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Author’s Note


I’d like to thank Kathryn Le Veque and Eliza Knight for a chance to play in their Pirates of Britannia series. I had so much fun.

I’ve chosen a different era of history – the reign of Charles I and of a threat to England that was closer to home than Spain.

While many historical romance readers know about the relentless plundering of the Vikings, few know that centuries later the Barbary Coast pirates posed a similar threat to England and Ireland right up until the end of the 18th century.

In researching the topic for the Heart of the Corsairs series, I learned that the North African pirates occupied an island in the Bristol Channel where they conducted slave raids on the English and Irish coasts and as far north as Iceland.

Between 1650 and 1800, an estimated one million Europeans were sold in Ottoman slave markets.

The de Wolfe of Wharf Street is a blend of fact and fiction – the Penrose Almshouses is real as is the pirate Jan Janszoon and satirist Joseph Hall, the Bishop of Exeter. Marisco Castle is real but I’ve taken tremendous liberties with its size.

What is also real is the love of a man who would move heaven and earth for the woman he loves, and the loyalty of brothers.

The rest is delicious fiction.

Elizabeth


Thanks


And thanks to my amazing publisher Kathryn Le Veque, the best editor in the world Scott Moreland. To Lis Ellis for the fabulous name Perspicacity, and to Shad M Brooks from Shadiversity for introducing me to a cool Renaissance weapon, the swordbreaker.
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The Legend of the Pirates of Britannia


In the Year of our Lord 854, a wee lad by the name of Arthur MacAlpin set out on an adventure that would turn the tides of his fortune – for what could be more exciting than being feared and showered with gold?

Arthur wanted to be king. A sovereign as great as King Arthur, who came hundreds of years before him. The legendary knight who was able to pull a magical sword from stone, met ladies in lakes and vanquished evil with a vast following that worshipped him. But while that King Arthur brought to mind dreamlike images of a round table surrounded by chivalrous knights and the ladies they romanced, MacAlpin wanted to summon night terrors from every babe, woman and man.

Aye, MacAlpin, King of the Pirates of Britannia, would be a name most feared. A name that crossed children’s lips when the candles were blown out at night. When a shadow passed over a wall, was it the Pirate King? When a ship sailed into port in the dark hours of night, was it him?

As the fourth son of the conquering Pictish King, Cináed, Arthur wanted to prove himself to his father. He wanted to make his father proud, and show him that he, too, could be a conqueror. King Cináed was praised widely for having run off the Vikings, for saving his people, for amassing a vast and strong army. No one would dare encroach on his conquered lands when they would have to face the end of his blade.

Arthur wanted that, too. He wanted to be feared. Awed. To hold his sword up and have devils come flying from the tip.

So, it was on a fateful summer night in 854 that, at the age of ten and nine, Arthur amassed a crew of young and roguish Picts and stealthily commandeered one of his father’s ships.

They blackened the sails to hide them from those on watch and began an adventure that would last a lifetime and beyond.

The lads trolled the seas, boarding ships and sacking small coastal villages. In fact, they even sailed so far north as to raid a Viking village in the name of his father. By the time they returned to Oban and the seat of King Cináed, all of Scotland was raging about Arthur’s atrocities. Confused, he tried to explain, but his father would not listen and would not allow him back into the castle.

King Cináed banished his youngest son from the land, condemned his acts as evil, and told him he never wanted to see him again.

Enraged and experiencing an underlying layer of mortification, Arthur took to the seas, gathering men as he went, and building a family he could trust would not shun him. They ravaged the sea as well as the land—using his clan’s name as a lasting insult to his father for turning him out.

The legendary Pirate King was rumored to be merciless, the type of vengeful pirate who would drown a babe in his mother’s own milk if she didn’t give him the pearls at her neck.

But with most rumors, they were mostly steeped in falsehoods meant to intimidate. In fact, there may have been a wee boy or two he saved from an untimely fate. Whenever they came across a lad or lass in need, as Arthur himself had once been, he and his crew took them into the fold.

One ship became two. And then three, four, five, until a score of ships with blackened sails roamed the seas.

These were his warriors. A legion of men who adored him, respected him, followed him, and together they wreaked havoc on the blood ties that had sent him away. And generations upon generations, country upon country, they would spread far and wide until people feared them from horizon to horizon. Every Pirate King to follow would be named MacAlpin, so his father’s banishment would never be forgotten.

And the pirate brotherhood grew. English factions joined the ranks as allies and friends.

More pirate lords joined the brethren from Britannia, factions and legions of men who ruled the waves. Different countries, different cultures, and even from different times, but they all had the same goal in mind. They were forever lords of the sea, a daring brotherhood where honor among thieves reigns supreme, and crushing their enemies is a thrilling pastime.

These are the Pirates of Britannia, and here are their stories.
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Chapter One


Barnstaple, Devon

January 1627

Gabriel took a deep breath. In the night-darkened alley, his back against a wall, he looked his brother directly in the eye.

He’d had reservations about this from the start, but he’d made a pact and he would keep it.

He held his arms out, palms up, crossed at the forearms, and nodded. Raphael ran toward him hard and, at the last moment outstretched hands locked in his. Raphael sprang upwards. Both from the power of his leap and the upward, twisting thrust of Gabriel’s arms, Raphael was propelled up and landed catlike on his brother’s shoulders.

Gabriel steadied himself and supported his brother’s weight as he looked now at Michael, the youngest of the trio preparing his own run down the alley. Gabriel held Raphael by the calves and slowly lowered to a squat. He felt the man above him shift, ready to propel Michael up and onto his shoulders.

It was a move they’d practiced many times and to great success. In fact, they were nearly earning enough to get by performing their acrobatic and tumbling feats.

And that was the problem. What they earned wasn’t nearly enough, which was why they were here in the alley behind a wool merchant’s house with Michael about to slip through an upper window.

As performers, they were already looked upon with suspicion – and not without cause. When things had been truly desperate, those who watched and put money in their caps were sometimes more generous than they’d intended, thanks to the brothers’ light fingers.

But a break-in was another thing altogether and Gabriel didn’t want to do it. But he’d been outvoted and was honor-bound to play his part.

With one further press on his shoulders, Gabriel knew Michael had made the final ascent to the windowsill and into the house.

Raphael dismounted, fell forward into a shoulder roll and tumbled to his feet. Gabriel swept a hand through his long blond hair. He stepped away from the wall and looked up. He counted the moments with the beat of his heart. He got to seventy before he saw Michael’s face in the window. He tossed a sack down into Raphael’s waiting arms.

Whatever was in it rattled loudly, the sound echoing up between the buildings.

“Who goes there?” a voice demanded.

Nightwatchmen!

At the sound of approaching bootsteps, Raphael took off at a run with the goods. Michael jumped onto the sill, stepped out, and turned to drop into a dead hang from the sill, fifteen feet off the ground.

“Come on!” Gabriel hissed through gritted teeth, stepping several paces away from the wall. Michael took one glance back, hauled his legs up to his chest and pushed himself clear of the brickwork, launching into a back flip. Gabriel watched his progress in the air, stepping forward a pace as his brother emerged from the roll. Feet met shoulders in a long-practiced routine. Gabriel took a couple of steps forward to steady the weight of his younger brother.

Michael descended to the ground in a forward somersault.

“There they are!”

“Hey, you!”

The brothers turned to see a group of men, brandishing flickering torches, advancing upon them. Gabriel recognized the livery of the men as belonging to one of the merchant guilds.

What kind of hell are you going to bring down on us, Raphael?

Gabriel and Michael shared a glance and ran toward the four men at a sprint.

The expectation that thieves would run away from, and not toward the law, caught the nightwatchmen flat-footed.

Michael reached the group first. He executed a forward tumble under their waiting hands and between two men’s legs. Gabriel reached them a split second later. As the men bent down in a futile attempt to catch Michael, Gabriel jumped and vaulted, performing a twist to pull his body up and over the watchmen. The flames of their torches brushed his body as he passed over them, like the tongues of the fires of hell to which he’d surely be damned.

He landed at a crouch, paused a scant moment, then took off running. The nightwatchmen, now recovered from their surprise, ran just as quickly after him.

At least Michael was nowhere in sight. Nor Raphael, but then he’d had a greater head start.

Alleys and backstreets that were familiar during the day were different at night, illuminated only by moonlight and the chasing torches. Gabriel dodged into a narrow passageway.

“We’ve got him trapped now,” one of his pursuers yelled, “it’s a dead-end!”

Gabriel saw it. Moreover, he knew what was on the other side of the wall at the end. He could hear the dog barking – whether in play or aggression, he was not keen to find out.

The passageway was barely four feet wide. Perfect.

He screwed up his nose and put on an extra spurt of speed. Nearing the end, he leapt to one side, launching himself a few feet up the brickwork, then pushed off hard to the other side, and back again, zig-zag, a foot or two higher with each push until he was level with the top of the end wall.

He used his body’s momentum for one last push that let him scramble atop the wall.

He glanced down long enough see the snarling hound on the other side. Aggression, not play…

The wall that enclosed the yard beyond was twelve inches thick; wide enough to run along. And he did, building up enough speed on the run to propel himself in an arcing leap across an eight-foot wide alley to the matching wall on the other side.

Over the pounding of his heart, Gabriel heard the frustrated nightwatchmen cursing.

He dropped down into another yard and dashed across a fallow vegetable patch before rolling over a chest-high fence into another alley which let directly onto one of Barnstaple’s larger thoroughfares.

Confident that he’d lost his pursuers, Gabriel slowed to a walk. He lifted the collar of his coat then shoved his hands inside to warm them against the late evening chill that rapidly cooled his sweat-soaked body.

He made his way down to Wharf Street and home, ready to have it out with his brothers.

Presuming they had made it back safe.
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There was no light to be seen in the high transom windows of the old warehouse the three of them called home. Gabriel cautiously worked the warped timbers of the side door and slipped inside. The only light came from a woodfire stove Raphael was now just setting.

Michael had already unpacked the haul, a couple of candlesticks and a platter. Whether they were silver or simply pewter, Gabriel couldn’t tell. Nor did he care to.

“Gabriel! I was worried the nightwatchmen had gotten you,” said Michael.

Raphael glanced back and gave him a grin. “You must be getting slow, old man.”

At three and twenty, Gabriel knew he was not that, but, as the eldest of the brothers, he knew he bore responsibility for them.

“We are not thieves,” he growled, finally giving vent to his anger. “We’re better than that! If you two want to travel down that road, then you do it alone. I’ve had enough.”

Raphael shook his head and scoffed.

“What does it matter? Come spring we’ll be on the road again and no one will know it was us.”

Raphael didn’t see Gabriel’s change of expression. If he had, and shown contrition, it might have been the end of the matter.

Instead, Gabriel swung hard and landed a punch on Raphael’s right cheek. Pain radiated through his fist, but he sucked it back down to add fuel to his anger and disappointment with his brothers, especially Raphael. Hell’s bells, Gabriel wanted to be angry with him.

He shook his hand and stretched his fingers, hoping they were only bruised and not broken.

His brother, younger by two years, had fallen to the floor. Blood bloomed from his lips. Gabriel noted with satisfaction that the little bastard had the sense to look frightened of him. Gabriel decided that he’d not yet finished making his point. He reached down to pull Raphael to his feet by his shirt.

Michael put a light hand on his shoulder. “Gabriel, don’t.”

Raphael stood on his own two feet. He spat a stream of saliva and blood sideways onto the hot stove where it hissed.

“Look, I know you don’t have the stomach for this–” Raphael began, his voice thickened by his swelling cheek.

“I’m more concerned about losing our heads!”

Gabriel allowed the young man to pull himself free.

“But if we don’t do something, we won’t be able to stay together, and that was the promise we made when mother died,” continued Raphael.

Evoking the memory of their late mother was a low blow.

“Well that will be the last thing we’ll have to worry about if they hang us for stealing.” Gabriel’s white-hot anger continued to burn. “Do you think mother would have wanted that? Did she raise a bunch of thieves?”

Michael put a hand on his shoulder once more, attempting the role of peacemaker, but Gabriel shrugged off the attempt at conciliation.

He stormed to a cracked earthenware pot sitting on a shelf made of planking, and pulled a penny from the small collection of coins within. He held it up to show his brothers what he was taking.

Hardacres together.

Perhaps it had been a mistake to have made such a promise all those years ago when they’d been striplings together in the foundlings’ home.

Hardacres…

They looked nothing alike, although it was claimed they had the same mother.

Gabriel was the tallest of the lot, lean with blond hair. Raphael was nearly as tall but, by contrast, his hair was black as coal and he joked that his father must have been a Welshman. Michael was the youngest, now eighteen, and the leanest. His hair was a murky brown which turned deepest red, the color of dark ale, in the sunlight.

Silence fell. Michael had clearly lost the taste for excitement. He shoved their haul back into the sack.

The blow also seemed to have knocked some sense into Raphael, too. He looked down at his feet, shamefaced. At that, Gabriel’s fury ebbed.

“Look, we’ve got enough to get by until spring if we’re careful. We’ve made it through rougher times than this,” he said. “If you’re that concerned about our next meal, there’s always a sign-on for sailors at the docks.”

It was an option none of them wanted. They would be separated then for sure.

“I’m going down to the tavern to listen. I’ll know soon enough if the nightwatchmen still search, or whether they even know it’s us they’re looking for.” Gabriel pointed to the sack on their scarred timber table. “If that’s still here when I get back, then I’ll know what your decision is, and I’ll be out of here by daybreak.”
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Chapter Two


After the scalding rush of blood through his veins, the walk to the Wharf Street Tavern felt cold and bleak. The carving of a wolf over the door looked particularly menacing tonight.

The coin bought Gabriel a tankard of ale, a warm meal and the right to linger by the fire until closing time.

He asked Pettigrew, the innkeeper, if the night had been quiet. The man made a very good living by not expressing too much curiosity about his patrons, and he knew them well enough to know what such an inquiry meant.

Have the thief takers been in? If so, were they looking for anyone in particular?

The thinly-built man with an aquiline nose and sparse black hairs on his pate, simply shook his head.

“Quiet? ’Tis a grave in here tonight. But ye never know. Could change.”

That was good enough for Gabriel. He would wait until closing time to see if that circumstance altered.

The drinkers paid no heed as he made his way through the bar and into the dining room which was less crowded now due to the lateness of the evening.

The Wharf Street Tavern was just this side of respectable. It was even civilized enough to serve women in the dining room as it was one of the few lodging houses close to the wharf. It was a convenience for those obliged to spend the night having newly arrived by ship or who awaited passage across to Ireland, or further afield – even as far as the New World.

The New World. The very name of it held promise – one of leaving the old world behind and starting anew. It was a hard journey, he’d heard. Not only did one have to survive months at sea, battered by the elements, there was the ever-present threat of piracy and, that, not even too far off England’s own shores.

Few people lingered this evening; most likely they were patrons staying for the night. A pair of old men played dominoes. A family – mother, father and five children ranging from about ten to a babe in arms – huddled beside the fire. A clutch of sailors, possibly on shore leave for the first time in months, savored their food.

Gabriel’s meal soon arrived, delivered to his table by Pettigrew’s wife. She was a blowsy woman with a work-stained apron over her wide hips. She ran a hand through frizzy black hair and offered him a smile that promised more than a hot meal.

Gabriel rejected the invitation with a shake of his head. Mistress Pettigrew shrugged her shoulders and moved on, not so interested in him to press the matter.

The tension that had coursed through him since the fight with his brothers thawed. The second mouthful of ale and appetizing food helped restore his humor.

He retreated to the shadows, angling himself to see both the front door and the passage that led through to the kitchen and the back alley – an escape route if needed. But the only new group to enter was another gaggle of sailors who occupied the benches at the far end of his table.

They paid no heed to the lone man at the end, their attention solely on their own conversation.

But, after a while, Gabriel couldn’t help but listen in on their discussion. Rather, it was the one man who did all the talking.

“Their ships are fast. Dozens upon dozens of oarsmen. They were upon us before we could fire a single shot in our defense. And the thing what stung the most is we was in British waters, almost in sight of home, when the Turk came across us.”

The sailor continued to tell his tale of his three years in captivity – beaten on the soles of his bare feet and beaten on the belly – not so hard as to break skin mind, but rather expertly to make every movement agony, a reminder of his wretched state with or without chains.

He told how he endured long days at the oars – sometimes as much as twenty hours. Their rations consisted of bread and water once a day. And it was only by luck a Royal Navy ship happened to encounter the xebec on which he was enslaved.

The man considered himself one of the lucky ones. Forty oarsmen were killed in the salvos; another twenty drowned.

“We’re no longer safe in our own waters,” observed another man. “Janszoon, that bastard Dutch pirate turned Turk, has taken over Lundy. Oh, they won’t touch our ships, not the big forty-gunners, but they pick off the smaller ones.”

Gabriel flickered his attention to the front door and then around the room to discover that he wasn’t the only one listening attentively.

Opposite him at another table, a woman he hadn’t noticed at first in the darkened corner caught his eye. A book at her hand lay open on the table in front of her. She looked down but it was at the table, not her book.

The sailors in no way moderated their language, the language of the sea, of rough men living rough lives, to talk about their near escapes from the Barbary pirates. They spoke in brute and ugly detail of the raids on the coastal villages of Devon, Cornwall and Dorset – even villages of Ireland were plundered. They told of men murdered, and women and girls raped and sold into brutal sexual slavery.

His companion eavesdropper looked up and noticed Gabriel seemingly for the first time herself. To his surprise, she did not look away. Nor did she smile.

It was as though she could read his thoughts and he read hers. The only thing that gave her away was the flush of color to her cheeks. No words needed to be spoken to articulate the dismay, the sorrow, and the sharp desire for justice for those ripped from their homes as described by the sailors.

The woman was soberly dressed; there was no enticing display or flesh to suggest she was a tavern wench or prostitute advertising her wares. Her dress was matronly, buttoned high to the collar. A starched white cap covered her hair, apart from a stray lock the color of which reminded Gabriel of the old copper ewer that sat over the fire in their lodgings. Her dress was plain olive green in color, not adorned in any special way, yet there was something about it, about her, that gave him the impression she did not quite belong here in the tavern.

Perhaps he had listened too long to the sailors because he found himself unaccountably protective of this stranger.

Was she staying here? Alone?

Surely, she wasn’t sailing from Barnstaple all by herself?

He became conscious of the fact that he’d been staring when her lively green eyes finally dropped from his to the small volume at her hands.

No doubt she’d overheard some of the things the sailors had said about the treatment of women captives. God, he preferred she had not, and couldn’t help imagining her becoming one of their victims. He shuddered. A gentlewoman such as she would not survive long being so mistreated.

Now, Gabriel found his eyes falling to the nearly empty tankard. He could go back for another, there was still a farthing in his pocket, but he did not.

The sailors rose from the bench in unison. Without betraying too much interest, Gabriel maintained his hunched position and looked out of the corner of his eye at the men.

The one not long returned a captive was easy to spot. He was the one whose cheeks were sunken, whose clothes hung from his frame, a limping skeleton. If his skin had been pale and not tanned by the sun, one might consider him diseased.

Out in the bar, the tavern owner yelled for final drinks.

Gabriel breathed a sigh of relief. No sign of the nightwatchmen. If there had been, they would have come by the Wharf Street Tavern for sure.

He closed his eyes and sighed deeply, conscious of his exhaustion. He was hollowed out, weary down to the bone.

He shook his head and rued the moment he let himself be talked by Raphael into being a common thief. He and his brothers had been lucky tonight. And luck alone was a fickle mistress. They had to be more clever and more enterprising if they were to make an honest and productive living.

What a pity luck never seemed to be on their side.

“Is aught amiss, sir?”

Gabriel frowned. The woman – she couldn’t be talking to him, could she?

He looked up and, indeed, those eyes, green, the color of her dress, looked right back at him. Now he could see her face properly. She was younger than he first supposed, about his age or thereabouts. The expression on her face showed a friendly concern.

He stood from the table and bowed.

“Much thanks for your kind inquiry, Mistress. My day has been long and did not end as well as I wished.”

The woman’s lips parted, as though she were going to say more, but thought better of it. Without knowing why he did so, Gabriel pulled back the bench on the other side of her table and sat down.

“You are a stranger to Barnstaple, I perceive. May I offer my services?”

The young woman sat back, a small furrow settling between her brows. Gabriel experienced the strange sensation of being privy to her thoughts once again.

Foolish for conversing with a stranger! Foolish for drawing attention to myself in a place that was rough and uncouth! And how does he know I am a stranger here?

Of the foolish things he’d done tonight, this was but another to add to his sins.

Gabriel offered a half-smile and rose from the table. “My apologies. I should not have intruded.” He was about to turn and return home – if he still had one – when the young woman spoke back.

“Wait! You are correct, sir. I arrived in Barnstaple just today. I’ve been invited by my father’s cousin, the Reverend Makepeace, and his wife to help run the new almshouse and establish a small school.”

“Then why are you here and not with them?”

The half-smile on her face seemed half-amused, half-rueful. “They do not expect me until the ’morrow and so I thought I would make my own way in the morning when it is light.”

Gabriel wasn’t sure what came over him. Perhaps, it was a need to do some penance for his part in tonight’s thievery.

“I know the vicarage,” he said. “It’s only three streets away. In return for your thoughtfulness toward me, you would do me a service if you allowed me to escort you there as an alternative to staying here.”

The woman looked about her and gathered her shawl about her shoulders. “I was told this tavern was a respectable enough place.”

“There are degrees and degrees of respectability,” Gabriel shrugged.

“And walking off into the night with a man who is a stranger to me is more respectable than staying under the same roof as Master Pettigrew and his family?” she inquired.

Gabriel conceded the point with a tilt of his head.

“I suppose introductions do seem appropriate at this juncture,” he added with a genuine smile. “I am Gabriel Hardacre. At your service, Mistress.”

“Perspicacity Glenwood.”

“I beg your pardon?” Gabriel found his own brow furrowing and, in return, this oddly-named woman gave him a look that clearly conveyed its meaning – that she had noted his surprise and found it amusing.

“My late father named my sisters and brothers after virtues,” she said by way of explanation. “I’m known to most as Cassie and, before you laugh at my name, consider that your own means ‘champion of God’.”

Gabriel frowned. He’d never given consideration to his name before.

“Really?”

She nodded. “Did you not know you were named for one of the archangels?”

Gabriel shook his head in return. “Up until tonight, it has only been a name.”

“Gabriel was the messenger of good tidings,” she added.

Her words warmed him more than the fire in the grate or the ale in his body. “A messenger of good tidings”… that was something positive in his life, at least.

Gabriel bowed once more. “Then it would please me to be a messenger tonight and deliver you unharmed into your cousin’s safe keeping.”
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Chapter Three


If the truth be known, Cassie Glenwood did not really want to spend the night here either and was sorely beginning to regret her impulse to surprise Cousin Uriah by arriving two days earlier than planned. But she could no longer stand the well-meaning pity of her family.

She had grown increasingly resentful of the fact that one reckless error of judgement with the wrong man seven years ago seemed to be the only thing which defined her in their eyes. The matter which sealed it completely was when she overheard her beloved sixteen-year-old niece refer to her as “my pitiable Aunt Perspicacity”.

However, when Cassie arrived in Barnstaple by coach today, she hadn’t calculated on it being so late.

The young man’s light blue eyes regarded her patiently, waiting for her to make up her mind. If she declined, she thought it likely he would doff his hat and bid her good night – perhaps a recommendation of trustworthiness in itself.

Her resolution bounced to and fro. She really shouldn’t be tempted by his offer – they were but strangers to one another. And yet, she had watched him when they were overhearing the conversation among the sailors. The play of emotions over his face suggested he was not so inured to violence that learning the brutality of the Barbary pirates didn’t shock him.

Finally, she made her decision.

“I would be honored to have you as my champion,” she said.

His broad shoulders seemed to straighten even more at her words.

“Then I shall ask Pettigrew to keep your baggage here if your cousin would be kind enough to send a servant for it,” he said.

While he left to attend to that, Cassie gathered her cloak and the large tapestry hold-all that would suffice her for the night.

A little voice warned her again that it was not wise to wander off in the dark with a man she didn’t know. It was the same little voice that spoke recriminations to her daily ever since Hugh left, reminding her of her foolishness. Tonight, she chose to ignore it because, strange though it was, she did know this man – at least enough to put her trust in him for this errand.

In a moment, Gabriel returned. He took her bag and rested it over his left shoulder. She hadn’t considered why he had done so until they left the tavern and a breeze pulled at the edge of his coat, revealing the glint of a dagger blade at his side.

She looked up only to find him looking down at her. Amusement played along his mouth.

“We’re safe,” he assured her, “but it’s always wise to be certain.”

She quickened her pace to keep up with Gabriel’s long strides as they made their way across Wharf Street to The Strand.

Although it was bitterly cold, the night was clear.

Ahead, the moonlight picked out the beautiful sixteen stone arches that made up Long Bridge over the River Taw. It was the largest bridge she had ever seen in her life. On a fine day, she would explore it more closely.

Cassie felt the press of her own bag at her back as her guardian angel moved her along. He moved with confidence and purpose although she noticed that at each street they crossed or alleyway they passed, his focus was on the darkness beyond where the light could reach.

Before she could ponder it further, he’d directed her up toward the market square and past new buildings with slate roofs that shone with the touch of evening dew.

“There are the new almshouses on Litchdon Street,” said Gabriel. “Nearly completed. I’m sure your cousin is pleased with the results.”

She nodded and would have paused to look longer, except her escort did not linger.

Another street back, within sight of St Peter’s Church and its crooked spire, was a home set on spacious grounds.

Gabriel unlatched the gate.

The flicker of candlelight in the window reassured her that her arrival was not too late. To Cassie’s surprise, Gabriel followed her up the path with her bag still over his shoulder as if it weighed nothing.

He leaned over her shoulder and rapped the door loudly. Once again, Cassie became keenly aware of his presence. He was a full head taller than she, and it was warm in the lee of his body. It was oh-so tempting to take another step closer and get warmer still.

She looked up at him only to find him looking down at her with equal intensity. She found herself beginning to blush. What would happen if he decided to kiss her?

The sharp snap of the door being unlocked broke the spell. Gabriel blinked, as though he was coming back to himself. Cassie started, and her heart was still pounding when the servant opened the door.

“Could you please tell Reverend Makepeace that his cousin has arrived?” asked Gabriel.

