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FACE DOWN IN THE MARROW-BONE PIE


Kathy Lynn Emerson


Chapter One



Lancashire

Late August, 1559



Steam rose from the marrow-bone pie until the old mans sharp beak of a nose wrinkled in delight. John Bexwith sat at the lords place at the elegant refectory table, one the late Sir George had looted from a monastery at the time of the Dissolution. Sir George had taken two long oaken benches as well and now all three pieces adorned the dais at one end of the great hall at Appleton Manor.

Bexwith was convinced that Sir Robert, Appletons present master, would neither know nor care what liberties his steward took. Sir Robert hadnt seen fit to visit his ancestral estates since his fathers death two years past. In the interim Bexwith had usurped first one, then another of the rights and privileges of ownership. This was his boldest act to date. This day he dined in elevated splendor, with the entirety of the empty hall spread out before him.

Hed ordered a fire built in the open hearth at the center of the cavernous room, but that had been more for show than heat. Nothing warmed Appleton. Thick stone walls defeated even the most sizzling summer day. The chill from the previous winter, and all the winters before that, still permeated the place.

Accustomed to the discomfort, Bexwith did not notice that the peat burned fitfully or that very little of its smoke reached the outlet high in the heavy-timbered roof above. Neither did he see a flash of white at the opposite end of the hall, just where the stairs turned back on themselves to reach the solar above. He was too intent on savoring, eyes closed, the wonderful aroma given off by alternate layers of artichokes, currants, succulent dates and eryngo.

That smell fair made his mouth water, but Bexwith also relished his knowledge that the dried fruits, imported from the Levant by way of Portugal, were both rare and expensive in this part of England. So was the sugar, bought in Manchester in a great ten pound loaf. It had cost eightpence a pound, what with being sent for all the way to London. Hed been told it came originally from the Canary Islands.

Bring me more ale, he ordered the buxom maidservant whod just placed his meal in front of him. She did not object when he landed a playful swat on her nicely rounded bottom. Enough for us both, he added with a leer.

As the wench scurried off to do his bidding, Bexwith returned his attention to the dish before him. He rubbed his gnarled hands together, anticipation lighting his faded blue eyes as he thought of the pleasures to come. Henceforth he could afford to eat meals fit for a lord every day.

He dipped his pewter spoon into the pie, piercing the crust, and frowned when one of the beef bones surfaced. He pushed it aside, probing for morsels more appetizing than edible marrow. If what hed been told was true, eryngo both restored a mans youth and acted as a potent aphrodisiac. 




Chapter Two



Leigh Abbey, Kent

Two Weeks Later



Sir Robert Appleton swore under his breath. His fist clenched involuntarily, crumpling the parchment but doing little real damage to the letter hed just read. With swift, precise movements he smoothed it out again, refolded it, and tucked it into the front of his doublet.

Seeing her husbands action, and sensing his growing agitation, Lady Appleton closed the herbal shed been annotating and placed it on the writing table. Robert stood by the window, turned so that she could not see his face, but the bright morning sun danced on his hair, adding luster to the thick, dark curls he was so proud of. After a moment, he lifted his head, revealing eyes of a deep brown and an expression that was equally dark and brooding.

Her first inclination was to demand information. That something untoward had happened was obvious. Instead she waited, reining in a natural impatience. There was no need to prompt him. She had only to bide her time and Robert would tell her what was troubling him without being asked. That was but one advantage of his mistaken impression that servants were somehow inferior persons, incapable of carrying on intelligent conversation. When he needed to talk out weighty matters he was perforce obliged to turn to his wife.

A small, smug smile tilted Lady Appletons lips upward as she waited for her husband to speak. Soon after theyd wed hed been forced to admit that she was his intellectual equal. That hard-won concession had made her more resigned to the marriage, for many men would have tried to wean her of her addiction to scholarly pursuits.

It was all her fathers fault, certes. Once hed realized that shed inherited a modicum of his intelligence, hed given her the same education hed have lavished on a son. Robert generally appreciated the result. At least he had, on occasion, made use of his wifes quickness of mind.

Lady Appleton readily acknowledged she had inherited three more things from her late fatherhis uncompromisingly square jaw, an unseemly height for a woman, and a sturdy build that did not lend itself well to the current fashion in farthingales. She sometimes wished that Robert thought her beautiful as well as clever, but all in all she was content. 

