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"Highly recommended for readers who appreciate suspenseful historical mysteries." Booklist

––––––––
[image: image]


"A nice rural flavor, complete with authentic rustics, living conditions, and social customs, blend with family secrets and a slightly twisted plot to make this an enticing historical." Library Journal
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"A solid bet for historical mystery fans." Publishers Weekly 
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"A fascinating mixture of fictional and historical characters . . . there  are twists, flashes of revelations, and some great titles. It's a fun, easy read." Historical Novels Review on Murders and Other Confusions (short story collection) 
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"Emerson takes us on a wonderful jaunt through Elizabethan England." The Purloined Letter
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This collection includes all sixteen short stories featuring characters from the Face Down Mysteries. They are arranged in chronological order rather than order of publication to create a more unified picture of Lady Appleton's world. 

Minor corrections and numerous changes in word choices have been made in the course of preparing this collection. This was done to make the text read more smoothly and with less wordiness, and because short stories accepted for publication undergo less editing than book manuscripts. I am grateful to readers who caught mistakes in the earlier versions. Any that remain are entirely my own. There have been no changes to plots or characters.

Please note that the first two stories take place before events in Face Down in the Marrow-Bone Pie.
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England 1552
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Delighted with herself at having escaped, if only temporarily, from her duties as a waiting gentlewoman to the duchess of Northumberland, Susanna Leigh slipped into the overgrown garden at Otford and set off at a brisk pace along what remained of a wide graveled walk. She craved solitude and an opportunity to indulge in pleasant daydreams about handsome, charming Robert Appleton, to whom she was betrothed, but she had not gone more than a few yards before she realized she was not alone among the tangled flower beds, knots, and works of topiary.

Anne, countess of Warwick, wife to the duke and duchess's eldest son, danced past on an intersecting path bordered by a low hedge of rosemary. Susanna skidded to a halt and would have turned and fled, but it was too late. The countess had seen her. She reappeared at the point where walk and path met, her expression fierce. "How dare you follow me!" 

"My lady, I would never intrude upon your privacy," Susanna protested. "I did not know anyone was here." 

Lady Warwick considered that for a moment, then nodded. The two young women were of an age and had both been raised in households that supported the New Religion and believed girls should be educated in the same manner as boys, but Susanna was the daughter of a mere knight. Lady Warwick's father, before his execution for treason, had been duke of Somerset and Lord Protector of England. 

"It is a large garden," Susanna said. "I will stay well out of your way."

The suggestion seemed to amuse Lady Warwick. "Shall we imagine the Picts' Wall down the middle?"

"If you like. I will take the half that includes the dell and the dovecotes and leave to you all the pleached bowers and arbors."

This time the nod of acknowledgment contained a hint of approval. Without further ado, they set off in opposite directions. 

For the space of a quarter of an hour, Susanna enjoyed the peace and quiet of a bright morning at the end of May. The only sound was the gentle stirring of leaves, distant birdsong, and the crunch of her own leather-shod feet on gravel as she strolled beside the dell originally intended to be a trout stream. From the wooden bridge that spanned it, Susanna spent several minutes watching fish flash through the water below. She wondered if the duke meant to restore Otford to its former glory. It seemed a waste to let the manor and its grounds fall to ruin, and yet what need did he have of it when Knole, even more grand, lay less than three miles distant? Both manors had come to him from young King Edward the Sixth when Northumberland replaced Lady Warwick's father at the head of England's government.

Lost in contemplation, Susanna reacted slowly to the sound of running footsteps. By the time she turned, she saw only a blur of brightly colored skirts before the small form wearing them barreled into her. With a sob, Lady Katherine Dudley, aged six and a half, lifted her tear-streaked face to Susanna's and blurted, "There is a body in the dovecote!"

For a moment Susanna wondered if Lady Katherine was playing a trick on her. "Show me," she ordered.

Lady Katherine, youngest child of the duke of Northumberland, blinked rapidly at the command. Then, with a lack of reluctance that both surprised Susanna and heightened her suspicions, she led the way toward the three round brick structures that were home to nearly a thousand pigeons.

The smallest dovecote sat in splendid isolation in a sheltered copse. To lull the doves into taking up residence, their houses were always at some distance from human habitation, but no cooing issued from within this structure and there was no flapping of wings as birds flew in and out. 

There should be something, Susanna thought. 

There was activity around the larger dovecotes. The inhabitants were foragers, setting off each day to scour the countryside for seeds. She shaded her eyes against the sun, trying to see if the internal shutters were closed, but from the outside she could make out nothing but exterior landing ledges. A protruding stone course around the outside of the building, designed to prevent vermin—weasels, rats, and martens in particular—from climbing up to the entrances and devouring the birds, further obscured her vision.

"In here," Lady Katherine called.

"Wait." 

Susanna spoke too late. Lady Katherine had already opened a low, heavy, wooden door and stepped inside the dovecote.

Ducking her head, Susanna went after her. The height of the entry was deliberate, intended to enforce a slow entrance so that a person's sudden appearance in the dovecote would not panic the residents. No fear of that, Susanna thought. The inside was eerily quiet and appeared to be empty of feathered inhabitants.

The walls of the dovecote were nearly three feet thick, shutting out both sound and light. The roof, dome shaped and constructed of slates, was topped with a wooden cupola which, when unshuttered, provided air as well as ingress and egress. The shutters, closed as Susanna had guessed they would be, made the interior too dark to see much of anything. As she stood upright, she stepped to one side, allowing in a square of daylight full of dust motes from the earthen floor. 

"There," said Lady Katherine. At the far corner of the square, lying atop a thick layer of bird droppings, was a dead dove. 

Susanna let out a breath she had not been aware of holding. It was a bird and not a person. Relief surged through her. 

"I did not mean for it to die," Lady Katherine said in a choked voice.

Puzzled, Susanna squinted at both bird and girl as she fumbled for the lever that opened the shutters. She found it after a few frustrating moments but admitting additional light illuminated only enough of the interior for her make out the potence, a revolving wooden pole mounted on a plinth at the center of the dovecote. It rose from floor to roof, its two great arms extending outwards. The ladders at the end of each were used to collect eggs and squabs. 

