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          April 1588, Windsor Castle, England

        

      

    

    
      The Black and White masquerade ball celebrating the end of Easter at Windsor Castle wasn't the worst ball Lady Eliza Harcourt had been to, despite being forced to attend by one of the most powerful men in England.  The title of Worst firmly belonged to the mid-summer ball of seven years prior where she'd told the man she loved she wouldn't marry him.  That ball had been devastating.

      Her Majesty's Black and White masquerade ball could prove to be equally awful if Eliza wasn’t careful.

      But Eliza was always careful.  She'd carefully chosen her outfit for the evening according to the instructions written in lemon juice and slipped under her door the previous night, and she'd carefully avoided all consumption of the strong Rhenish wines—her nerves would have been shredded if she hadn't.  Now she was carefully watching and waiting.  Not for the man who'd written the note but his delegate.  Sir Francis Walsingham, the queen's spymaster, wouldn't undertake the job of squirreling Eliza to safety himself but she had no doubt he would only entrust the task to a man with both ability and cleverness in abundance.

      She scanned the room for such a figure but it was impossible to determine faces beneath the half-masks, glittering costumes and feathered headdresses.  Indeed, one gentleman dressed in black from head-to-toe looked much like any other.  If it weren't for the single black feather protruding from the white ones in her head-dress, Eliza too might be difficult for her savior to spot amongst the female revelers.  White and black gowns abounded, as did feathers, and one could only imagine how Her Majesty would differentiate herself as she always managed to do.  The queen had not yet arrived in the Presence Chamber.  She would, of course, make a grand entry late in the evening when the Rhenish wine had culled the less stoic and ambitious of her guests.

      "Madam, your plumes appear to have a traitor in their midst."

      Eliza jumped, sloshing wine over the side of her Venetian glass.  The speaker, a tall man dressed in a black doublet with slashed sleeves to reveal the white silk lining, had come up beside her without her noticing.  And he'd spoken the secret code.  Despite anticipating it for the good part of two hours, she was startled nevertheless, particularly since the words were spoken by a familiar voice.

      Horribly, terribly familiar.

      "I, er..."  She tightened her grip on the stem and cleared her throat.  She had a part to play and a phrase to utter before she could succumb to the quivering that had overtaken her body.  "Then I pray you'll do me a great service and remove the offending feather and trample it with your fine and capable foot."  Good grief, saying the words out loud sounded even more ridiculous than when she'd read them.

      For one brief, heart-stopping moment the gentleman's lips flicked up to the lowest edges of his black half-mask in a faint smiles.  It was a mouth she knew well.  A mouth she'd studied endlessly for the better part of her adult life, a mouth she'd kissed once seven summers ago, and several more times since in her dreams.  A mouth she must not stare at because she'd given up her claim to kiss it at that fateful mid-summer ball.

      But staring at other parts of him was no less disturbing.  Black silk hose clung to every contour of his muscled leg and his exquisitely tailored doublet molded perfectly to his athletic frame.  She knew from experience that it required no padding at the shoulders.  His physique seemed to have changed little in the last seven years but there was a hardness to his jaw that hadn't been there on their parting.  His hair was still coal-black but he wore it slightly longer and wisps of it curled like smoke around the small ruff at his throat.  Then there were those blue, blue eyes peering back at her from behind the mask.  They were a shade darker and definitely cooler.  That was to be expected.

      She swallowed past the lump in her throat and concentrated on stilling her heart which had been beating erratically all night but now skipped double-time.

      He lifted a hand to her face, paused, then brushed her chin with his knuckles.  The soft kid gloves warmed her skin and all the old feelings swelled within her again until she thought her chest might burst if she didn't sever the connection.  She stepped back and turned her head away.  He gave a low sound, between a chuckle and a huff of breath, and plucked the black feather from her head-dress.  Instead of trampling it beneath his shoe he tucked it inside a button hole.  That too was part of the code.  There was no doubting it, Thomas Blackstone was her protector from the Spaniards who would pay any price to capture her.

      She silently cursed Fate, and then Sir Francis Walsingham who was the more likely of the two to have orchestrated the cruel maneuver.

      "I was not expecting you," she said, her wits once more gathered around her.

      "Then I have the advantage of you it would seem," Thomas said.  "For once."

      "Are you implying that I ordinarily have the advantage over you?"  An embarrassingly unladylike snort escaped her nose.  "Never."

      One of his eyebrows forked above his mask.  "You've changed."

      It was bait and she saw it dangling from the hook but she couldn't help nibbling anyway.  "Oh?  In what way?"

      "You weren't always quite so argumentative.  If you had been..."  His gaze shifted to the left, away from her face.  "Perhaps things would be different now."  His voice, sharp-edged, rumbled across the space between them.  "You used to do whatever was asked of you.  By certain people anyway."

      She felt the barb in her heart where it lodged and sent a throbbing ache through her.  The pain was just as unique, just as fresh, as it had been seven years ago.  It would seem from his words that it was for him too.

      Perhaps...  Perhaps it wasn't too late to undo some of the damage she'd caused that mad summer night.  Perhaps she could make amends.  Perhaps he still had feelings for her.

      It was awful timing but she had to know.

      She glanced around at the glamorous nobles, the glittering room, and steeled herself against the insidious fear that had pounded away at her all night.  There was no room for fear in her now.  She was suddenly too full of other emotions.  "You're right.  I have changed."  She placed a hand on his arm.  Muscles and sinew tightened beneath her fingers.  "I'm glad you're back, Thomas.  I've wanted to talk to you—."

      "You've done enough talking."  He snatched his arm away.  "I have a job to do.  For some reason the Spanish want you rather badly.  I can't think why."  He regarded her through narrowed eyes the shade of an icy lake.

      Well.  She clamped down on her tears.  It would seem she'd read him wrongly.  He no longer cared for her.  There was no going back to those beautiful, innocent, hopeful days.

      If she were being honest, she'd not really expected anything else.  Thomas was a proud man.  He would not expose himself to failure again.

      "Why exactly are they seeking you?" he asked.  "What could you possibly know that is of international importance?"

      So Walsingham hadn’t told him about her visions.  She wasn't surprised.  Very few people knew.  Apart from the queen, Walsingham and a small circle of his spies, only Eliza's mother and stepfather knew.  Eliza had never told anyone that her occasional headaches brought on strange visions foretelling the future.  Not even Thomas when he'd been her most intimate companion.  But somehow, somewhere, the Spanish spies had learned of her secret and wanted her desperately, particularly since her latest vision foretold of a great sea battle with the loss of many Spanish ships.  She had not yet told anyone where the battle would take place, but that was because she wasn't certain of the location.  Nevertheless, her vision had turned her from insignificant minor noblewoman to the most wanted person in England.

      Lady Eliza, always the careful one who did her masters' bidding, wished she'd never told her mother about the visions.  Being the most wanted person in England was a vexing business.

      "If Sir Francis hasn't told you then it isn't my place to say," she said.

      He pursed his lips.  "You haven't changed all that much then."

      "Pardon?"

      "You're still doing the bidding of others."

      She stiffened.  "That is unfair."  And it was.  She may be only twenty-four but she felt so much older and wiser than when she'd rejected Thomas seven years earlier.  And infinitely stronger, where her own mind was concerned at least.  "If Sir Francis deemed it unnecessary to inform you then I see no reason not to do the same.  He knows what he's doing."

      Thomas crossed his arms and glared down at her for a long time, his expression hidden by the mask and his eyes partially hooded.  She gulped but stared back, taking in every piece of him all over again.  And what she saw gouged a small hole in her heart.  He wasn't the same man anymore.  He stood differently, carried himself with a self-assuredness that hadn't always been there.  And then there was that cool, distant regard about his mouth and eyes.  The warm, considerate Thomas Blackstone who'd made her laugh was gone, replaced by this...empty man.

      "What happened to you?" she heard herself whisper.  "Where have you been?"

      "Abroad."  He turned away and jerked his head for her to follow him.  She did, her long, full skirts skimming the flagstones.  Ahead, Thomas wove through the crowd of revelers already growing loud and boisterous.  Eliza handed her glass to a passing liveried servant and dodged a gentleman with a black crow's mask who suddenly lurched in her path.  Thomas's hand clamped down on the man's shoulder, righted him, and not so gently pushed him back to his laughing companions.  Eliza stared at the crow's back, her eyes wide, and wondered if he was a Spanish spy.  What of his friends?  Any one of them could work for the Spanish.  They paid well, she'd been told, and were devious.

      But Thomas kept moving, never slowing his pace, and a sense of security enveloped her.  She'd be safe with him.

      She nodded a farewell at her mother standing with a group of ladies near the throne, its gold covered for the evening with twists of black silk festooned with white silk flowers.  Her Majesty would enter from the right through the doorway leading to her private chamber.  The crimson and gold velvet curtains that usually draped above and behind the throne had been replaced with bold black for the ball.  Eliza's mother—the Countess of Avondale—and her companions blended rather nicely with the marble statues of Goddesses gazing wistfully into the near distance.  Their position beside the queen's door was a coveted one and the ladies would not give it up to anyone younger or lower.  It was designed to give them maximum exposure to the monarch and allow them to be the first to scurry after her and offer their assistance.

      The Countess nodded back without a smile for her only child.  Eliza's mother hadn't smiled in fifteen years, since her first husband died.  Not that she'd loved him or their daughter.  It was simply that life had become hard after his death.  Within two years they were so poor they'd had to let go all but a handful of servants.  The land steward had stolen most of the profits from his mistress and what was left of the estate had been sucked dry by the countess's second husband, Lord Avondale, an impoverished earl of ancient and noble lineage.  He'd wanted to catch the queen's notice by building a grand residence and stocking the woods with deer.  The two of them had been trying to catch her notice ever since, either through their house, their friends or their daughter.  Unfortunately for them, Eliza wasn't particularly good at playing the courtly game and had never shone like the other maidens.  Not only had she failed to impress the queen but she'd failed to snare herself a wealthy and titled husband.

      The most important word being 'and'.  Any future husband of their only child had to bring both money and nobility to the marriage bed.

      Eliza had her share of matrimonial offers, of course.  There had been the disgustingly rich son of the Master of the Company of Drapers, who hadn't even had a knighthood to his name, or to his father's.  Then there'd been the eldest son and heir to the Earl of Penshurst who was even more destitute than Eliza thanks to his father having sunk all his money into a fleet of ships which had run aground off the coast of Newfoundland.  And all the while there had been Thomas Blackstone, waiting.  The Blackstones were comfortably off but not rich, titled but only of the rank of baron, and Thomas had merely been the second son.  When he was done with waiting, Thomas had asked her to marry him.  Lady Avondale had refused permission and Eliza, dutiful daughter, had refused Thomas.  She'd hoped to persuade her mother in time, but after a while she knew there wasn't enough time in the world to ever change her mother's mind on the matter.

      Lady Avondale hadn't cared for Thomas then, just like she cared little now that her daughter was walking behind him out the door.  She couldn't know, thanks to his mask, but nor would she concern herself as to Eliza's immediate future.  She was probably glad to have her strange child with the unsociable gift of second sight taken off her hands, even if temporarily.  Perhaps she was glad that Walsingham had a use for her since she could not marry her to a suitable gentleman.

      Eliza felt no tug towards her mother's bosom.  There was no maternal instinct there and she'd not lived with her since she was a child, as was the way for the children of nobility.  She felt far more tug towards Thomas Blackstone, striding through the crowded Presence Chamber in front of her.

      Some of the anxiety she'd felt ever since learning that a Spanish spy had been caught in their midst dissipated like a drop of ink in a vast lake.  The spy might have admitted to Walsingham that he knew about Eliza's visions and had passed on the knowledge to his homeland, but she was going to be safe now that Thomas was here.  He may still be angry with her after all these years but he would never allow her to be harmed.  Never.

      A small, dark-haired man cut in front of her, stopping her progress and her heart.  Thomas kept moving ahead, unaware.  "A dance, Madam?"  He held out his hand.  Every finger was covered with a gold ring and he wore a pearl drop earring in one ear.  He smiled but it didn't reach his dark eyes, beady behind his black mask.

      Eliza froze.  Had she detected a faint accent?  Oh God, oh God.  "I, er, that is—."

      "The lady does not wish to dance."  Thomas took her hand and pulled her close to his side.  "Just keep walking," he murmured, his palm at her back, steadying, reassuring.

      She did and before long they passed through the double doors and onto the North Terrace, lit up with torches.  The cool spring air soothed her heated face but she had no chance to relish it.  Thomas's pace didn't slow and he still clasped her hand.

      "Quickly," he said.

      "Where are we going?"

      "I'll tell you when we get there.  Can you ride in that gown?"

      "I think so.  But what if I can't?"

      "Then you'll need to remove it."