The silence continued.

Frowning, Lady Appleton studied her husbands closed expression more carefully. Had he been asked to go abroad again? That seemed all too likely. In the ten months since Queen Elizabeth succeeded her half sister Mary to the throne of England, Roberts services had been much in demand.

Her effort to practice patience came to an abrupt end. To what place do you travel this time?

Instead of answering, Robert crossed the cozy study to the small, carpet-draped table. He filled a Venetian glass goblet with fine Rhenish from a crystal flagon, but he did not at once begin to drink. In brooding silence he stared at the huge mappa mundi which hung on the paneled wall.

France, Lady Appleton decided. The French king had recently died. Ever since, letters had been arriving at Leigh Abbey with increasing frequency. There had been missives from Nicholas Throckmorton, the English ambassador there, or rather from Walter Pendennis, a courtier Robert had known for years who was now one of Throckmortons secretaries. There had also been a cryptic note from Queen Elizabeth herself.

As she studied her husbands profile, Lady Appletons concern grew more intense. He looked tired. He had not had enough time to recover from the rigors of that last mission abroad. Three times in the previous six months he had made the arduous journey to the Continent, sent to Strasbourg and Geneva and Basel to treat with English exiles whod fled their homeland during Queen Marys reign. Some he knew from his days in the service of the late duke of Northumberland. Others accepted him as a trustworthy friend of the New Religion because of Lady Appleton. It had been through her efforts that many of them had managed to escape England and the deadly persecution of a Catholic regime. 

In negotiating with the radical Protestant faction, Robert provided an invaluable service to their new monarch. Lady Appleton knew how much he looked forward to each new opportunity to prove his worth to the crown. If he was spectacularly successful as an emissary he might hope, within a few years, to be offered a peerage as a reward for his diligent service. Hed misjudged once, assuming Queen Mary would be able to restore Catholicism to England on a permanent basis, but hed taken pains since to study all the angles of a situation. And to listen to his wifes advice.

Apparently sensing her scrutiny, Robert turned slowly. He took a sip of the wine before he spoke. I have no plans to leave here immediately, Susanna. In this case my presence elsewhere will serve no useful purpose.

His words confused her. How can you refuse? He looked startled, but before he could say more she rushed on. I cannot imagine Queen Elizabeth will be pleased to hear youve refused a mission in her service. She expects unquestioning obedience from her subjects, now that she is in power at last. Whatever debts she may owe them are as naught compared to her sense of what is her due.

One glance at Roberts face told Susanna her tone of voice had revealed far more of her resentment toward the queen than shed intended. Annoyed by her own lack of control, she rose from behind her writing desk and moved away from him. She stopped before the hearth. Though she was looking directly at them, she no more saw the marble chimneypiece or the firedogs or the grate than Robert had seen the map at which hed been gazing a few minutes earlier.

Behind her, his voice sounded faintly amused. The queen listens to my opinions. That is bitter as gall, is it not?

Abruptly, Susanna turned away from the fireplace, moving restlessly past a table heavy-laden with leather-bound volumes. She tried to contain her irritation, but failed miserably. When her path took her toward the oak door that led to the rest of the house, she realized that a proper wife would make some excuse to leave, forestalling conflict. After all, it was not a womans place to question her husband. In spite of that fact, or perhaps because of it, Susanna did not open the door. Instead she made her way back across the study to the window and ensconced herself on the broad wooden bench that stood in front of it.

Bodykins, she swore, though twas but a mild curse, no match for Roberts. If I must seem a shrew, so be it. Her chin came up defiantly. Her eyes blazed.

Robert sent an indulgent smile in her direction, which annoyed her all over again. She wanted neither his pity nor his disdain.

My poor, put-upon wife. His voice bordered on the sardonic. It does chafe you beyond reason that the queen chose to ignore your part in the effort to keep her friends safe during her half sisters reign.

Susanna rested her forehead against the glass and stared out at fields ready to be harvested and orchards ripe with fruit. Are my thoughts treason, do you suppose?

Accept the facts, my dear. It is your sex that argues against her gratitude. Queen Elizabeth considers herself perfectly fit to rule, in spite of the fact that she was born a woman, but she will never acknowledge similar abilities in any other female. If men loyal to her and her religious beliefs found help here during Marys reign, why then certes I must have been the one who ordered it given.

