normally Will was a master at waiting out his opponent—even while being outnumbered—but this drawn out, pregnant silence unnerved him and he kept thinking of Rose traveling north while he was gawking at her family home. He began talking. He told them everything, from Rose overhearing the lords, to speaking to Queen Mary. Of course he left out his relationship with Rose, if one could even call it a relationship.

“You’re English,” the father said after Will had finished.

“I am,” Will said, a bit irritated that the elder Turner focused on that small bit rather than the fact that his daughter had been taken to be forced into marriage and most probably killed after that.

“What’s an Englishman doing in the queen’s court?” the man asked suspiciously.

Will hesitated, not knowing how they would react to the news that he was acquainted with Darnley. But he decided that he couldn’t hold back now.

“I was visiting an old schoolmate. Lord Darnley.”

A heavy silence followed that proclamation until the mother spoke.

“And what is your relationship with my daughter?”

Will shifted his attention to her, realizing his mistake in not thinking her the biggest threat in the room.


Chapter 27

Rose awoke with a start, sitting up with a gasp. Vaguely she noted that she was in a carriage, bumping along an uneven road that made her stomach churn. Her mouth tasted of metal and it was so dry that her tongue stuck to the roof.

“Ah. You’re awake.”

She squinted and it took a moment for her eyes to focus on the gentleman on the seat across from her. Lysle. Her heart began to hammer and a sick fear crawled up her spine. She tried to look out the window of the carriage but it was covered with a thick, black cloth.

“Where are we?” Her words were slurred. “What have you done to me?” She felt her face and realized that it was numb.

“No need to panic, dear.” Lysle was leaning against the squabs, looking relaxed, with a tolerant expression that did nothing to ease her fears.

“Where are we going?”

He raised a brow. “You do not know?”

She glared at him. The carriage hit a bump and she almost bounced off the seat.

“We’re going to my estate,” Lysle said. “There is urgent business that I must attend to.”

Her mind tried to make sense of what he was saying but nothing was making sense right now. Everything was jumbled in her mind.

“Why am I going with you?”

“I see you don’t remember.”

Remember what?

“I think it’s best you let me out of the carriage,” she said, her stomach churning so badly that she feared she would be sick.

“Oh, I don’t think that is best right now.”

“Please,” she begged, holding a hand to her stomach.

His gaze turned hard, his expression mulish. “No.”

But it was too late. She leaned over and emptied her stomach on Lysle’s boots. He cursed and yanked his legs up, scooting to the far corner of the seat but it was too late. Vomit had splashed onto his velvet breeches and the carriage reeked of the sour stench.

Lysle banged on the roof, yelling for the driver to stop. Immediately the carriage slowed and pulled to the side. Lysle unlocked and opened the door and pushed Rose out. She landed on her hands and knees, crying out in pain, and vomited again. Her stomach heaved over and over until there was nothing left but yellow sludge. She sat back on her heels and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

Lysle was speaking to the driver who looked none too pleased to have to clean the inside of the carriage.

Rose’s head was throbbing and her stomach roiled. She had to grab hold of the carriage wheel to pull herself up because her legs were shaking so much. Cursing under his breath, Lysle leaned against the carriage to take his boots off.

“I tried to warn you,” she said.

“Silence, woman!” He advanced on her, a boot in one hand, limping because he still wore the other, smelly, boot.

He slapped her, open palm across the face. The sting was nothing compared to the shock that reverberated through her. Automatically her hand went to her cheek and she looked at him, stunned. No one, not even her brothers, had ever hit her.

Fast on the heels of shock came a burning anger. Her brothers had taught her a thing or two about fighting back and she would not stand for this. She stepped up to him and the look of surprise on his face was worth it to see.

“Don’t you ever hit me again.” She punctuated her words with a finger jab to his chest. It wasn’t a hard stab by any means but shock had him taking a step back.

His cheeks turned pink and his lips trembled in rage.

She lifted her chin, ignoring his anger. “Take me back to the palace.”

He grabbed her upper arm and squeezed but she would not give him the satisfaction of crying out with the pain he inflicted. If she weren’t made of heartier stuff than this then she might as well give in now, and she was damned if she was going to give in to this man.

He gave her a little shake, rattling her already pounding head. “Let’s make one thing very clear. You do not make the rules. You do not tell me what to do. As long as I am your husband I rule over you and I will do so with an iron fist. It is obvious that your father coddled you too much and your mother did not teach you how to be a proper wife. I will teach you those things myself.”

She was so stunned that at first she couldn’t say anything but her silence did not last long. She yanked her arm out of his grasp and resisted the urge to rub her aching arm.

“What do you mean by wife?”

He smiled, a cold, evil grin that barely showed his teeth. His eyes danced with macabre amusement. “You don’t remember? Why, we’re to be wed as soon as we reach my estate. By decree of the queen.”

She gasped and stepped back. “No,” she whispered.

His grin turned into a full-blown smile. “Oh, yes. It seems Queen Mary believes that we suit very well, and she asked me to take you to my estate and wed you with all due haste.”

Rose’s fuzzy mind was working furiously. She remembered talking to Mary, telling her of the plot to kill Darnley and the queen’s curious non-reaction to the news. And then she remembered a guard bursting into her room, taking hold of her and then…

Then she remembered nothing until she awoke in Lysle’s carriage.

Lysle was attempting to pull off his other boot and cursing up a storm.

“Woman, take my boot off.” He held his foot out to her. Rose looked at it blankly, thoughts tumbling over each other.

Why would Mary demand that she wed Lysle after Rose just told the queen that Lysle was one of the conspirators plotting to murder Darnley?

“My boot,” Lysle said, wriggling his foot at her.

She looked down at the boot, covered in her vomit, the stench wafting up to her and turning her stomach.

“Mary knew,” she whispered more to herself. She looked at Lysle who was still offering her his foot.

“Of course she knew,” he said. “How else was she to get rid of that ijit of a husband of hers? He’s ruining Scotland’s reputation with his childish behavior and demands to be named king if anything were to happen to her. We can’t let that happen, can we?”

Mary had been in on the plot to kill her husband, and Rose had walked right into it. Naïve and foolish Rose.

But why force her to marry Lysle?

To keep her quiet. To keep her under control. What better way to control Rose than to marry her to a most trusted servant who had his own stake in the murder conspiracy.

Rose backed up a step, the full impact hitting her squarely in the chest. She continued backing up while Lysle scowled down at his boot.

The driver was cleaning up the inside of the carriage. Lysle was short a boot. Rose looked around. She had no idea how far they were from Edinburgh or how long they had been traveling. The sun told her it was getting on toward evening but the sun set early this time of year. They had another hour, maybe an hour and a quarter of sunlight left. She was dressed in a gown not meant for the cold outdoors. No cloak.

She didn’t care. She’d learned to survive in the wilderness at a young age, taught by her brothers. They’d spent countless nights under the stars. Granted it had always been in the summer but she would make do. She had to.

She spun on her heel, lifted her skirts and began to run.

Behind her Lysle yelled out, then cursed. She could hear him pursuing her, the uneven gate of one booted foot and one stockinged foot. Surely that would slow him down.

They were not even on a road, just a well-worn track with nothing between them but wide open land and a line of trees that seemed very far away. If she could get to the trees she had a good chance of evading him. She was a proficient tree climber and she knew how to fashion a weapon out of just about anything.

But her skirts were hampering her and whatever Lysle had given her to make her unconscious had weakened her. Her stomach threatened to lose its contents again, although there was nothing left to lose. Her legs felt heavy and loose at the same time, like she couldn’t control them. She glanced behind her to find Lysle easily keeping up, even with only one boot.

And she looked to her other side, down the path the carriage had just taken.

Her heart sank.

Her steps faltered.

A contingent of Mary’s guards had crested a small hill. There weren’t a lot, half a dozen maybe, but enough to run down one small lass trying to make an escape in the line of trees that was too far away.

She stopped, her breath hitching, a sob building, as she watched them approach.

Lysle grabbed her arm, wrenching her back toward the carriage, limping, his bare stocking ripped and shredded.

“Damn you, woman,” he snarled. “There will be no more of that. I’ll teach you not to run again.”

She shivered in the cold but was strangely numb as she watched the guards approach.

“Made me ruin a good pair of stockings, you did. Do you know how dear these are? Beyond repair now. I should shove them down your damn throat, make you choke on them.”

She shuddered as she stumbled behind Lysle, unable to believe that this was happening. How did Rose Turner, from a small border clan, become involved in a conspiracy to kill the king of Scotland and end up being chased by a madman who was threatening to kill her with his stocking?

When they reached the carriage Lysle backhanded her, causing her head to jerk to the side. She cried out. He backhanded her again.

“Don’t ever do that again!” His face was so close that spittle hit her in the eye and on her cheek. She flinched and lowered her gaze, the fight gone out of her.

Lysle picked her up and tossed her in the carriage. She landed between the two seats, banging her elbow and her head and scraping her knee. Lysle pulled himself in, stepping on the back of her leg and causing her to gasp in pain as he took his seat. She moved to pull herself up on the seat but Lysle placed a foot on her back and pushed her down until she was lying flat on her stomach.

“You stay there like the dog you are,” he said.

The carriage lurched forward and she could hear the hooves of the guards’ horses as they circled the carriage.

She drew her knees up to her stomach and curled into a ball.

Lysle rested his feet on her back as if she were an ottoman. Humiliation poured through her, and she fought to keep the tears from falling. He was treating her like furniture, purposefully degrading her and she was ashamed to admit that it was working.

Every time she moved he pressed his foot down harder, squeezing the air from her lungs. Eventually the humiliation gave way to anger and sharpened her mind until she was thinking with cool logic instead of heated emotion.

She came to appreciate each kick of Lysle’s boot as they bounced over the ruts in the crude road. It focused her and made her think rationally. Not for the first time she thanked her parents for giving her five brothers who taught her so much more than any other Scottish lass had probably been taught.

She played scenarios in her head of how she was going to kill Lord Richard Lysle.

Because she was going to kill him. It was only a matter of time.

It was either that or be killed herself and she would never give him that satisfaction.


Chapter 28

It took Will far longer than he would have liked to explain the situation to Rose’s parents—whose names he learned were Rhona and Thom—because Rhona was not altogether convinced Will was telling the truth.

Thom seemed more inclined to accept Will’s story and he took two of the brothers out to prepare the horses and weapons. Will was more than a little pleased to see someone taking action and was anxious to join the men in the preparations.