      "Remove—."  Deep male voices coming from behind stopped her protest.  She couldn't make out their words but she could determine the tone.  They were agitated.

      And they were after her.
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      Thomas and Eliza sprinted down the stone stairs and onto the grass, avoiding the scrunch of the gravel path.  But their stealth was pointless.  There were enough torches sprinkled through the garden to light up the night and the two escapees.

      "There!" she heard one of the pursuers shout.

      Eliza stumbled but Thomas caught her around her waist.  She shivered, partly from the damp spring air but mostly from his touch.

      "You're cold."  He suddenly swooped and picked something up from behind a bush.  "Put this on."  He didn't wait for her response, simply threw it around her shoulders.  It was a black cloak, warm and soft.  He must have hidden it earlier.  He didn't pause to tie it up and she had to clutch the edges tightly as he took her other hand again.  They ran towards the dark mass of the woods.  Thomas's long strides were difficult to match but somehow she managed it.  Her chest burned, her eyes stung and her ridiculously full skirts made running awkward but she didn't dare fall behind, didn't dare look back to see if they were still being hunted.  To do so would be folly.  She had to maintain Thomas's swift pace or they'd have her.

      It was darker in the woods than the open gardens of the castle and Eliza heard the soft whinny of horses before she saw them.

      "Mount," Thomas said, forming a cradle for her foot with his linked hands.

      She stepped onto his hands and he easily boosted her into the saddle.  She tried to settle her skirts comfortably around her but wasn't entirely successful.  Flora would have helped arrange them elegantly but her dear maid was waiting at their destination—wherever that may be—with a change of clothes and refreshments, as was the arrangement.

      Thomas untied the reins then mounted the other horse as a lone figure crashed through the undergrowth and burst into the clearing, a blazing torch in one hand and a rapier in the other.  Eliza's horse reared and she began to slide backwards.  She tightened her grip and leaned forward to regain her balance and talk gently to the frightened creature.

      "Here!" the man shouted to his unseen companions.  "Here!"  As he said it, he slashed wildly at Thomas with his sword.

      Thomas's horse darted away under his expert guidance, giving him time to draw his rapier.  Before the attacker could strike again, Thomas's blade sliced through the air and bit into the man's shoulder.

      He screamed and fell back just as two more came through the darkness, swords raised.

      "Go!" Thomas said and Eliza urged her horse forward through a gap between the trees.  She looked back and saw Thomas parry blows from both new assailants then take off after her.  The men ran across the clearing in pursuit but stopped and doubled back.  They would need horses to follow and to get horses they must waste time by returning to the mews on the other side of the castle.  Eliza wondered if Thomas had hidden his horses as far as possible from the mews for that reason.

      "Are you all right?" he asked, drawing alongside her.  He'd discarded his mask so she did the same, dropping it to the soft earth.

      "I'm unhurt," she said.  But terribly shaken and frightened.  "Where to now?"

      "Out of these woods."

      They emerged from the trees and were in the open once more, the hulking form of the old stone castle to their left.  They picked up the pace on the good road but it was still very dark and riding fast beneath a starless night sky was dangerous.  Thomas did not slow down.  She didn't ask him to.

      They rode in silence, time slipping by like the shadowy hedges on the side of the road.  Thomas never slackened the pace, nor did he follow the same road, but sometimes turned onto a smaller one or doubled back until Eliza had no idea in which direction they traveled.  They didn't pass through a single village even though she knew there must have been some nearby.  She had no doubt it was his intention to avoid them.

      An hour passed then another.  Her back ached, twisted as she was in the side-saddle position, and weariness crept heavily over her.

      "Not much further," he said, glancing over his shoulder at her.  "Can you manage?"

      "Of course."  She thought she heard him chuckle but she couldn't be sure.

      True to his word, they rode into a village and through an arch to the cobbled yard of a small inn.  She assumed Thomas would have to rouse the landlord but a servant greeted them beneath the single blazing torch.  He must have been waiting up for them, expecting their nocturnal visit.  Thomas dismounted and threw him the reins then turned to Eliza to help her.  His hands grasped her waist and steadily drew her down.  Her legs, unused to long, hard riding, buckled but he held her up as if she were merely a doll.  His fingers massaged her through her clothing and he drew closer, using his body to support her.  He smelled like leather and wind, and he was warm.  So warm.  She leaned into him and closed her eyes.  It felt good to be so close to him again, to be taken care of by this capable man.  She wanted him to hold her, caress her hair, kiss her worries away like he used to.

      She sighed and rested her cheek against his chest.  His heart beat hard, fast and slightly erratic.  But dear lord he was blessedly warm and—.

      He made a strangled sound then pushed her away and held her at arm's length.  "Do I need to carry you?"  His tone grated.  He spoke through a clenched jaw then, as if disgusted, he turned away from her.

      Tears burned her eyes and her heart clenched.  But she would not cry.  Not in front of this man, not until she knew if his heart still belonged to her, or if it had broken beyond repair.  She had her pride.  "Don't be absurd."  She jerked out of his grip.  "Is Flora here?"

      He blinked.  "Your maid?"

      Why did he make a question out of it?  He should know of Walsingham's arrangement to send Flora on ahead.  "Yes."

      He strode off towards the inn door.  "There wasn't time to get her.  Sorry."  This last he flung over his shoulder.

      "Wasn't time...?"  She had to walk fast to keep up, her heeled shoes click-clacking on the cobblestones.  She caught him at the door which he held open for her.  "But she was to meet me at our destination."

      "This isn't our final destination."

      "Oh."  She frowned.  "But what am I to do without her?"

      Thomas made that odd sound in the back of his throat again, the one that wasn't quite a laugh or a snort but was derisive nevertheless.

      "What?"  She knew she sounded petulant but she didn’t care.  Flora had been Eliza's maid since they were both sixteen.  Flora was always with her, no matter if Eliza was at home with her parents, at one of the queen's residences or at some other noble's house.  It was Flora who made her laugh when there was nothing in Eliza's life to laugh about, and it was Flora who tucked her into bed when the headaches came.  Flora knew about the visions, knew all Eliza's secrets, even knew she'd never wanted to give Thomas up.  The maid had been the one constant in Eliza's changing life and she desperately wanted her now.

      "Nothing," he said so quietly she almost didn't hear him.  "You've changed, that's all."

      "I'm not the only one.  Once upon a time you'd never have derided me.  Never have spoken harshly to me at all."

      The landlord emerged from a door behind the taproom bar, a candle in one hand and a blanket around his shoulders.  His nightcap drooped over one eye and he stifled a yawn.  "Sir," he said, bowing.  He pushed his nightcap up and fixed both sleepy eyes on Thomas.  "Your rooms are ready.  Would you like refreshments?"  He eyed Eliza's elaborate beaded gown, partially obscured by the cloak, with open curiosity.  "Does your good wife require the assistance of a maid?"

      Wife?  Eliza glared at Thomas but his attention was on the landlord.

      "Thank you, refreshments in my wife's room if you please.  No maid is necessary."

      No maid!  How was she supposed to get out of the gown?  It had taken two maids to get her into the contraption, complete with enormous wheel farthingale under the countless layers.  She may be a seer but she was no magician.  Had Thomas lost his good sense abroad as well as his good humor?

      They followed the landlord through the taproom, the twin smells of ale and sweat still lingering in the cozy space.  He led them to one of the upstairs bedchambers, equally cozy but thankfully smelling only faintly of wood smoke.  He stoked the fire to life in the grate then lit the candles on the mantelpiece.

      "Your room is next door, sir," he said.  When Thomas didn't move, he cleared his throat.  "I'll return with wine and bread."

      Thomas thanked him and the landlord left.  "I'm sorry this room is much smaller than you're used to," he said to Eliza.

      She looked around the bedchamber.  It possessed little in the way of furniture, just a bed, trunk, table, stool and chair, but the rushes seemed fresh and a ewer of water sat warming on the hearth.  "I don't care how small it is as long as the mattress is clean."

      He nodded in what seemed to be a kind of approval.  Of her attitude to the room?  Odd.  "I needed to take the bigger room.  It has a better view over the street."

      So he could see anyone approaching the inn, she assumed.  "You think I care about the size of my room?"

      "I don't know.  I don't know anything about you anymore, Eliza."  It was the first time he'd said her name all night and it was like a ribbon of silk floating in the air—a beautiful thing.  She wanted to hear him say it again, breathier, deeper, the way he used to whisper it in her ear right before he kissed her.

      She felt her face heat at the memory and he must have noticed because his eyes widened, just a little, and she thought she saw his lips curve in a smile.

      Then he cleared his throat and the moment passed.  He was back to being dark, hard Thomas Blackstone who'd disappeared for seven years.  "May I take your cloak?"

      She removed it herself as Thomas stepped forward and dropped it on the bed, leaving him standing there with his hand outstretched.  He closed his fingers then folded his arms across his chest.

      "There are suitable clothes in that trunk for tomorrow's journey," he said, looking at the trunk and not her.  "We'll need to leave early.  I can't take any risks, that's why I refused the offer of a maid.  The fewer people who see us here, the better.  Your safety is my priority."

      She nodded and sat on the stool because the chair's back would interfere with her skirts.  "I see."  It made sense, but it rankled that he'd refused the offer of a maid without checking with her first.  He might be pretending to be her husband but he didn't have to behave like one.

      "I can help you with your gown if you like."

      "Later," she said, not wanting to contemplate that particular scenario.  Her nerves could only take so much in one night.

      "I know you want to be left alone but I need to speak to you."

      The last thing she wanted to be was alone.  She hadn't slept alone since she was sixteen.  Flora had always been with her.  She hugged herself, cold despite the fire warming the room.  "About what?"

      "Well..."  He drew in a breath and she closed her eyes, hoping he wouldn't drag up old pains.  The night she'd refused him was long in the past and that's where she wanted it to stay.  "About you and why I was ordered to collect you."

      Thank goodness.  She wasn't sure she had the stamina to explain it all again—how her mother had ordered her to refuse him, how she'd obliged because, well, she was a dutiful daughter and she hadn't been entirely sure she'd been in love with Thomas anyway.  That clarity had only come later, when he was gone.  She didn't think she could sit through a round of accusations or hear the catalog of ways in which she'd betrayed him.  She'd reprimanded herself so many times since that night, she didn't think she could listen to them coming from his lips too.

      But she knew, with a sickening certainty, that she would endure them at some point on their journey.  Perhaps not tonight but before they parted.  She just hoped she had the courage to not fling herself at him and beg him to forgive her.  She only hoped he would forgive her anyway.

      "Collect me?" she said, with a shake of her head.  "You make me sound like an egg in the hen house."

      He shrugged one shoulder.  "I was informed that you have a national treasure in your possession and I was to collect you and it.  So what is it?  A jewel?  A document?"

      She stared at him.  He truly didn't know.  Walsingham hadn't told him.  And if the spymaster hadn't said anything about her visions, then perhaps she shouldn't either.

      "Tell me, Eliza."  He sat on the chair opposite and leaned forward.  He put out his hands as if he would grasp hers then quickly withdrew them.  "What do you have that the Spanish want so badly?  Tell me or just give the damned thing to me.  You'll be safer without it on your person."

      She sighed.  Safe.  It sounded wonderful.  But impossible.  "It's me," she said and shrugged.  He had to know at least part of the truth in order to keep her safe rather than continue to believe he was protecting an object.

      He blinked those long eyelashes at her.  Then burst out laughing.  "My sweet, you are beautiful but you’re hardly a treasure.  For one thing, I still bare the scar from where you bit my wrist that day after the hunt."

      She smiled.  "You deserved that.  You were trying to kiss me."

      "Indeed I was, until your unladylike response.  And your mother's untimely arrival.  How is the old crow?  Still forcing her will on lesser mortals?"

      "She's alive and well, if that's what you mean."

      "Pity."

      "She's not that bad.  She only ever wanted the best for me, as any mother does."

      "Would she want this for you?  Fleeing across the countryside in the hands of the man she rejected for you and without so much as a maid to accompany you?"

      A fair point but she would not concede it.  His superior attitude made the blood pound in her veins.  "It's not her fault that I..."  She bit her lower lip and shook her head.

      "What?"

      "Came to the notice of Walsingham."

      "Yes and why is that?"  His voice sounded thin, stretched, low on patience.

      "If you don't know, then it's not my place to tell you.  It is a national secret after all."

      "Yes," he said through tight lips, "thank you for pointing that out."  He pressed his thumb and forefinger into his eyes and sighed.

      A knock at the door made Eliza jump.  Thomas rose and withdrew his sword.  "Yes?" he said through the door.

      "Refreshments," came the landlord's voice.

      Thomas sheathed his sword and opened the door.  The landlord entered, placed the tray on the table then backed out of the room, bowing as Thomas closed the door.

