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			Reviews

			“Celia Martin is an engaging storyteller. I absolutely loved And the Ground Trembled. It is beautifully written, entertaining, and a lot of fun.” 

			- Vonda Sinclair USA Today Bestselling award-winning author of Scottish historical Highlander Romance Novels.

			I see fans of the historical romance genre flocking to Celia Martin’s And the Ground Trembled. Lush descriptive passages, a vivid rendering of the historical period, and strong characterizations highlight this novel. Martin feels a strong personal connection with this era in history. The book shows her familiarity with even the smallest of details about its fashion, a keen ear for human speech of the time, and more than a nodding acquaintance with its history. 

			Martin’s characters are not cardboard cutouts. The protagonists and supporting casts of romance novels are often one dimensional, but Martin succeeds where others do not in creating fully three-dimensional characters with credible emotions, motivations, and genuine depth. She handles the connections between her characters with a steady hand. Convincing dialogue makes this possible. The verbal exchanges crackle despite the archaic language, reveal character, and advance plot points. She develops her characters in such a way they evolve and hold readers’ interest as the book progresses. 

			The book is the right length. Martin allows herself an expansive canvas for the novel’s story and never overreaches. Her talent for invoking the historical period never fails her and she avoids overwrought histrionics. She builds her plot along classical lines. And the Ground Trembled boasts solid Aristotelian construction throughout and its three-act structure frames the story in memorable fashion for readers. 

			The chapters flow into one another without a hiccup. Her novel unfolds in a continuous flow rather than as an assortment of episodic set pieces and builds momentum as it nears its conclusion. It’s another of the book’s many elements showing off her talents as an orchestrator of tales; she hears the music of the novel in a way too few authors do. 

			She handles the love scenes with artful tastefulness, yet her forceful language fills them with passion. This is illustrative of the novel’s prose overall. Martin is an experienced author who has honed her skills to a sharp edge and readers will be hard pressed to identify any dross throughout the book. The confidence and unwavering focus she brings to the novel strengthens the reading experience.

			She nails the historical facts of the time. Her familiarity with the era of King Charles allows her to incorporate such references without sounding like someone straining for effect. It is an uneasy time in English history and Martin does a sparkling job capturing the tenor of those times without ever belaboring them. Such material, in the hands of a lesser writer, would fall flat. 

			And the Ground Trembled has a satisfying ending. Martin ties up the plot’s loose ends and her main characters finish the novel far removed from how they began the story. This novel is a vivid example of what a talented writer can accomplish with the historical romance; skeptics who deride the genre as formulaic nonsense miss the point. Celia Martin proves, beyond any doubt, the genre can serve as a gripping vehicle for invoking human emotion and filling us with a sense of adventure. Longtime fans of this style will love this book.

			 - Mindy McCall, Reprospace Reviews™ 
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			Also by Celia Martin

			‘To Challenge Destiny

			“Exquisite passion and breath-taking action! A historical romance feast!” 

			Curt Locklear - Laramie Award Winner

			“Martin proves she has the vision and talent to make bygone times come alive for modern readers.”

			Anne Hollister, Professional Book Reviews

			A Bewitching Dilemma

			“A willful heroine cornered by a relentless foe and a dashing sea captain tormented by his past cast their lots against the tides of a history dark with treachery. A compelling read cover to cover.”

			Michael Donnelly - Author of False Harbor

			With Every Breath I take

			A love story laced with fun and surprises

			Taking A Chance

			“I’ve no hesitation to recommend this five-star read to new or old readers of historical fiction.”

			Trisha J. Kelly - multi-genre award-winning author of children and middle school books, and of cozy mysteries and crime thrillers.

			“Celia Martin captures the complex landscape of people dealing with Puritanism which squelches the fun out of life for ordinary people. A great backdrop for the heroine to shine as she strives to marry the man she loves”

			C.A. Asbrey - author of the 19th century murder mysteries, ‘The
Innocents’ and of articles on history for magazines and periodicals.

			Precarious Game of Hide and Seek

			“Celia Martin’s historical romance ranks as above average fare in the this genre.

			- Jason Hillenburg, Reprospace Reviews™ 

			Fate Takes a Hand

			“Each character, lovingly written, pulls the reader into the story, contributing to the elegance of this beautiful work of fiction. Love stories like this are timeless. If you are looking for a wonderful historical romance with a truly satisfying conclusion, I highly recommend Fate Takes A Hand.”

			Kristen Morgen - Author of Behind The Glass

			““Celia Martin’s Fate Takes a Hand provides a reading experience any devotee of historical romantic fiction will enjoy and holds up under multiple readings.”

			- Jason Hillenburg, Reprospace Reviews™

			cmartinbooks.kitsappublishing.com
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Romantic Adventures

			Follow the romantic adventures of the D’Arcy, Hayward, and Lotterby families, and their captivating friends in seventeenth century England and the American colonies. In And The Ground Trembled, Lady Elizabeth D’Arcy goes to London to find a husband. But does William Hayward, the man she falls in love with, love her, or is he after her large dowry? Be sure to watch for Perfidious Brambles when Lady Timandra Lotterby accompanies her friend, Eliza Tilbury, to Northumberland and meets the man of her dreams, Gavin Merritt. But while striving to win Gavin’s love, she and he must contend with mysterious ghosts, a hidden staircase, and murder attempts on Eliza’ two little brothers. Can Lady Timandra and Gavin solve the mystery before Gavin or the two boys are killed?.
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			Chapter 1

			England 1681

			Elizabeth D’Arcy could not remember when she had last been so excited. Her stomach fluttered and her pulse danced a jig. She had been presented to Queen Catherine the previous morning, and this afternoon she would be attending a ball where King Charles was certain to be in attendance. She had heard many tales of his attraction to pretty women, and her Aunt Phillida had warned her not to flirt with him should she catch his eye. Even so, she had hopes the monarch would ask her to dance. She wanted to tell him how as a child she had thrilled to tales of his heroism and his daring escape from the treacherous roundheads. She thanked God he had survived to return to England as the rightful heir to the throne.