It resembled a gallows, Susanna thought, and shivered.

Rows of nest boxes, each about six inches square at the opening, lined the walls in a checkerboard pattern. They appeared to be empty, but Susanna knew that each nest was L-shaped, about eighteen inches deep and twelve across the back, and fronted with a small raised ledge to keep the eggs from rolling out. Were there more dead doves inside, or had they all flown away before the cote was shuttered?  

Abandoning that question for the nonce, Susanna returned her attention to the body in the dovecote. She could see that the bird's beak was open. Its dead eyes stared at her, sightless but accusing. She had no difficulty imagining the effect of such a sight on an impressionable child. "Come away, my lady."

Instead, the girl knelt by the body, dragging her jewel-toned skirt in the dirt. "I killed it."

Startled, Susanna stepped close enough to see that Lady Katherine's tears flowed unchecked. Susanna was uncertain what to say. The doves were raised to feed the household, not as pets. Lady Katherine's despair seemed out of all proportion. Had she been a boy, Susanna suspected she'd have learned by this age to hunt birds smaller than this with bow and arrow.

Lady Katherine stroked one hand over the ruffled feathers. "It was here, abandoned," she managed to say between sobs. "It was on the ground, huddled into itself. I collected some seeds to feed it and make it well." She delved into the dirt beside the bird and came up with one.

Susanna accepted the seed from the child's grubby hand and held it in the light. Black and about the size of a wheat seed, its surface was pitted with small warts. She did not know what plant it came from, but she tucked the seed into the little leather pocket suspended from her waist to study at her leisure. She had for some time taken an interest in the identification of herbs. 

"It seems most unlikely that you caused the dove to die, Lady Katherine." Susanna helped the little girl to her feet and dusted her off. "If this bird was left behind, it must have been ill." She stooped, examining the small corpse. "See here? This dove could not fly because its wing is broken."  

No doubt being seized by small, determined hands had not helped the poor creature's condition, but Susanna did not say so aloud. Lady Katherine had suffered enough guilt on the dove's account.

"I would have cared for it," the child murmured. "I could have kept it in a cage, safe from harm."

"Even beloved pets can die, my lady," Susanna said in her gentlest voice, slinging a comforting arm around the girl's shoulders. "Come away with me now. The dove was already mortally wounded. You could not have saved it."

They had just left the dovecote when a man entered the copse. At the sight of them he started and let the rake he was carrying fall to the ground with a dull thump. "Your pardon, mistress. My lady." He tugged on a greasy, chestnut-colored forelock before he remembered to take off his cap to reveal thick hair full of tangles. "I come to clean out the droppings," he stammered, backing away all the while.

That explained why the shutters had been closed. Bird lime had considerable value as a source of saltpeter for making gunpowder and was collected on a regular basis. Happy to have that minor mystery solved and anxious to escape the pungent smell that clung to his ragged clothes and hobnail boots, Susanna told the fellow to continue about his business. 

Forthwith, she escorted Lady Katherine back to her governess, pausing only long enough to suggest that the child might like to have a linnet or a lark in a cage as a pet. That accomplished, Susanna put both the workman and the dead dove out of her mind. She thought of the latter again, but only in passing, when she rose the following morning to news of another death.

"It is Lady Ambrose, mistress," her tiring maid announced. Susanna shared both Ellen and the bedchamber with two other gentlewomen of the household. "They say in the kitchen that she woke in the middle of the night in a terrible sweat, then swooned upon rising and suffered most horrible pangs and fits, worse than anything she endured when she was ill before, and at six of the clock, she died."

"Poor lady," Susanna murmured as she broke her fast with the bread and ale Ellen had brought. 

Throughout the simple meal and while Susanna, Margaret, and Penelope dressed, helping each other with their points, they spoke in subdued tones of poor Lady Ambrose's sudden demise. Penelope seemed to think the duke might consider her as a candidate to be Lord Ambrose's next wife. "He is the most pleasing of all the brothers," she declared.

Susanna doubted that Penelope knew Lord Ambrose well enough to judge. Some years older than Lord Henry, Lord Robin, and Lord Guildford, Northumberland's second son spent most of his time at court with the young king. All the brothers did. Susanna smiled to herself. Although she had once been kissed by Lord Robin and found it pleasant, she had never had any matrimonial interest in any of the Dudleys. Besides, Lord Robin already had a wife and it was, or so everyone said, a love match. He'd married a girl named Amye Robsart in a quiet, private ceremony one day after the splendid wedding between the earl of Warwick and the duke of Somerset's eldest daughter.

Inevitably, speculation turned to the cause of Lady Ambrose's death.

"Mayhap her husband tired of her," Margaret suggested with a giggle.

"I am certain it was a relapse," Penelope declared. 

A month earlier, Lady Ambrose had broken out in spots. One of the duke's physicians had said it was the measles. The other had diagnosed her condition as smallpox. Whichever had afflicted her, she'd recovered in spite of their care.

Ellen turned a face that had suddenly gone pale toward Susanna. "What if it is some horrible plague visited upon us for the duke's sins?"

"You must not say such a thing," Susanna warned her. 

But panic made the maidservant careless. Her voice rose. "Some say the duke deserves to be struck dead for all the evil he's done."

"Silence!" Susanna glared the foolish young woman into obedience. "His grace the duke is a good man." 

He'd become Susanna's guardian upon her father's death. To ensure that her interests were protected, he'd quickly arranged her marriage to the dashing and debonair Robert Appleton, a gentleman from distant Lancashire. Although Susanna had only met him a few times since their betrothal, Robert had charmed her with his manners and a pretty attentiveness. He even professed himself pleased that she was well versed in the classics and had studied mathematics and geography. 

Annoyed by the chatter and speculation, Susanna left the chamber ahead of the others. She thus chanced upon the duke just as he was leaving the rooms allotted to Lady Ambrose. Attended by his chaplain, his physicians, and his steward, Northumberland seemed uncommon agitated. He was not much given to any show of emotion and further surprised Susanna by hailing her. 