Susanna did not bother to reply. It was an old bone of contention between them. These days Robert conveniently forgot how furious he had been with her when hed first learned what she was doing. At the time, hed been at Marys court, struggling to appear the epitome of a loyal, Catholic subject. 

It had not been such a great effort, she thought resentfully. Like so many others of his generation, hed been raised a Catholic until King Henry broke with the church at Rome. Although the New Religion and Robert Appleton both had flourished under Henrys son Edward, the moment Mary came to the throne and restored Catholicism and it had been politically expedient to embrace ones Catholic roots and attend mass again, Robert had averred hed been a secret papist all along.

Younger than her husband, Susanna had been unable to make such a claim and had not wanted to. In her lifetime she had known but one faith and while Queen Mary wore the crown shed done all she could to aid the men whod been her fathers friends and co-religionists. Every night of the five long years of Marys reign, Susanna had prayed that Elizabeth would live to succeed her half sister and restore the New Religion. 

When Robert realized that she would not be baited he abandoned his verbal sparring for cajoling tones. Come, Susanna, you know you would dislike life at court and that you have no desire to accompany me when I travel abroad. Nor do you long to be sent thither in my place. Indeed, the shortest journey over water makes you most desperately ill.

You are unkind to remind me of my weakness. Susanna seized one of the cushions strewn on the window seat beside her, plucking at the red and gold crewelwork that decorated its blue velvet cover. The intricate pattern of small roses was not her own handiwork. Susanna herself was the first to admit that she had only the most rudimentary skill with a needle.

One of us must remain in England to oversee our holdings here.

Susannas hands tightened until her fingers left deep impressions in the velvet. That was hardly an adequate reason to be left behind. Leigh Abbey, their principal residence, was completely self-sufficient, thanks to the efficient way she managed it. Very carefully, she set the cushion back in its accustomed place. She understood the importance of the work Robert did abroad, but she could not like his frequent, lengthy absences.

When do you leave, if not immediately?

I do not know, although tis certain I will be dispatched soon. To France, as you must already have guessed. Matters are grave in that benighted land. There are some who think I can help right them.

I see.

Why not think of my next absence as an opportunity to pursue the scholarly endeavors you began the last time I was away. Robert made the suggestion in an offhand manner that offended Susanna all over again.

While you were on that last royal errand, she informed him in lofty tones, I exhausted our entire supply of reading matter and added Spanish to the languages I already speak.

Their eyes met.

Her lips twitched first.

Laughter followed, full-bodied and cleansing. For all their differences, they had always shared this unexpected sense of humor.

You now mangle Spanish as badly as you do French? he asked, still chuckling.

The one ability Susanna had not inherited from her father was his fluency in languages. She could read Latin, Greek, German, and French, but her attempts to communicate aloud in any tongue but her own were haphazard at best.

Heres a thought, Robert proposed. You might follow the example of another learned lady of our acquaintance and fill your free hours by translating Latin texts into English and thence into Greek.

Susanna sniffed contemptuously, though she knew he was only teasing her. In my opinion, the gentlewoman in question has become quite unsettled in her mind as the result of too much study.

Closing the distance between them, Robert rested one hand on his wifes shoulder while he used the other to catch her chin and lift her face toward his own. Todays letter was not a summons to serve the queen.

No?

No.

Then what was in it? Whence came it?

From Lancashire. John Bexwith, my steward at Appleton Manor, is dead.

Susanna frowned, surprised that this news should have affected him so strongly. The man was quite elderly, she said hesitantly, was he not?

Robert looked surprised that she would know. Hed never taken her north with him to visit his late fathers estates. Although she was the one who disbursed monies to pay for the upkeep of Appleton Manor, Susanna had never met John Bexwith. Robert had, however, mentioned the fellow once or twice, referring to him as Old John.

Your memory is excellent, he told her, absently tucking an unruly lock of dark brown hair back up under her brocaded cap. Then, releasing her, he moved a little apart and drew the letter out of his doublet, perusing the message it contained one last time while Susanna waited, her eyes alight with curiosity. He was found face down in a marrow-bone pie.

With that incredible statement, Robert placed the letter in his wifes outstretched hand.

