
KATHY LYNN EMERSON

––––––––

MURDER IN THE

QUEEN'S WARDROBE

––––––––

A Mistress Jaffrey Mystery

Murder in the Queen's Wardrobe

© 2014 by Kathy Lynn Emerson

revised © 2025 by Kathy Lynn Emerson

––––––––

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Murder in the Queen's Wardrobe (Mistress Jaffrey Mysteries, #1)

Introduction

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty One

Chapter Twenty Two

Chapter Twenty Three

Chapter Twenty Four

Chapter Twenty Five

Chapter Twenty Six

Chapter Twenty Seven

Chapter Twenty Eight

Chapter Twenty Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty One

Chapter Thirty Two

Chapter Thirty Three

Chapter Thirty Four

Chapter Thirty Five

Chapter Thirty Six

Chapter Thirty Seven

Chapter Thirty Eight

Chapter Thirty Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty One

Chapter Forty Two

Chapter Forty Three

Chapter Forty Four

Chapter Forty Five

Chapter Forty Six

Chapter Forty Seven

Chapter Forty Eight

Chapter Forty Nine

Chapter Fifty

BOOKS IN THE FACE DOWN SERIES

––––––––
[image: image]


Face Down in the Marrow-Bone Pie

Face Down Upon an Herbal

Face Down Among the Winchester Geese

Face Down Beneath the Eleanor Cross

Face Down Under the Wych Elm

Face Down Before Rebel Hooves

Face Down Across the Western Sea

Face Down Below the Banqueting House

Face Down Beside St. Ann's Well

Face Down O'er the Border

Lady Appleton's World (short stories)

––––––––
[image: image]


also available in a three-volume

omnibus e-book edition as

The Face Down Collection One

The Face Down Collection Two

The Face Down Collection Three

––––––––
[image: image]


spin off series (Mistress Jaffrey Mysteries)

Murder in the Queen's Wardrobe

Murder in the Merchant's Hall

Murder in a Cornish Alehouse

PRAISE FOR THE FACE DOWN SERIES

AND THE MISTRESS JAFFREY MYSTERIES

––––––––
[image: image]


"Fans of Emerson's historical mysteries will be intrigued by the debut of grownup Mistress Rosamond Jaffrey as "intelligence gatherer" in this first in a new Tudor series. Emerson draws on her solid knowledge of the period to evoke vividly daily life in late 16th century England." Publishers Weekly

––––––––
[image: image]


"First rate storytelling, a taut and riveting plot, unexpected humor, and a charming and admirable heroine." Booklist 
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"A nice rural flavor, complete with authentic rustics, living conditions, and social customs, blend with family secrets and a slightly twisted plot to make this an enticing historical." Library Journal
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"A fascinating mixture of fictional and historical characters . . . there are twists, flashes of revelations, and some great titles." Historical Novels Review
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This is the first book in the Mistress Jaffrey Mystery Series, but it is not the first appearance of Rosamond Jaffrey. As Rosamond Appleton, illegitimate infant daughter of Sir Robert Appleton, she is first mentioned in the third book in my Face Down Mysteries, Face Down Among the Winchester Geese, and appears in person in the fourth, Face Down Beneath the Eleanor Cross. She plays a prominent role, as a teenager, in the ninth mystery, Face Down Beside St. Ann's Well. This series, launched as a spinoff, features the adult Rosamond as an amateur sleuth and sometime spy. Other characters from the Face Down novels also return, including Rob Jaffrey, who is now Rosamond's husband. The story of their elopement can be found in the short story "Any Means Short of Murder," included in the collection Lady Appleton's World. It is not necessary, however, to have read any of these earlier works before starting Murder in the Queen's Wardrobe. 

Some minor corrections and numerous small changes in word choices and similar details have been made in the text in the course of preparing this new edition. This was done to make it read more smoothly and with less wordiness. There have been no changes to plot or characters.
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Chapter One
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November 21, 1582

Southwark
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The crowd, more than two hundred strong, roared with laughter as the man in motley and his little dog capered across the boards used to construct the makeshift stage in the innyard of the Horse's Head. To fill the interlude between acts, the jester danced and sang and called out rude remarks to the audience. 

Two tiers of galleries ran around three sides of the yard. On the lower, seated only inches above the player's head, a woman wearing a visor that concealed most of her face took as much delight in the merriment as any groundling. Such low humor, sprinkled with risqué puns and suggestive antics, was exceeding improper entertainment for a young gentlewomen. It was for precisely this reason that Mistress Rosamond Jaffrey found it so amusing. 

Despite the ban on performances within London's walls, Rosamond had seen a half dozen plays in recent months. She had not yet visited the Curtain or the Theatre. To reach them she would have had to travel some distance north of the city, beyond Bishopsgate and past the muster ground and archery butts in Finsbury Fields and into Shoreditch. But she had been to the purpose-built playhouse in Newington Butts, a mile or so to the south, and this was the third play she had seen performed at the Horse's Head on St. Margaret's Hill in Southwark.

The inn was small and hospitable and located conveniently close to the house Rosamond had purchased when she came into her inheritance. Despite the proximity, she was certain the innkeeper had no idea who she was. She did not rely upon the visor alone to conceal her true age and appearance, and she was vigilant both when she walked to the inn and going home again. Only once had anyone tried to follow her. It had been child's play to lose the fellow.

