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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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Westminster

January 3, 1565

––––––––
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"Back again, eh? 'E's gone on without ye. In a powerful hurry, 'e were, too."

Susanna Appleton broke off her survey of the tavern known as the Black Jack to stare at its proprietor. Until a moment ago, she'd never set foot in the place, but there might be some use in letting his misconception stand, especially if the mysterious "'e" turned out to be the man she sought. "How long ago did he leave?" 

The tavernkeeper was shorter than she, a small, wiry man in a canvas apron. When he took a step closer, Susanna smelled garlic and stale, spilled wine, a pungent and unpleasant combination when trepidation had already made her queasy. A pockmarked face and brown teeth did nothing to alleviate her first, negative impression.

"Come and sit with old Ned, sweeting," he invited, leering at her, "and I'll tell you everything I know. But let's see what's under the 'ood this time." 

Before she could stop him, he flipped the heavy wool away from her face, narrowing his eyes to get a better look. As he leaned in, the stench of his breath nearly made her gag.

Repulsed, Susanna backed away. Beneath her cloak, she fumbled for the small sharp knife suspended from the belt at her waist. She could expect no help from customers who frequented a place such as this, and for once she did not think it likely she'd be able to talk herself out of trouble. 

The Black Jack Tavern was as disreputable as the lowest tippling house. A smoky fire burned in the chimney corner, spreading its murky light over four rickety trestle tables in a windowless, low-ceilinged room. Around them, occupying rough-hewn benches and stools, with not a chair in sight, were more than a dozen patrons, men who appeared down on their luck and potentially dangerous. A few of them were eating, but most ignored offerings of cheese and meat pies in favor of beverages served in black jacks, wooden cans treated with pitch on the inside. 

To Susanna's relief, a call for more beer distracted Ned. The moment he turned away, she fled, escaping into the narrow street outside.

Frigid air lanced through her like a thousand ice-tipped arrows. Hugging herself beneath her warm wool cloak, Susanna left the slight shelter of the building's overhang and started walking. Her heart was racing, but she no longer had any immediate fear for her safety.

When she reached the corner, she glanced back at the tavern. Its sign, showing a crudely painted black jack, creaked as a chilly gust of air set it swinging. A second pole bore a picture of leaves, proclaiming that wine, as well as beer and ale, could be found within.  

Shivering and stamping her booted feet to keep warm, Susanna considered what to do next. She'd arrived almost an hour late, delayed by this uncommon cold weather. The Thames was frozen solid. She'd planned to hire a boat to take her across. Instead, she'd been obliged to walk, or rather to slip and slide, until she reached the opposite shore. 

For whom had the tavernkeeper mistaken her? One cloaked and hooded woman looked much like another, she supposed, especially in a poorly lit room. But why would Robert have been with someone else when he was expecting her? 

Her lips twisted into a mockery of a smile as Susanna silently answered her own question. With Robert, there always seemed to be another woman.

Their marriage had been arranged as soon as Susanna turned fourteen and solemnized when she was eighteen. Robert, then twenty-seven, had expected to acquire a quiet, obedient spouse, one content to remain in the background, to stay in the country while he was at the royal court. For the most part, at least in the early years, she had obliged him.

A door opened a few feet from where Susanna stood. Giving her a suspicious look, a shopkeeper hung out a lantern containing a candle. A hook had been set into the doorframe for that purpose. 

The action served as a pointed reminder of the foolishness of remaining where she was when the sun was about to set. She'd come alone, as Robert's coded message had instructed. Now she was acutely aware that she was in a strange neighborhood without the protection of servant, friend, or husband. 

Susanna was tall for a woman, and sturdily built. Along with a sharp mind and an inquisitive nature, both characteristics had been inherited from her father. Neither, however, made her any match for footpads or cutpurses. The fact that she had on her person a pouch containing the gold coins Robert had requested she bring with her rendered her even more conscious of her vulnerability.

Where was he?