But Rhona had other plans. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, her arms crossed over an ample bosom, tapping her toe and glaring at Will with one eye shut, her lips screwed to the side. If this had been any other occasion, fraught with less peril, Will would have been amused, but he was more than a bit agitated at this point. He could feel Rose getting farther and farther from his grasp.

“I think there is more to this story,” Rhona finally said.

Will felt like a recalcitrant youth, called before his nanny or governess to confess to a wrongdoing. His instinct was to squirm and look away but he knew that would be a deadly mistake with this opponent.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said.

“Bah!”

The sound came so unexpectedly that Will jumped. This woman whose head barely reached his shoulder frightened him more than any enemy he’d faced in his past and there had been plenty of those. She was formidable, even with—or despite—her short stature. There was no doubt in his mind that Rhona Turner was the real chieftain of clan Turner.

No wonder Rose hesitated when he suggested she return home for her safety.

However, there was a deep love between Rhona and Thom, and Rhona and her boys. Will didn’t doubt for a moment that there was also a special bond between mother and daughter and it was that bond that he put into play now.

“Lady Rhona—”

Rhona waved her hand in the air. “I might have been a lady long ago, in my youth, but no longer.”

Will doubted that. First of all, the woman was from a noble family—minor nobility to be sure but an old noble family and that meant something. She’d been born Lady Rhona and she would remain as such the rest of her life no matter what she wanted.

“Call me Rhona,” she said, her stance softening somewhat. Will didn’t know what he’d done to deserve the privilege of using her Christian name but he wasn’t going to question it.

“Rose is in real danger. The queen wants her silenced and she sent Lord Lysle to control her. By marrying Rose, Lysle will control every aspect of her life.”

“You don’t know my Rose.”

“I do know your Rose. I know how hardheaded she can be and I know that Lysle will not tolerate it.”

Will spread his hands out to the sides, finished with prevaricating, knowing the time for truth had come. “I fear that Lysle will not allow Rose to live long past the wedding. A freak accident. An illness that comes on suddenly and swiftly. It happens all the time.”

Rhona studied him for a bit. “I know the Lysles,” she said. “I knew his father at least. A good man, he was. His wife was a bit…” Rhona’s hand fluttered through the air like a bird and Will grinned. “I can’t imagine their boy would be much different but I’ve been in this world a long time and I’ve seen a lot of things. You’re English.”

Will’s mind raced to keep up with the sudden switch in the conversation. “I am,” he said cautiously.

“We don’t hold much with the English here on the border.”

“I’m aware.”

“But there’s something about you, Sheffield. I can read people and my brain is telling me that you can be trusted. My heart, however, is telling me to get you out of Scotland fast. Why is that, Will?”

Will hesitated, then reminded himself that the time for truth was here. He needed to convince Rhona Turner quickly so that they could move forward with finding Rose.

“I love your daughter.”

Rhona’s sigh seemed to come from the tips of her toes and gather strength as it traveled through her body.

“I was afraid of that. We can’t let you marry her, you know that, right? Not an Englishman.” She nodded as if to emphasize her point.

“I want what’s best for Rose, and I want her to be happy. I’ve told her from the beginning that I couldn’t marry her. I don’t live a life that is conducive to marriage.”

“And yet you went and fell in love with her anyway. And I assume she’s in love with you?”

He thought of her last words to him. Her declaration of love that he’d hardly let himself think about because it hurt too much and gave him hope where there should never be hope.

“Yes,” he finally said.

Rhona rolled her eyes. “That girl never did have any sense. I sent her to Edinburgh to meet someone respectable instead of the heathens she’d been mooning over here and look what she dragged home.” She flicked her fingers in Will’s direction, and Will wondered who the heathens were that Rhona wanted to keep Rose from.

“From the moment she drew her first breath I knew Rose was special,” Rhona said. “Destined for something bigger than this, if you will. I’ll not let you interfere with that, Sheffield.”

Will dipped his head, feeling inferior and intimidated by this small woman with such a large personality. And large mouth, too.

She tilted her head. “For an Englishman you’re not all bad,” she said. “You love my Rose and that’s something to be said in your favor. And you risked your life coming here, knowing you could have been killed just by riding up to our place like you were a long-lost cousin or something.”

Obviously not many people rode up to the Turners’ front door for a visit. And neither could Will blame them if this was the reception they were to get. But he also couldn’t help liking this woman who held her family together with a steel fist and had very specific ideas of everyone’s future.

“I was desperate,” he said. “And I couldn’t think of anyone better than Rose’s family to help me save her.”

Rhona pressed her lips together but he could tell by the twinkling of her eyes that she was pleased with his comment.

“She talks about you,” he said. “She’s told me all kinds of stories about you and Thom and her brothers.”

“Now you’re looking to butter me up.” But there was hope in her tone, as if she wanted to believe that Rose had told him stories about the family but didn’t know if she should.

“She told me about punching John in the eye and cutting off all her hair.”

For the first time Rhona’s gaze wandered away, and he noticed a decided glimmer in it and wondered if she was crying.

“Go on down there with Thom and the boys. The other three are off…Well, they’re not here so you’ll have to be happy with Thom, John and Ewan. They’re good men and they’ll help you bring Rose back.”

The implication was that the other three were out reiving and doing whatever illegal activities that the border clans did. Will didn’t want to know so he didn’t ask.

He noticed that Rhona didn’t seem overly concerned for Rose’s safety but he had a feeling that had more to do with her firm conviction that Thom and the boys could bring her back and that Rose could handle herself.

—

The four men rode out after Rhona filled their bags with enough food to feed Queen Mary’s army. Both Turner boys, John and Ewan, were wide of shoulder, muscular and had a certain mischievous glint in their green eyes that told him they could take on whatever was thrown at them and they’d have a good time doing it.

The other three, Dawy, Archie and Neil were, of course, doing what reivers do. They were not mentioned. Apparently, Thom was confident that the four of them could take on Lysle and the queen’s guards that had followed Lysle out of Edinburgh.

“I sent young Rabbie ahead with his brother, Paden,” Thom said. He was speaking to John and Ewan but Will refused to be left out.

“Rabbie and Paden?” he asked.

“The McInnis boys. They’re good hunters.”

Will let the silence stretch, not wanting to ask why Thom had sent hunters ahead because he knew Thom was waiting for him to ask. Will felt he was being tested, and he wasn’t pleased about it. He didn’t need to prove himself to these three men. He felt like he’d already proven himself to Rhona and it had exhausted him.

“They’re to find Lysle and report back to me,” Thom finally said.

Will felt an irrational spurt of victory that he’d waited Thom out and won the small battle of wits.

“There are guards,” Will said. “The queen’s guards. I hope Rabbie and Paden are careful.”

Thom snorted and John bit back a smile. “They’ll be careful,” Thom said. “If they know what’s good for ’em.”

They rode in silence after that, but Will was pleased to see that they rode hard, pushing the horses, but also knowing they would need their mounts so not pushing them too hard.

Will was anxious to get to Rose, fearful of what Lysle had planned for her. Would he even wait until they were wed before doing away with her? Or dare Will hope that Lysle would spare her life?

The thought of Rose wed to that bastard made him light-headed with anger. Not his beautiful Rose. Her spirit would be crushed married to a man such as Lysle. A man with no sense of humor who would never appreciate what had been given to him.

The thought made Will want to push Tyche harder but he didn’t dare. The poor animal had been able to rest while Will spoke to Rose’s parents but he was still tired.

The other three worked well together, leaving Will feeling as if he were the odd man out and it irritated him, but at the same time he could understand it. Rose was their sister, after all. He remembered the stories she told of them and the love in her voice when she spoke of them.

He also remembered the last words she’d said to him and he desperately wished that he had told her that he loved her too. But fear and a sense of decency had held him back. He couldn’t saddle her with his love when he knew he was going to leave her. He would bear that burden alone.

But he wished with all his heart that she knew he did love her. Loved her more than he’d ever loved anything in his life.

He’d never thought himself capable of love. He’d just thought that it was something he was born without, something that others could feel but he could not. It was why he was so good at what he did. Growing up without the love of his parents, or anyone really, had proved to him that he was unlovable.

Oh, he’d had nannies and governesses who had felt kindly toward him, and maybe they loved him in their own way, but it wasn’t the love of a mother to a child, a father to a son.

Rose had opened that up in him. She’d revealed a part of him that he hadn’t even known existed and while he was still convinced there was no future for them, he didn’t want her being crushed beneath the coldness of Lysle’s heart.

After he saved Rose—and he would save Rose. He refused to let himself think otherwise—he would have to leave Scotland for certain. He couldn’t return to Holyrood and face the queen after he had foiled her plans to wed Lysle and Rose. Too many questions would be asked and he would be looked at with more suspicion than before.

He hoped LaGrange would get word to Tristan. Will hated leaving Tristan alone in Scotland to finish what the three of them—Will, Simon and Tristan—had begun at the behest of Queen Elizabeth. But there was nothing to be done about it.

For his safety and the secrecy of the English monarch he had to leave.

Which meant that once Rose was safe, he would be gone, never to see her again.

A curious feeling stole over him, a tightening of the throat, a band around his chest that made it difficult to breathe. And his eyes suddenly stung.

They’d been riding for much of the day with an occasional stop to rest the horses and relieve themselves. Ewan and John talked amongst themselves but only sporadically and never for long. John seemed the most amiable of the three. Ewan seemed rather withdrawn and surly. Thom scowled most of the time but Will marked that up to worry for his daughter.

“What is he like, this Lysle?” he asked Will at one point.

“Dour,” Will said without hesitation. “Humorless. Fussy.”

Thom grinned. “Sounds to me like you don’t like the man.”

Will shrugged, not denying the accusation.

“I hope this is not about some bloody love triangle,” Thom growled.

Will looked at him in surprise. Did he not really understand how much danger Rose was in?

“I can assure you, sir, that this has nothing to do with love. Rose’s life is in jeopardy. She was betrothed to Lysle by Mary because Rose knows too much.”

Thom shook his head. “Relax, lad. I believe you. I also believe that you’re in love with my Rose.”

Will pressed his lips together, neither admitting nor denying the claim.

Thom chuckled. “I knew it.” He held a branch back for Will to ride under then let it go, apparently unconcerned that it could hit John, but John easily caught it and held it out of the way for Ewan who was bringing up the rear.

“So this Lysle doesn’t sound like a fighting man,” Thom said.

“Nay. He’s a cunning man though so he will be hard to get to.”

Thom grunted.

