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This collection includes three novels and nine short stories featuring characters from the Face Down Mysteries. Volumes One and Two of the Face Down Collection contain the rest of the novels and short stories written about these characters. The three novels in the Mistress Jaffrey Mystery series, which feature Susanna Appleton's foster daughter, Rosamond, as the amateur sleuth will be collected in Volume Four.

Some minor corrections and numerous small changes in word choices and similar details have been made in these texts in the course of preparing this collection. This was done to make the text read more smoothly and with less wordiness. Like most writers, I am better at my craft now than I was when these novels and stories were first published. I am also grateful to readers who caught mistakes in the earlier editions. Any that remain are entirely my own. There have been no changes to plots or characters.
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The stairs wound upward, narrow, steep, and uneven. Susanna, Lady Appleton had to brace one hand against a crumbling plaster wall to steady herself as she climbed. She was out of breath and her bad leg throbbed steadily by the time she reached the top floor of the George in Glastonbury. It smelt of disuse and mouse droppings.

"A moment," she said to Grace, her young tiring maid. The girl's pretty face was flushed and a strand of dark hair had come loose beneath her coif, but otherwise she showed no sign of exertion. The uncommon hot weather did not affect her as badly as it did her mistress. 

The inn had been purpose-built more than a hundred years earlier to house pilgrims visiting Glastonbury Abbey. Susanna supposed those visitors had been more concerned with their spiritual well being than creature comforts, but for many years now, ever since the present queen's father, old King Henry, dissolved all the monasteries, the George had depended upon secular patrons for its custom. It seemed odd to Susanna that the innkeeper had undertaken so few repairs. True, Glastonbury was in a remote part of Somerset, but it was on one of the main routes westward from the midlands and what little she'd seen of it as they rode in had suggested a fair-sized market town.  

The long, low room in which Susanna and her servant were to sleep, together with any other women spending the night at the George without a husband's company, was better swept but just as stifling as the landing. The shutters on narrow windows cut into thick walls, flung open to reveal the rooftops of the town, let in the only breath of air. 

A tiny, tidily-dressed woman already occupied the chamber. She stood on tiptoe on a bench, looking out the far casement at the rapidly gathering dusk. Without turning her head, she spoke, her voice soft and melodious. "Lady Appleton, I have been waiting for you to arrive." She hopped down from her vantage point and pattered across the bare planks toward the newcomers. 

Susanna was certain they'd never met before. The woman stood no higher than her shoulder and even though she was uncommon tall for a woman, that was surpassing small. Elfin features matched the stranger's stature—small chin and nose, narrow face, and ears that were just the slightest bit pointed.

"How is it, madam, that you know my name?" 

"I am a seer." She made the absurd claim in a matter-of-fact voice as she met Susanna's gaze. Her eyes were an unusual clear gray in color.

Young Grace, only newly trained in her duties, abandoned unpacking her mistress's capcase. With the eagerness of a puppy, she tugged at the stranger's sleeve. "Can you see my future? Will I marry well?"

The seer spared Grace a quick, pitying glance. "You are not my concern. It is Lady Appleton I have come to warn."

Susanna felt both brows lift. Ominous warnings from fortune tellers, she thought. What have I done to deserve this?  

"I see you doubt me." The woman seized Susanna's gloved hand in a surprisingly firm grip and closed her eyes. "You are on your way to Cornwall."

"It would be easy enough to learn that from the ostler." Susanna tried to pull free but the seer was not yet done with her.

"You go to visit young Rosamond, who lives with her mother and stepfather. It has been almost a year since you last saw her, but you have allowed only two weeks for the  journey, two weeks to visit, and two weeks to return. You do not wish to be absent longer because you have a houseguest—someone recently bereaved."

"You are exceeding well informed, but you could glean all that by listening to servants' talk." 

"A boy has been following your party since you left Leigh Abbey," the seer continued. "He is in grave danger of suffocating in an ill-chosen hiding place."

This ominous prediction set Susanna's heart racing. "Where?"

"In the cart with the furnishings you take to Lady Pendennis. He rolled himself into a tapestry. It shifted during transport, making it impossible for him to squirm free."

* * *
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A quarter of an hour later, nine-year-old Rob Jaffrey stood before Susanna in the torchlit stable yard of the inn. Red-faced and disheveled, he kept his head down to avoid eye contact. He shifted his weight from foot to foot as he awaited her inquisition.

Thankful they'd been in time to rescue him, Susanna moderated her tone. "Account for yourself, my lad. Why did you stow away in that cart?"

She was annoyed with him but she was also very glad to have found him still alive. He was the child of two of her most loyal servants, her steward and her housekeeper. Jennet Jaffrey was also one of Susanna's oldest and dearest friends. She'd have been devastated by the death of her only son.

"I want to see Rosamond." Rob attempted to sound defiant but his high, piping voice defeated the effort.

So that was it. He'd followed them in secret because his mother did not approve of his friendship with Rosamond and would have forbidden it if he'd asked permission to go along on the trip to Cornwell. 

Rob and Rosamond, together with Rob's two older sisters, had shared lessons at Leigh Abbey until Rob had been old enough to attend the village school. Rosamond, the girl Susanna had fostered for six years, had been a bad influence on Jennet's son, leading him into one scrape after another, but Rob had wept when Susanna broke the news to him that Rosamond would not be returning to Leigh Abbey to live.

At Susanna's side, Nick Baldwin, her neighbor in Kent and sometime lover, fixed the lad with a steely glare. "You deserve a good thrashing. You'd get it if either of your parents were here." Nick had business of his own in the West Country and had suggested making the journey together. Susanna had not needed much persuasion. Aside from her pleasure in his company, she appreciated the addition of his two stout henchmen, Toby and Simon, to her party.  

By the way Rob's lower lip stuck out, Susanna judged he felt more put-upon than repentant. "Think of your poor mother," she admonished him. "Jennet must be frantic with worry."

"Mother thinks I've gone to visit cousins near Dover."

"When did you plan to reveal yourself?" Nick asked.

Rob dared peek at them through his lashes. Susanna fancied he was trying to gauge how much it was safe to tell them. "Soon."

"When you ran out of food?" By the mulberry-colored stain creeping up the back of Rob's neck, Susanna knew she'd guessed well. "Retrieve what you brought with you and go along with Master Baldwin's men. We will talk again in the morning." Simon and Toby would see to it that the lad had something to eat before the three of them bedded down in the stable.

Nick shook his head as he watched the boy walk away. "He is a resourceful lad, managing to follow us for so long without being seen." Reluctant admiration crept into his voice.

"We must send word to Jennet. I fear she may already have discovered he's not where he's supposed to be." She sent a sharp look in Nick's direction. "Do you intend to thrash him in loco parentis?"

