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      This is a vintage book reissued by Cover & Page.

      We believe that saving old books for perpetuity and securing the legacy of the authors is important. Books inform us about the time they were written about, the author and publisher, and the time they were written in.

      We want to make these nostalgic books, that are part of the history of publishing, available to be understood, critiqued, and enjoyed by future readers.

      However, we also appreciate that these books were written and published in a different era and reflect the attitudes of the author at that time. While we have lightly edited this book to suit modern tastes, there may remain attitudes and phrases that may cause offence. These may include, but are not limited to, racial, gender, sexual, ability, religious, age, class, political, and national stereotypes.

      Publication by Cover & Page does not imply endorsement of any content therein.
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      This story is set in the fictional town of Woodham, but the history of the real town of Waltham Abbey has provided many of the events and characters mentioned in it. We know very little about most of the characters, apart from their names, but a few have made their mark in history . . . Robert Fuller was the last Abbot of Waltham, which was the last monastic foundation to be dissolved (in 1540): Sir Richard Rich ‘flourished like the green bay tree’, but seems to have reformed somewhat in old age: Edmund Freke, the youngest canon, made good use of his Cambridge education, and became successively Bishop of Rochester, Norwich and Worcester: Sir William Cressy’s house really was the venue of the meeting between Cranmer, Foxe and Gardiner which led to the English Reformation: Christopher Cressy was a pensioner of the dissolved Abbey, but Kate and John, Amyas Calton and Matthew Hartwell and their stories are figments of the author’s imagination.
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      Kare Cressy walked sedately down the steep path from the Grange house to the road, crossed the rough, rutted surface, and continued down a narrow track through the copse beyond. As soon as the trees hid her from the house, she gathered up her heavy skirts and ran until she was out of breath, then still hurried, alternately walking and running, across the fields to the cornmill stream, and along its bank towards the town.

      In her anxiety not to be late, she had hurried through all her chores that morning, in constant fear that her father would find some reason to keep her at home in the afternoon, but he had been shut away all morning in the little room which he called his cabinet, apparently going through the rent-rolls and inventories of the Abbey lands, and seemed so preoccupied that he had merely grunted when she ventured to enter the room and ask if she might go into town.

      She was little more than halfway to Woodham, with a quarter-mile at least still to go before she reached the town, when the bells began to ring out merrily from the more westerly of the two towers of the Abbey church, and she slackened her pace, thinking she was already too late, but then they stopped again. Realising that it had only been a preliminary warming-up for the ringers, and she might yet be in time, she began to run again until she reached the old stone bridge by the hay-barn, where she slowed to a more seemly walk, in case anyone should see her as she crossed the stream and made her way to her uncle’s house by the cattle-market.

      Sir William Cressy’s house was as busy as a hive about to swarm, for it lay next to the building known as the King’s House, and was expected to accommodate some of the overflow of slightly less important persons when King Henry took up residence for a few days of quiet religious discussion with the Abbot, or to indulge his passion for hunting in the near-by Forest.

      Already the royal servants had swept and aired the King’s House, strewn fresh rushes, hung the tapestries, replaced the window shutters with framed glass, made the beds, and set a simple supper of a mere twenty dishes to cook in the kitchen. Some of them were now standing about in the cobbled market-place, exchanging gossip with the townsfolk and waiting for the distant trumpet to signal that the King was crossing the causeway across the several streams and marshes of the river.

      Kate slipped through the crowd unnoticed, and entered her uncle’s house, which was of no great size, but gave an impression of comfortable living, with fine oak panelling and furniture, gleaming from frequent applications of beeswax, which mingled its sweet scent with that of fresh rushes and a few autumn roses in a bowl on one broad window-sill.

      ‘Mistress Cecy is still above-stairs,’ one of the maids said as she hurried past Kate with a pile of pewter dishes, so Kate went up Sir William’s fine new staircase, with its carved balusters and a dog-gate at the bottom, and found her cousin Cecily still prinking before her real Venetian glass mirror in her little room at the back of the house.

