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			Review

			Celia Martin’s historical romance Precarious Game of Hide and Seek ranks as above average fare in this genre for a variety of reasons. One of the chief distinguishing factors setting it apart from other works of this ilk is its historical fidelity. It is clear Martin made a great effort to ground this work in its time, mid 1600’s England during the time of Oliver Cromwell’s rule over the isle, and it has the ring of truth. Other writers will adopt a historical setting in order to give their work an ultimately facile flavor but once you give their words a close reading, you discover their decision is window dressing alone.

			The dialogue is another reason why this work rates as above average. The exchanges between Martin’s characters advance the plot, develop character, and rarely strikes a false note. There’s a musical quality to her best dialogue that never seems self-indulgent but rather a reflection of the high flown diction of the time. While she obeys many of the genre’s conventions, she upends reader’s conventions with her unfailing skill for assigning credible motivations for each of her characters rather than maneuvering her characters through the story like cardboard clichés present only to move the reader to the next scene.

			The narrative moves at a swift clip without rushing things along in a dizzying manner. Her ability to develop each set piece in full without skimping on details is an outstanding aspect of the novel. The descriptive powers she exhibits throughout Precarious Game of Hide and Seek are impressive. Swaths of her language in this area may seem inflated to some readers, but her choice in this area is consistent with the novel’s overall aesthetic and gives the novel a widescreen grandeur many readers, particularly those who enjoy historical fiction, will find quite fulfilling.

			There are clear protagonists and antagonists throughout the novel. Many authors inexplicably fumble this, but Martin has a sure hand for this certain to grip many readers. Martin brings readers straight into the novel’s action as it opens and she sets out the classical elements of what makes the form work from the start and throughout. The protagonists have clear goals they want to achieve, Martin throws a number of obstacles in their way, and she carries us towards an inevitable climax leaving each of the central characters forever changed since their initial introduction.

			Precarious Game of Hide and Seek is the product of a fine writer working at or near the peak of her powers. Those who love historical romance will enjoy the book a great deal and even those who might disdain this genre will find themselves, if they bring an open mind to bear, entertained by this cinematic and well written piece of fiction. Evaluating works in specific genres must be by the standards constituting exceptional examples of the form and, by this test, Celia Martin’s Precarious Game of Hide and Seek is a sparkling entry in the style that will likely endure for some time to come.

			By Jason Hillenburg, themagicpen.com
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			Chapter 1

			Derbyshire England 1656

			Rowena Plaisance Crossly, Lady Crossly, paced back and forth across her bedchamber wringing her hands and cursing in a most unladylike fashion. That her husband, Sir Lindell Crossly, Baronet of Crossly Oaks, had forcibly locked her in their bedchamber and placed a guard at the door had her rabid. Her fists ached from pounding on the door, and her throat was raw from yelling. Below her in the Crossly Oaks hall, her fourteen-year-old daughter, Cecily, was being compelled by her father to marry Orrin Haspel, a Puritan tax commissioner appointed by Cromwell’s Major General in charge of Derbyshire.

			A decimation tax being imposed on Royalists or merely suspected Royalists was meant to finance county militias. The zealous Haspel had been intent on assessing a massive tax on the Crossly Oaks manor whether the property income merited such a tax or not. Sir Lindell would have needed to sell off a portion of his land to pay the tax. Then Haspel had spotted Cecily. Just beginning to blossom, her figure still svelte and youthful, Cecily, though small for her age, was an undeniable beauty. She favored her father in her coloring, pale blond hair and vivid blue eyes, but she had her mother’s straight, slim nose, sculpted jawline, and full, finely-molded lips. Being sweet-tempered, she perennially wore a smile and had a ready laugh.

			Unbeknownst to Rowena, her husband made a bargain with Haspel – the tax assessment would be minimal in exchange for Cecily’s hand in marriage. When told of the arrangement, Rowena had raged, “In no way will I allow Cecily to be married off to that Puritan ogre. First off, she is barely turned fourteen, but was she twenty, I would not consent to such a marriage.”

			Sir Lindell, his blue eyes sad, but his mouth set, responded, “She must marry him. Does she not, we stand to lose near half the manor. Besides, she is but a year younger than you were when you married me.”

			“I might have been but fifteen, Lindell, but you were our neighbor. I had known you all my life. With my grandmother’s illness, and my mother’s continual absences to care for her mother, I had been helping to care for my family from the time I was ten. My childhood was limited. By the time I was fifteen, I was already a woman. But Cecily is yet a child. And I intend she shall continue to enjoy her childhood for several years to come.”

			Shaking his head, Sir Lindell said, “That cannot be Rowena. I have already betrothed her to Haspel. The banns are being posted and read on the next three Sundays. A month from next Sunday, the local magistrate will perform the wedding ceremony here in our hall. I thought having the ceremony in our own home would make it easier for Cecily. You have a month to prepare her for her new duties as a wife.”

			As her husband spoke, Rowena stared at him in wide-eyed disbelief. “Never! Never!” she stormed. “Never will I let you marry Cecily off to that man. We have my dowry. We can use it to pay the higher tax assessment. We need not sell any of Crossly Oaks.”

			Sir Lindell reached out to take her hands, but she snatched her hands away and glared at him. Frowning, he said, “Would that we could use your dowry, but your grandfather tied it up in such a way we cannot touch it. It is in trust, and the monthly stipend is all we can ever have of it. I know you had planned to have a portion of that stipend transferred to Cecily as her dowry, but Haspel has asked for no dowry, so you will retain your full portion.”

			“My uncle controls the trust. Could he not release it to us?”