Why had he not waited for her, especially if he was in need of money? Susanna was torn between relief and disappointment and beset by the same anxiety that had settled over her five days earlier, when she'd first opened the letter and realized it had come from Robert, a man most people supposed to be dead.

Leaving the environs of the Black Jack, she began to walk toward Charing, in the north part of Westminster. She'd suspected all along that Robert had not drowned eighteen months earlier. Seeming to do so had provided too neat a solution to his problems at the time. And to her own.

Susanna had allowed others to persuade her to declare him dead and go on with her life. She'd had no real choice, and it had scarce been a hardship, not when the result was complete control over all Robert had owned. She was honest enough with herself to admit she enjoyed the freedom her false widowhood entailed. In her opinion, the advantages of the married state were much overrated.

During the previous year and a half, while waiting for some word of or from her "dead" spouse, Susanna had come to the conclusion that Robert must have planned well, secreting funds sufficient to spirit him safely out of England. She'd begun to think she'd never see him again. On the other hand, she had not been unduly surprised to receive what amounted to a demand that she secretly come to him and bring with her a considerable sum in gold. 

Despite the acrimonious nature of their relationship, she and Robert knew each other well. He'd have had no doubt she'd obey. Her sense of honor compelled her to comply with his wishes, no matter how much she resented doing so. 

She had made certain vows when they wed. Robert might hold them in little regard, but Susanna had always been a woman of her word. As long as her husband lived, she was bound by her obligations to him. For that reason, she had come to Westminster in secret, and she had not betrayed Robert's whereabouts to his enemies. 

This would be their last meeting, she'd decided on the long, cold journey from her home in rural Kent. They would clear the air between them. She'd remind him that he had a most pressing reason not to be seen by anyone who might recognize him. Then she would explain that the money she'd brought, invested wisely, should be sufficient to allow him to live comfortably for the rest of his life. If he followed her advice, he'd have no need to contact her again.

At Charing, where King Street met the Strand and both noisy thoroughfares were crowded enough to make Susanna feel safe, she paused in front of a bookseller's shop and contemplated her next move. The buildings directly across from her comprised the Royal Mews. In spite of the name, which implied the presence of falcons and other hunting birds, this mews housed the queen's horses. Robert had been wont to leave his own mount there when he was in attendance on Queen Elizabeth. On such occasions, when he could not secure a bed in the palace or impose upon the hospitality of friends with lodgings in the vicinity, it had also been his custom to take a room in a nearby inn called the Swan. 

She would spend the night there, Susanna decided. It was possible that Robert, following her logic, would look for her at that inn. If he did not, then in the morning she would return to Leigh Abbey. She had, she assured herself, obeyed every instruction in the coded letter. After a dozen years of betrayals, her sense of obligation was worn thin. Any true affection for Robert Appleton had long since withered and died.

Susanna had just turned toward the Swan when she heard a commotion erupt behind her. Shouts and laughter drew her attention to the ornate Eleanor Cross at the center of the intersection.

Like similar memorials in Cheapside and thirteen other locations throughout England, this Eleanor Cross had been erected by King Edward the First to mark one of the stopping places of his beloved queen's funeral cortege. A tower of Caen stone, decorated with sculptured scenes from the life of Christ, and with Eleanor of Castile's image and arms, rose above a circle of stone steps. 

In the last rays of the setting sun, Susanna saw a man, apparently much the worse for drink, struggle to climb them. His slow progress was marked by considerable weaving and stumbling. To the delight of a jeering, hooting crowd gathered to watch him, he suddenly clutched at his throat and tottered, his footing precarious on the icy surface of the top step.

Beset by an uneasy premonition, Susanna joined the throng moving toward the cross. She was too far away to do more than gasp when the man seemed to lose control of his legs. Before anyone could aid him, he tumbled headfirst down the stairs, losing his bonnet on the way and striking his unprotected skull several times before his limp form came to rest at the base of the monument.