      "We might as well eat," he said, pouring wine into a goblet.  He handed it to Eliza and she took it gratefully.  She was so thirsty.

      He watched her, his eyes narrowing, and she lowered the goblet.  "What is it?" she asked.

      "I think I understand," he said, voice distant.  He nodded slowly, and frowned deeply.  "Yes.  I see now."

      "What?"

      "You're a bargaining chip, aren't you?"  He picked up a trencher with cheese and bread but didn't hand it to her or eat himself.  He stood beside the table and simply stared at her.  "Her Majesty wants to marry you off to some foreign prince or duke to garner an alliance or wealth or both."

      She almost dropped her goblet.  "I'm hardly a princess!"

      He waved the trencher in dismissal.  "It is a high price, even for an earl's daughter but there are no English dukes anymore and only a single marquis so I suppose an earl's daughter will have to do.  Certainly you're too good for anything less than an influential noble," he sneered.

      Too good for a baron's son, he meant, and second son at that.  So.  It would seem he was still hurt by her refusal of him.  That was good.  It meant he still cared for her, otherwise he would be indifferent.  Wouldn't he?

      "As I explained at the time, Thomas, I refused you because it went against my mother's wishes and that of the queen."  He snorted and returned the trencher to the table which received a great deal of his attention.  She squeezed the stem of her goblet and tried not to think about throwing the contents over his head to startle some sense into him.  They'd been over this, years ago, but still he failed to see.  "They both had other plans for me in the matrimonial stakes but...that has changed."  The queen didn't want her wed to anyone now, not since the importance of Eliza's visions became known.  As an earl's daughter, she'd always been considered someone else's property but as a seer, she was even more so.  Her will was most certainly not her own and never would be again.

      "You could have run away with me," he said, still studying the table.

      "And had what kind of life?"  She placed the goblet on the floor and came up behind him.  She hesitated briefly then placed her hands on his arm.  He stiffened but didn't move away.  "If I hadn't done what my mother and the queen ordered we would have been chased and I would have been sent to a nunnery and you would have been—"

      "Nunnery?"  He shrugged her off and strode to the fireplace.  Away from her but at least he met her gaze once more.  "You're not a Papist, and there are no nunneries anymore."

      "The sentiment is the same—hunt, capture, imprisonment in a tower with only old crones for company."

      He gave her a rueful smile.  "You always knew how to make me laugh, Eliza."

      "You're not laughing, you're giving me sarcastic little smiles.  You've changed too, Thomas."  She picked up the trencher and nibbled the crust of bread even though she didn't feel hungry.

      "I grew up," he said.

      "So have I.  Seven years will do that."

      "You mean you don't always do what your mother wants anymore?"

      "No, but that's because I do what the queen wants now.  And Walsingham.  I don’t have any other choice."

      "Ah yes, the national treasure."  In two strides he was before her, towering above her.  He tilted her chin back and locked his gaze with hers.  "Tell me, Eliza, why are you so important to England?"
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      Eliza opened her mouth then shut it again with a snap of back teeth.  "I probably shouldn't.  If Sir Francis—."

      "Damnation, Eliza!  Why can't you trust me?"  Thomas stalked back to the fireplace and picked up the fireiron.  He viciously stabbed the burning embers a few times then returned it to its position beside the wood box.

      "I do."  Should she go to him or stay back, out of the way of that fireiron and his temper?  She very much wanted to put her arms around him, caress his cheek, touch him in some small way.  But he didn't seem to want her physical contact anymore.  He'd shrugged her off when she'd touched his arm, and earlier in the yard when she'd rested her head against his chest.  It was completely the opposite reaction to the one he used to have when around her.  He used to always want to touch her, even if it was just a lock of her hair.  "I trust you," she said again.

      He leaned one hand on the mantelpiece and gazed at the dancing flames.  "No, you never..."  He shook his head.  "You don't trust me."

      "Never?  That's not true.  You and I were close once.  I told you my innermost thoughts and dreams.  I wanted to share everything with you and if circumstances hadn't—."

      "Circumstances!"  He spun round and she stepped back beneath the force of his glare.  "The only bloody circumstances that got in the way of us being together was your lack of faith in me."  He tapped his chest with his finger.  "You never believed I could keep you safe from them.  You never trusted me."

      "It had nothing to do with trust!" she shouted back.  Stupid, stupid man, how could he not see that?  "I felt I had a duty to my family to marry well, but I also knew that to deny my duty was folly.  Worse than folly, it would be catastrophic.  I would have been locked away and you could have ended up in prison.  Or worse."  She moved a step closer to him, no longer afraid despite the rage still burning in his eyes.  "I was trying to keep us safe from them."

      "I could have kept you safe if you'd let me."  His voice may have lowered but it still simmered with anger and something else.  Hurt?

      She shook her head.  "You are only one man, Thomas.  One very capable man, true, but they would have found us.  My mother's resources may have been limited but she can be relentless.  And although the queen didn't have the same level of interest in me then as she does now, she wouldn't have wanted me to elope without her consent.  She is very particular about her noblewomen in that regard."

      Thomas stepped forward until he was within arm's length and he regarded her through half-lowered lids.  "I would have kept you safe."  He said it very slowly, deliberately, as if forcing out every word.

      "Oh Thomas, I—."

      He grasped her around her waist and pulled her against him, knocking the breath out of her.  Before she could recover, he kissed her.  Hard.  There was nothing tender about the kiss, nor was it a possessive one.  It tasted of his anger and frustration with a large dose of bitterness.

      She put her hands to his chest to push him away but then something changed.  His lips softened.  His fingers relaxed, loosening their grip on her waist, allowing her to move away if she wanted to.

      She didn't want to.  It felt good to be in his arms again, to be the center of his attention and the object of his desire.  And he did desire her.  She could feel it in the deepening of his kiss and the telltale bulge in his...oh my!

      "Thomas," she murmured against his lips.

      He pushed her away, breaking the kiss, and stepped back, stumbling on the hearth.  He put one hand up to the mantelpiece to steady himself and dug the other through his hair.  "Sorry," he said between deep breaths.  "That shouldn't have happened."

      "But it did."  He might want to deny that something had passed between them but she didn't.  That old spark was still there, burning as bright and fierce as ever.  She'd felt it and she knew he did too.  "Thomas, my feelings for you remain—."

      "Don't!"  He grabbed a candle off the mantelpiece and strode to the door.  "Get some sleep.  We leave at dawn."  Then he was gone, taking all the air in her lungs with him.

      Eliza fought back the tears and wrapped her arms around herself.  It seemed they would not go back to the way things were.  Not yet.  But perhaps before their journey was over she could get through to the softer, gentler side that he'd buried deep beneath a hard exterior.

      She removed her ruff and placed it on the table then reached up behind her neck and unfastened the top of her bodice.  When she'd gone as low as her arms could reach, she undid the hooks and eyes at her lower back.  But even after stretching and twisting herself into awkward positions, the bodice was still fastened in the middle.  No matter which way she contorted, she couldn't complete the task.

      A pox on all women's clothing!

      She eyed the bed then her skirts, supported by the wide farthingale.  She couldn't remove the stiff frame without first removing the skirts draped and pinned into shape over it.  And she couldn't do that without giving herself an injury.  There was only one thing to do.  Thomas would have to act as her maid.

      Eliza marched out of her room and knocked on the next door.  Thomas opened it a crack, paused, then opened it fully.  She stifled a small gasp.  He'd removed his doublet and ruff and stood in nothing but his shirt, unlaced down to the middle of his chest.  She'd never seen the contours of his hard muscles before, although she'd felt them countless times beneath her hand, her cheek, her lips.  The skin was darker than she expected—even in the candlelit room she could see he was tanned—and nor had she expected the sprinkle of dark hair.  It took a very great effort not to run her fingers through it, to tease it the way he used to toy with the curls on her head.  A thin white line cut diagonally across his chest, starting at his shoulder and disappearing into his shirt.  How had he got the scar?  Where had he been when he was wounded?  She wanted to know everything that had happened to him since he'd left England.  Left her.

      "Something wrong?" he asked, moving aside.

      "Er...of course not."  She stepped into his room and noted it was the same as hers only more spacious.  All her senses suddenly seemed aware of everything around her—the sweet smell of the herbs in the rushes, the tang of the tallow candles, the taste of desire on her lips.

      "I need help."  She turned her back to him and closed her eyes in an attempt to shut it all out.  It didn't work.  Every part of her was alert to every part of him.  "Unhook me please."

      There was a long moment in which nothing happened.  She glanced over her shoulder.  He was staring at her back.

      "Is there a problem?" she asked through her thickened throat.

      He drew in a deep breath.  "No."  He undid the remaining hooks of her stiffened bodice.  She felt it part and brought her hands up to her chest to stop the bodice falling away.  Another glance over her shoulder revealed he was still staring at her back.  That's when she remembered her smock was made of sheer holland.

      Her face heated but she remained standing there.  The task was not yet complete.  "And my skirt too."

      "What about your skirt?"

      "Can you unpin it, please?"

      Nothing happened.  She glanced around and saw his hands balled into fists.  "Please," she said again.  "I can't do it."  Which was a small lie.  She'd not tried.

      His long fingers unrolled, twitched once, then deftly removed the pins holding the pleats of her skirt in place over the farthingale's whalebone frame.

      "That should be enough," she said.  "I can do the rest."  There was only so much a man should see of a lady's underclothing and the farthingale wasn’t one of them.

      But instead of stepping away or averting his gaze, he parted the unhooked bodice further and trailed his fingertips down her spine.  His burning touch branded her, the flimsy material of her smock doing nothing to protect her from the heat of his body as he moved closer, closer.  His breath ruffled her hair and anticipation sizzled across her skin.

      She bent her head forward, exposing her neck, wanting him to kiss her there, everywhere.  His mouth was so close to her ear she heard his breath hitch and the hard swallow as his throat worked.

      "Eliza," he murmured thickly.

      "Yes," she whispered.  A thousand times yes.

      "Go back to your room."

      It took a long moment for his words to filter through to her brain.  "My...what?"

      He moved away from her to stand by the door—so far away.  His half-lowered lids hid his eyes but not the muscle pulsing high in his jaw or the flare of his nostrils.  "Go," he said again.  "I'll wake you in the morning."

      Tears stung the backs of her eyes but she would not let him see how much her heart ached at his coldness where before it had swelled with desire.

      "Good night, Thomas," was all she said as she slipped past him.  "Sleep well."
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      The knock on the door awoke her.  "Yes?" she mumbled, half asleep.

      "Open up," came Thomas's voice.  "I have food."

      She was starving.  Her hunger almost overrode her embarrassment—and her desire—of the night before.  But not quite.  She pushed the bedcovers off and winced at the cold.  Without a maid, the fire had died down to mere ashes and the room suffered for it.  She threw the cloak around her shoulders and opened the door to Thomas.

      He entered carrying a tray of beef pie and bread.  He placed it on the table and turned to tend the fire, all without looking at her.

      "Have you eaten?" she asked.

      He nodded.

      "Oh.  Would you like to join me anyway?"

      "No."

      She sighed and sat but the delicious smell of the pie quickly blocked out all other thoughts.  She shoveled it in, mopping up the trencher with a hunk of bread.  It was impossible to be ladylike on an empty stomach.

      "You have a good appetite," he said, watching her with amusement.

      Eliza swallowed the last piece of bread.  "I was hungry."

      "Good.  I'm pleased you haven't succumbed to the latest court fashion of eating like a mouse."

      "It's a habit of mine that sends the dress-makers into a spin, not to mention my mother."  She could almost hear the countess tut-tutting at her daughter gorging herself, as she would put it, and in front of a gentleman too.

      "I never did agree with your mother on anything.  I like your—."  He covered the end of his sentence with a coughing fit and turned away.

      Eliza wasn't fooled.  "My what?"  She stood and moved in what she hoped was a seductive fashion towards him, swaying her hips.  "My curves?"  She parted her cloak and placed her hands on her waist to cinch the smock and emphasize her hips.  It was completely scandalous.  But she didn't care.  Not now when they had so little time left together.  "You always did like them, Thomas."

      He gave a strangled sound and strode towards the door.  "Be dressed in fifteen minutes," he said and was gone before she could mount a counter-attack.

      She sighed.   It seemed he was going to be more difficult to win back than she first thought.
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      Twenty minutes later she was on her horse, the village already behind them.  Dawn had begun to seep over the horizon, struggling valiantly through the clouds, draping the rural landscape in pale light.  They were heading south, their pace swift but not as fast as the previous night, and Eliza felt like she could breathe again.  Not simply because she wore a less restrictive plain gray countrywoman's dress but because the dangers of the night before seemed like a world away.  The countryside was so fresh and free compared to court, so full of life and wonder.  The cool wind stroked her cheeks and teased her hair out of the arrangement she'd attempted to assemble without Flora's assistance.  The air smelled like early spring blossom and damp earth and Eliza felt a strong desire to roll in it.  With Thomas.