The girl invited them to wait in the hall. Cassie stepped in and gravitated toward the burning coals in the grate. She warmed hands chilled from their walk, then looked behind her. Gabriel remained just inside the front door, her bag at his feet.

“Fare thee well, Mistress Perspicacity. You’re delivered safe,” he said, doffing his hat and offering a bow.

“Wait! Won’t you linger? Warm yourself before venturing back into the cold?”

Gabriel shook his head and a half-grimace crossed his face.

“It’s late, and I wouldn’t be welcome.”

He opened the door only a few inches to prevent the cold air rushing in. Cassie hurried forward and touched his arm before he could completely disappear into the blackness. “If you won’t stay now, then please do call.” She rushed out her words, fearing Gabriel would disappear before she finished speaking. “Save my family here, I know no one in the town but you.”

Gabriel let out a little laugh. “That wouldn’t be wise, Mistress. I’m not the type of man a respectable young woman wishes to call upon her.”

In what little she could see of his face in the dimly hit hall, Gabriel’s expression was adamant. Then he raised his chin to draw her attention to the sound of footfalls coming up the hall. “I’m sure your cousin would agree.”

She turned to see a man striding down the hall.

Although Uriah Makepeace was her father’s cousin, the reverend was closer to her in age than her father and she and Uriah were childhood friends.

“Cassie! What a surprise for us all!” he greeted her with genuine affection. “We didn’t expect you until tomorrow at the earliest. Where is your baggage?”

“At the Wharf Street Tavern. I was kindly escorted here by…” She was interrupted by and accepted her cousin’s hands in hers, then accepted his kiss on the cheek before turning back to the door, about to be locked by the housemaid. “By Master Gabriel Hardacre, he…”

But her escort was gone.

“I’ll send someone down to fetch your things,” Uriah assured her. “Here, let me take your coat. You must come through into the parlor and warm yourself up properly.”

Cassie was swept along by her cousin’s enthusiasm and found herself welcomed into the small parlor. From what she could see, the rectory was cozy, reasonably large, but not ostentatiously so.

When she entered the room, well-lit by lamps and a merry little fire, Uriah’s wife, Mathilda, abandoned her knitting and rushed to Cassie with the same enthusiasm as had her husband.

Cassie accepted the familial embrace with equal enthusiasm. Uriah and Mathilda were a couple well-matched in temperament, if not height. Uriah was a half-head taller than Cassie herself. Mathilda, by contrast, was a full head shorter.

Although it had been five years since Cassie had seen them last, they still appeared to be a couple very much in love – as much as the day they married eight years ago. Oh, how much had changed for her over those years.

“Cousin! Welcome,” Mathilda said warmly, giving Cassie a kiss on each cheek. “Do sit down by the fire. Have you supped? I can have the housekeeper prepare something.”

“No, thank you. I ate at the tavern and was quite prepared to make my bed there for the night if not for the kind attention of a gentleman who offered to escort me directly here. You might know him… a Master Gabriel Hardacre?”

Mathilda’s brows puckered a moment.

“I’m not sure that I do, but he may not regularly attend our services. Uriah? Is the Hardacre name familiar to you?”

“You must have seen him, Cousin,” Cassie added. “He was in the hall when you came out.”

“Indeed, I did see him, and his name I do recognize, but not well enough to say. However, Edgar Williams, the curate, he knows just about every soul in the parish. I shall ask him in the morning.”

Later that night, as Cassie drew the bed curtains closed, she found herself thinking of Gabriel Hardacre’s words.

I’m not the type of man a respectable young woman wishes to call upon her.

He seemed respectable enough to act like a gentleman around her, so who was he exactly?
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Gabriel slipped through the warehouse side door and pulled it closed behind him, the cold biting at his fingers through grey woolen gloves that had seen better days. The heat from the stove on the opposite wall drew him in although the room seemed only a little above freezing.

He looked across the table and benches. The sack with the ill-gotten gains was no longer there. Gabriel hoped it was a sign his brothers had thought better of their venture into criminal activities.

He suppressed a yawn and climbed the ladder to the loft over the kitchen which served as their bedchamber. It was large enough for three of them to sleep in their own beds and yet small enough to keep warm during the winter. He pushed aside a blanket that served as a curtain.

A single candle burned low, placed on a stool in expectation of his return.

His bed was the closest to the ladder, furthest from the stove pipe that rose up from the kitchen which gave them heat.

Michael had suffered mightily with a lung complaint earlier this winter, so Gabriel and Raphael agreed that he should be one closest to the warmth.

Gabriel sank to his bed and unbuckled his soft black leather boots, the finest, most supple things he owned, and pulled them off one by one, before starting on his hose.

Despite his efforts to work quietly, on the next bed over Gabriel heard Raphael turn over.

“Well,” his brother whispered. “Are we wanted men?”

Gabriel shook his head and got to his feet again to strip off his shirt and remove his breeches. He reached for the night shirt that one of his brothers had lain over the back of a chair near the stovepipe to warm – a small act of unvoiced contrition they knew would be noticed but not commented upon.

“No. We got away with it tonight,” Gabriel answered.

The linen caressed his back, warm and comforting, adding weight to his exhaustion. His eyes were closed before his head even hit the pillow.

“We returned the goods,” said Michael. “We left them by the kitchen entrance. No one saw us.”

“Good.” Gabriel turned to face Raphael. “How’s your jaw?”

Raphael offered a chuckle in reply. “About as sore as your hand, I’ll warrant.”

Gabriel squeezed the right hand and it ached. No doubt bruised. He’d take a better look at it, and Raphael’s face, in the morning.

“That Reverend Williams came to call while you were out,” Michael added. “He’s offered the three of us work. Good work for the next four months.”

Gabriel was nearly asleep and couldn’t be sure whether he’d heard Michael or whether he had dreamed it.

“Laboring work, but indoors,” added Raphael. His voice was closer and so pulled Gabriel from his sleep.

“Whereabouts?”

“Working on the final wing of the new almshouse on Litchdon Street, making furniture for the souls who’ll live there.”

For the first time all day, Gabriel smiled.
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Chapter Four


The day dawned cloudy but clearing. The rising sun turned the sky to the east a soft yellow, but the clouds themselves were underlit with gold. They seemed to chase away the smaller, darker clouds leaden with rain to reveal the blue sky above.

At Cassie’s urging, Uriah and Mathilda took the long way to the almshouse. Wrapped against the chill, they walked along the path alongside the River Taw, giving her a view of the remarkable Long Bridge with the benefit of daylight.

She could see the draw of the wide expanse of water which the early morning had turned to silver. The water eddied around each dark grey stone pier, heading westward toward the sea ten miles away.

The three turned up Litchdon Street.

“Here it is,” said Uriah with pride. “The Penrose Almshouses.”

Despite the name, it was a single building, square in shape. It would accommodate impoverished men and women, two-by-two, according to sex. Uriah spoke enthusiastically as they entered it.

“There is so much good we can do here, and not just for those who will reside within these walls. I’m so glad you’ve come to aid us, Cassie. The school will be a boon to those who cannot afford private tutelage.”

He explained that the almshouses were named for John Penrose, a successful merchant and mayor of Barnstaple who had died young three years ago. Penrose’s father-in-law, Richard Beaple, was one of the executors of his will and was charged with fulfilling the bequest.

They went through to the open center courtyard where the building was further adorned by a tiled colonnade. Behind the almshouses through a stone archway was a large plot for growing vegetables.

Cassie was shown the newly built chapel in the southwest corner with an impressively large single arched window. Here, almshouses occupants were charged with the sacred duty of praying daily for the soul of their late patron. On the northwest corner was another room, a place indoors where residents could gather if it was inclement outside. This was where the school would be held.

Waiting for them was the curate, Edgar Williams. He was older than Uriah by only a couple of years, but his greying hair made him appear even more aged. He greeted them and was introduced to Cassie. He offered her an especially warm smile.

“I should like to call on you all later in the week for a social visit,” he said. “But today, I need a word with Uriah before we meet with the board of the almshouses.”

“Then you should both go,” said Mathilda. “I will show Perspicacity about the grounds.”

Cassie walked arm-in-arm with Mathilda and inspected the good-sized room at the end of one of the wings. It was empty, the walls still of unfinished lath and plaster. Their footsteps raised echoes as well as dust.

“This would make an excellent school room for you to teach the younger children three days a week,” said Mathilda. “Uriah can take the older boys for their lessons three days a week and you and I will alternate duties for the Sunday School. What do you think?”

“It is rather bare still, but I see opportunity aplenty,” said Cassie, “There is so much we still need before we can begin. Desks and benches, bookshelves, slates for the students to practice their letters, a large blackboard, oh and there are the books—”

Mathilda let out a merry laugh.

“Write your order down, my dear! Master Beaple is not an unreasonable man, but he will want a full accounting of the coin you wish to spend.”

Cassie hid a grin, acknowledging her own enthusiasm.

Here, she would simply be the school mistress, not the poor creature abandoned by the man who, it would seem, had never had any intention of returning to marry her.

“The furniture should be an easier problem to solve,” said Mathilda, patting her on the arm to draw her attention back to their conversation.

“Reverend Williams has used his pastoral remit to hire some local men to finish building beds for the new residents. I’m sure it would be no trouble to ask them to construct what you need. Shall we go across to the workshop and see what might be had?”

Cassie and Mathilda made their way across the courtyard and through to the rear gardens where a stone outbuilding was located. A lazy drift of smoke rose from the small chimney from the fireplace within, no doubt adding a modicum of warmth for the workers inside.

As they drew near, however, she saw the workhouse doors wide open. Inside were three young men, undressed to their shirtsleeves. At this moment, they were not hard at work. Instead they were using short lengths of wood as juggling clubs, and seemed quite talented at it, too.

One of them, the youngest, judging by his fresh-faced appearance, noticed them first.

“Hoy!” he called. One by one, the blocks were deftly caught by the other two and placed on the work bench.

All three men turned to face them and, as though they were performers on stage, bowed in practiced unison.

Any residual dismay she or Mathilda might have had at the trio neglecting their labors vanished with the flourish. Indeed, Mathilda gave them a round of applause.

One of the men stepped forward. Cassie let out a small gasp, then noticed the man’s confident expression falter a moment as he recognized her.

Gabriel Hardacre.

In daylight, he was even more handsome than she remembered. His long blond hair was partly hidden under a dark-colored rag tied about his head that gave him a rather piratical look.

He bowed once more. “Mistress Makepeace and Mistress Glenwood.”

Cassie knew her cheeks blushed, so she ignored the sidelong glance Mathilda cast in her direction. The fact that Gabriel knew her name already had perhaps not gone unnoticed.

“You will, of course, be wanting an accounting of our progress for the Reverends Williams and Makepeace,” said Gabriel with brisk composure. “We have finished cutting the timber for eight beds, and we expect to have a further dozen of them completed by sundown tomorrow. To complete the task, we will need more beeswax and rope for stringing the beds.”

He then moved to another stack of shorter planks and rubbed his hand down the face of one of them. “The tables for each room will be finished by the end of the week, Mistress.

Cassie could now see that what had appeared mere lengths of wood propped up against one wall were, in actuality, a number of unassembled beds.

Against another wall, freshly split slabs of timber were marked up with chalk diagrams.

“I’m sure both the reverends will be pleased with the progress,” said Mathilda with a smile that softened her seemingly stern words. “But we have come to further add to your labors.”

She turned to Cassie. “Let me introduce you to Gabriel, Raphael, and Michael Hardacre,” she said, nodding at each man. In return, each man gave a quick bow. “Reverend Williams tells me they are travelers who have been wintering in Barnstaple before they move on. In the meantime, they’ve been so good as to assist us here.”

Cassie nodded at each brother in turn but, in the end, her eyes returned to Gabriel’s.

Mathilda continued the introduction, addressing the brothers. “This is the Reverend Uriah’s cousin, Perspicacity—” Cassie heard a snigger from the youngest-looking of the three men. It was swiftly silenced with a punch to the arm from the dark-haired man closest to him. “—who will be helping my husband run the almshouses school. She has some particular requirements for the schoolroom.”

Of all the three, Gabriel seemed to be the most self-possessed, Cassie observed.

“It would be my pleasure to serve the lady in whatever way she needs, Mistress,” he said.

Shivers traveled along Cassie’s limbs. If noticed, she could blame the cold, but it wouldn’t be the truth. She took a deep breath to recover her wits.

“I need writing desks and benches for forty students,” she said, perhaps a little more forcefully than required. “I shall need a teacher’s desk, a blackboard, slates with timber frames, and bookshelves. They do not need to be fancy, just sturdy.”

The dark-haired man in the middle rocked back on his heels at the list. Gabriel did not.

“I know I ask a lot,” Cassie added half-apologetically when she saw that none of them noted down the list. “Shall I write down the particulars?”

“No!”

The vehemence of Gabriel’s answer surprised her. He seemed to recognize it, too, and his voice carried a note of apology. “I mean no, thank you, Mistress.”

Gabriel turned to his brothers. “There’s no need to go to all that bother. We’ll remember, won’t we?”

Raphael and Michael Hardacre nodded in silent agreement.

“Perhaps you’d like to use this slab of timber here and draw us what you had in mind,” he said.

Cassie frowned. She thought she had made her requirements perfectly clear. She glanced to Mathilda whose expression gave nothing away, so she stepped forward and accepted a wedge of chalk from Raphael’s hand.

“Well, as I said, nothing too elaborate…” Cassie drew a rectangle with four shelves in it, and then a bench which was little more than a pew, but without the back rest. The desks were writing slopes on legs. For her desk, she envisaged being on a riser similar to a pulpit, so she could see to the back of the classroom.

Gabriel stepped closer to examine the drawings.

“The teacher’s desk must have shelves beneath to stow away things you might need,” he said. “We could add two there easily.”

Cassie stepped back from her illustrations and looked at the brothers. The tension that had suddenly appeared in the workshop when she first offered to write out her requirements had evaporated. All three men looked relaxed again.

Raphael in particular took a step back and considered the scope of the work.

“We have some leftover timber we can use as frames and beading for the writing slates. Some of the offcuts from the tables may be wide enough to make the shelves for your bookcase, Mistress.”

Gabriel nodded. “I noticed a goodly number of spare roof slates in one of the other outbuildings.”

“That’s very good of you,” announced Mathilda. “Let me know what further timber you will need.”

“Thank you,” Cassie added.

“We should return to the vicarage,” Mathilda told her. “We may be expected to attend the meeting of the board this afternoon and Master Beaple is most interested in the plans you have for the school.”

Cassie hesitated. Gabriel had not acknowledged their previous acquaintance, so should she? She decided not.

She nodded her head in acknowledgment at the three men and turned to follow her cousin. Still, she could not resist one look back at Gabriel. His eyes might be an icy blue, but something in them warmed her from within.
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Chapter Five


They waited until the vicar’s wife and cousin left the yard. Gabriel watched as the two women disappeared through the gate and into the almshouses.

Michael couldn’t contain his laughter. “Did the reverend’s wife say her cousin’s name was Pe… Per… Pers, what was it? Percy?”

Gabriel scorched him with a look. “Her name is Perspicacity.”

Michael sniggered again. “That’s a strange name.”

“Her parents named her for one of the virtues,” said Gabriel. He knew he sounded defensive, and he also knew that it hadn’t gone unnoticed by Raphael either.

“Which one?” his middle brother asked.

Gabriel didn’t know. And he felt too embarrassed to admit his lack of knowledge, so he simply shrugged.

“More to the point, how did you know why her parents gave her that name?” Raphael pressed.

Michael grinned as though struck by a great revelation. “It’s because our dear brother has met the fair Perspicacity prior to this morn.”

Raphael wore an expression of mock horror and joined Michael, leaving Gabriel alone on the other side of the workbench. “And failed to tell us about her! Do you not feel slighted, dear brother?”

Gabriel gave the performance a slow clap; disdainful as his brothers had been. “Mummery at its finest to be sure, but since you asked, I will tell you. I first met Mistress Glenwood last night at the Wharf Street Tavern. She’s newly arrived in Barnstaple.”

Raphael picked up a set square. “Then I suppose we’d better get back to work before Reverend Williams returns and chastises us for being lazy, good-for-nothing gypsies.”

On that, Gabriel could readily agree. He picked up a chisel and hammer to begin cutting a mortise for another bed frame as he listened to Raphael give instructions to Michael on a better technique with the handsaw.

Gabriel had to admit, Raphael had a good eye for what needed to be done. He’d proved himself to be a very deft woodworker. He didn’t even know how Raphael acquired such skills. Perhaps the father he had never known had been a carpenter and such skills ran through the blood.

They’d been in Barnstaple for four months, the longest they’d ever stayed in one place for at least ten years. And that had been thanks to the chance to act as caretakers in the warehouse they called home.

During that time, when the weather was too wet to practice outside, Raphael built vaulting horses, uneven bars and balance beams on which they practiced their acrobatic tricks, using little more than scraps.

As winter drew to a close, the thought of moving on once again lacked the excitement it once had. Yet, without family or even a real trade to earn a living – apart from their performing – Gabriel knew, as his brothers did, that they would always be regarded with suspicion whether they stayed in the one place or moved on.

Vagrancy was a crime they’d been found guilty of a couple of times – the punishment was a night in the watch house and a meal the next day. He smiled inwardly. As far as punishments went, it wasn’t a bad one.

Still, no matter where they went – villages and towns from southern Wales to the farthest tip of Cornwall – it was all the same. For one half-hour, four times a day, every day except Sunday, they would be lauded and admired as acrobats. The rest of the time, they were shunned by the very people who were in awe of their skill just a short time before.

Finding themselves coming to the attention of Reverend Williams was the first piece of luck which had gone their way in a while.

Gabriel examined his handiwork with satisfaction and picked up another length of timber to begin fashioning another mortise.

There comes a time in a man’s life when he must “put away childish things”. Until now, Gabriel had never considered beyond what the day would bring. But now, faint imaginings – a home of his own, an occupation, a wife – began to appear, and yet it was faint, indistinct, like a ship coming over the horizon on a clear day where the glare on the ocean made it difficult to see.

Gabriel laid down the chisel and wiped his brow, glancing over to his brothers hard at work. Did they feel the same? They’d made a vow to stay together through thick and thin.

And so it would be, until all of them agreed to put down roots.

[image: * * *]

Cassie wiped a hand across her brow and looked at her handiwork. With the help of Mathilda, the school room walls had been completely whitewashed. Even as the end of the day approached, the bright white walls still reflected plenty of light.

She had sent everyone home while she remained to mop the timber floors and was happy to have time alone – a peace and quiet, a time for contemplation.

Such a pity that all of her thoughts returned to Gabriel Hardacre.

After their parting the night before last, Cassie had been certain in her conviction she would not see that interesting man again – that he’d be as good as his word and disappear into the night, never to return.

And to see him yesterday, in the broad light of day with his brothers, made her ponder whether he’d had a change of heart. Yet when she and Mathilda visited the workshop, he’d said nothing above the commonplace.

Was she making a fool of herself as she did over Hugh Bestwick those many years past? She ought to be much wiser than that. What was it about this stranger that attracted her so?

At the sound of a rap on the door jamb, Cassie turned. Gabriel Hardacre filled the frame, a timber rule and a slate in his hands.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you, Mistress Glenwood,” he said politely, formally… disappointingly.

“No, not at all,” she said and pointed to the bucket and mop just inside the door. “I’ve just finished mopping the floors. Just make sure you’ve wiped your feet.”

Gabriel nodded and dutifully wiped his feet before taking tentative steps inside the room.

“I’ve come to do some measuring,” he said. “Then we’ll cut the timber for your benches and make up one of the desks to ensure you’re happy with it before we make the others.”

Was it her imagination or was his voice more friendly than a moment before?

“When we met, you called me Cassie.”

It sounded like an accusation. She hadn’t realized how much it did so until she heard Gabriel’s intake of breath.

She looked up at him to find his eyes flickering across her form before they reached her face.

“That was different. I thought we wouldn’t see each other again,” he said.

“And that makes such a different to you now that we are to be working together?”

“It would to your cousin, and no doubt to the good folk of the parish. My brothers and I are not the sort of men welcome in many places.”

“Ought I not be the judge of that for myself?”

Gabriel let out a long sigh and held up the rule and slate.

“I’ve come to measure up for your school furniture. Should we begin?”

The finality of the conversation could not be more plain. Cassie pushed down her irritation and picked her way across the floor.

“Here is where I want a board so I can write my lessons in chalk for my students to copy, and this wall for a bookcase.”

She felt Gabriel’s presence at her shoulder. Where previously she welcomed his closeness, now it irritated her.

“Cassie.”

He said her name softly and something touched her.

She turned to face him and he placed the twelve by six-inch tile of slate in her hand. Then his hand covered hers. “I thought about you last night, too.”

Gabriel leaned forward as though he might kiss her on the cheek, but he appeared to have second thoughts. He handed her a piece of chalk and turned away to examine the wall she’d indicated.

“Mistress Glenwood,” he announced theatrically, as though speaking to an audience beyond the two of them, “may I trouble you to write down the numbers as I give them to you.”

They spent the next little while going about the room, Cassie describing what she required, Gabriel using his carpenter’s rule to plot out the dimensions. They debated the merits of making a bookshelf double the width and whether including a center aisle was better than putting all the desks in rows.

Conversation flowed between them easily as though they had known each other for years and not just newly acquainted.

“Hmmm…” Cassie paused and gave him an exaggeratedly thoughtful stare while he measured out a gap between the rows. “I’m trying to imagine what you must have been like as a schoolboy.”

“Imagine away, my dear, because I have never been a schoolboy,” Gabriel answered breezily, jumping to his feet.

“What? Never? You jest.”

“Perhaps you’d like to teach me how to read,” he said, raising his eyebrows in a provocative fashion.

“You jest.”

“You already said that.”

“You mean it? You don’t know how to read?”

“Please, do continue. Make me feel lower than I already am.”

Despite the light tone in his voice, it was clear she had offended him. How could she make amends?

“Do you mean it?” she whispered. “Do you want to learn how to read?”

The silence stretched on for an age. The answer, when it came, was a whisper.

“Yes, I mean it.”

“Cassie! There you are!” Uriah Makepeace entered the schoolroom, startling her. “I thought you went home with Mathilda hours ago. I’m glad to see your enthusiasm for the school. Master Beaple was most impressed with your plans.”

The reverend paused to acknowledge the other person in the room.

“Ah, you must be one of the Hardacre brothers. Reverend Williams has told me you’ve been doing excellent work on the furniture.”

Gabriel nodded his head in acknowledgement. “Thank you, sir. We hope to furnish Mistress Glenwood’s school furniture before too long.”

“Excellent! That is good news, indeed. But surely, you’re not going to work too much longer, you’re nearly out of light.”

“I believe we have finished for today,” said Gabriel. He turned to her and bowed before holding his hand out for the piece of slate with the measurements on it. “We will start work tomorrow, Mistress Glenwood. Good evening, Reverend Makepeace.”

She watched him walk out the door and his return to formality unsettled her once again. Who was the real Gabriel Hardacre? The man who bantered with her as they planned the school? Or the one who addressed her cousin?

And why did any of that matter in the first place?

“Edgar tells me the Hardacre brothers are traveling acrobats and entertainers,” said Uriah. “Did you know that?”

Cassie shook her head. “Mathilda mentioned they were travelers and that was all.”

“Well, she has suggested that, after we have our dedication service for the Penrose Almshouses, we have a small fete,” Uriah continued “I thought it a grand idea. I’ve just today written to the Bishop of Exeter. I wonder if the Hardacres would like to put on a little performance for us in the courtyard?”

Cassie shook herself from her introspection.

“I think that would be a wonderful idea, Cousin,” she answered. “A celebration to be sure.”

She half-listened to her cousin as they walked back to the rectory.

The Hardacres were traveling entertainers… that explained their charming manner and the juggling, Cassie thought. It also explained how Gabriel Hardacre could detach himself so quickly. Perhaps it wasn’t wise to take too much interest in another man who could be gone on the morrow.
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Chapter Six


April, 1627

Gabriel regarded the warehouse wall four yards in front of him, took a deep breath, and ran straight at it. He leapt at the last moment, planted one foot firmly against the masonry, and instantly drove himself upwards to grab the wooden sill of a window fifteen feet above the floor. Rapidly, he brought his trailing foot up and hung there, catlike.

“Isn’t it time we thought of moving on?” said Michael, vaulting over their makeshift horse further in the warehouse. “I’ve heard Anatole Zagorsky’s traveling players are passing within a few miles on the way to Taunton. He was impressed by our routine last time.”

“But not enough to hire us,” answered Raphael who was practicing his overhand grips on the high horizontal bar. “We’d have to put together one hell of a show before he’d include us in his troupe.”

“But what an opportunity,” the younger man reasoned. “To perform in London and go across the sea to France, the Netherlands – even as far as Bohemia! We’d work something out. We always do.”

“Taunton is more than fifty miles from here,” said Raphael. “It would take us the better part of two days to walk it.”

“We’d have to think about this equipment you made,” said Michael. “It would be a shame to leave it here.”

Gabriel listened to the echoing conversation from his place on the wall, his entire body supported by his fingertips. “Do we have enough saved for a cart?” asked Raphael. He performed a somersault dismount and reached for a rag to wipe away the sweat from his face.

Gabriel decided to enter the conversation. “A cart is one thing.” He tensed, pushed hard with his feet and backward somersaulted to a squat and stand on the floor. “Being able to afford a horse is another.”

“He’s right,” said Michael. “To care for a horse properly takes more funds than we could spare. We’d end up spending more on ostlers than we would on lodgings for ourselves.”

“Or we decide to stay here and make Barnstaple our home,” Gabriel suggested.

“Where do you propose we live?” Raphael shot back. “We can’t stay here. And if we can’t afford a horse and cart, then we certainly can’t afford a house to live in.”

“We would if we have regular work,” Gabriel retorted.

“Who would hire us? You know as well as I do, we would have left this place months ago, if not for the work at the almshouses.”

Gabriel shook his head. Raphael was certainly in a contrary mood.

“There’s work on the wharves if we want it.”

“Perhaps there is another reason why our dear brother is so of a mind to settle down,” said Michael, performing a final dismount from the vaulting horse.

“Indeed, this is true,” Raphael chimed in with exaggerated humor. “We know you’re rather keen on Mistress Perspicacity Glenwood.”

