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FACE DOWN UPON AN HERBAL
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Chapter 1



Madderly Castle, Gloucestershire

October 1561



Startled by a small sound, Magdalen Harleigh looked up from the herbal she was studying. Lord Madderlys two towheaded sons moved with studied stealth among the trunks and aumbrys that furnished their fathers private library. Bent on no good, shed warrant.

Good day to you, Edward. Philip. Magdalen hopped off her four-legged, joined stool, abandoning the treatise on poisonous plants propped open on the armariolas inclined lid.

Edward, who was ten, stopped short. Philip was so close behind that he barreled into his brother, bumping his nose hard against the stiffened back of Edwards doublet. The seven-year-old managed not to cry, but Magdalen could tell from the tortured workings of his mouth and eyes that it was a near thing.

Good day to you, Mistress Harleigh, Edward replied. We needs must fetch a book to the schoolroom.

He was lying. Magdalen knew because he refused to meet her steady gaze and was toying nervously with the black braid at the hem of his dark green doublet.

What book? she asked.

Over the years of her service to the Madderlys, officially as Lady Madderlys companion and waiting gentlewoman, Magdalen had assumed many of the duties of librarian. She knew precisely where every volume was stored and could name a dozen more on related subjects when asked. If her expertise made her a trifle territorial about Lord Madderlys collection, no one else in the household minded. She was useful to them. Efficient.

A Latin book, Edward said, but he did not give its title.

Another lie, Magdalen thought. What did he want in truth? Barely conscious of her action, she began to scratch her left forearm beneath the loose-hanging gray wool sleeve.

Edward rushed into speech, turning quickly away from her as he spoke. We know where it is kept, Mistress Harleigh. You need not trouble yourself to help us find it.

Indeed? She found this claim even more suspicious. The boys had never previously shown much enthusiasm for books. Rough games and practical jokes interested them far more.

High, narrow windows of expensive clear glass provided light to Lord Madderlys library. Two huge fireplaces heated the large, L-shaped room. Between them, fifty large chests and ten small coffers, many of them of cedar, sat on the tiled floor and on top of sturdy tables. They held one of the largest collections of books in all of England. At present it included folios, quartos, booklets, pamphlets, and broadside ballads. Over eight hundred books in all. Five languages were represented: Latin, Greek, French, Italian, and English.

Lord Madderly also acquired maps, which were stored in a long wainscot box. His collection of letters from famous men filled the drawers behind doors in two carved oak aumbrys.

Magdalen paused in front of a tapestry showing the allegorical figures of Faith, Hope, and Charity and watched the boys progress. First they stopped at the Dutch-made trunk, its exterior painted with landscapes and flowers. They looked at it with real longing but knew better than to try to open that one. Lord Madderly had for a time used it as a sort of family bank and it had a Spanish-style double lock, the springs of which filled the whole of its lid.

They likewise passed by the long trunk and the great chest bound with iron, coming at last to a smaller version of the latter. This had been designed as a traveling chest. Made of leather soaked in oil to make it waterproof, it had been reinforced with iron fittings. As Magdalen watched, Edward lifted the top, which was curved so that rainwater would run off, and quickly selected a slim volume from the linen-lined interior.

Only then did he look over his shoulder and realize he was being watched. Bright color flooded into his face, but he seemed determined to brazen it out. Come, Philip, he said to his brother. We will go back to the schoolroom now.

Philip flushed even more darkly than his brother. The color extended up into the roots of his pale hair.

What book have you selected? Magdalen blocked their escape route and held a hand out for the purloined volume, noticing as she did so that there were flecks of blood under her fingernails. A stinging sensation along her arm told her shed been digging at the rash again.

Edward clutched the leather-bound volume to his chest and ignored her outstretched hand. She wondered what she would do if he simply turned his back on her and walked away. She had no authority over the boys, but she was entrusted with the care of their fathers collection.

Are you certain you wish to take that particular book? she asked.

The books in Lord Madderlys library boasted a variety of bindings. Some had only paper or vellum covers. 0thers were bound in calf, sheepskin, or deerskin. A few had colored Morocco leather, which came in blue, red, and green as well as brown and black, and featured gold stamping and tooling. The volume Edward held was distinctive enough, with gilt on the edges of the pages and a black velvet ribbon holding the dark wine red cover closed, that she could guess which book it was.

Master Wheelwright recommended that we read it, Edward insisted. His high, piping voice came close to being a whine.

That Magdalen doubted, but the boys reading material was not her responsibility. The preservation of Lord Madderlys collection was.

If you wish to read that book, you must do so in this room. She resisted the urge to scratch her itching arm, but a dispirited sigh slipped out before she could stop it.

Our father is master here, Edward reminded her in haughty tones.

Aye, and that book is one of the rarest in your fathers collection. Hell not be pleased if aught happens to it.

To herself Magdalen admitted that she did have another reason for her objections. The item in question contained nasty French fabliaux full of carnal coupling, profusely illustrated with woodcuts. Twas scarce suitable subject matter for boys so young. Almost as shocking as Lord Madderlys copy of Aretino's Postures. The household chaplain would be appalled if he heard Edward and Philip had been exposed to such depravity and Magdalen would no doubt find herself the subject of his next sermon for allowing it.

As she sought inspiration for dealing with this ticklish situation, she suddenly sensed a new presence in the library. A glance toward the entry revealed Niall Ferguson, eighth baron Glenelg, the annoying man who had been Lord Madderlys guest this sennight past.

Scholars arrived at Madderly Castle at regular intervals, invited to study the rare volumes the baron had collected. Sometimes other collectors visited, or booksellers came with stock to sell. Magdalen had been told Lord Glenelg had a deceased relatives book collection to dispose of, but he was taking an extraordinarily long time about completing his business.

Glenelg strode through the library as if he owned it, stopping briefly to stare at the balcony on the second level. That area, about the same size as the musicians gallery in the great hall, could be reached only by a flight of wooden steps at the southern end of the library. It held storage chests and aumbrys full of material which, while still precious, was used less frequently than the rest of the collection. Lord Madderlys study, the room hed set aside for private contemplation, was also reached by way of those stairs.

What unpleasantness, Magdalen wondered, was Lord Glenelg plotting? In the short time hed been in residence at Madderly Castle he had managed to intimidate or alienate almost everyone with whom hed come in contact.

Mistress Magdalen Harleigh was no exception. She did not care for Lord Glenelg. She was made wary by a hint of cruelty in his piggy little eyes. His air of superiority set her teeth on edge.

Besides that, two days past, she had caught Lord Glenelg snooping among the private papers she kept here in the armariola. Hed insisted he was only looking for the small, fat, parchment-bound book in which she recorded new acquisitions, and hed surrendered to her the sheets of foolscap hed been holding clutched in one beefy hand, but she did not believe his disclaimer. She only hoped hed not had time to read what shed written.

The distraction provided by Glenelgs progress through the library gave Edward the chance to bolt. Magdalen just managed to catch him by the collar.

Not so fast. The book, if you please.

Why should they not have that book? Lord Glenelg asked in his raspy, irritating voice. He came near enough for Magdalen to smell the noxious scent he used in a futile attempt to mask foul body odor. Something with civet, a musky aroma she could not like no matter how expensive it was.

Obviously enjoying the fact that he made her uncomfortable, Glenelg smoothed the fabric at the front of his plum-colored doublet over a considerable paunch and regarded the two boys solemnly. After a moment, he held out one hand.

To Magdalens disgust, Edward immediately relinquished his treasure. Glenelg opened the volume, flipped through a few pages, then handed it back. His lips quirked, exaggerating sagging jowls in a fleshy face. His small dark eyes glinted with malice.

Off with you, lads, he said. Who is Mistress Harleigh to refuse? Why, she is naught but an upper-level servant, your stepmothers companion, whatever that implies.

The younger boy shuffled his feet, glancing warily in Magdalens direction. Edward accepted the windfall and made a hasty exit, leaving his brother to follow. After an indecisive instant and an even more wary glance at Glenelg, Philip did so.

Magdalen heaved a long-suffering sigh, one that started on a high note and ended with the expulsion of air an octave lower. Then she deliberately drew herself up to her full height, relishing Lord Glenelgs frown of displeasure. Knowing she was his social inferior did not quite quell his annoyance at being forcibly reminded she was taller than he.

Gratified at scoring a point, even if she had lost the match, Magdalen prepared to resume her work, but Lord Glenelg was not finished with her. His pudgy fingers snatched up the herbal shed left on the armariola.

What is this? he demanded. He answered his own question by reading the title aloud. A Cautionary Herbal, being a compendium of plants harmful to the health.

Glenelg let the book fall open at random and silently perused the page. His face purpled at what he read there, forcing Magdalen to hide a smile.

The treatise, written by an anonymous herbalist who used only the initials S.A. for identification, described the effects of various poisons. Its stated purpose was to warn against the accidental ingestion of dangerous herbs in foods, simples, and compounds, but in effect it actually gave recipes for many deadly combinations. A useful sort of guidebook, she thought, if one wished to rid ones self of an annoyance.

Lady Madderly had recently told Magdalen that this anonymous author was a woman, the wife of a courtier. The S. stood for Susanna; the A. for Appleton. Magdalen thought she might like to meet Lady Appleton one day. It was not impossible. Lady Madderly was already corresponding with her, for Lady Madderly was working on an herbal of her own.

You tried to confiscate that book from the boys, Glenelg said. Tis only just that this one be kept out of your hands. He tucked it inside the front of his doublet, through an opening at the waist.

Magdalen did not trouble to point out to him that the boys had gotten away with their prize. Although it was an effort to hold her tongue, she did not protest his highhanded behavior, either. Nor did she lose her temper.

No doubt you will find it fascinating reading, she told him. She had other work she could do. From the open shelves of a nearby livery cupboard she removed the copy of Liber de arte distillandi, a volume shed earlier extracted from a chest of such books.

Patience, she cautioned herself as she began to take notes for Lady Madderly. Glenelg would not dare keep the herbal long, not if he wished a successful conclusion to his business with Lord Madderly. She could wait to read it. She would not give this infuriating man the satisfaction of quarreling with him.

As if bored by such an easy victory, Glenelg returned to his contemplation of the balcony. Hed just started toward the stairs when he was interrupted by the arrival of Beatrice Madderly, his hosts sister.

Magdalen felt a moments envy when she noticed how splendidly the other woman was dressed. Beatrice could afford the best and indulged herself, though at times her sense of what went well together was somewhat lacking. She favored pale shades like maidens blush and sheeps color and they had the unhappy effect of making what was normally a pale complexion even more pallid. This day, however, she was wearing one of her most flattering gowns, a creation of lion-tawny velvet. It was lined with orange-tawny taffeta, edged with black velvet and trimmed with black cony. Just the sight of all that sumptuousness made Magdalen feel drab and unimportant in her ash-color kirtle.

My dear lady! Glenelg turned his full attention to the noblewoman.

At the sight of the Scots lord bearing down on her, Beatrices expression froze. Magdalen suspected she was fighting an urge to spit in his eye, but instead she squared her shoulders and forced herself to smile. He was a guest here. She was his hostess. Courtesy was required.

After a moment, at Glenelgs whispered urging, she accompanied him to one of a series of windows set into the thick outer wall of the library. Unlike the higher openings, these were filled with colored, patterned glass. Curtains of yellow say hung at the sides of each recess, behind facing seats cushioned with embroidered pillows. Glenelg sat down opposite his victim, keeping one hand on her arm, and continued to speak in low tones.

Watching them, Magdalen told herself she should be grateful Beatrice had distracted him. Glenelg was the noblewomans problem now, not Magdalens.

She fiddled with the plain falling band at her throat, smoothing the strip of linen between her thumb and forefinger. One hand fell to the embroidered forepart that showed through the inverted V of her kirtle and she touched one of the flowers done in silks of murrey, russet, and whey. Magdalen knew she was foolish to feel envy, but there it was. She did covet the other womans position. Were Lord Madderly Magdalens brother 

She cut off that thought before it had fully formed. She had no cause to complain. Shed done well for herself at Madderly Castle. Shed do even better once Glenelg was out of the way.

Magdalen went back to her note-taking with a new sense of dedication, but from time to time she stole glances at the couple in the window embrasure. At first they seemed to get on well enough, but before long they appeared to be openly quarreling. Magdalen did not imagine anyone could long endure Lord Glenelgs superior attitude, not even Beatrice. From the look on her face, she longed to strike him.

Sympathizing with the impulse, Magdalen once more bent over her book. She studiously avoided looking toward the couple at the window but could not entirely ignore them. She could hear the rise and fall of their voices and discern a note of agitation in Beatrices tone even though she could not make out any of the words they exchanged.

Whatever their debate, it came to an abrupt end when the daylight began to wane and a servant arrived to perform the late afternoon ritual of lowering the candle beams and lighting the tapers. By the time he raised the iron supports to the ceiling again with the aid of a pulley, Magdalen had gathered her papers together and placed them inside the desk and was returning her book to its proper place.

She did not realize Lord Glenelg had abandoned Beatrice Madderly until he appeared at her elbow. The lid of the book chest closed with more force than shed intended.

The key, Mistress Harleigh.

Key, Lord Glenelg? She blinked at him in confusion.

To Lord Madderlys study. His sister tells me you have it and I wish to study certain books he keeps there.

Magdalen looked around for Beatrice, who had blatantly lied to Lord Glenelg on the subject of this key, but the other woman was nowhere in sight. Magdalen suspected shed ducked around the corner made by the rooms L shape and left by way of a secret door hidden behind a huge panel of arraswork, abandoning Magdalen to deal with Lord Glenelg.

I am sorry, my lord, but Lord Madderly is most particular about his study. She tried to sound polite but firm. It is his rule that no one enter that room unless he is there to issue an invitation.

He rarely extended one. Lord Madderly would not even let the maids in to straighten and his wife had been specifically banned from the premises.

Glenelgs lips curved into the threatening glimmer of a smile. At the same time he drew from its black leather sheath a small sharp dagger with an ornately carved handle. Magdalens sharp eyes picked out a crest with a bee and a thistle.

Ostentatiously, Glenelg began to clean his fingernails with the blade. Ah, rules. Foolish rules, he murmured.

Foolish it may be, but Lord Madderly is master here and must be obeyed.

A derisive snort answered her. To emphasize his contempt, Glenelg used the knife to gesture toward the balcony. Rules are meant to be broken. The blade swung threateningly close to the tip of Magdalens nose. You, my dear young woman, will hand over your key or I will tell Lord Madderly what I found among your papers.

Magdalens hand flew forward in a vain attempt to knock the knife aside, but Glenelg was too quick for her. Laughing unpleasantly, he returned the blade to its sheath, turned his back, and started toward the stairs.

Come with me, Mistress Harleigh, he commanded.

But I do not have a key, she protested as she scurried along in his wake. She wondered how far he was prepared to go to get into that room. She was shaken by his threat to reveal her secret, but also concerned that he might break the lock and enter if he was left to his own devices. Shed not put such behavior past him.

A masculine voice interrupted their progress. May I assist you, Lord Glenelg?

Magdalen was unsure whether to feel relief or embarrassment. Master Wheelwright, the schoolmaster, lean as a whippet and quiet as the pet ferret he kept, had slipped into the library without either of them noticing.

Will you return this to its proper place? Wheelwright asked, his voice full of sympathy as he held out the book his charges had made off with earlier. I do not imagine you intended the young masters to abscond with it.