      "Why are you smiling?" he asked, glancing sideways at her.

      She lifted one shoulder.  "I feel...free out here."

      "Well, you're not.  We need to remain vigilant.  Stop smiling, it's distracting."

      She laughed, which she understood from his sour expression was not the reaction he'd wanted her to have.  "Do you think they'll find us?" she asked, trying to be serious.

      "Hopefully we've lost them but I doubt they've given up."

      She sobered.  Of course, she'd been silly to think that they would have.  He was right.  They needed to remain alert and careful.  "Are we heading to London?"

      "Yes."

      Finally, a direct answer about her immediate future.  "Where will I be staying?  Whitehall?  Or somewhere less...regal?  Will Flora be there?"

      He urged his horse to pick up the pace.  "You ask a lot of questions."

      "If you'd give me some proper answers I wouldn't have to," she said when she caught up to him.  "Why are you avoiding answering me?"

      He shrugged.  "I was ordered to."

      "Ah.  I see.  So it's very well for you not to answer my questions but I'm not allowed to keep my secret from you.  Is that how we're going to play the game?"

      "Stop twisting my words."

      "I am not!"  Again he moved ahead and again she followed.  "And while we're on the issue of avoidance, it seems I'll have to be the one to mention last night's kiss."

      He grunted.  "I wish you wouldn't."

      His words pricked her skin like needles.  "Why can't you simply acknowledge that there's still something between us?"

      "Unfinished business?"

      "If you like, yes."

      "There isn't.  You finished whatever business was between us seven years ago.  I've moved on.  You should too."

      The pricking became a scratching.  "That kiss was not moving on.  It was...sweet and wonderful and—."

      "Spare me the sentimental clap-trap."

      Men!  Why did they have to avoid discussing their feelings as if it would bring the plague to their door?  She fixed her gaze on his back.  He too had changed into clothing more befitting a traveler than a courtier.  His hose and cloak were made of brown wool and his jerkin of well-worn leather.  It suited him better than the slashed silks and elaborately embellished courtier's ensemble.  "Admit there is something between us still and I'll stop."

      "I cannot."

      He was a most stubborn man!  "There is something between us."

      "Very well, I agree.  There is," he said.  "But it's your high opinion of yourself that separates us, nothing more.  You think I still care for you after what you did?"  His voice had lowered to a growl and he remained facing the road ahead.  "You're wrong, Eliza.  I want nothing to do with you."

      She fought back the tears.  He was lying.  He must be.  Proud to the end, that was the Thomas Blackstone she knew.  He'd rather die than admit he still had feelings for her.  "Then why are you here?  Why are you helping me?"

      There was a slight pause before he answered.  "I'm a mercenary.  I hire myself, my ship and my crew to the highest bidder."

      "Mercenary!  Crew!"

      "I have a ship and a handful of men who work for me.  And I work for whoever pays us.  There.  Satisfied?"

      "I...  You're being paid to do this?"

      "Of course.  Did you think I did it for sentimental reasons?"

      "Well...yes.  I..."  She shook her head to clear it of the fogginess and her stupidity.  She understood now.  Thomas wasn't there because he wanted to keep her safe.  He hadn't volunteered his services because he didn't want any other man to take the job.  He was doing it for the money.  "I hope he's paying you well," she said, hearing the strain in her voice.

      "He is.  They all do."  He gave a harsh laugh.  "The irony is, I'm quite a wealthy man now.  Perhaps even wealthy enough to satisfy your mother's expensive tastes in sons-in-law despite my unfortunately low birth."

      His words cut through her, slicing away at her heart.  She'd never cared for money or status or any of those things.  Why couldn't he see that?  Why did he have to thrust the knife in then twist it again and again?  She put a hand to her nose to stifle a sob but it escaped anyway.

      Thomas turned to her.  His horse slowed and he heaved a great sigh.  He slumped a little in the saddle, suddenly looking very tired.  "Ah, Eliza, I'm sorry.  I shouldn't have said all that.  Forgive me?"

      She wiped away her tears and nodded.

      "Are you sure?  Because I don't like you being angry at me.  It's supposed to be the other way around."

      She glanced at him.  He was smiling his familiar crooked smile at her, the one that stole her breath and made her want to kiss him.  She couldn't kiss him, but she could laugh.

      "You're a beast, Thomas Blackstone."

      His smile vanished and he held up his hand for silence.  That's when she heard it—the pounding of hooves on the road behind them.

      "Go.  Now."  He smacked her horse's rump and they both galloped off, southward.

      But they got no further than the next bend.  Two riders intercepted them, swords drawn.  Eliza reined in hard to avoid the danger then turned her horse but the way behind was also blocked by two more riders.

      Thomas withdrew his rapier and without further ado, charged at the front group.  The clash of metal rang through the crisp air and reverberated around the tall hedges lining the road.  One of the men grunted and almost became unseated by the onslaught.

      Eliza kept to one side, away from the fight.  She glanced back at the other two riders, advancing on her.  She had to get away but there was nowhere to go.  If Thomas managed to open up a gap, she would have to make a dash for it.  Already he'd forced one attacker off his horse, blood pouring from the man's shoulder.  He was in too much agony to be of any assistance to his companion.

      "Lady Eliza," one of the unhindered horsemen said.  "Please don't be afraid."

      She wished she'd had the presence of mind to borrow a knife from the inn and stow it about her person.  "Don't come near me," she said with as much superiority as she could put into the order.  Hopefully he couldn't hear the tremble in her voice.  "I'll not go with you."

      "But Lady Eliza," the man said, frowning, "we've come to—."

      Thomas roared like a wild beast and lunged at the speaker.  The man barely had enough time to parry a blow aimed at his head.  Eliza glanced back over her shoulder.  The second attacker lay on the ground, motionless.

      Both the remaining able-bodied men fought Thomas side by side but they were no match for him.  He moved with power, speed and a kind of grace she'd not thought possible from such a big man.  Each of his blows forced them back a little more but didn't dislodge them from their saddles.

      A grunt behind her drew her attention from the fight just in time to see the first attacker charge at Thomas, sword in hand, apparently no longer hindered by his wound.

      Instinct overrode her fear and she kicked out with her foot as he flew past.  With an oomph, he landed face down in the dirt then began swearing and clutching his hurt shoulder.

      "Eliza!" Thomas shouted as he plunged his sword into the fray again.

      One of the attackers miss-timed his parry and received a sword through the chest for his mistake.  The other one instantly backed away out of reach.  He knew he could not continue on his own.  It was the man who'd spoken to her.

      "My lady," he said, keeping an eye on Thomas, "you don't understand, we—."

      "Get out of here," Thomas growled at him.  His breaths came as regular as ever as if he'd not just fought off four swordsmen.  "Go and tell your master you failed.  She's coming with me."

      The man glanced between them and didn't move.  Thomas thrust his sword at him, stopping short of running the man through.  It was the impetus needed to send the attacker galloping back the way he'd come.  Thomas checked the three wounded assailants and flexed his fingers around the hilt of his sword.  There was a look on his face Eliza had never seen before.  A terrible coldness that frightened her.

      "Very well, you've made your point," she said light-heartedly in an attempt to draw him out of his bloodlust.  Her own heart was very far from light.  It felt as heavy as a church bell and clanged just as loudly.

      "Point?"  He glanced at the bloodied tip of his sword then sheathed it.

      "That you can protect me adequately, despite being only one man."

      He urged his horse forward, away from the ghastly scene.  She followed and drew up alongside him.  "So you're coming around," he said, glancing at her.  She was relieved to see the return of her Thomas in his softening eyes.  "Finally.  Only seven years too late."

      "The snappy comments aren't making this situation any easier."

      "Nothing can make this situation any easier."

      She thought about the injured men they'd left behind.  "You're right.  I'm sorry.  Do you think they'll be all right?"

      "I meant between us."

      "Oh."  But she couldn't help thinking about the men and wondering if they would die there on the road.  Or if they would recover and come after her again, or alert their fellow spies and—.

      "They spoke in English!"  She stopped her horse.  "Perfect Queen's English!"

      Thomas halted a little further ahead.  "Eliza, there's no time for this.  We must get to London by midday or the ship will sail without you."

      "Ship?  Do you mean your ship?"  Her horse bobbed its head at her shrill voice.  "Good Lord, Thomas, when were you going to divulge that little piece of news?  At the docks?  Or were you going to wait until I set foot on the vessel?"

      He came up alongside her and grabbed her reins.  "We have to keep moving.  It's dangerous on the open road."  He led her horse forward and she had no choice but to let him.

      "Those men didn't seem like they were trying to harm me," she said quietly.  It was true.  And the speaker had been very polite although Thomas had cut him off every time he'd tried to talk.

      "You don't know that for certain."

      "I do!  One of them could have attacked me at any time while you were engaged but they didn't."

      "That's because they wanted to kidnap you and keep you unharmed."

      A terrible thought struck her like a blow to her chest.  "Or perhaps you're the one trying to kidnap me.  And they were my rescuers."

      He stared at her.  A muscle pulsed high in his jaw.  "You truly believe that?" he asked quietly.

      "How can I not?"  Now that she'd said it aloud she had to get to the truth.  She had to know whose side Thomas was really on.  "That man didn't look Spanish.  He spoke perfect English.  And you're the one who admits he's a mercenary who hires himself out to the highest bidder.  Do you deny any of that?"

      "You know I cannot."

      Please please try.  She swallowed the bile rising in her throat.

      "You're accusing me of treason, Eliza.  Tread carefully."

      "Oh Thomas," she whispered, blinking through the haze of tears, "please tell me I can trust you."

      His gaze locked with hers.  "Eliza, I would never allow you to be harmed."

      It wasn't an answer.  It wasn't a denial.  It told her nothing.  He was avoiding the truth, just as he'd avoided seeing her for seven years.

      She really didn't know him anymore.  He was a stranger to her now.

      And yet some part of her still trusted him.  She knew he wouldn't hurt her.  She couldn't explain how she knew it, she just did.  The same couldn't be said of those other men, whoever they were.

      "Let's go," he said, watching her closely, still clutching her reins.

      "I won't try to escape."  Where would she go?  Other than Walsingham, the queen and perhaps her mother, who could she trust?  What choice did she have but to follow Thomas and hope he wasn't a traitor.

      But his lack of answers, and a denial, made it look bad.  Very, very bad.
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      They rode the rest of the way to London in silence.  Eliza thought they'd head straight to the docks but Thomas took her to an inn on Old Swan Lane.  From the outside the inn looked as ancient as the City itself.  It sagged against its neighbors, its beams bowing under the weight of its upper storey.  Inside, the taproom ceiling was so low Thomas had to hunch.  The half-dozen drinkers slumped over the bar and in corner booths looked as worn out as the building.  They eyed the newcomers warily but soon found the contents of their tankards more interesting.

      "Yer room's ready," the landlord said.  He wiped his dirty hands on an equally dirty leather apron.  "Clean, like you wanted."

      Eliza wasn't sure the landlord understood the meaning of the word.  His beard housed the remains of his last meal and there was an unpleasant odor wafting from his direction.  She wished she'd not left her rose-scented pomander with her ball gown back at the last inn.

      Thomas handed the landlord a fat pouch.  "There's enough coin in there for the room plus an ale for everyone, including yourself.  Make sure they understand no one is to know we're here.  No one."

      The landlord inclined his head either in a nod of acknowledgement or to indicate the stairs.  "Room's up there, second on yer right."  He winked at Eliza and chuckled into his beard.  She inched closer to Thomas.

      Once inside the room, she turned on him.  "I have been most patient through very trying circumstances but I absolutely refuse to lay down in any part of this inn."  She pointed at the bed.  It dipped in the middle and several tufts of straw protruded from the split seams.  She was quite sure she saw a piece of straw move.  "Who knows what has slept there in the past thousand years and what resides in it now."

      "I doubt the mattress is that old.  Or the inn for that matter."

      "Do not change the subject."  She tossed her head, aware she must sound like an irrational princess but she didn't care.  She was tired, scared and in disarray.  Besides, there were some things a woman simply could not endure, no matter what her station, and a filthy lice-ridden bed was one of them.

      Thomas sighed and threw his hat on the table.  "You'll be relieved to learn we're not staying here more than a few hours.  We'll eat here together then you will remain while I speak to the captain of the ship.  It should set sail this afternoon, tides permitting."

      A coil of tension curled around her insides.  Leave England in only a few hours?  So soon?  "Where are we going?"

      He removed his gloves and placed them beside his hat.  "All will be revealed in due course.  Are you hungry?"

      She gave him a pinched smile but he wasn't looking so the effect was lost.  "Starving."