			She had heard too many horror stories of the joyless life under the Commonwealth and Cromwell’s rule to ever want to experience life without their merry monarch. She had been born in sixty-one, the year after the Restoration, but two of her brothers and several cousins had been born during the years of the harsh Puritan constraints. Her father and uncles, strong supporters of the King, had been amply rewarded for their devotion to King Charles. 

			“Elizabeth, you dawdle. ‘Twill not do to be late. I have no wish to offend the King.”

			“Yes, Aunt Phillida.” Elizabeth tried to stand still as her serving girl, taking great care not to muss her hair, helped Elizabeth slip the skirt of her gown over her head. Elizabeth’s dark hair, pulled starkly back from her face, cascaded about her shoulders in a mass of finger-size ringlets, but tiny curls clustering about her forehead softened the severity of the coiffure. While her maid attached the skirt to the gown’s bodice, Elizabeth licked a finger and ran it over her eyebrows. She had plucked them so they formed perfect arches over her blue-green eyes. Lastly, she bit her lips and pinched her cheeks to heighten their color. She wanted to use red ochre to redden her lips and kohl to darken her eyelids, but her aunt had forbidden the use of such embellishments.

			“Your own youthful beauty enhances you more than any fake ornamentation. However, you are welcome to wear some of my rose water. I think in the crowd, we will need it.”

			Elizabeth glanced into the parlor at her aunt. She was instructing her maid to have their beds turned down and fires in the hearths upon their return. With another furtive look, Elizabeth pulled the puffed sleeves of her gold silk bodice lower on her shoulders. Tucking her red gauze pelisse about her shoulders, she hoped her aunt would not notice she was displaying more of her bosom than might be deemed appropriate.

			Getting anything past her aunt’s watchful eyes was never easy, all the same, she loved her aunt almost as much as she loved her mother. She should. She had been fostered with her and Uncle Berold since she was ten. She understood the practice of sending adolescents to relatives to be educated. Parents were seldom strict enough with their own beloved children. Her mother and father were seldom able to deny her anything, especially after the deaths of her two older sisters. She had learned that early in her life – long before she had been sent to Aunt Phillida’s.

			The practice was growing less common. Her younger brother, Garrett, had not been sent from home. Her parents hired a tutor for him until he turned twelve. They then engaged a seaman to train him to sail so one day he might captain his own ship. Her brother loved the sea, and as he would inherit no properties, seafaring would provide him with an honorable mode of support.

			Elizabeth wished a girl’s education could be more like a boy’s, except for having to learn Greek and Latin. But learning about the world, its history and geography – that she had always thought she would enjoy. Then to go on the Grand Tour and travel around Europe. How thrilling! But no. Girls were trained in the social graces and how to manage a household. 

			Elizabeth feared she had not been the most responsible student. She loved the dancing, archery, riding, and especially the music – she could play the lute quite well, and all said her singing was lovely – but oh how she had hated the needlework, the nursing, and the household chores, in particular butter churning and making soap. Aunt Phillida insisted she must know how to do all these chores, including bed making and serving at the table, in order to properly train and supervise her servants when one day she would be the lady of her own household.

			At least she had had the comradeship of her cousin. Flavia, two years her junior, had often conspired with her to escape the drudgery of their tasks. They would hide out with Flavia’s brother, Ewen, and go fishing or hunting. Ewen taught them to swim, though he received a bottom tanning from Uncle Berold when they were discovered. Ewen was Elizabeth’s age, and she guessed he would have preferred the company of other boys had any been fostered with them, but sadly for him, he had but his sister and his cousin to offer him companionship. 

			She would enjoy having her cousins with her now. What great fun they could have. But Flavia was headed home for a visit with her parents. And for the past four years, Ewen had been at Oxford. His father wanted him properly educated to assume management of the three manors he would one day inherit.

			Elizabeth knew she had been brought to King Charles’s court to find a husband, but what she wanted was adventure. And love. She wanted to find a man she could love as her Aunt Phillida loved Uncle Berold and as her mother loved her father. Of course, she wanted to be loved in return. Her father, the Earl of Tyneford, had sent three suitors to court her at Harp’s Ridge Hall, Uncle Berold’s primary residence, but she had not been taken with any of the three. The first, a boy two years her junior with a pimply face and dirty hair, had been shy and rather sweet, but he had certainly not set her heart to cart wheeling even if he was, in some way she could not remember, related to the King.

			The second suitor, heir to two Earldoms, had been in his mid-twenties and in appearance, she had found him fair to look upon, though he was a tad on the stocky side. However, she had discovered he had a cruel streak. She had seen him slap a serving girl and use his whip on one of the stable boys. When she told Uncle Berold about his behavior, young Lord Macon had been hastily, if politely, asked to leave.

			Her third suitor, the Viscount Abercar, she had actually liked. She even allowed him to kiss her, but no trumpets blared, no goose bumps clamored up her arms, she had felt no flush of exhilaration. After the kiss, she looked up into the Viscount’s genial blue eyes. “Lord Abercar, felt you the ground shake?”

			Smiling at her, he shook his head. “No, I felt no such tremor.” 

			She frowned. “Nor did I.” She thought him quite handsome for an older man. Surely he was in at least his mid-thirties, but he looked to be fit, no paunchy stomach or spindly legs. She had no idea what his hair might be like for he wore a wig. He could have had his head shorn. He had a strong chin and delightful crinkles about his eyes when he smiled. And she knew him to be a fine horseman. They had been out riding several times. But she could in no way believe herself to be in love with him, or he in love with her. 