The middle brother pitched his voice high. “‘I’m just going to measure for the blackboard’, ‘I was just helping Mistress Glenwood collect some books’…”

Michael sniggered.

Gabriel strolled over to them.

“Well, I suppose I’d better make a clean breast of it and tell you the truth,” he said. “While you two have been playing ducks and drakes, Mistress Glenwood has been teaching me to read.”

He met his brothers’ surprised stares directly. He even lifted his chin in defiance. Well, defensiveness, if he was honest. Gabriel waited for the scornful laughter, but it didn’t come.

“I… I think that’s great,” said Raphael with none of his customary mockery. He shook his head and let out a half-laugh. “Look, if we’re laying our cards on the table, I must make a confession, too. I’ve been thinking of life beyond that of an itinerant performer. I’ve really enjoyed doing the woodwork at the almshouses. You know… the satisfaction of being able to point to something you’ve made with your own two hands?”

Raphael nodded to himself as he said the words, having spoken them aloud for the very first time.

“If you’re thinking of setting down roots, Gabriel, then you have my vote in favor.”

Gabriel and Raphael turned to Michael. He scrubbed the back of his neck with his hand, clearly uncomfortable with having such scrutiny put on him.

“We’ve never had a house before – not a proper one, at any rate,” he answered. “I do like the idea of having somewhere to call our own, a place no man could take from us.”

“Then we’re all agreed,” Raphael swiftly concluded.

“Except,” Michael interjected, “we don’t have enough money for a house. But, if we join Zagorsky’s troupe, do a full season, and we’re careful with our expenses, we might be able afford to buy a small cottage someplace where someone is in need of a woodworker and a couple of laborers.”

Gabriel knew Michael was careful with their earnings – even to the point of being parsimonious on occasion. For him to volunteer such a suggestion had meant he’d already given it more than just passing consideration.

“It sounds like we are all of one mind, then,” said Gabriel. The silence that followed was answer enough. “This will be our last season as traveling entertainers.”
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Although it was not halfway through spring, a touch of summer came early to Barnstaple.

The sun glowed on the bright stone work as people filed in to the Penrose Almshouses chapel for its dedication. Richard Beaple was there with his youngest daughter, the Widow Penrose, along with the members of the mercantile corporation who had added funds of their own to the charitable endeavor.

Despite the sorrow of a man twice widowed, and who’d had to bury his young son-in-law, Master Beaple still appeared much younger than his age. His only concession to the advancing years was the grey of his hair but, still, he carried all the vanity of a man who could afford to indulge it.

The cut of his clothes befitted a man who was thrice mayor of Barnstaple, his trimmed moustache and pointed beard the height of fashion. And yet he was, indeed, a man of great charity as well as enterprise.

Cassie was dressed in the finest gown she owned, a woolen gown the hue of mulled wine, the underskirt decorated with sprigs of flowers in an ochre silk, the overskirt in darker shades of russet. Mathilda declared it brought out the color of her hair which was now dressed, pinned, and hidden under a lace trimmed veil.

While they waited for the last of the congregation to file in, she took a look behind her for the tall, familiar features of her first pupil.

Despite his words to her, Cassie hadn’t expected Gabriel Hardacre to be serious about learning to read, so her promise to teach him was only half-seriously given.

And yet he came the next day at the hour she had nominated, with a piece of slate in hand, his clothes still carrying a smattering of sawdust, his scent a mix of freshly sawn timber, sandalwood, and the sweat of honest, hard work.

Not since Hugh Bestwick had she been so aware of a man. Feelings and desires she thought had left with Hugh’s betrayal now emerged as new as the spring about them. And the lessons that necessarily put her in close quarters with Gabriel had made the past weeks a mix of both pleasure and temptation.

She ought to count herself fortunate that it was only two hours, two days a week he spent in her company.

Cassie had started at the beginning, teaching Gabriel the alphabet, how the letters sounded, and then joined together to form words.

At first, he seemed to struggle with the enormity of the task of memorizing how to spell words until he realized that letters often combined in fixed combinations – that tree, trod, and travel always began with the same two letters.

She smiled at the memory just as she spotted Gabriel and his brothers at the back of the chapel.

Mathilda leaned toward her to whisper: “It is not hard to see where your heart lies.”

Cassie considered whether to pretend she didn’t know what her cousin was talking about, but the woman’s face held too much of a knowing expression to make believe otherwise.

“Gabriel Hardacre is my pupil. That is all.”

Her cousin nodded, apparently unconvinced. “He ought to be Uriah’s pupil now and study with the older boys.”

“His skill is not so high as that,” Cassie whispered. “He would be too discouraged in his endeavors if he were made to conjugate Latin before he had even mastered writing in the English tongue.”

Cassie was pleased to put an end to the conversation when the congregation got to their feet.

Uriah appeared, dressed in his crisp black vestments, a purple stole around his neck. The visiting Bishop, Joseph Hall, stood at his side, his neatly trimmed black beard peppered with white. He, too, wore the formal robes of his office, black but with voluminous white sleeves beneath his sleeveless black cassock.

She was delighted to hear of the bishop’s acceptance of Uriah’s invitation and was hoping to speak to the man whose keen wit and sharply observed satire saw his work once threatened with burning for its “licentiousness”. The fact it received a last-minute reprieve by the Archbishop of Canterbury himself was a story Cassie was most keen to hear from the author himself.

Her cousin nodded to a small group from the church choir, dressed in white surplices over red vestments, to begin the first hymn.

Cassie joined in the singing and couldn’t help but take a small amount of pride during the dedication of the Penrose Almshouses. She felt they might stand for five hundred years, perhaps even more, in the memory of John Penrose.

Following the service, Cassie waited in the schoolroom as Uriah and Mathilda escorted the various dignitaries through the building.

Everything looked new and smelled new. On each desk in the schoolroom sat two timber-framed slates, a reading primer between them. It looked as though the students had only momentarily filed out from their lessons.

Gabriel and his brothers had done a wonderful job building the furniture. Raphael had taken the extra time to adorn the front of her desk with a rondel. Into it was carved a book and pen. And it wasn’t until just yesterday, as she wiped over the desks in preparation for the visit, that she noticed that every single desk had a uniquely carved feature in each leg – a cat and mouse, an apple with worm, a tree filled with fruit.

So, what would the Hardacre brothers do now that the property was now consecrated and open? She would have a word with Uriah. Surely someone would take them into employment.

Outside in the center courtyard, she heard the band strike up.

She nodded to an older couple who examined the schoolroom arm-in-arm and made her way over to the window. The diamond panes of glass in the leadlight distorted the view outside. Shapes were too indistinct to make out.

Cassie heard Uriah’s voice down the hall. She pulled her attention from the window in time to see him enter the schoolroom with the bishops.

“It’s one of the innovations of which we are most proud, Your Grace,” he said. “A school that will serve the poor of the community as well as a place for the residents of the almshouses to gather if the weather is inclement.”

Uriah raised a hand to beckon Cassie over. She approached and gave the cleric a curtsey.

“This is my cousin, Perspicacity Glenwood. She is living with my wife and me. Her charge is the youngest pupils.”

“’Tis an honor to meet you, Your Grace. I do hope I might impose after supper this evening to talk to you about Virgidemiarum. I would be pleased to know more about your reading of the Greek satirists.”

The bishop’s face brightened. “That my work should excite the interest of a young lady so many years after the fact does an old heart good,” he said.

“‘I first adventure, follow me who list, and be the second English satirist’,” Cassie quoted.

Bishop Hall laughed heartily.

“Then if you teach the classics, the school is in fine hands, I warrant.”

Cassie bowed again and noted Uriah’s pleased expression.

“My cousin is so dedicated to her task that she has taken on a student even before the school has opened,” he explained to the bishop. “One of the carpenters who built the furniture here is now learning his letters.

“He and his brothers are also the acrobats I mentioned. They are about to begin. Shall we go and watch?”
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Chapter Seven


Cassie joined her cousin and the bishop out in the courtyard. She spotted Mathilda in the crowd and waved. The four of them found a spot in the corner which afforded a view of the courtyard without too much obstruction from the small crowd that had gathered.

Even so, the three Hardacre brothers would be difficult to miss. They wore blousons of bright blue and yellow divided into quadrants, teamed with a light grey hose that fitted snugly on their legs, as well as other parts of their anatomy. On their feet were highly polished, supple black leather boots.

Gabriel nodded to the band which started a lively tune on fife, horn, and drums. The three brothers put their arms around one another’s shoulders and, as one, danced a jig in time with the music.

Then they split up to take to different parts of the courtyard. Even though they could not see one another, they danced in athletic unison, bounding from one foot to the other, lifting knees high, performing flips and tumbles before moving back together into single file.

Raphael stood between his two brothers. Gabriel faced him. Michael at the rear. Raphael raised his hands over his shoulders, elbows bent. He bobbed just as Michael grabbed his hands and vaulted onto his brother’s shoulders.

That earned a smattering of applause.

With Raphael holding him in place by his calves, Michael bent over Raphael’s head with hands held out. Gabriel took two steps forward and jumped, taking Michael’s hands to help lift him onto Raphael’s shoulders.

The middle brother staggered with the momentum, but recovered quickly and lowered to a controlled squat, his face red with the exertion.

Gabriel placed his hands on Michael’s shoulders. With a loud “Hoy!”, he launched himself up until he performed a handstand on his brother’s shoulders.

Raphael slowly rose to a standing posture. The trick – three men stacked one on top of the other with the highest in a handstand, earned gasps and more enthusiastic cheering.

“They’re really very good,” Mathilda whispered just as Gabriel moved his legs into front splits. He held that position as Raphael shuffled in a full circle for the whole crowd to see.

Gabriel then performed the feat one handed for several seconds before he curled his body and steadied himself once again on Michael’s shoulders before performing a backward somersault to dismount.

He held a hands and knees position on the ground. Raphael shuffled into position at his side. Michael tumbled into a forward roll and a handstand on Gabriel’s back. He turned a full circle on his hands and dismounted. He reached out toward Raphael who vaulted over Gabriel, and took Michael’s hands to perform a twist turn up and over them both.

Cassie nodded in belated agreement to her cousin’s observation. Yes, they were very good, indeed. Good enough to perform in London, perhaps even the royal courts of Europe.

The band came to the end of the tune; the brothers took their bows. Gabriel drew the crowd’s attention and waved his hand like a conductor. The musicians played a flourish.

He then turned toward where Cassie and Mathilda stood with the bishop’s entourage. Cassie tried to hide a blush as Gabriel looked directly at her.

“Your Grace,” he declared with theatrical flair. Bishop Hall nodded in acknowledgement. “Ladies, gentlemen, and distinguished guests. Our next trick has never before been performed in Barnstaple.”

Cassie wasn’t quite sure when he had acquired them, but Gabriel now had three hunting knives in his hand. He started juggling them. The polished steel blades glinted in the sunlight.

“It is said that the ladies in the royal courts of France fainted at witnessing such a spectacle. It is also said the men of the Spanish court also fainted like women!”

The barb aimed at England’s enemy received enthusiastic responses. As Gabriel worked the crowd, Raphael and Michael set up something which looked like an archery butt, except it was rectangular in shape, short end up. It was only just wider than a man and painted black.

Without missing a beat, Gabriel threw one of the knives high, caught it, then tossed all three at once high into the air.

“I need a volunteer from the audience,” he said. After a beat, he turned. Each falling knife returned to his hand and, with a flick of his wrist, he sent the blade spinning toward the board. One, two, three knives all bit deep in the wood, their hilts quivering.

“What? No one game enough? It seems I shall have to pick an assistant of my own.”

Cassie took a step back as Gabriel held his hand out toward her.

“You, fair lady?”

Mathilda nudged her forward, and she found her hand in Gabriel’s, the play of mischief around his lips impossible to resist.
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Gabriel knew the knives he toyed with were far less dangerous than the game he played with his teacher, but still he couldn’t help himself. He loved the way there was a flush to her cheeks as she placed her hand in his.

He escorted her in a circuit around the courtyard, allowing her to revel in the crowd’s applause. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Michael wave a large red silk scarf. He drew Cassie near, took the scarf from his brother’s hand, and give it to her as a gallant might have done in centuries past.

“My Lady, blindfold me, if you will.”

Gabriel winked as Cassie frowned but, nonetheless, she moved behind him and performed her task.

“I have two brothers,” Gabriel told the crowd. “Will this day end with me having only one? Raphael, if you please. My Lady, be sure to knot the scarf tight.”

And as they had rehearsed many times, Michael retrieved the knives and placed them in Gabriel’s hand. Gabriel knew the stunt looked impressive but, while it was not without its risk, it was also safer than the audience knew.

The silk scarf seemed thick enough waved in the air, but it was sheer enough for him to make out Raphael’s shape against the black backdrop. As part of the performance, he allowed Cassie on one arm and Michael on the other to position him facing the board.

He readied the first blade between his fingers and raised his hand. Raphael called out instructions and he moved his hand accordingly.

Up! Stop! Left! Stop! Down! Stop! Go!

On that command, Gabriel let the knife fly and heard it make a satisfying thud into the wood. The crowd cheered. He raised the second knife and received his “instructions” from Raphael once more. Thud! And a third time, making sure the knife went in closer to his brother’s side for a greater illusion of danger.

The applause was thunderous.

Gabriel ripped off the scarf and went down on bended knee to take Cassie’s hand and kiss it before taking his bows along with his brothers.

He loved this moment. Fleeting though it was, there was something invigorating about the adoration of the crowd. For a singular point in time, he was accepted. Loved.

Soon the crowed melted away and the feeling of belonging went with it. In a well-practiced drill, Gabriel and his brothers packed away their props before dressing in more fitting clothing to return to the street and blend in with the crowd.

They were nearly at The Strand when they heard their names called.

“Hardacres! Wait!”

Gabriel gave his brothers a questioning glance, and Michael shrugged his shoulders, but they all paused and waited for Reverend Williams to catch up with them. Gabriel shifted a knapsack across his shoulder.

“Reverend Makepeace has asked me to extend an invitation to dine with us at the rectory today.”

Raphael frowned deeply. “Us?”

The curate nodded readily.

The idea of seeing Cassie again appealed, but Gabriel knew equally that his brothers would sooner decline the invitation to prevent embarrassment. That stopped as of today. They could do nothing about their low birth, but nothing could stop them from aiming higher for themselves.

“We accept the good reverend’s invitation, but he will have to take us as we are, I’m afraid. These are our best clothes,” Gabriel told him, aware of his brothers’ mute surprise.

Their silence lasted only until Reverend Williams was out of earshot.

“You’ve turned jester on us, I see,” said Raphael. “Dining at the rectory and in the company of a bishop no less? What the hell were you thinking in accepting such an invitation?”

“He was thinking of his lady love, I’ll warrant,” added Michael.

Gabriel shrugged away the dig. “Makepeace knows who and what we are. He wouldn’t have sent Williams to seek us out if his invitation wasn’t genuine. Moreover, you idiots, I was thinking of our futures. I was thinking of the day we can hold our heads up in the light and no longer skulk in the shadows, when we have people look us directly in the eyes and not wonder whether we are cutpurses or beggars. Do you have a problem with that?”

Gabriel looked to Michael, knowing he would be the first to fall in line. After a beat, he nodded.

Raphael was more stubborn, more willing to push the boundaries.

“Well?” Gabriel pressed.

“I don’t like the idea of making a fool out of myself,” Raphael answered.

“Well, the answer to that is easy,” Gabriel replied. “Don’t be a fool, and you’ll be all right.”

Gabriel sensed victory. Raphael would have dug his heels in and outright refused if he was of a mind to it.

He turned right, toward the rectory, instead of left down to the Wharf Street Tavern. On hearing his brothers follow along, Gabriel smiled. This was the beginning of a new chapter, a new opportunity.

More than that, it was a new opportunity to better get to know Perspicacity Glenwood.
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Chapter Eight


“Now, before we go on, you simply have to tell us how you could possibly have rehearsed the trick with the knives without having hurt yourselves,” said Mathilda.

Cassie suppressed a smile. Her cousin’s wife had been eager to ask the question of the Hardacre brothers all day. Now it was late afternoon, their appetites sated by an outstanding meal. She had lulled them in a false sense of security.

The three men looked at one another and then to everyone around the table.

“Well,” said Raphael, scratching the back of his head, “we don’t really share our secrets. They’re tricks of the trade, you understand.”

At Mathilda’s disappointed look – a greatly exaggerated one in Cassie’s opinion – the youngest brother, Michael, seemed almost bereft at disappointing their hostess.

“Oh, but I’m sure it would be all right to tell Mistress Makepeace,” he said. “After all, if we cannot be fully honest in a vicar’s house then…”

He flushed bright red.

All three men were self-conscious, Cassie observed. Raphael showed it in his face. He watched everyone keenly. At the dining table, he was stiff and formal. Gabriel was less so, he effortlessly charmed them all, but yet there was something he kept in reserve.

“It’s part skill and part illusion, Mistress,” he said. “It is dangerous enough, to be sure. The one throwing the knife must be skilled as the other’s life depends on it. But the blindfold is partially transparent and when the subject is against a dark background, the contrast is enough. It’s easy to teach and difficult to master.”

“That is true of any worthwhile endeavor, is it not?” Cassie asked.

Gabriel’s mouth lifted at the corner. “I like to try to master everything that comes to hand.”

It wasn’t so much the words themselves but the timbre of his voice which struck a chord in her chest.

The man was trying to sport with her.

To cover her surprise, she reached forward for her small glass of beer and glanced around everyone in the room. No one seemed to think Gabriel’s comment was untoward.

She was being too sensitive because of her awareness of him. Yes, that was it.

“Would you care to try?”

She frowned. Oh dear, this simply would not do! She had lost her train of thought.

“Knife throwing?” he prompted. “We can try it without the blindfold to begin with.”

There was something in the remark, but Cassie had no idea whether to take him seriously or not.

“The secret is all in how you handle it,” Michael announced to the table, drawing her attention from a very wicked look Gabriel sent her way. “You don’t hold it by the handle, you pinch it at the blade… Like—”

Raphael gripped his brother’s wrist before Michael could lift it more than a couple of inches above the table.

“Not with Mistress Makepeace’s best cutlery, Brother,” Raphael muttered.

The knife went down and Michael’s face reddened once again.

Cassie steered the conversation onto another tangent, church business, to which Gabriel and his brothers had nothing to contribute. She watched the three men look at one another silently, each asking whether now was the time to excuse themselves, no doubt.

The arrival of the housemaid provided another welcome distraction as the conversation ebbed. She approached Uriah and whispered something to him.

“It seems that we are not the only ones to have a claim on your time, Your Grace,” he said. “Master Beaple has sent a coach for you.”

Bishop Hall stood and the table rose with him. The man said his farewells to everyone, including wishing Cassie well with the school. He approached the Hardacre brothers, but Mathilda pulled her aside before she could overhear.

“Cassie, could I persuade you to make the suggestion that Edgar and our guests would care to escort you for a walk this afternoon,” she said in a low voice. “With all the work for the Penrose Almshouses, Uriah and I have not spent much time alone and…”

The rest of the sentence trailed off, the flush of heat on Mathilda’s face spoke for her. She and Uriah wanted children so much but so far had not been successful in conceiving.

Cassie patted her on the arm. “I shall return at nightfall.”

Mathilda placed a hand over hers and squeezed it.

“You’re a lamb.”
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Gabriel didn’t know the protocol of it, so he stayed in the room while two priests left with the bishop. Cassie was now in earnest conversation with her cousin’s wife.

“I think now would be a good time to take our leave,” whispered Raphael. “We don’t belong here.”

Gabriel nodded his agreement.

He coughed to draw attention to himself. His eyes fell on Cassie before he turned his attention to Mathilda Makepeace.

“And we should take our leave of you also, Mistress. On behalf of me and my brothers, I would like to thank you for your hospitality.”

Mathilda stepped forward and gifted them all with a smile. “Indeed, you honored us with your fine performance for the day, and we should be pleased to have you dine with us again.”

Reverend Makepeace returned to the parlor.

“Where is Edgar, my dear?” Mathilda asked her husband.

“Just as the bishop left, Mrs. Crowthorne came. Her husband is complaining about feeling poorly again. He wishes to make his will and testament, and needs Edgar to witness.”

“Didn’t he do that last month?” Cassie asked.

Uriah nodded his head and added a grin. “And the month before that, and one before that, too. The smallest affront sets him off when his liver is inflamed. He has disinherited each of his sons twice over before reinstating them. I think he does it just to see his children grovel.”

Cassie looked genuinely disappointed. “Oh, dear. I was hoping Edgar would accompany me for a walk this afternoon. It’s too fine an afternoon to spend it all indoors.”

When she turned her attention to Gabriel, her green eyes twinkled with a small amount of mischief.

“Perhaps I could persuade the Hardacres to walk with me. I should like to learn knife throwing. Master Gabriel said I could even do it blindfolded.”

For the first time in a very long time, Gabriel was caught flatfooted. He had teased her as much as he dared at the dining table and he could tell by her blushes that she recognized the undercurrent that always seemed to draw the both of them together.

It was a game of a sorts, an acknowledgement of attraction that ran between men and women. Most of the time, it led to naught but a pleasant passing of time in company. Sometimes, it resulted in a more physical diversion.

And yet he wondered whether Miss Perspicacity Glenwood knew the sport she was playing.

And more to the point, did he?
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Chapter Nine


Gabriel copied the alphabet from the paper before him onto the slate.

What had started as a half-considered ruse to spend more time in the company of the fetching Mistress Glenwood was now something more.

The strokes and the lines that formed the letters now made sense to him as he silently said the name of each letter. Then he turned the page to look at the next exercise.

He laughed.

Cassie looked up from her papers at her desk.

“What has amused you so?”

Gabriel glanced back down at the page featuring a set of six rhyming couplets.

“The last words of each… they rhyme,” he said.

Once again, he mouthed them silently.

This was making sense to him! He could actually read!

At his silence, Cassie approached and stood at his shoulder.

“Would you read them to me?” she asked gently.

Anticipation mixed with fear – of the type he experienced when trying a difficult trick for the first time. It was one thing to actually work it out in one’s head, another thing entirely to execute it in public.

Courage man, he told himself. She had not scoffed at him when he confessed that he could not read; she would not mock him now when he attempted the feat out loud.

He began:

In Adam’s Fall

We sinned all.

Thy Life to mend,

This Book attend.

The Cat doth play,

And after flay.

A Dog will bite

A Thief at Night

An Eagle flight

Is out of fight

The idle Fool

Is whipt at School

He breathed in lavender and his entire body became aware of Cassie’s presence behind him. He’d done all right so far to behave like a gentleman while in her schoolroom. But still, what kind of man would he be if he did not appreciate the sway of her hips as she walked or the way the light played across her bosom?

There was much to like about Mistress Perspicacity Glenwood that went far beyond admiring her for her mind.

She placed an encouraging hand on his shoulder and Gabriel found his resolve tested. Cassie leaned forward until her cheek was beside his. She turned the page and his eye fell on another couplet.

My Book and Heart

Shall never part.

He turned his face to look at hers in profile. He wanted to kiss her. Hell, he wanted much more than that, but a kiss would do for a start.

Gabriel bridged the gap and kissed her cheek; it was as soft as he imagined it would be, the scent of lavender stronger.

Cassie faced him, her eyes wide with surprise. So too were her lips and he wanted to claim that mouth with an urgency that was nearly impossible to rein in.

“Why did you do that?” she whispered.

“To say thank you.”

He feared that to say anything more would cause her to run from him. Part of him wished she would, so he could put her out of his mind, but the longer she stayed the more he wanted the kiss.

Gabriel decided to press his luck, placing a hand on her back ostensibly to steady himself as he rose but, in truth he needed no such aid.

Would she denounce his familiarity?

Her green eyes were still wide, watching him carefully, like the mouse in the wood block print of the reading primer. He was the cat.

The Cat doth play.

He could read her thoughts again in those eyes. She wanted him to kiss her, but she didn’t want him to kiss her. Except she did want him to kiss her, but she shouldn’t want him to kiss her.

Gabriel made the decision for her. His mouth descended to hers, pressing lips gently, almost chastely, but with a hint of carnal promise.

“I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time.”

“How long?” Cassie licked her lips which made him want to do it again.

“From the moment I saw you at the Wharf Street Tavern.”

Her eyes revealed everything to him and Gabriel wanted more than that, more than he should ought to want from a woman like her.

There – she did it again, lowering her lashes so he couldn’t see those eyes that reminded him of the green fields about the town.

“Gabriel, you’re my pupil…”

“And you’re a fine teacher.”

He chanced himself further and slipped his arm fully around her waist and pulled her to him.

He stole another kiss before she could raise any further objections. She could reject him afterwards.

Only she didn’t.
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Cassie could accept the first kiss as an aberration, the second was quite possibly an accident but there was no mistaking the intent of the third – full on the lips, his darting tongue seeking entry.

She was carried along by the tide of it, this handsome man whom she liked, not for his body, fine though it was, but also for his mind.

Many a man would not humble himself to learn from a book written for children, and yet he did, and not just to impress her – though flattering the thought may be. He seemed to enjoy the learning and once he had been shown the letters and the sounds they made together, he was a quick study.

How could she not be a little in love with a man like that? He worked hard at everything he did and seemed to excel, and yet who was he? An acrobat, a juggler, a part time carpenter, a man who would spend much of the year away from home.

She broke off the kiss.

There could be no more of this, for either of their sakes. Well, mostly hers.

She had given herself recklessly once before, carried away by the tide of physical pleasure a man’s body could give her and she had paid the price. She was cut deep by betrayal. Hugh Bestwick may have pledged his heart, but his body was already pledged to another.

Cassie offered Gabriel an uncertain smile.

“We cannot do this,” she whispered.

“What is it that you think we cannot do?” he asked, his voice as serious as hers, yet he showed no intention of releasing her from his embrace.

“We cannot begin an affair that will wither on the vine.”

“There are some plants which have their season and die,” he answered, touching a finger to her chin forcing her to raise her eyes to him. “And some which are evergreen.”

Before she could mount a counter-argument, Gabriel kissed her once more, a searing kiss that swamped her defenses. There was no denying her desire for him. Cassie felt Gabriel’s hands roam around her waist and up her back pressing her body to his.