      He bowed.  "I'll fetch you something to eat.  Meanwhile, rest."

      He left and she paced the room.  She didn't want to rest on the bed, she wanted to keep moving.  But there was nowhere to go except to the fireplace and back.  So she paced and waited and paced some more.

      And then something happened.  The worst possible thing.  Her head began to ache.  An aching head didn't always indicate the onset of a vision, but she had the most terrible feeling that this time it would.  Perhaps if she continued to pace...

      But the ache became a hammering and then a violent stabbing.  She reached for the chair but her limbs wouldn't obey her.  Her legs buckled and she crumpled to the floor.  Bright, bright light burned the backs of her eyes and unseen fingers reached into her skull and rifled through her brain.  She writhed like a snake on the floor which before she wouldn't have touched with a gloved finger.  She didn't care.

      Oh Lord make the pain go away.

      Flora.  Where was Flora?

      The room filled with a high-pitched scream.  She buried her head in her arms to shut it out but it kept on going and going and going.

      Then she was floating.  Off the floor.  Cocooned in something warm and solid.  A voice joined the screaming.  But it grew quieter and quieter until the screaming—her own—stopped.  Blessedly.

      But then the vision started.  Ships again.  Spanish.  Dozens of them.  On fire.  Flames everywhere, licking at the sails, the deck, her clothes.  And panic.  More screaming, from the sailors in her vision this time.  Orders to retreat, shouted in Spanish and repeated on all the remaining ships.  It wasn't easy to direct the visions but she tried hard to concentrate and focus, forcing her unseen self to turn around.  She managed it, and saw beaches in the distance and a port with houses beyond.  She recognized the landscape this time.

      Must tell Walsingham.

      "Eliza!  God's blood, Eliza, say something.  Speak to me.  Eliza!"

      She opened her eyes and blinked against the light filtering through the dirty windows.  It wasn’t bright but it felt harsh nevertheless.

      "Thank Christ," Thomas whispered, pressing his forehead to hers.

      She concentrated on regulating her breathing and drew in the scent of him.  He smelled good, masculine.  It soothed her pounding head.

      She became aware, slowly, that she was sitting on his lap, his arms wrapped around her.  He still had his forehead against hers and their noses touched.  She could kiss him quite easily in that position.

      She did not.  Her head hammered like a blacksmith's anvil and her heart thudded wildly.  Or was that Thomas's heart?

      "Here, drink this wine," he said, handing her a tankard.  She drank the contents and he filled it up again from a jug.  "Better?"

      She nodded gingerly.  She knew from experience that any sudden movements would make the pain flare.

      "Do you want to lie down?"

      "No," she said as loudly as she could although it came out a hoarse whisper.  Not only did she not want to go near that bed but she didn't want Thomas to let her go.  It felt too good in his arms.  Warm, comfortable and so right.

      "Very well."  He cleared his throat and adjusted his weight.  "As you wish."

      She leaned her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes.  "I'll just rest here awhile."

      She wasn't sure how long she slept but the shadows had crept considerably across the floor by the time she awoke.  Thomas still held her and showed no sign of wanting to put her down.

      "Can I get you anything?"  His voice rumbled through her, vibrating all the way to her toes.  "Wine, something to eat...?"

      She shook her head.  "Food is the last thing I need after one of these episodes."

      He drew back and regarded her through narrowed eyes.  "This has happened before?"

      "Frequently.  Flora always takes care of me afterwards.  She knows what I need whether it be a darkened room, a cold compress or to keep my mother from the door."

      "I'm sorry I didn't bring her with us."  He looked sorry too.  Deep lines scored his forehead and dark shadows circled his eyes.

      She reached up and touched his cheek.  She felt rather than saw him suck in a breath.  "Never mind.  I have you instead."

      "I make a poor nursemaid."  He smiled at her, a genuinely relieved grin and not the wry one she'd come to expect.  "But tell me about these episodes as you call them.  What are they?  What brings them on?  Have you seen a physician?"

      She laughed then regretted it as pain bloomed again.  She concentrated on her breathing once more until it eased.  "So many questions.  Yes I've seen a physician but he couldn't make the headaches go away."  It was time to tell him.  If she was going to trust Thomas she needed to give him a reason to trust her in return and that meant no more secrets.  "He couldn't make the headaches go because they're brought on by my visions."

      He forked a brow.  "Visions?  As in...seeing the future?"

      "Are there any other kind?"

      He stared at her, began to say something, stopped then stood.  He gently placed her on the chair he'd just vacated and wrapped his cloak around her shoulders.  "How long have you had them?"  He folded his arms and regarded her levelly.

      "Since I was thirteen."

      "And you never told me?"

      "That's your next question!"  She sighed and lifted one shoulder.  "I only told my mother."

      "And she told the queen."  He shook his head and huffed out a long breath.  "That was extremely risky.  The queen might have had you tried for witchcraft."

      "She could have, yes.  But it wasn't my mother who informed the queen, it was my step-father.  Only recently I might add.  I had a vision of a large fleet of ships on fire.  Spanish ships."  She didn't mention that her step-father had tried to sell her to the queen after he informed the monarch of her vision.  Her Majesty, always parsimonious and not one to take direction from anyone, refused and ordered Eliza to undergo tests with her advisors, both spiritual and political.  She passed, or failed depending on one's point of view, and had thereafter been the property of Her Majesty and Sir Francis Walsingham.  At least they'd not arrested her for witchcraft as Thomas had said—a very real possibility and the reason she'd kept the secret so close to her chest for so long.

      Thomas rubbed his forehead but deep lines remained.  "I see.  So the queen is preparing to battle the Spanish at sea."

      "Yes, but I have not yet told them where.  Indeed, I wasn't sure of the location myself."  Until now.

      "So that's why the Spanish want you.  To also learn of the location in your vision and avoid it if possible."

      "Luckily they do not have me," she said.  "You do."

      He paced the small room, back and forth, several times.  His agitation grew with each pass.  Eventually he stopped and studied the fireplace, his back to her.  With a low moan, he rubbed both hands through his hair and over his face.  Then he suddenly turned and crouched before her.  He pulled the ends of the cloak together beneath her chin.  The pad of his thumb brushed her jaw, sending a ripple of warmth through her body.

      "Oh Eliza," he murmured.  "Why didn't you tell me this before?"

      "Would it have made a difference?"  She breathed out a ragged sigh and turned her face into his hand.  It was big and strong and—.

      He snatched it away.  "Can you walk?" he asked, standing abruptly.

      "I think so, I feel much better."

      "Then we must leave.  Immediately."  He held out his hand.  "I'll help you."  So much for their intimacy of moments ago.  His formal manner had returned with a vengeance.  "Now!"

      She ignored his hand.  "Why the urgency?"

      He shook his head and strode to the door.  He opened it a crack, poked his head out then back in.  "There's been a change of plans.  We're not going to the docks now."

      "Why not?  Thomas, what's going on?"

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door without answering.  He led her to the stairs but his pace was too fast and her head too stuffed with wool, or so it seemed, and she faltered.

      He caught her before she fell and tucked her into his side.  "Eliza?"  Panic edged his voice.  It worried her more than his odd behavior.

      "I'm well," she said.  She didn't feel well at all but Thomas was clearly worried and in a rush to leave the inn.  "Please, what is it?" she asked as they descended the stairs.  "Tell me," she urged when he didn't answer.

      "Not now."

      They kept walking, hand in hand as if he was making sure she would not run away.  They strode through the taproom, past the greasy-haired drinkers and the landlord and out the front door to Old Swan Lane.  She shivered, partly from the uncertainty of her fate and partly because it was cold.  The sunshine—weak though it was—did not reach them in the shadows of the warehouses, alehouses and whorehouses crammed together in the narrow lanes leading down to the river.  Drunkards slept in doorways and whores leaned out of windows, displaying their wares for all to see.  One called out to Thomas but he ignored her and directed Eliza around puddles and gutters clogged with Heaven knew what.

      "How about now?" she pressed him.  When he didn't answer, she stopped walking, forcing him to stop too.

      "Eliza, we don't have time."

      If he continued to avoid her questions, she was going to scream.  His erratic behavior was worrying, and although she still trusted him, she wasn't sure she trusted the people he worked for—the Spanish, without a doubt.

      She planted both feet on the ground and gave him her best glare.  "So it's like that is it?  You want to punish me by keeping me in the dark."

      "No, I just want to get out of here."

      "Why?  What is it about my visions that have you worried all of a sudden?  Do you not want the information I learned to fall into the hands of our nation's enemy?"  She snorted softly.  "It's a little late for patriotism, don't you think?"

      "This is not about England," he said, glancing up and down the street.  He rested a hand on the hilt of his sword and pulled her along at the same time, further and further into the dark, damp labyrinth of London's streets.

      Eliza swallowed past the lump in her throat.  "Then is it about me?"

      Thomas slowed, but only for a moment, then picked up the pace again.

      She allowed herself to be led, but only because he was her only hope.  She had to trust him.  There was no one else.  "Let me guess.  I think the Spanish have paid you to capture me."  She watched his face in profile as she spoke.  His expression remained determined, stoic, his jaw rigid.  "You probably assumed that I would be unharmed by them.  Perhaps they assured you I would be treated as a lady in their country.  Now that you know about my visions, you've come to realize how wrong that assumption was."  Thomas's grip tightened.  "Spain is a far more superstitious country than England," she went on.  "You suspect, as do I, that the king will find out what he can from me about the ships then have me tried publicly as a witch.  It would be a neat way of removing me and ensuring the English don't mount a rescue attempt."

      He said nothing.  They walked quickly down a lane but had to back-track when it ended with a wall.  Thomas swore.

      "I'll take that as assent," she said.

      After a long time in which the rapid tap of their footsteps on the stones was the only sound in the narrow, twisting street, he said, "I'll get you out of this, Eliza.  I've made a mistake, but I'll fix it and get you to safety.  Understand?"

      She understood.  He'd been prepared to betray her up until he knew her life was in danger from the betrayal.  But he'd still been willing to wrench her from her homeland and throw her at the feet of an enemy king.  That is not the actions of the man she knew.

      "But why, Thomas?  Why agree to kidnap me in the first place?  Why did you want to hurt me so much?"

      He turned to her and she gasped.  Where before he'd always had an air of arrogance and the darkness of anger about him, his eyes were now haunted.  There was a rawness about him too as if he'd been stripped of the tough, outer skin he'd worn ever since Windsor.  "Eliza," he said heavily, "we'll talk all you want when I get you out of London."

      "But Thomas—."

      He pressed a gloved hand over her mouth.  "Bloody hell, will you just listen to me!  They knew we were staying at the inn on Old Swan Lane.  When I fail to bring you to the docks, they'll come looking for us.  We have to be as far from here as—."

      He was cut short by the sound of blades being withdrawn from scabbards.  Several of them.
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      Thomas thrust Eliza behind him then backed her up against a wall just as several men charged.  "Stay here," he growled and stepped forward to engage the first of the Spaniards.  They were Spanish.  She was certain of it even though there were no obvious signs of their allegiance.  And there were so many of them.  Thomas didn't stand a chance.

      He tried though.  He thrust and sliced and inflicted damage on some of the attackers.  But not without receiving damage to himself.  Blood stained his sleeve and sweat slicked his skin.  Eliza dared not call his name or cry out, dared not breathe lest it distract him from his task.  He was holding them off, some eight men.  Just.

      Until another six joined in from the opposite end of the street.  Thomas swore but kept fighting.  "Eliza, you have to run.  Do you hear me?"

      She heard.  But running would be hopeless.  Both ends of the street were blocked by armed Spaniards.  There was nowhere to go.  And Thomas would surely be killed.

      "Stop this!" she shouted in clear Spanish.  No one took any notice of her.  Thomas merely grunted as he ran his rapier through the nearest man.  "I'll come with you if you let him go unharmed!"

      "Eliza, be quiet," he hissed.

      "If you don't let him go," she said, "I'll curse you."  That got the attention of about half the men but the rest still fought Thomas.  He couldn't hold them off much longer.  Sweat poured down his face and blood splatters covered his torn clothing.

      She stepped away from the wall.  "Hasn't your master told you?  I have visions.  I'm a witch and I'll curse all of you if you don't let him go unharmed."

      "Eliza, what are you doing?"  He'd barely got the words out when a Spaniard's sword sliced into his side.  He fell to his knees.

      "No!"  Against all her instincts, all her desires, she didn't run to Thomas, she ran to the nearest Spaniard.  He grabbed her round her waist and squeezed hard.  "Take me to your ship but let him go," she said in Spanish.  "If you don't, I'll not only curse you but I'll curse your families for generations to come."

      "Eliza!" Thomas roared.  He staggered to his feet but one of the men shoved him down again.  None drove their swords into him.