			“Does it matter?” He brought her attention back to the kiss. “I mean, that the ground failed to shake?”

			“I know you will think me silly, but yes, it matters to me.”

			He took her hand in his. “My dear, sweet Lady Elizabeth, I do believe we would deal well together, and that we could build a happy enough life for ourselves. Yet I cannot fault you for wanting the ground to shake. In my youth I had such hopes myself.”

			She thought he looked sad. He had looked past her, almost as if he was seeing someone else. She wondered if he had once loved someone and then lost her. His eyes came back to hers and his bright smile returned. “I shall tell my grandfather that you are most charming, but that we failed to suit. He will be disappointed, as he was a great friend of your father’s father, and he hoped to unite our families. However, he has survived many other disappointments; he will survive this. Now, I should go find your uncle and tell him I plan to depart on the morrow.

			So Abercar had departed. And here she was in London, on her way to the King’s ball. Matching her stride to her aunt’s, she glanced out of the corner of her eye at the beloved woman’s profile. Elizabeth thought her Aunt Phillida, though in her mid-fifties, was still a handsome woman. Her dark hair tinged with strands of gray, parted down the middle and pulled starkly back from her high forehead, was not softened by curls as was Elizabeth’s, but her clean, straight jaw line and high cheek bones, combined with a slim, straight nose, and curvaceous mouth, gave her a regal, yet winsome appearance. 

			“Step lively child,” Aunt Phillida said as they hurried out a side door and down the covered passageway that connected the residence where their lodgings were located with Whitehall Palace. They were staying at her Uncle Ranulf’s apartment suite. It consisted of a parlor, a dining chamber, and three bedchambers with adjoining servants’ closets, but meals had to be ordered from a central kitchen on the ground floor that served all the apartments in the building. Her uncle, a favorite of the King’s from their days together in exile, made frequent command visits to London, so he kept his own rooms close by the palace. Soon immersed in a throng of people hurrying into the already crowded Banqueting Hall, Elizabeth and her aunt locked arms that they would not be separated. People of varying social rank and title, all dressed in their most resplendent attire, all hoping to be noticed by the King or at least by one of his minions, pressed in through the wide doorway. 

			“Close your mouth, Elizabeth, you look all agog,” Aunt Phillida hissed, and Elizabeth dutifully snapped her mouth shut, a flush creeping up her face. She did not want to be thought a bumpkin, yet she had never imagined such splendor nor such a host of people. She could not help but be impressed with the beautiful tapestries and the carved and inlaid paneling, the lifelike statues on tall marble pedestals, and the velvet draperies patterned with silver and gold threads. But the ceiling murals and huge hanging candelabras near took her breath away.  And the gowns on the women – vibrant in incredible hues of greens and blues, oranges and reds such as she had never before seen. The fabrics were as astounding, bombazine blends of silk and wool, elaborately designed damask, deep-piled velvets, brocades, satins, fine cambric linen, and gossamer lawn linen. She was in awe.

			Aunt Phillida took her elbow and directed her to a less crowded area. “How anyone is going to find room to dance is what I am wondering,” Aunt Phillida said with a shake of her head. “I had forgotten how much I dislike court life, or I would have never allowed your father to press me into bringing you here.” 

			Elizabeth knew her aunt had acquiesced because Elizabeth’s mother was too infirm to accompany her daughter to London. Years of consumption had sapped her strength. Thoughts of her mother momentarily dampened Elizabeth’s spirits, but she pushed the thoughts aside. Her mother would be pleased did she find a husband, and that she intended to do. 

			“Why you could not have found a husband close to home as my Vivien did, is beyond my understanding,” Aunt Phillida said, and Elizabeth smiled, and giving her aunt’s arm a squeeze, said, “Vivien, and Timandra, too, are fortunate to have found wonderful and loving husbands. I will count myself fortunate do I but find a man I can love as my cousins love their husbands. Of course that man must love me as their husbands love them. I could ask for nothing more.”

			Aunt Phillida returned her smile and patted her hand. “You will find such a man. I but hope you find him quickly. We have been here little more than a week, and I am ready to return to Harp’s Ridge.” She brought her scented lace hanky up and fluttered it under her nose. “I do believe some of these people have not bathed all winter. I cannot understand why His Majesty fails to command his subjects to bathe regularly.”

			Elizabeth shared her aunt’s disgust with the odor of unwashed bodies in the too compact space, but it seemed a minor annoyance in comparison to the excitement that filled the air. She watched the people bowing and nodding to friends and acquaintances while she looked around in the hope of spotting the only person of her age she had thus far met. She and her aunt had been so busy with fabric selections, fittings, and sightseeing that she had had little time for socializing except with a couple of Aunt Phillida’s friends who were once ladies in waiting to the queen.

			Elizabeth was not surprised when she finally caught sight of her new friend backed up against a wall and almost disappearing into the drapery. Annis Blanchard was small, exquisite, and timid. Elizabeth first met Annis when she had come across her crying in a doorway of a dark secluded corridor. The girl had eluded her guardian in her need to seek solace away from prying eyes. Elizabeth, returning with her maidservant from a fitting, had heard the heart-wrenching sobs. Sending her serving girl back to their rooms, she tried to console the youthful maiden whom she at first mistook for a child, so small was she.

			“Are you lost,” she asked. Certainly since her arrival in London, Elizabeth had already turned down several wrong passageways in the maze of buildings that surrounded Whitehall Palace. She could understand how getting lost could be terrifying to a youth. But the girl shook her head and cried harder. “Well, all the same, I must insist you come back to my rooms with me. ‘Tis not safe for you to remain here in this lonely corridor.” She took the girl’s arm and urged her toward her lodgings. Only when the girl looked up from the handkerchief she had pressed to her face, had Elizabeth realized she was a young woman near her own age.