A sudden hush fell over the spectators. The man lay still, sprawled face down at the foot of the steps. Bright blood stained the back of a bald head. That, together with the unnatural angles of his limbs, made it likely he was beyond human help. 

All the same, Susanna stepped closer. She was a skilled herbalist. A healer. If any spark of life remained, she felt obliged to do what she could to ease the fellow's pain and suffering.

Another would-be Samaritan reached the body ahead of her, turning it over only to recoil in revulsion. 

At first, in the rapidly fading twilight, Susanna did not recognize the dead man. She did not know anyone who was both completely bald and clean shaven. 

Then someone brought a lantern forward. Silhouetted by its light was a familiar profile of brow and nose and chin.

Susanna heard a choked sound and realized with a dull sense of surprise that she had made it. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut, struggling to exert some measure of control over her rapidly fluctuating emotions. 

The dead man was her husband, Sir Robert Appleton. 
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Leigh Abbey, Kent

––––––––
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"She did not go to Penshurst Place," said Jennet.

"Where is she, then?" Mark Jaffrey, Lady Appleton's steward, gave his wife an exasperated look and was answered by one of equal annoyance. Jennet had once been Lady Appleton's tiring maid. More recently, she had become Leigh Abbey's housekeeper. 

"I do not know, but she left behind a capcase she should have taken, the one containing skin creams for Lady Sidney." Jennet had thought it odd that their mistress should suddenly decide to spend Twelfth Night in the company of a girlhood acquaintance she'd not seen in years, and even more peculiar that she had not taken any of the Leigh Abbey maidservants with her.

"An oversight," Mark concluded. 

"So I thought, too, when I found it a few hours after her departure. I sent Fulke off in pursuit. He has just returned with the news that she never arrived, nor was she expected."

"Then you misunderstood her destination."

A snort of derision conveyed what Jennet thought of that explanation. "She made a point of telling me she hoped she could help Lady Sidney, since the poor woman is so much disfigured with smallpox scars that even her own husband cannot bear to look upon her face."

Beneath deepening lines of concern, Mark's pale eyes narrowed. "If she lied to you, it was doubtless to keep you from meddling. Let it be, Jennet. Lady Appleton always knows what she's about."

They had been speaking in whispers, but their altercation had attracted the attention of everyone in the hall. Leaving a game of leapfrog, a small, serious-faced girl edged close, grabbing with sticky fingers at a convenient section of Jennet's skirt. Bunching the fabric in one fist, she clung and lifted beseeching blue eyes. "Mama, do not be angry at Papa."

Jennet sighed but made no effort to detach the child's grip. "I am not angry with him, Kate." 

The three-year-old looked doubtful. 

Mark fought a grin at Jennet's dilemma. She could hardly confess to a child that both her irritation and her concern were directed toward their mistress, the absent Lady Appleton.

Resigned to a delay before she could reveal what else she had discovered, Jennet led young Catherine back to the other Jaffrey children. Four-year old Susan, named in honor of Lady Appleton but called by the shorter ekename, was attempting to throttle two-year old Robert. That child had been a handful from the day he was born. Jennet prayed daily that he would not grow up to resemble his namesake.

Like her mistress, Jennet had never believed Sir Robert was dead. More's the pity, she'd always thought. 

Lady Appleton wore widow's weeds and had erected a suitable monument in Leigh Abbey's chapel, but she'd confided in Jennet that she did not think Sir Robert had drowned in the choppy waters of the Solent. She'd also warned that Sir Robert might turn up again one day. The book and letter Jennet had just found in Lady Appleton's study seemed to prove she'd been right. 

Jennet chewed on her lower lip and watched for another chance to speak with Mark alone. If Sir Robert decided to come back from the dead, trouble was sure to follow.
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Chapter Three
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Forcing her eyes open, Susanna looked at the body again, confirming the unpalatable truth. It was Robert. Then she squared her shoulders. She could fall apart later. Right now she needed to keep her wits about her.