      Relief rushed through her.

      "Finish this," the foul-smelling man holding her called out.  "Quickly and without..."  He glanced at Eliza.

      "Eliza, you must get—."  The sword hilt slammed down on Thomas's head, silencing him.

      She closed her eyes and allowed herself to be dragged from the scene.  She opened them a moment later and wished she hadn't.  Thomas lay where he'd been struck, a pool of blood spreading over the cobblestones from his head.
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      A strange numbness settled into Eliza's mind and body as she climbed a rope ladder up to the deck of a galleon riding high in the middle of the Thames.  Far below, the splish of oars signaled the wherry that had brought her and three others to the ship was returning to the dock.  A sailor on board the ship hauled her over the bulwark and onto the deck.  With her feet firmly on the planks, she smoothed her skirts, took a deep breath and looked around.  Men hauled on ropes and spoke quietly to one another as if they were afraid of being overheard.  Sails flapped in the breeze and timbers creaked rhythmically.  The strong scent of tar filled her nostrils.

      Her gaze settled on the man who'd helped her climb on board.  He was not a sailor but a gentleman dressed in a black velvet doublet and white lace ruff so large it made his head look like a pea on a trencher.  A tear-shaped pearl earring dropped from his ear and every finger wore a gold ring.

      It was the beady-eyed man from the masked ball at Windsor Castle who'd asked her to dance.

      "You!" she said on a gasp.  "But...who are you?"

      He bowed low, flapping his cape like a set of crow's wings behind him.  "Senor Antonio De Guaras.  Welcome aboard the Medina, Lady Eliza.  I'm sure by now you understand you're to sail to Spain on this ship.  I hope you'll accept your plight and use the time to reflect on your queen's faults.  After all, if it wasn't for her unnatural inclinations to remain unwed and a heretic, you wouldn't be here now."

      In a way it was the queen's fault but not in the way he was suggesting.  Eliza didn't really feel like debating the topic however.

      "Medina is not the name painted on this ship," she pointed out.

      He looked surprised that she'd noticed.  "A disguise only.  A Spanish ship and crew are not welcome in your port in these troubled times."  He pointed to the German flag flying from the main mast.

      Now she knew why the sailors spoke quietly.  They didn't want their voices, speaking Spanish, to be carried on the breeze to the ships moored close by.  As an apparently German-sponsored vessel, it would have been easy enough to fool the customs authorities as long as their papers were in order.

      "If you would be so good as to make your way down to the cabin," De Guaras continued.

      "I will not go anywhere.  You, Senor De Guaras, are a kidnapper and I demand to be taken back to shore at once."  For a moment she heard the echo of her mother's voice in her own which served to take her mind off the horror of her situation for a moment, if nothing else.

      De Guaras threw his head back and laughed, a hard, sharp sound that reverberated around the ship.  "Do not make this journey any more difficult for yourself than it already is."

      She wouldn't cry.  Not in front of this man, no matter how much she wanted to.  She swallowed hard and said, "What are your king's plans for me?  I demand to know that at least."

      De Guaras smiled but it was thin and humorless.  "You are in no position to demand anything."  He tilted forward so that his mouth was close to her ear, and hissed, "Witch."

      Eliza went very still.  If she'd needed any sign of what her fate would be in Spain then this was it.  They would get what information they could from her and then they would convict her of witchcraft.  Spain liked to burn those found guilty.

      De Guaras held out his hand, directing her to the cabin.  Two sailors stepped closer and crossed arms the size of tree trunks over their chests.  She glanced back towards the dock and desperately searched for Thomas.  But the figures of bustling workers and sailors were so far away it was impossible to make out faces.  Besides, if the blood oozing out of his head was any indication, he was unlikely to be mounting a rescue any time soon.

      If at all.

      Oh Thomas.  Why?  Her resolve faded and tears trickled down her cheeks.  She couldn't stop them.  Didn't want to.  Part of her no longer cared what fate the Spanish had in store for her—the part that didn't want to go on without Thomas.

      She allowed herself to be led by the two sailors down the stairs into the bowels of the ship.  De Guaras opened a door for her.

      "You will find everything you need here for the journey," he said.  The cabin was small and simply furnished.  A narrow bed and trunk were pushed up against one wall and a square table was nailed to the floor in the middle of the room, two chairs on either side of it.  Light streamed through a porthole high in one wall and a shelf ran the length of the room.  It was empty.

      De Guaras watched her through those small dark eyes, taking in her tears, her clothes, her disheveled state.  It unnerved her.  They followed her wherever she went, but also seemed to be taking in everything and everyone around him just as a hawk would do.

      "You're a spy, aren't you?" she said.  She might as well try to get some answers.  Particularly to one question that burned inside her.

      He chuckled.  "Very good, Lady Eliza," De Guaras said.  "You are correct.  I have been a guest in your country for some months."

      She wiped her cheeks.  "Tell me one thing, Senor.  Why did you engage the services of Thomas Blackstone?"

      He laughed again but it was harsh and cruel.  "I met him two years ago and recognized a man I might one day wish to employ.  He had few cares about his personal safety, his men were fiercely loyal and anger burned within him."  He tapped his chest, above his heart.  "The combination was an attractive one for this mission, particularly after I learned the reason for his anger."

      She held her breath.  "And what is that?"

      "You, Lady Eliza."  He caught her chin between his thumb and finger and forced her to look at him.  She tried to jerk out of his grip but his fingers tightened and he merely sneered at her attempt.  "You English women are ruthless creatures."

      She slapped his hand away.  De Guaras laughed then left, his men following behind him.  The tumbling of the door's lock sounded loud in the remaining silence.
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      Eliza wasn't sure how long she lay on the bed and cried.  Days?  A week?  Her only companion was a cabin boy who came and went with her meals but said nothing and eyed her warily as if she were a snake about to strike.  Perhaps her threats of a curse had reached his ears.  She didn't care.  She wasn't interested in having a conversation with anyone anyway.  What was the point?  Thomas was most likely dead and her own life would be ended shortly.

      But her melancholy lasted only as long as her tears, and then she forced herself to get out of bed.  She owed it to herself to at least try to escape.  She owed it to Thomas too.  As much as her predicament was his fault, he'd regretted his actions at the last and had fought valiantly to right the wrong he'd done.

      And she loved him.  More than she'd ever thought possible.  Her chest hurt whenever she thought of him, of the time they'd lost and the wrongs they'd done to each other.  Oh Thomas!  There was so much she'd wanted to say to him and now she never would.  Tears welled again but she swallowed them before they spilled.  The time for crying had ended.  Thomas had fought for her life until he could no more—now it was her turn.

      She thought about catching the cabin boy unawares and escaping through the door but there was always a guard stationed just outside when he brought in her meals.  She couldn't overpower both of them, particularly without a weapon.  The trunk revealed nothing of use, only some clothing and religious texts in Latin.  She threw one of the spare smocks back into the trunk and sat on the floor.  Despair flooded her but she refused to give into it.  Not yet.  She needed a clear mind in order to think...

      The door opened and the cabin boy with the gangly limbs of a spider entered carrying a cup of ale and a trencher with two slices of salted pork.  He placed them on the table, keeping one eye on Eliza, then backed towards the open door where the guard stood, watching.

      Suddenly the ship lurched to one side and the cup and trencher slid across the table.  Eliza just managed to stop herself rolling away by grabbing hold of the bed leg.  The boy, more nimble and used to the rocking and rolling ship, dove and caught the cup and trencher before they clattered to the floor.  Their contents, however, could not be rescued.

      Excited voices on the decks above drew her attention from the mess.  "What's happening?" she asked in Spanish.

      He glanced at the door.  The guard shrugged one massive shoulder.  He looked bored.  "Another ship approaches," the boy said.

      Eliza's heart rose to her throat.  "English?"

      "Dogs!"  The boy spat onto the trencher.  "No, lady, she flies the Spanish flag."

      "So why did this ship turn?  It wouldn't be fleeing if the other one is friendly."

      "We turn to greet it, lady.  The other ship lists badly and is in need of assistance."

      Eliza listened to the footsteps drumming on the boards above and the relaxed shouts of greeting.

      But the shouts quickly turned to ones of panic and swearing.  The footsteps changed directions, became faster.  The clank of steel against steel filtered down to them belowdecks.

      "My God," the cabin boy muttered, his face turned to the ceiling.  He crossed himself.  "Something bad has happened."

      Outside, the guard withdrew his sword and ran off.  He left the door wide open.

      While the boy prayed, Eliza picked up the wooden trencher and slammed it against the back of his head.  The boy crumpled to the floor.

      She ran out of the cabin to the stairs but changed her mind about going up.  The sounds of fighting filtered down from the deck above and she didn't want to venture up without a weapon of her own.  The other ship may not be friendly to De Guaras but it may not be friendly to her either.  Pirates were rife in these waters.

      She ran down the narrow corridor to another door.  It was unlocked and opened onto a large cabin, better furnished than her own with brass nautical instruments on the desk and maps hanging on the walls.  She searched it until she finally found a dagger in one of the desk drawers.  She hid it in the folds of her skirt and hurried out.

      She climbed the stairs and peered through the hatch to the deck.  Chaos greeted her.  Dozens and dozens of men fought with swords, daggers, and clubs or even their bare fists.  Several more already lay dying or dead on the blood-soaked deck.  A smaller ship was joined to the Medina by two boarding planks and ropes swung aimlessly in the sea breeze.

      That's when she saw him.  Thomas.

      She almost shouted his name but checked herself.  He was fighting three Spanish sailors and couldn't afford the distraction.  A surge of relief swelled her chest and she offered up a prayer of thanks.

      Each of his men also fought against two or more foes but most seemed to be holding ground.  They were capable swordsmen.  She scanned the faces but couldn't see De Guaras.  He must have been behind her or amongst the slain.

      She turned her attention back to Thomas.  He dispensed with one man but another joined in.  Yet another approached from behind, dagger raised.

      “Look out!” she screamed.

      "Get below!" Thomas shouted at her as he spun round just in time to parry the dagger descending on him.  Without missing a beat, he returned to fight the others.  "I said, get below!"

      Before she could make up her mind whether to obey or not, a hand clamped over her arm and hauled her up onto the deck.  De Guaras, hatless and without his elaborate ruff, bared his teeth and slapped her across her cheek with the back of his hand.  “Quiet, Witch!”

      Dazed, Eliza tried to maintain focus but De Guaras twisted her round until her back was hard up against his chest, a knife at her throat.  She struggled but to no avail.  His grip was too strong.

      "Give up, Blackstone!" De Guaras shouted in English.  "Or I'll cut your woman."

      Thomas killed both Spaniards within a blink of an eye then turned to her and De Guaras.  "Eliza!"  His hands fell to his sides, the sword limp and lifeless.  His lips moved but she couldn't hear what he said.  A Spanish sailor approached him, cautiously, his sword poised to strike but clearly he was afraid of Thomas who'd fought off more than three of the enemy at once.  Thomas couldn't have failed to see him but he didn't engage in a fight.  He didn't move at all.

      "Move and I kill her," De Guaras said.  He nodded at the man, urging him to attack Thomas.

      If Thomas so much as twitched, De Guaras would kill her.  She had no doubt his orders would be to do so if there was just cause.

      It was now or not at all.

      Her fingers tightened around the dagger still hidden amongst her skirts and with as much strength as she could gather, she twisted in De Guaras's grip and stabbed as hard as she could into his side.

      He screamed, a look of surprise and horror twisting his face as he collapsed onto the deck.  She looked to Thomas just in time to see him dispense with the Spanish sailor.  It signaled the end of the melee.  The rest of De Guaras's crew either gave up or were brought down by Thomas's men shortly after.

      An eerie quiet enveloped them, broken only by the groans of injured men and the creak of timbers.

      Thomas sheathed his sword and in four giant strides was before her, on one knee, head bowed.  "Can you ever forgive me, Eliza?"  His voice sounded strangled and distant.

      She was torn between anger and relief, both running deep in her.  In the end she settled for a mixture of both.  “You shouldn’t have returned!” she scolded him.  “You could have got away, alerted the authorities.”

      He didn't look at her or rise but simply shook his head.  The gash from the injury he'd suffered in London was clearly visible on his hair line and spots of blood decorated his shirt.  He didn't seem hindered by his wounds, thank Heaven, but he should have them tended to soon.

      “The authorities don’t look kindly on traitors," he said, "so I thought I'd take my chances here.  With you."

      “You’re risking your life here, stupid man.”

      “Are you fretting on my account?”  He sounded amused but there was a hard edge to his words that she wouldn't have detected if she didn't know him so well.

      "This isn't a joke, Thomas.  You could have been killed!"

      He sprang to his feet and caught her elbows.  There was no amusement about him at all now, just a return of the coldness he'd displayed throughout most of their recent time together.  "It's a little late to care about my welfare."