			Once back in the parlor, Elizabeth, after asking her maidservant to bring them some wine, convinced her aggrieved guest to sit beside her on the only modern piece of furniture in her uncle’s lodgings, a blue tufted couch. Every other piece of furniture from beds to dining table dated back to the Restoration and was of heavy, durable oak. Having coaxed out her guest’s name, Elizabeth learned between sobs and hiccups that Annis was being forced into a marriage she could not endure. 

			Elizabeth was indignant. “Why do you not refuse to marry the fiend?”

			Annis pushed back a lock of her golden hair and turned her lovely, tear-stained face up to look at Elizabeth. Her vibrant blue eyes were still brimming with tears, and her moist golden lashes sparkled in the candle light. “I cannot refuse to marry him,” she answered, her bow-shaped mouth curving downward as a teardrop slid off the side of her dainty, little nose. “King Charles himself has given his approval of the jointure.” 

			As they sipped their wine, Annis calmed enough to relate her tale. Her parents had died when she was but a year old. She had been raised by her grandfather. Now he too had died. Ever a loyal supporter of the King, her grandfather had lost a portion of his landholdings during Cromwell’s reign. Though those holdings had not been restored to him when King Charles returned to the throne, her grandfather had borne the King no ill will. However, he had never forgiven the man, who by trickery, had taken his land. It was that man Annis was now expected to marry. A man near old enough to be her grandfather. In marrying Annis, her grandfather’s sworn enemy would take control of the remainder of her grandfather’s wealth and landholdings.

			Incensed, Elizabeth assured her new friend she would help her find a way out of her terrible dilemma. What she would do, she had yet to determine, but she did not believe any woman should be forced into an unwanted marriage. After all, this was the seventeenth century. They were no longer living in a barbaric society. She had asked her Aunt Phillida’s advice, but her aunt had told her she must not meddle in court intrigues, especially if the King was involved. So she was on her own to think of a solution. And she would, she knew she would.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			William Hayward did not need the nudge to his ribs from his friend, Lord Albin, to know the beauty who entered the crowded hall and made her way with her stately chaperone to a more secluded area was the much discussed Elizabeth D’Arcy. Word had spread rapidly that not only was she an enchantress, but as the Earl of Tyneford’s only daughter, her dowry was bountiful.

			“Did I not tell you she could outshine the sun?” Lord Albin said. His round face with its perfectly trimmed chin beard and mustache fairly beamed.

			William nodded in agreement. His plumpish, affable friend had first seen Lady Elizabeth when he had passed her in the corridor outside his aunt’s lodgings where he had just taken his leave. She and her aunt were but arriving. Initially, Albin stated, he had been able to do little more than gawk, but he had roused himself in time to hear his aunt’s serving maid announce her lovely visitor. He had yet to receive an introduction to the fair maiden, but he and others were raving about the lady’s multiple virtues. Hearing their exalted acclamations, William determined, even before setting eyes on Lady Elizabeth, she met the criteria he sought in a bride.

			He had had no plans to wed any time in the near future, but King Charles changed that. The King had commanded he marry – and soon. “Young Hayward, you are too attractive to the ladies. Indeed, far too handsome for your own good. We believe we have even seen the Queen cast a glance in your direction. ‘Tis time you wed. Find yourself a young wife who can keep you satisfied in your bed so we need not worry that you are corrupting the thoughts of our ladies.”

			“But Your Grace!” William had been taken aback, but the King dismissed his protests and stalked away. Decree issued, subject closed. William believed himself fortunate to be one of the King’s favorites, but he had not expected to have his majesty direct his personal life. 

			He had first caught Charles’s notice at the horse races at Newmarket where the King was a frequent patron. William prided himself on his keen knowledge of horse flesh, and he rode well. Consequently, he won several races when the King was in attendance. He had, of course, set out to be noticed. And when Charles lauded him, William had bragged of his skills at tennis and pall mall. Everyone knew the King to be a vigorous sportsman, and William had cultivated the sports the King was known to most enjoy. As he had hoped, he had been invited to play the King at tennis. The match had gone well – he allowed King Charles to beat him but only by the slightest margin. Soon he was being invited to other sporting events – riding, boating, bowling, and in no time, he found himself a member of the King’s courtiers, an enviable position, especially for someone who was naught but a knight’s son. 

			That had been two years past, and the King’s patronage had helped him immeasurably in his fledgling enterprise. He gained more favor with the King when he remained steadfastly loyal to Charles during his troubled bouts with the Whigs in the House of Commons. It had been a trying time for the King when even his mistresses met with his enemies, and Charles’s beloved illegitimate son, Monmouth, plotted against his own father. But now they were celebrating. King Charles had triumphed over those who sought to exclude Charles’s brother, James, the Duke of York from succession to the throne because of his Catholicism – Charles having no legitimate children as his heirs. Charles’s enduring patience and reasonable stance had eventually won the moderates to his side, and he had prevailed. The Bill to exclude James had been defeated in the House of Lords, and Parliament had subsequently been dissolved. 

			Now King Charles was more popular than ever with his people. England was prosperous and trade was flourishing as England remained at peace, while her rivals on the continent were at war. With that same vigorous commerce that was helping the King pay off his Crown debts, William was building his own fortune. He had become a broker in the expanding maritime trade. Acting as an agent to a diverse number of clients, he made the perfect intermediary. He had access to the nobility and the gentry and was equally comfortable with merchants, guild members, or even laborers. Anyone with money to invest, he welcomed.

