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October 16, 1583

London
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The quiet of Soper Lane on a mid-October evening was shattered by the sound of raised voices. They came from an upper room in a tall, handsome building, the house of a mercer who sold velvets, satins, and damasks from his shop on the ground floor.

"I will not go through with the wedding!" Godlina Walkenden shrieked at her sister's husband. "You cannot force me into the church or into his bed!"

"Lower your voice!" Hugo Hackett bellowed in return. "Do you want the entire neighborhood to hear you?"

Although heated from the start, their quarrel had not begun with shouting. It had built in volume as tempers rose until Lina no longer cared if the whole world knew that Hugo had schemed to marry her to a monster. 

"You knew all along that Alessandro Portinari was steeped in vice!"

Growling like a baited bear, Hugo sent her a look that promised retribution but at the same time he took a step away from her. His nostrils flared as he drew in deep breaths to calm himself. The fury in his narrowed eyes would have frightened Lina had she not felt so certain that he would never dare beat her. To do so might damage her value as trade goods.

Hugo managed to lower his voice but there was no less venom behind his words. "Who told you these things?" he demanded. "What wicked person put such notions into your head?"

"Someone who thought I should be warned of my danger."

"If you mean that young jackanapes, Portinari's nephew, he—"

"I do not!" The hectic color in Hugo's face made Lina fear for Tommaso's safety. In haste, she blurted out the truth. "It was Goody Kendall." 

This revelation further inflamed Hugo's anger. His hands clenched into fists. "That mad old woman? What can she know? How can she say anything to Portinari's detriment?"

"She is his near neighbor in Lime Street and she has eyes in her head." Moreover, she had servants who fraternized with those who worked for the rich, elderly Italian silk merchant Hugo had picked to be Lina's husband. 

"Even if what she told you is true, what does it matter? This is a good match. You will reap many benefits."

"As will you. I will not go through with the wedding," Lina repeated, this time with less heat but just as much conviction. What did it matter that Hugo controlled her marriage portion? She would sooner starve than couple with that foul old man.

"You will do as you are told." Hugo's voice had gone ice cold. "If you do not, I will lock you up without food or water until you are more amenable."

She yelped when he seized her by the upper arm. His grip tightened painfully as he hauled her up the stairs. Her howls of outrage rose in pitch but she was powerless against his greater strength. He shoved her into her bedchamber with such force that she fell to her knees. 

By the time Lina scrambled to her feet, she was locked in. She beat on the solid wooden door until her fists were bruised and swollen but to no avail. At length, she flung herself onto her bed and wept, spending nearly an hour in tears. Only when there were no more left to fall and she was too exhausted to feel either rage or despair did the glimmer of an idea pierce her muddled thoughts. 

She lay still, pondering the risks. Then she considered the alternatives and came to a decision. When she had secreted the few pieces of jewelry she owned on her person, she tied the bed sheets together to make a rope and escaped through her window. 

The moment her feet touched the ground, her nerve failed. It was dark and cold in the garden behind the house. An unpleasant smell drifted toward her from the kennel where garbage was tossed. A rustle in the shrubbery reminded her that rats were everywhere in London, even wealthy neighborhoods an arrow's shot from Goldsmith's Row.

The idea of stepping out into the street terrified her. She feared she would not survive long alone in the city. She had some vague notion of pawning the brooches and pendants and rings but whatever money she received from such a sale would not last long. She needed help.

She thought of Tommaso, but he was Alessandro Portinari's nephew and lived in his uncle's house. That was the first place Hugo would look for her. And if Alessandro caught her there—

Shuddering, she shied away from what that would mean. 

She could not go to any of her acquaintances in the city, either, not that she had many. Her half sister, Isolde, knew them all and would be as determined as her husband to find Lina and force her to go through with the marriage Hugo had arranged. Isolde always did what he wanted. The wishes of a much younger sibling mattered not at all. 

Rosamond, Lina thought. She could ask Rosamond for help. She would know what to do. Rosamond always knew what to do. Sometimes it was the wrong thing but she was never at a loss when it came to making plans. 

Lina wondered what Rosamond would do if she were the one standing alone in a dark garden at the back of a London mercery? Rosamond would go back inside, Lina decided, not to surrender to Hugo's plans for her but to better prepare herself for an escape from the city. 

The lock on the garden door yielded to the pin on the back of one of Lina's brooches, a trick Rosamond had taught her when they were no more than thirteen. Moving silently through the dark house, Lina found her way back to her own bedchamber door. Since Hugo had not bothered to take away the key, she had no trouble gaining entry. 

