
KATHY LYNN EMERSON

––––––––

TREACHEROUS

VISIONS

a novel

Treacherous Visions

© 2025 by Kathy Lynn Emerson

––––––––

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author. No use for AI training is or will be authorized

––––––––

Photo credit for cover: This photograph was adapted from "Mt. Kineo, Moosehead Lake, Maine, USA," attributed to Tkessler at English Wikipedia and used under the terms of the GNU Free Documentation License, Version 1.2, via Wikipedia Commons


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Treacherous Visions

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty One

Chapter Twenty Two

Chapter Twenty Three

Chapter Twenty Four

Chapter Twenty Five

Chapter Twenty Six

Chapter Twenty Seven

Chapter Twenty Eight

Chapter Twenty Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty One

Chapter Thirty Two

Chapter Thirty Three

Chapter Thirty Four

Chapter Thirty Five

Chapter Thirty Six

Chapter Thirty Seven

Chapter Thirty Eight

Chapter Thirty Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty One

Chapter Forty Two

Chapter Forty Three

Chapter Forty Four

Chapter Forty Five

Chapter Forty Six

Chapter Forty Seven

Chapter Forty Eight

Chapter Forty Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty One

Chapter Fifty Two

Chapter Fifty Three

Chapter Fifty Four

Chapter Fifty Five

Chapter Fifty Six

Chapter Fifty Seven

Chapter Fifty Eight

Chapter Fifty Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty One

Chapter Sixty Two

PRAISE FOR KATHY LYNN EMERSON'S

HISTORICAL NOVELS

––––––––
[image: ]
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RT on The Pleasure Palace

––––––––
[image: ]
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"A refreshingly honest and quietly daring novel." 

Reading the Past on Royal Inheritance

––––––––
[image: ]


"An intriguing plot and a strong sense of time and place make this page turner an immensely satisfying read." 

I Love a Mystery on Face Down Beneath the Eleanor Cross

––––––––
[image: ]


"Exploiting the chaos for its criminal possibilities, Emerson poses enduringly hard questions about women and worth in this exemplary historical mystery." 
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Abchurch Lane, London, August 1623
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"Mama," Mercy Browne said in a plaintive voice. "The dead girl followed us home."

Goodwife Browne stared at her daughter in alarm. Then she seized the child’s hand and hauled her into the house, all the while casting her gaze this way and that to make certain no one had overheard. As soon as they were inside with the door closed and latched behind them, she loosened her grip, but she did not let go entirely until the two of them were safely ensconced on the window seat in the small upper room where she sewed and embroidered clothing and practiced other sorts of needlecraft, including the production of blackwork lace. There they could be certain they would not be disturbed. Goodman Browne and his sons had no interest in "women's work."

"What dead girl?" she asked.

"The one at the well. She drowned." At the tender age of eight, Mercy did not understand why her mother was so afraid.

"What well, Mercy? We were only permitted to explore the gardens." 

The owner of a grand house on the Strand had opened his grounds to the public for the day. This morning's mother-daughter expedition had been undertaken on impulse, but both of them dearly loved flowers and the chance to see such a variety of colorful blooms was one Goodwife Browne had decided they should not miss.

Her only daughter, a tiny replica of herself from her fine-boned frame to her plain-featured face, avoided meeting her eyes. She toyed with the small cuff on one sleeve, her lower lip atremble. 

"I am not angry, child, only concerned." 

She fell silent, trying to think when Mercy might have wandered off on her own. It had to have been when she had stopped to speak with Goodwife Fludd, with whom she was slightly acquainted. The other woman had admired the garden's exquisite topiary work and they had fallen into casual conversation about plantings and landscaping, even though neither of them would ever have the wherewithal to create such a wonderland of their own.

"There was an open gate," Mercy confessed in a reluctant whisper. "I only wanted to see what was on the other side."

"So you slipped away and hoped I would not notice you were gone?"

"It was a little courtyard with a well at the center. The girl was there, and a boy. He pushed her in." Mercy lowered her voice. "I fell in with her."