Given a choice, she would have taken the additional precaution of attending plays alone. Maids and grooms might be invisible to their masters, but other servants had no difficulty remembering what they looked like. Rosamond's maid had a distinctly foreign appearance, making her easier to recognize than most. 

Women in the audience, especially seated in the galleries, were not an unusual sight when players plied their trade. Some, like Rosamond, had servants near at hand. Others sat next to a husband or some other respectable male relative. These were merchants' wives and daughters. Rosamond felt certain she was the only gentlewoman present.

At the other extreme were the whores. Any female who attended without an escort, especially if she dressed to catch the eye, was understood to be one of the so-called "Winchester geese," women who earned their living in the Bankside brothels. On the surface, they did not look much different from other women Rosamond knew. It was their bold behavior and rich apparel—in clear violation of the sumptuary laws—that gave them away.  

If she did not wish to be mistaken for one of them, Rosamond was obliged to suffer the company of both a maid and a groom. The necessity galled her, and made it more difficult to conceal her identity. Even the most loyal retainers were inclined to boast about their employers, and not all servants were devoted to their masters and mistresses. At an early age, living in a variety of households, Rosamond herself had learned how to worm secrets out of the stable boys, cooks, and laundresses. She had also developed a facility for making the upper servants forget she was in the room, a ploy that allowed her to overhear what they talked about among themselves. When she had set up her own household, she had chosen her staff with great care.

Charles, her groom, was conveniently mute. He was also blessed with an unremarkable appearance, big enough to deter unwelcome interest in his mistress but not so muscular that he stood out in a crowd. He was a trifle slow-witted, although he understood Rosamond's instructions well enough. He could be trusted to pay their admission fee to the gatherer stationed at the entrance to the innyard and seemed to enjoy watching the players' antics almost as much as his employer did.  

Rosamond had no doubt at all about her maidservant's loyalty. Melka's devotion belonged, first and foremost, to Rosamond's mother. She had been sent to spy on Rosamond, as well as to serve her. That said, Rosamond knew that the older woman would die before she would let any harm come to the girl she had helped raise. The added advantage was that Melka, although she understood English and could parrot back entire conversations, did not like to give voice to her own thoughts in the language of her adopted country. 

The host at the Horse's Head had never heard either Melka or Charles speak and he had never seen Rosamond's face. Only the weight of her purse was of any interest to him. The lady in the visor could afford the best his inn had to offer. On this late November day in the year of our Lord fifteen hundred and eighty-two, during the twenty-fifth year of the reign of Queen Elizabeth, she had paid extra to sit on a padded bench on the balcony outside one of the inn's best chambers. A small wooden table at her elbow held a bowl of hazelnuts and a jug of raspes, a wine made from raspberries. 

A charcoal brazier, well worth the extra penny it had cost, gave off welcome warmth and helped dispel the late afternoon chill. Rosamond edged her leather-booted feet a little nearer to the heat and rearranged her fur-lined cloak to defend against errant breezes. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Melka sidle closer, pick up the bowl, and began to shell the remaining hazelnuts, thus giving herself an excuse to linger in proximity to the brazier.  

A flurry of catcalls drew Rosamond's attention back to the activity in the innyard below. The stage, no more than a series of broad planks laid across a dozen or more hogsheads of beer, swayed alarmingly as a player mounted it. For a moment, it appeared that the poor fellow would tumble backward onto the unforgiving cobblestones, but he righted himself in the nick of time. Red-faced, he ignored the laughter and taunts of the crowd and began his monologue. 

Rosamond leaned forward, propping her elbows on the railing so that she could rest her chin on her folded arms. The people who had paid a penny apiece to stand and watch the action on the stage were almost as amusing as the play itself. In less than a minute, Rosamond spotted a cutpurse at work. She admired his dexterity as he snipped the silk points attaching a small velvet bag to the belt of an overweight merchant in a dark green gown. To Rosamond's mind, the fat man had no one but himself to blame for being robbed. Anyone with sense kept valuables out of sight. 

The coins Rosamond carried with her were secure within a pocket sewn to the inside of her skirt and accessible only through a placket hidden in its folds. She wore both a gown and a cloak over that garment, making the money almost as difficult for her to reach as it would be for a thief. 

Once the boy playing Dame Christian Cunstance appeared, the action on the stage moved apace. There were cheers when Dame Cunstance boxed the ears of her suitor. He had courted the widow not for herself but because she had a marriage portion of a thousand pounds.

Rosamond cheered and stamped her feet in approval when the widow rallied her three waiting women and a brawl ensued. Every player in Lord Howard's company took part, milling about and whacking one another, landing kicks and blows with such enthusiasm that one of the boards flew up and sent a boy in woman's garments somersaulting into the audience. Rosamond laughed so hard that tears came into her eyes. She had to unhook her visor and reach beneath it with a handkerchief to wipe them away.  