It was utter abandon. In this moment she would follow wherever he led, if it resulted in more of the pleasure that scorched her outside and in.

And that was the problem. The more time she spent in his company, the more of her heart he would take with him when he left.

Cassie started to push herself away. Gabriel dropped his arms to the side. She took one step back away from him.

“If you do that again, I shall have to stop teaching you.” Where Cassie found the firmness in her voice she could not know, but it had the desired effect.

The satisfied expression he wore following their kiss vanished.

“Then we shall let it be that and no more. A kiss.” There was an edge to his voice that made him seem more dangerous than she had supposed. “And that is all.”

Gabriel picked up his hat from the bench and headed to the door.

He will keep walking and never return.

Panic rose in Cassie’s breast and she hated herself for it. If a time in close company and a kiss made her act like a foolish chit, then how much worse would it be when Gabriel left for good?

“Please, wait.”

He paused at the door, his back still to her. “As the lady wishes.”

Cassie found herself without words. After a moment of silence, he turned to face her.

She searched his face to see whether he had taken offense. She did not know him well enough to know, although he did not look angry with her, just resigned. Cassie supposed she ought to take her blessings where she found them.

Something like a rueful half-smile crossed his face.

“I’ll return tomorrow. I found I’ve developed a taste for learning.”
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Chapter Ten


June 1627

Gabriel brought his fingers to his lips and let out a piercing whistle. Michael was in a fit of the sulks after Raphael rounded on him for failing to hold his weight during a lift.

Raphael had a point. He had fallen badly and it was only by a piece of good luck that he earned nothing more than a few bruises.

“We try it again from the beginning,” Gabriel instructed. “If you can’t make the hold, then suggest another one. We can’t audition for Zagorsky with only half a performance.”

Raphael rolled his eyes, but he chose to ignore it. Michael was the one who was on the edge of losing his temper and quitting the whole thing.

“It’s impossible. It can’t be done,” he said. “You do it, if you think it’s so easy.”

“Don’t rush it. This is all about balance and counterbalance, you know this. Here, watch.”

Gabriel slapped Raphael on his bare shoulder. Today, in the heat, none of the brothers wore shirts, only hose and even they had been modified into a stirrup foot.

He and Raphael stood facing each other but offset, and about a hand span apart. Each placed a hand on the other’s hip closest to them.

In unison, they raised their other hand overhead, then reaching over to clasp it. Gabriel jumped and executed a cartwheel, settling shoulder to shoulder onto Raphael’s back. He leaned forward only enough to support Gabriel across his neck.

Both men let go of the other’s hands and extended both arms parallel to the ground, forming a cross-like appearance and holding it.

Gabriel drew his knees to his chest as Raphael lowered to one knee and then the other.

This was where it had started to fall apart for Michael and Raphael, Gabriel realized. Michael needed to extend his arms back more to keep his weight over Raphael’s shoulders.

Once instability set in, it was inevitable the trick would falter.

“Watch now,” Gabriel bit the words out, putting his full concentration into making moment-by-moment corrections whenever he found himself losing balance.

Gabriel pressed the back of his head into the small of Raphael’s back. He held his brother’s waist and waited for Raphael to lock arms and raise himself until his legs were parallel with the ground. Still back-to-back, Gabriel straightened his legs until both men were one long line, supported by the strength of Raphael’s arms and shoulders and counter-balanced by Gabriel who kept his own body rigid.

With a loud “Hoy!” Raphael raised his legs above the parallel. Gabriel lowered his in an appearance of a seesaw motion and used the strength of his abdominal muscles to pull himself. Now he was supporting his brother’s weight.

Raphael hooked his legs over Gabriel’s shoulders and hauled himself up to a seated position.

Michael regarded the two of them thoughtfully.

“Are you ready to give it another try?”

Michael nodded once. “This time I want to see Raphael end it with a one-handed lay out from my shoulder.”

“Like this?” he asked smugly.

Gabriel felt the viselike grip of Raphael’s hand on his head as he lifted himself up. He lowered his center of gravity to give him more stability and waited for Raphael to dismount.

Michael acknowledged the feat with a slow clap.

The scrape of a bench from the back of the room drew all of their attentions. At first, Gabriel didn’t recognize the figure dressed in black before he stepped into the light cast by the high transom windows.

It was Uriah Makepeace.

“You do us an unexpected honor, sir,” said Gabriel, glancing down at his body covered in sweat. “Do forgive us not being properly dressed, we were rehearsing a new routine.”

“The apology is all mine,” Uriah answered. “I am the one who has called unannounced. I hope you might be able to spare a moment of your time.”

The priest’s normally affable voice was serious.

Raphael handed Gabriel his shirt. “Go,” he said. “Michael and I will rehearse our parts until you return.”

The morning was fresh and hinted at a day that would be warm and pleasant. Gabriel took his hat and set it low on his brow. Gabriel dressed and the two men left the warehouse and walked in silence, side by side, until they reached the river path. It did not go unnoticed by Gabriel that the cleric had waited until they found themselves in a place where they would not be overheard.

Whatever the man’s mission, Gabriel would rather that he come directly to the point.

“I presume you did not come to pay a social call,” he said, “so the only thing I can think that would divert you from your work is a question about your cousin.”

“It is,” said Reverend Makepeace, before pausing, apparently considering his next words carefully. “My wife has told me that Cassie has confessed to having grown fond of you over the past few weeks, and I’ve seen it for myself—”

“—and you were wondering what my intentions toward her were?”

“Indeed. I know Cassie has her majority and she can make any decision she wishes but, as her kin, I cannot but help feel responsible for her welfare.”

“You see me as a detriment to it?”

“Not at all. Not if you’ve given consideration to what future lay before you both. Do you intend to marry her?”

Gabriel nearly swallowed his tongue. Before he could answer, Makepeace continued. “To provide for her? Build a home? And then what of your brothers and their futures?”

Both men came to a stop under the shade of a spreading willow tree. Gabriel found himself conscious of the feel of the gravel underfoot, the hissing sound of dry shin-high grass on the side of the path, and sun reflecting off the River Taw before them.

The silence stretched on.

At length, Gabriel gave his answer. “You’re asking questions I haven’t yet figured the answers to.”

Reverend Makepeace nodded, as though that was the answer he was already expecting.

“I make no judgement,” he said. “Indeed, I make no comment at all. Suffice it to say that I know you to be a good man.”

He started to walk away.

“I love Cassie,” Gabriel called after him, and the expression came as a surprise even to him. He had not consciously known it before this moment. When he spoke again, it was softer, almost as if telling himself as much as reassuring Makepeace. “I would not do anything to hurt her.”

Uriah stopped and turned back, his gaze searching.

“Aye,” Gabriel offered, “it is the truth.”

The reverend nodded his acceptance.

“Then I’ll tell you why I wanted to speak with you and, hopefully, you will not think of me as a mere busybody priest or needlessly protective relative,” he began.

“When Cassie was much younger, not more than a girl, there was a man who inveigled his way into my cousin’s home and into his daughter’s heart. Then it was discovered that the man had a wife and children in another town. Cassie was bereft. It was only after she had become… ill… that anyone comprehended how far the relationship had gone.”

Gabriel felt cold. “There was a child?”

The man shook his head. “No. A miscarriage which almost killed her. She was so under his spell that it took her nearly two years to accept he would not be returning.”

Gabriel’s hands turned to fists and squeezed tight. He only become conscious of the tension in his body when he witnessed the priest’s sympathetic tilt of his head.

There was nothing more to say. Makepeace walked back up the path, leaving Gabriel alone.

A spring coiled tighter in his gut.

He decided against returning to the warehouse. He couldn’t rehearse if he couldn’t concentrate.

Gabriel followed the River Taw downstream. At the moment, he had no destination in mind. He wanted to run. Run, run, run until the anger that boiled within him amounted to nothing.

The wicked flee when no man pursueth.

When he was sure he had passed the last cottage outside the town, Gabriel broke out into a run, lifting his legs higher to force more energy into his stride, his arms pushing harder and harder to keep up with his legs.

The wind tugged at the brim of his felt hat but it remained stubbornly firm on his head.

Didn’t Cassie try to warn him after he had kissed her?

We cannot begin an affair that will wither on the vine in time.

His run attracted the attention of a dark grey mottled horse grazing in a field. The beast raised its head. Gabriel made eye contact with it briefly as he passed. A moment later, he heard hooves over the pounding of his heart.

Gabriel put on a burst of speed, running as fast as he had ever done, willing his body to ache as much as his soul ached.

Finally, his hat flipped up and off his head. He let it fly away, catching out of the corner of his eye a glimpse of the horse as it galloped past, easily besting the man on foot. The animal stopped at the end of his fenced field and watched his opponent far behind in second place.

Well, there was one thing that he could do that a four-legged beast could not.

Gabriel readied himself to launch into a forward running somersault when his foot slipped on loose gravel. He lost his balance mid-leap and fell onto his back hard, a winded, a graceless heap on the side of the road.

His heart hammered in his chest, his lungs nearly painful with their demand for air. He started to rise but dropped onto his back, closing his eyes as he did. There were new bruises he would be sporting as the price of his misstep.

Only when his breathing returned to normal did Gabriel open his eyes and found dark brown eyes and a long face looking down at him. The horse chewed grass in unhurried meditation.

Gabriel raised himself to his elbows and looked up at his equine companion.

“You might be a horse, but I am an ass,” he said.

To add further insult to injury, the horse bobbed its head once, as though in agreement.

Getting up on his feet revealed soreness to his right knee and hip, but no grazes, thank God. That would require clothing to be mended on top of wounds, as well as an explanation to his brothers.

Gabriel reached out and patted the horse’s neck, feeling hollowed from the inside out.

The truth be known, he hadn’t considered the idea of marriage until Uriah raised it. Now he thought about it in light of what the man had told him. No wonder Cassie rejected him. She was right to but, by God, the passion in that kiss made him crave her like a drunkard craves drink.

Yet, what kind of prospect could he offer her as a husband? He had nothing he could call his own, nothing to support a wife on.

If she was of a mind to marry, she could do a lot worse than the curate, Williams. He was a decent man with a good living.

The thought soured his stomach.

Gabriel began an unhurried walk south, back in the direction of the town. He soon found his hat in the grass by a fencepost. He picked it up, inspecting it as he walked, and finally putting it back on his head to curb the glare of the sun sinking in the western sky. The sun’s rays poured color – peach, saffron yellow, grey and purple – into the lines of cloud that stretched long across the sky.

He stopped to take it in – the light touching the patchwork of tilled and fallow fields that ended in the hills behind the sea.

Was he wrong for wanting more for himself than living hand-to-mouth? Was there a reason he shouldn’t dare? He lived in towns made rich by men who worked and traded for their fortunes.

One more season on the road with a quality troupe would give them a start, but the three of them would have to do a lot better than their paltry effort this morning to persuade Zagorsky to take them on.
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Chapter Eleven


Cassie wiped the surface of the writing slates and stacked them on the shelves waiting for tomorrow’s group of young pupils. The reading primers, too, were collected and put away. Although it was late afternoon, the early spring sky was still bright.

Would Gabriel return today for his lesson? He hadn’t yesterday, nor the day before.

She was ashamed at how she’d reacted to his kiss. She should not have given him encouragement.

More importantly, she shouldn’t have given herself so recklessly. What happened to the sensible woman she had become, thinking herself immune to cunning words and idle flattery?

But never did she expect to feel the surge of desire run through her so hot. She had to send Gabriel away, lest she be completely undone. And yet, she could not deny how her body felt when he touched her.

Cassie made her way back to her desk and picked out a book from the shelf beneath it. The slim leather volume was an indulgence. A book of sonnets by the popular playwright William Shakespeare.

Now that Gabriel had mastered the rudiments of reading and writing, he had no need for the children’s texts. Soon, he would have no need for her tutelage either.

She sensed rather than saw a figure in the doorway and the words to greet Gabriel were on her lips but halted at seeing Uriah there instead.

He rapped on the door jamb quite needlessly and entered.

“I was wondering whether you’d heard me,” he said. “You looked as though you were away with the fairies.”

Cassie offered a half-smile but said nothing as she returned the book to its shelf and continued to clean the room.

“I received a letter from our great-aunt, Patricia, in Ireland today,” he said. Patricia O’Connor was one of the last remaining relatives she and Uriah had in common. The woman outlived her brothers and many of their own children, too. And it was she who suggested to Cassie that she make contact with her cousin, Uriah, in Barnstaple.

“Uncle William is ailing,” Uriah continued, “and Aunt Patricia, too, is feeling her years. I thought you might consider staying with them for a few months.”

“So soon after starting the school?” she asked. “Is that your way of telling me that I’ve failed in my duties as a teacher?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Uriah’s dismay was readily apparent.

“No! That was the furthest thing from my mind. You are always welcome to teach, but since you’ve asked me so directly, then I will tell you that I do have a motive for making the suggestion.”

Cassie knew Uriah’s objection, even before he raised it.

“Gabriel Hardacre.” As soon as she said his name aloud it seemed some kind of spell had been broken.

“I know that you and he have been spending a lot of time in each other’s company, and I wonder whether that attachment is for the best considering his plans for the summer,” said Uriah. “You were aware of them, weren’t you?”

We cannot begin an affair that will wither on the vine in time. Her very own words came back to taunt her.

There was no censure in Uriah’s voice, no disapproval or unkindness. If there had been, it would have made Cassie feel better. Then, there would be something to rail against. She would tell her cousin to mind his own business, that she was over the age of majority, and was quite capable of using her own judgement about who she consorted with.

Yet Cassie knew her cousin was not unkind and had only her best interests at heart.

In the end, a nod was answer enough.

“Have I made such a great fool of myself?”

“No, not in the least.” Uriah approached and took her hands in his.

“You have always had my support to manage your affairs as you wish, but as family and as your priest, I urge you to think and pray about your feelings for this young man, especially considering that when Gabriel and his brothers leave Barnstaple, there is no guarantee when, or if, they will return.”

“And you are so certain that the brothers will leave? Reverend Williams told me that he was hopeful Raphael would stay and apprentice himself to old Somerson as an apprentice.”

Uriah shook his head. “Gabriel told me they were going when he came to see me this morning. They have auditioned with a prestigious cast of players with the opportunity to tour the Continent.”

Cassie shook her head to clear it, as much as to deny Uriah’s words.

“I see the news is a surprise to you?”

“Yes, well, no… I mean I knew there was a possibility, but…”

The sound of booted footsteps entering the room broke the spell.

Gabriel stood just inside the door, but said nothing. Uriah squeezed her hands once more.

“Remember our conversation,” he whispered. “The opportunity to go over to Ireland to spend time with Aunt Patricia is there if you wish to take it.”

Uriah and Gabriel exchanged a nod, and the priest left.

“Will you walk with me to the river?” asked Gabriel. “We need to talk.”

Cassie squared her shoulders, an illusion of self-assurance.

“Indeed, you are fortunate that I am free this afternoon, Master Hardacre. It seems my pupil no longer attends my lessons. But anything you can say to me can be said equally well here.”
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Gabriel inwardly winced at her censure. To be sure, he’d played to a hostile crowd before, but none more critical than the woman before him now.

However, the more he thought about it, the more Gabriel believed he had nothing to apologize for, so he didn’t. He knew he could have asked Uriah to stay and attest on his behalf. But the rightness of his actions and the intentions behind it gave him leave to speak to her directly.

“Cassie, take a seat. There is something I wish to speak to you about,” he said. The look of surprise on her face and her compliance with his request was enough to judge himself right.

“I’m a man of plain words, so I’ll tell you what I feel and I’ll leave it to you to judge how we go from here. It’s true that I saw your cousin today. I wish I’d been able to see you straight afterwards so you might hear it first from me. Nonetheless… I want more for my life than I have at present. I want a house, a wife–” Did she nearly turn to look at him at those words? “–and a business to keep us, and I cannot do it without money to set up.”

He joined her on the bench and she looked at him now. He watched her hands spread on the desk, one on top of the other, outwardly composed. But the way she ran a thumb across the back of her other hand hinted at her discomfiture.

At least it wasn’t indifference.

“You might be having second thoughts but know this: I don’t regret our kiss.” He saw Cassie squeeze her hands once.

“Far from it. In fact, it had me thinking more about what I want in the world. And I have you to thank for that. You didn’t just teach me how to read, but you also opened my eyes to the possibilities an education could bring – not just to me, but my brothers also.”

The breath of her sigh reached him. “I’m glad to help you do it,” she said, “although I feel I have done little enough. You were of a mind to learn and anyone could have taught you the rudiments of it.”

“But only you did. Only you didn’t look at me as a vagabond and a thief, and it was only through you that I could see what more I could become.”

Gabriel braved placing a hand over hers. She did not pull away. That was an encouraging sign. There was that color on her cheeks, once again, that highlighted her alabaster skin. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d reached across and stroked her cheek.

“I love you. I want to marry you,” he whispered. “I want us to have a life together. But I have no right to ask you to wait, not if there is another who could make you content.”

Cassie was as still as a statue, giving him no clue as to what was behind her eyes. Normally, they revealed so much to him, but now they were shut off behind a wall he could not reach. Gabriel closed his eyes instead.

“I can’t offer you a token of my intent, only my word. I will return, but only if that’s what you want.”

If his eyes had been open, he might have seen her nod.

“I believe you,” she whispered. “I believe in you.”

Gabriel opened his eyes and found her hands were now holding his.

“When do you leave?”

“Next month.”

Cassie nodded and took a deep breath.

“Write to me, tell me how you and your brothers fare when you are gone. Describe the world as you see it. That can be your promise to me,” she said.

Gabriel was not expecting the touch of her lips on his, but he opened them nonetheless and allowed her to lead.

“Are you sure you want this, Cassie?”

“Shhhh,” she said, rubbing a thumb over his lips. “I want you. I want the way you make me feel. Be mine – body and soul.”
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Chapter Twelve


July 1627

They walked well out of town following the River Taw down to the sea. Cassie kept up the steady pace Gabriel had set across the fields. He carried a wicker basket heavy with provisions but it did not slow him down.

Here, there was not another living soul. It was as though the world was theirs alone. Here, she could try to pretend that their parting was not two days from now, that they had all the time in the world.

Cassie breathed in deep, the breeze bringing with it the tang of salt air from sea just beyond the hills.

Their day together was a gift and they knew it. Another four seasons – perhaps more – would pass before Gabriel would return home.

He found a place that seemed to suit him. He set down the basket, took up the blanket that rested on top and lay it on the grass. It was shaded by a tree here. The ground gently sloped to the river; the sun on its surface glittered like jewels before them.

Gabriel took off his hat and placed it on top of the basket before sitting on the blanket. He held his hand out to her.

His devilishly handsome face suddenly made her nervous. She wanted him to kiss her and she was afraid that she wanted so much more than that.

“Read to me,” he said.

“Read? What makes you think I brought a book?”

“You always have a book,” he said.

She conceded the point with an incline to her head and joined him on the blanket. “I thought you might like to know more of Shakespeare the playwright. I found a poem of his I’ve not yet read.”

“Then sit up against me so I can follow over your shoulder,” he said.

Cassie picked the volume from the basket and did as he suggested, leaning her back against his chest.

Cassie started to read while Gabriel’s hands roamed freely about her waist.

“And yet not cloy thy lips with loathed satiety,

But rather famish them amid their plenty,

Making them red and pale with fresh variety,

Ten kisses short as one, one long as twenty:

A summer’s day will seem an hour but short,

Being wasted in such time-beguiling sport.”

And they played a sport of their own as he hands now strayed across her breasts. How long could she pretend his caresses were having no effect on her? Yet she knew that even if she lost this game, she would win.

She gasped as he reached down and wrapped his hand around her ankle to draw it up to her thigh. His chuckle in her ear sent shivers down her spine. Cassie leaned into him. The hand at her ankle inched up her calf, the warmth of his palm through her stocking sent a charge up her body, arousing her.

His other hand swept aside a stray lock of her hair before sweeping down her arm. His lips trailed kisses down the column of her neck to her collarbone.

Her breath came out as a hitch and the words trailed away. No longer could she see the print in the book. Cassie let the volume fall to her lap and allowed his hands to roam where they would.

There was no hurry in his lovemaking, as though they had this to look forward to today, tomorrow, and forever. It was a delightful illusion and she gave herself to it.

His hand reached her stocking, his fingers played with the be-ribboned edge of it, a tease which was part torment, part pleasure.

“Keep reading to me,” Gabriel’s breath sent heat through her. “You’re a fine teacher.”

“How do you expect me to when you keep touching me like this?” she asked.

He offered no suggestions, instead chuckling at her ear. One hand tugged the garter ribbon and the stocking loosened at her knee, while his other hand had found its way into the neckline of her bodice.

The sensations that coursed through her were unmatched in her experience. His every caress made her more and more wanton.

“Do you seek to undress me and have your way with me here, good sir?”

“’Tis a very dangerous suggestion you give me. I can now see it in my mind’s eye. Would you like me to describe what I see?”

His hand at her knee grazed her inner thigh and her reply was a sigh.

“My love,” he breathed, “I want to bring you such pleasure, I want to savor the look on your face when you reach the heights that I shall bring you. I want to keep that look with me, to treasure it, for the time we are apart.”

Gabriel continued to speak words of desire. “I want to lay you down on the blanket, naked as the day you were born. I should like to taste your lips until they are the red of strawberries. Ah, your sweet flesh.” He brushed his fingertips across her nipples and she felt them swell. “I’d bring them to the same hue as your lips.”

His other hand ventured further to the junction of her thighs, gently stroking her mons. “And that would be just the beginning. I would taste you, take my fill of you, and have you cry out for me.”

His thumb parted her folds and the bundle of nerves there budded to life. She closed her eyes and her knees fell open to give him greater access and increase the pleasure.

Such pleasure!

“Gabriel.” His name was the only word she could utter. He touched her slowly, stroking until her flesh became slick and her body anticipated their joining and yet she sat trapped, but willing, in his arms, fully dressed as was he.

His touch grew bolder, his other hand openly palmed the flesh of her breast. He’d given her a view of herself she had never expected. It was as though she watched herself on that blanket, giving in to the desire. In her mind’s eye, her lover was naked, too, his long blond hair shining in the sunlight.

She imagined their joining, the friction of their bodies creating scorching heat until they were one body, soul and mind.

Cassie pressed herself against his hand seeking that touch of heaven she knew lay just beyond this moment.

“Yes, beloved, yes!”

When the rushing in her ears stopped, she could hear rapid panting breath, his as well as hers. Cassie turned to face him. Her face flushed.

She couldn’t bring herself to say the words to express how he made her feel and what she wanted from him. Cassie closed the book. She shifted her body to press herself against his hardness. No longer would she resist the desire.

Her bodice was in disarray, breasts exposed. And she did not care. She leaned over him to place the book on the basket behind him, her body brushing over his provocatively. She heard Gabriel groan.

She settled back on her knees and looked down at him, watching his eyes flicker across her breasts, then up to her face. Never before had she been aware of the raw power she wielded until that moment. Gabriel’s blue eyes told her the truth. He would do anything for her, to her, and with her.

The thought of it aroused her more. Then Cassie found her voice.

“Make me your lover. Give me what I see in your eyes,” she said. “If this is to be our only moment, then it is one I want to remember in the coldest winter nights.”

Gabriel sat up and loosened the ties on his shirt. He pulled it over his head and tossed it aside, then hauled her into an embrace and another searing kiss. The hair on his chest brushed against her breasts and her nipples became erect. His hands shoved down the loosened bodice exposing even more of her to him.

He used his superior weight and leverage to press her onto her blanket. He was now between her legs, her skirts ridden up to her thighs.

“Do you really know what you’re asking?” he whispered, sliding a hand up her inner thigh once more. Her legs parted and she arched her back, silently giving her answer. His fingers brushed lightly between her legs and Cassie knew he took their sexual play seriously.

Gabriel’s mouth lowered. He took his time, kisses became open-mouthed worship of her neck, her shoulders, her breasts. His lower body rested on hers, the pressure of his still-clad lower body held her beneath him.

Her arms were trapped at the elbows where the neckline of her gown had fallen. Cassie could do nothing except revel in the sensations, offering moans and cries of pleasure as he found sensitive parts of her body that responded in delight to his touch.

And still, it wasn’t enough. She wanted to touch and taste him. All of him. Cassie pushed against Gabriel’s shoulders.

He watched her closely as she sat up and swiftly loosened the lacings that held her in her clothes. Cassie turned her back and felt Gabriel tug at the laces until that garment was free.

By the time he had removed her chemise, Gabriel had undressed. He took hold of her hand and, together, they lay down, watching the dappled sunlight play across their skin. Cassie ran her arms along Gabriel’s arm, feeling the contours of his muscles beneath.

To her surprise, he did not hurry with their coupling. In fact, he rolled onto his back and let her begin an unhurried exploration of his body.

“I wish we did not have to part,” she whispered.

Gabriel brushed her cheek with this hand.

“Jacob worked for seven years before he could wed his beloved Rachel. I’ll only be away for one.”

She found a smile. “You’ve been talking to my cousin again. He will have you joining a seminary before too long.”

Gabriel laughed. “I’m far too impious for that. No, it is a secular life for me.”

Before she could say more, Gabriel reached up and drew her beside him, kissing her nose before running gentle hands along her waist and reaching lower to stroke between her legs while covering her face with kisses.

“Beloved, Cassie… promise you’ll wait for me,” he murmured against her cheek. She would promise him anything as long as he continued to touch her, arousing her once again. She cried out his name in delight. He entered her swiftly taking her by surprise. His body joined with hers, filling her completely.
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Chapter Thirteen


April 1629

When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,

I all alone beweep my outcast state,

And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries,

And look upon myself, and curse my fate,

Wishing me like to one more rich in hope,

Featur’d like him, like him with friends possess’d,

Desiring this man’s art and that man’s scope,

With what I most enjoy contented least;

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,

Haply I think on thee, and then my state,

Like to the lark at break of day arising

From sullen earth, sings hymns at heaven’s gate;

For thy sweet love remember’d such wealth brings

That then I scorn to change my state with kings.

Gabriel smiled to himself as the ink dried on the newly transcribed sonnet.

Cassie would be delighted to see his penmanship much improved, and he hoped she appreciated the sentiment.

The letters between them took weeks to arrive when they were in England and months when they were in Europe. At this rate, his latest letter to Cassie might well arrive after he and his brothers returned home.