“I just hope we get to them before he weds her. Once she’s wed she’s his property to do with as he chooses.”

“You think that will stop us?” Thom asked. “I don’t give one whit what the queen says or what she decrees. Rose doesn’t marry until I say she can marry. I don’t recall the queen asking my permission.”

Will refrained from commenting that the queen didn’t have to ask anyone’s permission to do anything. She was all-powerful in Scotland and what she said was law. However, there were different rules on the borders and different laws that these people lived by. If Thom didn’t consider Rose married, then who was Will to argue. Especially since he didn’t want to consider her married either.

“Have you given much thought to what to do with Rose after we get her back?” Will refused to think about the alternative—not getting her back. Thom and John, Ewan and Rhona all seemed confident that they would return with Rose so Will drew that confidence into himself.

“She’ll come home, of course. I told Rhona that sending her to Edinburgh was a mistake. Living all high like that, wearing expensive gowns. That’s not my Rose. She’d rather be outside taking care of the sick and injured animals that she’s always bringing home. But the day Rose was born, Rhona got it into her mind that her daughter would serve in the queen’s court, Rose being of the same age as the queen, or almost, at least. And when Rhona gets a thought nobody, not even the queen herself, will shake her of it. Rose knew from when she was a little sprite that she’d be going to live in a palace at some point. Never thought she liked the idea much but Rose is like her brothers and me. You don’t argue with Rhona when she gets that look in her eye.”

Will listened in rapt silence as the big man rambled on about the women in his life. He didn’t seem perturbed about Rhona’s ability to rule the house, just accepting, and maybe a bit proud too.

“So off Rose went and none too pleased about it either. Neither was I when I looked in my coffers and saw how much it cost me to buy those fancy gowns. Rose likes to wear breeches, you know.”

An image of Rose in breeches came to his mind, quickly pushed away when he realized how erotic she would look.

“Anyway, I had a bad feeling about it when she left. I have the touch you know.”

A pause, which meant an answer was required of Will.

“The touch?”

Thom nodded. Ewan and John had fallen back and were talking quietly to each other, leaving Will alone with Thom. When he’d first seen Thom he’d not thought the man the talkative sort, but he’d been wrong.

“I can see things. I know things. Rhona thinks it’s nonsense, but it’s not. Anyway, I wasn’t surprised when you rode up. Actually, it was Rabbie and Paden who warned us you were coming. Said a stranger was asking about us. Probably something you shouldn’t be doing around here.”

Will had assumed that but it was the only way to find Rose’s family, and in truth he’d wanted them to be warned before his arrival so he didn’t get an arrow to the chest or a knife to the throat.

Thom was shaking his head. “But murder plots? Rose can get herself into some trouble here and there. Nothing serious,” he added, as if Will was thinking Rose could get in serious trouble. “Just a scrap now and then. Mostly with her brothers, but there’ve been a few with the local boys. But a murder conspiracy? ’Course it doesn’t surprise me that she was somewhere she oughtn’t to’ve been and listening at closed doors. She’s been known to do that. I guess I should’ve known that there are a lot of doors in a palace to press one’s ear to.”

Thom seemed to take a breath and there was silence for a bit. But not for long.

“My Rose,” Thom said quietly. “She’s a good girl. Her brothers and I, we taught her well. She’ll be fine.”

Will didn’t know if Thom was trying to convince himself or Will.


Chapter 29

Rose didn’t know how long they’d been traveling. Long enough that her legs had fallen asleep and her arms were aching from being folded beneath her. She was certain that the bastard Lysle had left a permanent boot print on her back, and her anger was a simmering cauldron in her stomach.

The coach slowed and she wanted to weep and laugh when the toe of Lysle’s boot dug into her side, making her wince. Every ache and pain fed her fury.

“Get up,” he said. “We’re stopping for the night.”

It was night? That much time had passed? Then again she didn’t really know what time it’d been when they’d stopped before or how long they’d been traveling before that. Days could have passed since she’d been taken from Holyrood.

She wondered if Will knew she was missing. What about Margaret? Margaret would have been the one to notice first. Rose hoped her friend had raised the alarm. Margaret would never believe that Rose had willingly left to marry Lysle. But Rose wasn’t certain what good raising an alarm would do when it was Mary herself who had decreed the union.

“Get up, I said.” He kicked her in the shin as he climbed over her and opened the door to the carriage. The fresh breeze was a welcome relief even if it was biting. They had traveled north and the weather had responded accordingly. She shivered as she slowly straightened her legs and stretched her arms.

She sat up, wincing at her sore back where Lysle had repeatedly kicked her, and looked out the open door of the carriage. She couldn’t see Lysle. He’d certainly not stayed to help his betrothed out of the carriage. Idly she wondered what she looked like. A fright, no doubt. She was wearing the same blue gown that she’d met Queen Mary in. There was vomit on her hem and the skirts were irreparably wrinkled. Somewhere she had lost a shoe, probably when she had tried to run away.

Her hair trailed down her back, over her shoulders and into her eyes, her pins gone for good.

She could care less what she looked like. Lysle would be the one embarrassed by her appearance, not her. She poked her head out of the carriage. The half dozen of Mary’s guards were standing around talking, their horses being led away by wide-eyed stable boys who probably had never seen such fine horseflesh.

The inn was not a bustling place by any means. In fact, their party seemed to be the only ones about. Not surprising. Who else would be traveling this far north in the middle of winter? Most people with means would be at Holyrood for the baptism or tucked into their warm homes.

Rose gingerly let herself down from the carriage, not at all surprised that no one lent a helping hand. Lysle was talking to the proprietor, all smiles and large hand gestures. He turned to Rose and beckoned her toward him. She took her time getting there, exaggerating her limp caused by her missing shoe.

The proprietor frowned at her, and she glared at him. She would not pretend that this was a pleasant experience.

“The poor dear has been so sick while we are traveling,” Lysle was saying. “We just need a warm room for her to lie down in.”

The proprietor, a tall skinny man who looked like he needed a good meal, took a step back and Rose grinned at him.

“Oh, no. No, no,” Lysle was saying. “She’s not sick like that. It’s the motion of the carriage and well…” Lysle seemed embarrassed and leaned closer to the proprietor. “She’s in the family way, you know. Makes her terribly ill in the beginning.”

Rose thought she couldn’t be any more shocked by Lysle, but the man continually surprised her. “No, I’m not,” she said.

Lysle’s eyes widened in surprise while the proprietor’s narrowed.

Rose turned to the tall man. “I’m not in any family way. I’ve been sick and this man has kidnapped me.”

Lysle grabbed her arm in a grip so tight that she yelped, drawing the proprietor’s gaze to her arm.

“You’re hurting me,” she said between clenched teeth.

Lysle chuckled but his face had paled and his eyes were deadly. “She’s very petulant. She was that way with our first child.”

She yanked her arm from his hold. “I’ve never had a child. There is no other child. I’m here against my will.”

“Just show us to our room,” Lysle said, choosing to ignore her.

The proprietor hesitated, his gaze raking over Rose’s disgusting appearance then to the guards in the background. There was no mistaking that they were the queen’s guards, and it was their presence that convinced him to comply with Lysle.

“This way,” he said.

Lysle’s fingers dug deep into her flesh until she swore he would snap her arm in half. She tried to pull away but he was having none of that and he marched her up the stairs sandwiched between him and the tall man who led them to the room at the top of the steps.

“This is our best room,” the man said. “I’ll have my daughter start a fire and bring up water for a bath.”

“No need,” Lysle said. “My wife won’t be needing any of that.”

“But you said…” The man’s gaze strayed to Rose’s flat stomach.

“I’ll let you know if we need anything.” Lysle practically pushed the man out of the room, closed the door and stood in front of it, his chest heaving. He closed his eyes and breathed deep for several long moments.

Rose moved to the other end of the room, frightened of what he was going to do to her, but determined to stay strong.

He pinned her with a deadly look. “Don’t ever do anything like that again.” His voice was calm, as if they were having a conversation in the middle of one of Mary’s salons.

“I won’t make this easy for you,” she said.

He took a step toward her then stopped as if he were afraid of what he would do to her. “You will do as I say.”

“I will not. I will never do as you say.” She could keep her voice calm as well. There was an inner peace that was stealing over her. It was a strange sensation because she knew her life was in very grave danger yet she would not go down without a fight. If there was one thing Turners knew, it was how to fight back.

“Oh, my dear.” He stepped toward her, then around her so that he approached from the side. She turned to him, knowing to always have her enemy in front of her. “You will learn quickly. Trust me.”

She looked at him steadily, and she could see in the flicker of his eyes that she confused him. She was not acting as she should. She was not showing fear. She was not cowering and he did not know what to do about that.

“You have stolen me away from Holyrood at the behest of the queen to silence the knowledge I have of a conspiracy to kill the king. Your plan is to wed me, then murder me. I will not comply. I will not behave. I will not be silenced.”

“Oh, you will,” he said, edging closer.

Rose didn’t want to move away from him. She wanted to stand firm and face him but she also had a sense of self-preservation. Idly she wondered if Margaret had spoken to Will, if Will knew what had happened and if he was on his way to save her.

At the same time she knew that only she could save herself. She couldn’t rely on outside sources to sweep her out of this. She had only herself.

She didn’t move away fast enough. His hand arched out and backhanded her across the cheek, causing her head to whip to the side and making her gasp.

He smiled.

Her cheek was numb, her mind shocked, but she stood her ground and stared him in the eye. “You may beat me,” she said. “But I will fight back.”

His hand moved toward her, and she couldn’t help herself. She flinched and he laughed. “We shall see who will be the victor here.”

“It might be you,” she said. “But you will not walk away without wounds, I assure you.”

He cocked his head to the side. “You’re a cheeky bitch.”

“And you’re a conniving bastard.”

Fury turned his face a dark red, and he grabbed her shoulder with one hand as he slapped her across the other cheek with the other. He hit her again and again until her ears were ringing. She heard someone yelling but it was a moment before she realized it was her. Screaming. She was screaming, and he was yelling at her to shut up but she wouldn’t.

“Kill me now,” she screamed over and over. “Kill me now.”

She was certain the entire establishment could hear her and by the look in his eyes he knew it too.

He dragged her to the bed and ripped off the top bedsheets with his free hand. She fought him, hitting him with her fist but the blows fell ineffectually on his back. She kicked but she used her bare foot and it did nothing but hurt her, not him.