			Twisting his mouth to one side, Sir Lindell shook his head. “Nay. I have already spoken with him. Before I consented to Haspel’s request for Cecily’s hand, I went to see Gaylord. He could find no way to break the trust. Nor could he offer us a loan. He, too, is being pressed financially. Due to a storm at sea, he lost a large cargo of woolen goods being shipped to Sweden. Right now he is barely able to make good on his debts besides keeping up with yours and your brother’s stipends.”

			Rowena brightened. “What of Artus. Could he not loan us what we need?”

			“Your brother will be lucky does he not lose more of Elkton Hall. He, too, has been assessed a massive tax, but he still has a good stand of woods he can sell off. That may save him. We had to sell off our timber to pay the fines and buy back Crossly Oaks after it was confiscated, so we have nothing more to sell.

			“Had your mother willed Glenwood House to you instead of to Godwin, we could sell that land, but it is in trust to Godwin and cannot be sold until he turns twenty-one, does he then choose to sell it, which I would advise against.”

			“’Twas right Mother should will Glenwood House to Godwin. Milo will inherit Crossly Oaks, and Cecily will have a portion of my stipend for her dowry, plus the two-hundred pounds you have designated for her dowry. Besides, Godwin was named for Mother’s father.”

			Rowena’s two sons, Milo age ten and Godwin age seven, could not be more different. Milo looked like his mother, tall and slim with dark hair and brown eyes. Godwin looked like his father short and stocky with blond hair and blue eyes. Their personalities were also different. Both were cheerful boys, but Godwin was more serious and studious where Milo cared more for the outdoors and for horseback riding and hunting.

			“Well then, Lindell, there is naught for it but to sell off some of Crossly Oaks to pay the tax assessment, for I will not have Cecily married to Orrin Haspel or anyone else at her young age. That you could even consider such a thing is a sad disappointment to me. And until you have informed Haspel that he will not be marrying Cecily, you will not be sharing my bed.”

			But her threats and her haranguing had not moved her husband, and Rowena had found herself sharing her daughter’s bed instead of her husband’s. She had given Cecily her word she would never let her be forced into marriage with Haspel, but here she was, locked in her bedchamber, unable to save Cecily from her fate.

			Hearing a coach being brought around to the front of the house, Rowena hurried to her chamber window. Pushing open the casement frame with its diamond-paned glass, she leaned as far out as she could that she might see what was happening. She had been praying the magistrate would not sanction the marriage, Cecily being so young and Haspel being well into his middle years, but her prayers had not been answered. With a mournful gasp she watched Haspel lead Cecily to his coach. Lindell, following in their wake, was saying something to Cecily, but Rowena could not hear what he said. She but saw the hopeless look on her daughter’s face. Then Cecily looked up, and her eyes met her mother’s.

			“Oh!” sobbed Rowena, stretching out an arm and leaning further out over the edge.

			“My lady! Do have a care,” cried her maid Liverna, tugging at Rowena’s other arm in an attempt to pull her back into the room.

			Her heart in her throat, Rowena watched the hated Haspel hand her daughter up into his coach. He clambered in after her, and Lindell shut the door. A footman swung up on the stand at the rear of the coach, the coachman flapped the reins, and the coach jolted forward, disappearing around the house and up the road. Eager to escape with his young bride, Haspel was not even staying for the wedding breakfast Lindell had ordered prepared. Rowena guessed Lindell would be sitting down to the elaborate breakfast with no one but the magistrate.

			Frustrated and sickened that she had not been able to save her daughter, Rowena angrily plucked at the ivy climbing up the outside wall. Rage pummeling her soul, the small destructive action was not enough. Desperately needing to assuage her wrath, she tugged on a thick vine. She could not budge it. It clung to the weathered stone that had been its home for so many years. Straightening, she studied the vines. Whipping about, she demanded, “Liverna! Get me a pair of Lindell’s breeches and be quick!”

			Liverna eyed her mistress warily. “Rowena, what do you mean to do?” She had been Rowena’s nurse when Rowena was young, and had come to Crossly Oaks as Rowena’s maid when Rowena married the baronet. She knew her charge well, and Rowena knew better than to try to fool her maid.

			“I mean to go after my daughter. I care not do I have to shoot Haspel, he will not take Cecily to his bed. Now, get me those breeches.”

			Casting a doubtful look at Rowena, Liverna nevertheless obeyed. Muttering loud enough for Rowena to hear that she wondered how Rowena thought she would get a chance to shoot Haspel, she began digging into the large chest at the foot of the four-poster bed. Her brow creased in a frown, Liverna pulled out a pair of the baronet’s breeches while Rowena, ignoring her maid’s mutterings, yanked off her lappet cap, grabbed a garter from the chest, and tied her hair behind her at the nape of her neck. Snatching the breeches from Liverna’s hands, she kicked off her shoes, jerked up her skirt and petticoat, and hastily donned the breeches. 

			“Get me my riding boots,” she said, taking a sash from her gown and tying it about the waist of the breeches to hold them up. 

			Liverna found the boots in a corner, and handed them to Rowena. “Now how is it you plan to go after Cecily?” she asked, brushing a lock of her graying hair off her forehead.

			“I intend to take Sir Lindell’s gelding. He is the fastest horse in the stable.”

			“And how do plan to get out that door?” Liverna pointed to the locked door.

			“I have no mind to go out the door,” Rowena said, returning to the window. “I intend to go down this ivy.”

			Shaking her head, Liverna said, “I feared that was what you had in your head. Well, I cannot let you do that. You could fall. The vines could pull lose.”