Home.

To Barnstaple.

They had seen beautiful palaces and cathedrals on their travels – the Notre Dame Cathedral and its sinuous flying buttresses, the work that had begun on the labyrinth of canals in Amsterdam, and his favorite of all, the mesmerizing horologe in Prague’s Old Town Hall.

He and his brothers spent their first week in the city fascinated by the large timepiece. It seemed to be nothing short of a miracle.

Gabriel described it the best he could – the parade of Apostles through the windows above. Not only did it tell the time, but it also showed the phases of the moon, and when the sun would rise and fall. The ominous figure of Death in the form of a skeleton tolled the hours. In that letter he had included a sketch Raphael had made of the clock.

Those memories would be with him forever, but no sight had moved him more than the towering spire of St Paul’s Cathedral in London. Their month-long season in England’s capital was the finale of the tour.

The spire pointing heavenward reminded him he was close to home.

As he promised Cassie, he wrote in detail his thoughts and observations of all he had seen and done. Now, with English soil beneath his feet and the same stars in the sky at night, he would soon be returning home to claim his beloved.

Like Odysseus and Penelope. Gabriel smiled to himself. Alongside the Bible that accompanied him on his travels was another book gifted to him by Uriah Makepeace, an abridged version of The Odyssey by Homer.

He would surprise Cassie in person and read it to her.

The sound of his brothers returning from their errands pulled Gabriel from his daydreaming. He signed his letter, sealed it, and called for a messenger. He withdrew a letter from his writing box, one dated two months ago.

He brought it up to his nose and breathed deep. If he concentrated hard, he could detect the lingering traces of lavender.

The contents of the letter he knew by heart. Cassie had written to him from Ireland. Her beloved great-aunt, Patricia, had not long survived the passing of her husband, so she stayed to bury them both. Uriah was soon to make the passage over to join her and help sell up what remained of the house. They expected to return to Barnstaple for Easter.

Today was the seventh of the month. Good Friday would be the thirteenth. A chill wind touched his neck, drawing a line of gooseflesh down his back.

The thought of that being an ill omen lasted only a moment. There was no such thing – only his brothers opening the door to their room.

“Well, we have another payment from Zagorsky,” said Michael shaking a small leather purse. “He has paid over our wages since the takings at the gate exceeded expectations.”

“It’s a bribe to keep us all together. He wants us to stay in London until the end of the year,” said Gabriel. “I told him that our season ends with the month. That was our agreement.”

He looked at his two brothers and was proud to know them as family, as performers, as men. Their mother, God rest her soul, could be well satisfied.

“Well, little brother,” said Raphael. “Finish your accounting book and pay us our allowance. I’m in need of an ale down at the tavern on the corner.”

“Ha! More like in need of a tavern wench,” Michael joked.

Raphael shrugged his shoulders, undeterred by the teasing.

Michael pulled a strong box out from under his bed and a key out from under Raphael’s and opened the box. He withdrew another locked chest and a ledger book from that.

From their payment today, Michael counted out the coins twice before putting aside six silver coins. He entered the figures in his ledger. The bulk of the coins went into the chest – it may not be a fortune just yet, but it was more than enough to get them established.

It was a sacrifice to be sure. Each of them was within his rights to have his share then and there.

“Are we still agreed?” asked Gabriel as he had done every time they had been paid. “A home for us all, together?”

And each time the answer had been an unequivocal “yes”.

Now there was just one more person he wanted to hear that word from.

Gabriel accepted his payment from Michael and arranged to meet his brothers at the Red Lion at four o’clock. There was an errand he had to perform first.

Standing on the street corners were the newssheet sellers, raising their voices to be heard over the hubbub. King Charles had dissolved Parliament to bring England under his personal rule. The Barbary pirates had made a raid on a town in Cornwall. The effects of Buckingham’s poor handling of the affair with the Spaniards were still being felt, even though the peer had paid with his life.

But he saw nothing of that.

There was a store in the markets selling jewelry, and he had his eye on a gold ring with an emerald in the center, the color of Cassie’s eyes, surrounded by round amethysts which reminded him of the lavender she wore.

And, in one short month, he could give his token of devotion in person.

Gabriel smiled to himself.

Home. Soon he would be home.
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Chapter Fourteen


Taunton

Early May, 1629

The man had returned.

Gabriel made eye contact with him a moment before forcing his attention back into rousing the crowd for their performance. It was all part of the routine, the clapping, the cheering. The more excited they became, the more coin fell into their cap.

It was cream on top of what they’d earned by the end of the season with Zagorsky’s troupe. They’d intended to travel directly back to Barnstaple from London but when the innkeeper here learned who they’d just finished with, he proposed a money-making deal – four nights of performances in the field behind his tavern.

The entrepreneurial innkeeper would spread the word and rake in the coin on drink and food from the crowds they attracted; they would have their accommodation and meals for free, and anything they received passing their caps about after their shows.

It was an offer Michael, in particular, was excited by, as accountant of their earnings, even though Gabriel rued the delay in his own plans.

Raphael held his position in the center of the field while Gabriel performed a series of backflips until he was about twenty feet away from his brother. Michael performed the last of his aerial cartwheels until he was about the same distance on the other side of Raphael.

On cue, Michael and Gabriel ran straight at Raphael who jumped just at the last minute. The two brothers gripped Raphael’s legs to lift him high enough to place one foot on each man’s shoulders.

Gabriel and Michael locked arms and shuffle-turned to display Raphael to the crowd.

The man in his voluminous black cloak was still here.

“Four nights. He’s not a performer,” Michael muttered. “Do you think he’s a thief taker?” Raphael called three, two, one and executed a back flip onto the ground.

Gabriel shook his head.

“I don’t know. We’ve not done anything to justify the attention he’s been paying.”

Without missing his cue, Gabriel extended his arms behind him. Raphael gripped them. Gabriel jumped and folded himself into a tuck before extending himself up and into a full handstand. He locked his elbows and tightened the muscles of his abdomen while Raphael took his full weight and lifted him skywards.

The crowd gasped, then applauded. Raphael huffed with effort as he bent his arms at the elbows.

One, two, three!

Raphael pushed hard, which gave Gabriel the momentum needed to spring off into a double somersault back onto the grass.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Michael called, then approached a matron standing at the front of the crowd. He bent to one knee and took her hand. “Especially, the ladies,” he said with a flirtatiousness that had some of the more eligible young females reaching for their fans. The grey-haired woman nearly swooned.

Over the years, all three Hardacre brothers had played the part of the swain, but Michael seemed to have a particular knack for it. While their youngest brother played to the crowd, Gabriel and Raphael sprinted to the side of the arena to a red lacquered chest. They pulled out black masks and scarves for their role as thieves.

“My Lady!” said Michael, “forsooth I go into battle and need but a small token of your regard to defeat yon evil assassins!”

“He’s laying it on thick, isn’t he?” muttered Raphael.

Gabriel chuckled. “Michael’s calculated it’s worth an extra half-groat in the cap each time he does it.”

He picked up a rapier from the chest, which looked threatening enough at a distance, but up close it wouldn’t fool an armorer. These were playthings, actors’ props, but to an audience already primed to see a battle, they were very effective, indeed.

Gabriel and Raphael hit their marks on the far side of their makeshift arena. All eyes were on Michael as he told the backstory to the crowd – a noble knight had learned his lady love was captive to brigands and he would rescue her no matter what the odds.

He approached their chest of props and picked up a large black felt cavalier’s hat complete with a plume of yellow ostrich feathers.

The crowd would be rooting for the cavalier, of course – a fight against two better armed opponents always had their audience enthralled. Michael donned a cloak with a dramatic sweep of the fabric.

A lot of sleight of hand is covered by such devices, Gabriel considered, before he and Raphael took their turns riling up the crowd.

Both “assassins” acknowledged the booing and hissing of the crowd by making menacing gestures with their swords while Michael charmed the audience as hero of this tale.

Gabriel performed a side cartwheel then pulled his sword and threatened Michael with it, having seemingly caught the “knight” unawares.

With exaggerated actions, Michael swept back the cloak over his shoulder, brandished his own sword, then advanced.

The two men parried, steel against steel, circling around each other.

It wasn’t real unless there was some element of risk, so Gabriel and Michael held eye contact as they moved.

Most of their performances were rehearsed for the split-second timing they needed for the acrobatic displays. A misstep or a miscue could result in serious injury or worse. Their mock fights, however, were a little less tightly choreographed. The three of them agreed that it added more thrill and spectacle if each were allowed to improvise a little within their roles.

That brought danger in and of itself. Lessons learned over cuts and bruises taught all three of them to maintain eye contact – that’s where the next move would be revealed in the scant moments before the body followed.

Gabriel advanced. Michael retreated two steps.

Michael swung the sword using a half-turn of his body. Gabriel responded in kind. The next sweep of the blade was low. Gabriel jumped over it, then performed two one-handed back flips to let Raphael take his place.

Raphael turned the sword about his wrist, the wicked steel spinning as he swept it in front of his body and back again. The movement of the blade was hypnotic. He held the sword up, the blade over his shoulder, as though preparing to slash downwards. Instead, he performed a half-cartwheel kick.

While Raphael was still positioned low, Michael came at him at a run and jumped over him with a tight somersault.

Now the “hero” was behind the villain. Michael gave his brother a playful jab on his posterior with the flat of his blade, much to the delight of the crowd.

Gabriel rushed back into the fray doing one-handed cartwheels. Raphael joined him until the two moved in unison, effectively trapping the “knight” between them.

Michael timed his leap up and over them before falling into a shoulder roll to get back up onto his feet.

Gabriel was the opponent he faced. This time, it was close quarters combat – hard, intense, and fierce. The two men scowled at each other, faces menacing. Swords clashed violently, the ringing of steel-on-steel was so loud that if the audience cheered, they could still hear it.

Stabs and thrusts were parried and blocked in a fine display of swordsmanship.

“Let’s make it interesting, Brother,” Michael panted.

Gabriel offered a brief nod and performed a high kick and turn. His foot grazed Michael’s wrist just as his hand opened to drop the sword. Gabriel thrust his blade forward. Michael performed a backflip to increase the distance.

Michael turned to Raphael. Now it was his turn to perform the high kick. It “connected” with Raphael’s face – at least that’s what the crowd believed.

Raphael dropped his sword, falling backwards into a series of tight backward somersaults.

Gabriel took Michael’s abandoned sword and cartwheeled toward his youngest brother, who had picked Raphael’s dropped weapon.

Now Gabriel was armed with two. He spun the blades around each wrist, drawing close to the crowd, just enough to give them a thrill without endangering any of the bystanders.

The blades felt good in his hands, like an extension of his body. It would not be the first time after a performance like this, the Hardacre brothers would be approached a man who would promise them riches if they wielded real swords in his service.

Each time, the offer was politely declined.

Michael mugged for the crowd, giving the impression that he was worried. With all eyes on Gabriel and Michael, no one paid attention to Raphael who stripped off his “assassin” clothes and pulled out three caps from the chest, ready for them to capitalize on another entertaining performance.

Gabriel turned his attention to Michael, bringing both swords down parallel from shoulder height.

Michael brought his blade across and up to block the descent of the two swords and pushed close, forcing Gabriel to shift off balance.

The leverage was all Michael’s to command, Gabriel was losing his balance. Michael’s sword was up under his arm. With his free hand, Michael gripped Gabriel’s wrist and pushed him, his left shoulder hitting the ground. Then he was pinned with a foot on his wrist before Michael stepped over and around him.

Now he had two swords and held both of them over Gabriel’s chest.

The crowd erupted into thunderous applause. Michael tossed his two swords to Raphael who quickly bagged them while he took his bow. Gabriel tore off his scarf and jogged with his weapon back to Raphael where he took his cap.

Michael stepped to one side and held his arm out to acknowledge Gabriel and Raphael as they took their bows.

“Let’s hope they’re as generous with their coin as they are with their applause,” Raphael muttered. He was not disappointed. This was one of the very good days when the locals were voluntarily generous with their coin.

Gabriel acknowledged the well wishes from the crowd and encouraged a few more farthings from them when he turned to see the man who had caught their attention earlier making his way through the crowd toward him.

He was an older man. There was grey in his hair and a maturity in the face that told of his years. And yet the stranger moved freely, without limp or obvious deformity. If he was not in his prime, then he was not long out of it, Gabriel thought.

Why was he paying such especial attention to them?

Gabriel could no longer ignore the garrulous young man at his shoulder who spoke eagerly and earnestly about their swordplay and, by the time he could seek out the stranger again, the man was gone. And yet, when he looked down in his cap, among the coins of copper and silver was a shiny gold coin which had not been there before.
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Chapter Fifteen


Barnstaple

The Hardacre brothers found an empty table and bench at the Wharf Street Tavern.

Gabriel was conscious of the ache in his legs as he sat down beside Raphael. They had traveled directly from Taunton to Barnstaple and despite his desire to go straight to the rectory to see Cassie, Gabriel accepted his brothers’ advice to attend the public bathhouse first and take a meal before he made his call.

That would give him the chance to look like a gentleman in the new suit of clothes he’d had made for him in London.

It had been over eighteen months since he last saw her and the letters, welcome though they were, were not a substitute for seeing her face-to-face. And, unlike Odysseus with Penelope, he had been faithful to Cassie. While his brothers sought carnal entertainments in the cities they toured, Gabriel explored the great public buildings and tried to learn enough of the local language to avoid being taken advantage of as strangers.

Now he was home.

He looked down into the dark ale in his tankard. Even the dark reddish-brown of it reminded him of the color of her hair. He shook his head and hid a grin. He was becoming as silly as the make-believe swain Michael was so fond of playing.

Gabriel felt a sharp elbow to his ribs.

He looked up to see a man, dressed head-to-toe in black, approach them with purpose.

“The man at the shows in Taunton,” Raphael uttered under his breath.

Gabriel gave a single nod in acknowledgement and glanced over to Michael who had also noticed the stranger.

Such was the man’s air of authority that none of the three thought to object when he joined them at their table without so much as a by-your-leave.

“I saw you in Barnstaple a few days ago,” the man said. His voice was low in timbre as well as volume. “You’re very good.”

Gabriel felt all eyes on him; his brothers appeared to have silently agreed to let him speak for all.

“Thank you,” he answered. “Don’t think I didn’t notice you were most generous in showing your appreciation, a gold laurel – twenty shillings – it’s an extraordinarily generous sum to bestow on a mere group of traveling entertainers.”

The man inclined his head in acknowledgement of his largess.

“One does not give so generously and not expect something in return,” noted Raphael, making the observation with an edge to his voice.

Gabriel nodded his agreement.

“So how is it we can help you, good sir?” Michael added, his tone a lot more conciliatory than his elder brother.

“I said you were good, but I am wondering whether you are good enough.”

Gabriel matched the man’s dangerous tone. “Good enough for what?”

“Perhaps first an introduction. My name is de Wolfe. I hope you can fight as good you perform and are not afraid to use a real blade.”

“If you’re looking for mercenaries, then you’re looking in the wrong place,” Gabriel answered. He picked up his tankard and saluted the man. “Cheers, and thanks for your generosity.”

It was a flippant and potentially inflammatory thing to do, yet de Wolfe didn’t seem offended, rather, he seemed quite amused.

“Mercenaries I can hire in a heartbeat, but men of your acrobatic skills are in short supply. Swordsmen and acrobats together are nearly unheard of.”

“Once again, I thank you for the compliment,” said Gabriel, “but naught of the flattering words you’ve given us is enough to sway us into your employ.”

De Wolfe had piercing grey eyes that reminded Gabriel of that legendary creature, and they pinned the three of them to their seats. The man’s jaw firmed.

“No doubt you’ve heard about the pirates and slavers that surround England from all sides – who even now make their base on Lundy Island not twenty miles off our coast. Three months ago, one of my ships, the Golden Eagle, was returning to port in Bristol when she was taken by the pirates led by the Dutchman Jan Janszoon, although he goes by his Turkish name now.”

“You have our sincere regrets for your misfortune, my Lord de Wolfe,” said Gabriel. He didn’t know if de Wolfe was actually a lord, but somehow given his manner and the quality of his dress, then it seemed appropriate to give him the honorific.

The man returned a wolf-like snarl. “If it were merely the loss of a fortune, it would be a small price to pay.”

Gabriel watched the man squeeze his hand into a tight fist, his knuckles turning white.

“My wife was on that ship. I intend to get her back.”

The gravity of his words struck a chord. Cassie’s passage from Ireland to Barnstaple would take her past the island. Gabriel imagined how he would feel if it was his Cassie who had been captured. If the tables were turned, he’d be doing exactly the same thing as the man before him.

It was impossible not to feel pity. All the same, after a long silent moment, Gabriel answered for himself and his brothers.

“Sir, you do us an honor, but I’m not sure we’re the right men for your enterprise. I speak for my brothers – we wish you Godspeed in your wife’s rescue.”

A flicker of disappointment appeared across de Wolfe’s face.

He pulled out a card and placed it on the table. “Do any of you gentlemen read?”

Gabriel reached out, and the card was placed in his hand.

“I’ll be staying in Barnstaple at that address. You can reach me there for another fortnight.”

The man rose from the table, turned, and walked off without saying another word.

“I admire the man’s tenacity, I have to give him that, but he might as well sign his own death warrant,” Raphael commented. “The King’s Navy hasn’t been able to deal with the pirates, what makes one man think he can?”

Gabriel had no answer for that.

Michael simply shrugged. “I guess any man would do no less for the woman he loves.”
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Chapter Sixteen


Gabriel got as far as the rectory gate the following day when he was struck by an odd sensation, a prescient dread.

There was something wrong here. He took a moment to orient himself and look about. The apple tree in the front garden was bare, but budding shoots were just making their appearance along grey limbs. The sky itself was mostly clouded but every so often he could see patches of blue sky.

Best of all, it wasn’t raining.

The thought came to him – the house was silent. The windows were not only shut and barred, but each one of them he could see were covered when they ought to be open to let in the daylight.

Gabriel opened the latch on the gate and walked up the path. The gardens were slightly ill-kempt, adding to the feeling of abandonment. He half-expected to hear the sound of music from Mathilda practicing on the virginals, but he did not. He cocked an ear and could not hear the sound of servants inside either.

He took hold of the brass knocker and rapped hard.

After long moments, the door opened and a maid dressed in the clothes of a household in mourning appeared.

Gabriel immediately took off his hat.

“Good morn’. I have come to see Reverend Makepeace, I…”

The young woman dissolved to tears immediately.

“Oh sir, have ye not heard? The rev’rend is dead!”

Out of reflex, Gabriel made the sign of the cross with his hands.

“My condolences to the household. I am… I… was once acquainted with the reverend and his family. Is Mistress Mathilda…”

“Bessie? Who is at the door?”

Behind the maid in the gloomy hall he saw a silhouetted figure.

“Why, is it Master Gabriel Hardacre?”

“It is, Madam, we… my brothers and I have just returned and I wanted to make a call but I do not wish to intrude on a house in mourning.”

The maid stood aside for Mathilda. The woman’s naturally pale face wore a sickly pallor, her eyes were rimmed red from recently shed tears.

His eyes left hers to search the hall behind her, expecting to see Cassie, but he did not. The unease he had felt at the gate turned into something else; scalding tension coursed through his veins, nearly robbing him of air.

“Forgive my intrusion…” he said hoarsely.

She reached out a black-gloved hand and grabbed his with surprising strength.

“You are always welcome as a friend, my dear Master Hardacre.”

Gabriel allowed himself to be drawn inside and led into a parlor where a fire and some low burning lamps provided the only light.

“I am glad you came,” she said. “Uriah thought highly of you and your brothers. He and I would pray often for you all.”

Matilda was the one in mourning, he ought to be the stronger of the two, so Gabriel patted the woman’s arm in sympathy and directed her to a cushion-covered settle. She had not let go of his arm, so he sat beside her.

“If it would not cause you too much pain,” he ventured, “I would like to learn what became of Reverend Makepeace.”

“He left eight weeks ago to Ireland to help Cassie attend to their great-aunt’s estate after her passing. Then he and Cassie would return home together,” she said, her voice little above a whisper.

“Three weeks ago, the Salacia, the ship that was to have brought them home, was listed as overdue. Two weeks ago, b-bodies started to wash up on the shore. One of them was my Uriah.”

Mathilda could not control her emotions any longer. She wept and, inwardly, Gabriel did also, swallowing down acid that had risen up from stomach, his body reacting before his mind could even formulate the question.

“And Cassie?”

Forcing those two words out was like prising open a steel trap. He loved her. They had planned a future together. There was no question of her not being here waiting for him. He’d promised, she’d promised.

Mathilda shook her head but kept her head downcast, a kerchief at her eyes.

A voice inside him screamed to the heavens above.

She’s gone! By all that was holy that was wrong. It had to be a mistake! How? Why?

“Was it a wreck?”

The widow’s reply revealed a grimmer truth.

“Pirates. A-all the bodies were of menfolk, no women.”

Mathilda raised her eyes to him, shining in the dim lamplight.

“I’m sorry, Gabriel, I know you loved her. If there is any consolation to be had at all, it is that she confided in me her love for you also.”

The reverend’s widow finally lost the last of her composure. She sobbed openly, forgetting herself so completely that she rested a head on Gabriel’s shoulder.

He, too, ignored the proprieties of it and folded her into his embrace, grateful that his eyes were now hidden from hers. He squeezed his eyes shut and felt the tears leak out between his lashes.

Although nearly two years had passed, he could still see Cassie’s face in his mind’s eye. He thought of how he would dream of her during his travels as consolation for the time they spent apart.

Gabriel continued to hold Mathilda until the weeping ebbed and hiccoughing breaths told him she was beginning to master her emotions once more.

“We have both lost our dearest loves,” he whispered, “but we need not lose our friendship. It will always be there. Not just for the sakes of the ones we loved, but for the kindness you showed my brothers and me when we were in need.”

He watched the pale column of her neck move in a swallow before her eyes met his. Mathilda gave him a small, brave smile and rose to her feet.

“Will you wait here? I have something to give you.”

Gabriel offered a mute nod of assent and quickly lowered his eyes. No doubt, Mathilda would see the agonizing sorrow they both shared, but he hoped to God above she wouldn’t recognize the flame of vengeance newly ignited in them.

The sound of rustling skirts as Mathilda left the room gave way to the crackling of the fire that sounded unnaturally loud in the silence of the house.

Part of him wanted to run – run as far and as fast as he could until his breathlessness had a cause other than soul crushing grief.

A small volume in red vellum on the table caught his eye. It was the book Cassie was reading on the first night he saw her.

He couldn’t help himself, he touched the spine, turned it over and read the cover – The Book of Psalmes: Englished both in Prose and Metre with Annotations by Henry Ainsworth.

Inside was an inscription in faded black ink:

Ex Libris

Perspicacity Maria Glenwood

Her handwriting, neat and precise. Hers. A tangible link that she was once alive.

Gabriel closed his eyes once more and breathed in deep. Tears were not far from the surface but he would not unman himself here.

Something brushed against his hand. He opened his eyes, half-expecting to see Cassie before him. Instead, a pale blue tassel that decorated the end of a crocheted book marker drew his attention.

He opened the book to where Cassie had last had it.

In thee, O LORD, do I put my trust; let me never be ashamed: deliver me in thy righteousness.

Bow down thine ear to me; deliver me speedily: be thou my strong rock, for a house of defense to save me.

For thou art my rock and my fortress; therefore for thy name’s sake lead me, and guide me.

Pull me out of the net that they have laid privily for me: for thou art my strength.

Into thine hand I commit my spirit: thou hast redeemed me, O LORD God of truth.

He slammed the book shut, hating how much his hands shook.

“Gabriel?”

Damn!

He hadn’t heard Mathilda re-enter the room and now he was caught with a book in his hands like the common thief that society assumed of his profession. The urge to justify himself was strong, but he couldn’t force the words out.

Mathilda looked at the volume and that same, sad, small smile emerged.

“She would want you to have it,” she said.

“I… I couldn’t, something as expensive as a book… I—”

Mathilda waved his concerns away with a wave of a hand. “Then do it as a favor to me, as you promised. And also, there is another boon I’ll ask of you.”

She held out her hand and unfurled her fingers like a flower. In her palm was a cross and chain made of silver.

“Wear this for her. A token of remembrance.”

Gabriel’s throat closed, he sucked in a ragged breath to clear it.

“It’s too much, Madam,” he said hoarsely. Rather pathetically, he almost added the word please, as though he were a pinned wrestler begging mercy from a much larger opponent instead of a woman offering a keepsake.

Her eyes fluttered as though she was returning from a trance. “Oh… yes… of course.”

The little room which had seemed so warm and cozy was now stifling. Gabriel didn’t know what else to say so, instead, he headed for the door.

Mathilda snagged his arm as he passed. “Remember us in your prayers.”

Gabriel put his hand on hers and squeezed before taking it and lifting it to his lips.

“Always.”


[image: ‡]
Chapter Seventeen


He had no memory of walking down to the Wharf Street Tavern but, nonetheless, there he was. Gabriel glanced up at the wolf carving over the door with the queerest feeling – like he was in this place for the first time.

“Gabriel!”

He turned in the direction of his called name to find Raphael and Michael waving him over. Both men looked grim, especially Raphael who hid his emotions behind a cynical countenance.

“We heard about the Salacia,” he said.

Michael couldn’t hide his thoughts. He wore the worry plainly on his face.

“And Mistress Cassie?” The hope in his younger brother’s voice gutted afresh.

All he could manage was a quick shake of his head in answer.

It wasn’t enough. This helpless resignation to fate was not enough.

“Get your things,” he ground out.

Michael looked surprised, but Raphael did not, his chin had lifted as though he had already known Gabriel’s next words.

“It’s time to go see de Wolfe.”

Gabriel pounded on the door firmly and loudly. He was at the ragged end of his control and he had no idea what might push him over the edge.

To his surprise, it was Lord de Wolfe himself who opened the door.

He was not dressed in the finery of his station but rather in breeches and a loose linen blouse unlaced to the neck.

Despite it being a cool May day, the man was sweating, his hair damp with perspiration.

He cast a glance at the three of them and then beyond as though he expected them to bring a legion with them.

“I take it that you’ve decided to accept my offer.”

“Aye, we have,” said Gabriel.

Apparently, that wasn’t good enough. De Wolfe surveyed the brothers.