He threw her on the bed and she rolled away from him, was almost to the other side before he pounced on her, pushing her face-first into the soiled, rank-smelling mattress until her nose and mouth were covered. She bucked, terror overtaking her. She was going to suffocate. He was going to snuff the life out of her and she was going to die in this no-name inn in the middle of nowhere Scotland on a dirty bed. She was screaming but no one could hear her because her mouth was pressed into the mattress. She tried to draw in air but only managed to suck the bottom bedsheet into her mouth, causing her to panic more.

Lysle flipped her over and pulled her arms above her. She drew in a much needed breath and bucked against him, using her legs as best she could but he was tying her wrists together. He knotted the other end of the cord he’d taken from the curtains to the bedpost.

“You’re a bastard,” she said and screamed as loud as she could, knowing no one would save her but feeling better for it. If she died here those men out there would have the weight of her soul on their shoulders for the rest of their lives, and it gave her some pleasure to know that she had cursed them with that at least.

“Shut up,” Lysle said wearily. “No one here is going to save you. I will pay the proprietor so much money that he can retire and live a life of ease.”

He tugged hard on the rope to make sure it would stay. Rose kicked him, landing a solid blow to his midsection. He sucked in a deep breath of pain, grabbed her foot and twisted it until she cried out. It felt as if her bones were grinding against each other, and she had no doubt that Lysle had every intention of shattering her foot.

“Do it,” she said between clenched teeth.

“You are mad.” He released her foot and backed away as if he were frightened of her.

“You picked the wrong lass to wed,” she said with a tight smile. “I pray you regret your decision.”

He looked around the room then down at the bedsheets lying on the floor. He grabbed one and tore a strip off then tied it around her mouth. She saw him coming and knew his intention, attempting to foil his plan by whipping her head back and forth, but there was little she could do and he quickly knotted it in the back, catching strands of her hair in the knot and pulling them.

He stepped back. She glared at him and tried to kick him but he was standing too far away with a smug look and—dare she hope?— a little bit of relief in his eyes.

He opened the lone window, turned to give one long considering look at her skirts rucked up past her knees and her bare legs. There was a glint in his eyes that made her tremble. If he decided to take her now there was not much she could do about it. Everyone would ignore her screams. After all, a husband could do what he liked to his wife. She would be helpless.

The feeling didn’t sit well with her, but she also knew that at some point he would have to untie her and let her leave this bed and that was when she would have her revenge.

She glared at him, daring him to do what he wanted. He looked into her eyes, blanched and walked out of the room, leaving her uncovered, the bitter air blowing in and causing her to shiver.


Chapter 30

Will had been enjoying that quiet time of the day when the sun was beginning to set, the animals were preparing to hibernate for the night and there was a hush to the air that one could only feel at that certain time.

Much to Will’s relief Thom had stopped talking a while ago and the four of them had fallen into a comfortable silence. They were still riding hard, but not hard enough to tire or injure the horses. Will thought a lot about Rose, and the urge to move faster was still there but the panic had abated some. Being with the Turners, who seemed supremely confident in “their” Rose, as they referred to her, and even more confident in their ability to save her, helped focus his mind.

They weren’t far from her. Will had never been in this part of Scotland before and had no idea where he was but he knew that they were close to her. It was a strange feeling, being so connected to someone.

“You’re from England, eh?” Thom asked into the silence. Like Rose he did not possess the deep Scottish burr of the Highlands. His speech was closer to English.

“I am.”

Thom grunted and Will guessed it was not a pleased grunt, but he couldn’t help where he was from.

“Mates with Darnley?” Thom asked.

“We went to school together.”

“You in Scotland for the baptism?”

“I’ve been in Scotland for a few months and planned to stay for the baptismal festivities.”

Thom’s mount carefully picked his way through heavy ground covering. Will followed. When they came abreast of each other again Thom continued the probing into Will’s background. Will wasn’t alarmed. He was accustomed to such questioning, and he was comfortable with the story that he and Queen Elizabeth had created.

“Where will you go after the festivities?” Thom said the word “festivities” as if it amused him.

“Maybe back to England. Maybe elsewhere.”

Thom glanced at him. “You have no obligations back home?”

“Nay.”

“You’re an interesting man, Sheffield.”

“Oh?” He deliberately made his tone noncommittal and studied the landscape in front of them. They’d been riding parallel to a road, or dirt track would be a better description. They hadn’t seen any other person for hours. It was as if they were at the end of the world, the only people left.

“There is more to you than you want people to know. You’re tightfisted with information about yourself.”

“Because there is not much to tell. I’m an only child. My father was an advisor to Queen Mary and my mother was a lady-in-waiting.”

Thom grunted. Will was beginning to hate that sound because it could mean so many different things.

“When you approached my home, I could tell that you’ve seen combat.”

“Not formal combat. Maybe a brawl here and there.” There was truth in that at least. He’d never fought with the queen’s army but he had been involved in many fistfights and brawls.

“You’re watchful, patient, aware. Like I said, more to you than meets the eye. A spy, maybe.”

Will laughed, so startled by Thom’s correct conclusion that he couldn’t stop himself.

“My parents would be amused that you think that of me. They believe me a ne’er-do-well.” He was improvising here, not panicked that Thom was so close to the truth, but also not completely calm.

“I’ve seen a lot in my life, learned to size people up, and I got your measure as soon as I saw you. Does Rose know?”

Will’s mind whirled. Like Thom, he too was a good reader of people and was accurate more often than not. His gut was telling him to trust this man.

“Nay,” he said softly.

Thom’s wide shoulders seemed to sag a bit. “You bloody bastard. Did you drag her into this mess?”

Will gave a surprised snort. “She dragged me into this mess. I was minding my business along with the business of the damn lords plotting their murder when Rose stumbled across it and overheard everything. Ever since then I’ve been trying to keep up with my duties and keep her safe. She’s a tough lass to keep safe.”

Thom’s eyes narrowed. “Somehow I believe you when you say that. You know Rose well, then.”

“I know she’s hardheaded and softhearted.”

“Like her mother.”

“I see the resemblance. I also see the resemblance between you and Rose.”

“She’s a good one, she is. The best.”

Will let the silence fall between them, silently agreeing. Rose was the best. The best woman he’d ever met.

“Are you worried about her?” Will asked softly.

Thom blew out a breath and seemed to think about it. “Have you seen her angry, son? Not irritated or frustrated but really, truly angry?”

Will thought about that for some time. “I guess not.”

“You don’t want to either. Trust me. She’s a sight to behold. Locked her brothers in a closet because they were bothering her, she said.” He hitched his thumb backward to indicate his oldest son. “Gave that one a black eye after he was the one to teach her to punch. She’s…formidable. I think that’s the right word. And downright frightening. It’s the red hair.”

Will thought it was less the red hair and more that she was the only girl amongst five boys and had to fight for every bit of freedom she possessed.

“So are you saying that Lysle doesn’t have a chance against her?”

“Nay. He’s still a man and stronger than her, but he can’t give her any opportunity. If he does he’ll regret it. She’ll fight back, I have no doubt. But in the end?” Thom’s voice trailed away. “In the end only God will determine who will survive.”

A chill ran up Will’s spine, and he shivered as if someone had walked over his grave. God’s will that Rose would be the survivor in this. God’s will that they make it to her in time.

Thom stiffened suddenly. He held up a fist, a universal sign that they were all to stop and be quiet. Instantly on alert Will scanned the land in front of them, seeing nothing. But the night creatures had stopped shuffling around, and it was eerily quiet.

“Come out,” Thom said softly.

There was nothing for the longest time. No movement, nothing but the quiet shushing of Will’s suspended breath. And then two faces appeared out of the tall grass on either side of the road and two lads emerged and approached.

“Rabbie,” Thom said. “Paden.”

These were the lads that Thom had sent ahead of them to locate Rose and report back? They were far too young to be partaking in something like this.

But they approached Thom without fear and with a little bit of swagger that impressed Will despite his surprise.

“What have you learned, lads?”

“Just up the road,” the one named Rabbie—clearly the older of the two—said. “There’s an inn. That’s where she is.”

A surge of excitement raced through Will and he tensed. Thom put a staying arm out as if he sensed that Will was ready to pounce now.

“Did you see her?” Thom asked.

Rabbie shook his head. “But I saw the queen’s guards.” He was clearly impressed by the guards. His eyes shined and his voice became excited.

“How many?” Will asked.

Rabbie spared Will a quick glance before turning back to Thom and giving his answer.

“Six. They’re outside of the inn, as if guarding it.”

“Is Lysle there?” Thom asked. “A lord.”

Rabbie lifted bony shoulders and let them fall. “There’s a carriage but didn’t see nobody come in or out of it.”

“Anyone else staying there?”

Rabbie shook his head. “Just the man what owns it.”

Will peered up the road as if he could see the inn from here. Everything inside of him said to go now, to save Rose, to storm the inn and take her away but he knew that was not the way to approach this. The guards were there for a purpose and that purpose was to make certain that Lysle and Rose made it to Lysle’s estate unharmed so they could marry and so Rose would be silenced.

All the calm that Will had collected on the way evaporated. All the training he’d had over his life to practice patience, to think things through, to have a plan, vanished in the face of saving Rose.

“Thank you, Rabbie. You did well, lad.”

Rabbie smiled, motioned to his brother and they disappeared back into the tall grass. A few moments later the two boys reappeared with two small, hardy-looking ponies. They mounted the ponies and Thom began following them.

Will hurried to catch up to Thom. “Surely, we won’t be taking the boys with us,” he said quietly.

“How else will we find this inn and our Rose?”

“Maybe the boys can tell us where to go?”

“And leave them behind?” Thom sounded surprised.

“You don’t think they’re too young?” Will asked, watching the slim backs of the lads as they rode their ponies in front of them.

Thom made a noise with his lips. “Rabbie and Paden’s mother is my sister. If she finds out I left them behind she’ll skin me alive. We’re border reivers. We learn to fight and steal early in life. This is a good opportunity for them.”

Will added Rabbie and his brother as two more that he would need to keep his eye on and keep safe.

They rode for another hour. The sun had gone down, and snow started blowing as the winter wind picked up. Thom had taken the lead when they ventured off the path and dove deeper into the forest. By some unspoken command that Will missed, everyone stopped and slid off their mounts.

“What are you doing?” Will asked, still astride his mount.

“Bunking down for the night,” Thom said as he took his bedroll off the back of his saddle.

“Bunking down? But we’re close. We need to save Rose.”

“We can’t just ride in and steal her away. We need to know what we’re facing. We need to observe.”