When the play was over, it was Rosamond's practice to remain seated and wait until everyone else had left the innyard before descending by way of the outer stair and slipping out through the entry passage. To keep darkness at bay as sunset neared, the inn's servants brought out torches to light the cressets beside the stage. These illuminated the entire innyard, from spectators and stage to stables and warehouses, but left the galleries in shadow. Like most inns, the Horse's Head was long and narrow. Its yards stretched back from the street and there was room for shops between them. These provided more concealment, should she need it, before she stepped out into the open.

This was the time when servants were most useful. Just in case their presence was not sufficient, Rosamond put one gloved hand on the dagger concealed in its purpose-built sheath in the lining of her cloak. She had learned caution at an early age. 

Once clear of the inn, she and her escort walked briskly down St. Margaret's Hill toward London Bridge, relying upon the sheer number of people still out and about to deter unwanted attention. The broad thoroughfare known as Long Southwark was crowded with the last rush of travelers leaving the city and the press of local folk heading home to sup or to the nearest alehouse for a drink. The Bridge Gate was about to be closed for the night. 

In daylight, Rosamond did not hesitate to walk anywhere, even unescorted, but she was not fool enough to go about unprotected after dark. Keeping her hood drawn close about her face to further conceal her features, she hurried past two of the great inns of Southwark, the Tabard and the George, before stopping at a third, the White Hart, where she had left her henchmen.

She paid them well. The instant she came into sight, two burly fellows chosen for their strength and their ability to keep their mouths shut, rose from a bench beneath a shade tree and fell into step behind Rosamond, Melka, and Charles. No one bothered them as they continued on their way. No one appeared to be following them, either.  

Rosamond had to walk nearly as far as the Bridge Gate, gruesomely adorned with the severed heads of traitors left to rot on iron spikes above the stone gateway, before she reached the street that would lead her home. By the light of lanterns set out by householders, the close-crowded buildings on the bridge rose up, dim and spectral. Beyond them, on the opposite side of the Thames, was London itself. In full daylight, dozens of church spires gleamed against the sky, towering over three- and four-story buildings. At night, lights winked here and there like fireflies, only hinting at the thousands of people living cheek by jowl in the chief city of the realm. Just before Rosamond turned east to plunge rapidly downhill into Bermondsey, she glanced at the far shore, her eyes drawn to the thick, ancient walls of the Tower of London. Even at night, they stood out.

The village of Bermondsey was separate and distinct from the borough of Southwark. Once it had been a popular spot for churchmen and noblemen to build houses. In more recent times, it had fallen out of favor. The fashionable location these days was to the west of the city, along the highway known as the Strand. Many of the unwanted estates on the south side of the Thames had thus become available for purchase by members of the gentry and even by wealthy merchants. Rosamond had acquired Willow House at a good price, complete with gardens and outbuildings. Strangely, there were no willow trees. The nearest Rosamond had seen grew along the path that ran beside the river.

Dismissing her escort in the courtyard, secure in the knowledge that she was safe in her own home, Rosamond hurried inside. Parts of her disguise had begun to itch, and despite having gorged herself on hazelnuts, she was hungry. 

"Fetch bread and cheese and bring them to me in my chamber," she ordered, tossing her cloak, knife and all, to Melka. 

By the time Rosamond reached the gallery, she had divested herself of her gloves and the silk visor and had tugged off the coarse black wig that had further concealed her true appearance. Hairpins pinged, landing on the wide wooden planks when she crossed the long, narrow room that led to her bedchamber. She sighed with relief as she scattered the last of them and masses of her own thick, dark brown hair tumbled down her back. It was almost long enough to sit upon and heavy when it was all piled atop her head. Her steps slowed as she gave her scalp a vigorous rubbing. 

One hand dropped from head to jaw to pick at a large, hairy mole. She had been too generous with her glue pot. It refused to come loose. Rosamond stopped three-quarters of the way across the gallery to dig in with her fingernails. The appliance clung stubbornly to the skin beneath. Even after she managed to pry it away, a sticky patch remained behind. Impatient, she scraped at it, giving herself a small scratch on the chin. It stung, but was scarce worth fussing over. Moving forward again, Rosamond reached up under her stomacher to remove the padding she had used to complete the illusion of of a heavy-set older woman. 

Her hand stilled when the tiniest of sounds reached her. She was not alone after all.

In a single motion, Rosamond stopped, stooped, and withdrew the second small, sharp knife she was accustomed to carry, this one sheathed in her right boot. It felt solid and reassuring, fitting her hand for size and weight. She had practiced with it, both stabbing and throwing. Thus armed, she advanced another step. There! A foot shuffled off to her left in one of the window alcoves.
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Chapter Two
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Only candles lit the gallery, flickering eerily and giving off the faint smell of beeswax. The light was insufficient to make out the features in the painted faces in the portraits that lined the walls or the details on the shields displayed between them. There was no furniture, since the purpose of the room was to provide a space for exercise in inclement weather, but each window was set deep enough into the thick walls to accommodate a stone bench. Squinting, Rosamond at last discerned the figure of a seated man in an alcove.  

"Come out where I can see you," she ordered, pleased when her voice emerged strong and steady.

Instead of obeying her, he clapped his hands together once, then twice, then faster, as the spectators at the play had done. The applause continued until Rosamond lost her temper, plucked a candle from one of the wall sconces, and strode near enough to the presumptuous fellow to recognize him. 