Once inside the room, by the light of the candle she had left burning when she fled, Lina added a second layer of clothing to what she already wore and tossed her warmest cloak over the whole. She had been shivering in the garden for want of one. Then it was down to the larder to stuff bread and cheese into a cloth bag.

It was the middle of the night and no one else was stirring. Hugo and Isolde, Hugo's apprentices, and the servants were all asleep in their beds. The girls Isolde was training to be silkwomen, all but Lina herself, went home to their parents at night. Lina hesitated, then turned her steps in the direction of the chamber above the kitchen that Hugo used as his counting house. 

Greatly daring, she intended to help herself to whatever was in the cash box. She told herself it would not be stealing. She was reclaiming what was rightfully hers. Besides, she would be long gone before anyone discovered that both she and the money were missing. 

She stepped over the threshold, candle held high, and froze. The room was not empty, as she had expected it to be. In the flickering light of her candle, the only illumination in the chamber, her brother-in-law sat at his writing table. He appeared to have fallen asleep over his ledgers. 

Then she saw the knife, and the blood.

Her screams woke the rest of the household.
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Chapter Two
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A gentlewoman traveling from London to Leigh Abbey in Kent customarily took two days to reach her destination. She might travel in a coach, or perch on a pillion behind a male servant, clinging to his waist, or ride her own horse using a saddle that required her to hook one knee over the pommel in order to remain in place. 

When Rosamond Jaffrey was summoned to her childhood home by an urgent if rather enigmatic message from Susanna, Lady Appleton, she at once dismissed any thought of coach, pillion, or sidesaddle. Instead, she donned the boys' garments she had acquired earlier in the year and rode astride. The moon was just past the full. That and Rosamond's excellent night vision allowed her to push on through the hours of darkness. She arrived just before dawn on the twenty-second day of October.

Despite the early hour, the servants were up and about. So, to judge from the light showing in Lady Appleton's study window, was the mistress of the manor. Rosamond reined in just short of the gatehouse. Of a sudden, her heart raced and her hands, encased in gloves of the finest leather, dampened the lining. Although she despised herself for cowardice, she wanted nothing more than to flee straight back to her own house in Bermondsey. If she left before anyone caught sight of her, who would even know she had been here?

"I would know," Rosamond said aloud. 

At the sound of her voice, loud in the early morning quiet, her mount's ears twitched. Just behind her, Rosamond heard the creak of leather as her manservant, Charles, shifted in his saddle. He had made the journey at her side without complaint. That he was a mute and could not vocalize an opinion did not signify. He had other ways to express himself.

What plagued Rosamond as much as anything was how to address the woman who had sent for her. For years, she had called her "Mama," reserving the more formal "Mother" for the woman who had given birth to her. 

Rosamond was the daughter of Lady Appleton's late, unlamented husband, Sir Robert, by one of his many mistresses. She was therefore illegitimate, a bastard, a merrybegot. Despite the circumstances of her birth, Susanna Appleton had taken her in, raised her, educated her, and loved her as if she was her own. She had even taken legal steps to make certain Rosamond would inherit her father's fortune. 

Rosamond often wondered if she had come to regret that generosity. In seizing control of her inheritance at the first opportunity, she had become estranged from all her kin, both her blood relations and her foster family.  

She had no one but herself to blame for that and she had, of late, been pondering how to make the first overture toward reconciliation. Her fingers tightened on the reins. She had considered writing an abject letter of apology. She would most assuredly have sent New Year's gifts to Leigh Abbey when Yuletide came, but before she could do any of that, the message from Leigh Abbey had arrived at Willow House, her home in Bermondsey, a village located just across the Thames from the Tower of London.   

A sigh escaped as Rosamond used her knees to urge her mount into motion. She had been overcome by panic when she first read Lady Appleton's note, convinced that her foster mother was at death's door. Nothing less seemed sufficient to explain the urgent request that she come at once. She had set out knowing it was too late for regrets and praying that she arrived in time to make amends.

The long hours on the road had given her time to ponder other possible interpretations. Something was amiss. She had no doubt of that, but in retrospect "a matter of life and death" might have many meanings, especially when those words came from the pen of a woman who was an expert on poisonous herbs.  

Leigh Abbey's gatehouse, a square, solid tower built of local sandstone, guarded the entrance to the house. Hearing horses approach, the porter stepped out of his lodging to block their way into the courtyard. He was an old man, Jasper Marsh by name, so feeble he had to use a stick for balance. Despite his age and infirmity, he had been known to use that same stick, when provoked, to defend the house against unwanted intruders. 