			He frequented the coffee houses which were becoming important centers of commerce for businessmen who preferred the quieter atmosphere to that of the Royal Exchange. He also visited the coffee-houses that were political in nature, both the St. James, which catered to the Whigs, and the Cocoa-tree, which was home to the Tories. He talked trade, while the Parliament Members argued politics. But he also listened and reported back to King Charles any machinations being plotted against the King that he might happen to overhear. That he had highly profitable business dealings with any number of Whigs, who were the dominant party in the House of Commons, never swayed his devotion to his King. 

			William’s fealty was of longstanding. His father had fought for the King; risked his life for years in nefarious activities to help support Charles while he was in exile. Consequently, upon his restoration, Charles had knighted William’s father. Knighthood had come with an ample land grant adjoining the small holding near the Welsh border that William’s family had held since the time of the Conqueror. Land that William, as his father’s only child, would one day inherit.

			They were, in fact, members of the gentry. They owned their land outright; did not lease it from a larger estate. But to William, their income was but middling, and most of the time, his father worked the land himself; more like a yeoman farmer. From an early age, having seen his father slighted by a nobleman of the parish, William had determined he would better himself. Never shy nor in doubt of his own capabilities, he had applied himself to his studies, though he had not neglected sports or social deportment. But his provincial upbringing in rural Cheshire, which included his early schooling by the village vicar, aided him in his dealings with the humbler rank and file.

			Once William had gleaned all he could from the cleric, his father sent him to a private school in Chester. An apt student, at the age of sixteen, he moved on to the University at Oxford. He distinguished himself at Oxford and was offered a fellowship, but he had greater goals in mind. After graduation, he went on a two-year Grand Tour of Europe with his friend, Albin, who covered much of the expenses. Upon his return, he spent a year at home with his father, reacquainting himself with country life and the agricultural and animal husbandry practices of the region. Then for the next three years, until he became a member of the King’s entourage, he resided in London or with Lord Albin at one of his three principal family estates.

			Now at the age of twenty-seven, he was to take a wife. He could, of course, ignore the King’s wishes, retire to the country, give up his burgeoning business, but that he would not do. Besides, his father had been after him to wed. He wanted grandchildren to sit upon his knee. And perhaps ’twas time he settled down. He glanced at Elizabeth D’Arcy. He could look far and not find a more suitable mate. She would do. He had but to woo her and win her. He would have competition for her hand, lords as well as wealthy members of the gentry, but he was confident of his success. He was yet to meet a woman of any age who was not susceptible to his charms.

			Decision made, ’twas time to act. With Lord Albin at his heels, he began making his way through the crowd toward his future bride, for such did he consider her. He would meet her and begin his courtship this very evening. He had drawn close to hand, but before he could contrive to introduce himself, trumpets blared, and King Charles’s arrival was announced. Men bowed and doffed their hats, were they wearing them, and the women sank into low curtsies. William was in the fortunate position to be treated to an unobstructed view of the provocative mounds of Elizabeth D’Arcy’s creamy white bosom daringly flaunted above the bodice of her golden gown. He was certain King Charles would appreciate the tantalizing display. He would no doubt halt before the charmer. His King was not one to miss welcoming a pretty new maiden to his court.

			And indeed, though the King spoke to several courtiers as he advanced down the aisle cleared for him, he did not stop until he paused before Elizabeth D’Arcy and her aunt. “Do our eyes deceive us or have we been graced by the presence of Lady Grasmere?” he said.

			“Your Majesty.” The lady sank into a deeper curtsy.

			The King put his hand under her chin. “Rise, dear lady, and let us look upon your face. We think we have not seen thee in near ten years, or are we mistaken?” 

			The lady raised remarkable blue-green eyes to look up at the King. “No, Your Grace, you are not mistaken. Lancashire is far from London and travel can be perilous, plus my bones are grown old. I fear I have not sojourned here as often as I might wish.”

			King Charles laughed, “Ha! We think you have little wish to visit us as you prefer your humble hall to our grandeur.” He swept his arm out over the crowded room. “But you are forgiven your absence as you have brought this lovely young maid to grace our court.”

			William was not surprised when the King turned from Lady Grasmere to Elizabeth D’Arcy who was still sunk in a curtsy at her aunt’s side. Putting his hand under Elizabeth’s chin, he urged her to rise, though he still addressed Lady Grasmere. “Your niece, we believe, so the Queen has aptly informed us.”

			“Yes, Your Grace, my niece, Lady Elizabeth D’Arcy.”

			Elizabeth looked up at the King with eyes identical to her aunt’s. She bestowed upon him a smile so brilliant it made William blink and take a step backwards. By God, she was a beauty! King Charles also seemed impressed by her loveliness. He took her hand and raised it to his lips.

			“Your beauty, Lady Elizabeth, enhances our poor court,” the King said, and William saw his future intended blush a becoming pink extending from her breasts, up her neck, to her face. 

			“Oh, Your Majesty, you are most kind. I cannot begin to tell you how thrilled I am to be here.” Her voice sounded breathy, and she appeared awestruck. William smiled to himself. A bit of a bumpkin, but he rather liked her naïveté. And certainly, meeting the charismatic King for the first time could be spellbinding. He had been mesmerized himself at his first meeting with the dashing Charles. Now in his fifties, the King, though never considered a handsome man, was riveting. Where once his own thick dark hair adorned his head, he now wore a wig. Clean shaven but for a perfectly trimmed mustache, he displayed a winning smile, and his dark eyes danced with merriment. Still fit, he needed no padding to fill out his blue bombazine woolen frockcoat with matching breeches and silver hose. The lace cravat at his throat appeared to be tied in a new style. William had no doubt, by the morrow, courtiers would be copying it.

			“Do we understand you are here to nab a husband?” the King inquired, an obvious twinkle in his eyes. “We would have thought a beauty such as you would have no trouble attracting numerous suitors.”

			Lady Grasmere answered for her niece. “She has had suitors, Your Majesty, but our Elizabeth is a romantic. She insists she will not marry but for love. And her adoring father has acquiesced, so here we are.”