"Mercy—"

"I did. I fell, and I drowned, and then I was alone, standing just inside the gate, and the trees were all green again."

"Green?"

"It was so strange, Mama. When he pushed her in, there were no leaves on the trees."

Goodwife Browne cuddled her daughter against her side, hoping to comfort the child. There was no peace to be found for herself. She had once thought that Mercy's long, flaxen hair was the only thing that would set her apart from other girls.

She had been wrong. 

"Mercy," she ventured in a voice that was not quite steady, "do you know who the girl was?"

"I can ask her. I told you—she followed me home." She turned toward a shadowy corner of the room. "Do you have a name?"

In the charged silence that followed, Mercy cocked her head as if she was listening to an answer

"She says she is called Elizabeth and is the daughter of that house."

"Lord save us," Goodwife Browne whispered.

"Mama?"

"Is Elizabeth still here?" She knew enough already to despair, but she clung to the hope that if only she asked more questions, the answers would prove her fears unfounded. Her daughter had always been an imaginative child. 

Mercy looked all around. Dismay clouded her face when she failed to see anyone. "She is not here. Where did she go?"

Resigned, Goodwife Browne accepted the truth. "Oh, my dear girl. I fear she has been gone for a long time. She drowned nearly twenty years ago. I heard the story of her murder in my youth, but I had forgotten until now just where it took place."

Confusion had Mercy's forehead puckering. "How could I have seen her? How could she talk to me?"

"It is the curse."

Mercy's eyes went wide.

"I prayed none of my children would inherit the ability to see such treacherous visions, but it seems God did not see fit to listen."

"I do not want to be cursed," Mercy whispered.

Goodwife Browne hugged her daughter tight and planted a kiss on her cheek. "There is no escape from the visions once they begin. In every other generation, one person in our family has been doomed to experience terrible things that happened in the past—murders and suicides and accidental deaths. My mother was afflicted. It nearly drove her mad."

Mercy would not remember her grandmother, who had died six years earlier, but Goodwife Browne would never forget what happened when one of their neighbors saw and heard too much of what her mother experienced during a vision. The entire family had been obliged to pack up and move away from their small rural village. Goodwife Browne's father had chosen to relocate in London, hoping no one in a city with thousands of inhabitants would notice anything odd about his wife. 

"The important thing is that you never talk about what you see or hear, not even to me. That is the only way to keep yourself safe."

"I do not understand." Tears sprang into Mercy's eyes as she searched her mother's face for reassurance.

Goodwife Browne had none to offer. "You must hide what happens to you. If someone questions why you have been standing so still, with an odd expression on your face, you must tell them you were woolgathering. Never reveal the truth. If anyone were to learn that you have visions, you could be locked up in the madhouse at Bedlam . . . or worse."

"Worse?" Mercy was trembling so hard she could barely manage to get the word out.

Goodwife Browne shuddered. "You could be accused of being a witch."
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Two years later
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The death cart visited Mercy's house three times. It came first for her mother. Two weeks later, it took her father away. The day after that, it carried off three of her brothers. Mercy and the last of her siblings, fourteen-year-old Godfrey, remained in good health, but their provisions ran out soon after they were left on their own.

"When I have bought food and drink," Godfrey promised, "I will find an apothecary and buy shilling powders and half-crown electuaries as preventives for the plague, and a cake of arsenic for you to wear under your arm, and rue and wormwood to stuff into your nose and ears."

"Let me come with you," she begged.

"You will be safer here. Once I leave, you must bar the door and let no one in until I return."

He never came back.

Mercy waited in the empty house for two days before hunger and thirst made her desperate enough to venture out into a pale gray dawn. The cross painted on the outside of the door made her uneasy, even though she could not read the words printed beneath it. More crosses adorned neighboring houses. Mercy did not understand what they meant, or why there was grass growing in the empty street. 

She saw not another soul, either on horseback or on foot, as she made her way to the end of Abchurch Lane and peered up and down Candlewick Street. No carts passed by. She did not even glimpse a dog or a cat. 

