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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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March 26, 1575

Buxton, Derbyshire

––––––––
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Three shadows slipped silently past a small outbuilding and dashed across the open space separating it from New Hall. For an instant each was silhouetted against a moonlit sky before being absorbed by the greater darkness in the lee of the earl of Shrewsbury's fortified tower. It rose, brooding, above the marshy dale, square, solid, and forbidding.

"If anyone saw us, they will think us spirits of the night. No one will dare venture close enough to notice what we are about." Rosamond Appleton forced a note of confidence into her voice, determined to keep the others in line.

Physically, she could not compel them. Although she had her father's look about her—tall and slender, with dark brown hair, a narrow face, and a high forehead—and had inherited his ability to coax and cajole, Rosamond lacked both the muscle and the training at arms to force anyone to follow her into danger. Her only weapon was self-assurance, what her detractors criticized as an exaggerated sense of her own importance.

Although Rosamond was the instigator of all their acts of rebellion, she was the youngest of the three, only a few months past her twelfth birthday. At first her friends had been scandalized by her suggestion, but she'd overcome their objections, ignored their common-sense warnings, and convinced them, by virtue of forceful personality alone, to come with her.

"Are you certain no one is within?" Godlina Walkenden, the braver of Rosamond's two companions, sounded as if she were about to bolt. She glanced nervously at the upper levels of the stone tower. "The warden of the baths lives here all the year round, even when there are no visitors." 

"Master Greves has gone to visit his family. You heard Sir Richard say he will not return until after Easter. No one else will venture out to catch us, not at the full of the moon." It hung low in the sky to the southeast, providing sufficient light to guide their steps without need for a lantern. Superstitious folk, of whom there were many hereabout, held it the time of the month when wickedness stirred abroad and good Christian souls should remain close to their hearths.

In spite of her bold words, Rosamond signaled for silence as they inched their way along a windowless outer wall. She trailed one gloved hand over the ashlar to orient herself, glancing up every few feet to determine if the windows of the tower were still overhead. The ground level contained household offices, but on the two floors above were sufficient lodging chambers to accommodate as many as thirty of the earl of Shrewsbury's invited guests.

After what seemed an endless distance at their cautious pace, Rosamond found the turning and a few moments later felt the difference as stone became brick. 

A nasal whine followed her around the corner. "You said there was a way in." Dionysia Tallboys sniffled and swiped at her nose with a white handkerchief.

"It is here." Rosamond's searching fingers found a jagged break where the mortar had given way, tumbling several courses of bricks inward. The earthquake that had shaken all the Midlands just a month earlier had left a hole in the wall large enough for the three of them to scramble through. Thomas Greves was not so dedicated a servant that he rushed to make repairs. Buxton was the highest, coldest village in all of England. Like any sensible person, he'd left unnecessary outdoor work until the weather warmed. 

In spite of bulky skirts, two lithe young bodies and Godlina, who was inclined to plumpness, squirmed through the opening and regained their footing amid the rubble on the other side. Dionysia gasped. Godlina giggled. Rosamond grinned.

"The First Chief Bath," she whispered in triumph. 

They were in a walled courtyard that measured, at a guess, ten yards long and six wide. A rectangular pool took up most of the space, the largest of the thermal baths for which Buxton was famous.  

"I cannot see what's in there," Diony complained, moving close enough to stare into the depths.

"Do you expect sea monsters?" Although the bathhouse had no roof, moonlight did little to reveal what might be hidden beneath the water. 

A shiver of anticipation ran through Rosamond as she produced a small tinderbox from the pocket of her cloak and struck steel against flint to make a spark. From the tinder she ignited a brimstone match and used that to light the three candles she'd brought with her. The entire process took a nerve-wracking few minutes, and in the end the lights did little to add to the illumination. Shadowy corners lurked on every side.

Mysterious sounds issued from the western end of the bath. Although she could not see it, Rosamond knew there was a reservoir there, an ancient basin of gritstone. Water issued from the rock through a fissure more than a foot wide to be conveyed through lead pipes to other cisterns under the floors.

Curious about the area around the pool, Rosamond plucked up one of the candles to examine the small rooms opening off one side. Although they were empty now, she supposed they must be used for robing or storage. Opposite that series of doors stood a gigantic hearth. Fires were necessary, even in high summer, to offset the cold air of Buxton.