On unsteady legs, she covered the remaining distance to the Eleanor Cross. Bending close, aided by the light of the same lantern that had revealed his identity, she took note of the slight blue tinge to Robert's skin and saw that he had recently been sick to his stomach. Forcing her personal feelings into abeyance, she knelt to touch the side of his neck, searching in vain for any flutter of life. There was none. Clearly, he had fallen to his death. 

But what had caused him to fall?

Robert's skin felt clammy beneath Susanna's fingertips. Years of training had made her sensitive to certain signs. Oblivious to her surroundings, she quickly examined his arms and legs, noting that both hands were tightly clenched. 

Her heart began to beat more rapidly. It was unlikely she could be mistaken. She had studied such signs for years. Not drunkenness, but dizziness and nausea, symptoms of the early stages of poisoning, had caused him to lose his balance. 

Robert's first death, the one by drowning, had taken place eighteen months earlier. Three months later, in order to hide the circumstances under which he'd taken a small boat out onto the waters of the Solent and disappeared, official word had been issued that he'd died of a fall from a horse while on a secret mission in France. The second death, Susanna thought, her expression bleak, had been as much a fabrication as the first. 

Her gaze returned to the injuries the stone steps had inflicted. This latest demise was undeniably fatal and seemed likely to remain so. If one of those cracks to his shaven head had not killed him, the same deadly work would soon have been accomplished by poison. 

Robert had been spared considerable agony. She could not help but be grateful for that small mercy. But who had poisoned him? And why?  

Belatedly, Susanna became aware of an excited buzz coming from the others who had witnessed Robert's death. Whispered words just too faint for her to make out were punctuated by louder speculation.

"Taken in a planet," one man declared, using the popular term for a seizure of any sort.

"Nay. 'E were cup-shot," someone else argued. Drunk.

And then, softer, just as Susanna heard the sound of rapid footfalls, a woman's voice said, "May be 'e were poisoned."

A pair of butter-soft leather boots came into her line of vision. "Appleton?" Astonishment laced a voice that seemed familiar to her. 

Susanna lifted her head. The earl of Leicester stood before her, staring down at the corpse. For a moment she could not think why he would be in Charing. Then she realized his presence made perfect sense. 

Queen Elizabeth's most favored courtier, only recently elevated to his new title, was also Master of the Queen's Horse. No doubt he'd been in the Royal Mews and come out to investigate when he heard the exclamations of the crowd. 

"Has someone sent for the coroner?" Leicester demanded, never shifting his gaze away from the body. Two liveried servants carrying torches had come up behind him and now waited for his instructions.

"Aye, my lord," came a prompt reply from one of the milling spectators. "The Coroner of the Royal Household." 

This, too, made sense to Susanna. The man who held that title was responsible for investigating any death within the verge, the area encompassed by a twelve-mile radius around the queen's place of residence, and Queen Elizabeth, at present, was at nearby Whitehall.

Satisfied with the answer he'd received, Leicester shifted his gaze to the woman who knelt by the body. His dark brown eyes fixed on her face, but his gaze contained none of the warmth Susanna remembered from bygone days. Indeed, it took him a few moments to recognize her, even though they'd once known each other well. 

As a girl, after her father's death, Susanna had been his father's ward. At times they had lived under the same roof. 

Robert had been on of that family's retainers.  

"How can this be?" From the astonishment that laced the words, Susanna knew Leicester had been told his old friend died in France and that, until now, he'd had no reason to disbelieve the story.

"He was murdered, Robin." Saying it aloud brought the reality of her husband's gruesome death home to her. Stunned and shaken, she felt the tight grip she'd kept on her emotions slip away.

"Pushed?" Leicester's question was uttered in a sharp voice that jerked Susanna back from the abyss. 

At once, she understood the reason for his alarm. Not all that long ago, his wife had died in a fall down a flight of stairs. There had been many who'd wondered if he'd had a hand in it.