			“I trust the vines will hold. And you cannot stop me.” She caught her maid’s hands in her own. “I must do this. You must see that, Liverna. Cecily is an innocent. Would you have me leave her in Haspel’s evil hands?”

			“No, my lady, but I fear for you.”

			“Have no fear for me, faithful friend. But know that I might be unable to return immediately. I might need hide out somewhere with Cecily.” She thumped her forehead with her palm. “In my haste, I am near forgetting my pistol. And I will need something to fund us.” Hurrying to her jewelry case, she pulled out everything in it, including her small six-inch flintlock, and stuffed first the jewelry then the pistol into her pockets.

			“My lady!” Liverna cried. “You would not part with your dear mother’s emeralds?”

			“Mother would forgive me does it mean I use them to save Cecily.” Returning to the window, she looked out. Seeing no one around, she dropped her boots out the window. Turning back to Liverna, she swallowed and said, “I will trust you to care for Milo and Godwin and make certain they understand why I must leave them for I know not how long.”

			“I will see to them, my lady. Like they were my own blood.” She clutched Rowena’s shoulders. “Oh, do have a care. Come home to us safe and well.”

			Wrapping her arms around the aging body of her beloved maid, Rowena gave her a quick hug and said, “I will. And with my daughter. I promise.”

			With that, she climbed onto the windowsill, and taking a deep breath, she placed first one stockinged foot and then the other onto thick vines in the ivy. Her footing secured, for a moment she clung to the windowsill. She looked up into Liverna’s worried eyes then released one hand to grasp a vine. Not daring to look down, she moved one foot to a lower vine and released her hold on the windowsill. Totally supported by the vines, she slowly made her way down the wall. 

			When she touched the ground, she offered up a prayer then sat down to tug on her boots. Rising, she looked up at her maid. She offered Liverna a smile and a wave then turned and raced off to the stables. The musty smell of hay and muck assaulted her nostrils when she entered the stable, and the dim light made her halt until her eyes could adjust to the dark interior.

			“Milady,” a stable boy addressed her, obvious surprise in his voice. Standing with pitchfork in hand, he had been mucking out a stall.

			“Where is the stableman?” she questioned.

			“Why, milady, he be with the other members of the household having a bit of the cake and ale that Sir Lindell set out to celebrate Mistress Cecily’s marriage. I was told to finish my work here afore I got any of the treat.” He ducked his head then sheepishly looked back up. “I fear I was late rising this morning, so I be behind in me duties.”

			“Well, I am glad you are here. I need you to saddle Sir Lindell’s horse.”

			“Saddle Sir Lindell’s horse, milady?”

			“That is what I said, and be quick about it.”

			Dropping the pitchfork, the boy said, “Aye, milady, and hurried to do her bidding.”

			Nervously grinding her teeth and knotting and unknotting her fists, Rowena willed the boy to hurry. The magistrate could choose to leave at any time and send the stableman to fetch his horse. How would she then explain her presence? At last the horse was saddled, and the boy asked if he should lead the horse out front.

			“No,” she snapped. “Go saddle my horse. I will lead Dalton out.”

			“Aye, milady.” The boy looked at her a little warily. She had never been known to be cross with the servants. Feeling guilty, she gave the boy a smile but fluttered her hand at him. “Go ahead. Get my saddle onto Flyaway.”

			Nodding, the boy hurried to saddle the mare, and Rowena, after peeking outside and seeing no one around, led her husband’s horse out the stable door. Having Flyaway saddled was but a diversion, though she wished she could take her mare with her for Cecily to ride after she rescued her. The mare, however, would never be able to keep up with Dalton, and Rowena meant to ride hard and fast. Leading the horse over to the stump her husband used when mounting his horse, she tossed the reins over the horse’s head. She had never straddled a horse before, but she thought it looked like a far easier way to ride than on a sidesaddle as she had always ridden. 

			Before mounting, she reached into her pocket and fingered the small flintlock she had taken from her jewelry box. It was not a powerful pistol, but at close range, it would do the job. She hoped she would not have to shoot Haspel. She meant but to threaten him, but shoot him she would if she had no other way to save her daughter.

			Fear returned as she heard voices coming from the back of the house. In an instant, she placed her foot in the stirrup and swung herself up onto the saddle. With no set plan in mind, but without a second thought, she shook the reins, dug her heels into the sides of the horse, and Dalton took off. As she raced past the side of the house, she saw Liverna in the window, but she dared not wave. She needed both hands on the reins to stay seated on the fast-moving horse. 

			She might have heard shouts as the horse thundered up the drive, but she paid them no heed. She had to catch Haspel’s coach before it reached Derby.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Nathaniel D’Arcy brandished his flintlock under the Puritan’s nose. “Keep a civil tongue in your mouth do you not wish to lose it.” 

			Jowls wobbling, dark eyes narrowed to slits, the Puritan had been cursing D’Arcy and swearing the law would catch him and his gang of highwaymen, and he would see them all hanged. Having noted the fear on the Puritan’s young daughter’s face, D’Arcy, peeved at the Puritan’s language, had threatened him. Too late, he realized his threat to the girl’s father probably frightened the child more than her father’s swearing scared her. Apologizing, he tipped his hat to the child and started to close the door to the coach.

			He was one of the few highwaymen who had no fear of robbing coaches or riders in broad daylight. He and his men laid their plans well. And they chose their targets well – only Puritans or supporters of the Cromwellian regime. They particularly liked to rob tax collectors or men who had bought confiscated Royalists’, church, or the King’s lands.