When Rosamond's circuit of the perimeter was complete, she returned to the pool and, ignoring a faintly unpleasant mineral smell, held the candle over the water. It had a faint blue cast but was passing clear. She could see what looked like paving tiles on the bottom of the bath, and benches had been built all around its sides. Submerged up to their necks, those who thought such treatment could cure them sat in the thermal waters to let the healing power of underground springs work its magic. Rosamond had no difficulty imagining her mother sitting just so, her misshapen legs buoyed up by the warm water. 

Eleanor, Lady Pendennis, had visited Buxton the previous summer. She had not been cured but she had succeeded in another area. She'd met important people. One who lived locally, Lady Bridget, wife of Sir Richard Hawley, had agreed to take Rosamond into her household.

Rosamond released the clasp that held her dark green wool cloak in place and let it fall to the stone floor. Then she undid the points holding skirt and bodice together. Removing both, she tossed them carelessly aside.

With less abandon, the other girls followed her example.

"A pity we could not bring Faith," Lina said as she and Diony helped each other undo ties and laces. At Bawkenstanes Manor the tiring maid they all shared assisted them with dressing and undressing.

"You know why we left her behind." Rosamond shivered as she discarded the last of her clothing but she counted the chill in the air small cost for an adventure of this magnitude. "If Faith knew our plans, she'd tattle." Her first loyalty was to Lady Bridget, who had hired her, and her second to Lady Bridget's husband. The girls in her care placed a poor third. 

"We should not be here," Diony whined. "It is not meet."

"Even an apprentice bound for seven years to the strictest of masters is entitled to slip away from his dull duties a time or two," Rosamond argued. "Boys in London frequent the brothels, or so I've been told. A visit to Buxton's healing waters, fed by the same springs that bubble up into the holy well of St. Ann, cannot be half so wicked as that!"

On the heels of this defiant statement she strode, naked, to the very edge of the bath. Ahead of her stretched an expanse more than three times her own height and almost as wide as it was long. Rosamond knew her friends depended upon her to lead the way. Taking a deep breath and using two fingers to pinch her nostrils together, she jumped into the water with a loud and gratifying splash.

Her knees bent on landing and she submerged for a moment, but as soon as she surfaced again she realized the depth was not at all alarming. Besides, unlike most girls, Rosamond had been taught how to swim.

Lina peered down at her. "Is it truly the temperature of hot honeyed milk?"

"Come in and see for yourself." Rosamond flicked wet hands in Lina's direction and only missed dousing her by inches. 

Giggling and hugging herself to keep warm, Lina ventured closer. After a moment, when she gathered enough courage to insert a toe in the pool, Rosamond seized her by one plump ankle and tugged. Lina tumbled into the water, sending up a large wave.

With a squeal, Dionysia retreated, all angles and gangly limbs, but she was back at the edge a few seconds later, in time to see her friend's dark head pop back out of the water. Lina sputtered only a little before she began to giggle again. "There are bubbles, Diony, and it is lovely and warm."

Frowning, moving with the awkward lack of grace of one as yet unaccustomed to newly acquired height, Dionysia closed her eyes and ran toward the pool. She tripped just as she reached the edge and fell forward with a shriek, landing on her belly and producing a geyser. Flailing wildly, she sent spray straight into Rosamond's face.

"You did that apurpose!"

"I did not!" Finding her feet, Diony scraped a pale lock of hair out of her eyes and glared.

Rosamond scooped up a handful of the tepid water and threw it, scoring a direct hit. "Did, too!" 

A lively and protracted battle ensued until, exhausted by their frolic, Rosamond flopped onto her back to stare at the rectangle of moonlit sky above. The others followed suit and stillness descended.

The lukewarm, bubbly water felt soothing on Rosamond's bare skin. Far off, she heard the gentle rush of the spring that fed the pool. Closer at hand the only sounds were water lapping against the sides of the bath and quiet breathing. She floated, lost in a dreamlike trance, until the peaceful interlude was abruptly shattered by a shrill feminine voice. 

"This will not do. Allons, demoiselles! Ne restez pas dans la fontaine."