			“Ah, yes,” Charles nodded his head, “love has its merit as long as one is not blinded by it. We wish you good hunting, and we look forward to seeing more of you as you grace our court.”

			“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Elizabeth said as the King turned from her to her aunt.

			“Lady Grasmere, do inform Lord Grasmere his steadfast support for us in the House of Lords was not unnoticed.”

			“I will so inform him, Your Grace,” the lady said, sinking into another curtsy as the King turned and continued through the maze of courtiers vying to catch his eye.

			With the King’s departure, William was ready to make his move. Elizabeth whispered something to her aunt and turned to look in his direction. He smiled boldly and stepped forward, but the young lady pushed past him without looking up. Her indifference to his charms took him off guard. He stumbled backwards against his friend Lord Albin.

			“Ow, watch the feet, Hayward!”

			“Sorry, Albin,” he said, but he did not look at his friend. He was staring after Elizabeth. She pushed her way past any number of smiling and bowing courtiers without acknowledging any of them with anything more than a nod as they stepped out of her way. She made her way to a back wall where she embraced a small young lady who looked more like she should still be in the school room than at the King’s grand ball.

			Intent on making Elizabeth’s acquaintance, William edged his way past the same courtiers his quarry had ignored. He acknowledged some of the men by name, others he offered a cordial smile. Never knew when someone might become a paying client. He stopped beside a young man who was staring so fixedly at the two young maidens he did not bother to look at William when William apologized for bumping into him.

			“No offense taken,” the youth said, his obsessed stare never wavering.

			“You seem quite taken with the Lady Elizabeth D’Arcy,” William said, assessing this possible competition for his lady’s heart.

			For the first time, the youth looked around at him. He was a handsome lad with large, serious, brown eyes, light, brown hair that floated loosely at his shoulders, and a sensitive mouth. William guessed he could barely have gained his majority. He was not a man used to wooing and winning women’s hearts. William could not believe him to be of any consequential competition unless he had some great inheritance. And was the lady true to her word, and meant to marry for love, not wealth or title, then he could not think the youth to be much of a rival.

			“I beg your pardon, sir. What was it you said?” the youth asked.

			“I said you seem quite taken with Lady Elizabeth D’Arcy. Have you met her?”

			His youthful rival looked confused. “I am sorry. Who is Lady Elizabeth D’Arcy?”

			“The young lady you are so bemusedly staring at,” William said, a laugh in his voice. The youth did not know her; did not know her name. He must simply be besotted by her beauty.

			“I stare so bemusedly, as you have put it, sir, at my wife. I know no Lady Elizabeth, unless she might be the lady speaking to my Annis.”

			William looked back around. The small girl at Elizabeth’s side was staring as fixedly at the youth. “Your wife! You mean the tiny lass in the blue gown.”

			“Yes, that is my Annis, my love, the very beat of my heart.” The youth’s gaze was again directed at the lady he claimed was his wife. 

			“For heaven’s sake, boy, why do you stand and stare at each other? Let us go greet her, and you can introduce me to her friend, Lady Elizabeth.” William had his hand on the young man’s back. “Oh, allow me to introduce myself. I am William Hayward, and you are?”

			“Sir Jeremy Danvers,” was the answer William received, but his attempt to push young Danvers forward met with instant resistance. 

			“No!” came Sir Jeremy’s adamant declaration. “I may not go near the lady.”

			“You may not go near your wife? Or near Lady Elizabeth?” William thought he must have heard the statement incorrectly.

			“My wife. Do I go near her, she will be kept in confinement, and I will not be allowed even a glimpse of her.”

			“Sir, your words make no sense.”

			The youth dragged in a ragged breath. “She will not be my wife for much longer. Even as we speak, the annulment could have been approved. And my reason for living will be at an end.”

			William could not remember when he had heard such pain in anyone’s voice. For some reason these two young people, so apparently in love, were to be separated. Had they eloped and been caught before the marriage could be consummated? He did not feel right in prying or in adding to Sir Jeremy’s suffering. He would have to contrive his own means of meeting Elizabeth. But he would. Why even now, he would swear the young maiden was staring at him.

		


		
			Chapter 3

			Elizabeth had been chattering on to Annis about her presentation to the King for several minutes before she realized Annis was not looking at her, nor even listening. Following the direction of her friend’s riveted gaze, she saw the most absurdly handsome man she had ever seen, did she not count her younger brother. He was tall, at least as tall as the King, mayhap taller, and broad shouldered. He filled out his plain, black, velvet coat quite handily. And in this day of chin beards and mustaches, he was clean shaven. His face had a classical look to it, prominent cheek bones, strong, clean jaw line, and a mouth so sensuous it made her lick her lips.

			“Who is that man you are staring at, Annis?” she asked her young friend.

			A catch in her voice, Annis answered, “My ... my husband.”

			“Your husband!” The surprise pronouncement hit Elizabeth like a blow to the stomach. The man she had been admiring was married to her friend. Her surprise turned to bewilderment. “How can that be? You said you are to marry Lord Creighton. You cannot have two husbands.”

			Tears welling in her eyes, Annis heaved a harsh sigh. “My marriage to Jeremy is to be annulled. Lord Creighton but waits for that annulment. Otherwise, we would already be married.”

			Elizabeth wondered Annis had not made her privy to her marriage sooner, but her friend answered, “I was about to tell you of Jeremy when your aunt returned to your lodgings. Then, when you and your maid escorted me back to my rooms, you talked of naught but this ball, and your insistence I should attend. Indeed, I am glad I am come. I can at least see my Jeremy.”

			Incensed, Elizabeth stared down at Annis. “This makes your forced marriage to Creighton even worse. On what grounds do they seek the annulment?”