"The lad is already suffering enough, since he is afflicted with a most painful ailment."

Alarm shot through her. "What did I miss?" With all her knowledge of herbal remedies, there was likely something she could do to help young Rob. 

"There is no cure but time for unrequited love."

"Unrequit—! But he's only nine years old."

"As is Rosamond, but he's been her devoted slave since they first met at the age of three. Consider the situation from his point of view. He feels that if he is old enough to be sent away to school, he is old enough to undertake this journey."

"It is true he is to matriculate at the King's School in Canterbury at the beginning of the next term, but what has that to do with Rosamond?"

"To his mind, they've been separated by cruel fate. Now that he's to leave home himself, what chance will they ever have to meet again?" He took Susanna's arm to escort her back inside the inn. 

"They can write each other letters. Indeed, they do already."  

At sea with this mad notion of children so determined to be together that one would risk his life to reach the other, Susanna readily agreed to Nick's suggestion that they sup together in the common room before she retired for the night. By the time he secured a table, bespoke their meal, and gave orders for food to be sent to Susanna's chamber for her maid, Susanna had realized that they had no choice but to take Rob with them on the morrow. She could scarce send him home. They could not spare anyone to accompany him.

"You reward him for his bad behavior by giving him what he wants," Nick said when she told him her decision.

"What else am I to do with him? He and Rosamond can bid each other sad farewells and then we will return the grieving child to his parents. What a cheerful journey home that will be!"

When Nick produced paper, a portable ink pot, and a quill, Susanna scribbled a brief message to Jennet. Not for the first time, she was grateful her father had seen to it that all Leigh Abbey servants were taught to read. When she'd finished, she used her signet ring and the sealing wax Nick melted for her to secure the flaps of the thrice-folded paper. 

He tucked the letter into the front of his doublet. "I will see this dispatched by messenger at first light," he promised. "Do you want to send word ahead to warn Pendennis or shall we surprise him?"

Susanna made a face at him. Warn Pendennis indeed! As if she did not know full well the real reason Nick's journey had so fortuitously coincided with her own. He wanted to see for himself that Sir Walter Pendennis and his wife, Rosamond's mother, had reconciled—visible proof Walter was no longer his rival for Susanna's affections. Men! She would never understand how they could continue a feud so long after all reason for it had lapsed.

The innkeeper brought bread and butter, eggs, boiled and roast mutton, pigeon pie, and a flask of wine. As they ate, Nick asked the question Susanna had been avoiding. "How did you guess Rob was hiding in that tapestry?"

She hesitated, aware of how he felt toward those he contemptuously referred to as "figure flingers," but after a moment she told him about the seer. His expression grew darker with every word she uttered. 

Containing his anger with an effort, he drained his wine cup and set the vessel down with a resounding thump. "She wants something."

"No doubt."

"You cannot believe she has the sight."

"No more than I believe in love potions or using magic to find missing objects, but I confess I am most curious to hear how she'll explain her knowledge of Rob's presence."

"Have no more to do with her, Susanna."

"I can scarce avoid it when we must share a room."

"Then promise me you will be careful. Such people are dangerous."

* * *
[image: ]


Some time later, when Susanna returned to the bedchamber, she found her tiring maid deep in conversation with the seer. At her mistress's entrance, Grace flushed and sprang to her feet. 

"Have you had your fortune told?" Susanna asked, "or have you been the one answering questions?" 

The stranger laughed. "I have no need to ask. I simply know. You found young Rob Jaffrey hiding in the cart."

"I thank you for your timely warning."

"And yet you doubt my gift."

"There must be thousands of people who claim to tell fortunes. Some few of those predictions must come true."

"I see I must prove myself." She thought for a moment. "Do you recall the tales your grandmother was wont to tell of the time she spent at court?"

Surprised by what seemed to be a complete shift in subject, Susanna nodded. Her father's mother had been a waiting gentlewoman to the first of King Henry's six queens. In her later years, she'd loved to regale the household at Leigh Abbey with stories from those youthful days.

"She spoke of one Mistress Amadas, a woman with the gift of prophecy."

Susanna was blessed with an excellent memory. Although it had been almost thirty years since she'd last heard the tale, she recalled the story. "Mistress Amadas was also cursed with a sharp tongue. She spread tales about a courtier's scandalous behavior with a lord's wife and thus incurred the king's wrath."

"She had the gift of seeing what others could not, and I inherited it from her. I am Elizabeth Amadas."

"Well, Mistress Amadas, do you mean to predict more details of my future, or mayhap tell me what I am thinking, for you seem to combine more than one skill in this gift of yours."

Responding to Susanna's sarcasm with a glare, the little woman spoke with unexpected heat. "You do not deserve more warnings." Without another word, she disrobed, climbed into bed, and pulled the coverlet over her head to block out the candlelight.

* * *
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In the morning, after Susanna had broken her fast with bread and ale, she called Rob Jaffrey to her. Since the others in their party were in the stable yard, preparing to resume their journey, they had the inn's common room to themselves.

"You will accompany us to Cornwall," she informed him.

"Thank you, madam. I will not be in the way. You'll see. I'll earn my keep."

"I expect you to do so." His delight made a mockery of her firm voice and fierce expression. "You may begin at once. Go and help Master Baldwin’s men with the horses."

In his hurry to obey he nearly knocked Elizabeth Amadas off her feet.

"Slow down, lad," she cautioned him. "You will do yourself an injury." Ignoring his stammered apology, she entered the common room and addressed Susanna. "Will it convince you of my gift if I am able to tell you something known only to you and Mistress Rosamond?"

"What would that be?" Susanna asked.

"Your foster daughter does much admire certain stones called Bristol crystals. When she could not persuade her mother to share those she'd been given, she 'borrowed' two. She keeps them in the hidden drawer of the globe in her schoolroom."

Taken aback, Susanna stared at Mistress Amadas. "You know more than I do, mistress." 

Rosamond had spoken of Bristol crystals in a letter. The glittering stones were transparent rock crystal of little value but were sometimes sold to the unwary as diamonds. Sir Walter Pendennis, Rosamond's stepfather, was a justice of the peace. A case had come before him the previous summer that concerned these baubles. He'd sent the malefactor off to gaol, charged with fraud, and made a present of the evidence to Eleanor, Rosamond's mother.

Susanna frowned, thinking of what else Rosamond had said in her letters. Rambling accounts of whatever struck the girl's fancy, they covered many close-written pages. She did not often refer to her mother, although she had provided Susanna with the details of Eleanor's attempts to find a suitable gentlewoman to employ as her companion.

The self-proclaimed seer gasped and clapped both hands over her mouth. 

"What is it?" Susanna demanded. "What is wrong?"

