
        
            [image: image]

        

    

A Rogue’s

        Embrace





MARGARET

MOORE










[image: ]





In loving memory of my grandfather,
Samuel Moore,
who firmly believed in reading
all the fine print before signing.
(I do, Grandpa, I do.)

[image: ]




“THERE IS NO NEED TO BE ANXIOUS, WIFE,” RICHARD WHISPERED.

He took Elissa’s hand, but did not kiss it. Instead, he pressed it against his warm, bare chest. “You have nothing to fear from me.”

She felt his taut muscles and the beating of his heart. “I am not afraid of you.”

“I am glad to hear you say so.”

He lifted her hand to his chin so that her fingertips rested against his soft lips, while the stubble of his beard was like sand against the rest of her fingers. It was a simple thing and yet strangely exciting.

Too exciting. She had loved foolishly once; she would not allow herself to believe in love or be swept away by what had to be lust.

“No, do not draw back,” he insisted softly.

Then he kissed her as she had always imagined a man in love should kiss the woman he adored, with passion and tenderness in thrilling alliance, as if he were gently persuading her to love him, rather than demanding.

What kind of freedom was he offering?
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Chapter 1

London, 1663

Sitting beside his mother, six-year-old William Longbourne grinned at the brawny waterman guiding their vessel along the Thames. “My mama and I are going to see the king!” he declared proudly.

Elissa sighed with exasperation. “Will, please keep silent and sit still,” she admonished, wishing she could temper his excitement until they safely reached the shore. As it was, he kept fidgeting and rocking the boat.

And it really wasn’t necessary to announce the reason for their journey to everyone they met.

However, she might as well have wished the Seven Seas to dry up as for Will to be less boisterous on this particular occasion. After all, he had no reason to share his mother’s apprehension.

“I can see why the king’d want to meet your ma,” the waterman observed, licking his lips as he leered at Elissa.

If she had known the insolence she would have to endure from this disgusting knave, she would have taken the Puritan’s boat and paid the slightly higher fare.

But she had not, so she tried to ignore the impertinent lout while keeping one eye on Will and studying the massive structures lining the river.

Mighty buildings dominated the north bank, each one seeming to demand homage to its magnificence and to render human beings insignificant. Behind these imposing edifices, a haze of coal smoke rose from the multitude of houses, as well as the industries that lay cheek-by-jowl among them.

She wondered what King Charles, restored to his throne at last, thought of the choking air or the filthy river. Perhaps he was too busy summoning busy widows with estates to manage to notice.

She pondered the hundred things that could be going awry at home during her absence. Then she tried to force such thoughts from her mind, telling herself she would do better to prepare for her meeting with the king, which was to be this very evening.

“You keep your weather eye open when ye’re on the river, me lad,” the churl said with another disgusting smile that exposed his rotting teeth, “and you might see the king sooner than you think. He’s often on the Thames, comin’ and goin.’”

“He is?” Will asked, looking around as if he expected to see His Majesty’s boat drawing up alongside even as he spoke. “Corning and going where?”

“Ye’re too young to know that,” the man replied with a chortle before he hawked and spat into the river.

“Will you please keep such remarks to yourself?” Elissa ordered through clenched teeth.

“Oh, look! Look!” Will cried suddenly, rising from his seat and pointing. “There he is! There is the king!”

He started to wave frantically, leaning precariously over the gunwale. “Your Majesty! Your Majesty!”

Flinging the edge of her cloak out of the way, Elissa lunged for Will before he fell over the side of the boat. She caught his jacket and pulled him backward.

“Keep him still or he’ll be at the bottom of the river,” the waterman muttered angrily as he steadied the small vessel with his pole.

“Not if you do your job,” Elissa muttered. Her frown turned into a scowl when she realized the lout was staring at her chest—or, more precisely, at the cleavage exposed by her gaping cloak.

She set Will beside her and wished she had worn her most plain, high-necked gown of dull gray wool instead of this dress of rose-colored brocade. She would change before she went to court.

“Are you sure that’s not the king?” Will asked, nodding at a boat that was moving toward them from a short distance away.

In that vessel there was indeed a most magnificently attired man. He was clad in a short jacket and full breeches of brilliant blue trimmed with riotous and colorful embroidery. He also wore a white shirt with a large, lacy jabot and long cuffs, and he sported a hat with the biggest, whitest plume Elissa had ever seen. Beneath the hat was long, curling hair—a wig, no doubt—as well as a round, decidedly average male face unencumbered by a mustache.