"No. Oh, Robin, no. Robert was poisoned." 

The instant the word was out, Susanna realized she must be more overwrought than she'd supposed. So much for keeping a clear head. Muddled thinking had just led her into making a grievous error.

Several people in the milling crowd had overheard her ill-considered statement. Within seconds, astonished murmurs had become lively debate. Susanna scarce heard a word of it. Her attention was fixed on the man who now held her fate in his hands.

Leicester's dark eyes had turned sharp, cold, and calculating. Although he offered a hand to help her rise, it was obvious he was contemplating all he knew about her, Robert, and their marriage. 

In the old days, Lord Robin had been far more Robert's friend than Susanna's. As young men, they'd shared adventures, in love and in war, and spent a great deal of time together at various royal courts. 

Leicester knew well what Robert Appleton had thought of his wife. And he was aware that Lady Appleton possessed an expertise with poisonous herbs unsurpassed in England. She had even written a book on the subject. 

That fact alone made her conduct suspicious. Susanna could not blame Leicester for thinking the obvious. As the "widow" of a wealthy knight, she had a most compelling reason for wanting him to remain dead.

"This is unfortunate," Leicester said in low tones. Susanna was unsure if he referred to Robert's death, her involvement, or the fact that he was now embroiled in a situation he'd have preferred to avoid.

Susanna rose awkwardly to her feet. Only one person could untangle the web of lies surrounding Robert's several deaths. He might also be the sole individual to whom Leicester would listen. "Send for Sir Walter Pendennis, Robin. He can explain." 

Telling the whole story might create its own difficulties, but Pendennis, thanks to his successes as an intelligence gatherer for the queen, wielded considerable influence at court. He had also, like Robert, been a friend in Leicester's youth. 

The earl stroked the drooping ends of his mustache, considering her suggestion. Susanna had no trouble guessing his thoughts. That Robert had been poisoned made Leicester believe she must be involved. The simplest solution would be to order her placed under arrest and have her charged with her husband's murder.  

"Escort Lady Appleton to my house," Leicester ordered his servants. "She will remain my guest until this matter is settled."

Guest? The word was preferable to prisoner, but it still had an ominous ring. 

Shock had made her stupid, Susanna thought as one of the earl's men took a firm, unyielding grip on her arm. As soon as she'd recognized the body sprawled face down beneath the Eleanor Cross, she should have fled. Had she not had ample proof over the years that when it came to catching criminals, most officials chose the easiest route? They did not concern themselves overmuch with innocence or guilt, not as long as they had someone to blame. 

Leicester's two liveried retainers hustled her along the Strand, giving her no choice but to accompany them. They did not have far to go. They turned in at a familiar gatehouse just east of Charing. 

Startled, Susanna balked at entering. "Why have you brought me here? This is the Spanish Embassy."

"It was. Now Durham House is leased to the earl of Leicester."

She had vivid memories of this place. Twice before she had been here, and both visits had thrown her life into turmoil. Her recollection of the last time, shortly before Robert's disappearance, tormented Susanna as she was escorted through an inner courtyard and into the high, stately house. 

She'd had no idea then what Robert was involved in, although the signs would have been obvious if she'd had the wit to look for them. She'd thought he might be a murderer, she reflected, feeling her lips twist at the irony. 

She remembered how angry she'd been with her husband that day. After they'd left the Spanish ambassador's residence to ride back to their temporary lodgings in London, she'd blurted out a secret she'd planned to keep from him until a more appropriate moment—that he was the father of a bastard child. The unfortunate timing and hurtful manner of her revelation had ended forever any hope that they might resume an amicable marital relationship.

"This way," one of the guards said, breaking in on her unhappy reverie. 

Squaring her shoulders, Susanna marched up several flights of stairs. She knew where they were taking her now, to one of the little turret rooms that looked out over the Thames. Located at the back of the house, it was very private. She was unsure whether this boded well or ill.