My thanks, she murmured. I will do so at once.

So saying, she turned her back on the two men. As she did, a flash of tawny and black caught her eye. Beatrice Madderly. She had not left the library, but stood hidden behind a tall aumbry. When Magdalen stared at her, she held a finger to her lips. Clearly the noblewoman intended to stay where she was and eavesdrop.

Magdalen pointedly went about her own business. Even so, as she replaced the volume in its book chest, she could not help but be aware that Master Wheelwright and Lord Glenelg were engaged in an intense conversation. Beatrice wore a frown, likely because she was unable to overhear any more than Magdalen could.

And none of this, Magdalen reminded herself, was any of her business. Taking the opportunity to escape, she whipped behind the arras and darted out through the small door it concealed.



Chapter 2



Lord Glenelg was once again cleaning his fingernails with his elaborate little bye-knife when the person hed been waiting for appeared on the balcony just outside Lord Madderlys study.

You have kept me waiting, Glenelg complained.

So I have. There was a certain pleasure in thwarting this offensive Scots nobleman, a heady excitement in the danger of it.

You were warned. Glenelg bristled like an affronted hedgehog, but he still seemed to think he had the situation under control, that he was in command.

He was wrong.

Warned or not, there is no help for it. Ive no intention of letting you enter this room.

You will regret your rashness.

What do you think lies inside, that you are so determined to see?

More proof of your guilt, mayhap. Glenelgs annoying chuckle was as counterfeit as a passport bought for twopence at a fair. There was no true mirth in his soul. If he even had a soul.

I think you wish to gain entry for the sheer perverse pleasure you get from knowing and doing what others do not.

Glenelg did not like this insubordination. His small eyes glittered with animosity. You will do as I say or I will see to it that all your wicked deceptions are revealed to the world.

By doing so, you would implicate yourself.

I will be long gone ere my part in this business comes out. You alone will suffer. Do you know what they do to traitors? Tis a horrible death. For emphasis, Glenelg gestured with his knife as he described in loving detail the torment of being hung, then cut down alive to be drawn and quartered. A quick death is far better, he concluded.

Then you shall have one.

Glenelg looked surprised when his blade was knocked away, plucked up, and thrust back at him, piercing his heart as it plunged through plum-colored velvet and into his chest.

He crashed back against the door to the study and was bounced forward by the impact. The book hed had tucked into the waist of his doublet fell free, landing with a thump on the wooden floor. A moment later, Glenelg lay sprawled on top of it.

The killer left him there. Face down upon an herbal, the dead man awaited discovery by whatever person next entered Lord Madderlys library. 



Chapter 3



Minstrels played in the gallery of the great hall as Gilbert Russell, Lord Madderlys gentleman usher, performed his ceremonial duties before supper. He marched in through the screens at the back carrying a thin white rod as his badge of office and proceeded to the lords table where the family and all important visitors were seated.

They were served according to their rank. It was Gilberts responsibility to set this order and to make sure there were enough servants in Lord Madderlys gray livery, the barons arms embroidered on each long, loose hanging sleeve, to wait upon the entire company assembled for the meal.

Just ahead of Gilbert marched a yeoman carrying a torch. To Gilberts mind this was a useless holdover from the past, since the hall was well lit with candelabra. Above their heads hung a huge bronze chandelier of Flemish make. No less than nine branches held fat candles and at the very top of the ornate piece there perched a kneeling angel.

Behind Gilbert in the processional came a servant carrying the great salt, a heavily decorated silver container which he set before Lord Madderlys place at table. More servants brought platters and dishes, placing some on the serving table just inside the hall and bringing others directly to the dais. The table there was a solid, permanent piece of furniture resting on six sturdy carved legs held steady by low-set stretchers.

Give place, my masters, Gilbert called out, even though no one blocked his path. That, too, was ceremonial, the traditional command for the meal to begin.

The chaplain prayed only briefly, since Lord Madderly preferred not to delay the pleasures of the table.

Gilbert would not eat until much later. For now he had the responsibility of making sure all went smoothly. If more bread was needed, it was Gilbert who notified the pantler; if beer ran low, he told the butler to bring more.

In the background the musicians played taborette, lute, and rebec in a lively tune, but neither that nor the constant clatter of cutlery and plate were sufficiently loud to prevent Gilbert from monitoring the conversations at several tables at once. Lord Glenelgs empty place next to Lord Madderly was soon remarked upon. That the Madderlys troubled with this formal meal at all was in his honor, or rather because it was better thus than supping with him in more intimate surroundings.

It is not like him to be late, Lord Madderly said. Never have I seen such a valiant trencherman.

Ill, do you think? his sister, Beatrice, asked.

Eleanor, Lady Madderly, short, square, and overweight, her ample proportions emphasized by the bright jewel tones she preferred, gave Beatrice a smug smile. The more for us, she said.

Henry, third baron Madderly, also bordered on the obese. He toyed with his bucknade, pushing the thumb-sized gobbets of meat aside to pick raisins and almonds out of the cinnamon and sugar sauce. Was he concerned about Glenelg? Gilbert doubted it. The Scot had worn out his welcome days ago, but Lord Madderly had his own reasons for encouraging this particular guest to stay longer.

Mayhap he is sulking, Beatrice suggested. The poor man did seem frustrated by his unsuccessful attempt to gain access to your study.

What? My study?

Yes, Henry. Beatrice spoke to him as if he were a child, but in fact she was several years younger than he. She was a handsome woman in a horse-faced, hawk-nosed way, and even Gilbert had to admire her magnificent bosom.

By Saint Anthonys Fire! Madderly exclaimed. What business did he think he had there?

None he would own to, which is why I would not fetch the key for him when he asked for it.

Mans a great disappointment, Madderly grumbled. I have yet to see the books he claimed he had to sell.

The fellow is malevolent, Lady Madderly said.

Aye. The very word.

Below the dais, servants were seated and served in accordance with both their masters rank and their own. From the first of these tables, where Lord Madderlys household officers and Lady Madderlys companion sat, Gilbert heard the same fabric of conversation picked up and embroidered upon.

He asked me for that key, too, Mistress Harleigh confided in her husband.

Gilbert studied her with a critical eye. The woman was too tall for his taste. Emaciated in body, though she ate well enough. Her complexion was sallow, her cheeks hollow, and her nose long and thin as a blade. Then there were her annoying habits. She sighed. Deeply. Loudly. Frequently. And she scratched when she was agitated. Apparently she was agitated this evening. One hand had completely disappeared beneath her sleeve. It emerged to seize upon a tiny portion of moorcock pie.

Otto Harleigh, Lord Madderlys master of horse, paid no mind to his wife, preoccupied with a slice of grilled mutton stuffed with shredded onions, egg yolk, parsley, spices, and suet.

He also asked me about procuring Lord Madderlys key, Master Wheelwright offered. The schoolmaster reached for the boiled beef, then began to feed the choicest bits to the red-eyed, pale-furred ferret draped over his shoulder. Gilbert failed to see the appeal of keeping such a creature as a pet. If it bit one more serving-man, he vowed, he would ban it from the great hall during meals.

Gilbert scanned the other tables. All seemed to be going smoothly. Servants trudged back and forth between the tables, every step on the rush-covered floor releasing the faint scents of the rosemary and lavender leaves strewn there along with the fleabane.

On the dais, however, Lord Madderly still was not eating with his accustomed dedication. He seemed to be quarreling quietly with his wife when he felt Gilberts gaze upon him. First he glared at him, then beckoned for his gentleman usher to come forward.

Go you and look for Lord Glenelg, he ordered. It is not like the man to miss a meal. Look first in his chamber, and question his servant. Then go you to my study, to be sure the fellow has not found some way to get in.

Reluctantly, Gilbert went, tucking the rod into the placket at the front of his doublet. There it was kept at all times when he was not carrying it, one end sticking out in order that strangers to the household should at once know his position. More bother than honor, hed decided after the first week, but there was no help for it. Two months past, hed agreed to perform the duties of Madderlys gentleman usher until all was resolved. He was resigned to do so as diligently as he could.

* * * *



It was dark in the library when Gilbert entered. The tapers in the candle beams had burned down and gone out. Without sight, other senses grew more acute. Gilbert knew the faint smell that greeted him. He ordered Peadar, Lord Glenelgs serving man, to fetch torches, then fumbled for the tinderbox and candles customarily kept on the small table just inside the door.

The cavernous room loomed before him, made eerie by shadows. There were geometrical patterns and animal and bird motifs in the plaster above his head, but not enough illumination to make them out. With only the single taper in the latten candlestick for light, Gilbert could barely discern that there was a ceiling.

But he could still smell death, together with the distinctive odor of civet. He knew what he would encounter when he followed his nose, climbing the stairs to the balcony. It was as well hed been the one sent to find Lord Glenelg, Gilbert decided. Hed not like to think of one of the women stumbling over the body.

For a moment he just stared down at the remains, fighting an absurd urge to chant, as they did for kings, Lord Glenelg is Dead. Long Live Lord Glenelg.

Instead he knelt next to the body and turned it over. The handle of Glenelgs own knife still protruded from the wound that had killed him. By the light of his candle, Gilbert recognized the Ferguson family crest, something he had not noticed on the previous occasion on which hed seen Glenelgs bye-knife. His reaction was immediate. He removed the murder weapon from the corpse.

There was no spurt of blood. Glenelgs heart had long since stopped pumping it through his veins. Gilbert cleaned the blade on the dead mans doublet, then secreted the knife on his own person, next to his wand of office. No one must see that crest.

Was there anything else on Glenelgs person that might implicate someone in his murder? Well aware he did not have much time before Peadar returned, Gilbert quickly searched the dead mans clothing. He found nothing of significance. Later, he decided, he would examine Glenelgs possessions. For the moment he turned his attention to the book.

The body had fallen atop a small, leather-bound volume. Gilbert picked it up and leafed through it, but it was only an herbal and he did not find anything between its covers that related to Glenelgs presence at Madderly Castle. He dropped it back where he had found it and turned to survey the scene around him, holding the candle high. Nothing incriminating leapt out at him.

At the sound of approaching footsteps, Gilbert glanced once more at Lord Glenelg and frowned. Even in death, the man complicated Gilberts life.

Circumstances seemed to dictate that he now give every appearance of searching for the killer, but hed need to tread warily. The authorities would look no further than Gilbert himself if they ever learned of his connection to the dead Scotsman.



Chapter 4



Leigh Abbey, Kent

November 1561



Upon his arrival at Leigh Abbey, Sir Robert Appletons country house, Walter Pendennis insisted he be shown directly into Lady Appletons presence.

She is in her stillroom, sir, the housekeeper said.

Then take me there.

He thought he knew what to expect. He had known Robert since they were young men together and although he had never met Lady Appleton, Pendennis had heard a great deal about her.

Some of it had been unflattering. Robert most often complained about her intelligence. Shed been educated like a man by a doting father, which in Roberts opinion had spoiled her for true womanliness.

Shell not be pleased to be interrupted, the housekeeper warned. A woman of middling height who appeared to be about to give birth, she addressed him with an asperity that was anything but servile.

I fear I must insist. I bring a message from the queen.

Relenting, though she did still seem annoyed, the woman escorted him to a large stone building separate from the house. Wait here, she instructed and left him cooling his heels in the herb garden while she went in alone. Before he had time to do more than glance at his surroundings, she was back, her expression sullen. Go in if you must, but do not interfere with Lady Appletons work.

Pendennis had been under the impression that activity in the stillroom reached its peak during the summer months, when most herbs were prepared for storage. Then he remembered. Lady Appleton experimented with powders and decoctions. Her preoccupation with poisons kept her busy year-round.

He sniffed cautiously as he ducked to miss the low lintel of the door and was rewarded with a pungent combination of odors. He had an excellent nose, but these aromas were at first too well mingled for him to sort out any single one.

A tall, slender young woman met him just inside the door. This was not Lady Appleton, but from her uncanny likeness to Sir Robert, Pendennis could guess her identity. One night, late, at Queen Elizabeths court, when Robert had been deep in his cups and brooding, hed confessed more than was his wont. Hed confided that he had a half sister, a girl whose existence hed not even suspected until that business in Lancashire two years ago.

You are Catherine, Pendennis said.

Aye, sir. Catherine Denholm. As he moved past her, deeper into the stillroom, he caught the scent of violets. The housekeeper came in after him, closing the door behind her and leaning back against it. Fascinated by Catherine, Pendennis dismissed the servant from his thoughts.

My name is Walter Pendennis.

Sir Roberts friend. She smiled, charming him.

Aye.

If Robert did not want to acknowledge the relationship, Pendennis thought, hed best keep Catherine close in the country. To any who had ever met Robert Appleton, the resemblance would be impossible to miss. Catherine shared with her half brother a narrow face, a high forehead, and distinctively dark brown eyes. The most likely assumption would be that she was his bastard daughter. By Pendenniss reckoning, Catherine was just sixteen.

I am sorry to interrupt your work, he said, but I have been sent by Her Majesty the queen.

The woman standing at the long wooden table at the center of the room glanced his way. When their eyes met, he was startled by the intensity of her gaze. Her eyes were blue, most ordinary in color and shape, and yet Pendennis was suddenly certain that this was a woman who missed nothing. Apparently confident that his presence did not signify distressing tidings about her spouse, she gave a curt nod in acknowledgment of his arrival and went back to her work.

Lady Appleton will be free to speak with you in a moment, Catherine said. There was no note of apology in her voice. She was simply stating a fact.

The hands busy with mortar and pestle, grinding some sort of dried root to powder, were strong and work-hardened and stained with the residue of various herbal preparations. Delicate, lily-white fingers such as those seen at the royal court had no place here.

No beauty, Robert had said of his wife. Twas true. She was tall for a woman, square-jawed and sturdily built. And yet she had an aura of competence about her that was attractive in itself. Pendennis, an avid student of architecture, had learned to appreciate both form and function.

Master Pendennis. Catherines lilting voice interrupted his thoughts. May I have your assistance?

She handed him a down pillow, the casing open at one end, and as soon as she was sure he had a good grip on the edges she began to stuff in crushed and dried leaves and flowers from each of several containers.

Sniffing cautiously, he identified two. Violets, he said. Your favorite, I do think. And chamomile.

The girls smile was sweet and shy. Aye. And hops, balm, and mullein. These herbs, replaced every few weeks, encourage peaceful sleep.

Pendennis held more pillows, a task which allowed him to study his surroundings at the same time. Roberts wife was now mixing the powder she had made into a stiff paste. When she was satisfied with its consistency, she rolled it out on a board as if it were bread dough. After considerable kneading and pounding, she began to pinch off small bits and form them into tiny balls with her hands. It was then Pendennis realized she was making pills.

On the table where Lady Appleton worked sat all manner of equipment for distillationalembic, pelican, matrassas well as empty jars, pots, and other vessels made of stoneware, ceramic, glass, horn, pewter, and iron. From force of habit, Pendennis began to assess the contents of the stillroom. He counted thirty large containers, labeled and dated, and over a hundred smaller vessels. Some had parchment tied over the mouths while the covers on others were made of thin skin.

Drying herbs hung in bunches from the beams above his head, but what, he wondered, was kept in that black chest in the darkest corner of the room? Phials of poison? He had reason to think that might be so.

Lady Appleton startled him by speaking his name.

Pendennis saw that the pills were all shaped and had been left to dry on the board. Lady Appleton wiped her hands on her apron and tucked an unruly strand of dark brown hair back up under her embroidered cap.