Despite his fine and costly attire, if he had no mustache, he could not be the king.

Beside this fashionable vision was another man, dressed all in black like a Puritan, with a plain hat and natural black hair that brushed his broad shoulders. This man sat with astonishing aplomb in the rocking boat, seemingly oblivious to the smells and sights around him, or to whatever his more animated companion was saying.

As they drew closer, Elissa also realized the simply dressed man was one of the most handsome she had ever seen, with a fine nose and strong, clean-shaven chin. Unlike the other fellow, there was shrewd intelligence in his dark, inscrutable eyes and a set to his jaw that told her that it would be risky to trifle with him.

If one of the men in that boat is royalty, she reflected, it is not the extravagantly attired one.

“That’s not the king,” the waterman informed them scornfully before he shouted a vulgar greeting to the other boat. Its pilot responded in equally earthy terms.

Annoyed that Will had heard such language, Elissa made a sniff of disapproval.

Then the other vessel passed them, and her gaze met that of the arrogant man wearing black.

Elissa’s heart began to beat strangely, and her body warmed as if… as if this man she had never seen before was touching her. Intimately.

She had not felt this way since William Longbourne had started courting her seven years ago.

No, she silently amended as she swallowed hard, I have never felt this way before—and I should not be feeling this way now.

She was a respectable widow, not some … some hussy to be pleased by the smiles of strangers, no matter how handsome or intriguing they were, or how long it had been since she had been with a man.

Obviously, despite the difference in their clothing and appearance, the man dressed in black was no more of a gentleman than the waterman.

“Will, stop fidgeting,” she commanded sternly, wishing he would cease staring with such obvious fascination at those men in the other boat.

Then she feared her own expression had not been much different.

With a bone-jarring bump, the waterman finally brought his vessel beside slick, damp water stairs leading up a wharf. He then put his fingers to his lips and let out a piercing whistle.

“That’ll bring somebody to take your baggage, mistress,” he explained, nodding at the small, leather-covered, bossed box at Elissa’s feet.

The rest of her baggage was being brought to her lawyer’s home by one of her farm laborers in a wagon, for Mr. Harding had graciously invited them to stay with him while they were in London.

Mr. Harding had also offered to accompany Elissa to Whitehall, in case the reason for the king’s summons was what she feared.

Several ragged men began to crowd the steps, each one begging for the task of carrying Elissa’s baggage.

“That will not be necessary. I can manage,” Elissa replied even as she noticed another set of stairs several yards away. The boat with the fashionable man and his handsome companion was putting in there.

The waterman ignored her and called to one of the men on the stairs, a tall, thin fellow who looked as if he hadn’t washed since birth. “Oy, Mick! Take the fine lady’s box here!”

“I said that will not be necessary!” Elissa repeated.

Too late. The waterman lifted the box and shoved it into Mick’s outstretched hands. Immediately the dirty, ragged fellow turned and dashed up the steps.

Stifling a cry of alarm, Elissa reached into her purse for some coins and shoved them into the waterman’s hand.

“Come, Will,” she commanded, helping her son out of the boat, then taking his hand and hurrying up the stairs as fast as the crowd would let her.

As she did, she tried to catch a glimpse of Mick, grateful that she had tied the purse containing most of her traveling money to her petticoat.

“You’re hurting me,” Will protested.

Elissa loosened her grip slightly as they came to the top of the stairs. Panting, she looked around the unfamiliar, cluttered, and crowded street. Nearby, a fruit seller with a basket of oranges slung over his arm stood with a bevy of haggling women.

Well-dressed, perfumed gentlewomen, servants, and some women whose occupation seemed all too obvious by their slatternly attire mingled on the street, surveying shop windows. A group of well-to-do men discussing the price of candle wax marched past, while a collection of rough-looking seamen argued outside a tavern. Horse-drawn carts jostled for position as they rumbled along the cobbled street. Stray dogs barked and ran about underfoot, and the fishy, filthy smell of the Thames merged with coal smoke, offal, and perfume.

Naturally there wasn’t a sign of Mick.

“Madam, do you require some assistance?”