Everything was eerily quiet except for the dolorous tolling of church bells. The death knells had begun weeks before and had continued without ceasing, but no boys cried out for passersby to purchase their wares. No one offered apples or bread or meat pies for sale. 

Since Mercy had never been allowed to roam far on her own, she soon lost all sense of direction. She wandered down twisted lanes where tall buildings hung over the deserted streets at haphazard angles, tier upon tier of lifeless wattle and daub and timber. She kept walking, hoping to find a cook-shop, but houses and shops alike were boarded up. Every window was tightly shuttered. When she stopped to knock at a random door, no one answered.

The smell of lye puzzled her until she came upon a pit overflowing with bodies. Her empty stomach twisted at the sight. She backed away, not out of fear of the dead but because she was afraid she might recognize them. 

No one pursued her as she fled, blindly darting first one way and then another. At length, she came to the bank of the Thames and recog­nized the Custom House. With her parents and brothers, she had stood near the same spot only a few months earlier. In spite of a heavy rain, thousands of Londoners had turned out in the hope of catching a glimpse of their new queen.

Church bells had been pealing then, too, but they had rung out in joy and celebration. The cannon in the Tower had boomed a salute as the royal barge appeared. Miraculously, the rain had ceased just as the water pageant moved westward into the city. Mercy had seen King Charles and his bride through the windows of their elaborately fitted cabin. Both had been resplendent in bright green garments and even on such an overcast day Queen Henrietta's jewels had sparkled.

Mercy had felt secure, happy, and well loved. She had taken the presence of her family for granted. Now she had lost everything, even the ability to cry. She stood on the same river­bank, hungry and alone, and wondered if she was the only one of God's creatures still living.

If there were boats on the water, or barges, or wherries, or galleys unloading cargo, she could not see them. An eerie mist, menacing and sinister, had settled over the water. Slowly it began to creep toward shore. More terrified of this alien fog than she had been of the pit full of corpses, Mercy bolted. This time she ran across London Bridge—its houses and shops as deserted as those in the city—and into Southwark.

Her throat dry and a gnawing pain in her belly, she stopped to lean against a high court­yard wall. Exhausted, she closed her eyes, but almost as soon as she did so, she sensed another presence nearby. A powerful wave of relief coursed through her. She was no longer alone. Elated at the thought, she started to call out. 

She changed her mind when she caught a glimpse of the predatory expression on the face of an old woman dressed in rags, but by then it was too late to retreat. She shrank back against the wall as bony hands reached out to grab her. 

Talonlike fingers pinched painfully as they curled around Mercy's arms. "Plague-carrier!" she shouted, and shook her until her teeth rattled.  

"I have not been ill!" Mercy cried. "I swear it! I do not have the plague." 

Leaning closer, the hag peered into Mercy's face. Then she released one arm to finger her hair, cackling to herself when the fitful sun revealed its pale color. Her hair hung in long, greasy gray clumps. "There be some willing to pay well for such pretty stuff," she muttered. 

Dragging Mercy after her, she set off at a brisk pace. Mercy stumbled along in her wake, trembling so hard that her entire body shook. 

They stopped in front of an ancient stone house on a narrow riverside street. When Mercy's captor pounded on the door, a young woman with long red hair, uncovered and unbound, appeared in an upper window. She withdrew as soon as she saw that only an old woman and a girl stood below.

"I have goods to sell!" the hag shouted. 

After a moment another woman, this one dark-haired and somewhat older, leaned over the sill. Her ample breasts all but spilled out of her low-cut bodice. While Mercy, numb with fear, stood still and silent, the two women agreed on a price, after which the dark-haired one came out of the house to give Mercy's captor a handful of coins and send her on her way.

"I am Mother Alice," she said when the transaction was complete. "Have you been with anyone who died of the plague?"

Mercy hesitated. 

Mother Alice gave her a shake. "I will have the truth, girl."

"They all died. Everyone in my family." Tears spring into her eyes. "But I have not been sick. I swear it." Desperation underscored her words. There was no cross painted on the door of the stone house. Inside there would be warmth and food and other people.

A long silence ensued, but in the end the woman took Mercy by the hand. "Come with me. We are your family now." 