      It didn't frighten her—nothing about him could—but it did make her heart thump in a most alarming way.  It would seem being close to him always would make her body react violently.  "Of course I care!  I've always cared about you, Thomas, and you belittle me by saying I never did.  You belittle what we had."

      "What we had, Eliza, was an illusion at best, a farce at worst."  He spoke quietly through his clenched jaw.  "I cannot belittle something that didn't exist."

      Tears burned her eyes and her heart slammed to a halt in her chest.  How could he be so cold?  "You're wrong, Thomas.  I've never cared about anyone as much as I care about you.  I wish I could—."

      "Stop it."  He shook her, not hard but enough to make her hair fall out of the pathetic knot she'd attempted that morning.  "Stop talking, Eliza."

      She frowned.  Why did he not want to hear how she felt?  Unless he no longer felt it too and wanted to save them both the embarrassment.  After all, several of his men and De Guaras were within earshot.  The Spanish spy still lay sprawled on the deck not far away, his hand clasping his side.  It was covered in blood.

      A blade might as well have been shoved through her.  Every part of her hurt to hear Thomas's cruel denial of their previous happiness.  She'd held out hope that he still had feelings for her after his gentle ministrations in the inn and now the rescue.  She'd felt certain there was some affection between them still, some kernel of his old love for her buried beneath the hard shell of pride.

      She'd been wrong.  He cared nothing for her now.

      "Why did you take this commission?"  It was the one question that had haunted her the entire time she'd been locked in the cabin.  What could possibly change the gentle, fun-loving man she'd cared so deeply for into this calculating, heartless traitor?  "You told me yourself that you're wealthy now.  You didn't have to do this."

      He watched her beneath lowered lids.  "You're wrong.  I had to."

      "Money," she all but spat.  "Is that all you care about now?"

      "Is there anything else worth caring about, Eliza?  You taught me that at least."

      His words stung as if he'd slapped her with them.  "Why are you doing this?  Why do you want to keep punishing me for my mistake of seven years ago?  I was young and foolish but—."

      He let her go, pushing her away a little as he did so.  "Spare me your tale of woe, Eliza.  I don't want to hear it."

      She bristled.  "I don't think Spanish gold is enough to tempt you.  So what else have they offered you, Thomas?  Land?  A ship?  A bride?"

      "An ending."

      "What?"

      "A final ending to us."  A muscle pulsed in his jaw and what she saw in his eyes turned every opinion she had of him upside down, round and around until she didn't know what to think.  It wasn't hatred but...desperation?  "I wanted to bury the memory of you once and forever so I could move on.  It's taken me seven years to come back to English soil, Eliza, seven years before I could face you again, seven bloody years to be ready to leave that part of my life behind."  He straightened to his full height.  He was tall.  Taller than every man on that ship.  "I wanted to come back and discover that you'd changed so much that I no longer recognized the girl I once...loved."  The word came out a rasp as if it hurt his throat to say it.  "I wanted to find you changed beyond anything I could ever hope to love again.  I wanted to discover that I'd made a mistake in asking you to marry me all those years ago.  I wanted to be free again."  He gave another harsh laugh and shook his head.

      She took a step back, reeling from his words, from the venom in his tone and the misery she could now clearly see in his eyes.  Her legs felt unsteady, as if the ship rocked beneath her, but she was the only one who seemed to notice the violent tilt.

      "I, I..."  She wanted to tell him that she hadn't meant to hurt him.  That she'd wanted to marry him.  But it was pointless because they both knew it was false—she had hurt him.  She'd betrayed him then as much as he had betrayed her only days ago.  Perhaps she should have fought for their love, for him.  Perhaps she should have stood up to her mother and step-father.

      But then where would they both be now?  Imprisoned?  Dead?

      "You judge me too harshly, Thomas."

      "I beg to differ."

      "You judge me by the standards you judge men.  I am not a man, I am a woman.  I was my step-father's property then as now I am the property of the queen.  You men can do as you please, go where you like with whom you like, and you cannot always see the limits put on our sex.  I was seventeen and frightened and I did not think I had a choice."

      "There is always a choice!" He punched the bulwark so hard it must have hurt, but he didn't flinch.

      Everything suddenly went still around them.  Able-bodied sailors stopped tending the injured and even the Spanish prisoners appeared to be straining to listen.  She didn't care what they heard.  It no longer mattered.  Nothing did except Thomas.

      "If you and I had run away together our lives would have been forfeit," she said, squaring up to him.

      "You should have trusted me to keep you safe."

      "I trusted you back in London last week," she said through her tears.  "And look where it got me."

      He tilted his head back and looked up at the full sail overhead but not before she saw his eyes soften.  She took a step closer and touched his fingertips.  Amazingly, he let her.  "You said you loved me once," she said.  "Tell me that you no longer love me and I'll not say another word.  I don't blame you for your role in this adventure.  We are both at fault in our own way, and others should bare even more blame entirely."

      His fingers slid away from hers and he turned fully to the bulwark.  His breathing changed from regular to erratic in a heartbeat and he looked like he would dive overboard.

      "Tell me I have changed so much that you no longer love me," she went on.

      He rested his hands on the bulwark and shook his lowered head, but it was slight and unconvincing.

      She pressed her palms against his back and leaned into him.  His life force pulsed between their joined bodies despite the layers of clothing separating them.  "Tell me you no longer love me," she said again.  "Tell me and then we'll part forever.  I'll do my best not to think of you, to bury my love for you once and for all."

      He scrubbed a hand down his face.  "You still love me?  Even after...this?"

      "I never stopped, Thomas."  She gulped back a sob and squeezed her eyes shut.  Tears slipped past her defenses nevertheless.

      "Ah, Eliza," he murmured.  "You undo me.  You always have."

      A shout of "Look out" from one of the crew made them both spin round.  De Guaras rushed towards her, knife raised.  The blade plunged.  Eliza screamed.

      Thomas shoved her aside and threw himself at De Guaras.  He grabbed the spy's wrist and punched him once on the nose.  De Guaras's eyes rolled up into the back of his head and blood splashed over his face.  Thomas stood and watched as several of his men tied De Guaras's feet and hands and dragged him away.

      Thomas didn't move but he was breathing heavily.

      "He was going to kill me," she said.

      "No."  He heaved in one giant breath, turned and captured her round her waist.  He pulled her close and dug his fingers into her loose hair.  His kiss was fierce, hot, and although it was hard it wasn't harsh.  There was no anger in it.  It was pure passion and it sent a shot of fire straight down her spine to her thighs.

      She reached up and clasped his face, holding him right there, where he belonged, in her arms.  She didn't want to let him go.  Wouldn't.  Not ever, no matter what the future held.

      To her eternal frustration, Thomas broke the kiss and moved his hands from her waist to each of her cheeks.  He caressed her gently with his thumbs and smiled.  She wasn't sure through the blur of her tears if his eyes glistened from happiness or melancholy.  She was sure, however, that very great emotions drove him.  His body shook with their power.

      And then he said it.  The words she'd wanted to hear for seven long years.  "I still love you, Eliza.  I will until the day I die."

      His face broke into a boyish grin and she couldn’t help smiling at him.  Her old Thomas had returned.  It was utterly, ridiculously wonderful to have him back.

      And he was all hers once more.

      One of the men standing a little distance away cleared his throat.  "What's the orders, Captain?"

      "Can't you see I'm busy, Fletch?" Thomas said with a good-natured glare at his crewman.

      "Er, sorry, Captain, but the Spirit Dancer ain't seaworthy no more and the men need to know our next port."

      "Let the Spirit Dancer go," Thomas said, looping an arm around Eliza's waist.  "She's been a brave little vessel but she can't be repaired this time.  Besides, the Medina's bigger and newer."  He slapped a palm against the bulwark and squeezed Eliza.  "A new ship for a new beginning.  We'll sail her to France and set the prisoners down there."

      "Aye, Captain."  The crewman ran off, shouting orders at the other men.

      "Were you set upon by pirates?" Eliza asked, nodding at the Spirit Dancer lolling in the water like a drunkard.

      "No.  I needed a reason for De Guaras to engage.  We couldn't have caught him otherwise.  A Spanish flag and the removal of a few planks in the hull did the trick."

      He'd deliberately sabotaged his own ship?  With men on board?  "But what if he hadn't fallen for it?"

      Thomas gave her his blindingly beautiful smile again as answer.

      She smiled back and shook her head at his audacity.  But then she thought of something that wiped away her good humor.  "I have information for Walsingham.  I must tell him what I saw in my last vision."

      His face darkened, his long lashes lowered.  He touched her cheek and searched her eyes then gave her a small, sad and fleeting smile.  “I am a traitor," he said softly.  "If you return to England, I cannot follow and expect to keep my head.”

      Her heart thudded loudly in protest but he was right.  He could never return to the country of his birth.  “I’ve grown rather fond of that head,” she said dully.

      He stroked her hair off her face and touched her earring, her sleeve, the edge of her cloak, but seemed to be avoiding touching her.  "I suppose...I suppose you want to return to your mother too."

      She took his face in her hands and forced him to look into her eyes.  "My mother is the last person I wish to see."

      He watched her beneath half-closed lids.  "The queen then.  I know your heart is loyal and you feel obliged to use your visions to help the country."

      "Naturally."

      He turned his back to her and stared out to the open sea.  His body rose and fell with his deep breaths as it sagged against the bulwark.  "Very well.  I accept your decision."

      "Good.  There's parchment and ink in De Guaras's cabin."

      "But..."  He turned to face her and crossed his arms over his chest.  "Why do you need parchment and ink?"

      "To write messages to Walsingham and Mother of course.  I now know the location of the sea battle after my last vision and, as you said, I feel obliged to inform the queen and her advisor.  I also feel an obligation to tell Mother that I am unharmed and happy.  I'm not sure she'll be entirely pleased on either count but it's something I must do nevertheless.  We'll seek out a ship at our next port that is sailing to England and can be trusted with the letters.  I'm well versed in writing in lemon juice."

      Thomas's eyes narrowed.  He watched her for two beats then picked her up and spun her around until she was dizzy.  "You're coming with me?"  He stopped spinning but instead of setting her down, he held her against his hard body.  She had no desire to move.

      "Yes.  If you'll marry me."

      "Is that a proposal?"

      She grinned.  "I suppose it is.  Well?"

      His grip tightened.  She could feel his heart beating erratically in his chest.  Hers responded.  He smiled stupidly at her for what seemed an eternity then he finally, finally kissed her.  It was hot and possessive and utterly without shame despite the witnesses.  One of the sailors, emerging from the hatch, whistled.  Another made a rude comment.  Eliza didn't care.  She had everything she wanted in her arms and she wasn't letting him go.

      "That was a yes by the way," Thomas muttered against her lips.

      She giggled like a girl.  "But where will we go?"

      "Wherever you want, my love.  The world is ours to explore."
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      Seven years ago a woman with too many secrets and a man with too many lies fell in love. Then she left him.

      Isabel’s quiet life as an assistant to one of London’s famous apothecaries hides a deadly secret. A secret that could see her put on trial for witchcraft if the authorities uncover the truth. But when the authority figure who turns up at her shop is Sir Nicholas Merritt, she’s at risk of losing more than her life. She could lose her heart and soul, and the man she loves.

      Royal spy Sir Nicholas Merritt can’t believe his luck when he stumbles upon Isabel during an investigation. He’s been searching for her for seven long years and now he has her again, in his bed and his life. Except she’s resisting all the way. Worse still, she’s somehow tangled up with a plot to assassinate the queen. To hold onto her this time, he must find out why she left him while hiding a secret of his own that could tear them apart forever.

      
        
        Chapter 1

      

      

      Lawrence Shawe burst through the apothecary shop's door with far more vehemence than usual.  Considering he never undertook any activity that required enthusiasm on his part, it was enough to distract Isabel from her herbs.  She glanced up from the jar she’d been filling with dried juniper berries to glare at him but the look on his face dampened her temper.  His cheeks were flushed and his hat sat lop-sided on his silver-streaked hair.  He'd certainly exerted himself on this occasion.  Indeed, he might even have been running.

      "What is it, Lawrence?" Isabel asked.  "What's happened?"

      "Someone tried to poison the queen."

      She dropped the handful of berries onto the workbench.  "Dear God, how awful!  Is she all right?"

      Lawrence nodded and squeezed his finger and thumb into his eye sockets.  When he drew them away again, he no longer looked exercised, just exhausted.  His reddened eyelids sagged like old porch roofs over his blue eyes and even his clothes, usually so fastidiously tidy, had creases.  Creased clothing equated to utter disarray in Lawrence's book.