At the sound of the aristocratic male voice, Elissa eagerly turned around—to find not the black-clad man and his overdressed companion, but another fellow, tilting rather oddly to one side and wearing garments of dark green velvet, as well as red-heeled shoes and a feathered, broad-brimmed hat. The explanation for the unusual angle of his stance came to her when she saw the wineskin he was attempting to hide behind his back.

Obviously accompanying him were two other men, similarly well dressed in petticoat breeches, short jackets, plumed hats, and curling wigs, and similarly smiling with every appearance of kind, if somewhat sodden, concern.

Yet when she looked at them closely, she saw the waterman’s leer.

“No, we do not require any assistance,” she replied, pulling Will closer.

“Oh, you cannot mean that,” the first man said, stepping uncomfortably close to her. His wine-soaked breath made her want to gag. “You must allow us to help you. Otherwise, who knows what might happen to such a beauty in this wicked place?”

His friends likewise staggered oppressively closer. Elissa looked around to see if anyone would come to her aid.

Unfortunately, it seemed as if everyone on the crowded thoroughfare suddenly found his own concerns of grave import.

“I thank you, but my son and I do not require any assistance,” she repeated defiantly.

The man in green chuckled, and it was a decidedly unpleasant sound. “Gad, every woman requires a man now and then,” he slurred, stepping closer.

“Go away!” Will commanded imperiously, but with a tremor in his voice.

This only elicited another chortle from the man and his cronies. They began to move en masse, forcing Elissa and Will back toward an alley.

What can I do? Elissa thought with something close to panic. She could shove her way past them, but they might give chase. How far and how fast could she run with Will? And which way should she go?

“To quote from the play I saw last week,” the man in green murmured slyly, “‘a flower blooms unexpectedly among the refuse, and who shall pluck it out?’”

“Zounds, Sedley, if you must quote me, have the goodness to get it right,” a deep, sardonic, masculine voice declared nearby.

As if in answer to her silent prayer for help, the man wearing black from the other boat shoved his way past the fruit seller and his customers. He sauntered toward them, his sword drawn, yet held loosely in his hand as if he intended to do nothing more serious than clean his nails with it.

His round-faced colleague came bustling along behind him, smiling and nodding as if this were a meeting at a ball or something equally innocuous.

“‘A rose blooms in the rubbish’ is the proper line,” the stranger from the boat continued, speaking to the man he had addressed as Sedley, “and I never said anything so crude as ‘pluck it out.’”

He bowed toward Elissa, then turned toward Sedley’s besotted companions. “Good day, Lord Buckhurst.”

One of the other men grinned drunkenly and waved his mouchoir. The flimsy, perfumed square of linen fluttered about as if he were trying to wave away a pesky insect.

“And good day to you, too, Jermyn,” the black-clad man continued. “Is my Lady Castlemaine out of sorts with you again, that you must accost women in the streets?”

“Odd’s fish, ‘tis the cavalier playwright himself,” Jermyn replied with a sneer.

Elissa’s eyes widened as she regarded her sardonic savior. Surely he couldn’t be …? Of all the men in London!

The cavalier playwright, who had not yet sheathed his sword, ignored the sarcastic remark. He reached out to take Elissa’s gloved hand, bending as if he would kiss it.

Instinctively, she snatched it away.

Although the expression in his eyes altered ever so slightly, the man said nothing. However, if he was who she suspected, she didn’t care what he thought of her.

“You write plays?” Will asked with all the disappointed scorn a six-year-old could muster. “I thought you were going to fight him.”

“There is no need for fighting in the street,” Elissa said, desperate to get away from all these men, and most especially the man who had been about to kiss her hand.

The cavalier playwright looked down at Will. “I am sorry to disappoint you, but there must not be a duel.” He raised his voice and spoke with apparent gravity. “These fine fellows are friends of the king, you see, and so must be treated with the utmost respect.”

Elissa thought it was a good thing these alleged friends of the king could not see the wry mockery in the playwright’s eyes.

“Oh,” Will mumbled, still disappointed.

The man dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “They are so drunk, it would hardly be fair.”

The playwright’s round-faced friend grinned, his expression as delighted as if he, too, were six years old. “I assure you, my boy, this is quite the finest swordsman you’re ever likely to meet. Truly, for him to fight them in their present state of inebriation would be most unchivalrous.”

Wide-eyed with childish awe, Will nodded, looking at the cavalier, whose lips twisted up into a small—very small—smile.