It had been nearly two years since they had last met. His hair and beard contained a bit more gray than she remembered, but otherwise he looked the same. In build he was short and stocky, with broad shoulders and intelligent dark brown eyes. His doublet was richly embroidered and he wore a hat in the latest fashion. He was a good deal older than Rosamond, having passed his fiftieth year. Mayhap that was why he did not appear in the least intimidated by the deadly little blade in her hand.

She lowered the knife.

"Most women would have run screaming from the room at their first glimpse of an intruder," Master Nicholas Baldwin observed. He remained seated, anchored to the window seat by the immense gray and white striped feline across his lap.

"That thought never crossed my mind."

"You barely thought at all." 

Baldwin idly stroked Watling, named after Watling Street, the old Roman road where Rosamond had found the cat as a kitten. The man's short, thick fingers skimmed over the animal's fur with a gentle touch and then shifted to scratch behind Watling's one whole ear. The other was crimped, damaged in some long-ago battle. For a moment, the only sound in the gallery was the cat's loud, ragged purr. 

To herself, Rosamond conceded that she had acted impulsively. But was that not all to the good if taking action staved off unreasoning terror? The point was moot in any case. She had no reason to be afraid of Master Baldwin. A London merchant wealthy enough to own manors in both Northamptonshire and Kent, he had been in and out of her life so often when she was a girl that she thought of him as an honorary uncle. As she had with all her kin, she had severed her connection to him shortly after she came into her inheritance. 

Belatedly, she was struck by a terrible thought. "Is someone—"

"No one is dead, or even ill." He continued to pet the cat.

Relief rapidly turned to annoyance. She glared at him. "Why, then, are you here?"

Affecting disinterest in his answer, Rosamond tipped her candle to make a puddle of wax on the wide window sill and fixed the taper to the spot. Since there was no longer any need for the small dagger she still held in the other hand, she slid the blade back into its sheath. Beneath the soft, supple leather of her boot it made only a slight bulge.

Baldwin watched her in silence, making no response to her question. Once both Rosamond's hands were free, she curled them into fists, rested them on her hips, and directed a fulminating glare in his direction.

"Were you the one who tried to follow me home from the Horse's Head?" 

The hand stroking the cat stilled. "I was not, nor did I send anyone else to do so. I have known where to find you for some time."

"I suppose you badgered my servants into letting you in." She would have a few words to say to them for not warning her of his presence.

"I assure you, I did not."

His calm demeanor fed her irritation. "Then how did you reach my privy gallery? If my gatekeeper had allowed you to come inside at all, you should have been left to cool your heels in some deserted antechamber."

"I let myself in." 

That casual statement did not entirely surprise her but it required a moment to digest. Baldwin's presence, and the apparent ease of his entry, made a mockery of her belief that she was safe in her own home. "How?"

"Over the hedge. In through an unlatched window on the ground floor. Up the servants' stairs. It was not difficult for me to pass unseen."

"Why go to all that trouble? You could have come in through the front like an ordinary visitor." 

She would have spoken with him if he had and been better prepared to deal with the conflicting emotions evoked by seeing him again. Aware she was clenching and unclenching her fists, Rosamond flattened her palms across the front of her stomacher to still the nervous movements. 

Baldwin hesitated before he answered. "I thought it best that we speak in private."

"Why?" she asked again. 

He shifted his gaze to the bulge of padding at her waistline and then to the discarded wig and the hairpins scattered in her wake. "Had I seen you anywhere but here, I would never have recognized you."

"That was the idea, and you have not answered my question." 

His slow smile rivaled Watling's for satisfaction. 

Rosamond blinked at him and then, from one heartbeat to the next, realized that they were no longer speaking English. He had made his remark about not recognizing her in Russian, the language of Muscovy. Without thinking, she had answered him in the same tongue. 

They had played this game when she was a girl. In common with Nick Baldwin, Rosamond had a facility for languages. She had learned French from a Frenchwoman, Polish from Melka, her mother's Polish-born maidservant, and Russian from Baldwin himself. He had mastered the foreign tongue as a young man, when he had spent time in Kholmogory, Vologda, Moscow, and Narva as a stipendiary for London's Muscovy Company.  

Rosamond bit back the spate of questions filling her mind. She would not give him the satisfaction of hearing her beg for answers. Not by a single tap of the foot would she betray her impatience. She would make him think she no longer cared to know why he had invaded her home.

"Admirable restraint." Baldwin's comment was just loud enough for her to hear.

The wretched man knew her far too well! Of a sudden, Rosamond wanted to hit him. Hard. To stay the impulse, she thrust both hands behind her back and clasped them tight. Baldwin's gaze tracked the movement. She had the uncomfortable feeling that he knew exactly what she had been thinking. 

"Sit down, Rosamond," he said. "I have a delicate matter to put before you."

After a brief struggle, curiosity won out over pique. The narrow window seat curved in a half circle. She seated herself so that she faced him and reached across the short distance between them to tickle Watling under the chin. As she did so, the faint scent of sandalwood reached her from Baldwin's clothing, exotic and yet familiar. It stirred pleasant memories of hearth and home, kith and kin. She repressed them and willed herself to concentrate on the present. A delicate matter, he had said. More than delicate, else he would have come to her openly and in daylight. 