			“Jeremy and I were married by proxy shortly before my grandfather’s death. When my grandfather realized he was dying, Jeremy was in Europe on his Grand Tour. Grandfather obtained a special license and had a neighbor stand in Jeremy’s stead. With Grandfather’s physician and solicitor as witnesses, the parish priest performed the ceremony. Jeremy and I had been pledged in marriage since we were in our puddings and hanging sleeves.”

			Annis turned back toward her husband, but Elizabeth was attempting to make sense of this new twist. She had to help Annis be reunited with her husband, yet her heart was saying nay. She had to tamp down the attraction she felt for Annis’s husband.

			“No sooner had my grandfather been laid to rest,” Annis related in a small voice, “than Creighton appeared with a writ stating I was, at King Charles’s command, to accompany him to London. He had my mother’s Aunt Beata with him to act as my duenna.” Annis nodded her head at the small, round woman in a dull, brown, damask gown who stood pressed against the wall. The woman seemed as much in awe of the court as Elizabeth had been when she first arrived. Her round mouth was open and her small black eyes slithered back and forth in rapid motion.

			Elizabeth had met Mistress Beata Underhill but briefly on the day she walked Annis back to her lodging, and though she could not say why, she did not trust the woman. Pulling Annis aside to continue her questioning, she asked, “Why did King Charles send for you?”

			“I believe Creighton offered him a goodly sum to have my marriage annulled that he might marry me.” Elizabeth had heard tales the King was perennially strapped for funds owing to his indiscriminate lavish spending on himself, his favorites, his mistresses, and his many illegitimate children. Mayhap there was more truth to the tales than she wished to believe. “Creighton told the King that Jeremy was but a boy and could hardly be expected to properly manage the property my grandfather left me,” Annis supplied. “And as Jeremy was not there for our wedding, was in fact still in Europe,” she blushed, “our marriage has never been consummated, making it easier to obtain an annulment.”

			Annis looked up at Elizabeth, and for the first time, she looked angry, not defeated. “King Charles told me he was doing me a favor. I needed a man, not a boy to care for me, to see no one took advantage of me and my estate.” Knotting her tiny hands into fists, her voice rose. “Not take advantage of me! By all that is holy, what is Creighton doing but taking advantage of me?” Then her anger ebbed away, and she bowed her head and sobbed, “I want my Jeremy.”

			A few people looked at them questioningly, and Annis’s aunt stepped forward and put her hand on her arm, but the girl shook her off. “Oh, leave me be, Aunt Beata. I have no care who may hear me.” But when Elizabeth put her arm around her friend and pulled her close, the girl did not shake her off. 

			Elizabeth patted her shoulder. “You must not give up hope. We will find a way, I swear we will. I do think the fact you are already married could well be a help.” She looked back at the man who was staring fixedly at the two of them. “I find it hard to believe such a man could be considered a boy. He looks a capable man to me. Nor does he look like someone who would so easily allow Creighton to put him aside. How long has he been returned to England?”

			Sniffling, Annis pulled away. “He started for home as soon as he received word of my grandfather’s death. I saw him but for a moment yesterday before Creighton saw us together. Creighton told me, did I dare talk to Jeremy again, he would have me locked in my rooms until our wedding. I think he threatened Jeremy as well, for he has not come near me.”

			“Hmmm. Looks like that is going to change. Here he comes now.” Elizabeth watched the man she had been admiring shoulder his way past the party revelers and advance toward them. 

			One arm slightly extended, he bowed at the waist. “William Hayward,” he said, “with a message for you, Mistress Blanchard, from Sir Jeremy. He sends you his love and life-long devotion, and he vows he will forever remain true to you.”

			Elizabeth’s chin dropped. The man she had been staring at so overtly was not Annis’s husband. Her gaze darted to the youth she had not given so much as a second glance. Mouth downturned, shoulders drooping, he appeared as love sick and broken hearted as Annis.

			Elizabeth looked at the man towering over her friend. Giddiness surged through her. He was not married to Annis. She smiled blissfully as Annis breathily said, “Thank you, Mister Hayward. You are kind to deliver his message. Please take a message for me, that I feel the same.”

			William bowed. “I would be honored.”

			“Annis,” her aunt interrupted, “Lord Creighton would not like you talking to strangers.”

			“Oh, but he is not a stranger, Mistress Underhill,” Elizabeth asserted. “Allow me to present a new acquaintance, Mister William Hayward. He has but stopped by to greet us. Surely Lord Creighton can find no fault there.” Elizabeth turned her most charming smile on the drab little woman. Mistress Underhill started stammering and looking about as if to see if Lord Creighton might be near, and if he might be watching. Elizabeth guessed she had been given strict orders not to let Sir Jeremy or any other man near her charge.

			“Well, ah ... indeed ... ah, Mister Hayward, I am pleased to meet you, ah ... ah, sir.” Beata Underhill curtsied, and William took her hand and bowed over it while offering her a beaming smile. “The pleasure is mine, Mistress Underhill.”

			“Oh, my ... well, yes,” Mistress Underhill gushed and stammered again. “I suppose if you are known to Lady Elizabeth you are certainly welcome to stop and chat.”

			“Yes.” Elizabeth’s aunt’s cool voice sent a cold shiver up her spine. She turned to find her Aunt Phillida, eyebrows raised questioningly, standing behind her. Her mouth in a thin line, Aunt Phillida turned her frigid gaze on William Hayward and stated, “As you are known to my niece, I do think I should make your acquaintance.” Before Elizabeth could form an answer, William stepped forward.

			“Ah, Lady Grasmere, you have made my acquaintance, though I fear I have no memory of it, only what my father told me of the occasion.”

			Aunt Phillida looked down her nose at William. “Indeed. When might that have been?”