"Hold, good sirs," he called in a quavering voice. "Identify yourselves."

Sending him a wide smile, Rosamond swept off her cap to reveal her face. "Do you not know me, Goodman Marsh?"

"Mistress Rosamond! You have come home again!" He hobbled closer until he stood at her stirrup, squinting up at her. "It is good to see you back where you belong."

His effusive greeting brought Rosamond close to tears, an uncomfortable sensation when she already felt vulnerable. When she had been younger, she had believed that strong emotions made a woman weak, and arrogant enough to think this meant she must use every means at her disposal to assure she was beholden to no one. Winning her freedom, as she now knew to her sorrow, had cost her dearly. 

Back straight, head up, chin stuck defiantly forward, Rosamond rode into the courtyard to dismount. A young groom of the stable appeared to take the horses. She did not recognize him, another reminder of how many years had passed since her last visit. 

She saw no one else as she made her way up the winding stair to the gallery that ran around three sides of the courtyard. Like a dagger aimed at the heart, she flew straight to the door of Lady Appleton's study.

At first everything seemed unchanged, from the small carpet-draped table holding Venetian glass goblets and fine Rhenish wine in a crystal flagon to the mappa mundi displayed on one wall. Behind it was the secret compartment where Lady Appleton kept small valuables and important papers. A hearth with a marble chimney piece took up most of the space on another wall. The linenfold panels on either side caught the early morning light flooding in through the east-facing window that looked out over Leigh Abbey's fields and orchards. 

Lady Appleton, seated at her desk, appeared to be so engrossed in writing a letter that she could not be troubled to look up and see who had entered. Rosamond frowned. A second window, hard by the silent woman, boasted an excellent view of the gatehouse and the road beyond.

"Unless you have lost both hearing and sight since the last time we met, I warrant you heard hooves approaching and saw me arrive," she said in silken tones. "Do you mean to ignore me indefinitely?"

The older woman shifted position until she could meet Rosamond's eyes. A tentative smile hovered about her lips. "Mayhap I wished to give you a moment to remember that this is your home."

"Once it was." As soon as the words were out, Rosamond wished them back. She had always been too quick to speak her mind. 

An awkward silence settled between them as each waited for the other to say more. Rosamond studied her foster mother, noting the subtle changes in her appearance. Hair that had once been dark brown was now shot through with gray. Her face was more deeply lined, especially around the eyes and mouth. When she rose from her chair, Rosamond could not help but notice that she no longer stood as tall as she once had.  

Lady Appleton's sharp-sighted blue eyes surveyed Rosamond in return, missing nothing. Age had not diminished her powers of observation. "There was no need for you to ride all night," she said, " but since you did, I am glad to see that you were sensible enough not to attempt it in skirts."

"Were it not against the law, I would dress this way all the time. Men's clothing is marvelous comfortable."

"And passing scandalous." There was no censure in the words.

"But practical, as you have just admitted, and there was a certain urgency in your summons. You said my presence was required in a matter of life and death." Rosamond's voice hitched when she added, "I feared you were dying."

"My dearest girl! I never meant to give you that impression, but if that belief spurred you on I can only be glad of it."

When she opened her arms, Rosamond stepped into the embrace, clinging to the other woman as emotions threatened to drown her. Waves of relief and gratitude and love swept over her. 

"I was wrong to push you away, Mama," she whispered. "I know you only wanted what was best for me."

"You were not the only one who handled things badly." Stepping back, Lady Appleton put one strong, square hand on each of Rosamond's shoulders, holding her in place until their gazes locked. "We will speak no more of the past. That you are here now is all that matters."

"Are you certain you are well, and that no one else is at death's door?"

"If you mean Jennet, you must say so."

Rosamond felt her lips curl into a rueful smile. "Yes, I mean Jennet. To hear Rob tell it, his mother's health has been passing precarious ever since we married."

Jennet Jaffrey had never cared for Sir Robert Appleton's by-blow, even before Rosamond  persuaded Rob to wed her as the means to claim her inheritance. That fence, too, needed mending, but Rosamond had a more pressing concern. 

"Why did you send for me, and why in such a vague and alarming way?"

"I feared someone might intercept my letter. I preferred to take no chances." 

Taking Rosamond's arm, Lady Appleton drew her out of the study and along the gallery to the door of the chamber that had once been Rosamond's schoolroom. In company with Rob's sisters, Susan and Kate, and two other girls, Godlina Walkenden, daughter of a wealthy London merchant, and Dionysia Tallboys, a Derbyshire heiress, Rosamond had spent many happy hours at her lessons. Lady Appleton had seen to it that they received an education equal to that of any gentleman's son. 