      ‘Oh, there you are, Kate!’ Cecily exclaimed. ‘I feared that Uncle Christopher wouldn’t let you come at the last!’

      ‘He hardly seemed interested,’ Kate replied, kissing the soft cheek which Cecy offered her. ‘I fear he’s had some news of the surrender of the Abbey, for he’s above his ears in parchments and rent-rolls! You’re looking very pretty today, Coz!’

      Cecy was indeed a sight to admire. She was very fair in hair and complexion, with large grey eyes, which today looked blue with the reflection from her gown of deep blue damask, worked in a pattern of leaves in silver thread. The wide square-cut neck was outlined with a broad band of silver braid sewn with sparkling coloured stones, and was low enough to show the swell of her breasts. A wide silver necklace encircled her slender neck, and the frame of her gabled head-dress was edged with the same silver braid as her gown, with more stones to decorate it. The lappets were turned up and pinned across the back, and her long golden hair fell from beneath them to her waist, proclaiming her maiden Status in an old-fashioned but most becoming manner.

      ‘. . . and very fine!’ Kate added, eyeing the silver necklace and the glittering gems.

      ‘Oh, they’re not real!’ Cecy admitted with a giggle. ‘Father brought the stones home from London. They’re all glass, but I think no one would know—except Sir Richard Rich, of course, for they say he knows the price of everything to a groat!’

      Kate’s smile faded, and she gave a little involuntary shiver, for she had an instinctive dislike for the Chancellor of the Court of Augmentations, whose arrogant good looks covered, she believed, as mean and scheming a mind as any in King Henry’s court.

      ‘You're looking pretty yourself!’ Cecy said kindly, sounding quite as if she meant it, but Kate knew very well that it was only kindness. Her own gown was a plain dark brown cloth, remade from one that had belonged to her long-dead mother, and its split skirt revealed a deep yellow velvet petticoat which Cecy had discarded two years before. She had no jewels, false or real, and her cap was of plain linen, starched and spotless, but unornamented, as was her hood, made from a left-over piece of her gown, pinned to the cap and filled with her coiled-up hair. With her unfashionable brown eyes and hair and creamy skin, the reflection in Cecy’s mirror showed her a brown mouse, a country creature who might have been an upper servant.

      ‘I think a french hood might suit you better,’ Cecy said, pushing her down into the chair before the mirror. ‘They went out of style after Queen— after the Bullen woman—was er . . ., but they’ve come in again now, and I’ve one which would go very well with your gown.’ She whisked off Kate’s cap and hood and set to work with comb and pins, tweaking a few of Kate’s natural waves to lie a little forward on her brow before replacing the cap and fastening the pretty pearl-edged curved semicircle well back on her head, so that the veil at the back would hang straight down over her loose hair.

      ‘It will fall off!’ Kate protested.

      ‘Nonsense! How can it? See, the ribbon ties under your chin, and I pin it here and here, so! There, it’s perfectly secure! You may keep it, for I’ve two or three more.’ She brushed away Kate’s thanks and went on, ‘Now, a silver chain for your neck, and a brooch for your bodice, and there you are! Oh, and there’s the trumpet! Do you hear it? The King is across the river, and we must run!’

      Far from doing anything so undignified, Cecy glided smoothly to the door. Kate gave a quick, startled look at her own reflection, which showed a much more handsome—even pretty—face framed by the unfamiliar head-dress, and hurried after her cousin, suddenly a-tingle with excitement and anticipation. Would he come? It was so long since she had seen him—more than six months. Would he remember her?

      ‘They say that the King is to marry again,’ Cecy remarked as they descended the stairs together. ‘I thought he never would after he was so heartbroken over poor Queen Jane, but they say he’s to wed a German lady—a Duchess of Cloves, or some such place—and it will be about Christmas—not much above two months! My father says he’ll take us to London to see her come in.’