Eyes squeezed tightly shut, the tiny woman swayed. Susanna grasped her upper arm to prevent her falling. At once her lids lifted, but her gaze was fixed, as if whatever she stared at lay beyond the ken of mere mortals.

"Elizabeth!" Susanna said sharply, giving her a shake. "Come back."

The gray eyes blinked. "We must help her," Elizabeth whispered, and rushed out of the common room.

Susanna hesitated, wondering if she should call for Nick. Then she remembered how Rob had nearly suffocated. If this situation was as dire as Elizabeth's behavior indicated, there was no time to lose. She hurried after the seer, reaching her side just as Elizabeth opened the door to an empty chamber and went in. She crossed directly to a wall hanging, twitched it aside, and began to descend the privy stair hidden behind it. 

Again Susanna hesitated, but again she followed. The steps were steep and increasingly uneven as they neared the bottom. The only light was what filtered down through the hanging.

As she went, Susanna fumbled in the pouch suspended from her waist until her searching fingers located the candle stub, flint, and steel she kept there for emergencies. At the foot of the stair, she lit the candle, illuminating a narrow passage. Six cautious paces brought her into a larger space where a single rush dip burned in a wall sconce, casting eerie shadows. Had Elizabeth Amadas not seemed so agitated, Susanna would have balked at venturing farther into the murky underground room, but the other woman was already groping her way along one side of the cellar. 

"Here," she whispered. "A servant sent down for supplies. A fall."

Someone had left the torch burning, but although Susanna listened for groans or whimpers, she heard nothing but her own breathing and that of the woman ahead of her. 

"In there." Elizabeth pointed to a high stone step below an opening in the wall. It appeared to lead to a smaller room, mayhap used for storing wine, but the entrance was less than three feet high and the interior was unlit. 

The hairs on the back of Susanna's neck prickled. She was already turning to retrace her steps, intending to go for help, when pain lanced through the back of her skull. Stars burst before her eyes. Then there was only blackness.

* * *
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"Where is she, Cowdrey?" Nick Baldwin slammed the innkeeper against the wall and tightened his grip on the fellow's throat. "A gentlewoman does not vanish without a trace unless she's been helped on her way. Tell me what you know and quickly or it will be the worse for you."

Through a red haze, Nick saw the working of his host's contorted face. Denials were followed by protests of innocence and, finally, by a confession to watering the wine, but he could tell Nick nothing about Susanna's sudden disappearance. Half an hour since, when Nick had gone to fetch her from the common room, he'd discovered she was no longer anywhere in the inn. Neither was Rob Jaffrey. A frantic search of every room had roused one unhappy pair of newlyweds from their nuptial bed but otherwise had uncovered only inn servants and members of Nick's own party.

"Where is the woman who shared her chamber?" Nick's voice rose to a bellow and he gave Cowdrey another shake for good measure.

"I know naught of her!" he cried, but Nick saw a brief flash of guilt in his goggling eyes and tightened his grip. "A bribe! That is all it was. I swear it. She bribed me to say I had but one room suitable for female travelers."

"The one she already occupied?"

"Aye."

Nick barely had time to absorb that information before he heard a flurry of activity at the entrance to the stable yard. Rob burst through the gathered servants, eyes wild and chest heaving from the speed of his run. His face was dirt streaked and marred with several small cuts. His clothing was disheveled and likewise dirty, especially at the knees. 

"They've taken her!" he shouted. "They've kidnapped Lady Appleton."

One of Nick's big hands settled on the lad's shoulder, but he kept hold of the innkeeper with the other. "Who has, boy?"

"The seer and some men. We must hurry. They have horses. They are taking Lady Appleton away."

Nick shoved Cowdrey aside. His men had been mounted and ready to go—with Grace on a pillion behind Simon—when they discovered Susanna's absence. It took only moments to reassemble.

"Leave the cart," he ordered. "Rob, take your mistress's mare." He pointed a finger at the guide he'd hired to help them find the quickest route to the main road into Cornwall. "Do you know all the territory around here?"

"As well as any, sir."

"Then come with us now. You will be well rewarded for your service. Which way?" he asked the boy. 

Rob took the lead. "There were four men," he said as they forged a path through Glastonbury's early morning traffic.

"How did they get her away?"

"Through a tunnel." 

By the time he'd explained that he'd stopped outside the common room to listen when he'd heard mention of Rosamond's name, they'd reached the gatehouse of an old abandoned abbey. The ruined buildings were not far distant from the inn but were well-concealed by walls and trees. 

"The tunnel came out there," Rob said, pointing. 

Stumbling over his words, he told Nick how Susanna had followed the fortune-teller down a flight of hidden stairs at the inn to enter a cellar where a man with a cudgel had been waiting. He'd used it to clout her on the head. 

"Then he and the woman dragged her into the tunnel. I followed them. I was afraid I'd lose sight of her if I went for help." Rob slanted a nervous glance at Nick. He had to swallow hard before he could continue. "They had horses waiting, and three more men. That's when I left  to get help."

"You did well, lad." Calling out would have made the villains aware they'd been seen. Most likely they'd have captured Rob, too, or killed him. "Was Lady Appleton still unconscious when they rode off?"

Rob nodded. "They placed her on a pillion, with her arms fastened to the rider so she'd not fall. Then they pulled her cloak around her to hide the ropes."

The image made Nick's blood boil but he contained his anger. There would be time enough to explode later. "Which way did they go?"

"The road to Meare," their guide said when Rob showed them the direction the riders had taken.

Nick dug his heels into his horse's flanks and set off with the others following after him. He hoped they'd shortly overtake Susanna and rescue her, but although he kept a sharp watch, he saw no sign of the party they pursued. They were well away from Glastonbury and into rough country before they came upon a man herding pigs. He had seen four men and two women pass by on horseback. 

Encouraged by the sighting, they pushed on, following narrow, meandering lanes that seemed to be bearing north and east. Only once, far ahead, did Nick glimpse a plume of dust that might have been kicked up by riders. 

"If those are the villains we seek," he asked the guide, "where are they headed?"

"Likely o'er Zomerzet levels into Mendip," he replied.

Further questions revealed that Mendip was a high, rough, rocky area, partially forested but full of cliffs, caves, swallets, and underground streams. It was, in short, a landscape containing an untold number of places in which a captive could be concealed.

* * *
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Susanna's awareness of her surroundings returned in fits and starts. The back of her head throbbed. The sting of a dozen cuts and scrapes was so intense it brought tears to her eyes. That she was in constant motion, jiggled and jostled about, occasionally slipping sideways into an even more uncomfortable position, added to both her sense of unreality and to the aches from the battering her limp body had endured.