"Go and keep Lady Ambrose's maid company," he said. "She is in no fit state to wait alone for the women who will wash the body and wrap it in a winding sheet." 

Uncertain how to deal with the sobbing servant she found within, Susanna managed a few disjointed words of comfort. Her effort felt inadequate before such a heart-wrenching display of grief. 

Tears streamed down the woman's deeply lined face and dripped off the end of a wattled chin. She was of an age to make Susanna wonder if she had been Lady Ambrose's nurse. The deceased had not been a duke's daughter like Lady Warwick, Susanna reminded herself, but came, as Susanna herself did, from wealthy gentry stock. There were many in the household at Leigh Abbey who had served the Leighs for generations. They'd mourned the death of Susanna's father as deeply as she had.  

"Lady Ambrose was surpassing sick," Susanna said. "There is naught anyone could have done to predict a relapse." Her illness, whatever it was, had left her with a lingering cough and a hoarse voice. "Mayhap she'd not fully recovered and fell ill again. You must not blame yourself for that."

"She was well." With an angry gesture, the woman dashed the moisture from her cheeks. Her eyes were red with weeping and her lips quivered. "It was not the same ailment that killed her."

Frustrated by her failure to soothe the old woman's grief, Susanna stopped trying to find the right words and fumbled for a handkerchief instead. Taking it, the maidservant mopped her face. The honk when she blew her nose reverberated in the awkward silence.

"The duke says we're all to be kept here," the servant said after a moment. "No one's to leave, he said, until the moon be at the full. His grace's physicians think it may be the sweat, or worse."

Susanna swallowed back the instinctive fear aroused by any mention of the sweat. That mysterious disease had devastated England the previous year, killing without mercy or discretion. "Death can come with no warning from a hundred causes," Susanna murmured, more to reassure herself than to ease the maidservant's suffering. She had the best of reasons to know that. Her father had been taken from her in a shipwreck. Her only sibling, a younger sister, had met her death through accidental poisoning. 

"Lady Ambrose was sick to her stomach and feverish and giddy," the old woman said. "She grew weak from delirium and pain until she slipped at the last into a deep, unnatural sleep."

Susanna frowned. That did not sound like the sweat, or smallpox, or measles.

"She was in such high spirits before she went to bed," the maid lamented. "She said she felt herself again after so many weeks of illness." A brief and poignant smile showed a flash of yellowed teeth. "She filched three cakes from the high table for a midnight treat. She did love sweets, but she gave one to me." She smacked her lips, as if recalling the taste, and with an absent gesture indicated all that remained of Lady Ambrose's portion—a few crumbs scattered across the top of a small table and a single black seed. 

With a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, Susanna rose and went closer. She inspected the seed without touching it, leaning close enough to smell the honey with which it had been coated and to note its deeply pitted surface. 

Coincidence, she told herself. Lady Ambrose must have suffered a relapse. But she turned again to the maidservant.

"Tell me about your lady's condition when she was ill." During that time, the rest of the household had been kept well away from the sickroom.

Sensible enough to be alarmed by Susanna's abrupt question, the old woman nevertheless complied. "She had a rash and a high fever, mistress. It began on the second day of May, as I remember me, and she was most terrible ill for a week thereafter, but by the twenty-third, she was almost herself again, save for the cough."

"Today is the first of June," Susanna murmured. 

Bracing herself, she strode to the bed and threw back the coverlet to inspect the corpse, even turning it over to examine it for spots. It was the duty of every gentlewoman to learn how to lay out the dead. Girls were trained young not to be squeamish. 

The only fresh marks were dark bruises between the shoulder blades, an indication that the body had lain on its back for some little time after death. Susanna knew, from her grandmother, who had prepared a good many dead kinfolk for burial in her time, that this often happened.

Although she could see no outward indication that Lady Ambrose had died of eating poisonous seeds, just as she had no proof the dove had, Susanna took the seed from the cake away with her, determined to discover what plant it came from. If she did not, she feared she would forever be tormented by the possibility that telling someone about the dead dove might have saved Lady Ambrose's life.

She sought Lady Katherine first. Susanna did not want to alarm the child and racked her brain to think of some reason to ask where she'd found the seeds to feed the dove. In the end, Susanna's interest in plants—the simple truth, if not all of it—sufficed to broach the subject. 

"I hope to make a collection of seeds, roots, and leaves and label them," she explained, "that I may one day identify in an instant, by comparison, any plant that comes into my possession, but I am mystified by that black seed you showed me. Can you describe the plant it came from?"

Lady Katherine, preoccupied with conquering a new embroidery stitch she'd been told to practice, shook her head. If she was disturbed by the death of her brother's wife, she showed no sign of it.

"A pity we are in quarantine," Lady Katherine's governess remarked, overhearing. "There is an old cunning woman at Sevenoaks who is renowned for her knowledge of herbs."

It was an even greater pity, Susanna thought, that no one had yet compiled a complete botanical reference book in English, one with accurate and detailed illustrations. Only the first volume of Master Turner's A New Herbal had so far appeared in print and, as he'd been physician and chaplain to the late duke of Somerset and was currently out of favor, no copy of his work graced the duke of Northumberland's collection.

"Did the seeds come from one of the kitchens?" Susanna asked, doggedly pursuing her interrogation of the child. The kitchens were separated from the duke's living quarters as a precaution against fire but they were close to both the gardens and the dovecotes.

Lady Katherine looked up, frowning with impatience. "They were in a box in one of the dressers."

"What kind of box?"

"A box of seeds!" 

When the governess seemed about to interject a question of her own, Susanna retreated. She suspected she'd learned as much as she was going to.

She went next to Otford's kitchens. If they'd been in good repair, they'd have rivaled those at Hampton Court, containing a dozen or more separate departments, from a spicery for storing spices to the confectory that turned out sweets and pastries. At present only two small rooms between the great kitchen and the serving place were in use. There special dishes were dressed and garnished before they were carried into the great hall to be consumed.