While Will knew Thom was right he was not pleased that they were stopping for the night. He wanted to attack now. But that was his heart talking. His head said to listen to Thom. He could only hope that Rose would stay safe for a few more hours.


Chapter 31

Rose shivered throughout the long, dark night with the open window and no coverings. She tried as best she could to pull her skirts down by wriggling on the bed but was only able to move them a few inches. The cold had entered her bones, making her teeth chatter.

Her arms were tied above her head with the cord from the curtains and she’d quickly lost feeling in her hands. The numbness crept down to her wrists, her elbows and then there was shooting pain in her shoulders until she cried with it, silent tears that dripped down her cold cheeks, chin and neck, making her even colder. Her mouth, tied with the strip of bedsheet, had long ago dried out. Swallowing was painful and she was so thirsty that when she did sleep fitfully she dreamed of fast-moving creeks and large lakes.

She awoke so stiff that it made her groan.

Overnight a brisk winter breeze had blown up. The moon was full and bright and she watched snowflakes dance through the window and bob through the cold air.

She wanted to lose hope, in the dark of the night. Her mind wanted her to give up but her heart wouldn’t let her. That fierce Scottish stubbornness took hold of her and refused to let go, refused to let her give in, give up.

To keep her mind off her pain, her wracked, shivering body, she thought of all the ways she wanted to kill Lord Lysle and what she would do to him when he untied her.

If he unties you.

She shook her head, pushing the thought away. He would return. He must, for the queen had commanded that he wed her.

Wed you and kill you.

She couldn’t deny that.

Her days were numbered if she didn’t escape—or kill Lysle herself.

When her thoughts became too dark she thought of Will. While she hoped that Margaret had told him Rose was missing, she also did not want him to see her like this—abandoned, tied to a bed. Helpless. But she was also pragmatic enough to know that if he walked through that door right now she would cry in joy and relief.

And then, in the deepest, darkest part of the night, when all thoughts turned inward and everything seemed as if it couldn’t possibly get worse, she wondered what would happen if no one came to save her. What if Will didn’t care enough? What if Margaret simply thought that Rose had had enough of court life and went home? What if no one noticed she was gone?

She pictured night after night tied to a bed in a freezing room. Because once they were wed she had no choice, no voice, in her own life. Her husband would own her and there would be nothing she nor anyone else could do to help her.

She began trembling, a combination of fear and chill, the sobs building inside her, unable to be heard because of the gag in her mouth. She would die fighting him before she allowed him to continue to treat her this way.

And then the sun made its appearance. The room turned a dark gray that leant form to the furniture and pushed the shadows closer to the corners. Gray turned to purple, then pink, then yellow. There was movement outside the window and she wondered if anyone knew that she’d spent the night tied to the bed. She hoped not and yet she also hoped everyone knew.

After what seemed like hours she heard footsteps on the staircase outside the door. Heavy footsteps, so it wasn’t a serving maid. No doubt Lysle had instructed everyone to stay away from the room. There would be no fire built for her this morning.

The lock turned in the door—she’d not even realized it had been locked from the outside—and Lysle stepped through looking rested and recently washed. He was wearing a different set of clothes from the day before. Still black and white but freshly brushed.

Rose didn’t think she could hate anyone as much as she hated Lysle in that moment. His wet hair, neatly combed, his fresh scent that came with him spiked her hatred so that her heart pounded with it.

“My, my, it’s cold in here,” he said conversationally, as if they were speaking of only the weather and not that he’d left a defenseless woman alone all night in a cold room.

He rubbed his arms, his gaze going from her hands above her head, traveling over her body. The bodice of her gown was twisted, revealing more of her bosom than was appropriate. His gaze lingered there for a long moment before moving to her exposed legs and her toes that were nearly purple with cold before meeting her gaze.

“Have you learned your lesson?”

She glared at him but her mouth was too dry to make any sound.

“I will take that as a yes,” he said as he stepped to the side of the bed and began untying the cord binding her hands.

Her arms fell to her sides with a thump. To her horror they wouldn’t respond to her commands. She stared at the offending appendages in shock, willing her fingers to move, her elbows to bend, but nothing happened. They just laid there, unmoving, unnecessary.

Tears sprang to her eyes but she furiously blinked them away, unable to swipe at them with her useless arms.

Then the pain came as blood began flowing back down her arms, pinpricks that felt like a thousand bees were stinging her over and over. She wanted to howl in misery and frustration. How was she to defeat Lysle if she couldn’t even move her arms?

After a few moments she was able to curl the tips of her fingers in.

“I ordered food to be brought up,” Lysle was saying. “You might want to get off the bed so the servant doesn’t see you in such…dishabille.”

She glared at him.

“Ah, yes. I should probably take the gag off.” He reached for her, then pulled back. “You won’t scream this time?”

She shook her head, wanting more than anything to have this gag off her so she could lick her parched lips.

He contemplated her for a long time but she refused to beg even though she desperately wanted to. She sat still, slowly working the feeling back into her fingers. Already she could feel her wrists.

He untied the knot at the back of her head, pulling at her hair but she didn’t care. She felt such relief when the gag fell from her mouth and she could move her lips. They were chapped and dry and her tongue was so parched that it stuck to her lips.

There was a knock on the door, and Lysle went to open it while Rose struggled to slide off the bed. The pinpricks in her arms had receded a bit but her feet were numb from the cold and when she managed to stand she almost fell over because she couldn’t feel her legs from the knees down.

She clutched the bedpost as Lysle let the serving girl in to set up the table by the cold fireplace. Rose’s stomach growled loudly.

The girl frowned at the open window and closed it before she left. If she noticed that the fire was not lit she did not acknowledge it.

Lysle sat down at the table and began removing covers off the dishes. Rose was damned if she was going to stand there and wait for his invitation to sit down. She hobbled to the table and pulled out the chair. Her arms felt like they were weighted down, and she ignored the urge to use her other hand to lift her arm. Her feet were beginning to tingle as life flowed back into them. With the window closed the breeze had ceased but it was still chilly.

She sat down and reached for a dish. Lysle looked at her with a brow raised but she silently dared him to tell her she could not eat. The scent of eggs and toasted bread nearly knocked her over and she felt faint with hunger. Forcing herself to take small portions she filled her plate rather clumsily.

The serving girl had left eating utensils for both her and Lysle and Rose noticed that there was a knife by her plate. Her breath hitched and her heart skipped a beat. Quickly she looked at Lysle to see if he had seen the knife. He was busy eating. Nonchalantly she put her napkin over it.

She ate while keeping one eye on the napkin-covered knife and one on Lysle.

The eggs were not the best she’d eaten but she shoveled them in anyway, thankful for the sustenance.

“Hurry and eat,” Lysle said, startling her from her thoughts. “We’ll be leaving as soon as we’re finished.”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Could she trust the gift she’d been given?

Lysle pushed his plate away and scooted his chair back. “I mean it,” he said. “We’re leaving in a few minutes.”

“I’d like to change my gown and maybe wash up a bit,” she said.

“No need to change your gown.” He stood and headed for the door. “I will return in ten minutes and you will leave in the condition I find you in.”

He walked out, and for a few of those precious ten minutes Rose sat in shock. He truly had not seen the knife. She quickly slipped it from beneath the napkin. Where to hide it? She had no pockets to put it in, no boot to slide it in, no sheath to store it in.

Shuffling to the bed—her feet now had full feeling and the pain was uncomfortable—she grabbed the cord that Lysle had used to tie her hands overnight. Working quickly, glancing at the door every few moments, she used the knife to cut the cord. It was not a well-sharpened knife, and she cursed under her breath but eventually was able to saw through. She knotted the cord around the hilt, put her foot on the bed and lifted her skirt to tie the other end of the cord around her thigh.

She was lowering her leg and fluffing her skirts when Lysle walked in without knocking.

“Come,” he said, looking her up and down and wrinkling his nose.

No doubt she looked a fright. She had no idea how long she’d been in the same gown. She’d vomited on the hem. She’d been kidnapped in it and slept in it. Her hair was hanging down her back and in her way, and she wished that she’d had the presence of mind to use part of the cord to tie it back but she didn’t want to draw Lysle’s attention to the cord.

Meekly she followed him out of the room and down the stairs, feeling the comforting weight of the knife against her bare thigh and devising all sorts of ways to plunge it into Lysle’s black heart.


Chapter 32

“They’re leaving,” Will whispered from his prone position in the tall, brown grass a few yards from the inn that Rose and Lysle had been staying in.

Beside him Thom grunted as he watched the queen’s guards readying their mounts. There were six of them, just as Rabbie had said.

Six guards, Lysle and the carriage driver.

And Rose.

Except he had no idea what condition Rose was in. Would she be able to help when the time came?

Two of the guards rode out ahead. The carriage driver took his position up top and grabbed the reins. So far they had not seen Lysle nor Rose and Will was tense, waiting to get a glimpse of her.

It had taken all his self-control to bunk down last night but much to his relief they’d resumed their trek to the inn at that point when late night turned to very early morning. They had found the inn easily by following Rabbie and Paden.

Will, Thom, John and Ewan had fanned out to reconnoiter and then had met back up to discuss what they had learned. There were no other safeguards around the inn, which told them that Lysle wasn’t concerned about being followed.

The guards had patrolled the small area around the inn two at a time and rotated out every two hours. Weak defense, but Will could understand that they were not worried about an attack. More than likely their orders were to make sure that Lysle and his bride-to-be arrived at his estate unharmed. An easy mission.

Thom had not discussed with Will any plans on how they were to get Rose back. Will had a few ideas of his own but realized that when he brought Thom, John and Ewan into this he had relinquished any authority over the situation.

Rose was their kin. He was an outsider.

It rubbed but he also understood.

And then Lysle stepped out of the inn, pulling on gloves, walking in long, hurried strides. He did not look up. He did not acknowledge his surroundings. A potentially deadly mistake on his part. His arrogance was amusing to Will.

Beside him Thom shifted. “That him?” he whispered.

“Aye.”

Another grunt that could mean anything. “Not a fighting man,” Thom said.

“Nay,” Will concurred.

He took his eyes off Lysle to search for Rose. She had not exited the inn and Will found himself holding his breath, waiting for her, every muscle tense just to get a glimpse of her, to reassure himself that she was unharmed.

And then there she was, and Will had to swallow a curse. Her father did not bother to swallow his.

Her hair was flowing down her back, the sun bouncing off the gold and red hues. Her gown appeared to be ripped and wrinkled but worse, she was limping.