      Kate was suitably impressed. London was less than twenty miles away, but she had been there only once, years ago, and Cecy had visited the city but twice, for all her knowledge of the latest Court gossip. Sir William, being a cousin to the Archbishop of Canterbury, was often in the City, and sometimes dined in the Great Hall at Whitehall, the King’s new palace at Westminster.

      He emerged from the back part of the house as they reached the bottom of the stairs, and gave his niece a distracted greeting, his mind obviously occupied with the impending arrival of the King and an unknown number of courtiers, servants and hangers-on. He was dressed in the latest style of embroidered, slashed and braided waistcoat, with a velvet doublet heavily collared and edged with miniver. Not for Sir William a fur inferior to that which his knighthood entitled him to wear!

      He ushered the two young ladies before him, out of the door and into the crowded square, where there was now an air of hushed expectancy as the townsfolk gathered behind the royal servants and lined the way by which the King would come to his house.

      The bells began to ring again, this time in earnest, and the grinding of wheels and the clop of hooves became audible in the distance. Those people who were near enough to the entrance to the cattle-market to see down West Street to the causeway began to stir with excitement and point, obviously able to see the approaching cavalcade, and, at the opposite corner of the square, the chanting of the choir heralded the approach of the Abbot and those of the canons who were at home and not out working in their parishes. Kate looked about her at the gay throng, for even the poorest people seemed to have made an effort to dress in their best, however old and shabby, and there was an air of cheerfulness and expectancy about them, for the coming of even a small Court meant money in their pockets.

      She wondered if this would be the last time that the King would come to Woodham, for it was nearly five months since Parliament had legalised the surrender of the great monasteries, and everyone knew that Woodham Abbey, along with all the others, would soon cease to exist.

      She wondered what would happen when the kindly Abbot and the good Fathers were gone. Would it all be pulled down? Would the townsfolk at least be allowed to keep the nave of the church? Presumably the land would be sold, or leased to someone. . . not given, if Sir Richard Rich and Master Secretary Thomas Crumwell had any say in the matter!

      So many changes! Why, even the square in which she stood with this happy crowd had been affected by them! It used, for some unknown reason, to be called Romeland, but now, since the King’s break with Rome, people were afraid to use the name, and called it the cattle-market, or market square, which was confusing, for there was another market square in the centre of the town, where goods other than cattle were bought and sold.

      It was apparent to Kate’s observant nature that even the attitude of the people had changed. The old free-and-easy gossip had ceased to flow, and there were no longer ribald comments about the great men of the land. People were watchful, distrustful of one another, and very careful about what they said, for it was easy for a careless remark to be counted treasonable these days. There was a brooding uneasiness in the town, as the poorer people wondered what would happen to them when the Abbey was no more. They seemed cheerful enough today, but their cheerfulness and the cheers which were beginning on the far side of the square seemed somehow more dutiful than spontaneous . . . These gloomy thoughts and apprehensions suddenly vanished from her mind as the first riders appeared and clattered across the cobbles between the lines of waiting people, and she stood on tiptoe, craning to see if he was among them.

      It was not a great procession—not above forty gentlemen all told, and no ladies at all, for the King had neither wife nor mistress at present. Kate’s anxious eyes recognised many of the faces. There was the sour, piggy countenance of Master Crumwell, little deep-set eyes darting about under the scholar’s cap which he affected with his dark, plain clothing, no doubt suitable, in his estimation, for his post as Vicar-General. Sir Richard Rich rode at his elbow, nodding a smug acknowledgment of the cheers as if they were meant for him, although Kate knew that many here had known and loved Sir Thomas More, and would have booed the man who betrayed him to his death, if they had dared.

      A dozen little girls were waiting nearby with baskets of flowers to strew before the King, but one of them, overcome by excitement, dropped her basket. It rolled, spilling flowers, amid the hooves of the passing horses, but the child, heedless of danger, ran after it. Kate gave a cry of horror, expecting to see her trampled down, but one rider swung his horse across the path of those behind him, bent low to scoop the little girl up in the crook of his arm, then side-stepped across to deposit her, round-eyed and open-mouthed, in Kate’s arms.