The house was richly furnished, even boasting carpets on the floors and tapestries on the walls, but Mercy did not see much more than that. Mother Alice marched her straight into a small, windowless storeroom and locked her in, telling her that she must remain there, in quarantine, for forty days. 

With no choice in the matter, Mercy accepted her imprisonment. Within an hour, a servant delivered food and drink, and other necessities were delivered soon after. 

The weeks passed slowly and she was lonely, since no one was willing to risk infection to visit her, but she had candles for light, a charcoal brazier for warmth, a pallet to sleep on, water to wash with, and a chamber pot. She was well fed and given new clothes as well. 

That she shared her prison with racks of wine bottles and several barrels of ale made Mercy wonder if Mother Alice ran an alehouse when the plague was not abroad and everything shut down. She did not learn the truth until she was released from quarantine. 

"That old woman sold you to me for your hair," Mother Alice explained on the day she unlocked the storeroom and escorted Mercy to her new quarters under the eaves. "I will shear you and send all those flaxen curls to the wigmaker, but I will not throw you back into the street to starve. I have need of a new water girl. Now that plague deaths are slowing at last, and my cus­tomers have begun to return, you will earn your keep by performing two tasks. You will carry fresh water from the well to the kitchen. Then, once it is heated, you will pour it into the bathing tubs."
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"Keep at least an arm's length away from him if there is a man in the tub." 

Lettice was the friendliest of the twelve women who worked in Mother Alice's bathhouse. For the most part she treated Mercy the same way she would a newly acquired puppy, alternately ordering her to fetch more water, or be silent, or stay where she was, but going out of her way to keep her from bumbling into trouble. 

The stone house was of goodly size, requiring a half dozen servants to keep it running smoothly. It had many rooms, both large and small. Mercy had been free to roam through them for a month before she first set foot in the small, round chamber at the top of a winding flight of stairs. 

The moment she crossed the threshold, she froze, caught in a nightmare vision of violence and death. When she came back to herself, Felicity, the redhead she had first seen in Mother Alice's window, had just slapped her face.

"What ails you, you daft creature?"  

Mercy knew at once what had happened. Her mother had warned her that an odd look came over her face when she saw scenes from the past. "Nothing,” she lied. “It is nothing. There was a rat."

"There are no vermin here." Odilla joined Felicity in the narrow stairwell. She was a tall, slender, fair-haired woman with slovenly habits and had detested Mercy at first sight. 

Griselda, a short, round brunette, crowded in behind them. "This is the room where Sybilla was strangled," she said in a hushed voice. 

"She was so young." The words burst out of Mercy before she could stop them.

All three women stared at her, first in surprise and then in slowly dawning horror.

"How did you know that?" Griselda asked.

More questions came hard and fast. When Mercy refused to answer, Felicity slapped her again. Griselda seemed prepared to do worse but Mother Alice, draw by the racket, sent the three of them packing and shoved Mercy back into the round room.

The girl she had seen in the vision was waiting for her, the cord that had ended her life still wrapped around her neck.

"I know full well what happened here," Mother Alice said, "but how can you?"

Mercy backed away, shaking her head.

Mother Alice caught her by the forearm, her grip hard enough to leave bruises. "You will answer me."

Mercy resisted as long as she could, but in the end Mother Alice beat the truth out of her.

"You see visions of violence? Murders?"

"Yes," Mercy whispered.

"Do you see the murderers? Can you identify them?"

Mercy had never thought about that aspect of her visions before. After the first one, her mother had taken care that she never accidentally wandered into a place where a terrible crime had been committed. Unfortunately, Goodwife Browne could not always tell if a location was dangerous. There had been incidents. That they had been few and far between had not lessened the toll they took. Each time, Mercy suffered along with the victim. She felt herself die. Compared to that, the identity of the person responsible had not seemed important.

"Well," Mother Alice prompted her.

"She . . . Sybilla . . . did not name him." She gestured with one hand toward the girl whose spirit still lingered in the tower room.

"Sybilla was killed four years ago. The man who strangled her was never caught or punished."