This is an unexpected pleasure, Master Pendennis, she said. Your pardon, sir, for my rudeness in ignoring you, but even a short delay in the preparation can spoil the result.

It is I must beg your pardon, madam, for disturbing you, but I have come with a message from the queen.

So you said, but if you hope to find my husband here, I fear your journey was in vain. He has been gone since before Michaelmas. By now he should be in Scotland.

Pendennis had to hide a smile. He well knew where Robert was, and something of what his old friend had been obliged to deal with during the last few weeks.

My message is for you, Lady Appleton. Queen Elizabeth would have a favor of you.

Many a woman would have been flustered by that announcement. Not Lady Appleton. Pendennis supposed he should not be surprised, given what hed heard of her.

Damnably self-assured, Robert had once called her. The description fit.

* * * *

Susanna Appletons first impression of Walter Pendennis was that he had a typical courtiers facebland except for the eyes. It amused her to note that he had grown his beard in the style favored by Lord Robin Dudley, the queens acknowledged favorite. Susanna recognized it because her husband had done the same.

A pity, she thought now, that the effect was so unflattering. The Dudley style consisted of a mustache that drooped down on each side to the corners of the mouth, a tuft of hair beneath the lower lip, and below that a short chin beard.

Pendennis was a bit taller than Susanna, with a figure that suggested he liked beer, ale, and French wines a bit too well, though she thought perhaps twas muscle yet, not fat. She could see little of the structure of his arms beneath the heavy sleeves of his buff-colored doublet, but the legs beneath the padded, pleated skirt looked strong and well-shaped. This was amply revealed by the current form-fitting fashion in thigh-high leather riding boots. Her gaze flicked to his padded and decorated codpiece with only cursory interest before her attention was captured by what he was saying.

The queen wants you to pay a visit to Madderly Castle.

Why? She had recently been in correspondence with Lady Madderly, who was engaged in compiling an account of every plant found in England, including their properties, virtues, and descriptions.

Lady Madderly is writing an herbal, but she progresses slowly, Pendennis said. It is Her Majestys desire that the author of A Cautionary Herbal go thither to assist her ladyship in the preparation of this great work. The queen believes Eleanor Madderlys book will be definitive, a godsend to wives and apothecaries alike. It could become a fixture in every household, second only to the Bible in importance.

And how, Susanna asked, does Lady Madderly feel about having me thrust upon her?

She studied Pendennis's eyes as she waited for his answer. He had an intelligent look to him and there had been kindness in his gaze when hed helped Catherine with the pillows, but she could not help being suspicious.

What had Robert told her about this man? That he was lazy. That he collected the most useless bits of information, which on occasion were surprisingly helpful. And that he was a sometime intelligence gatherer for the queen, as well as a courtier and diplomat, as was Robert himself.

Lady Madderly welcomes your assistance, Pendennis assured her.

Susanna had her doubts, but one did not argue with a royal command. For all Pendennis's pretty phrasing, she understood that she was obliged to accept this assignment. It would reflect ill on Robert if she refused.

A glance at her companions revealed that Catherine seemed intrigued by the conversation. Jennet, once Susannas tiring maid, long her friend and companion, and now her housekeeper, affected boredom but was in fact hanging on every word.

When does the queen wish me to arrive at Madderly Castle? she asked Pendennis. It is in Gloucestershire, which is some distance from Kent. Lady Madderly had indicated it was near the border with Warwickshire, in the Cotswold Hills. Susanna knew little of the region save that the sheep raised there were popularly known as Cotswold lions.

The sooner you can begin, the better, Pendennis answered. The best route to take is by way of London and Oxford. From Oxford the road runs north to Burford, then west and north toward Campden, some thirty miles beyond.

Campden, Susanna recalled, was the nearest market town to Madderly Castle. How long am I expected to stay?

Until the herbal is ready for publication.

She hid a grimace. Twas plain he had no inkling of how much work was involved. Lady Madderly even meant to include woodcuts to illustrate the plants. It was an ambitious project, one which might well take years to complete. You ask me to abandon my household on a moments notice and for an indefinite period of time.

You will be amply compensated.

Susanna knew all about the queens idea of compensation. She expected her courtiers to spend their own money in her service and rarely rewarded them with material goods or property. Even when she lavished a peerage on one of her subjects, it was likely to come without a sufficient source of income to support the title.

Susanna was about to suggest that they go into the house, there to take refreshment while she discussed the matter with Catherine and Jennet, when Catherine spoke.

You must accept, Susanna, she said. The queen expects no less.

To go at once means Ill not be present when Jennet needs me. The younger woman was due to give birth in less than two weeks. A midwife was already in residence.

Jennet herself gave a snort of wry laughter at that. This child, like the last, cares little who is present at the birth. Go you to Gloucestershire. Never mind about me.

Susanna fought a smile. She knew Jennet well. Even in childbed shed enjoy being the center of attention. And since her husband was the newly appointed steward here at Leigh Abbey, having successfully filled that post at another Appleton property for nearly two years, she would be treated as well as any gentlewoman of the household when her time came.

I do not like to leave you, Susanna protested. Indeed, I do wish I could take you along.

That was clearly impossible, but Susanna had the feeling shed have need of a friend at Madderly Castle. Something in Pendenniss manner suggested he was not telling her everything about this mission.

That suspicion, however, was not enough to make her refuse the queens request. It was not every day that a womans scholarship and expertise on a subject were recognized, let alone sought out. In a way she was flattered. Master John Day of London had printed her book at the end of the previous year, but anonymously. Few people knew she was the S.A. who had painstakingly compiled it.

If you mean to go, go. You should be glad of something to do in the winter, since it is such a slow season. Twill be especially dull with Sir Robert gone.

Could I come with you, Susanna? Catherine seemed taken with the idea.

Perhaps it was time for the girl to explore a wider circle of friends, Susanna thought. This seemed a painless way to achieve that end. Are there any objections to my bringing a companion, Master Pendennis?

You may bring an entire retinue if you wish.

She lifted an eyebrow at that. He was much too eager for her to agree, confirming her suspicion that there was more going on at Madderly Castle than he had revealed. No matter, she decided. She would deal with whatever else awaited her there when she arrived. The sooner the better, as Pendennis had said.

Very well, Master Pendennis, she said. Catherine and I will be ready to leave in two days time.



Chapter 5



Edinburgh, Scotland

Five Days Later



The red-haired, green-eyed Scotswoman giggled. Sir Robert Appleton smiled.

His facial muscles felt stiff, unaccustomed to the expression. Hardly surprising. Hed had few occasions to feel either amusement or pleasure since hed been sent to this benighted land on his queens behalf.

Ma belle, he chided her, you tempt me from my duties. I am here to wait upon the Queen of Scots. Mary, widow of Francis II of France, was sovereign of Scotland in her own right. Like Elizabeth of England, here a woman held power over male subjects. Twas a perversion of the natural order, or so Sir Robert believed, but he was careful never to express that traitorous thought aloud.

She will not see you today. Annabel spoke English badly, as did her royal mistress. She has already ridden away."

Without you? They were seated close together in one of the small, private window embrasures at Holyrood Palace, shielded from prying eyes by the curve of the thick stone wall. He dared to press the palm of his hand to her stomacher.

I told her I had a . . ."she struggled for the English word"ache of the head.

Speak in French, he advised. The queen and her ladies were fluent in that language, and in Inglis, the barbaric tongue of the lowland Scots. Some had Latin, as well.

Robert did not know whether to be flattered or annoyed by Annabels ploy. Hed hoped to speak with Queen Mary today, to convince her that her cousin Elizabeth had only Marys best interests at heart when she proposed Mary give up any claim to be heir to Englands throne.

Where has her royal highness gone? he asked.

To hunt, and taken all her retinue with her save for me. Annabel giggled again. She wishes to show off the French horses you helped recover. And the new saddles we had made. All of us have new riding cloaks, too, but they are black, for mourning. She sighed. I will be glad when the year for King Francis has passed. I do so like bright colors.

Robert made the flattering remarks his mistress expected of him, but his thoughts had returned to those damned horses. Was it his fault one had died? Queen Mary seemed to think so.

Thirty royal horses had been shipped from Dieppe when the young queen left France. Shed landed safely at Leith, two miles distant from Edinburgh on the Firth of Forth, in an early-morning fog on the nineteenth day of August. The horses shed counted on having for her grand entrance into Edinburgh after a thirteen-year absence had made landfall on English soil and been detained there.

Held for ransom, some would say.

Sir Robert Appleton had been sent north to handle the delicate negotiations for their return. He considered that hed been spectacularly successful. On the sixteenth of October, the twenty-nine surviving steeds had been released into the hands of thirty Scots sent south to fetch them and ride them the sixty miles from their prison in northern Northumberland to Edinburgh. Two days later both they and Sir Robert had arrived safely.

Had he received any thanks? No. Instead hed faced the Queen of Scotss anger because one of her precious mounts had died during its captivity. She did not care that injuries during the earlier sea voyage had caused the animals death. She wanted restitution, and ever since that first day shed been looking at Sir Roberts own stallion, Vanguard, with greedy eyes.

Robert? Annabels sultry voice brought his wandering attention back to her. She boldly took his hand from her stomacher, where it had been inscribing lazy circles, and moved it up to cup one soft breast. Abruptly, Robert decided he was glad hed missed the queen. What better way to pass an afternoon than to dally with a French-bred Scotswoman with inventive tastes?

Come to my lodgings, he urged her.

But then twill be an hour or more before we can truly be together.

But here we have no privacy, he reminded her.

He also thought the interior of Holyrood Palace a dismal place. Its thick walls and deep-set windows covered with iron gratings made even the queens apartments close and gloomy. Annabels tiny chamber, shared with others of the queens lesser ladies-in-waiting, lay deep within a rabbit warren of passages and rooms.

I will leave and you may follow soon after, he said.

Cowgate Port has an impertinent guard, Annabel complained. I like it not when I must explain myself.

Then do not come in disguise, ma belle. Shed worn the garments of a merchants wife the last time shed visited him in Edinburgh. A visor will serve to hide your identity and yet all will know by the richness of your dress that you are a person of importance, not to be trifled with.

Why could you not live in Canongate, outside the boundaries of the city? Tis so much closer.

Tis safer within the wall. And the Cowgate section of Edinburgh, for all that it had such a bucolic name, was the area which contained the residences of many noble families of Scotland, as well as those of several city councilors. The location suited him.

Annabel sulked. She teased. She kissed and caressed. In the end, she unlaced his codpiece, lifted her skirts, and had her wicked way with him right there on the window seat.

The experience was unique and altogether enjoyable while it lasted, but by the time Sir Robert rode back out of Holyrood Palace, across the iron drawbridge and up the long, broad street paved with great square stones, he was appalled by the risk he had taken.

He came into the suburb of Canongate, full of solidly built, close-packed houses, almost immediately after leaving the palace. Within a half mile he reached the heavily defended gate at Netherbow Port, centered between the two royal properties of Holyrood Palace and Edinburgh Castle. Annabel was right. The guards at all the gates asked impertinent questions.

Once through the great central tower of Netherbow, Roberts gaze was drawn up High Street, a wide paved road that ran along the spine of a ridge to the castle some four and a half furlongs to the west. Tall wooden tenements crowded close to it along the rock upon which it perched. He looked away almost immediately, refusing to be impressed.

Closer to hand were the other landmarks of the city. Very close at hand, since all of Edinburgh enclosed only 140 acres within its walls. He was already approaching the Mercat Cross. Just beyond, midway between Netherbow gate and the castle, stood St. Giless Collegiate Church, crowned with stone in the shape of a lantern tower decorated with fretted pinnacles. From the pulpit within, John Knox ministered to his flock, preaching sermons against the rule of women.

Robert thought Knox was a fool to speak so openly.

He did not ride past the church, or the old tolbooth in front of it or the newly built tolbooth and gaol just beyond. Instead he turned his horse south. The ridge sloped steeply away on both sides of High Street and he quickly found himself moving downhill through narrow closes and past tall, close-packed timber-framed houses. Cowgate, between the old city wall and the new, had lately been a wealthy suburb. Roberts lodgings were on the upper floor of a tall, stately dwelling built of local squared stone. It boasted its own stable and upon dismounting he handed Vanguards reins to Fulke, the groom hed brought with him from England.

Tugging on his forelock, Fulke shuffled his feet, indicating he had something to say. A messenger waits for you inside, sir, he finally blurted. From the queen.

Fulke was a strapping, rough-skinned fellow, but his cheeks were red with the embarrassment of having to speak to one of his betters. He was more comfortable with only the horses for company.

Our queen or the Scots queen?

Queen Elizabeth, Sir Robert.

Who has come? Sir Robert asked. Did you recognize him?

Fulke shook his head and looked more ill at ease than before. The feeling communicated itself to Sir Robert. These were dangerous times. Was a legitimate courier from the English queen within, or had his lodgings been infiltrated by some enemy sworn to kill him?

How do you know this man came from the queen? he asked Fulke.

The servant brightened. I did see the privy seal, sir. On some papers he had.

Sir Robert doubted Fulke would know the queens privy seal from any other, but his wariness eased a trifle. At least Fulke had known enough not to let a stranger into the house without seeing some form of identification.

One hand resting lightly on the dagger he wore at his belt, Sir Robert climbed the stairs to the first floor and opened the door to the solar. The Scots housekeeper hed hired came bustling up behind him, carrying a tray piled high with cakes and ale. He let her enter first.

Ah! Sustenance!

At the sound of that familiar voice, Robert relaxed completely. Pendennis, he said. Welcome.

You may not think so after you learn why the queen sent me.

Ill not give up Vanguard, Robert warned.

No one has asked you to. Pendennis made free with the contents of the overflowing tray.

Queen Mary makes her desires very plain without saying a word.

I passed the royal entourage on my way here. Twas a veritable pageant. Sixteen beautiful young women, the queen herself but a fresh-faced girl of eighteen

Fifteen young women, Robert corrected him.

Fifteen, then, Pendennis said agreeably. I did not attempt to count the number of gentlemen, messengers, pages, maids, equerries, masters of hawks and hounds, and armed outriders who accompanied them, though I did notice they had more than a dozen bulging hampers of food. And the horses. I could scarce help mark them, for they did make a splendid sight.

The queen, in spite of still being in mourning, dearly delights in showing off both her horses and herself.

And are those horses still the talk of Edinburgh?

Interest waned when some were sent to Stichell to be bred at the royal horse farm.

From what I could see, they are fabulous beasts, far superior to the nags Scots are accustomed to ride.

You have not come here to talk of horses. What did bring you to Scotland? Robert helped himself to ale, noting with displeasure that it was cloudy, a sign it was newly brewed. He sipped, grimaced, and reached for a seedcake, but only a few crumbs were left on the tray. Have you had sufficient? Id not want you to starve.

Pendennis ignored the sarcasm and contentedly patted his stomach. Twas a long, hard ride to reach here.

Robert did not doubt it. If Pendennis had come from London with a message from the queen, hed have ridden post horses all the way, changing his mount every thirty miles. One could cover up to one hundred and fifty miles a day, but that pace was killing.

Three days on the road? he asked.

Four, Pendennis said, but I started from Leigh Abbey.

Robert paused in the act of lifting his tin-glazed earthenware tankard to his lips. Leigh Abbey? His own home in Kent? What business had you there?