      It was amazingly neatly done, saving the child, yet causing no more than a minor check in the advance of the cavalcade. Kate looked up approvingly at the rider as she took the child from him, and saw a well-set-up man, lean-faced and shrewd-looking, with a straight nose and firm mouth, and a pair of very dark brown eyes which looked candidly and curiously into hers without any of the veiled watchfulness of all the other men she had seen about the King. Even his dress, she observed as he rode on, was different. The fabrics were as rich in quality as any, but dark and plain. A thrush among the peacocks, she thought, remembering those bright, inquisitive eyes. ‘And Master Crumwell and Sir Richard are crows,’ she thought. ‘Carrion crows!’

      A sudden increase in the volume of cheering drew her attention back to the oncoming riders, and she turned to see the King enter the square. The child in her arms struggled to be put down, and ran with the others, grabbing handfuls of flowers from their baskets, and almost precipitating a rousing quarrel at the feet of the King’s massive horse by trying to snatch her best friend’s basket.

      Somehow, the flowers were strewn, the King pausing with a benignity which had been rarely apparent in him for some years now, a look of something akin to amusement on his heavily-jowled face, and the slightest twitch of a smile on the petulant lips. He tossed a few small coins amid the flowers and rode on, leaving the children too awed to pick up the largesse, for they had never seen so huge a horse and rider in their lives—at least, not since the King’s last visit, but that was six months ago, and they had probably forgotten.

      Then, at last, Kate saw the face and form for which she had been so anxiously searching. He was there, among the dozen riders following the King. Sir Amyas Calton, tall, broad, and handsome, golden hair curling crisply about his jewelled cap, a fair beard framing a ruddy-cheeked, devil-may-care face, and his long limbs and broad shoulders most dazzlingly garbed in violet velvet and pink satin, slashed, embroidered with gold and pearls, massively furred at the collar with sable, shapely legs set off by purple nether-stocks, and rings flashing on every finger. He was laughing at some comment he had just made to his companions, but his quick eyes caught sight of Kate staring at him, expectant, fearful, the colour coming and going in her cheeks and her heart apparently lodged in her throat. He frowned for a moment, then smiled, a flash of even white teeth between shapely red lips, and Kate could breathe again. He had remembered her!

      The Lord Robert, Abbot of Woodham, swept forward in the quiet dignity of cope and mitre to greet the King, using his inwardly-turned crozier as a staff to support his gaunt frame. The perils and shocks of the past few years had pressed heavily on him and worn him down, yet his loyalty to the King remained unquestioned, whatever it had cost him in sleepless nights and agonised choices. The King greeted him affably enough, condescended to say a few kindly words to the nervous Prior as he dismounted, clapped Kate’s uncle heartily on the shoulder in greeting, then disappeared into his own house, most of his companions at his heels.

      Amid the confusion of horses, dogs, servants and gawping onlookers, the procession from the Abbey turned itself about and retreated, the Abbot treading stately in their midst, but with a droop about his shoulders. Kate watched him go with pity and sorrow, for he was a good and kindly man. Then another man crossed her line of sight, and she darted forward to touch his arm. It was Amyas. He swung round, looking startled, then smiled down into her face, and she forgot everything else in the pleasure of seeing him again.

      ‘So you’ve not forgotten me, sweet Kate!’ he said lightly. ‘Have you missed me?’

      ‘A little, from time to time,’ she admitted, conscious that her flushed cheeks and sparkling eyes must be betraying a greater enthusiasm than her words.

      ‘I’ve been abroad—out of England. I went with the embassy to Cleves, and have been to and fro across Europe with messages. Not a moment to myself all these months, or I'd have come to see you. . .’