A quick peek through the hatch into the first dresser showed Susanna the roast carcass of a peacock. It had been reunited with its feathers for presentation above the salt. In the second dresser, one of the undercooks was glazing marzipan. Forcing a smile, she went in. 

She received a glare in return. "What do you want, mistress? I have no time to waste today on idle chatter."

"I need but a moment," she assured him, and produced one of the seeds from her pocket. "Can you tell me what this seed is? It was atop a cake."

He spared only a glance before disclaiming all knowledge. "Not a cake I decorated."

"Where else could it have come from? It was on the duke's table." She bit her lip, fearing she'd let too much slip, but the cook was intent upon his work.

Susanna's gaze roved the small chamber, searching for the box Lady Katherine had mentioned. There were several small wooden containers near at hand, each carefully closed to preserve the contents. She opened the first without being noticed and was disappointed to find ginger within. When she reached for the second she was caught. 

"I have told you, mistress. That is not a seed I use." So fierce was his glower that eyebrows like two wooly caterpillars nearly met above his bulbous nose. "Do you think I cannot recognize mine own ingredients?"

Lifting the lid of the second box, she saw that this one contained seeds, but they were caraways, translucent and slightly curved with pale ridges, not at all like the one in her hand. "Could a few of these seeds have been mixed in with the caraways or some others?"

"I would have noticed," the cook insisted, but she saw the flicker of doubt in his eyes. In the rush of preparing for a meal for hundreds of people, such a mistake might easily be made.

"There were cakes last night, topped with seeds in honey." Once they were coated, would anyone have noticed the difference? Honey would hide any unusual taste, too.

"Caraway seeds," the cook insisted. "Look you, there is naught else in the box."

It was true. If any of the other seeds had ever been there, they were gone now, used up, Susanna was certain, on one or more of the cakes. Mayhap it was fortunate only one person had died!

She had been thinking that Lady Ambrose had been poisoned by accident. It was common enough to mistake one herb for another with fatal consequences. Her own sister had consumed banewort berries thinking they were cherries and died a terrible death. But accident, she realized with a sudden, sickening lurch in her stomach, was not the only possibility. What if the seeds had been put in the box deliberately, by someone who knew what their effect would be? A second frightening conclusion followed hard on the first. Lady Ambrose was unlikely to have been the poisoner's intended victim. She remembered what the old servant had said. Her mistress had filched the cakes because she had a sweet tooth. They had been on the high table, placed there for the duke himself to consume.

Susanna knew then that she must talk to his grace and tell him her suspicions, but she needed a breath of fresh air first. Besides, she had just thought of one other person she might question about the black seeds. 

She made her way through the gardens at a brisk pace and in a short time she reached the dovecotes. Somewhere nearby, she assumed, would be a keeper. She found him deep in conversation with the very workman who'd raked out the dovecote. She stopped and studied both men. No harm in either, she decided, and neither was likely to have gotten into the kitchens unnoticed to add poison seeds to the cook's supplies. Besides, the workman would have discovered the dead dove in the course of his duties. Susanna saw no point in dissimilating. 

"Some of these were given to the dove that died," she told them, once again displaying the black seed. "Can you tell me what this is?"

"Corn cockle," the keeper said at once. "What fool fed those to my flock?"

"A child," Susanna said quickly. "There was no intent to hurt, and only one dove died—the one in the shuttered dovecote." 

The keeper's brow arched and the workman's face took on a look of alarm but neither said a word as she described, without naming the girl, what Lady Katherine had done the previous day.

"Corn cockle," the keeper said again. "It is dangerous, but rarely eaten. It grows in wheat and oak fields, chicken yards, and waste places."

"Is it only fatal to birds?" Susanna held her breath.

"It will poison cattle if they graze on it, but an animal would have to eat a good many seeds to take in a fatal dose."

"What if it were already ill?" She did not dare suggest a person had ingested the poison. The workman's panic was already excessive, as if he feared he would be blamed.

The keeper scratched the bald pate beneath his cap. "Might take it off the sooner, same as with the dove."

* * *
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An hour later, Susanna was admitted to the duke of Northumberland's private study. The duke had a formidable glower. Between a forked beard and a jutting nose, his full lips thinned. Finely arched brows crept toward a receding hairline as he studied the young woman before him.

"You demanded a private audience?" The sheer audacity of her request seemed to have won it for her.

"Yes, your grace." She fought the urge to break eye contact, determined to convince him that the request had not been a foolish whim on her part. "Someone tried to poison you last night," she blurted. "Lady Ambrose died in your stead."

"Explain," he ordered.

When she had told him what she had guessed, as well as all she knew, he studied her in somber silence for a long, unnerving span. 

"Your grace? Do you know who might want to kill you?"

A wry smile twisted his mobile mouth. "A great many people, I should think. Today was the day upon which I'd intended to set out for the north. The reason for my journey is no secret. King Edward means to make a summer progress through Sussex, Hampshire, Wiltshire, and Dorset. Rather than accompany his majesty and risk letting the king observe first hand my great unpopularity with the public, I excused myself to inspect border fortifications. The perpetual threat Scotland poses is at times most convenient."

Susanna frowned. "Would your enemies not see your departure as a good thing, your grace? You'll be away from court for months."

"Which means," he explained, "that someone knew they must act now or lose the opportunity. Someone in this household."

"Surely not a servant. They are loyal to you."

"Some are. You knew William Huggons?"

Susanna nodded, puzzled. Until a few months ago, he'd been a permanent part of Northumberland's household. She'd never heard an explanation for his abrupt departure. 

"Huggons's wife was in service to the duchess of Somerset. When the Lord Protector was executed, Mistress Huggons declared I was better worthy to die. That and other remarks, some of them treasonous, resulted in her commitment to the Tower, where her old mistress already resides." His intense gaze focused on her, colder than she'd ever seen it. "Tell me, Susanna, have you heard any one in my household utter similar sentiments?"

She shook her head, but she could not help but think of Ellen. She was grateful when the duke broke eye contact to send one of his men to fetch the keeper of the dovecotes and the workman with the rake. 