The furnishings of a bedchamber had replaced those suited to the study of mathematics, geography, logic, and languages. Rosamond's eyes narrowed. The bed was occupied. At the sound of the door opening, the lump under the covers rolled over and sat up, blinking in confusion. For a moment, Rosamond did not recognize this bedraggled creature as her old friend Lina. When at last she did, she was even more perplexed.

"A matter of life and death?"

"A matter," said Lady Appleton, "of murder." 
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Chapter Three
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Lina Walkenden at twelve, the age at which she and Rosamond first met, had been a plump girl who loved sweets of any kind, giggled at the least provocation, and never hesitated to follow Rosamond's lead. As their friendship grew, Rosamond had inspired Lina to bursts of bravery, some of which they afterward regretted. 

The woman who emerged from beneath the bedcovers, wearing naught but a shift, had lost flesh everywhere but her bosom in the years since. Always plain-featured, she still had hair best described as the color of mud on a spring morning. Her eyes, when not puffy and tear-reddened, were her best feature. Their hue was an exact match for the shell of a hazelnut. 

Before Rosamond could brace herself for the impact, Lina flung herself across the room. Engulfed in an embrace that knocked the air out of her lungs, Rosamond instinctively tried to free herself. Taking this as a sign of rejection, Lina sagged and burst into tears, clinging to Rosamond even more fiercely. 

Unaccustomed to giving comfort, Rosamond administered a series of awkward pats to her friend's back. Over Lina's head she sent her foster mother a mute appeal for help.

"Dry your eyes, Lina," Lady Appleton said in a voice the brooked no argument. "Rosamond will help you to dress. While she does, you can explain to her how you came to be here."

With a final sniffle, Lina released her hold and backed away, swabbing her face with her sleeve. Still mopping up moisture, she began to gather her clothing. It had been carelessly discarded. A petticoat was draped across the seat of a chair while her kirtle had come to rest half on and half off a chest with a curved top. Other items were scattered throughout the bedchamber. 

"After you two have talked, you will find me in the small parlor."

"But Mama—"

The closing door cut off Rosamond's protest. 

Resigned, she regarded Lina with critical eyes. The other woman had managed to assume her petticoat but her fingers were tangled in the laces and another bout of crying appeared to be imminent. 

"Let go of that." Rosamond's voice was sharp with impatience. 

Lina jumped and looked cowed. The petticoat pooled around her ankles.

"Who," Rosamond asked as she took on the role of tiring maid, "has been murdered?"

In a choked voice, Lina managed to speak a name, but it was one that meant nothing to Rosamond.

"Who is Hugo Hackett?" She dealt with putting Lina into her petticoat and retrieved the kirtle.

"He was my sister Isolde's husband."

Rosamond stared at a series of finger-shaped bruises on Lina's upper arms. They were plainly visible through the thin lawn of her shift. "Did he do this?" 

Lina nodded. "But I did not kill him, Ros. I swear it on my mother's soul!"

Having fastened both kirtle and bodice in place, Rosamond searched for Lina's sleeves and finally spotted them lying on the floor beneath the small table that held a wash basin and ewer. She frowned as she tied the points that fastened the sleeves to the bodice. Lina's mother, who had died when Lina was ten, had been the second wife of a wealthy London merchant. Lina had been their only child, so Isolde had to be a half sister. It seemed likely she was much older than Lina.

"Who thinks you did kill him?" She suspected she already knew the answer.

"Isolde." Lina choked back a sob. 

Rosamond smoothed a lace collar into place. The clothes were of good quality but plain. Lina had dressed in much finer garments when they were girls. "Why would Isolde accuse you of such a thing? If you start crying again," she warned, "I will slap you."

Lina bit her lip, swallowed hard, and regained enough control to answer Rosamond's question. "S-she s-saw me s-standing over Hugo's body. I was the one who found him."

"Did you have reason to kill him, aside from the bruises?" Her task complete, Rosamond stepped back so that she could watch Lina's face as her friend answered.

"S-she thinks I did."

"Explain."

After taking a few deep breaths, Lina did her best. Her voice was steadier, but she still looked as if she might be about to flood the room with tears. 

"It is because of Father's will. When he died three years ago, he left me a generous marriage portion but no money to live on till I wed. He charged Hugo with my keeping and added a provision to say that if Hugo did not approve of the man I married, he could withhold my dowry."