Susanna blinked at him. Marrow-bone pie? She was not familiar with the dish. A natural curiosity asserted itself and was quickly repressed. A man had died. This was no time to collect recipes.

Did his heart fail him? she asked.

A logical conclusion.

But other alternatives occurred to Susanna. How could they not when she was presently engaged in the writing of a cautionary herbal, a book designed to warn cooks and housewives what ingredients to avoid? She knew of at least a dozen poisonous herbs that could accidentally find their way into any dish, or be deliberately added with little fear of detection. Any odd taste could be masked by a generous use of spices.

Do not let your imagination run away with you, Robert warned, just as though she had spoken aloud. In some few ways he knew her well.

The news of his death troubled you for some reason, she argued. What else am I to conclude but that you suspect he did not die of natural causes?

I am annoyed only. I have too many other matters to concern me to need yet another distraction. It is only your extensive knowledge of poisonous plants that leads you to jump to erroneous conclusions. Read the letter for yourself, Susanna.

She did so, then skimmed its contents again, just as he had in his reluctance to believe what was written there. I am not the one you should be chiding for too much imagination. What nonsense this is!

I agree, and for that very reason I mean to let my man of law deal with the situation.

According to the letter, which had come from that very Manchester lawyer who handled Roberts legal affairs in the north, the serving wench who had found John Bexwiths body was insisting that he had been frightened to death . . . by a ghost.

Country folk are often superstitious, Susanna mused, but not without reason.

Robert frowned. Id hoped youd dismiss the incident as too absurd to pursue. I should have known better.

As she scanned the missive a third time her interest increased with a force that was almost palpable. Master Grimshaw writes that the apparition is female and quite young, and that she was seen again by several other servants after John Bexwiths death. Grimshaw also claims he is having difficulty finding anyone willing to replace Bexwith as your steward.

It will take a bit of time for such rumors to fade, but we pay our servants well. Someone will eventually agree to take the post.

Perhaps we need to show a more personal interest in your Lancashire holdings, Susanna suggested. A visit to Appleton now would

You would not care for the place.

What has that to do with anything? It is only good business to inspect the premises of any property we own. You have not been there since just after your fathers death. Two years. Thats far too long to neglect your

Grimshaw is perfectly capable of hiring a new steward. There is no necessity for either of us to make a long and very uncomfortable journey north.

If you were not here at Leigh Abbey to receive your orders from the queen, you might not have to go to France after all.

An excellent reason not to leave.

So, you are content to wait on the whim of a

She is the queen of England, Susanna.

I will go north alone, then.

There is no need, and if you do not have enough to occupy you here while I am gone, then pay a visit to London. Look for new tapestries. Buy books, if you wish.

She continued to argue, but Robert remained adamant. Clearly, he had no desire to return to the place of his birth, but what Susanna could not understand was why he did not want her to go there, either.




Chapter Three



I am to journey out of England again, as I expected to do, Sir Robert announced. The courier whod just left had come direct from the queen. 

Are you bound for France, then? Susanna asked.

Once again they were in the study, as they had been a few days earlier when that last missive, from Lancashire, had arrived. Once again Susanna had a book open on the table before her. This time it was the record of grain purchases. Shed all but completed her plans for the next years planting.

Sir Robert frowned. Dealing with the business of the estate should have been his concern. Most of the time he was well pleased to have a wife who could lift that burden from his shoulders. Every once in a while, however, he wished she were not quite so competent. It made him seem unnecessary.

Aye, France. Susanna lifted a brow at the testiness in his voice. I am to visit the French court first, to convey the queen of Englands personal greetings to the new French queen. Another Mary.

Robert contemplated the sharp intelligence in his wifes eyes and wondered if he should say more. There were times when her insights were helpful, though certes she was only a woman, and she had never even visited a royal court.

This one is an untried girl of sixteen, he said carefully, and yet in that frail vessel runs the blood of the royal lines of both England and Scotland. Good Catholics, who maintain that our Elizabeth is illegitimate and a heretic as well, consider Mary of Scotland and France to be Mary of Englands rightful heir.

I do much doubt this girl-queen has any say in her own concerns. More like she is as much a puppet as poor Lady Jane Grey.

We do not speak of the past, Robert said sharply.