She tried to move and found she could not. The left side of her face pressed into a thick wool surface she belatedly identified as the hood of her cloak. Beneath that layer of cloth was something solid yet flexible that smelled of leather and sweat and horse. She concluded she was riding on a pillion with both arms secured to the man in the saddle in front of her. She could not think how she had come to be there.  

"She be wakeful." Since she was pressed against him, Susanna felt as well as heard the deep rumble of the man's voice. The rope binding them together bit into her armpits as the horse, cursed with an uneven gait to begin with, began a steep ascent.

As her scattered thoughts slowly regrouped, Susanna assessed her situation. Her injuries seemed to be minor, if painful. She supposed that what she'd thought was a room in the cellar of the inn had been a tunnel. Judging by the bruises and scrapes she'd acquired, they'd dragged her along it for some distance.

Listening hard, Susanna heard naught but the clop of hooves, the whisper of leaves, and the occasional murmur of a nearby stream. There were no voices and no sounds of commerce. Wherever they were, they had left Glastonbury well behind them.

In an attempt to dislodge the hood that had been drawn over her face and tucked in so that she could see only a sliver of the passing countryside, Susanna turned her head. Pain speared through her skull.

"If you struggle, we will knock you senseless again," Elizabeth Amadas said in a deceptively pleasant voice.

Susanna went still, but since she had not been gagged, she risked speaking. "What do you want from me?" Her words were muffled by layers of wool.

"From you? Nothing. But you have value to your friends and they should be willing to ransom you."

Susanna digested that information, then asked, "Where are you taking me?"

"To a place where no one will ever find you."

Unenlightened, Susanna fell silent. If she could determine her location and judge how far they were from Glastonbury, she might be able to use that information to escape, but concentrate as she might, she gathered only scattered impressions of their route. 

She knew when they crossed a stone bridge and when they forded a stream, and she could tell the difference between a rough uphill track and the path into a deep valley. Once she smelled wild garlic growing nearby. Another time she caught a glimpse of butterflies in a field, but by and large her senses were of little use. 

It was dusk when they stopped. They'd spent the entire day in the saddle. It was impossible to guess how far they'd come, but the terrain had been so uneven that Susanna thought it unlikely they'd covered more than ten miles.

It might as well be a hundred if Nick had no idea where to look for her. She had no doubt that he would try to find her, but Elizabeth's plan had been a clever one. She had been spirited away without fuss. To those left behind, it must have seemed as if she'd vanished into thin air. 

Susanna's feet had been bound to the footrest on the pillion and had lost all feeling during the long ride. Once she was untied and lifted down, she tried to stamp life back into them, covertly surveying her surroundings at the same time. The last of the sun dappled a stony, downward-sloping path with shades of gray. It appeared to descend into a narrow gorge.

For the first time, Susanna also saw her captors. Elizabeth Amadas had four men with her, all rough-looking brutes who'd been mounted on small, sturdy horses. One-by-one they led their animals toward an outcropping of rock. One-by-one, three of them disappeared. The fourth ruffian seized Susanna's arm to hustle her after the others into a hidden cave. The entrance was barely high enough to accommodate a riderless horse and the area just inside was narrow. The footrest scraped against rock as the horse with the pillion passed through. 

They continued on for some two hundred paces in near blackness, descending a steep slope before emerging into the upper level of a cavern. The flickering light of a torch revealed what at first appeared to be an immense void. Susanna could not discern a roof above her head and a chasm lay at her feet. To her horror, a rope ladder led downward.

"Climb," Elizabeth ordered.

With long skirts to manage, it was slow going. If for no other reason than to keep her mind off the dark pit beneath her feet, Susanna tried to calculate how far she was descending. The rungs were set apart by the distance from her knee to her ankle and she reckoned there were seven to a fathom. 

Some two fathoms down, the rocks abruptly sheered away from the rope ladder. Susanna froze. With nothing to touch for balance or guidance, she succumbed to panic. Certain she was about to fall, she would have launched herself back up the ladder if the way had not been blocked by the man directly above her.

Anxious to feel solid ground beneath her feet, even if it was the floor of an underground cavern, Susanna resumed her descent. She counted twelve more fathoms and could hear the rush of water from a hidden stream before her boot at last touched bottom. 

Three of Elizabeth's henchmen brought light with them. She followed, leaving the fourtht man above with the horses. "Light a fire," she instructed, "and find the cookpot." 

By the erratic beams of torches made of sheaves of reed sedge, Susanna saw piles of supplies stacked against the cavern wall—provisions sufficient to feed a small band of outlaws for several weeks. The tension in her shoulders eased slightly. At least they did not plan to leave her here alone.

The cooking fire flared up, spilling light into dark corners and revealing a subterranean river wider than Susanna had expected. Nearer at hand, the glitter of reflected light caught her attention. Curious, she stepped closer. Given its resemblance to a diamond, the source could be nothing else but rock crystal. All around it were egg-shaped balls of reddish stone. One broke off in her hand when Susanna touched it. It was so light and fragile that she wondered if it was hollow. 

When Elizabeth called to her she kept hold of the "egg" and surreptitiously slid it into the pouch that held her flint and steel. With a sense of dismay, she realized that she must have lost her candle stub in the cellar of the George.

"You mocked my skill as a seer," Elizabeth taunted her, "and I readily admit that I cozened you, but some are born with special gifts. My husband was a jowser."

Her West Country pronunciation confused Susanna for a moment before she realized that Elizabeth meant her spouse had possessed the ability to locate things with the help of a dowsing rod. "He found water?"

"He found calamine. No one could equal his talent."

Susanna did not reply. She'd never seen anyone work a dowsing rod but she knew enough about the subject to realize that if a dowser grasped his hazel branch tightly in his fingers, held his arms close to his sides, and pressed his hands together, he could make the rod seem to move of its own volition. 

She was no expert, but she was widely read, and Walter Pendennis had talked to her a bit about mining. Calamine stone could be mixed with copper to make latten, and latten—brass compounded in specific proportions—could be used in turn in the manufacture of ordnance. Deposits of calamine stone were rare in England and most latten was imported.

Susanna also knew one other thing about calamine—miners often found rock crystals near deposits. When she was allowed a few minutes of privacy in the secluded corner of the cavern set aside as a latrine, she examined the "egg" she'd found more closely. When she squeezed it, it cracked open to reveal a half dozen transparent crystals fixed around the cavity.

* * *
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Susanna was given a pallet and fed. After the meal, Elizabeth produced pen, paper, and ink. All manner of supplies appeared to have been stockpiled in the cavern. 

"The ransom is two hundred pounds, to be gathered and sent to the George in Glastonbury. Write that message. Say also that you are well and will remain so if they obey. Then make a copy."

When both missives had been sanded and sealed—Elizabeth had indeed thought of everything—Susanna sat on her pallet, leaned back against the cushions provided for her comfort, and considered what she knew about her captors.