      Kate raised admiring eyes to his face, imagining him attracting all eyes at the Court of Cleves (wherever that might be!), but some small part of the deepest recess of her mind noted that his sapphire eyes had that same watchful, veiled look as all the rest of the King’s Court—all but one member of it, that is. . .

      ‘And is the King to marry the Duchess of Cleves?’ she asked, pretending to be more interested in that than in him.

      ‘Hush, sweetheart! It’s all secret and undecided as yet!’ He looked around him, and appeared to be genuinely alarmed that they might be overheard. ‘Say you forgive me, Kate, and leave the King’s business to the King?’

      ‘I’ll forgive you this time, but you’re not to stay away again without writing!’ Kate said firmly.

      He laughed, and said, ‘But I must go—there is the trumpet for supper! May I see you later—at sunset?’

      ‘By the bridge,’ she replied, turning away to hurry into her uncle’s house, for the trumpet would be a signal for those who were to dine there as well, and she would be expected.

      She found apparent chaos reigning inside the house. Personal servants of those lesser lights who were to lodge here were scrambling about in the vestibule and the screens passage, sorting out bundles of goods as the wagoners brought them in from the baggage-carts, and Sir William’s servants were forced to edge their way through with loaded trays and salvers on their way from’ kitchen to hall. Kate dodged round a couple of valets arguing over a shirt which had escaped from a badly-tied bundle, and entered the hall in the wake of a stout serving-man with a massive dish of fish, neatly arranged in rows as if they had swum on to the dish in a shoal, ready-fried and decked with sprigs of tarragon and slices of lemon.

      Many of the benches at the long tables in the body of the hall were already occupied, but the high table on the dais, and those immediately below it and above the salt were still unoccupied, so Kate hastened up the length of the hall and through the door at the back of the dais into the parlour, which was filled by a chattering throng of guests.

      ‘Oh, thank goodness! I feared you’d gone home already!’ Cecy exclaimed, emerging from the crowd and seizing her arm, as if to prevent her from disappearing. ‘There are so few ladies, the King not having brought any, that you and I are to accompany Mother at the high table!’

      ‘But I’m not dressed . . .!’ Kate began.

      ‘No one is! The King expects his supper immediately he arrives, and everyone else perforce must sit down as they are, dusty and travel-stained, and in no more finery than they choose to imperil on the road!’ Cecy assured her. ‘Come, now— Father is looking about to see that all are ready. Mother will go in with the Bishop, then me with Sir Richard, and you with. . .’ But Kate could not hear what she said next, for she had darted forward to take her place in the line forming by the door into the hall, and Kate, following her, went into supper with an elderly and very deaf gentleman dressed in a long gown which had gone out of fashion when the old King died, and, from the moth-eaten appearance of its fur tippet, probably dating from then as well.

      As he was so deaf, Kate tried to converse with him in as clear a voice as she could manage, speaking slowly, but not shouting, as she thought that might confuse him, but he barely bothered to reply, being obviously more interested in the food than her attempts at conversation, so she lapsed into silence, wondering if she would ever discover who he was, and looked about her with interest at the lively scene before her.

      Sir William’s hall was not large, and, as it had an upper floor above, it lacked height as well as length and breadth. Sixty-odd people at two long tables filled it rather too much for comfort, but the King’s House next door was not much larger. Although the King’s attendant gentlemen were comparatively few, this being a private visit, there were about twenty of them to be housed and fed by Sir William, together with their servants, the royal huntsmen, the senior grooms, the foresters and sundry other indispensables.

      The clerics were lodged in the Abbot’s house, and Kate wondered why the Bishop of Winchester had not chosen to join them. By leaning forward a little, she could just see past her aunt and catch a glimpse of his long-nosed, faintly melancholy profile, apparently absorbed in whatever Sir William was saying to him, but, like all the men of the King’s entourage, looking watchfully about him as if he half-expected some sudden action against his interest or person. She wondered if perhaps the other clergy lodged at the Abbey were of the reforming party, to which Bishop Gardiner was opposed, as he was to Master Crumwell, who had ousted him as Secretary to the King. It was ironic to think that it was in this very house that he and Dr Foxe had first met Sir William’s cousin, Thomas Cranmer, and introduced that obscure Cambridge scholar to the King, which had led to all the changes that had confused and upset everyone since . . .