Unperturbed by the sharp note in his friends voice, Pendennis calmly explained. I was sent to your lady wife by the queen. Lady Appleton and Mistress Denholm should arrive at Madderly Castle within another day or two.

Madderly? Hed met Lord Madderly once, years ago, but knew little about the man except that he did not often visit the royal court. Why?

She has been asked to assist Lady Madderly in the preparation of an herbal.

The queen sent her there for that purpose?

Aye. And to give you an excuse to spend Christmas in Gloucestershire.

I do not follow your logic, Pendennis. He was not certain he wanted to.

There has been a murder at Madderly. Lord Glenelg. A Scot.

Robert did not know the name. Whats that to do with me? Or with my wife?

Pendennis refilled his own tankard with ale before he answered. The queen is concerned because Glenelg may have been part of a treasonous conspiracy at the time of his death.

And Susanna is to find out if he was?

Pendennis looked startled. Nay. She knows naught of the queens suspicions. Her instructions are to help Lady Madderly. The queen thought of her because it was the cautionary herbal Lady Appleton compiled which was found under Lord Glenelgs body. And because Lady Madderly and her ladies are working on a great herbal they hope to see published.

What was the herbal doing beneath a corpse?

The murder took place in Lord Madderlys library. Pendennis paused, taking a long swallow of his ale. Landing on that book was no doubt mere coincidence, but it put the queen in mind of you and your lady wife, and that is to the good. She looks to you to learn the truth in this matter of treason and to find Glenelgs killer. Theres doubtless great honor in it for you if you succeed.

If. There was the rub.

What is known of this conspiracy?

Passing little. Glenelg is believed to have gone to Madderly Castle to meet a master forger. There have been recent reports of counterfeit passports and bills of exchange emanating from the Cotswold Hills. You will appreciate that with relations between Scotland and England as shaky as they are, a Scots noblemans death, whether he was involved in treason or not, must be handled with the greatest diplomacy."

It was not just relations between Scotland and England that were shaky. They were at sixes and sevens within Scotland. And within England, too, now that Robert thought about it.

Susanna should have been told the truth. Shell likely ferret it out for herself, and then there will be hell to pay for keeping secrets from her.

That was my impression as well, Pendennis admitted. I felt . . . uneasy lying to Lady Appleton. Your wife, Robert, is a daunting woman. I was most astonished by her efficiency. Ive met few females who could pack and be ready to leave home so quickly

That Robert could well believe. Susanna delighted in organizing things, including other peoples lives.

So, I am to visit Susanna at Madderly Castle at Yuletide. That gave him two or three weeks yet before hed need to leave Edinburgh. Have I any more than what you have already told me to go on? Is there some person already suspected of Glenelgs murder?

No one. We know only that he was stabbed through the heart and that the weapon was removed from the scene of the crime. Glenelgs own knife was also missing. Logic dictates they were one and the same.

I like this not, Robert muttered.

Treason. Murder. Subterfuge. But most of all, Sir Robert Appleton did not like the fact that the queen had decided to involve his wife.



Chapter 6



Madderly Castle



Well, Catherine, Susanna asked, what think you of this Madderly Castle? They had arrived in late afternoon and pled exhaustion following supper to retire to the inner chamber and withdrawing room assigned to them in one of four great square towers.

It is very large. And luxurious. She indicated the bed she and Susanna were to share. It was furnished with feather beds, down pillows, fine linen sheets, thick woolen blankets, a quilt of Spanish felt, a tapestry coverlet, and hangings of sea green Genoa velvet to contrast with the gilded wood.

Her mentor and friend smiled as she, too, studied the rooms contents. No amenity was lacking, Catherine thought. Two wainscot stools were padded with velvet cushions. There was a press in which to hang clothes, with shelves for caps and gloves. There was even an oblong carpet on the waxed and polished oak floor. It had to be at least four ells long and two ells broad. Catherine had seen carpets before, but they were so expensive that most people used them to cover tables rather than risk the wear caused by walking on them.

The arrival of the tiring maid assigned to them curtailed conversation and Catherine suddenly realized she was going to have to be careful what she said while she was at Madderly Castle. She was accustomed to a small household, since only eighteen persons made up the entire staff at Leigh Abbey. Here there had to be well over a hundred servants.

Except to tell them her name was Nan, the maidservant said not a word, but under Susannas supervision she unpacked the capcases. The contents took up little space in the press and there were naught but two combs to go on the table beneath the looking glass and keep company with a tall, fat candle, capable of burning for a full hour, and a slender glass vase containing dried flowers.

Our trunks will arrive by common carrier sometime in the next few days, Susanna told the servant girl. She did not trouble to explain that theyd brought only the small traveling bags with them in order that they might make their journey on horseback.

Each mounted on sidesaddles on their own palfreys, Catherine and Susanna had ridden from Kent to Gloucestershire with an escort consisting of four burly menservants, also mounted. This had enabled them to complete their journey, with the judicious use of ferries and barges to speed them along, in just five days.

When Nan had everything in order and had helped both Susanna and Catherine strip down to linen smocks and woolen stockings, she stoked the fire and left them till morning. She would sleep on a pallet in the outer room, to be ready to serve them again whenever either of them called her name.

She is very quiet, Catherine observed.

A change from our Jennet, Susanna agreed. She drew the hangings back and climbed up onto the bed, curling her legs beneath her. Now that we are private together, I would have your impressions of this place and its people.

Catherine frowned. If you wish to learn of the lesser servants, I cannot help you. They ate in the great hall. The table I shared in the parlor contained only the household officers and Lady Madderlys companion.

Susanna lifted her eyebrows at Catherines tone of voice. You sound as if you resent being excluded from the company in the great chamber.

I am a considerable heiress. If the Madderlys knew my true relationship to Sir Robert, that I am his sister and a knights daughter, would I not have been asked to sup with the family as you were?

Instantly she felt ashamed of herself. Susanna and Robert had been very good to her. She knew full well they might have left her in the keeping of cousins in Manchester and ignored the inconvenient fact that Sir Roberts father had also sired Catherine.

Your pardon, maam, she said before Susanna could respond. Bobbing in an exaggerated curtsey, she tried to make light of her complaint. I am your companion, am I not, madam? May I not help you roll down your stockings?

Susanna slapped at the hand reaching for the brightly colored fabric. They were both wearing stockings theyd dyed themselves. Susannas were a shocking yellow, produced by the use of weld. Catherines had been treated with woad and come out a brilliant blue.

You know you are a great deal more than that, Catherine. And feeling sorry for yourself is not an admirable trait. Besides, you doubtless had the more enjoyable meal. Lady Madderly did naught but complain of her husbands two sons. She is his second wife and she thinks they resent her.

And Lord Madderly?

He is a man intent upon his own concerns. He took little notice of his wife and less of me. In truth, he was so lost in thought that he very nearly dipped his bodkin beard in the rice pottage.

Picturing it clearly, Catherine was unable to contain a giggle. Lord Madderlys graying beard grew from the center of the chin, so long and pointed that he must be at almost constant risk of catching it on things. But she was not ready yet to abandon her complaint.

Rice, is it? None of that expensive imported delicacy reached the parlor.

Next you will tell me you were forced to eat the fumosities.

With a sniff of disdain, Catherine pretended to be horrified by the thought. No such insult was offered. The carver knew better than to serve up such inferior parts of fish, flesh, or fowl, though no doubt the lower servants had to make do with the legs and chops and heads.

A grin answered her. This from a girl who delights in a nice dish of Garbage.

Only when it is made with giblets, Catherine protested. She did love those, chopped fine and stewed, then thickened and spiced with mace and pepper.

Take your complaints about the food to Beatrice, Lord Madderlys sister. If you dare. An exaggerated shudder underscored Susannas feelings toward that lady.

What is so terrible about Beatrice Madderly?

She is frighteningly efficient. Since both Lord and Lady Madderly have scholarly matters to occupy their time, neither troubles to oversee the upkeep and provisioning of the castle. It falls to Beatrice to ensure that the place remains vermin-free and that there is plenty to eat.

From Susannas wry tone and from the fact that she ran Leigh Abbey with like efficiency, Catherine deduced that this was not the real reason she had developed an aversion to Beatrice.

I am not certain what to think of the woman, Susanna continued. All through the meal, when she thought I would not notice, she cast resentful glances in my direction. Did your supper companions say anything to you that would explain Beatrices reaction to my arrival?

Mistress Harleigh had naught but praise for you, Catherine assured her. She confided to me that she and Lady Madderly are the only ones who know you are S.A. and then she said, in a whisper, that she thinks a womans writings should be acknowledged. She ventured the opinion that you should have insisted that your name appear on A Cautionary Herbal.

The fire in the hearth had begun to smoke fitfully. Catherine crossed the room to poke at it just as a downdraft stirred the coals. Coughing, she made her way to a window and flung it open wide. It was too dark to see much outside, even though a bright crescent moon was rising.

Lady Madderly mentioned in a letter that Mistress Harleigh has been a great help to her in writing the herbal.

Her husband, Otto Harleigh, was also at table with us. He is master of horse here."

The tall, gangly fellow with the round beard like a rubbing brush?

Aye. His talk is all of horses and hers is all of herbs. I do wonder what they find in common when they are alone together.

When Susanna did not reply, Catherine glanced her way, then winced at her own insensitivity. She might have been describing the Appletons. Was Susanna thinking of Robert? Did that account for the peculiar look on her face?

Have you encountered the man with the pickedevant? Catherine asked more to get them off the subject of mismatched husbands and wives than because she wanted to discuss him. The short, pointed chin beard and curled mustache made the style distinctive.

I have not had that pleasure, Susanna said.

He is the schoolmaster. John Wheelwright by name. He has a most interesting pet. A ferret. It rides about on his shoulder and eats off his trencher.

I have heard that some people keep ferrets. I cannot say the idea appeals to me. I saw a ferret kill a cat once, which did not endear me to the species.

This one seems friendly, though I was not seated close enough to Master Wheelwright to tell for certain. The chaplain and the steward were between us.

Had you conversation with any but Mistress Harleigh? Susanna asked. She had climbed under the covers and now leaned back against the pillows. Her eyes were already drifting closed.

Catherine, on the other hand, felt not at all sleepy. The crisp cold air coming in through the open window had revived her. No more than to be asked to pass the cheese, she answered. The steward, Master Borden, who has a very fine swallows tail beard, and the chaplain were deep in their own quiet conversation, which seemed to center on the advisability of letting beer age at least a month before drinking it. What we were given to drink was brewed but eight days ago.

I had a brief glimpse of the chaplain, Susanna said. He muttered prayers before the meal and then fled, no doubt anxious for his own food. She paused, then added with a small chuckle, He was clean-shaven.

Catherine smiled. Aye. He was also quite bald. She had not heard anyone mention his name.

Between us we seem to have met everyone of importance, Susanna said. It remains to be seen how we will deal with them in the weeks to come.

As theyd talked, Catherines eyes had become accustomed to the darkness beyond her window Their room overlooked the ribbon of road that led to the gatehouse, which was set between this tower and the one to their north. A single horseman was just leaving the castle. Catherine leaned out. Even from this height and distance, she recognized his long, lean lines.

Gilbert Russell. The one other person of whom she had taken note while she supped. A tiny sound of feminine appreciation escaped her, for he was a most handsome man.

Catherine? Did you say something?

What did you think of Master Russell? she asked. Reluctantly, she turned from the window and faced the bed.

The name means nothing to me.

The gentleman usher, Catherine clarified, painfully aware that what answer her friend and mentor gave was important, much more so than shed anticipated when she posed the question.

From Susannas frown, Catherine judged she was having difficulty calling up any impression of a man carrying a wand of office.

He is young for the post, Catherine said helpfully. His hair is cut short and was all but concealed by his bonnet, but I do think it is likely to be more red than brown.

And his beard? The smile in Susannas voice triggered a nervous giggle on Catherines part.

"Tis decidedly more red than brown."

Neat and close-cropped, Susanna said. I remember him now. I could scarce help but notice that short ceremonial gown. Brocade it was, in gold, black, and crimson, and lined in crimson, too, and sporting a large collar of white fur. For some reason I also remember his shoes. They were made of velvet and decorated with small slashes. Master Russell has been provided with most fine livery."

He is a most fine gentleman, Catherine murmured.

How could Susanna not remark upon his eyes, which were an unusual color of blue, like the sky on a perfect summers day?

Never tell me you are smitten! Susanna was teasing, but Catherine considered her words most seriously.

You have always said it was inevitable that at some point I would succumb to the disease of love.

I had been praying youd prove immune. She regarded Catherine somberly for a moment. Let us hope it is but an infatuation and will pass. He is not for you," she added bluntly.

Catherine did not argue. Instead she fell silent and went back to staring out at the moonlit landscape.

The rider had passed out of sight. She wondered where he had gone, for it was passing strange that anyone, even a big strong man like Gilbert Russell, should choose to ride out alone at night.



Chapter 7



First thing the next morning, Catherine at her side, Susanna broke her fast on bread and ale and then accompanied Eleanor Madderly to her husbands library. Beatrice Madderly and Magdalen Harleigh were waiting for them there and they spent a happy hour examining chests and boxes full of books.

My husband prefers that only a few volumes at a time be taken from this room, Eleanor explained, so some of our work is done here and some in the stillroom and the rest in my own private workroom in the northeast tower.

Have you divided the labor among you in some way? Susanna asked. It seemed only reasonable that they would have, but all three women looked surprised by the suggestion.

"Twill go much more quickly if you do so, she pointed out. And now that there are five of us to share the burden, the tasks may be accomplished even faster. Too late, she wondered if she could have been more subtle in pushing for changes in the way things had been done. She did not want to have to deal with hurt feelings and bruised pride. On the other hand, she had tacitly agreed to stay until the work was done and she had no desire to remain indefinitely at Madderly Castle.

Does Mistress Denholm share your affinity for herbs? Eleanor asked.

I propose she handle clerical duties, Susanna said, deliberately sidestepping the question. Catherines natural aptitude lay with animals, not plants. Horses. Dogs. Cats. And now, it seemed, ferrets.

She might be more use in the schoolroom. Beatrice did not bother to hide her dislike of any change. She was obliged to tolerate an acknowledged herbalist like Lady Appleton, but she saw no reason why she should have to put up with Catherines presence.

In a mild tone of voice, Susanna repeated her suggestion. Catherine can spare us much labor by undertaking the duties of a scribe. She is meticulous and unfailingly accurate. She was also a keen observer with an eye for detail. Susanna had learned to value Catherines impressions of people. Here at Madderly Castle, she suspected shed need any insights she could get.

Eleanor gave her sister-by-marriage a sharp look. We will allow Catherine to work with us, at least for the present.

All four women turned toward the girl, only to find her staring at the balcony above. What is kept there? she asked.

Magdalen blanched. Eleanor blushed. Beatrices stone-faced expression hardened further.

Eleanor was the first to recover her composure. My husbands private study lies above, and a small storage area of no great importance.

Into the little silence that followed her statement came a sigh so deep it seemed to make the air shimmer around them. Magdalen Harleigh had made the remarkable sound. Now she was looking pointedly at the other two women, clearly willing them to speak.

Beatrice sniffed disdainfully.

Eleanor frowned.

Magdalen began to scratch industriously at the back of her hand. Blood welled up in the tracks of her fingernails, but she didnt seem to notice. You have a right to know, Lady Appleton, she said. A man was murdered up there just over four weeks ago.