“Yes, well, we must be on our way,” Elissa said, trying to sound firm and decisive even though her heart pounded and her legs felt weak.

Their savior stepped forward, blocking her way, and in his eyes was a commanding look that rooted her to the spot. “The king’s friends are leaving.”

“Gad, who do you think you are to command me, you:… you scribbler?” Sedley cried.

“You know who I am,” the cavalier replied quietly, and without taking his steadfast gaze from Elissa’s face. “Therefore you can surmise that it might be wiser to leave, for I am the king’s friend, too.”

This seemed to be a cue to the besotted man’s cronies to stagger forward and, ignoring his loud protests, half-drag him toward the nearby tavern.

Elissa was very glad to be rid of them. Regrettably, there was still the problem of the man standing before her, who continued to regard her with his dark, inscrutable eyes.

“Has no one ever told you it is impolite to stare?” she demanded at last.

“Has no one ever told you that you are beautiful?”

“I suggest, sir, that you save your flattery for women who will appreciate it.”

“Of which there are many,” the cavalier agreed evenly.

He swept his hat from his head and bowed elegantly. “You have not permitted me to introduce myself. I am Sir Richard Blythe. Your servant, madam.”

His friend likewise pulled his hat from his head and attempted a gallant bow, only to drag his pristine plume through the muck in the street.

“Lord Cheddersby, at your service,” he stammered as he straightened. Then he stared at his ruined headwear in dismay, his stunned expression eliciting a giggle from Will.

Elissa gave her son a severe look. “Good day, gentlemen,” she said, lifting her petticoat, overskirt, and cloak up out of the dirt, preparing to leave.

“Haven’t you heard of Sir Richard Blythe?” Lord Cheddersby demanded incredulously.

“Yes, I have.”

Indeed, she knew all about Sir Richard Blythe. She had heard of his plays, with their sharp-tongued wives and supposedly clever mistresses, and their plots of adultery and deception. She had heard of the immoral verse he wrote.

Nor would it surprise her in the least if, despite his outwardly harmless appearance, Lord Cheddersby was Sir Richard’s companion in decadent pastimes. Her late husband had taught her that men were not always what they seemed.

“Good day, gentlemen,” she repeated as she resolutely marched away, clutching Will’s hand tightly.

Despite her inner turmoil, she noted that the crowd no longer seemed to find their own business so fascinating, for as she pushed her way forward, everyone stared at her with blatant curiosity.

She tried to ignore them all as she desperately scanned the street for a coach to hire. She had heard that the king had tried to limit the number in the city without much success. Why, then, could she not find one now?

She finally spotted a likely-looking conveyance and began to wave her hand, to no avail.

Then, with a start, she realized Sir Richard Blythe had come to stand beside her. Even more astounding, he suddenly put his fingers in his mouth and whistled as loudly as the waterman had.

Will stared at him admiringly when a hackney coach rolled to a stop beside them.

Sir Richard smiled at him. “It’s not difficult, you know, with a little practice. I would be happy to teach you.”

“I’m sure there’s nothing you or your friend could teach my son that he needs to learn,” Elissa said, opening the door to the coach without waiting for assistance.

After she and her son had gotten inside, she yanked the door closed as if she were being chased by a band of brigands. Without so much as a glance at the man who had come to her aid, she ordered the coachman to drive to the Inns of Court.

Sheathing his sword, Richard watched the coach rattle out of sight.

A slightly breathless Fozbury Cheddersby came to stand beside him. He sighed rapturously. “Wasn’t she beautiful?”

“Beautiful enough to have captured your fancy, I see,” Richard replied coolly as he started to walk toward their original destination, Lincoln’s Inn Fields Theatre.

The shorter-legged Foz trotted to keep up with him. “Don’t you think she’s beautiful?”

“I seek something beyond pleasing features to determine whether a woman is truly beautiful.”

And if this woman seemed to possess that something composed of spirit and intelligence and determination that made her worthy of his admiration, Richard would never say so to Foz.

Indeed, if he did, the information would likely throw poor old Foz into a spasm of shock.

“She did look as if she were … well… smelling a bad odor,” Foz noted.

If it was only the stench of the city that brought that displeased look to her face and had nothing to do with him, that was a surprisingly welcome observation. “Perhaps she was.”