“And so say you all?”

They answered in one voice.

The older man turned and walked down the hall. Clearly, he expected them to follow. Gabriel glanced quickly at his brothers. He’d only just noticed the sabre in the man’s hand and, by Michael and Raphael’s expressions, he suspected they, too, had only just noticed.

“Caine! Caine! Where are you?”

De Wolfe’s voice echoed through the oak paneled entrance hall and up the stairs. A moment later a spry-looking man in his seventies emerged from one of the side rooms. His bearing was erect, refined as though he was an aristocrat himself. And yet his silver hair and slight sag in the jowls seemed to add to his vitality instead detract from it.

“These are the Hardacre brothers. They’ve agreed to join our merry band. See to accommodations for them.”

Caine gave a sweeping look. “Do you have at least a change of clothes, sirs?”

“We left everything at the Wharf Street Tavern,” Raphael answered.

“Caine will have someone fetch your baggage,” de Wolfe announced. “What you’re wearing is good enough for the drills I have planned for you this afternoon.”

Once again, the brothers thought as one and Gabriel spoke for them. “You expected us?”

“I invited you, didn’t I?”

“If you recall, we didn’t accept.”

De Wolfe paused before a set of double doors. For the first time since entering the house, he looked at them, at Gabriel in particular.

“I heard about the Salacia yesterday evening.” The commanding tone of voice was gone, in its place a quiet regret. “And that you were close to the Makepeace family… I’m sorry, but now we’re all in the same boat, you might say.”

The grief was too new, too fresh for Gabriel to even react to the expression of condolence. He nodded his head and said nothing as de Wolfe opened the door to what would have been the home’s great hall.

Every stick of furniture that ought to be there was gone, completely stripped bare. It had been turned into some kind of sporting arena. Before them were vaulting horses, high bars and balance beams.

In a roped off area, two shirtless men wrestled while four others, also stripped to the waist, waited their turns critiquing the technique of those on the mat.

“I took a guess at the equipment acrobats would need to practice on. I trust it is sufficient.” De Wolfe didn’t wait for an answer. He let out a piercing whistle and all activity in the hall stopped.

“Good news gentlemen! Meet the Hardacre brothers, Gabriel, Raphael and Michael. They’ve agreed to join us.”

A cheer went up.

“Let’s see if the men who can fly like angels can also avenge like their namesakes. Go. You’ve earned your rest for the morning. We train again after dark.”

All but two of the men, and none of them older than forty, filed out of the hall joking and chatting among themselves as though it were an everyday thing that a small army was drilled for war inside a stately home.

“That’s it?” said Raphael. “You expect to take the island of Lundy with no more than a dozen men?”

Gabriel inwardly groaned. His middle brother had never been shy in saying exactly what he thought at the moment he thought it.

Fortunately, de Wolfe seemed to find the question amusing.

“I don’t need to take an island. Just one castle.”

“A siege?” asked Michael, his face frowning as though he were mentally calculating the resources it would take.

De Wolfe shook his head. “A lightning raid. I plan to get the captives out before their captors even know we’re there. We will be ghosts, to appear then disappear like the fog.”

Suddenly it all became clear to the three brothers. Michael spoke first. “And we three will help get you inside. Our acrobatic ability means we can go places others cannot.”

“I have to confess I wasn’t sure about the plan when I first saw you perform, but when you staged the mock fight with the swords, I knew you were the men we needed for this crusade.”

De Wolfe raised the weapon in his hand and the light shining through tall windows struck the blade, making it glint.

“Have you ever used real swords? With sharpened blades?”

“No, sir,” Michael answered. “We have not.”

“Then let’s see how you perform against an opponent who is not a part of your troupe, and is armed with the means to kill you. Go fetch a sword from the wall.”

Michael returned with the blade. He looked nervous. Gabriel stayed him with a hand to his wrist.

“No, I want to be first.”

“Gabriel…”

He heard Raphael’s warning but ignored it. This was the physical release he needed, a way to unleash the violence that strained at the end of the chain of his control.

He saluted de Wolfe as he had seen tournament fighters do.

De Wolfe moved swiftly with a downward thrust. Gabriel only just managed to parry the blade away before it struck his shoulder. He stepped forward, hoping to catch de Wolfe off balance, but the man was more than prepared and turned under their raised blades, breaking the deadlock.

This time, the older man swept low. Gabriel jumped and landed in a backwards roll, gaining his feet with the sword pointed directly at his opponent’s unprotected torso. De Wolfe swept his blade down, knocking Gabriel’s out of the way.

Gabriel clenched his teeth. The man was good; more than good, he was an expert at his art. Every attacking move he made, de Wolfe had a counter for it. After a few minutes at this swordplay, he found himself more and more on the defensive.

For the first time, Gabriel wondered whether he would be bested.

“Watch his eyes, Gabriel,” Raphael warned.

The advice came a split second before Gabriel warded off a head-high blow. He dropped to his haunches in the nick of time. He used his momentum to execute a sweeping kick which knocked de Wolfe off his feet.

Gabriel got to his and placed his sword at the prone man’s neck.

“Do I pass your test?”

De Wolfe offered a lupine smile just as Gabriel felt the sharp pinprick of a blade at his own neck.

“Never underestimate your opponent,” said de Wolfe, knocking the blade away with his forearm and rolling to his feet.

The steel at Gabriel’s neck withdrew. He turned. It was Caine. Beyond him, the two young men who did not leave with the others had swords trained on Raphael and Michael.

Raphael was just this side of fury. Michael was sullen.

“You four get training, full defensive and attacking drills,” announced de Wolfe. “Caine, instruct them on the use of the swordbreaker.”

“You,” he nodded to Gabriel, “come with me.”

Gabriel shared a look with his brothers. Michael looked half-alarmed and ready to protest – and indeed might have done so if Raphael had not been there.

The man acts as though he were a medieval baron, thought Gabriel, and in this imposing place it was difficult not to perceive him in that way.

This time, de Wolfe led the way up a wide staircase, the dark oak appearing to absorb what light came in through the windows high in the gallery. The lord opened the first doorway to the right, a study. The wall to the right of the room was lined with books. The window opposite let light flood in. To his left was a fireplace. Gabriel gravitated toward it, and not only for its warmth.

Over the mantel was a large painting of one of the most arresting women he had ever seen. Her face was luminous with a touch of pink on her cheeks and lips. Dark eyes looked out, unapologetically direct.

Her hair, a light brown, was piled high and strung with pearls.

She wore a short-sleeved gown of bronze over an underdress of cream; the neckline of ruffled fabric drew attention to a fine bust.

A mantle of red was thrown over her shoulder. She looked like a queen. A warrior’s queen.

“Lady de Wolfe?”

“My wife, Eliza,” said de Wolfe. “I commissioned the portrait for our wedding. In twenty years, she’s scarcely changed a day. I brought it with me when I set up this base at Barnstaple. I look into her eyes every day and vow that I will bring her home…”

The room fell to silence a moment before de Wolfe continued.

“I’ve told you why I’m doing this, now I want to know your reason.”

Gabriel folded his arms. “My Lord, you invited us, did you not?”

The man half-smiled and shook his head. He turned to where a decanter of brandy stood. He poured two glasses.

“You told me last time that you and your brothers were not mercenaries,” he said. “I believed you then and I am most heartily convinced that is so now.”

Gabriel folded his arms.

“What makes you think it? If you have coin enough for this campaign, then who are we to deprive you the joy of spending it?”

“The very first thing mercenaries do is ask their wage. You didn’t. Neither did your brothers. It’s plain they’re here because of you. Now, I want to know why you’re here.”

De Wolfe picked up his glass and sipped.

Gabriel took up the brandy on the table. He sipped, too, holding the amber liquid in his mouth for a moment before swallowing. He savored the heat as it slipped down his throat, searing it; preventing it from closing up on him from the still-raw turmoil in his gut.

“You know we were close to the Makepeace family, though how you learned that I have no idea.”

De Wolfe merely smiled knowingly. “Go on,” he said.

Gabriel cleared his throat. “Cassie Glenwood… She was aboard the Salacia with her cousin, Reverend Makepeace. She was my…” what exactly? Gabriel pondered. Not wife; they were but new lovers in the scheme of things. “She was my woman.”

“Did they find her body?”

The second swallow of brandy was a welcome distraction. Gabriel didn’t want to see pity in the man’s eyes.

“No.”

“Then have courage, my friend. She may still live and be a captive.”

“I don’t know which fate is worse.”

Gabriel listened to the sound of the crackling fire.

“If you think too hard upon it, you will go mad. Leave it. Such ruminations are unproductive.”

“You speak from experience.”

Gabriel looked up to see de Wolfe nod once.

“It’s been three months since my wife was taken,” he said. “I spent the first month cursing God and the devil in equal measure, and the two months since planning her rescue.”

Gabriel thought of the commentary of Psalms in his coat pocket and the inscription in Cassie’s own handwriting. It wasn’t a portrait, not as de Wolfe had of his wife, but it would suffice for now.

“So, you’re here for revenge?” de Wolfe pressed.

“Does it matter so long as I’m here?”

“It does if you cannot master it. You did well with the blades but your rage blinded you to other obvious dangers. What I have planned is one roll of the dice. That is all. It must go exactly as planned or we spend the rest of our lives chained to the oars of a xebec.”

Gabriel set his goblet firmly on the side table and looked de Wolfe directly in the eyes.

“What would you have us do?”

“First of all, ‘a workman is worthy of his hire’.” De Wolfe moved over to his desk by the window. He opened a drawer and pulled out a small bag and dropped it on the surface, it sounded heavy with coin.

“Tomorrow, I will lay out the full plan.”
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Chapter Eighteen


The church bells tolled solemnly.

Gabriel waited until the last of the line of mourners made their way out of the church.

On this bright May morning, he could hear birds chirp in the trees above, unconcerned by the parade of the bereaved that followed the coffin that held the mortal remains of Reverend Uriah Makepeace.

Gabriel joined those around the grave and stared at the wooden box that four men lowered into the ground. In his mind’s eye, he recalled Uriah alive, alongside Cassie, pressing into his hand two books for his journey.

How could a man so good and so dedicated to those in his charge be gone from this life so cruelly?

Although he mourned, there was one who suffered more. Gabriel raised his eyes. Mathilda stood across the way, swathed in a black veil. She was surrounded by family. They would be a comfort at least.

He barely heard the words of the priest who committed the body into the ground.

Ashes to ashes, dust to dust…

Gabriel waited until the last of the mourners paid their final respects before he bent to grasp a handful of soil in his hand. With one last look at the casket, he dropped the soil into the grave before turning and walking away.

Mathilda was a number of yards away, heading toward the cemetery gates in the company of two other female mourners who Gabriel did not know.

The widow stopped and he quickened his step to catch up with her.

“Mistress Makepeace,” he began formally, “words cannot express my sorrow.”

“Mine also,” she said. “But I’d be more sorrowed, too, if you ceased to think of me as a friend – please do call me Mathilda.”

Gabriel took her hands and squeezed them. “T’would be an honor.”

“I… I haven’t seen you in some days and I had feared you and your brothers had left Barnstaple.”

He offered a small smile before urging her away from her companions.

“I need to speak to you in private, Mathilda, on a matter that is dear to both of us.”

Mathilda nodded to her two companions and they continued on their way toward the gate. Gabriel led her back toward the church.

He considered his words carefully.

“We… I… have some small hope that Cassie is still alive.”

Mathilda halted and let out a gasp.

Gabriel swallowed against a knot in his throat.

“Her body was not among those that washed up on the shore, that we know.” It was becoming more and more difficult for him to speak but he forced out the words anyway. “I’ve met a man whose wife has also been taken captive by the pirates who occupy the island of Lundy. Cassie may also be a prisoner there.”

The silence stretched between them for some time before Mathilda spoke. Her voice was stronger than his.

“But you do not know this for certain.”

“No, I do not,” Gabriel pitched his voice low. “But I intend to find out.”

He heard the sound of the grave diggers filling in Uriah’s grave. Gabriel touched Mathilda on the elbow and led her into the church. She lowered herself into a pew.

As though coming to a resolution, Mathilda nodded. The veil of her headpiece fluttered in the breeze that swept through the open doors of the church.

“Part of me fears for you, Gabriel Hardacre,” she said, taking his hands in hers, “and part of me applauds your resolve. I can offer you nothing but my prayers for your safety and success in whatever you’re planning.”

Gabriel bowed over her hands. “Then I shall accept them with gratitude. If Cassie still lives, I will bring her home to you. That is my solemn vow.”

From the doorway, Mathilda’s name was being called. Gabriel rose from the pew but before he could take a step back, Mathilda grasped his arm.

“This time, you will take a token from me.”

She opened her black velvet reticule and slipped something into his hand. She pressed his fist closed over it.

“If you will not accept this for yourself, then promise me that you will give it to Cassie when you find her.”

At that, Mathilda rose and left the church and disappeared into the black sea of mourners at the gate.

Gabriel waited a moment before slipping the gift into his coat pocket. He walked hurriedly from the churchyard and onto the streets. Even through gloved hands he knew the gift he had been given, but he wanted to be well away – and alone – before he pulled it from his pocket.

He needed to burn off energy, letting his body voice what his soul could not. He took off his gloves and reached into his pocket and pulled out the token Mathilda had given him.

The silver cross and necklace that had belonged to Cassie. He stared at it, letting the image of it burn into his memory so it was all he saw when he closed his eyes.

He opened one of the gloves and watched the chain slither into the finger of the glove. Gabriel balled up the other glove inside the first and jammed both in his pocket.

Instead of taking a right turning toward the Wharf Street Tavern, he sprinted down a narrow alleyway between two buildings. He jumped toward one wall at an angle, then launched himself onto the wall adjacent, and back again until he reached the top of the wall.

He ran along the top of the wall, leaping across alleys in a shortcut only he could take. Once he reached the intersection that would lead him to Wharf Street, he lowered himself catlike over the edge, then, pushing off, tucked himself into a backward somersault. He caught a glimpse of the ground below and planned his landing off to one side on the gravel and not in the puddle directly below.

Gabriel rubbed the dust from his cloak before shoving his hands into his pockets and fished out his gloves, letting the silver chain fall into his hand. He slipped it over his neck and tucked it into his shirt.

The cold metal felt like a brand over his heated skin.

He touched it through his shirt and doublet.

By all that was holy, she was alive! He would bring Cassie home or die in the attempt.
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Chapter Nineteen


Four weeks earlier

Cassie had never seen a ship like it before, bristling with oars. The way they worked in unison was enthralling.

None of the crew gave her any mind. All hands were on deck, some coaxing as much speed out of their ship as possible, the others preparing the cannons.

Still, the strange ship with its big brown sail started gaining.

She felt Uriah at her elbow.

“What are you doing up here?” he asked. “You should be below, safe, and leaving these men to their work.”

His words were an attempt at instilling calm, but Cassie understood the tension in them. She was not a fool, she knew full well the danger before them.

Cassie turned away from the rail and plotted her course across the deck to make it down the aft steps without getting in the way of the sailors.

She and Uriah only made it part way across the deck when the deafening sound of cannon shot nearly felled her.

Timber splinted all about them. The Salacia listed.

“Go hide, Cassie,” Uriah warned her as the first of the grappling hooks bit into the timber.

“What about you? When they learn you are a man of the cloth—” her question was interrupted by her cousin’s curt nod over at the colorfully attired men now clambering over the rails and shook his head.

“It will do no good with these men. Hide and don’t look back. Heaven protect you.”

The deck tilted another few degrees. She stumbled. Uriah took her hand and pulled her toward the stern of the ship where the invaders had not yet reached.

Repel all boarders!

The grating sound of steel on steel cut through screams and curses. She could no longer fight the fear so, instead, she warred with her body, forcing her arms and legs to move.

Together, they reached a group of crates and barrels tucked in a corner and secured by a net over the top.

Uriah lifted the net and pulled up the edge of a piece of canvas that had been underneath. The yells and screams of terror grew louder and more distinct. Uriah pushed and pulled at the cargo until there was just enough room for her to hide within it.

Cassie didn’t need instruction. She crawled in, pulling the mildew-stained canvas over her before feeling the weight of the net drop over the top.

She clasped her hands together, gripping tight, as she repeated the Lord’s Prayer in her head over and over under the pounding of her heartbeat beating in her ears.

The ship and its crew had done its utmost to outrun the pirates but, in the end, they had fallen foul of the shingle banks and the run-out tide.

She recalled her first night in Barnstaple, when she overheard the tale of the poor emaciated and grievously wounded sailor. She recalled his words as though they had been uttered only yesterday.

That was the first time she had seen Gabriel.

The fighting grew louder and the screams more terrible. There was a strange mixture of voices. Some unmistakably English as men cursed and swore or begged for their lives, others she could not discern.

There had to be Dutch among them certainly, but also another language, more guttural in tone, but she knew their meaning well enough. Their manner was excited, indeed victorious.

The Salacia shifted again. The precarious pile of cargo over her shifted. It fell, and the corner of a crate struck her, sending searing pain across the back of her head. She made the least amount of noise she could, an audible gasp, and prayed it was not loud enough to attract attention.

As the stars that twinkled in her vision winked out, one by one, Cassie became conscious of two things – her right leg was wedged between two barrels, and the canvas cover that hid her had been pulled away by the shifting cargo. Her position on the deck was exposed. Cassie kept her head down, hoping to be overlooked in the fighting around her.

She was supposed to arrive home tomorrow, in time to celebrate Easter Sunday. More than that, Gabriel was due home. After nearly two long years, she would see her beloved’s face once more.

Gabriel, my love… no matter what may come of this day, please know that my first and last thoughts are of you.

Cassie prayed for a miracle.

“Nou, wat hebben we hier dan?”

The words were close enough to the English for Cassie to not need a translation.

The weight of the net over her head lifted.

The man’s voice became animated as he tore the cap from her head and hauled her up by the arm.

Cassie cried out in pain as her trapped leg scraped along the roughened wood of the barrels.

“He, het is een vrouw, een jonge ook!” His excited cries attracted the attention of the other raiders as the melee ebbed.

The air turned heavy and not just from the small spot fires that burned on the deck. There was an expectancy among the pirates who pulled themselves to attention. The sound of heavy booted strides seemed to come from nowhere until before her, a man emerged through the plumes of acrid smoke, as though he were the Devil himself conjured up.

He was a large man, older, well into his fifth decade. He wore the clothing of the Ottomans. A white turban matched the color of his thick white beard.

Over his grey jacket trimmed with brass buttons was a bandolier that appeared to be made of spotted fur, a wild cat of some kind. A leopard, perhaps. Around his ample girth was a more substantial belt of black leather from which hung several knives.

The curved blade of a scimitar was in his hand. As he approached, he secured the sword to his belt.

Cassie would have shrunk back in fear, except that would bring her closer to the man who’d pinned her arms behind her back.

They spoke a language she didn’t understand, but she could guess at it.

The man who held her roughly presented her as a prize. He’d also asked for something else which caused the other men to laugh and make crude gestures in her direction.

She forced her attention to the man before her, the imposing king of these pirates.

He looked her up and down with piercing dark eyes. The man leaned forward until she could feel his breath on her face.

“Your name?” he asked in heavily-accented English.

She stared at him blankly, unable to bring her own name to mind.

“It matters not. Your name will be whatever your master decrees it to be.”

The man pulled back and addressed the man who had captured her.

“Take her. And whatever else is worth taking. Destroy the rest.”

The man did not move. Cassie suspected the order given in English was for her benefit. The man repeated the command twice more, once in Dutch and then Arabic, she presumed, and the pirates scattered to do his bidding.

Firm hands shoved her in the center of the back before she was brought up short. Cassie’s wrists were yanked back and tied together with leather thongs before she was pushed toward a group of men. None of them moved and made way for her. Her captor who compelled her movement seemed to get a sadistic enjoyment in making sure she brushed up against the men who openly pawed her as they passed.

Cassie swallowed the vomit rising in her throat. The horror of her fate constricted her chest, making it nearly impossible to breathe. She willed that her life be taken now, knowing there would be peace in the hereafter.

Her captor pushed her as far as the rail and pressed her against it with his body.

“Misschien moet ik wat plezier met je eerst.”

He spun her around roughly, hands pawing her breasts.

The terror became too much. She felt a flush of heat rise up her body the split-second before she vomited all over the man.

He jumped back but not fast enough. The pirate streamed curses at her. Cassie staggered back, her face still flushed, while her body shuddered as though it were cold. It was everything she could do to stop herself falling into a faint.

Perhaps she should throw herself into the water. Cassie looked down. Below her, the Irish Sea churned with debris from the ship and floating corpses. A figure in a black cassock bobbed face down in the water.

Uriah!

Then the world turned dark. Cassie fell to the deck in a dead faint.
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Chapter Twenty


“Get up.”

The command seemed close but Cassie couldn’t seem to reach it. She stumbled forth in the dark, heading for the pinprick of light that suddenly appeared before her.

“Get up!” The male voice hardened. With a supreme effort, Cassie opened her eyes a split second before being doused in cold water.

She gasped and felt something at her back before she discovered it was a bench and she was, in fact, lying down. Feeling horribly disoriented, Cassie stumbled to her feet. The blanket which had been covering her fell away. She knew without looking down that she was standing there completely naked.

Belatedly, Cassie understood her hands had been untied but she resisted glancing down at them to see how badly they were grazed.

Instead, she squeezed her eyes closed one moment then opened them. She felt carpet beneath her feet, not timber. A cluster of large colorful cushions were piled on the floor; some of them were large enough to sit on like stools.

The wall before her was covered in large rugs. Hung overhead was a striped fabric canopy befitting a marquee even though they were within the stone walls of some kind of castle or keep.

Before her, the chief of the pirates sat on a red and gilt chair that declared his wealth and status. He looked bored as he examined her up and down.

“You did not give me the chance to introduce myself before you made yourself ill over one of my men. I am Murat Reis the Younger. Some still know me as Jan Janszoon. You may call me Lord.”

He looked to someone who stood behind her and nodded.

Cassie felt a piece of wood tap at her calves, forcing her to stand with her legs apart. The person behind her tapped one elbow and then the other. She correctly guessed that she ought to stick her arms out. The stick traced each limb in turn.

Then the man with the stick emerged to stand in front of her; a dark man only a little taller than herself who regarded her with professional disinterest, as though she was nothing more than livestock he wished to inspect for purchase.

Very gently, he tapped the stick on her lips.

Did he want her to open her mouth and inspect her teeth? Was she nothing but cattle?

Her failure to act immediately resulted in the first show of anything that looked like emotion. He shot out a hand and pinched her nose closed, forcing her to gasp for air. He released her nose and held her jaw, nodding his head slightly as though, indeed, he was counting each tooth in her head.

Cassie looked at Janszoon. He rested his head on one hand as though weary, as though she were but one more task to complete before he finished a day at work.

A brief spark of anger lit in her soul that felt encased in ice.

The man before her murdered her beloved cousin, a man of peace and goodwill who had done no one any harm and did a great many people good.

She raised her chin and stared at the Dutchman. If eyes were the mirrors to the soul, she hoped what was reflected back at him were the pits of Hell to which he was damned.

Her small act of defiance sparked momentary interest. Janszoon straightened himself in his seat and nodded.

The man who examined her went to a spindle-legged desk, a piece of furniture oddly delicate and feminine, completely out of place in what looked like what Cassie imagined to be a Middle Eastern bazaar.

He returned and briefly examined her once again as though to remind himself the nature of his inventory.

“You will leave here next month for the Republic of Sale.” Janszoon’s words forced Cassie’s attention back to him. “There, you will be sold to the highest bidder. You will fetch a good price – especially if you show some spirit.”

Janszoon snapped his fingers and two more men entered.

Although fair-skinned, they, too, were dressed in the Turkish-style. But instead of the disinterest Janszoon and his scribe had shown in her, these men stared at her, making her more self-conscious of her nakedness.

“Cover yourself, woman!” the bearded Janszoon barked. “Your best value is if you’re unmarked. Otherwise I may as well give you to these men to do with you as they see fit.”

All the men laughed. Cassie’s courage fled. She hastily looked behind her to find the remains of her garments. She struggled into her chemise. The two guards approached, giving her only time to clutch the rest of her stained clothes to her chest.

Janszoon pointed to her, then barked something in another language to the other men. Despite the earlier lascivious intent in their eyes, they did not touch her, save on the shoulder to steer her this way and that through the maze of hallways. They led her to a set of stairs, up one flight and then another before being directed down another long passage. As they approached, a large man armed with a scimitar stood to attention. Cassie could see the door he was guarding.

Barked orders were given and the guard removed the bar from the door and opened it.

Cassie was shoved through without ceremony. The door closed and was barred behind her.

In the room, three women stood, their faces as shocked as she imagined her own must be.

The oldest of the three, a woman in her early forties at a guess, was the first to react. She picked up the blanket beside her and approached.

“Marguerite, get some clothes for our new friend; Odette, prepare a drink.”

The two younger women immediately did her bidding.

Cassie hadn’t realized show much she was shaking until the woman settled a blanket around her shoulders and led her to a newly vacated cushioned settle.

“Calm yourself, child, you are among friends here. Do you speak English?”

Cassie could only bring herself to nod.

The woman accepted a goblet from Odette, the youngest of the two. With light brown hair and pale blue eyes, she was young, perhaps aged sixteen at most. The woman placed the cup in her hands, holding them until her shaking subsided. Cassie nodded once and her hands were released. She brought the cup to her lips. The drink was a posset, slightly sweetened and flavored with cinnamon and nutmeg.

Oddly enough, it did serve to settle her stomach.

“My name is Eliza de Wolfe, the wife of Lord Tobias de Wolfe.” The woman’s voice was warm. “These are my maids, Odette and Marguerite.”

Each woman curtseyed in turn.

“Do you feel up to telling us who you are?”

Cassie nodded.

“Perspicacity Glenwood… I… I am known as Cassie to my family.”

Once she started, Cassie could not halt the words as she told of her experience – the raid, Uriah’s death, her capture. When she was through, Lady de Wolfe gently took the goblet from her hands and held them once more.

Feeling calmer, Cassie took in the room. It was large and reasonably well appointed. The largest piece of furniture was a bed, big enough for all of them to sleep upon. In addition to the settle, there were a couple of trunks which served as seats and a table. Neatly lined against the wall were three wicker baskets with fabrics, silks and other sewing accoutrements atop.