Startled, Rosamond tried to right herself but only succeeded in submerging. Nearby, Lina was in similar difficulty, but she sloshed about, gasping and swallowing copious amounts of tepid water until she was hauled upright by Diony. Once Rosamond regained her footing, she spared them only a glance, enough to see that, mortified, Lina stood with head down, hiding behind the dripping mass of her hair. Wet, it was the color of ebony. Dry, it more closely resembled mud. Where she grasped Lina's arm, Diony's bony hand trembled.

Reassured that both would survive, Rosamond turned her attention to their discoverer. Madame Poitier, one of Lady Bridget's waiting gentlewomen, stood at the edge of the bath. Backlit by the candles, swathed all in black, as befit a widowed refugee who'd fled the wars of religion in her homeland, Louise Poitier's face was set in an implacable expression. One foot tapped impatiently on the stone flooring and her arms were folded across her chest. In this mood she seemed a formidable figure, but Rosamond hoped it was only a trick of the light. The tallow candles she'd brought sputtered as badly as rushdips, casting deceptive shadows and adding a sense of menace.

Rosamond took her time wading to the edge of the pool. The other two girls had already scrambled out of the water and gathered up their discarded garments by the time she reached it. Since none of them had thought to bring towels, Diony used her chemise to dry herself before she put on any clothing. Lina, more anxious to cover her nakedness, simply pulled her undergarment over her wet and shivering body. 

The night air felt harsh as well as cold, especially after the soothing warmth of the healing waters, but Rosamond refused to be hurried. Her movements slow, she dressed herself. All the while, her mind raced. She knew why she and her friends were here, but what had drawn Madame Poitier? When she dared meet Madame's eyes, the anxiety she saw there only confused her further.

"Return at once to Bawkenstanes Manor and contemplate your transgressions," the Frenchwoman said. "Say nothing of this to anyone. On the morrow, after church, you will come to me to work on your embroidery and we will speak further of your sins and how you may be absolved of them."

Lina and Diony bolted, glad of the reprieve. Rosamond hung back. "Do you mean to tell Lady Bridget you found us here?"

"Run along home, jeune fille," Madame Poitier answered, her smile enigmatic. "If you obey me now, this will remain our petit secret."
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Chapter Two
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"Who is that girl?" Annabel MacReynolds asked the question in French.

"Which one?" Louise Poitier, as she now called herself, peered into the shadows and answered her companion in the same language. 

"The bold, dark-haired child." Now that all three young gentlewomen had departed, Annabel left her place of concealment in the passage that led to New Hall and ventured into the moonlight.

"Her name is Rosamond Appleton," Louise said.

"Is it, by God? No wonder she seemed familiar. I knew her father once, long ago." 

Only by a diminution in their glitter could Annabel tell that Louise's eyes had narrowed. "Will that complicate our quest?" Louise asked.  

"It will depend upon why she is here. The last I heard of Mistress Rosamond, she was living with her father's widow in Kent." 

Taking the candle Louise handed her, Annabel led the way into the deserted tower house where the earl of Shrewsbury's personal guests stayed during the bathing season. As soon as she'd confirmed what Louise knew, she would be on her way, riding hard by the light of the full moon, her only escort the two silent men she'd hired in Derby.

"The widow must have remarried," Louise said. "Rosamond's mother is not called Lady Appleton. She is a Lady Pendennis of Cornwall."

They reached a large, comfortably furnished chamber, its windows shuttered against the cold and to prevent light from showing. Annabel had been tempted to start a fire in the hearth while she waited but had settled for a brazier full of coals. She burrowed deeper into her fur-lined cloak. Mistress Rosamond was reckless indeed to bathe at this time of year in such a frigid clime, even in a hot spring. 

Annabel repressed a smile. On the other hand, that was just the sort of thing she'd have done herself at Rosamond's age.

She offered Louise mulled wine and waved her toward a cushioned bench, waiting until she was settled there before she sipped from her own goblet. Then, too restless to sit, she prowled the room.

"If young Rosamond has but half her father's cunning or a modicum of her mother's guile," she said after a moment, "she could endanger the most innocent scheme. Add to those traits the peculiar skills of her father's widow and the connections her stepfather once had and our plans could indeed be in jeopardy."

"Explain. In this heathen land where divorce and remarriage have been all but impossible since the ouster of Mother Church, our Rosamond has one too many parents living." The sharpness in Louise's voice revealed her concern even as her words betrayed her true religion.