"We will leave the kitchen staff for the nonce," he mused aloud. "You say the cook denied any knowledge of the corn cockle?"

"He did not recognize the seed. Nor did I. It is a weed." Once the keeper had given it a name, she'd been able to call it to mind. Tall and spindly with pink flowers, it was a common plant. Anyone could get seeds and keep them as long as necessary. That made her wonder if someone had planned the duke's murder for many months or acted on impulse.

It was then that she remembered the exact words the cook had used.

"What do you want, mistress? I have no time to waste today on idle chatter," she repeated aloud. "Did he mean he wasted time yesterday, with someone else who did not ordinarily visit the kitchens?"

Approval writ large on his countenance, Northumberland sent another henchman to ask who had been in the kitchens the previous day. The answer was not long in coming. The undercook had been twice interrupted, once by Penelope Stilton, one of the gentlewoman who shared Susanna's bedchamber, accompanied by a maid, and the second time by Lady Warwick, soliciting scraps of gingerbread for her lap dog.

Northumberland's eyes narrowed. When the messenger left, he said, "Lady Warwick has good reason to wish me dead. No doubt she blames me, as others do, for the death of her father." 

"But she is married to your son," Susanna objected. "To harm you hurts him as well."

Northumberland's laugh sounded bitter. "If I die, Warwick succeeds to all my titles and estates, scarce a hardship for him or his wife, but I doubt Lady Warwick cares what happens to her husband. Her father and I arranged their marriage without consulting either of them."

"But she agreed. She swore to—"

Northumberland waved aside her sputtered protests. "I have seen no outward sign of hatred toward me, but who can tell what rage, what desire for revenge, seethes inside her?" He sent Susanna a sharp look. "Do you have some reason to think Penelope Stilton a more likely suspect? Or the maid?"

Again, Susanna denied it, but she remembered Penelope's desire to marry the new-made widower, and Ellen's talk of the duke's sins. There must be some way to find out the truth, she thought. 

"Your grace," the duke's henchman announced, entering with the keeper of the dovecotes in tow, "the workman you sent for has fled."

Susanna felt a surge of hope. Mayhap her suspicions of the women of the household were unfounded.

"Fellow's been stealing bird lime." The keeper sounded indignant. "I knew naught of it, your grace, till the gentlewoman here mentioned that the small dovecote had been shuttered."

Not murder, then, Susanna thought. Only theft.

"Send out a search party," Northumberland ordered. 

As he gave further commands, Susanna slipped from the room. There might be a way to prove guilt or innocence. If she pretended to know more than she did, she might shock one of the three suspects into revealing herself. 

She found Ellen in the bedchamber, mending a smock. 

"I know what you did," she said in an accusing voice. "You were seen in the kitchens yesterday."

Bristling, Ellen glared at her. "I only do what I'm told, madam."

"Is that your excuse?"

"I am expected to obey all three of you." Ellen's agitation grew so great that she accidentally stabbed her thumb with her needle. She stuck it in her mouth. After a moment, she blurted,  "Mistress Penelope gave me a shilling to do as she asked." 

Distraught, Susanna left the maidservant without saying more. She had been wrong. Lady Ambrose had been the intended victim all along. Penelope had been serious about wanting to marry the widower. 

Her duty was clear. No one should be allowed to get away with murder. She must return to the duke's study and tell him what she had learned, even though doing so would result in arrest and execution for Penelope and dismissal, at the least, for Ellen. 

To reach her goal she had to pass through a gallery that overlooked the gardens. Glancing out, she saw Lady Warwick sitting on a stone bench under an oak tree. She appeared to be weeping. Susanna hesitated, but she knew that a few moment's delay would not matter to Ellen and Penelope. Changing course, she went outside.

"My lady?" she asked in a tentative voice. "Are you unwell?"

"Go away," Lady Warwick said on a gusty sob. "I grieve for my poor sister, cruelly taken from us by the sweat, and for all the others who may yet die of that dread disease."

"Lady Ambrose's death was caused by something she ate," Susanna said, thinking to ease the countess's distress. "The ailment is not contagious."

Lady Warwick stiffened and lifted her bowed head. "What do you mean? What caused her death?" There was such agony in the question that Susanna felt she had to answer. 

Moving closer, she retrieved one of the two black, pitted seeds from her pouch. "This is what killed her."

The sudden loss of color from Lady Warwick's face betrayed her.

Susanna swallowed hard. "Do you recognize them, my lady?"

"No. How could I? I know naught of seeds."

Susanna did not believe her. "They come from a plant called corn cockle. They are poisonous. Somehow they were added to a glaze used to ice cakes and those cakes were taken to the high table. Anyone there might have eaten them, but as it happened, only Lady Ambrose did."

"No." As if the idea were too terrible to contemplate, the noblewoman's eyes abruptly lost their focus. 

"Where did you get the seeds, Lady Warwick?" She kept her voice level but firm.

"From my father! From my poor, dead father! He gave them to me the last time I was allowed to see him and told me how to use them. But I never meant for anyone else to die. Only the duke." 

"Are there more? Do you mean to try again?"

"No! No! They are all gone, and I thought I had failed. I thought I had done all I could, and I was glad nothing happened. I did not know she'd eaten the cakes." She'd grasped Susanna's arm with painful force as her voice rose.

"You tried to kill the duke of Northumberland." With an effort, Susanna broke free, rubbing the bruised forearm.

"No. Yes." She was sobbing now. "I had to obey my father."

She broke down completely then, and had to be helped to her bedchamber. Susanna sent for a soothing posset to sedate her and stayed with her to make sure she drank it. 

"I swear I will never attempt such a thing again," Lady Warwick vowed. "You must not tell anyone what I did." Her eyes pleaded with Susanna.

"I wish I could promise that," she said with genuine regret, "but the duke already suspects you."

Lady Warwick turned her face to the wall.

Only when she was certain the other woman was deeply asleep, did Susanna leave her. She went first to her own chamber to confront Ellen once more.

"What did you do for Penelope?" she demanded. 