He did not even like to remember what disaster had befallen them all when his own mentor, the duke of Northumberland, had tried to cut both of King Edwards half sisters out of the succession and substitute his cousin Jane, a girl who just happened to be married to Northumberlands son, Lord Guildford Dudley.

The present is all that matters, he reminded her. And the future.

Where is the French court these days? Susanna asked.

At Blois. The new king is still said to be hunting.

Robert knew his smile had a wry twist to it. Arrangements were being made to proclaim the new king of age on his sixteenth birthday in January. In the interim, at the instigation of Queen Catherine, the kings mother, the entire court had embarked on a hunting party that was moving from one site to another as if in fear of pursuit. Perhaps they did fear it. If aught happened to Francis, his younger brother would succeed, creating the necessity for a regency that would last for several years.

They will likely remain at Blois for some time. It seems all that recent exercise poisoned the young kings blood. His face is a mass of blotches and pimples. His physicians recommend a long stay in Touraine with frequent aromatic baths, to which end a special bathhouse is being built on the grounds of the royal chateau.

Perhaps you should take the queen a salve for her husbands rash.

It was an excellent plan. Robert wished hed thought of it first.

And after Blois? his wife asked.

I am not permitted to share that information with anyone.

She gave him a sharp look.

He said nothing, refusing to admit that he did not precisely know the answer to her question. He would not be told more until he reached Walter Pendenniss lodgings in Paris.

Ill not beg to share your secrets, his wife informed him.

It is a matter of state, he said loftily. That was nothing less than the truth. His official mission was to convey the queens greetings and a personal gift to her royal cousin, Mary Stewart. Unofficially, he was to evaluate the political situation at the French court, then meet with a leader of the rebel faction and assess his strength. When and where that second meeting would occur was the mystery. And with whom.

When his silence continued, Susanna directed a cold stare in his direction. God grant you a safe journey, she said stiffly.

Will you visit London while I am gone?

Ive the harvest to supervise first. After Michaelmas, who can say?

Her answer annoyed him. So did her haughty manner. He considered demanding she make firm plans and seek his approval of them, but in the interest of harmony between them at their parting he held his tongue. What did it matter what she did?

I leave tomorrow, he announced. Have the salve ready for me. Hed depart a day ahead of schedule, giving him time to visit his mistress in Dover before he left England for France.

The thought of Alys cheered him considerably. Sir Robert smiled, looking forward to a stolen day and night with a woman who knew her proper place. Unlike Susanna, Alys behaved with becoming modesty, showing proper gratitude for his attentions. She recognized that he was master not only of the house she lived in but also of her person, providing everything from the food she ate to the clothes she wore. Alys was effusive with her thanks. And inventive.

Susanna resisted acknowledging that she was dependent upon him in any way. Indeed, she sometimes acted as if she had every right to make decisions on her own, though she knew the law as well as he did. She would admit, when pressed, that legally a wife was the property of her husband, to do with as he chose, but in practice she went her own way with a blithe disregard for his wishes. According to Susanna, theyd become partners in life when they married.

He told himself he chose to let her be useful to him. In her dull, plodding way, she did get results. She had made the estate profitable. Had she been born a man, Robert suspected theyd have been great friends. He did occasionally find her wit amusing. It was her pride that continually irritated him.

At least she did dedicate herself to looking after his interests. Shed already gone back to her ledgers. Seeing that, Sir Robert decided he had no real desire to change things. What Susanna lacked in feminine charms, Alys more than made up for. To maintain what was, after all, a comfortable balance, he could continue to pay lip service to the idea that a woman might be as capable as a man.

God knew hed had enough practice. That was a wise opinion to hold when one was at Queen Elizabeths court. In his heart, though, he did not believe it. Men like King Henry and Sir Thomas More and Susannas father, who had educated their daughters beyond reading, writing, and ciphering, had done a great disservice to the others of their sex.




Chapter Four



Matthew Grimshaw shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other and tried to avoid the accusing eyes charting his every twitch. He had reason to know that the messenger who delivered bad news suffered undeserved abuse. Grimshaw braced himself and spoke. Sir Robert sends word that I am to see to the business of hiring a new steward. He says hell not come here to Lancashire himself, not for such a trifling matter.