"Only four?" Mercy asked in surprise.

"What do you mean?"

"The other times—the other murders I have lived through—they took place long before I was born."

Mother Alice demanded details. She had the look of a well-satisfied cat by the time the interrogation came to an end. "In a few more years, I would have had my money's worth out of you," she announced. "You would be good for more than carrying water, but now I foresee a better use for you and the chance of early profit. Go back to work. I will summon you anon."

Mercy obeyed but a sense of dread went with her. Whatever Mother Alice had in mind, the peaceful routine of her life in the bathhouse was at an end. 

Late that afternoon a man dressed entirely in black, a choice that called attention to the extreme pallor of his nearly translucent skin, was shown into Mother Alice's private parlor. The whispers started at once. 

Lettice recognized him. “He is not interested in any of the services we offer,” she told the others. “That is Simon Lyon the astrologer. He draws horoscopes for wealthy merchants, the gentry, and even some members of the nobility.”

Odilla gave a disdainful sniff. "I hear he practices sorcery. It bodes ill that he should come here."

Every eyebrow lifted when Mercy was sent for.

"This is the girl," Mother Alice said when she entered the parlor.

The man in black peered at her. His dark, brooding gaze roved over her plain garments and the shorn hair that was just beginning to grow back. "Tell me what you see in your visions." 

His deep, resonant voice sent chills down her spine. She could not explain why he terrified her, but she was certain he would know if she tried to conceal anything. 

He questioned her for what seemed like hours, but at length he nodded in approval. "She will do. I am satisfied she is telling the truth." He handed Mother Alice a leather bag full of coins. 

No one asked Mercy if she wanted to go with him. She had been sold, again, and given no choice but to accompany her new owner. In haste, she gathered the few possessions she had acquired since moving into the stone house. 

"Frodsham, take her up with you," Lyon ordered the tall, thin man waiting for them outside.

The fellow holding the reins of two horses had a nose that put Mercy in mind of a rodent. He sent her a withering look and made no move to obey. 

"Now, Frodsham. I paid fifty gold angels for this girl and do not intend to have her walk all the way to Clerkenwell." 

"She is too young to be much use," Frodsham complained as he mounted and hoisted her onto the horse in front of him. 

Mercy cringed at his touch. Simon Lyon frightened her, but there was something about Frodsham that alarmed her in a different way. She was glad not to be on foot, especially since a light snow was falling and it was bitterly cold, but she did not like having to suffer the manservant's embrace. 

"One of the older girls would have been a better choice," Frodsham grumbled.

Having learned a thing or two about carnal desire while dumping buckets of water onto naked men in oversized wooden tubs, Mercy cringed, but Lyon's response made her even more uneasy. 

"She has skills the others lack, Frodsham. To anyone outside my household she will appear to be a common maidservant, but her real purpose will be to assist me in discovering the deepest, darkest secrets of my wealthiest clients."
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Clerkenwell, four years later
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"Did you see his face?" Dr. Lyon demanded.

Mercy was trembling so badly she could barely speak. She had died. Again. This time she had been stabbed to death viciously and repeatedly.

"He w-wore a m-mask," she managed to stammer.

Lyon cursed. He had been certain the woman's husband was the one who had killed her nine years earlier, but he could not extort money from a wealthy baronet without positive identification.

In Lyon's service, Mercy had been treated well. She had a bedchamber to herself, plenty to eat, and clothing that, while plain, was well made and regularly replaced as she grew from a girl into a young woman of fourteen. She had only one function in the household—to travel with her master to the locations where violent crimes had taken place. Each one was a place associated with a client who came to Dr. Lyon to have a horoscope made. 

The victims did not always talk to Mercy, and she could not always identify the criminal, but Lyon had been able to use what she experienced in her visions often enough to keep him sweet. It was not until he had made her repeat every detail of her latest vision and was convinced that, this time, the victim had not followed her home, that he left her alone to recover from the ordeal. 