Foz lowered his head slightly and sniffed surreptitiously. “It couldn’t have been me—or you, either,” he hastened to add.

“I never thought it was.”

“She didn’t tell us her name.”

“Nor did she give us any thanks. We would have done better to leave her to fend for herself.”

“Richard!”

The playwright deftly sidestepped a particularly malodorous pile of dung. “I didn’t mean that, and you know it. Still,” he went on thoughtfully, “I think we can assume the fair unknown would have triumphed over Sedley and his friends in the end.”

“Do you suppose she’s married?”

“Since she has a child with her who resembles her and a ring on the fourth finger of her left hand, we can assume she is.”

“How do you know she had a ring?”

“I felt it through her glove.”

Indeed, it was almost as if he could still feel her supple fingers in his.

“If she’s married, it is no wonder you are not very intrigued by her.”

Richard remained silent. This once, however, he was very tempted to break his own rule and ignore the sanctity of the married state, like most noblemen he knew.

“She could be a widow,” Foz offered hopefully.

Richard halted. “Foz, if you are fascinated by that ungrateful female, I suggest you refrain from pointing out such possibilities to potential rivals. Fortunately, I have other, more important things with which to occupy my time. My new play is starting in less than an hour, and I have an audience with the king after that.”

“Oh, yes, yes, to be sure.”

“If you want her, you’ll have to find her again, you know,” Richard continued in a conciliatory tone as he began to walk again. “If you are truly that desperate, I shall assist you in any way I can.”

Foz smiled delightedly. “I shall gladly accept your assistance—whenever you are not otherwise engaged, of course.”

Richard bowed and waved his hand regally. “I shall be yours to command, whenever I can spare the time from my important literary pursuits,” he said with a subtle self-mockery that was quite lost on Foz.

Foz beamed. “I shall be most appreciative, Richard! The lad was a fine little fellow, wasn’t he?”

“Was he?”

“Almost enough to make a man want a son of his own, eh?”

“No.”

Richard’s tone of finality obviously suggested a change of subject. “Are you worried about what the king wants with you?”

Unfortunately, this subject was not one Richard particularly cared to discuss, either.

“No,” Richard lied. “I daresay he merely wishes me to compose an ode praising the latest woman to catch his fancy.”

“It could be about your estate.”

“If I thought that every time His Majesty summoned me to Whitehall, I would be prostrate with despair by now. He has had plenty of time to restore my property to me, and has not.”

“You know why he cannot,” Foz said, starting to pant. “It was sold by your uncle—quite legally, at the time. If Charles returns your estate to you as a reward for your faithful service in exile, he will have to compensate the new owner, and then other dispossessed noblemen will demand the same. The king cannot afford it.”

“I want only what is rightfully mine. Blythe Hall and the land around it has been in my family for six hundred years. My uncle was able to sell it only because I was serving the king. Otherwise, I would have been able to prevent him from doing so.”

“Perhaps Charles has persuaded the new owners to sell it to you,” Foz suggested.

“Charles is not the only one with financial difficulties.”

“I know that, and you have but to ask—”

“I cannot afford to pay even a fraction of what it’s worth.”

“You could if you would let me—”

“No, Foz.”

“A mortgage—”

“I don’t make that much from my writing.”

“There would be the income from the estate.”

Richard sniffed. “I imagine it’s down to a pittance. The man who bought it died a few years ago, I heard, and left it to his widow. An old woman can’t run an estate properly.”

“No, no, of course not,” Foz agreed. He cocked his head to one side, reminding Richard of an inquisitive chicken. “Are you going to change before you go to Whitehall?”

“Into what? A fashionable courtier?”

In truth, Richard knew where this conversation was heading and was secretly amused.

As he expected, Foz protested immediately. “You cannot wear that to meet with the king!”

“I see nothing wrong with my attire. Black suits me.”

“But your breeches—”

“I will not wear those petticoat things,” Richard answered, glancing at Foz’s own fulsome breeches which were made of enough fabric to drape every window on the street.

They were also slung so low on his hips, they looked in imminent danger of slipping off, and his shirt bloused over the waist so fully he could have hidden an entire loaf of bread in it with no one the wiser.

“I was a soldier,” Richard reminded his fashionable friend. “I would feel myself a fool.”

“The king—”

“Knew me long ago and will not be offended by my lack of sartorial splendor.”