Annabel lifted plump shoulders in a shrug meant to convey casual unconcern. She did not want to make Louise panic, only warn her. "Rosamond Appleton is what the English call a merrybegot—a bastard. Her father, Sir Robert, never paid much attention to his marriage vows. Eleanor, Rosamond's mother, was but one of his mistresses."

"And you were another? You traded your favors for information?"

"But of course." She'd been ordered into Robert Appleton's bed by no less a personage than Catherine de' Medici, the queen mother of France, and she'd enjoyed the assignment. "Eleanor captured his attention a few years later. When Rosamond was born, Robert was out of the country, up to his neck in espionage and intrigue. Eleanor, destitute and desperate, threw herself on the mercy of Robert's wife, Susanna. Lady Appleton is a unique individual. She provided for both mother and child."

"Would Rosamond recognize you?"

"That seems doubtful. The girl was not yet three years old the only time I encountered her and my appearance has altered in the interim." Since then, Annabel acknowledged with a rueful grimace, she had nearly doubled in girth. The slender, supple young woman she'd once been was now well disguised by furrows in the brow, pouches under the eyes, dewlaps, and double chins. Hidden by her headdress, silver strands outnumbered those that remained a bright but natural red. She could still ride like a centaur but feats of running, climbing, and seducing courtiers in window embrasures were no longer part of her stock in trade. 

Louise was some years younger. In the concise manner of one accustomed to making reports, she relayed all she knew: "Lady Pendennis met the Hawleys last summer and struck up a friendship with Lady Bridget, after which she arranged for Rosamond to stay at Bawkenstanes Manor. Lady Pendennis was badly injured some years ago and can walk only with great pain. She hopes to receive frequent invitations to visit the baths while her daughter is here."

"If the waters did not bring about a cure at once, is it not foolhardy to return?"

"I am told they eased her suffering." Louise laughed softly. "Mayhap the real reason she came, the reason she means to come again, is to be cured of infertility. Lady Bridget says Sir Walter Pendennis desires a son and heir."

Annabel's hand clenched her goblet. "If a man would be certain of his child's paternity, he'd do well to accompany his wife to Buxton." 

Louise's eyebrows lifted so high that they almost disappeared beneath the front brim of her French hood. "Is that because of the reputation of spaws on the Continent? Or that of Sir Walter and Lady Pendennis?"

"Both." Annabel paused to refill her goblet. "I have met Lady Appleton, too. When Rosamond's father was murdered, suspicion fell upon his widow. She is by way of being an expert on herbal poisons and even wrote a book on the subject. In order to clear her name, she was obliged to seek out her husband's former mistresses, on the theory that one of them would have had the best reason to kill him. By the time Lady Appleton discovered the identity of the guilty party, she'd brought together a goodly number of people from Robert's past, including Rosamond, Eleanor, Sir Walter, and myself. At the time, Sir Walter Pendennis was one of Queen Elizabeth's premier intelligence gatherers—a master spy." 

The words landed like cannon shot in the quiet of the little chamber. Louise swore softly, the sound underscored by an ominous rattle from the shutters. A wind had come up in the dale. 

"It is as well that you will not remain here in Buxton," she said. "It would never do for you to come face-to-face with such a man."

Silently, Annabel agreed. When last she'd seen Sir Walter, he'd been about to have her arrested for espionage. Soon after, newly married to Eleanor, he'd gone abroad, taking his new bride with him and leaving Rosamond with Susanna Appleton. Whenever she'd been on the Continent herself after that, Annabel had taken care to stay well away from her old enemy. 

"Finish your report," Annabel said abruptly. "Tell me first about the others in the household." It was vital she know everything before she proceeded to the next step. 

"You will have gathered already that Lady Bridget is the daughter of an earl."

Annabel nodded. Her title gave that away. If she were naught but a mere knight's wife, she'd be called Lady Hawley.

"She married beneath her," Louise continued, "and she never lets anyone forget she is nobly born. Her husband has no land save Bawkenstanes Manor, which he inherited from a cousin. The Hawleys have two children, a daughter named Penelope and a son." A slow smile curved Louise's lips. "Young Will Hawley fancies himself in love with me, which has been useful."

"How young?"

"Fourteen."

Louise was twenty. Annabel restrained an impulse to comment.