			“First at my birthing, and then my christening, Lady Grasmere. Your husband stood in for my Uncle Cyril as my God-father. My mother’s sister was named my God-mother, but you stood in for her as we were in your home. Indeed, I was born in your home. I am William Hayward, Lady Grasmere, and my father is ...”

			His sentence went unfinished for Aunt Phillida interrupted him. “Your father is Caleb Hayward. I should have known you by your hair and your eyes.” His eyes were magnificent Elizabeth thought – wide set under straight, dark brows, they were a turbulent green, the color of a storm-tossed ocean when she looked down on it from the heights of her home at Wealdburh on the coast of the Irish Sea. “And though you resemble your father,” her aunt continued, “I think you inherited your mouth from your lovely mother. How fares your father?”

			Elizabeth was thrilled by this sudden revelation. This incredibly handsome man was known to her aunt. Not just known to her. He had been born in her home. She would have to learn more about that.

			William bowed his head. “Father does little but work his land. After my mother died in sixty-one, giving birth to a brother who died two weeks later, my father said my mother could not be replaced. He never remarried.”

			“I am sorry, Mister Hayward. I lost a dear friend when she died. Your mother was beautiful both inside and out, and I know she loved your father dearly. She had to, with him constantly on the run. Then, her seeing to his care despite her condition. A courageous woman.”

			The crush of people squeezed them into tighter contact, and Elizabeth felt a pleasurable shiver race up her spine as William Hayward pressed closer to her. She was pleased her aunt was ignoring the constriction and seemed to be enjoying calling up a long-forgotten memory. “I can still remember my brother and his motley bandits arriving at our door. And there was your mother, ready to give birth at any moment.” She put her hand to her face. “My, what memories. ’Tis God’s will we all survived to see Charles again on the throne where he rightfully belongs.”

			Joining the others of their small group in a chorus of, “Amen”, Elizabeth stared wonderingly up at William Hayward. He was the son of one of her Uncle Nate’s gang of highwaymen who had harangued and robbed the roundheads then sent their plunder to Europe to support their exiled King. Upon his restoration, King Charles had pardoned them and amply rewarded them. She sighed. Members of her family had benefited from their King’s generous largesse. Other Royalist squires, as well as nobles, who had had heavy fines levied against them by the Commonwealth for their support of the King, had not fared as well, though unlike Annis’s grandfather, many had managed to hold onto all their lands.

			“Well, then,” Aunt Phillida said, interrupting Elizabeth’s thoughts, “now that I have learned of our early acquaintance, how is it you know my niece?”

			“He is friend to a dear friend of mine,” Annis said, surprising Elizabeth with her temerity.

			“I see.” Elizabeth’s aunt’s face softened as she looked at Annis. “I will accept that,” she said, but she turned her eyes on Elizabeth. “We will talk more later.”

			“Lady Grasmere, would you permit me the honor of dancing with your niece?” William said, and Elizabeth turned pleading eyes on her aunt. To dance with this handsome stranger who was not exactly a stranger, could hardly be more thrilling. Her heart raced at the thought of his hand touching hers, or resting on her elbow as he steered her toward the dance floor. Oh, please, she silently begged.

			“Very well, but bring her back here to me after the dance. I, in the meantime, will become better acquainted with Mistress Blanchard’s aunt, to whom I have yet to be presented.”

			Elizabeth and Annis stammered out introductions, then Elizabeth set off with William for the dance floor. William stopped to introduce her to Sir Jeremy Danvers. She thought Sir Jeremy a sweet and pretty boy, and she gave him a sympathetic smile as William passed on Annis’s message. Then she and William were on the dance floor, mingling with the other dancers. How well William danced. Every footstep, every toe point, perfect. She was now glad for all the lessons her dancing master had made her practice over and over again.

			“I feel so sorry for Annis and Sir Jeremy,” she said as she and William took their turn about the floor. “I cannot but think that if King Charles were to know ... if he were to be told the true circumstances, he would never agree to this evil annulment. If I could but talk with him.”

			“Oh, no, Lady Elizabeth. When the King makes up his mind, it can seldom be changed.” He knew from firsthand experience, he assured her. “Best not to question the King’s decisions.”

			Elizabeth gazed up at the man she found so handsome he near made her forget what she wanted to say. Finally she managed to stammer out, “But I ... I spoke with the King tonight. He said he believes love has its merit. The problem is, he has not been told all the facts. Surely he would not otherwise dismiss true love.”

			“He could, and he would. I beg your pardon, but I happened to be near enough to overhear his conversation with you. He also said one should not be blinded by love.”

			“Annis and Sir Jeremy are not blinded. They are equally in love. You can see that.”

			“I can see it, but King Charles is not apt to see it because he will not be apt to see them.”

			“But if Annis and I were to get an audience with him.”

			“Hold it.” William led her back to their spot as another couple took the lead on the floor. They would wait their turn until time to separate, then again step forward. She would curtsy and they would come together once more and take the lead. In the meantime, they stood very close together, his shoulder touching hers, his extended forearm brushing against her rib cage and almost grazing her breast as she rested her hand on his arm. Tingling sensations rushed up and down her spine, and with the stays hampering her breathing, she feared she sounded the fool as she gushed, “Mister Hayward, pray thee not try to dissuade me, for I am determined I shall help Annis escape a horrid marriage to Lord Creighton. ’Tis wrong, and the man is evil, and this shall not be borne. I will get an audience with King Charles. I know I can do so.”

			Before William could answer, it was their turn to separate. She could breathe easier without his body tantalizing her senses. This phenomenon she found most interesting. No man had ever left her tingling and craving his nearness. This would merit thoughtful consideration once she was in her bed, her head resting on the soft down pillows, the fluffy quilts pulled up around her chin. She could not think about it now. Now she needed to concentrate on the dance steps and revel in the thrill of dancing with the most handsome man at the ball.
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