“It looks as if you haven’t bought new clothes since you got back from France,” Foz muttered.

“This jacket is only a year old!” Richard protested. “And it’s the best one I’ve ever had. Next thing I know, you’ll be chastising me for not wearing a feather in my hat.”

“Well…”

“Foz,” Richard warned.

His friend sighed. “Very well. I yield.”

“But I do have quite the finest baldric you’ve ever seen, have I not?”

“You do,” Foz agreed with a return to his customary good humor and an admiring glance at the finely worked leather sword belt slung across Richard’s broad chest. Indeed, it was a baldric any man would covet, as well as the excellent sword—and the skill with which Sir Richard Blythe wielded it.

For among King Charles’s courtiers, Sir Richard Blythe was famous for many things, and writing was but one of them.


Chapter 2

Later, after a gratifying response to his new play, and seated in a hackney coach, Richard and the faithful Foz passed through the ornate gatehouse of Whitehall Palace. They had been there often enough that they paid no heed to the Palladian beauty of the Banqueting House, even though its design by Iñigo Jones ensured that it stood out amid the riot of Tudor buildings that comprised the rest of Whitehall.

Inside the Banqueting House, seven attached columns created small alcoves; above these ran a gallery on the north, east, and west sides. Above all this, and the crowd of courtiers below, was a ceiling painted by Rubens.

One would never know it by the laughter of those gathered there, but it was outside this very building that a platform had been erected, and the present king’s father executed.

Trailed by his friend, Richard strode through the gathering of well-dressed, sophisticated courtiers toward the king’s dais. He drew admiring glances from the women and envious looks from the men, for the handsome playwright exuded an arrogant confidence that even the wealthiest among them could not achieve.

Indeed, there was only one man who commanded similar attention, and that was King Charles, seated on the dais at the south end of the room, surrounded by women and playing cribbage.

The fashionably attired women looked like brightly colored birds, clad in silks and satins of lustrous crimson, sapphire blue, and bright greens and yellows instead of feathers.

Or perhaps unclad would be nearer the mark, for despite the wealth of fabric in their skirts, the low, round bodices of their gowns displayed an astonishing amount of bare flesh, and their heavily trimmed overskirts were drawn back by bows and chains to reveal even more elaborate petticoats.

As for Charles himself, he sported a beribboned jacket and full breeches of sky blue embroidered with silver thread that sparkled in the light of the many candles. Beneath the jacket was a fine shirt with frothy lace jabot at the neck and equally lacy cuffs that covered much of the sovereign’s hands.

Somewhere up in the gallery, a young man was warbling what Richard assumed was intended to be a love song, accompanied by a small orchestra. Of course, nobody was listening. The courtiers much preferred to talk and flirt with one another, or keep their wary eye on their capricious king.

Charles glanced up from his cards as Richard and Foz approached. The monarch’s eyes sparkled with amusement, and the lips below the slender dark mustache curved up in a welcoming smile.

As always, Richard marveled that a man who had led such a difficult life could retain any bonhomie. No doubt it helped that he was at the center of a mostly admiring and amicable court and now resided in luxury, even if the Privy Purse was supposedly constantly empty.

Richard also knew that Charles had a capacity for forgiveness and overlooking the past that he himself did not possess.

Richard removed his hat and bowed low before his sovereign, then smiled at the king’s admiring audience.

“Ah, Blythe!” the king cried. “How fortuitous of you to arrive at this moment. We are losing!”

The women muttered in sympathetic protest. Despite their apparent attention to the king’s dilemma, however, more than one of them gave Richard a coy smile. He didn’t doubt that if the king was not interested in a more intimate relationship, they would not hesitate to let Richard sample their charms, if he were so inclined.

Generally speaking, he was not. The ladies of the court were usually selfish and ambitious creatures. Any relationship with a playwright, even a famous one, would be merely another amorous adventure, an exciting and necessarily brief interlude as they sought out a more advantageous liaison.

To be sure, the actresses he generally sported with had much the same goal. They, however, were less likely to be able to affect his life or his livelihood when the liaison came to an end.

His eyes smiling, Charles glanced again at his cards and sighed mournfully. “It is true, it is true! We are losing most abominably. Someone must take our hand.”

Charles looked at the women expectantly, the grin on his face telling Richard that he was considering offering one of them something more intimate than his hand later on.