"Your little friend Rosamond may make a match with him, if their mothers have aught to say about it. I understand she is a considerable heiress."

Annabel supposed Susanna Appleton had seen to that. She might have been betrayed by her late husband, but she was not the sort of woman to take her revenge on a helpless child. Leigh Abbey and all its riches, Annabel recalled, had come to Robert with his marriage to Susanna. Upon his death, his childless widow had inherited everything. His only other kin yet living was an unacknowledged half sister.

"What of the two girls who were with Rosamond just now?"

Louise sent her a curious look. Annabel supposed her impatience showed. In truth, she was angry at herself for wasting so much thought on what was long past. 

"The plump one, Godlina Walkenden, is the youngest daughter of a wealthy London merchant." Louise hesitated, almost as if she wanted to add something else, then shook her head. "He is of no importance, but the other girl is a Derbyshire lass and her father is Wymond Tallboys. Tallboys shares certain mining interests with Sir Richard Hawley, but none of his religious sympathies. I have heard there is a new term for those as radical as Master Tallboys in their beliefs. They are called puritans because they want a purer church than now exists in England—no music, no vestments, not even any bells to mark the hours." 

Annabel nodded, filing the import of that information away to consider at a later time. "Has he any weaknesses?"

Louise chuckled. "He is fond of me."

"So is every man breathing and a good many women, too."

"Tallboys believes every lie I tell him, even when my words must seem passing strange for one who professes to be an exiled Huguenot."

"You are certain he does not suspect anything?"

"He is too besotted."

Annabel believed her. "Continue, then. Tell me about the upper servants at Bawkenstanes Manor."

Louise dismissed them with a wave of her hand. "None can be of any use to us. Margery Cottelling and I are Lady Bridget's waiting gentlewomen." She went on to enumerate the members of the Hawley household, from steward and cook to musician and stableboy. Halfway through the recital, Annabel's mind began to wander. 

The mention of Robert Appleton brought back memories, many of them most pleasant. Life had been exciting in the days when Mary Stewart ruled Scotland and Annabel was one of her ladies. That she'd been at the Scots court as a spy for France had not affected her enjoyment.

"That is the lot," Louise said, jerking Annabel out of her reverie. 

Present reality was harsh. More than seven years ago, Mary had abdicated in favor of her infant son and fled Scotland to seek sanctuary in England. She'd become Elizabeth Tudor's prisoner instead. These days, Mary Stewart was in the keeping of the same earl of Shrewsbury who owned New Hall and Buxton's baths.

Even before Mary's imprisonment, Annabel's activities had come under scrutiny by English spies. For that reason, until now, she had avoided involving herself in any of the many attempts to rescue the Catholic Queen Mary and put her on England's throne in place of the Protestant Queen Elizabeth.

Annabel drained her goblet and tossed it aside. She had no time to indulge in nostalgia and precious little to expend on interrogating Louise. She gave the other woman a curt nod. "There seem to be few surprises here. Now tell me all you know about the other conspirators. If there is a potential turncoat among them, I would weed him out now, before he has opportunity to betray us."

As Annabel had hoped, Louise accepted the logic of this statement. "There are three men, all as devoted to Queen Mary's cause as we are," she said, and gave Annabel the particulars she'd need to locate them. 
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Chapter Three
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March 27, 1575

Buxton, Derbyshire

––––––––
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The morning after her clandestine visit to the First Chief Bath, as Rosamond was about to set off for St. Ann's Chapel, she looked for Madame Poitier. She was surprised to see no sign of the Frenchwoman. This was the sixth Sunday in Lent, otherwise known as Palm Sunday, a holy day of enough importance that the Hawleys forsook the comfort of the private chapel at Bawkenstanes Manor and assembled the entire household to walk into Lower Buxton for services. 

For this special occasion Lady Bridget wore her most elaborate gown over a warm wool kirtle. Her new French hood was decorated with pearls. Her thick brows drew together in annoyance as she noticed the absence of one of her waiting gentlewomen. 

"We must not be late," she fretted. "We must set a good example for the villagers."

"Let us go on, then," said Sir Richard. With an impatient flip of a lace-encircled wrist, he signaled his steward to take the lead. 