"He intended that Hugo should choose your husband for you." Rosamond's voice was flat. Such arrangements were not unusual, but they often led to unhappy marriages. "I take it you had some objection to the man he selected?"

Her expression bleak, Lina nodded. 

That was unfortunate, Rosamond thought. If  Lina had reason to see Hugo as an obstacle to her happiness, that made her an obvious suspect in his murder. Still, she had said that she did not kill him and Rosamond believed her. 

"Come and sit, Lina." Rosamond climbed up on the bed and chose a spot at the foot, folding her legs beneath her in tailor-fashion and patting the coverlet beside her. "You must go back to the beginning and tell me everything that happened." 

"The beginning?" Rosamond heard a touch of asperity in her friend's voice as Lina settled herself at the opposite end of the bed, her back against a bolster and a pillow held in front of her like a shield. "That was when you wed Rob Jaffrey. The moment Father heard you had made a runaway marriage, he ordered me to leave Leigh Abbey and return to London, lest I be corrupted by your wicked example."

Rosamond had meant for her to start her story with the period immediately prior to the murder, but she held her peace, determined to let Lina tell the story in her own way.  

Setting aside the pillow, Lina drew her knees close to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. A faraway look came into her eyes. "Father was furious. He had sent me here to be trained as a gentlewoman only to have the household tarnished by scandal. As a result, he gave up his plan to marry me into the gentry and instead sent me to Isolde to learn a trade."

"He apprenticed you?" Startled, Rosamond sat up straighter.

"Not in the way that boys are bound by contract for a term of years. The silkwomen of London are not so strictly regulated. It is the only profession I know of in which a woman is permitted to keep all the money she earns. Her husband has no claim on her income but she must have a husband in order to set up as a silkwoman in the first place. Then she can work as a throwster or a weaver or deal generally in silk goods. The way Father arranged matters, I was to remain with Isolde until I married." Her voice bitter, she added, "After he died, I became little more than an unpaid servant in Isolde's household."

"Why did your father make Isolde's husband your guardian?" Rosamond asked. "I seem to remember that you also have a half brother."

"Yes. Lawrence. He is fourteen years older than I am. He has never been unkind to me, but he has always been too busy with his own concerns to take much notice of his little sister. I suppose Father thought to spare him the trouble of dealing with me."

Abruptly, Lina stopped speaking and sniffled. Fearing another spate of weeping and hoping to stem the flow, Rosamond asked, "When did Hugo announce that he had found you a husband?"  

"Two months ago." Lina's involuntary shudder spoke volumes.

Rosamond unfolded herself and scooted forward until she could grasp her friend's hands. They were icy to the touch. "What manner of man did he seek to inflict on you?"

"A wealthy one. His name is Alessandro Portinari."

"An Italian?" Rosamond did not share the inherent distrust of foreigners so common in England, but she could not quite keep the surprise out of her voice.

Lina drew herself up as if affronted and sent Rosamond an annoyed look. "He is a silk merchant in London. He was born in Florence but became an English citizen years ago."

Eyebrows lifting, Rosamond moderated her tone. "I meant no offense." She hesitated, then added, "I thought you disliked him."

"I did not object to him at first. He made much of me, showering me with gifts. He is always courteous." She heaved a deep sigh. 

"What, then, is wrong with him?"

"He is old, nearly three score years, and fat, and ugly. He wears an over-strong scent and too many rings. One of them is a large cameo of a death's head."

Rosamond waited. If he was wealthy enough, most young women in Lina's situation would be willing to wed a man who was old and fat and ugly, even if he did have poor taste in jewelry. There had to be some other count against him.

"He is diseased." Lina's cheeks flamed as the words burst out of her. "It is the French pox."

Rosamond thought herself worldly, but she could not suppress a gasp. The ailment had many names—learned men called it syphilis—but all of them were spoken in whispers. Persons known to have contracted the disease were shunned long before they succumbed to a painful, lingering death.

"When I found out," Lina continued, "I confronted Hugo and told him I would not go through with the marriage. We quarreled, loud enough to be overheard by my sister and half the neighborhood. Hugo did not believe me, or else he did not care. He seized hold of me and locked me in my chamber and threatened to starve me until I relented." 

That, Rosamond realized, must have been when Lina acquired her bruises.  

The remainder of Lina's story spilled out in a rush. Her escape. Her return. Her discovery of Hugo, dead in his counting house. 

"My screams woke the household. Isolde was the first to reach me. After she saw Hugo's body, she slapped me across the face. By then the apprentices and servants were crowding into the room, mouths agape. Isolde ordered one of them to run and fetch the watch and told two more to take hold of me. She said I had killed Hugo and would suffer for it. That is when I fled."