One tall window let in light, but it was barred, offering no doubt that this was a prison cell, too.

“You have been through an ordeal,” Lady de Wolfe said kindly.

“An ordeal, I suspect, no more harrowing than your own, my Lady.”

Eliza smiled and inclined her head slightly. “I was able to carry a little more authority because of my status. It’s served to protect us all to a small degree. But that is not to underestimate the danger we face. We are left in peace because it suits Janszoon, but that could change at any time.”

“Mistress Cassie, if you are able, you can dress in these,” said Marguerite, approaching with clothes over her arm. This maid was about Cassie’s own height and had dark hair and brown eyes. She appeared to be a little older than Odette, about twenty.

After a tentative start, Cassie rose on unsteady feet and accepted the clothes. They were a plain gown, likely one of Marguerite’s own.

“There is a washbowl for you behind the screen if you wish, Mistress,” added Marguerite.

Cassie took advantage of the offer, wanting a moment’s privacy. She examined her leg where she had been pulled out from under the cargo. It was bruised but there was no broken skin. There were more bruises on her arms, and her wrists had been rubbed raw. A tentative touch to the back of her head revealed a tender egg-shaped lump.

“Forgive me for continuing to talk while you dress, but as you are no doubt aware, we cannot know from one hour to the next when we might be burst in on,” said Lady Eliza.

“There are a couple of things you need to know from the outset. While you are here, you are under what little protection my status as a noblewoman offers. If you will not follow my instruction, then I cannot help you. Are you agreed?”

“I am yours to command, my Lady.”

“Good. I have persuaded Janszoon to send an emissary to my husband and begin negotiating a ransom. This is the only reason why my maids are still here. If not for that, I fear for my girls. The very idea of them up on the slave block turns my blood cold.”

“But surely you must also fear for yourself, my Lady,” Cassie called from behind the screen.

“I’m considered too old to be worth their while to ship as a slave. It is only my wealth that saved me from being killed or given to the men below.”

Cassie emerged from behind the screen.

“If I might be so bold, my Lady, it would seem that you have some stratagem?” She couldn’t help the hopeful note in her voice.

Lady Eliza shared a glance and a smile with her two maids who were now seated on the settle beside her with needlework on their laps.

“There is some reason to hope, but it is not without considerable risk,” Lady Eliza answered.

“Then I wish to play my part. Instruct me, my Lady. What would you have me do?”

“An extra set of hands would speed our task immeasurably. Do you sew?”
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To Cassie’s surprise, she wasn’t put immediately to the needle. Instead, Lady Eliza instructed her to sit by the makeshift writing desk by the window and sketch out what she remembered of her journey from Janszoon’s court to their chambers.

“Any detail you can remember would be of tremendous benefit – heights of the walls, lengths of passageways, the number and types of doors on your passing. In fact, anything you can remember from stepping foot on Lundy Island to now. Do not overlook a thing,” Lady Eliza instructed.

Cassie felt a tickle at the back of her head that had nothing to do with the lump she’d sustained. All of a sudden, she understood.

Lady Eliza was somehow in contact with her husband. They would be rescued!

Her thoughts must have been visible on her face because Lady Eliza touched a finger to her lips.

“I see you understand, but you must keep your thoughts to yourself in front of the guards,” she said. “We are allowed small liberties if Janszoon believes us to be obedient. Anything that gives Tobias an advantage when the time comes will aid us all.”

Cassie closed her eyes to concentrate. Now she wished she hadn’t been so caught up in her own fear and paid closer attention to her journey from the small beach up the cliff path, through the small village that served the castle where she was now held.

By the time she finished drawing to the best of her recollection, the light was nearly gone and the raucous sound of the seabirds which had kept them company for the day fell silent while they found their roost for the night. Carrying in on the evening air was the faint sound of the sea pounding on the rocks below.

Lady de Wolfe and her maids reacted moments before Cassie herself heard the sound of booted feet coming their way. Odette swept away the paper, hid it under a pile of fabric and hurried back to her seat by the time the door swung open.

Two men entered with trays of food. Their eyes swept across the room and, seeing nothing out of place, they left the food and departed.

When the echoes of footfalls disappeared, Lady de Wolfe sprang into action, as did her maids. Odette fell to her knees and reached under the settle. Cassie caught a glimpse of candles and tapers of different sizes.

“What can I do to help, my Lady?” Cassie asked.

“Help Marguerite put a blanket over the window and then another over the door,” she said taking one of the tapers and approaching the fire. “No one must see the light.”

Cassie did as she was bid. Within a few minutes, their chamber was lit once more.

“Show me your sketches and we shall see what it adds to ours. Odette and Marguerite, unpick the lining of my mantle, we shan’t get an opportunity better than this one.”

Amongst the embroidery fabric, Eliza pulled out a piece of fabric twenty-four inches square and held it up.

It took Cassie a moment to identify the odd geometric pattern of three large squares. The one on the bottom in black had lines moving out from it to form an arrowhead at one point.

Those were outer walls of the castle! The other squares were the other floors!

She could see that some of the other portions were partly filled in.

This was an interior plan!

Lady de Wolfe approached with Cassie’s sketch.

“It is pleasing how much this aligns with what we already know. You’ve given some further details on the great hall, and the floor below ours which we did not know. Excellent.”

Cassie found the fabric map in her hands.

“Quickly add those details here. And we will place our map into the lining of my cloak,” she said. “Any day now, Janszoon will receive my husband’s reply. Tobias will want proof that I am alive and this garment will furnish proof of it. And inside he will find our map.”

The needle shook in Cassie’s hand and it took her two tries before the silk slipped through the eye. Her hand trembled but it was not fear, but rather anticipation.

They would soon be free.

After two hours at the needle, Cassie completed her task. All that remained was to add her name under that of Lady de Wolfe and her maids.

Odette eagerly took the fabric. Both she and Marguerite set to work inserting it into the lining while Cassie massaged her aching fingers.

She suppressed a yawn.

Lady de Wolfe looked at her with sympathy. She took Cassie by the hand and led her to the large bed. Cassie climbed up, an act which seemed to sap the last of her energy. Her limbs were heavy.

“You’ve done well, Cassie,” Lady de Wolfe said softly, “you have been through an ordeal and earned your rest.”

She lay her head on the pillows without protest. Her last thought before she closed her eyes and sleep claimed her was of Mathilda. Cassie prayed for comfort for her cousin who would be in torment when she learned of her beloved husband’s death.

That night, Cassie dreamed of Gabriel, his easy-going smile, the frown of concentration as he practiced reading. But most of all it was the lingering memory of the pleasure he brought her with his body. The night they shared before she left for Ireland was bittersweet.

Remembrance of his touch on her breast, between her legs, his lips on hers as he brought her pleasure came unbidden. She encouraged the recollection to flourish in her mind’s eye and savored it, this potent desire that left her wanting more of it, more of him.

More of life.
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Gabriel woke with a start. There was a commotion downstairs. He shook his brothers awake and, armed with knives, they hurried below.

A man dressed head-to-toe in black stood before them. The cold wind from the open front door swirled his cloak around him.

He pulled the black fur-trimmed hood back. It was de Wolfe. The man who looked like the wild creature of his namesake.

“I’m glad to see someone in this house is still alert,” he said gruffly. “Shut the door. Rouse my sons. Get lamps going in the study.”

De Wolfe issued commands to no one in particular, so Gabriel pointed Raphael and Michael up the stairs while he closed and locked the door.

The lord said nothing else as he tromped upstairs. Gabriel followed behind.

In the study, Michael had already lit two lamps. Gabriel assisted with another two until the desk before them blazed with light. Raphael arrived a moment later with Walter and Hugh.

“Father!” said Walter, the eldest. “Hugh and I didn’t expect you home until the morrow.”

De Wolfe nodded his acknowledgement, but kept his concentration on opening the leather satchel in his hands. He pulled out a deep red cloak trimmed with dark brown fur. A lady’s mantle.

“Mother’s!” said Hugh.

The lord spread the mantle on the desk, lining side up. Gabriel offered de Wolfe a knife. The man drew the blade along the bottom seam and turned the garment inside out. Gabriel caught a flash of white and grabbed for it, but de Wolfe was quicker. He stared at it a moment and then grinned.

“It’s a message from Lady de Wolfe,” he said, but the smile faded a moment. “What on earth could she mean by Perspicacity?”

Gabriel surged forward until he could see the fabric for himself.

He recognized the shape of the letters before it resolved itself into a word he knew. More importantly, he recognized the hand.

“That’s Cassie! That’s her mark.”

Gabriel backed away from the desk as others moved closer for a look. If he were alone, he would sink to his knees in gratitude that his most fervent prayer had been answered. Raphael was the closest and the first to react. This brother clasped him on the shoulder in silent encouragement.

“Then our plans are to rescue four,” de Wolfe announced. “It complicates things a little but not overmuch.”

“We can do it,” said Gabriel. “There is no way in hell that we won’t.”

De Wolfe looked up.

“My relief in learning that your woman is alive is as sincere as yours, but we cannot give in to sentiment. There is still much to be done and thanks to the work of my good lady wife and her companions, we can begin finalizing our plans. Gather ’round.”

The six men gathered around the desk, only half-acknowledging a rather exhausted-looking Caine as he came in with a platter of bread and cheese. The butler coaxed some life from the fire that had reduced to dark red coals.

Gabriel examined the fabric in closer detail. The embroidered pattern of it seemed odd before he worked out that this was a plan of a castle.

The top left corner of the uppermost square appeared to depict a room. In it was the letter “X” embroidered in red. That’s where Cassie was, in a room at least fifty feet off the ground.

Before he could give it any more consideration, de Wolfe sliced away the map from the inside of the mantle and rolled it up.

“Mother will not be happy that you’ve destroyed her favorite cloak,” Walter said with a grin.

For the first time since he returned home, the tension left de Wolfe’s shoulders.

“I shall buy her another one – grander,” he said. “Now, back to your beds. Think on this and sleep on it. I want your best ideas on the morrow. I intend to send my answer back to Janszoon before the day is over and I want to have a plan to back it up.”

Sleep was the last thing on Gabriel’s mind. He started up at the ceiling and played with the silver cross around his neck.

He knew that prayers went up to God in Heaven but he wished that he could direct his thoughts to Cassie, instead.

Hold fast beloved, I am coming for you.

Sleep claimed him eventually with a half-formed plan emerging. It would require every single acrobatic trick he and his brothers knew, as well as some serious good fortune, but there was half a chance it could work.

If his plan came off, they could be in the castle and out with their captives before Janszoon and his men even knew they were there.
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Marisco Castle

Lundy Island

The door to their chamber opened sooner than they had anticipated.

A man stood before two guards, a slim, elegant figure with pale hair receding. He was not dressed as a servant; his clothes of green satin seemed more befitting of a court official.

“Admiral Murat wishes you to attend him in the great hall, Lady de Wolfe,” the man announced.

Eliza rose to her feet and swept the mantle around her shoulders as confident as a queen.

Cassie and Lady de Wolfe’s two maids looked at each other silently and did not speak until the footsteps retreated once more.

Odette let out a long breath.

“We pray that Lord de Wolfe has replied favorably to the letter,” she said.

“Amen to that,” Marguerite agreed.

“We don’t know how long Janszoon will keep Lady de Wolfe,” Cassie observed. “I would feel better doing something useful; something to keep my mind occupied. Do you have any spare thread for sewing?”

Odette glanced sidelong at her friend before addressing Cassie. “We do, but before you start on your needlework, let us show you how we have been occupying our time in captivity.”

The young woman opened a trunk and pulled out a garment that looked like loose-fitting hose that tied around the waist and the ankles with drawstrings.

“We’ve each made one,” said Marguerite. “We can help you make another for yourself. Lady de Wolfe suggested them. If we need to run in a hurry, we won’t be hampered by skirts, but we must be cautious, we cannot give the guard an excuse to take away our sewing.”

Cassie nodded her understanding.

“If we might hope for good news, then we’d best all be ready.”

Within two hours, Lady de Wolfe returned with an opened letter in her hand.

Cassie and Marguerite glanced at one another and then back to Lady de Wolfe.

Odette had less patience, only lasting until the door was barred behind before she spoke.

“What word, my Lady?”

Lady de Wolfe sat on a chair by the window and unfolded the letter.

“Lord de Wolfe has agreed to any and all terms,” she said. “He has made a payment of good faith in gold, but requests three additional weeks to realize assets into coin to pay the rest of the ransom.”

Lady de Wolfe dropped her voice and the three younger women moved in closer to hear. “He is glad to hear that his lady wife and her three maids have been well treated thus far.”

Cassie felt her face grow hot. “If he mentions three maids, my Lady, that means your plan has worked that Lord de Wolfe has your mantle and is aware of me.”

Odette put her arm around Cassie’s shoulder and gave it a friendly squeeze.

“Does he give any word about our release, my Lady?” Marguerite asked.

“Not in the letter as it stands,” she said. “But Tobias and I have known each other since we were children, ever since he fostered with our family. One summer, he taught me a code that he and my brother used to pass messages under the nose of their tutor. I hope he has remembered our old game.”

Lady de Wolfe placed the letter on the table. The upside-down view Cassie had of the missive revealed little to her, but Eliza turned over the final page of the letter and picked up a pencil of graphite wrapped in string.

She counted the letters along and made notes until she came to the end of the last page and then started over again.

After a third run through, she put the pencil down and looked up at all three women. Her face seemed aglow, like a woman in love.

“My Lady, are you well?” Cassie asked.

Lady de Wolfe smiled. “Yes. Very, very well.”

“There is a secret message from Lord de Wolfe. He commands us all to courage and be prepared to leave in ten nights hence.”

“Ten nights,” breathed Marguerite, “that means my Lord is planning on a rescue, not a ransom!”

“He wishes us to keep the shutters open in our chamber both day and night.”

Cassie felt Lady de Wolfe’s full attention on her.

“And he has a message for the newest member of our household – ‘expect a visit from an angel’.”

Cassie brought her hands to her lips to prevent an involuntary cry.

Gabriel!

Lady de Wolfe burst out laughing, a pleasant and joyful sound that helped break the tension in the room.

“Well! With a reaction like that, I imagine there is a story to tell – a handsome young lover, no doubt. Since my husband has given us a time to be ready, I would not like to disappoint him. Let’s prepare ourselves while Mistress Cassie tells us about her lover.”
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“Three hundred yards of rope.”

Gabriel looked de Wolfe in the eyes and nodded once.

“Are you sure you don’t mean feet?” said Hugh.

De Wolfe placed a hand on his son’s shoulder to silence him. “Go on.”

“Three hundred yards,” Gabriel confirmed. “It means we can use the height of the castle to our advantage. We can rig a pulley system and fly the ladies well beyond the castle perimeter.”

Gabriel reached for the fabric map and traced a finger along the line that indicated the bailey.

“As you can see, the curtain wall only faces the sound toward Landing Bay,” he said. “To the north and the west, the wall of the keep itself is its only defense. We don’t go down, where it will be more heavily defended.”

Gabriel paused. “We take the women up.”

“Surely you don’t mean to make Mother and the maids descend to the ground on their own?” asked Walter.

“Not exactly. Each of us in turn,” Gabriel nodded to his brothers, “will accompany at least one lady down.”

Raphael reached for a slate and started drawing with chalk.

“Three hundred yards of one-inch rope is nearly three hundred pounds in weight,” he said. “The cliffs surrounding the island is one hundred yards high in some places, and we’ll need timber to build an A-frame at the end of the line. That’s one hell of a weight we’ll have to haul.”

He presented a sketch of a diagram and showed it to de Wolfe and his sons.

The lord nodded thoughtfully. “Don’t concern yourselves about hauling the weight. This is a good plan. I’ll have enough men there to do the labor. My concern is about timing this right. Every minute on the island leaves us open to risk of discovery. I want to be away while there is still the cover of darkness.”

“Then the new moon is twelve days from now,” said Gabriel. “It’s our best shot.”

“You’ll need to take a pulley and a trapeze along with the same amount of rope to control the descent. That’s going to slow you down,” said Walter.

“An additional thirty pounds of rope if we go for the one-third of an inch in diameter,” said Michael. “It can be done but it could take us all night even if the ladies are willing and aren’t afraid of heights.”

“They will be willing,” de Wolfe averred. “But make it happen in three hours instead.”
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Gabriel shivered against the chill. He’d left his heavy cloak aboard de Wolfe’s ship anchored off shore. He could not afford the weight of it and, besides, there would soon be action enough to get the heart pumping.

The open sea crossing from the mainland to the island of Lundy was smooth, but it was cold and fog was beginning to settle.

De Wolfe promised men for this mission and the nobleman was as good as his word. Twenty men in three lighters, roped stem and stern, to make sure they all stayed together, rowed from de Wolfe’s anchored ship to the western side of the island.

The first boat in which the brothers sat had a single pilot lamp on its bow to lead the way.

All three were dressed alike – head-to-toe in black. Even their heads and lower halves of their faces were covered by cloth. Cheeks and foreheads were smeared with grease and soot to reduce anything which may catch the light and give them away.

The fog may hurt their cause as much as help it. No one underestimated danger. The passage across to the island was made in total silence.

After ten minutes, the shallow draft vessel grounded itself on the rocks.

Gabriel adjusted the weight of the rope so it sat snugly over his shoulder and under his arms so it did not impede his mobility too much.

With him in the lead boat were de Wolfe’s two sons who insisted being at the spearhead.

Gabriel had tried to dissuade them but, in the end, he was overruled by de Wolfe himself. Against his better judgement, Gabriel had relented, telling the two young men they would receive no extra assistance from him and, if they fell behind, then it would be their father they answered to – if they lived. The warning only served to harden their resolves.

Ignoring the sounds of the other two boats landing behind him, Gabriel looked up at the cliff face and started up. What meager light the night chose to give, he used to pick his next handhold. He almost lost his footing when an unnerving tok-tok-tok sounded at his ear.

He turned and came face to face with a squat puffin roosting in a niche in the cliff. It stared at him and snapped its large, rounded beak open and closed rapidly, the tok-tok-tok soon multiplied by hundreds more birds as more climbers ascended.

Gabriel ignored the bird and hoped it would show him the same courtesy.

By the time he’d reached the top, Gabriel had forgotten his chill. He wiped sweat from his brow and hunkered down to wait for the others. The castle was three hundred yards ahead, drifting light fog occasionally obscuring the view.

A couple of moments later, he heard the others crawl their way to his position.

He turned until he could see Walter de Wolfe.

“Can you find the ladies’ chamber with that glass of yours?” Gabriel asked.

“Also see if you spot any patrols either on the ramparts or on the grounds,” added Raphael. “I’d hate to be thwarted at the first hurdle.”

The young man concentrated on his task as Gabriel followed the line of the curtain wall, looking for the best place to get some kind of toehold.

They’d been practicing scaling walls with a grappling hook for the past week. They would need all their skill now.

“I’ve found her!” young de Wolfe exclaimed softly. “The left corner window. I can see a female silhouette in the window. They’re watching out for us.”

Gabriel tapped the lad’s arm and motioned for the spyglass. He found the window for himself but trained the glass up another twelve feet to the top of the turret and mentally calculated the length of line and the angle required for their rescue line. That would bring them another hundred yards closer to the castle.

He lowered the glass and followed the length of the castle wall until it rounded the south-facing corner.

Now there’s a bit of luck. The walls were not as tall as they first feared. Gabriel estimated them to be twenty feet high instead of the more typical thirty feet in height. Whoever the original builders of Marisco Castle were, they counted on the steep cliffs of Lundy itself for its primary defense. Indeed, all of the fortification played its attention on Landing Bay, the only beach on the whole island.

That would have been a logical place to mount a campaign – and that’s why they avoided it now.

He handed the glass back to Walter.

“Watch for us at the top of the tower. As soon as we’ve dropped the narrower line, get that thicker rope tied as quick as possible and get away as fast as you can.”

Walter nodded once, the set of his jaw grim. If the lad wasn’t careful, he’d pass out from holding his breath. Gabriel nudged him, shoulder to shoulder, and grinned.

“I’m not sure who I’m most afeared of, the Turk or your father, should something happen to you or your brother.”

It was enough to break the tension, Walter gave him an answering grin in return. On his other side, Raphael raised his head.

“Ready?” he asked. Over his shoulder, Michael’s blackened face also appeared.

Gabriel levered himself up on to his haunches. With one glance behind to see that de Wolfe now joined them, he nodded and took off at a zig-zagging run to his right, toward the castle walls.

The whispered doubts were shoved to the back of his mind – along with thoughts of Cassie. Gabriel locked the door on them. There was no room for those thoughts right now. The only thing to occupy his attention was reaching the wall without being spotted. Gabriel decided on his destination, a large tussock of grass by which they could hide.

He skidded to a halt in the dewy grass and panted hard, his breath visible in the eddies of mist swirling about them. In a few hours’ time, the mist which helped conceal them would turn to fog which would hinder them.

“We can do this,” said Michael. “We’ve done that height before without a grapple.”

“Shall we go without it?” said Raphael “We haven’t seen a patrol yet and I rather we didn’t tip them off with any kind of sound.”

“Agreed,” said Gabriel. “I’ll be the first up. If I encounter an enemy in numbers you both scatter and warn de Wolfe.”

Their soot-blackened faces meant only their eyes were visible and what he saw there gave him courage. Gabriel held out an arm, fist closed. Raphael did the same, placing it on Gabriel’s fist. Michael placed his on top.

“Hardacres together,” Gabriel said softly.

“Hardacres together,” came the reply.

Just as they had done many a-time before, they readied themselves for the three-man stack.

Raphael positioned himself at the wall, facing away from the stone. Michael stood before him face-to-face. They held each other’s arms. Michael jumped and twisted, placing his feet on his brother’s shoulders. Both men looked to Gabriel.

Conscious of the weight of the rope around his shoulder, Gabriel prepared his run.

Raphael bent his knees. Michael crouched and cupped his hands in readiness. Gabriel jumped. Despite the dark and the fog, the execution was flawless. Gabriel felt his booted foot hit Michael’s hands and the surge of power from the three men combined, launched him skyward.

Gabriel’s hands gripped the crenelated wall. He levered himself up onto his arms and looked along the rampart. It was deserted.

He removed the rope he wore, dropping a length of it over the wall. Gabriel braced himself while his brothers made the ascent.

They hunkered down in the dark.

“Are we safe here?” whispered Raphael.

“I’ve seen no guard,” Gabriel confirmed, although that didn’t stop him from touching a hand to the hilt of the knife in his belt. “I can only pray this damp night keeps them indoors.”

“I’d rather not hang around here to find out whether you’re right. The sooner we’re on top of the turret the better I’ll feel,” said Raphael.

Gabriel nodded. “Take extra care with your footing. The fog is making things slick.”

From their protected position, they looked along the rampart at their next challenge, the tower itself. It was another twenty feet off the ground to reach the turret.

At the base of the tower was an arched doorway through which the guard could leave the warmth of the hearth at any time and discover them.

That wasn’t the only challenge. The turret rested over corbeling, making it stand proud of the tower itself. Any misstep in reaching for the base of the crenellations would have them plummeting to their death. Or worse, into the arms of their enemy.

“How do you want to tackle this?” Michael asked.

“We go one by one,” Gabriel replied.

“I volunteer to be the first,” said Raphael.

Gabriel nodded his agreement. Raphael was an excellent climber. He seemed to have a knack for finding finger and toeholds on walls that appeared impossible to climb. He and Michael would watch and follow in his steps. It would take longer than he’d like but it was safer.

Raphael ran at full speed toward the entrance, pushing off the defensive wall to launch himself over the arched doorway. His arms and leg spread out against the stone like a spider.

And he did not move.

“Something’s wrong,” said Michael.
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Something’s wrong.

Michael edged forward, but Gabriel stayed his hand.

“Give him another moment.”

Raphael reached up and seemed to find a handhold out of nowhere. He pushed up and began his climb.

Gabriel released a breath. As Raphael climbed higher, his figure became lost in the mist. He slapped Michael on the shoulder.

“You saw how he made that first reach. Go! Before we both lose sight of him!”

Michael took off at a sprint. The fog was closing in much faster than he had counted on. The darkened silhouette that marked the frame of the door was beginning to disappear in the damp and swirling breeze.

Gabriel counted to ten and raced after his brother. He arrived just in time to see Michael’s foot clear the archway.

Then he heard it. The sound of marching feet. The fog deadened the sound all around them, making it impossible to tell the direction.

The door to the ramparts opened just as he launched himself, throwing Gabriel off his leap. It was nowhere near high enough. He kicked the door closed and fell into a dead hang, dangling over the archway with no purchase for his feet.

He dropped to the ground and rolled into the corner shadows as the door opened again.

Two guards emerged. They sounded like they were arguing or, at the very least, one was very insistent but Gabriel didn’t understand the language. The man went back and checked the door again. Gabriel lowered his face between his knees to make himself smaller again.

“Het was niets. Het was de wind,” his companion said.

The two men left the door and continued their patrol along the rampart. Gabriel waited until the sound of their booted feet softened before he rose from his position. Here, he could peer over the edge of a small guard wall just waist height and look down into the bailey.

Here and there, braziers created spots of light and, around them, men gathered and spoke among themselves.

It was far too risky to take another run up.

Hell! What was he going to do now?

He had no choice.

Gabriel backed up as far as he dared and sprinted for the door. Just as Raphael had done, he pushed up off a merlon. One foot missed the mark. He could hear the guards returning and he was not yet clear of the archway. Gabriel scrambled some more before finding his purchase and hastily climbed another foot of the tower wall before he paused for breath.

The guard once again was insistent.

“Ik hoorde iets. Heb je hier dat?”

His companion laughed.

“Hallo? Hallo?” the sound was different. One of them had cupped his hands in a mock call. Gabriel certainly didn’t intend to answer.

“Zie, er is niemand hier.” Gabriel heard the sound of a back being slapped. “Laten we binnen te komen, het is koud.”

Gabriel felt the cramp in his fingers from his tentative grip.

Come on! Get inside, God damn you. I can’t hold on much longer.

He squeezed his eyes shut and the fears he had locked away began seeping under the doors of his mind.

Cassie! To come so far and fail you now!

He bit the inside of his cheek, the pain blossoming in his mouth, a new pain to distract him from the one in his cramped fingers and toes.