Dying left her weak and afraid. Being required to ask questions of the dead depleted her strength even further. To stay sane, Mercy had learned to repress the experience. This took concentration and determination, and despite her best efforts, bits and pieces often reappeared in nightmares. She hated everything about what Lyon insisted on calling her "gift" but she had no way to escape it or the life it forced her to lead. 

She retreated to her bedchamber and collapsed onto the bed, willing her mind to go blank. That was the first step in erasing the horrible things she had seen and felt. She had not yet managed that feat before a sound at her door made her sit bolt upright in alarm.

Frodsham stepped into the room, his heated gaze sweeping over her from head to toe. "He is displeased with you." He shut the door behind him. "He has locked himself in with his charts and crystals to mutter and curse."

Mercy had never been at ease with Lyon's man, but for the past few months, ever since she had begun to develop a woman's shape, she had felt increasingly uncomfortable in his presence. She had taken great care never to be alone with him. 

"Go away, Frodsham."

"Not this time." He leered at her. When he came closer, she realized he had been drinking. 

She scrambled off the bed, but he was between her and the door. Although he was not a muscular man, he was larger and stronger than she was. When he pounced, she was helpless to extricate herself from his grasp.

She had no weapon. When he manacled her wrists with one of his hands, she had no way to stop him from pawing at her and tugging her clothing out of his way. His mouth came down on hers, his lips hard and his breath stinking of ale. Desperate, she wrenched her head to one side and screamed for help.

Dr. Lyon burst into the room like an avenging angel. He hauled Frodsham off Mercy and flung him into a corner, cursing all the while. Then he seized her by the shoulders and stood her upright. She was disheveled, but Frodsham had not managed to disrobe her, let alone loosen his own clothing sufficiently to rape her. Releasing her, Lyon returned his attention to his man, jerking the fellow to his feet and shoving him out of the bedchamber. 

"Stay here and tidy yourself," he ordered as he left.

Mercy obeyed, surprised to find she was steadier than she had been before Frodsham's attack. She hoped Dr. Lyon would dismiss his odious manservant, and since a part of her wanted to witness his departure, she crept downstairs and followed the faint sound of their voices to the consulting room where Lyon met his clients. She paused just outside. 

She had never cared for this chamber. Two human skulls served as bookends for several thick, leatherbound tomes. Three man-shaped wax figures sat on another shelf, along with phials and ceramic jars of assorted sizes that con­tained a selection of powders and potions. Sinister cabalistic signs were painted on the black draperies that covered every wall. On this occasion she was glad of those that hung in front of the door. They concealed her so she could eavesdrop. 

"She is not for any man," Lyon said. 

"Why not?" Frodsham did not sound at all cowed. 

"Because, you fool, if she loses her virginity she will also lose her ability to see visions and we will both be the poorer for it." 
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Three years later
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Mercy found Simon Lyon's body when she returned from buying meat pies. The shock of coming suddenly, in the present, upon a murdered man, sent her senses reeling. Her vision of the crime being committed was crystal clear, but it was superimposed over reality. The woman stabbing Lyon—stabbing her—was one of Lyon's victims, a client who had paid him a small fortune over the past two years to prevent him from telling the authorities how she had murdered her husband.

Gasping for breath, one hand over her heart, Mercy backed away. To her relief, Lyon did not rise up and follow her. He did not speak. He stayed where he was—a lifeless, blood-soaked shell of his former self.

The house felt empty around her. In any case, it would do no good to call for help. She did not intend to accuse anyone of murder. No one would believe her if she did. Lyon had been careful to preserve the secret of her gift. In that way, he had been as protective as her mother had been. Aside from Lyon, only Frodsham knew the use to which his master had put her.  

At the thought of Lyon's man, Mercy shuddered. Since the incident in her bedchamber, he had refrained from so much as touching her, but he had continued to watch her in a way that made her flesh crawl. Now that Lyon was dead, there would be no one to stop him. He would not even have to overpower her physically. He could use the threat of accusing her of Lyon's murder to force her to yield to him.

Mercy had never told either man that she had overheard Lyon's reason for preserving her virginity. In truth, she doubted his theory was correct. Judging by what little her mother had told her about the family curse, copulation did not affect it at all. The grandmother from whom she had inherited her affliction had not only wed, she had given birth to six children, and she had continued to experience visions right up until her death. 