Ellen blinked at her in confusion. "I thought you knew."

"Tell me." Her tone left no room for refusal.

"She wanted a potion to bring down her courses," Ellen grudgingly admitted. "My aunt is the old cunning woman of Sevenoaks. I know what ingredients to mix. Mistress Penelope distracted the cook while I searched for wormwood and rue."

Susanna was both relieved and dismayed. An ounce of dried wormwood mixed with a pint of boiling water and drunk three times a day could bring down a woman's courses, but wormwood and rue, especially in combination with myrrh and lupines, were more commonly used only when one wished to expel a fetus. She did not ask Ellen for any further details. She did not wish to know. 

Still reeling from all the revelations of the afternoon, Susanna made her way back to the duke's study. Northumberland sat behind a table littered with papers, leaning on his elbows, his fingers steepled under his chin as he listened to her account of Lady Warwick's confession. He was silent for a long time afterward, as late afternoon sun filtered in through the mullioned window behind him, making a hatchwork pattern on the rich red velvet of his doublet. 

"Lady Ambrose's death has already been attributed to the sweat," he said at last. "That verdict stands. Once you leave this room, you will never again speak of what you know, not even to me."

"Do you trust Lady Warwick to keep her word?"

"Both reward and punishment must be apportioned." His eyes bored into Susanna, as if he would bend her will to his own. "My son's wife must be watched, lest she lapse again into mental derangement."

Susanna held her breath. Did he mean to imprison the countess? Would he send her to the Tower, where her mother was already housed?

"I am pleased with you, Susanna. You have served my wife well as a waiting gentlewoman. It is time you had more responsibility. From this day forward, you will serve Lady Warwick as her chief lady. You will sleep in her chamber and provide soothing possets as necessary."

"From this day forward?" Numb, she repeated the phrase. She found it difficult to distinguish her reward from Lady Warwick's punishment.

"Your coming marriage need be no impediment," Northumberland continued. "You'd have remained part of this household afterward in any case."

Susanna wanted to object. Her daydreams had included blocks of time spent with her new husband in their own house, but Northumberland's attention had already shifted to his preparations for the journey north. With a sigh, Susanna let herself out of his study.

In the future, she resolved, she would try harder to ignore any mysteries that came her way. She was certain she'd have no difficulty doing so.
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A Note from the Author
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Susanna, Lady Appleton is a fictional creation, but in order to write Face Down in the Marrow-Bone Pie, I had to develop an extensive biography for her. I decided that Susanna would be just a little younger than Elizabeth Tudor, who ruled England from 1558-1603, and that she would be trained as a gentlewoman in the household of a real person, John Dudley, duke of Northumberland. In the story you have just read, Susanna Leigh is seventeen years old and not yet married to Robert Appleton.

Most of my stories and novels use a combination of fictional characters and real people. "The Body in the Dovecote" was inspired by a letter from the duke of Northumberland to Sir William Cecil in which he described the death, on June 1, 1552 at Otford, of his daughter-in-law, Lady Ambrose Dudley. There is no mention, of course, of poison.

After the events in this story, the duke attempted a rebellion that would have placed the Lady Jane Grey on the throne of England. He failed, was tried for treason, and was executed. Northumberland's eldest son, John, earl of Warwick, was released from the Tower of London in 1554 but died soon after. His childless widow, Anne, daughter of the duke of Somerset, remarried and lived until 1588. By 1566, however, rumors of  "mental derangement" had already begun to spread. That, too, inspired me.

To find a poison capable of killing a person as well as a dove, I contacted Luci Zahray, "the Poison Lady." She put in a good many hours of research to come up with corn cockle, for which I am immensely grateful.

This story was first published in Murders and Other Confusions (2004), my first collection of short stories featuring characters from the Face Down novels. 
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Much Ado About Murder
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"The vii day of March began the blazing [star] at night and it did shoot out fire."

Diary of Henry Machyn (1555/6)

––––––––
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An ominous portent first appeared in the sky over England on the same evening Robert Appleton brought Lord Benedick and his wife to Leigh Abbey. It was a blazing star with a long tail. Half the size of the moon, it much resembled a gigantic torch burning fitfully in the wind.

"A sure sign of disaster," muttered a maidservant, casting her baleful glance at the comet high above. She sent an equally suspicious look toward the new arrivals dismounting by rushlight in the inner courtyard. 

Ignoring her tiring maid's comment, Susanna Appleton wrapped a wool cloak more closely around herself and went forward to greet her husband and his guests. Jennet could find evil omens and harbingers of impending doom in the twisted branches of a bush or the discolored grass beneath a mushroom. She relished dire predictions, although she always professed herself well-pleased when they came to naught. No doubt she imagined her warnings had somehow prevented catastrophe.

The visitors were a richly-dressed young couple traveling with two elderly servants. As Susanna watched, the husband lifted his wife out of her saddle and set her gently on her feet on the icy cobbles. He pressed her gloved hand to his lips, then held it tight as he slipped the other arm around her waist to steady her. He was rewarded with a smile of such radiance that Susanna felt a twinge of envy. True devotion between spouses was rare and it was sadly lacking in her own marriage. Robert would always love wealth and position more than he cared for any woman.

"Lord Benedick comes to England from Padua," Robert said after he'd presented Susanna to that nobleman. "Padua is part of the powerful Venetian Republic, where he is held in great regard. And his wife here is niece to the governor of Messina." 

Titles impressed Robert more than they did Susanna, but she was as well informed as he on the subject of various political alliances. He did not need to tell her that Messina was part of Sicily, or that Sicily was under Spanish rule. So, some would say, was their own land, ever since Queen Mary's marriage to King Philip. 

Robert's reason for inviting Lord Benedick to visit his home was just as clear—he hoped a friendship with this well-connected young sprig of the nobility would ease him back into favor at court. He'd made the mistake of backing the Lady Jane Grey's attempt to take Mary Tudor's throne away from her and had spent several uncomfortable months in prison before being pardoned and released. 