			“Rider coming and riding hard!” one of his men said.

			“Ye gads! Looks to be a woman,” another said.

			“Mother!” the girl cried, rising from the corner where she had been cowering.

			Her father shoved her back into the corner, and looking at D’Arcy, said, “You have what you want. Let us be on our way.”

			D’Arcy cared not for the way the man treated the child. Knitting his brow, he asked, “Have you taken this child from her mother?”

			One of D’Arcy’s henchmen, Caleb Hayward, said, “The woman is hollering for us to hold the coach. Why not ask her. Even now she is sliding off her horse.”

			“Let us go! Let us go!” the Puritan demanded, but D’Arcy looked at the girl. She was again sitting forward, her hands clasped together in an obvious plea or prayer.

			A dark-haired woman pushed past D’Arcy’s men to the open door of the coach. Stopping at D’Arcy’s side and looking up into his eyes, she said, “I want my child.”

			“Nay! She is now my wife!” the Puritan snarled.

			“Wife!” D’Arcy said, shocked upon learning the child was not the Puritan’s daughter. Revulsion knotted his stomach. 

			“She will never be your wife, Haspel,” the woman spat out, pulling a small pistol from her pocket. “I will kill you before I ever let you have her.”

			“Hold,” D’Arcy said, reaching for the gun, but the woman jerked away and pointed the gun at him.

			“Sir. I will have my daughter. Cecily is barely turned fourteen. She is yet a child. My husband forced her to marry this Puritan swine this morning against my pleas. I mean to take my daughter with me. I see you all wear kerchiefs covering your faces. I would hazard you are highwaymen. I care not if you rob Haspel. But I mean to take my daughter.”

			Under his kerchief, D’Arcy’s mouth twitched. He liked the woman’s spirit. And he found her most attractive. Her dark brown eyes were riveting, and her full lips, set in a firm line, looked delicious. Glancing back into the coach, he asked, “Child, do you stay with your new husband or go with your mother?”

			Starting to rise, the girl said, “I go with Mother.”

			“No!” the Puritan said, jerking the girl back down. “She is my wife.”

			Angered by Haspel’s rough treatment of the child, D’Arcy pointed his pistol in Haspel’s face. “Not any longer.” He reached out to the girl. “Come. You may go with your mother.”

			As the girl clambered out and fell tearfully into her mother’s arms, Haspel looked out at the woman and snarled, “You will regret this Lady Crossly, as will your husband. I will …” but his words were lost because D’Arcy slammed the door shut, and another of his henchman, Torrance Madigan, hitting the rump of one of the coach horses, told the coachman, “Get going.”

			The coach drove away with Haspel still yelling and cursing in a most unsaintly way.

			“Thank you. Thank you so much,” Lady Crossly said, looking at D’Arcy over the head of her small daughter still clutched in her arms.

			Pulling down his kerchief, D’Arcy bared his face. “What are your plans, Lady Crossly? Do you return to Crossly Oaks?”

			She looked startled. “How do you know of my home.”

			“’Tis our business to know where our prey travels are we to catch them unaware. We learned Haspel, one of Cromwell’s tax assessors as well as tax collector, was staying the night with the local magistrate. Unbeknownst to Haspel, one of my men followed him and the magistrate to your home. We had no knowledge of the marriage taking place there, but we knew Haspel was due back in Derby to meet with the sheriff today and turn over his tax collections for safe keeping. So, we arranged to wait for him.”

			Her eyes wide, Lady Crossly shook her head. “I would never have guessed highwaymen to be so clever. I would think they but laid in wait for whomever might pass.”

			Chuckling, D’Arcy said, “Not many are clever. ‘Tis why they are caught. Many are but desperate men. Men who have lost their homes yet have families in need. However, my question remains unanswered, Lady Crossly. Where do you go from here? Do you return to your home, Haspel will, by legal right, again take your daughter from you.”

			“That I know, and I have no intention of returning to Crossly Oaks. I will have to find a place my daughter and I can hide.”

			“In that case, you had best come with us. And we must be leaving this area quickly. As soon as Haspel reaches Derby, he will have the militia after us – and you.”

			Lady Crossly eyed him warily. “Nay. We shall go on our own.”

			“Then you will soon be caught. You are easily recognizable. In no time, the militia will learn where you hide. We are bound for Cheshire. We have many who give us aid along the way. Do you truly wish to keep your daughter out of Haspel’s hands, you had best come with us.”

			“Why would you want to help us?”

			“Your husband is a Royalist. Haspel is Cromwellian. ‘Tis the only reason we need.” He looked around at his men. “Is that not the truth, my friends.”

			Several chuckled and nodded, and all agreed he spoke the truth.

			Giving Lady Crossly a moment to think, D’Arcy inwardly smiled when she sighed and said, “We go with you.” She had little choice but to trust her fate to him and his highwaymen.

			Giving her a slight bow, D’Arcy said, “Men, meet Lady Crossly and her daughter, Mistress Crossly. They will travel with us until we can find them a safe place to hide.”

			His men pulled their kerchiefs off their faces, saluted the two women, and sprang up on their horses. For the time being, D’Arcy had no intention of introducing himself or his men to Lady Crossly. Too risky when they still had far to go before they could shake the militia that would soon be after them. 

			D’Arcy’s second in command, Jack Chapman, said, “The lady’s horse is sadly winded.” His gray-blue eyes thoughtful, he added, “I cannot think the horse can carry both the ladies. Or even one right now. Fact is, he will need his strength just to keep up with us.”