Even if falling into bed with the odious Frodsham could rid her of her cursed visions, she would not be willing to pay such a high price. He was a loathsome creature, cruel and heartless. Being accused of murdering her employer would be better than yielding to his lust.

Since she had no idea how long it would be before Frodsham returned to the house, Mercy made haste to gather her possessions. The beginning of a plan came to her as she packed her clothing into a sack. She would go to Paul's Churchyard, the central marketplace in London for those seeking work. Women who wished to find employment as maidservants stood there holding brooms as a signal that they were prepared to enter domestic service for the term of one year. A twelve-month commitment would give her time to decide what to do next, and a safe place to hide in the meantime. 

Dr. Lyon's fine, tall house was located in Clerkenwell, just northwest of the city of London's ancient wall. Mercy had walked as far as West Smithfield before an alternative occurred to her. When she was a child, her father had often spoken of a kinsman who was a successful player. She knew little about the profession, but the idea that she might have family yet living had her turning her steps toward Finsbury Fields. The Fortune, the theater her father had mentioned, was located there. She took heart when she saw that the flags were flying to announce an afternoon performance.

"I am looking for Edward Browne," she told the gatherer collecting money from spectators who wished to enter the square brick building behind him.

"Old Ned? 'E's dead, love, these five years and more." He sent her a lascivious look. "Fancy me instead?"

One of the playgoers, overhearing, made an even lewder suggestion. 

Cheeks flaming, Mercy turned away so rapidly that she collided with a short, wiry fellow with black hair and dark, laughing eyes. He caught her by the shoulders to steady himself and peered blearily into her face.

"By St. Brendan, here's a likely lass!" 

She heard a touch of Ireland in his melodious voice. A moment later, she found herself surrounded by three well-dressed young men, all of them much the worse for drink. The first man continued to cling to her. Although he seemed to need her support to remain upright, the foolish grin that split his face made it impossible for her to fear him. 

"Will you help us, mistress?" one of the others pleaded. "We mean you no harm and there is a reward for you if the business succeeds."

"Let us buy you a set meal." Her captor gestured so wildly in the direction of a nearby inn that he nearly topped over. "It is a rare jest we have in mind," he added, "and you are just the lass to help us."

"There is a wager at stake." The third man made it sound as if it was for a very large sum indeed.

Mercy considered each earnest face in turn. Being cup shot made some men vicious. Others became cheerful, as these three were. Besides, she was hungry. 

"I will listen," she said, and went with them into the Dun Cow. 

Compared to the rude men at the playhouse, Mercy's companions seemed fine gentle­men. They introduced themselves as Connolly, Cary, and Partington, students of law at Gray's Inn, one of the nearby Inns of Court. She listened with growing astonishment, and not a little interest, as Connolly, the Irishman, explained what they wanted her to do. 

"You will call yourself Avelina and say that this is your father's inn. The innkeeper has already agreed to go along with the story. All you have to do is con­vince our friend that he bedded an innocent maid." 

He gave her no opportunity to correct his assumption that she was a whore, and when he continued to outline the plot the three of them had devised, she realized that she would not, in truth, need to be tumbled by their friend. 

"We have already acquired a vial of pig's blood to use to stain the sheets," Partington assured her, "In any case, Luke will be far too drunk to know whether or not he deflowered you."

The trick they meant to play struck Mercy as passing foolish, but the mention of a reward kept her from refusing outright. If she was to build a new life for herself, she had need of money. When she finished eating every morsel of the inn's set meal, she met the eyes of the one called Cary. "How much will you pay me for my part in this?"

"Three double crowns."

She felt her eyes widen. In her present circumstances, that amount seemed a small fortune, but she was not fool enough to trust them completely. Only after they agreed to give her the coins in advance, as well as pay for her room and board at the Dun Cow until the final arrangements were complete, did she consent to help them cozen their friend.