“Bastard,” Will whispered.

She struggled to pull herself into the carriage while Lysle stood by and watched, not even attempting to lend her a hand.

“She’s hurt,” Will said.

“Aye,” Thom said. “But she’s alive and she can move. A little pain won’t hold her back.”

Will prayed to God that was so.

Lysle easily hopped up into the carriage behind her and reached out to slam the door closed. Almost immediately the carriage jolted forward. Two guards went with it while the remaining two stayed in the yard for about fifteen minutes before following.

Will released the tension in his shoulders and lowered his head to the ground to gather his thoughts and calm his anger.

Eventually John and Ewan and then Rabbie and Paden appeared.

“Easy enough to pick off the trailing guards,” John said. “Stupid move on their part to separate like that.” He shook his head at the guards’ foolishness.

“I don’t think they’re expecting trouble,” Will said.

“Rabbie and I will take care of the guards at the back,” John said.

“Ewan, you take Paden and ride hard to catch up to the front guards. That leaves the carriage and the guards with the carriage to me and Will. We’ll wait until you’ve come back to us and then we’ll attack the carriage.”

Will winced at the word “attack.” He did not want to put Rose in any more danger but knew this was the only way.

“We don’t know about the driver,” Will said. “He could be a guard as well.”

“Nay,” said Thom. “He’s just the driver. Trust me.”

Will decided to do just that instead of adding another worry to his plate.

They were planning on killing the queen’s guards and probably Lysle as well. These were treasonous acts, and the weight of what he was about to do was heavy on his shoulders. But he saw no other way.

John and Rabbie left and a few moments later Will saw them riding down the same road that the guards and the carriage had traveled. Ewan and Paden left a few moments later, staying well behind John and Rabbie.

Thom got to his feet slowly and studied the inn for a bit before heading toward it. Surprised, Will followed.

The proprietor saw them coming almost right away and was standing in the yard where the carriage had just left.

“Help ye?” he asked, keeping his eye on Thom and flicking a glance at Will.

“That carriage that just left. What can you tell me about it?” Thom asked.

The proprietor’s lips thinned, and his stance became defensive. “Paying customers. Nothing more. It’s probably best ye moved on.”

“It’s probably best that you answer my question.” Thom’s tone was conversational but the intent was clear. There would be trouble if the man did not comply.

Even still the proprietor seemed to think about it, and Will guessed that Lysle had paid him well for his silence.

A shot rang out and the proprietor’s eyes widened in fear.

“The woman,” Will said. “Tell me about her.”

His attention shifted to Will. “I don’t know her name or nothing. Her husband said she was with child and wasn’t feeling well. Asked for a room.”

Will’s stomach turned and he prayed that they weren’t too late, that Lysle had not wed Rose before arriving here.

“Did she appear sickly?” Will asked.

“She didn’t look good. Had a bruise on her face.” The proprietor’s gaze slid away and he looked at the ground in front of his feet.

“Any other marks on her?” Will asked.

“None that I could see…”

Will waited for more. “But? You think there were more?”

Thin shoulders came up in a big sigh. “She screamed something fierce when they went to their room. I thought somethin’ had happened to the baby. Like she was losing it or somethin’. But the screaming stopped and the gentleman came out not looking worried. I figured I was wrong. None of my business what they did in that room. She didn’t look happy when she went up the steps so maybe they were arguing.”

Will had to close his eyes for a moment to keep from shaking the man.

“Sarah, she’s my daughter,” the proprietor said. “When she took their breakfast up to them the room was freezing and the window was open. The woman was standing by the bed. Sarah said she didn’t look good but she ate her food. Or at least it looked like she did. All the plates came back empty.” He sounded defensive, as if he had to prove to Will that Rose was fine.

Another shot rang out and the proprietor flinched. “What in the hell is happening?” he whispered.

“None of your concern,” Thom said and walked away.

Will stood there for a long moment, wrestling with his inclination to hurt the proprietor for turning a blind eye to a woman in need and walking away like Thom had done.

There was no point in killing the man. He’d admitted to having a daughter so that meant there was probably a wife and other children around somewhere. Life was hard out here in the middle of nowhere and no doubt he had to scrape to put food on the table. In a way who could blame him when a large amount of coin was offered for his silence?

Lord knew that Will had offered poor, innocent people money for either their silence or for the information they knew. Desperate people did desperate things and while it didn’t make it right, Will understood.

He turned on his heel and followed Thom.

They met John and Rabbie as the two were coming back.

“Done,” John said.


Chapter 33

When Lysle entered the carriage he paused to consider Rose before settling into his seat. She was damned if she was going to lay on the floor this time. Not after the night she’d just spent.

Apparently it wasn’t a fight he wanted to engage in because he did not press the issue. The carriage moved forward, and Rose turned her face toward the window.

“My home is a few more hours away,” he said.

Rose did not acknowledge that he had spoken.

He kicked her shin and she turned her head to glare at him. “Don’t ever kick me again,” she said.

“Then acknowledge when I speak to you.”

“Oh?” she asked sweetly. “You were speaking?”

His lip curled and color crept into his face. “You are a bitch.”

She shrugged and turned back to the window, wishing with everything inside of her that she could be outside this carriage, back at the queen’s stables, petting Tyche and just spending time with Will.

Will.

She was not prepared for how much she missed him and up until now had refused to think about never seeing him again.

She’d thought she’d become accustomed to the eventuality of their departure but it had been so abrupt that she wasn’t nearly as prepared as she’d thought. She wanted to say goodbye, to look at his rugged face one more time.

She’d told him she loved him and she’d meant it. She would always love Will Sheffield. Always. She might one day marry and she might even love her husband but there would always be a part of her heart reserved for Will.

“We’ll wed as soon as we arrive.”

Jerked from thoughts of her love for Will and slammed back into the present and this hated carriage and the man she despised more than anything, Rose stared at him, unable to process the thought of being married to this monster.

“You are mad if you think I will marry you,” she said, using every bit of revulsion she felt in her words.

He grinned. “It is the queen’s wish and her will must be done.”

“Over my dead body,” Rose said.

Lysle looked over her body, his gaze sweeping across her face, her bosom, her legs. “That can be arranged.”

“Let’s not prevaricate,” Rose said, leaning forward to speak earnestly. “We both know that me being dead is the end result. You’ll wed me and I’ll die mysteriously and Mary’s and your problem will go away.”

She sat back and crossed her arms. “I’ll not let you wed me and I certainly will not let you kill me.”

“You’re an interesting lass. Most would be glad to marry into my family. Then again most would not be pressing their ears to doors. Their mothers taught them better.”

She smiled. “You will not coax me into a rage by speaking ill of my mother. She will be your mother-in-law if you get your way and if you think I’m bad, I’m nothing compared to my mother. She will track you down and unman you if she thinks harm has come to me.”

He paled and her grin widened.

“Then there are my five brothers.” She put her finger against her cheek and just barely stopped her wince of pain when she hit a bruise. “You probably would prefer to face them rather than my mother.”

“Your mother and your brothers can do nothing,” he said. “When I become your husband I will own you and they will have no say.”

She shrugged. “They don’t follow those laws, I’m afraid. It means nothing to them.”

She looked up to find that she’d silenced Lysle but his anger was all-encompassing. He was nearly purple with it and his hands were clenched in his lap. She wondered if maybe she’d pushed him too far, but she wanted him to know that if he managed to kill her then her family would come after him.

The carriage jolted over a hole and both she and Lysle bounced.

“I will teach you to respect me,” he said through clenched teeth.

“I will never respect someone who can plot a king’s murder. I will never respect anyone who would leave a woman to freeze to death in an inn, tied to a bed. No real man would do what you have done to me.”

Lysle lunged across the carriage, landing on top of her and hitting her across the face again.

“I will teach you about real men,” he said as he held her down with one hand and yanked at her skirts with the other.

“You may not respect me,” he said. “But you will learn to obey me.”

“Never.” She fought him, trying to wriggle away from him, squirming to slide away.

She was reaching for the handle to the carriage door as he pulled her skirts up.

“No need to wait for the wedding,” he said. “It’s only a formality after all. Your first lesson will begin now.”

She thought of the knife tied to her thigh and knew that she couldn’t allow him to find it or he would use it against her. She fought harder.

But she was pinned beneath him and he was attempting to undo his breeches, breathing hard, his face flushed. The buttons of his breeches popped and he pulled his member out, but he wasn’t hard. His cock lay flaccid, wilted, and despite her fear and against her better judgment Rose laughed.

She couldn’t help it. The laugh just came bubbling out of her. He wanted to rape her and he couldn’t.

He punched her in the face. She heard the bones in her cheek crack and she cried out.

Lysle pushed himself off her and shoved his small, ineffectual penis back in his breeches. Rose scooted away from him, pulling at her skirts, trying to find the knife but there were too many skirts and she was shaking and her fingers weren’t working properly.

Enraged now, Lysle grabbed her shoulders and yanked her up. They were now half standing in the middle of the carriage as it swayed back and forth, their faces so close she could smell on his breath the eggs he’d had for breakfast.

With a cold smile he circled her neck with his hands and began to squeeze.

“Bitch,” he said between clenched teeth as his hands got tighter and tighter, closing off her air until she was gagging and gasping.

She clawed at his fingers, pulled at his arms. His face was intent, studied, red with rage as he watched his fingers cut off her life.

Desperate Rose yanked up her skirts, fighting to stay conscious for just a moment longer.

The carriage lurched to the side, breaking Lysle’s hold as they both fell, him on top of her. She hit her head on the side of the carriage. There was shouting outside, a pistol shot that had Lysle jerking his head up and cursing.

The carriage stopped just as Rose pulled the knife and plunged it into Lysle’s back. His eyes widened, his back arched and he looked at her in shock.

Realization dawned in his eyes and he reached behind him, clawed at the hilt that was buried in the center of his back.

Bitch, he mouthed.

There was more shouting outside, horses whinnying, another shot and then silence.

“You…won’t…get away…with…this,” he said.

“I already did,” she said, and she pushed him off her. He laid on the carriage floor, gasping for air, moaning.

Rose had the urge to kick him in the side like he’d done to her so many times yesterday but she opened the carriage door instead.

One guard lay motionless on the ground, blood coming from a pistol ball through the back. The driver was hanging off the side of the carriage, his eyes open, obviously dead. She did not see the other guards.

She practically fell out of the carriage and looked up to find Will a few feet away. Beautiful Will, his hair mussed, his clothing dirty and wrinkled. Will.