Susanna had also supported Queen Jane. Now her loyalty was to the Lady Elizabeth, Queen Mary's half sister, although it was not wise to say so. These visitors, she decided, must be looked upon as the enemy, a danger to certain clandestine activities practiced at Leigh Abbey during Robert's frequent absences.

Forcing a smile, Susanna gestured toward the passage that led to the great hall. "If you will come this way, Lady—"

Impulsively, Lord Benedick's wife took both Susanna's hands in hers. She spoke charmingly accented English. "Let us be comfortable together, Beatrice and Susanna. What need for formality when we are destined to be great friends?"

"Destined?" 

Beatrice laughed. "It is written in the sky." She gestured toward the comet. "Under another such dancing star was I born. How can any doubt this new one is a sign of good things to come?"

With great ease, Susanna thought.

As she led the way into the house, she realized that Beatrice's "dancing star" must have been the one that streaked across English skies in 1533. Susanna had not been born until the following year, but she had heard the stories as a child. That particular portent, it was said, foretold the divorce of King Henry from Catherine of Aragon. To those of Susanna's religious upbringing, putting aside both Queen Catherine and the Church of Rome had been cause for rejoicing. Catholics viewed the matter in a different light.

The divorce of her parents had been one of the first things Queen Mary set aside when she came to the throne. Now it was her sister, Elizabeth, daughter of Anne Boleyn, who was accounted a bastard, and those who would not renounce the New Religion and return to the Roman Catholic fold faced arrest, even martyrdom, on charges of heresy. The plight of many of Susanna's late father's friends had driven her to devise a way to help them escape persecution.

When wine and cheese and dried fruit had been served, Robert spoke. "We have been granted permission to hunt in the royal deer park on the morrow," he announced. "We will retire early to be up betimes."

Seated before the fire in the great hall, Susanna shifted to allow the warmth to reach more of her. Because Robert wished to impress their guests, he kept them in the largest and draftiest of the rooms instead of retiring to one of the smaller, warmer chambers. While beads of perspiration formed on her forehead from the heat, her back felt cold as a dead man's hand.

"Do you go with them, Beatrice?" she asked.  

"I take no pleasure in killing." Beatrice sipped from a glass goblet containing a Gascon wine. 

"She prefers slow torture," Lord Benedick commented, sotto voce.

Ignoring him, Beatrice remarked upon the color of the claret. "Bright as a ruby, as it should be."

Susanna could not resist. "I am told that if a claret wine has lost its color, one may take a pennyworth of damsons and stew them with some red wine of the deepest color to make a pound or more or syrup, which when put into a hogshead of claret wine, restores it to its original shade."

One foot resting on the back of a firedog, Robert stirred the fire with a poker. "The study of herbs," he confided to Lord Benedick, his manner implying a shared masculine indulgence of female weakness, "is my wife's little hobby."

"A very proper occupation." Lord Benedick lounged on a bench with a low back, his legs stretched out in front of him with the ankles crossed. He lifted his goblet in a toast to both women. "Mine delights in devising new uses for holy thistle."

"A universal remedy," Beatrice said with a smug smile. The twinkle in her eyes and the quick exchange of glances with her husband alerted Susanna to the play on words.

"Carduus benedictus," she murmured.

Belatedly catching on, Robert laughed. 

Jennet hovered close by, ears stretched to catch every word, but she did not understand the pun. Beatrice's companion, an old woman named Ursula, also seemed oblivious, or else she'd heard the joke too many times before to find it amusing. She sat near the hearth, placid as a grazing cow, her gnarled hands busy with a piece of needlework.

"If you have an interest in herbs other than the one that shares its name with Lord Benedick," Robert said to Beatrice, "you must ask my wife to show you her new storeroom."

Concealed by her skirts, Susanna's hands clenched into fists. Trust Robert to focus attention on the one thing she wished to hide. "I fear it is most noisome," she protested. "I have been conducting experiments to determine which herbs are most effective for killing fleas and other vermin." She'd intended the pungent smell keep Robert at bay. Now she must hope the odor was also strong enough to deter curious visitors.

"Poison would never be my wife's weapon of choice," Benedick remarked. "No more than the bow. She prefers a blade."

"He means I speak poniards and every word stabs." Beatrice gave her husband a playful swat on the shoulder. 

This couple bandied words like tennis balls, Susanna thought, and yet each one was served with affection. She glanced at Robert, then away.

Benedick grinned at his wife before returning his attention to his host. "I cherish the hope that this visit will allow me to gain some small understanding of English women, for I find my wife to be a most puzzling creature."

"Your wife, sir?"

"Did you not know? Beatrice was born in England."

"My mother," she explained, "was Spanish. She came to these shores in the entourage of Queen Catherine of Aragon and married an Englishman."

"Have you family here, then?" Susanna asked.

"Alas, no. When both my parents died, Ursula was obliged to take me back to Spain to be raised by my mother's sister."

Hearing her name, the old woman glanced their way. She sent a fond smile winging toward her former charge before once more taking up her embroidery.

The conversation turned to the delights of travel in Spain and Italy. To Susanna's relief, there was no further mention of the new storeroom she'd caused to be built in an isolated spot beyond her stillroom and herb garden.

* * *
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Before dawn the next day, Susanna rose to watch the hunting party depart, then made her way to what she privately called "the mint room." It was well, she thought, that the three "heretics" she'd had hidden at Leigh Abbey a few days earlier had left before Robert and his guests arrived, but a great pity that another had turned up right on their heels. 

She glanced over her shoulder as she turned the key in the lock. No one was in sight and the sun had yet to burn off a concealing early morning mist. With luck, she could spirit the fellow away before Beatrice or her servant rose from their beds. 

About the members of her own household she had no concerns. None would betray her. They had been loyal to her father in his time and they were loyal now to her. Further, they regarded Robert as an interloper and doubtless always would. He'd gained legal control of Leigh Abbey only because he'd married her. 

The near overwhelming scent of mint rolled out of the storehouse the moment Susanna opened the door. Inside the small, brick-lined, stone building were great bales of garden mint, watermint, and pennyroyal. Taking a deep breath of fresh air first, Susanna plunged inside, skirting the bales to reach another door, this one concealed by a panel in the back wall. 