"Delicate?" she inquired aloud, "or secret?"

"Both." 

Rosamond's interest quickened. Her life had been a trifle dull of late, and with winter coming on there would be even less to amuse her. "Explain, if you please."

"It has to do, as you will already have guessed, with Muscovy. In the middle of September an emissary from Tsar Ivan the Fourth arrived in England, one Feodor Andreevitch Pissemsky."

"What an unfortunate name!" At his repressive look she swallowed the urge to laugh. 

"He was allowed a formal audience with the queen earlier this month, at which he presented Her Majesty with dozens of sable furs, but he has not, thus far, been given any opportunity to discuss the business that brought him to England. In particular, he has not been allowed to broach the subject of a marriage alliance between the tsar and an English princess."

"There are no English princesses." It was rude to interrupt, but Rosamond had already used up her store of patience for the week.

"True enough."

Baldwin leaned back against the window. At first glance, the pose appeared casual, but when Rosamond looked more closely she saw the truth. Tiny lines of tension bracketed his mouth and wrinkled his forehead. The hand resting on Watling's back had gone stiff with tension. The cat twitched in reaction but remained where he was.  

"The queen has a number of unmarried female cousins, but it is Lady Mary Hastings Pissemsky means to ask for. Although she is the earl of Huntingdon's youngest sister, it is the queen who will decide whether or not she weds. Her courtship is likely to take on even greater importance during negotiations on other matters."

Rosamond supposed that the Muscovy Company wanted new trade concessions from the tsar, but she did not see what that had to do with her. "I have met a few members of the nobility," she said in a cautious voice, "but not the earl or his sister."

Baldwin avoided her eyes. "That can be remedied. In truth, Lady Mary is in need of a waiting gentlewoman."

Rosamond reared back, offended. "Are you asking me to take that position? I am no one's servant!"

Watling, startled, dug his back claws into Baldwin's thigh and abandoned his perch. The merchant's startled curse left the feline unmoved. With a dismissive flick of the tail, he stalked away.

"I am tempted to follow my cat's example," Rosamond said. 

Baldwin fixed her with a stern look. "We only ask that you pretend to serve Lady Mary while Pissemsky is in England."

"We?"

He hesitated. "Certain interested parties."

"Do they have names?" Her voice was so sweet it could have been used to make candied fruit. 

Demeanor solemn, he said, "It will be safer for you not to know them."

Rosamond huffed out an exasperated breath. "Master Baldwin, you must speak plain if you wish my cooperation. You have just asked me to become an intelligence gatherer."

She knew better than most people what that meant. All of the queen's most trusted advisors employed spies. Both her late father, Sir Robert Appleton, and her stepfather, Sir Walter Pendennis, had been intelligencers in their day, charged with uncovering plots against the Crown. They had worked both abroad and at home and had even spied on each other, an aspect of the business that left Rosamond with a bad taste in her mouth.

Seeing her reaction, Baldwin leaned closer. "England needs your help. It would be most helpful to queen and country to have someone trustworthy in that household."

"I have no experience as a spy, nor any great desire to acquire it."

He smiled at that, but refrained from reminding her of certain childhood escapades. "You are uniquely qualified for this assignment," he said instead. "Trained as a gentlewoman. Clever. Able to read and write. And you understand enough of the Russian language to be able to follow a conversation conducted in that tongue, should you happen to be nearby when one occurs."

"And what difference will that make if you already know that Lady Mary is to be courted by the tsar's representative?"

"Mayhap none at all. I have no way of knowing if your presence in Lady Mary's entourage will prove helpful or not, but it could."

"I have grown accustomed to being accountable to no one but myself. I enjoy my independence and am loath to give up so much as one moment of freedom, especially if it means being at someone else's beck and call. Besides, what makes you think I would be acceptable to Lady Mary?"

"You are a young married gentlewoman with respectable family connections and thus ideally suited to enter the service of a noblewoman."

"Have you forgotten the details, Master Baldwin? Neither my marriage nor the circumstances surrounding my birth will withstand close scrutiny." There was no delicate way to explain the latter—she was Sir Robert Appleton's bastard daughter.

"If you agree, you will enter the household on the recommendation of the wife of the earl of Sussex, your good neighbor here in Bermondsey. You have met Lady Sussex."

"Once only. I would be surprised if she remembers me. Besides, her husband is seriously ill, dying of consumption, and she rarely leaves his bedside."

"And that is precisely why she was chosen to vouch for you. That and the family connection."

Genealogy was not among Rosamond's interests, but even she knew that Lady Sussex had been born Frances Sidney. A moment's thought brought her to Sir Henry Sidney, Frances's brother, who had married Mary Dudley, and thus to Mary Dudley's sister, Katherine, who was the wife of the earl of Huntingdon and sister-in-law of Lady Mary Hastings. 

"Even supposing that no one questions my background or sends to Lady Sussex for further confirmation, I can see little point to this scheme. Nothing of importance is likely to be said in the presence of a waiting gentlewoman."

"Lady Mary will go to court for Yuletide," Baldwin said. 