Elizabeth was clearly the leader of this small band of villains. Her husband, by the way she spoke of him, was either dead or in prison. What Susanna could not understand was why the woman had chosen her to kidnap, or why the demand was for two hundred pounds. That amount was enough to keep a substantial household for a year, but she could have asked for much more.

Forcing a hint of admiration into her voice, she asked, "How did you learn so much about me? You presented most convincing details. I was halfway to believing that you were a seer."

Elizabeth was not immune to flattery. "Diligence, Lady Appleton."

Hoping Mistress Amadas, if that was indeed her name, would be unable to resist the temptation to boast of her cleverness, Susanna encouraged her to preen. "You must have intercepted the letter Rosamond wrote about the Bristol crystals, but how did you learn of my impending journey to Cornwall?"

"You are well known in your part of Kent," Elizabeth said, "and you are the subject of much speculation."

"Did you follow me when I left, hoping for a chance to arrange an accidental meeting?"

"Oh, no, madam. I left nothing to chance. I knew your itinerary in advance. I think of everything, even this foolish attempt to coax me into saying more than I should. Sleep well, Lady Appleton. I intend to." With that, as she had at the inn, Elizabeth turned her back on Susanna, curled up on her pallet, and pulled a coverlet over her head.

Susanna dozed fitfully. Although she knew she needed rest if she was to outwit her captors, she wanted to stay alert long enough to take note of their movements. Once she concluded that the guard set on the upper level was relieved at regular intervals, she gave herself permission to drift off.

For a long time sleep eluded her. Dampness pervaded the cavern, making her glad of her wool cloak. Her hand, if she let it stray off the straw pallet, touched stone rough with lichen, making her uncomfortably aware that she was deep beneath the earth. She had to fight the irrational sensation that she had been buried alive.

Morning came with the same degree of darkness as the night, harkened only by the stirring of one of Elizabeth's henchmen by the fire. Susanna stretched, winced, and levered herself to her feet, feeling as if she'd aged ten years in a night. 

There was bread and ale with which to break their fast. While Susanna ate, Elizabeth dispatched two of her men with the ransom notes.

Susanna supposed one was being sent to Nick and the other to Walter Pendennis, assuming the Bristol crystals Walter had given to his wife had something to do with this affair. Elizabeth had known more about them than Rosamond had written in her letters. 

She glanced at the rope ladder and blinked in surprise. No one was paying any attention to it, or to her. Elizabeth had retired to the makeshift privy. The remaining henchman was fully occupied in an attempt to dislodge crystal-bearing stones.

Susanna set aside her cup and eased to her feet. She might never have a better chance to escape. 

* * *
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Nick Baldwin studied the cliffs surrounding the gorge. They were pearly, pale grey rock for the most part, although there were occasional outcroppings of red sandstone. Just at dusk, they'd lost the trail and been forced to abandon their search for Susanna. Once a colony of bats had left on their nocturnal hunt for food, they'd spent the night in one of the area's numerous small caves. 

A peregrine flew across his field of vision. The birds nested hereabout, as did ravens, and butterflies were as common as blue damsel flies, but of the kidnappers and their victim, Nick had seen not a trace. For all he knew, Susanna might be miles away.

It was at that moment that two men appeared on the track ahead. Rob's sharply indrawn breath was all the identification Nick needed. 

"Pretend to give way," he ordered his men. "Then close in and take them prisoner as they try to ride past us."

There was a moment when all might have been lost. One of the villains recognized young Rob. He would have turned and fled had Nick not been so close to him, his sword already drawn. 

The messages the men carried were enough to condemn them. Written in Susanna's own hand, the notes demanded payment of two hundred pounds. One was addressed to Nick and the other to his onetime rival for Susanna's affections, Sir Walter Pendennis.

"I have seen both of these men before," Rob said once the prisoners had been trussed up and deprived of their knives. "One I saw along the Harroway, and that second fellow and two others spent the night in the stable where I found shelter on the road to Glastonbury. They sat up late, drinking and dicing and telling tales, and he recounted the story of Cleopatra, who rolled herself in a carpet in order to meet Julius Caesar. I had heard of that trick at school, but I'd never have thought to hide myself inside Lady Pendennis's tapestry if he'd not reminded me of it."

Clever, Nick silently acknowledged, and if Rob had not taken the suggestion, they'd no doubt have devised some other scheme to incline Susanna to trust the seer. "Did he also roll the tapestry against the side of the cart so that you were trapped inside and near died?"

Rob frowned. "It was not until the cart stopped at the George that the tapestry shifted."

Nick drew the lad aside. "Tell me, Rob—were there others who endeavored to assist you along the way? People who helped you stay out of sight as you followed us westward?"

Rob's answer confirmed Nick's suspicions. It seemed likely the boy had been watched over all the way from Leigh Abbey. 

"You are in a perilous position," Nick said, addressing his captives. "You could be sentenced to be hanged for holding a gentlewoman for ransom."

Sullen silence greeted this statement.

"Fortunately for you, I am not the sort to hold a grudge, and it is obvious you are only obeying the orders of the woman who employs you. So here is what I propose: you tell me all you know, including the location of your prisoner, and I will petition the queen for pardons on your behalf."

He'd not wager money that they'd be granted, but that scarce mattered. Time was of the essence. He needed directions and he needed them quickly, in case Mistress Amadas decided a living prisoner was more trouble than she was worth. Now that the ransom notes had been written, she might think she no longer needed Susanna in order to collect the money.

The bigger of the two prisoners turned to Nick's man Simon. "Is your master a magistrate?"

"Not yet," he replied, "but he'll be appointed a justice of the peace by the next quarter sessions. The letter about it arrived just before we left Kent."

For once Nick was glad there were no secrets from servants. The prisoner agreed to lead them to Susanna. 

"How many more of you are there?" Nick asked a short time later, just after they started down a path with delicate scree on either side. 

"Two men and the widow."

"Lady Appleton do you mean?"

"The other one—Jowser's widow. She's the one come up with this plan. She's the one to blame."

"What has she against Lady Appleton?"

"Summat to do with Jowser dying in gaol," the smaller man said.

For the first time, Susanna's maidservant, who had been hanging on every word, spoke up. "The woman at the inn was not named Jowser." 

"Her husband called himself Jowser. That's all I know. He made us call the woman 'mistress.'" He hawked and spat, then grinned. "Had grand ideas, did Jowser, till he got himself sentenced for selling Bristol crystals for diamonds."

Nick frowned, remembering that Rob had mentioned overhearing a reference to Bristol crystals in connection with Rosamond. "The magistrate in the case, I warrant, was Sir Walter Pendennis." 