      She breathed a thankful sigh that she did not have to go to Court and tread the tightrope of conforming to the ever-changing differences between right and wrong in religion, in opinions of other people, and in foreign affairs! It must be incredibly difficult, when yesterday’s orthodoxy was today’s heresy, apparently at the King’s whim, and when a man high in the royal favour one day might be in the Tower, or executed, the next. No wonder they all looked so wary and apprehensive!

      All but one, that is! At that moment she caught sight of the man who had plucked the child from under the horses’ hooves. He was near the head of the table just before her, well above the salt, but she had not recognised him before because he had taken off his cap, and consequently looked a little different. His hair was dark, and curled a little about his ears and at the nape of his neck, but was vigorously brushed smooth otherwise. He was laughingly answering some sally from the man facing him across the table, but after that, he looked about him, half-smiling, alert, not with that secretive, wary manner apparent in everyone else, but with the lively curiosity and interest she had noticed before. She was amused to see that the front of his waistcoat was slashed in vertical rows to show the white shirt through the dark cloth, for all the world like a reverse of the speckled breast of the thrush to which she had likened him earlier.

      As she smiled at the notion, he looked in her direction, clearly recognised her, and made her a slight bow, his dark eyes looking her straight in the face, as if to read her thoughts. She gave a little nervous nod in reply, and then looked away. At that moment, her neighbour managed to tip a platter of food off the table into his own lap, and the resulting confusion of servants and napkins quite put the dark-eyed man out of her mind.

      The supper was lengthy and elaborate, as habitués of the Court would expect, and it was clear that Sir William had received some royal assistance in its provision, for there was a profusion of venison, game birds in variety, including very expensive quails, and, most significant of all, a roast swan arranged on a great charger with its wings and tailfeathers replaced and its carefully stuffed head and neck standing up grotesquely amid a garniture of green worts, the un-nicked bill proclaiming it the King’s property. The interminable meat courses and their attendant subtleties of jelly, spun sugar and marchpane were eventually followed by dishes of Tusset apples and jargonelles from the Abbey’s orchard, and little sour grapes from its vineyard on the slopes below the edge of the Forest, quinces which were not as ripe as they might have been, and a selection of conceits in the form of pastry and sugar castles, hedgepigs made of blancmanger with almond prickles, flummeries, and sugared flowers.

      Kate, unused to such quantities of food, ate slowly and sparingly, and sipped but rarely at her goblet of wine, but the noise and fumes, and the rich sauces in which the meat was served, gave her a headache, and she wished it would all end soon so that she might slip away and compose herself ready for her meeting at sunset. She even began to fear that she might not get away in time, but common-sense told her that supper in the King’s House would probably take even longer, and it was Amyas who was more likely to be late at the tryst.

      Fortunately, the lack of space in the hall precluded any sort of masque or other entertainment, and Sir William had no musicians’ gallery, for he had no ear for music, and even complained that the Abbey’s music-master composed too many over-long and intricate anthems for the singing-boys! Most of the guests were anxious to see where they were to sleep, and to arrive at the place in time to take the best of what choice there might be, to shift their travel-stained clothes and to chivvy their body-servants about their baggage, so few lingered over their walnuts and wine.