"Wise of you," Rosamond said. Had Lina hesitated before taking flight, she might well have been imprisoned, tried, and executed by now. "Did you come straight here?"

"First I had to elude Hugo's apprentices, although I do not think they pursued me as diligently as they might have. I had already thought to ask you for help, Ros, but I did not know where to find you. Then I remembered that Lady Appleton has often helped people wrongly accused of crimes, so I pawned my jewelry and hired a horse and came here."

"What did Lady Appleton suggest?" Rosamond asked.

The ghost of a smile flitted across Lina's wan features. "That we lose no time sending for you."
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Chapter Four
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Susanna Appleton prayed for patience. "You cannot avoid speaking to her, Jennet."

"And why not?" Jennet Jaffrey worried her lower lip with her teeth, a sure sign that she was upset. 

That was only to be expected, given the way she felt about Rosamond, but after all this time, Susanna's tolerance had worn thin. "This feud between you has to end."

"She—"

"I do not want to hear it." Susanna held up one hand, palm out. 

She was well aware of the complaints Jennet had against her son's wife. They had begun to accumulate long before Rob and Rosamond married. She had been against Susanna's decision to foster her husband's bastard daughter and had never approved of Rosamond's high spirits or her tendency to lead the other children, Rob and his sisters among them, into trouble. As for the marriage itself, that never should have happened.

Rob Jaffrey's father, Mark, was Lady Appleton's steward. His mother, Jennet, had once been her tiring maid and now served as Leigh Abbey's housekeeper. It was not unheard of for the gentry to marry beneath them, but both families had envisioned other futures for their children. Rob had already matriculated at Cambridge. Rosamond's mother, Eleanor, had dreams of matching her with a nobleman's son. That Rosamond appeared to have married Rob solely as a ploy to gain control of her inheritance had been the final straw where Jennet was concerned.  

Susanna's own feelings toward Rosamond had always been complex. Barren herself, she had been deeply hurt by her first sight of this child who was, unmistakably, her husband's get. Even as an infant, Rosamond had shared Sir Robert Appleton's most prominent features, especially his deep brown eyes. In Rosamond, his wavy dark brown hair, his narrow face, and his high forehead combined to create a pretty creature who had never been above using her attractive appearance to have her own way. Susanna had long accepted responsibility for that character flaw. She had spoiled the child.

Even that first day, when she had seen Rosamond in her mother's arms and realized that Robert had betrayed his marriage vows, Susanna had not blamed the baby. Susanna had done her best for Robert's illegitimate daughter after his death, taking an interest in her upbringing and welcoming the little girl into her own home when Rosamond's mother, Eleanor, married Sir Walter Pendennis and went abroad with her new husband on a diplomatic mission for the queen. As Rosamond's foster mother, Susanna had felt it her duty to make the child's future secure. Morally, if not legally, she was her father's heir. Susanna had made it so in law, as well, setting aside a small fortune to come to Rosamond when she reached the age of twenty-one, or when she wed, whichever came first. 

That was what had led to her misalliance with Rob Jaffrey. To put an end to Eleanor's constant pressure to marry some young sprig of the nobility, Rosamond had talked Rob Jaffrey into a clandestine marriage. She had always been able to twist the boy around her little finger. She had even persuaded him to sign away his rights, acquired the moment their vows were exchanged, to all the goods, chattels, and land she brought to the marriage. Rosamond had been furious when she learned she had miscalculated. Rob had not been of legal age to enter into any contract other than a matrimonial one. Rob's father, not Rob himself, gained control of Rosamond's fortune, and Mark Jaffrey was not inclined to be as generous as Susanna had been.

In the tempestuous weeks and months that followed, with threats of a legal battle on the horizon, the household at Leigh Abbey had been torn asunder. Rob had sided with his bride. Jennet, who had always been quick to criticize Rosamond, calling her prideful and a troublemaker, had suffered a seizure and taken to her bed. She had been gravely ill for weeks afterward and had been subject to dizzy spells ever since that episode. 

Studying the other woman as they waited for Rosamond and Lina to join them in the small parlor near the ground floor hall, Susanna noted ominous signs. Jennet's cheeks were flushed, her breath came a little too fast, and her steps, when she moved from one side of the room to the other, were a trifle unsteady. Low of stature all her life, Jennet had never lost the weight she gained with her first child. She had increased in girth from year to year until she was nearly as round as she was tall. Along with the weight had come the tendency toward heightened color and a chronic shortness of breath.

