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Some minor corrections and numerous small changes in word choices and similar details have been made in the text in the course of preparing this new print edition. This was done to make it read more smoothly and with less wordiness. Like most writers, I am better at my craft now than I was a quarter of a century ago. I am also grateful to readers who caught mistakes in the earlier editions. Any that remain are entirely my own. There have been no changes to plot or characters.
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Madderly Castle, Gloucestershire

October 1561

––––––––
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Startled by a small sound, Magdalen Harleigh looked up from the herbal she was studying in Lord Madderly's private library. Two towheaded boys moved with studied stealth among the trunks and the tall cabinets known as aumbrys. Bent on no good, she'd 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 writing table's in­clined surface.

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 Edward's 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 Madderly's 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 Madderly's 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. Lord Madderly's sons 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 the baron's 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. Six languages were represented: Latin, Greek, French, Italian, German, 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 of two of the 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 a long trunk and a 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 chosen?" 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 she'd 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 was entrusted with the care of their father's collection, but she had no authority over the boys.

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

The books in Lord Madderly's 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 Mad­derly's 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 father's collection. He'll not be pleased if aught happens to it."

To herself Magdalen admitted that she had another reason for her objections. The item in question contained nasty French fabliaux full of carnal coupling, profusely illustrated with woodcuts. It was not suitable subject matter for boys so young. It was almost as shocking as Lord Madderly's 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 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 Madderly's 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 relative's 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 only be reached 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 Madderly's study, the room he'd 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 he'd been in residence at Madderly Castle he had managed to intimidate or al­ienate almost everyone with whom he'd come in contact.

Mistress Magdalen Harleigh was no exception. She did not care for Lord Glenelg. She was wary of the 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 in her writing table. He'd insisted he was only looking for the small, fat, cloth-bound book in which she recorded new acquisitions, and he'd surrendered to her the pages he'd been holding clutched in one beefy hand, but she did not believe his disclaimer. She only hoped he'd not had time to read what she'd written.

The distraction provided by Glenelg's progress through the library gave Edward the chance to bolt. Magdalen barely 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 Magdalen's 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 stepmother's companion, whatever that im­plies."

The younger boy shuffled his feet, glancing warily in Magdalen's 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 Glenelg's 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 she'd left on the writing table.

"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 one's 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. "It is 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 said. 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 she'd 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. He'd just started to­ward the stairs when he was interrupted by the arrival of Beatrice Madderly, his host's sister.

Magdalen felt a moment's envy when she noticed how splendidly the other woman was dressed. Beatrice could afford the best and indulged herself, although at times her sense of what went well together was somewhat lacking. She favored pale shades like maiden's blush and sheep's 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, Beatrice's 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 Glenelg's 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 no­blewoman's problem now, not Magdalen's.

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 woman's position. Were Lord Madderly Magdalen's brother— 

She cut off that thought before it had fully formed. She had no cause to complain. She'd done well for herself at Madderly Castle. She'd 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 soon they appeared to be openly quarreling. Magdalen did not imag­ine anyone could long endure Lord Glenelg's 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 Beatrice's 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 drawer of her writing table. She returned the 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 she'd intended.

"The key, Mistress Harleigh."

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

"To Lord Madderly's 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 she'd ducked around the corner made by the room's 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.

Glenelg's 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. Magdalen's 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 Magdalen's nose. "You, my dear young woman, will hand over your key or I will tell Lord Madderly what I found among your papers."

Magdalen's 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. She'd 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.
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Chapter Two
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Lord Glenelg was once again cleaning his fingernails with his elaborate little bye-knife when the person he'd been waiting for appeared on the balcony just outside Lord Madderly's 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. I've 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." Glenelg's 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? It is a horrible death." For emphasis, Glenelg ges­tured with his knife as he described in loving detail the torment of being hanged, 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 he'd 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 Madderly's library. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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Minstrels played in the gallery of the great hall as Gil­bert Russell, Lord Madderly's 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 lord's table where the family and all important visitors were seated.

They were served according to their rank. It was Gil­bert's responsibility to set this order and to make sure there were enough servants in Lord Madderly's gray liv­ery, the baron's 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 Gilbert's 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 Madderly's 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 Glenelg's 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 Anthony's 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."

"Man's 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 master's rank and their own. From the first of these tables, where Lord Madderly's household officers and Lady Madderly's 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, although 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 Madderly's 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 Madderly's 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 appeared to be quarreling quietly with his wife when he felt Gilbert's gaze upon him, looked up to glare at him, and 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 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, he'd decided after the first week, but there was no help for it. Two months past, he'd agreed to perform the duties of Mad­derly's gentleman usher until all was resolved. He was resigned to do so as diligently as he could.

* * *
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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 Glenelg's 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 he'd been the one sent to find Lord Glenelg, Gilbert decided. He'd 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 Glenelg's 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 he'd seen Glenelg's bye-knife. His reaction was immediate. He removed the murder weapon from the corpse.

There was no spurt of blood. Glenelg's heart had long since stopped pumping it through his veins. Gilbert cleaned the blade on the dead man's 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 Glenelg's person that might implicate someone in his murder? Well aware he did not have much time before Peadar returned, Gilbert quickly searched the dead man's clothing. He found nothing of significance. Later, he decided, he would examine Glen­elg's 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 Glenelg's 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 Gilbert's life.

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

November 1561

––––––––
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Upon his arrival at Leigh Abbey, Sir Robert Appleton's country house, Walter Pendennis insisted he be shown di­rectly into Lady Appleton's 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. She'd been educated like a man by a doting father, which in Robert's opinion had spoiled her for true womanliness.

"She'll 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, although she still seemed 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 Appleton's work."
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