Startled by the news, Susanna did not immediately speak, but her lack of verbal response signified neither sudden fear nor any sense of revulsion. She sent Catherine a warning glance, in case her young friend was about to blurt out more than Susanna wished known of the events in their mutual past, then fixed a questioning gaze on her hostess.

Eleanor, I do think you must provide more details of this distressing event. Has the murderer been caught?

We have no idea who killed Lord Glenelg or why.

Glenelg? I do not know the name. Who was he?

A Scots baron.

Susanna exchanged another look with Catherine. A Scot, when Sir Robert Appleton was currently in Scotland on the queens business? She did not believe in coincidences.

You did not know Lord Glenelg? Lady Madderly asked.

Ive never even heard the name ere now. Why did you think I might have?

Because when he was found, he was lying face down upon an herbal. Your herbal, Lady Appleton. The one you compiled.

Susanna felt her own face blanch. My book? Her hands clenched into tight fists at her sides as she fought the urge to say more. With a shake of her head, she fell silent, but anger was building beneath that calm surface.

She had been deceived when she was asked to come here. Perhaps she could assist Lady Madderly with her herbal, but twas clear now that there had been more to the request than that.

Nothing irritated Susanna more than being manipulated.

I would hear more of this Lord Glenelg, she said when she had a grip on her temper.

He was a nasty offensive man, Magdalen Harleigh told her.

He was stabbed through the heart, Beatrice said.

Eleanor Madderly said nothing, but she had a considering frown on her deeply lined and fleshy face.

Was Lord Glenelg interested in herbals? Susanna asked.

He was interested in making life miserable for everyone around him, Magdalen said. He came into this room that day just as I was attempting to keep Edward and Philip, Lord Madderlys sons, from walking off with a book they had no business reading. He aided and abetted their mischief and then plucked up the herbal, which I had been reading, and carried it away with him. No doubt it simply fell out of the front of his doublet when he was stabbed.

A pity it was not so positioned as to stop the blade, Susanna mused.

To her surprise, none of her companions echoed the sentiment. No one appeared to mourn Lord Glenelgs passing.

He caused a good deal of inconvenience by being murdered, Beatrice complained. The coroner had to be called. The local justice of the peace made inquiries, disrupting the household. And after all that, no one was arrested.

That, Susanna suspected, must have been the most disconcerting development of all. Resolved, when time permitted, to inquire farther into the matter, she allowed Lady Madderly to turn their conversation to herbs and herbals. 



Chapter 8



Gilbert Russell was not certain what to make of Catherine Denholm. She had been at Madderly Castle only three days, but during each of them shed managed to place herself directly in his path.

On the one hand, he was flattered. She was an attractive lass, especially with all that long, thick, dark brown hair hanging loose beneath a silk caul. On the other hand, that outward sign that she was a maiden made him wary. She was of gentle birth and old enough to marry. Dalliance was unwise unless he wished to run the risk of becoming a husband.

Still, her chatter was entertaining. He knew more than he wanted to know about her childhood home near Manchester and about Leigh Abbey, where shed lived with Lady Appleton for the last two years. He believed hed received accounts of every cat, dog, squirrel, and rabbit she had ever rescued.

What do you think of Master Wheelwrights ferret? he asked her.

There was a long pause. His name is Bede. I tried to befriend him, but he bit me.

He couldnt contain a chuckle. A nasty beast.

Oh, you cannot blame the poor animal, Catherine objected. He does not know any better. No doubt he believed I meant him some harm.

You are too generous, Mistress Denholm. Naive as well as young. Ten years his junior, at the least. Some would say that was the ideal span between husband and wife, but Gilbert had always thought to take a bride close to his own years.

Bride? Where had that thought come from? He was not interested in marriage. Not now. That being the case, a wise man would stay as far away from Mistress Catherine Denholm as he could.

Gilbert knew himself to be clever. He made no claim to be wise.

Let me see the injury, he said. There is danger of infection if you do not tend to such bites.

Obligingly she held out her hand. I know that well, sir. Lady Appleton is well versed in the healing properties of plants and most insistent that everyone under her roof take care with injuries and illnesses.

He took her fingers in his and carefully examined each one, enjoying the feel of her soft skin and the smell of the violet-scented perfume she wore. The bite was small and already healing, but he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it anyway.

Master Russell! she protested, blushing prettily.

Her reaction made him want to kiss her again, this time on the lips, but he fought down the impulse by reminding himself that he ought to be questioning the girl, not making love to her.

He did not know why Lady Madderly had sent for Lady Appleton so soon after the murder, but he had to wonder if there was some connection, especially since hed twice overheard Lady Appleton asking questions about Glenelg and his untimely death. Her interest came from more than idle curiosity. He was certain of that, though he could not say what it was that convinced him.

What did Lady Appleton recommend to heal this grievous wound? he asked.

She washed it with water of self-heal and then applied a paste made of Saracens root, and to be safe she had me drink an herb water made of chamomile, dittany, scabious, and pennyroyal, to counteract any poisons that might have gotten into my blood. She stifled a giggle. She said ferrets qualify as venomous beasts.

He could not help but smile back at her. Doubtless she will contribute much to Lady Madderlys herbal.

Indeed she will. And tis most generous of her to come here, too. She has already had published an herbal of her own making, and so has no need to do more to make her reputation.

Gilbert gave her a sharp look. A book? An herbal? Could it be?

"'Tis a very useful volume, too, Catherine continued in a voice filled with pride, all about dangerous herbs one should learn to avoid. Tis called A Cautionary Herbal.

Well, Gilbert thought. There was the connection hed been seeking between Lady Appleton and Lord Glenelg.

He just wished he knew what it meant. 



Chapter 9



Bodykins. Lady Appleton cursed under her breath and regarded the closed door with growing irritation.

Where were all the servants when she needed one? Although she ordinarily preferred to fend for herself and found the presence of so many livened retainers a disconcerting nuisance, just now her arms were overflowing with material shed collected from Lord Madderly's library and the heavy oak door to Lady Madderlys tower workroom, which shed taken particular care to leave open, had been locked against her.

Where on earth had Eleanor Madderly disappeared to? Shed been hard at work on a new translation an hour earlier. Susanna considered the possibilities. Her hostess was devoted to scholarly endeavors. Was she still within, intent upon some task? Had she closed the door to ensure greater privacy?

Eleanor? Susanna called out. And called again, at greater volume, but received no answer.

In frustration, she kicked one of the oak door panels. The effort yielded no better result than her shouting and did considerable damage to her toes.

In the shadowy reaches of the passageway that led to the northwest tower, Susanna thought she saw movement. Relieved, she turned for a closer look, ready to call out and request assistance, but when she stared directly at the spot she saw no one. A rat, she decided, and shivered in spite of her warm camlet gown.

Balancing manuscript pages, a copy of The Secrets of Alexis, that recently published collection of cures for diseases, wounds, and accidents, and a goblet still half full of the mulled wine Magdalen Harleigh had pressed upon her against the winters chill, Susanna fumbled for the key she expected to find tucked into the pouch hidden in a placket in her kirtle. The tepid liquid sloshed, threatening the safety of the remainder of her burden. Several pages detached themselves from the manuscript and fluttered to the stone-flagged floor.

Susanna struggled to control her impatience. With exaggerated care, she stacked the papers into a neat pile at her feet, used the book to weigh them down, and went to collect the strays. Before she made another try for her key, she drained the last of the wine from the goblet. There was no sense in risking an accidental spill.

Her second foray into the deep placket produced a bit of lace torn from a cuff earlier that day and not yet replaced, a needle and some thread, which shed intended to use to make those repairs, her flint and steel for lighting candles, a broken quill, and several scraps of paper with notes scrawled upon them. The elaborate brass key she was seeking was not there.

Bodykins, she muttered again.

Shed left the key inside the locked room, on the writing table Eleanor Madderly had assigned her.

With no other alternative, Susanna began to retrace her steps, then stopped. The stairs shed just climbed went up to the leads and down to the chapel and thence into the courtyard, which shed just crossed from Lord Madderlys library. On the level just below her, however, was the schoolroom, from which raucous sounds had been issuing when she passed by. She had no desire to encounter those two young hellions, Lord Madderlys sons.

It would be preferable to follow the passageway on this level until she could descend into the kitchen wing. There the steward had his business room and, with any luck, a duplicate key she might borrow until shed reclaimed her own.

The route led along a raised walk. Shed been told it had once led to a fortified prison tower on the north side of Madderly Castle, but had been modernized by Lord Madderlys father, the second baron. Enlarged window openings had turned it into a long, wide gallery that overlooked the Gloucestershire countryside on the one hand and the former bailey, now transformed into a courtyard with an ornamental garden, on the other.

On the opposite side of the garden she could see the new wing, rebuilt of Cotswold stone by the first baron. Madderly bragged that his grandfather had surmounted these rooms set against the fourteenth-century curtain wall with twisted brick chimneys in order to proclaim that comfort and luxury would be found within.

Anxious to get another key, return, and resume her work, Susanna hurried along. She encountered no other living creature, not even a rat, over the entire distance from tower to tower. She did not expect to run into anyone at the top of the winding stair that descended within that second tower. It was a decided shock when she all but collided with Gilbert Russell.

Even to someone of Susannas height, Gilbert Russell was tall. He caught her easily before she could bowl him over and send both of them tumbling down the stone steps.

Are you always in such a rush, Lady Appleton? he inquired as he set her back on the landing. One brow lifted as he asked the question and that, taken together with his tone of voice, was most provoking.

You have no call to be impertinent, Master Russell. He grinned at her, showing large, surprisingly even teeth.

Susannas eyes narrowed and she regarded him with sudden suspicion. Gilbert Russell was Madderlys gentleman usher, but he seemed to have few duties other than at mealtimes. This was not the first occasion on which he had popped up in an odd location with no apparent reason for being there.

As she studied him, he watched her with a cool, almost contemptuous detachment. She had been quite right to tell Catherine to avoid him, Susanna decided. The man was a throwback to the days of King Henry, when all men cared about was wenching and fighting.

It is impolite to stare, she told him.

I do but admire your beauty.

She did not believe that for a moment. Robert was wont to call her handsome, but that was the best that could be said for her physical attributes.

If you think compliments will color my opinion of you, you are much mistaken, sirrah. She chose the word deliberately. Sir would grant him status as her equal and though he obviously thought he was, she begged to differ.

Your pardon, Lady Appleton. He sketched a mocking bow, briefly doffing his black velvet hat. The high, stiff crown was a wonder in vertical pleats and hed decorated it with a jeweled broach holding an aigrette. How may I serve you, then? You seem in a perilous hurry to get somewhere.

I require a key to Lady Madderlys workroom. Her words sounded more imperious than shed intended. Wry self-mockery nearly brought a smile to her face. Self-defense. Gilbert Russell made her uneasily aware that she was female.

How Robert would laugh, she thought, to see her so discomfited by this puppy.

Wait here, the puppy said. I know where the extra keys are kept.

As she watched him descend the winding stair in rapid, graceful bounds, she acknowledged the real reason he affected her so strongly. He reminded her of her absent husband, both in form and content. She did smile then. Like Robert, Gilbert Russell had a courtiers arrogant swagger. Self-confident, Robert called it. Pompous, overweening pride, she was wont to counter. She wanted better than that for Catherine.

Still, though Susanna hated to admit it, she did occasionally miss her overbearing husband. She wondered how he was faring in Scotland, dealing with the queens frivolous cousin Mary. He had a difficult assignment this time. She did not envy him practicing diplomacy at a court rife with religious turmoil, political plots, and, if the rumors were to be believed, romantic intrigue as well.

According to Master Pendennis, Robert had already succeeded in the first part of his mission. He would doubtless prevail in the task remaining, whatever it might be. For a moment, Susanna wished she had gone with him. Shed not have been in his way. Shed likely have been of some assistance.

But he had not requested her company and she had not asked to go. And had she accompanied him, shed not have been at home to receive the queens request to assist Lady Madderly in her great work. Her suspicion that there was more to her presence here than an expertise with herbs was as strong as ever, but although this was her fourth full day in residence, she had no more idea what she was expected to accomplish than she had when shed arrived. Surely if the queen had wished her to investigate a murder, Walter Pendennis would have said so.

Shed been asking a few subtle questions anyway. Natural curiosity drove her to that, even though she knew shed do better to concentrate on the herbal. She could no more stop wanting to know who had killed Lord Glenelg than she could cease wondering about the much more minor mystery this day had brought.

Where had Eleanor gotten to? Susanna peered through the nearest window. There were only three routes the lady of Madderly could have taken out of her tower. This passage was one. The stairs provided two more. If shed gone up instead of down, she might have left the tower and walked along the leads from the top level of the tower, but Susanna could think of no reason why Eleanor would have done so. It was cold out there, and windy, too.

Lady Appleton?

She whirled around, startled to find Gilbert Russell had not only returned but was standing directly behind her. The man crept on cat feet!

Have you the key?

Aye, I have a duplicate here, but you must tell me, Lady Appleton, what became of your own.

Not that it is any of your business, but I left it in the workroom and in my absence Lady Madderly locked the door.

His brows knit together in a puzzled frown. She has left the tower?

I do presume so, since she did not respond to my knocking. Impatient to return to work, Susanna snatched the key he held loosely between two fingers.

She captured it, but with equal ease he captured her, placing one hand on the wall behind her head to prevent her escape. Are all educated females so disinclined to engage in conversation? he asked.

Call you this . . . conversation?

His lips twitched, as if he fought a smile.

In spite of her annoyance, Susanna found herself softening a little. The fellow was a rogue, a charming knave like her Robert. And, also like Robert, he apparently could not resist a challenge. She was quite sure he had no interest in her as a woman. He was younger than she by several years and handsome enough to attract not just Catherine, but every other marriageable female at Madderly Castle. This was merely a ploy to force her to acknowledge his superior, masculine presence.

I perceive that you are one of those ignorant lads who reckons all females should be silent and obedient and lacking in intelligence, she said.

And passing beautiful, as well.

Then youve no reason to dally here with me, Master Russell. Get you gone.

You wound me deeply, Lady Appleton.

And you, sirrah, condemn yourself to a dull wife if you seek beauty before wit. I do much pity you. She gave him a hard shove, freeing herself and strode rapidly away in the direction of the other tower.

His good-natured laughter followed her.

Susanna resolutely dismissed him from her thoughts, determined to concentrate on the task at hand. She would need to, for prior experience had taught her that it required both hands to unlock the door to the tower workroom. First she twisted the key a half turn to the right, then a quarter turn to the left while at the same time rattling the latch. On her second try she was rewarded by the sound of a loud click.

As she gave the oaken portal a push inward, she stooped to retrieve the materials shed left on the floor. Out of the corner of one eye she caught sight of Lady Madderlys green velvet skirt. The baroness had been there all along, sitting at her writing table just inside the door, too immersed in her own endeavors to notice anyone else.

Really, Eleanor. There was no need to lock me out. Susanna scooped the books and papers into her arms and, still crouching, tilted her head to look up and in.

From that awkward stance, she watched the opening grow wider. Her view of what waited for her inside expanded.

She went abruptly still. The manuscript pages slid unnoticed from suddenly nerveless fingers and slithered to the floor. The book of cures tumbled after them.

Susanna straightened, then took one cautious step forward. This could not be real. Was it possible she was hallucinating? The idea that someone had drugged her wine was more palatable to her than the sight before her.