He finally gestured at a young woman whose name Richard did not know. With an eager and slyly triumphant smile, the woman took the chair vacated by the king, and as Charles handed her the cards, their hands met in a bold caress.

Richard suppressed a sigh and vaguely wondered where the woman’s husband was, if she had one, and if he was aware that if he was not already a cuckold, he likely would be soon.

“Come with us, Blythe,” the king said in that same friendly manner, yet with an undercurrent of command in his jovial tone.

He glanced at Foz. “Lord Cheddersby may stay and play with the ladies.”

Foz flushed bright red, which seemed to amuse the king even more as he led Richard toward his private apartments. “So, Blythe, we hear you have another theatrical success on your hands.”

The gossips have been at work already, Richard thought wryly, but in this case, he could not be annoyed. “I have some cause to hope so, Majesty.”

“This actress in the main part…?”

“Minette Somerall, Majesty.”

“She is a beauty, we hear.”

Richard subdued a knowing grin. He was quite sure that the king knew all about Minette. He was also quite sure that Minette would abandon his bed for the king’s at the drop of a royal mouchoir. And why not? For a girl raised in the streets of London, that was the pinnacle of worldly success.

He owed it to Minette to help, he decided. “She is very beautiful, sire.”

The king’s sidelong glance told Richard that Charles guessed the situation exactly and was pleased.

They reached the doors to the king’s lavish private apartments. A liveried servant opened and closed the door behind them, while another set forth food on a table inside the gilded and richly furnished suite of rooms. In the light of the candles, the gilding glowed a dull bronze, and the tapestries disappeared in shadows.

The king took his place at the table and another servant hurried to pour rich, red wine. “Sit, Blythe, and join us.”

Richard did so, then held up his crystal goblet. “Your very good health, Majesty.”

Charles nodded in acknowledgment, and together they sipped the delicious wine while Richard waited for Charles to return to the subject of Minette.

Instead, the king reached for a piece of fruit. “Have you ever had a taste of pineapple?”

“No, Majesty,” Richard replied, eyeing the bright yellow morsel in the king’s fingers. He had heard of pineapple, of course, which came from the New World.

The king placed the bit on a china plate edged with gold, then pushed it toward Richard, who put the surprisingly juicy bit of food into his mouth.

It was delicious, and Richard took the time to enjoy the novelty, pushing the succulent piece of fruit around with his tongue. He swallowed just as the king spoke.

“We have summoned you to discuss the matter of your family estate. It has long disturbed us that we have been unable to help you regain it.”

This was certainly news to Richard. He thought the king had forgotten his former companion’s predicament, if indeed it did not suit him to feign ignorance. “I am flattered by Your Majesty’s interest and concern.”

Charles smiled graciously. “Our hands have been tied, Blythe. Well tied. However, we may have found a way to loosen the bonds.”

Richard tried not to sound too eager. “Majesty?”

“The purchaser is dead.”

“I had heard that, Majesty.”

The king’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and Richard thought he might do better to let the king proceed without comment.

“William Longbourne left a young widow and son,” Charles continued.

The king paused as if waiting for Richard to speak.

“Yes, Majesty?”

“His will specified that the estate was to go to his son, with his wife to manage it until the boy comes of age.”

“I know nothing of the particulars of the man’s will, Majesty,” Richard answered truthfully.

“Do you know anything of the particulars of the widow?”

“Majesty?”

“She is but three and twenty, and reputed to be pretty.”

“Oh?” Again Richard kept any expression except the most bland interest from his face. However, he could well imagine what a “pretty” widow from the countryside would look like. She would have some of her teeth and hair like dry straw, and she would probably weigh something less than two hundred pounds.

A mischievous gleam appeared in the king’s eyes. “We have summoned her here tonight to see if we cannot find some compromise in this difficult situation.”

A strange combination of despair, panic, and hope filled Richard, in no small part due to that mischievous gleam.

Before he could say anything, a servant hurried toward another door and ushered in a woman.

Richard’s jaw dropped, for he recognized her the moment she walked into the room. The ungrateful woman he had rescued from Sedley and his cronies was the widow of the man who had bought his family’s ancestral home? This lovely woman dressed in a gown of plain, demure, and funereal black had control of his estate? And that sturdy, brave little chap owned what was Richard’s by ancient right, if not modern commerce?