			“Hmmm.” D’Arcy scratched his chin then brightened. “I will take Lady Crossly up with me.” He looked over at Deverette Preston, only son and heir of Sir Lionel Preston of Britteridge Hall, and in D’Arcy’s sister’s opinion, entirely too well-favored for the safety of any woman. “Dev, you take her daughter up with you.” 

			His handsome mouth spread in a cheery grin, and his light hazel eyes dancing merrily, he held out a hand to Cecily. “Come young miss, up you go.”

			Cecily looked at her mother. “Seems we have no choice, dear,” Rowena said. “We must trust these highwaymen with our safety. Give the man your hand.”

			Leaving her mother’s arms, Cecily held out her hand, and in an instant, she was pulled up onto Preston’s lap. He settled her in front of him and gave her a pat. “Have no fear little one. We may take some fences and hedges, but Galantyne will ne’er even feel your light weight. He will fly right over any obstacle.”

			Mounting his horse, D’Arcy held out his hand to Lady Crossly. Removing his foot from his stirrup, he said, “Place your foot in the stirrup, and I will pull you the rest of the way up. I fear I cannot swing you up as Dev did your daughter.”

			For the first time, Lady Crossly smiled, and he liked her smile. Giving him her hand and placing her booted foot in the stirrup, she laughed and said, “Sir, you are tall and look strong, but I would not expect you could lift me as your man did Cecily.”

			With Lady Crossly putting her weight onto the stirrup, D’Arcy, with a gentle tug, was able to pull his unexpected encumbrance up and plop her down on his lap. She squiggled around a bit until she made herself comfortable then said, “I am ready, sir.”

			“Let us go, men,” D’Arcy said, and with Chapman taking Lady Crossly’s horse in tow and setting out in the lead, they raced off across the field bordering the road. 

			The militia would be able to follow their tracks across the fields, but when they hit another hard-packed road, their tracks would disappear or meld with other tracks. Later, he and his men would split into three groups, each group taking a different route to their chosen destination. D’Arcy was not sure he should have burdened his men with Lady Crossly and her daughter. Yet, the two women desperately needed help. He could not have left them to fall into Haspel’s hands. And, he had to admit, he was drawn to Lady Crossly. She was a beauty with her dark hair and eyes, sensuous full lips, and classic straight nose. She was tall and slim, yet her figure was every bit that of a nicely endowed woman. Most appealing, though, was her courage. She had been intent on rescuing her daughter. Even did she have to kill Haspel and face the gallows. That kind of love and devotion for one’s child deserved to be rewarded. 

			\ \ \ \

			Rowena admitted to being tired. She had kept herself erect, not giving in to her body’s wish to relax against the highwayman’s strong chest until finally, shortly before they stopped to give the horses a breather, she reluctantly settled back against him. She thought she heard him chuckle but could not be sure. 

			They made a brief stop to rest and bait the horses, and for one of the men to pull bread and cheese from a pack on the back of his horse and distribute portions to all the men and to her and Cecily. Their drink, for them and the horses, was water from a swift flowing stream. They were a little way off the highway, but hidden from the road by a clump of trees. During the rest, the men talked quietly, and though they were friendly to her and Cecily, Rowena realized she was not to learn their names, at least not their surnames. What she did determine, though, was that they seemed to be gentlemen. She wondered if they had been Royalists who had lost their lands to confiscation and had not been able to compound, pay their fines, and buy back their land as her husband and father had done. Well, it mattered not. Once she and Cecily were safe in Cheshire, she would most likely never see any of these men again. 

			She was relieved to learn Dalton was rested, and she could again ride him, but Cecily was transferred to a different highwayman. “Not good to have any horse carry extra weight for too long at the speed we are traveling,” the highway said. “We have many a mile to go yet.”

			With that brief respite, they resumed their trek. Rowena had learned her dubious savior’s given name was Nate, and he was the leader of the highwaymen. She knew naught else about him. Naught except he was tall, she guessed well over six feet, had a strong build, was well-spoken, and decidedly handsome in a rugged sort of way. His skin was bronze, his hair dark brown, his eyes a melting blue-green. He had high cheekbones, a firm chin, and a straight nose. His features all worked well together. 

			His horse was powerfully built, and even when carrying her added weight, the horse took fences and hedges, streams and gullies effortlessly. Horse and rider seemed melded into one entity, and when they rose to fly over an obstacle, they moved as one. Rowena had marveled that she moved with them. Nate’s strong arm held her securely on his hard-muscled legs, and when Nate rose with his horse, she rose. After the first leap over a fence, she never had another fear that she might fall and be crushed under the horse’s hoofs. At least she had no fears as long the fences and hedges were low and the streams and gullies narrow. Had they been higher or wider, she might well have felt differently.

			She had been relieved to see the man named, Dev, was equally at home on his horse, and her worry for Cecily’s safety eased. The fear that had covered Cecily’s face had been replaced by her lovely smile. She had been enjoying the ride, and apparently, also, the handsome man carrying her so effortlessly on his lap.

			Rowena was surprised when a short time after their rest, they reached a crossroad, and two of the highwaymen left and headed off in a different direction. Then later, after again resting and baiting the horses, and after transferring Cecily to the man named Jack who had been the one to lead Dalton, two other highwaymen separated from the group. With their departure, only three of the gang remained, Nate, her highwayman, the man named Dev who had first carried Cecily, and Jack, now carrying Cecily.