Eleanor had not heard her calling. In truth, Lady Madderly would never hear anyone voice her name aloud again. She lay sprawled forward, her head and shoulders resting awkwardly atop herbals, sheets of foolscap, empty cups, and dirty dishesthe usual litter that covered her writing table. Her eyes were open, her face frozen in a surprised stare that seemed to be directed at the heavy silver candlestick lying on the table a few inches in front of her nose.

There was blood on its base, and on the papers and books, and seeping out from beneath the bottom edge of Lady Madderlys close-fitting linen coif, which had been knocked askew by the blow that killed her.

Susanna did not scream. Her stomach twisted once as bile rose in her throat, but she fought down the nausea.

Step by slow step she made a wide circle around the dead woman and reached the smaller table just beyond, the table where her own work lay waiting.

Though she had no doubt at all that Eleanor was dead, Susanna touched her hand. Startled, she jerked back. The fingers were still warm. When Susanna disturbed them, they loosed their hold on an object that tumbled to the tiled floor with a clatter.

For a moment Susanna could neither breathe nor think. Panic assaulted her in waves as she gripped the edge of her writing table for support. Not only was Lady Madderly dead, shed been murdered, and the murder had taken place in the very recent past. The murderer might still be nearby.

Susanna took a deep, steadying breath. Her fear was irrational. If Eleanors killer hadnt already gone by the time she first arrived at the locked door, there had been ample opportunity for him . . . or her . . . to escape when Susanna went for another key. There were any number of places where a person might have been concealed, watching, while shed juggled those papers and the unwieldy book and her mulled wine.

At the thought, it rose, threatening disaster in an unsettled stomach. Susanna controlled the nausea this time by closing her eyes.

It was not that she had never seen death before. She had been faced with bodies more times than she liked to admit, but theyd usually died of natural causes . . . or of poison. Whatever marks of the last agonizing moments of life remained, theyd never seemed quite as violent as the scene before her. There had never been such a terrible, gaping wound.

Susanna opened her eyes again and stared at the heavy candlestick. There was no doubt that this was the murder weapon.

Only then did she absorb the full impact of the scene.

Someone had murdered Eleanor Madderly.

The same someone who had killed Lord Glenelg?

The possibility was horrifying. If a killer lived in their midst, someone who had killed twice, seemingly at random, then that person might strike again. No one was safe.

And no one was above suspicion.

Susanna felt her face harden into a purposeful mask. Whoever had done this must be found and punished. She would have to call for help soon, and tell Lord Madderly what had happened, but first she would take a closer look at her surroundings. If there was any clue here to the identity of the murderer, she meant to find it.

The room and its contents seemed exactly as they had been an hour and a half earlier.

Except for the silver candlestick and the chilling presence of a murder victim.

And the key.

Susannas key was missing. It was not on the writing table, which meant that whoever had murdered Lady Madderly had taken it away, using it to lock the door and delay the discovery of the crime.

To be certain it was gone, she scanned the workroom again. Something had fallen, she remembered. Going down on hands and knees, she searched beneath the tables and cabinets. The object Eleanor had been clutching had rolled into a corner. It was not a key, but rather a heavy signet ring. A mans ring.

Susanna picked it up and stood, but before she could take a good look at her prize, a shadow appeared, startling her into making a small sound of alarm. She whirled around, prepared to defend herself against whatever person now filled the open doorway.

Gilbert Russell stood there, his eyes fixed not upon her but on the body.

Susanna quickly secreted the ring in the pouch hidden in her kirtle, never taking her eyes from Gilbert Russell as he skirted Eleanors remains and moved deeper into the room.

He did not bother with a close examination of the body. He could see at a glance that there was nothing he could do for the dead woman. Instead he turned his suspicious gaze on the one still living.

Did you kill her, Lady Appleton? he asked.



Chapter 10



Catherine Denholm hurried up the inner staircase, tugging her warm wool cloak more tightly about her against the chill. She was glad their trunks had finally arrived, and at nearly the same time a letter sent from Leigh Abbey the day after theyd left. She could hardly wait to tell her mentor, friend, and sister-by-marriage the good news.

Jennet had been safely delivered of another healthy girl, her second in two years. The first shed named Susanna. This one was to be christened Catherine.

Catherine had never been a godmother before. Even though someone would have to stand in as her proxy at the ceremony, she felt a sense of immense pride that Jennet and her husband, Mark, had asked her to accept the responsibility. Although she could not go herself she would send gifts. As Susanna had for the first child, Catherine would provide a necklet made of coral, to bring good luck and long life to the baby. And a gift of money. And the promise to care for young Catherine if aught happened to her parents before the child was grown.

A rough place on the twisting, narrow stairs which led to the top of the tower made her slow her pace and with that hesitation came the first doubt. Was that why shed been chosen? Because she was heiress to the Denholm estate and could provide for the child better than Mark and Jennet could?

Catherine was practical enough to know this was true.

She could only hope shed also been asked to be the childs godmother because Jennet liked her. Leigh Abbeys housekeeper was not always an easy companion, but she was devoted to those she cared about. She would do anything for Susanna.

More slowly now, Catherine continued to climb, uncertainty causing her lips to purse and her fists to clench. Sometimes she had the feeling that she was merely tolerated at Leigh Abbey. This was a familiar torment for which she blamed Sir Robert Appleton. Her half brother did not want to acknowledge their relationship. He had painstakingly explained why it must never even be spoken of, telling her that if she revealed the truth about her birth she would lose her Denholm inheritance.

What Sir Robert failed to say, what Catherine had reasoned out for herself, was that if she did speak out, Robert might lose a portion of his estate. No wonder he wanted her to remain silent!

The bitter fact was that Sir Robert had never had any wish to claim her. Susanna had forced him to take Catherine into his home. If hed been allowed his own way, she would still be moldering in far-off Lancashire . . . or wed these many months to the first wealthy merchant who asked for her hand.

Absorbed by this distressing train of thought, Catherine did not at first realize that the loud voices ahead were coming not from the schoolroom, which shed already passed without noticing, but from Lady Madderlys workroom. She reached the landing and hesitated there to peer through the open door.

From that angle she could see movement and a flash of crimson. Not Susanna, who had left their rooms before the trunks arrived and was thus still wearing the same dark brown kirtle and hare-color camlet gown in which shed left Kent. Not Lady Madderly, either, for Catherine had caught a glimpse of her earlier in the day and noticed she was garbed in bright green velvet.

The most likely member of this household to be dressed in that particular shade of crimson was Gilbert Russell. Catherines smile returned. Perhaps, once shed delivered her message, she could persuade Master Russell to walk back to the south wing with her. He might even notice that she was wearing different clothing. The peach-colored mocado suited her, she thought, much more than the russet wool shed been wearing since they arrived.

Catherine started forward only to stop, shocked, when she heard Susannas voice, sharp with astonishment. Why in Gods heaven would I murder Lady Madderly? she asked.

Murder?

Catherine gasped, but no one seemed to hear her.

Gilbert Russells words were clear and clipped. Aye. Why would you? To put an end to her work, mayhap? Tis not a thing Id kill for, but it seems you are one of the leading herbalists in all of England. Were you jealous? Did you think Lady Madderlys book would surpass your own?

If I had killed her, Master Russell, Id have used poison, and none would ever have suspected aught but a natural death. Susannas contempt for his suggestion was obvious from her tone.

Silence hung in the workroom following that statement. Catherine had time to creep closer, to look upon the cause of their dispute.

Lady Madderly lay dead. There could be no possible doubt. But how could Gilbert think for one moment that Susanna had done this dastardly deed?

"Lady Appleton studies herbs to save lives, not to take them, she said in a small but carrying voice.

Both turned in her direction. Their mouths moved, but Catherine heard no sound. She saw Susanna start toward her only to be shoved aside. Then Gilbert was right in front of her, blocking her view of the body.

Go to your chamber, he ordered. This is no fit sight for a young woman.

She looked up, up, up into his intensely blue eyes. It was suddenly difficult to speak. I have seen worse, she managed to get out.

Gilbert Russells face was so close to her own that she could see the fine lines around his eyes and mouth. And she could tell by his frown that he did not believe her. He seized her upper arm and all but dragged her away from the door, finally sitting her down on a cold stone bench cut out of the masonry beneath a window in the passage that went from tower to tower.

No fainting, he ordered gruffly.

I never faint, she assured him. I only look frail.

Get out of the way, you great oaf. Gilbert made a woofing sound as Susannas elbow rammed into his side on her way past him. She does not need your assistance, nor your protection from me.

Was he trying to keep her safe? Catherine warmed at the thought. You are wrong, she told him earnestly. Lady Appleton would never harm anyone.

Tell that to my ribs, he muttered.

In her desire to defend her mentor, Catherine was no longer tongue-tied. Susanna does not commit crimes. Why, in the past shes solved them. Even murder.

His eyebrows lifted. Red-brown, like his hair. Tell me more, Mistress Denholm. What murder has she been involved in ere now?

Twas two years past, Catherine said earnestly, and Susanna nearly died trying to find out the truth.

Catherine. Enough. The sharpness in Susannas voice finally got through to Catherine. Theyd sworn never to speak of those events in Lancashire, but Catherine could not let Susanna be unjustly accused when she knew her friend was incapable of harming anyone.

There are matters here that will not wait, Susanna said firmly. Go you, sir, and raise the hue and cry. The coroner must be sent for, and the justice of the peace. And Lord Madderly must be told that his wife is dead.

Leave you here alone with the body? I think not. Go you and take her with you. Gilbert jerked his head to indicate Catherine. Send back the chaplain and the steward. Say nothing of what has happened here until I can speak with Lord Madderly myself.

And what makes you think you are best suited to deliver such news? Go you and fetch the chaplain. I will remain here. Catherine can make her own way back to our chamber if you think her too delicate a creature to stand guard over a dead woman.

Lady Madderly was dead. Catherine could scarce believe it. Not just dead, but murdered. Why was she killed? she asked.

A good question, lass, Gilbert Russell said.

Impatient, Susanna put her hands on her hips and glared at both of them. Catherine, this is not the time for questions, especially those which have no immediate answer. If it pleases Master Russell, he and I will remain here while you go and inform the chaplain and the steward. Then go you and find Lord Madderlys sister. She is the proper person to break such dire news to him.

It does not please Master Russell, Gilbert objected. Catherine hesitated, uncertain what to do. Then she reached out a hand and placed it on Susannas arm. I would be glad of your company, she said in a timid voice.

The look Susanna shot her way was rife with suspicion, but she reluctantly relented. As you wish. With one last fulminating glare at Gilbert, she led the way to the stairs. I do not trust that man, she muttered under her breath.

He does not seem to like you, either. The conclusion was distressing to Catherine. Shed hoped the two of them would learn to appreciate each other in time, for she thought the world of Susanna and she liked Gilbert more than any other man shed ever met.

Susanna surged ahead, leaving Catherine to follow. She did not speak again until theyd reached the courtyard. Sarcasm laced her words. You seem recovered from your bout of frailty.

I feared the two of you would come to blows.

And so you let him think you a silly creature prone to faint at the sight of blood?

I see no harm in that.

The harm is that I have lost my chance to finish searching that room. And worse, Master Russell remains behind to do as he will. Susanna sounded exasperated.

What do you think he means to do? Lady Madderly is dead. He cannot harm her more.

Susanna looked up at the tower they had just left. She seemed to be debating with herself. After a moment, she leveled a piercing look in Catherines direction. I will not make the mistake of trying to send you to hide in our chamber. Lord Madderly is doubtless in his study. When you have dispatched the steward and the chaplain to the workroom, go to the library. Tell Magdalen Harleigh what has happened and then stay with her until I bring Beatrice. Whatever you do, avoid Gilbert Russell.

With that, she strode away, leaving Catherine to scowl resentfully after her. Catherines mother had always demanded blind obedience from her daughter. Catherine had not liked being treated like a dull-witted child and left out of things when she was younger. She liked it even less now.

The two years shed spent with the Appletons had taught her to have confidence in herself. Susanna had been a good and kind friend to her from the moment they met. Moreover, shed seen to it that Catherine kept full control of her inheritance, even when Sir Robert wanted to meddle in the Denholm estate. She had also made certain that Catherine knew one important fact, that under the law she was free to choose for herself the man she would marry.

Now it seemed that Susanna expected to have a say in how Catherine felt about Gilbert Russell. Susanna did not like him, therefore Catherine must not have anything to do with him. She must yield to Susannas superior wisdom.

I am of an age to make mine own decisions, Catherine muttered under her breath. With a defiant toss of her head, she set off toward the library.



Chapter 11



Lord Madderly was plainly annoyed to answer the knocking at his study door and find his sister and Lady Appleton standing outside. What is it? he demanded. He moved so that his bulk blocked Susannas view of the room behind him.

Bad news, Henry, Beatrice said. You had best invite us in."

She sounded calm enough herself. Indeed, Susanna had been surprised by the lack of emotion shed shown when told of the death of her sister-by-marriage. Beatrice had given Susanna a sharp look, as if to ascertain that she was telling the truth and not participating in some tasteless hoax. Then shed risen from the high-backed bench where shed been sitting to work on an embroidered cushion cover and come straight here with Susanna trailing after.

Catherine had already arrived. Therefore Magdalen knew what had happened. The two of them waited below.

Madderlys scowl deepened as he considered his sisters request. He must have sensed that something serious was afoot but rather than let them in, he came out, carefully closing and locking the door behind him. Well?

It is Eleanor, Beatrice said. She has been most foully murdered.

Nonsense."

"Tis true, my lord, Susanna said. I found her so in the tower workroom.

By Saint Anthonys Fire! Murdered?

Aye.

Lord Madderly sank down onto a flat-topped storage chest, eyes glazed and jaw slack. Behind him Magdalen Harleigh appeared with a cup of the same mulled wine shed pressed on Susanna earlier.

Drink this, she told him, and it was an indication of how shocked he was that he swallowed the contents of the cup without a murmur of protest.

Her presence momentarily forgotten, Susanna moved to one side of the balcony, near a window where the light was good, and took the opportunity, her first since shed slipped it into her pouch, to look more closely at the object shed found clutched in Lady Madderlys hand.

The ring, a mans signet, was made of solid gold and bore the crest of a bee and a thistle. Her first thought was that the thistle was a symbol frequently used in Scottish coats of arms.

Susanna had long had an interest in heraldic matters and could recognize many family emblems and mottoes, but this bee and thistle was unfamiliar to her. It was not Madderlys, though it could be the crest of Eleanors family. Susanna did not know what her name had been before her marriage.

Or Eleanor could have ripped the circle of gold off her killers finger.

Susanna closed her hand over the ring and tucked it away once more. The first chance she had, she must write to Robert. She would tell him of Lady Madderlys death. There would be nothing exceptional about a wife sending such news to her husband. She would use that excuse also to ask him to find out the real reason shed been sent to Madderly Castle.

Whatever his reply, she knew her duty. She must do all she could to uncover the identity of Eleanors killer.

Of all the members of this household, she could be certain of the innocence of only one. Magdalen Harleigh had been in the library when Susanna arrived there from the tower. Susanna had sat facing the door to work. Thus Magdalen could not possibly have left without being seen. She could not have killed Eleanor Madderly.

It would be an easy task to ascertain where everyone else had been. It was human nature to want to play some small part in any dramatic event. Most people would talk about this horrible crime in hushed whispers and marvel that they had been so near, all unknowing, when it happened. Susannas expression grew grim. Thus would she narrow her list of suspects.