Of a muscular build, although beginning to show the effects of excessive consumption of food and drink, Sir Richard was taller than his wife. Almost everyone was, even Rosamond. On this day, however, the difference in height seemed less. Lady Bridget wore pantofles with three-inch cork soles strapped to her shoes. They served the dual purpose of keeping her feet out of any ice or mud on the road while adding to her stature.

"Wait," she objected, countermanding her husband's order. "Appearance is all. You, girl!" She gestured to Rosamond with the fur snoskyn that kept her hands warm. "Walk beside my other waiting gentlewoman."

When Rosamond had taken her place next to Mistress Cottelling, the procession set out. Dressed in their finest clothing, wearing warm and colorful cloaks against the frigid air, they followed the same route from Upper Buxton into the dale that Rosamond and her two companions had taken the previous night. The way was steep, uneven, and slick with ice, for although the sun had risen it was scarce visible through a gloomy mist. Damp ribbons of fog curled around Rosamond's ankles like living things and cold eddied up beneath her skirts with every step. 

When Lina shrieked and dropped the silver box full of comfits she always carried with her, everyone jumped except Will Hawley. 

"Did an evil, crawling toad reach out of the murk and touch you?" he taunted her. 

"An apt description," Rosamond muttered. She had no doubt it had been Will himself who'd startled her friend. 

Behind her she heard a snicker turn into a cough as Lady Bridget's music master, Giles Bannister, failed to hide his amusement. She turned to grin at him but her smile faded at the sight of Will pushing rudely past Diony's father and his own sister until he was level with Rosamond and Mistress Cottelling. 

"Where is your sense of fun, Ros?" he asked as he trotted along beside them.

She spared him one disdainful glance, enough to observe that in a face covered with pustules, he had a new quat. Uncharitable of her as it was to wish for such a thing, she hoped it would stay red and inflamed and torment him for at least a week. 

"There is a new litter in the stable," Will said. "The orange tabby's hidden them somewhere in the straw."

She pretended to ignore this blatant attempt to engage her in conversation but his overture made her uneasy. Had there been a threat behind the silken words? She'd seen Will torment dogs by tying sticks to their tails. She hated to imagine what he could do to a tiny newborn kitten.

"We could slip away once the vicar starts droning on and go for a walk instead," Will whispered. "I've a place I want to show you."

With anyone but Will, Rosamond might have been tempted. Palm Sunday services went on longer than most, what with reading the story of Christ's entry into Jerusalem and so on, but she'd always enjoyed the pageantry that followed. She was not certain what they'd do in Derbyshire, but in both Kent and Cornwall the entire congregation made crosses of catkin-bearing willow to carry when they processed out of the chapel. Long ago, or so her foster mother had once told her, before such things were bAnnd in English churches, the priest would have blessed the foliage, giving it the power to protect the bearer against evil.  

Mistress Cottelling, who had as much reason as Rosamond to be wary of Will Hawley, walked faster. She had closed the distance from Sir Richard and his wife to mere inches when Lady Bridget, coming abreast of St. Ann's Well, stopped short. Mistress Cottelling narrowly avoided plowing into her. Will caught Rosamond's arm to keep her from colliding with the waiting gentlewoman.  

"The gate is open," said Sir Richard. 

"See to it, husband." Lady Bridget let her impatience show.

"Allow me, Mother." Will moved swiftly past his father.

A protective wall enclosed the well. Made of stone in some places and red plaster as hard as brick in others, it had not been damaged by the earthquake. Furthermore, the earl of Shrewsbury, who did not want people to take free samples, had left standing orders that the only gate into the enclosure should be kept locked whenever an attendant was not on duty. Rosamond frowned. She saw no sign of the padlock. Had it been missing the previous night? Had they missed a golden opportunity to visit the sacred well without supervision? A pity if so, but when they'd crept past in the darkness she had not noticed whether the gate was secured or not.

Curious, she trailed after Will, hoping for a peek inside. She'd heard the well had a stone basin that had been used to collect medicinal spring water since Roman times. She'd just reached the gate when Will staggered back as if he'd taken a blow. Retching, he fell to his knees at her feet.    

Rosamond froze where she stood. Behind her she heard Lady Bridget make a choked sound and Sir Richard curse. Mistress Cottelling screamed. With an effort, Rosamond managed to inhale but she was unable to look away from the terrible sight in front of her. 