The widow began to curtsy, then caught sight of him and halted in confusion, as well she might.

Before the page closed the door to the other room, Richard realized the widow had not come alone. The fellow who had been waiting with her was tall, slender, with broad shoulders, not yet middle-aged—and rather good-looking, in a grim sort of way. A brother, perhaps. Or a friend of the family.

Or a suitor for the widow’s hand?

A shocking, unexpected pang of jealousy shot through Richard, which was utterly ridiculous. Had he not calmly discussed Minette with the king? Why, she had been his mistress for over a month, yet he had been prepared to bid her adieu with no more regret than if she had been a puppy who had reached sufficient age to be sold.

The king rose from his chair and went to take the woman’s hand, reminding Richard where he was. Charles’s motion seemed to have the same effect on the widow, for she finished her curtsy, remaining in the lowest position.

“Come, come, my dear, there is no need to be intimidated,” the king said kindly.

Obviously Charles assumed her expression was due to being in the king’s presence.

As the king led her to a place at the table hastily set by a servant, the other servant closed the door, shutting out the unknown man.

Richard turned his attention to the woman, forcing himself to regard her objectively, as if considering her a subject for one of his plays.

She could be as young as three and twenty. Her youthful complexion was all cream and pink, and her features exemplary. Her form would make even Minette envious. Her hair, as plainly dressed as her gown, was a rich chestnut color drawn back into a topknot. There were no little ringlets at the sides, the current fashion among ladies of the court, or tiny curls on her forehead. One natural wisp of a curl, however, had escaped and brushed her ear.

Richard suddenly felt the most outrageous urge to tuck it back, a thought that sent a jolt of excitement through his body.

Then he looked at her eyes, her most unique and unusual feature. The color alone was rare, a light hazel. However, it was the expression in their depths that made them, and her, both fascinating and formidable. It was as if she were far older and wiser than her years, and absolutely incapable of surrender.

Another aspect of that type of character occurred to him. She would not give up what she believed to be hers without a fight.

The king cleared his throat. “Mistress Longbourne, allow me to present one of the ornaments of our court and indeed London itself, Sir Richard Blythe. Sir Richard, Mistress Elissa Longbourne.”

She smiled blandly as she curtsied. “How do you do, Sir Richard?”

So, she was going to pretend they had never met. Given her rudeness that afternoon, it was not surprising.

But certainly not acceptable, either.

He bowed. “Your servant, ma’am. However, as delightful as this unexpected meeting is, should you not be abed?”

“Sir?”

The king gave Richard an equally puzzled look.

“I fear Mistress Longbourne is ill, Majesty, for it seems she has forgotten that I came to her assistance this afternoon,” he explained to the king, who raised an eyebrow as he turned to regard a blushing Mistress Longbourne. “Is this so?”

“Your Majesty, I was so upset by a most distressing situation, I did not take sufficient notice of who came to our aid.”

Richard was surprised by her ability to lie with such aplomb, and to the king, too.

Then, to Richard’s chagrin, Charles scrutinized him. “It would appear, Sir Richard, that you suffer from the same malady, for you did not inform us that you had already met Mistress Longbourne.”

“She did not allow me the honor of learning her name.”

“Majesty, I thought only of getting away from …” The woman wisely hesitated.

Anyone at all familiar with the court would know that it might be better to say nothing of Sedley, Buckhurst, and Jermyn, no matter how rude or drunk they had been.

“From whom?” Charles demanded.

Richard let Mistress Longbourne squirm like a mouse caught by a cat for a moment while he considered whether he should name Sedley and his friends.

He decided against it, for despite their behavior and well-deserved disrepute, they were more powerful at court than he.

“It was merely some scoundrels who spoke out of turn, Majesty,” he explained. “A trifling incident.”

“A most bothersome incident!” the widow protested, a flash of fire in her eyes.

Then, rather surprisingly, her gaze faltered. “I was in some fear for my son’s safety from those ruffians, Sir Richard, but of course, that is no excuse. I must, therefore, beg your pardon.”

Before Richard could answer, Charles sat and gestured for the two of them to do the same.

“A most regrettable introduction to London,” he said sympathetically. “Nevertheless, we are surprised you do not remember this handsome fellow.”

“Our baggage was stolen, too, Majesty.”

He had not known that. Zounds, almost any other woman would have been reduced to weeping by that alone without
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