			“A fortnight?” the first departing men had confirmed with Nate, and he had answered, “Aye.” The two men had then ridden off. When the second two highwaymen left, one of the men said, “My place?” and again Nate answered, “Aye.” And those two rode off. That they had plans to meet up again was a given. That must mean they would take to the highways and rob more people. They seemed so nice. She would hate to see them caught and hanged. Yet – they were highwaymen. What they were doing was wrong. Still, they helped her save Cecily from Haspel. For that, she was most grateful. So, she had to wish them well, even if they were bandits.

			But for the present, after this long day of traveling over rivers and streams and up and down hills, and keeping off the highways whenever possible, she but wished they would reach their night’s destination. 

		


		
			Chapter 3

			D’Arcy patted his horse’s rump when the horse gave a little whinny and hastened his step. The horse knew he would soon be ending the day’s long journey, and he would be treated to some hay and oats and a nice long rest. Many a time over the past five years D’Arcy and all or some of his men had stayed with the Taverses. Ethelinda Harmon Tavers was D’Arcy’s cousin, daughter of his great aunt, Alfreda D’Arcy Harmon. The Taverses lived in a tiny hamlet outside Burslem, a small village in Staffordshire. Herman Tavers owned a large pottery manufacturing business in Burslem, but he and Ethelinda preferred life in the country to life in the bustling village. Their hamlet was small, consisting of several other families of varying wealth, plus an ale house, a goose farm, and a blacksmith shop. 

			The Tavers family had been in pottery production for several generations, mostly to supplement their farm income, but in 1607 Herman’s grandfather, with income he made from the sale of coal mined on his freehold, expanded his shop, built two large kilns, contracted with local miners to provide his fuel, and hired and trained several new people. Herman presently employed twenty potters. Though much of his trade was in storage jars, butter pots, and earthenware dishes, he also produced decorative slipware vases, loving cups, candlesticks, and bowls. The availability of many types of clay as well as a source of coal and of lead ore in the vicinity was giving rise to pottery manufacturing in the region. That Herman’s business provided his family with a substantial income was evident in their sizable home and comfortable furnishings. 

			“Jack.” D’Arcy called to Chapman, and his second in command dropped back to ride alongside D’Arcy on the pathway leading to the Taverses’ hamlet. “You need ride ahead and let Mistress Tavers know our situation.”

			“Aye, and have Lady Crossly and her daughter new names?”

			D’Arcy pulled up, as did Chapman, and Lady Crossly rode up beside them. When Preston, again carrying Cecily, joined them, D’Arcy said, “Lady Crossly, as Jack reminds me, I think ’tis best for your safety do we keep your identity secret.” At Lady Crossly’s nod, he continued, “I think you, Lady Crossly, will be Mistress Anna Hall, and Cecily will be Agnes.” He looked from Lady Crossly to her daughter. “Are both of you comfortable with that?”

			Cecily bobbed her head up and down. “Oh, yes sir. ‘Twill be easy for me, I but have to respond to being addressed as Agnes. And Mother will still be Mother.”

			Lady Crossly smiled. “I on the other hand must remember to address my daughter as Agnes and to respond to the name Mistress Hall. However, I do believe I shall manage it.”

			“Good,” D’Arcy said. “Now, I am Nate Drummer. Dev is Devon Mills. Jack is Jack Chapman.” D’Arcy chose not to tell Lady Crossly that Chapman went by his real surname. For many years Chapman and his father had tramped the shires of Cheshire, Stafford, Derby, Shropshire, Nottingham, and parts of Lancashire with packs on their backs taking trade goods to towns, villages, and hamlets. Too many people knew Chapman for him to be able to disguise himself. But due to his nomad days, Chapman knew isolated farmsteads where the inhabitants would offer shelter and a place to hide. He knew where to find fords for streams and rivers, and he seemed to know every backroad, trail, and path through woods, up and down hills, and across moorland in all those shires. Indeed, Chapman was an invaluable asset to their gang.

			“What is our story for why the women are with us?” Chapman asked.

			Giving some thought to a fabrication, D’Arcy pursed his lips and cocked his head to one side before answering. “Mistress Hall and her daughter were on their way to Mistress Hall’s sister in Chester when the two men Mistress Hall hired to take them to Chester made off with their horses and goods and left them stranded by the side of the highway where we found them. Per usual, we were returning from delivering our cattle to a buyer in Birmingham.”

			Looking from Lady Crossly to Cecily and back to Lady Crossly, he said “You are from Walsall, Staffordshire, a good-sized market town. You, Mistress Hall, are a widow of ten years. Your husband was a saddle maker. He left you with a small, though comfortable income, but when your sister’s husband died, she invited you to come live with her in Chester – combine your incomes. For your daughter’s sake, you thought the idea a good one so you made arrangements to move to Chester. You get sick when traveling by coach, hence you chose to travel by pillion to Chester. You being headed for Chester gives you reason to continue with us.”

			Shaking her head, Lady Crossly chuckled. “You are creative.”

			“’Tis a necessity in our line of work, Lady Crossly, or rather, Mistress Hall. From now on we will address each other in our character names. That way you can adjust to the names for us and for each other.” At his questioning glance, they both nodded. “The Taverses,” he continued, “the people we will be staying with for a couple of days, believe we are cattle merchants. They know nothing of our true occupation. They are but friends. Now, do you have questions?”

			“Will we not be imposing on your friends?” Lady Crossly asked.

			Reading the concern on her face, D’Arcy smiled. “Nay, their home will easily accommodate all of us. Any other questions?”

			Lady Crossly shook her head as did Cecily, and both said no.

			“Good. All right, Jack. Ride ahead.” 