They had found Madame Poitier. Limbs twisted and stiff and clothing whitened by a light coating of hoarfrost, her body lay face down beside St. Ann's Well.
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Chapter Four
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April 18, 1575

Canterbury, Kent

––––––––
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Jennet Jaffrey's twelve-year-old son, Rob, was a scholar at the King's School. The Leigh Abbey housekeeper chose the time of her visit carefully, arriving at the elaborate gate that led into the Mint Yard during the second of the two hours between morning and afternoon classes. Since the boys customarily ate their dinner at the common table in company with other members of the cathedral foundation, and Jennet had allowed time for Rob to finish his meal. She expected to find him among the dozen or so scholars who'd fled the chill of the ancient grey stone buildings for the sunlight out of doors, but she searched among them in vain.

A cluster of buildings interspersed with trees crowded into the Mint Yard, so-called because for ten years it had seen service as a royal mint. What had once been the cathedral's almonry chapel was the schoolroom, although some of the scholars slept there, too, including Rob. Other boys lived in Canterbury and went home to their families at night, or were lodged in the Lower Master's House, or in the Headmaster's House at the west end of the yard in rooms formerly occupied by the staff of the almonry.

Reasoning that Rob would not willingly have stayed indoors on such a bright, sunny day, and reluctant to believe he might have been kept in for some infraction of the rules, Jennet made her way to the Green Court Gate, one of two entrances to what had once been a monastery. Beyond its north wall she could see the magnificent buildings of the Archbishop of Canterbury's palace.

Jennet's gaze was drawn to the Prior Selling Gate. On his last visit home, Rob had regaled his family with the strange stories surrounding it. Jennet saw nothing out of the ordinary. There were lodgings above. Below, according to Rob, were the monastic necessarium and a long, gloomy passage running through what remained of the former monastery. This was the infamous Dark Entry, reputed to be haunted. 

Jennet was not sure if she believed in ghosts or not, but she'd listened as eagerly as her husband and two daughters to Rob's tales of a canon who'd lived in the gatehouse in old King Henry's day. This canon had employed a cook named Ellen Bean. As was the custom, she'd been known as Nelly Cook, but there'd been more to her duties than cooking. When the canon brought home a young woman, calling her his niece, Nelly Cook grew jealous and retaliated by poisoning them both. According to Rob, she'd been walled up alive in the Dark Entry for her crime. Young scholars ever since had sworn they could hear her screams, especially on moonless nights when the air was still.

Jennet shivered. Rob had too much imagination, and he should not be gadding about unsupervised between classes. She did not want to cause him trouble by asking Master Gresshop, the headmaster, where he was, but she was beginning to feel concerned. Every other time she'd visited, she'd found him in the Mint Yard, either with his friends, or sitting on a bench, reading. 

Puzzled, she retraced her steps. Had Rob been kept inside for punishment? He was not expecting a visit from his mother. She'd planned to surprise him, as she had once or twice before when she'd journeyed the five miles from Leigh Abbey with the excuse of making purchases in the butter market beside the cathedral.

The scholars began to drift inside as the hour to resume their lessons neared. Jennet plunked herself down on a conveniently placed stone bench to consider whether or not to abandon the effort to see her son. A few minutes later, her tired feet much restored, the empty yard and the angle of the sun, as well as the sight of Robert Rose, the Lower Master, scurrying toward the chapel, told her that the afternoon session was about to begin. 

At the precise moment Jennet stood to leave, she at last caught sight of her wayward son. She was about to call out to him when she realized he was moving away from the schoolroom. Her mouth closed with an audible snap and her eyes narrowed. Struggling with a bulging pack, Rob cast nervous glances over his shoulder, as if he feared pursuit. Furious and alarmed in equal parts, Jennet flung herself across the courtyard and swooped down on her hapless son in a flurry of dark blue skirts and swirling grey wool.

"And just where do you think you are going?" she demanded, planting herself directly in his path.  

"Mother!" His voice cracked on the first syllable but he recovered quickly. When he spoke again it was in a lower register. "Step aside."

The command was so unexpectedly forceful that Jennet almost obeyed. One hand over her bosom to still the frantic pounding within, she gaped at him. When had her child matured into a young man? He'd been home for a visit less than a week earlier. How had she not noticed then that he had grown to be taller than she was? What had happened to the small-boned, pale-skinned boy with the shock of mole-brown hair and the sweet nature? 
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