Ineffectual was the least of the derisive terms Grimshaws accuser employed to describe the lawyers shortcomings, berating him without mercy for fully a quarter of an hour. Throughout the tirade Grimshaw could hear the wind rising outside in eerie counterpoint to the hectoring voice. By the time he was at last permitted to speak in his own defense, a cold rain had begun. Great drops struck the mullioned windows, sounding like cannon shots in the sudden quiet within the room.

A second letter to Sir Robert is sure to have the result you desire. Grimshaw ran one finger under his ruff. The sweat that had been flowing freely down his face had left it limp and discolored. I will write to him at Leigh Abbey. I will pen the letter tonight and send it south by messenger on the morrow.

Grimshaw hoped that promise would encourage his visitor to leave. The point was drawing near at which hed sooner brave the torrential rain himself than remain a moment longer in his own house in this company.

You will write the letter now, in my presence. I do not trust you, Matthew.

Grimshaw went pale as ice, responding not to the calm voice but to the mad gleam in the eyes boring into him. As you wish. Certes.

He equipped himself with parchment and quill and ink and sat down at his writing table, eager to comply and even more eager to be done so that he might show his tormentor the door. His hand trembled so badly that he put too much pressure on the nub and left a pear-shaped blotch on the page.

Incompetent fool.

Hastily, the lawyer began again, inscribing Tuesday, 19 September, 1 Elizabeth at the top of a fresh sheet of parchment. Another letter will be all it will take. I am certain of that. You have only to let me tell him the truth, that Appleton Manor has been abandoned, that none dare remain on the grounds.

Do so, then.

The scratching of the quill underscored the noise of the downpour outside the windows until the letter was complete. Grimshaw handed it over to be approved and waited in an agony of anticipation.

Be warned, lawyer. If Sir Robert Appleton is not moved by this to look into matters in person, that ghost you told him of will make another deadly appearance.

But there is no one at the manor now to see it.

A mirthless cackle sent chills up Grimshaws spine. Did you not know? Such manifestations have great powers. Why, this ghost of ours might easily roam here to Manchester.

Grimshaw began to shake in earnest, perceiving the words as a threat not only to his reputation but to his life. He was not accustomed to dealing with such irrational behavior. He could not predict the outcome if he refused to do as hed been bidden. It was easiest to obey.

To make sure he got the point, Grimshaws unwelcome guest hammered it home. Someone else will have to die if Sir Robert does not come to Appleton Manor.

You speak as if Bexwiths death was murder, Grimshaw whispered. I thought . . . you told me that the old man was already dead.

So I did. John Bexwiths murderer watched with satisfaction as Grimshaw struggled to convince himself that no crime had been committed. Then again, a certain poisonous plant might have been added to that marrow-bone pie.

It is not necessary to try to frighten me, Grimshaw said stiffly. I will do what you want.

Yes, you will. Thin lips curved into a satisfied smile, the killer abruptly left the room.

A few moments later Grimshaw heard the sound of his front door closing. His visitor was gone, out into the fury of the storm. With a deep sigh, Grimshaw rang for a servant. The sooner he dispatched the letter, the sooner he could be done with the entire uncomfortable situation at Appleton Manor. 

It would become Sir Roberts problem.




Chapter Five



Sir Robert was glad to leave Calais behind. Once thought impregnable because of the ability of its English garrison to flood the countryside for four miles all around on half an hours notice, it had been lost to the French as much through English incompetence as French cunning. The memory still made him bitter.

Bound for Paris, he rode across Picardy. That part of the journey he enjoyed, for all that hed been in battle against the French there not so very long before. He simply avoided passing near Saint-Quentin, where theyd fought, where hed been knighted by the late Queen Marys husband, Philip of Spain. 

Picardy was a fertile land, filled with cattle and red swine and sheep. The inns he stopped at were pleasant and well kept. He encountered no brigands, in spite of the fact that he traveled alone and made no secret of his nationality.

Four days after landing on French soil, Sir Robert reached Paris. The city had been built on flat land and was surrounded by vineyards and villages, removed from the countryside by crenelated walls flanked by round towers. He followed a muddy road to a drawbridge guarded by soldiers, telling himself he had no reason to fear. His papers were in order. Yet he took note of the silent warning ahead. Over the narrow gate, impaled on a spike, was a head. Farther along, on a hill top, a huge gibbet displayed the bodies of hanged men left to rot. 