"Aye."

Further questions yielded no useful information. Their employer gave orders without explanation and paid her men well to carry them out.

After a treacherous passage over on slippery rocks and through a stretch of anemone-filled woods, they reached the entrance to a cave. It opened out into a cavern of immense proportions, but it was empty of life. Even the horses that should have been there were missing.

Nick's fear that they'd killed Susanna and left her body behind was only allayed after he descended a rope ladder and searched the lower part of the cavern. "Was Lady Appleton bound?" he asked once he ascended.

The villains admitted that they'd untied her, thinking her naught but a woman, and one with a limp and getting on in years besides.

Nick strode back out into the sunlight with a grim expression on his face. That old injury to her leg would not slow her down if she was determined to get away. She had escaped. That much seemed clear. Her captors had doubtless gone in pursuit. 

She'd go up, he thought, and stay out in the open rather than risk being trapped, and she'd attempt to return to Glastonbury, hoping to find him there. 

A rocky prominence rose above him, whence one could see out over the gorge and across all the low-lying Somerset countryside to the south. Without hesitation, Nick headed that way.

At first they rode through mixed woodland. Oaks, alders, and willows were native to the Mendips. White banks of ransoms broke the green of the trees. Once, he caught sight of a hare, a sandy, black-pointed creature most unlike his reddish cousins in Kent. Of signs that Susanna had passed this way he found none.

It was not until they were climbing in the open again that Nick saw a flash of light ahead. As he watched, it was repeated at erratic intervals. He was no seer, but he knew with a certainty that Susanna was behind the signal. 

* * *
[image: ]


Wary of remaining too close to the edge of the cliff, Susanna backed away with the Bristol crystals clutched in one hand. Many-faceted without being shaped by a jeweler, they were as brilliant as real diamonds. 

She swayed a little in the hot sun. She needed to stay in the open so she could see anyone who approached, but lack of sleep and the injuries she'd sustained during the last twenty-four hours had left her weak and dizzy. She felt over-warm. It was only with difficulty that she kept her focus.

It had been a risk using the crystals in an attempt to catch Nick's attention. The flashes would also have been clearly visible to Elizabeth Amadas and her henchmen. Susanna had no doubt they were pursuing her. They'd have come after her as soon as the guard revived and lowered the ladder. 

Susanna would have taken it away with her if she'd had the strength, but it had taken all her energy to haul it up after she'd dealt with the guard. Only the fact that he'd been intent on currying his horse, humming to the beast as he worked, had allowed her sneak up behind him and strike him on the head with a rock. She'd considered taking one of the horses, but given the terrain, she'd decided she'd make better time on foot. Belatedly, she'd realized she should have driven them off so that her pursuers could not use them either.

The climb to her present location had been fraught with difficulty. For the most part she'd tried to ignore the dramatic view of the gorge below and concentrate on placing her feet safely on a steep, narrow path that took her through trees and ferns, boulders and scree to the top of an escarpment. Pausing for breath, she'd looked off to the south, in the direction she supposed Glastonbury must lie. The only habitation she'd been able to make out were a smattering of pudding stone cottages. She'd been considering how to reach them when she'd looked back the way she'd come and there, far below, caught sight of a familiar green cloak. Nick was searching for her.

Of Elizabeth, she'd seen no sign, but she was certain the other woman was nearby. She wanted to stay out in the open and wait for Nick. He'd reach this point eventually, even if he had not seen her signal, but so might Elizabeth, in which case it would be exceeding foolish to remain where she was.

Susanna was tired and hurting. She lacked the stamina to reach the village she'd seen. Even though she was aware she was not thinking clearly, and might be making a fatal mistake, she chose to walk to the nearest tree, a spindly ash, and sit down in the small pool of shade beneath its branches.

She watched butterflies and grasshoppers, and once caught sight of a roe deer, while enjoying the profusion of herbs and flowers that grew in the meadow. In the woods, even in flight, she had recognized lily of the valley and Solomon's seal. Now she had time to appreciate others—saxifrage, self heal, blue groomwell, and ox-eye daisies. Birdsong soothed her. There were nests nearby—black-tailed godwit, lapwing, redshank, and bullfinches, who went by the local name of "whoops." Far overhead, a kestrel flew past.

With a start, Susanna realized she was close to drifting into sleep in the warmth of the summer day. She struggled upright, bracing her back against the bark, just as the first party of searchers appeared at the top of the prominence. 

Face livid, Elizabeth Amadas drove her horse straight toward Susanna, clearly meaning to run her down. Susanna willed herself not to flinch. She  moved only at the last possible moment, opening her hand so that the crystals concealed in her fist reflected the sun.

Blinded by the sudden glare, the horse reared in panic and threw its rider. Before Elizabeth could recover, Susanna seized hold of the smaller woman and used every bit of strength she possessed to jerk her erstwhile captor's arms behind her. Holding Elizabeth like a shield, Susanna faced the woman's henchmen, but by then they had lost interest in helping their employer. 

Nick had arrived.

A few moments later, held close in her lover's embrace, Susanna felt a quiet elation fill her. Not only had she survived, she had triumphed. 

"Let me take care of you," he whispered when she stirred in his arms. "I'll see to everything."

She smiled up at him but shook her head. She would need to sleep soon, and for a good long time, and she hoped he'd be beside her when she did, but there was something she had to settle first. It could not be delegated to anyone else.

Hands bound behind her, guarded by Nick's men, Elizabeth Amadas was not in a good mood. She cursed Susanna and spat at Nick. Standing out of range, they conferred. Nick told Susanna what he'd deduced. She shared with him what little Elizabeth had revealed in the cavern.

"I believe I know the rest." She spoke loudly enough for the prisoner to hear every word. "When Elizabeth's husband died in gaol, she vowed to take revenge on Walter Pendennis, who had sent him there. To carry out her scheme, she became part of his household."

"Undetected by him?" Nick asked in astonishment. Sir Walter Pendennis had once been one of Queen Elizabeth's most formidable intelligence gatherers—a master among spies.

"I doubt he knew anything about her, and she would have used an alias. One of Rosamond's recent letters included an account of her mother's ongoing search for a suitable waiting gentlewoman. Several of them have been taken on, but none lasted long. Rosamond gave no names, but she described one as being as tiny as one of the fairy folk."

"You can prove nothing," Elizabeth said. 

Susanna met her fulminating gaze. "Shall we take you to Cornwall with us and see if Eleanor Pendennis recognizes you? I do not imagine you were there long, but you would have heard, from servants' gossip if not from observation, that Walter and his wife have a tempestuous relationship. You must have feared that if you kidnapped her, he might tell you to keep her and you'd get neither ransom nor the satisfaction of depriving him of a much-loved spouse."