"My lord's study," one of his retainers announced, opening the door.

She preceded him into the room, well lit by candles in wall sconces, and scanned it curiously. Her gaze was drawn to a small table holding an ebony chessboard. The pieces, set up ready for a new game, were made of crystal and precious stones inlaid with silver and garnished with Leicester's crest of the bear and the ragged staff.

Susanna removed her heavy wool cloak and draped it over the back of one of the chairs drawn up to the chessboard. A fire blazed in the hearth. The heat felt good after the temperature outside, but instead of stepping close to warm her hands, she moved to the window to stare through the frost-covered panes at a landscape encased in the darkness of a late afternoon in winter.

Lights shone on the opposite shore, at Bankside in Southwark. Both torches and lanterns pinpointed figures walking on the frozen surface of the Thames. Free. As she was not. Alive. As Robert was no longer.

Silently, she grieved, as much for the loss of what might have been as for the man himself. In the beginning, their marriage had been filled with hope for the future. She'd believed she could trust her own husband not to betray her, that his vows meant as much to him as hers did to her. How innocent she'd been! A deep sadness engulfed her at the waste. 

But she felt anger, too, the dull, throbbing sort that lasted far longer than any mere flash of temper. Robert had died before his time. All life was precious. Ending his was a far greater crime than any Robert himself had committed.

"Will you take refreshment?" one of Leicester's servants asked.

His words were kindly meant, but they had a devastating effect. 

"No," she whispered, and sat abruptly, feeling her legs lose their strength. 

Robert must have passed the time while he waited for her by eating. No doubt he'd purchased a set meal at that tavern—a hot meat dish, bread, cheese, and ale. 

He'd received more than he'd expected. Because she had been late for their appointment, someone else had seized the opportunity to speak with him, sit with him, and add a fatal dose of some poisonous substance to his last meal.
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Chapter Four
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Nearly two hours passed before Jennet could show Mark what she had discovered. At first, he did not see the significance of The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women.

"A book. What of it? Such items are scarce unusual in this house." At Leigh Abbey, almost everyone could read and write. Lady Appleton's father, old Sir Amyas Leigh, had believed that even servants, even female servants, should be literate. 

"This particular book is the one she was wont to use when she and Sir Robert wrote to each other in code." Mark's slowness tried her patience, but Jennet attempted to stay calm long enough to explain. "She'd have no reason to read Master Knox's insulting opinions on womankind except to use his text to translate this." She seized up the letter she'd found and waved it in her husband's face.

Mark took the paper from her and unfolded it. He gazed without comprehension at a list of numbers neatly arranged in three columns. "What is this, then?"

"How am I to know?" Snatching the missive back, she flung it onto the table next to the book. "I only know that Lady Appleton told me once that she and Sir Robert used this book, which only the two of them knew to do, in order to keep secret the content of messages between them. He wanted to use her herbal as the key. She thought it a great jest to insist upon Master Knox's treatise."

Lady Appleton had also spoken with disdain of the entire practice of using codes and ciphers, seeing little need for such extreme measures. She'd complied only at Sir Robert's insistence. Because of his work as an intelligence gatherer for the queen, he'd feared his letters might be intercepted by some enemy.

Jennet thumped a fist down on the capcase Fulke had brought back again from Penshurst Place. "I know her, Mark. I am as much companion to her as servant. She left this evidence here to be found, if and when we had reason to worry about her safety."

Jennet doubted Lady Appleton had expected her to come upon it so soon, but she was certain her conclusion was sound. Only one question remained—what was she meant to do once she made her discovery?

"She had this message from Sir Robert and went to meet him," Jennet reasoned aloud. "And do not tell me he is dead, for it was never proven." 

"I know he is not dead."

"What? How?"

Raking agitated fingers through a shock of mole-colored hair, Mark sighed. "He was here some weeks after he was supposed to have died in France. I saw him from a distance, but there was no mistaking him."

"Did he meet with Lady Appleton?"