"Have you taken your tonic this morning?" Susanna prepared it herself—a distillation of horehound, sage, mullein, and raspberry leaves. Imbibed daily, it strengthened the heart. 

Sending her a mutinous look, Jennet shook her head.

"Now, of all times, you must not skip a dose." Susanna had also advised her old friend to avoid nuts, milk, cheese, meat, and fruits, but she knew full well that Jennet ate what she pleased. As a countermeasure, Susanna was wont to surreptitiously mix a little feverfew into Jennet's wine.  

About to launch into a lecture on taking better care of herself, Susanna maintained her silence when she heard footsteps approaching. A moment later, Rosamond entered the small parlor. She had taken the time to change into more suitable clothing, garments she had apparently brought with her in her saddlebags. Eyes bright, she opened her mouth to speak. She closed it again when she caught sight of Jennet. 

Every trace of Rosamond's animation vanished as if a shutter had swung closed. She stood stock still, hands clenched in front of her, staring with a blank expression at her husband's mother. 

Jennet took a step toward the younger woman, her eyes ablaze with years of pent-up animosity. 

Susanna moved swiftly to step between them. "Enough! You will declare a truce here and now, if for no other reason than that you both care for Rob."

For a time, Rosamond had also been estranged from her husband. They still lived apart, with Rob pursuing his studies at Cambridge and Rosamond established in Bermondsey, but Susanna had been assured that they were once again on friendly terms with one another. She dared hope that, before long, they would be fully reconciled. What choice did they have? There was no undoing a marriage, not in Elizabeth Tudor's England. Once the matrimonial knot was tied, only death could sever it.  

Rosamond drew in a deep breath and addressed Jennet. "I know I have not behaved well in the past and I am most heartily sorry for it. I never meant to hurt you. I was thoughtless and selfish."

"And therein I bear some responsibility," Susanna interrupted. "I was never good at discipline."

Eyes wide, Rosamond turned to her. "No, Mama, you must not blame yourself. I should have hated it, hated you, if you had been strict with me. No doubt I would have rebelled all the sooner. Mother's machinations were what drove me to act so impulsively, not yours."

"Whatever happened in the past, it is the present that is important now. And the future." She leveled a stern look at Jennet. "Must I remind you that Rosamond will one day be the mother of your grandchildren?"

Rosamond winced. Jennet cast a speculative glance at her daughter-in-law's midsection. "I see no sign that you are increasing. Are you certain you understand the duties of a wife?"

"I even enjoy some of them," Rosamond shot back, "but if you ever expect to dandle my baby on your knees—"

"Rob will have his degree soon," Susanna interrupted, "and then you two will be able to live as man and wife." It was not Rosamond keeping them apart, she assured herself, but only the rule at Cambridge that did not permit wives to share undergraduates' lodgings. "Meanwhile, there is the matter of Godlina Walkenden to occupy us. I expected her to come down with you, Rosamond."

"I left her resting. It seemed to exhaust her to relate her tale. She would not even let me help her undress, but sprawled fully clothed on the bed and fell at once into a doze."

"It is no wonder she is still recovering. She showed remarkable fortitude in making her way to Leigh Abbey on her own. She was close to collapse by the time she arrived. Since then she has had to endure the strain of wondering if her sister will remember this place and send searchers here to look for her."

"I do not understand how you can be so certain she is innocent," Jennet grumbled. "As a girl, she did not always tell the truth. There was that matter in Derbyshire—"

"Lina is the victim in this." Rosamond's defense of her friend was immediate and fierce.

Quietly pleased, Susanna drew her aside. "Anyone can kill, given enough provocation, but I cannot see Lina stabbing Hugo Hackett to death."

"Lina did not seem to know where the knife came from, or who it belonged to, or even what kind of knife it was."

"It may well have been Hackett's own blade. It is not surprising that Lina was too upset at the time to take note of details."

"She said she thought at once of me," Rosamond said with the hint of a smile.

"You are in an excellent position to help her."

"I do not see how. No one has any reason to talk to me, let alone answer intrusive questions about Hugo Hackett's death. I warrant you are better suited to make such inquiries than I am."

Susanna shook her head. "I do not have the excuse of long friendship for meddling in this matter. Moreover, if I were to go to London and approach Isolde Hackett, it would not be long before she guessed that I had seen Lina. I can be of more use if I stay here and keep Lina hidden. You, on the other hand, may with impunity go anywhere in the city and talk to people who knew Hugo, even his widow."