			As Chapman took off, D’Arcy told Lady Crossly, “By the by, for the present, your horse will be our horse. An extra. ‘Tis not unusual for us to have an extra horse when we travel. In case of emergency. For example, should one horse become injured and unable to travel fast enough.”

			“I understand,” Lady Crossly said, and when D’Arcy nudged his horse with his heels, and they set off after Chapman, she followed suit.

			For the Taverses’ safety, D’Arcy hid the fact from Lady Crossly that Ethelinda and Herman knew full well what he and his men were doing. But their two children, nineteen-year-old Aiden and sixteen-year-old Marissa, were not privy to their secret. Aiden and Marissa knew D’Arcy was their cousin, but they believed they could not call him such because he had warrant on his head. D’Arcy had been granted a parole after fighting for Charles I, but he had broken it by fighting for Charles II. Three of the Taverses’ servants who had been in the Taverses’ employ for many years, Herman’s valet, Ethelinda’s personal maid, and the coachman, knew D’Arcy’s true identity, but they were loyal to the Taverses, and like the Taverses, they were loyal to their King. They would not betray a Royalist. The other servants, being newer to the Taverses’ household, simply knew D’Arcy and his men by their fake names and occupation. They were dispossessed gentlemen forced to earn their bread in the cattle trade.

			The Taverses’ house was old, but had been remodeled primarily in brick. The front entrance, though, had not been changed. Dating back to Elizabethan days, it was a timber-framed white stucco with decorative timbers and plasterwork. The heavy dark oak front door opened as D’Arcy rode up, and the house steward hurried out and down the front steps to greet him. 

			D’Arcy’s cousin, Ethelinda, arriving in the doorway, gave D’Arcy a wave. “Welcome, Mister Drummer, welcome.” Advancing down the steps, she said, “Do allow Myron to help Mistress Hall and her daughter down. Mister Chapman has told me all about their ordeal. How fortunate they are that you happened upon them.”

			Her smile bright and welcoming, she exuded good cheer. Though in her early forties, she was still an attractive woman. Only a few strands of gray showed in her dark hair, and her hereditary blue-green eyes, so like D’Arcy’s own, danced with merriment. The color of her eyes was the only D’Arcy family feature similar to his. She had a small nose, rounded face, and long, swan like neck which she kept adorned with necklaces or high frilly collars. 

			Ethelinda’s daughter Marissa trailed out behind her mother. Marissa had her mother’s coloring, but her father’s features, a pointed chin, thin lips, and a slim nose. She was a pretty girl, if not beautiful, and at sixteen, she was developing a pleasing figure. D’Arcy imagined she would soon have any number of suitors.

			While the house steward helped Lady Crossly down, D’Arcy dismounted, and once Cecily was lifted down, Preston swung gracefully off his horse. A couple of stable boys arrived to take their mounts, so D’Arcy and Preston pulled their weapons from the leather holsters at the front of their saddles and their packs from behind their saddles. Their belongings taken by two footmen, D’Arcy turned to introduce Mistress Hall and her daughter.

			Gracious as ever, Ethelinda welcomed her guests into her house. “Herman is not yet home,” she said, ushering them into her bright parlor. Though the last rays of the sun shone in from the windows, candles on the mantle had been lit. “I sent Herman word we were having guests. He always enjoys your visits, Mister Drummer. I have no doubt he will want you to ride out with him tomorrow to see the new bull his sister’s husband recently purchased.”

			“And how is Mister Tavers’s sister – and her husband? Both well, I hope,” D’Arcy said.

			“Mable and Enos are both well, but their younger son…” She shook her head. “Well, I will not go into that. Do be seated here next me, Mistress Hall,” Ethelinda said, seating herself on a couch of floral printed damask and patting the cushion beside her. “We will have a little refreshment, then I will show you and your daughter to your room. I know you must be exhausted.”

			Sitting as directed, Lady Crossly acknowledged she was very tired. “It has indeed been a frightening experience. I know not what would have happened to us had Mister Drummer not kindly offered to take us on to Chester. I gave some thought to trying to get back to Walsall, but other than our personal goods, which were stolen, everything else we owned has been sold or shipped to my sister’s. And as Mister Drummer is going to Chester anyway – and we could hardly afford to buy new horses…” She raised her hands in a hopeless gesture. “I could see no other way of getting to Chester than to accept his kind offer of transport.”

			D’Arcy was pleased with how well Lady Crossly elaborated on his concocted story. She was a born actress. Of course, Ethelinda had already been told the true story by Chapman, but Marissa or any servants listening would be completely fooled.

			Ethelinda was shaking her head sympathetically. “Shocking. Truly shocking. At least you will have a day or two to rest here while Mister Drummer and his men relax after their long cattle drive. Such an exhausting occupation for a gentleman. These confiscations of men’s property – so wrong. I admit to being glad Herman, my husband,” she explained to Lady Crossly, “I am so glad he chose not to join in the fighting. Oh, he did give funds to the King’s cause, unbeknownst to his father who was still alive at that time. Not that his father was not loyal to the King, but he was wary, very wary. And that was a good thing because as the Puritans ended up winning and taking over the government, we have had no worry that our business or our home would be subject to confiscation. Nor have we yet been subjected to the decimation tax which is proving such a hardship to so many Royalists.” 

			“That is most fortunate, Mistress Tavers. And what is your husband’s business?” Lady Crossly asked.

			D’Arcy was enjoying Ethelinda’s chatter. She was as good an actress as Lady Crossly.

			“My husband owns a rather large pottery manufacturing shop,” Ethelinda said, pride in her voice. “Many of his pieces are highly prized. Even the Queen once placed an order for a set of candlesticks. I have no doubt she would have ordered more pieces had not the trouble started, and she had to flee to France.”