The rims of Mark's large ears reddened. "Lady Appleton had company that day. Sir Robert must have recognized her guest, for he crept away again without coming nearer to the house than the far apple orchard."

"Sir Walter."

"Aye. Sir Walter."  

Sir Walter Pendennis believed Sir Robert had drowned, but in order to protect Lady Appleton's interests, he had given out that her husband had died while abroad on the queen's business. Ever since, Sir Walter had been a frequent visitor at Leigh Abbey. It was no secret that he had tender feelings toward its mistress. He'd have little tolerance for a "dead" husband's reappearance on the scene.

"Why did you not tell me?" Jennet demanded of her own husband. "Why did you keep Sir Robert's return a secret?"

"What need to upset you? Or Lady Appleton? And it is not as if either of you had any doubt he was still among the living."

"A paltry excuse."  

"If you are right about this letter," Mark asked, ignoring her grumbling, "where would she meet Sir Robert?"

"London?" That destination made sense to Jennet. A man could more easily hide among so many people. In the country, especially here in Kent, Sir Robert's chances of being recognized were much greater. It amazed her to learn he'd dared come so near.

"The journey to Penshurst Place requires two days," Mark said, also thinking aloud. "The same length of time as a trip to London."

Jennet nodded. Even on a fast horse, riding a messenger's long hours, Fulke had taken three to complete the trip to Penshurst and back.

"She's not likely to have reached London before late today, this being winter."

"Aye." Jennet sighed. "I should have suspected she was plotting something when she chose two green lads to escort her and left Fulke behind."

Mark's expression grew solemn. "Fulke would have recognized Sir Robert, no matter how well he disguised himself."

"We must go after her at first light. You and I. Fulke. And Lionel." After Mark, they were the Leigh Abbey servants she most trusted.

"It will mean hard riding in bitter cold," he warned.

She'd have to travel perched on a pillion behind Mark. Jennet's backside began to ache just thinking of the torment to come, but she set her jaw. "She needs us. I feel it in my bones."

"And how do we find her once we reach London? She might be anywhere."

"We will go to Sir Walter's lodgings in Blackfriars. He will tell us what to do next." 

He might even be able to read the coded letter.
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Chapter Five
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Sir Walter Pendennis reached Durham House only moments after the earl of Leicester arrived there. Leicester had brought with him the Coroner of the Royal Household, two constables, and a rough-looking fellow the coroner identified as Ned Higgins, keeper of the Black Jack Tavern.  

"There has been a mistake," Walter protested, drawing Leicester aside for a private word. The earl's message had been brief, just a few sentences to inform him that Lady Appleton was being detained in connection with the murder of her husband.

"Aye, a mistake you made some time ago." Leicester looked annoyed. "You told me Appleton died in France." In a few succinct phrases, he conveyed what had happened less than an hour earlier at Charing Cross, adding that Sir Robert had shaved off his hair and his beard and that he'd carried no papers to identify him. 

For one brief moment, Walter was tempted to claim that Appleton had been in disguise as part of some recent mission for the queen. Then common sense prevailed. Anticipating that Susanna's husband might one day turn up again, alive, Walter had given considerable thought to plausible explanations for his apparent death. He had to keep in mind that he did not know where Appleton had been or what he had been doing and that lies had a way of coming back to haunt one.

"My information came from a reliable source," he told Leicester, "but I never had the opportunity to examine the body. The remains were not shipped home for burial, but since Appleton's passport and other papers were found on the corpse, I had no reason to suppose it was anyone else."

Leicester gave Walter a hard look. "A word of advice, Pendennis. Under the circumstances, it may not be wise for you to take a personal interest in Lady Appleton's well-being."

"She did not kill her husband." Walter might have said more, but with matters already so far progressed, he chose instead to step back and wait until the formalities were complete. When he had heard all the evidence, he would decide what was best to do.