      As physician to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, Lawrence would take a poisoning attempt on her life very seriously.  Any threat to her health was a direct threat to not only his career, but perhaps even his life if he failed to save her.  As the only son of Isabel's aged employer, she had a vested interest in Lawrence's wellbeing, and therefore Her Majesty's health too.

      "Perfectly all right," he said.  "Lady Manningham, however, is quite ill."  He crossed the rush-covered floor of the small apothecary shop and stood beside her at the workbench.  He picked up a berry and rolled it between his thumb and fingers until it crumbled.  "Her Majesty’s Gentlewoman of the Privy Chamber ate the poisoned sweetmeats intended for the queen."  He snorted out a laugh as he sniffed his fingers.  "Silly woman.  I’ve told her on numerous occasions her taste for sweet foods will be the death of her."

      Isabel didn’t think the joke terribly funny considering the circumstances.  Nevertheless she breathed a sigh of relief over the queen's condition.  "Is there any remedy you require for Lady Manningham?  You’re welcome to anything from the shop, of course.  Your father would wish it."

      He sprinkled the crushed remnants of the berry onto the bench and dusted his hands.  "How is Father today?" he asked.

      "The same."  She sighed deeply and swept up the crumbs with her bare hands.  "His limbs ache and he’s confined to his bed most of the time, but he still insists on personally greeting his favored clients."  She smiled.  Old Man Shawe, as everyone affectionately called the apothecary, would rather die than give up his work entirely.  Even so, his ill health meant Isabel now ran the shop and the Shawe household since Lawrence lived elsewhere.  She dealt with customers and suppliers, servants and apprentices.  She prepared remedies, dispensed advice and kept the accounts.  Old Man Shawe was apothecary in name only—and a well-known name at that, bringing new clients from all over London—but she included him in all the decisions out of courtesy.  It was the least she could do for the man who had helped her at a most desperate time.

      "Have you been massaging a hot poultice of comfrey into his limbs?" Lawrence asked.

      "Every morning and night."

      "Yes, but with vigorous strokes.  Like this."  He took her arm and rubbed his thumb along her sleeve with far less pressure than was correct.  "The massage itself can be more soothing than the poultice."  He used gentle, low tones as if speaking to one of his ill patients.  She wondered if he spoke to the queen that way, in and out of bed.  Or so the rumors went.

      Isabel pursed her lips to stop the wicked smile threatening to betray her thoughts.  "Yes, Lawrence," she said, withdrawing her arm.  "I am caring for your father as best as I can."

      "I didn’t mean...  I’m sorry, I..."  He blushed, turning his milky cheeks rosy, then tried to hide it by dipping his head.  "Forgive my rudeness.  I know you're giving Father the utmost care.  I wouldn’t entrust his health to anyone else."  He smiled an apology and at that moment Isabel could see why so many women found him attractive.  He was only a little taller than her but still handsome for a man past his fortieth year.  With his good looks, pleasant manner and a favored position at court, the widower was considered a catch by many women.

      Isabel wasn’t one of them.  She liked Lawrence well enough, but he meant nothing more to her than a friend and fellow scholar of medicines.  And as her employer’s son, she was as much indebted to him as to his father.

      "Forgive me?" he said, with a raise of his eyebrows.

      "There is nothing to forgive."  She moved towards the door at the back of the shop which led to the rear storeroom and the stairs up to the living rooms.  "Do you wish to see your father?"

      "Yes but I can only spare a moment.  There is much to be done at Whitehall."

      "Of course.  Poor Lady Manningham.  Has the villain been caught?"

      "Not yet.  Burghley and Walsingham are investigating."

      "I suppose you’re here because you need a tonic."

      "And to see your pleasant face."  Although his words were playful, he wasn’t smiling.  In fact, his gaze had turned alarmingly tender.

      Isabel laughed in an attempt to rescue them both from a potentially humiliating situation.  "Then I’m sorry to disappoint, as I’m sure my face is hideously red from spending all morning beside a bubbling cauldron."

      He lifted one shoulder as if shrugging off the tension that had threatened to engulf them.  "But still a pleasing sight, nevertheless."

      "You’re too charming for a humble apothecary’s assistant, Lawrence," she chided.  "Go use it on one of the ladies at court."

      He leaned back against the bench, smiling.  The moment of tender seriousness had passed and Isabel wondered if perhaps she had imagined it.

      "Not a single one of them can match you," he said.

      "Now I know you’re teasing me.  There are many beautiful women at court.  And some very eligible ones who I’m sure harbor a secret admiration for a handsome physician."

      "I’m not merely talking about external beauty, Isabel, although you certainly have that."

      She had been wrong.  Laurence was merely attempting a different tactic.  She quickly rounded the long counter which doubled as her workbench and scanned the earthen jars shelved above it.  "If you tell me what was in the poison, I can provide you with something to counteract Lady Manningham’s discomfort," she said, returning to a safe topic.  "I assume she didn’t ingest a large dose, considering she is still alive."

      "Fortunately she merely nibbled on one of the poisoned sweetmeats.  I left her in Doctor Lopes’s capable hands," he said, referring to Her Majesty’s chief physician.  "She’s taken a purgation but there is not a lot more to be done except perhaps a soothing tonic to settle her stomach.  Ah, horehound."  He pointed to a labeled jar on the lower shelf.

      Isabel unstopped it and carefully poured some of the liquid into a phial.  "It should ease her pain somewhat."

      He took it and thanked her.  "Add it to Whitehall’s account."

      "I’m sure your father would want me to give it to you without charge, particularly if it’s intended for Our Sovereign’s lady."

      "He would but I insist you charge the palace the full amount."

      Isabel reached under the counter and pulled out the accounts book.  She dipped the quill in the ink and wrote down the quantity and price.  "Now, was there anything else or would you like to see your father?"

      "Ye-es."  He pocketed the phial.  "Isabel."  He looked up and a sense of foreboding crept over her.  "My real reason for coming here today was to warn you to be alert.  Someone from Whitehall will probably want to ask you and Father some questions."

      The sense of foreboding turned to dread.  She should have known that her past would one day find her.  "What sort of questions?  What has the poisoning got to do with us?"

      "I could smell the poisons used in the sweetmeats."

      "And?"

      "Hemlock, henbane and monkshood.  This is one of the few apothecary shops in London that sells all those ingredients."

      She tensed.  "They all have legitimate purposes if used in their correct dosages.  And we keep them in the locked storeroom.  I’m the only one allowed to dispense them.  Besides, there must be other apothecaries who sell those three herbs."

      "I know of only five."

      Isabel picked up the jar of horehound and tried to replace the stopper but it didn’t seem to fit no matter how hard she tried to force it.  "Stupid thing," she muttered, casting it aside.

      Lawrence passed her another stopper.  "I think this one belongs to that jar."  Concern made his angular features even sharper.  "Don’t be nervous."

      "I’m not nervous," she said, willing the hairs on the back of her neck to flatten.

      "This has nothing to do with your father," he said.

      Papa.  Poor, dear Papa, seven years in his grave and still unable to rest in peace.  "I know."  But would the authorities agree?  When they discovered her connection to him she would become their main suspect.  And a capable investigator would surely discover it.

      Well, she would just have to hope for an incapable one.  "Papa was innocent."  The words slipped out from habit.  It seemed she had been thinking them, if not saying them, every day for the last seven years.

      Lawrence said nothing.  Since his mother’s death, he was one of only two people in Isabel’s new life—as she thought of her years living in London—who knew her background.  His silence was damning.

      "I must see Father."  He caught both her hands in his.  "Be careful what you tell the authorities when they come."

      "Of course," she managed to whisper through her tight throat.

      He left through the rear door and his footsteps retreated up the stairs to Old Man Shawe’s room.  Too distracted to work, Isabel looked out the window at Bucklersbury Street and wondered what an official from Whitehall would look like.  Whoever he might be, he would wear finer clothes than the merchants, tradesmen and servants going about their business in the muddy apothecary’s street.  She was sure she would know him when she saw him.

      It had begun to rain, scattering people forced to be out on such a bleak February day.  Some retreated indoors while others sheltered beneath the overhanging upper stories of the grocery and apothecary shops lining the street.  Isabel thought one or two might make use of her warm fire, but none entered.  The rain would keep trade slow that afternoon but she didn’t mind.  There was much to be done.

      She pulled the rickety ladder out from the gap between two sets of shelves and picked up the jar of juniper berries from the workbench.  The bottom two rungs groaned under her weight.  It seemed Fox hadn’t got around to fixing them yet.  She would have to have another word with him, and this time she would make sure he knew the consequences of avoiding his duties.  If Fox couldn’t take orders from her instead of Old Man Shawe then he would have to seek an apprenticeship elsewhere.

      She frowned at the layer of dust on the top shelf and considered wiping it off.  But the jar grew heavy and since no one except herself and Fox would ever see the dust anyway, she decided to leave it.  She heaved the jar up but there wasn’t enough space for it on the shelf.  The entire row, every single jar, needed to be moved along.  That meant returning the jar she held to the workbench, shifting the ladder down to the end then climbing back up and shuffling the other jars one by one then retrieving...

      For a fleeting moment, she considered using her powers to move the jars, but she forced the instinct from her mind.  She hadn’t used her witchcraft since that fateful day six years ago and she wasn’t about to start now.

      With a sigh, she descended the ladder, resting the jar on her hip like a baby.  The front door to the shop opened and she was about to call out to the customer that she would be only a moment, when he spoke first.

      "Let me take that for you."

      That voice...

      She looked down into the face she hadn’t seen for six long years.  And dropped the jar.

      He caught it, although she suspected it was unwittingly done because someone who looked as shocked as he did couldn’t consciously work their body with such quick finesse.  She should know.  Her legs felt as stable as water and she gripped the ladder tighter to stop herself from falling.  She certainly wouldn’t attempt the next rung yet.  Making an ungainly descent in front of the man she hadn’t been able to banish from her dreams would be too horrible.

      "Isabel?"

      "Nick."  She was sure she said it out loud but she couldn’t hear it so she said it again.  "Nick."  His name felt strange on her tongue.

      "It is you," he whispered, his dark gaze lifted up to her.  As if his legs had grown weary, he sat down heavily on the stool provided for customers near the workbench.  "Oh my God," he said.  "It is you."

      Taking very careful steps, she slowly descended the ladder.  When her foot touched the second last rung, a loud crack shattered the thick silence.  Isabel fell to the floor in an undignified heap just as her husband, Nicholas Merritt, rushed to her side.

      "Isabel, are you all right?"  He knelt and touched her shoulder.

      For a brief moment the connection recalled shared memories—of affection, passion and finally of pain.  It was this last that made her shake him off.  That and her embarrassment.

      "I’m well."  She got to her feet unaided and smoothed down her woolen gown wishing she could smooth away her erratic heartbeat as easily.

      "Are you sure you’re not hurt?" he asked.  "You landed rather awkwardly."

      "I’m fine!"  Good Lord, this was not the way their reunion was supposed to happen.  It was supposed to involve her being perfectly serene and looking her prettiest, and Nick groveling.

      He didn’t grovel.  He didn’t say anything.  He was so close she only had to reach out to touch his hair.  The power of his presence, something she’d always found enthralling, sucked her in.  She gripped the bench at her back to stop from flinging her arms around him and doing the groveling instead.

      "Isabel."  He spoke so quietly she had to strain to hear him.  "Christ!" he said with sudden vehemence.  He dragged a hand through his hair but said nothing else.

      She turned away because seeing the shock on his face made her feel more insecure than she had in a long time.

      "Am I so awful that you cannot even look at me?" he demanded.

      Her breath escaped in a whoosh and tears stung the back of her eyes.  She must look at him.  If she wanted to put him from her mind once and for all, she must first face him.  She waited until her vision cleared, then slowly turned around.

      He looked the same, and yet so different.  He still had the boyish face she held so dear in her memory, and although he was yet to laugh, the twinkle in his eyes and the dimples in his cheeks were only a smile away.

      But the boy had become a man since she’d last seen him.  It was as if a sculptor had chiseled a little of the youthfulness away to reveal a harder, leaner and even more handsome face.  A small furrow at the bridge of his straight nose and a few lines around his eyes and mouth only enhanced his new masculinity.  There was power and intensity in his features and stance where before there had been only carefree frivolity.

      She wondered if her appearance had altered as dramatically in the last six years.  His expression gave no indication as he studied her.  Under the scrutiny, Isabel resisted the urge to straighten her skirts and check that her cap hadn’t slipped in the fall.

      "No," she said at last when she felt certain her voice wouldn’t falter.  "Not awful at all."  Far from it.

      She marveled that he was still so tall, something she had not expected.  She had thought he would not seem so big since she had grown up so much since leaving him.  She had been wrong.  He towered over her like a solid, impenetrable wall as he had always done.

      They stood like two strangers, warily watching each other, until Isabel could stand it no longer.
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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