Jennet, who had been listening to every word that passed between them, gave a disdainful sniff. "She cannot compel anyone to answer her, and if she gives as the reason for her interest that she was Lina's childhood friend, it was at Leigh Abbey that they knew each other. The authorities will come here searching for the fugitive, you mark my words."

"I have been reliably informed," said Susanna, not without pride, "that our Rosamond is skilled in the art of disguise and also most adept at uncovering secrets. No less a person than Sir Francis Walsingham, the queen's spy master, was moved to employ her on a mission of some delicacy."

Rosamond's look of astonishment had Susanna stifling an urge to laugh aloud. 

"No one was supposed to know anything about that!"

"You forget, dearest girl, who drew you into the affair in the first place." 

Susanna had not been pleased to learn what danger Rosamond had been in, and Rob, too, but by the time her neighbor, friend, and occasional lover, Nick Baldwin, had shared the details, everyone was safe.

"I will do all I can to help Lina," Rosamond said. "Never doubt that. But I am uncertain where to begin." Susanna could almost hear the wheels turn and the gears grind as Rosamond mulled over the problem. 

"I am confident you will be able to discover the murderer's identity. As for beginning, you must talk to Lina again. Ask her what persons profit from the death of her sister's husband. They are the individuals you must contrive to meet. Observe them closely and you should be able to whittle down your list of names. When only one remains, that will be your killer."

Rosamond laughed. "Not my killer, I hope. I should like to survive the discovery." 

"I feel certain you will be as cautious as you are diligent," Susanna said. "Now go you and rest for a few hours while you can. You have had a long and arduous journey yourself. We will speak of this more anon."

Rosamond resisted at first, but a jaw-popping yawn gave the lie to her claim that she was not tired. 

When she had gone from the small parlor, Susanna turned to Jennet. "If what Nick Baldwin has told me is true, Rosamond is not only clever and resourceful but also knows how to defend herself. And yet, I will worry about her. Someone who has killed once will not hesitate to kill again rather than be caught and punished."

Jennet sent her a sour look. "Too late now to think of that. You have set her on her course. Tell her not to go on with it and she will do just the opposite."

"She had a rebellious, impulsive streak in her nature when she was younger, but surely she has outgrown that."

Jennet sneered at that notion. "No doubt," she said, "that is why she donned male garments and rode through the night to arrive here the sooner."   

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five
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Rob Jaffrey was on his way from morning prayers to the first lecture of the day when he noticed the stranger. Like everyone else in sight, the man wore a hooded, ankle-length academic gown. The wool was London brown in color. Although black was more usual, this was an acceptable hue, but its wearer was far too old to be an undergraduate at Christ's College. In passing, his pale blue eyes fixed on Rob in a hard stare. His thin lips pursed with disapproval.

Such rude behavior was not unheard of at Cambridge, but neither was it common. As Rob kept walking, he looked back over his shoulder, squinting in the sun for a better look. He was just in time to see the stranger scuttle away, head down, as if he did not wish to call attention to himself.

His curiosity aroused, Rob wondered who the man was. A tutor? A fellow of the college? He was no one Rob had seen before, of that he felt certain. He would have remembered those ice-colored eyes. There had been something wrong with the way the stranger wore his hair, too. It was over-long, even for someone who was no longer a student. 

Then again, those who matriculated at Cambridge did not always follow the rule that required them to keep their locks polled, knotted, or rounded. There were many who could afford to pay a fourpenny fine rather than be shorn, just as more than one gentleman's son habitually left off his gown and willingly paid an eightpenny fine. The only other penalty one might suffer for that offense was to be hauled before the provost and lectured. 

To Rob's mind, scholars such as the one who had worn a cut taffeta doublet in the buttery were vain as peacocks. They strutted about, desirous of calling attention to themselves by their defiance of authority. The man he had just seen was the opposite. He had not wanted to be noticed. Rob wondered if he belonged at Cambridge at all, but if he had chosen to wear a disguise, he would have done better to put on the garb of a servant. 

Rob continued on his way to the lecture and forgot all about the incident until late that same afternoon when he kept the appointment he had made with a prospective tutor. Interrupting his university studies to travel to distant Muscovy had left him scrambling to catch up. He had returned to Cambridge just before the start of Michaelmas term and if he meant to be among those awarded a bachelor's degree on Palm Sunday, only six months hence, he had need of the best teachers. Thanks to his wife's wealth, he possessed the wherewithal to hire them.

This tutor, whose specialty was philosophy, had been described to Rob as short, round, and bearded. The man standing at the window of a small room in a Cambridge lodging house, his back to the door, was a scrawny beanpole, spindle-shanked and
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