A sob caught in her throat. Tears welled in her eyes, and she angrily swiped them away because she didn’t want anything to impede her view of him.

She fell into his open arms, the sobs finally breaking through. His strong arms wrapped around her and held her tight and she clung to him, crying, relieved.

And exactly where she wanted to be.

—

Things were a bit of a blur after that. She was shocked to see her da, John, Ewan and her cousins Rabbie and Paden. They swarmed around her, asking questions, touching her to make sure she was okay. She refused to leave the safety of Will’s arms, and it seemed he was unable to let her go.

She cried and laughed and cried some more, unable to answer their questions but able to tell them that she would be fine. Just some bruises and maybe a broken cheekbone.

Will touched her swollen cheek gingerly, concern and fury in his eyes.

“Is he dead?” she asked.

“Aye,” he said. “You did good, lass.”

She buried her head in his shoulder and just breathed in the scent of him.

Things moved quickly after that. It wouldn’t do to have six of the queen’s guards lying in the middle of the road and a dead noble as well.

Her father and brothers gathered the dead bodies and loaded them into the carriage then drove the carriage a bit down the road to a lake where they pushed it in with the bodies inside. The six of them stood at the side of the lake and watched as the water bubbled around the carriage and it slowly sank to the bottom.

They headed home after that, with the guards’ horses and the carriage horses tied together following them. They were the Turners after all, and a good reiver family did not leave excellent cattle behind.

Rose rode in front of Will on Tyche. She’d been waiting for her father to say something but he’d been unnaturally quiet, only asking if she was hurt too badly. When she assured him she wasn’t he had nodded then gone about the business of preparing everyone for the ride home.

“You have Tyche,” she said to Will, fondly patting her favorite horse’s neck.

“Aye,” Will said. Then sheepishly, “He’s mine.”

She laughed, surprised to find that she could still laugh. It felt good.

“I’m glad,” she said.

They did not speak much after that, and it was fine with her. She just wanted to rest in his arms and to her surprise she dozed off and on. He was warm and safe and she’d sorely been lacking in warmth and safety the last few days.

When they stopped for the night she helped them set up camp and to Will’s surprise she crawled up next to him and laid against him, shivering. Wordlessly he draped another blanket around her and she nestled into his warmth.

“Thank you,” she whispered after the rest of the men and boys had started breathing deep and snoring.

“For what?” He ran his hand up and down her side in a comforting gesture. She wanted the connection, needed to know he was there. His touch was reassuring.

“For coming for me.”

“Did you think I wouldn’t?”

“I didn’t know. I’d hoped that Margaret would tell you I was missing, but I didn’t know if you would come for me. I’ve been a bit of a bother since you’ve met me.”

He brushed her hair off her neck and placed a kiss at the base of her skull.

“Of course I came for you. I’m only sorry that I didn’t see the outcome of this sooner.”

“It’s not your fault. Neither of us imagined that the queen herself would be involved in Darnley’s murder plot.”

He placed his cheek against the top of her head and sighed. “I’m so sorry, Rose.”

They fell into a comfortable silence, and Rose resigned herself to the fact that she would not sleep this night. It might be many nights that she would not sleep.

“He hurt you,” Will said.

“I’ll heal.”

“I would kill him all over again if I could.”

“He’s not worth it.”

More silence passed. She was in that world where she was not quite awake and not quite asleep when she thought she heard Will whisper, “I love you, Rose.”


Chapter 34

Will never wanted to let Rose go so he was damn happy that she seemed to cling to him during the ride back. But he wasn’t happy about the shadows in her eyes and the swollen eye where she said Lysle had punched her.

What kind of bloody bastard punched a woman?

She was reticent to discuss what had happened during her time with Lysle even though Will and her father had a very good idea through their discussion with the inn’s proprietor. But there was more. Will knew there was more and he wanted to hear the whole story but Rose remained silent.

She slept fitfully that first night, curled into his body. He’d been surprised when she defied her brothers and her father and pressed up next to him. But neither Thom, John nor Ewan said a word the next morning. They were kind to her but kept to themselves, apparently sensing now was not the time to be the pesky brothers they were used to being.

One thing was very clear, though. All the Turner men were proud of their sister for fighting back and for killing Lysle.

Only Will wondered what toll it took on her spirit.

They reached the homestead the afternoon of the second day to find Rhona waiting for them in the yard. She looked at Rose carefully, taking in the swollen eye, the bruised cheek, the careful way Rose walked. Her gaze strayed to Thom and some sort of silent communication passed between them.

Rhona held her arms out to her daughter, and Rose went into them and cried while Rhona patted her back and whispered in her ear. Eventually she took Rose up to the living quarters. Will did not want to see Rose go, was uncomfortable having her out of his sight, but this was her family and he was the outsider.

He had accomplished what he had set out to accomplish and that was to save Rose. Because of that he could not return to Holyrood palace. There would be too many questions, too many raised eyebrows, whispered rumors.

It was time he returned to England to report back to Elizabeth.

But first he wanted to make certain that Rose would be safe here.

Damn it. He loved her and there was nothing he could do about that but keep loving her even as he walked away from her.

“She’ll be fine with Rhona,” Thom said as he walked his horse past Will who was still standing in the middle of the yard looking up at the door that Rose had passed through.

John and Ewan led the newly acquired horses past him, both keeping their eyes diverted.

Will caught up to Thom. “Thank you for letting me help save Rose,” he said.

Thom looked at him in surprise. “If it weren’t for you we would have never known she was in trouble. Thank you for coming for us.”

Will watered Tyche and gave him a large bucket of oats for a job well done.

“I should be leaving,” he said as he watched his horse hungrily dive into the oats.

When Thom didn’t answer Will looked over to find the older man considering him with a studied expression.

“I’d thought you would fight harder.”

Will’s brows drew down in confusion. Fight harder? He thought he’d performed admirably when they attacked the guards.

“For her,” Thom said. “I’d thought you’d fight harder for her.”

His shoulders slumped. “What is there to fight for? In my career it’s damn near impossible to have a wife and family and Rose deserves nothing less than that.”

Thom studied him for a bit longer then turned on his heel to head out of the lower level of the house. “Follow me.”

Will followed Thom up the ladder to the upper level where they entered into the kitchen. Rose was nowhere to be found but that didn’t stop Will from looking into the shadowed corners for her and it didn’t stop his heart from thumping in disappointment.

Rhona was bustling about the kitchen and Thom sat on a long, wooden bench at the table just as Rhona put a mug in front of him.

A hound dog came from a back room and plopped down at Thom’s feet. Will wondered if this was the Penelope that Rose spoke of.

“Supper will be soon,” Rhona said.

“Sit down,” Thom said and then took a large swallow of his drink.

Will sat, strangely relieved that the decision to leave had been taken out of his hands.

Rhona put bowls of steaming stew in front of them. Will realized that he’d not had anything substantial to eat in days, probably since learning of Rose’s disappearance.

“Rose is getting cleaned up,” Rhona said. She put a mug of mulled wine in front of Will, who drank greedily. Strangely he felt comfortable here in this reivers’ home. They were good people. Maybe not always law-abiding but they were honest people. He liked them.

He scooped up a large helping of stew and tucked into it. He was halfway through when Rose entered.

Her hair was wet, making it a dark amber color that hung in wet hanks down her back and over her shoulders. Her face was shiny clean, emphasizing the bruise that was turning a nasty purple. She smiled at him as she took the seat next to her father and across from Will.

She was wearing an old gown, mellowed with age, soft and flowing around her. She looked young and fresh. Far younger than what she really was and not at all the woman he’d met at court.

He liked this version of Rose Turner.

Thom pushed his plate away and studied his daughter for a moment.

“The immediate threat is over,” he said to everyone in the room. “But Rose is still not safe.”

Rose’s head jerked up and she looked at her father with a frown.

“She still knows about the murder plot,” Will said.

Thom nodded. “The queen will not rest if she knows that Rose could potentially implicate her.” Thom turned to Will. “My hope is that everyone will think she died in the carriage with the others but we can’t count on that. We need to get Rose to safety.”

“Da,” Rose said. “I’ll be fine here. The house is impenetrable.”

“You will hide here the rest of your life? You’ll stay up here and never go outside again?”

“Well, no, but…”

Will could see the truth begin to seep into her and for a moment she looked panicked at the thought of being stuck up here forever, never to go outside, never to tend to her animals or walk in the sun.

“We can’t keep you safe forever,” Thom said softly. “But Will can.”

Rose’s green eyes searched out Will’s. With sudden clarity Will understood Thom’s motives.

Will cleared his throat, but he had no idea what he wanted to say. He would very much like to keep Rose with him forever. He wanted nothing more, but he’d told Thom that his life was not conducive to marriage and a family and what the hell did he know about loving someone? He’d probably be horrible at it.

“Take her to England with you,” Thom said. “It is where you are from, and you told me you were returning there shortly.”

“True, but…” He looked at Rose and she was looking between her father and Will, confused and frightened and he could see a growing anger in her heightened color. “But we need to ask Rose what she wants,” he said.

Thom made a noise that Will took to mean that Rose did not have a choice but Will believed that Rose should have a choice. This was her life, her decision.

“I’m not leaving Scotland,” she said. “Especially not to live in England. No offense.” She nodded to Will.

“You can’t live in Scotland anymore, Rose.” Thom’s tone was practical but broached no argument.

Rose slapped the table and stood, her face flushed. “I can bloody well do what I please. I’m not leaving you or Ma to go live in a foreign country.”

Will had to suppress his smile. England was but a few miles from their home and not so different from where they lived in Scotland. He would gather that Holyrood palace and Edinburgh had been much more foreign to Rose than England would be.

“I can’t promise that we can keep you safe. We’re not always here. We have our…” Thom looked sidelong at Will. “We are gone for long periods. You know this, Rose. You can’t hide up here. You have to go to England and live your life there.”

“No.” She shook her head but her voice wavered and her eyes filled with tears that she quickly blinked away.

Will stood, drawing everyone’s attention. “May I speak to Rose alone?” he asked.

Thom hesitated, and it seemed to Will that he was ready to keep arguing but arguing would not solve this problem.

“Go,” Rhona said, making the decision for Thom. “Both of you go have a long walk.”

Rose looked at her father, then her mother and finally at Will. Her shoulders slumped and she followed Will out of the house and down the ladder.

“You lead,” Will said when they were on solid ground. “I don’t know this area well.”