No worse than London, he supposed.

As he rode into the city the street widened but became no more straight. A filthy stream flowed along its center, enlarged by countless tributaries feeding on the dung heaps at every door. The stench rivaled that rising from the nearby River Seine.

Sir Robert guided his horse through an obstacle course of children and animals. Ducks, chickens, and dogs seemed to wander unrestricted through the narrow and excessively filth-clogged streets. Taking a moment to get his bearings, he studied the wooden houses that lined the way. Each plot of land gave evidence of once having had a sameness to it: a house with a garden in back, a stable, a barn, an oven for the weekly baking, and sometimes a winepress near the cellar. But where boxwood borders had once marked out vegetable patches, many of the yards were now filled with lean-to sheds and hovels. The population of Paris was expanding too rapidly, even as it was in London. The old graciousness of life was fast fading.

Five bridges crossed the Seine, linking all parts of the city. Robert thought longingly of a house on the Left Bank where poets read their verses aloud to music. Women were allowed to participate, which lent a coziness to the proceedings . . . and provided opportunities for more intimate meetings at a later date. 

Business before pleasure, he reminded himself, and turned instead toward Pendenniss small house on the Right Bank. 

A pretty servant girl led him to the upper room where his old friend was making short work of a pastry filled with meat.

Sit, Robert, Pendennis invited, waving him toward a Glastonbury chair and gesturing for the servant to bring more food for his guest.

You will burst out of those fancy embroidered breeches if you eat like that every day, Sir Robert warned. Already Pendenniss paunch had increased, though height and broad shoulders disguised much of the damage done by months of easy living.

The room reeked of comfort. The polished tile floor had been strewn with pink marjoram flowers and woodruff leaves. Their sweet scent filled the air, almost concealing the stench from the street outside. The unused fireplace was also filled with aromatic greenery. Juniper boughs, he thought as he gave the returning servant a sharper look. A womans touch was evident here. 

Paris is a feast, Pendennis declared. All manner of food can be bought here already cooked and for little cost. The mutton is particularly good. Did you know that every Wednesday and Saturday two thousand horses arrive in Paris heavy-laden with fresh poultry and game? It is all sold in less than two hours, most of it to cookshops.

It was typical of Pendennis to accumulate such facts, and one reason why he held the position he did in Throckmortons service. One never knew when insignificant knowledge might prove useful. 

With hot food before him and a crystal goblet filled with wine, the conversation turned to mutual friends in England. It was not difficult to find topics of conversation. The two of them went back a long way, to the days when theyd both been young gentlemen being trained in the household of John Dudley. Dudleys five sons had befriended them both, in spite of the fact that Sir Robert had been a rough country lad from the north and Pendennis an equally unrefined Cornishman, the youngest son of a large family.

Have you seen Robin or Ambrose of late? Pendennis asked. 

Both are high in the queens favor, Robert informed him, unable to quell a twinge of envy. These days Robin Dudley is Queen Elizabeths constant companion at court.

A great many things had changed since their days together in the Dudley household. Theyd gone their separate ways for a time, then been reunited during the brief period when John Dudley, by that time elevated in the peerage to duke of Northumberland, had been virtual ruler of England for the young King Edward.

Rumor here in France has him her lover. Could he but rid himself of his wife, he might rise even higher.

Roberts grunt was answer enough. 

The Dudleys have the devils own luck, Pendennis said.

Luck? Northumberland and one of his sons had been executed for treason by Edwards successor, Queen Mary. Robert had endured a few uncomfortable weeks of imprisonment himself before following the lead of the remaining Dudley sons and publicly accepting conversion to Catholicism. Henry Dudley had lost his life at the Battle of Saint-Quentin.

What else can you call it? Pendennis asked. Robin was a prisoner in the Tower of London at the same time Elizabeth, then Queen Marys heiress presumptive, was confined there. Tis said one of the guards pitied the poor young things and let them converse together to pass the time.

Converse? Was that the word they used for it?

Robert did not doubt the story was true. Robin Dudley had always been one to seize the main chance. But luck had little to do with it. Say rather deviousness and cunning. It was a great pity Robin had been so foolish as to fall in love and marry young. But for that he might be ruling England now.

But for his own forced marriage to Susanna . . . 