Nick swore under his breath. 

Susanna ignored him. There was little either of them could do about Walter's continued affection for her, nor about what the Pendennis household thought of Walter's reconciliation with Eleanor. 

"You decided that Sir Walter would be more willing to pay for my release than for that of his wife, and that by killing me after you had collected the ransom, you could hurt him even more."

The angry expression on Elizabeth's face deteriorated into a sneer. "He'll suffer for a time," she hissed. "I dispatched one of my men to Cornwall with a ransom note."

"Did you indeed? Then I fear you will be disappointed. Despite appearances, Walter would be far more devastated to lose his wife than me."  

A sly look came into Elizabeth's eyes. "A pity, then, that she is the one behind all that has transpired. Lady Pendennis wants you dead, Lady Appleton. It was her idea to demand you bring her that tapestry and the other household goods in the cart. We planned together how you could be obliged to return to Cornwall to deliver those things to her in person."

"I might believe you," Susanna said, "but you have forgotten Rosamond. She is the real reason for my visit, and Eleanor knows that better than anyone."

"I forget nothing." It was very nearly a snarl. 

"Ah, yes. You are a seer. You know everything."

"Curious, then," Nick said, "that she does not know that both her messengers were captured. They are in a small cave along the trail, securely bound." 

When they collected the prisoners, Susanna learned the answer to her one remaining question. The smaller of the two men admitted he'd lived near Leigh Abbey for several months, sent by his mistress to spy on the household. There he had been told some of the old stories Susanna's grandmother had been wont to share. It had been the tale of Mistress Amadas, the one at the court of King Henry, that had inspired Elizabeth Jowser to pose as a fortune teller in order to lure Susanna away from the rest of her party. 

"If she has any true skill as a seer," Susanna remarked after they'd turned the villains over to the local authorities in Glastonbury, retrieved their cart, and made their way to another inn for the night, "mayhap she knows already whether she'll end her days in prison or at the end of a rope." 

As dangerous as Elizabeth was, it disturbed Susanna to think that she might die for her crimes. She had not, after all, killed anyone.

"I do not pretend to have supernatural powers," Nick said with a rueful chuckle, "but I believe I can predict the outcome of her trial. She had control of her temper by the time she came before the justice of the peace. He took one look at her and saw a delicate little flower of a woman. In that instant, he felt pity for her. By the time she returns to court, she'll have him eating out of the palm of her hand."

"Never tell me you think he will let her go!"

"I would not be surprised," Nick said, "if he ends up marrying her."

A Note from the Author

––––––––
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I've stayed at the George and Pilgrims in Glastonbury. It is reputed to have had, in its early days, a tunnel that led onto Glastonbury Abbey grounds. Unfortunately, if it ever existed, there is no trace of it today.

Bristol crystals are also called Bristol diamonds, Bristol stones, Bristowes, St. Vincent's rocks, Cornish diamonds, and Irish diamonds, depending on where they were found. They are rock crystals, usually colorless quartz. In the sixteenth century they were described as being as brilliant as real diamonds but without their inner fire, and were frequently found "counterfeiting precious stones." The cavern I've described does not exist, but it could. The landscape north and west of Glastonbury is dotted with caverns, caves, cliffs, and old mines.

This story first appeared in Murders and Other Confusions (2004).
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March 19, 1573

––––––––
[image: ]


The royal standard flew over Greenwich. Jennet Jaffrey's heart fluttered in unison with Elizabeth Tudor's ensign as the wherry that Jennet's sister-in-law had hired carried them past the queen's favorite residence. Behind them, boats and ships of all sizes passed by, some on their way to nearby dockyards, others bound for London or headed out to sea.

Jennet had no interest in the colorful water pageant of barges, tilt boats, and merchant vessels. Mouth dry, she could not tear her eyes away from the sprawl of high brick walls and gilded turrets that made up the rambling palace. 

"You act as if you've never seen Greenwich before," Sarah chided her.

"Only from the land side." The road from Rochester to Deptford ran between a two-hundred-acre deer park and the sixteen acres that comprised Greenwich, but that view lacked the impact of the water approach. The royal gardens, a tiltyard, the tennis court, bowling alley, cockpit, banqueting house, and stables stood between the road and the palace itself. 

The river façade of Greenwich dazzled the eye. The wooded hill behind, lush with the pale green of spring, joined a cloudless blue sky to form a perfect background for bricks painted bright red and decorated with black. Each mortar joint had been picked out in a white so brilliant it reflected the sun. Every battlement was surmounted by an elaborate carved beast. Some held flagpoles, others glittering golden vanes. 

But splendid as the exterior appeared to Jennet, what awaited her within was more wonderful still. This very day, she would see the queen. Jennet Jaffrey, a simple goodwife from Kent, would be among the spectators in the great hall when Her Majesty performed the annual Maundy Thursday ritual. 

The waterman turned his small craft toward shore, pulling with steady rhythm on the oars until the wherry bumped against a nondescript pier some four hundred paces east of the elaborate water gate by which more prestigious guests entered the palace. On the few rare occasions when they had leave from their duties, lower servants attached to the court used this side entrance to reach the Thames.

"Hurry, Jennet." Sarah tugged on her arm. 

Like Jennet's husband, Mark, Sarah had fair skin, pale blue eyes, and light brown hair. She was more delicate than her brother, but she shared with him one characteristic that plagued many of their kin: oversized ears. The close-fitted, trellis-work cap she wore as part of her livery helped hide this defect, but also leeched away what little color she had in her face. 

"If Mistress Jeronyma notices how long I've been gone," Sarah said, "she will be wroth with me."

"She cannot begrudge you time to feed." As if to emphasize the argument, Jennet's stomach growled. She'd had only bread and ale to break her fast and now it was well past the hour at which she was accustomed to eat dinner.

"You do not know her." Sarah clambered out of the wherry and ascended wooden steps set into the embankment with more speed than grace. When Jennet stood beside her, she pulled impatiently at her sleeve.

Jennet had no wish to cause trouble for Mark's sister, but having been a tiring maid at one time herself, she did not understand why Sarah looked so worried. Once she had arranged Jeronyma Holme's hair and helped her dress, Sarah's remaining duties—empty the chamber pot, mend any damaged clothing, and run errands—should all have been chores that could be carried out at any point during the day.

"Does some fiend pursue us that I must be dragged along at such an undignified pace?" Jennet was hard put to keep up with her husband's youngest sister as they negotiated the narrow path from riverbank to palace.  

"I did not think it would take so long to fetch you." Far from slowing her steps, Sarah walked faster. 

"I could scarce come with you until Lady Appleton set out for Westcombe Manor." 