			“Mistress Tavers.” Myron, the house steward, stood in the doorway. “We have the refreshments you requested.”

			“Oh, splendid,” Ethelinda said and directed Myron to serve them.

			Two maids carrying trays entered the room behind Myron. As the women were served a light sherry, and D’Arcy and Preston, seated in heavy leather chairs across from the women, received brimming mugs of ale, D’Arcy noted that Marissa and Cecily, seated on a tufted felt settee, seemed to be enjoying a friendly chat. He hoped Cecily would be able to engage in conversation without giving away her true identity. The daughter of a baronet would have different experiences than the daughter of a saddle maker.

			“Will there be ought else, Mistress Tavers,” Myron asked as the two maids exited.

			“Yes, do tell Cook to hold supper a bit. Mister Tavers is late returning home and our guests need time to refresh themselves.”

			“Yes, Mistress,” Myron said, and with a slight head bow, he exited.

			Returning her attention to her guests, Ethelinda said, “Herman tends to work longer hours with these summer days staying light for so long. Especially if he has a big order to fill.”

			As Lady Crossly nodded understandingly, Chapman entered, a mug of ale in his hand. “Noting I was late, I stopped by the buttery for my ale,” he said, raising his mug in salute. Shaved, his unruly hair combed off his forehead, and changed out of his riding breeches and coat into buff colored breeches and a dark green coat and waistcoat with gold trim, he looked clean and relaxed. He looked a gentleman.

			“Ah, Mister Chapman, you found all you needed in your chamber?”

			“Indeed, Mistress Tavers. All and more. ‘Tis a wonder your staff managed to accommodate my needs so rapidly.”

			“I am pleased. I must tell Myron how well they performed their duties.” She looked at Lady Crossly. “I believe when a job is well done, it should be noted.”

			“Yes, Mistress Tavers, I think that most wise.”

			“How is Aiden?” D’Arcy asked after the Taverses’ son.

			“He is still up at Oxford. He complains of the Puritan strictness, but he knows, does he wish to be an astute businessman as is his father, he must continue his education. Then he must go on to one of the Inns of Court for at least a year that he will know enough law to be aware if someone is trying to cheat or bamboozle him.”

			“Good for him,” D’Arcy said. “And what do you hear from your mother?”

			“Mother is well. Father suffered the gout, but Mother made him stop drinking the red wine he so loves, and made him eat lamb, fish, and fowls instead of beef, and he is improved.” Ethelinda turned to Lady Crossly. “My parents, and a couple of siblings, live in Chester. Before you leave, I will give you a letter of introduction to them. My mother is quite a remarkable woman. I know you will like her.”

			“I am sure I would, but I would hate to impose on her. And I am not sure what transport my sister will have.” 

			Ethelinda waved her hand and glanced at D’Arcy. “You know, do you not, Mister Drummer, my mother would welcome Mistress Hall with open arms.” She looked again at Lady Crossly. “Mother will find your adventure most interesting. And your daughter will need to meet young people. My brother, Alfgar, has a daughter, Jebelle, Marissa’s age. I know she would be happy to introduce your Agnes to the youth of the city.”

			“That is most kind of you to think of Agnes. Thank you.”

			D’Arcy knew Lady Crossly meant to remain in hiding, but how she meant to pay her way, he had no idea. His great aunt, Lady Alfreda Harmon, might be able to assist her. He would give that some consideration. 

			“Well, I would think by now your rooms will be ready,” Ethelinda said, rising. “Mister Drummer, you and Mister Mills will have the chambers you normally occupy. Mistress Hall, do you and Agnes accompany me, I will show you to your room.”

			D’Arcy saw the relieved look on Lady Crossly’s face. He doubted not she hoped for a brief rest before coming down to supper. Ethelinda led her guests up the stairs to the landing looking out over the Elizabethan hall. When the house was remodeled a narrow corridor had been cut down the center of the upstairs portion of the house. Bedchambers now opened off the corridor. No longer did one room open into another and into another. The bedchambers were smaller, but they offered privacy.

			Striding down the corridor to his chamber, he left Lady Crossly in Ethelinda’s hands. Both women had played their parts well. No one should suspect Lady Crossly and her daughter were fleeing a greatly disgruntled Puritan.

		


		
			Chapter 4

			When Mistress Tavers opened the door to the chamber Rowena was to share with her daughter, Rowena was surprised to find a young maid awaiting them. The skinny girl with large gray eyes and blond curls peeking out from under a white day cap curtsied and said, “I have laid out the gowns as you directed, Mistress Tavers, and the water is still nice and hot. And Cook not only warmed the towels, but she had me bring up a bowl of nuts, are Mistress Hall and her daughter hungry, what with supper being later than ‘tis norm.”

			Spotting two gowns draped across a large decorative cedar chest, Rowena turned to Mistress Tavers. “What are these gowns?”

			“Well, you and Agnes can hardly travel all the way to Chester with naught but the gowns you are wearing,” Mistress Tavers said. “I have no doubt my gown will fit you. We are much the same size, but I know nothing of Marissa’s would fit Agnes, so I had Charlotte,” she nodded to the maid, “donate one of her gowns, and then I added one of Marissa’s aprons and a collar. Should work for tonight, but I can have my mantua maker here in the morning to fashion Agnes a more suitable gown.”

			“Mistress Tavers. You are too kind. We cannot possibly accept such generosity. We are complete strangers to you.”

			“You need but remember the ‘Good Samaritan’. I know I could do no more for you than I
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