Robert retreated from that line of speculation. His marriage had served him well when Elizabeth took the throne. From that moment, hed embraced the New Religion once more, as had Robin and Ambrose Dudley and Walter Pendennis. And Robert had also made sure the new queen learned just how many mens lives had been saved because theyd found shelter at Leigh Abbey on their way into exile. 

He polished off the last of the fine meal Pendennis had provided and turned to the matter at hand. Tell me all you know of Blois. 

Pendennis leaned back in his chair and began his recitation with what interested him mostthe architectural features. The chateau is actually a castle which sits on a cliff above the city of the same name. The first King Francis added a great open, circular staircase and a three-story loggia laced with windows that thrusts right out beyond the steep rock. A daring innovation at the time.

This is the same Francis who tore down the tallest tower of the Louvre? 

Both Sir Robert and Pendennis had learned something of architecture, as well as music and art and astronomy, during their time in the Dudley household. To make the Louvre a more pleasant place in which to live, King Francis had dismantled a tower that had been eleven feet thick at the top and twenty-three feet thick at the bottom. There had been a great outcry against the destruction at the time. 

The very same, Pendennis said.

And now we have a second Francis. I wonder what changes he will make to his world.

He is a boy of fifteen. Sickly.

News that Francis II was in ill health, beyond the condition of his skin, troubled Robert only because the boy-kings death might mean the return of his widow to Scotland. She would be more trouble to England there than in France. It was in Elizabeths best interests that Mary Stewarts husband stay healthy. 

Who controls him? he asked Pendennis.

Some say his wifes uncles, the duke of Guise and the cardinal of Lorraine. Some say his mother, Queen Catherine. In some respects it does not matter. All are most devout Catholics.

And the remedy for England? Support the Protestant faction? Cause discord where we may?

Perhaps. That is what you are to assess.

You sound doubtful. I had heard the number of French Calvinists was growing.

Aye. They claim between three hundred thousand and four hundred thousand souls here in France. Some estimate as much as half of the nobility and a third of the bourgeoisie have been converted by missionaries working out of Geneva. Until the national synod of the Reformed Church was convened here in Paris in May there seemed a real possibility that Catholicism would be replaced as the state religion. Unfortunately, the synod coincided with the appearance of that most ominous portent, the star with the long tail. The New Religion has been blamed for every untoward event since.

Sir Robert refilled their goblets and stared broodingly into the dark wine. We are at peace with France now. I wonder how wise it is to involve ourselves in their civil war.

Any peace is fleeting. The queen would be foolish not to take an interest in Frances internal affairs.

And why send me? The queens message made it clear you judged it imperative that I be the emissary sent. Hed debated whether to ask, but the question gnawed at him. Hed been wanting an assignment to France, but he was wary of the mission all the same. Mishandle his duties and he might well lose his chance for advancement at court. The new queen was as fickle as her predecessors. A man in favor one day might find himself hung, drawn and quartered the next.

How gratifying to know royalty pays heed to my advice. Pendennis drained his goblet in one long swallow and stared at the branches in the fireplace. You were requested, my friend, by name.

By whom?

Godefroy du Barri, the seigneur de La Renaudie. It is rumored his undertaking has the blessing of John Calvin himself, and as you are well known in Geneva, it follows that he trusts you.

I do not know of this La Renaudie.

He is something of a mystery. We do know he has been in the countryside recruiting unemployed functionaries and former officers, anyone, in truth, who has suffered as a result of the economies practiced by the most Catholic Cardinal of Lorraine. We suspect that his real intent is to try to capture both the cardinal and his brother the duke. Most likely kill them. He claims, certes, that he is only organizing a delegation of loyal subjects to approach the young king with a petition to redress their grievances.

He wants access to the court.

Aye. Once in, with careful planning and the support of certain noblemen already there, who knows what he might accomplish?

He might accomplish his own capture, torture, and execution. The risks are enormous.

Less, perhaps, if certain parties know that he has English support.

So, Robert mused aloud. My real assignment is to discover just what chance this La Renaudie has to overthrow one of the powerful factions behind Frances throne. He drank deeply and frowned. On his evaluation might rest the lives of many good men. Where am I to meet the fellow?

He will send word, after your visit to Blois.

Robert grimaced, filled with a deep sense of foreboding. He did not like to be in situations where he had so little control. 
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