Lady Appleton intended to pass the afternoon poring over old books and manuscripts with a man whose greatest ambition was to produce an alphabetical description of places in England and Wales. Jennet had been glad of the excuse to escape such tedium. She would have accepted Sarah's invitation to visit her at Greenwich Palace even if it had not included the chance to come within hailing distance of royalty. 

As she puffed and panted, Jennet reminded herself that Sarah knew best how her mistress would react, just as Jennet knew that Lady Appleton regarded Jennet, who was, strictly speaking, only her housekeeper, as a friend and favored traveling companion, entitled to her own pleasures. It had been Jennet's sense of responsibility that had kept her in attendance on the widowed gentlewoman all morning, not the exacting demands of a mistress.

If Sarah had other matters to attend to before she could take Jennet to see the queen, so be it.

All the Jaffreys were proud of Sarah's advancement. Ten years ago, as a girl of fifteen, she had entered service at Leigh Abbey, where Jennet was housekeeper and Mark the steward. Sarah had, from time to time, taken charge of Jennet's children, but in the main she had been given extensive training as a tiring maid. Once she'd mastered the necessary skills, she had found employment with Mistress Jeronyma Holme, the only daughter of one of Lady Appleton's neighbors, and when Mistress Jeronyma had been summoned to court to be a waiting gentlewoman to Lady Cobham, the queen's mistress of robes, Sarah had accompanied her. 

A royal guard, instantly recognizable by his long crimson tunic, braided in black and emblazoned with the Tudor rose, challenged the two women the moment they reached the servants' entrance. Then he recognized Sarah. She smiled at him with such warmth that he colored all the way to his flat, plumed bonnet and admitted them without further question.

From the small outer courtyard just inside the gate, they passed through back service ways until they emerged into an inner courtyard. Sarah would have rushed across without stopping had Jennet not dug in her heels. "Let me catch my breath," she begged.

Reluctantly, Sarah stopped.

"And you did promise me a bit of food," Jennet reminded her. 

"Mistress Jeronyma—"

"How can Mistress Jeronyma need you when she has duties of her own? Why, the queen herself must be dining by now, with all her ladies in attendance and all their ladies attending on them."

"Mistress Jeronyma does not wait on the queen direct. And those of little importance do not dine in Her Majesty's company." 

"And you?"

"Domestic servants sleep with their workmates. We eat in those rooms as well."

"Then let us go to your room."

"We have already missed dinner, and there would not have been enough food for you in any case." 

Jennet tried to hide her disappointment, but her unruly stomach defeated her by growling again. 

Sarah sighed. "We can go to the kitchens to beg a few crumbs from a friend of mine there, but only if you promise not to dawdle. I have been too long away from my mistress as it is."

"Agreed." But a moment later, an odd sight distracted her. She sidled closer, scarce able to believe her eyes.

"Come away, Jennet." Although Sarah sounded exasperated, Jennet heard an undercurrent of mirth. "That is one of the pissing places."

"So the smell tells me." A row of lead-lined urine pots decorated the courtyard wall. 

"A necessary nuisance," Sarah said, straight-faced. "Otherwise gentlemen would relieve themselves in any convenient corner. In King Henry's time, red crosses were painted on some walls to deter courtiers from pissing against them. It was thought, wrongly, that they'd not dare profane a religious symbol."

Stifling a chuckle, Jennet allowed herself to be guided toward yet another small, inconspicuous door. "Never tell me there are no garderobes or privies!"

"Most of the principal lodgings have a separate room called the stool house because a close stool is housed there, and there is a large common privy." A grin blossomed. "The one here at Greenwich is not as big as that at Hampton Court—it seats but twenty-eight at one time."

"Paltry," Jennet declared, "and no challenge to Whittington's Longhouse in London." Built with funds left to the city by a former lord mayor, it boasted seats for sixty-four.

Shared amusement served to ease Sarah's worries. Although they continued to move swiftly through a maze of corridors and rooms, Jennet no longer sensed so much urgency. 

They emerged from a service wing into a great vaulted kitchen. Awed, Jennet tilted her head back until she could see to the very top of the high ceiling. This proved a great mistake, since Sarah continued on, towing Jennet after her. Jennet stumbled over her own feet and pitched forward into her sister-in-law, causing Sarah to let out a startled squeak when she was rammed from behind.

Jennet managed to right them both before they toppled to the stone-flagged floor, but it was a near thing and the clamor attracted unwanted attention. Jennet glared at an impertinent scullion for staring at them. Twitching her skirt straight, she thrust out her chin, as she had often seen Lady Appleton do, daring anyone else to object to her presence.

Sarah turned a brilliant shade of pink. Jennet thought she knew why when she took a good look at the sergeant cook bearing down on them. He was a most toothsome fellow, tall and thin with blue-black hair and a blade of a nose. His broad shoulders were tensed in the manner of a man going into battle and his face wore a ferocious scowl before he recognized Sarah. In an instant the severe expression melted into a benign, almost doting smile. The color in Sarah's cheeks deepened at the transformation.

"Back to work," he barked at his minions, and followed suit himself, but not before he sent a conspiratorial wink in Sarah's direction. 

"A guard. Now a cook," Jennet murmured. Either would make a suitable husband for a tiring maid.

"Six hundred people feed at Greenwich daily," Sarah said in a blatant attempt to divert her sister-in-law's attention. 

Jennet resisted the urge to pepper the young woman with questions. She'd have time later, in private, to discover how many suitors Sarah had collected since she'd been at court. Instead she allowed herself to be led on a whirlwind tour of the service rooms. 

"Kitchens, scullery, bakehouse, larder, pastry, pantry, poultry, and acatary—for meat and fish—each is staffed with a dozen men in the charge of a sergeant."

"I never imagined so much space could be devoted to naught but the preparation of meals."

"Close to two hundred people work in the kitchens. The officers live next door to or above the area where they work."

"And your friend?"

"He is the sergeant for the queen's mouth, the sergeant cook who sees to the food for the queen's own platter."

"A most distinguished position."

"Across that kitchen courtyard are the spicery, saucery, confectionery, and wafery—an office that makes only wafers."

For the moment, Jennet stopped teasing and paid attention to what she was seeing. Hard by the food stores, including a separate fish larder, were the buttery, a pitcher-house, and the entrance to several enormous cellars for storing barrels of wine. At a greater distance, Sarah pointed out the royal laundry, the chandlery, the brew-house where ale was made for the domestic staff, and an avenery, for storing fodder for the horses. As they went, she also appropriated bread and cheese and a pitcher of ale, and with them in hand led Jennet up a narrow flight of stairs and into a small room furnished with a bed, a table, two stools, and a storage chest. 

Jennet wondered if this was the lodging assigned to a certain sergeant cook, but Sarah allowed her no time to inquire. She pointed out the tiny window. 

"From here
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