      The dark-eyed man was one of the few who did not hurry off, and presently Sir Richard Rich joined him, descending from the dais with his usual self-centred indifference to others, leaving poor Cecy abandoned in the middle of what was meant to be an interesting and amusing tale about a horse which her father had once bought, which turned out to have belonged to a travelling fair, and was given to lying down and ‘dying’ when spurred to a gallop. Kate noticed, but without much interest, that the man listened to whatever Sir Richard was murmuring to him with courtesy, but when he caught her own eye over Rich’s shoulder, he gave her a quick wink, which she considered very presumptuous, so she did not look at him again, and soon seized an opportunity to make her excuses and slip away to Cecy’s room to wash her face and hands and tidy herself.

      She studied herself in Cecy’s grand mirror, once she was sure that the french hood was on straight and its ribbon securely tied under her chin, for the metal frame was quite heavy, and felt as if it was slipping back on her head. It was already twilight in the room, which had a small window, and there were two lighted candles before the mirror. They made her rather sad brown eyes look huge, and imparted a flattering warmth to her complexion, but she wished she had Cecy’s blue eyes and golden hair, and wondered, with a flutter of excitement, if Amyas might possibly love her, despite her plainness. After all, he had remembered her after almost six months’ absence, and it was now two years since she had first met him. There had only been half a dozen meetings in that time, so surely he must like her more than a little to wish to resume their relationship when they did manage to meet? If only she could see him more often!

      Beyond the closed door of Cecy’s room, she could hear the goings and comings of Sir William’s lodgers, seeking the beds which they had been allocated—or, in most cases, a share of a bed! Voices were upraised in argument, or in calls to servants, and even the normally quiet tones of Dr Gardiner suddenly rose in a carrying and decisive, ‘Sir Richard may go to the Devil, sir, and the sooner the better, in my opinion!’

      Kate giggled, agreeing with the sentiment, but wondering what could have stirred the cool, quiet calmness of the Bishop to such an undiplomatic speech. Presumably the Chancellor of the Court of Augmentations had attempted to poach the episcopal bed!

      Fearful that Cecy might arrive at any moment and delay her, she checked that the candles were safe, and went out on to the narrow landing, for Sir William had, for some unknown reason, decided to have his upper rooms arranged round a narrow space in the middle of the house, instead of opening one from the next in the normal way. Kate thought it a silly arrangement, as it robbed each room of some much-needed space, and the dark landing was too small for all these people to be able to move about without much pushing and tripping over one another. She supposed the privacy of a room which was not a highway for the household must be pleasant, but hardly necessary when every bed was surrounded by thick curtains!

      Dr Gardiner gave her a kindly if slightly absentminded blessing as she edged past him, which she quickly acknowledged by bobbing a curtsy and kissing his ring, and she managed to get halfway down the stairs before she was momentarily trapped against the balusters by two perspiring servants with a leather-latticed bed-frame—presumably the property of a guest who preferred his own bed!

      Immediately in the wake of the bed-frame followed a lithe figure which came face to face with her as she tried to descend. It was the dark-eyed man again.

      ‘Is your little girl well?’ he asked, smiling at her in a friendly fashion. ‘Not too frightened?’

      ‘She is not my child!’ Kate replied in a startled voice.

      The quick, lively gaze took in the long hair flowing down her back, and the smile became broader, as if she had just told him something pleasant.

      ‘My mistake—my apologies!’ he said, bowing with his hand on his heart. Considering that they were now being jostled by four more sweating serving-men with a large leather-bound close-stool, it was quite a graceful movement. ‘Let me see, now—you must be Sir William’s daughter?’

      ‘His niece, sir,’ Kate replied in an unencouraging tone. ‘If you will kindly let me pass . . .’

      She had to admit that he tried to do so, moving out from the baluster-rail to enable her to pass between it and him, and it was hardly his fault that a large feather-bed was apparently making its own way up the stairs with a pair of arms clutched about its middle and two stout-calved legs invisible beneath it. It struck him forcibly in the back and propelled him sharply against her, so that she suddenly found herself held in a close embrace and tightly pressed between him and the carved rail, which caught her painfully in the ribs.