For a moment, Rosamond was tempted. She had never visited any of the royal palaces and she had only seen Queen Elizabeth once, from a distance, passing by on the royal barge as she traveled between Greenwich and Whitehall. The festivities marking Christmas, New Year's Day, and Twelfth Night would be spectacular, including plays, tournaments, masques, and dancing, but she would not be an honored guest at such entertainments. She would be an upper servant, relegated to the background. She might even have to wear livery. Rosamond scowled. A disguise she chose for herself was one thing. Being forced to abandon her finery for plain, sad-colored garments was quite another. She had to repress a shudder at the thought. 

"No. Find someone else."

Baldwin shifted uneasily on the hard stone seat. "If I cannot call upon your love of country and the chance to spend time at court does not appeal to you, perhaps you will reconsider for a different reason."

"Do you mean to offer me a bribe?" The thought made her chuckle.

"Would that sway you?" He sounded skeptical, as well he might. 

"I do much doubt it." Rosamond already possessed more wealth in lands and annuities than she could spend in an entire lifetime. "But I should like to hear how much your master is willing to offer."

"I serve no master." Baldwin bristled visibly.

"Then you owe no one your loyalty. Tell me who sent you here. Was it Sir Francis Walsingham?"

From her stepfather, Rosamond knew that the queen's principal secretary controlled a goodly number of intelligence gatherers. Of all the powerful men at court, he was also the most likely to have heard of her existence and be aware of the particular skills she could bring to the assignment. She was poised to repeat her demand for a name when the expression on Baldwin's face gave her pause. He looked like a man torn between two choices, neither of them palatable.

"Walsingham is known to use coercion as well as bribery to persuade people to cooperate with him," Rosamond said in a thoughtful voice. "With what does he think he can threaten me?" She had done nothing illegal. Not that she knew of. Then again, mayhap Baldwin was the one who was being coerced.  

"What I have to tell you is meant to provide incentive."

"Then why do you hesitate?"

"I am loath to worry you without cause. I can only speculate at this point. My worst fears may never be realized."

She folded her arms across her chest and fixed him with an implacable look. "Go on."

"It is as yet unclear how much depends upon sending Lady Mary to the tsar."

"You have told me that there are other negotiations ongoing. I can but suppose it is your connection to the Muscovy Company that has caused you to become involved in this affair. But you have already made a goodly fortune trading in foreign parts. Failure to win new concessions from the tsar is not likely to ruin you."

"I will be blunt, Rosamond. If the talks that are about to begin fail entirely, every Englishman now in Muscovy will be in mortal danger. Tsar Ivan is called 'the Terrible' by allies and enemies alike for good reason. If sufficiently provoked, he would not hesitate to massacre every foreigner now living in his realm."

Rosamond frowned. "You can scarce expect me to feel responsible for those lives. You have already admitted that there may be no advantage at all to placing me in Lady Mary's household."

"Rob Jaffrey is in Muscovy."

Halfway to her feet, Rosamond froze. "What?"

"Your estranged husband is in Muscovy and is unlikely to leave until after the tsar's ambassador returns with his report."

She dropped back onto the window seat with a thump. "That is not possible. Rob is at Cambridge."

Baldwin shook his head. "He sailed for St. Nicholas on the first of June."

Rosamond did not need Baldwin to put the pieces together for her. If Rob was in Muscovy and the tsar struck out at all Englishmen, Rob would be among his victims. He could die a horrible death. 

Numb with shock and dread, she struggled to accept the possibility that her presence in the household of Lady Mary Hastings might somehow avert that disastrous outcome. The idea seemed preposterous, but how could she refuse to help if there was even the slightest chance that she could make a significant contribution to keeping Rob alive? 

"When we first agreed to live apart, it was so that Rob could finish his studies at Cambridge." Her voice was unsteady. She gave a nervous laugh. "It must have been a great disappointment to everyone when he left without taking his degree. No doubt his mother blames me."  

"He promised to return to his studies next year. Had he not, I would never have allowed him passage on one of my ships."

Rosamond turned accusing eyes his way. "You sent him to Muscovy? How could you do such a thing if there is so much danger there?"

Baldwin held both hands up in front of him, palms out. "There is no certainty that his life is in jeopardy. Only the risk is real. It decreases in proportion to England's success in dealing with the Russian ambassador."

In an abrupt movement, Rosamond sprang to her feet. She needed to put a little distance between herself and Nick Baldwin. She stood alone, hugging herself. All warmth—and there had not been much to start with—seemed to have been leeched out of the gallery. 

Even though she was a few months younger than Rob, Rosamond had always taken the lead, both in the schoolroom and in childhood games. One memory after another flooded into her mind, all of them sweet. Rob had been sweet. He had barely begun his studies at Cambridge when she suggested that they run away together and be married. He had made a token protest, but she had soon overcome his qualms. To have her own way, she had used the fact that he loved her against him.

Ever since, Rosamond had avoided dwelling upon how badly she had managed that part of her life, telling herself that all was well that ended well, but it had not ended well for everyone. Marrying Rob Jaffrey had been a surpassing selfish thing to do. 

At the time, Rosamond had been trying to avoid marriage to a man her mother had chosen for her. Although she had known full well that she could not be forced to wed any man against her will, she had grown tired of Eleanor Pendennis's endless schemes to find her a "suitable" husband. Determined to put an end to them, she had decided upon marriage to her childhood playmate as the means to solve all her problems. 