With a pang of guilt that she should so relish the task before her when this was a house in mourning, Susanna shifted her attention to the grieving widower. The possibility of finding answers excited her, but she would have to use discretion. She must not seem to be asking questions or no one would tell her anything.

The sound of Gilbert Russells voice reached her before he appeared at the top of the stairs. She had just time enough to edge into the shadow of the tall, heavy aumbry Lord Madderly used to store illuminated manuscripts of Books of Days. She must be very careful of Gilbert, Susanna warned herself, until she knew why he had turned and followed her after hed given her the key.

Whence came he before that? Had he murdered Eleanor? This young man who had so conveniently shown up at the murder scene and then had the gall to accuse her of the crime aroused all her darkest suspicions.

Hidden, Susanna gained the opportunity to study Gilbert Russell while he spoke to Lord Madderly. His voice was quiet, but not so faint that she could not overhear him report that all the procedures required by law in a case of murder were being carried out. The bailiff had sent for the coroner and was summoning men for a jury for the inquest.

Their verdict could be in no possible doubt. Once the coroner had examined Eleanors body, an indictment of homicide was inevitable. But then what would be done? What had been done when Lord Glenelg was killed? Now, as then, there were no obvious suspects.

Shed intended to find out more about Lord Glenelgs murder, but in the last few busy days shed had few opportunities to investigate. Now she would. With the exception of herself and Catherine, most and perhaps all of the present household must have been in residence when Glenelg was killed. She would pose judicious questions in order to learn who had been in direct contact with the Scots baron and if any of them had clashed with him. She already knew Magdalen Harleigh had. Magdalen had freely admitted it, which once again seemed to proclaim her innocence.

The first focus of her investigation would be Gilbert Russell, Susanna decided. And with good reason. Catherine plainly had feelings for him. It was devoutly to be hoped these were merely the result of a girlish infatuation. With luck, his outrageous accusations had already disillusioned her. If they had not, then there was all the more need to prove Gilbert Russell either guilty or innocent, and quickly, too.

Was there any possible way Gilbert could have killed Lady Madderly and still have encountered Susanna when and where he did? Susanna pondered the question carefully. There had been that sound shed heard in the passageway. Had that been Master Russell, scurrying away from the scene of the crime?

But if so, why would he return?

And what possible motive could he have had?

Susanna could think of none. Indeed, no one seemed to profit by Eleanors death, just as no one seemed to have benefited from the murder of Lord Glenelg.

She would have to track Gilberts every movement, both today and on the day when Lord Glenelg had died. She knew herself to be better than most people at noticing details from which she could piece together a picture of what might have happened. And she had always been able to get people to talk to her.

She decided to begin with the tiring maid, quiet little Nan. Servants always knew more about what was happening in a great house than anyone in the family.

* * * *

Her chance came two hours later, in the comfort of her own bedchamber. She entered to find Nan inspecting the jars of scent and the trinket boxes that had now joined ivory combs and brushes and the flower vase on the table beneath the looking glass.

Tis glad I am to have caught you, Nan, Susanna said.

Guilt writ large upon her plain-featured face, the tiring maid jumped back from the table and let out a shriek of alarm. Then, recognizing Lady Appleton, she flung her apron up over her head. From beneath its linen folds came a series of whimpers, but she also seemed to be mumbling words. With difficulty, Susanna finally made them out.

Theell larrop I, Nan was saying. Sure as Gods in Glaaster, theell larrop I.

A larroping, Susanna presumed, was the local term for a beating. Calm yourself Nan. I mean you no harm.

Slowly the apron lowered. Now both hands were pressed over her heart as the wide-eyed girl struggled with conflicting emotions. She clearly wanted to run, but she was duty-bound to stay and see to Lady Appletons needs.

I have no plans to, er, larrop you, Susanna said in what she hoped was a reassuring voice. In truth, I need your help.

When the girl made no reply, Susanna added an inducement. There will be a reward in it for you if you answer all my questions honestly. Perhaps one of the jars of scent you were just now inspecting?

I beant a-gwaine to steal it.

I know that, Nan. Twas plain you were but admiring these things.

Cautiously, the maidservant began to relax.

You talk to the other servants, Nan. You hear things. By now everyone must be speculating about Lady Madderlys death. And before that they would have spoken of Lord Glenelgs murder. All I want you to do is repeat what you have heard to me."

I hire zitch things, Nan acknowledged, but I doant talk o they.

Susanna smiled, a trifle bemused by Nan's strong local accent. When spoken rapidly by a native of these parts, the dialect came close to qualifying as a foreign language. She translated Nans words without too much difficulty, however, having already observed that here in Gloucestershire people were apt to change s to z and f to v. They also tended to add the letter h where it did not belong and to drop the w entirely from some words. Shed heard the Cotswolds called Cotsalls more than once since her arrival at Madderly Castle.

You must talk to me, Nan, Susanna insisted. What are they saying about this latest murder?

A bist a madman, Nan mumbled. A came out after she.

A madman?

Beant true?

Likely not.

Beant a demon?

Most certainly not a demon.

Something of Susannas confidence seemed to communicate itself to the tiring maid.  Tis unkard, she confided.

Susanna took that to mean odd, and smiled in what she hoped was a reassuring way. Aye, she agreed. And so the sooner Lady Madderlys murderer is found, the better.

She took Nan by the arm and led her over to the window seat, urging her to sit beside her in front of the casement. Madderly Castle was located in one of the Cotswolds rare well-wooded valleys, filled with elm, ash, and walnut, and with hazel, beech, and chestnut, but at this time of year the vista before Susannas eyes was little more than a massing of bare branches. Only the tall firs were still green.

Now, Nan, she said, turning her attention to the girl at her side, to find who killed Lady Madderly, we must speak first of the death of Lord Glenelg.

What happen avoor were naught to do with she, Nan objected.

Was it not? Well then, Nan, help me prove it so. Tell me all you can recall of the night Lord Glenelg was found murdered in the library

When the interview concluded some time later, Susanna knew little more than she had before. Nan had only limited contact with any of the gentlemen in the household, though shed seen enough of Gilbert Russell to describe him as sprack as a banty-cock.

Nan revealed that she had tried to speak to Lord Glenelgs man, Peadar, after his masters body was discovered. Zo I zaid to he, Be ee veeling poorly?

But Peadar, Nan reported, had been impossible to understand because he had zuch a unkard furrin manner o zaying his ords.

After Nan left, the richer for a pot of scent and sixpence, Susanna wondered how blatant she dared be in her quest for knowledge. It was one thing to question the servant assigned to take care of her needs, quite another to interrogate the family and their friends. If she offended Lord Madderly, she would be asked to leave. A considerate guest would already have offered to go, rather than become a burden in a house of mourning.

She was still pondering when Catherine bounded into their bedchamber. Something was afoot. The young woman was unable to suppress the anticipation in her voice. I have been sent with a message from Lord Madderly, she announced.

What message?

He wishes us to remain here, in spite of the distressing circumstances of his wifes death. He says that there could be no finer tribute to her memory than to complete the herbal she began.

He wants me to finish it?

Aye. He requests that you consider carefully, but he wants your answer by morning.

He wastes no time.

He was most secretive about the matter, too. He sent his sister away before he called me to his side to convey this message to you. And he asked for our silence on your decision, that he may announce it to all those concerned.

All those concerned? Only Beatrice and Magdalen would be directly affected. Unkard, as Nan would say.

Will we be staying? Catherine asked.

Have you any doubt? Aye, I will complete Lady Madderlys herbal. Tis as worthy a project as ever it was.

Yet conscience tweaked her.

Can I allow Lord Madderly to think that is my only reason for staying? she asked. Or do I owe it to mine host to tell him that I hope to find his wifes murderer?

I can think of one good reason to keep silent, Catherine answered.

Susanna had been speaking rhetorically, but she looked to her young friend with interest. And that is?

That Lord Madderly himself is the killer.



Chapter 12



By the day after Lady Madderlys murder, the coroners inquest had found a verdict of homicide by persons unknown, the body had been washed with perfumed water, anointed with balsam, encased in a linen shroud, sewn into a deerskin, and placed in a gilded wooden coffin. Magdalen had helped with this process, but she still had difficulty believing Eleanor was dead.

Not that she was allowed to forget for one moment that this was a house in mourning. All the trappings were already in place. Every mirror in the castle had been turned to the wall. Black curtains hung over every window. Every servant had been issued a black gown and hood.

The courtyard and entrance facade of the castle were draped with hangings of black serge, as were the staircase and the first room leading to the great chamber where the coffin stood on a raised dais and juniper and frankincense burned constantly to combat the smell of death. The bier was made of two poles with wooden crosspieces, painted black. Only the pall was not black, but rather made of dark purple velvet and cloth of gold, to indicate the exalted status of the deceased.

When Lord Madderly summoned Magdalen, Beatrice, Lady Appleton, and Mistress Denholm, they gathered in his bedchamber, the accustomed place for a bereaved widower to receive condolences. He sat upright in his mourning bed, a family heirloom reserved for just this purpose. It had been assembled in his chamber as soon as the servants heard of Lady Madderlys death.

Magdalen stared morosely at the black hangings. It would be a long time before color graced this house again. She would feel that loss more than she would miss Eleanor Madderly.

While they waited for the baron to speak, Magdalens fingernails strayed to her neck. She caught herself scratching beneath the small ruff and stopped, clasping her hands in front of her. She was not prostrate with grief over the death of her mistress but she was concerned about her own future. Beatrice had never liked her.

She supposed her place in the household was secure as long as Otto was master of horse, but was Ottos position assured? Her husband had been moody of late. More surly in attitude, more disparaging of her interests. Hed never had a good word to say about the things that occupied her time, but until recently hed at least been an adequate husband in bed. A deep sigh shuddered through Magdalen, embarrassing her when she realized how loud it had sounded in the quiet bedchamber.

Lord Madderly cleared his throat. He was also engulfed in black, attired entirely in black nightclothes. Even the velvet slippers lined up next to the bed were ebony hued.

I called you here to reassure you, Lord Madderly said. There have been two murders. No murderer has been caught. In spite of those troubling facts, we have no cause for fear. Lord Glenelg was slain by an old enemy. Naught to do with us. And my wife died at the hands of a thief, an outsider who came to rob her.

Lady Appleton looked as startled by this revelation as Magdalen was. How do you know this? she asked.

Common sense. Lord Madderly looked annoyed at being challenged, an attitude which discouraged any more questions. The coroner agrees with me, he proclaimed, as does the local justice of the peace. 

Lady Appleton opened her mouth to say more, then shut it again at Lord Madderlys glare.

Life must go on, Madderly continued, and I am determined to honor Eleanors memory. She left a will, of which I am executor. My wife desired that the entire parish be invited to a meal on the Sunday following her funeral and that for it be provided two dozen loaves of bread, a kilderkin of ale, two gammons of bacon, and three shoulders of mutton. A table will be set up in the courtyard. In addition, her will specified that a total of five pounds be distributed to the poor.

How generous of Eleanor, Magdalen thought. And hardly like her. No doubt this was an attempt to buy salvation. In the old days when England was a Catholic country, the poor would have prayed for her soul in return for their money. Now they were merely expected to wish her well on her journey into the afterlife.

My wife was engaged in the compilation of a great work. This must be finished, even though she is no longer here to guide it. To that end I have asked Lady Appleton to go forward with the preparation of the herbal. I will expect each of you to assist her in any way she requires.

A fleeting expression of outrage crossed Beatrices face before she got control of her emotions. Though Beatrice now presented an impassive countenance to the world, Magdalen was not deceived. Beatrice resented her brothers decision. She thought she should be the one in charge of everything.

Magdalen smoothed one hand over her black brocade sleeve, secretly delighting in the feel of the fine fabric. Beatrices gown might be grander, as suited her higher station, but Magdalens was most luxuriant.

From beneath lowered eyelids she surreptitiously examined Lady Appletons attire and that of her young companion, Catherine Denholm. Twas good luck for them that their trunks had arrived, and better still that they were not obliged to dress entirely in black, since Eleanor had been neither mistress nor kin to them.

That is all I have to say, Lord Madderly concluded. I would be alone in my grief.

And I would have a word with you in private, brother. Beatrices tone was frosty.

Magdalen gladly followed Lady Appleton from the room. She had no desire to overhear the Madderlys quarreling.

I approve of this plan to finish the herbal, Magdalen said when they were well away. Will you begin at once?

Aye, though twill be difficult at first without Eleanor's guidance. I never did discern her overall plan.

It may be contained in her notebooks.

Lady Appleton looked surprised. What notebooks?

They should be in her workroom. Lady Madderly told me shed been making extensive notes on the arrangement of her herbal, lists of the plants she meant to include, organized by their uses.

Did you see these notes for yourself? 

Magdalen managed a faint smile. Not I. For, as you know, Eleanor preferred to reveal only that information pertinent to the task at hand.

An unfortunate habit, Lady Appleton mused. I must look at these notebooks as soon as possible.

There is a standing-box in the workroom, Magdalen told her. It is made of spruce and pine wood and hasped with steel. That is where Eleanor filed letters and papers and may be where she kept her notebooks, too.

My thanks. Lady Appleton started to bustle away, then turned back. Would you care to come with me?

Magdalen readily agreed. There was no body in the workroom now, and no bloodstains remained. Beatrice had overseen a thorough cleaning as soon as the coroner had viewed the scene.

Lady Appleton did not seem pleased by the other womans efficiency. At least she put everything back in place, except the papers and books upon which Lady Madderly was lying.

Taken aback by this statement, Magdalen hesitated in the doorway. As she watched, Lady Appleton opened the standing-box and lifted out several leather-bound notebooks.

It was not locked, Magdalen said in surprise.

So I noticed. Which means we have no way of telling if anything is missing. Do you know what is supposed to have been stolen by Eleanors murderer?

Magdalen shook her head. Something in the other womans tone reinforced Magdalens earlier impression that Lady Appleton disagreed with Lord Madderlys claims. It did not surprise her, though, that neither of them had voiced their dissension aloud. Lord Madderlys castle was a small kingdom and he was its absolute ruler. If Lady Appleton wished to stay and complete Eleanors herbal, she must give the appearance of accepting the dictates of the head of the household.

Turning with one of the notebooks in her hand, Lady Appleton smiled and waved Magdalen into the workroom. Come and sit, she invited. I need your assistance in another matter.

Magdalen obeyed, as much from her own inclination as from force of habit. Lady Appleton took the stool opposite, her body tilted slightly forward so that she gave the impression of being about to confide something of importance.

You have already told me of your encounter with Lord Glenelg the day he died, she said. Who else saw him in the library that day?

Surprised by the question, Magdalen nevertheless answered readily, telling Lady Appleton of Glenelgs encounters with the two boys, with Beatrice, and with John Wheelwright, the tutor. Halfway through the account she realized she was scratching her arm again, and just when it had seemed to be healing.

What do you know about how he died? Lady Appleton asked.

He was stabbed. In the heart. And the knife was taken away."

There must have been a great deal of blood, then.

Why, no. She had seen the floor on the balcony for herself soon after the murder, but until now had not thought it curious there was no stain.

Then the knife was likely removed after he had been dead for a time, Lady Appleton concluded.

Magdalen nodded slowly. She remembered once seeing a deer that had been killed by a bowman. When the arrow was removed, several hours after the animals death, the only blood had been a small smear on the arrowhead.