An hour later, she had been installed in a tiny attic chamber just opposite the landlord's lodgings. The Dun Cow had been built around a square yard. The ground floor boasted a run-down hall, stables, barns, two pri­vate parlors, and a public drinking room. Bedchambers filled the next level, let out to travelers. 

Mercy's single window looked down on the comings and goings in the innyard. At first she found watching them fascinating, but despite the constant bustle, the next two days passed with excruciating slowness.

The monotony was broken by visits with the innkeeper when he brought her meals to the room. He was a cheerful fellow, delighted with the role of outraged father he had agreed to play. On each brief visit, he regaled her with gossip from the taproom. She lost her appetite upon hearing that a runaway servant girl was being sought for the murder of Dr. Simon Lyon.

Enforced solitude made Mercy increasingly nervous about the agreement she had made. She worried that the victim, this Luke, would not be as easygoing as his friends, but she feared being arrested for murder more. 

At last the moment she had been waiting for arrived. A tall, golden-haired young man was thrust into the chamber. 

"Have at her, laddie!" Connolly laughed and shut them in.

Mercy had long thought she would be willing to do almost anything to rid herself of her treacherous visions, but she had never before seriously considered bedding a stranger on the off chance that giving up her virgin state could achieve that end. Now she reconsidered. She did not think she would mind testing Lyon's theory with this man. Unlike Frodsham, he had a strong, healthy body and a face that was pleasing to look at. As she stared at him he smiled and her heart beat a little faster. She felt warm all over. 

"Luke Hartford at your service, m'lady." Although he staggered and slurred his words, he managed a credible bow.  

She gathered her courage. Whatever happened after this night, she would accept her fate. "I am called Avelina." 

"Come here, sweeting," he said, and opened his arms.  
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Chapter Six
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Pain circled Luke Hartford's eyes. The back of his head throbbed, making him wonder if a giant's manacled fist was clenched around the scruff of his neck. All his teeth ached.

For a long moment he lay perfectly still, unwilling to risk the agony movement was sure to bring. He was equally reluctant to lift his eyelids, but even without sight he had a sense of his surroundings. He knew he was lying on his stomach, naked, his head turned to the right, in a strange bed in a strange chamber. He was certain he was not in his lodgings in Coney's Court. This was not his fine, soft featherbed.

The thin, uneven, prickly surface beneath him was a bed tick stuffed with straw. It had a musty smell—not strong enough to make him nauseous but more than sufficient to discourage him from taking too many deep breaths.

Gradually he became aware of another scent, one that was faint but pleasant. At almost the same moment he recognized it as rosewater, he realized that his right hand was rest­ing not on lumpy bedding but on flesh. His slack fingers were loosely curved around the unmis­takably feminine swell of a breast.

The soft contours rose and fell in an even pat­tern, telling him that his bedfellow was asleep. Just as well, he thought. He needed time to think.

Indistinct images formed behind his closed eyelids, disjointed but telling. A woman's eager hands, disrobing him. His own hurried fumbling with her laces. A frantic coupling, explosive and satisfying. A warm, female body curled close to his own, murmuring contentedly.

Luke opened his eyes less than halfway, just enough to allow him a glimpse of her face. With the hangings closed all around the bed it should have been dark within, but enough morning sunlight filtered through the tattered sarcenet to reveal her features.

He had no idea who she was.

Fair hair framed a face that was pale and very plain. Puzzled, Luke stared at her. She was come­ly—not ugly, but far from beautiful—and it was not his custom to pursue ordinary-looking wenches. His preference was for exotic beauties with dark hair and flashing eyes.

He could not remember how he had ended up in bed with this pale English rose and the effort to recall increased the throbbing in his head. In defense, Luke closed his eyes while he forced his thoughts back to the previous afternoon. 

It had been twilight. He had been day­dreaming, as he often did, of ways to escape the future his family had mapped out for him. Like his father, after fin­ishing his studies at Oxford, he had gone to study law at Gray's Inn, but he had no burning desire to follow in the paternal footsteps. For the past two inter­minable years, he had been bored to tears by Plowden's Reports and Littleton's Tenures. He was far more interested in Hakluyt's Principal Navigations and had
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