Now what was worse was he felt a tickle at the back of his neck. Gabriel shook his head. It was still there. He opened his eyes and looked up to see a rope dangling before him.

He grasped at it gratefully. Gabriel found his footing, braced his feet against the wall and made the climb.

He got as far as the corbelling and took a quick glance down. The ramparts below had completely disappeared in fog.

Above him, he saw the two worried faces of his brothers.

“We thought it was all over when I didn’t see you behind me,” said Michael.

“It very nearly was!”

“Can you make it over the top here?” Raphael asked.

Gabriel nodded.

He swung and pulled his body up and around the rope until he hung upside down. He felt the solid stone at his hip and, with the help of his brothers, hauled himself on the turret.

His arms and legs shook as a result of his close call. Gabriel forced himself up to his feet and made his way to the parapet without letting too much of his shock show.

“Come on, let’s get this line down,” he bit out. “We haven’t got half the job done yet.”

“Gabriel, I’m concerned about getting the women out,” said Michael. “I took a look at the window opening. It would be a squeeze for anyone larger than a child. Then there’s the matter of bringing them up to the roof safely.”

Gabriel nodded his agreement. Getting to the roof was more difficult than he imagined – the idea of bringing four unpracticed women on such a treacherous climb didn’t sit well with him either.

“Their chamber should be just below here. There has to be an internal staircase or ladder up to the tower,” said Raphael. “We could be out of here a lot quicker if two of us could concentrate on getting the rope line set up while the third found the ladies and brought them here.”

“And if we’re caught up here, then it’s all our heads,” said Gabriel. “Is that a risk you want to take with four women?”

Raphael looked at him implacably. So, too, did Michael. The youngest brother occasionally had a habit of second guessing himself, but not tonight.

“I agree,” he said. “It’s definitely worth the risk. Let’s see if this trapdoor opens.”

Gabriel bent down and pulled at a recessed iron ring. The door lifted on hinges. He peered into the darkness below before looking up and addressing his brothers.

“Get everything set up. If the worst happens, you two get out of here without hesitation, do you understand me?”

His two brothers nodded and immediately set upon their task. Gabriel trusted that the calculations he and de Wolfe made were accurate and that the end frame for their rescue line was close enough to account for the degree of angle.

With a quick breath to steady his nerves, Gabriel dropped to a dead hang. A swirl of mist dropped into the room below. He hadn’t considered how much warmer it was inside the castle.

The floor below him was still shrouded in darkness but he figured that was no more than a twelve feet drop. He swung his legs about searching for a ladder or any other objects that would give him a clue as to what to expect. There was nothing.

Gabriel muttered a quick prayer and let go. His feet landed on solid stone, stirring up dust which nearly made him choke. Eventually, his eyes became accustomed to the darkness. Around the edge of the tower room were chests, crates, barrels and boxes. Janszoon was treating this as a storeroom and, judging by the coating of dust, no one came up here often.

And then he encountered another small miracle – a ladder against the wall.

He felt for the silver cross under his clothes and touched it.

Having found his bearings, Gabriel crept down the stairs and encountered another door. Closed.

He pressed his ear against it and listened for any sound from the other side of it.

There was nothing. He lay flat on the floor and peered through. The door didn’t go all the way to the floor. The lower timbers of the door were rotted by half an inch, giving him a clear view down the next set of stairs to the entrance to the floor below.

It was lit, so it meant it was inhabited.

Gabriel remained crouched, reached for the iron ring and pushed. Nothing happened.

Locked?

Biting down a string of curses, Gabriel pulled instead. The door squealed on its rusty hinges before the room fell to silence once more.

He waited in the shadows once again, listening for the sounds of anyone reacting to the sound. A full minute waiting in the darkness.

Nothing.

Silently as a wraith, he descended and peered around the corner. At the end of the passageway was a guard. He was a large man with as much fat as muscle, slumped against the wall by the door. His open-mouthed snores echoed along the stone.

At least Gabriel knew he had the right place.

He went a few steps further down and listened. He could hear the sounds of habitation far below but nothing closer. He climbed up to the landing and looked across.

Perhaps this was a mistake. Their original plan was to get the women out without anyone knowing they had even been there.

This improvisation meant he would deal with the guard. Did he have the stomach to kill a man?

The thought dropped a lead ball into Gabriel’s stomach.

He thought he had prepared himself for this moment – after all, he’d been spending enough time sparring with de Wolfe – but the reality of the moment was very different, indeed.

How close could he get without waking the guard?

He entertained the fantasy of walking up to the door and leading the women out without the Goliath there ever interrupting his beauty sleep.

Luck would be a fine thing.

Gabriel stayed close to the walls, moving from shadow to shadow until he was standing before the sentry. The scimitar tied to the man’s enormous girth reminded Gabriel of the deadly danger of their mission.

He could not simply hope to knock the man out and have him remain insensible until long after their escape. If he freed the women and managed to lock the guard inside, he had no doubt there would be enough noise to raise the alarm.

There was nothing else for it. Gabriel reached for his knife.

Save me from damnation.

The sleeping guard seemed to sense his presence. He opened his eyes just as Gabriel was within two feet of him. Now he was committed.

He drove the iron domed butt of his dagger into the guard’s temple. The man slumped to the floor without a sound.

Gabriel stepped over the prone figure. He pulled the bolt, opened the door, and slipped inside.

After the darkness, the pleasant, well-lit room seemed like a touch of heaven.

One of the women let out a squeal of alarm and it was only then that he took in the occupants.

“Gabriel!”

His eyes immediately fell to Cassie.

She threw herself into his arms. He hugged her in return. His heart was now whole. He hadn’t realized how much of himself was missing until he held this woman again.

There was nothing he wanted more in this moment than to kiss her, to touch her all over to reassure himself she was real, but he marshaled his discipline, allowing himself a stroke of her cheek.

A handsome-looking older woman stepped forward. This he knew without a doubt was Lady Eliza de Wolfe.

“Judging by such an affectionate greeting, I can correctly surmise that you are the guardian angel we’ve been told to expect tonight.”

Gabriel belatedly remembered his manners and bowed.

“Gabriel Hardacre, my Lady. At your service, as I and my brothers are in the service of your husband,” he said. “Our means of escape will be somewhat unconventional and, in skirts, you will need to put aside your… um… modesty as we…”

“I see…” said Lady Eliza. “If I might entreat you to turn your back a moment, Master Hardacre.”

Gabriel was only too glad to do it, ignoring the sound of rustling fabric as it afforded him the opportunity to watch the hallway. “Please, follow me as quickly as you can, we do not have much time.”

“We’re ready,” said Cassie.

Gabriel looked back. Cassie, Lady Eliza, and the two young maids stood side by side wearing gentlemen’s pantaloons.

“When it comes to my husband’s schemes, it’s always wise to be prepared for anything,” said Lady Eliza.

Gabriel put a finger to his lips to stop himself from speaking as much as it was to silence the women.

The guard showed signs of stirring.

“Follow the passage and go up the stairs to the tower turret,” he whispered. “Raphael and Michael are there. They will tell you what to do. Hurry!”

The guard had roused enough to know his prisoners were escaping. He got as far as getting to his knees. Gabriel kicked him in the head hard and watched the man fall face first to the floor.

He looked up to see Cassie’s wide-eyed stare.

“I said go!”

She did, reluctantly, like Lot’s wife at the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. This is what he didn’t want her to see. The violence and the darkness he knew lurked in his soul, that could be turned to evil if he was not aware.

Gabriel sensed the danger before he saw it. He dropped to his hands and kicked his legs like a stubborn mule. They connected with solid body. The scimitar blade missed his head by inches.

Momentum carried Gabriel over into a forward shoulder roll and back onto his feet with a dagger in one hand and swordbreaker in the other.

The guard shook off the kick and faced him. Now Gabriel had no choice – one cry of alarm and it was all over for them.

The man before him had to die.
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Chapter Twenty-Five


The guard didn’t shout an alarm. He smiled slowly with conceit – and indeed why wouldn’t he? thought Gabriel as he readied his stance – the man was taller than him by several inches and several stone heavier.

But Gabriel had speed on his side. He rushed his enemy and thrust forward. The knife hit home just below the ribs. The man grunted and staggered back but still had enough force in his arm to bring his sword down. The swordbreaker in Gabriel’s left hand took the brunt of it, the steel on steel clashed violently and echoed loudly down the passage.

The scimitar blade fell into one of the grooves of the swordbreaker. Gabriel twisted his wrist, keeping the scimitar locked in place. He turned in under, bringing his knife blade hard and fast across the guard’s jugular. The man abandoned all attempts to deal with his attacker. He clutched his hands to the gushing wound on his neck, but with the artery severed, he was dead where he stood.

With a faint breathy cry, the guard slumped to the floor.

Gabriel ran and did not look back. He raced up the tower stairs, pausing only to close the door to the turret room. He grabbed hold of a chest and slid it across the door, then reached for a crate to add to the barricade.

“What the hell are you doing?” Raphael called down from the parapet.

“I’ve killed a guard and he didn’t go quietly,” he answered. “Who’s up there with you?”

“Cassie and the two maids. Michael has already accompanied Lady de Wolfe down.”

“Get the three girls on the next swing. I can hear someone coming.”

“Too dangerous without them knowing how to brake,” said Raphael.

“I’ll stay. You go with Odette and Marguerite.”

Cassie’s voice reached him clearly. Gabriel gritted his teeth. He didn’t want that, but everything was spiraling out of control.

“Get a move on, Gabe,” Raphael called. “We’re about to leave.”

The room was as secure as he could make it. Someone started beating at the door. He prayed it would hold.

Gabriel clambered up the ladder and ducked under the crisscross of ropes around the battlements.

The trapeze had been hauled back up. Raphael sat on the swing with one the girls sitting on his lap facing him and the other wrapping her arms and legs around his back. The lifeline sagged worryingly under their combined weight.

“Oh, Master Raphael, we’re all too heavy to go together I’m sure!” said the one sitting on his lap.

“Never fear, ladies,” Raphael said with a rakish grin. “I’ve carried the weight of my brothers for years, you both together have but the weight of a feather.”

The girl clinging to Raphael’s back gave a nervous giggle and buried her face in his shoulder.

“Are you ready?” asked Gabriel.

Raphael sobered, jaw set firmly. He gave a quick nod and took the next step. The fog had closed in tight and after no more than a few feet of travel, Raphael and the maids disappeared completely into the haze.

The sounds in the tower room below became louder. Gabriel watched the rope slip across one of the merlons. It was beginning to fray. Gabriel gritted his teeth. It just needed to stay in place over the trapdoor long enough for he and Cassie to make their escape.

By his estimation, it would take a minute to make the descent, another minute for the maids to drop into the arms of their waiting rescuers before he could start pulling the rope back up – at least another minute’s work after that before he and Cassie were free.

The line bounced up and down, the weight from its passengers now gone. Gabriel let out a breath and pulled the rope as fast as he could.

The trapdoor jostled. Threats and curses in foreign tongues became louder, their meaning plain.

“Here,” he said to Cassie. “Finish pulling this up. Tell me when you’re done.”

Gabriel settled his weight on the trapdoor. Vibration from the pounding made its way up his legs.

A couple of moments later, she called out. “I’ve got it!”

Gabriel quickly joined her to haul the seat up to the turret. He sat in it like a swing facing the descent. Cassie settled herself on his lap facing backwards.

Face to face, the heat of her breath warmed him. He kissed her thoroughly before pulling away.

“Watch the trapdoor.” He wound up the narrower gauge of line connected to the chair. After they made the descent, they would have no more need for it. If they left it to run on its own accord, one of the guards might just as easily haul them back up.

“They’re nearly through the trapdoor,” warned Cassie.

Gabriel put the coil of light rope over his shoulder, gave her a smile of reassurance and released the brake on the line.
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Cassie saw the face of the first guard rise from the trapdoor then bob down again. Then he made another appearance, hauling himself out onto the turret top. He seemed confused as to what the tangle of ropes overhead meant. Cassie saw the exact moment it dawned on him.

The guard withdrew his scimitar.

Cassie pulled out the knife at Gabriel’s waist.

She turned the blade in her hand just as Gabriel had showed her the day of the almshouses dedication when she asked him to teach her the secret of their knife throwing stunt. The guard raised his arm to slash at the ropes. Cassie lined up her aim and hurled the knife.

It hit the man dead center in his chest. His face registered surprise and his hands clutched at the knife as he staggered back a step, then tumbled back down through the open trapdoor.

“Go, go, go!” she yelled to Gabriel.

“Hang on,” called Gabriel. He stood, Cassie slipped.

“Get your legs around my waist.”

Cassie secured herself and closed her eyes.

There was no time for lining up their approach. Gabriel started at a run, stepped off the parapet and into the blackness.

Then nothing happened.

He and Cassie swung and dangled fifty feet off the ground and not ten feet away from the tower. He looked up; the rope wasn’t seated properly in the pulley.

“We’re stuck.”

Gabriel bounced up and down. Cassie looked up and saw what the issue was. She heard the draw of steel. Up on the turret, a man was hacking away at the ropes. Sweet Jesus! All it would take was for one of the ropes to be cut through and it would be instant death for the both of them.

“Hold on,” Gabriel told her.

Cassie gave a tight nod. He pulled them both up until they both stood on the chair. He reached up and grabbed the main rope. He supported both their weight on one hand while he realigned the pulley.

The result was instant. They fell rapidly – too fast to take a seat. Gabriel’s feet slipped. He clutched her tight with one arm, supporting both their weight with the other.

She held on to him for dear life, feeling the muscles in his arms working as he tried to control their descent. Cassie heard voices shouting. She screwed her eyes closed and waited for inevitable death. Regardless of what happened now, she would be grateful for every last moment she spent in Gabriel’s arms.

The next thing she felt was the ground at her back with a thump, stealing her breath away, then a tangle of limbs.

“Are you two all right?”

Cassie opened her eyes to look at a shadowy figure, dressed head to toe in black. She shook her head to clear it. He looked like an apparition.

She felt Gabriel take her elbows and help her gain her feet.

“It’s a close thing,” Gabriel answered the man. “We’ve lost them in the fog, but they’re coming for us.”

“Let us wait no longer,” he said. “The fog hinders us as much as it helps us.”

She listened to Gabriel and the other man talk, concerned about keeping one foot in front of the other. When did it get so cold? She shivered violently. With Gabriel’s arm around her, she simply followed where he led.

They came to a halt. Cassie wondered why when Gabriel stepped before her. He rubbed her arms but it didn’t generate any warmth.

“Cassie, my love, stay with us. We’re not out of the woods yet. We still have to get down to the sea.”

“Another quick descent, my dear,” the older man assured her, “then we’ll be on our way home.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six


Cassie was still cold and numb as she stood outside the rectory. She declined Lady de Wolfe’s offer of a night’s rest at their home. She stayed only long enough to change into proper clothing borrowed from one of the de Wolfe maids.

No, she had a home and a family. More than that, she needed time to grieve for the man who had been like a brother to her and mourn with the only other person who would understand the depth of her pain and loss.

Gabriel had accompanied her. He said little on the way over and she was glad of it. She felt as fragile as a dried flower pressed into a book, as if the slightest puff of wind would take her desiccated soul and scatter it to the four corners of the globe.

It was early. Dawn was breaking to the east, the newly rising sun adding light but little warmth.

Gabriel leaned past her and rapped on the door loudly. She glanced up at him. Wearing his worn leather coat and hat, he looked exactly how he did when she first saw him. The only thing which had changed now was the set to his jaw, now grim.

From somewhere in the distance, a cock crowed, and then another, that seemed to wake up an entire chorus of morning birds.

Gabriel was about to knock again when the door opened. A bleary-eyed footman stared at them a moment without hint of recognition. Gabriel slid his foot into the door before the man could shut it again.

“Wake your mistress,” he said, his voice heavy with exhaustion. “Tell her Mistress Perspicacity has come home.”

The man seemed to waken at that. He ushered them into the parlor and hastily pulled back a curtain, then lit a couple of tapers. The fire had not yet been set, but it was immeasurably warmer than it had been on the boat and she was beginning to feel warmer than she had been in weeks.

“Cassie, I have something for you,” he said.

She looked at him as his hand went to the collar of his shirt. In the candlelight, she glimpsed silver. He pulled it over his head.

“Mathilda gave this to me. She had trust that you would be found alive and well. I was to give this to you as a sign of that faith.”

Cassie felt the chain and cross warm against her neck, heated by Gabriel’s own body. It reminded her again how very cold she was, both outside and in.

Mathilda appeared in the doorway, a long brown plait laid over her shoulder, and stared with a hand at her mouth to swallow a sob.

The rise of one in Cassie’s own throat was instant. The heartbreak called and found its answer in the other. They met halfway and embraced. The sobs turned to open weeping and it was no longer obvious whether they were the tears of joyous reunion or deep mourning.

Perhaps it was a little of both.

After a while, Cassie and Mathilda broke apart. Gabriel stood a small distance away with his hat in his hand. Now, in the light, she could see how exhausted he looked… his light blue eyes made larger by the dark circles around them.

He bowed and quietly withdrew. Cassie didn’t have the energy to ask him to stay, even though she wanted him to.

She looked to her cousin and could see the thousand questions in her eyes. She would want to know every moment of it – and every last detail of Uriah’s final moments. Let her ask. Let her ask of it now, because when she finally slept, she didn’t want to be reminded of it ever again.

Cassie took Mathilda’s arm in hers and led her to the bedroom. She looked at the bed enviously. What she wouldn’t do for the oblivion of sleep. They sat side by side on the edge of the bed.

“Ask me anything you wish,” she said, “Your eyes tell me how much you wish to do so.”

“Uriah,” Mathilda whispered. “I don’t want you to tell me of his end. I do not think I could bear such a burden. I only want to hear of the good things, the happy memories that will bring us both comfort in the times to come. Tell me of what went… before.” Mathilda shook her head to compose herself once more. “Was he in great spirits? What did you do in Ireland?”

Cassie drew a deep breath and forced her way through the more recent memories of horror and death to find the answers Mathilda needed for her own solace.

“Yes, he told me that the bishop had written to him personally about the inspection. He was very proud of the recognition although he did his very best not to be prideful. He was the most content man in the world.”

Mathilda rubbed a hand across her stomach and burst into tears once more. Cassie at once understood.

Mathilda was with child.

Cassie embraced her and fought the tears once more.

“Oh, darling Mathilda! I didn’t know, I didn’t know…”

“Uriah didn’t either. I was saving the news as a surprise for when you both returned. Now I don’t know what to do, but having you here with me, a cousin of his own blood, will make me less anxious.”

“Always! Blood or not, we are best friends as well as family.”

And that was all she could speak, for her throat closed against the tears.
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Gabriel let his weight fall in a dead hang, identifying the muscles in his arms and shoulders one by one. He raised his legs and began to swing on the high bar until his body reached parallel with it. He twisted his body, released his hands and then grasped the bar and swung again. This time, he let his body go beyond the horizontal and around the bar.

Another swing gave him enough momentum to form a handstand. He held it, long enough for the blood to rush to his head until it pounded.

He observed the floor and the upside-down furniture in the warehouse. That’s how he felt, his world topsy-turvy.

It had been a week since he brought Cassie back safely to her family. He had stayed away deliberately to give her time to recover from her ordeal, but the promise he’d made to himself to give her time was a difficult one to keep.

He had heard this morning by the town pump that the bishop was arriving from Exeter, bringing with him the new rector of the almshouses while Reverend Williams took on Uriah’s duties. The widowed Mathilda would be gone and Cassie might well choose to go with her.

He had returned to Barnstaple with the plan to triumphantly claim Cassie’s hand. But would she still want him? She’d watched him kill a man. The money he and his brothers had saved seemed like so much dust.

Now, Gabriel’s arms shook with the weight of his body and his head pounded in time with his heart. He shifted his weight just a little which sent his body in motion around the high bar once more.

He went around again, once, twice, three times, picking up speed as he went until, on the descent, he let go with enough momentum to perform two somersaults before landing on his feet.

A shadow crossed the door, Gabriel ignored it and reached for a cloth to wipe the sweat off his face and body. No doubt it was Raphael or Michael returned from their errands.

“Am I bid ‘enter’, or do I take the initiative myself?”

He recognized the voice and its sardonic tone.

“De Wolfe, I thought you, your good lady wife, and your sons would be well on your way back to Cornwall.”

“And wiping the dust from our feet as we left?”

Gabriel shrugged. “Come in and take a seat. Anywhere you wish. We have nothing fancy for a lord, I’m afraid.”

Tobias de Wolfe entered the warehouse and made his way to the center of the room.

“I was surprised when you and your brothers left my employ a few days ago and didn’t return. I would have thought you would return for your payment at least. You’ve certainly earned it.”

“It was never about the money – you said so yourself.”

“Indeed, but a man has to eat. He also needs to have a roof over his head and a future… for his wife.”

Gabriel shrugged on a thick woolen tunic over his shirt to stave off the chill.

“A wife…” he said. “There have been days my brothers and I struggled to keep a roof over our heads and food in our bellies. As much as my heart desires it, I cannot afford a wife.”

“I have a proposition for you – for all of you if you wish it.”

“I’m listening.”

“I need good men, resourceful men. If you think that the raid on Lundy Island is the end of Janszoon and his devils, then you have another thing coming. The pay is good for each of you – enough for a home and to support a wife, too.”

It was an offer that sounded too good to be true. But there it was; a glimpse to a future far better than he could offer Cassie on his own. He could take it.

“I’ll recommend my brothers accept your offer. It is an extremely generous one, my Lord, and a man would be a fool not to take it.”

“For your brothers, but not for yourself. So, does that make you a fool, Gabriel? Especially when you hold their loyalty, not me. If you refuse, then they will also. Is it your pride which makes you refuse?”

Perhaps it was, although Gabriel would rather cut out his own tongue than say so.

De Wolfe approached and lowered his voice. “The winds of change are coming. Our king fights enemies within and without, but the most important fight of all is for liberty. Have you ever heard of the Petition of Rights?”

Gabriel shook his head.

“You will. I have ordered a copy from London. The king has suspended Parliament. These are perilous days for every man. Nothing is certain, except the loyalty and trust men show one another. We need friends and allies… I need friends and allies. I hope to count you among them.”

De Wolfe swept a cloak over his shoulder and prepared to leave.

“Think about it, Gabriel. I’ll return for your answer tomorrow. In the meantime…”

He withdrew a coin purse from his belt and tossed it. Gabriel caught it with one hand.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven


Mathilda had encouraged her to get out of the house and Cassie was glad to go. To see all their possessions packed away made her mourn even more for Uriah.

She went to the churchyard and found his grave, the soil on top still smelled fresh. She stared at the flowers that adorned the grave as yet unmarked. They were beginning to rot. Leaves that had once been green were now brown. The flowers which once would have proudly raised their heads to the sun now bowed. Defeated, giving in to the inevitable power of death.

O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?

The words from Scripture gave her little comfort. Perhaps in time she would find meaning in the sting of death and its bitter victory.

Her walk took her to the crossroads. A right turn would take her to Wharf Street. She might find Gabriel there. What she wanted more than anything was to feel his arms around her. His body holding hers. Perhaps, he could free her heart from its prison as he had freed her body.

If only she had the courage to ask for it. If only she had the courage that Gabriel showed all that time ago when he asked her to teach him how to read.

Suddenly, she needed to see her classroom once more and try to remind herself of her life before her abduction.

Cassie pulled out a key to the classroom and hesitated. It would be depressing, another reminder of hope and plans brought to naught. And it would be the responsibility of someone else now that she and Mathilda were to leave the rectory for a new vicar to take up the living that had once been her cousin’s.

She entered nonetheless and, instead of sadness, the room was filled with sprays of soft bluebells and vivid white snowdrops, bright purple orchids and delicate pink foxgloves, and with them the sweet aroma of rare fresh oranges spiked with cloves.

Newly lit candles directed her attention to the blackboard. Written in a neat cursive hand was the stanza of a poem.

I wonder, by my troth, what thou and I

Did, till we loved? were we not weaned till then?

But sucked on country pleasures, childishly?

Or snorted we in the Seven Sleepers’ den?

’Twas so; but this, all pleasures fancies be.

If ever any beauty I did see,

Which I desired, and got, ’twas but a dream of thee.

“‘And now good morrow to our waking souls, which watch not one another out of fear; For love, all love of other sights controls, and makes one little room an everywhere.’”

The voice seemingly came from nowhere but she knew it – the voice, the words, and she mouthed along with them silently.

Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone,

Let maps to others, worlds on worlds have shown,

Let us possess one world, each hath one, and is one.

Cassie turned to find Gabriel before her and her heart tightened as she took in his face, as beautiful as it was handsome. The look in his eyes as he continued to recite the words of the poet John Donne made her blood warm.

He removed his hat, the blond stands of his hair glowed gold in the lamplight.

“Is there room for one more student?” he asked.

She closed her eyes a moment and smiled. Trust Gabriel to remember.

“There is always room for those who want to learn. I’m sure the new schoolmaster would be only too happy to have another pupil.”

Gabriel shook his head. He approached. “There is only one teacher I want. Only one I need. Teach me everything, beloved Cassie – help me to become a gentleman… and a husband.”

Husband?

“In the absence of a father, I spoke to Mathilda today about my intentions.”

“I don’t understand.”

“My brothers and I have accepted an offer to become de Wolfe’s men. I’ve promised Mathilda a home under our roof for as long as she wishes as a small return for the measure of kindness that she and Uriah showed us when we first met.”

Her hands were now in his. Gabriel brought them to his lips and kissed them one by one at the wrist where the flesh was exposed between her glove and her sleeve.

An arm slipped around her waist, drawing her to him.

“Marry me, Cassie. Consent to be my wife.”

Her arms wound around his neck. She pressed her body to his and sighed in his ear, delighting in his groan, reveling the fact she could bring him undone with her body and her mind.

“I will, my beloved angel,” she told him. “I am yours; forever yours.”

Her lips were claimed by his and she responded with equal fervor.

And in his kiss she found her answer – to love and to live in full measure in the face of the inevitable trials. That was where they would find their victory.

My face in thine eye, thine in mine appears,

And true plain hearts do in the faces rest;

Where can we find two better hemispheres,

Without sharp North, without declining West?

Whatever dies was not mixed equally;

If our two loves be one, or, thou and I

Love so alike that none do slacken, none can die.

THE END
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