      ‘Your pardon, Mistress Cressy!’ he said, his lips so close to her ear that the perfectly normal exclamation somehow took on the intimacy of a murmured endearment. ‘If I move a little upward, and you a little downward, perhaps we can contrive to pass one another. . .’

      As the feather-bed was now wedged by their bodies, it seemed the only solution, but it involved an intimate movement of body against body, which Kate found strangely disturbing, and it was unfortunately prolonged when the brooch which Cecy had lent her caught in the slashing of his waistcoat, and they must stop, breast to breast, to untangle it. Kate could hardly wait to get free, and fled precipitately out of the house.

      The sun was well behind the houses on the west side of the cattle-market, casting their long shadows across the cobbles and bathing the face of the inn on the east side with a lurid yellow light. Kate slowed to a sedate walk; she shook her skirts a little; ascertained that Cecy’s brooch was securely pinned to her bodice, and made her way out of the market-place and along the cornmill stream towards the bridge by the hay-barn.

      On the other side of the stream, the wall of the Abbey enclosure rose up from the ‘water’ s edge, its stone glowing in the golden light, and its plain surface broken only by the gateway a couple of hundred yards above the mill. Here, a brick-parapeted bridge crossed the stream to the gateway with its two entrances, one a broad carriage-way and the other a small wicket. A man was leaning on the parapet, looking down into the water. For a moment she thought it was Amyas, waiting for her on the wrong bridge. The man looked up as she approached, then moved out to intercept her, and she saw, with a sense of foreboding, that it was Sir Richard Rich.
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      ‘Give you good evening, mistress,’ he said in a silky tone that set Kate’s teeth on edge. ‘And where are we off to, all alone?’

      ‘About my own affairs, sir,’ Kate replied, more brusquely than was wise.

      ‘And what might they be, I wonder?’ Sir Richard enquired of the evening air. ‘What can send a young lady hastening away from the town so soon after supper, with the King in residence, and like to stroll across to share a glass of wine with the Abbot? In what dark conspiracy might she be about to involve herself? What Romish spy to meet? What spells to weave to someone’s ill by the light of the waning moon?’

      Kate had sensed enough of the general air of suspicion about the King to take his meaning quickly enough, and to counter with, ‘The King’s movements are his own business, sir, as mine are my own, and the moon is waxing, not waning. By your leave, if you will stand aside from the path. . .’

      Sir Richard remained where he was, blocking the path, and tapped a finger thoughtfully against his shapely lips. ‘I know you, mistress. Cressy’s daughter, or his niece—one or the other! Ah, yes—of course! An assignation with young Calton, I'll wager! Well, be wary of him, and enter no hay-barns at his urging, if you value your maidenhead! Or has he had it already?’

      ‘You are impertinent, sir!’ Kate exclaimed. ‘Let me pass!’

      ‘When you've paid toll,’ he replied tauntingly. ‘Come now—Calton will spare me one kiss, I’ll be bound!’

      ‘Possibly, but I will not!’ Kate lowered her head and glowered at him under her lashes in a manner which might have warned a less conceited man that this was no compliant country girl.

      Sir Richard, oblivious, made a grab at her, exclaiming, ‘But I will it, and you shall conform!’

      He had obviously calculated that Kate would start back, away from him, but instead, she took a step forward so that his grasping hands missed her shoulders. She put both hands on his chest and pushed with all her strength, then dodged past him, kicking his ankle for good measure, and darted away along the path. From behind her came a shout of alarm and a resounding splash, followed by a string of profanities most unsuited to the lips of the Chancellor of the Court of Augmentations, Speaker of the House of Commons, and Solicitor-General of England.

      A couple of hundred yards further on, the course of the millstream bent eastwards, following the line of the enclosure wall, and Kate risked a look back. Sir Richard was still visible, but was retreating towards the town, wringing water from the skirts of his doublet as he went. Kate hesitated, catching her lower lip between her teeth, and wondered if she had done something foolish. Rich was an ill man to cross, and she feared that he might be petty enough to take some spiteful
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