A few minutes later, eight men crowded into the turret room where Susanna had been confined. She rose to face her accusers, a tall woman all in widow's black except for the white linen cap beneath her French hood and small wrist and neck ruffs. Above the snowy cambric folds of the latter, her countenance lacked color but she showed no other outward sign of distress.

Walter tried to catch her eye to signal that all would be well. Susanna did not notice his attempt at reassurance. Her gaze went at once to the tavernkeeper and remained fixed upon his face.

"Is this the woman?" the coroner asked.

"Aye," Higgins said.

"She twice came into your establishment?"

"Aye.”

"And on the first occasion, only a short time before she returned alone, was she in the company of the man who soon after lay dead beneath the Eleanor Cross?"

"Aye. She were friendly with 'im, too." He leered and winked. “Give 'im a kiss, she did, like she'd not seen 'im in years. Or may'ap 'ad plans for the night to come.”

Susanna's face, already ashen, paled still more.

"You have looked at the body and are certain of your identification?"

"Aye, sir. That I am. The man, 'e come in first and ordered a set meal. Then the woman, she joined 'im."

"How long did she stay?" the coroner asked.

Higgins scratched his shaggy head. "'alf an 'our. No more."

"And then?" the coroner prompted.  

Walter continued to watch Susanna, marveling at her composure but concerned when she made no attempt to deny the tavernkeeper's claims. Had she poisoned Robert? Knowing her as he did, he thought it doubtful, but God knew Robert had given her sufficient provocation over the years.

With continued questioning, the rest of the story came out. A man and woman had talked in low tones for the span of half an hour, then left separately. Sir Robert Appleton had departed in a considerable hurry. Higgins had not noticed if Appleton was ill. 

"I thought 'e were wanting to catch up with 'er," he volunteered, gesturing toward Susanna, "but not a quarter of an 'our later, she come back alone."

"Thank you, my good fellow," the coroner said, and sent him on his way. Then, telling the constables to wait outside until he called them, he ignored Susanna to address Walter and the earl. "The evidence speaks for itself. Lady Appleton had opportunity to poison her husband."

"Higgins could be lying," Walter objected.

"Why should he?" Leicester asked. "What profit in admitting a man was poisoned while in his tavern?"

"He did not volunteer the information," said the coroner.

"Then how did you find him? Why go to the Black Jack at all?" Walter knew the place. It was not in sight of Charing Cross.

"A bystander told one of the constables that he'd seen the dead man and the lady together a short time earlier. He'd left the Black Jack to drink at the Bull Head Tavern."

"And where is he, then? This bystander."

"Gone. In all the confusion, the constable lost track of him." The coroner seemed unconcerned by this lapse. "We have Higgins's testimony, and that is sufficient. I fear there is no help for it, Sir Walter. After the inquest, I will be obliged to order Lady Appleton's arrest." 

Walter swore softly. "Leicester—"

"I can do nothing." By his abrupt tone and stony countenance, he believed Susanna was guilty.

Bowing to the inevitable, Walter swallowed further protests. "Will you permit me a few moments alone with Lady Appleton?"

"A quarter of an hour. No more."

Only after the two men had left the room did Walter cross to Susanna and gather her into his arms. He felt her start of surprise, for he had never embraced her before, but after a moment she accepted the gesture as one of comfort and allowed herself to cling to him for support. 

"I did not kill him." Those words, the first she had spoken since Walter's arrival at Durham House, were muffled against the velvet of his doublet.

"Can you imagine I do not know that?" He hugged her more tightly, resting his chin on the top of the ebony-hued silk of her bonnet. Then, reluctantly, he released her. "We do not have much time. Tell me what did happen."

"Robert sent for me. I was to meet him at the Black Jack. I was to wear a plain, black cloak with a hood and keep my face hidden." 

With a sweep of one hand, she indicated an enveloping garment thrown over a nearby chair. The movement produced a distinctive clinking noise. She had coins concealed on her person, quite a lot of them by the sound of it.  
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