In part, her plan had succeeded. True to his word, Rob had relinquished all claim to Rosamond's father's fortune. It could have passed out of her hands. Under the law, as soon as a woman wed, her husband, or his father if he was not of full age, as Rob had not been, gained control of everything that had previously belonged to his wife. The legalities of Rosamond's financial situation had been more complicated than she had supposed. Months of wrangling had ensued before she had her way, and once she was her own mistress, wealthy and independent, she had chosen to ignore the fact that she had a husband until death did them part.

Her breath hitched in something suspiciously like a sob.

She had not wanted Rob to live with her in this house, but neither did she want him to die.

"Did you hear me, Rosamond?" Baldwin came up behind her. Head cocked, he eyed her with a peculiar expression on his deeply tanned face. "I asked if Rob's presence in Muscovy has changed your mind."

"Why should it when you cannot promise that joining Lady Mary' household will be enough to keep him safe?"

"I cannot offer you proof of that, but I believe that it will help. If negotiations go smoothly, the tsar will have no cause for anger."

"Do you still refuse to tell me who wants to make use of me?"

"You do not need that knowledge to play your part."

Rosamond gave a derisive snort. She had heard similar logic before. It had never impressed her. Still, Master Baldwin was an honest man. As much as she hated being manipulated, she looked into his eyes and saw the truth in them. He feared for Rob's life.

Before Rob Jaffrey had become her husband, he had been one of her dearest friends. Rosamond could not bear the thought of losing him. "How soon must I give you my answer?" 

"Pissemsky's meeting with the queen's advisors and the representatives of the Muscovy Company cannot be put off past the middle of December. To keep from arousing suspicion, you should join Lady Mary's household without delay."

Rosamond plucked at the silk ribbons decorating her stomacher. The padding made it bulge a good three inches in front of her. She was comfortable with disguising herself so that she might flout convention, but what Baldwin proposed was far different. It was not a game. Failure to play her part well could have terrible consequences.

He waited for her decision with no overt sign of impatience. Did he guess that her mind was already set? If Rob's life was in danger, she had no choice. On the other hand, she had learned the hard way that it was unwise to make any lasting commitment on the spur of the moment.

"Come back in two days, Master Baldwin," she said. "I will give you my answer then."
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Chapter Three
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"Did she agree?" asked Sir Francis Walsingham. 

"Not yet." 

By the light of a crescent moon and the waterman's lantern, Nick had been rowed some six miles from Southwark to the water stairs at Barn Elms. Walsingham's modest gabled country house sat in a formal garden full of flower beds and fruit trees on the south bank of the Thames in Surrey, conveniently close to Richmond Palace. Despite the late hour, the queen's principal secretary was still hard at work in his library, where books ranged from tomes on philosophy and religion to lighter fare dealing with exploration and music. Letters from diplomats and from agents in a dozen different countries littered his desk, along with the half-finished missive he had been composing when Nick arrived.  

"Are you certain she is the best choice?" Nick asked.

"Have we any other?" For Walsingham, this was loquacious. He did not believe in sharing information without good reason. 

Nick had been through the arguments in his head a dozen times already. There was no female in England so well suited for the role Walsingham had in mind. Rosamond might not be fluent in the Russian language, but she had a working knowledge of it, enough to understand most of what she overheard and to remember any words she could not interpret on her own. Further, she had learned something of codes and ciphers from her stepfather, Sir Walter Pendennis. 

The counts against her could be overlooked. She was the bastard daughter of a knight and had married the son of two of her late father's servants, but she was still of suitable birth to serve as a noblewoman's waiting gentlewoman. That she was wealthy in her own right, should it become known, was unlikely to raise any eyebrows. Most young women would leap at the chance to spend time at court, even if it meant accepting a subservient position.

Walsingham set aside his pen and put the top back on the inkpot. As was his custom, he was dressed in somber hues with a preponderance of black and had added little in the way of ornamentation. Even when he waited upon the queen, he limited the size of his white ruff and was content to wear only a single jewel, a pendant containing a likeness of Her Majesty. He regarded Nick with his customary intense, disconcerting stare, the kind of scrutiny that could make a man confess even when he had done nothing wrong.

"Did you tell her of the danger to her husband?"

"I did. It was plain to me that she cares for him, despite the fact that they live apart. She promised to give me her decision in two days' time."

"Friday, when I must return to court." Walsingham considered for a moment, running one hand over his neatly trimmed beard. Once as dark as his doublet, it had in the last few years acquired flecks of silver. "The queen intends to remain at Windsor Castle through Yuletide. Lady Mary will join Her Majesty there in mid-December, but at present she resides at Chelsea Manor. Take Mistress Jaffrey there."

He added a few more terse instructions, confident that Rosamond would fall in with his plans. Nick did not contradict him. Few men did. 

Mr. Secretary Walsingham was a formidable figure, both in the political power he wielded and in the image he showed the world. He worked tirelessly to protect queen and country, making no secret of his intention to thwart treasonous plots by any means necessary. He saw such plots everywhere. Nick had no idea what scheme he expected to uncover during negotiations for a treaty with Muscovy, but he comforted himself with the hope that Walsingham was merely being cautious.  