She started walking and Will followed. When they were out of sight of the house he was surprised to feel Rose’s hand in his. They twined their fingers together, and she led him to a rocky stream, the clear water bubbling around the sharp rocks. Ice formed at the edges but it was not a cold day. The sun was warm and the breeze chilled, but not cold. Spring seemed to be in the air even if it was December.

She led him to a large boulder and he followed as she clambered up it and sat with her knees pulled to her chin and her skirts tucked tightly beneath her.

Will remained quiet, knowing she needed this time to think. So much had happened to her in the last few days but in truth her life had been turned upside down when her mother had forced her to go to Holyrood.

“I feel like they are trying to get rid of me,” she said softly, her eyes glued to the stream.

“They’re worried about you,” Will said. “Your father is right. If the queen realizes you are alive she will come for you. If not her, then Moray or Maitland. Did I tell you that I figured out who the other conspirator is?”

She shook her head.

“Bothwell.”

Her head jerked around and she looked at him with wide eyes, the enormity of that sinking in.

“He is not an enemy you want,” Will said. “If he finds out that you are still in Scotland he will come in search of you. Right now he is in charge of making the borders secure and finding a balance with the border clans. But if he wants to make your family’s life hell he can do it.”

Rose looked back at the stream. “I know nothing about England. I have no desire to live in England. I know no one there.”

“You know me,” Will ventured, his breath held.

She turned her head so she could look at him and rested her good cheek on her knees. “You don’t want me in England with you. You like being alone. You told me so. You’ll take me to England and leave me there.”

Will took a deep breath and let it out slowly, knowing the time for truth was now. “There is something I’ve never told you about me, Rose. Something important.” He paused to gather his thoughts and search for his words. He’d never told anyone this. For the entirety of his career he’d played his part in whatever mission he was on and walked away when he was finished. He’d never revealed to anyone outside of Elizabeth’s ring of spies who he was and what he did. Except for Thom, of course. What was it with this family that inspired confidences and truths?

“You’re married,” she said, her voice flat.

“What?” He barked out a laugh. “No. Of course not.”

Her shoulders seemed to droop and she ventured a small smile. “Then nothing can be that bad.”

“I’m a spy for England. I work for Queen Elizabeth, and I was sent to Holyrood to spy on Mary.” He said it quickly, getting it out as fast as he could.

For a long moment she simply stared at him, and then slowly she raised her head. “You’re not an old friend of Darnley’s?”

He was surprised that was her first question. “It is true that I went to school with Darnley. Elizabeth used that connection to send me to Holyrood. It worked well.”

“I could never figure out why you kept with the friendship when it was obvious to me that you didn’t like him much,” she said. “Now I know.”

“You don’t seem shocked.”

“I think I am but I need to process it.”

He let her do just that while he contemplated the stream and felt the tension slip away from him. It was nice, someone else knowing his secrets. Tristan knew and LaGrange and Simon, but he never spent much time with them because of the danger involved. It seemed right that Rose knew.

She stretched out her legs in front of her and wiggled her toes in her worn boots.

“The night we listened to Lysle and Maitland and the others in their secret room, you had known for a while about the conspiracy?”

“I had heard things and I knew who the major conspirators were. It was a matter of following them, finding where they were meeting and listening.”

“And then I came along and ruined things,” she said flatly.

He so desperately wanted to touch her, to reassure her, to reassure himself, but he stayed his hand and draped his arm atop an upraised knee.

“You complicated things, but didn’t ruin them.”

“I was a complication?”

“I knew that you could be in danger. And I knew I had to protect you as best I could. It wasn’t your fault what you overheard but I felt an obligation to watch over you.”

“So you wanted to protect me?”

“Yes.”

“That must have seemed like a burden.”

“An obligation, but then I got to know you and it wasn’t an obligation at all but a pleasure.”

She studied him, her brows drawn together. “What about…I mean…” Her face turned a vicious shade of pink and she looked down at the boulder, unable to meet his gaze. “What we did?” she whispered as if someone could overhear them.

Will bit back his smile. “What we did was a personal decision between us. It had nothing to do with my mission.” He hesitated to say what he really wanted to say but plunged ahead anyway. “I spoke to a friend of mine, another…person like me. He said to walk away from you, that there are always casualties in a situation like this. But I couldn’t do it. You meant too much to me, even then.”

She narrowed her eyes at him as if she could read his mind. “Truly?”

“Truly.”

“This friend of yours. That wasn’t very nice to say but I understand. Your country must come first.”

“Usually. But this time I couldn’t put England first. You were an innocent and that didn’t seem right.” Maybe he was losing his edge. Maybe it was time to retire and live a life of ease. The thought frightened him, but at the same time appealed to him.

“Well, I thank you,” she said softly.

The sun was behind her, setting her hair aflame. She looked ethereal, like an angel, and he couldn’t stop staring at her.

She entranced him and he was glad he’d ignored Tristan’s advice, and decided to protect her.

Acting on impulse he leaned forward and kissed her, a light kiss upon the lips. Nothing forceful because he knew she was feeling vulnerable and she was hurt. He didn’t know where else Lysle had hurt her so he was careful.

She smiled and leaned forward, taking his face between her hands and kissing him much harder than he’d kissed her. He’d taught her a lot sexually but she also taught him a lot too and he couldn’t imagine kissing anyone else again.

When they pulled apart she giggled.

“What was that for?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I know no other way to express my gratitude. You didn’t have to take me under your wing at the palace, and you certainly didn’t have to go chasing after me when Lysle took me. I’m glad you did though.”

“Even though you now have to leave Scotland?”

Her smile faded and she turned to look at the stream. “I haven’t decided about that.”

Will only saw one choice but he was going to let her make the decision. It was her life, and she would have to live with the consequences.

“Is that why you said you would never marry?” she asked. “Because you’re a spy?”

“My life does not lend itself to having a wife or a family.”

“Nonsense.”

He looked at her in surprise. “Pardon me?”

“I don’t know much about being a spy,” she said. “But you’re using that excuse to never marry because your family life was so horrible.”

“It was not horrible—”

“It was horrible. Your parents were horrible for leaving you like that. You don’t want a wife because you don’t know how to be a husband.”

“I don’t want a wife because it would impede my career.” But he didn’t sound convincing even to himself. He always thought being a spy leant itself to his personality. He preferred being alone. He liked it. He could move on when he wanted, stay if he wanted. He could take assignments sporadically or back to back. He had no one to impede him. No one to question him except his superiors.

It had been a wonderful life. Or so he’d thought.

She narrowed her eyes at him and shook her head. “I’m not going to England with you.”

He pushed the disappointment away and thought logically. He was good at thinking logically and methodically, and if he ever needed that talent it was now.

“I can keep you safe there.”

“How?” she asked, her tone defiant, her chin lifted. “How can you keep me any safer there than my family can here?”

“Your family won’t be punished by Bothwell because they won’t know where you are. You can’t be hunted in England. Mary would never come after you there because she wants to stay in Elizabeth’s good graces. The batty woman still thinks she can have the English crown as well as the Scottish crown.”

“And what will you do with me? Keep me at your estate like your parents did to you? I don’t think so. Or were you planning on putting me up somewhere and forgetting about me? Were you planning to take me over the border and leave me?”

He could hear the real fear in her voice. Scotland was her life. It was in her blood. It was all she knew, and she was terrified to leave it even though she knew that staying would put her family in jeopardy.

“Marry me,” he said, surprising them both. But once he said it he knew it was what he wanted. It was what he dreamed of when he allowed himself to think about the one thing he truly wanted in life. But he’d convinced himself that he could never have marriage to anyone, let alone Rose.

“What?” she whispered.

“Rose, will you be my wife?” he asked.

Her face was a mixture of shock and hope.

“Please tell me you’re not jesting,” she whispered. “Please tell me this is what you truly want and you’re not doing this just so I’ll go to England for my safety. Because I will not go and be ignored by you, Will Sheffield.”

“I’m not jesting. I truly want this. And I could never ignore you. I love you, Rose. I’ve known for a long time that I’ve loved you but I wouldn’t let myself acknowledge that love. When I discovered you had disappeared I thought it was because you regretted making love to me, and I felt so bereft, so much more alone than I’ve ever felt in my life. I realized then that I could never willingly walk away from you. I love you, Rose Turner.”

“Oh, Will.” She blinked her tears away. “What will Queen Elizabeth say?”

“I don’t care what Queen Elizabeth says.”

“You will give it all away for me?” she whispered.

“I’m giving nothing away. I’m walking away from it for you. For us. For the children we might someday have. I don’t know how to be a husband and I surely don’t know how to be a father. Will you teach me, Rose?”

Will held his breath, refusing to believe that he’d come this far, revealed this much, to lose her now.

“We’ll teach each other,” she said. “And we’ll learn together.”

He blew out his breath and smiled. “I have money. And a home. And a title.”

She shook her head, laughing. “Don’t you know that none of that matters to me?”

“I have stables and I’ll find you all kinds of animals to take care of and you can roam the countryside whenever you wish and you’ll never have to do your hair in those fancy styles again or stitch tedious scenes on fabric.”

She kissed him, quick and light. “Now that’s the way to my heart. Yes, I will marry you, Will Sheffield.”

They laughed and they kissed, sitting there on a rock in the middle of a Scottish stream with the sun beating down on them. And Will knew with certainty that with Rose at his side that he would never be lonely or alone again. He could learn to love and she would teach him to be the best husband ever.
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Chapter 1

EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND

FEBRUARY 10, 1567

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

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

It was dark.

And cold.

Very cold.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Odd.

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

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

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

Emma walked faster. 

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

Was that a body they were bent over?

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

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

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

And what exactly was happening?

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

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

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

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

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

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

And then she knew nothing.

—

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

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

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

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

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

Who had ever heard of lightning and thunder in February.

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

A fire.

An explosion of some sort?

“We’re under attack,” a woman wailed.

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

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

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

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

He looked down to find a woman sprawled at his feet, her head turned away from him, blond hair covering her face. Her skirts were rucked up around her knees and her legs were covered with woolen hose. She had one black, leather shoe on, the other foot absent a shoe. 

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

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

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

He headed toward Thieves Row, away from the crowds, the fire and mostly away from the night watch. The woman bounced a bit in his arms, moaned again and fell silent. He noted that her wrist was skinned, more proof that she’d been tossed off her feet and landed a bit away from where she’d been standing. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Up here there were two bedrooms and his private sitting room, furnished with an old settee and a comfortable chair he’d procured from the fish monger when the man left town to live with his daughter in Inverness. 

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

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

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

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