Did you see Eleanor yesterday? Lady Appleton asked.

Magdalen gave her a hard look. You think the same person killed both Lord Glenelg and Lady Madderly.

Yes, I do. Will you help me prove it?

I do not see how I can.

You might start by answering my question.

We took breakfast together, ale and bread, in her bed-chamber. Magdalen heaved a great sigh. Then I went off to the library, where you saw me later yourself, and she said she was going to meet you in her workroom.

Did you break your fast together every day?

Aye.

Thus you would have noticed if something was upsetting her. Did she behave normally that morning?

Magdalen hesitated. Why, I suppose so. It was not her wont to confide in me, but since I have worked closely with her for several years, I think I would have sensed agitation or anger."

Or fear?

She was not afraid. Why would she be? She could not have known what the day would bring.

But she may have known she would be meeting with a killer. Lord Madderlys theory of a thief as murderer is absurd. Whoever killed Eleanor was someone she knew, and likely the same person who killed Lord Glenelg.

What of Lord Madderlys claim that an old enemy killed Glenelg?

That may be true, but even if it is, that enemy is here among us. Nothing else makes sense. She reached into the deep placket in her kirtle and withdrew a small object. When Eleanor died, she was clutching this in her hand. Have you ever seen it before?

Magdalen took the heavy gold signet ring and held it up to the light. Startled by what she saw, she nearly dropped it. Her hands began to shake and her heart beat faster.

The crest is the same as on Lord Glenelgs bye-knife! The one he was wont to clean his fingernails with, and gesture with, too. She blanched, remembering how near to her own nose it had once come. And then another thought turned her face even more pale. It could have been the very weapon that was used to kill him!

This crest, this bee and thistle, was on a knife Lord Glenelg owned?

Aye. It was.

Lady Appleton looked pleased to have her theory confirmed and at the same time deeply troubled. Say nothing of this to anyone, Magdalen, she warned. Someone who has killed twice will find it far too easy to kill again.



Chapter 13



Using the proverb frequently spoken by those who enter upon dangerous and bold attempts, he took the river. What proverb? the boys tutor asked.

Iacta alea est, Edward answered.

The die is cast, Susanna silently translated as she crossed the threshold of the schoolroom. Spoken languages besides her own were a trial to her, but she could manage quite well with written words and her father had taught her Latin from Plutarchs Lives when she was younger than Philip Madderly. He was Julius Caesar. The river was the Rubicon.

Master Wheelwright, she interrupted. A word with you?

If he was annoyed to have the lesson disrupted, he concealed it well. After a brief delay to give instructions to his two young charges, work enough to keep them busy while he was otherwise occupied, Wheelwright joined her near the door.

The ferret wrapped around his shoulders regarded her with a bright, beady stare. Wheelwrights dark eyes were also intense, but had a less disconcerting effect. How may I be of assistance, Lady Appleton?

I am most concerned, she said in a confiding tone. This thief Lord Madderly says killed his wife. What if the man returns? How would any of us recognize him?

I do not know, Lady Appleton.

You might have heard him pass by on his way to the workroom. Perhaps you caught a glimpse of him?

Wheelwright ran long, thin fingers over the point of his short chin beard. I heard Lady Madderly go up that morning, and a short time later I believe you joined her, Lady Appleton. Then you went back out.

And after that?

After that I was too involved with my work to notice.

Perhaps the boys saw something?

No chance of it. We were engaged in a . . . training exercise. He cleared his throat and looked away. Perhaps Id best confess. It was more of a game. Involving blindfolds. So you see, none of us could have noticed anything.

Susanna felt a flicker of sympathy for him. Though she approved of occasional play to relieve the tedium of study, no self-respecting schoolmaster would want it widely known that hed been engaged in a game of blind-mans buff when his employer was being murdered on the floor above.

What did you do after your . . . training exercise? she asked.

We went out to the archery butts. No game, that, he added defensively. "Teaching the boys to shoot with bow and arrow is part of my commission here.

Diversity was admirable in a schoolmaster, Susanna thought, noting for the first time that Wheelwright was lean but well muscled. Though past his prime by the gray in his hair, he was as yet unaffected by any of the more common signs of aging.

Susanna could not help but admire good health. Twas a rare commodity. It also signified that this man had been well cared for from the cradle. Likely he was some gentlemans younger son, down on his luck.

It grieves me I can offer no better reassurance, Wheelwright said. One hand went up to stroke Bede, who was growing restless in his role as a collar.

The comment reminded Susanna that she was supposed to be playing the role of frightened female, and she belatedly realized Catherine would have been better suited to the part. It took a good deal of effort to sound as if she needed a man to tell her shed be safe at Madderly Castle.

Do you think the killer was a thief, someone who crept in unseen and is long gone by now?

What other explanation can there be? Wheelwright asked.

Susanna leaned close and lowered her voice. Some supernatural fiend, she whispered. Or so some of the servants say. A demon. For good measure, she added, Conjured up by witches.

My dear Lady Appleton! John Wheelwright pulled away from her, drawing himself up stiffly and shifting the ferret from his shoulder to his arms. That is naught but superstitious nonsense. No educated man believes in such things.

She smiled as she took her leave, for she agreed with him completely.

* * * *

Four days after Lady Madderlys murder, Susanna sat alone in the workroom. In that time, her investigation had only succeeded in raising more unanswered questions.

Everyone in the family and among the upper servants save Magdalen Harleigh seemed content to accept the absurd claim that two separate outsiders had entered the castle, without anyone noticing their presence, and done murder. Nans theory about the demon made as much sense!

Susanna had made one futile attempt to talk to the authorities, but both the coroner and the justice of the peace were anxious to go along with Lord Madderly, especially after he claimed that a pouch of gold coins had been taken from Eleanors workroom. Susanna suspected a craven desire to please the local nobility had a great deal to do with their willingness to believe him.

Susanna wondered if Robert had received the letter shed sent three days earlier. She supposed not. It had not qualified to go by packet, the official mail sent on at once by post-relay. Instead it had been dispatched in the form of a bye-letter, which meant it must sit and wait for forwarding at each posting place along the way until the next packet came through. Only then was it added to a post-boys mailbag.

She might have done better to send a running footman from the Madderly staff, but she hadnt wanted to arouse suspicion. This must appear to be no more than an ordinary communication from wife to husband.

Meanwhile, she must plod along unaided. She did not feel she had accomplished much besides questioning Nan and Magdalen and Master Wheelwright. Her second effort with the schoolmaster had yielded only a denial that hed ever quarreled with Lord Glenelg. He claimed hed gone to the library that day only to return the book his young charges had taken from Magdalen. He insisted, too, that Glenelg had accosted him, wanting to know what was in Lord Madderlys study.

Susanna wondered herself.

Wheelwright said hed been unable to assist the Scots baron and had been quick to use his waiting pupils as an excuse to escape Glenelgs company. Susanna did not doubt it. But had Wheelwright harbored a grudge? Had he gone back later and killed Lord Glenelg?

Twas as likely the ferret had done it! Susanna could think for no reason why either would want Glenelg dead, let alone Eleanor.

Shaking her head, she went to her worktable. She would compose a second letter to Robert, as much for her own benefit as his. Perhaps it would help clarify what shed learned if she wrote it down. Shed also ask him to verify her conclusion that the bee and thistle was Lord Glenelgs family crest.

The paper provided for letters at Madderly Castle was thick, ivory-colored stock imported from Antwerp. Deckle-edged, it had the watermark of a hand and flower. She speculated that it had cost at least four shillings a ream.

It was pure pleasure to write upon such stuff. Susanna dipped her quill into a pewter inkwell and began to form satisfyingly bold dark letters.

Gilbert Russell, she wrote a few minutes later, then tapped the feather end of the quill against her lower lip. An enigma. He still behaved as if he thought she might have killed Eleanor Madderly. Susanna wondered if he was doing the same thing she was. Asking questions. Looking for answers. If so, was he having as much difficulty? Was that why he continued to suspect her?

And why, she asked herself, did she still suspect him? Mostly because she could not clear him of either murder. Neither could she find anything to indicate he had a motive for wanting either victim dead. Catherine had mentioned seeing him leave the castle late one night, but the likely explanation for that was a willing wench on some nearby farm.

Magdalen Harleigh, she wrote next. Impossible for her to have killed Eleanor, but even though shed volunteered the information about the crest, she had quarreled with Lord Glenelg. Had Glenelg threatened her in some way? Magdalen was certainly nervous enough to be keeping a dark secret. What was she trying to hide?

Otto Harleigh was the next name inscribed on the page. A husband might act in concert with a wife. Had one killed Glenelg, the other Eleanor because shed found out? Continuing to write down everything she knew, little as it was, Susanna turned next to Beatrice Madderly. She had quarreled with Lord Glenelg the day he died. And shown little emotion at the news of Eleanors death. Beatrice had so far also deftly deflected all of Susannas efforts to draw her into conversation.

John Wheelwright. Though none seemed important, Susanna enumerated each of their encounters and told Robert about Bede, the ferret.

That brought her to Lord Madderly.

Susanna stopped and considered. What possible motive could he have had for killing both a guest in his home and his own wife? An affair between Eleanor and Glenelg seemed unlikely. Yet Madderly was clearly attempting to place the blame on strangers, which was suspicious in itself.

Her questions to him would have to wait until after the funeral, and would have to be subtle even then. If he was protecting the memory of his wife as well as attempting to avoid notoriety, he would not want any connection to be established between the two murders.

An errant thought had Susanna adding another nameLady Madderlys. It was not impossible that Eleanor should have killed Lord Glenelg, for some as yet unknown reason. What if she had? And what if someone had then killed her to avenge him?

In truth, she knew little about the dead woman. Part of what she had learned in recent days had shocked her. Eleanors great work turned out to be sadly lacking in greatness. Her notebooks were disorganized. At least one seemed to be missing. Worse, those Susanna had examined contained numerous mistakes.

How could any good herbalist confuse sassafras with saxifrage? The former came from the New World. Its bark was believed to be a sovereign remedy for the pox. The latter was a fern. Most commonly its roots were steeped in the blood of a hare, then baked and powdered. The end product, taken morning and night, was a popular treatment for the stone.

More alarming still, Eleanor had written that an infusion of one ounce of dried wormwood to one pint of boiling water, taken in doses of two ounces three times a day, would bring down a womans courses. Susannas own experience told her that would be good advice if one used wormwoods cousin, southernwood, but such large doses of wormwood, long continued, would most assuredly have serious ill effects on the body. A woman following Eleanors advice ran the risk of inducing convulsions.

Susanna did not bother to share her discouraging conclusions about Eleanors scholarship with Robert. Instead she penned the suggestion that he find and talk to Lord Glenelgs man, Peadar. Mayhap he could shed some light on the Scots relationship to those at Madderly Castle.

Writing an account of what she knew had led her to no new conclusions, but Susanna felt a little better as she blotted the ink, folded her letter into a thin oblong packet, and wrote Roberts name and the location of his lodgings in Edinburgh, recently provided to her by Walter Pendennis, on the outside.

Had she omitted any suspects? Lord Madderlys two children came to mind. She had seen little of them, but had heard a great deal to their discredit from Magdalen. On one occasion, when obliged to serve as pages at their fathers table, Edward and Philip had impregnated a wet napkin with powdered vitriol and gall and induced Eleanor to wipe her hands with it. When her fingers turned black as a result, the boys had been banished to the schoolroom for meals. Exactly what theyd hoped for, Susanna surmised. Although she could easily imagine the two of them plotting other similar mischief, accusing them of murder seemed far-fetched. The chaplain? Steward? Cook? One of the lower servants? Less likely still. What profit in taking such a risk?

Outsiders? Two separate killers? Let the authorities investigate that faint possibility, since they were so determined to believe that was what had happened. Let them search for the mythical pouch of gold coins Lord Madderly said his wife always kept in her workroom. Susanna did not believe the tale. There had been no reason for Eleanor to do such a foolish thing, and no one but Lord Madderly claimed to have known such a pouch existed.

The scarlet sealing wax was heated. Susanna dropped it onto sealing thread and pressed down with her own small signet ring. Someone in this household had a motive that explained everything, a reason to kill both victims. All Susanna had to do, she thought as she stared down at the Appleton crest of an apple pierced through with an arrow, was uncover it.



Chapter 14



Five days after the murder, Lady Madderlys funeral procession set out from Madderly Castle. Lord Madderly, as was the custom, stayed behind in his bed. Beatrice Madderly was chief mourner, her train carried by Magdalen Harleigh, assisted by Gilbert Russell. He was so handsome, Catherine thought. Black suited him nearly as well as crimson.

Catherine was well back in the crowd making its way over some four miles of ground that Nan called scrumpety from the first severe frost. Their goal was Campden, which Susanna had said was a bustling, wool-trading market town. It lay in a fold in the hills and Catherines first sight of it was the pinnacle of St. James, where Eleanor Madderly was to be buried. She saw the whole of the church, its exterior a rich brown color, as soon as they entered Campdens long, wide High Street, which terminated at the house of worship. Along the way were a number of buildings of honey-colored local stone. One dwelling had a fine paneled bay window two stories high.

As she passed by an impressive Woolstaplers Hall and its adjacent warehouses, Catherine had to remind herself she was not in Campden to gawk at the sights. This was a somber occasion, and an impressive display of Lord Madderlys importance in these parts. Not only were all the members of the Madderly household in the cortege, but also the mayor of Campden and his brethren and the choir of St. James, singing solemnly. Heralds preceded the coffin. Numerous gentlemen and gentlewomen of the town had joined neighborhood gentry at the end of the procession. Last of all came an even hundred poor men and women, the almsfolk, each of whom had been given a black cloth gown and paid twopence to weep and wail.

Catherine forgot her resolution again when she got her first look at the interior of the church. It was wonderful to behold, especially the floor, all paved with black and white marble. Equally impressive were the oaken benches carved with the arms, or sometimes the marks, of wealthy wool staplers.

Reluctantly, Catherine forced her gaze to focus on the coffin and remember why she was there. Bunches of yew and rosemary had been tied to the sides. They were supposed to be emblems of the souls immortality.

The widowers chaplain preached a long-winded sermon, but eventually the service was over and Lady Madderly was lowered into the crypt beneath the choir. Once it was closed, the congregation filed past. Every mourner carried a small bunch of bay and rosemary and now threw these evergreens onto the flat gravestone set into the marble floor. Before long it was mounded high with flowers and garlands. An impressive memorial, Catherine thought, soon to be replaced by a more permanent one, an elaborate brass installed in the slab in Lady Madderlys memory.

Back at Madderly Castle, food and drink were served, a great feast of cold meats, biscuits, sweets, and wine for all who would come, even though another such grand repast was planned for Sunday. In the great chamber the distinguished guests sat down to a dinner presided over by the chief mourner. To Beatrice, too, fell the task of handing out presents. Scarves and gloves were given to friends and relatives, sixty pairs of the latter, or so Catherine had heard. She got a pair herself. Other mourners received gifts of money. 

Susanna, Catherine noticed, was very quiet throughout the formalities. Only after dinner, when she found herself standing to one side with Magdalen Harleigh and Catherine, did she make any comment. There were no kinfolk here from Eleanors family. Has she no living relatives?

Eleanor was born a Radcliffe of Elnestow, Mistress Harleigh said.

Where is Elnestow? Catherine asked. Radcliffe was a common name in Lancashire, but she had not heard of Elnestow.
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