"She is to use Griffith Potter, clerk of the Great Wardrobe, as an intermediary should she have information to pass on," Walsingham said. "Arrange a meeting between them on your way to Chelsea. Potter can be found in the Queen's Wardrobe of Robes at Whitehall."

Nick frowned. Whitehall Palace, in the city of Westminster, was a goodly distance from Windsor Castle. Having no pressing business at court, Potter would likely remain at his post, in which case he would be no help at all to Rosamond should she find herself in trouble. 

"Mayhap I should take lodgings in Windsor during Yuletide," Nick suggested, "to provide a second layer of support." 

"There is no reason to suppose she will require one. She is to do no more than keep her eyes open and her ears stretched. If she has need to speak with Potter, she can send word to the Wardrobe of Robes."

"I have known Rosamond since she was a small child. Trouble has a way of finding her."

Walsingham dismissed Nick's concern with an impatient gesture. "Your part in this will be done once you deliver Mistress Jaffrey to Chelsea. You would do well to go and rusticate at your manor in Kent for a time. I would not take it amiss if you decided to stay there until the Russian delegation has left England."

He had already picked up his pen when Nick moved closer and flattened his palms on the desk. "I have a certain interest in the affairs of the Muscovy Company myself, not to mention a business to run in London. One of my ships—"

"Stay in the city if you must, but do not meddle further in this matter. Nothing good can come to you or yours if you interfere."

Walsingham had not raised his voice, but his tone carried an unspoken threat that chilled Nick's blood and had him straightening and taking a rapid step back. He nodded to show he understood.

Although it galled him to capitulate, he could not escape the fact that English lives were at stake. Compared to the danger in Muscovy, the risk to Rosamond Jaffrey was small. 

The rules of hospitality dictated that Walsingham offer Nick a bed for the night. Nick accepted only because it was already so late that he was unlikely to find a boatman to row him into the city. Dismissed from the great man's presence, he was taken to a small guest chamber with a comfortable bed but he slept poorly. 

He kept racking his brain to think of more he could do. He felt responsible for Rob Jaffrey's imminent peril, and not just because he had given the lad passage to Muscovy. Rob's desire to travel, as well as Rosamond's fluency in the Russian language, had both grown out of the long winter evenings Nick had spent entertaining the children of Leigh Abbey with tales of his adventures in the land of the tsars. 

First light found Nick breaking his fast with bread and ale. He was on his way back to London within an hour of rising. Once there, he went straight to the large stone building he owned in Billingsgate. 

Close to Billingsgate Harbor, the largest inlet east of London Bridge, the warehouse was situated hard by the Customs House and the former parish church of St. Botolph, now secularized and divided up into lodgings. The lower levels were filled with trade goods but on the top floor several large rooms had been converted into living quarters. They were comfortably furnished and staffed by a couple, Arthur and Maud Saunders, who had come to London from Candlethorpe, Nick's estate in Northamptonshire.

He scarce had time to take off his cloak before Saunders pressed a letter into his hand. A blob of red sealing wax held it closed, impressed with signet ring showing the crest of an apple pierced through with an arrow. His first thought was that it had come from Susanna Appleton, his neighbor and dear friend and Sir Robert Appleton's widow. While Mistress Saunders fussed over him, supplying a beaker of mulled ale before bustling off to prepare something for him to eat, Nick broke the seal and unfolded the letter. 

The page was blank. 

A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. He had been wrong. The message was from Sir Robert Appleton's daughter—Rosamond. Trust the wench to make a complicated situation more so! He wondered if she had used alum mixed with white garlic juice or relied upon garlic juice alone. Onion juice was another possibility. Rosamond would doubtless know of several ways to produce invisible ink. 

He sniffed cautiously and his smile widened into a grin. She had used lemon juice. That meant all he had to do was hold the page above the wavering flame of the candle on his table. In seconds, the few lines Rosamond had written—in Latin, to show off her learning—appeared as if by magic. The letters were brown against the lighter color of the paper. 

The essence of the message was just as clear. Rosamond agreed to enter Lady Mary's service. Nick would have felt relief had she not added a request. No, make that a demand. She wished to take up her new duties at once. She expected him to wait upon her without delay. 

Nick lowered the paper into the flame. Once it caught fire, he watched it burn until only the corner he held between thumb and index finger was still intact. He dropped the tiny remnant onto the floor and ground it under his heel.

Hands clasped behind his back, Nick went to stand in front of the mullioned windows that overlooked the Thames. His gaze slipped past the ships at anchor in the middle of the wide river to the houses and shops of Bermondsey on the far side. He could not pick out Rosamond's property from this vantage point, but he did have an excellent view of the ferry that ran from Pickleherring Stairs to the Tower. It had just set out on one of its regular runs. 

The sight reminded him that he had much to do and little time in which to do it. Taking his ale with him, he descended a steep flight of steps to the counting house from which he ran his business. His private chamber at the back was a small, cluttered room. Its single window looked out over the same view he had left behind in his lodgings. 

A ferry would not do to transport Mistress Rosamond Jaffrey, nor would a wherry. He would have to hire a small barge and the men to row it. There were other arrangements to make, as well. No matter how quickly he
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