She did not see the body until she tripped over it.

Susanna knelt beside a man sprawled face up on the floor, an expression of agony on his face. She knew even before she touched him that she was far too late to render aid. 

As her fingers found a lump on the back of his skull, her own head began to swim. Startled by her find, she'd forgotten to hold her breath.

Was this how he died? In fear of suffocation, his heart failing under the strain of trying to take in untainted air?

Eyes streaming, coughing fit to choke, she fled the storeroom. In the yard, doubled over, she inhaled in great gulps, all the while fighting for control of a roiling stomach. When someone took her hand to guide her to a nearby bench, she let herself be led. She assumed Jennet had come to her rescue, but it was Beatrice's voice that spoke, in calm, well-modulated tones.

"I have heard the odor of pennyroyal attracts fleas, then smothers them, but I'd not have thought it would work so well on a man. Was he your particular enemy?"

Susanna stared at the other woman in shock and horror. "I did not kill him!"

"He is dead." Beatrice looked distraught, as who would not, having come upon such a scene.

"A tragic accident."

"Yes." Beatrice did not sound convinced. 

What else could it have been? Susanna buried her face in her hands, although she had no intention of giving way to tears. For just a moment, she needed to hide from Beatrice's too-perceptive gaze.

The odor in the mint room had been well nigh overpowering. If he'd dropped the key she'd given him, then panicked as he tried to find it and could not, confusion and the struggle to breathe could have caused him to stumble and fall, striking his head. On what, she had no notion, but she'd felt the lump. The blow alone might have killed him. Or, as she'd first thought, he could have had a weak heart and been snuffed out by sheer terror. She was certain of only one thing. The pennyroyal alone was not to blame. As Beatrice had implied, a man was a great deal bigger than a flea. 

"Inconvenient, no matter how he died," Beatrice remarked. "If he is found here and can be identified as a heretic, his presence will endanger your efforts on behalf of the Marian exiles."

Startled, Susanna sat bolt upright. She felt a chill that had naught to do with the cold, damp morning. "What do you know of the work we do here?"

The calm, composed countenance above a sable-trimmed cloak of red velvet inspired confidence, as did Beatrice's words. "Benedick and I have many friends in the English community at Padua."

Susanna's head pounded, an after-effect of her coughing fit. She found it difficult to order her thoughts. Did she mean Benedick had befriended men driven into exile by Queen Mary's religious policies, or that he was acquainted with Englishmen already there before Mary took the throne? The University of Padua had long drawn students from England, in particular those with an interest in medicine, but not all of them were followers of the New Religion.

"I see I must be blunt with you." Beatrice glanced around to make sure they were unobserved. "Some of the most recent arrivals reached Padua only because of your efforts on their behalf." She named several men Susanna had hidden at Leigh Abbey on their way out of England. "What you do here is of vital importance, Susanna. Benedick and I may not share your faith, but we approve of saving lives."

"Robert would not, if he knew." The bitter words slipped out before she could censor them.

"I am glad to hear that you have kept your ambitious husband in the dark."

"He is a loyal subject!" She stood up too fast, making her head spin.

"Aye, so loyal and so bent on advancement under your present monarch that he might be tempted to betray his own wife. There would be a risk. He might be blamed for your folly. But if you alone were found guilty, he would benefit from your downfall."

That Beatrice spoke the truth did not make her observations any more palatable, but her words also reminded Susanna that she had a more pressing problem. "I dare not call in the coroner. He would ask too many questions."

"Then we must remove the body from the premises at once," Beatrice said, "before anyone else comes along and sees it. Have you a barrel or a buck tub to hide him in while we transport him?" She glanced toward the dark interior of the storeroom, as if considering the dead man's size. "Or mayhap an empty wine butt?"

Susanna rejected Beatrice's more colorful suggestions. "A plain blanket to wrap him in will do. There is one in the stable." After closing and locking the storeroom door, she led the way there. "He rode in on an old bay mare. We can use her to carry him away again." 

"Is there a river or stream nearby?" Beatrice asked. "If we leave him in the water, it will appear that he was thrown when he attempted to ford it and drowned after hitting his head on a rock." 

"And the rushing water will wash away the smell of the mint." Susanna had to admire Beatrice's quick thinking. In spite of a tendency toward the over-dramatic, she had a practical bent.

"But what was he doing in your storeroom? Why did he come out of hiding?"

Susanna covered her hesitation by fumbling with the stable door. Beatrice appeared to be an ally. She knew Susanna smuggled heretics out of England and that one of them was dead, but she might not realize that the storeroom had a secret inner chamber concealed behind its back wall. 

"You must have told him to remain out of sight," Beatrice said. 

"When do men ever do what they are told?" Susanna felt a wry smile twist her lips when she heard the asperity in her voice. "Had it been Robert, he'd have risked venturing out at night to make sure his horse had been cared for." He doted on Vanguard. "That, I think, is the most logical reason for the stranger to have been wandering about in the dark."

"Why go into your storeroom?"

"Curiosity?"

"Do you know his name?" Beatrice fired questions in a barrage and Susanna volleyed answers back.

"I never ask for names."

"Then how—"

"A password."

The system had been devised with the help of Sir Anthony Cooke, a dear friend of her father's. He was himself in exile now, but one of his daughters had remained behind to maintain a station along an escape route for fellow "heretics" similar to the one at Leigh Abbey.

"Saddle the bay and two other horses," Susanna instructed Mark, one of her grooms. When he hurried off to do her bidding, she turned to her companion. "You must not involve yourself in this, Beatrice." 

"You cannot manage the body alone."

"Mark will assist me. All else aside, you are scarce dressed for the task, and you can better serve me by staying here. It will help allay suspicion. You can pretend to be closeted with me in my study while I am gone."

Common sense warred with an overabundance of zeal, but in the end Beatrice agreed to Susanna's suggestion.

* * * 
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"Does he appear to have struck his head on a rock?" Susanna asked. Although the brook flowed fast
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